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    A singular mind, housed in a nonhuman body and nurtured within human affections, forces a community—and a reader—to reckon with love, responsibility, and the fragile borders of what we call human, as intelligence and instinct, tenderness and fear, scientific daring and moral caution, collide in a life lived under the double gaze of intimacy and suspicion, asking not merely whether a being can think and speak but whether it can belong, whether care can defeat panic, and whether the promises of progress can be honored without sacrificing the creature for whom they were first imagined, and whether society can widen its circle without breaking it.

Olaf Stapledon’s Sirius is a work of speculative fiction first published in 1944, written by a British author renowned for combining scientific imagination with philosophical reflection. Though the novel moves through various locales, it is largely grounded in Britain, and the wartime atmosphere forms a quiet yet persistent backdrop. The book occupies an unusual space between science fiction and psychological novel, attentive to inner states as much as to ideas. Its historical moment—late in the Second World War—inflects its questions about community, vulnerability, and duty, while its speculative premise permits Stapledon to stage those questions with clarity unencumbered by direct reportage or topical polemic.

The premise is disarmingly simple and profoundly fertile: an experimental intervention confers exceptional intelligence on a dog, who is then raised within a human household alongside a child who becomes his closest companion. The narrative follows the being’s education and emerging selfhood, tracing first encounters with language, culture, and the subtle textures of social expectation. Readers should expect a calm, reflective pace rather than sensational spectacle; the drama is intellectual and emotional, observed with patient detail. The mood often tilts toward the elegiac, yet the book remains grounded in daily life—meals, lessons, walks, conversations—through which the extraordinary discloses itself as intimate and lived.

Stapledon uses the gap between humanlike thought and canine embodiment to probe fundamental questions of personhood. Because the protagonist’s senses and body remain those of an animal, habits of perception diverge from human norms: sound and scent become avenues of meaning, and physicality shapes thought in ways both liberating and constraining. The novel examines how language can reveal and betray experience, how art and play can mediate difference, and how affection tests the limits of categories. By making consciousness emerge through a nonhuman sensorium, Stapledon invites readers to reconsider which aspects of mind are universal and which are artifacts of our particular bodies.

The social world within the book responds to difference with a volatile mix of curiosity, love, and fear. Questions proliferate: What rights or protections attach to a being who can reason yet is not human? Who bears responsibility for acts that spring from an unprecedented mind? How does a community negotiate safety without extinguishing trust? Written and published during wartime, the novel registers the ambient anxiety of that era, amplifying reactions to the unfamiliar and the vulnerable. Without resorting to didacticism, Stapledon tests scientific ambition against care, and communal order against hospitality, revealing the ethical fault lines that appear when novelty presses on inherited norms.

For contemporary readers, Sirius resonates with debates about animal cognition, enhancement, and the widening circle of moral concern. Its portrait of an intelligence outside standard human frames anticipates ongoing discussions of personhood, whether applied to other species, engineered minds, or future technologies. The book asks how institutions might adapt to protect difference without erasing it, and how love can be both a refuge and a pressure. It also offers a sober meditation on unintended consequences: even well-intentioned experiments radiate outward through families, neighborhoods, and laws. The result is a text that feels ethically current while remaining rooted in concrete relationships and daily routines.

The experience of reading Sirius is one of quiet immersion: measured prose, lucid observation, and a steadfast refusal to sensationalize the extraordinary. Rather than charting cosmic vistas, the novel keeps close to a single life, allowing large ideas to arise from small particulars. This intimacy is its strength, inviting readers to feel the strain and solace of cross-species companionship and to weigh competing claims of safety, freedom, and recognition. Stapledon grants his premise moral seriousness without despair, making the book as contemplative as it is unsettling. For those seeking speculative fiction that thinks deeply and feels honestly, this remains a compelling encounter.
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    Olaf Stapledon’s Sirius is presented as a sober life history of an extraordinary being, compiled from letters, diaries, and reminiscences. Set in Britain from the interwar years into the Second World War, it follows the career of a dog endowed with human-level intelligence. The narrative voice stays detached and documentary, framing events as a record rather than a confession or argument. Within this structure, the book traces the subject’s origins, education, social encounters, and crises. It moves through rural and academic settings, wartime upheaval, and intimate relationships, maintaining an emphasis on observable developments while hinting at larger questions about mind, society, and responsibility.

Sirius begins as the result of scientific ambition. The researcher Thomas Trelone pursues methods to stimulate mental growth through selective breeding and glandular intervention, producing one survivor of exceptional promise. From infancy, Sirius is reared as both experiment and household member, his environment carefully controlled to encourage language and reasoning. He is paired with Plaxy, Trelone’s daughter, whose age and curiosity make her an ideal companion. Together they form a shared childhood, at once ordinary and unprecedented. Early chapters establish routines of training and play, laying out the technical and ethical foundations for a life that will continually test human expectations.

