
COLLECTED VERSE OF JOHN SHAW NEILSON

John Shaw Neilson (1872–1942) received very little schooling, yet became 
one of the foremost poets of his generation. He was born at Penola, South 
Australia and when he was nine years old the family moved to Victoria to take 
up land for farming. The farming was never a success and, before moving 
to Melbourne in 1927, Neilson spent his working life as a labourer. He won 
a national poetry prize in 1893 and contributed to various publications as a 
young man. Neilson’s first book of verse, Heart of Spring, was published in 
1919, to some acclaim; this was followed in 1923 by Ballad and Lyrical Poems; 
in 1927 by New Poems, and in 1934 by Collected Poems. His last book, Beauty 
Imposes, published in 1938, led Robert FitzGerald to remark that ‘no other 
Australian poet has Neilson’s skill with words and rhythms’. He is one of the 
first post-Federation Australian poets alongside Christopher Brennan and 
Mary Gilmore, yet unlike his contemporaries, John Shaw Neilson’s work 
continues to be admired and critical appreciation for his verse has grown. 
Posthumous publication of some of the previously unpublished verse – by 
Judith Wright, Cliff Hannah and Robert Gray – has only increased his 
reputation and the legacy of a lifetime’s work is perhaps more compelling 
today than it ever was.

Margaret Roberts edited John Shaw Neilson: The Collected Verse, A Variorum 
Edition, published in 2003 in electronic format by the Australian Scholarly 
Editions Centre. She lives in Launceston, Tasmania. 
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INTRODUCTION

When John Shaw Neilson died in 1942 numerous pieces of his verse had 
been printed in newspapers and periodicals, five volumes of verse had been 
published and a quantity of verse, written in school exercise books for the 
most part, was left in the care of his executor. His first volume of poetry, 
Green Days and Cherries, went to proof stage in 1914 and was held in type for 
some months but did not proceed to print. Heart of Spring was published in 
1919; Ballad and Lyrical Poems in 1923; New Poems in 1927; Collected Poems of 
John Shaw Neilson in 1934; and Beauty Imposes in 1938. To date, approximately 
700 complete pieces of verse have been located, of which around 135 are 
limericks and humorous quatrains. Of this total, only 197 poems, and 31 
limericks and quatrains were published during his lifetime.

John Shaw Neilson was born at Penola in South Australia in 1872, the 
first of seven children. The family moved to Victoria in 1881 when they 
left Penola to take up land. Neilson left school at the age of fourteen after 
perhaps two years interrupted attendance, and he and his brothers Frank 
and Bill worked with their father in the Mallee and Wimmera regions, 
taking labouring jobs and working with their father as a contractor in 
order to keep the family going financially. In between taking up blocks of 
land, being sold up, or selling out, Neilson and his father wrote verse, and 
both won first prizes in their respective divisions in the Australian Natives 
Association poetry competition in 1893. Both had verse published in local 
newspapers and John Shaw Neilson submitted items to the Bulletin. Editor 
of the Red Page of the Bulletin, A. G. Stephens, recognised Neilson’s talent 
and encouraged him to keep writing, and when Stephens left the Bulletin in 
1906 he wrote to Neilson asking him to send pieces for publication and to 
name Stephens his agent.

Neilson is regarded as one of Australia’s foremost lyricists and both 
Judith Wright and James McAuley acknowledged his influence. This said, 
his verse is an extraordinary mixture of the beautiful and the banal, of 
idiosyncratic symbolism and crystalline imagery juxtaposed with cliché 
and often imbued with the hackneyed thought and images of the popular 
culture of his day. It is peopled with one-dimensional figures, and abounds 
with detail. It is riddled with allusiveness: with the images, rhythms and 
verse forms of popular and folk songs; the Bible and nursery rhymes; 
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contemporary poets and the great English poets. Its vocabulary is limited, 
simple, and occasionally strikingly literary. Its rhythms are sometimes flat 
and monotonous, and sometimes counterpointed with great subtlety. In my 
view, he is best considered a naïve, in artistic terms. Whilst acquainted with 
the work of other poets Neilson was not well read in the general sense of 
the word. He cites close to 100 authors in his correspondence, but it is clear 
from his comments that his reading was in no way systematic or sustained.

