




An introduction to Blue Ecologi,es 

from Luke Johnson, guest editor 

T
he idea for the 'Blue Ecologies' theme that 

runs through much of this issue was con­

ceived on the ancestral lands of the Wodi 

Wodi people of the Dharawal Nation. It began 

with five writers sitting by North Wollongong 

Beach on a sunny spring morning, discussing ways in which 

we might tum what can often feel like a painfully solo, even 

solipsistic, activity- writing - into something more collabo­

rative, more communal, more ecologically attuned. 

At the time, the devastating bushfires that would burn 

some 18.6 million hectares ofland along Australia's eastern 

seaboard over the coming months had not yet been sparked; 

the virus that would render such gatherings as ours illegal 

had not yet been coughed out into the world; the fatal knee 

that would incite a wave of peaceful and not-so-peaceful 

demonstrations from Minneapolis to Melbourne had not yet 

located its ill-fated neck. And yet even still, we felt frustrated 

and saddened by much of what we were witnessing, what we 

were living through, what we were being co-opted into. At 

best a meritocratic society rewarding ingenuity, aspiration 

and personal excellence. At worst a divisive cult of individ­

ualism thriving on the sort of existential anxiety our society 

appears to have all but perfected. 

Ideological and philosophical concerns notwithstanding, 

we were pragmatists. We weren't looking to install a new 

world order, we were just looking for a writing project that 

would make us feel less shitty about the current world order. 

A project that would enable us to pool our individual pur­

suits and practices into something where the whole would 

outweigh the sum of its parts. To say we were in search of 

common ground would be to make an irony of where we 

ended up, for the answer wasn't beneath us so much as right 

there in front of us - an entire ocean full of it. 

Water connects. This is true at the micro level, where 

it mediates the vital transfer of energy between organisms 

and their environments, just as it is true at the macro level, 

where it directs astrobiologists across vast stretches of the 

cosmos in the search for life beyond earth. The Greek math­

ematician, astrologer and philosopher Thales of Miletus 

considered water the originating principle of all matter, a 

single substance malleable enough to change form from 

solid to liquid to gas and back again depending not on some 

stubborn or divine will of its own, but upon its receptive­

ness to the surrounding environment. Thales's successor 

Heraclitus seized upon this notion of perpetual change by 

claiming that 'no man steps in the same river twice for it's 

not the same river and it's not the same man'. Two and a half 

thousand years on and we'd like to challenge this proposi­

tion by arguing that it's always the same river. Which is to 

say that there is only one and, regardless of its form, it's the 

one which flows through us all and into which all of us flow. 

In joining with Island's regular editorial team we were 

able to expand the scope of our project significantly, invit­

ing writers, artists and thinkers from around Australia to 

entertain this conceit by 'stepping into the river with us' and 

reporting on the experience. We were particularly interested 

in hearing from First Nations Australians whose encounters 

and knowledges are part of a tradition as old as the water­

ways themselves and, on this front, we are lucky to be able 

to include writing from a number of acclaimed Indigenous 

authors. We feel equally fortunate to be publishing our 

work alongside the diverse and capable collection of non­

Indigenous authors who've helped germinate our theme. 

Not all the pieces in this issue relate explicitly to water. 

As already mentioned, a lot has happened over the course 

of production, and so, taking our cue from the originating 

principle itself, we've altered the magazine's form to try to 

capture a small part of this calamitous moment in human 

history. If anything, such vicissitudes only served to remind 

us of the notion we agreed upon while sitting on the grass 

alongside North Wollongong Surf Lifesaving Club all those 

months ago: that we are all connected. That is to say, that we 

are all of the same substance. 

