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Being Prey: Surviving a Crocodile Attack
Val Plumwood

Activist, academic writer, and scholar, Val Plumwood is currently Australian
Research Council Fellow at the Australian National University. She enjoys a
worldwide reputation as a pioneer in environmental philosophy. The inci-
dent she describes in this narrative excerpt occurred in February 1985 near
the city of Darwin in Kakadu National Park located on the northern coast of
Australia. The article was originally published in a different form in Travelers’

Tales (1999); it was also selected for inclusion in The Best Science and Nature
Writing 2001.

VOCABULARY ANALYSIS
-ity (Noun Suffix)

Five words in this selection illustrate this common noun suffix. (A prefix, you
will remember, is a word part that comes at the beginning of a word that
often indicates meaning. A suffix is a word part added to the end of a root,
which makes the root into another part of speech. In other words, suffixes
commonly indicate grammatical parts of speech rather than convey mean-
ing.) The nour suffix ~ity is added to adjectives to form abstract nouns that
express a statz or condition. Tn paragraph 10, then, subjectivity means “the

condition <t bong sulvjective.” andd timidity in paragraph 3 means “the state
in

of being thni . " The wlect 2 aiso contains the words integrity, eternity, and

capacities (the jatar is €2 nlural spelling).
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Being Prey: Surviving a Crocodile Attack
Val Plumwood

In the early wet season, Kakadu'’s paperbark wetlands are especially stunning, as
the water lilies weave white, pink, and blue patterns of dreamlike beauty over
the shining thunderciouds reflected in their still waters. Yesterday, the water lil-
ies and the wonderful bird life had enticed me into a joyous afternoon’s idyll as
| ventured onto the East Alligator Lagoon for the first time in a canoe lent by the
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#You can play about on the backwaters,” the .ranger r-\ad said, by
. The current’s toO swift, and if you get jpy
along the river!” | followed hig
and bird life of the lily lagoons

park service.
don’t go onto the main river channe
trouble, there are the crocodiles. Lots of them

advice and glutted myself on the magical beauty

untroubled by crocodiles. ) . -
,  Today, | wanted to repeat that experience despite the drizzle beginning tofy |

as | neared the canoe launch site. | set off on a day triP in search of an Aboriginy|
rock art site across the lagoon and up a side channel. The erzzle tu”.‘ed. a3
warm rain within a few hours, and the magic Was lost. The blrds. VSIS Iiisitle, {
the water lilies were sparser, and the lagoon seemed even @ little menacing,

| noticed now how low the 14-foot cano€ sat in the water,. just a few incheg

of fiberglass between me and the great saurians,' clos€ ;jeiatlves G i angio, 1
dinosaurs. Not long ago, saltwater crocodiles were considered enda.ngemd. as |
virtually all mature animals in Australia’s north were shot by commer c1a! hunters, 1
But after a decade and more of protection, they are NOW the mlost plentlf.ul of the |
large animals of Kakadu National Park. | was actively involved in Preser\‘f-lng such
places, and for me, the crocodile was a symbol of the power and integrity of this |

place and the incredible richness of its aquatic habitats. .
After hours of searching the maze of shallow channels in the swamp, | had

ra

@

PRSI

Connecting Grammar 3

to Writing not found the clear channel leading to the rock art site, as shown on the ranger’s 'i
In paragraph 3, note sketch map. When | pulled my canoe over in driving rain to a rock outcrop for 1}
that each sentence a hasty, sodden lunch, | experienced the unfamiliar sensation of being watched, |
begins with a depen- ; T . T i
in life, | decided, rathe
dent clause or phrase, Having never been one for t|m1c.i|ty, in phnipsophy orin lite, ’ r than :
each punctuated with  Feturn defeated to my sticky trailer, to explore a clear, deep channel closer to the
- comma, Sentence | river | had traveled along the previous day. |
length : . : : .4
contains alengthy | The rain and wind grew more severe, ant severa times 1 pulled over to tip |
preposrclonal phrase; e ‘ t i
sentence 2, a depen- water from the canoe. The channel soon devsorEe STEEE g banks and snags. |
dent advegb C'austéi Farther on, the channel opened up and was ovestat blucked by a large sandy ‘]
sentence 3, a parti- . e 5 . 1
E pial phrase. bar. | pushed the canoe toward the bank, 'coxing sound carefully before getting 4
i

out in the shallows and pulling the canoe uj:. | wariic B safe from crocodiles in the
canoe—I had been told—but swimming and stancin: of wacdling at the water's edge
were dangerous. Edges are one of the crocodiie’s favarite food-capturing places.

