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      To Chloe and Oliver with love

   
      
      
PART ONE


      IN THE BEGINNING

      
      Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump, bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher Robin. It
         is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming downstairs, but sometimes he feels that there really is another way, if only
         he could stop bumping for a moment and think of it. And then he feels that perhaps there isn’t. Anyhow, here he is at the
         bottom, and ready to be introduced to you. Winnie-the-Pooh.
      

      
      When I first heard his name, I said, just as you are going to say, ‘But I thought he was a boy?’

      
      ‘So did I,’ said Christopher Robin.

      
      ‘Then you can’t call him Winnie?’

      
      ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘But you said—’

      
      ‘He’s Winnie-ther-Pooh. Don’t you know what “ther” means?’
      

      
      Winnie-the-Pooh, A. A. Milne

      
   
      
      
1


      
      THE REAL AND THE STUFFED

      
      I was born in the mid-twentieth century in the dead centre of a great city. I am what one historian calls post-domestic.* My grandparents came to England from the shtetl: they had been traders, furriers, tailors, not animal husbandmen, but at
         some point they must have ridden horses, or used them to pull carts. They would have kept chickens and killed them under the
         watchful eye of the rabbi. My mother, although born in London in 1912, knew how to singe and dress chickens that came, head
         and feet on, all the insides inside, from the kosher butcher behind Warren Street underground station. Even so, like many
         children of immigrants my parents put the shtetl behind them as much as possible. Their broken-accented old people were old-world
         embarrassments, for all that they had made the bold journey from a hostile middle Europe to unknown and faraway city centres.
      

      
      Neat, clean clothes confirmed how far we had come from the old country. My mother did not mess with dirtying nature, except in the kitchen to prepare it to look other than what it had been
         by chopping and cooking. My mother and father both fled from the ghost of the shtetl into the urbane. When I was young we
         lived in a centrally heated block of flats. A man way down in the basement stoked the boiler; another man came every week
         and took the dirty sheets and brought them back washed and ironed. My mother spent her days dusting and polishing and cleaning,
         but our flat was so small, I can’t imagine how it occupied her for more than half an hour a day. She washed herself and me
         as if we spent our lives excavating dark and grimy tunnels. Especially down there, in the animal – the natural – the private – parts. She flung a handful of washing-soda crystals into my bath to get rid
         of any ‘germs’ that lurked on my body. Not that it had much opportunity to get dirty – clean knickers every morning and careful
         lessons in how to wipe yourself after urinating or defecating. My mother was prepared to confront the dirty animal, but only
         to ensure that it never, ever got a hold on our existence. My father shaved with a strap-sharpened razor, left a manicured
         garden of moustache on his upper lip, forced his wavy hair flat on his head with a hair cream and vigorous brushing and splashed
         more scented stuff on him to keep the smell of body at bay. But according to my mother, he was not as fastidious as she was
         in the matter of washing or in matters of other people’s natural parts. My mother abhorred his washing and sexual behaviours
         as ‘filthy’. Good things were ‘nice’, bad things were ‘not nice’. Clean was ‘nice and clean’. Good was not making a mess of
         the clothes that were specifically chosen to show how much we were not people of the countryside. When I wailed miserably
         about my woollen vests, which I insisted were scratchy, she told me they couldn’t possibly be, they were made of the finest
         wool to be bought in ‘Brussels’. Shops in cities, not sheep in fields, ensured their goodness and quality. Post-domestic. Any dogs, cats or birds I encountered on the streets were always to be ignored and avoided. But there were exceptions. The great masses of starlings in central London at that time were a sight
         to see, worth stopping and looking up at, swarming in their tens of thousands on the roof of the National Gallery in the late
         afternoons, and taking off simultaneously in a fluttering, shrieking cloud that swooped and rose all of a piece across the
         London sky. And in Trafalgar Square, I regularly fed the pigeons that stood ravenously on my hands, shoulders and head to
         get at the corn on my open palm. A strange anomaly of urban animal wariness. Now pigeons are flying rats, filthy and disease-ridden.
         They have been exiled from Trafalgar Square, and are shot in the dead of night to discourage their presence on public buildings
         and under bridges. The millions of starlings have disappeared too. But I have a photograph of my mother and me, standing at
         the foot of Nelson’s Column, with pigeons perched on our heads and shoulders, and my mother smiling quite benignly.
      

      
      I went with her to the butcher and sat in my pushchair, close to the pale sawdust, looking at slabs of meat on the counter,
         tidied with string into unfleshy shapes that bore no relation to anything that had ever lived. It was the shop where they
         neatened death into food. And it was a kosher butcher, which meant, additionally, that the meat had been drained of its life
         blood and prayed over as it was killed. By the time it got to the front of the shop, it had been processed as far away from
         the once-living creature it had been as it was possible. And the processing continued back home in the kitchen. Salt beef
         was an oval cylinder bound with string; fish was filleted and covered in matzo-meal batter or moulded with carrots and simmered
         into wet, doughy balls; liver was chopped and mixed with egg and onion into a pâté. Only chickens remained somewhat lifelike.
         At the butcher, they were whole, though dead and featherless, hanging by the neck from hooks in the window. A little bit of
         bucolic reality. They even retained their shape and features in the cooking, after my mother had burned away the last bits of feather. Chicken soup – essential Jewish food – was made with the whole unjointed chicken, minus the head,
         but including the giblets (gizzard, liver, heart, neck), any unlaid eggs (a special treat, little hard-boiled yolklets), and
         the amputated feet. Actually it was as much Chinese as Jewish, but gnawing on a chicken’s claw, all succulent and chewy gristle
         and bone, and being presented with the rubbery gizzard, was a weekly childhood happiness. So all my experience of the non-human
         animal was the smell in the butcher’s shop, various mediated parts of a cooked chicken, close encounters with disease-ridden
         flying pests and an appreciation of starlings.
      

