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Kiss of the Whip

In Cardiff, off Saint Mary’s Street,
there in the porn shops you could get
a magazine called Kiss of the Whip.

| used to pretend I'd had poems in it.

Kiss of the Whip. | never saw it.

| might have encountered familiar skills
having been raised in a stockwhip culture.
Grandfather could dock a black snake's head,

Stanley would crack the snake for preference

leap from his horse grab whirl and jolt!

the popped head hummed from his one-shot slingshot.
The whips themselves were black, fine-braided,

arm-coiling beasts that could suddenly flourish
and cut a cannibal strip from a bull
(millisecond returns) or idly behead an

ant on the track. My father did that.



A knot in the lash would kill a rabbit.

There were decencies: good dogs and children
were flogged with the same lash doubled back.
A horsehair plait on the tip for a cracker

sharpened the note. For then or twelve thousand
years this was the sonic barrier's

one human fracture. Whip-cracking is that:
thonged lightning making the leanest thunder.

When black snakes go to Hell they are
affixed by their fangs to carved whip-handles
and fed on nothing but noonday heat,

sweat and flowing rumps and language.

They writhe up dust-storms for revenge

and send them roaring where creature comfort's
got with a touch of the lash. And that

is a temple yard that will bear more cleansing



before, through droughts and barracks, those
lax, quiet-speaking, sudden fellows

emerge where skill unbraids from death

and mastering, in Saint Mary’s Street.
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The Gum Forest

After the last gapped wire on a post,
homecoming for me, to enter the gum forest.

This old slow battlefield: parings of armour,
cracked collars, elbows, scattered on the ground.

New trees step out of old: lemon and ochre
splitting out of grey everywhere, in the gum forest.

In there for miles, shade track and ironbark slope,
depth casually beginning all around, at a little distance.

Sky sifting, and always a hint of smoke in the light;
you can never reach the heart of the gum forest.

In here is like a great yacht harbour, charmed to leaves,
innumerable tackle, poles wrapped in spattered sail,
or an unknown army in reserve for centuries.



Flooded-gums on creek ground, each tall because of each.
Now a blackbutt in bloom is showering with bees
but warm blood sleeps in the middle of the day.

The witching hour is noon in the gum forest.

Foliage builds like a layering splash: ground water
drily upheld in edge-on, wax-rolled, gall-puckered
leaves upon leaves. The shoal life of parrots up there,

Stone footings, trunk-shattered. Non-human lights,
Enormous abandoned machines. The mysteries of the

gum forest.

Delight to me, though, at the water-smuggling creeks,
health to me, too, under banksia candles and combs.

A wind is up, rubbing limbs above the bullock roads;
mountains are waves in the ocean of the gum forest.

| go my way, looking back sometimes, looking round me;



singed oils clear my mind, and the pouring sound high up.

Why have | denied the passions of my time? To see
lightning strike upward out of the gum forest.
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