| saw nothing, but the feeling of unease that had been with me all day intensified.
s The rain eased temporarily, and | crossed a sandbar to see more of this puz-
zling place. As | crested a gentle dune, | was shocked to glimpse the muddy
waters of the East Alligator River gliding silently only 100 yards away. The chan-
nel had led me back to the main river. Nothing stirred along the riv;:rbank but
a great tumble of escarpment cliffs up on the other side caught m atten’tion.
cC)):e espec;aily striking rock formation—a single large rock balanced grecariously
unezsren:c scr;w.aller one—held my gaze. As | looked, my whispering sense of
i tt:/l:f(])ethiintooa fshouF of‘ danger. The strange formation put me sharply i |
Ao i :32 :)h”;e indigenous Gagadgu owners of Kakadu, whose advicé |
ad not sought, and of the precariousness of my own life, |
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(o i : :
c:or:;:;?er,] :ﬁl i::d?:gtianr);;zesflr:hen of @ major prey species of the saltwater

6 | turned back with a feeling of rel‘mfoSt T S o earth.. :
satigtializgc. ik 1 v b6n Iatg t elief. | had not found the rock pamtmg's, !

i o look for them. The strange rock formation
presented itself instead as a telos? of the day, and now | could go, home to trailer
comfort. !

7 _As I pulled the canoe out into the main current, the rain and wind started up
agaln..l had not gone more than five or ten minutes down the channel when,
rounding a bend, | saw in midstream what looked like a floating stick—one | did
not recall passing on my way up. As the current moved me toward it, the stick
developed eyes. A crocodile! It did not look like a large one. | was close to it now
but was not especially afraid; an encounter would add interest to the day.

8 Although | was paddling to miss the crocodile, our paths were strangely con-
vergent. | knew it would be close, but | was totally unprepared for the great blow
when it struck the canoe. Again it struck, again and again, now from behind,
shuddering the flimsy craft. As | paddled furiously, the blows continued. The
unheard of was happening; the canoe was under attack! For the first time, it
came to me fully that | was prey. | realized | had to get out of the canoe or risk
being capsized.

5 The bank now presented a high, steep face of slippery mud. The only obvi-
ous avenue of escape was a paperbark tree near the muddy bank wall. | made the
split-second decision to leap into its lower branches and climb to safety. | steered
to the tree and stood up to jump. At the same instant, the crocodile rushed up
alongside the canoe, and its beautiful, flecked golden eyes looked straight into
mine. Perhaps | couid bluff it, drive it away, as | had read of British tiger hunt-
ers doing. | waved my arms and shouted, “Go away!” (We're British here.) The
golden eyes qlirad with intarest. | tenzed terihe jump and leapt. Before my foot

ta:t 2 Biurrea, incredulous vision of great toothed

even tripped the firsi brancn, | a2 bt
jaws bursting from e waler Then s seiz64 petween the legs in a red-hot
pincer grip and whitled inen e s iouating et darkness.

