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Chapter 24: Poetry
MARGARET WALKER (1915–1998)
Margaret Walker was born in Birmingham, Alabama. Her father was a minister and her mother a musicologist. After graduating Northwestern University, she worked for the WPA Writer’s Project in Chicago and then studied at the University of Iowa. Walker has taught English at Jackson State College and directed the Institute for the Study of History, Life, and Culture of Black People there. Her writings include the novel Jubilee (1966) and the poetry collections For My People (1942), Prophets for a New Day (1970), October Journey (1973), and This Is My Century (1989). Walker has also published The Daemonic Genius of Richard Wright (1987), On Being Female, Black and Free (1997), and Moral Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics (1998).

For My People 
(1942)
For my people everywhere singing their slave songs repeatedly: their dirges and their ditties and their blues and jubilees, praying their prayers nightly to an unknown god, bending their knees humbly to an unseen power; 

For my people lending their strength to the years, to the gone years and the now years and the maybe years, washing ironing cooking scrubbing sewing mending hoeing plowing digging planting pruning patching dragging along never gaining never reaping never knowing and never understanding; 

For my playmates in the clay and dust and sand of Alabama backyards playing baptizing and preaching and doctor and jail and soldier and school and mama and cooking and playhouse and concert and store and hair and Miss Choomby and company;

For the cramped bewildered years we went to school to learn to know the  reasons why and the answers to and the people who and the places where and the days when, in memory of the bitter hours when we discovered we were black and poor and small and different and nobody cared and nobody wondered and nobody understood;

For the boys and girls who grew in spite of these things to be man and woman, to laugh and dance and sing and play and drink their wine and religion and success, to marry their playmates and bear children and then die of consumption and anemia and lynching;

For my people thronging 47th Street in Chicago and Lenox Avenue in New York and Rampart Street in New Orleans, lost disinherited dispossessed  and happy people filling the cabarets and taverns and other people’s pockets needing bread and shoes and milk and land and money and something—something all our own;

For my people walking blindly spreading joy, losing time being lazy, sleeping when hungry, shouting when burdened, drinking when hopeless, tied and shackled and tangled among ourselves by the unseen creatures who tower over us omnisciently and laugh;

For my people blundering and groping and floundering in the dark of churches and schools and clubs and societies, associations and councils and committees and conventions, distressed and disturbed and deceived and devoured by money-hungry glory-craving leeches, preyed on by facile force of state and fad and novelty, by false prophet and holy believer;

For my people standing staring trying to fashion a better way from confusion, from hypocrisy and misunderstanding, trying to fashion a world that 
will hold all the people, all the faces, all the adams and eves and their countless generations;

Let a new earth rise. Let another world be born. Let a bloody peace be written in the sky. Let a second generation full of courage issue forth; let a people loving freedom come to growth. Let a beauty full of healing and a strength of final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits and our blood. Let the martial songs be written, let the dirges disappear. Let a race of men now rise and take control.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why the repetition of the phrase “for my people”? What effect does it have on you?

2.
What is the poet doing in the final stanza?

3.
What is the mood of this poem?

4.
Who are Walker’s people and what are their strengths?

5.
Chart the historical progression in the poem.
Suggestions for Writing

1.
What associations does the phrase “a bloody peace” bring to your mind?

2.
Write a stanza for your people (even if they are Walker’s people too).

SUSAN GRIFFIN (b. 1943)
Susan Griffin was born in California, graduated from San Francisco State University, and has worked as a waitress, a university instructor, a house painter, and a switchboard operator to support her writing and her daughter. Her writings include poetry, Dear Sky (1971), Like the Iris of an Eye (1976), and Unremembered Country (1987); nonfiction, Woman and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her (1978), Pornography and Silence (1981), and The Eros of Everyday Life: Essays on Ecology, Gender and Society (1996); and plays, Voices (1975) and The March on Russia (1990).

I Like to Think of Harriet Tubman1
(1976)
I like to think of Harriet Tubman.

Harriet Tubman who carried a revolver,

who had a scar on her head from a rock thrown

by a slave-master (because she

talked back), and who
5

had a ransom on her head

of thousands of dollars and who

was never caught, and who

had no use for the law

when the law was wrong,
10
who defied the law. I like

to think of her.

I like to think of her especially

when I think of the problem of

feeding children. 
15

The legal answer

to the problem of feeding children

is ten free lunches every month,

being equal, in the child’s real life,

to eating lunch every other day.
20
Monday but not Tuesday.

I like to think of the President

eating lunch Monday, but not

Tuesday.

And when I think of the President
25
and the law, and the problem of

feeding children, I like to

think of Harriet Tubman

and her revolver.

And then sometimes
30
I think of the President

and other men,

men who practice the law,

who revere the law,

who make the law,
35
who enforce the law,

who live behind

and operate through

and feed themselves

at the expense of
40
starving children

because of the law.

Men who sit in paneled offices

and think about vacations

and tell women
45
whose care it is

to feed children

not to be hysterical

not to be hysterical as in the word

hysterikos, the greek for
50
womb suffering,

not to suffer in their

wombs,

not to care,

not to bother the men
55
because they want to think

of other things

and do not want

to take the women seriously.

I want them
60
to take women seriously.

I want them to think about Harriet Tubman,

and remember,

remember she was beat by a white man

and she lived
65
and she lived to redress her grievances,

and she lived in swamps

and wore the clothes of a man

bringing hundreds of fugitives from

slavery, and was never caught,
70
and led an army,

and won a battle,

and defied the laws

because the laws were wrong, I want men

to take us seriously.
75
I am tired wanting them to think

about right and wrong.

I want them to fear.

I want them to feel fear now

as I have felt suffering in the womb, and
80
I want them

to know

that there is always a time

there is always a time to make right

what is wrong,
85
there is always a time

for retribution

and that time

is beginning.

Study and Discussion Questions

1. Why is it Harriet Tubman the speaker likes to think of?

2. What is the speaker’s attitude toward the law?

3.
How is she subverting traditional notions of how a woman should behave?

4.
What is the role of repetition in the poem? What phrases are repeated, and why?

Suggestion for Writing

1.
Discuss a law you believe ought to be changed and why you think it has not been changed.

ADRIENNE RICH (b. 1929)
Adrienne Rich was born in Baltimore; she graduated from Radcliffe College in 1951 and that same year her first book of poetry, A Change of World, won the Yale Younger Poets Award. Rich was involved with the antiwar movement in the late 1960s and since 1970 has been an important spokesperson for the women’s movement. She taught English in the Open Admissions Program at City College of New York, then at Douglass College, and currently teaches at Stanford University. She also edited the lesbian-feminist journal Sinister Wisdom for a number of years. Her writings include the poetry Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law (1963), Diving into the Wreck (1973), The Dream of a Common Language (1978), Time’s Power (1989), An Atlas of the Difficult World (1992), Dark Fields of the Republic (1995), and Midnight Salvage (1999); the nonfiction Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976), On Lies, Secrets, and Silence (1979), Blood, Bread, and Poetry (1986), and What Is Found There: Notebooks on Poetry and Politics (1993).

The Trees
(1963)
The trees inside are moving out into the forest,

the forest that was empty all these days

where no bird could sit

no insect hide

no sun bury its feet in shadow
5
the forest that was empty all these nights

will be full of trees by morning.

All night the roots work

to disengage themselves from the cracks

in the veranda floor.
10
The leaves strain toward the glass

small twigs stiff with exertion

long-cramped boughs shuffling under the roof

like newly discharged patients

half-dazed, moving
15
to the clinic doors.

I sit inside, doors open to the veranda

writing long letters

in which I scarcely mention the departure

of the forest from the house.
20
The night is fresh, the whole moon shines

in a sky still open

the smell of leaves and lichen

still reaches like a voice into the rooms.

My head is full of whispers
25
which tomorrow will be silent.

Listen. The glass is breaking.

The trees are stumbling forward

into the night. Winds rush to meet them.

The moon is broken like a mirror,
30
its pieces flash now in the crown

of the tallest oak.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What happens in each stanza?

2.
Describe the persona of the poem, her mood and state of mind, and her relation to the trees.

3.
Why is she “writing long letters” in which she scarcely mentions “the departure / of the forest from the house”?

4.
Where are the trees going? And why?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Write a version of one of those letters the speaker mentions.

2.
In reality, of course, trees don’t pick up their roots and depart. What do the trees stand for?

RAYMOND R. PATTERSON (b. 1929)
Raymond R. Patterson was born and grew up in New York City. He received an M.A. from New York University, taught junior high school students in the New York public schools, and taught at City College of the City University of New York. He has been the director of Black Poets Reading, Inc. From 1960 to 1962 he wrote a syndicated weekly column on African American history, “From Our Past.” His works include Twenty-Six Ways of Looking at a Black Man and Other Poems (1969), Elemental Blues (1983), and Dangerous River (1990).

