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To Tom and Otter, who’ll never know, and to all who listen, with love




Introduction

While I was working on this book, the research just bubbled out of me. ‘Did you know,’ I said to a stranger on a train, ‘that baby jumping spiders dream?’ ‘Woodlice!’ I said to a friend. ‘Woodlice!’ They display emotional contagion, the first building block for empathy. Red deer make decisions by referendum, as do African buffaloes.

I kissed a whale in open waters. I fell in love with a wolf called Wolf 21 and a donkey called Leo. I read studies showing how fairness really matters to some animals. I was tested for Covid by a dog, and met other dogs who can detect diseases including some cancers. Knowing that ravens play King of the Castle, I wondered whether it was a game they taught us.

This book began by taking a thought for a walk. Everyone who’s had a pet knows how psychologically healing they are, and may not be surprised that they are also physically medicinal, increasing the cuddle hormone oxytocin and decreasing stress. But I didn’t know that lions have saved the life of a kidnapped girl, that the sound of a cat’s purr is good for the body, or that a dog can be trained to phone the emergency services. I had no idea that dolphins could lead us to another person in danger, or that whales could guide a boat to safe harbour. I had no sense that animals might put their lives on the line for us, or accompany us in our dying, or that some police dogs have demonstrated a stronger sense of ethics than their handlers. I couldn’t have guessed that there are chimpanzees who dance in response to waterfalls and that a particular part of the human brain lights up just for animals.

Writing this was a huge adventure, not only in what I discovered about animals, but also in considering the vastness of what constitutes health. I wanted to look at how animals heal the individual psychologically, which is the subject of Part One. In this, we see how many animals laugh and play, offering us an uninhibited sense of vitality. This part then explores how animals can be therapists for the hurt psyche, how pets are a remedy for loneliness and how when a person is suicidal, sometimes the most important thing may be to get a dog to them as fast as possible.

Part Two considers how animals are healing for the individual physically, how they can work as our first responders, including a pig who saved her owner’s life, and a parrot who saved the life of a child. This part explores the work of disease-detection dogs, who can smell an incipient medical event including diabetes and some forms of epilepsy and alert their owners. It looks at how animals self-medicate and how humans have learned from them. It explores how animals may guide us to safety and help us when we’re dying, giving us a hospice for the heart.

Part Three looks at how animals are healing for society, the body politic. Music has long been a part of healing traditions and I’ll explore how animals are healers in the sound world, from birdsong to pond life. For a society to be healthy, it needs to have a sense of ethical behaviour, and it’s likely we humans learned our ethics from the wolves. A healthy body politic also needs to have a sense of justice: some animals can have a strong sense of fairness. Society needs healthy politics, and we’ll look at what we can learn from animals as political players, including the Athenian street dog, who always supports the underdog.

Part Four explores how true health includes that of the collective psyche, the soul politic. The collective mind needs animated energy in its art and its spirituality, and animals are vital medicine in these arenas. The collective mind dreams, through folk tales and medicine stories, and in them the animals are guides to healing the psyche of society. The world’s earliest healers were the shamans, who everywhere in the world, now and at every time in history, have always said that it is the animals who heal. Are they right?




Part One



HOW ANIMALS HEAL THE INDIVIDUAL PSYCHE

This section explores how animal spirits vitalize our minds. Many animals laugh and play. They light up a part of our brains and encourage liveliness and curiosity. In an epidemic of loneliness, pets communicate with us and heal the pain of isolation. This part considers animals used in therapy and how successful that is for the hurt psyche, and looks at how animals may even step in to rescue those who are suicidal when human efforts fall short.




1

Bouncing with Rude Health


‘This joy outleaps the dog’ – Theodore Roethke



If I consider my cat Otter, it is his exorbitant vitality that strikes me. Cat of character, happy-go-lucky and highly communicative, Otter has a capacity for bright happiness like no other animal I’ve known. Like many cats, he is curious, playful and affectionate, but he has a charge of sheer spirit that makes people remember him after just one meeting. He is a comedian, a show-off since kittenhood: he jumps at mirrors and bats them with his paws, interrupting himself only to look over his shoulder and check that humans are watching. He often sleeps on his back with his paws on his chest like an otter does; he sometimes walks through doorways sideways like a dressage pony and may stand on his hind legs like a tiny Prussian horse, giving a little chirrup and nose-nudging my hand. Every time he does it, I feel a leap of delight.

He radiates vibrancy even in his older years, providing good medicine for me and my friends. His life force strengthens mine and if the idea for this book came from anyone, it came from him.

This chapter explores how we are healed by the vitality of animals, in their happiness, their play, through their senses, awareness and uproarious animal spirits.

Laughter is perhaps one of the most beguiling ways in which any animal – including humans – demonstrates full-on vitality. Otter’s ability to make people laugh is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in a cat. I think, in his cat-way, he can ‘laugh’. Many animals do.

Bonobos, if tickled, make a choked he-he-he gasp of laughter, followed by a peeeep of pleasure. In fact they laugh until they fart. Their laughter sounds like a human who is laughing so hard they are clean out of breath but still can’t stop laughing.1 You know the sort: fits of laughter, in stitches, when your entire body convulses with vibrations as if all your organs are being massaged by the bubbles of a hundred and one jacuzzis and you are both the jacuzzi and the jacuzzed.

That one. That kind of laughter. Famously the best medicine.2

Laughter reduces stress hormones, anxiety and depression, boosting the mood and self-esteem. Laughter makes us not just happier but healthier as it reduces inflammation, improves circulation and enhances the immune system, while also stimulating the heart and lungs and aiding muscle relaxation. Laughter therapy is cheap, drug-free and fast-acting. It is publicly available, indeed ubiquitous. Tickle a child and they will laugh and likely so will you. Tickle a chimp and her mouth will widen into her playing face and she will wheeze with laughter.3 Orangutans and gorillas may laugh in buzzy purrs of breath, and apes can laugh while inhaling as well as exhaling, like bagpipers. Gorilla laughter may be quick and rhythmic – ho-ho he ha HA! – as if the laughter has been fermenting within and a tickle pops the cork, unleashing all the effervescence.

Chortling, laughing like a drain, gurgling, giggling and guffawing, the laugher laughs with all of themselves in bodily and emotional exuberance and most of us can self-medicate with laughter.

When it comes to vitality, laughter is the dog’s bollocks. Or the chimpanzee’s clitoris. Female chimpanzees may laugh when they tickle their own fancy, using a stick to rub their genitals.4

Laughter is a signal that the laugher is not only happy but wishes to spend more time with the laughee, welcoming the interaction as a reciprocal exchange. Rocky Mountain elk squeal with laughter. Dogs laugh in that panting-coughing huh-ha, the breathy exhalation when they play. The sound of dog laughter can comfort other dogs, even those not playing,5 which is also how we humans may experience it.

