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Loc-miller

[music]

Grace Cavalieri: 
This is “The Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress. I’m Grace Cavalieri. Our guest today is E. Ethelbert Miller, and he is Washington’s poet. One of his latest works is editing a great anthology of male [and female] poets. It’s called “Beyond the Frontier.” He has several books out. We’re going to hear about his life, his work, but first, we’re going to hear his own voice from a new manuscript. This is Ethelbert:

E. Ethelbert Miller:
“Honey & Watermelons”
A man is making a bomb.

His slender fingers 
are like threads and wires

weaving into metal. 
The man is not thinking 
of destruction or how a 
child might lose a limb

or a mother a child.
He is thinking of honey

and watermelons and a 
countless number of virgins 

to hold his hands. 
The man is thinking of 
Paradise and how this life 
is an illusion and what 
he is making is not a bomb.
On the table, next to his 
Tools is a book filled 
with wonder and miracles

he cannot understand. 
The man is hungry for 
the next life so he 
completes his work

and cleans his table. 

A man is walking down
 the street with a bomb.

He stops next to a man 
who looks like me.

Grace Cavalieri:

That is E. Ethelbert Miller, and we’re at the Library of Congress. This is a brand new book he has brought to us, which will be published by Curbstone, and it is a premiere reading. It is entitled “How We Sleep on the Nights We Don’t Make Love.” What a perfect idea, because isn’t your poetry like making love itself? It sounds that way. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I hope that this is something that—actually, it’s an old poem, which I just lifted the title from. It was a poem which I wrote about my parents. You know, when you go home from college and you go back to your house that you grew up in and your parents are older. And, you know, the bedroom door is open, and you see them sleeping on the opposite ends of the bed. And I was always curious about that, and I was always wondering about how I was born, you know. So it’s like how we sleep on the nights we don’t make love.

Grace Cavalieri:

At the Library of Congress with Ethelbert. I don’t know where I’d rather be. I’m Grace Cavalieri. Now, he has -- I asked him to write down some things he’d done, because I’ve just moved—all my resume files are all over the house—and I tell you, it’s a handful. He has written, how many books?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

A number, a number of books.

Grace Cavalieri:

A number of books, and one—what gets me is they’re always coming out. We have a new one coming out, Red Dragon [sic, Dragonfly] Press, called “Buddha Weeping in Winter.” We have Black Classic Press, which has just produced this gigantic anthology. Is it just male writers? 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No, it’s male and female.

Grace Cavalieri:

I see, “Beyond the Frontier.” And then of your own work, I remember actually being involved in the migrant worker—I believe that was ’70?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

’78. ’77, ’78.

Grace Cavalieri:

’77. And since then, we have had “Andromeda,” “The Land of Smiles and the Land of No Smiles,” “Season of Hunger,” “Cry of Rain,” “Where are the Love Poems for Dictators?”, which by the way has just been reissued some ten years later. Is that a new edition, or a—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

That is a new edition with a new introduction. 

Grace Cavalieri:

I have that. “First Light,” and also he is editor of “Synergy,” an anthology of Washington D.C. black poetry. Another I remember early on is “Women Surviving Massacres and Men,” and more recently, “In Search of Color Everywhere,” which was awarded the 1994 PEN Oakland/Josephine Miles Award. And I will continue the others when I catch my breath, because you can take a woman’s a breath away, honey. The thing I like about your work, and I’ve always said it, is point of view, and I’m going to say it again today. What has made you renowned for your work, not only for your work in the world, is because you can occupy a perspective that no one else, a corner from which no one else writes, whether you get into a person’s skin and see out of their eyes or take a man making a bomb and create him in a whole different image from anything we could have thought of before, point of view is your signature for fame.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Thank you.

Grace Cavalieri:

And as a little boy, I can just imagine you sitting and peeking in your parents’ bedroom, because point of view is your nomenclature. So can we please have another poem.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

This is entitled “Nails.”

When my body divided itself into parts 
I didn't see my entire life flash before my eyes. 
I was distracted by nails biting my bones 
hammering my head into pavement. 

One hand was turned into a glove of blood 
the other was already missing. 

I saw myself as a small child in Brooklyn 
ashamed to tell my mother that the money 
stuffed inside my glove was gone. 

In the kitchen I stood by the hot stove 
crying and wishing there was somewhere to hide. 

A young man walks through the doorway 
of a cafe and proclaims himself a magician. 
he is a Palestinian whose land has disappeared 

Where is his mother? 

What will he see before he dies? 
How many other young men are busy 
counting the fingers on their hands, 

waiting to escape into paradise 
nails exploding in their hearts?
Grace Cavalieri:

We are at the Library of Congress with Ethelbert Miller. I am Grace Cavalieri. If I might point out, again, the things I see in that poem, it’s turning corners. How we turn the corner from your hands in the mittens, no money in your hands, not wanting to tell your mother, the hands of the Palestinian. All of a sudden, we shift view, and we’re in a cafeteria. Another culture is introduced. And it is the way you turn the corner in the poem that I find significant, and I will be looking at the other poems, because I want to keep reminding the audience to wake up to that. It’s not done by other people. I’m Grace Cavalieri, and we are listening to poetry, and it’s a new book, “How We Sleep on the Nights We Don’t Make Love.” And here’s another.     

E. Ethelbert Miller:
[“Rosa Parks dreams”]

Rosa Parks dreams about 
a bus in Jerusalem. A headless 
woman sits in her seat. There’s no 
driver today. The top of the bus
 is missing. On the road a line 
of bodies segregated from the living.

They sleep against a twisted metal 
frame. Wild flowers stare from 
a field. 

And, this is entitled “Throwing Stones at the Porno Star.” 

“Throwing Stones at the Porno Star”
It was I who threw the first stone 

at her head. I said a prayer to Allah 

asking for forgiveness. For a moment, 

I wanted to see her body. I wanted to 

see sin close-up. In the prison courtyard
she was buried with only her head exposed 

and naked like a beast. I threw a second 

and third stone. I turned to find a fourth. 

Even when her eyes closed and her blood

flowed like piss, I did not stop. How could

I? Is this not the blessing of believers?

And now, I’m going to change pace and read some poems in a voice of a little boy that I created. I created this character Omar a number of years ago, and Omar has taken on a very interesting personality, especially when tied to our country changing. So let me read a poem that introduces Omar, then if possible, I could read two others that follow. This is called “Freedom Candy.”

