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Carolyn Brown:  

Good evening.  I am Carolyn Brown, director of the Office of Scholarly Programs here at the Library of Congress, and it gives me great pleasure to welcome you here this evening to hear a most distinguished company of poets.  This evening, Donald Hall, the poet laureate of the United States, will be presenting two poets whom he has chosen as the winners of the 2007 Witter Bynner Award -- Laurie Lamon and David Tucker.  And we’re really pleased to have them and to have all of you.  

Before we proceed, let me ask you if you have a cell phone or other electronic gadget to please turn it off.  I have to remember to do the same when I get back to my seat because I think mine is on.  

Donald Hall is, I’m sure, well known to all of you.  The author of 15 books of poetry, written over nearly 50 years -- probably crept up on you [laughs]-- which is a very impressive record of sustained literary productivity.  But of course it’s not how much, but how good.  And of course that quality is well known to all of you and has been well acknowledged by numerous prizes and awards. I’ll mention just a few.  The Marshall National Award in 1987 for his “The Happy Man.”  Both the National Book Critics Circle Award and the “Los Angeles Times” Book Award in 1988 for “The One Day,” the Lily Prize for Poetry in 1998, and two Guggenheim Fellowships.  He is also a member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters.  

Last spring Donald was appointed to the position of poet laureate consultant in poetry, an appointment by the Librarian of Congress [James H. Billington].  In making these appointments, the librarian [of Congress] consults prior poet laureates, a wide range of critics, and then I don’t know if all librarians [of Congress] do this, but this Librarian of Congress [James H. Billington] then takes the most promising candidates and sits and reads the poetry, so that by the time someone is appointed poet laureate, they’ve been multiply blessed by multiple hands, and certainly all of you would agree to that selection.  In his first appearance as poet laureate, Donald read at the National Book Festival, and then a few days later opened the fall literary season here at the Library of Congress.  

I would like you to note on your calendars, or at least in your heads if you don’t have your calendar with you, that on May 10, he’ll be returning for a joint reading with the British poet laureate, Andrew Motion.  And for those of you who are used to coming to this building for poetry readings, it will be across the street in the Coolidge.  

Now let me say just a brief -- make a brief statement about the Witter Bynner Foundation and the Witter Bynner Award.  The foundation honors the memory of Witter Bynner, a poet and a very versatile man of letters who among other things was well known for his great generosity, both in terms of his time and his spirit to younger poets.  And so the foundation’s grant, which came to the Library of Congress, expresses that spirit and enables us to have the poet laureate select two younger poets whom he would like to encourage and support and also give a national audience to.  So it’s a very really generous spirited opportunity that’s offered to the poet laureate and we’re very pleased to have it.  So we’re sorry that the head of the foundation couldn’t join us tonight, but we very much appreciate that support and offer our sincere thanks and appreciation.  

I would note that tonight’s reading is being recorded.  We record it for our archives as well as for publication on the Web so that the value and extent goes way beyond this room, out into the Internet, and will be sustained for -- I started to say all time, we don’t know what’ll happen all time, but for quite a long time.  Let me now at this point introduce our poet laureate, Donald Hall, who’ll introduce the poets.  

[applause]

Donald Hall:  

Thank you very much.  It’s a great pleasure to be here tonight, to be able to introduce the two Witter Bynner fellows.  Actually I was just -- I haven’t told anyone this so far, but I was just thinking during Carolyn’s introduction that back when I was in my early 20s, which was a number of years ago, I actually corresponded a little with Witter Bynner, who was not in his early 20s at that time.  He was very kind.  It was a business matter.  I was reprinting something he had written when he was an undergraduate at college.  

I’m delighted to introduce the two winners of this year’s Witter Bynner Fellowship Awards.  As it happens, I chose two people who are decidedly in contrast, both with first books, both working hard on their second manuscripts.  To begin with, they live at opposite ends of the country.  

Laurie Lamon teaches literature and writing at Whitworth College in Spokane, Wash.  As a graduate student, she worked with Mark Strand.  Among other things, she co-teaches a seminar on Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson.  She’s an exquisite writer of lyrics, absolutely female, and her antecedents begin with Emily Dickinson, in my opinion.  She’s a great poet of inwardness.  From her perch far in the West, she’s published many poems in the “Atlantic Monthly,” the “New Republic,” “Ploughshares,” and a dozen other magazines.  Her work is delicate and pure, modern in manner, but written in her own voice.  Peter Davison, poetry editor of The “Atlantic Monthly,” said that, quote, “Laurie Lamon makes the music that persuades not only my mind, but my senses… accept this duality from both sides at once, but still to believe that, quote, ‘the world could end with light,’” quoting Laurie Lamon.  

