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CHAIRMAN'S MESSAGE

WRITER S record the triumphs and tragedies of the human spirit and so perform an important
role in our society. They allow us—in the words of the poet William Blake—*to see a
world in a grain of sand,” elevating the ordinary to the extraordinary and finding signifi-

cance in the seemingly insignificant.

Creative writers in our own country deserve our support and encouragement. After all,
America’s writers record America. They tell America’s story to its citizens and to the
world. The American people have made an important investment in our nation’s writers
through the National Endowment for the Arts’ Literature Fellowships. Since

the program was established 35 years ago, $35 million has enhanced the creative careers
of more than 2,200 writers. Since 1990, 34 of the 42 recipients of poetry and fiction
awards through the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, and the National Book
Critics Circle Award have been recipients of Arts Endowment fellowships early in their
careers. Beyond statistics, however, these writers have given a lasting legacy to American

literature by their work.

This revised edition of WRITINGAMERICA features the work of 50 Literature Fel-
lowship winners—one from each state—who paint a vivid portrait of the United States
in the last decades of the twentieth century. Collectively, they evoke the magnificent
spectrum of people, places, and experiences that define America. Their biographies, up-
dated for this edition, and personal narratives are stories in and of themselves, revealing

each writer’s own unique path to fulfill the call to write.

- Bill Ivey
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NEA Fellowship year(s) in parentheses

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
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Florida
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EDITOR'S NOTE

Some of the writers in this anthology are peripatetic souls, moving from place to

place in order to make a living or out of sheer wanderlust. Others have sprung up from
the soil and have been rooted all their lives in their own hometowns. All of

the writers, whether native sons or daughters or merely passing through, manage to
evoke a sense of place through their words. This anthology is designed to showcase
how their strong, clear voices describe American places. It is not a study in literary

regionalism, but a montage of vignettes from each of the 50 states.

In putting together this book, our task was fairly simple: find a writer and a work
or excerpt which manage to evoke each state. The difficulty arose from a surplus of
good writers, and many of the outstanding voices the Arts Endowment has assisted
over the course of a generation could not be included due to lack of space. From
the wealth of voices, we selected these 50, aiming in general for a mix of poetry and
prose, guided only by our gut feelings: does this say Pennsylvania? Does this evoke

a sense of Wyoming? We chose one voice for each state, one of many possibilities.

We thank all 50 writers who contributed to WRITINGAMERICA as well as

E.L. Doctorow who provided the Foreword. We are grateful to their publishers,

not only for granting us reprint permission, but more importantly, for their ongoing
support of serious literary work. NEA Literature staff members Gigi Bradford and CLiff

Becker were instrumental in all aspects of making this anthology.

WRITINGAMERICA also serves, we hope, as inspiration to emerging writers.
We hope this book provides a glimpse of the tremendous vitality, diversity, and energy
of contemporary American literature and that the works themselves will arrest your

attention and send you rushing off to the bookstore or library for more good words.

— Keith Donohue
Publications Director, 1997

(Reprinted from the original edition)



OUR WRITERS AND POETS FIND

THE MEANING, OR HIDDEN LIFE, IN
THE OBSERVABLE LIFE; THEY ELICIT
FROM THE VISIBLE WHAT IS INVISIBLE
- WHO WE ARE AND WHERE WE ARE
GOING AND TO WHAT MORAL CON-

SEQUENCE.



THE WRITER'S PLACE

poem, or a novel, is thought to be an expression of overriding individuality. In
fact there is a ground song from which every writer takes voice, and our recognition
of the genius of a writer - Mark Twain for instance - cannot exclude the people and

the territory he comes from.

It is the wise society that provides what discreet encouragement it can for these
singers who rise unbidden from the land. Inevitably, as Thoreau did with Walden,
writers and poets endow places with meaning, locate them in the moral universe,

give them a charged name.

This is essential business because uncharged with invisible meaning, the visible is

nothing, mere clay.

Our writers and poets find the meaning, or hidden life, in the observable life; they
elicit from the visible what is invisible - who we are and where we are going and to

what moral consequence.

Nobody else can do this for us, not our movie stars, not our workaday politicians,
nor our corporate CEOs nor media pundits. It is by nature a labor that must be
independent of our material interests. It yields the dimensional reality that can only
come of a multiplicity of witnesses. You will note that the TV commentator, with
his vast audience, will allow himself only the narrowest range of thought, the most
neutral diction. The writer with his small audience puts no limit on his thought and
glories in his diction. The dared truth inseparable from its own precise articulation
1s what the writer and the poet will give you. It is a natural resource no less than our

forests, rivers, farmlands, and fisheries.

- E.L. Doctorow



Dennis Covington

Dennis Covington is the author

of two novels, Lasso the Moon and
Lizard, which won the Delacorte
Press Prize for a First Young Adult
Novel. His play adaptation of

Lizard premiered at the Alabama
Shakespeare Festival Theatre and
was staged in Atlanta as part of the
1996 Olympic Arts Festival.

He was a finalist for the 1995
National Book Award for his
nonfiction work Salvation on Sand
Mountain. His next nonfiction work,
a joint project with his wife, novel-
ist Vicki Covington, is Cleaving:The
Story of a Marriage, due out in 1999.
Covington’s articles and short sto-
ries have appeared in The New York
Times, Los Angeles Times Magazine,
The Georgia Review, and other
periodicals. He has received

the Rea Non-Fiction Prize from the
Boston Book Review and the

Barrie Stavis Playwright Award from
the National Theatre Conference.
A native of Birmingham, Alabama,
Covington directs the creative
writing program at the University

of Alabama at Birmingham.

