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Beyond the Mirror of the Fatal Shore

Part One
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1.

“Those dark-skinned people believe that we’re wise! And so we are!” Norm 
said to himself. 

He meant the Aborigines of his homeland, who hunted his kind and yet 
held them in respect.

So what if he and his fellow koalas slept for most of the day and spent 
much of their waking time eating eucalyptus leaves? They still had a richly 
reflective life. 

But what had made him think back to what the Aborigines said?

He was, you might say, a stranger in a strange land:  twice over, as it happened. 
He had also been on the run; and, for all he knew, still was.

And badly in need of alternatives. 

2.

The facts are as follows:

From an early age, Norm had been given to wandering, far more and far 
further than most koalas. 

And on those wanderings he made many friends, some of whom had 
unusual things to share with him. For example, one learned old koala taught 
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him the basics of the English language, while others helped him to become 
proficient in Aboriginal tongues. 

However, knowledge was not wisdom as such, not as far as Norm was 
concerned. Wisdom came from immersing yourself in nature and in the 
dream life; it came from contemplation and deep understanding; and it also 
came from setting your heart at ease.  

Not that there weren’t things other koalas could share with you that led 
to wisdom. Norm would never deny that. Indeed, that period of his life, 
he often thought, could be chiefly characterised by his encounters with 
Extraordinary Koalas. 

The most important of these encounters occurred in a remote and barely 
accessible place little known to either people or koalas. Norm had heard 
rumours of it and was determined to find it. 

Find it he did, after much searching and difficult travelling. A colony of 
koalas had formed itself there, or perhaps a school or academy might be a 
better term. They were wise beyond anything Norm had encountered before. 

These koalas taught but also listened and were taught in turn. Everything 
was shared. And nothing was simply taken for granted, but questioned and 
interpreted anew. 

Norm stayed for many months. But eventually he decided to leave. He 
wanted a home and a community of his own, where he could impart his 
wisdom and improve the lives of ordinary koalas. 

So off he set. 

He found the place and the denizens he desired in the bush lands of New 
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South Wales. He became the Koala Elder of many in the area. He taught 
them to live peacefully together and to be faithful to their companions, as 
well as divers other things... including minor skills such as understanding 
and speaking English. More than anything else, he taught devotion 
and service to the Great Spirit Koala, the source of all good things. The 
community thrived. 

Then the attack occurred. It was sudden, unexpected, brutal. White men 
knocked the koalas from their trees into nets and pursued them if they 
managed to evade the nets and run. Blows, kicks, curses. Koalas bellowed 
and screamed; joeys cried. 

Norm was amongst those who were taken into captivity and transported 
from their native land, undergoing a long and cruel voyage by sea. Sufferings 
were great. Many died. 

Herne Bay in England was their destination. There a compound had been 
built for the captives. Why? Because a crazy and charismatic businessman 
persuaded backers to set it up, the object being to use koalas as slave labour 
for the commercial production of eucalyptus oil. 

If Botany Bay and other destinations in Australia had been the “fatal shore” 
for convicts sent from England, so Herne Bay became the mirror of the 
fatal shore for these poor marsupials.

The enterprise didn’t work, of course. It was simply impracticable; but it took 
a little while for the backers to realise this. When they did, they decided to 
sell the captive animals for medical experimentation. 

Before this could happen, there was a revolt. A koala named David scaled 
the wire fence, with the help of Norm and the others, and made his escape. 
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He found his way to a river, which turned out to be the River of Time, and 
attempted to swim across it. He was picked up by some people in a row 
boat... and found himself not in the early 1800s anymore, but in the 1930s. 

All this is well known, of course: the captivity narrative, and David’s escape 
and subsequent history; hence the bare recital. 

The rest of Norman’s story is scarcely known at all.

3.

After David’s escape, Norm knew that security would be increased in the 
compound, and that he and the others needed to act quickly. 

So while almost all the guards were still trying to track David down, Norm 
led a concerted rush upon the fence and upon the one remaining human 
in the compound. The koalas knew their lives were at stake; Norm had 
already told them to put aside their belief in peacefulness for the time being, 
after there’d been talk amongst the guards of ripping out their claws and 
teeth. Now he called for an attack en masse. Scratching with their powerful 
claws, biting, even pissing – for koala urine is peculiarly strong due to their 
exclusive diet of eucalyptus leaves – the koalas overwhelmed the guard and 
set out for freedom. 