Some sixty-five creatures laugh while playing, including many primates, foxes, badgers, polecats, mongooses, cats, cows, kangaroos and elephants, as well as whales and seals, while among birds, the Australian magpie, the kea parrot and budgerigar all laugh.6 Laughter signals play, subverts aggression, creates social bonds and just feels good.

Dolphins laugh in a short burst of pulses followed by a whistle in a series of sounds they never make except when play-fighting.7 Most animals laugh just loudly enough for their playmate to hear and many may laugh too quietly or too high for our hearing to catch. Rats laugh when they play-fight and play-chase each other and, if tickled, chirp with laughter. At 50 kHz, the chirps are far above our hearing range, but ultrasound microphones can record and replay them in a lower register. I’ve listened, and it is the sweetest sound, lit with chirrups and tiny squeaks. Rats like listening to other rats giggling and, given a choice in an experiment, will push a bar to hear that sound rather than any other rat-sound.

Researchers tickle rats, finding that they love being tickled on their backs and bellies. They enjoy it so much that they chase the researcher’s hand for more, their whole bodies, tipsy with delight, doing ‘joy-jumps’. Jaak Panksepp spent decades investigating joy in rats and other animals, and confirmed that dopamine is implicated in both human and rat laughter. He demonstrated that rats chirp when brain areas associated with positive feelings are activated, something that takes place in the most ancient parts of the brain, and he believed that the ability to feel emotions of joy and sadness probably exists throughout the animal realm. His rat-tickling research was geared towards creating antidepressants which stimulate the ancient brain pathways associated with joy.8

We may not be able to hear rats laughing, but some birds laugh right into the heart of our hearing range. Kea parrots, mischievous birds from New Zealand, with olive and orange colouring, are known as the clowns of the mountains. When they laugh, the sound cascades happily down an octave and triggers an automatic play-reaction in other keas, launching them into spontaneous aerial acrobatics, play-pouncing and tussling with each other. It also elicits a helplessly happy play-state in my mind and I want to chirp along with them. So does David Rothenberg, American musician and philosopher. Rothenberg has listened to, and played music with, birds and animals across the world for the joy of it. Playing with thrushes, he notes, the ‘laughing thrush keeps laughing with the clarinet. It’s a jazz of the underbrush.’9 Author Mary Webb calls the woodpecker ‘a good laugher’ and translates the call of the chiffchaff as ‘Live! Laugh!’ The laughter of animals is, she says, like a herb that heals ‘all inward hurts and outward wounds’.10

We live in a laughing world. There are almost certainly many more laughing creatures surrounding us than we know, laughter both audible and inaudible, enveloping us in a brightness of spirit, a susurration of soft chuckles, a myriad of giggles, a wellspring of vitality.

~

Vitality is zest, enthusiasm, fizzing like a vitamin in the psyche. Vitality is the inextinguishable life force, the sap-rising iridescence. Vitality is one of the five character strengths most highly correlated with happiness. (The others are curiosity – which is contagious – optimism, gratitude and the ability to love and be beloved.)11 Vitality is not necessarily correlated with age, and an eighty-year-old can be elastic with vitality as a core inner strength. It is a key measure of psychological health, the mind’s appetite for life and vigour, the vivid experience of being alive, playful and alert.

Animals are vivifying in their humour as well as their laughter. In monkeyshines and horseplay, parroting, aping or playing copy-cat, language suggests that animals can be a company of clowns. Primates enjoy monkey-tricks. There is footage online of a man performing a magic trick for a baby orangutan where the man first puts a chestnut into a cup and shows it to the infant. Then, in a sleight of hand unseen by the baby, the man tips out the chestnut before showing the orangutan the now-empty cup. For a moment, the baby looks disbelieving, then his mouth unrolls into a smile the size of half his face – more – so funny does he find it that he falls about laughing on the floor. (The humour palls when you see the baby is in a cage in a zoo.)

Many animals have a sense of humour and we may be the butt of their jokes. The chimpanzee Washoe, born in 1965 and the first non-human who could communicate in American Sign Language, lived at the Institute of Primate Studies in Oklahoma. Washoe, trained by Roger Fouts, had a notably naughty sense of humour. Once, when Fouts was giving her a piggyback, she signed ‘FUNNY’ and he didn’t know why. Then, he writes, ‘I felt something wet and warm flowing down my back and into my pants.’12

Koko, a gorilla, was born in San Francisco Zoo and in the 1970s learned a thousand American Sign Language signs and understood about two thousand spoken words. She would play pranks on people to make them jump. She was funny. Once, when she had wrenched a steel sink off a wall in frustration, and the people around her looked cross, she indicated her pet kitten and signed ‘CAT DID IT’. She also liked physical comedy, tying her trainer’s shoelaces together, then signing ‘CHASE’.13

An African grey parrot called Throckmorton could mimic his human family’s mobile phones, getting everyone running from different parts of the house, and when one of them answered the phone the parrot would imitate the flat tone of a caller hanging up.14

The human psyche finds happy animals to be medicine and their joy leaps the gap between species. The naturalist and photographer Geoffroy Delorme was unhappy as a teenager, and left human society to spend seven years living with roe deer in a forest in France. He was accepted into their lives and was struck by their joie de vivre: ‘it’s hard to find grumpy roe deer, because happiness seems to be their natural state.’15

Joy is widely associated with birds. For the Koyukon people of Alaska, the first migrating birds to appear in spring indicate summer, light and vitality.16 We speak with glad gratitude of the bluebird of happiness. In Russian folk tales, the bluebird symbolizes hope, while in Navajo culture the mountain bluebird is linked to the rising of the sun. In the folklore of Lorraine in north-eastern France, the bluebird lives in the longed-for blue country of our dreams, the pays bleu, and in one tale, two children are sent in search of the Bluebird of Happiness. They cannot find the bird, and return home empty-handed and heavy-hearted. Only then do they see her. She has in fact been living in their house (in a cage) all along. They give her away to a neighbour’s child who is very ill, as the bird of happiness is medicine for the sick.

There’ll be bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover – a time of happiness in the future whose existence is a remedy for the difficult present. Oscar Wilde, caged in prison because he had a heart full of love, wrote of a better time coming when love could fly freely, when ‘over our heads will float the Blue Bird singing of beautiful and impossible things, of things that are lovely and that never happened, of things that are not and that should be.’

The joy of animals is both medicinal and infectious. Canids express joy in explosions of tail-wagging, muzzle-licking and squealing. I am a godmother to many children and to an English shepherd dog, Fflos, my god-dog. One of the times in my life when I felt most viscerally alive was in the puppy pen with her puppies. The five of them loved being with humans, each one of them wriggling and squirming, and their bodies tingled every cell of mine. It was pure puppy medicine, the elixir of vitality.