We hope you enjoy what flows forth. T 









Sea Sorrow 

Joshua Lobb 

In a foamy bath 

drifting 

from scalding to lukewarm to wrinkling cold 

trying to fathom 

a body of water 

a body in water 

a rubber duck diving and resurfacing 

an ocean full 

of currents and undertows 

slipstreams and rips 

sudden dips in temperature 

that catch the lungs 

dumps of rain, freshwater unmingled 

titanic raindrops, meniscus unbroken 

salinity anomalies 

freshwater bathtubs traversing the ocean 

sliding over the warm water like jelly 

following the coastline and then digressing 

seeming to dissipate, then resurfacing in the Arctic 

of bath toys jettisoned in the Pacific 

a container of containers 

a children's palette of plastic 

a supple sadness 

raincoat-yellow ducks, ketchup-red beavers 

turtles blue like ice-cube trays 

kermit-green frogs 

following the desirelines of the sea 

chasing the weather 

warped by the mirror-bright sun 

washing up 

on the sands ofWaikiki 

in an Alaskan otter's nest 

gliding the Bering Strait 

furrowing through a stuttering creep of ice 

then melting onto the rough shores of Greenland 

bleached by cold and salt 

brittle husks 
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of message-less bottles, half crushed 

corrugated, degraded 

technicolour grains of plastic 

tangled jellyfish bags 

tumbletuming in the swell 

of fractured coral limbs 

the carcass of an albatross 

nylon ropes unthreading, a rubber tyre 

a lacklustre hat with smear-brown sweat stains 

a single shoe, laces tentacling 

a bathtub for molluscs 

a packing case, barnacled, belly-up 

waterlogged books, the text illegible 

a purgatorial vortex 

of jar lids and golf balls and shampoo bottles 

labels faded and peeling 

the corroded pain 

bits of cryptic sponge, the detritus of pearl 

the thinning carapace of an oyster 

a swarm of seaweed 

a sea-sorrow of decay 

sweltering in a bath of murky water 

phytoplankton gasping 

a sigh, a cry, a surging sewer 

the sticky sediment of phosphate 

a bodywash of silt 

blooms of oil 

diesel spit 

a red-raw gargle 

a chemical peel 

as the ocean's vitals chum down the pH scale 

from limestone to salad dressing to 

a crumpled can of coke 

a salinity anomaly 

From the University 

of Wollongong 

leftover film of soap on wrinkled skin 

and a duck, acid-faded 

corning up for air. 

Joshua Lobb's stories have appeared in The Bridporl Prize Anthology, 
Best Australian Stories, Animal Studies Journal, Griffith Review, Text and 

Southerly. His 'novel in stories' about grief and climate change, The Flight of 
Birds (Sydney University Press, 2019), was shortlisted for the 2019 Readings 

Prize for New Australian Fiction and the 2020 Mascara Literary Review 

Avant Garde Awards for Best Fiction. He is also part of the multi-authored 

100 Atmospheres: Studies in Scale and Wonder (Open Humanities Press, 2019). 









summer 

hot 

night 

the river 

walking by the river 

three of us - josie, lily-rose and me 

talking 

always talking 

a text to mum to say we're having pizza 

she hates us going to the river, day or night 

she thinks there's a rapist hiding behind eve-ry tree 

there's not 

and if there was 

safety in numbers 

and if there was 

we're not stupid 

some crazy barcode attacks us we kick him in the balls 

and run 

we're sman 

i'msman 

there's things we don't know 

things i don't know 

like what will happen tomorrow 
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my grandma's a hippy, still 

mum's the opposite 

say the word sex and she jumps 

nine to fivers grandma calls my olds 

they are old 

and ... they have no idea what i get up to 

dad says, these days the river is biblical 

downstream, dead fish floating 

yellow water not blue 

someone wants to plant willows, clean it up 

old mr brown says, willows are weeds 

downstreamers say, there are weeds and there are weeds 

they're arguing about it still 

and about other things 

about how our part of the river flows and downstream 

it doesn't 

about how we're taking more than our share 

there was a big blow up at the council meeting 

dad was there 

i vvrote it up for miss wilson's science essay 

(miss wilson is an actual human, like a good one) 