10 Our final thoughts during nea-lenf expaiiences can tell us much about

our frameworks of subjectivity. A framework capable of sustaining action and
purpose must, | think, view the world “from the inside,” structured to sustain the
concept of a continuing, narrative self; we remake the world in that way as our
own, investing it with meaning, reconceiving it as sane, survivable, amenable to
hope and resolution. The lack of fit between this subject-centered version and
reality comes into play in extreme moments. In its final, frantic attempts to pro-
tect itself from the knowledge that threatens the narrative framework, the mind
can instantaneously fabricate terminal doubt of extravagant proportions: This is
not really happening. This is a nightmare from which | will soon awake. This desper-
ate delusion split apart as | hit the water. In that flash, | glimpsed the world for the
first time “from the outside,” as a world no longer my own, an unrecognizable

bleak landscape composed of raw necessity, indifferent to my life or death.
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erienced c 3
Few of thoss who have &F ords of total terror. The croc,

i ience beyond W
is. essentially, an experien .
t. Itis, nd hea):t metabolism aré not suited to prolonged struggle, 5,

purst of power designed to overcome the victim’s resistance

le then holds the feebly struggling prey underwater untjl
drowns. The roll was 2 centrifuge of boiling blackness that Iars;ted fI?r an eternity,
beyond endurance, but when | seemed all but finished, :f e roa"(‘ngSUdd?nly
stopped. My feet touched bottom, my head broke .the surface, an .°U9hln9,
| sucked at air, amazed to be alive. The crocodile still had me in its pINcer grip
petween the legs. | had just begun to weep for the prospects of my mangled
body when the crocodile pitched me suddenly into a seconc.:l dea‘th'roll.

12 When the whirling terror stopped again | surfaced again, still in the croco-

nch of a large sandpaper fig growing in the water,

the crocodile tear me apart rather than
throw me again into that spinning, suffocating hell. For the first time | realized
that the crocodile was growling, as if angry. | braced myself for another roll, but
then its jaws simply relaxed; | was free. | gripped the branch and pulled away,
dodging around the back of the fig tree to avoid the forbidding mud bank, and
tried once more to climb into the paperbark tree.

13 As in the repetition of a nightmare, the horror of my first escape attempt was
repeated. As | leapt into the same branch, the crocodile seized me again, this
time around the upper left thigh, and pulled me under. Like the others, the third
death roll stopped, and we came up next to the sandpaper fig branch again.
| was growing weaker, but | could see the crocodile taking a long time to kill me
this way. | prayed for a quick finish and decided to provoke it by attacking it with
my hands. Feeling back behind me along the head, | encountered two lumps.
Thinking I had the eye sockets, | jabbed my thumbs int them with all my might,
They slid into warm, unresisting holes (which may heve beet tha ears, of perhaps
the nostrils), and the crocodile did not so much s fimch, th daespair, | grabbed

I
describe i
odile’s breathing 2
the roll is an intense

quickly. The crocodi

dile’s grip next to a stout bra
| grabbed the branch, vowing to let

the branch again. And once again, after a time, | feit the vionedile jaws relax, and
| pulled free.
2 | knew | had to break the pattern; up the slippery mud bark was the only

way. | scrabbled for a grip, then slid back toward the waiting jaws. The second
time | almost made it before again sliding back, braking my slide by grabbing a
tuft of grass. | hung there, exhausted. I can’t make it, | thought. It'll just have to
come anc{ get me. The grass tuft began to give away. Flailing to keep from sliding
:‘arthgr,t II1 ']amm;d my fingers into the mud. This was the clue | needed to survive
used this method and the last of my strength to climb '
the top. | was alive! > ek arpl Fese!
15 4 Escaping the. crocodile was not the end of my struggle to survive. | was
fr:));e,t hSE\fel.'el).l injured, and many miles from help. During the attack, the pain
e injuries had not fully registered. As | took my first urgent ste;)s, | knew




something was wrong with my leg. I did not wait to inspect the damage but took
off away from the crocodile toward the ranger station.

16 .After putting more distance between me and the crocodile, | stopped and
realuz.ed for the first time how serious my wounds were. | did not remove my
clothing to see the damage to the groin area inflicted by the first hold. What |
could see was bad enough. The left thigh hung open, with bits of fat, tendon,
and muscle showing, and a sick, numb feeling suffused my entire body. | tore up
some clothing to bind the wounds and made a tourniquet for my bleeding thigh,
then staggered on, still elated from my escape. | went some distance before real-
izing with a sinking heart that | had crossed the swamp above the ranger station
in the canoe and could not get back without it.