The bulk of Neilson’s manuscripts appear in exercise books (commonly 
referred to as ‘notebooks’). Other manuscripts occur as loose pages, some of 
these as fair copies, as well as some typescripts of verse made by editors, and 
transcriptions later made by others. Proof copies of what was to be the first 
published edition of Neilson’s verse exist (‘Green Days and Cherries’, 1914), 
along with a small amount of proof for Heart of Spring and Collected Poems. 
Holograph manuscripts occur both in Neilson’s hand and in the hands of 
amanuenses. Neilson liked dictating, except to his brother Frank whom 
the family said constantly interrupted, and thought that he knew what to 
say better than ‘Jock’. Frank himself said Neilson ‘always preferred Annie 
or Lisette (his sister and half-sister) to write off his verses as they never 
questioned the lines at all’ (NLA MS 1145/75). The evidence of manuscript 
material (correspondence and verse) shows that he was dependent on 
amanuenses for brief periods only – and contradicts his comments about 
dependency because of poor eyesight. Neilson’s use of amanuenses was as 
much a matter of convenience as necessity.

The evidence also indicates that the notebooks were used both as a 
document of record and as workbooks. None of the notebooks is intact, and 
it is quite clear that pages were often removed before poems were recorded 
in the books, or drafts written. Numbers of leaves were clearly removed 
from the notebooks for independent use, as the texts recorded in the books 
frequently cross the place of the removed leaves without interruption 
and sequences of handwriting occur in very even hands. Undoubtedly, 
manuscripts have been lost but there is no evidence to suggest Neilson 
destroyed his verse deliberately. Admittedly he was a poor judge of his own 
work but the surviving manuscripts and the poems in all their diversity 
suggest that the preservation of verse was his intention. 

Dates that have been assigned to the notebooks indicate when the books 
were in use and are a chronology of use, not a chronology of composition. 
Further, some of the notebooks were in use at the same time and sometimes 
over a period of three or four years. (Neilson did not date his poetry and  
the only verifiable dates of possible composition are receipts or 
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acknowledgement of receipt by addressees.) Because close agreement 
between the date of use of a notebook and the composition of a text 
is lacking, and given the likelihood of later poems being recorded in a 
notebook of earlier use (as happens), the texts have been placed in four broad 
chronological groupings: 1890–1906, 1907–1916, 1917–1927 and 1928–1942. 
These four periods reflect the major events in the poet’s life; namely, his 
association with A. G. Stephens, and the changes in his working life – from 
landholder and labourer to itinerant labourer, and then from rural worker 
to city dweller in a fixed occupation, and provide a reasonably sound basis 
for assessment of his work, over time.

The late 1890s and early 1900s seem to have been particularly difficult 
years for Neilson. He was temperamentally unsuited to pioneering life, 
as he acknowledged many years later, and two prolonged periods of ill-
health occurred when he could do very little for months on end because of 
what seems to have been a depressive illness. Following a return to health, 
Neilson reported a tremendous urge to write in mid-1905. Neilson accepted 
A. G. Stephens’ offer to act as his agent with first offer on his verse, and 
it is clear that being published by the Bulletin, and his being taken up by 
Stephens, then the most influential figure in the Australian literary sphere, 
confirmed him in his own mind as a poet. 

The relationship between Neilson and Stephens was amicable, and 
sustained by respect except for a disagreement over a new publishing 
agreement in 1931, relating to a collected edition of Neilson’s verse. After 
Stephens’ death in 1933 Robert Croll, who edited the Collected Poems, 
declined to assume the active role A. G. Stephens had played and Neilson 
turned to James Devaney for advice on his verse and asked him to act as 
his editor. Devaney filled this role and edited Beauty Imposes, Neilson’s last 
published edition of verse.

The poems in this reading edition are taken from John Shaw Neilson: 
The Collected Verse, A Variorum Edition, published in electronic format 
in 2003 by the Australian Scholarly Editions Centre, UNSW at ADFA, 
Canberra. The 2003 edition comprises all the known verse by Neilson, 
published and unpublished, including limericks and humorous quatrains as 
well as fragments and poems of doubtful attribution. 

In the 2003 edition, I note the locations of all source materials and all 
versions of the texts are shown by various means; posthumous publications 
of verse are disregarded because these all lack textual validity. As the editor, 
I adopted the concept of textual versions as a guiding principle and, for 
practical purposes when there are multiple versions of a poem, one version is 
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presented as a reading text. There is no amalgamation of texts and I pursued 
a principle of minimal editorial intervention. Multiple versions of poems are 
presented as a reading text only when there is a significant shift in meaning, 
emphasis or tone, or some other compelling reason, in which case they are 
considered as discrete versions, as opposed to theoretic versions. 

Neilson did not leave any directions concerning the state of his texts, 
published or unpublished. Because very nearly two-thirds of Neilson’s texts 
remained unpublished at the time of his death, and because he expected 
his published verse to be punctuated, the texts in the 2003 edition are 
punctuated. Neilson’s own occasional punctuation is retained, as is his 
frequent use of capitals. Misspellings are retained in texts when these 
indicate Neilson’s pronunciation and hence affect rhythm. Spellings that are 
a feature of the graphic text are also retained. The date of first publication 
of a poem printed during Neilson’s lifetime is positioned to the right of 
a title and in those cases where an earlier verifiable date is known this is 
indicated in brackets.

