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BN Oakman was formerly an academic economist. He started 
writing poetry in 2006. His poems have been published 
in  The Age, The Australian, The Canberra Times, Meanjin, 
Quadrant, Island, Antipodes (USA), Going Down Swinging, 
Mascara, Cordite, Tincture Journal, TEXT, Australian Poetry 
Journal, Eureka Street, Social Alternatives, LiNQ, Acumen 
(UK), Poetry Monash, Post-Colonial Text, Famous Reporter, 
Arena Magazine, Dissent, Burningword Literary Journal 
(USA), The Warwick Review (UK), Shot Glass Journal (USA), 
Best Australian Poems 2014 and 2015 and elsewhere.

Bruce has published two full length collections,  In 
Defence of Hawaiian Shirts (IP, 2010) and Second Thoughts (IP, 
2014) plus two chapbooks with Mark Time Books. In 2016 
the distinguished Australian actor John Flaus recorded 25 of 
his poems for a CD titled What did I know? Backtrack is his 
third full-length collection. 

He was a recipient of a grant from the Literature Board 
of the Australia Council. Second Thoughts was best IP poetry 
book of 2014. He was a Pushcart Prize (USA) nominee for 
2015. He reads from his work at poetry festivals, writers’ 
gatherings and by invitation.

Bruce wrote short fiction for several years before turning 
to poetry. All his stories were published, most were awarded 
prizes. 

He lives in Central Victoria Australia with his partner, 
Barbara Coish. 
www.bnoakmanpoet.weebly.com
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the island

remember those burnished weeks? 
how we talked of never leaving for fear 
we’d corrupt the intricate alchemies of paradise
but when our time expired we flew south on cut-price wings
comforting each other with plans for a swift return  
‘when we’ve sorted a few things out’

we never returned to the island
snatched by duty’s talons from the greasy runway 
tethered by obligations without relent 
burned by bitter frosts of compromise 
long did we rail against our folly 
like those fools who expelled themselves from Eden

yet, despite manacles of gainful drudgery
come-hither smiles from covetous death
the sky so low, the stars so often swathed in cloud
those gleaming days do not tarnish
blue-gold dawns, incarnadine sunsets, you,
and by early light if I reach for your hand

we dive into surf foaming on the lip of an ocean
listen for early stirrings of an onshore breeze
watch infinity’s fires flaring in night’s vast cupola
sleep under moonlight filtered through tent walls
and breakfast on mangoes stolen 
from a ruined garden at the edge of a coral sea.
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Birthday
after Ted Kooser’s A Happy Birthday

I’ll not set flame to wishful candles 
nor boast of mere survival to my 
peers but in that final fading hour 
of the afternoon when crows shriek 
at a setting sun and crickets chatter 
evensongs I’ll sit by a corner window 
and scribble on a pad propped upon 
my knee until night’s benediction 
steals across my page. Then I’ll switch 
on lights and observe the sustaining 
rituals of evening before climbing the 
stairs to sleep until a trio of magpies 
nested in the garden warbles matins 
at the dawn of another numbered year.
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Sad Songs
in memory of Glenn Chapman

On Friday mornings he performs in an alleyway 
by the supermarket, a hard-worn man who sings 
sad songs with splintered voice and plays guitar 
with such phrasing, dexterity and attack to hint 

at green years shrivelled in quest of bright lights 
that somehow never shone on him. Old velvet, 
once crimson, now paler than unrequited love 
and much nibbled by moths, lines his battered 

guitar case. His smile when I drop a few coins
is a solitary brief blooming in a garden of dead 
dreams, while notes flutter from strings pliant 
to fingers’ caress and skitter across the surface

of a fathomless sink of sorrows. I give money 
in hope he’ll go on singing sad songs, not only 
for me but for every wounded nobody who in 
silence keeps the stern and lonely vigils of grief.
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Unfunded Empathy
On Monday, 29 July 2019 the prime minister of Australia declared 
he would not engage in ‘unfunded empathy’ by raising the Newstart 
payment which, at the time, was $277.85 per week.

an astonishing phrase from a believer
particularly an enthusiastic follower of the founder
who commanded us to love one another 
even as he had loved us
it’s more what you might hear from a Pharisee
or a friend of money lenders 
those who made the temple a den of thieves
or perhaps it might be uttered
by an acolyte of the rich and powerful
a group as likely to pass heaven’s gates
as a camel is to squeeze through a needle’s eye
yet even such as these might shorten their paradisiacal odds
by dispersing their treasure amongst the poor
and let those hosannas in excelsis be fully funded
those hallelujahs in their thousands
be franked with the imputed dividends of love
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expansive splendour

flesh tinged grey as if his core were shutting down
he boarded shuffling like his soles were smeared with glue
and died so discreetly a few hours shy of Abu Dhabi
he sat unnoticed until an attendant asked 
what he didn’t like about his untouched meal

a doctor (prised from economy, elevated to business)
felt for a pulse and shook his head
and I couldn’t help thinking of Groucho Marx grabbing
a prone man’s wrist and shouting 
‘either this man’s dead or my watch has stopped’

then the cabin crew turned to mummery	  
eager to edit an unsettling final act
they fitted his body with oxygen mask and eyeshade
and made-believe he’d overslept
though fooling few as we filed away in Abu Dhabi

next day in the lounge of Madrid’s Hotel Ritz 
I reclined in expansive splendour 
close by she who gives cause for me 
to occasionally replace corks in bottles
and we drank to those who crave no lease on tomorrow