17 | would have to hope for a search party, but | could maximize my chances
by moving downstream toward the swamp edge, almost two miles away. | strug-
gled on, through driving rain, shouting for mercy from the sky, apologizing to
the angry crocodile, repenting to this place for my intrusion. | came to a flooded
tributary and made a long upstream detour looking for a safe place to Cross.

I8 My considerable bush? experience served me well, keeping me on course
(navigating was second nature). After several hours, | began to black out and had
to crawl the final distance to the swamp’s edge. | lay there in the gathering dusk
to await what would come. | did not expect a search party until the following
day, and | doubted ! couid last the night.

9 The rain 2 v ind staposd with the onset of darkness, and it grew per-
fectly still. Dingoeas® hosded, and douds of mosquitoes whined around my body.

| hoped to pass « i S0, DU JOTICIGIENEss nersisted. There were loud swirling
noises in the watas 364 Manewn §was sasy “Geat for another crocodile. After what
seemed like = snm B, 5 Beaid $h dines i aound of a motor and saw a light
moving on the swame’s (o sics, Triaking fwves 2 boal, i rose up on my elbow
and called for help. § thought | heard a famt reply, but then the motor grew

fainter and the lights went away. | was as devasiated as any castaway who signals
desperately to a passing ship and is not seen.

The lights had not come from a boat. Passing my trailer, the ranger noticed
there was no light inside it. He had driven to the canoe launch site on a motor-
ized trike and realized | had not returned. He had heard my faint call for help,
and after some time, a rescue craft appeared. As | began my 13-hour journey
to Darwin Hospital, my rescuers discussed going upriver the next day to shoot
a crocodile. | spoke strongly against this plan: | was the intruder, and no good
purpose could be served by random revenge. The water around the spot where
| had been lying was full of crocodiles. That spot was under six feet of water the
next morning, flooded by the rains signaling the start of the wet season.

in the end | was found in time and survived against many odds. A similar
combination of good fortune and human care enabled me to overcome a leg
infection that threatened amputation or worse. | probably have Paddy Pallin’s

20
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2

incredibly tough walking shorts to thank for the fact that the groin injuries were
not as severe as the leg injuries. | am very lucky that | can still walk wel.l and haye
lost few of my previous capacities. The wonder of being alive after belng held—
quite literally—in the jaws of death has never entirely left me. For the first year,
the experience of existence as an unexpected blessing cast a golden glow over
my life, despite the injuries and the pain. The glow has slowly faded, but some of
that new gratitude for life endures, even if | remain unsure whom | should thank,
The gift of gratitude came from the searing flash of near-death knowledge, a
glimpse “from the outside” of the alien, incomprehensible world in which the
narrative of self has ended.

. . . [T]he story of the crocodile encounter now has, for me, a significance
quite the opposite of that conveyed in the master/monster narrative. It is a
humbling and cautionary tale about our relationship with the earth, about the
need to acknowledge our own animality and erological vulnerability. | learned
many lessons from the event, one of which is to know better when fo turn
back and to be more open o the sorts of warnings | had ignored th=* day. As
on the day itself, so even more 1o e now, the telos of these events fic: in the
strange rock formation, which symialized so well the lessons about tie vul-
nerability of humankind | had 1o tearn, lessons largely lost to the technaiogical
culture that now dominates the earth. In my work as a philesopher, | see more
and more reason to stress our failure to perceive this vulnerability, to realize
how misguided we are to view ourselves as masters of a tamed and malleable
nature. . ..

'Saurians refers to Sauria, the suborder of reptiles including lizards, cr
tors. The Greek root is sauros or “lizard.” (Ed.)

2Telos is a word of Greek origin meaning “the end result of a goal
word also appears above.

3“Bush” here refers to the Australian bush, the vast area of the country that i not settled
Ed. .
SDin)goes are wild dogs native to Australia. (Ed.)
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