Problems encountered and decisions made with regard to editing 
Neilson’s verse are discussed in detail in the 2003 edition, as are complete 
details concerning the manuscripts and their treatment. Readers who wish 
to know more about these matters should refer to the Variorum edition, 
which can be accessed online at: http://www.hass.unsw.adfa.edu.au/ASEC/
Neilson.html.

This reading edition reproduces the texts published in the 2003 edition 
without substantive alteration. However, punctuation has been revised in 
some instances, excepting of course Neilson’s own, with Neilson’s use of 
capitalisation retained. Notes on the poems are limited to references to 
people, events, or places mentioned that are of largely local significance, 
and therefore judged to be obscure. Conjectural readings and editorial 
emendations are limited to poems that may be open to alternative readings 
and to poems that present particular problems.  

An appendix lists the poems as they occur in the four periods discussed, 
and the index of titles gives see references to poems that were printed under 
a different or similar title. Fragments and unfinished poems are omitted in 
this edition, the unfinished poems being better considered as fragments in 
the context of a reading edition, and 72 limericks and humorous quatrains 
are omitted, being judged to be of minor interest in this context.

Margaret Roberts, 2012
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A BUTTERCUP IN JUNE

All the blue of the skies, 
The light of white flowers, 
Is in my sweetheart’s eyes.

All the blaze of the sun, 
The lightnings of the storm, 
Is with my little one.

The moving joys of day, 
The bird’s intrepid songs,
Are with my love always.

A DIFFICULT MATTER

A girl in a choir up at Brim 
Said I know that the church lights are dim, 
But there’s not enough chaps – 
That’s the reason perhaps 
I am so long in finding a hymn.

A FACE IN THE CROWD

A crowd, a mighty crowd. 
A face, a pretty face. 
The years make all things dim, 
But cannot yet efface 
Some of the sweeter things, 
Some of the cruel stings.

A look, a gentle look.
A smile, a kindly smile. 
A face that told a tale 
In a strange heart-touching style, 
A face that might have been 
In fairer regions seen.
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Oh, in whatever land 
The owner of the face 
Tarries a little while 
To run the little race, 
May God’s good angels stay 
Beside her all the way.

‘A friendless youth he was but full of hope’

A friendless youth he was, but full of hope, 
And hope is strong, a blessed thing is hope: 
It leads us on through many toilsome years 
And shows us through the mists the bright blue sky. 
And he was young and very prone to rage
Against all kinds of vile iniquities — 
Such wrongs as doom our fellows to a life 
Where purity and goodness starve and die.

If he had faults they were most lovable 
And of that wild impetuous kind which are 
The simple outburst of an honest soul. 
So at the outstart of his life he said 
My search will be for Truth — 
And come what may let Fortune frown or smile. 
God helping me I shall not turn aside 
Until I solve these mysteries.

Then there arose on every side great men 
In their own minds who boasted
[Incomplete]

A PROTEST AND A PROTEST

A certain old maid at Port Victor 
Had many strange pets to afflict her. 
Her kangaroos fought 
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With the emus she caught 
And when she protested, they kicked her.

A REMARKABLE LAMB 1906

There is no mention of its sire, 
Nor aught about its dam; 
The author merely states the fact 
That Mary had a lamb.

This little lamb that Mary had, 
It had a snow-white fleece;
But nowadays it always pays 
To shear them in the grease!

This little lamb that Mary had, 
It had a curious knack 
Of always following Mary round 
And keeping on her track.

It followed her to school one day – 
That hardly was the thing – 
The teacher missed it with the cane 
And gave himself a sting!

The teacher said unpleasant things 
About that little lamb, 
Until he got it out the door 
And gave the door a slam.

That lamb, it didn’t hurry home – 
Why no, it hung around; 
A very foolish thing to do – 
It might have got in pound.

The teacher was a learned man, 
And yet he was a fool; 
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He could not with his puny arm 
Keep that lamb out of school.

He merely was a mortal man 
And soon his eyes grew dim; 
But Mary’s little lamb lived on 
To have the laugh at him!

The teacher now is in his grave 
And no one seems to care – 
But Mary’s snow-white little lamb 
Is famous everywhere.

Wherever Britain’s sturdy sons 
Unfurl the Union Jack,
There Mary and her little lamb 
Have got a beaten track.

