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Hinterlands
It was one hot, rainy summer night at dinner in the small rented
house at Govetts Leap, covered with wisteria, surrounded by
funnel-web and black house spiders, that T. put her fork down
and said, “I can’t do this anymore.”
She was referring to the curry, thank goodness, and not
to our relationship, though it took a few panicked seconds to
work that out. It’s true the curry, a packet palak gosht from
the Indian grocery in Concord, was rather ordinary. But she
didn’t mean curry per se; she meant meat. “I can’t do it, to
animals,” she said, with tears running down her face—this
from someone who hardly ever cries—as if she’d just realized
something devastating. “We’re turning vegetarian.” As simple
as that. And something clanged into place, like a great door
shutting, or opening. I felt cruel suddenly, exposed, deeply
wrong. I suppose that’s what had just happened to her.
First shock aside, it wasn’t so hard. I’d had periods as
a vegetarian long before I met her, and we’d already had to
make so many other changes in our lives in order just to be
together that this one seemed easy. It’s amazing what kind of
resolve that can give you, just being together, resolve and a
kind of clarity, although my resolve wasn’t quite so clear when
scarcely a week later I found myself responding to a further
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dinner-time declaration, and agreeing to become vegan.
I hardly knew what a vegan was. I remembered something
about no onions, no garlic, no salt. “No,” she said, “it’s not
that extreme; it’s just no meat, no eggs, no dairy. Nothing
that’s come from an animal. That means fish,” she said, as if I
hadn’t guessed that already, “and oysters.”
My collection of oyster knives …
I found it hard at first to give up cheese and for a while
was guilty of an occasional backslide, but even these ceased
after a month or two—you realize how inconsistent you’re
being, and how childish—and we came to see it not so much
as a giving-up of things as entering a new world of taste. There
was, too, an unexpected pleasure—relief—in the thought
that just by not doing something we were saving lives. You
don’t realize the guilt you’ve been suppressing until you no
longer feel it. “Now I can look at you in peace,” writes Kafka:
“I don’t eat you anymore.”
But this book isn’t about veganism, or guilt. If I’d
permitted myself a nice, eighteenth-century subtitle it might
have been An Account of Three Years of Philosophical and UnPhilosophical Transactions with Animals in the Blue Mountains
of New South Wales, but ultimately and more simply it’s about
discovery and wonder: wonder, and wondering. Slipping
into a flow of things—of being—that all your life, without
realizing it, you’ve been holding back from. The only point in
mentioning those things—and that Govetts Leap period—is
that they were a beginning, the beginning of a beginning.
It wasn’t long before we were signing petitions about various
animal matters, then attending rallies against live export—
those death ships—or the use of battery cages. Indeed it
was at a rally against the latter that, finding myself, a senior
academic, crammed into a cage in Martin Place, wearing a
chicken mask—watching the vice chancellor of my university
walk by, brushing aside some of my fellow protesters in the
2

Hinterlands

same cavalier way I might have used myself a year or so
before—that I realized just how much my life had changed.
It wasn’t long, too, before we moved from our temporary
mountain home to a little rental house in Glebe, in the inner
city, close to the university, and a few weeks later adopted
Charlie. In fact he was with us, on a lead, that time in Martin
Place. He’s a nervous dog, but crowds have never been his
problem. Even now, at ten, after seven years in the mountains,
he seems never so happy as when, on one of our occasional
trips down to the city, he can wander along King Street or
Glebe Point Road.
And then, after a long wait, the means at last coming our
way, we began to think of putting down a deposit on a house of
our own. We placed a bid for a tiny house on Darghan Street,
three doors down from the one we were renting, although
in truth, as I walked away from the real estate agency, I felt
anything but elated. Another mortgage, and—Sydney being
one of the most expensive cities on the planet—a huge one
at that. Money worries until death. For the sake of a trendy
address and a house near the university. What were we doing?
T. was clearly feeling the same. How else to explain—this
is something you need to know about T., that when she comes
up with an “idea” it’s often tantamount to a decision already
made—that, not more than a block or two from depositing
our bid for an extremely expensive inner-city shoebox, she
said, “Or there’s the mountains … ” and began to list some of
the properties and prices she’d been finding online while I’d
been lecturing that morning. We left it in the hands of fate,
breathed a huge sigh of relief when our seemingly astronomical
bid for the shoebox was unsuccessful (way too low) and began,
in early autumn, to look for a house in the mountains.