David Tucker, on the other hand, is from New Jersey.  He’s deputy managing editor for Metro News at Newark’s “Star-Ledger.”  In the “American Journalist Review,” we can read that David Tucker in the newsroom has a reputation as a gruff, grunting, yelling, cursing, bulldog sort of editor.  

[laughter] 

According to the same source, his colleagues at the paper were astonished to discover that he was a poet. 

[laughter] 

And he’s a poet indeed.  His book “Late For Work” won the Bakeless Prize, judged by Philip Levine, who says in his introduction that the writing is so precise and economical, the language so familiar, so familiar and ordinary, that if you are not reading closely, you can miss how glorious the achievement is.  And in an introduction to an earlier chapbook of David Tucker’s, Robert Pinsky wrote that “His seismograph tracks the newsroom’s trembling for event, charting the peaks and valleys of our general human need for sensation or knowledge.  His writes about that need clearly, cleanly, with a reporter’s respect for information and a poet’s awareness of the undisclosed.”  Making that distinction, David Tucker has said, “Journalism is about what the facts tell us; poetry is about what the facts don’t tell us.”  

I’m not sure what they will be reading tonight, but I want to close with small examples of their distinct excellences.  Just a few lines by each.  From Laurie Lamon, “Pain thinks of zero without parallel.  Nothing can join, no offspring, no line, where line ends after nothing, pain thinks of the eye’s constellation.  The earth without emptiness.  Pain thinks of zero without emptiness, humming and void.”  And David Tucker, “And memories of the breezes that came from nowhere, arriving when least expected in the Indian summer that lasted five weeks in lower Nashville in 1948, are all gathered here, catalogued and exalted in that vast book called ‘days when nothing happens’.”  I’m delighted to introduce Laurie Lamon and David Tucker. 

[applause]

Laurie Lamon:  

Thank you very much.  Good evening.  It’s an honor to be here this evening with you at the Library of Congress.  My husband and I have had a wonderful couple of days here enjoying this extraordinary weather.  And everyone kept saying before I was leaving, “Maybe you’ll get there in time for the cherry blossoms.”  And I thought well we’re -- I think we’ve -- we’ve made it.  It’s a privilege to read with David and share this evening with him, most certainly.  I’d like to thank the Witter Bynner Foundation and especially Mr. Hall, our poet laureate.  The word “blessing” was spoken just a few minutes ago and I think that I certainly have been blessed by the mentorship, the friendship from Mr. Hall, and most importantly I think of the fierce eye and ear that he has that has guided me as a student of poetry and I am so grateful for that.  It is just extraordinary to be here with him tonight.  I’d also like to thank Dr. Carolyn Brown, head of the Office of Scholarly Programs, and the members of her staff, who have been just incredibly helpful and kind, getting all of these details put together for us.  And finally I’d like to say it’s a real pleasure to be here with you, those of you who have come out tonight to hear poems.  So I’m very pleased to read these poems for you this evening.  

I’m going to start with two of the early poems in my collection, “Pain Thinks” -- excuse me, “The Fork Without Hunger.”  I’m going to be reading from this collection and also from the second manuscript that I have.  So I’ll be going back and forth between those two collections, but I have included twelve of what I’m calling the “pain poems” in this first collection, “The Fork Without Hunger.”  And this is a cycle of poems that began over ten years ago, using pain as a kind of persona or doppelganger, as a kind of lens through which to look at the world and various parts of human experience --  history, religion, the sciences, et cetera. 

And this first poem, which is the first poem in the collection, is called, “Pain Tries to Think of Something.”  

Ties a string around one finger.

Places a stone in each shoe.  

Stuffs its clothes with paper.  

Watches sleeves catch and smoke.  

Rubs its knees together feeling nerves flare.  

Tries to think of literature, physics, shopping malls lighted all night.  

Cups of milk it exhorts its children to drink every morning,

Combing their hair and attaching each necklines bitten hook and eye.  

The children finish their juice and cereal and try to guess what animal, what shape, what color is next,

While pain weeps, imagining an elephant hiding its birdlike face in the trees.  

At night while the children sleep, pain thinks of the last thing,

Watching the moon monument rise, then thinks of something else.  