The human face changes when a person greets their dog. Studies show that the smile becomes gentler and more genuine while the frown-creases and lines of tension around the eyes and mouth smooth out and soften, making people look younger, more relaxed, more attractive to others, less forbidding and more friendly.17 People’s voices change too, becoming gentler, higher and slower than usual.18

I’ve seen the way that an animal can work like a shot of joy-juice on a human, when an old man, fretted by bitterness, unexpectedly met a puppy. Ten years of resentment washed right off his face. Frown-lines rippled out into smile-lines. His eyes grew as moist as the nose of the puppy, whose tiny tail went helicopter, wagging so hard that the little barrel of his body tipped over. He was one thrumming battery of wriggling joy, in every part of him, ears, paws, eyes, mouth. Be happy here; be happy now. And the old man assented to the puppy-command.

~

Play is a sign of good health, showing a creature’s vitality of spirit. Play is also a route to good health, improving cognitive, physical, social and emotional well-being. Play is spontaneous and beguiling, but only occurs when animals feel safe, so among infant primates, for example, play is fragmentary or infrequent when the infant is orphaned, injured or seriously ill.19 Play is a medicine that reaches beyond the player, spreading among an animal’s friends and relations, as research on mirror neurons suggests.20 Their playfulness infects humans too, as being with animals at play untasks us from work, unzipping our spirits.

When I read about a donkey playing with a butterfly, whose whole body was oriented to delight so even his ears were joyful,21 my own ears perked up in joy, mirror neurons having a little party even through the page. Kittens chase their own tails as if they kept the catnip there. Leverets leap with a levity that is gravity-defying. All mammals at play do joy-jumps, including goats, dogs, cats and horses.22 The caper of a kid goat puts the capriccio in me. Lambs put springs under the toes of my springtime when they leap vertically. This is understood by some as an involuntary nerve response but, no matter the cause, it throws them up into the air and they find, presumably to their utter amazement, that they can fly.

Watching any animal playing, I slip the leash of being merely human and I slide into a baby elephant’s wriggling trunk or a quivering lamb’s tail. My human borders crumble and my responsibilities to seriousness dissolve like a biscuit in tea.

Using a well-respected set of criteria for classifying play as something that is unnecessary, voluntary, unique, repeated and safe,23 researchers show that frogs wrestle each other and ride air bubbles.24 Several species of fish play by pushing balls around and balancing sticks on their snouts.25 Fish in one experiment were seen to play with red, green and blue laser lights, chasing and tracking them, and different species were drawn to different colours.26 Marsupials including kangaroos, wallabies, Tasmanian devils and wombats are playful, as is the duck-billed platypus and the Komodo dragon, who has been seen playing with old shoes, shaking them like a dog does a slipper.27

Animals play many of the same games that we do, including tag, chase and catch, going sledging, play-wrestling and jumping on a sleeping friend. For elephant calves, a favourite game is to climb on to a sleeping elephant who then jiggles to unseat the calf. When the calves play in wallows they become one shoogling mass of glorious mud, and when they chase each other they often try to catch each other by the tail. For a baby elephant, their trunk is a fabulous toy, wiggly and sensitive. It is something to swing, something to nose out into the world, something to whizz around in a circle, and is also a source of comfort, for a baby elephant may suck their trunk as a young child sucks their thumb.28

Turtles play tug-of-war,29 and so does a Komodo dragon, playing with a keeper she likes.30 Wolf pups too play tug-of-war, perhaps with an antler they have found. Wolves like finding new toys, tossing pine cones or kicking cans around.31 They play tag with each other and pounce on sleeping wolves for fun, and they lie in ambush and leap out at their friends, while on the tundra a wolf has been seen playing frisbee with a piece of caribou hide.32 Wolves slide down mountains in the snow and smash ice for fun, standing on a new-frozen lake and jumping on to their front paws until the ice cracks. They skate. Sort of. At least they go dodgems on the ice, purely for the fun of it.33 Marc Bekoff, effervescent professor emeritus, American biologist and animal behaviourist, describes buffaloes running on to ice and sliding on it, ‘excitedly bellowing gwaaa as they did so’.34

In one viral video, a deer is on a football pitch, on his own, and begins playing with the ball, antlers down and pushing it into the goal. As it hits the net, the deer begins to prance in a kind of victory lap on the grass. Spotted dolphins of the Bahamas may play a game of seaweed-football with each other35 where one dolphin has a strand of sargassum seaweed and moves it around its body (pectoral fin to fluke to rostrum) while the others give chase until the first dolphin drops the strand, at which point another dolphin takes it and swims off. Within the rules of the game, the chasers must not snatch the seaweed away, and dolphins sometimes invite humans to play this game with them.36

Right whales use their tails for sails for twenty minutes at a time in a strong breeze, doing it for play not locomotion.37 Grey whales blow blasts of bubbles at and under each other, while mother greys and their calves can gather together in huge play groups of perhaps twenty or more pairs and play chase, splashing each other, rolling, rubbing and diving. Young greys have been seen playing with a ball of kelp, lifting it on to their heads, wearing it like a hat, submerging it and watching it pop up again when released.38 They may surf the waves, kicking their tails to rise and sliding down the wave as it breaks.39

In the waters off Hawaii, bottlenose dolphins and humpback whales play together, with the dolphin approaching the whale and lying across the whale’s head. The whale then lifts its head high, and the dolphin slides down its back.40 Spinner dolphins are the whirling dervishes of the oceans, their minds turning like djinns in the play of the planets.

Ravens have been recorded sledging down snowy slopes, rolling, legs akimbo, and a crow in Russia was filmed snowboarding down a steep roof on a pan lid and as soon as the bird reached the bottom of the slope, he would pick up the lid in his beak, flap up to the top of the roof and do it again. Two ravens have been seen playing King of the Castle with an extra trophy: one raven would perch on the top of the mound with a prized piece of dung in his beak – the king is in his counting house – and the other would storm the castle to snatch the dung-treasure.41 Lambs everywhere play King of the Castle. Cranes play catch with small pebbles.

So here’s a question: since humans are so late to the party and the animals were here long before us, did we learn games from the animals? Was it the elephant calf who taught us to play-pounce and mock-ambush? Did a whale’s tail give us the idea of sailing? Did Wolf invent the frisbee and show it to the little Mowgli-us? Did Raven, some nine times older than us, first play King of the Castle three million years ago, and then teach it to us dirty rascals who followed? Maybe all the health benefits of play that we experience so magnificently were bequeathed to us by the animals.