The NEA fellowship | received
in 1996 was clearly a blessing.
It allowed me six months of
concentrated writing time,

a paradise of work.The
circumstances, too, seemed
significant. The award came at
the very moment when | felt

I had tapped into the voice of
my people, the nearly forgot-
ten culture of poor Southern
whites. So | am grateful not
only as an individual writer, but
as a member of a generation

cut off from its roots.

The award came at the very moment when 1 felt
I had tapped into the voice of my people, the nearly

forgotten culture of poor Southern whites.



WANERENEERA LABAMA

from

Salvation on Sand Mountain

...Listen up. The peculiarity of Southern experience
didn’t end when the boll weevil ate up the cotton
crop. We didn’t cease to be a separate country when
Burger King came to Meridian. We're as peculiar
a people now as we ever were, and the fact that our
culture is under assault has forced us to become even
more peculiar than we were before. Snake handling,
for instance, didn’t originate back in the hills some-
where. It started when people came down from the
hills to discover they were surrounded by
a hostile and spiritually dead culture. All along
their border with the modern world - in places like
Newport, Tennessee, and Sand Mountain, Alabama
- they recoiled. They threw up defenses. When their
own resources failed, they called down the Holy
Ghost. They put their hands through fire. They
drank poison. They took up serpents.

They still do. The South hasn’t disappeared.
If anything, it’s become more Southern in a last-ditch
effort to save itself. And the South that survives will
last longer than the one that preceded it. It’ll be hard-
er and more durable than what came before. Why?
It’s been through the fire. And I’'m not just talking
about the civil rights movement, although certainly
that’s a place we could start. I'm talking about the
long, slow-burning fire, the original civil war and the
industrialization that it spawned. I'm talking about
the migration to the cities, the cholera epidemics, the
floods. I'm talking about the wars that Southerners
fought disproportionately in this century, the poverty
they endured. I’'m talking about our fall from Grace.
I'm talking about the scorn and ridicule the nation
has heaped on poor Southern whites, the only ethnic
group in America not permitted to have a history. 'm
talking about the City. I don’t mean Atlanta. I mean

Birmingham.

In the country, they put their evil spirits in
colored glass bottles hung on trees. But let me tell you
what we do with evil spirits in the City. We start with
coal that a bunch of our male ancestors died getting
out of the ground. We heat it in ovens till it gives
off poisonous gases and turns into coke, something
harder and blacker than it was to begin with. Then
we set that coke on fire. We use it to fuel our furnaces.
These furnaces are immense things, bulb shaped and
covered with rust. You wouldn’t want one in your
neighborhood. We fill the furnace with limestone and
iron ore and any evil spirits we find lying around. The
iron ore melts in the coke-driven fire. Impurities at-
tach to the limestone and float to the top. What settles
to the bottom is pure and incredibly hot. At a precise
moment, we open
a hole in the bottom of the furnace, and molten
iron cascades out, a ribbon of red so bright you can
hardly look at it. When I was a kid you could stand
on the viaduct above the Sloss furnaces in downtown
Birmingham and watch the river of molten iron racing
along the ground, incandescent, inexorable, and so
unpredictable that a spark from it flew up one night
while my father’s friend, Ross Keener, was leaning
over the rail of the viaduct, flew up and put out his
eye.

That’s the kind of South I'm talking about.

- Dennis Covington



John Haines

Poet and essayist John Haines

is the author of numerous collec-
tions, including Fables and Distances:
New and Selected Essays; A Guide to
the Four-Chambered Heart;The Owl

in the Mask of the Dreamer: Collected
Poems; and a memoir, The Stars, The
Snow, The Fire. A collection of early
poems, At the End of This Summer: Po-
ems [948-54, was published in 1997.
He received the Academy Award

in Literature from the American
Academy of Arts & Letters in 1995

and the Annual Fellowship of the

Academy of American Poets in 1997.

His other honors include an award
from the Governor of Alaska for
lifetime contribution to the arts,
aWestern States Arts Federation
Lifetime Achievement Award, and

a Lenore Marshall/The Nation
poetry prize.In 1996 he was a guest
lecturer at the Summer Word-
sworth Conference in Grasmere,
England. Haines has taught at Ohio
University, George Washington
University, and the University of
Cincinnati,and in 1993 occupied
the Chair in Creative Arts at Austin
Peay State University in Tennessee.
He has lived much of his life in the
Alaska wilderness and now lives in

Helena, Montana with his wife, Joy.
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It has been many years

since that fellowship. | was
then still far in the sticks of
Alaska, many miles from a city,
and with no phone of my own,
the nearest being some miles

away.

This grant came close on

the heels of a Guggenheim.
The two grants, following
closely on each other, gave

me the first real money | had
seen in many years, and made
life a good deal easier in the
circumstances | was then living
in. Certainly it can be said that
the funding from my fellowship
allowed me to buy new books,
and to have some needed
leisure in which to read those
books and work at whatever

I had on hand at the time. |
can say also that having been
given a fellowship at the time
generated a certain interest

elsewhere

the lower 48.

and eventually sent me out
on my first reading tour

through the lower 48.

In other words, the two fellow-
ships coming close together
as they did, changed my life.

I doubt that many people
have had their lives changed
as drastically as mine was at
the time, but | don’t doubt
that many others have had
some related experience and
a period free from immediate

money concerns.