At That Moment
(1969)

(For Malcolm X)

When they shot Malcolm Little down

On the stage of the Audubon Ballroom,1
When his life ran out through bullet holes

(Like the people running out when the murder began)

His blood soaked the floor
5
One drop found a crack through the stark

Pounding thunder—slipped under the stage and began

Its journey: burrowed through concrete into the cellar,

Dropped down darkness, exploding like quicksilver

Pellets of light, panicking rats, paralyzing cockroaches—
10
Tunneled through rubble and wrecks of foundations,

The rocks that buttress the bowels of the city, flowed

Into pipes and powerlines, the mains and cables of the city:

A thousand fiery seeds.

At that moment,
15
Those who drank water where he entered . . .

Those who cooked food where he passed . . .

Those who burned light while he listened . . .

Those who were talking as he went, knew he was water

Running out of faucets, gas running out of jets, power
20
Running out of sockets, meaning running along taut wires—

To the hungers of their living. It is said

Whole slums of clotted Harlem plumbing groaned

And sundered free that day, and disconnected gas and light

Went on and on and on. . . .
25
They rushed his riddled body on a stretcher

To the hospital. But the police were too late.

It had already happened.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What is the revolutionary fantasy the poem imagines? Where in the poem does it begin? How is it revolutionary?

2.
What images of Malcolm’s blood does Patterson give us in the first half of the poem?

3.
List all the acts Malcolm’s blood performs.

4.
What does the “it” in the last line of the poem refer to?

5.
What is the tone of this poem?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
What is the poet trying to say through this fantasy about the meaning and effect of Malcolm X’s life and death? Is he optimistic or pessimistic?

2.
Think about other assassinations in the U.S.A. in the past thirty years. What have been the political consequences of any one of or all of these murders? Would you agree with Patterson’s conclusions in this poem, or argue a different position?

JO CARSON (b. 1946)
Short story writer and playwright Jo Carson still lives in Johnson City, Tennessee, the place of her birth. After graduating from East Tennessee State University, she moved to New York City to become a writer but soon returned home. Twenty years later, her first short story collection, Stories I Ain’t Told Nobody Yet (1989), was published. Carson has also written a number of plays, including Daytrips (1989), Swamp Gravy (1996), and Whispering to Horses (1997).

I Cannot Remember All the Times . . .
(1989)
I cannot remember all the times he hit me.

I might could count black eyes,

how many times I said I ran into doors

or fell down or stepped into the path

of any flying object except his fist.
5
Once I got a black eye playing softball.

The rest were him. Seven, eight.

I can name what of me he broke:

my nose, my arm, and four ribs

in the course of six years’ marriage.
10
The ribs were after I said divorce

and in spite of a peace bond.

I spent the night in the hospital.

He did not even spend a night in jail.

The sheriff I helped elect does not
15
apply the law to family business.

He always swore he never meant to do it.

I do believe he never planned.

It was always just the day,

the way I looked at him afraid.
20
Maybe the first time he did not mean to do it,

maybe the broken ribs were for good luck.

I want to post this in ladies rooms,

write it on the tags of women’s underwear,

write it on coupons to go in Tampax packages
25
because my ex-husband will want to marry again

and there is no tattoo where he can’t see it

to tell the next woman who might fall in love with him.

After six months, maybe a year,

he will start with a slap you can brush off.
30
Leave when he slaps you.

When he begins to call you cunt and whore

and threatens to kill you if you try to go

it will almost be like teasing but it is not.

Keep two sets of car keys for yourself.
35
Take your children with you when you go.

If he is throwing things, he is drinking.

If he is drunk enough he cannot catch you.

A punch in the breast hurts worse than a punch in the jaw.

A hit with an object does more damage than a hit with a fist
40
unless he is so drunk he picks up a broom instead of a poker.

If you pick up the poker, he will try to get it.

If he gets it, he will hit you with it.

He probably will not kill you because you will pass out

and then, he is all the sudden sorry and he stops.
45
When he says he will not hit you again

as he drives you to the hospital,

both of you in tears and you in pain,

you have stayed much too long already.

Tell the people at the hospital the truth
50
no matter how much you think you love him.

Do not say you fell down stairs

no matter how much he swears he loves you.

He does love you, he loves you hurt

and he will hit you again.
55
Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why do you suppose Carson begins the poem with the words “I cannot remember all the times he hit me” and reinforces “I cannot remember” by using part of that line as the title? Why is the failure of memory 
important?

2.
List the ways the speaker of the poem is injured by her husband in the first stanza. Also list the ways (a) she, (b) he, and (c) the outside world denied what was happening.

3.
Comment on the shift that occurs from the first stanza to the second. 
What do you notice about whom the poem is addressed to in each stanza? What do you notice about the verb tense? 

4.
Chart the progress of the abuse as the speaker of the poem lays it out in the second stanza for “the next woman who might fall in love with him.”

5.
How does Carson pull us (especially if we are female readers) into this poem? What does she tell us to do—and when? How are the details important?

6.
What is the tone of this poem—angry, ironic, bitter, stern, weary? Those are only illustrative suggestions; come up with your own characterization.

7.
Trace the speaker’s progress out of the abusive relationship. How does the structure of the poem to some extent replicate that progress?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Share this poem separately (a) with a female friend and (b) with a male friend. Record how each responds to the poem (you might note nonverbal as well as verbal responses). Analyze the similarities and differences in the responses.

2.
Freewrite your own initial response to the poem. You may not want to share this.

3.
“He does love you, he loves you hurt / and he will hit you again.” What’s love got to do with it? Discuss Carson’s analysis in this poem of the relation between love and abuse—for both people involved.

ALLEN GINSBERG (1926–1997)
Allen Ginsberg was born in Newark, New Jersey, where his father was a high school English teacher and a poet. Ginsberg attended Columbia University and, in the early 1950s, moved to San Francisco and began his life-long relationship with poet Peter Orlovsky. City Lights Bookstore published Howl in 1956, which established Ginsberg as a major “Beat” poet. In the 1960s, he studied Buddhism, gave unconventional poetry readings, and became an increasingly outspoken social critic. His poetry includes Kaddish (1961), Reality Sandwiches (1963), Planet News (1968), Mind Breaths (1977), and Collected Poems (1985).

America
(1956)
America I’ve given you all and now I’m nothing.

America two dollars and twentyseven cents January 17, 1956.

I can’t stand my own mind.

America when will we end the human war?

Go fuck yourself with your atom bomb.
5

I don’t feel good don’t bother me.

I won’t write my poem till I’m in my right mind.

America when will you be angelic?

When will you take off your clothes?

When will you look at yourself through the grave?
10
When will you be worthy of your million Trotskyites?

America why are your libraries full of tears?

America when will you send your eggs to India?

I’m sick of your insane demands.

When can I go into the supermarket and buy what I need with my
15

good looks?


America after all it is you and I who are perfect not the next world.

Your machinery is too much for me.

You made me want to be a saint.

There must be some other way to settle this argument.
20
Burroughs1 is in Tangiers I don’t think he’ll come back it’s sinister.

Are you being sinister or is this some form of practical joke?

I’m trying to come to the point.

I refuse to give up my obsession.

America stop pushing I know what I’m doing.
25
America the plum blossoms are falling.

I haven’t read the newspapers for months, everyday somebody goes on trial for murder.

America I feel sentimental about the Wobblies.

America I used to be a communist when I was a kid I’m not sorry.
30
I smoke marijuana every chance I get.

I sit in my house for days on end and stare at the roses in the closet.

When I go to Chinatown I get drunk and never get laid.

My mind is made up there’s going to be trouble.

You should have seen me reading Marx.
35
My psychoanalyst thinks I’m perfectly right.

I won’t say the Lord’s Prayer.

I have mystical visions and cosmic vibrations.

America I still haven’t told you what you did to Uncle Max after he


came over from Russia.
40
I’m addressing you.

Are you going to let your emotional life be run by Time Magazine?

I’m obsessed by Time Magazine.

I read it every week.

Its cover stares at me every time I slink past the corner candystore.
45
I read it in the basement of the Berkeley Public Library.

It’s always telling me about responsibility. Businessmen are serious.


Movie producers are serious. Everybody’s serious but me.

It occurs to me that I am America.

I am talking to myself again.
50
Asia is rising against me.

I haven’t got a chinaman’s chance.

I’d better consider my national resources.

My national resources consist of two joints of marijuana millions of genitals an unpublishable private literature that jetplanes 1400 miles an hour and twentyfive-thousand mental institutions.

I say nothing about my prisons nor the millions of underprivileged who live in my flowerpots under the light of five hundred suns.

I have abolished the whorehouses of France, Tangiers is the next to go.

My ambition is to be President despite the fact that I’m a Catholic. 

America how can I write a holy litany in your silly mood?

I will continue like Henry Ford my strophes are as individual as his


automobiles more so they’re all different sexes.

America I will sell you strophes $2500 apiece $500 down on your

old strophe

America free Tom Mooney2
America save the Spanish Loyalists

America Sacco & Vanzetti must not die

America I am the Scottsboro boys.3
America when I was seven momma took me to Communist Cell meet-
ings they sold us garbanzos a handful per ticket a ticket costs a nickel and the speeches were free everybody was angelic and sentimental about the workers it was all so sincere you have no idea what a good thing the party was in 1935 Scott Nearing was a grand old man a real mensch Mother Bloor the Silk-strikers’ Ewig-Weibliche made me cry I once saw the Yiddish orator Israel 


Amter plain.4 Everybody must have been a spy.