There’s not a pretty little girl 
Of four years old or so 
But knows that Mary had a lamb – 
And that ‘twas white as snow.

There’s not an English-speaking boy, 
Unless he be a fool, 
Who knows not Mary’s little lamb 
And how it went to school.

How swift the boy becomes a man, 
The school days, how they run. 
The pretty girls grow up and wear 
Their tresses in a bun.

Then other toddlers take the seats, 
Old teachers pass away – 
But Mary and her little lamb 
Come trotting every day.
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The teacher always turns it out 
And yet it hangs around – 
And, what a most surprising thing, 
It never gets in pound!

It never grows to be a ewe, 
Or yet to be a ram: 
Immortal as the Wandering Jew 
Is Mary’s little lamb.

AS THE YEARS GO BY

When the songbirds all were singing 
Just as if they had been trained, 
And the skies were blue and lovely 
Just as if it never rained,
Then a stalwart youth and handsome 
And a maid who wore a smile, 
Slowly walked and softly whispered 
In a very loving style.

Years have passed and there are changes 
North and south and west and east: 
Time is grim – man’s lamentations
Do not trouble him the least.
Where are now that youth and maiden? 
Other lovers bill and coo, 
Other songbirds now are singing, 
But the same old skies are blue.

AT THE END OF SPRING 1919

Put down thy bonny head, 
This is the end. 
Thou wert a pleasing love, 
Thou wert a pleasant friend. 
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Soft, silken, is the grass 
Where twinkling colours blend.

Bend low thy bonny head 
This last sweet morn. 
An eager amber child 
Smothered in flowers and corn 
Waits for thy death to wear 
The glories thou hast worn.

Bend low thy sunny head 
Upon the wing. 
The tender tinted hours 
Make merry journeying. 
The tyrant Sun who slays, 
He waits for every Spring.

Bend low thy weary head, 
Kiss all good-bye. 
Thy life, it was a time 
Of love for lip and eye. 
The grief is at our hearts 
That our beloved should die.

BABY’S ASLEEP 1893

Baby’s asleep. His little life is o’er 
And grievous pain will trouble him no more. 
Short was his stay in this strange world of ours, 
Now we shall deck his little grave with flowers.

Baby’s asleep.

We loved him fondly. Who can measure love, 
The purest thing that comes from God above? 
We loved him fondly. Ah, we miss him now. 
Cold are his little hands, cold is his brow.

Baby’s asleep.
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One thought alone can lessen the sharp pain: 
Though parted now, we soon shall meet again. 
This treasured thought within our hearts we keep: 
He is not dead — he only is asleep.

Yes, baby’s asleep.

BABY’S PRAYER

Baby is very bright, 
She will not sleep tonight. 
She prattles all the while
In her own sweet bird-like style. 
‘Go to sleep my dear’: 
She answers, soft and clear, 
‘I’m doan to tay my pay’rs’.

And what was baby’s prayer? 
I cannot let you know. 
’Twas all that baby knew, 
’Twas very sweet and low. 
After a day of care
’Twas music to my ear 
To hear my baby’s prayer.

We grow and we forget 
That God our father knows 
The things that make us fret. 
The same of all our woes: 
We struggle on, and we 
At last begin to see 
That life, though made of cares, 
Is lightened much by prayers.
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BEFORE THE LOOKING-GLASS 1894

When Jenny was a little girl, 
Not more than ten years old, 
The sun shone on her sunny hair 
And it was all like gold.
She looked within the looking-glass 
And there she did espy 
A pretty face, and so she said 
‘What a pretty girl am I!’

When seven summers passed and found 
Sweet Jenny seventeen, 
In all the country near and far 
No fairer girl was seen.
She looked within the looking-glass 
And there she did espy 
A pretty face, and so she thought 
‘What a pretty girl am I!’

The Jenny of old time is gone, 
She vanished from our view;
 A woman stands before the glass
As Jenny used to do. 
No pretty blush is on her face: 
I hear her slowly say, 
In steady, half-complaining tones, 
‘My hair is growing gray.’

BOB AND DEARIE 1894

She was a charming little girl, 
Brown-haired, blue-eyed, and very pretty. 
Her proper name was Catherine – 
They should have called her Kate or Kitty – 
But no, they chose another name 
And why they did so is no query; 
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She was a pet, an only child, 
They naturally called her Dearie.

There were few children in the bush 
And we were much alone together. 
We loved to play and plan and dream, 
We loved the bright sunshiny weather. 
Then dreaming did not make us sad, 
Then laughter did not make us weary: 
Those were the days, the glad old days, 
When I was Bob and she was Dearie.

