
Letter from the Manawatu River 

(for Mike Joy)


Dear Human Beings, it’s been a while.

How are you? I have to smile.

How’s Chop-me-down? And Fill-me-up?

How’s Bracken town? And how’s the mud?

How’s the milking? How’s the mill?

How’s the timber? And the swill?

I miss the rising of the damp.

How the birds? And how’s the rats?


As for me, what can I say?

Thanks for asking, I’m ok.

I river whim. I river wham.

I river deep. I river am.

I get about. I make my way.

I knuckle down. I have my say.

I river right. I river wrong.

I river bend. I river on.


I write to draw attention to 

a word or two the who is who 

have spoken on the whole to do 

of rivers and their what to do. 


The point I’d make to you my friend.

I’ve no beginning and no end.

I’m everywhere and nowhere found.

I’m disappeared and all around.

Beyond the grip of river-mouth,

I river North, I river South.

I Tasman wrestle, Tasman slip,

ocean boiled I Tasman lift.

I seagull swim. I salmon fly.

I river cloud. I river sky.

Mountainward I mountain soar.

I mountain climb. I mountain fall.

I’m old and new and before you.

I’m one plus one plus one is two.

I’m on and on. Before. Undone.

Unformed. Unborn. I’m still to come.


I am the horror. And the hope.

I am the hangman. And the rope.

I am the joy. And I am the woe.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.


I’ve watched you for a thousand years, 

your not-enough too much to bear.

I’ve seen you come and seen you go.

I’ve seen you reap. And what you sew.

I’ve seen you scatter like the rain.

I’ve watched you roll down windowpanes.

Collect in streams, amalgamate, 

expectorate, coagulate.

I’ve seen you dart like schools of fish,

overflow the petri dish.

I’ve seen you flood. I’ve seen you dry.

I’ve seen your earth. I’ve seen your sky.




I’ve seen you run against the tide.

I’ve watched you wide and estuarine.

In fact to be or not to be, 

you are at least three quarters me.


Ergo it flows, as night from day, 

what comes to me will come your way.

One river to another then, 

beware of what comes next my friend.

A river after all I guess

is nothing else but consequence.


I’m your artery. And your nerve.

I’m your tree and I’m your bird.

Break me then and you will see 

that I am you and you are me.


The abattoir, giardia. 

The sewerage pipes, fuck-off-yeah-nah.

The nitrogen. The phosphorus. 

Heads-in-sand like ostriches.

The sheep dip and the rubbish tip. 

The aquifer and all that shit.

The bully and the long-fin too.

The tuna and the kōkopu.


Everything you touch in turn 

touches you back in return.

Whether you will be or not 

depends on where you start and stop.


Councilmen take my advice.

Farmers too, bear this in mind.

One day you’ll find that all that grass

will simply cover up your arse.

The trees, your limbs, for what it’s worth 

are in the memory of the earth.

In time they’ll grow back over you

through the force that drives the fuse.

No one owns a thing it seems,

except a bag of bones and dreams.

The grave you dig for me of course. 

I’d have to say is really yours.


I’ve lived and died ten thousand lives.

Each one ten thousand of your kind.

I’ll tell you how to get it right.

Be sure to bend. And travel light. 


The crop-duster and cattle-truck. 

The in-behind. And-up-the-guts.

The postcard and the bloody sheep.

The Federated Farmers bleat.

Stop banks. Sluice gates. Lock and key. 

The fence-post, drain and GDP.

The scar. The skid. The slip. The soil.

The shit. The stench. The sludge. The spoil.


I am the tick. I am the tock.

I am the mouse run up the clock.




I carry on. I wash away. 

Ten thousand years is just a day.


Second sons of second sons,

beware the Earth and all you’ve won. 

The Earth in every rise and fall 

ten thousand second sons recalls. 

Inside its furnace and its churn, 

by the fire and the worm, 

each to rock and river run

to fight all second sons to come.


Step outside and look about, 

your dogs, their tails chasing round, 

round and round and round they turn, 

consider then what can be learned.

See how teeth at tail bare. 

One harder turned, the harder fled.

The distance run, the distance kept.

They are your teachers nonetheless. 


I’ve watched you for a thousand years, 

your not-enough too much to bear.

I’ve seen you come and seen you go.

I’ve seen you reap. And what you sew.

I’ve seen you scatter like the rain.

I’ve watched you roll down windowpanes.

Collect in streams, amalgamate, 

expectorate, coagulate.

I’ve seen you dart like schools of fish,

overflow the petri dish.

In fact to be or not to be, 

you are at least three quarters me.


The point I’d make to you my friend.

I’ve no beginning and no end.

I’m everywhere and nowhere found.

I’m disappeared and all around.

I’ve lived and died ten thousand lives.

Each one ten thousand of your kind.

I’ll tell you how to get it right.

Be sure to bend. And travel light.  


I am the fruit. I am the vine.

I am the rhythm. And the rhyme.

I am the joy. I am the woe.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.


I am the fruit. I am the vine.

I am the rhythm. And the rhyme.

I am the joy. I am the woe.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.


I am the ebb. I am the flow.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.

I am the ebb. I am the flow.
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