America you don’t really want to go to war.

America it’s them bad Russians.

Them Russians them Russians and them Chinamen. And them Russians.

The Russia wants to eat us alive. The Russia’s power mad. She wants to take our cars from out our garages.

Her wants to grab Chicago. Her needs a Red Reader’s Digest. Her wants our auto plants in Siberia. Him big bureaucracy running our filling-stations.

That no good. Ugh. Him make Indians learn read. Him need big black niggers. Hah. Her make us all work sixteen hours a day. Help.

America this is quite serious.

America this is the impression I get from looking in the television set.

America is this correct?

I’d better get right down to the job.

It’s true I don’t want to join the Army or turn lathes in precision parts


factories, I’m nearsighted and psychopathic anyway.

America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why does Ginsberg keep repeating the word “America”?

2.
What is the argument the speaker is having with America?

3.
Why do you think Ginsberg chooses to address his poem to America rather than, say, to us, about America?

4.
List the qualities of America as portrayed in this poem.

5.
Characterize the speaker of the poem.

6.
The speaker says, “Everybody’s serious but me.” How does he mean that? Do you agree with him?

7.
What does he mean in the last line about putting his “queer shoulder to the wheel”? Has he undergone a change of attitude during the poem?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Find a copy of Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” read some of it, and compare Ginsberg’s “America” to it. You might look at line length and rhythm, and at the two poets’ sense of themselves as Americans.

2.
Write a series of lines, each one beginning “America,” that expresses your own relationship to the United States.

ESSEX HEMPHILL (1957–1995)
Essex Hemphill grew up in Washington, D.C., and later lived in Philadelphia. He has articulated a distinctive African American gay perspective in his two poetry chapbooks, Earth Life (1985) and Conditions (1996), as well as a collection 
of poetry and prose, Ceremonies (1992). He also edited Brother to Brother (1991), an anthology of gay male literature. Hemphill died of AIDS at the age of thirty-eight.

Baby Can You Love Me?
(1994)
Are you willing to kill me

if I ask you to?

If I’m unable to do so

are you willing to kill me?
5

If I can’t, by my own hand,

if I’m unable to

for any reason

and the prospect of my life

is diminished beyond recovery;
10
if I can’t remember my name

or recognize my mother

or identify you; if I can’t

sleep beside you anymore

holding your stomach
15
in my calloused hands;

if I lose control of my body

and the intricate systems

I’m required to operate;

if I should become hopelessly bedridden
20
will you understand my unwillingness

to linger on? Can you be as brave

and as clearheaded as you are now,

professing that you would

love to love me?
25
But could you kill me,

if I asked you to?

Would your love

let me not linger

in my dying bed?
30
Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Discuss your initial emotional response to this poem—to its overall effect and to specific parts of the poem that felt powerful to you or that jarred you. What is it about the way the poem is constructed that might have contributed to your response? What in your own experience contributed to your response to the poem?

2.
Why do you think Hemphill puts the poem in the form of questions? The speaker of the poem is poised in relation to himself, to his illness (AIDS), to his audience, to his late-twentieth-century U.S. society, to his lover. Think of three reasons why he might choose questions rather than statements.

3.
Look up definitions of love in several unabridged dictionaries. How is Hemphill redefining, or at least augmenting or adding to, our definition of love through his poem?

4.
How many questions does the speaker of the poem ask? How are the opening and closing questions different from those they frame?

5.
What verb tense(s) is this poem set in? What effect does that choice have?

6.
How is “Baby Can You Love Me?” a poem of protest?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
The speaker of this poem is dying of AIDS (we know this from biographical evidence and because this poem is part of a sequence of poems about living with AIDS). The symptoms he describes can be seen as applicable to other kinds of dying as well—from cancer, from physical trauma, even from old age. Does the speaker of the poem make a convincing case in his request to die if and when he reaches the state he describes here? How would you feel about it if you were dying?

2.
Write a response from the point of view of the person to whom Hemphill addresses the poem. How would he answer all these questions? What might be going through his mind?

3.
Write an argument for or against assisted suicide, using “Baby Can You Love Me?” as part of the evidence for your argument.

JOHN GREENLEAF WHITTIER (1807–1892)
For Righteousness’ Sake
(1855)

Inscribed to friends under arrest for treason against the slave power.

The age is dull and mean. Men creep,

Not walk; with blood too pale and tame

To pay the debt they owe to shame;

Buy cheap, sell dear; eat, drink, and sleep

Down-pillowed, deaf to moaning want;
5
Pay tithes for soul-insurance; keep

Six days to Mammon, one to Cant.

In such a time, give thanks to God,

That somewhat of the holy rage

With which the prophets in their age
10
On all its decent seemings trod,

Has set your feet upon the lie,

That man and ox and soul and clod

Are market stock to sell and buy!

The hot words from your lips, my own,
15
To caution trained, might not repeat;

But if some tares among the wheat

Of generous thought and deed were sown,

No common wrong provoked your zeal;

The silken gauntlet that is thrown
20
In such a quarrel rings like steel.

The brave old strife the fathers saw

For Freedom calls for men again

Like those who battled not in vain

For England’s Charter, Alfred’s law;1
25
And right of speech and trial just

Wage in your name their ancient war

With venal courts and perjured trust.

God’s ways seem dark, but, soon or late,

They touch the shining hills of day;
30
The evil cannot brook delay,

The good can well afford to wait.

Give ermined knaves their hour of crime;

Ye have the future grand and great,

The safe appeal of Truth to Time!
35
William Butler Yeats (1865–1939)
The Lake Isle of Innisfree1
(1893)
I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:

Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honeybee,

And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,
5
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;

There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,

And evening full of the linnet’s wings.

I will arise and go now, for always night and day

I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;
10
While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements grey,

I hear it in the deep heart’s core.
PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR (1872–1906)
We Wear the Mask
(1896)
We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—

This debt we pay to human guile;

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

And mouth with myriad subtleties.
5
Why should the world be overwise,

In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while

We wear the mask.

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
10
To thee from tortured souls arise.

We sing, but oh the clay is vile

Beneath our feet, and long the mile;

But let the world dream otherwise,

We wear the mask!
15
RALPH CHAPLIN (1887–1961)
song: Solidarity Forever
(1915)
When the union’s inspiration through the workers’ blood shall run,

There can be no power greater anywhere beneath the sun.

Yet what force on earth is weaker than the feeble strength of one?

But the union makes us strong.

Refrain:
Solidarity forever!
5
Solidarity forever!

Solidarity forever!

For the union makes us strong.

Is there aught we hold in common with the greedy parasite

Who would lash us into serfdom and would crush us with his might?
10
Is there anything left for us but to organize and fight?

For the union makes us strong.

It is we who plowed the prairies; built the cities where they trade;

Dug the mines and built the workshops; endless miles of railroad laid.

Now we stand, outcast and starving, ’mid the wonders we have made;
15
But the union makes us strong.

All the world that’s owned by idle drones, is ours and ours alone.

We have laid the wide foundations; built it skyward stone by stone.

It is ours, not to slave in, but to master and to own,

While the union makes us strong.
20
They have taken untold millions that they never toiled to earn.

But without our brain and muscle not a single wheel can turn.

We can break their haughty power; gain our freedom while we learn

That the union makes us strong.

In our hands is placed a power greater than their hoarded gold;
25
Greater than the might of armies, magnified a thousand-fold.

We can bring to birth the new world from the ashes of the old,

For the union makes us strong.

CLAUDE McKAY (1890–1948)
If We Must Die
(1922)
If we must die, let it not be like hogs

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,

Making their mock at our accursed lot.

If we must die, O let us nobly die,
5
So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain; then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!

O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe!

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,
10
And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow!

What though before us lies the open grave?

Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack,

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!

E. E. CUMMINGS (1894–1962)
i sing of Olaf glad and big
(1935)

i sing of Olaf glad and big

whose warmest heart recoiled at war:

a conscientious object-or

his wellbelovéd colonel(trig

westpointer most succinctly bred)
5
took erring Olaf soon in hand;

but—though an host of overjoyed

noncoms(first knocking on the head

him)do through icy waters roll

that helplessness which others stroke
10
with brushes recently employed

anent this muddy toiletbowl,

while kindred intellects evoke

allegiance per blunt instruments—

Olaf(being to all intents
15
a corpse and wanting any rag

upon what God unto him gave)

responds, without getting annoyed

“I will not kiss your fucking flag”

straightway the silver bird looked grave
20
(departing hurriedly to shave)

but—though all kinds of officers

(a yearning nation’s blueeyed pride)

their passive prey did kick and curse

until for wear their clarion
25
voices and boots were much the worse,

and egged the firstclassprivates on

his rectum wickedly to tease

by means of skilfully applied

bayonets roasted hot with heat—
30
Olaf(upon what were once knees)

does almost ceaselessly repeat

“there is some shit I will not eat”

our president, being of which

assertions duly notified
35
threw the yellowsonofabitch

into a dungeon, where he died

Christ(of His mercy infinite)

i pray to see; and Olaf,too

preponderatingly because
40
unless statistics lie he was

more brave than me:more blond than you.

