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Fifty years ago last year (2025) and just three months short of his dismissal, Gough Whitlam, 

at Wattie Creek in the Northern Territory, approximately 700 kilometres south of Darwin, 

poured a handful of sand into the waiting palms of Vincent Lingari, leader and activist of the 

Gurindji people. A photograph of the gesture, taken by Mervyn Bishop, then of the 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs, is amongst the most iconic in twentieth-century Australian 

history. Whitlam is reported to have said, as this gesture was made, ‘Vincent Lingiari, I 

solemnly hand to you these deeds as proof, in Australian law, that these lands belong to the 

Gurindji people and I put into your hands part of the earth itself as a sign that this land will be 

the possession of you and your children forever.’ 

In 1966, nine years earlier, Lingiari had been one of the leaders of a strike by 

aboriginal stockmen from Wave Hill Station, a part of the vast Vesteys meat-processing 

conglomerate. The stockmen and their families, protesting the low wages and appalling 

working conditions on the property, had established a camp at nearby Wattie Creek. The 

Wave Hill Walk-Out, as it’s come to be called, led to a seven-year dispute with the company, 

and has come to be seen as one of the origins of the Land Rights movement.   

Fast forward to 2010. I’ve been co-editor of Southerly for just on a decade, at first 

with the late and much-missed Noel Rowe, poet and colleague in the University of Sydney’s 

English department, and then, after an awkward start (nothing to do with her), with Elizabeth 

McMahon, who would become a dear friend and co-editor, with me, until I retired from the 

journal in 2018. In late 2009 or early 2010 we find ourselves mulling over the idea of a full 

issue of the journal devoted to Indigenous/First Nations writing. But we’re not the people to 

edit it, have no right to do so. There are various options but we firm upon Lionel Fogarty and 

Ali Cobby Eckermann, both Indigenous, both strong poets, an ideal combination.  

We approach them hopefully, in person, and they say they are interested. We write to 

confirm. A while goes by. We don’t hear from them. We write again. Are you still interested? 

Ali writes back and says yes, very: they’ve spent many hours talking about it. In early 2011 

they’re in Sydney and we have a planning meeting. In the months that follow I get a sense 

they’re travelling the country a bit, gathering contributions. Later I will learn from their 

Introduction to the issue that part of this travel, and presumedly this gathering, has been to 

Dagaragu (Wattie Creek), for the forty-fifth anniversary of the Walk-Off, a meeting they call 

the Freedom Day Celebration. 

It all comes together. The issue – late, but then that’s often the case when both co-

editors (I and Elizabeth) have more-than-full-time teaching jobs – is designed and set before 

Christmas, printed soon afterward, and appears as volume 71, number 2, early in 2012, the 

first full issue of a major literary journal in this country to have been guest-edited completely 

by First Nations writers. It’s entitled A Handful of Sand. 

I had met Lionel before all this, though just the once. He’d been invited to give a talk 

in the English department. I had a teaching-clash and couldn’t go to his presentation. All I 

could manage was to drop in to the Common Room between classes to introduce myself. We 

had a brief and awkward conversation, from memory, off to the side of things, in which he 

eyed me with some suspicion, and I can’t say I blamed him. He’d have been somewhere 

between forty and forty-five, and I five years older. He looked a bit harried and lost; I 

imagine I looked much the same. And fifteen years or so later – after the Southerly issue – we 
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met again, friends of a sort by now, but once again pushed for time, crowded by 

circumstance. I was organising a poetry reading deep in the Jenolan Caves, to open the 2013 

Sydney Writers’ Festival. I asked Lionel to be part of the cave reading. He agreed, came up to 

Katoomba on the day, and my partner and I drove him and another of the readers and her 

partner to Jenolan. The conversation was busy throughout the trip but I don’t remember 

Lionel taking any part. He sat in silence in the back seat staring out the window. Was he 

composing something? Now, in retrospect, a dozen years later, I find myself wondering 

whether the whole event – the descent deep into the earth, the casting our words into those 

caverns – might have meant something quite different for him than for the rest of us.  

After that, in any case, I never saw him again, and wrote to or heard from him only 

rarely. But there are different ways of knowing people. At one point, contemplating a book of 

essays on Australian poetry – embarking upon it, never finishing it – I wrote an essay on his 

poem ‘Weather Comes,’ a close reading, and found myself much involved and deeply 

impressed.
1
 Someone – he – was taking my language and breaking it open, twisting it, 

rearranging its parts, in a way that showed colours, allowed nuances and created vectors, 

exposed valencies in a way that was almost (well, I used the word) ‘Shakespearean,’ and from 

which, as a poet myself, I have learnt, if not in a manner that might be visible to the naked 

eye. So hearing that he has gone from us I have a better sense of what has been lost.
2
  

This present piece is just an acknowledgement – belated thanks to one of the guest co-

editors of one of the most remarkable and important issues in the eighty-plus years of 

Southerly. It’s not a eulogy, perhaps not even an obituary, which in all truth I am not the 

person to write. There is so much more I could say. Lionel was a figure of significance, and I 

think a lot of that significance is still to be realised. His poetry and his activism, particularly 

in the matter of deaths in custody, galvanised by the death of his younger brother in the early 

1990s, worked and work hand-in-hand. He should be recognised and honoured for both. A 

Yugumbeh and Mununjali man, born in 1957 on the Cherbourg Aboriginal Reserve, charged 

early (at sixteen) with ‘conspiring against the state,’ he’d subsequently publish sixteen books, 

leave material for quite a few more, find himself regarded internationally – Europe, India, the 

United States – as a poet, and play a part in the establishment of so many Indigenous/First 

Nations initiatives that a piece such as this could readily turn into a list, or set of lists. But I 

must leave those to others better qualified. I note finally and with pleasure that he is the 

subject of a recent collection of essays on and explorations of his work, Lionel Fogarty in 

Poetry and Politics (Springer/Palgrave, 2025),
3
 edited by Dashiell Moore and Philip 

Morrissey, a book I would recommend for many pieces but perhaps most particularly for a 

conversation between Lionel and Ali Cobby Eckermann, in which the poet himself gets to 

speak. 

 

 

NOTES 

 
1
 The essay ‘Possession, Landscape, the Unheimlich and Lionel Fogarty’s “Weather Comes”’ was published in 

Cordite on 1 August 2017. See http://cordite.org.au/essays/possession-landscape-unheimlic/.  
2
 For those who do not know his poetry I might suggest Munaldjali, Mutuerjaraera, his New and Selected 

Poems (Hyland House, 1995), if you can find it. 
3
 Very expensive to purchase, but can be accessed by other means. 

http://cordite.org.au/essays/possession-landscape-unheimlic/