      
      Yet not quite all, because in the far reaches of my memory is a farm. I can’t verify this at all because no one remains who
         would know, but I have certain pictures in my head of being very young and on a farm. A holiday farm is my first thought.
         I stayed there more than once. I remember the kitchen table and sitting round it with elderly grown-ups and quite a lot of
         other children, as I only very rarely sat round a tableful of people at home, and certainly not one in a kitchen, but at a
         dining-room table, for special occasions and separated from the manufacture of food. My parents weren’t with me on the farm,
         but I have an image of them arriving (both, I think, together) to visit me at least once, nor was there anyone that I knew
         or can identify. There were pigs, and I adored them. I can see myself in their pen making friends with them. I can’t specifically
         remember any other animals though there is a generic feel of farm animals around. I also have the manure smell of the farm
         in my memory, and the recollection of feeding, even possibly of me trying to milk a cow. I think I liked being on that farm.
         There is a young woman with trousers tucked into wellington boots showing me how to look after the pigs and not be afraid
         of them. I must have been very young indeed, the recollections are so fleeting, set tableaux without much context, but I remember people smiling, being kindly.
         I don’t doubt that this happened once or more than once, but I’m surprised. There are two possibilities: either it was a holiday
         place that took children, and my parents thought I should have the experience of farm living, or it was a foster home during
         some time or times of trouble – which were plentiful enough for me to have been fostered on various later occasions, which
         I do remember clearly. It is possible that the local council sent me there during some crisis. It makes sense of the powerful
         memory of kindness. This strikes me as more likely because I can’t imagine my mother or father sending me off alone anywhere
         at that age, and surely not back to the countryside of their old people’s past. It was dangerous and embarrassing. We were
         among those, in the 1950s, who drove to the outskirts of London, picnicked by the side of an A road and considered it a day
         out in the country. At quite a young age, I roamed around London quite freely, often alone, but streets were considered safe
         once I got the hang of crossing the road. A farm was so strangely away and remote from anything I remember about my parents. Or perhaps the children’s farm is a figment of my imagination. I don’t
         think so, but I really can’t be sure. For whatever reason, I think there was just a little muck and domesticated animal life
         in my childhood. I still love pigs.
      

      
      There were a few flesh-and-blood non-humans in my urban childhood. A budgie called Georgie. Blue. He said ‘Who’s a pretty
         boy?’ a lot, and sometimes answered ‘Georgie’ when asked his name. He lived in a cage on the sideboard, and once a week flew
         around the small living room when his cage was being cleaned by my mother. He perched on my finger with his sharp, grasping
         claws, and stood on my head when he came to rest. There was something a little alarming about him flying free in the living room, and I was always quite relieved when he was put back in his cage. I can’t
         say that I had a sense of Georgie’s individual existence: he was an entertainment enclosed in a cage within a room, not unlike
         some of my wind-up toys, a simulacrum of Tweetie Pie. If asked, I would have said I loved Georgie, but then I said all sorts
         of things I knew I was supposed to say, often enough about love. One day when his cage was being cleaned Georgie flew out
         of a window my mother had forgotten to close. I may have cried, but I didn’t really care.
      

      
      There was also one or several goldfish, which I won at Battersea or Hampstead Fun Fair. There was always only one at a time,
         and it repeatedly jumped out of its small circular bowl and was to be found dead on the carpet, or I’d wake in the morning
         to find it floating on its side on top of the water. All goldfish were one. They swam around for a while and then they died.
         I don’t think anyone asked me if I loved the goldfish.
      

      
      And once I found a baby bird at the base of a tree in Regent’s Park, fallen from its nest. I scooped it up carefully and took
         it home, cupped in my hands, to the flat. My mother, confronted with the poor, helpless, squealing thing, overcame her distaste
         and got a saucer of bread soaked in milk. We tried to feed it with tweezers, but it wouldn’t or couldn’t eat, and writhing
         in our nervous, urban hands, wriggled away and fled to the darkness and warmth behind the radiator, where it got stuck. It
         was a grim nature lesson. My mother, panicking, as I would now in the same circumstances, tried to tease and then poke it
         out with a prod of some sort – a wooden spoon, a fish slice? The wretched little creature screamed for its own kind, and shrank
         from the probe, and we wailed and flailed around trying to get at the trapped bird, making it retreat even further into stuckness,
         and us all the more appalled. It was doubly in the wrong place. Not at the foot of a tree under its nest, and wedged in the
         domestic human space between a far-too-hot metal radiator and the living-room wall. Eventually, the cheeping stopped. My mother
         flapped on the phone to the porters down in the entrance hall and one of them arrived to dig out and dispose of the corpse.
      

      
      It was an experience that was much more distressing than watching my mother prepare a dead chicken for the pot. Baby birds,
         like baby anything else, are fearsomely attractive, with those same big eyes and rounded head that evolution happened upon
         to make hearts melt. It was helpless and I rescued it, as I thought, and then it all went terribly wrong. This was the danger,
         and always has been with befriended animals, even the ones we call pets. It would not behave as a rescued creature was supposed
         to behave. It didn’t understand enough. It couldn’t be told or reassured. It wouldn’t eat, it didn’t love us or trust us,
         it tried to get away from us, and turned from a sweet baby creature into a trapped and dying animal. A disappointment. A let-down.
         A regret. Unlike my three stuffed bears who were completely reliable. Once the baby bird was behind the radiator, I didn’t
         want it any more. I only wanted it not to be there, never to have seen it, not to have picked it up. I knew it wouldn’t survive,
         and that I hadn’t saved it. It was a baby thing that I had brought home to die a much worse death than if I had left it alone.
         At any rate, a death in my presence. The first and, until I was in my forties and my cat was put down, the only one. My fault,
         but its fault, too, for not behaving properly. For not complying with the rules about humans saving animals; but having a
         life – a nature – of its own. I was disgusted by its horrible end in my flat. As soon as it was stuck behind the radiator,
         actually, as soon as it refused to eat, I wished it would shut up and die immediately.
      