When ancient Greeks spoke of their pets, the most common term they used was athurma, meaning ‘plaything’, a toy that caused joy. Otter used to play catch with me if I took a toy mouse to a particular mat, delighting us both. French Renaissance thinker Michel de Montaigne noted: ‘When I play with my cat, who knows whether I am playing with her, or she with me? We equally amuse each other with our monkey-tricks.’ Our pets generally feel safe enough with us to play, but to earn the trust of a wild creature such that it will play with you moves into a place of grace. Vet and author Dr Sean Wensley writes of meeting a fox cub whom he fed and befriended in his back garden. They began to play and, growing in confidence, the cub began to chew his shoelaces, then played a hiding game around a tree. Wensley brought tennis balls and the cub tossed them into the air, following them with a leap, then pouncing and batting at them when they landed.42

Octopuses play with LEGO blocks and bounce balls around with their water jets.43 In footage of a human scuba diver playing with an octopus, the octopus seems to adore the sensation of headbutting the human’s palm, repeatedly returning for more. In the Amazon, river dolphins swim in synchronized leaps in the river and, in a game that has gone on for years, Pirahã men in canoes follow them, trying to touch the dolphins with their paddles. They always surface just out of reach, and the game draws a laughing crowd on the banks because the men never can touch the dolphins, who seem to love the game, coming back, never getting tagged and only disappearing with the sunset.44

Dogs are persistent in demanding the stick game but dog-owners often complain that when they throw a stick for a dog, the dog will fetch it but never bring it the whole way back. The dog will drop it just out of reach of the human, and people often find this irking: if the dog wants to play stick-fetch, they say, the dog should bring it all the way to them. Probably from the dog’s perspective, the fun is when the stick is thrown, and is ‘in play’, and bringing it back is a chore. But I have wondered if the dog is trying to show the human how to play fetch properly. Is the dog trying to teach us the joy it knows is hidden in the stick?

Animals play in the mind as well as in the body. Koko, the signing gorilla, found humour in wordplay, so when asked what she could think of that was hard, she signed both ‘ROCK’ and ‘WORK’. Lucy, a chimpanzee born in 1964 and kept at the Institute for Primate Studies in Oklahoma, was also taught sign language, and when she needed new words, she played her way to invention. She didn’t have a sign for ‘watermelon’, so she called it ‘DRINK FRUIT’ in sign language. She tasted radish and called it ‘CRY HURT FOOD’. She named a stick of celery a ‘FOOD PIPE’.45

Play depends on ‘let’s pretend’. Let’s pretend to be a predator and jump on you. Let’s pretend to fight but actually just rumble around a bit. As a youngster, Austin, a chimpanzee born in 1974 and living at Georgia State University, often pretended to eat imaginary food, sometimes with an equally imaginary dish and spoon. He’d eat it in his imagination, rolling it around his mouth. With another chimpanzee, Sherman, he watched King Kong on TV and then they pretended King Kong was in a cage with them, as the chimps threw things, made threat barks and sprayed King Kong with a hose.46

~

‘Be a good animal, true to your animal instinct,’ wrote D. H. Lawrence. Animals model a healthy way to be fully present in the body, not as an appendage to our emotional and mental lives but as the very axis of vitality. They offer an almost irresistible invitation to be physical, to inhabit our skins and smells, to feel ourselves as pelt, paw and feather. Leave your scent-marking on the gatepost. Catch leaves in your snout. Know the belly-drum and the barrel-cock, the shanks and teats and horns. Like this, we can breathe in electric air, brimful, right to the very edge of our carnal selves, lips on the rim.

Animals don’t wear clothes. They can’t artificially dress to impress and as they don’t cover their bits, they can’t operate in the fig-leaf-and-shame categories. They serve as exemplars of a specific kind of psychological health because the never-dressed body doesn’t lie. Of course, some animals pretend: frightened cats fluff up their tails like bog brushes to appear fiercer than they are. Butterflies ‘deceive’ predators with eye-spots. The chameleon, whose body alters by the minute, is a Scheherazade among the animals, telling a thousand and one tales. But it is still the body which is speaking its physiological truth. It really is the cat’s fur bristling. It really is the lattice of nanocrystals in the iridophores of the chameleon and the chitin in the butterfly wing.

The very presence of animals is vitalizing. Through hearing, smelling, seeing and touching animals, we are drawn out of ourselves, into a greater world beyond, whether listening to the low hums of giraffes in a savannah at evening when they caress each other, or watching puffins, clowns of the air, the most visually cheering of all birds. Hedgehogs snore, a rising, appreciative half-voiced wheep and an outbreath whiffle. When bees bump into each other, they make a whoop! sound which had been understood as a warning to deter the other bee but is now thought to be an indication of a bee surprised by a bee.47 We live in a whooping world.

Animals vitalize the atmosphere even when we cannot see or hear them. Joyce Poole, researcher at Kenya’s Amboseli National Park, could tell if elephants were nearby. If the elephants were absent, the landscape had ‘a stillness, an emptiness’, but when they were near, ‘there seemed to be a vibrancy in the air, a certain warmth,’ Poole writes.48 Even when the sounds are in the deep infrasound range of elephants, lower than our hearing, we can still feel, right inside our bodies, the deep pulses that throb the air.49

Animals lead us to that electric and tender place where we feel fully alive. Here! Look! A raucous scarlet macaw flies past, carrying in their beak a seed-bomb of unfettered life to explode all that is anti-animate. When we are physically ill, we may well lose our sense of taste or smell – garlic tastes of cardboard. So does mint. Honey tastes of cardboard soup. Wellness includes sharpened senses, and animals help us with this. Animals bring us to our senses or, perhaps better, animals bring us to their senses.

Animals have different sense-abilities from us, including their perception of electric fields. Barn owls have a visual sensitivity which is at least thirty-five times that of humans.50 We can take a guess at what that might feel like, with binoculars or cameras. We cannot, though, know what it is like to be the barn owl, or to be a bat experiencing batness. We can’t know in ourselves what a mosquito senses as a mosquito. (Mosquitoes can taste things with their feet so if they land on skin treated with DEET they detest the taste and fly off.) We definitely can’t experience how a catfish tastes the world through their entire body, or know how a bee feels having pollen baskets at their knees, but even taking a step towards their experiences can thrill every nerve and give us a hint of multiple worlds through the Umwelt of multiple creatures. Umwelt combines Um, ‘what is around’, and Welt, ‘the world’. Umwelt (the concept was defined by zoologist Jakob von Uexküll in 1909) is the animal’s experience of being: their perceptual world, how they sense things.

Every bird is, according to William Blake, ‘an immense world of delight’. Each species is a realm, and Earth is a myriad of universes, spiralling into galaxies of vitality.