A little thing may change our lives –
 It may be but a kind word spoken, 
A book, a look, an idle thought, 
A slight mistake, a promise broken. 
And so it was a little thing
That caused us playmates to be parted – 
She to the city went, and I
 Lived on where first our friendship started.

As years advanced the dreaming ceased 
And with it hopes that were the brightest, 
For men may have their sober joys, 
But youthful hearts are ever lightest.
Life had realities for me, 
Of griefs and troubles I had plenty. 
I learnt what good and evil meant, 
And so I reached the age of twenty.

  *    *    *

And now I have a bushy beard, 
My skin is brown as any berry. 
I laugh and joke among my mates, 
I have the name of being merry. 
But oh, they know not this poor heart, 
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They know not of the inner sorrow – 
The bitterness of wasted years, 
The anxious look-out for the morrow.

I lead a reckless rambling life 
All full of devilry and drinking, 
But often on a quiet night 
When all the little stars are blinking, 
I grow ashamed of what I am, 
Of all my gay companions weary – 
A brown-haired, blue-eyed vision comes, 
And I am Bob, and she is Dearie.

DARBY’S DREAM

Old Darby was a-sleeping, but wide awake lay Joan – 
And Darby heaved a heavy sigh, but not to say a moan. 
Old Joan said he’s a-dreaming – his dreams are bad I fear;

Hi, what’s the matter Darby? 
Hi, wake up Darby dear!

Old Darby woke up quickly and lifted up his head; 
Could you not let me sleep Joan? he rather tersely said. 
Why, you were dreaming Darby, your dreams were bad I fear;

I thought that you were troubled 
So I woke you Darby dear.

Ah, yes, he answered slowly, strange thoughts were in my brain, 
For all the trees had blossomed to welcome me again, 
And all the flowers were blooming and all the sky was blue,

And I was young and lusty
And all my body new.

My father and my mother, they greeted me with joy;
My mother fondly kissed me, I was her favourite boy; 
My sisters and my brothers came crowding to the door,

And all was noisy laughter 
As in the days of yore.

Cloud speak book.indd   16 8/06/12   1:07 PM



17

And I still dreaming, wandered to a lovely little dell, 
And there I met my sweetheart, she whom I loved so well: 
She was so like an angel, she was so sweet and shy,

And I was very lovesick,
I could but only sigh.

At last love made me bolder: I took her hand in mine 
And growing bolder, kissed her – she blushed and looked divine. 
I told her that I loved her, I claimed her for my own;

I waited for her answer, 
And then – you woke me Joan!

Joan was as good a wife I think as any wife could be, 
But she was sorely troubled with the pangs of jealousy. 
A man the age of Darby! how shocking did it seem

That he for some old sweetheart
Should be sighing in a dream!

So she began severely – I’d really like to know 
Who was the angel-sweetheart that you loved so long ago? 
For, though we have been married now nearly 40 years,

I’ve never had a secret – 
You’ve had one it appears!

Old Darby answered sweetly, in a cheery kindly tone,
Why, were you really jealous like a lovesick maiden Joan? 
The sweetheart that I love now and dreamt of dear was you,

For tho’ I’m growing older
Still my love is always new.

DIED ON SERVICE

’Twas there he found his rest 
Under strange earth and skies 
In a land of cruel crimes 
And many tears and sighs. 
But why he fought or fell,
It is not mine to tell.
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A soldier – so he died, 
As truly slain as they 
Who in the headlong charge 
On some mad glorious day 
In one sharp moment fell, 
The great world growing grey.

We knew him at his toil, 
Lusty and full of cheer, 
A brave and buoyant soul, 
His laugh was good to hear. 
His merry face we’ll miss 
In the morning of the year.

Still to us does he live, 
Warm-hearted, young and keen. 
Now he has taken ship 
Out to the world unseen: 
The lights are all Beyond, 
The mists are all between.

EMILY WYNN 1894

Emily Wynn 
Is old and decrepit and haggard and thin; 
Little is left of her save bone and skin, 
And a small bitter soul 
And a terrible temper she cannot control.

In the days that are gone, 
A long time ago, 
Then Emily Wynn 
Had many a beau;
For her face was so fair; 
She had glossy black hair 
And a lily-white skin. 
Her feet were so light 
When she danced all the night, 
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And her heart was so gay
That she sang all the day, 
And petted and courted 
Was Emily Wynn.

From the big busy town 
To the quiet little village 
Her lover came down. 
You never could find
A man with such polish, 
So smooth and refined. 
He had elegant clothes 
And a clean-shaven chin, 
And he soon won the heart 
Of sweet Emily Wynn.