The body’s mud and straw crouched beneath stars.  

Pain thinks of addressing the body.  

As you tear down the frozen stalks, as you rake over the garden,

As you drain the fountain and at night listening for the small shapes of animals lunging through snow, you are not thinking of paradise.  

Like you, I endure, as the season you love endures, radiant and frozen.  

The next poem is called, “Separating the Flowers,” and the image -- sort of the impetus for this poem was just receiving a lovely vase of flowers from a friend.  And as you do, as certain of the blossoms start to die, you take them out, rinse the stems of those remaining, maybe clip them and put them in fresh water.  And there are two references in the poem.  The first is Demeter, the mother of Persephone, and the second is Mary, the mother of Christ.  Two mothers in the poem.  

“Separating the Flowers”

I rinsed the stems

and lifted the dead blossoms

from those still palpable

with color and scent,

then set the vase down again

like a scale whose one side,

unburdened, rises.

The tiger lily lasted another

week. Lifting it, I thought

of Demeter and Mary

outlasting what must have felt,

at first, like desertion.

This is a poem which I don’t think needs any introduction.  It has a most unambiguous title; it’s called, “Potato.”

There is one beauty

it knows. The rest is blindness,

earth closing around itself,

surrounded by hunger.

For a hundred days,

a thousand, it is the same

dark eye looking

inward. Thinking of light.

Remembering the pressure

of soil. The seam

of water finding its heart.

And afterward,

blossoms ringing through

stone.

These are newer poems; I’ll read a few.  The first is called, “Naming the Elephants.”  And the genesis for this poem was a wonderful conversation with a colleague of mine who loves Africa and has gone several times on the nonlethal kind of safari.  I guess you’d call it a photo safari. And she was telling me about the tour guide who took her on this tour, who knows this herd of elephants intimately because he follows them and takes many people to see them and has watched them over the years, and he knows all of their individual names.  So her stories about this gave me the first line of the poem.  

“Naming the Elephants”

Who decides the names?

Whose word for mother, aunt, father,

the cinnamon-shades

of mud and light—and the rain

which separates seasons? Who names

the offspring waiting eighteen

months to be born, knowing

weightlessness as the world they love,

and the mothers swaying, feeling

their bodies shimmer

like the bones of the dead, what we call

graveyard, where they pause for hours,

not Rachel, not Leah, to listen and hear

beyond the rustle of wings and air,

what we call grieving.

“Breath”

My husband was standing at the counter cutting bread and fruit.  

Easy for him to walk the few steps to where I was sitting tired at the end of the day.  

Easy to lean down and brush his mouth against my mouth so that we might forget for a moment the war news he had just turned on, bending the antenna above the counter where water had begun to pool beneath the tomato, the knife, the scent of tarragon our breath caught.

“The Beginning and the End.”  It’s kind of a pretentious title for a poem, but I kept it anyway.  

“The Beginning and the End”

What do we make of the god of vengeance, the bloodshed of kings, the women running from homes without preparation?  

What do we make at the end of astonishment’s glance without preparation for darkness, and afterward, darkness?  

What do we make of the landscape where stone begat stone, where soil was lifted and carried, and the cell’s transparency was lifted and carried?  

What do we make of the feathers, the imprint of glass, the black weather swept into floorboards?  

What do we make of the 27 bones of the hand, the clod of dirt, the ring?  

What do we make of the sun replacing his meals with morning, his evening run, and the hour of bedtime reading with morning?  

What do we make of a father’s wristwatch, a hospital window sun splintered?  

What do we make of the driver’s license and telephone number, the heart’s empty quarter, the history of voices, birthplace, geography, the blurred eye, the shoelace pulled from the shoe? 

“Look How Far You’ve Come”

I gave you a tree and you said, “Tree,” and then cut and cut until you were hoarse with calling back the rings, back the branches.  

I gave you wind and you thought it was a box, a sheet, something to cart away all you had burned.  

I gave you land and you dug a pit, a canal, you dug stone from a quarry.

And now look, look at the statues, one by one, how they resemble you.

This is a poem that I wrote in the sonnet form.  It’s called, “I’ve Stopped Staying Up Late to Write Poems”, which isn’t really true. 

[laughter] 

But it worked for the poem.  My husband wishes I would stop staying up late to write poems.  

I’m forcing myself to get up early to shake off these dreams,  

The syllables round mouthed as the veins of trees and the clamor of water traveling upward thousands of miles.  