The story attends closely to Sirius’s developing senses and communication. He acquires spoken language, though his canine physiology shapes accent and articulation, and he supplements speech with writing and music. His world is saturated by smell and sound in ways beyond human experience, giving him distinct insights and blind spots. He reads, learns logic, and forms social attachments, yet also follows tracks, listens for distant rhythms, and responds to instinctive cues. These contrasts create both richness and strain: he must navigate expectations designed for humans while honoring perceptions that are uniquely his, a tension that increasingly defines his education.

Adolescence brings sharper conflicts of identity. Family protection cannot fully shield Sirius from public curiosity, prejudice, and the simple awkwardness of fitting into human institutions. Attempts to place him within schools or laboratories expose practical and moral difficulties. At the same time, time in the countryside opens a path toward meaningful work. On a farm, Sirius discovers sheep herding, where his intelligence and senses combine with ancestral drives to produce effective, even elegant, labor. The alternating settings of laboratory, parlor, and pasture show competing models of purpose: a subject of study, a companion within a household, and a worker among animals and people.

Encounters with the scientific community underscore questions of status and ownership. Demonstrations of Sirius’s abilities invite admiration and unease, prompting debates about rights, guardianship, and secrecy. Media attention and rumor threaten his privacy, and the family must balance public interest against safety. With the onset of war, surveillance intensifies and routines harden. Sirius undertakes tasks that draw on his talents while keeping a low profile, contributing where possible yet remaining vulnerable to bureaucratic suspicion. The national emergency amplifies every doubt: security risks, chain of command, and the demand for conformity push the household into cautious, sometimes defensive, strategies.

Alongside practical challenges, the narrative follows Sirius’s exploration of art and belief. Music becomes a distinct mode of expression, integrating his voice, hearing, and emotional life in ways language cannot. He experiments with patterns and timbres that resonate with his sensory constitution, seeking a form that is authentically his. Philosophical inquiries emerge from solitude and companionship alike: questions of soul, community, and purpose are examined without doctrinal commitment. His relationship with Plaxy matures in this context, complex but disciplined by mutual respect and the limits set by species difference. These chapters stress inner development, complementing the external pressures shaping his fate.

Social friction increases as wartime anxieties spill into civilian life. Rural neighbors, unsettled by novelty, sometimes respond with superstition and fear. Institutional interventions bring legal ambiguities about personhood and responsibility to the foreground. Misunderstandings and a few charged incidents test loyalties within the family and among friends. Sirius seeks refuge in work and creative practice, yet the net of attention tightens. The book, maintaining an objective tone, records negotiations with officials, attempts at compromise, and the emotional costs of vigilance. The atmosphere is one of narrowing options, where prudent choices carry consequences that neither science nor affection can fully mitigate.

Momentum builds toward a critical juncture. Sirius faces a convergence of public hostility, administrative caution, and personal longing for a settled identity. Proposals range from stricter confinement to carefully managed recognition, each promising protection while demanding concessions. Plans for relocation, new employment, or formal guardianship are weighed against risks of exposure. The narrative withholds final outcomes, but it marks a clear turning point: private life can no longer absorb the pressures bearing down from society at large. In measured prose, the account emphasizes how small decisions—letters sent, visits paid, songs performed—accumulate into a moment that will define what follows.

Sirius conveys a consistent message without polemic: intelligence, wherever it appears, challenges the frameworks built to contain it. Through the careful sequencing of creation, nurture, work, scrutiny, and crisis, the book examines responsibility—of makers for their creations, of communities for their outsiders, and of individuals for their own natures. It portrays the limits and possibilities of empathy across species, the strain between belonging and difference, and the fragile accommodations that hold societies together. Without revealing its final resolutions, the synopsis shows a narrative that tests ideas in lived experience, using one extraordinary life to illuminate the terms of our common humanity.
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    Set across Britain from the late 1910s through the early 1940s, Sirius situates its drama in the English–Welsh borderlands and the uplands of North Wales, with intermittent forays into provincial laboratories and university towns. Rural farms, market villages, and chapels anchor the social world, while the gathering pressures of national mobilization transform everyday life. The temporal arc spans the interwar period and the Second World War, when blackouts, rationing, and civil defense reach even remote communities. This time–place frame places an experimental creature amid a society oscillating between pastoral continuity and modern, centralized regulation, allowing the novel to probe how locality, class custom, and wartime anxiety shape perceptions of difference.

Britain emerged from the First World War (1914–1918) with nearly 886,000 dead and over 1.6 million wounded, a legacy of grief that reshaped politics, religion, and family life. Demobilization in 1919 and the influenza pandemic of 1918–1920 deepened disillusionment and a search for civic reconstruction. Olaf Stapledon served with the Friends Ambulance Unit, a Quaker relief corps operating near the Western Front, an experience that strengthened his pacifist and humanist commitments. The novel inherits this climate: its ethical inquiries into responsibility, violence, and compassion echo a society still reckoning with mass mechanized war and skeptical of simple patriotic narratives.