But his speeches were false 
And his love was a lie, 
And what could she do 
But sit down and cry?
So she sat down and cried, 
And her sweet nature died, 
And her features grew thin 
And the lily-like beauty 
Went out of her skin,
And never a lover 
Had Emily Wynn.

Old Emily Wynn, 
She sits at the window 
As people pass by. 
She shakes her old head
And she says, as she sighs, 
‘All men are the same – 
They are full of smooth lies, 
And women are foolish 
And cannot be wise.’
So says this old dame 
Who is haggard and thin, 
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Of whom there is little 
Left save bone and skin: 
And yet she was – one time –
Sweet Emily Wynn.

FATHER O’CONNOR

He’s a little old man and his hair’s snowy white, 
His voice still is cheery, his eyes still are bright. 
Those old feet of his cover many a mile – 
He walks and he talks and he prays all the while – 
And if there’s a man that I’m willing to honour 
It’s surely no other than Father O’Connor.

About his ancestors I’m not very sure, 
They must have been honest, they might have been poor. 
He’s been in the city this many a year – 
All sorts and all sizes admire him here – 
And if there’s a man that I’m willing to honour 
It’s surely no other than Father O’Connor.

He’s not very famous, his rich friends are few, 
He won’t stoop to flatter as other men do. 
The gospel he preaches is always the same – 
There are folks who reckon it narrow and tame – 
But if there’s a man that I’m willing to honour 
It’s surely no other than Father O’Connor.

’Twas down in the slums and a woman was dying, 
A girl and a bit of a boy were crying, 
The good Father prayed in his kind earnest way 
(’Twould soften a devil to hear that man pray) 
She died – may the good God have mercy upon her 
Was all that was said by old Father O’Connor.

I met a young Methodist parson one day, 
And these were the first words that I heard him say, 
The priest, though a good man, is still in the dark.
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Says I, look ye here, you young Methodist spark,
Now if there’s a man that I’m willing to honour 
It’s surely no other than Father O’Connor.

FITCHETT THE FINDER

The great Horatio, how I dearly love him, 
Though some would still bespatter him with mud; 
The great iron Duke only I place above him, 
For he slew more, and what I want is Blood! 
Warm, thick and red, spurting and splashing, rushing, 
’Tis best of all to set the people gushing.

Blood! let me have blood! I ask no other favour. 
’Tis sweet in blood to dapple and to find 
The things men write of, every sort and flavour 
Deep hidden are. I am the giant Mind!
To brush them up, to show them to the masses, 
I am the man – and no one me surpasses!

I take a spicy joke, a rousing sermon, 
(I am so Catholic I have no fear), 
Bishops and bombs, ventriloquist and vermin, 
I note them all and with my good Friend share. 
Ay, never once the good old path forsaking 
I take and take and take, and keep on taking!

I am so wearied with this great research, 
This strong, remorseless, unrelenting finding; 
I write still for my country and my church, 
The Motherland and Us I still am binding. 
Thank God my scissors are both stout and trusty! 
Far be the day when they grow stiff and rusty!

Great is the sword, and yet the pen is greater! 
Surely the scissors beat them in a test? 
Of all the gifts bestowed by the Creator 
On me the right to use them seems the best! 
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All petty codes of Man in one swoop sinking, 
I take from all who write and do the thinking!

I’m fond of fishing – just for recreation – 
Strange that Our Fish have such a horrid smell. 
Much would I like to welcome that Great Nation 
Japan to come and live with us, but truth to tell 
It grieved me when I tried to write up Tokyo – 
Blood! Blood! I cried, and yet I found it no-go.

Also it grieves me much that Our dear Brother 
The Black Man should be shipped from Our Protection 
Over the seas. (They have to eat each other). 
The whole thing is a crime – unique, stupendous – 
I heard somebody say so last election.
In this one Cause alone my Work’s tremendous.

All Petty Theft and Meanness still abhorring, 
All Sham exposing with a fervent heart, 
Knee deep in mouldy magazines exploring, 
I add to Life and Literature and Art!
Strong as I am, I have no paltry bias, 
I smile on Satan – also Ananias!

FROM E TO C

Really, dear Charles, I owe you one more letter:
I loved you fondly with a warm young heart – 
But after all, I think that it is better 
That you and I should part.

Since you wrote last, often I have been thinking 
About that parable of casting pearls 
To pigs – and that time I got you winking 
At one of Murphy’s girls.

Also one time, poor, dear old Jane McCarty 
She said it’s true – so strike me dead – 

Cloud speak book.indd   22 8/06/12   1:07 PM



23

I heard him say it at an evening party, 
Her hair is nearly red.

They say you said my youngest sister squinted, 
That father’s feet were big and mother’s flat; 
They even said that you distinctly hinted 
That I was getting fat.