We found one, in a town at the top, one hundred
kilometers from the city. A brick house on Railway Parade,
a wide street up front, a leafy gully in the back, plenty of
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room to grow vegetables, a couple of majestic Blue Mountains
ash trees, a study for each of us, and a large art deco living
room with a huge Persian rug the vendors said they’d throw
in for free, for Charlie. The westerly wind blasted the kitchen
at the back and no door snakes or window seals could keep it
out; the much-vaunted gas central heating struggled to warm
the place; there were blackouts during the dramatic summer
and winter storms, funnel-web spiders in the garden (again),
black house spiders in the basement; mowing the steep back
yard was a dangerous and torturous exercise; and from the
day-care center next door the delighted shrieking of children
could make it hard to hear yourself think, but it was a fourminute walk from the train, a six-minute walk from the center
of town, a two-block drive from the highway, and compared
with the little place in the city it seemed like a palace. I could
take my books and papers out of storage; I could put pictures
on the walls rather than pile them under the bed. On the first
morning waking there I heard whipbirds and kookaburras
and currawongs and thought I was in paradise.
For the first year, however, addicted to carbon monoxide
and anxiety, we kept renting in Sydney and came up only on
weekends, still in two minds. Certainly the idea of commuting
to work two hours each way on a train, or an hour and a half each
way driving, didn’t appeal to me. But when our city landlady
developed cancer and needed the little inner-city house to be near
the hospital for treatment we took it as a sign and moved up to
the mountains permanently, or so we thought. After a year and
a half T. was restless and figured it was because she was missing
the city, and that Charlie might be missing it, too. Doing our
sums it seemed we might just be able to go back to the previous
weeks-in-the-city/weekends-in-the-mountains arrangement, if
we could manage to find a city rental cheap enough.
Our previous place was no longer available—I don’t know
how things had panned out for the landlady, but there were
4

Hinterlands

other people now living in it—and so we looked in Balmain,
the old workers’ suburb on a peninsula on the southern shore
of the harbor, now rapidly yuppifying. We joked that the
house we found, after weeks of looking, was the smallest in
Australia, and surely it would have come close. In dreams I
would hold it in the palm of my hand. But it had, for T.,
a miniscule studio at the bottom of its tiny garden, and a
large patio umbrella to cover almost all the rest, and in that
summer’s heat wave it was actually a delightful place to write
or, shoving the books aside on the rickety outdoor table, have
a small, cramped dinner with friends. Internet reception was
lousy, and the poisoned soil struggled to produce seven cherry
tomatoes and a five-centimeter, semi-dried baby eggplant, but
you could smell the sea and at night, sometimes, catch the
haunting sound of a ship’s horn.
As the weather cooled, however, we found ourselves
increasingly miserable. The wind blasted the tiny harbor-side
park we’d tried to persuade ourselves Charlie was enjoying,
and the relentless damp wormed into our minds. We pleaded
our way out of the contract, went back to the mountains,
and felt we’d taught ourselves a lesson. But still there was
restlessness. We didn’t quite know what it was until a year later
when, sick of the joyful screaming from the day-care center,
finding it harder and harder to concentrate on her work, and
less and less inclined to return the rubber balls over the fence
before Charlie got his teeth into and deflated them, T. found,
online (again), a tiny farm at the edge of town.
It wasn’t just that. In fact two things were coming together.
On health grounds I’d decided to leave the university, if I
could. A bad leg I’d had for decades—misdiagnosed—had
recently been joined by a bad hand and, seeing a neurologist
at last (my powers of denial are impressive), I’d been told I
had MS, the perfect writer’s disease, I sometimes joke, since
the letters also designate “manuscript.” Then, twelve months
5
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later, a family curse catching up with me, I also had a heart
attack, “silent,” as in completely painless, but a stark wake-up
call nevertheless. Perhaps it was time. The university, once a
place of thought, freedom, and light, had begun to seem a
grim factory run by automatons, turning some of my nice,
carp-like colleagues into piranhas (my last animal metaphor
there, if I can help it: see it as a farewell).