The British eugenics movement, institutionalized by the Eugenics Education Society (1907; renamed the Eugenics Society in 1926), influenced policy debates from the Mental Deficiency Act (1913) to a defeated parliamentary proposal for compulsory sterilization in 1931. Across the Channel, the Nazi sterilization law of July 1933 radicalized eugenic ideology, giving a grim, real-world demonstration of technocratic hubris. Meanwhile, new sciences of heredity and mind—Pavlov’s conditioned reflexes (Nobel, 1904), behaviorism after Watson’s 1913 manifesto, Sherrington’s neurophysiology (1906)—promised experimental control. Sirius directly engages these currents: its engineered canine intelligence, shaped by selective breeding and physiological intervention, becomes a critique of the period’s confidence in improving life by technocratic design.

The Great Depression, triggered by the 1929 crash, produced British unemployment peaking at about 2.75 million in 1932, with severe distress in Wales’s mining valleys and in marginal rural economies. Migration, underemployment, and the collapse of smallholders’ markets altered village solidarities and sharpened anxieties about scarce resources. Nonconformist chapels and local councils mediated relief and moral order. Set within Welsh pastoral communities, the novel mirrors this climate: economic precarity intensifies boundary-policing and suspicion of outsiders or anomalies, anchoring its exploration of how hardship can harden communal identities and determine which beings are admitted to, or excluded from, the protections of the social commons.

Europe’s interwar polarization saw authoritarian movements advance. Adolf Hitler became Chancellor in January 1933; the Nuremberg Laws (1935) codified racial exclusion; the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) pitted fascist and republican coalitions; in Britain, Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (founded 1932) staged uniformed rallies, notably the violent Olympia meeting in 1934, while anti-fascists mobilized at Cable Street in 1936. These developments normalized surveillance, propaganda, and the scapegoating of minorities. The novel reflects this milieu by dramatizing how a fearful public, primed by authoritarian scripts, can recast an unprecedented mind as a threat, and how security discourse justifies coercion in the name of order.

World War II (1939–1945) brought the British Home Front under strict Defence Regulations from September 1939: nationwide blackouts, internment provisions, censorship, and requisitions. The Blitz (September 1940–May 1941) killed over 43,000 civilians and displaced hundreds of thousands; evacuation schemes moved urban children into rural counties, including Welsh and border regions. Rationing began in January 1940, while the Home Guard formed in 1940 and Air Raid Precautions expanded from 1937. The Army formalized war-dog training during the conflict. Sirius locates its social tensions within this regime, showing how rumor, uniformed authority, and militarized science narrow moral imagination, and how a sentient nonhuman can become a test case for the limits of rights under emergency rule.

Longstanding debates over animal status framed early twentieth-century research culture. The Cruelty to Animals Act (1876) regulated vivisection in Britain; the British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection (1898) and related societies campaigned for stricter limits; a Royal Commission (1906–1912) reviewed laboratory practices. The Protection of Animals Act (1911) addressed domestic cruelty but left research largely licensed. Public controversies resurfaced in the 1920s–1930s as laboratories expanded under the Medical Research Council (established 1913). By giving an animal a voice-like consciousness, the novel intersects these disputes, pressing readers to consider whether legal personhood, consent, and welfare standards should track cognitive capacities rather than species boundaries.

As social and political critique, the book indicts the era’s converging ideologies of control—eugenic engineering, authoritarian security, and morally certain religiosity—by revealing their costs when applied to a vulnerable, intelligent other. It exposes class-inflected gatekeeping in rural Britain, the erosion of civil liberties under emergency powers, and the instrumentalization of science for national ends. Against a background of depression and war, it argues for an ethic of care that resists both market and state imperatives, challenging readers to reimagine community beyond species lines and to scrutinize any doctrine that ranks lives by utility, conformity, or pedigree.
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PLAXY and I had been lovers; rather uneasy lovers, for she
would never speak freely about her past, and sometimes
she withdrew into a cloud of reserve and despond. But often
we were very happy together, and I believed that our happiness
was striking deeper roots.

Then came her mother’s last illness, and Plaxy vanished.
Once or twice I received a letter from her, giving no address,
but suggesting that I might reply to her “care of the Post
Office” in a village in North Wales, sometimes one, sometimes
another. In temper these letters ranged from a perfunctory
amiability to genuine longing to have me again. They contained
mysterious references to “a strange duty,” which, she
said, was connected with her father’s work. The great physiologist[1],
I knew, had been engaged on very sensational experiments
on the brains of the higher mammals. He had produced
some marvellously intelligent sheep-dogs, and at the time of
his death it was said that he was concerned with even more
ambitious research. One of the colder of Plaxy’s letters spoke
of an “unexpectedly sweet reward” in connection with her
new duty, but in a more passionate one she cried out against
“this exacting, fascinating, dehumanizing life[1q].” Sometimes
she seemed to be in a state of conflict and torture about something
which she must not explain. One of these letters was so
distraught that I feared for her sanity. I determined therefore
to devote my approaching leave to walking in North Wales
in the hope of finding her.

