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This is poetry, but not as we know it

Spent Cows In The Slow Paddock – Coral Hull
Where are those old girls walking to? they are the dreariest cows I've ever seen, their legs red raw and udders stretched into monstrosity, from the bright tit gripping machinery, I can chose to see the world in another way, I can tilt my cheek and lift my eyes above their own, I can remember a world in which I used to be saved from pain, but I cannot see the world that way again, because I have seen the haggard dairy cows, standing in the paddocks outside the Dandenong knackery, their udders bleeding and unmilked, the absent calves as we competed for the milk and won, the humiliation beneath the pain, and these "spent" mothers, in single file in a single field with their unmilked udders, the open sores on their backs like someone had thrown some mince up there, like they had slapped it on like mud, a cow with her tail chopped off so that it wriggled like the stump, she was haughty, old and stiff in the hindquarters, her back legs jammed like sticks into dirt, as she pushed them in, so that they popped back up still unhealed, spent cows in the slow paddock, the dairy herd have formed their final hierarchies, I say, she's had enough, and could die just now but she just doesn't know how to, on my long walks with weariness, I have felt their triangular joints that prop up the sagging skin, like it's already drying into leather, we can't wait to get the skin off them, I saw the old cows walk in single file across the muddy paddock, their weariness settled into sunset, until the fence stopped them dead in their tracks, and a pink band of cloud twisted into the evening sky, the slaughterhouse in shadows as it should be, and all those bright days and nights, of the Friesians and the vivid blacks and whites, it is a horrible thing to cry softly for these old spent cows filling in time, years squeezed out like excess water, the silver tears that slide like oil, into the pond of effluent beneath the swans and their cygnets, even on a breezeless day the water will move the swan, the mirror image sliding into form like a paper boat into a drain, the effluent treatment works by the slaughterhouse paddock, a family of swans travelling down it, I ingest the chemicals before I can name them, take what little light is left and hang onto it here, it's the reflection of all that oil along all that water, I am dipping into it with the oars of a hollow boat, by a row of cows I can barely remember, all living in the sewerage of our creation, swans are mournful at the best of times, but even now there can be beautiful things never imagined, like silver waste speckled onto fluffy grey cygnets, where the damage is complete, by the old industry cows in the waterlogged paddock. 

This is poetry, but not as we know it

On the next page is a poem by Coral Hull.  Read the poem alone before discussing and analysing it with the rest of the class.  Your teacher might like to set an essay as homework instead of discussing it in the classroom, or set the essay as a written component, having already discussed it in the classroom.

Here are some questions to guide the discussion and which can give some pointers for the written component.

· What is the tone of the piece?

· Where do violent images, words and phrases appear in the poem and how do they affect the tone?

· How does the poet feel about seeing these cows? 

· How has her knowledge of the dairy industry affected her view of the world?

· What does she mean to express by connecting swans to these cows?

· What do you feel about her minimal use of punctuation?  How does this add to the feeling of the poem?

· Do you like the poem?  Why or why not?  How does it make you feel?









