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I’m going to tell a number of stories in this talk, not only because I lie in the backwoods where if you say “how are you” the person tells you in detail and at great length, and not only because that’s what old people do—tell stories in detail & at great length—but because I hold people’s stories every where and in ever age to be the most sacred repository we have of every thing we hold most dear. (You would do well to get yr parents’ family stories as early as they will permit because if you wait until the last they are too tired.)

Something else that I want to touch on is a world accessible to all of us as children and socialized out of us as we acquire—sometimes—only a few years. Maybe it’s until we get language when this occurs. At any rate, children very early are tapped in to a consciousness, a world, ordinarily invisible to those of us in this culture, but active nonetheless.  A Tribal Elder told me that certain children are children to whom you pay strict attention.


A few words about babies being born today—our students in a few years.




TELL SANTA CRUZ READING STORY

Of course, we name it imagination. We Anglos like to name everything because as G. Stein sys, it gives you power over something to name it. But we adults of this Anglo-dominate culture fail to give respect to the notion that what is non-human, what is spiritual, what is non-mobile, in other words ‘not like us’ is worth our attentive respect. What is imagined can be empirically real with its’ own life force (the force that through the green fuse). It’s called bio-centrism in some circles, but even that is limiting and does not give place to non-bio spirits we crunch under our feet every day.

I want to talk for a minute about how named should (what a dirty word!) sometime & in some cultures be kept close, that a lot more than what we name is ineffable as well as essential and holds power over our lives more than what the present culture easily shows. I believe naming too much leads to categorizing, leads to any number of vicious class structures: hierarchies, natural resource extraction, organized religion, mainstream media, books of etiquette, rules on how many words how fast-ly written, censorship, a PhD in Consumer Happiness, racial profiling—leads to one of the greatest of all sloppy stupidities a scholar can commit: theorizing ahead of yr data. 

I know a lot of this curmudgeonly talk doesn’t really see, and we really should acknowledge, just how marvelous and wonderful the young of all the diverse cultures we serve in the schools are: bursting with energy, talent, survivors of awesome daily barrages called choice; with a sophistication far beyond anyone like me brought up in that sheltered atmosphere enjoyed by privileged children of white daddies who listed to the right surely from politics if not from drink. Lew Welch wrote this: 

What strange pleasure do they get who’d

wipe whole worlds out

ANYTHING

to end our lives, our

wild idleness?

But we have charms against their rage—

must go on saying, “look,

if nobody tried to lie this way,

all the work of the world would be in vain.”

And now and then a son, a daughter, hears it.

Now and then a son, a daughter

gets away

It was a young neighbor 21 years old who told me, “If we all talked like poets, the world would be a better place.”

I want to go back way far to 525 (?) BCE to what many have called the incident that triggered the downfall of Western Civilization, namely, when Plato threw the poets out of the Republic. This is the first of the so-called utopian literature-cum-philosophy ranging (in this Western-Civ Canon) from Plato to Thomas More to Aldous Huxley whose conceptions of logic & reason were based on those same conclusions that caused Plato to brand poets as liars & a pernicious influence on the education system—a system theretofore based on the old stories, all of the stories, all of the old storyteller who were everybody—Ah! And that’s the problem. Story is accessible to everyone, not just The Philosophers, not just the Educators, not just the Teachers; but somehow in that moment—Plato’s moment—Poets—as indeed all artists—got saddled with the whole Box—a whole thankful of what scared the shit out of Plato: images, pictures, images & pictures woven into stories. Am I saying that Plato had no imagination? I GUESS SO. When I read The Republic as a graduate student, I felt cast out, as indeed I was; and I resented it. Up till Plato’s time, people thought in pictures, images, rather than “pure intellect” concepts which Plato insisted were “the truth.” More about that later.