PABLO NERUDA  (1904–1973)
Ode to Federico García Lorca1
(1935)
Translated by Donald D. Walsh

If I could weep with fear in a solitary house,

if I could take out my eyes and eat them,

I would do it for your black-draped orange-tree voice

and for your poetry that comes forth shouting.

Because for you they paint hospitals bright blue,
5
and schools and sailors’ quarters grow,

and wounded angels are covered with feathers,

and nuptial fish are covered with scales,

and hedgehogs go flying to the sky:

for you tailorshops with their black skins
10
fill up with spoons and blood,

and swallow red ribbons and kiss each other to death,

and dress in white.

When you fly dressed as a peach tree,

when you laugh with a laugh of hurricaned rice,
15
when to sing you shake arteries and teeth,

throat and fingers,

I could die for how sweet you are,

I could die for the red lakes

where in the midst of autumn you live
20
with a fallen steed and a bloodied god,

I could die for the cemeteries

that pass like ash-gray rivers

with water and tombs,

at night, among drowned bells:
25
rivers as thick as wards

of sick soldiers, that suddenly grow

toward death in rivers with marble numbers

and rotted crowns, and funeral oils:

I could die to see you at night
30
watching the sunken crosses go by,

standing and weeping,

because before death’s river you weep

forlornly, woundedly,

you weep weeping, your eyes filled
35
with tears, with tears, with tears.

If at night, wildly alone, I could

gather oblivion and shadow and smoke

above railroads and steamships,

with a black funnel,
40
biting the ashes,

I would do it for the tree in which you grow,

for the nests of golden waters that you gather,

and for the vine that covers your bones,

revealing to you the secret of the night.
45
Cities with a smell of wet onions

wait for you to pass singing raucously,

and silent sperm boats pursue you,

and green swallows nest in your hair,

and also snails and weeks,
50
furled masts and cherry trees

definitively walk about when they glimpse

your pale fifteen-eyed head

and your mouth of submerged blood.

If I could fill town halls with soot
55
and, sobbing, tear down clocks,

it would be to see when to your house

comes summer with its broken lips,

come many people with dying clothes,

come regions of sad splendor,
60
come dead plows and poppies,

come gravediggers and horsemen,

come planets and maps with blood,

come owls covered with ashes,

come masked men dragging damsels
65
pierced by great knives,

come roots, veins, hospitals,

springs, ants,

comes night with the bed where

a solitary hussar is dying among the spiders,
70
comes a rose of hatred and pins,

comes a yellowish vessel,

comes a windy day with a child,

come I with Oliverio, Norah,

Vicente Aleixandre, Delia,
75
Maruca, Malva, Marina, María Luisa, and Larco,

the Blond, Rafael, Ugarte,

Cotapos, Rafael Alberti,

Carlos, Bebé, Manolo Altolaguirre,

Molinari,
80
Rosales, Concha Méndez,

and others that slip my mind.

Come, let me crown you, youth of health

and butterflies, youth pure

as a black lightningflash perpetually free,
85
and just between you and me,

now, when there is no one left among the rocks,

let us speak simply, man to man:

what are verses for if not for the dew?

What are verses for if not for that night
90
in which a bitter dagger finds us out, for that day,

for that dusk, for that broken corner

where the beaten heart of man makes ready to die?

Above all at night,

at night there are many stars,
95
all within a river

like a ribbon next to the windows

of houses filled with the poor.

Someone of theirs has died, perhaps

they have lost their jobs in the offices,
100
in the hospitals, in the elevators,

in the mines,

human beings suffer stubbornly wounded

and there are protests and weeping everywhere:

while the stars flow within an endless river
105
there is much weeping at the windows,

the thresholds are worn away by the weeping,

the bedrooms are soaked by the weeping

that comes wave-shaped to bite the carpets.

Federico,
110
you see the world, the streets,

the vinegar,

the farewells in the stations

when the smoke lifts its decisive wheels

toward where there is nothing but some
115
separations, stones, railroad tracks.

There are so many people asking questions

everywhere.

There is the bloody blindman, and the angry one, and the

disheartened one,
120
and the wretch, the thorn tree,

the bandit with envy on his back.

That’s the way life is, Federico, here you have

the things that my friendship can offer you,

the friendship of a melancholy manly man.
125
By yourself you already know many things,

and others you will slowly get to know.
W. H. AUDEN (1907–1973)
The Unknown Citizen
(1940)
(To JS/07/M/378
This Marble Monument
Is Erected by the State)

He was found by the Bureau of Statistics to be

One against whom there was no official complaint,

And all the reports on his conduct agree

That, in the modern sense of an old-fashioned word, he was a saint,

For in everything he did he served the Greater Community.
5
Except for the War till the day he retired

He worked in a factory and never got fired,

But satisfied his employers, Fudge Motors Inc.

Yet he wasn’t a scab or odd in his views,

For his Union reports that he paid his dues,
10
(Our report on his Union shows it was sound)

And our Social Psychology workers found

That he was popular with his mates and liked a drink.

The Press are convinced that he bought a paper every day

And that his reactions to advertisements were normal in every way.
15
Policies taken out in his name prove that he was fully insured,

And his Health-card shows he was once in hospital but left it cured.

Both Producers Research and High-Grade Living declare

He was fully sensible to the advantages of the Instalment Plan

And had everything necessary to the Modern Man,
20
A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigidaire.

Our researchers into Public Opinion are content

That he held the proper opinions for the time of year;

When there was peace, he was for peace; when there was war, he went.

He was married and added five children to the population,
25
Which our Eugenist says was the right number for a parent of his generation,

And our teachers report that he never interfered with their education.

Was he free? Was he happy? The question is absurd:

Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard.
30
ROBERT HAYDEN (1913–1980)
Frederick Douglass1
(1947)
When it is finally ours, this freedom, this liberty, this beautiful

and terrible thing, needful to man as air,

usable as earth; when it belongs at last to all,

when it is truly instinct, brain matter, diastole, systole,

reflex action; when it is finally won; when it is more
5
than the gaudy mumbo jumbo of politicians:

this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro

beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world

where none is lonely, none hunted, alien,

this man, superb in love and logic, this man
10
shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues’ rhetoric,

not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone,

but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives

fleshing his dream of the beautiful, needful thing.

LANGSTON HUGHES (1902–1967)
Harlem
(1951)
What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore—

And then run?
5
Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over—

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load.
10
Or does it explode?
WOLE SOYINKA (b. 1934)
Telephone Conversation

(1960)

The price seemed reasonable, location

Indifferent. The landlady swore she lived

Off premises. Nothing remained

But self-confession. ‘Madam,’ I warned,

‘I hate a wasted journey—I am African.’
5
Silence. Silenced transmission of

Pressurized good-breeding. Voice, when it came,

Lipstick coated, long gold-rolled

Cigarette-holder pipped. Caught I was, foully.

‘how dark?’ . . . I had not misheard . . . ‘are you light
10
or very dark?’ Button B. Button A. Stench

Of rancid breath of public hide-and-speak.

Red booth. Red pillar-box. Red double-tiered

Omnibus squelching tar. It was real! Shamed

By ill-mannered silence, surrender
15
Pushed dumbfoundment to beg simplification.

Considerate she was, varying the emphasis—

‘are you dark? or very light?’ Revelation came.

‘You mean—like plain or milk chocolate?’

Her assent was clinical, crushing in its light
20
Impersonality. Rapidly, wave-length adjusted,

I chose. ‘West African sepia’—and as afterthought,

‘Down in my passport.’ Silence for spectroscopic

Flight of fancy, till truthfulness clanged her accent

Hard on the mouthpiece. ‘what’s that?’ conceding
25
‘don’t know what that is.’ ‘Like brunette.’

‘that’s dark, isn’t it?’ ‘Not altogether.

Facially, I am brunette, but madam, you should see

The rest of me. Palm of my hand, soles of my feet

Are a peroxide blonde. Friction, caused—
30
Foolishly madam—by sitting down, has turned

My bottom raven black—One moment madam!’—sensing

Her receiver rearing on the thunderclap

About my ears—‘Madam,’ I pleaded, ‘wouldn’t you rather

See for yourself?’
35
SYLVIA PLATH (1932–1963)
Daddy
(1962)
You do not do, you do not do

Any more, black shoe

In which I have lived like a foot

For thirty years, poor and white,

Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.
5
Daddy, I have had to kill you.

You died before I had time—

Marble-heavy, a bag full of God,

Ghastly statue with one gray toe

Big as a Frisco seal
10
And a head in the freakish Atlantic

Where it pours bean green over blue

In the waters off beautiful Nauset.1

I used to pray to recover you.

Ach, du.
15
In the German tongue, in the Polish town

Scraped flat by the roller

Of wars, wars, wars.

