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To Nancy Ware,
whose generous weekend sessions
helped this book to come alive





Two decades of my youth, I lived on fire,
trapped in a deep delirium of desire.
I was the spirits wastrel and a fool,
and I have taken fifty years to cool.
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PART I

GENERATIONS




An Hour in Aldwinkle


Dryden, whose name and wit an age adorn,
beside a nameless and deserted lane,
we found your grandsire’s tiny church forlorn,
open to bird and beast, to wind and rain,
where farmers stored their tools and sacks of grain.

This place where centuries had heard the Mass
was now with birds’ graffiti stippled white,
but under broken bench and shards of glass
glimmered a fine medieval funeral brass.
We pushed the trash aside and brushed it bright.

Our search for Dryden landmarks, I confess,
stopped with this neighbor from an earlier age,
with tonsured head and simple knee-length dress.
William, of unknown deeds and lineage,
still looked heroic on his humble stage.

His eyes on some vast promise seemed to feed,
impervious to fate and times attacks.
In homage more than mere collector’s greed,
we knelt amid the bird and rodent tracks
to trace his effigy in cobbler’s wax.

A star or two began to blur and twinkle
through rifts in England’s overlay of cloud,
before we raised up William of Aldwinkle
and bore him with us in his paper shroud.
Brass rubbing at that time was still allowed.

But what a place to find a brass to rub!
Aldwinkle didn’t even have a pub.




The Names


Ten generations back, and the family legends fall
into oblivion. A company of names we still recall:
Keller, Armstrong, Taylor, Cook,
inscriptions in the Holy Book.
Lives of glory, and of shame,
giving the newborn slave his name.
Dr. Hopson’s bearded face
hanging by the mantlepiece,
Gwathmey, Hamilton, Lewis, Clark,
two who mapped the wilderness
of their country’s endless park.
Scouts, explorers, soldiers, friends,
Meriwether’s story ends
in mystery on the Natchez Trace.
Browning, Bullit, Berry, Bell,
a bit of yellowed wedding lace,
a flower from the Holy Land,
picked by a pilgrim’s long dead hand.
Of all, so little left to tell,
too little left to know them well,
hardly surviving, if at all,
a snuffbox or a pipe,
in portrait or daguerreotype.
And still their music boxes chime
the hit tunes of an older time;
and still a family presence hovers, though unseen,
over the silver ladle, tray, and soup tureen.




Hard to Die


Meriwether Lewis and his men tracked a wounded bear
to its deathbed gouged under a bush by its great claws,
and gave it a final bullet to the brain.

“Hard to die,” wrote Lewis,
of the grizzlies killed by his men on the way west.
And “hard to die,” he wrote of himself
a few years later before his death—
shot, we assume, by his own hand,
alone in some sad passion or despondency
on the Natchez Trace.






End of sample
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