None of us, here in this country—well, almost none—can escape this; I don’t know how Plato got away with it—well, I read Havelock’s Preface to Plato a long time ago and it goes into a long story about how, when all the conditions are right, when the person & the people are ready, however you want to explain it—I mean, how did Bill Gates manage to corner the market with Windows if we weren’t ready to let him? Pandora was not a naughty little girl, neither was Ever neither is Kali; they are the guardians of all our secrets that make up story around basic things like how we tell our kids not to get into the medicine cabinet and drink all the Fletcher’s Castoria, all the way to the theoretical physics which trots out string theory—one of the most beautiful, universal, exquisite stories to hit the latest State Religion, namely, science. And that’s where so-called truth comes in:

I found this in a novel by C.P. Snow:


“In order for science to work, the truth must be told at all times. If we allow for mistakes made in error, then we make way for mistakes made deliberately.”

Pontious Pilate was the only one with guts enough to question, “what is truth?” & he ran away from an answer.  And considering the present-day science around everything from cosmetics to eggs, we’ve been running away ever since.  Exactly how many times when you take inventory has science been corrupted by ignorance, arrogance a whole slew of—ances for a whole slew of reasons: of course, the great one is Galileo, but how about when science turns on its own as in the case of Semmelweiss? More recently, Hansen, discredited as a global scientists by prevailing politics; staff at EPA seeing their work subject to regulation you wouldn’t believe, watched over by a pinchpenny congress whose main concern is to fund war, seeing their work cut, sliced, diced, spindles, folded & mutilated—the regulation you wouldn’t believe, I encountered when I worked for an Indian Tribe under Grants from EPA and BIA; we were required to have a Quality Assurances Plan (QAPP) for EVERYTHNG. We were required to present a budget plotted out to the penny as if Tribes were on some welfare scheme, and not entitled to all the money we owe them & then some. 

YOU SEE SOME STRANGE THINGS

WHEN YOU WORK FOR A TRIBAL GOVERNMENT

WILDLIFE GURU POEM

Every one always waited

for the State Wildlife Guru to come

every one always announced

he’s coming  he’s coming

he’s coming  finally he came

at inspection time

down there on the riverbank

inspecting the work of the Tribe he

the Wildlife Guru was very good looking

was very clean pressed with very good boots

& he was very well versed in what were the rules

Greetings were exchanged greetings

being the list of college & major

GPA if it was impressive to yr parents

the woman was not given the chance although she

had more degrees & majors & a more impressive

GPA than any body else there

Every where he the Wildlife Guru moved every

time he faced the woman & the Tribal Elders

he kept on scraping & stepping & standing




          
up      up       up

on a scraped-together mound of river rock

up on a boulder  up on a monkey-flower

tussock  up there  scraping & scraping &

stepping up & scraping & stepping up
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What I want to convey us how the dominant culture—that Platonic ideal of logic &  reason is so bred into us as “the truth” that we are constantly struggling with/against it/ that it invades our moral code to the extent that we refuse to accept something without empirical evidence; & we really don’t understand the word ‘believe.’  There is some kind of skewed disconnect in this culture between knowing and believing where the true definition of believe is lost. Belief is a leap we make without empirical evidence. We mock the old stories by labeling them MYTH, LEGEND (y’know: legend used to mean just readable letters inscribed that told the story; but the legend was the inscription, not the story) something symbolic, not necessarily “true.” Did it really take until Picasso’s time to refute the old Western Civ guys? Picasso said, “art is the lie that tells the truth.”  Gertrude Stein said that when she went up in an airplane & looked down she finally understood what the cubists were all about. So there. And that’s another thing (as my mother was once to say): what is this penchant for labeling, boxing, categorizing things? Now I know it is a memory device—categorizing, labeling, etc, and how would I have finally understood the power Redwood trees have over me without finding out the scientific information that these trees pump 5 to 7 tons of water a day; and I have the hubris to live among them, under them! It’s like having Mother Superior stand over your shoulder observing the propriety of your every move.

Absolutely, Mother Earth is Mother Superior and nowhere does one learn that better—sometimes harder—than the woods. But I say one can learn that—and people are—no matter how much concrete buries us; we can still find that space within ourselves to pay due respect to what nurtures us and keeps us going. The preceding was not really a digression; really.