But the name of the town is common.

My Polack friend
20
Says there are a dozen or two.

So I never could tell where you

Put your foot, your root,

I never could talk to you.

The tongue stuck in my jaw.
25
It stuck in a barb wire snare.

Ich, ich, ich, ich,2
I could hardly speak.

I thought every German was you.

And the language obscene
30
An engine, an engine

Chuffing me off like a Jew.

A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.

I began to talk like a Jew.

I think I may well be a Jew.
35
The snows of the Tyrol, the clear beer of Vienna

Are not very pure or true.

With my gipsy ancestress and my weird luck

And my Taroc3 pack and my Taroc pack

I may be a bit of a Jew.
40
I have always been scared of you, 

With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo.

And your neat mustache

And your Aryan eye, bright blue.

Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You—
45
Not God but a swastika

So black no sky could squeak through.

Every woman adores a Fascist,

The boot in the face, the brute

Brute heart of a brute like you.
50
You stand at the blackboard, daddy,

In the picture I have of you,

A cleft in your chin instead of your foot

But no less a devil for that, no not

Any less the black man who
55
Bit my pretty red heart in two.

I was ten when they buried you.

At twenty I tried to die

And get back, back, back to you.

I thought even the bones would do.
60
But they pulled me out of the sack,

And they stuck me together with glue.

And then I knew what to do.

I made a model of you,

A man in black with a Meinkampf4 look
65
And a love of the rack and the screw.

And I said I do, I do.

So daddy, I’m finally through.

The black telephone’s off at the root,

The voices just can’t worm through.
70
If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two—

The vampire who said he was you

And drank my blood for a year,

Seven years, if you want to know.

Daddy, you can lie back now.
75
There’s a stake in your fat black heart

And the villagers never liked you.

They are dancing and stamping on you.

They always knew it was you.

Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.
80
RAY DUREM (1915–1963)
To the pale poets
(1962)
I know I’m not sufficiently obscure

to please the critics, nor devious enough.

Imagery escapes me.

I cannot find those mild and precious words

to clothe the carnage.
5
Blood is blood and murder’s murder.

What’s a lavender word for lynch?

Come, you pale poets, wan, refined, and dreamy—

here is a black woman working out her guts

in a white man’s kitchen
10
for little money and no glory.

How should I tell that story?

There is a black boy, blacker still from death,

face down in the cold Korean mud.

Come on with your effervescent jive,
15
explain to him why he ain’t alive.

Reword our specific discontent

into some plaintive melody,

a little whine, a little whimper,

not too much—and no rebellion,
20
God, no! Rebellion’s much too corny.

You deal with finer feelings,

very subtle—an autumn leaf

hanging from a tree—

I see a body.
25
PEGGY SEEGER (b. 1935)
song: I’m Gonna Be an Engineer
(1970)
When I was a little girl, I wished I was a boy,

I tagged along behind the gang and wore my corduroys,

Everybody said I only did it to annoy

But I was gonna be an engineer.

Mamma told me, “Can’t you be a lady?
5
Your duty is to make me the mother of a pearl.

Wait until you’re older, dear, and maybe

You’ll be glad that you’re a girl.”

dainty as a dresden statue.

gentle as a jersey cow.
10
smooth as silk, gives creamy milk

learn to coo, learn to moo,

that’s what you do to be a lady now—

When I went to school I learned to write and how to read,

Some history, geography, and home economy.
15
And typing is a skill that every girl is sure to need,

To while away the extra time until the time to breed,

And then they had the nerve to say, “What would you like to be?”

I says, “I’m gonna be an engineer!”

No, you only need to learn to be a lady,
20
The duty isn’t yours for to try and run the world,

An engineer could never have a baby!

Remember, dear, that you’re a girl.

she’s smart (for a woman).

i wonder how she got that way?
25
you get no choice, you get no voice,

just stay mum, pretend you’re dumb

and that’s how you come to be a lady today—
Then Jimmy come along and we set up a conjugation,

We were busy every night with loving recreation.
30
I spent my day at work so HE could get his education,

Well, now he’s an engineer.

He says, “I know you’ll always be a lady,

It’s the duty of my darling to love me all her life,

Could an engineer look after or obey me?
35
Remember, dear, that you’re my wife.”

Well, as soon as Jimmy got a job, I began again,

Then, happy at my turret-lathe a year or so, and then:

The morning that the twins were born, Jimmy says to them,

“Kids, your mother was an engineer.”
40
You owe it to the kids to be a lady,

Dainty as a dishrag, faithful as a chow,
Stay at home, you got to mind the baby,

Remember you’re a mother now.

Well, every time I turn around it’s something else to do,
45
It’s cook a meal, mend a sock, sweep a floor or two,

I listen in to Jimmy Young, it makes me want to spew,

i was gonna be an engineer!
Don’t I really wish that I could be a lady?

I could do the lovely things that a lady’s ’sposed to do,
50
I wouldn’t even mind, if only they would pay me,

And I could be a person too.

what price—for a woman?

you can buy her for a ring of gold.

to love and obey (without any pay)
55
you get a cook and a nurse (for better or worse)

you don’t need a purse when the lady is sold.
Ah, but now that times are harder and my Jimmy’s got the sack,

I went down to Vickers’, they were glad to have me back,

But I’m a third-class citizen, my wages tell me that,
60
And I’m a first-class engineer.

The boss he says, “We pay you as a lady,

You only got the job ’cause I can’t afford a man,

With you I keep the profits high as may be,

You’re just a cheaper pair of hands.”
65
you got one fault—you’re a woman.

you’re not worth the equal pay.

a bitch or a tart, you’re nothing but heart,

shallow and vain, you got no brain,

you even go down the drain like a lady today—
70
Well, I listened to my mother and I joined a typing-pool,

I listened to my lover and I put him through his school,

But if I listen to the boss, I’m just a bloody fool

And an underpaid engineer!

I been a sucker ever since I was a baby,
75
As a daughter, as a wife, as a mother and a “dear”—

But I’ll fight them as a woman, not a lady,

Fight them as an engineer!
Muriel Rukeyser (1913–1980)

Ballad of Orange and Grape
(1973)
After you finish your work

after you do your day

after you’ve read your reading

after you’ve written your say—

you go down the street to the hot dog stand,
5
one block down and across the way.

On a blistering afternoon in East Harlem in the twentieth


century.

Most of the windows are boarded up,

the rats run out of a sack—
10
sticking out of the crummy garage

one shiny long Cadillac;

at the glass door of the drug-addiction center,

a man who’d like to break your back.

But here’s a brown woman with a little girl dressed in rose and
15

pink, too.

Frankfurters frankfurters sizzle on the steel

where the hot-dog-man leans—

nothing else on the counter

but the usual two machines,
20
the grape one, empty, and the orange one, empty,

I face him in between.

A black boy comes along, looks at the hot dogs, goes on


walking.

I watch the man as he stands and pours
25
in the familiar shape

bright purple in the one marked orange
orange in the one marked grape,

the grape drink in the machine marked orange
and orange drink in the grape.
30
Just the one word large and clear, unmistakable, on each


machine.

I ask him: How can we go on reading

and make sense out of what we read?—

How can they write and believe what they’re writing,
35
the young ones across the street,

while you go on pouring grape into orange
and orange into the one marked grape—?

(How are we going to believe what we read and we write and


we hear and we say and we do?)
40
He looks at the two machines and he smiles

and he shrugs and smiles and pours again.

It could be violence and nonviolence

it could be white and blackwomen and men

it could be war and peace or any
45
binary system, love and hate, enemy, friend.

Yes and no, be and not-be, what we do and what we don’t do.

On a corner in East Harlem

garbage, reading, a deep smile, rape,

forgetfulness, a hot street of murder,
50
misery, withered hope,

a man keeps pouring grape into orange
and orange into the one marked grape,
pouring orange into grape and grape into orange forever.
JUDY GRAHN (b. 1940)
A Woman Is Talking To Death
(1973)
One

Testimony in trials that never got heard

my lovers teeth are white geese flying above me

my lovers muscles are rope ladders under my hands

we were driving home slow
5
my lover and I, across the long Bay Bridge,

one February midnight, when midway

over in the far left lane, I saw a strange scene:

one small young man standing by the rail,

and in the lane itself, parked straight across
10
as if it could stop anything, a large young

man upon a stalled motorcycle, perfectly

relaxed as if he’d stopped at a hamburger stand;

he was wearing a peacoat and levis, and

he had his head back, roaring, you
15
could almost hear the laugh, it

was so real.

“Look at that fool,” I said, “in the

middle of the bridge like that,” a very

womanly remark.
20
Then we heard the meaning of the noise

of metal on a concrete bridge at 50

miles an hour, and the far left lane

filled up with a big car that had a

motorcycle jammed on its front bumper, like
25
the whole thing would explode, the friction

sparks shot up bright orange for many feet

into the air, and the racket still sets

my teeth on edge.