[ The fellowship]... generated a certain interest elsewhere

and eventually sent me out on my first reading tour through



WANERRNEER A LASKA

from

The Stars, The Snow, The Fire

There are shadows over the land. They come out of the
ground, from the dust and the tumbled bones of the earth.
Tree shadows that haunt the woodlands of childhood, holding
fear in their branches. Stone shadows on the desert, cloud
shadows on the sea and over the summer hills, bringing water.
Shapes of shadows in pools and wells, vague forms in the
sandlight.

Out of the past come these wind-figures, the flapping sails
of primitive birds with terrible beaks and claws. Shadows of
things that walked once and went away. Lickers of blood that
fasten by night to the veins of standing cattle, to the foot
of a sleeping man. In the Far North, the heavy, stalled bodies
of mastodons chilled in a black ooze, and their fur-clad bones
still come out of the ground. Triceratops was feeding in the
marshlands by the verge of the coal-making forest.

Shadows in doorways, and under the eaves of ancient
buildings, where the fallen creatures of stone grimace in sleep.
Domestic, wind-tugged shadows cast by icy branches upon
a bedroom window: they tap on the glass and wake us. They
speak to the shadows within us, old ghosts that will not die.
Like trapped, primordial birds, they break from an ice pool
in the heart’s well and fly into walls built long ago.

Stand still where you are - at the end of pavement, in
a sunbreak of the forest, on the open, cloud-peopled terrace
of the plains. Look deeply into the wind-furrows of the grass,
into the leaf-stilled water of pools. Think back through the
silence, of the life that was and is not here now, of the strong
pastness of things — shadows of the end and the beginning.

It is autumn. Leaves are flying, a storm of them over the
land. They are brown and yellow, parched and pale - Shelly’s

“pestilence-stricken multitudes.” Out of an evening darkness

they fly in our faces and scare us; like resigned spirits they whirl

away and spill into hollows, to lie still, one on the other, waiting

for snow.

- John Haines
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Alberto Rios

Alberto Rios is the author of
seven books and chapbooks of
poetry, including Teodoro Luna’s
Two Kisses, and two collections of
short stories, including Pig Cookies.
He is the recipient of the Arizona
Governor’s Arts Award, the Walt
Whitman Award, the Western
States Book Award for Fiction, five
Pushcart Prizes in both poetry and
fiction, and a Guggenheim Fellow-
ship. His work is included in The
Norton Anthology of Modern Poetry,
as well as in over 100 national and
international literary anthologies.
His writing is regularly taught and
translated, and has been adapted to
both classical and modern music.
Rios is presently Regents Professor
of English at Arizona State Univer-
sity. His collection of short stories
The Curtain of Trees will be pub-
lished in 1999.
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The NEA helped make me,
to loosely quote Neruda,

a writer of public purpose.
When | received my fellow-
ship in 1979, 1 had just gradu-
ated from the University of
Arizona with an MFA, and had
no particular plan other than
to write. If jobs are scarce now,
they were even scarcer then.

I had just married and, true
to my childhood, moved from
Tucson back to rural Arizona,

seven miles south of Florence in

an area known as Cactus Forest.

There | was.

My NEA grant was for $10,000,
and | bought a car.The car
helped make me a writer and a
teacher; it let me make my job
be anywhere and everywhere.

| found the classroom to be
many places.The car was red, to
be wild - I think to show what

| felt in my heart about the
whole circumstance - but

it was a station wagon, too,
which spoke to the work | knew
it would mean. | was never

sorry.

This working everywhere, with
anyone: this has stayed with
me. If the teaching was

a scramble of a livelihood

in those days, Poets-in-the-
Schools, community forums,
library talks, | nevertheless
remember it only as a joy, and
the foundation of what would
soon become my university
teaching.Writing mattered,
and was a passion, even if in
the fields of Eloy, or in the
shadows of the Superstitions
in Apache Junction, they had
never spoken this secret aloud.
The NEA helped me

to find this out — about them

and about myself.

The NEA helped make me, to loosely

quote Neruda, a writer of public purpose.



WAREERNEES A RIZONA

True Story of the Pins

Pins are always plentiful

but one day they were not

and your Uncle Humberto
who collected all the butterflies
you see here on the walls,

was crazy looking for some
and he went to your cousin
Graciela the hard seamstress
who has pins it is rumored
even in hard times

but when she found out

why he wanted them

because the wind from the south
who was her friend

since the earliest days of her
childhood on the sea

told her, she firmly refused
your poor Uncle Humberto
whose picture is here

on the wall behind you,

did you feel his eyes,

and he went into the most terrible
of rages, too terrible

for a butterfly collector

we all said afterward

and he burst a vein

that grew like a great snake

on his small forehead

and he died on the dirt

floor of Graciela’s house

who of course felt sick

and immediately went

and put pins, this is what has
made her hard, through

the bright wings of the butterflies
Humberto had prepared

since he was after all

her father and she

could afford no better

light of perpetuity.

— Alberto Rios
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C.D.Wright

C.D.Wright was born and

raised in the Ozark Mountains

of Arkansas. She has published

nine collections of poetry, most
recently Deep Step Come Rising,

a booklength poem. String Light
won the 1992 Poetry Center Book
Award given by San Francisco State
University.Wright was awarded the
Witter Bynner Prize in Poetry from
the American Academy of Arts

& Letters in 1986,and received
fellowships from the Guggenheim
Foundation and the Bunting Insti-
tute in 1987. She was a 1989 recipi-
ent of the Whiting Writers’ Award
and a 1990 recipient of the

Rhode Island Governor’s Award
for the Arts. In 1994 she was
named State Poet of Rhode Island,
a five-year post.With poet Forrest
Gander, she edits Lost Roads Pub-
lishers.Wright teaches at Brown
University in Providence, Rhode

Island.