I spent ten days wandering from pub to pub in the region
indicated by the addresses, asking everywhere if a Miss Trelone
was known in the neighbourhood. At last, in Llan Ffestiniog,
I heard of her. There was a young lady of that name living
in a shepherd’s cottage on the fringe of the moor somewhere
above Trawsfynydd. The local shopkeeper who gave me this
information said with an air of mystery, “She is a strange
young lady, indeed. She has friends, and I am one of them;
but she has enemies.”

Following his directions, I walked for some miles along the
winding Trawsfynydd road and then turned to the left up a
lane. After another mile or so, right on the edge of the open
moor, I came upon a minute cottage built of rough slabs of
shale, and surrounded by a little garden and stunted trees.
The door was shut, but smoke rose from a chimney. I knocked.
The door remained shut. Peering through a window, I saw a
typical cottage kitchen, but on the table was a pile of books.
I sat down on a rickety seat in the garden and noted the neat
rows of cabbages and peas. Away to my right, across the
deep Cynfal gorge, was Ffestiniog, a pack of slate-grey elephants
following their leader, the unsteepled church, down a
spur of hill towards the valley. Behind and above stood the
Moelwyn range.

I was smoking my second cigarette when I heard Plaxy’s
voice in the distance. It was her voice that had first attracted
me to her. Sitting in a café I had been enthralled by that
sensitive human sound coming from some unknown person
behind me. And now once more I heard but did not see her.
For a moment I listened with delight to her speech, which,
as I had often said, was like the cool sparkling talk of small
waves on the pebbly shore of a tarn on a hot day.

I rose to meet her, but something strange arrested me.
Interspersed with Plaxy’s remarks was no other human voice
but a quite different sound, articulate but inhuman. Just
before she came round the corner of the house she said, “But,
my dear, don’t dwell on your handlessness so! You have
triumphed over it superbly.” There followed a strange trickle
of speech from her companion; then through the gate into
the garden came Plaxy and a large dog.

She halted, her eyes wide with surprise, and (I hoped) with
joy; but her brows soon puckered. Laying a hand on the
dog’s head, she stood silent for a moment. I had time to
observe that a change had come over her. She was wearing
rather muddy corduroy trousers and a blue shirt. The same
grey eyes, the same ample but decisive mouth, which had
recently seemed to me to belie her character, the same shock
of auburn, faintly carroty hair. But instead of a rather pale
face, a ruddy brown one, and a complete absence of make-up.
No lip-stick, even. The appearance of rude health was oddly
contradicted by a darkness under the eyes and a tautness round
the mouth. Strange how much one can notice in a couple of
seconds, when one is in love!

Her hand deserted the dog’s head, and was stretched out to
me in welcome. “Oh well,” she said smiling, “since you have
nosed us out, we had better take you into our confidence.”
There was some embarrassment in her tone, but also perhaps a
ring of relief. “Hadn’t we, Sirius,” she added, looking down at
the great dog.

Then for the first time I took note of this remarkable
creature. He was certainly no ordinary dog. In the main he
was an Alsatian, perhaps with a dash of Great Dane or Mastiff,
for he was a huge beast. His general build was wolf-like, but
he was slimmer than a wolf, because of his height. His coat,
though the hair was short, was superbly thick and silky,
particularly round the neck, where it was a close turbulent
ruff. Its silkiness missed effeminacy by a hint of stubborn
harshness. Silk wire, Plaxy once called it. On back and crown
it was black, but on flanks and legs and the under surface of
his body it paled to an austere greyish fawn. There were also
two large patches of fawn above the eyes, giving his face a
strangely mask-like look, or the appearance of a Greek statue
with blank-eyed helmet pushed back from the face. What
distinguished Sirius from all other dogs was his huge cranium.
It was not, as a matter of fact, quite as large as one would have
expected in a creature of human intelligence, since, as I shall
explain later, Trelone’s technique not only increased the
brain’s bulk but also produced a refinement of the nerve-fibres
themselves. Nevertheless, Sirius’s head was far loftier than any
normal dog’s. His high brow combined with the silkiness of
his coat to give him a look of the famous Border Collie, the
outstanding type of sheep-dog. I learned later that this brilliant
race had, indeed, contributed to his make-up. But his
cranium was far bigger than the Border Collie’s. The dome
reached almost up to the tips of his large, pointed Alsatian
ears. To hold up this weight of head, the muscles of his neck
and shoulders were strongly developed. At the moment of our
encounter he was positively leonine, because the hair was
bristling along his spine. Suspicion of me had brushed it up
the wrong way. His grey eyes might have been wolf’s eyes, had
not the pupils been round like any dog’s, not slits like the
wolf’s. Altogether he was certainly a formidable beast, lean
and sinewy as a creature of the jungle.

Without taking his gaze off me, he opened his mouth, displaying
sierras of ivory, and made a queer noise, ending with
an upward inflection like a question. Plaxy replied, “Yes, it’s
Robert. He’s true as steel, remember.” She smiled at me
deprecatingly, and added, “And he may be useful.”