When the car stopped we stopped parallel
30
and Wendy headed for the callbox while I

ducked across those 6 lanes like a mouse

in the bowling alley. “Are you hurt?” I said,

the middle-aged driver had the greyest black face,

“I couldn’t stop, I couldn’t stop, what happened?”
35
Then I remembered. “Somebody,” I said, “was on
the motorcycle,” I ran back,

one block? two blocks? the space for walking

on the bridge is maybe 18 inches, whoever

engineered this arrogance, in the dark 
40
stiff wind it seemed I would

be pushed over the rail, would fall down

screaming onto the hard surface of

the bay, but I did not, I found the tall young man

who thought he owned the bridge, now lying on
45
his stomach, head cradled in his broken arm.

He had glasses on, but somewhere he had lost

most of his levis, where were they?

and his shoes. Two short cuts on his buttocks,

that was the only mark except his thin white
50
seminal tubes were all strung out behind; no

child left in him; and he looked asleep.

I plucked wildly at his wrist, then put it

down; there were two long haired women

holding back the traffic just behind me
55
with their bare hands, the machines came

down like mad bulls, I was scared, much

more than usual, I felt easily squished

like the earthworms crawling on a busy

sidewalk after the rain; I wanted to
60
leave. And met the driver, walking back.

“The guy is dead.” I gripped his hand,

the wind was going to blow us off the bridge.

“Oh my God,” he said, “haven’t I had enough

trouble in my life?” He raised his head,
65
and for a second was enraged and yelling,

at the top of the bridge—“I was just driving

home!” His head fell down. “My God, and

now I’ve killed somebody.”

I looked down at my own peacoat and levis,
70
then over at the dead man’s friend, who

was bawling and blubbering, what they would

call hysteria in a woman. “It isn’t possible”

he wailed, but it was possible, it was

indeed, accomplished and unfeeling, snoring
75
in its peacoat, and without its levis on.

He died laughing: that’s a fact.

I had a woman waiting for me,

in her car and in the middle of the bridge,

I’m frightened, I said.
80
I’m afraid, he said, stay with me,

please don’t go, stay with me, be

my witness—“No,” I said, “I’ll be your

witness—later,” and I took his name

and number, “but I can’t stay with you,
85
I’m too frightened of the bridge, besides

I have a woman waiting

and no license—

and no tail lights—”

So I left—
90
as I have left so many of my lovers.
we drove home

shaking, Wendy’s face greyer

than any white person’s I have ever seen.

maybe he beat his wife, maybe he once
95
drove taxi, and raped a lover


of mine—how to know these things?

we do each other in, that’s a fact.

who will be my witness?

death wastes our time with drunkenness
100
and depression


death, who keeps us from our

lovers.

he had a woman waiting for him,

I found out when I called the number
105
days later


“Where is he” she said, “he’s disappeared.”

He’ll be all right” I said, “we could

have hit the guy as easy as anybody, it

wasn’t anybody’s fault, they’ll know that,”
110
women so often say dumb things like that,


they teach us to be sweet and reassuring,

and say ignorant things, because we don’t invent

the crime, the punishment, the bridges

that same week I looked into the mirror
115
and nobody was there to testify,


how clear, an unemployed queer woman

makes no witness at all,

nobody at all was there for

those two questions: what does
120
she do, and who is she married to?


I am the woman who stopped on the bridge

and this is the man who was there

our lovers teeth are white geese flying

above us, but we ourselves are
125
easily squished.


keep the women small and weak

and off the street, and off the

bridges, that’s the way, brother

one day I will leave you there,
130
as I have left you there before,


working for death.

we found out later

what we left him to.

Six big policemen answered the call,
135
all white, and no child in them.


they put the driver up against his car

and beat the hell out of him.

What did you kill that poor kid for?

you mutherfucking nigger.
140
that’s a fact.

Death only uses violence

when there is any kind of resistance,

the rest of the time a slow

weardown will do.
145
They took him to 4 different hospitals

til they got a drunk test report to fit their

case, and held him five days in jail

without a phone call.

how many lovers have we left.
150
there are as many contradictions to the game,


as there are players.

a woman is talking to death,

though talk is cheap, and life takes a long time

to make

155
right. He got a cheesy lawyer

who had him cop a plea, 15 to 20

instead of life

Did I say life?

the arrogant young man who thought he
160
owned the bridge, and fell asleep on it

he died laughing: that’s a fact.

the driver sits out his time

off the street somewhere,

does he have the most vacant of
165
eyes, will he die laughing?

Two

They don’t have to lynch the women anymore

death sits on my doorstep

cleaning his revolver
170
death cripples my feet and sends me out

to wait for the bus alone,

then comes by driving a taxi.

the woman on our block with 6 young children

has the most vacant of eyes
175
death sits in her bedroom, loading

his revolver

they don’t have to lynch the women

very often anymore, although

they used to—the lord and his men
180
went through the villages at night, beating &

killing every woman caught

outdoors.

the European witch trials took away

the independent people; two different villages
185
—after the trials were through that year—

had left in them, each—

one living woman:

one

What were those other women up to? had they
190
run over someone? stopped on the wrong bridge?

did they have teeth like

any kind of geese, or children

in them?

Three

This woman is a lesbian be careful
195
In the military hospital where I worked

as a nurse’s aide, the walls of the halls

were lined with howling women

waiting to deliver
200
or to have some parts removed.

One of the big private rooms contained

the general’s wife, who needed

a wart taken off her nose.

we were instructed to give her special attention
205

not because of her wart or her nose

but because of her husband, the general.

as many women as men die, and that’s a fact.

At work there was one friendly patient, already

claimed, a young woman burnt apart with X-ray,
210
she had long white tubes instead of openings;

rectum, bladder, vagina—I combed her hair, it

was my job, but she took care of me as if

nobody’s touch could spoil her.

ho ho death, ho death
215
have you seen the twinkle in the dead woman’s eye?

when you are a nurse’s aide

someone suddenly notices you

and yells about the patient’s bed,

and tears the sheets apart so you
220
can do it over, and over

while the patient waits

doubled over in her pain

for you to make the bed again
and no one ever looks at you,
225
only at what you do not do

Here, general, hold this soldier’s bed pan

for a moment, hold it for a year—

then we’ll promote you to making his bed.

we believe you wouldn’t make such messes
230
if you had to clean up after them.


that’s a fantasy.

this woman is a lesbian, be careful.

When I was arrested and being thrown out

of the military, the order went out:  dont anybody
235
speak to this woman, and for those three

long months, almost nobody did; the dayroom, when

I entered it, fell silent til I had gone; they

were afraid, they knew the wind would blow

them over the rail, the cops would come,
240
the water would run into their lungs.

Everything I touched

was spoiled. They were my lovers, those

women, but nobody had taught us to swim.

I drowned, I took 3 or 4 others down
245
when I signed the confession of what we

had done      together.

No one will ever speak to me again.

I read this somewhere; I wasn’t there:

in WW II the US army had invented some floating
250
amphibian tanks, and took them over to

the coast of Europe to unload them,

the landing ships all drawn up in a fleet,

and everybody watching. Each tank had a

crew of 6 and there were 25 tanks.
255
The first went down the landing planks

and sank, the second, the third, the

fourth, the fifth, the sixth went down

and sank. They weren’t supposed

to sink, the engineers had
260
made a mistake. The crews looked around

wildly for the order to quit,

but none came, and in the sight of

thousands of men, each 6 crewmen

saluted his officers, battened down
265
his hatch in turn and drove into the

sea, and drowned, until all 25 tanks

were gone. did they have vacant

eyes, die laughing, or what? what

did they talk about, those men,
270
as the water came in?

was the general their lover?

Four

A Mock Interrogation

Have you ever held hands with a woman?
275
Yes, many times—women about to deliver, women about to


have breasts removed, wombs removed, miscarriages, women

having epileptic fits, having asthma, cancer, women having

breast bone marrow sucked out of them by nervous or in-

different interns, women with heart condition, who were
280
vomiting, overdosed, depressed, drunk, lonely to the point

of extinction:  women who had been run over, beaten up,

deserted, starved. women who had been bitten by rats; and

women who were happy, who were celebrating, who were

dancing with me in large circles or alone, women who were
285
climbing mountains or up and down walls, or trucks or roofs

and needed a boost up, or I did; women who simply wanted

to hold my hand because they liked me, some women who

wanted to hold my hand because they liked me better than

anyone.

290
These were many women?


Yes. many.

What about kissing? Have you kissed any women?

I have kissed many women.

When was the first woman you kissed with serious feeling?
295
The first woman ever I kissed was Josie, who I had loved at


such a distance for months. Josie was not only beautiful,

she was tough and handsome too. Josie had black hair and

white teeth and strong brown muscles. Then she dropped

out of school unexplained. When she came back she came
300
back for one day only, to finish the term, and there was a

child in her. She was all shame, pain, and defiance. Her eyes

were dark as the water under a bridge and no one would

talk to her, they laughed and threw things at her. In the

afternoon I walked across the front of the class and looked
305
deep into Josie’s eyes and I picked up her chin with my

hand, because I loved her, because nothing like her trouble

would ever happen to me, because I hated it that she was

pregnant and unhappy, and an outcast. We were thirteen.