14

Along with hundreds of other
writers, and artists in all me-
dia, a fellowship from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts
was the single most important
award of my creative life.
While | have been the fortu-
nate recipient of other awards,
some with substantially larger
monetary attachments, none
other were as critical to me

as the NEA’s in securing an
opportunity to establish myself
as an American artist. It spe-
cifically granted me time to
finish my first booklength col-
lection of poems, Translations
of the Gospel Back Into Tongues,
a book which has been re-
printed many times in the 15
years since its first release, and

time and encouragement to

write the next book. Some of
the presses with which

I have been affiliated would
not have been able to publish
my books or anyone else’s
without assistance from the
NEA. In fact the life of my
genre is constantly threatened
in a time and a place in which
there is such a proliferation

of competing claims on one’s
attention. | am not even sure
there would be a recognizable
American poetry if the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts
had not asserted the value of

having a vital culture.

I am not even sure there would be a recognizable Amer-
ican poetry if the National Endowment for the Arts had

not asserted the value of having a vital culture.



ARKANSAS

Kings” Daughters,
Home for Unwed Mothers, 1948

Somewhere there figures a man. In uniform. He’s not white. He
could be AWOL. Sitting on a mattress riddled with cigarette burns.
Night of a big game in the capitol. Big snow.

Beyond Pearl river past Petal and Leaf River and Macedonia;

it is a three-storied house. The only hill around. White.

The house and hill are white. Lighted upstairs, down.

She is up on her elbows, bangs wet and in her eyes. The head

of the unborn is visible at the opening. The head

crowns. Many helping hands are on her. She is told not to push.
But breathe. A firm voice.

With helping hands. They open the howl of her love. Out of her issues:

volumes of letters, morning glories on a string trellis, the job

at the Maybelline Factory, the job at the weapons plant, the hummingbird
hive, her hollyhocks, her grandmother’s rigid back next to her
grandfather’s bow, the briefest reflection of her mother’s braid

falling below her wing blades, her atomizers and silverbacked

brush and comb, the steel balls under her father’s knuckles, the
moon’s punched-out face, his two-dollar neckties, the peacock
coming down the drive; there was the boy shuffling her way with

the melon on his shoulder, car dust all over his light clothes, the

Black Cat fireworks sign on the barn, her father’s death from

moving the barn by himself, the family sitting in the darkened

room drinking ice tea after the funeral, tires blown out on the
macadam, the women beaten like eggs, the store with foundation
garments, and boys pelting the girls with peony buds, the meatgrinder
cringing in the corner of the store, the old icebox she couldn’t

fix and couldn’t sell so buried to keep out the kids, her grandmother’s
pride, the prettiest lavalier, the pole houses; there was the boy

with the melon shifted to the other shoulder, coming her way,

grown taller and darker, wiping his sweat with his hand, his beautiful
Nubian head, older and set upon by the longingly necked girls

from the bottoms, his fishing hole, learning the questions of equality:
six for the white man and none for the rest; the sloping shadows

and blue hollows behind his shack, what the sunflowers saw, the
wide skirts she wore, the lizards they caught, the eagerness with
which they went through each other’s folds of hair and skin, the

boy’s outnumbered pride.

This couldn’t go on, the difficulty of concealment, putting make-up
over a passion mark. 1947, summer of whiskey and victory and

fear. It was long, then over. The letters burned. She heaves. Bleeds.

In the words of the grandmother: Do not eat oranges under the moon,
eat fruit that is green and cold. What was meant by that, really.

The infant’s head is huge. She tears. He’s white. He’ll make it

just fine. The firm voice. The hands that helped.

‘What would become of this boychild. The uniformed man and she
will never know. That they will outlive him. They will never know.
That he will do things they never dreamed.

- C.D. Wright
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Maxine Hong
Kingston

Maxine Hong Kingston is the au-
thor of The Woman Warrior — Mem-
oirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts;
China Men, a story of Chinese
immigration to America; the novel
Tripmaster Monkey — His Fake Book;
and a collection of essays, Hawa'i
One Summer. Conversations With
Maxine Hong Kingston was pub-
lished in 1998. Kingston received
the Academy-Institute Award in
Literature from the American Acad-
emy of Arts & Letters in 1990.

She lives in California.
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Given an NEA grant, | feel
thanked by my country.

In a more perfect world, |
would have received it when

I needed it. | wish there were
a way for the unknown writer
to get a boost.To me, the
NEA grant is reward for hav-
ing already arrived at one’s
goal. For that, in turn,

I thank you.

Given an NEA grant, [ feel thanked

by my country.



WARBEENEER CALIFORNIA

from

Tripmaster Monkey —
His Fake Book

“Let’s walk,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette.
“Let’s amble the blue North Beach streets as the
evening sun goes down into the far grey water.”
Though they walked through the land of the
wasted, no Malte sights popped out to hurt him, she
dispelling them. By day, the neon was not coursing
through its glass veins. The dancing girl in spangles
and feathers had flown out of her cage, which hung
empty over the street. Nobody barked and hustled
at the doorways to acts and shows. The day-folks,
wheeling babies, wheeling grandpa, holding children
by the hand, were shopping for dinner at the grocery
stores and the bakery, dropping by the shoe repair.
Oh, the smell of the focaccia oven — O Home. A
florist with white moustachios jaywalked through traf-
fic with armsful of leonine football chrysanthemums.
Behind glass, at the all-day-all-night place on the
pie-wedge corner, poets, one to a table, were eating
breakfast. The Co-Existence Bagel Shop was gone.
The old guys, Seventh Seal knights, had played chess
with Death and lost. The Bagel Shop, Miss Smith’s
Tea Room, Blabbermouth Night at The Place — all
of a gone time. Out from the open door of La Bodega,
a folksy guitar sweetened the air. The guitar was
being passed around, and each played the tune he
knew. You should have been there the night Segovia
dropped by and played flamenco. Wittman musefully

sang as if to himself a Mose Allison riff.