      
      The memory of the baby bird I rescued must be in the shadows of the story I wrote at primary school about ducklings. It was
         a school composition the class had been set when I was about nine, perhaps a couple of years after the bird died in the flat. Write a story. A vague command frequently asked of children, but something most editors would hesitate to demand of professional writers.
         My story became a literary scandal, which, I like to think, suggests I was always a natural writer. I wrote about a country-living
         girl of my own age who, walking along the river one day, sees a family of ducklings cheeping helplessly around the dead body
         of their mother. The girl goes home, gets a cardboard box and collects the baby birds, the whole squawk of them. She takes
         them back and keeps them in a barn (a proper rural story, this – not a pavement in sight). She nurtures them with bread soaked
         in milk. They thrive. Little by little, they grow. They rush to greet her when they hear her footsteps coming home from school
         and follow her everywhere. She lets them swim about in the bath and collects worms and other slimy creatures for them. She
         is their mother. Other children envy her and she allows them to visit her ducklings sometimes. No adults interfered in this
         story. I must have supposed, probably rightly, that country children had much more freedom from them than we city kids had.
         Eventually, the ducklings are fully grown, and their saviour wisely decides that they must live natural lives. She leads them
         crocodile-fashion down to the river, with tears in her eyes but knowing she is doing the right thing. At the water’s edge
         she stops and even as they cluster around her legs for comfort in an alien environment, she hardens her heart and shoos them
         in. One by one they flop into the water, flap about in panic and then each of them gets the point of their webbed feet. They
         set off immediately, quacking, ducking and diving, and swimming off down (or up, what did I know about which way ducks swam?)
         the river. The girl – let’s call her Jenny – though I’m sure I wouldn’t have then, stands and watches them disappear into
         the distance. Not one of the ducks looks back, not one of them offers a sentimental farewell, they go off and get on with their lives without the slightest indication of gratitude or even memory
         of their nurturer and saviour. Jenny watches them go, and understands that they are different; she had no right to expect
         anything from them. She goes back some time later and her ducks are there, she recognises them. She throws them some bread,
         and as they pluck it from the ground she calls out their names. The ducks take no notice. She reaches out her empty hand.
         The boldest duck runs forward and pecks at her outstretched fingers with an angry quack. As soon as they finish up the bread,
         they waddle away back to the water and swim off without a sign that they ever knew her.
      

      
      I left it at that and let the moral draw itself. It was a tough little tale for a small girl to write, cynical even: the knowing
         structure set up to be sentimental and sweet and then pulling all that sickly stuff away from the reader at the end without
         flinching. I’m interested that I knew about gratitude and the lack of need for it between humans and animals, and that Jenny,
         the character in the story, had such a resigned acceptance of it. I can imagine writing something very like it even now.
      

      
      The story was sent in to a competition for all London primary schools and it got second prize. I was and still am a little
         galled by only getting second prize, but I was called up in assembly and given a certificate and a book token. Everyone clapped.
         Then the scandal began. Three or four weeks before, Bunty, a comic for pre-adolescent girls, had a strip cartoon about a girl who saved a duckling and how it became her devoted friend,
         following her to school and sleeping in her bed. The whispers grew that I had stolen my story from Bunty and that I was a copycat. I explained when confronted in the playground that I hadn’t copied it. It was my story. The duck
         in the comic had stayed with the girl, loved her, been her constant companion; my ducklings swam off into the sunset and couldn’t
         care less about their rescuer. That’s just the end, they said. That’s a completely different story, I said. And I was right. Of course
         I’d read the Bunty strip, and of course, that was where I’d got the idea from (where do you get your ideas from, people always ask), but I’d
         written my story. I had no doubt about that. What made the plagiarised duck story my story – a story I had made up myself
         – was not just my grasp of the difference between the toy and story animals I knew and the real animals I hardly knew at all,
         but that, unlike the comic story, I knew the difference between animals and humans was where the real story lay.
      

      [image: image]

      
      All the animals I knew in the early years of my life were stuffed: Georgie and the baby bird in one way, the nursery creatures
         in another. Of the home menagerie, only the Three Bears remain brilliant in my memory. Small, bigger, biggest. Baby, mother,
         father. Just like us. Except that I never thought of Baby Bear as having a gender, and it surprises me to think of it even
         now. Father Bear was huge; it was some years before I could carry him anywhere and see where I was going. Of Mother Bear on
         her own I don’t have such a strong recollection, either because she was middle-ish, or for some other more personal reason.
         Though Baby Bear was the one I took to comfort me when it was dark, they were all my confidants; one or other in particular,
         or the three together in a huddle. As far as I know, I never didn’t have them, and I kept them until I was about seventeen,
         in the various places I lived, sent on or brought by a visiting parent from where I had been to where I presently was. Eventually,
         an adult suggested I was too old for them and that I should give them to a little girl we knew. I regret that I did, though
         it seemed easy enough to do at the time. Not that I want them now. I’m just sorry I agreed.
      

      
      Utterly stuffed was the manky old brown bear reared up to an enormous height, his mouth gaping wide full of sharp conical
         teeth, his front paws raised, vicious claws extended, ready to strike. But he held no fears for me. He was a native of my
         territory, standing, forever on the verge of pouncing, guarding the entrance to a shop (furniture, I think) on the corner
         of Tottenham Court Road and Goodge Street when it was closed. He towered over me, but I never passed him without climbing
         on his plinth, putting myself under his vast protection, giving him a hug and doing a small dance between his stubby legs.
         His hair was wiry and spiky to the touch, not soft and silky and smelling inert like my three beloved bears. He smelled of
         stale sawdust and something else. There were two black circles on his chest, the size of threepenny bits. That was where he
         was shot, my father or mother told me.
      

      
      My three bears were not bears like the stuffed bear in Tottenham Court Road. The same noun was used for both, but it meant
         quite different things. In my bossier moments, I told them off as I had been, or soothed them when they fell over – or I’d
         flung them on the floor in order to practise my comforting skills. However, I remember most clearly that they were my allies.
         I told them my woes and my fears, and they listened with all the quiet solemnity of a psychoanalyst. They were not just my
         children, nor were they surrogate adults – they were comrades, whom I trusted to understand as adult humans did not. I don’t
         remember them arriving in my life, so it was at a time when neither they nor I could speak. I left them behind in terms of
         language. I surpassed them and became a chattering human. I wasn’t at all daunted by their silence. Their silence was essential.
         I didn’t think at them, or just cuddle them, I spoke to them about what I thought, feared and hoped, and their wordlessness
         did not prevent conversation. I didn’t speak on their behalf. Their silent attention contained replies that I understood perfectly.
         The imbalance between us didn’t require that I give up speech, or that they were worthless as non-communicators once I learned to talk and they
         remained dumb. I knew the difference as difference, but difference wasn’t a barrier.
      