Reading Ed Yong’s book An Immense World: How Animal Senses Reveal the Hidden Realms Around Us took me gladdened into worlds I never knew. If we could hear them aright, cicadas would sound like cows, and katydids like revving chainsaws, he tells us. Caterpillars have hairs that can feel the particular air-churn of flying honeybees, and when the caterpillars feel it they freeze or vomit or fall to the ground. It’s good for the plant, reducing the damage the caterpillar could have done to it.51

But why is it healing for us that animals have such senses? Because they can enhance our world into something larger and fuller than our senses alone may detect, and we are more vitalized the more we partake of the enlivening world of the others.

I would like to offer you a tiny vial of vivacity, with the active ingredient of treehoppers. This is how two treehoppers (small insects) communicate. A treehopper squeezes its tummy to send vibrations down its legs, along a plant stem and up the legs of other treehoppers, giving them good vibes. Humans can’t hear the vibrations unless they are passed through a vibrometer which can convert them into audible sounds. I’ve heard it – a rumbly, soft kind of noise with upstrokes of jazz clarinet in miniature. Treehopper the First, who happens to be male, purrs, punctuating it with a highly suggestive ticking sound. You can almost hear it in translation: I like you. I really, really do. Shall we, eh? Shall we, eh? Treehopper the Second, who happens to be female, replies with a warm, assentive hum. I hear it in translation: yes I said yes I will Yes.

Mice a-wooing sing like songbirds though it is in ultrasound, too high for us to hear. The blue-throated hummingbird sings at an ultrasonic pitch too high for itself to hear, singing, perhaps, for the insects and the angels. Plant hoppers, trying to detect signals from other plant hoppers, lean forward, their feet pressed down, and surely don’t we too, at least in childhood, instinctively lean forward on tiptoes to hear better? So do elephants. An elephant may freeze mid-stride, leaning forward on her massive toenails, listening with her feet and able to feel other elephants through her toes before she sees them or hears them with her ears.52

For elephants, the world is full of message, including the mayhem of smells they create when they greet each other, pissing and shitting, with the glands on their faces streaming emotion. They raise their heads, flap their ears and rumble with delight, clicking their tusks, corkscrewing their trunks around one another’s and trumpeting with joy.

The ocean too is full of scent-message, a realm opened to us by the senses of seabirds who can smell a substance (dimethyl sulphide) that plankton give off when they are eaten by krill. Smelling of oysters and seaweed, it is the scent of the sea at its most alive, Molly-Blooming with plankton.

I wish I had whiskers. If I did, I’d whisk the air like a mouse, a hyrax or a naked mole-rat. Or I’d whisk the water like the manatee and the seal, who with their whiskers can track the swirl of water in the wake of a fish. But even knowing that they do this enlivens me. Whiskers are properly called vibrissae, from the Latin word for vibrate, and whisking helps a creature to be more aware of its surroundings. The common seal has some shorter vibrissae that can pick up higher frequencies of sound while its longer vibrissae pick up lower frequencies.53

Dolphins experience the world in part by clicking it, and those who have swum with dolphins can feel as if the clicks live within them, unforgettably enlivening them. The more we know of animal senses, the more we become conscious of vitality everywhere, in a wonderful net of inter-senses, each linked through all to all the worlds.

Decreased alertness is a sign of ill health, from the exhaustion of sickness to coma and vegetative states when the animal spirits are gone. Conversely, increased alertness is an indicator of health. In medical terms, the major characteristics of consciousness are being alert and being oriented to time and place, knowing who you are, where you are and when you are. Animals are superbly oriented to time and place. They bring us into the vitality of now. Just one dog. Just one sock. And they’re off: engrossed, riveted, extracting every bit of smell, their attention dealt out at full pelt so in that moment there is nothing in the whole world but The Sock. (Until they get a whiff from the bin.)

Dogs can inhabit an enlarged present, smelling what is about to happen, including perhaps a beloved dog-friend on her way, smelled before being seen; and they can smell the past too, so a disliked dog who has marked a lamp post is visually gone but present in the pissed-off nose of a dog at the post. For dogs, smells contain reports, histories and foretellings. Dogs ‘see’ in smells, and as Alexandra Horowitz, dog-olfactory expert, writes, ‘those who see smells must remember in smells too: when we imagine dogs’ dreaming and daydreaming, we should envisage dream images made of scents.’54 Bearing in mind how smells move in currents of air, imagine how the world shimmers for a dog sensing smells.

~

Animals embody curiosity, which as we have seen is another key feature of vitality. Curiosity is good for you. Curious people are happier,55 and curiosity is associated with higher levels of positive emotions, lower levels of anxiety and more life satisfaction. Curiosity means the mind is active, and the mind, like a muscle, gets stronger through being exercised. High scorers on the curiosity-measure show more playfulness, wit and ability to bond emotionally with a stranger of the opposite sex.56 Maintaining curiosity in old age protects us against cognitive and physical decline.57 Curiosity affects the well-being of others too. If you meet a person of rank incuriosity then your spirits droop and in their company time sickens, grows wan and dies. Meeting someone curious, though, has the opposite effect. The very air perks up. And the animals are there, in on the act, curious, engaged, interested, invigorating us. Animals offer us an unparalleled invitation to be curious. For many children, animals are the first object of their curiosity, pointing with both finger and brain at doggie!, the child’s eyes lit with interest.

The combination of curiosity, interest and eagerness is known as the brain’s ‘seeking’ circuit, a primal urge among all us animals to seek out what we need.58 It’s exciting, this digging, exploring, inquisitive attitude. Even small creatures such as scallops demonstrate curiosity, and in one adorable experiment called Scallop TV some scallops were strapped by tiny seat belts into miniature seats59 and then shown images of drifting particles that would, to a scallop, look like food. Their shells opened up, ready to feed, then tightened back down, again and again opening and closing like castanets not because they could taste or smell anything but because, the researchers maintain, they were curious.

Dolphins are curious, and they purposely experiment with the psychoactive drug produced by pufferfish.60 They hold the fish very carefully in their mouths, squeezing it gently for a tiny puff of neurotoxin (with caution, because the toxin is fatal in large doses) that the fish releases. Having taken a puff, the dolphins pass the puffer around to each other and they then begin to act strangely, noses at the water surface as if mesmerized by the play of light or their own reflections.

I find it very hard to be curious about some things: banking and the stock market, for instance. (I used to find it hard to be curious about footballers, or their feet, wives or balls, assuming they had more or less two of each, until Marcus Rashford led the opposition to the Tory government, Gareth Southgate embodied public goodness, Gary Lineker stood up for refugees, and Messi and Mbappé electrified the world in the Argentina v France 2022 World Cup Final.) But stock markets and banking, no. Give me an ant, though, and I want to know what it knows. Show me your world! How do you talk to your friends? What does it feel like to have your brain overtaken by the cordyceps fungus, which sends you as obsessively insane as your average kleptocrat and then explodes out of your head from the top of a stem of grass?