Sirius politely waved his amply feathered tail, but kept his
cold eyes fixed on mine.

Another awkward pause settled upon us, till Plaxy said,
“We have been working on the sheep out on the moor all
day. We missed our dinner and I’m hungry as hell. Come in
and I’ll make tea for us all.” She added as we entered the
little flagged kitchen, “Sirius will understand everything you
say. You won’t be able to understand him at first, but I shall,
and I’ll interpret.”

While Plaxy prepared a meal, passing in and out of the little
larder, I sat talking to her. Sirius squatted opposite me,
eyeing me with obvious anxiety. Seeing him, she said with a
certain sharpness fading into gentleness, “Sirius! I tell you
he’s all right. Don’t be so suspicious!” The dog rose, saying
something in his strange lingo, and went out into the garden.
“He’s gone to fetch some firewood,” she said; then in a lowered
voice, “Oh, Robert, it’s good to see you, though I didn’t want
you to find me.” I rose to take her in my arms, but she
whispered emphatically, “No, no, not now.” Sirius returned
with a log between his jaws. With a sidelong glance at the two
of us, and a perceptible drooping of the tail, he put the log on
the fire and went out again. “Why not now?” I cried, and she
whispered, “Because of Sirius. Oh, you’ll understand soon.”
After a pause she added, “Robert, you mustn’t expect me to
be wholly yours ever, not fully and single-heartedly yours.
I’m too much involved in—in this work of my father’s.”
I expostulated, and seized her. “Nice human Robert,” she
sighed, putting her head on my shoulder. But immediately
she broke away, and said with emphasis, “No, I didn’t say
that. It was just the female human animal that said it. What
I say is, I can’t play the game you want me to play, not wholeheartedly.”

Then she called through the open door, “Sirius, tea!” He
replied with a bark, then strode in, carefully not looking at me.

She put a bowl of tea for him on a little table-cloth on the
floor, remarking, “He has two meals generally, dinner at noon
and supper in the evening. But to-day is different.” Then she
put down a large crust of bread, a hunk of cheese, and a
saucer with a little lump of jam. “Will that keep you going?”
she asked. A grunt signified approval.

Plaxy and I sat at the table to eat our bread and rationed
butter and war-time cake. She set about telling me the history
of Sirius. Sometimes I put in an occasional question, or
Sirius interrupted with his queer speech of whimper and growl.

The matter of this and many other conversations about the
past I shall set down in the following chapters. Meanwhile I
must say this. Without the actual presence of Sirius I should
not have believed the story; but his interruptions, though
canine and unintelligible, expressed human intelligence by their
modulation, and stimulated intelligible answers from Plaxy.
Obviously he was following the conversation, commenting
and watching my reaction. And so it was not with incredulity,
though of course with amazement, that I learned of the origin
and career of Sirius. I listened at first with grave anxiety, so
deeply involved was Plaxy. I began to understand why it was
that our love had always been uneasy, and why when her
mother died she did not come back to me. I began to debate
with myself the best way of freeing her from this “inhuman
bondage”. But as the conversation proceeded I could not but
recognize that this strange relationship of girl and dog was
fundamentally beautiful, in a way sacred. (That was the word
I used to myself.) Thus my problem became far more difficult.

At one point, when Plaxy had been saying that she often
longed to see me again, Sirius made a more sustained little
speech. And in the middle of it he went over to her, put his
fore-paws oh the arm of her chair, and with great gentleness
and delicacy kissed her cheek. She took the caress demurely,
not shrinking away, as human beings generally do when dogs
try to kiss them. But the healthy glow of her face deepened,
and there was moisture in her eyes as she stroked the shaggy
softness under his neck, and said to me, while still looking at
him, “I am to tell you, Robert, that Sirius and Plaxy grew up
together like the thumb and forefinger of a hand, that he loves
me in the way that only dogs can love, and much more now
that I have come to him, but that I must not feel bound to stay
with him, because by now he can fend for himself. Whatever
happens to him ever, I—how did you say it, Sirius, you
foolish dear?” He put in a quick sentence, and she continued,
“Oh, yes, I am the scent that he will follow always,
hunting for God.”

She turned her face towards me with a smile that I shall not
forget. Nor shall I forget the bewildering effect of the dog’s
earnest and almost formal little declaration. Later I was to
realize that a rather stilted diction was very characteristic of
him, in moments of deep feeling.

Then Sirius made another remark with a sly look and a
tremor of the tail. She turned back to him laughing, and
softly smacked his face. “Beast,” she said, “I shall not tell
Robert that.”

When Sirius kissed her I was startled into a sudden spasm
of jealousy. (A man jealous of a dog!) But Plaxy’s translation
of his little speech roused more generous feelings. I now
began to make plans by which Plaxy and I together might
give Sirius a permanent home and help him to fulfil his destiny,
whatever that might be. But, as I shall tell, a different fate
lay in store for us.