      
      If the Three Bears were magical beings it was only in relation to adults that they were so. I knew perfectly well that they
         weren’t flesh and blood. It was of their essence that they weren’t. I couldn’t hurt them, even when I twisted their eyes out.
         I knew cloth and stuffing when I saw it, and I knew that bears came in other forms. I’d seen them at the cinema and often
         in the zoo. I knew that the bear in the shop doorway in Tottenham Court Road had once been a real bear and only pretended
         to be a giant version of my own. The two dark circles made all the difference. The difference being that the Three Bears had
         never lived. My bears had no relationship to those other bears, those huge brown killers, filmed by Disney, that scooped up
         fish in rivers and tore their heads off, or the mad, captive bears that paced crazily to and fro on their fake mountain in
         Regent’s Park. There were the Three Bears and there were bears. As I say, differently stuffed.
      

      
      While I was still young there were also assorted small, glass creatures, bought with pocket money or persuasion: most memorably,
         a giraffe, with spindly neck and legs, that always looked too frail not to have been broken already, and doubtless eventually
         was. The glass animals were clear outside with swirls of colour inside, like a stick of see-through rock. There were china
         creatures, too – a cat, for sure. Black, now I come to think of it, tall and shiny, also with an elongated neck, sitting neatly
         like an Egyptian statue (or like a cat), and (less like a cat) with a pink organza bow round its neck. And in the British
         Museum, which was a regular and local playground in my life, there were, not actual living cats, but Egyptian cat figurines
         and statues, tiny ones and more imposing ones in glass boxes sitting in just the same manner as my china gewgaw, which came, I’m beginning to believe, from a fun fair like the ever-dying goldfish – a prize for
         throwing hoops or rolling pennies or aiming darts. I clearly recall an entire farmyard of Britain’s model farm animals: pink
         plastic pigs and piglets and the odd saddleback, black-and-white cows, ducks and grey sheep, as well as the farmer with a
         hat on and a shepherd holding his crook, all of which I arranged on a moulded plastic layout of humpy hills and fields, printed
         with grass, pens, folds and ponds.
      

      
      There were also confectionery pigs for special occasions and entrancing treats. I can easily conjure the sweet intense smell
         of the pink sugar stuff, and the slight unnameable frisson, which was almost certainly pleasure but wouldn’t exactly reveal
         itself as such, of spoiling something, by undoing the pretty bow (blue this time) and deciding which bit to nibble on or suck
         out of shape first. Chocolate bunnies, lined up in a box with a see-through cellophane top were eaten one ear at a time, then
         down to the feet. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten a bunny from the bottom up. Edible creatures required the decision of how
         to deform them. I dare say it’s inevitable that soft furry creatures were caricatured in pastel shades on objects I used for
         eating, drinking, on clothes for sleeping, printed on my cot and my playpen. I pushed along a dog on wheels, white and brown,
         a sort of terrier, I think, as I started to walk in the corridors of the flats and out on the pavement. A huge rocking horse,
         too, just like the one the Little Prince had, I was told. Dapple Grey, I called him, with no ‘d’. In my memory, I confuse
         my pleasure riding him back and forth with the D. H. Lawrence story ‘The Rocking Horse Winner’ but I was probably not frantically
         rocking for the recuperation of what was wrong with my family. I knew about the comfort contrived animals could bring but
         didn’t, I think, confuse it with magic. Oh yes, and little circular boxes covered in paper printed with the relevant creature
         made animal sounds when you turned them upside down. Baa, moo, neigh, tweet, woof, miaow. Those were the words for the sounds the boxes and animals
         I’d never encountered made that I learned in the third-floor flat in Tottenham Court Road, London, WC1.
      

      
      Most Sunday mornings my father took me to museums. Sometimes the British Museum, but often the ones in South Kensington. Science,
         Geology, but best of all was the Natural History Museum. Certainly, the Natural History Museum had the most grandeur. It was
         a massive, airy, echoing palace of petrified life forms. The snap of my footsteps on the stone floor of the towering entrance
         hall, when I finally stopped going round in the revolving door, signalled the transformation from ordinary London street to
         the theatrical stillness of the long-dead creatures contained in the Victorian redbrick arches and the glassed dome far above.
         The entrance hall housed at its centre, facing the door, the great dinosaur. Enormous and skeletal. Ribcage, skull, but mostly
         vertebrae practically from one end of the hall to the other, its anciently dead (or reconstituted) snout reaching forward
         to greet visitors. He (dinosaurs, like rocking horses and stuffed bears, but unlike baby bears, were inevitably male) was
         all neck and gradually diminishing tail; a gigantic balancing toy, like those magical ducks that bobbed down towards a glass
         of water. He seemed always on the point of taking off, crashing through the doors and heading into London’s grey, rainy streets.
         At the very least, I expected him to sway a little from his perfect point of balance. This reconstructed monster who stood
         guard over the wonders of nature was actually, I learned soon enough, a diplodocus. But even now, just for an instant, the
         word dinosaur always conjures up the great, bony beast of Exhibition Road.
      

      
      Upstairs in a special gallery, another monster, a blue whale, was suspended by wires from the ceiling. This was, I suppose, a model, pale blue with parallel ridges running the length of its
         lower body, starting just below its button-bright, tiny eyes. The blue whale was even bigger than the dinosaur, and dangerously
         hanging in mid-air. I never could understand why a sea creature was displayed in that way. Flying and swimming are, apparently,
         exactly the same in terms of movement and muscle, but it seemed to me that flying was over and swimming was under and I was
         never convinced into believing that I was in a simulated ocean environment where air represented water. Perhaps I had no imagination
         and had too great a respect for categories, as children do. The great beast only ate minute shrimpy things, my father explained.
         Millions of them, it was true, but that such a vast thing should manage on the tiniest of animals amazed me every time. Ah,
         well, you see, it left enough room for Jonah to sit in its (whales: no gender) belly and have his tea, my father said. On
         the first floor above the open-plan main hall, a minstrels’ gallery was lined with display cases of that Victorian favourite,
         the taxidermist’s craft. Animals I would never see alive in their natural surroundings (the English countryside, the African
         veldt, the Indian and Asian jungle) posed artfully in death, doing just what they were expected to do. Raptors swooped down
         on stuffed rabbits, hyenas snarled, a tiger pounced on a doe-eyed deer. All dead, still as death, arrested in mid-action,
         and all, somehow in my memory, grubby, moth-eaten and dusty. There was an awful dreariness about them. No tygers burned bright
         here. Only relics crammed in multiple tableaux, without, I think, much care for ecological likelihood, inside the dark wood
         and glass cases, for us to gaze on with wonder at the wonders of the world. But even the dreariness was part of the pleasure
         of my visits. The whole museum was, in those days at least, incredibly cluttered, like some storybook dusty old uncle’s dusty
         attic. I suppose that the building in the 1950s had hardly changed since 1881 when it was built.
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      DREAM ANIMALS