she says i should send my essay to sciencegeeks online 

i'm thinking about it 



lily-rose is ranting about dams and water and the poem that 

we did in class where one of the 'good' girls wrote 

we are water 

she was trying to be poetic 

i had to tell her it's a fact 

we are water 

a man is sixty per cent 

a woman fifty-five 

babies yeah babies are like seventy-five per cent, 

that's a lot of water 

i think i might study science when i leave school 

maybe 

i stop and look up at the night sky and see the clouds racing 

deep purples and crimson 

a storm is coming 

i'm thinking yeah 

i'm thinking how amazing 

the weather 

the energy of it 

it's the shifts that blow my mind 

the way water can become a solid, like in winter when the 

school pond is covered in ice 

but heat that ice and the water is liquid and the molecules 

get jumpy and their energy ramps up like runners on a 

track, hydrogen and oxygen are their names, heat some 

more and everything electromagnetic that binds those 

molecules gives way boom' boom! it's chaos 
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lily-rose calls to me and i run to catch up 

whole patches of the river are dark 

lemon from the eucalypts, i can smell that 

and grass and soil and dead things 

dead wood, dead branches, dead leaves 

we hear screams 

they're coming from the river 

someone in trouble 

we run along the banks and call out 

only a streak of moonlight on the black water 

the screaming stops and then ... nothing 

and then josie points to the middle of the river, and at first 

it is hard to see 

but then we do see 

a woman and a man 

a swirl of current around them 

the man splashes about, he sinks down beneath the water 

surface, comes up for air and gasps 

the woman holds onto him 

she's treading water and spluttering 

the woman screams again and we see the man go under 

again 

we've got to help them, lily-rose says to me 

we are both lifesavers at the pool and know what to do 

we fling off our sandals and jump in the water 

it's cold 



the current tugs at my legs 

we swim together, stroke for stroke, and when i stop to 

catch my breath, lily-rose stops too and the man is 

splashing furiously and the woman is crying 

we see the man raise his arms up above his head 

like he is trying to reach something 

but then he sinks below the water and the woman goes 

under a bit too, swishing her hands around her 

i've lost him, i've lost him, she screams 

we swim as fast as we can and reach the woman who is 

dogpaddling her way in a circle looking for the man and 

yelling, where are you, where are you 

she flings her arms around lily-rose, and lily-rose sinks, 

and water spurts up but then lily-rose takes hold of the 

woman 

i circle them both, with my hands out in front, searching 

for the man 

i know i have to dive under but i'm putting it off because 

the water is another kind of night 

the woman screams, he's down there 

so i dive 

and it's like being nowhere and everywhere 

the strangest feeling 

like a leaf falling 

i wave my hands in front 

nothing 

i come up for air 

the moon on the woman's face 

and the light in lily-rose's eyes 

i dive again, deeper this time, and i touch something solid 

and a shiver goes through me but then it is rough and i 

know it must be a tree branch tangled in the reeds 

my lungs are bursting and i let myself drift upwards 

because i don't want to swim the wrong way 

when i break the surface the woman screams,find him 

she's still swinging her arms out in the water, looking for 

the man 

he's gone, i say, treading water next to her 
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the woman howls 