During that strange meal Plaxy told me that, as I had guessed,
Sirius was her father’s crowning achievement, that he had
been brought up as a member of the Trelone family, that he
was now helping to run a sheep farm, that she herself was
keeping house for him, and also working on the farm, compensating
for his lack of hands.

After tea I helped her to wash up, while Sirius hovered about,
jealous, I think, of my handiness. When we had finished, she
said they must go over to the farm to complete a job of work
before dark. I decided to walk back to Ffestiniog, collect my
baggage and return by the evening train to Trawsfynedd, where
I could find accommodation in the local pub. I noticed Sirius’s
tail droop as I said this. It drooped still further when I
announced that I proposed to spend a week in the neighbourhood
in the hope of seeing more of Plaxy. She said, “I shall
be busy, but there are the evenings.”

Before I left she handed over a collection of documents for
me to take away and read at leisure. There were scientific
papers by her father, including his journal of Sirius’s growth
and education. These documents, together with a diary of
her own and brief fragmentary records by Sirius himself, all
of which I was given at a much later date, form the main
“sources” of the following narrative; these, and many long
talks with Plaxy, and with Sirius when I had learnt to understand
his speech.

I propose to use my imagination freely to fill out with detail
many incidents about which my sources afford only the barest
outline. After all, though a civil servant (until the Air Force
absorbed me) I am also a novelist; and I am convinced that
with imagination and self-criticism one can often penetrate
into the essential spirit of events even when the data are superficial.
I shall, therefore, tell the amazing story of Sirius in
my own way.


CHAPTER II 
THE MAKING OF SIRIUS
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PLAXY’S father, Thomas Trelone, was too great a scientist
to escape all publicity, but his work on the stimulation of
cortical growth in the brains of mammals[2] was begun while he
was merely a brilliant young research worker, and it was subsequently
carried on in strict secrecy. He had an exaggerated, a
morbid loathing of limelight. This obsession he justified by
explaining that he dreaded the exploitation of his technique
by quacks and profit-mongers. Thus it was that for many
years his experiments were known only to a few of his most
intimate professional colleagues in Cambridge, and to his
wife, who had a part to play in them.

Though I have seen his records and read his papers, I can
give only a layman’s account of his work, for I am without
scientific training. By introducing a certain hormone into the
blood-stream of the mother he could affect the growth of the
brain in the unborn young. The hormone apparently had a
double effect. It increased the actual bulk of the cerebral
cortices, and also it made the nerve-fibres themselves much
finer than they normally are, so that a far greater number of
them, and a far greater number of connections between them,
occurred in any given volume of brain. Somewhat similar
experiments, I believe, were carried out in America by
Zamenhof; but there was an important difference between
the two techniques. Zamenhof simply fed the young animal
with his hormone; Trelone, as I have said, introduced his
hormone into the foetus through the mother’s blood-stream.
This in itself was a notable achievement, because the circulatory
systems of mother and foetus are fairly well insulated
from each other by a filtering membrane. One of Trelone’s
difficulties was that the hormone caused growth in the maternal
as well as the foetal brain, and since the mother’s skull was
adult and rigid there must inevitably be very serious congestion,
which would lead to death unless some means were
found to insulate her brain from the stimulating drug. This
difficulty was eventually overcome. At last it became possible
to assure the unborn animal a healthy maternal environment.
After its birth Trelone periodically added doses of the hormone
to its food, gradually reducing the dose as the growing brain
approached what he considered a safe maximum size. He had
also devised a technique for delaying the closing of the sutures
between the bones of the skull, so that the skull might continue
to expand as required.

A large population of rats and mice was sacrificed in the
attempt to perfect Trelone’s technique. At last he was able to
produce a number of remarkable creatures. His big-headed
rats, mice, guinea-pigs, rabbits, though their health was
generally bad, and their lives were nearly always cut short by
disease of one kind or another, were certainly geniuses of their
humble order. They were remarkably quick at finding their
way through mazes, and so on. In fact they far excelled their
species in all the common tests of animal intelligence, and had
the mentality rather of dogs and apes than of rodents.

But this was for Trelone only the beginning. While he was
improving his technique so that he could ensure a rather more
healthy animal, he at the same time undertook research into
methods of altering the tempo of its life so that it should
mature very slowly and live much longer than was normal to
its kind. Obviously this was very important. A bigger
brain needs a longer life-time to fulfil its greater potentiality
for amassing and assimilating experience. Not until he had
made satisfactory progress in both these enterprises did he
begin to experiment on animals of greater size and higher type.
This was a much more formidable undertaking, and promised
no quick results. After a few years he had produced a number
of clever but seedy cats, a bright monkey that died during its
protracted adolescence, and a dog with so big a brain that its
crushed and useless eyes were pushed forward along its nose.
This creature suffered so much that its producer reluctantly
destroyed it in infancy.