A young ma-a-an
ain’t nothin’ in this world today.

Because the ol’ men’s

got all the money.

The air of the City is so filled with poems, you have
to fight becoming imbued with the general romanza.
Nanci’s long black hair and long black skirt skirled
with the afternoon breezes. The leather of her shoul-
der bag strapped a breast. Her arms and outstretched
legs were also long and black; she wore a leotard and

tights like an old-fashioned Beat chick but, honestly,

a dancer, dance togs for a good reason. Here he was:
Wittman Ah Sing profiling down the street with a
beautiful almost-girlfriend, clipping along, alongside,
keeping up with him, the two of them making the
scene on the Beach, like cruising

in the gone Kerouac time of yore.

He ducked into the bookstore. She followed
right on in. She stood beside him, browsing the rack
of quarterlies, quite a few brave Volume 1 Number
Ones. There were homemade books too, mimeo jobs,
stencils, and small-press poetry that fit neat in the
hand. On the top rack — right inside the door at eye
level for all to see coming in or going out — was: an
artistic avant-garde far-out new magazine that
had published — in print — a scene from his play-
in-progress — the lead-piece — with his byline
— right inside the front cover. He could reach over
and hand it to her, but it would be more perfect if
she happened to pick it out herself, come upon his
premiere on her own, and be impressed. (F. Scott
Fitzgerald, trying to impress Sheila Graham, had
driven to every bookstore in L.A., but could not find
a copy of any of his books.)

Wittman went downstairs to the cool basement,
where among the bookshelves were chairs and tables
with ashtrays. He had first come to this place when
he was a high-school kid on one of his escapes from
Sacramento, Second City to Big City. No No Free
Reading sign. No No Smoking. You didn’t have to buy
a book; you could read for nothing. You had a hang-
out where you didn’t have to spend money. Quiet. All
the radios in Chinatown blaring out the ball game,
but here, we don’t care about the World Series. He
hadn’t known the City Lights Pocket Book Shop was
famous until the Howl trial, which he had cut school
to attend. “Shig” Shigeyoshi Murao was the one
charged with selling an obscene book. The muster of
famous poets had blown Wittman away — everybody
friends with everybody else, a gang of poets. He, poor
monkey, was yet looking for others of his kind.

- Maxine Hong Kingston
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Linda Hogan

Linda Hogan is a Chickasaw poet,
novelist, and essayist. Her most re-
cent books are Dwellings:A Spiritual
History of the Natural World and a
novel, Solar Storms, which received
the Colorado Book Award. Hogan’s
earlier novel, Mean Spirit, was one
of three finalists for the Pulitzer
Prize in 1991. Seeing Through the
Sun, received an American Book
Award from the Before Columbus
Foundation, and The Book of Medi-
cines received the Colorado Book
Award and was a finalist

for the National Book Critics
Circle Award. Her novel Power
was published in 1998. She is

the recipient of a Guggenheim fel-
lowship, a Minnesota Arts

Board Grant,a Colorado Writers
Fellowship, a Lannan Fellowship,
and The Five Civilized Tribes
Museum Playwriting Award. She

is co-editor of Intimate Nature:The
Bond Between Women and Animals
and “Everything Has a Spirit,” a PBS

documentary film.
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The year | received an NEA
fellowship was just before the
literature of Native American
writers was surfacing and
becoming visible to American
publishing. The conscience

of this country was not yet ex-
amined. For the most part, we
Indian people were portrayed
as part of the American narra-
tive in words not our own, in
stories told about us but not

by us.

The year | received a fellow-
ship | was able to have the
time and silence to write, to
add a voice to the story of
our land, an indigenous voice
grown from, shaped by, this
land. It allowed for the expres-
sion of love and relationship
that rose from within this
beautiful landscape and the
people it has sustained, the

people who have sustained it.

Among researchers who

study whale language,

it is known that the songs

of whales are constantly
changing. Some parts of the
song drop away while new
songs appear. Like whales,

our stories, too, are

constantly growing and evolv-
ing. Through writing, through
time, our world is made larger,
reenvisioned with sharper,
more clear eyes.The stories |
have been allowed to partici-
pate in, through the gift of this
time of support, have allowed
for another view of history and
the American story, a view still

growing.

The stories | have been allowed to participate in,
through the gift of this time of support, have allowed

for another view of history and the American story...
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Drum

Inside the dark human waters

of our mothers,

inside the blue drum of skin

that beat the slow song of our tribes
we knew the drifts of continents

and moving tides.

We are the people who left water
to enter a dry world.

We have survived soldiers and drought,

survived hunger

and living

inside the unmapped terrain

of loneliness.

That is why we have thirst.

Itis why

when we love

we remember our lives in water,

that other lives fall through us

like fish swimming in an endless sea,
that we are walking another way
than time,

to new life, backward

to deliver ourselves to rain and river,
this water

that will become other water

this blood that will become other blood
and is the oldest place

the deepest world

the skin of water

that knows the drum before the hand meets it.

