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In 1971 I was ten years old and my family 
was given a small puppy by a friend. She had 
found him abandoned in a cardboard box in 
the yard of the school at which she worked. 

I wanted to call him Jimmy because I’d 
been reading a book about four children 
who roamed all over the English countryside 
having adventures with their loyal dog, 
Jimmy: a faithful companion who helped 
get them out of trouble on a regular basis. 
My sisters, however, wanted to call him 
Sooty because his fur was black (like soot, 
get it?). Unfortunately there were two of 
them and only one of me, so they ended 
up getting their way. Ultimately this was 

probably a good thing because Sooty, as it 
turned out, was not a Jimmy sort of dog. He 
was more the sort of dog who was too busy 
getting himself into trouble to have time to 
get anybody else out of it. 

The early 1970s was a great time to be a 
dog. These were the days before the concept 
of responsible pet ownership had been 
invented. Dogs roamed and barked and 
fought and bit and chased cars and shat and 
weed and mated wherever and whenever 
they liked, and – apart from the feeble 
efforts of the local dog catcher – nobody 
tried to stop them because dogs ruled! 

Sooty was made for these times. If two 

ANDY GRIFFITHS

ANDY GRIFFITHS

SOOTY

THE NON-STORYBOOK DOG
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dogs were fighting on our street, you could 
bet that Sooty was one of them. If a dog was 
in heat within a twenty-kilometre radius, 
Sooty would disappear and return a week 
later, bedraggled, starved and utterly spent. 
The only reason I would ever stop throwing 
a stick for him was because my arm was too 
tired … he may have been panting fit to burst 
and his paws and gums bleeding, but he was 
always ready for one more stick-throw. No 
gate was high enough to keep him in, no leash 
strong enough to match his manic energy. 

Lots of dogs chased the cars that sped up 
and down the hill we lived on – because the 
1970s was also a time before restricted speed 
limits in residential streets – but chasing cars 
wasn’t enough for Sooty … he wanted more 
… he wanted to bite the tyres. 

Can you imagine spending your life 
dedicated to a goal that, if it were to be 
achieved, would mean certain death? Well, 
Sooty dedicated every single day of his life 
to just such a pursuit, and for thirteen long 
years he never succeeded … but he never 

‘ if a dog was in heat within  
a twenty-kilometre radius, sooty 
would disappear and return a 
week later, bedraggled, starved  
and utterly spent.’
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gave up either and somehow (incredibly!) 
never got killed. 

He had a lot of close calls, but none closer 
than the morning in 1979 when he was chasing 
my red Mini-Minor down the hill (yes, I 
drove a red Mini-Minor with a GT stripe … 
hey, it was still the 1970s). Mid-chase, he was 
distracted by a dog on the other side of the 
road and ran in front of my car. I heard the 
thump. I stopped the car. I got out, bracing 
myself for the sight of Sooty’s crushed body 
lying on the road … but there was no body. 

That’s because he was running back up the 
hill – coughing blood, sure, but still running. 

I took him to the Ringwood Veterinary 
Clinic, and they put him under observation. 
He slept for three days and three nights, 
and on the fourth day he rose … and went 
straight back to chasing cars and trying to 
bite the tyres. 

He lived for another few years after that 
but, in the end, ironically, his mind gave out 
before his body and he went mad. Barking 
mad. He could not stop barking. And I 

the real sooty
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realised it was time and that it would be me 
who had to do it because I’d read Of Mice 
and Men, and how when Carlson and Slim 
finally convinced Candy to let them shoot 
his old dog, Candy later regretted not being 
the one to pull the trigger (‘I ought to of 
shot that dog myself, George. I shouldn’t 
ought to of let no stranger shoot my dog’).

So one stormy September afternoon 
in 1984, full of resolve, I put Sooty in the 
Mini and drove him to the Ringwood 
Veterinary Clinic. I took him in and tried 
to explain what I needed them to do but 
no words would come, only tears. The vet, 
being kind, suggested that he take it from 
here, and I dumbly agreed. Yeah, I know I 
shouldn’t ought to of let no vet euthanise 
my dog without me there, but I did. I patted 
Sooty one last time, took a deep breath and 
walked out of the clinic to the car, turned 
the key and drove away, and I just kept 
driving until I found myself at the top of 
Mount Dandenong watching as a wild storm 
engulfed Melbourne far below. 

