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David Lehman: 
My name is David Lehman, I'm editor of the “Best American Poetry” anthology series.  And welcome to the National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Pavilion.  The NEA is sponsoring this pavilion thanks to a generous grant from Rich and Nancy Kinder of the Kinder Foundation, whom we'd like to acknowledge.  

I'd like to ‑‑ I'd like to give this book, “Poets of World War II,” edited by Harvey Shapiro, to the audience member who asks the best question.  But since we don't have a question and answer period, we have to figure that out without actually having questions and answers.  So would someone raise her or his hand if they want to read a wonderful anthology of World War II poems that was published in the last year.  You, sir, were the first.  Please step forward and collect this book with our thanks.  

And now that I have everyone's attention, I wish I could say that I have books to give to everyone, but I don't.  But I do have the honor and pleasure of introducing our next reader, who is a very wonderful poet named Marilyn Nelson.  She's is author of “The Homeplace,” “Magnificat,” “The Fields of Praise,” which is her volume of new and selected poems that was published in 1997.  She's published several collections of verse for children and won many prizes, including a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts, and a second grant from the National Endowment for the Arts.  

She's the poet laureate of Connecticut and now lives in Delaware, where she teaches at the University of Delaware.  If she's here, I hope she'll come forward and read her poem, "Asparagus," which was chosen for “The Best American Poetry 2003” by Yusef Komunyakaa.  If she's not here, I will tell you much more about her because I love to sing her praises.  Oh, but she is here.  And so without further ado, may I present to you, Marilyn Nelson.  

[applause]


Marilyn Nelson: 
I don't have that poem, though.  I'm honored to be here today, and I thank all of you who are here to celebrate the word.  Since David began with this free book about World War II poems, I thought I would start with a couple of World War II poems.  My dad was one of the Tuskegee Airmen and I have written a few poems about the Tuskegee Airmen.  I'm going to read two of them, I think.  This is called "Tuskegee Airfield."  


These men, these proud black men, 


our first to touch their fingers to the sky.  

The Germans learned to call them 


the Schwartze Vogelmenschen.  


They call themselves the Spookwaffe  

Laughing.  And marching to class 

under officers who thin‑lipped ambition 

was to wash the Niggers out.  

Sitting at attention for lectures about ailerons, 

air speed, altimeters from boring lieutenants 

who believe you monkeys ain't meant to fly.  

Oh, there were parties, cadet dances,

guest appearances by the Count 

and the lovely Lena.  




There was the embarrassing 

adulation of Negro civilians.  

A woman approached my father in a bar 

where he was drinking with his buddies.  

"Hello, Airman," she held out her palm, 

"Will you tell me my future?"  

There was that, like a breath of pure oxygen. 

But first they had to earn wings.  

There was this one instructor 


who was pretty nice.  


I mean, we just sat around and talked 


when a flight had gone well, 

But he was from Minnesota, 


and he made us sing the Minnesota 

fight song before we took off.  

If you didn't sing it, your days were numbered.  


“Minnesota, hats off to Thee,” that bastard.  


One time I had a check flight 


With an instructor from Louisiana.  

As we were about to head for base, 

he chopped the power.  

"Forced landing, Nigger."  


There were trees everywhere I looked, 


except on that little island.  


I began my approach.  


The instructor said, "Pull up, 


that was an excellent approach," real surprised.  


"But where would you have taken off, wise guy?"  


I said, "Sir, I was ordered to land the plane, 


not take off."  


The instructor grinned, 


"Boy, if your ass is as hard as your head, 


You'll go far in this world."  

[applause]

Thank you.  This one is an anecdote that was told me by a friend, Bert Wilson, who was a member of the 332nd fighter group, the most famous group of Tuskegee Airmen.  They were fighter pilots.  They were called the Lonely Eagles, and that's the title of the poem.


Being black in America was the original catch, 


So no one was surprised by 22.  


The segregated air strips, separate camps.  


They did the jobs they had been trained to do.  


Black ground crews kept them in the air, 


black flight surgeons kept them alive.  


The whole group removed their head gear 


when another pilot died.  


They were known by their names, Ace and Lucky, 


Sky Hawk Johnny, Mr. Death, 


and by their positions and planes, 


"Red leader to yellow wing man, do you copy?"  


If you could find a fresh egg, 


you bought it and hid it in your dop kit 


or your boot until you could eat it alone.  


On the night before a mission, 


you gave a buddy your hiding places 


as solemnly as a man dictating his will.  


"There's a chocolate bar in my Bible, 


my whisky bottle is inside my bed roll."  


In beat up flying Tigers 


that had seen action in Burma, 


they shot down three German jets.  