Time after time your conduct has been shocking: 
You mind that day in Aunty’s summerhouse, 
Because I screamed, you smiled (your smile was mocking) 
It was a horrid mouse.

And then again, you know that ring you gave me – 
I always thought it was a real gold ring – 
It’s only washed, but Aunt says she will save me 
From all that sort of thing.

I think it is my duty now to tell you 
I am engaged to Mr Geasie-Wohl: 
You were too slow and I could not compel you – 
In fact, you were a fool.

Dear G, he’s got a rather narrow forehead, 
Aunt tried her best to put me in his way. 
To quarrel with Aunt of course would be too horrid – 
Besides, it wouldn’t pay.

He said the first night we walked out together, 
My little ewe lamb, I’m in love with ewe. 
Oh are ewe, said I, but how do I know whether 
The things you say are true?

We pastoralists are truthful – but of course dear 
At times we let imagination play,
As a horse dealer when selling an old horse dear
Don’t give the show away.
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Now don’t be cross, I’ve had too many crosses. 
My first cross was when I came over here, 
Then when the Bank’s curs had tremendous losses 
It made me worse my dear.

But all my various crosses are as nothing 
When I beheld your lustrous eyes of blue. 
No matter where I went or what my losses 
I’d come back dear, to you.

FROM THE CRADLE TO THE GRAVE

The baby came with trouble 
And sorrow to the earth – 
While some with sin were saddened, 
And some were mad with mirth, 
The infant life was misty, 
The child life half a dream – 
It had its little sorrows 
And bitter did they seem.

And many, many lessons 
It quickly learnt and still 
One blunder brought another 
And multiplied until 
The downhill journey started, 
The tired feet grew lame – 
The road was hard to travel 
And then the Reaper came.

GOOD TIMES AHEAD

There was a young lady of Morgan, 
She practised all day at the organ;
 One day she seemed crook 
And they said, if she’s took
We’ll have a great time here in Morgan!
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‘Had I but known the darkness, the guile and the art of thee’

Had I but known the darkness, the guile and the art of thee, 
The house of my father never had opened to thee: 
Now doth he wait with a sword to cut out the heart of thee – 
Why, why, Hamish McGillivay, have you been cruel to me?

I listen alone in the dark to the sobbing of waters, 
The hours are slow and each one I know by its chime:
I am forsaken, I the proudest of all the chief’s daughters – 
Why, why, Hamish McGillivay did you not tell me in time?

Weary with tears, often I prayed for the life of thee 
In the black storms when the wives of the fishers were crying, 
Dreaming that I so soon should be the well-loved wife of thee – 
Why, why, Hamish McGillivay, have you been dark with your lying?

When the red sun spreads over the hills, faint is the breath of me, 
All the bright stars in the heavens can please me no more: 
Black is my life and, oh, I dread the dark death of me – 
Why, why, Hamish McGillivay, did you not tell me before?

HARRY AND ME

Harry was always a careful chap, and some folks reckoned him mean, 
But no one ever said that o’me whatever I might have been. 
The block that I had was as good as his, the very same kind of ground, 
But he thought more of a threepenny bit than ever I did of a pound.

I was one of the careless sort and I muddled things at the start, 
But Harry always fallowed his land and kept it in good heart. 
And me, I had to potter along the best way that I could 
For the less you have, the more you are robbed – that’s easily understood!

Lizzy my wife was a delicate girl, but a good wife all the same 
And if ever I failed in any one thing – well, she was never to blame. 
But doctor’s bills are terrible things, and you know, when a man’s in debt 
The more he tries to get out of it the further in he’ll get!
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Harry, he married a stylish girl – she came from the Big One flat; 
Her father was a Peninsula man and a jolly poor one at that. 
He hadn’t much when he left South Aus, but he struck the seasons fair – 
And didn’t he put on lots of style when he got a buggy and pair!

I never saw much o’Harry’s wife and he never saw much o’mine; 
We never mixed or visited for I was always afraid of a shine. 
I mortally hate all family rows – I been dragged into a few – 
And women’s tongues are dangerous things, and that I very well knew!

Often on Saturdays I’d go into the town in my old Spring dray, 
And Harry would pass with his buggy and pair and’ud hardly say good day! 
And tongues that waggled would waggle again, and generally all agree 
What a well-doing chap that Harry was, what a different man to me.

I mind the time when our youngest died – I was extra hard-up too – 
So I made the coffin and painted it black and reckoned that it would do – 
I went to Harry to borrow his trap, though I didn’t feel much inclined, 
And I’m dashed if he didn’t hum and haw till I told him he needn’t mind!