We called the agent and arranged an inspection. It was
love at first sight. Two sloping acres. At the top, on the cleared
part—the old farm—a weatherboard house with a deck, a
veranda, and a high kitchen window with a sweeping view
over what I’ve come to call the Hidden Valley, and, just
below, a two-room log cabin, empty but for a pot-bellied
stove and a yellow, out-of-tune piano, that I could turn into
a library. There were large water tanks, a vegetable garden, a
farm shed attached to the bottom of the cabin, horseshoes
nailed to its uprights, an old chicken coop just below it, an
old swimming pool (but how often would that get used, up
here in the mountains?), and, at the bottom, over a rusted,
tumbling fence, a second acre of protected bush, “hanging”
swamp, a creek. There was thick bush, too, all along one side,
an untouched property, also protected. Huge peppermints
and stringybarks, large tree ferns, a pair of black cockatoos
flying high overhead. We finished the inspection by driving
around to the bottom of the property, to get a better view
of the swamp. It had been a gray day, but the sun had just
broken through. Looking up, I gasped at a broad patch of
bright emerald-green through the trees, realized with delight
and wonder that it was grass just below the cabin.
It seemed too good to be true. We kept looking for the
catch, became only the more uncertain when we couldn’t
find it. We’d have to buy it immediately, well before selling
the house on Railway Parade, and that’d be tricky. We made
three attempts to climb the lawyers’ stairs to sign the contract.
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After the second we went to see the farm again. Needing a
few minutes to think, I walked down by myself to the
rickety middle fence and stared into the trees, listening for
I don’t know what. Silence, and then, suddenly, a splash, as
of some large animal bathing. What was it, a kangaroo? a
swamp wallaby? A thrill went through me. It seemed a sign.
I turned around, still thinking, and walked up to the cabin,
was “inspecting” the tank there, my mind racing with ideas,
when I heard a rasping croak above me. I looked up and saw a
huge, glossy white cockatoo staring down from the guttering.
He seemed to be asking me what I was waiting for.
It’s one thing to move onto a little farm, however, and
quite another to write about it. That—this—has a different
beginning. The precise moment is lost in time, but I think
it was while we were in the first inner-city rental house—
the house we first brought Charlie into, where he’d shivered
so much under the dining-table—that a vegan friend and I
agreed, over the phone (he was in Western Australia), that
animals had had a poor rap in Australian literature, and that
perhaps we should write something about this, as a way of
exposing animal cruelty more generally. A vague project, at
first, but one which has grown and diversified. I think of this
book as a part of it, one channel in its delta.
Eighteen months or so later, maybe sensing that our
project was changing direction, this friend asked me to list
some of the things I might want to write about. The animal in
philosophy, I said (nothing like ambition!), and problems about
writing about animals in the first place, because already I’d
started to encounter these, the way the language itself seems
stacked against them, conditioning us, subliminally, to keep
up the cruelty—and then, I don’t know, perhaps I was looking
at Charlie as I spoke, wondering yet again where his trembling
was coming from, and Charlie, outrageous as the idea seemed;
I’ d like to try to write a biography of Charlie.
7
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Almost as soon as I got off the phone I began to see that
last idea as untenable. A biography? Of a dog? Hadn’t Virginia
Woolf failed disastrously at just such a project?1 But there’s
another part of me that sees such things as challenges. If
something seems untenable then perhaps it’s because it suits
the status quo to have it seem so, and so is all the more reason
one should attempt it. For a year or two, as I got started on
some of the other essays, the idea kept coming back. At some
point I began making entries in my notebook—some of them
form the basis of the next two chapters—and then, in one of
the first weeks on the little farm, sitting at my newly installed
desk in the cabin, one of the five black cockatoos from the
bushland next door staring from the lone peppermint at the
southern fence, I started to write (“Poor Charlie,” I began,
going back, thinking of the previous year or two), and kept
it up, a little each day, not knowing if anything would come
of it. About Charlie. About dusk anxiety. About writing.
Eventually about the boys. And straying into places I’d never
really thought about before.