You didn’t kiss her?
310
How does it feel to be thirteen and having a baby?

You didn’t actually kiss her?

Not in fact.

You have kissed other women?

Yes, many, some of the finest women I know, I have kissed.
315
women who were lonely, women I didn’t know and didn’t

want to, but kissed because that was a way to say yes we are

still alive and loveable, though separate, women who recognized

a loneliness in me, women who were hurt, I confess to

kissing the top of a 55 year old woman’s head in the snow in
320
Boston, who was hurt more deeply than I have ever been

hurt, and I wanted her as a very few people have wanted

me—I wanted her and me to own and control and run the

city we lived in, to staff the hospital I knew would mistreat

her, to drive the transportation system that had betrayed
325
her, to patrol the streets controlling the men who would

murder or disfigure or disrupt us, not accidently with

machines, but on purpose, because we are not allowed out

on the street alone—

Have you ever committed any indecent acts with women?
330
Yes, many. I am guilty of allowing suicidal women to die

before my eyes or in my ears or under my hands because I

thought I could do nothing, I am guilty of leaving a prostitute

who held a knife to my friend’s throat to keep us from

leaving, because we would not sleep with her, we thought
335
she was old and fat and ugly; I am guilty of not loving her

who needed me; I regret all the women I have not slept with

or comforted, who pulled themselves away from me for lack

of something I had not the courage to fight for, for us, our

life, our planet, our city, our meat and potatoes, our love.
340
These are indecent acts, lacking courage, lacking a certain

fire behind the eyes, which is the symbol, the raised fist, the

sharing of resources, the resistance that tells death he will

starve for lack of the fat of us, our extra. Yes I have committed

acts of indecency with women and most of them were
345
acts of omission. I regret them bitterly.

Five

Bless this day oh cat our house

“I was allowed to go

3 places, growing up,” she said—
350
“3 places, no more.

there was a straight line from my house

to school, a straight line from my house

to church, a straight line from my house

to the corner store.”
355
her parents thought something might happen to her.

but nothing  ever  did.

my lovers teeth are white geese flying above me

my lovers muscles are rope ladders under my hands

we are the river of life and the fat of the land
360
death, do you tell me I cannot touch this woman?

if we use each other up

on each other

that’s a little bit less for you

a little bit less for you, ho
365
death, ho ho death.

Bless this day oh cat our house

help me be not such a mouse

death tells the woman to stay home

and then breaks in the window.
370
I read this somewhere, I wasn’t there:

In feudal Europe, if a woman committed adultery

her husband would sometimes tie her

down, catch a mouse and trap it

under a cup on her bare belly, until
375
it gnawed itself out, now are you

afraid of mice?

Six

Dressed as I am, a young man once called

me names in Spanish
380
a woman who talks to death

is a dirty traitor

inside a hamburger joint and

dressed as I am, a young man once called me

names in Spanish
385
then he called me queer and slugged me.

first I thought the ceiling had fallen down

but there was the counterman making a ham

sandwich, and there was I spread out on his

counter.

390
For God’s sake I said when

I could talk, this guy is beating me up

can’t you call the police or something,

can’t you stop him? he looked up from

working on his sandwich, which was my
395
sandwich, I had ordered it. He liked

the way I looked. “There’s a pay phone

right across the street” he said.

I couldn’t listen to the Spanish language

for weeks afterward, without feeling the
400
most murderous of urges, the simple

association of one thing to another,

so damned simple.

The next day I went to the police station

to become an outraged citizen
405
Six big policemen stood in the hall,

all white and dressed as they do

they were well pleased with my story, pleased

at what had gotten beat out of me, so

I left them laughing, went home fast
410
and locked my door.

For several nights I fantasized the scene

again, this time grabbing a chair

and smashing it over the bastard’s head,

killing him. I called him a spic, and
415
killed him. My face healed, his didn’t

no child in me.

now when I remember I think:

maybe he was Josie’s baby.

all the chickens come home to roost,
420
all of them.

Seven

Death and disfiguration

One Christmas eve my lovers and I

we left the bar, driving home slow
425
there was a woman lying in the snow

by the side of the road. She was wearing

a bathrobe and no shoes, where were

her shoes? she had turned the snow

pink, under her feet. she was an Asian
430
woman, didn’t speak much English, but

she said a taxi driver beat her up

and raped her, throwing her out of his

car.

what on earth was she doing there
435
on a street she helped to pay for

but doesn’t own?

doesn’t she know to stay home?

I am a pervert, therefore I’ve learned

to keep my hands to myself in public
440
but I was so drunk that night,

I actually did something loving

I took her in my arms, this woman,

until she could breathe right, and

my friends who are perverts too
445
they touched her too

we all touched her.

“You’re going to be all right”

we lied. She started to cry

“I’m 55 years old” she said
450
and that said everything.

Six big policemen answered the call

no child in them.

they seemed afraid to touch her,

then grabbed her like a corpse and heaved her
455
on their metal stretcher into the van

crashing and clumsy.

She was more frightened than before.

they were cold and bored.

‘don’t leave me’ she said.
460
‘she’ll be all right’ they said.

we left, as we have left all of our lovers

as all lovers leave all lovers

much too soon to get the real loving done.

Eight

a mock interrogation
465
Why did you get into the cab with him, dressed as you are?

I wanted to go somewhere.

Did you know what the cab driver might do

if you got into the cab with him?
470
I just wanted to go somewhere.

How many times did you

get into the cab with him?

I dont remember.

If you dont remember, how do you know it happened to
475
you?


Nine

Hey you death

ho and ho poor death

our lovers teeth are white geese flying above us
480
our lovers muscles are rope ladders under our hands

even though no women yet go down to the sea in ships

except in their dreams.

only the arrogant invent a quick and meaningful end

for themselves, of their own choosing.
485
everyone else knows how very slow it happens

how the woman’s existence bleeds out her years,

how the child shoots up at ten and is arrested and old

how the man carries a murderous shell within him

and passes it on.
490
we are the fat of the land, and

we all have our list of casualties

to my loversI bequeath

the rest of my life

I want nothing left of me for you, ho death
495
except some fertilizer

for the next batch of us

who do not hold hands with you

who do not embrace you

who try not to work for you
500
or sacrifice themselves or trust

or believe you, ho ignorant

death, how do you know

we happened to you?

wherever our meat hangs on our own bones
505
for our own use

your pot is so empty

death, ho death

you shall be poor
PAT PARKER (1944–1989)
Where Will You Be?
(1978)
Boots are being polished

Trumpeters clean their horns

Chains and locks forged

The crusade has begun.

Once again flags of Christ
5
are unfurled in the dawn

and cries of soul saviors

sing apocalyptic on air waves.

Citizens, good citizens all

parade into voting booths
10
and in self-righteous sanctity

X away our right to life.

I do not believe as some

that the vote is an end,

I fear even more
15
It is just a beginning.

So I must make assessment

Look to you and ask:

Where will you be

when they come?
20
They will not come

a mob rolling

through the streets,

but quickly and quietly

move into our homes
25
and remove the evil,

the queerness,

the faggotry,

the perverseness

from their midst.
30
They will not come

clothed in brown,

and swastikas, or

bearing chest heavy with

gleaming crosses.
35
The time and need

for ruses are over.

They will come

in business suits

to buy your homes
40
and bring bodies to

fill your jobs.

They will come in robes

to rehabilitate

and white coats
45
to subjugate

and where will you be

when they come?

Where will we all be

when they come?
50
And they will come—

they will come

because we are

defined as opposite-

perverse
55
and we are perverse.

Every time we watched

a queer hassled in the

streets and said nothing—

It was an act of perversion.
60
Everytime we lied about

the boyfriend or girlfriend

at coffee break—

It was an act of perversion.

Everytime we heard,
65
“I don’t mind gays

but why must they

be blatant?” and said nothing—

It was an act of perversion.

Everytime we let a lesbian mother
70
lose her child and did not fill

the courtrooms—

It was an act of perversion.
Everytime we let straights

make out in our bars while
75
we couldn’t touch because

of laws—

It was an act of perversion.

Everytime we put on the proper

clothes to go to a family
80
wedding and left our lovers

at home—

It was an act of perversion.

Everytime we heard

“Who I go to bed with
85
is my personal choice-

It’s personal not political’’

and said nothing—

It was an act of perversion.

Everytime we let straight relatives
90
bury our dead and push our

lovers away—

It was an act of perversion.

And they will come.

They will come for
95
the perverts

& it won’t matter

if you’re

homosexual, not a faggot

lesbian, not a dyke
100
gay, not queer

It won’t matter

if you

own your business

have a good job
105
or are on S.S.I.1
It won’t matter

if you’re

Black

Chicano
110
Native American

Asian

or White

It won’t matter

if you’re from
115
New York

or Los Angeles

Galveston

or Sioux Falls

It won’t matter
120
if you’re

Butch, or Fem

Not into roles

Monogamous

Non Monogamous
125
It won’t matter

If you’re

Catholic

Baptist

Atheist
130
Jewish

or M.C.C.2
They will come

They will come

to the cities
135
and to the land

to your front rooms

and in your closets.