So what kind of name is Omar? 

I asked this new boy at school. 

You named after a candy bar what? 
You know you too light to be milk chocolate.
Omar looks at me and laughs. 
Since that first smile he’s my best friend, 
maybe my best friend ever. 
Folks call us the inseparables, 

like one of those old singing groups 

my daddy’s always talking about. 
Omar is a muslim name, Omar tells me.

I think it still sounds like a candy bar,

like O’Henry, Baby Ruth, Mars or Almond Joy.
Maybe his momma should’ve named him

Snickers because of the way he laughs.

Omar’s name sounds like candy

and the way he acts is sweet to me.

Every teacher except Mrs. Greenfield thinks so.

Mrs. Greenfield, she don’t like Muslims, 

and the rest of us she calls natural born sinners

because of the way we talk and behave.
Omar said we should tell Mrs. Greenfield 

about herself since it’s Black History Month. 

So Omar stands up and says to Mrs. Greenfield: 

How come you don’t lead us somewhere?

Why you not like Harriet Tubman? 

Why no field trips? 
Why no trips to the museum or zoo?

Why we never go nowhere, why?

Mrs. Greenfield, she don’t say nothing. 

She just looked at Omar as if he is the last Muslim 
on earth and is about to die. 
I think of how Omar says Muslims pray 

five times a day, how cats have nine lives and 
just maybe Omar might make it to 3 o’clock,

or maybe he won’t.

Suddenly, Mrs. Greenfield has one of those 

fainting spells like old Moses Tubman. 

She has to sit down behind her desk so

she tells me to go get some water. 
I feel free as I race down the hall, 

wondering how Omar can be sweet sometimes 
and get on everybody’s nerves the next.
My daddy once told me M&Ms

melt in your mouth and your hands,

especially if you’re colored.
Wait until I tell Omar.

And let me read a second. I have all of these Omar poems, so they’re sort of—this is called “The Equator.”

So what’s that line around your nose 

the equator or something?  I’m in the playground

sitting next to Omar and in between him and Natalie.
She’s a new girl 
with the old clothes who moved into 
the corner house one month ago.
What you talking about? she squeaks.

Her voice has that little girl sound like

she could hit high notes 
and maybe call herself Mariah, 

but she’s just Natalie 
from down the street.
Why you staring at my nose? You’re just

a silly looking boy with one of those

mooslem hats on your head. 
You shouldn’t even be looking at me.

Why should I let you look at me? 
Why? You tell me why?
I’m between Omar and Natalie and this 
is what my Momma means when she says 
If you make your bed you gotta lie in it. 
Or maybe this is just a hard place

and the rock is here too. 
I don’t know. 
It was me who decided not to do my homework,

so here I am listening to Omar trying to talk 
all smart and talk about geography

 like he knows where he is. 
Omar don’t know nothing about no equator.

You can’t see the equator fool! I tell him.
You just want to mess with Natalie’s nose.

In between my words, her tears gather like 
Clouds coming from behind the big buildings
and telling us it’s time to go. 
But it’s Natalie’s crying which makes me shiver. 
She stutters and tries to find her own rain of words. ‘
My daddy broke my nose when I was small

 because I didn’t stop crying.

He broke my nose, and it left a mark.

Natalie’s words catch Omar and me like we 
were running, and now we both out of breath. 
Omar pushes me out the way and puts his arm 
around Natalie’s shoulder like he’s the equator. 
I guess it was the right thing to do

if we added our ages together. 
Sometimes Omar does things as I wish I could do.

 Sometimes just sees things 
I’m too young to see.

And I’ll read this last Omar poem. And this is called “Looking for Omar.”
I’m in the school bathroom,

washing my hands without 
soap but I’m still washing my hands.
I turn the water off 
and look for a paper towel

but paper towels have been gone

since the first day of school

 and it’s June now.
 I start to leave the bathroom

with my wet hands but then 
the big boys come in talking 
loud and cussing like they

rap stars or have new sneakers.
I hear the one named Pinto 
talking about how someone 
should get Omar after school
since he’s the only Muslim they know. 
Pinto talks with an accent,

like he’s new in the neighborhood too.
I don’t have to ask him 
what he’s talking about
since everybody’s talking 
about the Towers and how they 
ain’t there no more. 
My momma said it’s like 
a woman losing both 
breasts to cancer and my daddy

was talking at the dinner table 
about how senseless violence is 

and Mrs. Gardener next door lost 
two tall boys to drive-bys

Bullets flying into 
both boys heads

 making them crumple too. 
Everybody around here is 
filled with fear and craziness
and now Pinto and the big boys 

 thinking about doing something bad. 
I stare at my wet hands 

dripping water on my shoes

 and wonder if I should run 
and tell Omar or just run.
I feel like I’m trapped 
in the middle of one of those 
Bible stories but it ain’t 
Sunday.
I hear my Momma’s voice 
saying, 
Boy, always remember to wash 
your hands but always remember 

you can’t wash your hands from 
everything.

Grace Cavalieri:

That’s Ethelbert Miller.

[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

I’m Grace Cavalieri. We’re at the Library of Congress, and this is “The Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress. See what I mean about point of view? See how he can occupy another’s reality? See how he can make it ours? See how he gets where it hurts? Ethelbert has been a primary force of nature in the Washington scene and now nationally. He is on core staff faculty at Bennington College. At the same time, with the other hand, he is the director of the African American Resource Center at Howard University. So that means that he’s in charge of overseeing the artifacts of the history of black literature in this century. So if you’ll just take a moment out and just let us pull that from you, because that’s a terribly important thing to oversee. And you have part of the library at Howard. What’s in your resource center?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I’m part of the African American Studies Department. You know, I’ve been director of the African American Resource Center since 1974. I think one of the key things that makes this center very valuable is that over the years I have moved my personal collection to this center. What used to happen quite a bit was people contacting me for information about writers: somebody would pass away or somebody was doing research on somebody. And I was always, you know, collecting material at home, and what happened, I said, “Well, you know, I’m always bringing stuff in for someone. Maybe it should just be there.” So what happened is that I’ve developed extensive files on writers. And I would say that’s probably the key thing that somebody would visit the center for. 