I’m forgetting sex, the mother and father, mythology, the ancient ponds.  

I’m forgetting weaponry and gardens, continents of endangered beak and claw, the bedroom waterfalls and basement floors where children watch for signs of redemption.  

Earlier and earlier I’m refusing the psalms of the dark.  

I’m recanting my allegiances.  

As for memory, it died in a forest.  

I forget the ache of cold.  

I forget the snow where I buried its clothes.

This is another pain poem.  This is called, “Pain Thinks of the First Thing.”  I wrote a poem much earlier called “Pain Thinks of the Last Thing” so I thought I should try to write the first thing.  

Pain Thinks of the First Thing

without sleep without history the first thing 

without sound without memory of sound  

Pain thinks of origin’s trespass hoof and cochlea 

earth without blossom without axis  

or column the Yangtze without passage the sea 

without apparition and the animals let loose 

at Peloponnesus Pain thinks of the first thing

without temple water black as burial’s  

locust and palm without fruit without water

Pain thinks of the first thing and drinks it 
 

This is a poem for my father, John Lamon.  It’s called “Abeyance.”

You were wearing a new leather coat.  

Your new wife stayed to watch TV in a motel room twenty yards from the Clark Fork River.  

It was the end of the honeymoon, you said, the end of the money.  

You told me you’d loved my mother since she was 15, for her brown eyes and the black hair she finally cut when she turned 30, when already there was no place where you could speak to her.  

Then, driving overnight loads, every road meant the startled dawn of birds rising from wheat or ditch.  

In the same sudden light 20 years ago, you lay before me in a viewing room and I tried to see the certainty of your mouth and fist.  

I folded a note into your suit pocket, believing in the imperishable.  

That winter, driving past the house where your parents had lived for 40 years, I glimpsed the frozen lake through trees lining the shore road where 30 years ago my brother and I had walked for miles to call our mother.  

Returning, we found the house with flashlights and you waiting.  

All evening you had watched your father rock on his hands and knees as you told him to keep breathing, neither of you seeing the light at the lake’s edge or hearing the animals travel through the yard.  

When you saw that he’d had enough, you kicked the furniture out of the way and got down beside him and rocked and breathed and told him to stop fucking around.  

Afterwards you lay beside him on the floor, pressed against the one place you knew he could abide without anger or fear, the way a field laying beneath snow without memory of acquiescence holds the imprint of our animal -- of our angel shape, shallow and cold and without wings.

This is a little poem called “No” and it’s about an old life and a new life.  

“No”  

The dog lay on the wet porch and watched as I dragged the shovel and rake across the yard.  

As I began to dig up the sod of an old bed and the rocks and lost bones he would have carried into a corner and chewed quietly until I noticed, telling him, “No,” pulling the mass from his jaws.  

“Time to come in,” you called from the doorway, seeing the mound of vines and roots whose sterilized inches of soil I broke open 20 years ago without pause to read what water, temperature, and hemispheric zone would be required for maximum growth.

“Time to come in,” you called again.  

Darkness gathering in the gradual way we understand, need nothing at the beginning. 

This is the title poem for the collection, “The Fork Without Hunger.”  It’s called “Pain Thinks of the Beautiful Table.”  And you can think of the wonderful image of a table as a symbol of both presence and absence, the suggestion of both family and community, and estrangement.  

“Pain Thinks of the Beautiful Table”

the way water looks up Pain thinks of the beautiful table

surrounded by light Pain thinks of glass & cup iridescence

& afterwards paper & mouth the wall Pain is used to craving

the hand lifting the usual thing Pain thinks of the body’s

meekness the fork without hunger without interruption Pain

thinks of going for days without the beautiful table without

food or expression so that flowers & cold are drawn in

This is a poem about my beloved dogs.  I had to read a dog poem.  This is my second dog poem.  It’s a poem in some ways about youth; Maude in the poem is two, these are my Scottish Terriers.  Maude was two when I wrote this poem, and Li Po was seven.  It’s also a poem I think about solitude and solace, and it’s a poem about middle age.  It’s called “Praise.” 

I heard the dogs before

I opened the door late, after work—

first Maude who was dancing

in praise of my arrival for all she knew

it was: presence without end,

the end of waiting, the end

of boredom—

          and then Li Po,

who, in the middle of his life,

learning to make his feelings known

as one who has carried breath

and heart close to the earth seven

times seven years, in praise

of silence and loneliness, climbed

howling, howling from his bed. 