lie back, lily-rose tells her 

lie back, i say to the woman 

but she doesn't lie back 

he might have drifted downstream, lily-rose says 

he might have drifted downstream, i say 

i don't believe it, not really, but we have to calm the 

woman 

help me, lily-rose says to me 

i link my arm under one of the woman's arms and we try 

to swim, lily-rose and me, which is not how you are 

supposed to save someone but the woman won't do it 

the proper way 

she can't even swim but she wants to keep looking for the 

man 

she is ranting now and making no sense 

i let go of her arm and i twist around in the water and i slap 

her on her wet cheek 

i saw grandma do it when my mum was having a fit, the 

day grandpa died 

hey hey, i say to the woman, quiet now 

the woman keeps screaming so i slap her again, harder this 

time 

oh, she says, and she looks at me but she quietens down 

and she and lily-rose bob in the water 

let me do the work, lily-rose says to her, lie back 

the woman does as she is told and lily-rose cups her hand 

under the woman's chin and begins to swim to the 

banks, pulling the woman with her 

halfway there, i take over 

when we reach the shallow water josie splashes in and 

helps pull the woman up to the grassy area 

josie has called an ambulance and so she runs back to the 

road to wait for them 

the woman sits on the banks, dumbly staring at the water 

we sit beside her 

all of us dripping 

all of us shaking 



MOST OF IT IS WATER 

lily-rose goes behind the woman and begins to rub her 

arms to stop the shiver 

i want to say sony to the woman, sorry for slapping her, 

but i don't know how to say it 

so instead i ask, what's your name? 

jasmine, the woman says 

mine is madeline 

the woman nods but she doesn't look at me, she just stares 

at the river 

it's like she's a zombie 

he's a dj, she whispers, a bloody good dj 

the police come and two paramedics 

lights everywhere 

people everywhere 

• 

the paramedics check the woman, ask her questions, wrap 

her up in blankets, lay her on a stretcher and carry her 

to the ambulance 

she'd be thiny years old, i reckon 

i don't know about the man 

how old he was 

one of the paramedics, the female one, comes back to 

check on me and lily-rose 

we're fine 

just wet and cold 

the paramedic gives us each a blanket, and we sit wrapped 

up until a policewoman separates us to ask some ques­

tions 

me first 

talk to me, she says 

i say what happened 

then she goes to lily-rose 

ilook up 
the moon has dark clouds around it now, but there is a tiny 

glow, saffron glow, deep in the night sky 
the storm is almost here 

it's like i can feel it in my body and maybe i can because a 

human hean is more than seventy per cent water and 

so is a human brain and human lungs, even bones have 

thirty per cent water in them 

i'm thinking about what will happen 

not just to me 

to everyone 

and everything 

to the river 

i wish now i'd said sony to the woman, sony for slapping 

her, and also, sony that the man drowned 

i don't know why i couldn't say it 

i wanted to say it but couldn't 

so dumb really 

i do a lot of dumb things 

babies 

i've never even held one 

miss wilson says i should tell my parents 

or tell my friends 

she says it's my decision 

what to do 

i keep touching my stomach 

because it's hard to believe 

something is growing in there 

and most of it is water T 

Catherine McKinnon's second novel, Story/and (Harper Collins, 

2017), was shortlisted for the 2018 Miles Franklin Literary award. Her 

next novel will be published in 2021. Her plays have been produced 

nationally, and her short stories, reviews and essays have appeared 

in Transnational Literature, Text Journal, Rea/Time, Narrative, Sydney 

Morning Herald, Meanjin and Griffith Review. She teaches creative 

writing at the University of Wollongong. 
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LITTLEPROUDI ! ! 

initiative!' Now, if those words aren't wardrobe-worthy, then 

I'll be a wether's worthless willy. 

And I hate to sound like a total grumble bum here, but 

this is precisely the time when Keith should be drawing 

from his natural repository of regional camaraderie to help 

a brother out! 

But is this what I get in my time of need - help? No. What 

I get is a very uncouth Keith tapping the side of my head with 

his conical speaking device and quipping, 'Well, we could 

chop his head off, but I don't think we'd find much in there 

... ha-ha-ha ... a bit like the real Littleproud ... ha-ha-ha!' 