- Linda Hogan



J.D. McClatchy

J.D. McClatchy is the author of four
collections of poems:

Scenes From Another Life, Stars
Principal, The Rest of the Way, and Ten
Commandments. His literary essays
are collected in White Paper, which
was given the Melville Cane Award
by the Poetry Society of America,
and in Twenty Questions. He has also
edited many other books, including
The Vintage Book of Contemporary
World Poetry, The Vintage Book of
Contemporary American Poetry, Poets
on Painters, Recitative: Prose by James
Merrill, and Anne Sexton:The Poet and
Her Critics. McClatchy has taught at
Princeton,Yale, Columbia, UCLA,
Rutgers, Johns Hopkins, and other
universities, and since 1991 he has
served as editor of The Yale Review.
He has written four libretti, includ-
ing Emmeline, which was commis

sioned by the Santa Fe Opera in

1996, broadcast nationally on PBS,
and revived in 1998 by the

New York City Opera at Lincoln
Center. In 1996 he was named

a Chancellor of the Academy of
American Poets. In 1998 he was
made a fellow of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences,
and in 1999 he was elected to
the American Academy of Arts

& Letters, from which he also re-

ceived awards in 1985 and 1991.

“Bees” is a fable about

two aspects of the creative
imagination: its syrups and

its stitching, its restlessness
and its concentration. Both are
necessary to make - or rather,
do - the work of art.Through
its fellowship program, the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts
has given literary artists

the time to think and the
encouragement to write.

I know because a while ago,
when | needed one, | had the
good fortune to receive one

of these fellowships, and it
made a crucial difference.
Every poem takes a lifetime

to write. Over the years, the
NEA'’s enlightened initiatives
have themselves given life

to the nation’s imagination.

If the spirit of this country

is not its foremost national
interest, what is? And when
government abdicates its
responsibility to nourish that

spirit, who is being served?

Over the years, the NEA’s enlightened initiatives have

themselves given life to the nation’s imagination.
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WARBEENEEE CONNECTICUT

Bees

First to bloom at last
this late spring

the crabapple’s a wain
of white the ox

sun is hauling homeward.

Humble brawl on top
goaded by syrups,

the rut of work so far
from the wing-lit

hive of their making,.

A bent toward folly argues
for intelligence.

They’ll break with the past
as with an enemy.

The flowers cry to them.

Left behind, in clover’s
common sense,

a solitary honeybee
plies her trade.

Circumspect, all twelve

thousand eyes are trained
on her needlework:
genetic cross-stitch
and pollen purl.

Her pattern is the field’s.

- 7.D. McClatchy

N
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W.D. Snodgrass

W.D. Snodgrass is a poet, translator,
and literary critic who has pub-
lished more than a dozen books,
including After Experience: Poems
and Translations, The Fuhrer Bunker,
To Shape a Song, The Death of Cock
Robin, Autumn Variations, and Each

in His Season. He taught for many
years at the University of Delaware
and received the Pulitzer Prize

for Heart’s Needle. His Selected
Translations was published in

1998 and a collection of his auto-
biographical sketches,

After-Images, is anticipated

in 1999. He received a grant

from the American Academy

of Arts & Letters in 1960.
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The grant | received from
the NEA in 1966 permitted
me to take a sabbatical leave
from my teaching post at

Woayne State University.

Of the three books | worked
on, the most crucial for

me was a collection of new
poems, After Experience.

I had been warned by older
poets that because of the good
reception my first book had
met, | should expect many

bad reviews for this book. So
it was very important for me
that, if the book were attacked,
that would not shake my
confidence that | had done the

best | could.

I also did a great deal of work
on translating the poems of
the great German comic poet,
Christian Morgenstern. Lore
Segal and | translated roughly
150 of his poems and then
chose 124 for our volume, Gal-
lows Songs, which used engrav-

ings by Paul Klee. |

of greatest value.

once overheard Randall Jarrell
remark that it was the best
book of poetry translations
he’d ever read. To call that
encouraging would be a vast

understatement.

Finally, | was able to do much
of the work on a cycle of poems
about the death of my sister.
These poems appeared in

1970 from the Perishable Press
in a pseudonymous volume,
Remains, by S.S. Gardons.

After the death of my parents,
this book was republished (with
some revisions) by BOA Edi-

tions in 1985.

At that critical juncture - the
period after a successful first
book and a time of great
turmoil in my personal affairs
- such support was of greatest
value in assuring me that my
work was recognized and held

in high regard.

At that critical juncture... such support was
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A Seashell

Say that inside this shell, some live

Thing hungered, trembled to survive,
Mated, died. Lift this to your ear

The way the young, on tape decks, hear
What to become, or on the phone,

The old evoke a dial tone

To what they had. Your blood will pound
Down those bare chambers, then resound

Your own ear’s caverns as a ground

Bass swells, the depths of some salt tide

Still tuned to our salt blood. Outside,

The woods, nights, still ring back each word.
Our young owl, though, that always heard
My hoot, then veered down through the dark,
Our fox that barked back when we’d bark,
Won’t answer, though. Small loss, now, when
Friends ask that I not call again.

Our pulse homed in on each other’s, then.

Last night, I heard your voice — caught on
Streets we once taped in Isfahan;

Then, in a mosque near Joppa, blent

With hushed devotions and lament.

Now, put the shell back down, at rest

Near this brain coral, this wren’s nest,
These photographs that will stand here
On their shelf'in the silent, dear,

Locked, empty house another year.

- W.D. Snodgrass
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Joy Williams

Joy Williams is perhaps best known
for her gemlike short stories,
particularly the collections Taking
Care and Escapes. She is the author
of: three novels, State of Grace,

The Changeling, and Breaking and
Entering; a history and guide to

the Florida Keys; and numerous
essays on nature and the environ-
ment. She received a Guggenheim
Fellowship and two awards from
the American Academy of Arts &
Letters: the Strauss Livings Award
in 1995 and the Academy-Institute
Award in 1991.