*

In 1996 I was thirty-five years old and 
working on what was to become my first 
published book, Just Tricking! It was fiction 
but loosely autobiographical: the main 
character is called Andy, and he has a dog 
called – yes, you guessed it – Sooty. In one of 
the subsequent books in the series, Sooty’s 
tail accidentally catches on fire (don’t ask) 
and Andy bravely picks him up, carries him 
to the toilet and extinguishes his burning tail 
by plunging it into the bowl. Unfortunately, 
Andy then accidentally pushes the flush 
button, and Sooty disappears down the 
S-bend … but Andy heroically attempts to 
save Sooty by flushing himself down the 
toilet too. Greater love hath no dog-owner. 

So, even though in life Sooty was not 
exactly a loyal storybook sort of dog like 
Jimmy, and I wasn’t the faithful storybook 
sort of owner who stays with his dog till the 
last, in the end I guess I got my storybook 
dog and he got his storybook owner. But – as 
is the case with most good stories – it wasn’t 
quite in the way either of us expected.
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Growing up, I drove my parents crazy 
begging for my own dog, but to no avail – 
we already had a pretentious Pomeranian 
who was never going to welcome another 
pooch into her palace. When I moved out 
of home, one of the first things I did was 
visit the pound and adopt my kelpie-cross 
buddy, Mayla. 

Somehow, out of hundreds of dogs, I 
managed to pick out the most mischievous 
and wilful pup in the world. Over the coming 
years of Mayla’s puppyhood (which extended 
well into her tenth year) I spent thousands in 
repairs, dog therapy and vet bills.

The destruction list included my 
housemate’s cocktail dress (hours before she 
was to attend a work function), the entire 
garden irrigation system, the side gate (which 
Mayla decimated and escaped through three 
times), a basket of clean laundry, my bed 

end, the back verandah (when she decided to 
pick up a pail of open paint and play chasies 
with me as I desperately tried to apprehend 
her), the side of my car, handbrake and 
seatbelt (when she scaled up the driver’s side 
door leaving multiple scratch marks, then 
chewed the handbrake and seatbelt in half), 
and my housemate’s childhood toy (Mayla 
obviously harboured some deep resentment 
for her). 

One morning, I heard scratching at the 
front door. There she was, sitting on the 
doorstep, the picture of innocence. As I drove 
away from the house that day I happened to 
glance at the next-door neighbours’ house 
in the rear-vision mirror – their front yard 
looked like a cyclone had hurtled through. 
Plants were pulled out by the roots, the 
garden hose was flung across their driveway, 
multiple pairs of shoes were scattered 

CYCLONE MAYLA
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around, and their verandah furniture was 
overturned and lying haphazardly across the 
lawn. It only took seconds for me to realise 
what had happened – Cyclone Mayla!

My poor next-door neighbour looked at 
the scene of destruction, mouth agape, as I 
explained that my ten-kilo pup had reaped 
this chaos. I had to replace three pairs of 
sneakers and a tooth-marred hose, and 
replant some very sorry-looking shrubs.

Mayla is fifteen years old now. Time 
has slowed her down, and her puppy 
days are well behind her. I wouldn’t swap 

a moment with her – even the moments 
when I worked double shifts to pay for her 
countless escapades. I look at her now, more 
grey than tan, slower, creakier and easy to 
tire, and I miss the energy she once had. I 
miss having to try and keep up with her. But 
every once in a while, I catch a glimmer of 
that puppy in those brown eyes, and I know 
that inside that arthritic, tired old body is 
the mischievous spirit of that cyclonic pup.

ANGELA WINKLER

‘ my poor next-door neighbour 
looked at the scene of destruction, 
mouth agape, as i explained that my 
ten-kilo pup had reaped this chaos.’

cyclone mayla
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He came to live with us. Charlie. In 
the aftermath of his humans’ busted-up 
relationship, he arrived at our house with 
one of his humans, all their stuff and all  
their baggage.