They were the only outfit 


in the American Air Corps 


to sink a destroyer with fighter planes.  


Fighter planes with names like "By Request."  



Sometimes the radios didn't even work.  


They called themselves "hell from heaven," 


this Spookwaffe, my father's old friends.  


It was always maximum effort, 


a whole squadron of brother men 


raced across the tarmac and mounted their planes.  


My tent mate was a guy named Starks.  


The funny thing about me and Starks 


was that my air mattress leaked 


And Starks' didn't.  


Every time we went up, 


I gave my mattress to Starks 


and put his on my cot.  


One day we were strafing a train, 


strafing is bad news.  


You have to fly so low and slow 


you're a pretty clear target.  


My other wing man and I 


exhausted our ammunition and got out.  


I recognized Starks by his red tail 


and his rudders' trim tabs.  


He couldn't pull up his nose.  


He dived into the train and bought the farm.  


I found his chocolate, three eggs 


and a full fifth of his horded up whiskey.  


I used his mattress for the rest of my tour.  


It still bothers me sometimes, 


I was sleeping on his breath.  

[applause]

Thank you.  I have been running a little business on the side for several years as a poetry writing business.  I offer my poetry writing service to be auctioned off by nonprofit agencies, organizations, local nonprofits.  And people who buy the service pay their money to the nonprofit and then we have a meeting and they tell me what they want a poem for and what they would like to have in it.  

And one year I did it and the service was bought by a couple who wanted me to write a poem to be read in their wedding.  And I agreed to do it.  I knew, because I was an English major in college, that a poem written for a wedding is an epithalamium.  And I started off writing, this was to be a church wedding, so I started off writing an epithalamium with reference to the wedding at Cana, when Christ changes water into wine.  And I wrote this stanza about that and then I just couldn't think of anything else.  And the wedding date was coming closer and closer and I couldn't think of anything at all.  And one evening about two days before the wedding I was sitting at my desk paging through the dictionary, hoping for an idea, please, please, please, and I came across, at the top of the page, the word chivaree, which I thought didn't look like an English word.  I had never seen this word before and I read the definition et cetera.  Chivaree is a raucous body, song or ceremony performed for a bridal couple on the night of their wedding.  

So I changed directions in the poem.  It became "Epithalamium and Chivaree."  So it starts serious and it gets silly.  And the only other thing that needs to be said about it is that one of the members of this couple is our dogcatcher.  So there are a lot of animals in the poem.  Again, it's called "Epithalamium and Chivaree."


All Cana was a buzz next day with stories.  


Some said it had a sad aftertaste.  


Some said its sweetness 


made them ache with thirst.  


Years later those who had been there 


spoke of it with closed eyes 


and swayed like the last slow dance of the prom.  


The village children poked each other's ribs 


when they reeled past, still drunk at 80.  


Lovers know what that drunkenness is.  


It makes a festive sacrament of praise 


for the one who loans us each other 


in this too brief time.  

One sip of the wine of Cana 


and lovers become fools, and fools, lovers.  


The willows are drunk, tra, la, la, 


They, shimmy in the silly wind of spring, 


Lovers sing noisily.  


With a little pink parasol 


a lover peddles out to the halfway point 


on the wire.  Below, a silver thread of river.  


She waves, blows kisses, wavers, 


and oops, her unicycle disappears into mystery.  


Her face mimes our gasp.  


We hear an unseen slide whistle chorus.  

She sings tra, la, la, the willows are drunk, 


they shimmy in the silly April wind, 


and I'm just a kitten in catnip, 


a pup rolling in some ambrosia doggy cologne.  


Why settle for less than rapture, 


your pulse against my lips, 


your solitude snoring next to mine.  


The wine we drink from each other.  


She leaps, and now there are two of them 


out there, jitterbugging on shimmering air.  


[applause]

Thank you.  I'm looking for time ‑‑ do I have ‑‑ I have a ‑‑ I want to end with a longish poem.  Ten minutes, I don't have time for it.  Pardon?  Well, I'll read it quickly.  [laughs]

This is a crown of sonnets.  It's about the history of an AME church, African Methodist Episcopal church in Hickman, Kentucky, my grandmother's hometown.  It tells the story of the founding of the church.  It was founded by a former slave who, whose name was Uncle Warren, something or other, who was known as a slave to preach to mules.  So it just tells a story.  It's a, it's a sequence of seven sonnets.  I think it will take about 12 minutes to read.  It's called "Thus Far by Faith," which is the motto of the church.  



“Thus Far by Faith” 



Sermon in the cotton field.  



Its hearts upwelling of its own accord 



slackens the rains, 



stopping the plow mid row 



beside a sea of furrows 



as the word whirling within takes shape.  



"Whoa, brothers, whoa."  