It’s a remarkable thing to

be rewarded by one’s own
government for being an artist,
for pursuing a unique vision.
The recognition and money
was enormously helpful to me
at the time, and since then I’ve
been a judge for the NEA and
know that the criterion

is excellence, always only ex-
cellence and promise.

It’s a great fellowship to
receive, a sustaining and em-

boldening award.

It's a remarkable thing to be rewarded by
one's own government for being an artist,

for pursuing a unique vision.
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from

The Yard Boy

The yard boy was a spiritual materialist. He lived

in the Now. He was free from the karmic chain. Being
enlightened wasn’t easy. It was very hard work. It was
manual labor actually.

The enlightened being is free. He feels the sor-
rows and sadness of those around him but does not
necessarily feel his own. The yard boy felt that he had
been enlightened for about two months, at the most.

The yard boy had two possessions. One was a
pickup truck. The other was a plover he had stuffed
and mounted when he thought he wanted to be an
ornithologist, in the days before he had become a
spiritual materialist. The bird was in the room he
rented. The only other thing in the room was a bed.
The landlady provided sheets and towels. Sometimes
when he came back from work hot and sweaty with
little bits of leaves and stuff caught in his hair, the
landlady would give him a piece of key lime pie on a
blue plate.

The yard boy was content. He had hard
muscular arms and a tanned back. He had compas-
sion. He had a girl friend. When he thought about it,
he supposed that having a girl friend was a cop-out
to the security which he had eschewed. This was a
preconception however and a preconception was
the worst form of all the forms of security. The yard
boy believed he was in balance on this point. He tried
to see things the way they were from the midst of
nowhere, and he felt he had worked out this difficulty
about the girl friend satisfactorily. The important
thing was to be able to see through the veils of pre-
conception.

The yard boy was a handsome fellow. He sel-
dom spoke. He was appealing. Once he had
run over an old lady and had broken her leg, but
no one had gotten mad at him about it. Now that
he was a yard boy his hands smelled of 6-6-6.

His jeans smelled of tangelos. He was honest and
truthful, a straightforward person who did not dis-
tinguish between this and that. For the girl friend he
always had a terrific silky business which was always
at the ready.

The yard boy worked for several very wealthy

people. In the morning of every day he got into his
pickup and drove over the causeways to the Keys
where he mowed and clipped and cut and hauled. He
talked to the plants. He always told them what he was
going to do before he did it so that they would have a
chance to prepare themselves. Plants have lived in the
Now for along time but they still have

to have some things explained to them.

At the Wilsons” house the yard boy clips a suck-
er from an orange tree. It is May. Even so, the orange
tree doesn’t like it much. Mrs. Wilson comes out and
watches the yard boy while he works. She has her son
with her. He is about three. He doesn’t talk yet. His
name is Tao. Mrs. Wilson is wealthy and can afford to
be wacky. What was she supposed to do after all, she
asked the yard boy once, call her kid George? Fred?
For Godssakes.

Her obstetrician had told her at the time that he
had never seen a more perfectly shaped head.

The Wilsons’ surroundings are splendid.

Mrs. Wilson has splendid clothes, a splendid figure.
She has a wonderful Cuban cook. The house is worth
three quarters of a million dollars. The plantings

are worth a hundred thousand dollars. Everything
has a price. It is fantastic. A precise worth has been
ascribed to everything. Every worm and aphid can be
counted upon. It costs a certain amount of money to
eradicate them. The sod is laid down fresh every year.
For weeks after the lawn is installed, the seams are vis-
ible and then the squares of grass gather together and
it becomes, everywhere, in sun or shade, a smooth,
witty and improbable green like the color of a parrot.

Mrs. Wilson follows the yard boy around
as he tends to the hibiscus, the bougainvillea,
the poinciana, the Cuban Royal, the natal plum. They
stand beneath the mango, looking up.

“Isn’t it pagan,” Mrs. Wilson says.

- Joy Williams
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Alice Walker

Alice Walker was born in Georgia
and has worked all over the coun-
try as a social worker and teacher.
She has written novels, children’s
fiction, poetry, essays, novellas,

and short stories and earned
numerous awards and fellow-
ships for her work, including the
Rosenthal Foundation Award from
the American Academy of Arts &
Letters in 1974. Her novels include
the Pulitzer Prize-winning The Color
Purple for which she also received
the National Book Award. Her
short story collections include In
Love and Trouble and You Can’t Keep
A Good Woman Down, and among
her poetry titles are Goodnight, Wil-
lie Lee, I'll See You in the Morning and
Horses Make a Landscape Beautiful.
Some of Walker’s books, includ-
ing Anything We Love Can Be Saved:
A Writer’s Activism, and her most
recent book, By the Light of My
Father’s Smile, were written partly
in Mexico and partly in northern

California where she now lives.
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The small NEA grant encour-
aged me to believe someone
other than myself valued what

| was doing. This was large.

The small NEA grant encouraged me to believe some-

one other than myself valued what | was doing.
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The Flowers

It seemed to Myop as she skipped lightly from hen
house to pigpen to smokehouse that the days had
never been as beautiful as these. The air held a keen-
ness that made her nose twitch. The harvesting of the
corn and cotton, peanuts and squash, made each day
a golden surprise that caused excited little tremors to
run up her jaws.