Two more poems and then I’ll close.  This is called, “Forgetting the Water Poem” and this is a poem about the one that got away.  While I was trying to get to sleep, I had this whole poem called “The Water Poem” and it was beautiful. 

[laughter] 

It was fabulous and I of course didn’t get up to write it down and the poem explains why.  It’s called, “Forgetting the Water Poem.”  

I didn’t want to wake you.  

I had already gotten up from bed once for something I wanted to remember.  

It’s true.  

I’d been holding your arm in the crook of my arm.  

Your sleep was shallow, you were not dreaming.  

Your face was like the face of a child who was reading or looking at a watch.  

And the dog was asleep beside us on the bed we had made, where you could reach down and touch him with your fingers when he yelped and ran in the dream of running.

There’s nothing I remember of the water poem I wanted to keep.  

Well, the nothing of forgetting widened and darkness was what it was.  

You were sleeping.  

I didn’t want to wake you.  

In the morning we saw that it had snowed.  

The view was a vast whiteness narrowed by trees and yards.  

The night glasses of water, when I poured them out, were full and cold.  

We had not touched them to our mouths. 

We had not left fingerprints.

And the last poem I’ll read this evening is called “Birdcall Wave.”  And I began this poem during a stay at one of our favorite places on the Oregon coast, which is beautiful if you’ve never been there.  

“Birdcall Wave”

“Wife,” my husband said.  

Husband, the ocean through the shades, motion and light.  

The near call of the bird we had begun to call the 4:00 bird.  

Then something else when I opened my hand and turned to the window side of the bed where he had moved, having drawn the sheet cold and welcome across my shoulders, better to hear the waves, better the birds cry.  

Released the way a spondee-struck sound is meant to be given and given.  

Not sweat and mouth, not the orchid farmed and cut, no sound but the bird and the sea and no bird alone, but eye to eye.  

And then the praise that was the sea and then the wings.  

Thank you. 

[applause]

David Tucker:  

It’s really great to be here with you this evening after such a beautiful afternoon.  I want to thank the Witter Bynner Foundation for this fellowship and for the support that goes along with it.  And I want to thank Dr. Brown, Pat Gray, Donna Ershel [spelled phonetically], and the poetry staff for all the details that they have handled and handled so well.  And I want to thank the poet laureate for the encouragement he’s given me and hundreds of other students, poets, wannabe’s, just other people over the years.  I’ve always been amazed at his generosity with his time, time that has always been precious, and I thank him for all the great poems he has written.  I also thank him for that tender loving portrait he painted earlier, courtesy of my colleagues. 

[laughter]

What can I say, loved wherever I go.  You know, I like being that person at work.  I write in the mornings, and hopefully that person is not on the scene, although that profane, belligerent spirit does sometimes creep in, and I’ll read some of those poems.

I want to start with some poems about my hometown, Linden, Tenn.  A very small place in southwestern Tennessee, population 1,000 with approximately 900 Baptist churches. 

[laughter] 

This is called “Nights of Childhood.”  

Night snuffs out the barns and houses, showing they belong to it, 

smoothes down all points and fringes, tree tips and barbed wire, 

picket gate and the plow riding high in the turnip garden, 

and sweeps into my room in silent dress, now stove go out, now window, now cat.  

And blankets the pastures for the moon its old friend

and lifts the whippoorwill slowly into its singing bush, safely never seen

and blows the dried leaves across the road in rowdy bans

and bends the cedars to its breast and into what dreams it had planned.  

The porch where the neighbor rocked away the afternoon, her blue bonnet the center of the day as she shelled corn into a bucket,

suddenly gone and her little work song gone too under the big cloth that tidied up the day.

Sage grass sinking low, almost inaudible corn stalks touching scratchy leaf to leaf,

while the rooster says goodbye for all.  

Full throated crier, 

“What a day it was,” he hollers, his comb on fire. 

This poem is called, “Columbus Discovers Linden, Tennessee.” 

[laughter]  

As I said, my hometown’s very small.  It was also, when I was growing up, it’s a -- it was very poor, and in many ways still is.  And also I always felt, particularly back then -- I don’t think it’s so much so anymore -- but when you’re a southern boy you think everything is happening somewhere else, particularly if you live in a little town.  So I guess this is -- harkens back to those days, wondering you know, where the hell is this place on the map, anyway?  

“Columbus Discovers Linden, Tennessee.”  I should also say that I’m -- surprising as poor as it was then, and in many ways still is.  