They will come for

the perverts
140
and where will

you be

When they come?
LINDA HOGAN (b. 1947)

Black Hills Survival Gathering, 19801
(1981)
Bodies on fire

the monks in orange cloth

sing morning into light.

Men wake on the hill.

Dry grass blows from their hair.
5
B52’s blow over their heads

leaving a cross on the ground.

Air returns to itself and silence.

Rainclouds are disappearing

with fractures of light in the distance.
10
Fierce gases forming,

the sky bending

where people arrive

on dusty roads that change

matter to energy.
15
My husband wakes.

My daughter wakes.

Quiet morning, she stands

in a pail of water

naked, reflecting light
20
and this man I love,

with kind hands

he washes her slim hips,

narrow shoulders, splashes

the skin containing
25
wind and fragile fire,

the pulse in her wrist.

My other daughter wakes

to comb warm sun across her hair.

While I make coffee I tell her
30
this is the land of her ancestors,

blood and heart.

Does her hair become a mane

blowing in the electric breeze,

her eyes dilate and darken?
35

The sun rises on all of them

in the center of light

hills that have no boundary,

the child named Thunder Horse,

the child named Dawn Protector
40
and the man

whose name would mean home in Navajo.

At ground zero

in the center of light we stand.

Bombs are buried beneath us,
45
destruction flies overhead.

We are waking

in the expanding light

the sulphur-colored grass.

A red horse standing on a distant ridge
50
looks like one burned

over Hiroshima,

silent, head hanging in sickness.

But look

she raises her head
55
and surges toward the bluing sky.

Radiant morning.

The dark tunnels inside us carry life.

Red.

Blue.

60
The children’s dark hair against my breast.

On the burning hills

in flaring orange cloth

men are singing and drumming

Heartbeat.
65
JOY HARJO (b. 1951)
The Woman Hanging from the 

Thirteenth Floor Window
(1983)

She is the woman hanging from the 13th floor

window. Her hands are pressed white against the

concrete moulding of the tenement building. She

hangs from the 13th floor window in east Chicago,

with a swirl of birds over her head. They could
5

be a halo, or a storm of glass waiting to crush her.

She thinks she will be set free.

The woman hanging from the 13th floor window

on the east side of Chicago is not alone.

She is a woman of children, of the baby, Carlos,
10
and of Margaret, and of Jimmy who is the oldest.

She is her mother’s daughter and her father’s son.

She is several pieces between the two husbands

she has had. She is all the women of the apartment

building who stand watching her, watching themselves.
15
When she was young she ate wild rice on scraped down

plates in warm wood rooms. It was in the farther

north and she was the baby then. They rocked her.

She sees Lake Michigan lapping at the shores of

herself. It is a dizzy hole of water and the rich
20
live in tall glass houses at the edge of it. In some

places Lake Michigan speaks softly, here, it just sputters

and butts itself against the asphalt. She sees

other buildings just like hers. She sees other

women hanging from many-floored windows
25
counting their lives in the palms of their hands

and in the palms of their children’s hands.

She is the woman hanging from the 13th floor window

on the Indian side of town. Her belly is soft from

her children’s births, her worn levis swing down below
30
her waist, and then her feet, and then her heart.

She is dangling.

The woman hanging from the 13th floor hears voices.

They come to her in the night when the lights have gone

dim. Sometimes they are little cats mewing and scratching
35
at the door, sometimes they are her grandmother’s voice,

and sometimes they are gigantic men of light whispering

to her to get up, to get up, to get up. That’s when she wants

to have another child to hold onto in the night, to be able

to fall back into dreams.
40
And the woman hanging from the 13th floor window

hears other voices. Some of them scream out from below

for her to jump, they would push her over. Others cry softly

from the sidewalks, pull their children up like flowers and gather

them into their arms. They would help her, like themselves.
45
But she is the woman hanging from the 13th floor window,

and she knows she is hanging by her own fingers, her

own skin, her own thread of indecision.

She thinks of Carlos, of Margaret, of Jimmy.

She thinks of her father, and of her mother.
50
She thinks of all the women she has been, of all

the men. She thinks of the color of her skin, and

of Chicago streets, and of waterfalls and pines.

She thinks of moonlight nights, and of cool spring storms.

Her mind chatters like neon and northside bars.
55
She thinks of the 4 a.m. lonelinesses that have folded

her up like death, discordant, without logical and

beautiful conclusion. Her teeth break off at the edges.

She would speak.

The woman hangs from the 13th floor window crying for
60
the lost beauty of her own life. She sees the

sun falling west over the grey plane of Chicago.

She thinks she remembers listening to her own life

break loose, as she falls from the 13th floor

window on the east side of Chicago, or as she
65
climbs back up to claim herself again.

MARTÍN ESPADA (b. 1957)
Sleeping on the Bus
(1995)
How we drift in the twilight of bus stations,

how we shrink in overcoats as we sit,

how we wait for the loudspeaker

to tell us when the bus is leaving,

how we bang on soda machines
5

for lost silver, how bewildered we are

at the vision of our own faces

in white-lit bathroom mirrors.

How we forget the bus stations of Alabama,

Birmingham to Montgomery,
10

how the Freedom Riders1 were abandoned

to the beckoning mob, how afterwards

their faces were tender and lopsided as spoiled fruit,

fingers searching the mouth for lost teeth,

and how the riders, descendants
15

of Africa and Europe both, kept riding

even as the mob with pleading hands wept fiercely

for the ancient laws of segregation.

How we forget Biloxi, Mississippi, a decade before,

where no witnesses spoke to cameras,
20

how a brown man in Army uniform

was pulled from the bus by police

when he sneered at the custom of the back seat,

how the magistrate proclaimed a week in jail

and went back to bed with a shot of whiskey,
25

how the brownskinned soldier could not sleep

as he listened for the prowling of his jailers,

the muttering and cardplaying of the hangmen

they might become.

His name is not in the index;
30

he did not tell his family for years.

How he told me, and still I forget.

How we doze upright on buses,

how the night overtakes us

in the babble of headphones,
35

how the singing and clapping

of another generation

fade like distant radio

as we ride, forehead

heavy on the window,
40

how we sleep, how we sleep.

Sherman Alexie (b. 1966)
The Powwow at the End of the World
(1996)
I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall

after an Indian woman puts her shoulder to the Grand Coulee Dam

and topples it. I am told by many of you that I must forgive

and so I shall after the floodwaters burst each successive dam

downriver from the Grand Coulee. I am told by many of you
5

that I must forgive and so I shall after the floodwaters find

their way to the mouth of the Columbia River as it enters the Pacific

and causes all of it to rise. I am told by many of you that I must forgive

and so I shall after the first drop of floodwater is swallowed by that


salmon
10

waiting in the Pacific. I am told by many of you that I must forgive

and so I shall

after that salmon swims upstream, through the mouth of the Columbia

and then past the flooded cities, broken dams and abandoned reactors

of Hanford.1 I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall
15

after that salmon swims through the mouth of the Spokane River

as it meets the Columbia, then upstream, until it arrives

in the shallows of a secret bay on the reservation where I wait alone.

I am told by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall after

that salmon leaps into the night air above the water, throws
20

a lightning bolt at the brush near my feet, and starts the fire

which will lead all of the lost Indians home. I am told

by many of you that I must forgive and so I shall

after we Indians have gathered around the fire with that salmon

who has three stories it must tell before sunrise:  one story will teach us
25

how to pray; another story will make us laugh for hours;

the third story will give us reason to dance. I am told by many

of you that I must forgive and so I shall when I am dancing

with my tribe during the powwow at the end of the world.

1(1820?–1913), an escaped slave and leader of the Underground Railroad, which helped others flee slavery.

1In Harlem, in New York City.

1William Burroughs (1914–1997), American novelist.

2American Wobbly, jailed on murder charges in 1916 and pardoned more than twenty years later.

3Nine black youths convicted on flimsy evidence, in 1931, of raping two white women.

4Nearing, Bloor, Amter were American leftists. Ewig-Weibliche means “the eternal feminine.”

1The Magna Carta (1215), charter of English liberties; Alfred the Great (849–899), King of Wessex, instituted many reforms.

1A small island on a lake near Yeats’s childhood home in Ireland.

1Spanish poet and playwright (1899–1936), executed by the Fascists during the Spanish Civil War.>

1Escaped slave, abolitionist, writer (1817?–1895).

1A beach on Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

2“I” in German. 

3Tarot cards.

4Mein Kampf (1925), by Adolf Hitler, articulated his Nazi philosophy.
1Supplemental Security Income, government support for the aged, blind, and disabled.

2Metropolitan Community Church, a gay and lesbian church.>

1A protest by a group of Native Americans and environmentalists against development in the Black Hills of South Dakota.

1Civil Rights activists who deliberately violated Jim Crow laws on buses and in bus stations in order to protest segregation.

1Hanford, Washington, site of major concentration of radioactive waste from nuclear weapons.