Grace Cavalieri:

And that you offer that no one else could. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Sure. You know, I mean, just to show you one of the things, a project that I’m working on now in terms of just documentation. The poet June Jordan recently passed away this summer, and what I have—

Grace Cavalieri:

She read at your wedding.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, and June and I were very close, very dear friends, and what I have is correspondence from 1974 to, you know, all the way up to the present, which hopefully now will perhaps be turned into a book. Because what happens is that when you read these letters, and as you know, Grace, when we begin to look at the last few years, a number of collections have come out, you know, of very important letters, you know, between writers. Well, there’s Langston Hughes and Carl Van Vechten. We have the Zora Neale Hurston letters coming out. We have the film “Possession.”
Letters reveal another aspect of the literary mind. So if you’re a literary scholar, you could read a person’s book, you could read interviews that the person had given, you could read the person’s diary, but when you add letters to the mix, it takes you into another level, especially, if for example, the correspondence is between two people where they’re talking about art or they’re going through key points in their life. You know, looking back at the letters that I have of June Jordan, you know, they document almost every key turning point in her career.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, I know you’re the executor of Chasen Gaver’s estate. Are you in tune with someone who can authorize that for June? 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, that’s the issue, you know, when you start dealing—

Grace Cavalieri:

It always is, isn’t it.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

You’re dealing with the estate, you know, and that’s going to be perhaps—

Grace Cavalieri:

Who is her executor?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Adrienne Torf, who performed together with June—

Grace Cavalieri:

—and is a friend.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

As a friend, right. And so she was a person that was, you know, given charge of the estate. I think what’s interesting is that when you look at the letters, between you and I—

Grace Cavalieri:

But they’re sent to you. They’re your property.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

It doesn’t matter, you know. The law, Grace, is that I own the letters, I could show you the letters, I could sell the letters—

Grace Cavalieri:

But publishing, not publishing. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

—I could destroy the letters, but I couldn’t reprint or publish the letters. Very important. So I always tell, you know, many people who are writers, it’s very important in terms of one, how you set up your literary estate. It’s very important issues of privacy what you want to reveal, what you don’t want to reveal. I feel that our lives have totally changed, so that the issue of privacy is one that has to be reexamined. You know, I operate on the fact that we don’t have any privacy. You know, if I want to access your e-mail addresses, e-mail account, things of that sort, I could do that. I mean, we live in those times. We live in a time in which, you know, the time of the celebrity. We live in the time of “People Magazine.” Oprah, everyone’s confessing on TV to something, or even as I’ve mentioned several years ago when Bill Clinton was having problems, you know, I quoted Bob Dylan with the line, “Even the president of the United States sometimes has to stand naked.” You know, I think that says something about all of us. And so when you get into estates and especially in terms of writers—I’ve released the public records. You know, I feel that writers are public individuals. You know, I look at someone like June Jordan who’s extremely political. You know, it’s very important to be able to look inside her head in terms of, okay, what price is she paying for the things that she believes in, you see. And June Jordan was a writer who was censored, you know, in terms of around the Palestinian issue. She was a person who came out in terms of dealing with bisexuality. You know, all these are very, very important issues that we know that she took. 

Grace Cavalieri:

That document our culture.

E. Ethelbert Miller: 

They document our culture.

Grace Cavalieri:

Early on as a young man, and I’m happy to say I knew you as a very young man, you had your eye on the future in a way that some of us did not. We would throw away letters. You always thought in terms of preservation, documentation, things, making them permanent, and—

E. Ethelbert Miller: 

You know where that’s documented, though?  And I just found it very interesting. 
Grace Cavalieri:

I hope not my letters.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No. I have your letters too, Grace. But what happens—and I just went back and looked at this—in the beginning of “Season of Hunger, Cry of Rain” June Jordan wrote the introduction.

Grace Cavalieri:

That was like ’77 or something.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And in the beginning of the introduction what she talks about is the importance of me documenting things, and, you know, how important that is for our culture.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, how prophetic. How things come around.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, so I thought that’s very, very interesting.

Grace Cavalieri:

And she did recently die, we should tell.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

After a long battle against breast cancer. 

Grace Cavalieri: 

And a young woman. I mean, I considered her young.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Sure.

Grace Cavalieri:

Great writer, and I believe you just spoke at her funeral this—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, we just had a tribute to June Jordan here in Washington. And two people who spoke I think were just phenomenal, one was Bernice Reagon, who I told her in an introduction that when I think of two people, artists and cultural workers that hold in just the highest regard is Bernice Reagon and Harry Belafonte. You know, those two people to me are just—

Grace Cavalieri:

Groundbreakers.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, you know.

Grace Cavalieri:

Yeah, we could tell people that Bernice Reagon is Sweet Honey in the Rock.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, and one of the original Freedom Singers.

Grace Cavalieri:

And Dr. Reagon is a pillar of the Smithsonian Institution. So is Ethelbert Miller. He is four pillars on which we stand, and it makes a very sturdy piece of furniture indeed for poetry. 
I’m looking at some of his other collections, and one, the anthology which was “In Search of Color Everywhere,” was a Book of the Month Club selection, which I always—when we were little, we always thought was like the apex of culture, and it still is. And then a memoir, which I think it scares you, because you think it’s prose, but it’s really more poetry than prose, and it’s called “Fathering Words,” a fitting title for the subtext, which is the making of an African American writer, and that was published in 2000, and since then, a paperback has come out.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And one thing I might mention which I’m very happy about, and people like Richard McCann here in the Washington area, a number of people are teaching that book, who use that book in the classroom, and that has placed me in touch with a number of young people who have read it. And it’s just I feel one of my major contributions.

Grace Cavalieri:

It is said to be, because it’s the process of how you became what you are. And while we’re on that, tell me about Ethelbert as a small boy. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I was the baby of the family, I mean, that’s the key thing. I’m happy I’m here. I feel very blessed in terms of how I was raised.

Grace Cavalieri:

Bookish? A bookish boy?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No, no, no.