who know unkindly gods pour scorn upon our plans
that the dance always stumbles to an end
that the band packs up and slips into the night
that the dream rarely endures the rigours of the day
and then we drank to that grey stranger 
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who passed in high flight over the Indian Ocean 
for him in his last ardent embrace
a winding sheet of opaque linen
to swaddle him from the egregious stares of the fearful 
to him      and to the whole damn mess of it      salud      salud
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Il Gattino di Roma 1992

returning from the Capitoline 
I see a girl sitting on a swag 
in the doorway of a shut shop 
she’s scrawled Ho fame
on cardboard ripped from a fruit box
she’s stroking 
a tortoiseshell kitten under its jaw
while it purrs and nuzzles her cheek
I think of my daughter
about same age and size
also brown hair and eyes
and similarly fond of cats
a child much loved
though too frequently from too far
a commonplace cruelty of divorce

I walk further along Via Cavour
almost to Termini station
before I pause 
then turn to hurry back 
to her doorway fumbling 
in jacket pockets for banknotes
rushing with them protruding 
between fingers of my clenched hand
as if desperate to place a bid
at guilt’s grand auction
but when I arrive at the shop
she has gone 
only the tortoiseshell kitten remains
to hiss at me when I stoop
to stroke her particoloured fur



8

What to do with Trooper Ted?

On Anzac Day I encountered a large toy bear tricked up 
in military tunic Great War style, puttees, patches, slouch 
hat, plume, rising sun badge – and named Trooper Ted. 
Any child will take Trooper Ted to bed. Something jangles.
Jung’s warning about sentimentality and brutality nags. 
Is there something to be done? But what? Then I remember 
Niki de Saint Phalle’s creations from the 60s, the plaster 
casts, her so-called shooting pieces. I rip off Trooper Ted’s 
plumed hat, trepan his exposed head with a breadknife, 
scoop out polystyrene stuffing, shove a sealed plastic bag 
of crimson paint into his chest cavity, stitch back his scalp,
replace his hat at a jaunty slant, stand him at attention 
against a brick wall, aim my video camera and shoot him 
several times with a borrowed rifle. Authenticity demands 
a Mauser 1893, but I work within my means. I run images. 
A body judders when a bullet rips through it, a black hole 
smoulders where once shone an eye, a face shatters, an arm 
floats in a pond with goldfish and lilies, a leg minus boot 
and foot flops on a bed of forget-me-nots, guts spill into dirt, 
incarnadine slobber oozes through coarse manufactured hair.



9

Backtrack 

On a backtrack at Cardigan near Ballarat
after a July night’s nadir plumbed minus 3, 
they were found in a car The Age called 
‘home’ for him (28), her (24) and a dog.

Butane from their heater is suspected – 
tasteless, colourless, odourless, lethal
if leaking, a rival for oxygen if flaming;
lulling, drowsing, gentling unto oblivion.

In dew-damp grass lie cigarette packets, 
fast food wrappers, a small syringe, 
a scatter of budget bitter bottles, crushed
bourbon and coke cans, a teddy bear.

Such sordid manifests are rare for single 
malt swillers and hundred buck snorters
who expire in private, swaddled behind 
capital’s opaque and dignifying walls.

Along one side of the track thistles thrive 
amidst yellow gorse, the other is staked
and strained with barbed wire, the detritus 
of brief passings strewn along the verge.
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divination

pour your angst into those dark pools 
eyes that rarely leave you while you talk and talk
about a life butchered into anguished anecdotes
you know she’s listening, she nods 
murmurs a few words, occasionally a question
much as she always has during your special hour
over weeks and months, sometimes years

and when, at last, she speaks at length
it’s because she believes she’s detected something
perhaps a theme artfully concealed in blather
something you think you want to know
or something you may never want to know
often a great crater in your soul you can never fill
no matter the scale of your smorgasbord of obsessions
money, work, booze, food, body, sex, order, dope
feel free to select your addictions
and try to remember how many times you uttered, ‘why?’

someday you may begin to discern the skeleton of a narrative
blessed relief from all those warring anecdotes
and then, beyond talk, subterfuge and camouflage 
you might seek, and find, solace in the realm of silence

no one promised a bouquet of roses flown from Vienna
only a vision of the austere majesty of truth 
and, perhaps the greater gift
the opportunity to compose      your poem
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Lemons

Any poem I write, never mind how brief, 
seems always to need weeks to complete. 
Recently I was tempted towards a belief 
I’d finished a poem in less than five days.

Then I read of lemon trees soon to die, 
how they bring forth crops so weighty 
their limbs strain and splinter and split 
and the earth around their trunks is soon 
strewn thick with the rotting fruits of 
such profligacy in the throes of death. 

I looked once again at the poem and was 
heartened to find several flaws hitherto 
disregarded – nagging infelicities likely 
to require some weeks of work to repair.
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Satisfactory

is what he says when asked how he is,
knowing few will want to hear more 
than fine or very well. And should he, 
in turn, ask how they are, responses soar 
to terrific or fantastic in tones tweaked 
for triumph. Still, satisfactory seems 
to disconcert, tendering neither gloom 
nor enthusiasm, but apt for someone 
of his age in fine health who dares not
sever the gossamer threads of formality 
binding grief to isolation and stifling 
tears, though not a sudden gasp that 
bursts from the heart to merge unheard
with the clang and clamour of a moment.
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