The Santa Maria is moored in the red dust.  

She looks like a huge wagon of flowers jostling the gray shacks out there at the end of a flat world.  

There are, as it turns out, no dragons here, only scrawny women who dump the heads of chickens into kettles, 

hungry children peaking from cardboard windows, 

rows of men out of work napping on fly blown porches.  

I claim this paradise for my king.  

And these gardens of dust, theses palaces of sage grass, orchards of junked cars, 

I claim for Queen Isabella.  

This scent of rubber tires burning, dazzle of shriveled sunflowers, stacks of oil drums, vistas of stunted turnip, 

all these treasures in the name of Ferdinand.  

And I claim these ragged bean farmers climbing out of scorched fields, 

their mules bellowing at the red sunset,

and this odor of soup made of grease and bone drifting from clapboard houses, 

all I take for Her Majesty.  

Mattresses and shopping carts piled up in the weeds, mangy dogs fighting in the street, derelicts wearing Bible verses on their chests, 

all for good Ferdinand.  

And meth-heads, oxycontin zombies, gun-toters gathering around the fire barrels, 

these too, these too.  

And all the silk and incense there is in Linden, Tennessee, 

and all the ivory and all the jade and cinnamon too.  

This poem is called, “The Brief Life of the Box.”  It’s a strange title and it’s a strange poem, I think.  It started -- I usually don’t experience what is classically referred to as writer’s block, but occasionally.  So when that happens, I, in desperation, sling anything that comes to me on the page.  And a lot of it seems like nonsense to start out with, but what else -- you know, nothing else is happening, so follow it.  But I’ve also found, you know, the poems that I write are often not the poem I ever intended or ever thought of writing, and sometimes they’re the poem you didn’t want to write.  So this poem has a bit of a surprise in the end as it unfolds.  And it is about a subject that I didn’t want to write about at the time.  

“The Brief Life of the Box”

A long time ago a box lay on a trash heap behind a blue jeans factory in Linden, Tennessee.  

It was nothing, just an ordinary useless occupant of the light.  

A bland statement, “union manufacturing” stenciled in bold black letters on its side like an urge to be important.  

Then one day a man in a green pickup noticed the box and stopped and threw it on the truck bed, took it away.  

That afternoon he filled it with leaves from the hill behind his house, hauling load after load until nightfall.  

The next week he burned the box in a garden where he had been burning leaves and junk for years.  

His son, always looking around for signs like this, saw the fire and thought of Abraham and sacrifices as the box obediently became smoke and ashes.  

The man sprinkled the ashes on a tomato bed and the tomatoes were eaten in August.

Eventually they fed, a few words and a prayer that sounded like, “Oh, help us Lord.”  

It was a summer for strange events like that.  

The boy’s mother was in the asylum hearing voices, boxes became heroes, tomatoes made you pray.  

It seemed she would never come back.

I’m going to read a few newsroom poems.  I guess you’d call these work poems, although my daughter observed the other day -- she said, “Daddy, you write all these poems ostensibly about work, set in the newsroom, but you’re never really doing anything.” 

[laughter] 

This is true.  I write about the setting, but I seem to be just kind of -- just hanging out. 

[laughter]

I tend to write about that place when it’s quiet, not when it’s busy.  

“Newsroom Still Life”

I love these Saturdays in late August when the city room is quiet like the warehouse it once was 

and haze pours down from the old warehouse windows and yawns roll from one end of the big room to the other.  
I could live in this slow time for the rest of my life, 

walking the long rows of empty desks with the news over and done, 

or just sit with my feet up, hands clasped behind my head, 

balanced on the back legs of my chair.  

A desk fan whirs in the face of the news clerk dozing on his arm, 

soothed by the clang of the janitor’s bucket and the mutter of the cop radio.  

I love the who cares, who gives a damn mood, 

and the phone ringing under a hill of newspapers on the desk of the investigative reporter gone for the weekend.  

Let it ring.  

Let silence take over for a while, the silence of Vermeer’s pitcher, 

the silence of atomic water heavily dripping.  

A reporter with her boots on her desk, pen in mouth, yammers softly on the telephone,

the conversation could last for days. [laughter] 

Now she leans forward and writes in her notebook with lazy bemusement.  

Whatever it is can wait, and it’s too late for the final addition anyway.  

The fat night editor looks out from his glass office, chin on hand, eyes closing, 

the news has stopped and we’re all stopping along with it.  