I tell you, I felt it pretty hard when that poor little baby died. 
I was worn out with the worry and that, and with sitting up nights beside, 
And I hadn’t a shilling to bless myself and Harry he knew it well – 
But there are things that money won’t buy and things that a man won’t sell.

Lizzy died with her old complaint – and then my trouble began; 
’Mong half a dozen o’helpless kids – well what is the good of a man? 
I couldn’t get on without a wife – I married in less than a year – 
And then the Bank got hold of my land and I never could get it clear.

It came at last as I thought it would – they took and turned me out; 
I had to manage as best I could and worked for the ‘cockies’ about.
I don’t care a bit what any one says – I worked (and I’m pretty tough) 
And struggled and tried to keep the farm – but I wasn’t clever enough.

*  *  *
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I’m not as strong as I used to be and I feel it every day 
But I’m bound to work in rain or shine for to keep the wolf at bay, 
And I tell you what, in these hard times it’s a pretty difficult job 
When you have to work the whole week through for a miserly fifteen bob!

HE WAS THE CHRIST 1905

Our laws, the wisest haste to die. 
Our creeds, like idle tales are told. 
The loving heart, the lips that bless, 
The shadowy centuries make not old.

This life that ever runs to pain, 
He felt it all – its rise and glow, 
The bitterness, the ache and toil – 
All that the moving myriads know.

He drew no sword, yet all men’s swords 
Grew bloodier in the blood-red years – 
Only the hope that would not die 
Shone trem’lous in a world of tears.

The white mist dances in our eyes 
And still, in every age and land, 
His heart beats for the little child, 
He writes of mercy on the sand.

IN OTHER YEARS

When I was just a little fellow, 
Not more than five years old, 
In weather mild and mellow 
I saw the sun set yellow
And thought it was of gold.

I saw the beauteous rainbow bending 
Across the thundery sky, 
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Its brilliant colours blending, 
I could not see their ending
And wondered greatly why.

I loved to see the big moon beaming 
And making all things clear, 
While all the stars were gleaming 
To set my soul a-dreaming,
Dreams fanciful and queer.

I loved to hear the thunder mutter 
Up in a great black cloud, 
Like a giant prone to stutter 
The words he could not utter
Nor dared to speak aloud.

Oh, how I wished my boyhood over 
That I might be a man, 
That I might play the rover, 
Ah – I was then in clover –
’Twas ere my cares began.

IN THE CITY OF REST

Said a poor dying girl in Geelong, 
Oh mother dear, what is a throng? 
The mother said, dear, 
I can’t explain here –
There never was one in Geelong.

A parson one day came along, 
Had you never done anything wrong 
Death’s debt still unpaid – 
But sir, said the maid, 
I paid it – I lived in Geelong!
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IN THE STREET (1906), 1907

The night, the rain, who could forget 
The grey streets glimmering in the wet: 
Wreckers and ruined wreckage met.
There was no dearth 
Of all the unlovely things that yet 
Must plague the earth.

Gloom and the streets’ unhallowed joys, 
The sly-eyed girls, the jeering boys, 
Faint carolling amid the noise: 
A woman worn,
A broken life, a heart, a voice 
Trembling and torn.

She did not sing of hillsides steep, 
Of reapers stooping low to reap: 
No love-lorn shepherd with his sheep 
Made moan or call:
A mother kissed her child asleep 
And that was all.

Slowly into our hearts there crept 
I know not what – it flamed, it leapt. 
Was it God’s love that in us slept? 
I saw the mark 
Of tears upon her as she stept 
Into the dark.

IT IS THE LAST (1906), 1919

White is the world, the weather warm and sweet, 
But time is dear

To you and me my friend, for we may meet 
Just once a year.
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Soon shalt thou rest, a warrior home from war. 
It seems not strange;

Gently time maketh thee more ready for 
The old sharp change.

Thou hast done well indeed to come thus far 
Cheery and bright,

Bold as a tranquil summer evening star 
Smiling goodnight.

Thou hast beheld the sunlight, sung the song, 
Fought with the fears;

In the grim days thou hast been all along 
The Track of Tears.

Thou art not teased of Love, afraid of Fate
Nor storms within.

Too weary art thou now for Hope or Hate, 
Small strife or sin.

Still is thy talk of far-back years and friend 
That thou hast known,

But all thy stories run to one sad end 
– I am alone.

How goes the time? ah, friend of mine, I think 
Thy voice doth fail.

Here is my best tobacco, let us drink 
This good brown ale.

Smoking, I watch thy fading features through 
The Smoky Way;

Oh, ancient friend, shall I shake hands with you 
Next Christmas Day?
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