As poets (there I go categorizing again), I believe we have a special obligation—intensified by being “Poets In The Schools”—to preserve the old educational systems that only indigenous peoples seem to have managed to preserve intact, and by intact I mean not put in a drawer, a cabinet, a glass jar, I mean preserved in the next generation, from poet to poet, to musician, to bard to troubadour, to saddhu, all the holy people of a culture’s poetry, its stories that shape its moral purpose, its common purpose, its understanding of what a common purpose is.  A culture cannot survive without its poets; poets are the soul of any culture.



TELL STORY OF GEORGE AND POETS, THE SOUL….

If there are times we have to go underground we do, and if there are times we have to stand on street corners & declaim, stand on street corners & pass out antiwar poems, poems that tell the stories we need to hear, we do & we have to endure seeing someone who clearly does not understand about littering wad-up & throw our poems into the gutter—or maybe even worse, refuse to take them at all, but at least that’s up front, and so begins the whole thing where we are made, make ourselves to chug along trying to climb over the mountain of dirty laundry that the dominant culture often seems to be and into the sweet land of what?

Isn’t that what we’re trying to find out by what ever means? Isn’t that what we’re trying to find out with the people we teach?  Isn’t this the WAR AGAINST THE IMAGINATION that Diane DiPrima described—I suppose that’s a better image than mountain of dirty laundry. What I’m trying to say is that we are frontline soldiers in an ancient war, like it or not, it’s a battle against standardized tests, standard curricula, standard language, standard seating, standard everything except the few who are let in: the art teacher, the poet, the music teacher, and of those the poet in the schools, is the only one who is not saddled with a standard curriculum and maybe—God forbid—a standardized test at the end of all this (Well, the anthologies CPITS poets produce at the end of their sessions pass the test with flying colors). And then, of course, TV, the computer, the grid, phantom electricity, nuclear spoons. This is THE WAR AGAINST THE IMAGINATION  & what on earth do we do about it, I mean, as poets, as inheritors of a noble task, as speakers of awful truths, as bearers of the knowledge that every system holding a culture together must have those who value the invisible world that infuses truth into circumstance. Whether you want to call it spiritual, religious, philosophic, scientific—you have to adapt the name of your particular situation—it is a way of seeing that you want to let your students find within themselves, and guide them to find the word that access that way of seeing. I posit that in this world of hugely dominant technology young people have a difficult time finding any still center because EVERY THING IS BEING PUT INTO THEM FROM THE OUTSIDE, and yes, I know, that’s entirely appropriate to all of us in our youth, and even in the beginning of our adulthood, we’re jackdraws picking up all the shiny bits of our lives and putting them all together in a construct of delight. But what if the only shiny bits we have are someone else’s music piped into our ears only, thus shutting out the world; or someone else’s pictures beamed into our brains by a system of dots & flashes that trick our brain into thinking it’s watching a real picture, a real image; or the words only of those who want to sell us things, or tell us we’re bad for wanting some shiny bits by means that are not “socially approved”. Meaning “they” don’t approve; whoever “they” is…. I grew up in a culture that valued that arts & humanities greatly, but not the people who produced art. Maybe when they’re dead—somehow sterilized.

(As an aside here, I really disapprove of “good” and “bad” tacked on to someone’s writing, or art; good & bad are moral terms (in the English language) which have led to a huge misconception: that you have to be a “good” person to produce “good” art.

This leads to one’s parents saying “What! Do you want to be a poet knocking around with all those people who commit adultery and don’t eat right!)  It also leads to something more pernicious—the thesis that in order to produce “high art” you have to have been refined by suffering—Van Morrison’s line “O my high-in-the-art-of suffering One, my own One” I have borne out this thesis all through my life, deciding that when I was dumped, rejected, scolded, bereaved, etc. I wrote my best work; when I was happiest & in love, all I wrote were sappy love poems which should be published only on fake parchment with a red-velvet and gold-embossed hard cover and the title Sappy Love Poems.) That’s not very fair to our selves and leads to some images of poets as the Caboose on the end of a freight train—always bringing up the rear, always with a head full of fumes.  In a way, that’s not a bad place to be. But let’s be clear; it’s not the only place to be and in order to be a great poet, or maybe a working poet, you don’t have to be seduced by death—even through you love to write poems about it.