That was November 2012, our second month at the
farm. We weren’t far into the third—we’d as yet told no one
about our refuge dream—before a friend called, to alert us
to the plight of two sheep, asking if we could possibly give
them a home. And within two days—I’ve said T. works
quickly—they were with us, Jonathan and Henry-Lee. It had
been forty-five years since I’d even touched a sheep, but by
the time December was over they were wandering into the
cabin, wandering into the tomato beds, wandering into the
sentences, pointing out what a fool I’d been to ever think that
I could write about Charlie alone, or write about animals (or
writing, or literature) without them.

1

Flush (1933).
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Charlie
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Dusk Anxiety2
Poor Charlie. I think he suffers from dusk anxiety. Every
night, while we’re preparing dinner, sitting there in the
kitchen, placing himself exactly between the two of us as
if determined to trip us up, quivering. Not constantly. It
comes in waves. But the waves are lengthening, and the calm
intervals between them shortening, as if the quivering were
just catching breath.
At first, when this quivering wasn’t so bad, I thought he
was putting on an act to get attention. They say the breed
trembles anyway—the “pure” breed of fox terriers. He’s a
fox terrier cross—with what, we’ve never been able to work
out (Andalusian, I used to tell people at Wentworth Park)—
and I suppose he could have inherited this part of them. His
right hind leg, too, has trembled, intermittently, since the
operation3, especially after he’s been running. He stands there
with Vinny or Maddy or Lucia, his park friends, waiting for
the ball to be thrown, and his leg quivers like crazy. He’ll
quiver, too, when he’s nervous or excited, in anticipation.
Sometimes it’s accompanied by a strange guttural panting.
2
3

Written at the little farm but about our time on Railway Parade.
Explained in the next chapter …
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We once thought this was asthma—it still might be (or an
allergy to hay)—but we’ve also realized it can be anticipation.
He’ll do it when we’re down in Sydney, for example, taking
a right turn from Parramatta Road on our way to see my
daughter and her partner, which for him is to see Muppet and
Ellie, his best dog friends from almost the beginning of his
time with us.
But this trembling, now, is more pronounced. Every
evening this summer, when, though it’s still light outside,
we’ve gone into the kitchen to prepare dinner. Could it be to
do with food preparation? The chopping board? The sound of
the cleaver on wood (although all we ever cleave is vegetables)?
But why, if that is so, doesn’t it happen at lunchtime, since we
prepare food together then, too?
I think it’s dusk anxiety. I took him onto the deck one
evening to watch the sunset, and he was quivering there, too.
I remembered Temple Grandin’s cattle press, how holding a
steer tightly will supposedly calm him down, and so for the
first few nights, seeing it so much worse, I’d pick Charlie
up—I do it often enough anyway, pick him up and stand him
on my lap to watch T. as she prepares her part of the dinner—
and hold him tightly against my chest, but while holding him
tightly constricts the trembling, it doesn’t stop it.
One night T., who’d been chopping vegetables while we
watched, came over towards us, and I noticed that as soon as she
started to approach he stopped quivering. But now I think that
was just coincidence. She’s said the same when she’s been holding
him, that as soon as I’ve turned to look at him he’s stopped
quivering. But further tests have thrown this into doubt. The
one most consistent factor, it seems to me, is dusk itself.
Twilight. Half-and-half light. The time between things.
They say dusk is the time when you can escape, slip through
the crack between the world of day and the world of night.
According to Yeats, Irish villagers not all that long ago would
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warn their children not to be out at twilight for fear of being
taken by the Sidhe or “people of the mounds”—ghostly,
romantic, bigger-than-life beings—and find oneself spirited
away into the world of faery. (Fancy that: being led, through
that crack, by a dog, a few sheep, some ducks, a rat, to find
oneself, as once so long ago I dreamt I might, in a secret
kingdom of grass.)
I’d forgotten about it, dusk anxiety, until I came upon
mention of it a few months ago on the internet. I’d never
known it had a name, but I recognized it immediately. I once
had a friend who had it, though she, too, I think, wouldn’t
have known what to call it. Probably, back in the early 1980s,
it hadn’t yet been given its name. But every evening, for a
while between 5 and 7 p.m.—its range varied with the seasons
and the light—she’d become quiet and sad, for no reason she
would ever explain. It came on as the light was fading and
would leave once night set in. She’d even cry sometimes, and
wanted to be left to do so. Sadness is okay, she’d say: people
have to be allowed their sadness. She seemed to be saying it as
much to herself as to me.