      
      On Sunday afternoons, after the museums, my father and I moved on from Exhibition Road to view a different kind of animal.
         News cinemas were dotted all over the place. We went from one to the other, on a really good day hitting four, even going
         as far as the one in Victoria to finish off before getting the 24 bus home. They showed fifteen or twenty minutes of Pathé
         or Movietone newsreels (the deaths of old Queen Mary, George VI and Stalin, the coronation, the Korean War, the four-minute
         mile, Suez) in which I had no interest, and then for the rest of the hour, before the whole programme repeated, the cartoons
         we were really there to see. Tom and Jerry, of course; Goofy, Donald Duck, Pluto, Mickey and Minnie Mouse, Bugs Bunny, Sylvester
         and Tweetie Pie, Woody Woodpecker, Daffy Duck, Porky Pig, Road Runner. There were different stables: Warner Brothers’ Looney
         Tunes announced themselves with the big bull’s-eye with Bugs Bunny in the centre, biting down viciously on a carrot, eyeing
         the audience dangerously and demanding ‘What’s up, Folks?’, and Disney with Mickey Mouse’s beaming face bursting on to the
         screen – also at the centre of a bull’s-eye, or am I misremembering?
      

      
      These were neither real nor stuffed animals. They often wore trousers and sweaters, and most of them talked. None of them
         were inexpressive: on the contrary they were excessively expressive, though some were nevertheless inscrutable. Though they
         hardly looked anything like the real animals they pretended to be, some of the housebound creatures, like Tom and Jerry or
         Tweetie Pie and Sylvester, led essentially domesticated animal lives, under the control of human beings who chastised and
         petted them. In secret, when out of human sight, they had wilder, more ‘natural’ lives. The cat chased the mouse or the canary,
         the dog chased the cat, but with the unreal twist that the mouse and canary (and sometimes the cat) always got the better
         of the predator. They were naughty children, making a nuisance of themselves with what Hollywood understood to be their innate
         child/animal ways in the domestic world of the typical middle-class American family and their servants, who were generally
         only shown as legs, or a hand holding a broom. But they weren’t merely naughty, and in that sense were not just an adult view
         of the ‘natural’ reality of their children: they were lethally violent, no-holds-barred wilful. No walls or grown-ups (people)
         were allowed to get in the way of their passionate pursuits. Read Bataille or de Sade or Genet (cutting out the overt sex)
         and you get something very like those cartoon rebuttals of civilisation. They burst through brick, broke windows, fell from
         unimaginably high cliffs, got beaten flat by heavy objects, and nothing stopped them, they reshaped and continued the chase.
         Not only wilful but vicious: they grinned with delight at whatever awfulness befell their enemies, no pain too great for their
         joyous, uncensored pleasure. ‘Uhhh, what’s up, Doc?’ asks Bugs Bunny of Elmer Fudd, whose head has been replaced by black
         curling smoke from the gun with which he has shot himself, instead of Bugs. ‘Beep-beep’ hoots Road Runner as he leaves Wile
         E. Coyote smashed, a smear on the tarmac, though I always heard it as ‘meep-meep’, which I prefer. The boundaries were all there, just as they were in real life, but the cartoon creatures ignored
         them (as children daren’t and can’t) – for all the world as if they were mere lines on paper. Though the stuffed animals in
         the Natural History Museum were obliged to exist within their human makers’ vision of nature until they crumbled to dust,
         the drawn ones seemed to get away from the human hands that created them and ran riot over all natural or domestic constraints.
         In one cartoon, Mickey Mouse actually appropriated the pencil and drew himself back on to the page, as a human hand tried,
         fruitlessly, to rub him out. Nevertheless, for the ultimate security of the adults and their children, the cartoon animals
         were stuffed, too, in their way. Their chaos was always contained on the flat, rectangular screen. What was broken always
         repaired itself.
      

      
      The picture books began early. Oddly, I have no recollection of Beatrix Potter. I don’t think I read them until my daughter
         was born. Perhaps my parents, children of immigrants, didn’t know about the necessity of Beatrix Potter for every proper English
         child, or perhaps for some reason Peter Rabbit and Benjamin Bunny just didn’t stick with me in the way that my 1950s reprint
         of the 1916 The Real Mother Goose did. Inside for my endless delight were ducks with neat, spotted headscarves, cradling a wicker shopping basket on one elegant
         white wing, not so dissimilar to Jemima Puddle-Duck, but there was more and different. A leaping cow danced a jig right over
         an outraged crescent moon, while a cat on hind legs played on the fiddle like a furious demon. A snuggle of naughty kittens
         in their basket pretended not to have lost their mittens. Little pigs went to market, some returned home crying ‘wee, wee,
         wee’ all the way, each as pink as my sugar pigs and Mr Britain’s plastic pigs, walking on tiptoe, their tails tight-curled and springy. A sky full of cobwebs was being swept away along with their makers, the angry
         space-spiders, by the witchy old woman in a basket. And on the cover, inside the black-and-white chequered border, Mother
         Goose herself, a jovial old crone, held the reins of the huge snowy bird she rode side-saddle through orange clouds, also
         with a basket on her arm (so many baskets for a small child to take in), this one with a cheery baby inside, arms and eyes
         wide with delight at the high-flying adventure. When I wanted a change, there were Kate Greenaway’s untameable rats, nestling
         inside men’s Sunday hats and biting the babies in their cradles, before being drawn eerily by the sound of the Piper, scampering
         around him, with his drooping nightcap, himself as thin and long as his pipe, in his burnt-orange robe, leading them to their
         doom at the edge of the River Weser. And then the procession of children, just like the rats, scampering happily, dancing
         tragically, excitingly, away from the town.
      