Norm advised that they all go separate ways, to increase their chances. He 
would never see any of his comrades again, or know of their fate. Through 
his dreams, though, he eventually had intimations, according to which some 
were killed; some starved; some simply disappeared. 



Epilogue
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This is what I’ve since gleaned from spirit dreams. 

Dorothea and I will die at roughly the same time. From the way we look in 
the dreams, this will probably be in ten years or so. 

It happens differently from dream to dream, though with numerous 
recurrences: there is still a play of possibilities, because these events haven’t 
happened yet. Why some features are constant rather than others, I can’t say.

One possibility is that we both die of cirrhosis of the liver. It would be 
fitting. Dorothea is older and has been drinking heavily for longer, but you 
can never tell about these things. At any rate, one of the few constants is 
that we die together, give or take some minutes or possibly a few hours.

Another possibility is that we die in a car crash. There’s a drunken driver, 
whose face I can never see clearly; neither can Dorothea. It’s never one of 
us driving: for neither of us drive. 

There are other scenarios. None are any more savoury or instructive, I have 
to admit. 

Dorothea has of course had the same or similar dreams. She’s resigned.  
I suppose I am, too. 

The end of each dream is always the same. 

I seem to awake (or rather, we seem to awake – but let me tell it from my 
point of view). I’m in a warm, sunny place with grass and trees and a blue 
sky. I can’t see any sun, but the light is wonderfully clear. Yes, so far so 
banal, you could say. Except that it doesn’t feel banal: it feels natural and yet 
extraordinary at the same time. And then I see Dorothea. I recognise her 
instantly, even though she’s walking on all fours and is covered in brown 
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and white fur; she has large furry ears and a large black nose. She’s simply 
beautiful... so beautiful. She raises her eyes and the eyes widen, and she 
smiles – as far as a koala can be said to smile. I look down at myself. I’m on 
all fours and I’m covered in fur, too. 

Someone else approaches, also a koala. I recognise him immediately.

“You’ve come,” Norm says.



A Koala Rhapsody
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In the beginning was fur, and fur was good.

Eventually other things appeared, some good, some bad.

Eucalyptus leaves were good.

Fire was bad. So were human beings... for the most part.

Koalas realised they were the summit of creation. They were furry. And they 

were wise.

They believed in the Great Spirit Koala. And the Great Spirit Koala blessed 

them with wisdom.

But the Great Spirit Koala didn't always protect them from fire or from 

human beings.

They also got ill. And they aged and died.

Why?

These things were what followed on from the absolute purity and beauty 

of fur.
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If only fur existed, nothing else would. Not even koalas. Koalas were the 

most perfect manifestation of fur. But once they became manifest, they 

were subject to all that was outside the absolutely perfect.

That included disease, peril, suffering, death.

Why?

Because koalas needed to make choices, not to be perfect in a false sense: 

of being like robots. I’ve heard of robots. They’re made by humans, they’re 

sometimes like humans, but they’re not humans.

Humans are bad enough.

But once you're in a world where you make choices, then mistakes and 

dangers appear. And all sorts of possibilities. Some good, some bad. 

Couldn't all the possibilities be good possibilities? If you only ever choose 

what's good, and that's because you can't do otherwise, then you've been 

limited in your range of choices. Yeah.

But why all the diseases and suffering? Would a world where those things 

weren't possibilities be better?



267

All koalas could live forever, not age, not suffer, not get ill.

There'd be no room for more koalas! (Though now, mind you, there are too 

few of us.)

But what about the bad things... fire, and human beings?

If those things didn't exist, would koalas be in no danger? Would they exist 

perfectly for ever?

No, not perfectly, and not for ever. That's not how this existence is. And if it 

was, there would be other problems. As we've seen. Oh yeah.

But couldn't the Great Spirit Koala have prevented fire and human beings 

from existing?

Is fire always bad? Are human beings always bad?

Even if they're not, perhaps it would have been better if they hadn't come 

into being.

Koalas could sleep more easily.
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Sometimes you've got to wonder

Pity that human beings never become wise, either.

But what if koalas never became ill, never got injured, never had to put up 

with all the boomerangs and slingshots of outrageous fortune? We could 

still die, but peacefully and painlessly.

We wouldn’t take over the earth. It’s not in our nature. 

I suppose it’s just how these things are, mate. Otherwise we’d be in Heaven, 

not on earth.

And I don’t suppose you believe in Heaven, do you, mate?

We do. 
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