Charlie was wild. He hurtled up and 
down our inner-suburban garden, barking 
at anything that moved or made a noise. 
Unkempt. His salt-and-pepper coat picked 
up bark, burrs, twigs, straw, insects. And 
he was quick. The merest chink in time 
between a closed gate and an open gate, 
he was out! And away. We learned not to 
chase after him. We’d stand in the middle 
of the street. And wait. He’d come back, 
but you’d have to grab him. Not give him a 
second chance.

Then there were the triggers. All sorts of 
daily, ordinary household activities that set 

him off. The oven timer ticking. Hugging. 
Leaving. Arriving. The neighbour throwing 
birdseed onto his tin roof. Gassing the soda 
water. Power tools. And the doorbell. 

The doorbell was the final straw. Charlie’s 
response was extreme, out of control. When 
finally one day I opened the front door to 
the neighbours’ two terrified small boys, 
ashen faced, one in tears, holding tightly on 
to a box of fresh-laid eggs they’d been sent 
to deliver, I knew. We had to do something 
about Charlie.

But what? It wasn’t that we hadn’t tried. 
The internet. Books. Blogs. Lots of exercise. 
Routine. Nothing made a difference. 

Then we found Ian. The dog whisperer. 
Ex-army. Ex-police. Tall. He rang the doorbell, 
and Charlie did his thing. Ian entered. 
Sauntered down the hall. Charlie doing his 

RUNNING WITH BAGGAGE

charlie
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‘look at me, look at me’ alpha dog routine: 
tail curled high, trotting about, dropping his 
ball at our feet, whimpering, his tail flicking 
back and forth.

Ian ignored him. ‘Look at him. He acts 
like he owns the place.’

Oh. Shouldn’t he? Doesn’t he?
‘He’s just a dog. He’s very lucky to live 

here. In your house.’
Here was my epiphany. A dog is a dog. 

Not a fur-child: an animal. Evolved to be a 
great companion or a loyal workmate, but 
biddable. This was about me. Us. 

So Charlie’s world turned around, 
immediately. The training collar. The 

trotting nicely at heel – well, mostly. The 
mat in the corner where he sits on command 
when the power tools or the soda maker or 
the oven timer happen. Less routine. Less 
racing after balls at the dogs’ off-leash park. 
More time just chilling. 

And the doorbell? That’s a work in 
progress. It’s all still a work in progress. 
But Charlie is now more comfortably one 
of the household. Just hanging. Napping 
on his mat. Lying in the sun. Carrying less 
baggage, perhaps. Humans in charge; dogs 
at heel. Well, mostly.

PIA HERBERT

‘ here was my epiphany. a dog is a dog. 
not a fur-child: an animal. evolved 
to be a great companion or a loyal 
workmate, but biddable.’

20

20160721_Off the Leash_Internals_FINAL.indd   20 22/07/2016   09:36

AFFIR
M P

RESS



20160721_Off the Leash_Internals_FINAL.indd   21 22/07/2016   09:36

AFFIR
M P

RESS



You know how sometimes you think, 
Whatever happened to that person I worked with 
once upon a time? 

Well, this isn’t about a person but two 
dogs I worked with one Saturday, many 
years ago.

Place: north-western Queensland, 
Hughenden. Time: Jo and Russ were 
running things their way, so it’s that far back. 

What were we doing? We were dipping 
cattle that were going to tick-free country. In 
those days cattle had to be certified tick-free 
to go to tick-free country. (That’s the blood-
sucking ticks, not the clinical symptom tics 
that affect some humans.)

Dipping involves the cattle being fully 
submerged in a dip that fills a concrete 
channel wide enough for a cow, and deep 

enough so the cow goes all the way under 
and comes back up again. It swims to the 
end and walks out on a concrete ramp. 

The cattle just love it – or maybe not. 
The dip has a chemical in it to kill the ticks. 
It stinks. It’s very uncool.

So they get dipped, get put out on the 
shire common – a biggish paddock nearby 
– and are brought back a week later to have 
another go at the dip. This time they are 
reluctant, real reluctant.

I’m there with my workmate and the 
government vet for the second dipping. 
Getting these cows into the dip for the 
second time is hard. It’s Saturday in 
Hughenden, and it’s getting hot. Forty-
three, forty-four, forty-five degrees hot.

This is where the two dogs come into 

THEY WERE JUST THERE
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