Nothing moves but a few pages of yesterday’s paper lifting in the breeze from the open window.  

A door squeaks open and someone scuffs down the long stairwell, shift over, his whistle fading towards the street.

“The Old Reporter.”  It’s sort of a composite of different reporters I’ve known who seemed near the end of their tenure to kind of be living the same life.  

The young reporters are taking bets on when she’ll croak and whether it’ll happen in the newsroom or in the bar next door. 

[laughter] 

Her cough has already wounded the roses the staff gave her for her birthday yesterday.  Her hands tremble at the keyboard and she forgets which war story she told you yesterday.  

Living on cigarettes and vodka and the fights she can pick over nothing.  

The publisher is offering her retirement, a buyout, a party, a plaque, 

it’s that or life on the obit desk.  

She can’t hold out much longer.  

Our good old girl who was quick and brassy and saw through shit in the wild early days of LBJ.

This is another sort of an office poem, I guess.  It’s -- you know, these kind of things go on at newspapers, not the newspaper I work at now, but I’m sure they go on at other places too.  This is called “Fighting For His Life.”  It’s a voice point, I suppose this is -- the narrator is someone who took notes on this meeting.  

I’ve been meaning to tell you about the quarterly meeting last week 

and how the vice presidents arrived all day from Tokyo, Singapore, and Boston.  

How the office rippled with handshakes and $500 ties.  

And the big news that was whispered everywhere, that Witherspoon, the head of our Northern Division, was getting the axe.  

That the boss was fed up with his excuses and the red ink, 

that this was probably the last meeting for Witherspoon.

His blood would be all over the floor and nobody wanted to miss it.

So we gathered in the conference room on the 14th floor, the evening lit up all around.  Blinking jets floated softly on the sky.  

Sirens wandered gently through the streets below.  

Caterers whizzed in and out and the long mahogany table glistened like a bronze lake.  The junior VPs were the first to speak.  

They read their reports dutifully and matter of fact, hurrying with the excitement of those who knows somebody else is in trouble.  

Then it was Witherspoon’s time and the room went quiet.  

Rumpled, vaguely unshaven, a hand quivering a little, he rose and began to fumble with the flip chart, clearing his voice.  

He told a joke that was not very funny.  

At the head of the table, the boss smiled and maybe that was a smirk. 

Whatever it was, it was gone in a second and his eyebrow started twitching, 

you know, the way it frequently does, as Witherspoon forged ahead, 

his eyes darting like minnows in a bowl.  

His voice breaking again and again, 

he needed three drinks of water to get through the first minute of spreadsheets and trends.  

As confusion slowly welled up inside him, 

sentences just got away, like addled sheep wandering to the hammer.  

Logic collapsed as he repeated himself, tried to start over, 

and then the boss peppered him with questions that fell upon Witherspoon like jabs.  

He just stopped talking finally, stood there, bleeding in long pauses.  

The VPs leaned back and loosened their ties, a whisper passed behind hands,

while Witherspoon looked down at the table and smiled.  

Was that relief?  

Everyone just stared.  

Here was the death they all came to see.

I first met Don many years ago, when I was a student at University of Michigan.  I took his introduction to poetry class and then the next year his poetry writing class, and in that class was also the poet Jane Kenyon.  I want to read a poem that is -- the dedicatory line is “After Jane Kenyon’s happiness.”  Jane’s poems have meant so much to me because they are -- her poems are -- they’re reliable.  They are -- they are utilitarian in the most noble sense, I think.  They’re poems that when you read them or recite them they make such a difference inside.  

“Detective Story”

Happiness is a stubborn old detective who won’t give up on us, 

though we have been missing a long, long time.  

Who stops in towns where we once lived and asks about us in a grocery 

where we shopped ten years ago.  

Who visits the drugstore in the city where it always rained,

and walks the hallways of that house by the river, leafing through the newspaper left on the table, noting the date.  

When the search party has called it off, 

when the dogs have been put up, 

and our names stuffed in cabinets at the back of the station house, 

happiness is still out there staring up at a road sign 100 miles away, 

studying a map by cigarette, weeks away then days.  

A breeze smelling of the river enters the room although no river is near.  

The house is quiet and calm for no reason.  

The search does end.  

The detective does finally sleep far away from anything he imagined, 

his dusty shoes still on.