And doesn't that get the crowd going, whooping and 

cheering and pointing their camera phones at me like I 

were a giant fibreglass pineapple and them a busload of 

Taiwanese tourists enjoying just one of the many wonders 

the Sunshine Coast has to offer. Never mind the illogi­

cality of such a remark, speaking about me as though my 

current corporeal conversions were an indicator of some 

sort of inner inauthenticity, just so long as you get your 

cheap laughs. Well, I tell you, I mightn't look like my real 

self, Keith, but don't go judging a Queen Garnet plum by 

its skin colour, because I still feel like my real self. And right 

now that real self is feeling like I've had just about enough 

of this New South Wales nonsense! I can take a joke as well 

as the next bloke, believe me, but there are times when the 

joking can get out of hand. Whether it's being humiliated 

in front of one's coalition comrades by some whoopee­

cushion-wielding joker from the ALP who thinks that sneak­

ing across the floor to stash an air-filled rubber bladder onto 

the padded seat of his opponent's parliamentary pew makes 

for a clever and appropriate way of welcoming the new boy 

to town - ah, hello? it doesn't! - through to this current indig­

nity, I can tell you now, Keith, there's nothing funny about 

toilet humour! 

And yet here I find myself all the same, strapped to the 

crapper with no option but to listen on as you belittle me 

with your libellous list of indictments, including ' ... crimi­

nal mismanagement of the Barmah Choke (yeah, right) ... 

catastrophic environmental degradation caused by running 

rivers at continuous full capacity ( and I suppose you'd rather 

see them running on empty, would you?) ... explosion of the 

carp population (seriously, Keith, exploding carp?) ... increase 

of hypoxic blackwater events (um, hello, ever heard of 

speaking English?) ... accusations of corruption and fraud 

(I don't know how many times I need to say it: that was my 

ex-wife's once-removed second cousin -nothing to do with 

me!) ... government-imposed systematic euthanasia (careful 
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you don't hyperventilate with all that hyperbole) ... deliber­

ate and wilful neglect ... ' 

I think I've heard just about enough of your conspirato­

rial catastrophising, Keith. I'm not sure where you're getting 

your information from, but I suppose Chief Executive of 

the Basin Authority, Phillip Glyde, missed the boat entirely 

with his recent claims of 'major improvements in com­

pliance' and 'the passing of important amendments which 

will improve outcomes for the environment, and for Basin 

communities and industries', did he? And that I should be 

taking my directives from you and your bunch of cronies 

instead? Well, let me just remind you, my friend, there's 

a stark difference between democracy and mob rule, and 

where water is concerned, I'd advise you to restrict your 

mutinous mayhem to the high seas! The Basin Plan may not 

be the cash cow that you and your charming farmer friends 

here were hoping it would be, but that doesn't give you 

the right to start taking hostages from the House of Rep­

resentatives. Now, in the name of all that is regional, Keith 

Whatever-Your-Middle-Name-Is Daly, I demand you untie 

me at once! Emancipato ... Expelliarmo! 

And lo and behold, as Murray Cod is my witness, it works! 

The formidable Keith, without a moment's hesitation, lifting 

his hand away from my shoulder, closing his four fingers 

into a fist and giving me a great big thumbs up. Who would 

have believed it! A complete tum-around. A total one-eighty. 

Hip-hip-hooray! Hip-hip-hooray! Now, if only I can find a 

way to reverse this sedentary spell which has reduced me to 

all but a sliver of my usual spry self so that I might return the 

gesture with a great big right back at you, cobber! Imagine that 

for a climactic end to the day's bewildering events! Letting 

all that bad blood wash out to sea with the delusions of 

so many irrigation-reliant farmers by offering up my own 

symbolic display of solidarity. One basin, one nation, one 

sausage-shaped salutation! Let me see what else I have in 

my bag of tricks. I know - Accio pollexio! No? Alright, how 

about this one: Piertotem automotum! Fiddlesticks - it isn't 

working! Try as I might, the miraculous moment refuses to 

surface. No rapid recovery, no sudden surge of strength, no 

immediate improvements in my capacity for activity. The 

best I can do is stay plonked right where I am: on the dunny 

with my hand dangling from the end of my arm like a dis­

charged udder as Keith sets about punctuating his gesture 

with a verbal vow of validation. 

'One,' he begins. 'We call on the New South Wales and 

Victorian Governments to immediately withdraw from the 

current implementation of the Basin Plan.' 