      
      There was a waywardness about the nursery rhymes, and a rejection of the adult world that’s as clear as it is in the cartoons.
         Perhaps more so: the senselessness was more senseless since the narrative didn’t bother itself with coherent story if it didn’t
         feel like it, as the cartoons did, having to echo the necessity of chase and follow, of consequence, even if the consequences
         were reversible. I suppose it is, in part, that nursery rhymes come from everywhere, political scandal as well as baby-babble.
         Satire and nonsense, as wild as you like, not only having to tie itself down to domestic mirroring. The animals fluted and
         flaunted, danced and went about the world, or off it to the moon or the spidery sky, slightly off-centre or madly off-centre
         from the life of animals as created by humans. Like the fantasy of the teddy bears and other toys coming to life when everyone
         was asleep, it seemed perfectly possible to a small child that there was a space in existence, a sideways invisible space,
         where the real animals behaved as crazily and mockingly as they did in the nursery rhymes. They were as undercover as children were,
         with our, as I learned, secret thoughts and strange interior games that the grown-ups could never know about. At least we
         could imagine them so. And along with their faux cuddliness, there was another human use for animals, discovered early in
         life.
      

      
      I know how important and how gratifying animals were, but it’s impossible to recall the actual understanding I gained at the
         time from reading about Pooh and Piglet trying so hard to be in the world, the smug know-all disappearing Cheshire Cat, the
         hilariously dangerous ticking Crocodile, Moley listening with immense concentration to Mr Badger and Mr Toad not paying attention
         at all. What I am sure I learned was that animals were available to humans for representing thoughts, ideas, fears and wishes.
         At any rate, I learned to use them in that way, as we all did, each culture and period in its own way.
      

      
      Urban, post-domestic child that I was, I may have had very few real animals in my life, and mostly been responsible for the
         death of any naturally occurring ones (the baby bird, and bees that stung me, ants I stepped on, beetles and snails I matchboxed),
         but the stories I was told and then read for myself were massively populated by non-human creatures. The protagonists weren’t
         all animals – some were supernatural beings, like fairies and ogres – but what they had in common was that they were not human.
         Human children and adults do inhabit the pages of books, but rarely at the earliest stage, and as a rule they are dangerous
         to the animal heroes. Well, of course they are; stories about non-human creatures are the way we tell children about the ways of humanity. It’s paradoxical because
         although the children are to identify with them finally, at first the humans in their book must show what not to do. They are usually to be feared for their killing, habitat-destroying, unnatural ways.
         Animals are good versions of us, humans are bad versions of them, meaning the adults, who are not exactly us – just for the time being.
      

      
      Analogy and allegory come before social realism. We presume that it’s easier for children to grasp the nature of the species
         they belong to through the medium of other species, as if indirection works better on young minds. Children, knowing first
         nothing and then little about being cultural humans, are more amenable to smaller, softer, rounded, furry-animal forms than
         tall, clothed, angular human forms. I doubt very much (trying hard to look back) whether young children really think of themselves
         as the same species as adults. Indeed, they are so different, so lacking in cultural understanding, as well as physical adeptness,
         that in a real sense they aren’t human like adults are until they become so – a good many years after their birth. It may
         also be that adults see their babies and toddlers as beings more akin to the animal world. The task is to bring them slowly
         into the human fold. Certainly, we give them teddy bears and bunny rabbits before we give them dolls.
      

      
      Beyond the sensory or observational grasp we begin to attain as babies, by osmosis, about our own species, most of our early
         instruction on how to be human comes from the animal world. Nevertheless, one of the things we learn, even while we are identifying
         with the animals, is that it is better, in the sense of most potent, to be human. Peter Rabbit fears Mr McGregor, whom we
         may not like, but he does have the shotgun and the power to control the life and death of our gentle hero. And all those transformation
         tales we are read confirm our suspicions. Not being human is invariably a form of punishment. People can be alienated from
         their real form and their true selves by wicked magic, from which they can only be rescued and redeemed by love. The Frog
         Prince returns to his upper-class manly form, and the Beast is brought back to unswinish humanity by Female Beauty. Love looks
         human (and female); animals are beastly, ugly in form and spirit, terrifyingly other, unless they can be saved. The transformation is
         from the good to the bad to the good (they are usually innocent of any very terrible crime, the young men who suffer the magic).
         Six princes are turned to swans by their evil stepmother, but are saved by their devoted sister who spends years sewing enchanted
         shirts against a deadline, to bring them back to themselves. She succeeds but doesn’t manage to finish one sleeve of one shirt
         in the time allowed, and the last brother lives with a swan’s wing instead of an arm to remind us all of something quite important
         that need not and should not be said. Bottom becomes an ass. Ulysses’ men are turned to pigs by Circe.
      

      
      The stories suggest that the border between human and animal is by no means fixed and impermeable. It’s perfectly clear that
         only certain civilising influences (love, domesticity, inner struggle) can hold us in place – above the animals – or bring
         us back from occasional forays into animality. Love, domesticity and inner struggle become qualities distinctly human and
         humanising. The Beast grasps civilisation as a tragic lack and tries to hold Beauty to him, but only when Beauty responds
         to the Beast as if he were a human, with love even as he is, can he cross the barrier and return to himself. It does seem to be specifically the human male who is in danger and closest
         to the animals. They have to be known for their animality but domesticated back into civilised being by their womenfolk. But
         I remember a certain regret when the enchanted creatures returned to their regular princely, human selves. And regret too
         that the redeeming princesses never had the opportunity to become Frog-girls or Beast-women, and who wouldn’t want to be a
         swan by night and fly around the world? But then, do I remember? When did I start to regret the animals turning back into
         humans? Now I would give anything to have the chance to inhabit the being of a non-human animal. That is, to be and experience
         self and the world as something utterly other, which is how, as an adult, I choose to see animals, rather than as wild versions of humans. But children, perhaps, only want
         to hear stories about otherness, and be reassured that they can be rescued from their wild state. Or do they? I just can’t
         remember.
      