Not till several more years had elapsed, had Trelone perfected
his technique to such an extent that he was able to pay less
attention to the physiological and more to the psychological
aspect of his problem. Contrary to his original plan, he worked
henceforth mainly on dogs rather than apes. Of course apes
offered the hope of more spectacular success. They were by
nature better equipped than dogs. Their brains were bigger,
their sight was more developed, and they had hands. Nevertheless
from Trelone’s point of view dogs had one overwhelming
advantage. They were capable of a much greater freedom
of movement in our society. Trelone confessed that he would
have preferred to work on cats, because of their more independent
mentality; but their small size made them unsuitable.
A certain absolute bulk of brain was necessary, no matter
what the size of the animal, so as to afford a wealth of associative
neural paths. Of course a small animal did not need as
large a brain as a large animal of the same mental rank. A
large body needed a correspondingly large brain merely to
work its machinery. A lion’s brain had to be bigger than a
cat’s. An elephant’s brain was even larger than a much more
intelligent but smaller man’s. On the other hand, each rank
of intelligence, no matter what the size of the animal, required
a certain degree of complexity of neural organization, and so
of brain bulk. In proportion to the size of the human body a
man’s brain was far bigger than an elephant’s. Some animals
were large enough to accommodate the absolute bulk of brain
needed for the human order of intelligence; some were not.
A large dog could easily do so, but a cat’s organization would
be very gravely upset by so great an addition. For a mouse
anything of the sort would be impossible.

Not that Trelone had at this stage any expectation of raising
any animal so far in mental stature that it would approach
human mentality. His aim was merely to produce, as he put it,
“a rather super-sub-human intelligence, a missing-link mind.”
For this purpose the dog was admirably suited. Human
society afforded for dogs many vocations requiring intelligence
at the upper limit of the sub-human range. Trelone chose as
the best vocation of all for his purpose that of the sheep-dog.
His acknowledged ambition was to produce a “super-sheep-dog.”

One other consideration inclined him to choose the dog; and
the fact that he took this point into account at all in the early
stage of his work shows that he was even then toying with the
idea of producing something more than a missing-link mind.
He regarded the dog’s temperament as on the whole more
capable of development to the human level. If cats excelled
in independence, dogs excelled in social awareness; and Trelone
argued that only the social animal could make full use of its
intelligence. The independence of the cat was not, after all,
the independence of the socially aware creature asserting its
individuality; it was merely the blind individualism that
resulted from social obtuseness. On the other hand he
admitted that the dog’s sociality involved it, in relation to
man, in abject servility. But he hoped that with increased
intelligence it might gain a measure of self-respect, and of
critical detachment from humanity.

In due course Trelone succeeded in producing a litter of big-brained
puppies. Most of them died before reaching maturity,
but two survived, and became exceptionally bright dogs. This
result was on the whole less gratifying than disappointing to
Trelone. He carried out further experiments, and at last, from
an Old English Sheep-dog[3] bitch, produced a big-brained family,
three of which survived, and reached a definitely super-canine
level of mentality.

The research continued for some years. Trelone found it
necessary to take more trouble about the “raw material” to
which his technique was to be applied. He could not afford
to neglect the fact that the most capable of all the canine races
is the Border Collie, bred through a couple of centuries for
intelligence and responsibility. All modern champions are of
this breed, and all are descendants of a certain brilliant
animal, named Old Hemp, who was born in Northumberland
in 1893. The Border Collie of to-day is hardy, but rather small.
Trelone, therefore, decided that the best raw material would be
a cross between some outstanding champion of the International
Sheep-Dog Trials and another intelligent but much
heavier animal. The Alsatian was the obvious choice. After
a good deal of negotiation with owners of champion sheep-dogs
and enthusiasts for Alsatians, he produced several strains,
which blended the two types in various proportions. He then
applied his improved technique to various expectant mothers
of these types, and in due season he was able to provide
several of his friends with animals of “almost missing-link
intelligence” as house-dogs. But there was nothing spectacular
about these creatures; and unfortunately all were delicate,
and all died before their somewhat protracted adolescence was
completed.

But at last further improvements in his technique brought
him real success. He achieved several very bright animals with
normally strong constitutions, predominantly Alsatian in
appearance.

He had persuaded his wife Elizabeth that, if ever he succeeded
to this extent, they should take a house in a sheep
district in Wales. There she and the three children and the
forthcoming baby would live, and he himself would spend
the vacations and week-ends. After much exploration they
found a suitable old farm-house not far from Trawsfynedd.
Its name was “Garth.” A good deal of work had to be done
to turn it into a comfortable family home. Water-closets and
a bathroom had to be installed. Some of the windows were
enlarged. Electricity was laid on from the village. An outhouse
was converted into a palatial kennel.