Grace Cavalieri:

You played basketball, didn’t you?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, no. I was a baseball guy, you know. I was a baseball guy. In fact, I was just writing I think the “New York Times” about the strike that we avoided, because it was a nice piece in the “New York Times” by Jim Bouton, you know, who wrote “Ball Four.” And I remember when I was young kid, Jim Bouton was like one of my favorite players, because he would line us up, you know, outside Yankee Stadium and sign our autographs and stuff, and you know, was just a very, very beautiful person, as far as baseball players. 
But I grew up, you know. I think I had a very good childhood. I was fortunate to leave New York and come to Howard University. I think attending a historically black school really changed my life. An opportunity to have great teachers like Stephen Henderson, Sterling Brown, Jennifer Jordan, you know, that introduced me to African American literature. I was one of like many people growing up and not knowing—

Grace Cavalieri:

It wasn’t taught.

E. Ethelbert Miller: 

Right, it wasn’t taught. And not knowing about Countee Cullen, you know, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes. I mean, I just didn’t have that.

Grace Cavalieri:

And you were from that fabric and of them. From them, through them, and of them, and so they were presented at Howard, and you began your career.

E. Ethelbert Miller: 

Yeah, I began my career, and I was around what I consider, you know, another really key period in Howard’s history, you know, the early ‘70s where on one campus, you’re going to have John Killens, Haki Madhubuti, Clay Goss, Stephen Henderson. You know, at one time, C.L.R. James was teaching a course on pan-Africanism. You know, and then I’m just mentioning the writers. I’m not mentioning like the artists. You know, Jeff Donaldson, all the others. Donald Byrd, you know, was on the campus. And when you look at that, I mean, that’s just a body of black genius which is just as equivalent as the period that people, like the highlighted Howard when you had the Ralph Bunche and your E. Franklin Frazier and [Charles] Drew, you know, but I was just very blessed to be on that campus at that time.

Grace Cavalieri:

You had the added benefit of being there during the cultural revolution, and when people were throwing stones at Sterling Brown for thinking they were white and criticizing him for teaching jazz.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

But it still, one of the things that I would have to mention, also like in 1968, ’69, they wanted to name the university after him. 

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, that was typical of a cauldron of discontent. I mean, it was totally conflicted. I mean it was a time of every known conflict, and that was a very interesting time to be there. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

But it was a time that moved us all forward. 

Grace Cavalieri:

Absolutely.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

You know, and I remember some of the administrators at the university saying, you know, after it like was over, you know, well, too, this was really good, you know. You can really look around in terms of how the student movement really, you know, helped Howard University to be a much more progressive institution than all the other historically black schools. 

Grace Cavalieri:

But it is the pre-eminent. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

It is. You know, I mean, what happens today, I mean, you have Hampton, who’d give Howard a run for his money. I felt that Johnetta Cole when she was president of Spelman put Spelman back on the map. I give credit to people like Spike Lee and Bill Cosby to, you know, just wearing a shirt that says Morehouse on your show. Or like when Spike Lee did “School Daze,” you know, putting black schools in the forefront in terms of importance, and as a place where people, another generation can get their education.

Grace Cavalieri:

Ethelbert Miller. He is a presenter of poets, he is a founder of institutions, a poet of great renown, a teacher and also a man who chronicles other people’s works. He had a series called “Ascension” which had at least a hundred poets.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, more than that.

Grace Cavalieri:

Yeah, over 20 years, I would say.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I’d say we had well over 700 poets, because you know we had one program where we had 100 poets in one evening, so you get a sense, right? You get a sense.

Grace Cavalieri:

So was it like from one, from 1978, or—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

’74 to 2000. 1974 to 2000.

Grace Cavalieri:

And people came from all over the country, and they were given a platform. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Platform. I think if I look at just Washington, you know, people like Reuben Jackson and Michelle Parkerson, Essex Hemphill. I look at the number of Asian American writers, you know, Kimiko Hahn, Jessica Tarahata Hagedorn who came down. Puerto Rican writers, you know, like—

Grace Cavalieri:

Latins?  Miguel Algarín, I can remember him. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And also, Pedro Pietri, you know. And these were people, you know, some of them I’ve given  their first reading outside of New York City.

Grace Cavalieri:

Remember that there was a time when 10 percent of people owned 90 percent of the land, and there was not a dominant discourse in this world. And Ethelbert wanted to change that, so he did. He just said, “I’m going to change that, and I’m just going to make the dominant voices the voices that must be heard.”

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I had to use my own money, too [laughs].

Grace Cavalieri:

No kidding. Don’t we know it. I know, but somehow—I always tell my children, “You will be rewarded in heaven, Ethelbert, hang in there.” And now, we’ll be rewarded with your work. I’m Grace Cavalieri, and here is Ethelbert.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

This is a poem sort of influenced by David Lehman, who’s at Bennington. He has his, you know, poem for the day. And this is “May 26, 2002,” this is my poem for that day.

The Lakers won tonight because 

Robert Horry hit a three pointer


at the buzzer. I miss you.


I’m always touching your rim


and slipping out. Maybe it’s my


east coast style or John Coltrane


playing “Too Young to go Steady”


on his Ballads album. Sometimes

the music bounces like a ball and


love is something you can’t catch

so you keep shooting.

This is called “A Portrait of Yes in Fourteen Lines.”


“I want to hold your face in my hands


And share my laughter with your eyes.


I love your hat. I can see your hair

giving my heart directions again. I was 

standing in a bookstore across town

when I turned and found 

my way to the poetry section. I like 

how poem after poem reminds me of 

your arms. I once sat in the park


 reading about birds. I was hungry for 

love. I cried when the crumbs were 

gone. I thought today was your birthday.

I had a present for you. I know this poem 
will say ‘yes’ to everything you do.

You know I don’t drive, so this is called “Car Problems.”


I don’t know how to drive. 

All my problems begin with 

cars. I am being driven crazy.


Could you take the wheel? 

Is this a right turn or no parking 


zone? Buckle up. I like your 

headlights. Do you need a ride? 

My meter just expired. Do you 

have any change? What color 

is your car? Do you want to 

sit In the front or back? I always 

walk, always go, Never stop. 

This poem is turning green.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, you do never stop. I am here to attest to that you never, never, never stop-- having been up since three a.m. this morning, having been at three public performances in the past weekend, having one yet to go to tomorrow. And yet, holding down a job and putting out more work than ever before. When do you write?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I write, I think all the time now, you know. I write fast. I think what I have to do is pace myself. I got finished, in terms of the work on this manuscript, going back and rewriting a number of old poems that I had in a big box. So that was fun.