And of course, in thinking about death, I think about my teachers who are all dead: Robert Duncan, William Everson, Thomas Merton—and the one who is still alive and constantly present as a teacher in my life, Diane DiPrima. From this partial list you can tell that I’ve had some spectacular teachers, the most spectacular of them being THE WOODS.

TELL ROBERT DUNCAN STORY

Lew Welch has been most in my mind lately & I wrote about him the other day:

COME BACK LEW WELCH I’M SORRY YOU WENT AWAY

On a Sunday morning like this

full moon Void of Course  don’t

do any thing unusual like walk

out in to hillsides pocked with

remains of hydraulic mining

so deep you disappeared into

the forever of the page

MNK

25 July 2010

We will all disappear in to the forever of the page some day, but let’s not think we have to hasten things, hmmm?  We are a cultural resource, so treat our selves with the dignity & respect that not only is our due, but also our obligation.  And never forget that our own particular brand of dignity & respect is unique to each one of us in our own age in our own time linked to all ages and all times that ever were celebrated in song. 

Here are some lines I wrote many years ago when the CPITS Statewide Conference was held at the land I live on in the woods of Mendocino Country; it’s called Notes on the Statewide Conference:

THE talk never truly ceases; it is an orgy of verbal access. Poets have been known to walk into a river, chicken coop, road in their sleep talking all the while of extended metaphor, sensory perception and In-service poets have been known to be trapped in kitchens talking the story of how poets were trapped for three hours pouring coffee for 60 our of an 8-cup pot poets have been known to talk their way through mountains while the lilies and starseeds bow in awe and all the while the talk through grove and path and house and windows the talk swirls noisily up  up  up out the skylights up the roof swinging like Tarzan on the poison oak vines and other poets are beckoned from tent and truck by those sweet robin and salmon words  the trickle and chuckle thronging of the woods with poets, poets talking  talking it all our worrying talking about it  running talking from it, poets thronged by the most appalling herd of voices each saying what must be heard immediately, disgusted because not enough poets are listening, too many poets are talking never discouraged because poets are too busy talking and interrupting and digressing with poets who are way too busy enthralling in this electric bubble of universal poets talking.

And poets are listening and poets are talking and brilliantly listening & brilliantly talking at the same time like Napoleon (Napoleon was the only one who could do two things at once, Sister Placidus said in the sixth grade) brilliant the cacophony rings with the scent of pinesap and redwood and the genial poet shrieks wail talking.

It is enough to damage the spleen all these poets talking

It repairs the heart all these poets talking

As I talk, mosquitoes hum about my head like teenie-boppers who hang out at video games. Poets are not like that - the Poets’ Hum (my neighbor says) is an energy field, a freight train coming out of the mountain pow’rful train almost all engine.  But poets don’t sound like trains they sound like poets talking.  We sound like poets talking and drawing with the left hand. Poets saying I can’t and talking   doing it with a pain and grace.  O what lovely poets talking

Sometimes it is a long time between talkings, talks with poets talking, talking as if there were no end to the stuff like Jesus with the loaves and fishes.  Poets are like that with talking and with talking to each other and it is never hardly ever day old bread.

I interrupt to tell the dogs the cats how sorry I am I have not fed them they come to nudge my knees while I am talking, talking to them telling them how sorry I am that I have been writing about poets talking and I just couldn’t let it go.  I run into the kitchen talking, talking about the lines I will write down about how the dogs interrupted me while I was writing about talking talking aloud memorizing the lines I will write when I am through feeding feeding aloud on the memory of the last talking I have just had with a poet.

A poet talked to me about how she wrote her novel she said in the garden suddenly she would run from the rutabagas into the house pulling the typewriter through such talking as you never heard and she did  she talked every voice on the hill and some that are not of course and that are never  talked all out she was talked through like a mole talking her way through sunlight  saying and talking the moist music in the world  talked into patience with the words she said.

The radio on is tuned to a poet.  It is not tuned to a talk show poets do not need talk show poets’ voices are lambent crucifixions of talk show poets also have their own writers.

This is what happens as long as the poet talks as long as the poet talks and does not think of income tax or termites or groceries or feeding the dogs. Poetry takes the middle the hovering circling middle of those things away and always in talking and at least I say it so  poetry comes in talking and tapping poetry comes out of talking in the center of talking and on the out side without talking.