Some time after the fourth baby had been born, the family
moved. They were accompanied by Kate, the long-established
servant, who had somehow become practically a member of
the family. A village girl was engaged as her assistant. There
was also a nursemaid, Mildred; and, of course, the children,
Thomasina, Maurice, Giles, and the baby Plaxy. Thomas took
with him two canine families. One consisted of a bitch and
four hardy little animals that he intended to train as “super-sheep-dogs.”
The other family of four were orphans, the
mother having died in giving birth to them. They had therefore
to be hand-nursed. The brains of these animals were
very much bigger than the brains of the other family, but
unfortunately three of them were much less healthy. Two
died shortly after the removal to Wales. Another was subject
to such violent fits that it had to be destroyed. The fourth,
Sirius, was a healthy and cheerful little creature that remained
a helpless infant long after the other litter were active adolescents.
For months it could not even stand. It merely lay on
its stomach with its bulgy head on the ground, squeaking for
sheer joy of life; for its tail was constantly wagging.

Even the other litter matured very slowly for dogs, though
far more rapidly than human children. When they were
nearly adult all but one of them were disposed of to neighbouring
farms. The one was kept as the family dog. Most of
the local farmers had proved very reluctant to take on these
big-headed animals even as gifts. But a neighbour, Mr.
Llewelyn Pugh of Caer Blai, had entered into the spirit of the
venture, and he subsequently bought a second pup as a
colleague for the first.

The production of these super-sheep-dogs and others which
followed formed a camouflage for Thomas’s more exciting
venture, of which Sirius was at present the only outcome.
The public would be led to believe that super-sheep-dogs and
other animals of missing-link mentality were his whole concern.
If the little Alsatian really developed to human mental
stature, few people would suspect it. Thomas was always
morbidly anxious that it should not be exploited. It must
grow up in decent obscurity, and mature as naturally as
possible.

The super-sheep-dogs, on the other hand, were allowed to
gain notoriety. The farmers who had accepted them mostly
with great reluctance soon found that fate had given them
pearls of great price. The animals learned their technique
surprisingly quickly, and carried out their orders with unfailing
precision. Commands had seldom to be repeated. Sheep
were never hustled, and yet never allowed to break away.
Not only so, but Trelone’s dogs had an uncanny way of
understanding instructions and carrying them out with no
human supervision. They attached the right meanings to the
names of particular pastures, hillsides, valleys, moors. Told
to “fetch sheep from Cefn” or from Moel Fach or what not,
they succeeded in doing so while their master awaited them at
home. They could also be sent on errands to neighbouring
farms or villages. They would take a basket and a note to a
particular shop and bring back the required meat or haberdashery.

All this was very useful to the farmers, and extremely
interesting to Trelone, who was of course allowed every chance
of studying the animals. He found in them a startlingly high
degree of practical inventiveness, and a rudimentary but
remarkable understanding of language. Being after all sub-human,
they could not understand speech as we do, but they
were incomparably more sensitive than ordinary dogs to
familiar words and phrases. “Fetch wood from shed,” “Take
basket to butcher and baker,” and all such simple familiar
orders could be distinguished and obeyed, as a rule without
distraction. Thomas wrote a monograph on his super-sheep-dogs,
and consequently scientists from all over the world used
to turn up at Garth to be shown the animals at work. Throughout
the district their fame was fully established among farmers,
and there were many demands for puppies. Very few could
be supplied. Some farmers refused to believe that the offspring
of these bright animals would not inherit their parents’
powers. Naturally, all attempts to breed super-sheep-dogs
from super-sheep-dogs without the introduction of the hormone
into the mother were a complete failure.

But it is time to return to the little Alsatian, in fact, to Sirius.
Trelone was from the first very excited about this animal.
The longer it remained a helpless infant, the more excited he
became. He saw in it the possibility of the fulfilment of his
almost wildest hopes. Discussing it with Elizabeth, he fired
her imagination with the prospects of this canine infant, and
unfolded his plan before her. This animal must have as far as
possible the same kind of psychological environment as their
own baby. He told her of an American animal-psychologist
and his wife who had brought up a baby chimpanzee in precisely
the same conditions as their own little girl. It was fed,
clothed, cared for, exactly as the child; and with very interesting
results. This, Thomas said, was not quite what he wanted
for little Sirius, because one could not treat a puppy precisely
as a baby without violating its nature. Its bodily organization
was too different from the baby’s. But what he did want was
that Sirius should be brought up to feel himself the social equal
of little Plaxy. Differences of treatment must never suggest
differences of biological or social rank. Elizabeth had already,
he said, proved herself an ideal mother, giving the children
that precious feeling of being devotedly loved by a divinely
wise and generous being, yet fostering their independence and
making no greedy emotional claims on them. This was the
atmosphere that Thomas demanded for Sirius; this and the
family environment. And their family, he told her, had taught
him a very important truth. Unfortunate experiences in his
own childhood had led him to regard family as a hopelessly
bad institution, and one which ought to be abolished. She
would remember his wild ideas of experimenting with their
own children. She had tactfully and triumphantly resisted
every attempt to remove her own first two children from her;
and before the third was born Thomas was already convinced
that a really good family environment was the right influence
for a growing child. No doubt she had made mistakes.
Certainly he had made
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