Grace Cavalieri:

You mean not published?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Not published, not published. So that was very good. And then I started even taking some poems that had been published, I guess using the Whitman approach, and just revising them again [laughs].
Grace Cavalieri:

Yes.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I guess even the title, as I said earlier, of this manuscript is taken from another poem that I had written some time ago.

Grace Cavalieri:

Perfectly respectable form of revision. I’ve plundered my old poetry for my memoirs, which I’m doing. Because after all, they’re going to be the same thing we write over and over, isn’t it true?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right. One long poem.

Grace Cavalieri:

Do, though, give us the benefit of your wisdom here. Because as you say, you’re pretty soon going to be an elder, and you have something you’re bringing with it. You have seen the last 50 years of American poetry. When I was teaching at Antioch in the ‘70s, I had a book of 400 pages, and there were three women in it.  Lucille Clifton was on page 15, and Diane Wakoski, you know, they’re just like three women in 400 pages. So I’ve seen quite a bit. In African American literature, what have you seen since the ‘50s, and where are we now?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, another interesting thing, you look at the ‘50s, you’re looking at Gwendolyn Brooks, you’re looking your Robert Haydens, you’re looking at your Gloria Odens, you know, your Dolores Kendrick, Lance Jeffers, a number of people who have com through --.I’m talking ‘50s into the early ‘60s.. Your Amiri Barakas, A.B. Spellman, Ted Jones, Bob Kaufman. All of those people.

Grace Cavalieri:

How do you characterize that narrative voice that you hear—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I think what happens there—you know, a lot of people, African American writers are influenced by a lot of different things. I mean, the black nationalist movement didn’t occur to sort of focus—force people to sort of narrow their outlook. I mean, if you were interested in Zen or whatever, you know, if you were LeRoi Jones, you were naming magazines after things that were Japanese. You had that very broad influence. You were hanging out with Frank O’Hara, you were listening to some jazz, and things of that sort. So, you know, when you go back and look at some of these people, what they were even studying, what they were reading—you know, they read everything, you know. And it wasn’t like you had to be black to read certain—

Grace Cavalieri:

Langston Hughes at Columbia.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right. So when you look at that, that’s a very broad—and those are some key people—

Grace Cavalieri:

That’s important. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, and it’s very important to go back and realize. I mean I just did an interview with AB Spellman, and I was just in awe.

Grace Cavalieri:

I’m blown away for him.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I mean, his first book, the introduction is written by Frank O’Hara [laughs]. 

Grace Cavalieri:

Now he authored the biography of Ornette Coleman. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

[Unintelligible] of bebop, yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

And he’s a great poet in his own right.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Exactly. In fact, he starts out as a poet. But when you bring it up from the ‘50s through the ‘60s, then you talk about now, I think one of the most fascinating things—and we have to give some credit to two individuals, Cornelius Eady and Toi Derricotte, because I think they’ve done a wonderful job with the “Cave Canem.” If you go out and you pick up a book of African American poetry, and you go to those bio notes, you’re going to see many people have attended the “Cave Canem” workshop.

Grace Cavalieri:

And that is not even ten years old.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No, but what it shows you is that there is a hunger in terms of people wanting to express themselves. The other thing to look at is when you compile a list of African American poets now, looking at those bio notes, you see many people have degrees perhaps in creative writing, advanced degrees, some are doctors. It’s very easy to pick out the writers who are going to change the landscape in the next five to six years. 

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh yes?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

It’s very easy. I mean, we’re talking about Yusef Komunyakaa, perhaps being like poet laureate of the United States. I can see that. I think of Afaa Michael Weaver, you know, winning a major award.

Grace Cavalieri:

I do. But I’m thinking—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

--Cornelius Eady—

Grace Cavalieri:

I also think of Claudia Rankin, who is a language poet.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, sure, sure.

Grace Cavalieri:

I mean, here she is like, she’s the consciousness of the consciousness, she’s the 22nd century.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

But no, but look at the other people -- Harryette Mullen, Giovanni Singleton -- I mean, all that does is show you—

Grace Cavalieri:

There’s no category.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well not only that, but the spectrum of African American literature was always very, very broad, you see? That’s always very, very broad because, you know, for every Harriet Mullin or Rankin, I could say, “Okay, there was Clarence Major.”

Grace Cavalieri:

That’s interesting.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

You see? So it’s just a question—

Grace Cavalieri:

Do you have one of each in your library at Howard?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

One of each of what?

Grace Cavalieri:

Do you think that they have a comprehensive collection?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh no, no.

Grace Cavalieri:

Even in the resource center?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No, because what’s happened over the last several years is the issue of funding [laughs].

Grace Cavalieri:

Let’s not talk about that. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, we have to talk about it.

Grace Cavalieri:

That’s a dirty word.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Let’s talk about funding. You know, when you talk about—in many instances across the country where library budgets are cut, that’s outrageous. We want to talk about education and things of that sort, but we’re cutting library budgets. This is why I’m a strong advocate for the American Library Association.

Grace Cavalieri:

Absolutely. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Because you want to make sure that writers are not only listened to, but are read. Okay, and what happens is that you -- the library is a place,  and when you talk to many writers, that’s what got them interested in writing, reading and writing.

Grace Cavalieri:

All of us. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, exactly.

Grace Cavalieri:

We were print people before we put Wite-Out on our computer screens.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, and libraries right now are reinventing themselves. They have to compete with the Starbucks and the Borders and the Barnes and Noble—

Grace Cavalieri:

And cyberspace. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, so the libraries now in some communities are completely made over.

Grace Cavalieri:

And did you know what is the predominant feature in libraries today because they cannot be translated into space?  Children’s literature because preschool picture books cannot be put on the Internet. And so this—when you go into a library, that is the biggest room now. It is very, very—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And it also—it should be, because it should be the room that’s fun. 

Grace Cavalieri:

And you have a book for children – “In Daddy’s Arms I Am Tall:
E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, that’s a Lee and Lowe book. That’s a beautiful book.

Grace Cavalieri:

African Americans Celebrate Fathers.”
E. Ethelbert Miller:

That’s a Lee and Lowe book. And they’ve done a number of wonderful multicultural books. It’s beautiful.

Grace Cavalieri:

Yes. 