      
      Narrative is infinitely pliable. Allegory and parable turn inside out, or take another route, as their creators and users
         wish. Fables, which aren’t necessarily stories for children, offer us animals as qualities which humans need to practice.
         We are already beyond and above animals by the time we perceive the moral of the Hare and the Tortoise. The animals don’t
         get it, the stories tell us, but we can. In any case, the creatures in Aesop’s fables don’t live lives of their own, but exist
         only to represent human vices and virtues. As teaching materials in Western and Eastern traditions, animals are borrowed for
         their perceived human qualities, slow-and-fast become hasty-and-cautious for our edification, or represent sticking points
         to spiritual progress – the scorpion can’t help stinging the frog who has carried him across the river. In other forms, animals
         are blank canvases on which to paint human characters. They are put in trousers, and stand for order and chaos, becoming indistinguishable
         (aside from their fur and paws) from human actors dressed up, which they later become in pantomime. The riverside and woodland
         creatures in The Wind in the Willows and Beatrix Potter’s small farm animals all wear the human clothes and characteristics of the peasantry and gentry of nineteenth-century
         England. Mr Badger, Moley, Ratty, Toad and the Weasels all translate directly to classes and types that middle-class children
         in the early twentieth century would have been familiar with. For a while, the incorrigible Mr Toad is transformed into a
         human female by the kindly gaoler’s daughter (beauty and the beast again) – an opportunity to become the very force that saves
         creatures from their coarse animality – but he only uses it to escape from prison and can’t sustain ordinary decency. He returns
         to his wilful, thoughtless ways, just like any bumptious landed gent. Like the Beast, he lives in a fine house and lacks nothing but manners and refinement. The only
         creatures Mr Toad fears are the unruly Weasels from the Wild Wood who, Ratty says, are ‘all right in a way … but … well, you
         can’t really trust them’. These low-class riotous villains (early versions of the crazy cartoon animals) mirror Toad’s upper-class
         chaos, and destroy Toad Hall to teach Mr Toad (and any wayward children) a lesson about the virtue of the middle way. E. H.
         Shepard’s illustrations keep the animals well covered in human clothing. It’s very hard, even if you’ve spent hours of your
         life reading and rereading The Wind in the Willows to see an actual toad and think of Kenneth Grahame’s creation, while the human world is full of rich boors who, even in these
         differently-classed days, fit the bill perfectly.
      

      
      If the characters in The Wind in the Willows are ciphers for adult human types, Winnie-the-Pooh and his friends are much closer to the child who is reading about them.
         For one thing, they are soft toys and a very miscegenated bunch of creatures from the woodland, the outback, the farm and
         the jungle. They come together in the nursery in the charge of Christopher Robin, and they are always in need of his advice
         and assistance. They are less clever, less knowing than him or the readers and have no desire to rebel. They simply get things
         wrong. They are children to children, and the human children laugh as adults would at how their intellectual and social inferiors’
         lack of understanding gets them into trouble. Even the wise Owl – wise for Hundred Acre Wood, that is – spells his name wrong
         on his house. A small child who sees this and knows that owl is spelled Owl and not Wol is for a change in a position of superiority. Friendship, even love is possible between Christopher Robin and the soft-toy
         characters, but it’s always an unequal friendship. The love, the friendship depends on this inequality. It doesn’t transform
         either party. The names of the animals are, of course, the names that Christopher Robin, adamically, has given them, misspellings and all. Pooh, who is ‘a bear of very little brain’ gets stuck
         in Rabbit’s front door having greedily eaten too much honey while visiting; Piglet goes round and round a spinney following
         his own footsteps in search of a mythic Woozle; and Tigger bounces about annoying everyone just as younger brothers and sisters
         do. Eeyore is a special case. He might be a lost adult, not part of any community, or perhaps he is one of those strange children
         who are born grown-up. He lives in a no-man’s land. He doesn’t know more (he’s a stuffed toy, after all) but he is cursed
         with knowing that he doesn’t and that his fellow nursery toys know even less:
      

      
      
      ‘Eeyore, what are you doing there?’ said Rabbit.

      
      ‘I’ll give you three guesses, Rabbit. Digging holes in the ground? Wrong. Leaping from branch to branch of a young oak tree?
         Wrong. Waiting for somebody to help me out of the river? Right. Give Rabbit time, and he’ll always get the answer.’
      

      
      ‘But, Eeyore,’ said Pooh in distress, ‘what can we – I mean, how shall we – do you think if we––’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Eeyore. ‘One of those would be just the thing. Thank you, Pooh.’1

      

      I’ve got to admit, I had very little interest in stories about animals as animals rather than animals as surrogate or allegorical
         humans. I always liked the idea that stories could be about something other than what they appeared to be about. I couldn’t
         be bothered with Black Beauty, Anna Sewell’s novel narrated by a mistreated horse. Dogs like Lassie or Old Yeller and horses like Flicka showed – albeit
         uncanny – devotion and intelligence while instructing children on how to behave decently to animals, as well as teaching them
         the obligations of human love. But they didn’t excite me. I don’t remember wanting a dog or a horse to love and be loved by, but perhaps the impossibility of getting one had something to do with that.
         Or maybe my baby-bird experience had made me wary.
      

      
      There is an obvious educational and civilising value in children being told via stories and films to behave well to other
         creatures and to treat them kindly, but it also alerts them to their special position as separate and superior animals. Only
         the fact of our dominion over them enables us to consider treating them with kindness. It is a form of noblesse oblige that
         teaches children the value of animals as sentient creatures, but also establishes the child’s own place in the world, owned
         and managed by humans, inhabited also by animals who live on human sufferance or because they give humans pleasure in some
         way, or because humans haven’t yet figured out how to eradicate the very annoying and dangerous ones like mosquitoes. Animals
         even serve humans, in extremis, by loving us (in our terms), at any rate accepting us, more than other people do. The homeless
         often have dogs, and it’s not hard to see the use value, but also the emotional value, even if they have to be fed. Jack London
         tells another kind of story in Call of the Wild, in which Buck, a wolf-like domestic dog, after experiencing both mistreatment and kindness (which he loses through human-on-human
         violence), gives up the domesticated world and chooses to live in a state of nature with a pack of wolves, becoming, as it
         were, his real self. But this is not a book for the nursery – it tells a supplementary tale to older children who have already
         found their place in the scheme of things.
      