~

Animals animate us. Living right at the quick, in a click or a whisk, animals vitalize the world. The octopus can shrink and enlarge or flatten and bloom because to the octopus nothing is impossible. The octopus is the shapeshifter’s shapeshifter, metamorphosing and protean – the embodiment of mind at its best. The animal realm teems with movement: they waddle, strut, soar, flit and slither. Swooping, prowling, loping and frisking, they are candles lit from the very wick of life.

In lockdown, we delighted in seeing animals in ‘human’ spaces: mountain goats in the Welsh town of Llandudno, jackals in Tel Aviv and cougars in Santiago, Chile.61 When a mouse scampers along the tracks of the London Underground, coming from a dark tunnel, appearing for a moment in the light before disappearing again, there is a collective gasp from the commuters on the platform. Mouse! a child cries out. All eyes are fixed on it. People may smile at each other, brought to a shared moment of micro-glee as something as mere as a mouse makes exclamation marks in the sentence of the daily commute.

Sport is one way we play. Animals entering sporting arenas add a vivace to the score. Their appearances are unschedulable, spontaneous and wild. A snapping turtle crawls across a golf course. A kangaroo hops on to a racetrack in Bathurst in Australia, in the middle of a race. A giant lizard crosses a car racetrack. A goose interrupts a game of golf. There have been hares and skunks on baseball pitches in the middle of a game and an awful lot of squirrels. One squirrel scored in a baseball game between Kent State and Louisville in Ohio on 23 September 2017, and the crowd roared for it. The squirrel had made a magnificent run on the pitch, and in the clip the commentator’s voice is as excited as an eight-year-old’s – ‘Oh my goodness, buddy, do it, do it, do it!’ – and as the squirrel makes the touchdown, the commentator thrills with pride: ‘Man, he’s my favourite squirrel.’ Some two months later, a grey cat finds its way on to the field at Marlins Park in Florida, hightails it down the pitch, then climbs the vertical purple scoreboard wall. The crowd lights up with the sheer aliveness of the moment. Cats running on to football pitches are widely loved, greeted with chants of ‘Sign ’em up!’

We modern humans are not among the animals enough, and their unexpected appearances release us from the leashes of the hours, stuck in our cages of routine. When they come among us, we perk up and take notice and in those instants we feel party to the life of a widened world.

Perhaps literature’s most vitalic cat is Jeoffry, ‘a mixture of gravity and waggery’, life alive in all his moments, whether playing, washing or sleeping. His human companion was the eighteenth-century poet Christopher Smart, who was wildly alert to animal medicine but whose brilliance could buckle to madness. In his ode ‘My Cat Jeoffry’, Smart writes:


For in his morning orisons he loves the sun and the sun loves him.

For he is of the tribe of Tiger …

For there is nothing sweeter than his peace when at rest.

For there is nothing brisker than his life when in motion.



Jeoffry is complete. Nose, paws, eyes, tail. ‘For the divine spirit comes about his body to sustain it in complete cat.’ Let’s pause on this word complete. It means perfect and finished. From Latin, its roots suggest something filled up and entirely fulfilled. Elsewhere, Smart writes that ‘a LION roars HIMSELF complete from head to tail.’ We cannot be complete unless we live our lives lightning-struck by the force of animal spirits within us and among us.

Smart tells us that his cat led to a discovery: ‘For by stroking of him I have found out electricity.’ This is physical and metaphysical: ‘For he counteracts the powers of darkness by his electrical skin and glaring eyes.’ This, says Smart, is the light of the divine: ‘For the Electrical fire is the spiritual substance.’ God is electric and Jove is in the lightning bolt.

Lightning features significantly in the Navajo language, which has an extraordinary feature: animacy. Animacy is a measure of how alive something is, expressing how sentient it is. Does the thing have a lot of sentience or aliveness, or just a little? How alive is it? Nouns are ranked by this animacy on a continuum, and the most animate is a human while the least animate is an abstraction. One thing, though, is classed, together with the adult human, as most animate. What is it? Lightning, by Jove, lightning.

In the Homeric world, a particular energy – a shining momentness – surrounds the gods: energeia. It is entirely vital, an intense presence of wildness incarnate. In this sense, the animals are the gods still walking – swimming, tumbling, climbing, pouncing – in the world.

A kingfisher: a bolt from the blue and a bolt of the blue. How else is summer lightning going to flash within us, except through a kingfisher? The world is charged with the vitality of animals, an electric current of life driven by such voltage that it leaps the gaps between one earthed species and another, this life force as highly charged as a volt of vultures or a leap of leopards.

The early studies of electric fish took place alongside the study of electricity, and the electricity of the fish sparked the discovery of tiny electrical currents in the muscles and nerves of all animals.62 In an astonishing discovery, neurologists have shown that when we see animals, a specific part of the brain (the right amygdala) lights up in a flare of electrical activity.63 Fox. Whale. Penguin. Saucepan. Mouse. Your brain lights up for them all (except the saucepan, naturally). This fact totally stops me in my tracks. We are electrified – right in the core of our brains – by animals: they, the great transformers, could transform us if we would let them. To be fully, vitally, alive, we need to be within the wild circuit of animal electricity where the jaguar with lightning in her eyes and her fur crackling with static can charge you up for your whole life for, with her, you can take the shock, let the current surge through you and vow to protect the tribe of Tiger.

~

At the heart of Chinese medicine, qi or chi energy is the vital force that circulates and flows through the body. Prana, from Sanskrit, is similar, the ‘life force energy’ or ‘vital principle’. For centuries, the Western medical tradition referred to the vitalizing principle as ‘animal spirits’.

Hippocrates (c.460–371 BCE) thought that three spirits (vegetative spirits, vital spirits and animal spirits) impelled the body’s functioning, and of these he considered animal spirits superior and thought they came from the air and induced the development of intelligence. Aristotle (384–322 BCE) considered that the animal spirits flowed like wind through the blood and that the sensations which the body received from the outside world were transmitted by the animal spirits in the form of vibrations (ah, my treehopper friends!). The Greek physician Galen (129–c.216 CE) believed that animal spirits were the body’s principal source of vitality. Specifically, he considered that food, absorbed by the liver, produced vegetative spirits which the heart transformed into vital spirits, then the brain mixed vital spirits with air in a ‘marvellous net’ (the rete mirabile, consisting of a network of blood vessels at the base of the brain). Stored there until needed, the animal spirits could move through hollow nerves to transmit muscle action or to enable those nerves to receive sense impressions.

In 1936, the term animal spirits was repurposed by the economist John Maynard Keynes to describe how decisions made in times of economic uncertainty are guided by animal spirits that may be pessimistic, confident or exuberant, but crucially those spirits drive impulsive, emotional and possibly irrational decision-making, in contrast with cool rationality.