[music playing]
We’re at the Library of Congress, and this is “The Poet and the Poem,” from the Library of Congress. I’m Grace Cavalieri. Our guest is Ethelbert Miller.  I want some poetry.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

“What Does the E Stand For?”
Everything
Each eye exists embracing exceptional emerald evenings
Evolution explains Eden's evil 
Earth's ecology equates exploitation evaporation 
Errors ending evergreen elms 
Escort elephants eagles elks eastward 
Enlightenment echoes Ezra Ezekiel 
Enlist Esther Eugene Ethan Edward Ellington 
Enough English explanations ecco 
Exit eternity 
Elucidate Ethelbert elucidate 
E evokes every ecstatic emotion 
Grace Cavalieri:

That’s “E” all right. I’d know it anywhere. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And this is called “Bridge.” Now, this is an old poem that I rewrote.


we breathe 

and walk and talk

and the bridge 

is between us

and beneath us

and we are the 

bridge and no 

one walks

below
Grace Cavalieri:

That’s lovely. I don’t know that poem, was it published?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

No, that’s just my box—my box of poems.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, that’s lovely.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

This is called “Kiss.”

three times I wanted 

to kiss you

place my hand 

on your breasts

the tip of your nipple 

finding my palm
 
and wearing it 

like a hat


what should my 

other hand wear?

my fingers so wet 

from your rain
And then, I’ll turn these pages quietly so I don’t sound like I’m Robert Frost at Kennedy’s inauguration. 

Grace Cavalieri:

[Laughs]

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Just joking. This is Washington so I can say that.

“It Must Be Lester Young”

Saturday in August. Marie is down from New York.


I take her to see Nagorka, a psychic on 16th street.


Afterwards, we go to the New Orleans Café. We order fried 

catfish and Hurricanes. If you sit at one of the two 

tables near the window people can see you from outside. 

Columbia Road is always busy. Maria talks about Nagorka. 


I spot a few friends. It takes longer to find an attractive 

girl. It’s late afternoon. Around the corner the Sun Gallery


is still open. I hardly go there, but since Maria’s visiting

I change my mind. She pays for the catfish and drinks. We 

leave a nice tip. four dollars. Our empty glasses stand 

side by side like lovers. Much of what I remember 

about my sister can be painted on a small canvas. Here we 

are at a house party. Marie is in junior high school. I am 

eight years old holding a potato chip and a cup of punch. It’s 

a big night for my sister. Many of her friends are here. This 

night is uneventful  but will change my life. I discover I 

can’t dance. The music jumps from the record player splashing 

my arms, face and legs. My sister’s friends laugh at my 

awkward attempts at moving. I try to dance. There is a small 

stain on Marie’s dress. I notice this as we walk down 18th Street. 

We pass three Ethiopian restaurants and someone who is majoring 

in business at Howard. Inside the Sun Gallery we look at prints 

made by Honeywood. I pick-up a postcard of a famous jazz 

musician. It must be Lester Young. 

And I wanted to read this one, this is a poem for my daughter. It’s called “Geography.” She’s 20 now -- this was when she was four years old.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, I cannot believe that she’s 20.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

1. She’s 20 and she’s a junior at Boston University. This is “Geography.”
Grace Cavalieri:

I remember when she was born, this is awful.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

[Laughs]


My four-year-old daughter comes home 

from school with a map of the world. This 

is Africa  she tells me. This is where we 

come from. Daddy watch me color the rest 


of the world. I watch her color Europe red 

and all the Atlantic. I try to encourage 

the use of blues and greens but she refuses. 

She sees the world with her own brown eyes. 

My daughter stops coloring and prints her 

name at the top of her map. Jasmine, she

 says like a young Columbus, her mouth 

round with wonder.

Grace Cavalieri:

Color the rest of the world, Jasmine. Do that for us. We’re waiting for you. Ethelbert Miller from his new manuscript.  Just looking at some of the other things here, and some of the important anthologies,” Unsettling America,” “Baseball”—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, I love baseball.

Grace Cavalieri:

Yes, you do. And your analogies—you’re always giving sports analogies to every cultural event. I was an A’s fan when I was a little girl. You don’t even know who they are.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, I know the A’s—

Grace Cavalieri:

The Philadelphia A’s?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh, no. I remember the Kansas City Athletics used to be the farm teams, but that’s Philadelphia—

Grace Cavalieri:

This is the Philly, because I was from Trenton, you know. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

And this was before you were born even. So you grew up and you played baseball, and you were pretty good.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I was very good. I was very good at playing baseball, and that’s why for me, I guess, one of the real joys I have now is seeing my son develop into like a really exceptional basketball player.

Grace Cavalieri:

Wow. Which college is he?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

He’s at Gonzaga [high school] right now, you know, he’s a sophomore. But just to see the young child that I had—

Grace Cavalieri:

Did you train him?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I did. In fact, we go back to Adams Morgan, people say, “Whoa.” They remember us out there in the snow when he was six and seven. And I remember, two young ladies, it must have been like six thirty in the morning. They were out—I don’t know what they were doing out, but we were going to the basketball court, and one girl said, “Look at them. They’re going to the basketball court. Who goes to basketball this early?” And one girl said, “If they want to be basketball stars, what the’ve got to do is go to the basketball court at like six in the morning.”

Grace Cavalieri:

Like Tiger Woods did.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, you have to do that. And I told my son, you know, there would be a day that he would, you know, walk out onto a court in the neighborhood, and he was going to look like a basketball player. And, when I go out now and see him making like 15, 16 shots in a row with no sweat—

Grace Cavalieri:

Is he tall?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

My son is about my height now. Sophomore, so I think he’s doing well. And the thing about it is that I just like his personality. And, you know, when you look at your blessings in your life, you know, that children are really key. And you really can shape them. I think for me, as a poet, the big challenge I had was what to name my kids. You know you can’t leave them untitled like poems.

Grace Cavalieri:

Especially for a poet. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Right, right. You’ve got to know what your children’s names are going to be, and that was a real challenge.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, as a poet you have recorded their life in your poems, and when I think of your son who may become a basketball celebrity, I do not think of him that way. I think of you changing his pajamas in the middle of the night when he wet his bed.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

[Laughs] That’s what I try to remind him.