      
      Most of the devoted-animal stories have translated iconically to the screen. Highly trained animals acted out their roles:
         dog after dog, male and female, played Lassie in the movies and on TV over the years, saving their humans, usually at the
         risk, fictionally, of their own lives (though two real horses died in the 2006 remake of Flicka). I’m not at all clear what the relationship of an animal movie star is to a human movie star, but I imagine, which is the
         best I can do, that a trained animal actor benefits less from either the pride or the perks of movie stardom, and suffers
         as least as much if differently as its human equivalents. The dogs who play Lassie, and the other animal actors, live out,
         as well as act out their subservience to human wishes. We can’t know, though some animal trainers have opinions. In the early
         1990s Vicki Hearne, an animal trainer, poet and writer, visited the Las Vegas show of Bobby Berosini and his trained orangutans.
         He had been sued by PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) for cruelty in his training methods, and Berosini sued
         back, insisting that no cruelty was involved in his act. Hearne, who we will come to again later, was astounded by the performance,
         which is largely an extended joke about the animal subverting the authority of the trainer. Berosini tells the audience how
         he trains them:
      

      
      
         ‘You have to show them who is boss.’ He brings Rusty out to show him who is boss, and Rusty not only refuses to jump onto
            the stool provided for the purpose but tricks his trainer into doing so by pretending incomprehension until Berosini finally
            demonstrates, jumping onto the stool himself. Once Berosini has dutifully jumped, Rusty invites the audience to applaud. Berosini
            goes on to mock much scientific and popular wisdom about operant conditioning training that relies more on the carrot than
            on the stick by demonstrating how he doesn’t need to train the orangutans at all because ‘I have magic orang cookies’. A fast
            and lively slapstick round results from his failed attempts to get Bo to eat a cookie, the cookie is juggled, spit into the
            audience, hidden, fed to Berosini, but never eaten by the orang-utan.
         

      

      
      Hearne, talking to Berosini after witnessing the show, made a judgement about how the trainer got his orangs to perform in
         the act:
      

      
      
         The radical claim … is that the animals are ‘referring to’, or at least imitating, these gestures deliberately, with some
            sense – if not precisely our sense – of the meaning of what they are doing. Berosini says that Bo is in on the joke, or at
            least on some joke, and that it is her interest and pleasure in such monkeying around that makes it possible for him to work
            with her as he does. This is speculative, of course, but it could be argued that Berosini’s is a more parsimonious explanation
            than an explanation based on conditioning would be. Indeed, it’s questionable whether any model of conditioning, however elaborate,
            can explain behaviour this complex, particularly since every performance the act changes, with both Berosini and the orangs
            offering improvisations. Talk of conditioned responses may be helpful in understanding part of a trained animal’s development
            (or, for that matter, a dancer’s or a poet’s or an actor’s or a philosopher’s), but animal performances at this level make
            more sense when viewed as rudimentary expressions of at least one primeval artistic impulse – the impulse to play with meaning.2

      

      Hearne is careful in her speculation about the motives of animal performers – how can we know what the animals themselves
         think? Does thinking as we use the word bear any relation to what it is they do – might it be perfectly possible to have ‘consciousness’
         yet not ‘think’ in any way we can understand? In 2008 Fourth Estate published Me, Cheetah, the autobiography of the chimpanzee who starred in the Tarzan movies with Johnny Weissmuller. Cheetah, aged seventy-six
         and in retirement in Palm Springs, tells his own story – his childhood in the jungle, the accident that killed his mother
         and left him alone, the rescue and his wilderness time in Manhattan where at last he met King Kong and understood the centrality
         of Hollywood in the collective unconscious – plus all the gossip that libel laws allow about his long-dead fellow Hollywood
         actors. Veronica Horwell reviewed the book in the Guardian, and praised Cheetah’s polemical brilliance as he argues against the contemporary use of animated simulacra rather than real
         animal actors, as they did in his day, though the rot, of course, started back with Disney and Looney Tunes: ‘an animated
         Pixar pixel hasn’t suffered for its art, hasn’t eluded death, there’s no soul there even if every hair is exactly replicated’.
         No ghostwriter is named in the book; this is all Cheetah’s own work. The use of the animal voice in sophisticated satire and
         adult fiction is not uncommon – from Kafka’s Report to the Academy given by an ape to Sam Savage’s 2008 novel Firmin3 narrated by a book-consuming rat – but clearly, Cheetah’s autobiography also represents a collective unconscious – the powerful
         wish we all have to communicate with animals, to find out what they really ‘think’ or how they really think. Deep down Me, Cheetah must disappoint; we can only go along so far with the conceit. We know we don’t really know and we know that Cheetah isn’t
         really telling. But even the most grownup of us wishes that he was.
      

      
      The cartoons that delighted me as a child had caricatured animals as wild children behaving the way no one was allowed to.
         They followed the logic of the impossible escalating the violent and the uncivilised into extreme and absurd consequence.
         But Disney, one of those dealers in pandemonium, also made full-length narrative cartoons, and the early versions are quite
         different from the short evocations of chaos that were churned out for the news cinemas by the cartoon studios. Bambi (1942) is allegory, plain and simple. A picture of the social world as it should be, even including a little tragedy to be
         overcome. Bambi is a story only in the sense that it narrates the desired patterns of human life. Even Disney couldn’t present deer life precisely in terms of the upper-middle-class American
         nuclear social unit, although the distant antler-phallic stag somewhat mirrors the remote paterfamilias of the wealthy family,
         even if his world was on the very cusp of changing. Deer reality is glossed into suburban family values in this version of
         nature-as-allegory. These deer are drawn to be as reminiscent of humans as possible – their huge eyes are human eyes, not
         blank, but meaningful windows on the soul. Their faces express emotion – happiness, sadness, fear – in a way that no deer
         could manage even if it felt such things in the way that humans do.
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