When we speak of being animated, it implies activity, vigour and vitality. Animal nature is understood to be active and invigorated. In Spanish, the term ánimo! is used to inspire someone, to encourage, to stimulate, activate and urge by calling up, in effect, the animal spirits.

Animal spirits were explicitly linked to air: for Hippocrates, the animal spirits came from the air. For Aristotle, the animal spirits flowed like wind. The word animal is connected to anima, the spirit, the vitalizing breath, and both are related to Proto-Indo-European an(e), breath or air: that which animates and gives us life. The matrix of ideas here suggests that the mind is inter-intelligent with the outer world, that the wind or air that vitalizes us all is a shared commons of spirit, in the marvellous net of the real world. There is medicine in the electric air around us.

Ánimo! Ánimo!
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A Remedy for the Lonely


‘Dogs simply can’t help falling in love’ – dog behaviour specialist Clive Wynne



Lonely hurts. It just does. It hurts in particular places, on the edges of the self. All of them.

The lonely feel it at the heart’s edge, a hot and searing hurt as if it has been scraped on a claw of barbed wire. The lonely feel the pain at the body’s edge as it touches the void on the other half of the double bed. They feel it at the voice’s edge as their words, unheard, are bruised by silence. They feel it at society’s edge as they stand at the edges of rooms, and that edge is sharp as a blade, cutting them off. They feel it at the edges of the day, waking alone and falling asleep with no one in their arms. They feel it at the edges of the home, the thresholds where there is no one to greet them, no welcome at the doorway as they return to emptiness.

Loneliness can kill. Long-term loneliness increases the risk of a stroke by 56 per cent.1 It can be more dangerous than smoking2 and is a strong contributory factor in heart disease,3 which is poignant as this is indeed a heartbreaking emotion. The lonely are more likely to get cancer and to suffer from serious mental health problems.4

I’ve known too much loneliness in my life, and from childhood I’ve felt a bereftness that I couldn’t recover from – until the cats. I’m not alone in experiencing loneliness: there is an epidemic of it. In Europe, one in eight people say they are lonely most of the time.5

Pets offer medicine for loneliness in simple touch, which salves the loneliness at the body’s edge. Psychologically, we fail to thrive at any age without touch, especially the soft, slow stroking that we mammals adore, because we need physical closeness as well as emotional intimacy.

I have never missed physical touch so much as I did in lockdown. With no partner and no kids, I was in a tiny bubble with a friend who was too vulnerable to accept or give a hug. But in those months I experienced the touch of two animals. The most unexpected was being hugged by a foal named Rocky who was only a few days old. He was lying in a sunny meadow when I walked up to him slowly. He let me sit near him and lie beside him and then, gazing at me, he lifted one leg and tucked it over my shoulder, pushing his other leg into the side of my neck. I felt flooded with bliss. The other animal was of course Otter, who was often in my lap, in my arms, rubbing my ankles and giving me nose-to-nose headbutts. Touch is primal and when I stroke Otter the feel of his fur sleeks the pelt of my first mind, for with an animal we may step into a core experience of being a cub nuzzling up in the befriending warmth of a den.

For over a decade, Otter was my light source, my shiner, my most reliable mood-lifter, but a few months ago he went completely blind. He could not see even the sun. For a while it seemed to remove all the light and lightness from him, and therefore from me, but with the sadness came one intense sweetness: the relationship of touch between us became eloquent and marvellous. Before, he was happy sleeping in the crook of my knees, but now he wants to sleep as close to me as he can, wrapped in my arms, his body pressed to mine, his cheek touching mine, his nose tip on mine, his paws each side of my neck. Then he purrs loudly enough to shake the bed. Helen Keller, blind and also deaf, would have known the astonishing communication that touch can offer, noting: ‘Paradise is attained by touch.’

Last night, Otter fell asleep with his nose tucked under mine, so his whiskers lay along my top lip. It was, literally, the cat’s whiskers. For a brief moment, his whiskers twitched and it felt as if the antennae of my mind widened into a different world. Sometimes he will comb my hair a little with his claws, but he will always sheath them near my skin: he knows the difference, and I trust him on this even in our sleep, much as he trusts me not to roll clumsily into a position which could break one of his legs. Falling asleep with him, and waking with him, he is a remedy for the loneliness of the day’s edges.

Animals also offer remedies for the loneliness at the voice’s edge through vocal communication. Cats try to ‘talk’ to us. Domestic cats vocalize in forms that tend to appeal to us and get a response, using sweeter, softer, higher mews and chirrups rather than the lower guttural calls of their closest wild relative, the African wildcat.6 Animal rescue workers have long noticed that feral cats rarely mew, but after spending time with humans, they begin to do so.

Otter is a communicative cat, in body language and in vocalizations. If he wants to come in to my bedroom from outside, he climbs the cat ladder and knocks on the window in a rapid flurry of paw-strokes. He can’t open the cat-cookie jar and curses the fact that evolution has not granted him an opposable digit, but he found a way round this problem. Before he went blind, he had a particular mew, a peremptory one, that he only used to fetch someone to open the jar. He’s stopped making that imperative mew since he went blind (perhaps when you’re totally dependent on someone, you don’t chance your arm being bossy), but his blindness has provoked in him an entirely new call, loud enough for me to hear in any part of the house. He uses it only rarely, but when he does it is piteous, a huge inconsolable howl as if he’s crying for all the world he’s lost. It seems he wants me to hear it and come to him, because when I do he stops crying.

Otter has an antic disposition and an ability to make people laugh that he evidently enjoys. In the kitchen, above the counter, there is a shelf full of about twenty different teas. Otter (before he was blind) observed me, many times, taking a packet down for a guest. Then he started doing it too. Friends were with me, watching incredulous as he stood upright, his back legs on the counter, balancing his left front paw up on the tea shelf. He looked at us, exultant, Watch this! and then he walked sideways, catching the cardboard corner of a packet with the claw of his right paw and flicking down the boxes, one at a time. Liquorice? Flick. Thuck as it landed on the counter and he turned to us as close to giggling as a cat can. Mint? Flick. Thuck. Camomile? Rooibos? Flick, flick, flick, till all the packets were down. I put them all back. Otter watched our laughter with robust delight and did it all again. His communications are not random. If talking means wanting to say something, and expressing yourself in a way that will be comprehended, then this is a cat who can ‘talk’.

Dogs are, of course, highly skilled communicators. Dogs understand when there is an argument going on. There is a lingua franca between us and many other animals in the emotional expression of different calls, so a growl is a warning, whoever it comes from. As Carl Safina, ecologist and utterly exquisite writer, notes: ‘Whether the receiving ears belong to a human, a dog, or a horse, several short upward calls cause increased excitement, long descending calls are calming, and a single short abrupt sound can pause a misbehaving dog or a child with a hand in the cookie jar.’7

When looking at a human face, dogs (and humans and rhesus monkeys) automatically gaze to their left, to look at the right-hand side of the face. This is the side that most tellingly expresses emotions. Dogs don’t gaze left when looking at monkey or dog faces: it’s just for us, and the authors of a 2008 study suggest that they may have evolved this ‘left gaze bias’ in order to gauge our emotions.8 They try to read us and our feelings. Our dogs try to communicate in ways they know we perceive, barking to us and for us, while adult wolves, by contrast, hardly ever bark, preferring to communicate through body language or scent.