Grace Cavalieri:

And his daddy changing his little pajamas, and then writing a poem about it, because we know that’s the most important thing in the world that there is.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

He tries to keep those memories alive, too.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, we keep the people alive that way. And your father is still alive in my mind, and your mother—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And my brother.

Grace Cavalieri:

And your brother, who died but is still alive through your poetry. So that’s a pretty divine collaboration with God, I think.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I think so, I try to—

Grace Cavalieri:

It’s a good way.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yes, and I talk to Him about that.

Grace Cavalieri:

It’s a good way to pass the day, along with hearing you. So please, do let us hear you.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

This is called “Fishing.” This is another poem that was in the box, and I rewrote this. 


She laid half on, half off the bed, crying and begging 

for her mom. Her hair spread like broken wings and fallen 

feathers, as if the night had lost its way. John searched 

for a light, so I took my cigarette and passed it to his 

mouth. My hand steady, because I have no man to fear. The girl 

moaning, sweating, panting; her face scarred, her legs 

branded by what we spilled. I could feel her watching the smoke 

curl in front of John’s eyes. I knew she wanted to cover her 

face and the many places from where she bled. John spoke 

first because I never have much to say. 

He talked with the cigarette hanging from his lips, 

and with a second breath he said, the best ever, the best 

I ever had. The best he swore. The best I nodded and agreed.

Unaware of what drove me here. What rage forced me to this 

room? What anger came from deep inside where folks blamed 

John and my daddy who disappeared? I confess, it was not 

pleasure that I felt or pleasure that I took and what I did

I’ve done before.                                                   Like fishing.

I guess I’ll go back to my—talking about children. And I am going to read that poem, Grace, because in the news we hear so much about children being abducted, the violence against people, which is an issue that has to be addressed the same way that domestic violence—

This is a poem about “My House.”

In my house my son slips 

his arms into my shirt and 

stretches to see if it fits. 

I can remember when I wore 

my father’s shoes around my 

house. My small feet swirling 

inside his black wingtips.


A tall silence now embraces me 

as my son walks out of my house. 

His pants need a belt and his 

Head a hat. The front door to 

my house closes with my echo.

And this is “Barnes and Noble,” that’s a—I was reading a poem of the day—


“Barnes and Noble” 

We pull a copy of 

The Best American 

Poetry from a bookshelf.


Like two college students 

on a first date we exchange 

the names of jazz musicians 

and abstract painters. Does 

David Lehman know about 

us?

Grace Cavalieri:

Is that before you knew David?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

[Laughs] No, I knew David. I just wrote that. I knew David for a number of years, I thought I’d put him in a poem.

This is a poem about my beginnings, the Bronx. My mother still remembers this incident where I broke my wrist playing baseball, and we went to Lincoln Hospital, and it was like early in the morning hours, and the guy couldn’t figure out if my hand was broken—wrist was broken or not. But he tells my mother to give him the scarf so he could make a sling. So he takes the scarf off my mother’s head to make a sling. My mother still remembers it to this day. She was just furious. I don’t think we ever went back to the hospital after that. 


“In a Silent Way”

When we were sick, 

we were very sick of Lincoln Hospital,


where one night, a doctor told my mother to take 

the scarf off her head so he could tie my broken 

wrist and I learned you couldn’t fool my 

mother  by acting a fool even if you were white and had 

one of those things around your neck and someone called 

you doctor instead of Auntie who was the person I 

remember had all the cures for every relative in Brooklyn.


We lived in the Bronx and the stores were 

Filled with boxes of epsom salt and where 

it came from no one knew and so 

we thought it came from the Nile or Mississippi


or from the place where they caught flying fish 

and accents were like bubbles in our ginger ale
One day my grandfather died and my 
Mother soaked her feet all day long and my father


Thought about taking her to the hospital but she 

was not sick just humming to herself in a silent way 

a sound I would recognize coming from the horn 

of Miles years later in an apartment, where my lady


scattered my clothes and books across the room


Like salt before she left
[music playing]

Grace Cavalieri:

Look at the territory you cover in that poem. Look at the places and rooms you go through in one poem. Three stanzas!

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, you’ve got to---

Grace Cavalieri:

You’ve got to travel.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

You’ve got to do it, you’ve got to take care—

Grace Cavalieri:

What was that line about a fool, your mother—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Oh,  you couldn’t be a fool, even if—having these credentials doesn’t mean that you’re intelligent. I remember Malcolm X talking about all of these doctors and no cures, you know doctor this, doctor that. And that’s a thing that I think is in the poem.

Grace Cavalieri:

Was your mother so wise? Or just colloquial, or just—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I think—I think my mother was—

Grace Cavalieri:

She was given to language?
E. Ethelbert Miller:

My mother’s a very wise woman, and I think what is interesting, now, my mother doesn’t talk to me as much because she says, “Hmm, it’s going to wind up in a book.” So, she sort of—

Grace Cavalieri:

[Laughs] Protect herself—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

So she’s sort of protective of that.

Grace Cavalieri:

You’re still with the “African American Review?”
E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, I’m with a number of magazines. I’m with the “African American Review,” I work with Martin Lammon with “Arts and Letters,” coming out at Georgia. I work with Charles Rowell for “Callaloo” magazine. I work with William Cox.

Grace Cavalieri:

Where’s “Callaloo” now?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

[Laughs] “Callaloo”-

Grace Cavalieri:

Where is he now?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

He went West — Callaloo is in Texas now.

Grace Cavalieri:

That’s what I thought. Is that right?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And I remember a reporter called me up, asking me in this interview about Charles, Charles moved to Texas. And I said, “He must have a ranch and cattle out there to get Charles Rowell to Texas.”

Grace Cavalieri:

I followed him all over, from Baltimore, and I didn’t know what happened. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, you know, Charles Rowell has really made a tremendous contribution in term of “Callaloo” magazine. 

Grace Cavalieri:

I do too. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

I mean anybody who wants to know the state of black literature, and I say that in terms of it being a global literature, you have to pick up those back issues of “Callaloo” magazine. So, I’m just very happy that he not only started a magazine but was able to sustain it. And I’ll just mention that two people that helped to create that magazine, one is deceased, that’s Tom Dant, but also the other person who’s now living in New Orleans right now is Jerry Ward.

Grace Cavalieri:

I know them. I thought he was from Tuscaloosa.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Tougaloo, yeah, Tougaloo, Mississippi. 