Poetry is talking now  the poets are talking now  pray silence for the poets

Classic talking in crowns O the pain talking about how it hurts in the most startled gestures dancing with the fire of talking of poets talking about.

So that poets’ voices,  O Gertrude Stein  make lace among the trees lace of the talking of all the poets who ever lived live separately together at once  talking all the other things we talked about and all the nearest ones garland with jewels with blood these poets’ voices shine with talking  these poets voices  talking  shine all aloud and at once breathe measure fires that fall into rain.

These poets talking

And talking

These poets talking have charmed the curse from the lost

And have talked away from the gods  the poem

Lastly, I’d like to read a recent 2 sections of a longer poem called TIRADE:

TIRADE II—CAFÉ WOMAN

TIRADE III—GERM THEORY

TIRADE II: CAFÉ WOMAN

Sometimes  for certain men

certain women walking down Main St

is like leafing thru Playboy

at least that’s the way they talk

riding ever where in her silver slug

                   headed for Headwaters

at 40 MPH  I can’t believe 
it’s you & all those longlegged men
getting out says the Café Woman

she is bemused 

at the Jeep Grand Something

disgorging all these men who will be 

questioned by the café woman

Where y’all goin?

by the old woman at the supermarket

You boys look like you’re ready for anything!
by the old end of the road man who says

he likes their style of caretaking

taking care they know he watches

all comings & going map reading watches

and women who make journeys upstream like

salmon who sometimes stay for ever

God bless the women forever who live along dirt

roads who get up at 2AM to go to hospital  Noyo

Headwaters actions on the road to recovery

recovering forest  recovering Judeo-Christians

recovering hippies who live in woods hanging

meadows box canyons of State Forest

Company Land paid-off plots paid

off with sweat that’s been talked about before

how did we all do it  she thinks  hell  how

do we do it now   worried all the time

somebody’s going to come & take it all away

because you don’t deserve it & taking in to 

account all the reasons you really don’t deserve it

you think about when you’re going to have

to let it go & yr grammar goes bad

pronouns run away with themselves

but think about women on dirt roads

but think about jury duty & language comes back

& you reel in duty as you do a fish

TIRADE III: GERM THEORY

where is the there  the learning

takes years looking

out the same kitchen window at the same

patch of river   sedgegrass in summer still

green yellows only in the rush of water

dark water pulling down mountainsides

                           to cast dirt into the sea

in the mountain woods  rain forest

no proper creature would walk

            without looking down

for food  for footing  for knowing

the horizon is at the feet to live

with the great trees is to live

with story looming over you

every where story upon store

of rapture in every sense of the word and still

they come back like the whales

to greet the spaceships of their world.

In the Church 

cleanliness was next to Godliness &

germ theory didn’t come into it

we washed our hands O

God how we washed our hands

we were born washing our hands

in the battle over holy places

the kill & be killed war

the cliché that kills the movie

with expendable extras every

Easter every Ramadan every year

even at Yom Kippur major madness

every year at the end of spotted owl

time before the war in trees 

begins war over holy places my

holy places your holy places

their holy places all the holy places

God in her goodness ever thought of

War on holy ground & the one holy place

we all have gets trashed

Our duty as white folks is to make sure

there is land left to take back
DANGEROUS LINES

The neighbor children believe her

house is made of gingerbread

she wonders about this when

the neighbor & the neighbor’s

children come to visit

she heats her house with the

wood cookstove oven all winter 

long intro freezing river falling 

trees broken with frozen snow

she has been asked interrogated

the Hounds of Heaven Truth

are you  (well) are you

this we have dreamed this we have

feared are you this we have known

But winter stars crowd in on her

like gawkers at an accident

they lead the neighbor children

to her house  made of

gingerbread  she has a ginger cat

there is a ghost in the trees

the neighbor children climb

over her like a plague of elves

they come holding on to adult men

who then stand in her front yard

telling her what’s wrong with the place

& drinking her coffee & drinking her

wine & drinking her dry of love

they never never never see that

her house is made of gingerbread

has been so for a thousand years
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