The communication between Evenki hunters and their dogs is deft and precise. The Evenki (formerly called the Tungus) live in the far east of Russia, Siberia, Northern China and Mongolia, where they have traditionally herded reindeer and hunted elk, roe deer, wolverine, lynx and fox. The Evenki hunter and his dog communicate closely in a relationship that is both intricate and independent: they think separately but do so in order to coordinate their timings and actions. Evenki philosophy does not accept strict boundaries between species, and so does not expect any difficulties in people and dogs comprehending each other. Further, Evenki philosophy avoids hierarchies between species: the dog is considered equal to the man in the hunt because what is needed is not a slave but a partner who can make their own decisions. The dogs are neither trained nor punished but rather learn for themselves, sharing contexts and experiences until both hunter and dog have a deep understanding of both the environment and each other. The relationship between the Evenki and their dogs left a shaman of the neighbouring Buryat people totally flummoxed. He didn’t observe the men giving any commands to the dogs, but instead noted the synchronicity and harmony between dog and man, and said he felt that an unseen thread linked them.9

Animals ease our loneliness in their befriending. The poet Byron had a beloved dog, Boatswain, who he called his only friend – ‘I never knew but one.’ Byron would have understood the feelings of elderly dog-owners living alone, of whom in one study 75 per cent of the men and 67 per cent of the women said that their dog was their only friend.10 Their only friend. It is both heartbreaking and heartmending. For the poet Emily Dickinson, the relationship with her dog, a huge Newfoundland called Carlo, was a psychological consolation. He was her ‘mute confederate’, her companion both at home and out on long walks, and when he died she became more reclusive.

Many times as I was writing this book, people would tell me how important their childhood pets were when they were lonely. They had confided in their animals, telling them their fears and hurts, who they had fallen in love with, or who had bullied them. Children, given half a chance, will self-medicate even with a gerbil, talking to their pet, inferring their communication, finding mind-medicine for the curtains of strange sadnesses that can drift across a child’s mind, often invisible to others. Children want to talk to animals, and they know the real Doctor Dolittles are often the animals themselves.

In a study of ten-year-old Scottish children, a third demonstrated that their pet was their most significant companion, someone they talked with, played with, cared for, and who understood their feelings and thoughts.11 When a study asked eight-year-olds in the United States what their most important relationships were, the children included their dogs as often as they included their parents.12

Mary, the lonely child in The Secret Garden, is without family and unbeloved until she finds herself befriended by a robin, and this marks the start of her emotional recovery. Robins are company, the gardener’s friend, a symbol of companionship in actual winter and in the winters of the soul. In the Covid pandemic, many people suffering from lockdown-loneliness found a special friendship with a nearby robin. When the epidemic of loneliness intersected with the pandemic, many people knew that an animal would be medicine and got a pet, the lockdown puppy. Sixty-nine per cent of parents said that having a pet during lockdown benefited their children,13 although post-Covid abandonment was harsh for many dogs.

Greta Thunberg’s school experience was unhappy. She was bullied, and stopped laughing, eating and talking. She cried all the time, day and night. Almost every day, her father had to take her out of school and bring her home to Moses, their golden retriever, and she would sit stroking him for hours. If she howled in emotional pain, Moses lay beside her, pressing his nose into her head, comforting her in his language.

Dawn Prince-Hughes is an anthropologist, primatologist and ethologist who, like Thunberg, has autism. Animals, she says, have ‘gone to amazing lengths to find common language with our species which, to them, must seem deaf and blind to rich and healing language’.14 Orangutans use gestures with each other and, if they are conversing with humans, will modify their signals according to how much the person understands.15 Koko, the gorilla who was taught to use American Sign Language, communicated her thoughts to humans, including her grief at losing her mate, her own fear of death and her yearning to have a baby.16 Such communication is unbuyable and uncommandable, an unfeigned relating as if she were in that moment – in spite of the fact that she was captive – inviting us to step across the divide.

Indigenous cultures have kept faith with an understanding that animals and birds and insects are issuing communiqués all the time, and in such a world, enriched with meaning, loneliness seems almost unthinkable. A widespread Indigenous belief maintains that long ago humans shared the language of animals.17 Nalungiaq, an Inuit woman interviewed in the early twentieth century, said, ‘In the very earliest time, when both people and animals lived on earth, all spoke the same language.’ Black Elk of the Lakota people (in Dakota territory) refers to a similar time when his people could talk to the animals, and he adds tellingly, ‘we all spoke the same mind.’18

If you own a pet, your odds of frequently feeling lonely are halved, compared to non-owners.19 One cardiologist in Connecticut prescribes pets as he would prescribe medicine for about 15 per cent of his patients, knowing how healing they are and how necessary.20 Several studies looking specifically at bereavement show that those who had a pet were less depressed, despairing and isolated, were in better health and needed less medication than those similarly bereaved but petless.21

Loneliness is a particularly common experience for people who are deaf, who may, as a result, feel isolated and disconnected. One woman who lost her hearing commented: ‘Night-time was the worst: the silence of nothing. I couldn’t sleep. I always felt lonely,’ and getting a Hearing Dog was a lifeline.22 The dogs are trained to respond to everyday sounds that hearing people take for granted, including the doorbell and phone. When the dog hears them, they touch their human, leading them to the source of the sound. They will also, of course, respond to danger sounds such as fire alarms, but the quotidian help these dogs can give is vital in connecting their owners to other people, lessening loneliness. One man spoke of his deafness as a ‘dark and lonely world’, and his isolation led to depression, insomnia and panic attacks. When he got a Hearing Dog, Clay, his world was, he said, transformed. ‘I’d be like a hermit without him. My life was shattered and Clay’s the one who put me back together.’23

It’s pretty hard to feel sympathy for a psychopathic mass murderer, but I suspect Vladimir Putin must feel lonely. Puppies have a medicinal effect on him. When Putin visited Bulgaria in 2010, the prime minister there presented him with a gift, a ten-week-old Bulgarian shepherd dog called Buffy. The effect was breathtaking. Putin bowed, said that he loved the puppy and put his head on one side so his cheek was tilted to Buffy’s forehead. His hands were honest; his face was open; his eyes widened and his mouth sweetened. Elsewhere, with other dogs, Putin is pictured kneeling to get down to their level, nose to nose, and in one online clip from the city
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