Does Charlie feel a particular sadness? I just don’t know.
Sometimes, as I watch him thinking, it seems to me I see a
shadow cross over his features. We’ve even thought, on at least
two occasions, that he’s had a breakdown of sorts, or was in
the midst of one. Now that I push myself to try to describe it
(is the choice to write, in this regard, a choice to push?) I think
that, yes, these breakdown moments could well have been
plunges into depression. In T.’s study once, in that tiny house
in Glebe, he was lying in his beanbag staring a long time at
a blank wall, when suddenly he began to tremble and pant
in anxiety, as if he’d seen a ghost there, or some frightening
memory had just come to him, or he’d sensed something, far
off on our horizons, that we had no idea about. That’s another
thing I’ve learnt, that dogs hear things, smell things, that
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we have no notion of.4 We’re annoyed when a dog raises his/
her head and growls, or races outside to bark at nothing. It’s
hardly ever nothing.
But there. The quivering might have a name. Enough
people must have experienced it to have called for one. Dusk
anxiety.
There’s a certain logic to it. It’s not unusual to feel
invigorated in the morning, optimistic about how much you’re
going to be able to get done in the hours ahead, only to find
the energy and productivity wane as those hours pass. You
look back and find you’ve only done a fraction of what you’d
planned. Work finishes. You face the night. You can turn your
back on a lot of domestic things during the day—problems,
arguments, loneliness—but in the bus or car on the way
home, in the dusk, you’re preparing yourself to deal with them
again. It’s very likely a mood as old as human society—older.
I wouldn’t be surprised if, at some great distance behind us,
but a part of us for so long it’s almost hardwired into the brain,
genetic knowledge, there wasn’t a very real anxiety brought
about by night as the time of greatest danger and vulnerability.
When we went—go—back into the safety of the cave. When
fires are lit to ward off marauding predators. When someone
4 “I don’t know how many tiny muscles there are in a dog’s nose,” I wrote
after a trip with Charlie. “I leant back to look at him in the car today when
I felt his muzzle on my shoulder—I wasn’t driving—and there it was, wet
and healthy within inches of my eyes, every muscle, every nerve at work,
a glistening, miraculous organ taking in, as it seemed to me, a thousand
directions at a time, attuned to the briefest trace, the most fleeting scent as
we sped along, no one, single aroma, as it seems to me that I get, albeit in
succession, as I move through the world, but a teeming array, caught by a
faculty that makes radar seem simple; alert, beyond imagining, attent, so
in the moment that there is no time for past or future—almost enough to
make me feel exiled from the world.”
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keeps watch, so that others aren’t attacked in their sleep. A
kind of momentum gets us over it, most of the time. Things
have got you going through the day, you’re distracted, and
then suddenly it’s night, and you’ve got through it. There are
rituals—the gym, the drink after work—but if something
interrupts them it can be very different. I know that if ever for
some reason I fall asleep in the afternoon and wake at dusk, it
can be bleak, disorienting, as if I’ve lost a thread.
But what of Charlie? What ancient thing is coming out
of his bones, his muscles, the billions of neurons in his brain?
Why might it be worse lately? Why, if it is there, isn’t it causing
his trembling constantly? What could it mean that it comes
and goes? What could it be that, at last, after six years with us,
has brought it on again (he used to tremble a lot when we first
brought him home from the refuge)? Could some propensity
have always been there, and something else, some particular
stress upon one or another of the autoimmune systems, served
as a trigger, weakening the defenses against it? If he gets
depressed, let’s say—if something else depresses him—could
that depression let some older anxiety out? But what could
that be? We impose so many wounds upon the animals we
think of as our pets or companions; taking them away from
their mothers so early—barely weaned, if that—is only the
beginning.
•
A brief digression. When writing about animals there is
always, it seems, an elephant in the room—or, rather, since
one of the first things you realize when you start to write
about animals is that it’s paradoxical and self-defeating to
draw lazily upon that vast horde of animal expressions in
our language (killing two birds with one stone; letting the cat
15
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out of the bag; an elephant in the room) the principal effect of
which is only to reinforce, subliminally, our ancient prejudices
and barriers against them—there is always a Human in the
room, a very large Human, towering over us, to whom most
of us are trying very hard, and often very successfully, to
seem oblivious. It has many faces, many voices, many idioms.