One mule cranes questioningly, 



the other nips his neck, ears back.  



They bray against the hitch which matches them, 



and Uncle Warren wraps his arms 



around the sky and starts to preach.  



Beloved, stop your grumbling, 



be the stars what give 



a twisted generation light.  



That's what the book say.  



But old Satan roars louder sometimes than Master.  



He say, hate the whip hand and the yolk.  



Why be a fool.  



The Lord his self was tempted, Brother Mule.  

Sermon in the wood lot.  



The Lord himself was tested, Brother Mule, 



but y'all would try the patience of a saint.  



There's only a few more loads of lumber to haul.  



Get up there, 



You know Master don’t know, no can't.  



The book say run so as to win 



the crown imperishable.  



That mean man must grunt and sweat 



from first light till the sun sink down, 



same as a mule.  



We can run light foot with praise 



or totin' a croak sack of deadweight sins around.  



Come on now, get.  



The wagon creeps and sways, 



a mockingbird trills from a branch 



almost overhead.  



Uncle Warren nods to a quietly working slave 



whose bare brown back 



is crisscrossed with black and red.  



The mules meander into sunshine, 



leaving the wood.  

Sermon in the ruined garden.  



A mule meanders into sunshine 



from the wood near Sally's garden.  



Almost nothing left after the locust 



tides of the bereft swept north.  



Some die for truth, 



some died for food.  



Uncle Warren plucks a few choice stalks of grass, 



chirrups and holds it in an out‑stretched hand.  



The mule flinches just out of reach 



to stand flat eared, 



flickering, willful as an ass.  



Uncle Warren says, "Uh‑huh, you think you smart.  



Well, don't heehaw to me 



about how faith helped you survive the deluge."  



Save your breath, show me.  



Faith without works ain't worth a fart.  



People is hungry.  



I doubt your faith now might hitch 



your thanks for God's love to my plow.  

Meditation over the washtub.  



Oh, I'm hitching my love for Jesus to my plow, 



Aunt Sally hums thanksgiving to her Lord, 



pausing occasionally to wipe her brow, 



scrubbing wet, soapy dark on the washboard.  



The clean white undulates against a breeze 



scented with hyacinth and simmering greens.  



So this is freedom.  



The peace of hours like these 



and wages now for every house she cleans.  



Her singing starts as silence, 



then her throat fills with 



a bubble of expanding praise.  



A deeper silence underlies each note, 



a lifting mystery, the sky of grace.  



Aunt Sally sings, “Yes, Jesus is my friend.”  



Hosannas rise like incense on the wind.  

Palm Sunday, 1866.  



May God hosanna's incense on the wind, 



may we wave palms of welcome.  



Listening from the colored pew, 



Aunt Sally nods amen.  



From beside her T.T., bored and fidgeting 



chases his rubber ball into the aisle.  



The front pew kneels at the communion rail, 



heads bowed.  



Aunt Sally, reaching for the child, 



bumps into Captain Randall.  



He goes pale with cursing rage, 



jumps up and knocks her down.  



In the hush that follows, 



the minister proclaims, 



"Coloreds aren't welcome here from this day on."  



T.T.'s blue eyes meet hers, sharing her shame.  



The colored worshippers, silent and grim, 



file out as the organist strikes up a hymn.  

Good Friday prayer.  



Defy him, tear his organ off, 



strict him with righteous lightening, 



make the devil pay.  



Uncle Warren paces, has paced since Sunday, 



wrestling with demons and with cherubim, 



reaching for heaven, balancing on hell's rim.  



Life's promise seems to him a vast array 



of shit and more shit, followed by decay.  



Now, on Friday evening, he kneels to pray 



a psalm, remembering his unearned suffering 



and how he said, “Forgive them, poor, poor fools.”  



The spade of prayer cuts stone, 



untaps a spring of clear compassion, 



Uncle Warren feels God present again.  



Help me do no wrong.  



The others?  Well, it's like preaching to mules.  

Easter sermon, 1866.  



Others might think it's like preaching to mules 



to preach to dark‑faced people 



who sign X laboriously.  



They listen on cotton bales 



as Uncle Warren reads from the book of Acts.  



A rose gold dawn light streams in 



through the cheeks 



and roosters hallelu the sun's return 



in a makeshift church 



reeking with familiar stinks.  



Field hands, bricklayers and domestics 



yearn toward Jesus.  



“Well, sir, like the gospel say, 



only a handful saw the risen Lord.  



What was true in them days 



still holds true today.  Be a witness.  



Pull the plow and sow his word.  



Come harvest, you'll have love 



you can give away and a heart 



that wells up of its own accord.”  

Thank you.  

[applause]

[end of transcript]



