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‘…all alright, the thing that 
is not God whispers to me,  
you are not alone, you are not  
a shovel or a horse even the stem 
of a rosemary bush is really  
excited that you have made it 
this far, see how it shivers…’
Matthew Dickman, Walking the Dogs
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One. 
Substrate



12 

In Black and White
poetry can make an order...where we can at last grow up  
to that which we stored up as we grew.
From Seamus Heaney’s Nobel Prize Lecture 1995.

A photograph of a boy. A fading Kodak. 
On the back in my mother’s hand—
Turramurra Bush, 1965—mother, this mother. 

A boy sits on an outcrop of sandstone, 
the torqued limbs of an angophora shed bark 
behind him. In his hands a stick picked up 
from the woodland litter, in his eyes,
a sclerophyll shimmer; he tracks lean divinites—
rapture in black and white. 

South Turramurra: up an unmade driveway 
and down on a shelf of Hawkesbury 
sandstone, a fibro house on a bushland block 
at the edge of a valley reserve. 
A hollow full of cliffs and fallen boulders, 
of caves and further galaxies. 

Break out of school, run hard to beat the bus 
home, and reappear among the redgums—
my friend’s gym boots impatient 
on the other side of a passage under a rock 
the size of a dump-truck. Down here 
creamy sandstone crumbles with the scent 
of a long gone river, and the weight of fallen stone 
long settled at the angle of repose, 
rests on my back. I’m jammed tight, and a little bit 
ashamed never to reach eight. When my friend 
goes for help, an underworld calm descends; I shed 
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my skin, emerge with a bloodied 
belly and zig-zag tongue of a black snake.

The late afternoon sun is poised 
on the lip of the valley; reluctant to leave 
it touches everything with gold and pink, 
and holds us weightless in flight as we leap from one 
cleaved boulder to the next; on all sides 
angophoras stand in marvellous disarray. 
The impossible is happening on the run, and the most 
we’ll lose is skin—father, this father. 

My substrate is rocks and trees,
and there’s a prehensile ache at the sight of a branch 
that leans across a cerulean Sydney sky. Here is 
the ground of a well-weighted line.
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A solid stream released 
from the mouth of a rising 

pipe, water from the main 
beneath the road, where 

men labour in a trench.
The water follows the road’s 

camber in sparkling form, and
finds the gutter’s weathered 

aggregation, riparian pebbles—
black and tan and green—

cast into concrete sixty
years ago. Water freshens 

a treeless street—my brother
dashes out from the shade 

of she-oaks, crosses mica-
flecked shoals and the pools 

Tributary
What we’re now striving for was once 
nearer and truer and attached to us 
with infinite tenderness. Here all is distance 
there it was breath…  
Rilke, The Ninth Duino Elegy.

what’s left of us falls back toward some kind  
of coherence much older than we are. 
Mark Tredinnick, The Blue Plateau.
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of an inland river. A 1971
photograph: brothers in  

Speedos sporting a graphic 
of a setting sun. He wears 

his thick rimmed glasses
slightly askew. At home 

a playmate of last resort; 
a big brother’s every day 

carelessness. On the river 
we abandon our parents, leave 

them sitting with our baby 
sister on a rug with a hamper 

from the boot of the Ford. 
Our conviction: they fail 

to comprehend what it is 
to run a river until you’ve lost

yourself; to seek softly fallen 
needles beneath the sheoaks; 

to pause and catch breath—
stand like the river pools; to 
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listen as the spare trees murmur
their penetrating loneliness; 

to perch on every rock that 
rises and look west longing. 

It’s a glittering path, even if
we know little of the Gywdir’s 

source, and nothing of where 
it flows. We’re both followers, 

adherents of an unspoken 
faith in the river’s coherence; 

firm in our belief, with each 
bend comes the unimagined. 