Grace Cavalieri:

But—and Tom Dant is from New Orleans. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Tom Dant was, you know, the Free Southern Theater, just a wonderful person.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well this is old home week for me, hearing names I haven’t heard for years, and it makes me feel more tethered to the earth than I did before, as if there is something that we call came from all together, a scraggly bunch of poets and they are, many of them, changing the world. So let’s hear another poem and see how the world has changed.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

This is called “Nothing But a Man.” It’s about Martin Luther King, who changed the world. And this is the other side of Martin Luther King, what I call the very human side.


“Nothing but a Man”

When he turns to sleep on his side


I stare at his back and place my hand 


Where segregation once was.


If my lover is the black Messiah, 


Then tonight I rest his crown on my head.

Martin--I whisper in the dark.


 Our presence in this hotel room 

is like a candle ready to be knocked over.


Fire spreading like love.


Rumors leaping to a tape recorder 

next door.

And yet it deals with—people talk about the various affairs King had, and how that was documented by J. Edgar Hoover. It still doesn’t take away from King’s greatness in terms of changing our country. 
This is “Anna Murray Douglass,” Frederick Douglass’ wife.


I cannot read the North Star

but it shines at night in my bedroom.


 I hold a free man in my arms.


Is it love that still keeps me a slave?


What speech could he whisper in my ears


That would make me listen to his heart?


In the dark does my dark skin remind him 

of the darkness?


I cannot spell the word abolitionist. 

I can only read the name Frederick Douglass. 

I know these two words well.


Many will remember the life he lived.


And me? Yes, they will say I was his wife 

before he married the white woman.”
Grace Cavalieri:

Point of view, point of view. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And this is “Liberia Fever, 1877.” And this is sort of—I was reading about this, it was like a fever, everyone wanted to go to Liberia in 1877 [laughs].


My youngest comes running 

out of a summer nightmare.


chased by white men who would 

prefer us dead instead of free


 When I sleep the same dream 

returns like a ship sailing across water


sweating I toss in my bed while my wife 

mumbles a prayer for protection

All our possessions 

in our hands


 we walk on the same land that planted 

scars on our backs and feet


 Many folks suffer a strange fever


 Something cured only by the touch of an African 

wind.

Grace Cavalieri:

Have you ever been unable to write?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I think for me—no. I know I have friends who have like the blocks and things of that sort, but I never really had that. I guess I’ve been fortunate. It guess it’s how I approach writing. If I’m not writing poems, I’m writing letters or something, but I’m always writing. And then, like many of my friends, I’m not a full time writer, I’m a literary activist. So, you know, there’s always things I’m doing that opens the door for ideas.

Grace Cavalieri:

It all is the same energy—

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yeah, hopefully.

Grace Cavalieri:

--Helping another person. But writing is ego-energy, and it has to do with keeping well, keeping your energy well in the center of you heart.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Well, I think, and this is what I try to write about in “Fathering Words,” I think that if a poet is on a particular path, and it’s one of discoveries, one of searching, and that you measure your growth as a writer spiritually, and you present it with certain things, it might be success, it might be your own ego and how you deal with that has a lot to do with the type of poet that you’ll become. 

Grace Cavalieri:

I would like very much to have a final poem.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

A final poem. This is a poem that came out of a reading. There was a wonderful biography that came out on Richard Wright, and I didn’t know that maybe a day or two before Richard Wright died, Langston Hughes visited him, and it’s fascinating—

Grace Cavalieri:

Think of that.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

That’s fascinating. So, you know, I was caught with that. And I was also struck by the fact that Richard Wright died when he was 52, when you read—

Grace Cavalieri:

Very close. 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And this is called “A Poem for Richard.”


At two and three in the morning, 


when sleep walks away like a lover

I think of Richard Wright. 
Dead at fifty-two

He lived in a small apartment in France

Alone without Ellen or the kids

A few days before Wright died 



Langston Hughes knocked on his door

Here was the poet of Harlem 

saying hello to the black boy and native son

I think about Langston looking 

into Richard’s eyes and d searching for a river


 Maybe the Mississippi, moving one more day


 down the delta with the blues.

Grace Cavalieri:

When might this book be out? 

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Maybe in another year, I guess. 

Grace Cavalieri:

It takes about a year.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

It takes a year, no need to rush it. I have the poems here. 

Grace Cavalieri:

They have the book?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

They have the manuscript—yeah, they have the manuscript. And Sandy was very nice, saying—

Grace Cavalieri:

He accepted it.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

He accepted it, and he took it in terms of they have to give me a schedule and stuff.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, they have a production schedule. Right, but it’s nice to know that it’s on its way.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

It’s good to know, right. And then you go on to something else. 

Grace Cavalieri:

And weeping Buddha?”
E. Ethelbert Miller:

“Weeping Buddha, that’s out. “Buddha Weeping in Winter” is a book that’s very special to me. It’s done with my friend [unintelligible], who’s in Seattle. And it’s a very spiritual book—it’s handmade. It fits into your hand. And it’s a book that when were selling it at Vertigo, the copies were just selling so quick.

Grace Cavalieri:

This is Red Dragon [sic, Dragonfly]?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

Yes—

Grace Cavalieri:

Red Dragon [sic, Dragonfly] Press.

E. Ethelbert Miller:

The guy who runs the press, he makes each book by hand. So you can’t have a run on them. So I remember Bridget was trying to get more copies of the book, but I said, “Well Bridget, he has to make each one.” And so they’re collectors’ items, but they’re very beautiful books. And one of the nicest books I think I’ve ever—

Grace Cavalieri:

And still in print?

E. Ethelbert Miller:

And still in—well, he can make them. You know, you want a book, he’ll make a book for you. But he went and got the paper from Japan, and everything. It’s just beautifully put together. 

[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

This is the “Poet and the Poem,” from the Library of Congress. Our guest has been E. Ethelbert Miller. The program is produced by Forest Woods Media Productions. Post Production is by MET Studios. Our associate producer is Mike Turpin. We wish to thank the Motion Picture Broadcasting and Sound Division of the Library of Congress.

The “Poet and the Poem” is made possible by the Witter Bynner Foundation for Poetry, with additional support from the Humanities Council of Washington, D.C.

Our engineer today was Bill Haley.

I’m Grace Cavalieri. 