We’ll meet it over and again (notice I call it it, rather than
she or he, much as we tend to speak of animals) if only in
the process of trying to avoid it. And it’ll be saying various
things. As I wrote the previous paragraph, for example, it
was accusing me, yet again, of anthropomorphism. Perhaps
I should explain why I am not much bothered about that.
To anthropomorphize is to treat animals as if they were
in some way human. To speak of them, for example, as if
they could experience “human” emotions, such as “love” or
“grief” or “embarrassment.” This is apparently a poor and
unobjective way of conceiving. Science—for, although the
proscription against anthropomorphism has spread through
the “humanities” like a contagion, it’s from scientific quarters
that the accusation most often comes—would have us use
instead such terms as “pair bonding,” “separation anxiety,”
etc.
I’ve got a few objections to this, but I’ll restrict myself
to two. Firstly, the idea that we can view anything from
some position of “objectivity” above or beyond the human
is simply naïve. As Nietzsche said, we see all things through
the human head and cannot remove that head. Merely to
think is to anthropomorphize. Secondly—more importantly,
as far as I am concerned—barbarity itself begins with the
thought that we are so different from the creatures we live
amongst that we cannot know or even hazard how they feel.
This is not only a lie to ourselves, for in many cases in the
experience of almost all of us, we do know how some animal
or another feels (at home the scientist knows how his/her dog
16
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feels, and yet “officially,” in the laboratory—this phenomenon
is known as doubling5 —has no idea), but, since what is called
anthropomorphism is central to what we call empathy, and
since empathy is fundamental to compassion, in the denial
of anthropomorphism is that repression of empathy which is
fundamental to the horrific abuse of animals which has always
scarred this civilization (and almost every other civilization I
can think of ).
Writing about the animal is always fraught territory. Even
the term animal itself can be seen as objectionable, a blanket
term that the Human in the Room uses to keep “them” at
a distance and preserve the myth of its (i.e., that Human’s)
essential difference. Certainly Derrida thinks this:
I avoid speaking generally about animals. For
me, there are not “animals.” When one says “animals”
one has already started … to enclose the animal into
a cage. … [T]o say “animal,” and put them all into
one category … is a very violent gesture.6
But here—and what else could be expected of a logos that
has in effect shut out non-human animals for millennia?—is
one of those instances where what we might call a human
logic doesn’t serve very well our attempts to think the animal.
There’s no doubt that, as an umbrella term, “the animal” is an
5 A term I take from Robert Jay Lifton’s The Nazi Doctors: Medical
Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (Basic Books, 1988), in which he
outlines the psychological splitting which enabled medical staff in the death
camps to deal with the work required of them. (Please note that, and some
hideous experimentation upon animals notwithstanding, I am not drawing
any comparison between scientists and workers in the death camps.)
6 Transcribed from a filmed interview. The point is made more
extensively in The Animal That Therefore I Am (Fordham University Press,
2002), 31/2.
17

Dusk Anxiety

act of intellectual violence, as Derrida says, but if, as he seems
to imply, one must then, instead of using “the animal,” list
one by one all the species to which one may be referring, one has,
given the magnitude of the task, effectually silenced oneself.
Throughout this book, therefore, the term “the animal” (or
“animals”) will continue to be used, albeit “under erasure”
(another Derridean term), so as not to erase.
Have I drifted away from Charlie, his trembling and
dusk anxiety, the house on Railway Parade, the little farm
upon which we’ve eventually come to rest? I’m not sure I
have. “Realize,” Leonardo da Vinci is reported to have said,
“that everything connects to everything else.” There are days
here in the mountains when a mist rolls in suddenly, a bright,
eerie whiteness so thick that everything disappears, the house,
the great trees, the sheep in their paddock scarcely a dozen
meters away. It would be ridiculous to say that language is
like that, that our realm of ideas is like that, but would it be
so ridiculous to say that there is more mist about them—more
of the world about us that is hidden from us, by them—than
we know?
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