And that poem with the next one I’m going to read are sort of twins in my mind, because this is a poem to a friend of mine from that same time who became my friend during that time.  He was a part of the poetry milieu that kind of orbited around Don in those days.  He died at the same age, same year as Jane.  And Joe Salerno, who published no books during his time -- since then there have been three books of his books published posthumously.  

“Indian Summer”

My friend Joe would have called in sick this morning, 

and he would have been happy 

just to take the day and enjoy being alone in it for awhile. 

He would have walked out to his rotting chair 

in the backyard weeds of his home in North Caldwell, 

New Jersey, wearing his beat-up leather jacket and baseball cap. 

When the sunlight straggled through the maples, 

he¹d close his eyes and let the heat press down on his face. 

He¹d be quiet while the wasp buzzed back to life 

on the window screen and he¹d keep still and watch the gnats¹ 

last dance in the haze above the shriveled tomato patch 

he called a garden.  He¹d go slow all morning 

reading Basho or Transtromer or something he¹d discovered 

in the bookstore over the weekend.  He¹d write in his notebook 

and not worry so much over the words any more, 

³just get it down and move on,² he¹d say and cuss a little 

and then laugh at himself and start another poem. 

He¹d be on his 15th weird diet by now, 

living on seeds and tea, he¹d be making notes 

about the woodlice under the compost heap, the possum waddling home 

in the morning fog.  He¹d meditate on the gentleness 

of the Neanderthals, listen to Mozart on his headphones 

and review the seventy-one ways to find paradise. 

He¹d move his chair a little to the left to get a better look 

at the begonias that are rushing into their last red blooms 

and he¹d start to think about his beautiful wife 

and his children coming home soon.  Forty-nine, 

he¹d lean back and close his eyes.  And all day 

he¹d practice to be an old man. 

A few poems about my true calling, I think, to do nothing.  I read in -- it’s a book, Walt Whitman’s -- in “America,” that talks about -- back in Whitman’s time there was something called loafing societies, and what a wonderful thing.  I’d like to be the president of a loafing society. 

[laughter] 

“Putting Everything Off”

The objectives for the day lean against sagging fences now, 

the shovels and hoes are covered in dew. 

Parking tickets from places barely remembered go unpaid another day.  

Tax forms from years I’m not sure I ever lived slip a day closer to being forgotten, 

along with letters stamped but never mailed, their thoughts obsolete, their news old.

Lone socks and quarters are hiding out in the dust under the bed, 

like the strays that won’t come in.   

Here are the windows I once thought of as dirty, 

but that was an old list of things not done.  

Their dirtiness is certainly relative now to the other urgent tasks left undone 

and therefore not very dirty anymore.  

May we always have mountains of things that have to be fixed, 

acres of the unfinished.  

Let us hear as long as we can the kitchen faucet that drips all day with one inscrutable syllable.  

Let us have joyous screen doors with a rip in the middle, like this one, 

an amusement ride for the flies to dive through 

while the moon glowers down, arms akimbo, 

and stacks of things not done grow beautifully deep. 

[laughter]

“Kingdoms of Laziness”

There is no charge for walking to the rail fence where the ants have quit their jobs 

and started a colony of good-for-nothings who idle on their backs all day, 

singing show tunes.  [laughter]

Out here yawns come loose from your intentions and go off on their own, 

and the next thought takes you like a dog in happy weather.  

Nights are cool with a little wind.  

Parked on either side of the street, dusty forgetful cars that haven’t moved in days.

I’m just going to read a couple more.  

“A Day in October”

That quick kiss when we passed on the stairs, too busy to speak.  

That movement at the window, something brushing the dogwood branch, 

gone when I turned to look.  

The car coasting past the house, someone at the wheel looking this way.  

The sudden rain at lunchtime, the scarecrow in the distant field, 

holding on to its flapping coat saying, “Don’t forget me.” 

The lovemaking in the late afternoon, the slow giving in to each other.  

That quiet at midnight reading in bed together, 

something moving at the window again, then gone. 

Poem for my daughter, Emily.  

“The Dancer”

Class is over.  

The teacher and the pianist gone, but one dancer in a pale blue leotard stays 

to practice alone without music, turning grand jete through the haze of late afternoon.  

Her eyes are focused on the balancing point no one else sees 

as she spins in this quiet made of mirrors and light.  

A blue rose on a nail.  

Then stops and lifts her arms in an oval pause and leans out, a little more, 

a little more, there in slow motion upon the air.  

Thank you. 


[applause]

[end of transcript]


