Judith Wright, Collected Poems: 1942-1985 (Angus & Robertson, 1994)
from The Moving Image (1946)

SOUTH OF My DAvs

S outh of my days’ circle, part of my blood’s country,
rises that tableland, high delicate outline

of bony slopes wincing under the winter,

low trees blue-leaved and olive, outcropping granite—
clean, lean, hungry country. The creek’s leaf-silenced,
willow-choked, the slope a tangle of medlar and crabapple
branching over and under, blotched with a green lichen;
and the old cottage lurches in for shelter.

O cold the black-frost night. The walls draw in to the
warmth

and the old roof cracks its joints; the slung kettle

hisses a leak on the fire. Hardly to be believed that summer

will turn up again some day in a wave of rambler roses,

thrust its hot face in here to tell another yarn—

a story old Dan can spin into a blanket against the winter.

Seventy years of stories he clutches round his bones.

Seventy summers are hived in him like old honey.

Droving that year, Chatleville to the Hunter,

nineteen-one it was, and the drought beginning;

sixty head left at the Mclntyre, the mud round them

hardened like iron; and the yellow boy died

in the sulky ahead with the gear, but the horse went on,

stopped at the Sandy Camp and waited in the evening.

It was the flies we seen first, swarming like bees.

Came to the Hunter, three hundred head of a thousand—
_ cruel 10 keep them alive—and the river was dust.

Or mustering up in the Bogongs in the autumn

when the blizzards came early. Brought them down; we
brought them

down, what aren’t there yet. Or driving for Cobb’s on the
run

up fr?m Tamworth—Thunderbolt at the top of Hungry
Hill,

and I give him a wink. I wouldn’t wait long, Fred,

not if I was you; the troopers are just behind,

coming for that job at the Hillgrove. He went like a luny,

him on his big black horse.

Oh, they slide and they vanish
as he shuffles the years like a pack of conjuror’s cards.
True or not, it’s all the same; and the frost on the roof
cracks like a whip, and the back-log breaks into ash.
Wake, old man. This is winter, and the yarns are over.
No one is listening.

South of my days’ circle
I know it dark against the stars, the high lean country
full of old stories that still go walking in my sleep.
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South of my days’ circle, part of my blood’s country,
rises that tableland, high delicate outline

of bony slopes wincing under the winter,

low trees blue-leaved and olive, outcropping granite—
clean, lean, hungry country. The creek’s leaf-silenced,
willow-choked, the slope a tangle of medlar and crabapple
branching over and under, blotched with a green lichen;
and the old cottage lurches in for shelter.

O cold the black-frost night. The walls draw in to the
warmth

and the old roof cracks its joints; the slung kettle

hisses a leak on the fire. Hardly to be believed that summer

will turn up again some day in a wave of rambler roses,

thrust its hot face in here to tell another yarn—

a story old Dan can spin into a blanket against the winter.

Seventy years of stories he clutches round his bones.

Seventy summers are hived in him like old honey.

Droving that year, Charleville to the Hunter,
nineteen-one it was, and the drought beginning;
sixty head left at the Mclntyre, the mud round them
hardened like iron; and the yellow boy died

in the sulky ahead with the gear, but the horse went on,
stopped at the Sandy Camp and waited in the evening.

It was the flies we seen first, swarming like bees.

Came to the Hunter, three hundred head of a thousand—
cruel to keep them alive—and the river was dust.

Or mustering up in the Bogongs in the autumn

when the blizzards came early. Brought them down; we
brought them

down, what aren’t there yet. Or driving for Cobb’s on the
run

up frcl)lm Tamworth—Thunderbolt at the top of Hungry
Hill, ‘

and I give him a wink. I wouldn’t wait long, Fred,

not if I was you; the troopers are just behind,

coming for that job at the Hillgrove. He went like a luny,

him on his big black horse.

Oh, they slide and they vanish
as he shuffles the years like a pack of conjuror’s cards.
True or not, it’s all the same; and the frost on the roof
cracks like a whip, and the back-log breaks into ash.
Wake, old man. This is winter, and the yarns are over.
No one is listening,

South of my days’ circle
I know it dark against the stars, the high lean country
full of old stories that still go walking in my sleep.
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BULLOCKY

B eside his heavy-shouldered team,

thirsty with drought and chilled with rain,
he weathered all the striding years

till they ran widdershins in his brain:

Till the long solitary tracks

etched deeper with each lurching load
were populous before his eyes,

and fiends and angels used his road.

All the long straining journey grew
a mad apocalyptic dream,

and he old Moses, and the slaves
his suffering and stubborn team.

Then in his evening camp beneath
the half-light pillars of the trees

he filled the steepled cone of night
with shouted prayers and prophecies.

While past the campfire’s crimson ring

the star-struck darkness cupped him round,
and centuries of cattlebells

rang with their sweet uneasy sound.

Grass is across the waggon-tracks,

and plough strikes bone beneath the grass,
and vineyards cover all the slopes

where the dead teams were used to pass.

O vine, grow close upon that bone
and hold it with your rooted hand.
The prophet Moses feeds the grape,
and fruitful is the Promised Land.
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'AUSTRALIA 1970

D ie, wild country, like the eaglehawk,
dangerous tll the last breath’s gone,
clawing and striking. Die

cursing your captor through a raging eye.

Die like the tigersnake

that hisses such pure hatred from its pain
as fills the killer’s dreams

with fear like suicide’s invading stain.

Suffer, wild country, like the ironwood
that gaps the dozer-blade.

I see your living soil ebb with the tree
to naked poverty.

Die like the soldier-ant

mindless and faithful to your million years.
Though we corrupt you with our torturing mind,
stay obstinate; stay blind.

For we are conquerors and self-poisoners
more than scorpion or snake

and dying of the venoms that we make
even while you die of us.

I praise the scoring drought, the flying dust,
the drying creek, the furious animal,

that they oppose us still;

that we are ruined by the thing we kill.