Myop carried a short, knobby stick. She struck
out at random at chickens she liked, and worked out
the beat of a song on the fence around the pigpen.
She felt light and good in the warm sun. She was ten,
and nothing existed for her but her song, the stick
clutched in her dark brown hand, and the tat-de-ta-
ta-ta of accompaniment.

Turning her back on the rusty boards of her
family’s sharecropper cabin, Myop walked along the
fence till it ran into the stream made by the spring.
Around the spring, where the family got drinking
water, silver ferns and wildflowers grew. Along the
shallow banks pigs rooted. Myop watched the tiny
white bubbles disrupt the thin black scale of soil and
the water that silently rose and slid away down the
stream.

She had explored the woods behind the house
many times. Often, in late autumn, her mother took
her to gather nuts among the fallen leaves. Today she
made her own path, bouncing this way and that way,
vaguely keeping an eye out for snakes. She found,
in addition to various common but pretty ferns and
leaves, an armful of strange blue flowers with velvety
ridges and a sweetsuds bush full of the brown, fra-
grant buds.

By twelve o’clock, her arms laden with sprigs of
her findings, she was a mile or more from home. She
had often been as far before, but the strangeness of

the land made it not as pleasant as her usual haunts. It

seemed gloomy in the little cove in which she found
herself. The air was damp, the silence close and deep.

Myop began to circle back to the house, back
to the peacefulness of the morning. It was then she
stepped smack into his eyes. Her heel became lodged
in the broken ridge between brow and nose, and she
reached down quickly, unafraid, to free herself. It was
only when she saw his naked grin that she gave a little
yelp of surprise.

He had been a tall man. From feet to neck cov-
ered along space. His head lay beside him. When she
pushed back the leaves and layers of earth and debris,
Myop saw that he’d had large white teeth, all of them
cracked or broken, long fingers, and very big bones.
All his clothes had rotted away except some threads
of blue denim from his overalls. The buckles of the
overalls had turned green.

Myop gazed around the spot with interest.

Very near where she’d stepped into the head was a
wild pink rose. As she picked it to add to her bundle
she noticed a raised mound, a ring, around the rose’s
root. It was the notted remains of a noose,

a bit of shredding plowline, now blending benignly
into the soil. Around an overhanging limb of a great
spreading oak clung another piece. Frayed, rotted,
bleached, and frazzled — barely there — but spin-
ning relentlessly in the breeze. Myop laid down her
tlowers.

And the summer was over.

— Alice Walker
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Cathy Song

Cathy Song was born in Honolulu,
Hawai'i. Her first book of poems,
Picture Bride, was selected by Rich-
ard Hugo as winner of the 1982
Yale Series of Younger Poets Award
and was also nominated

for the National Book Critics
Circle Award. Her second book,
Frameless Windows, Squares of Light,
was published in 1988 by W.W.
Norton. In 1994 the University

of Pittsburgh Press brought out
School Figures in the Pitt Poetry
Series. She has received a number
of awards including the Shelley
Memorial Award from the Poetry
Society of America and the Hawai’i
Award for Literature. Her poetry
has been widely published in such
anthologies as The Norton Anthology
of Modern Poetry and The Norton

Anthology of American Literature.

A Literature Fellowship from
the National Endowment

for the Arts means a great
deal to me. It means | live in
a country that refuses to be
shut down, numbed, silenced
and partylined by the ranting
and raving of the truly timid
- those who in their fear of
life and living seek to make it
their mission to obstruct the
voices of its artists. It means |
live in a country that chooses
to hear the vital singing — the
pulsations, the life blood,

the pathways that connect

us profoundly to each other,
profoundly to the intelligent

compassionate cosmos.

[ This fellowship] means a great deal to me.
It means | live in a country that refuses to be

shut down, numbed, silenced. ..
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Picture Bride

She was a year younger

than I,

twenty-three when she left Korea.
Did she simply close

the door of her father’s house
and walk away. And

was it a long way

through the tailor shops of Pusan
to the wharf where the boat
waited to take her to an island
whose name she had

only recently learned,

on whose shore

a man waited,

turning her photograph

to the light where lanterns

in the camp outside

Waialua Sugar Mill were lit

and the inside of his room

grew luminous

from the wings of moths
migrating out of the cane stalks?
What things did my grandmother
take with her? And when

she arrived to look

into the face of the stranger

who was her husband,

thirteen years older than she,

did she politely untie

the silk bow of her jacket,

her tent-shaped dress

filling with the dry wind

that blew from the surrounding fields

where the men were burning the cane?

- Cathy Song

I/
= I-ﬁ
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Robert Wrigley

Robert Wrigley was born in East St.

Louis, lllinois, but has lived the last
20 years and more in ldaho, where
he has come to have a deep

and abiding love of the Western
wilderness. Reign of Snakes, his fifth
book of poems, will be published
in 1999. His In The Bank Of Beautiful
Sins won the 1997 San Francisco
Poetry Center Book Award, and
was a finalist for the Lenore
Marshall Award of the Academy

of American Poets. In addition to
his two NEA Fellowships, he has
received fellowships from the Gug-
genheim Foundation and the Idaho
Commission on the Arts.

For two years in the mid-1980s

he served as Idaho’s state
writer-in-residence. He lives

with his family in Lenore, in the

canyon of the Clearwater River.
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As | look down the list

of contributors to this anthol-
ogy, | am both humbled and
honored. It’s a little like

a literary who’s who, except
that many of the folks here
were not who they are now,
back when they received their
NEA fellowships.And that’s
the point. NEA Literature
Fellowships have always been
an investment in literary
potential, in the kind of writers
who will probably never make
the bestseller list, but who
will in the long run shape the
literary history of the nation.
Even with my NEA fellowship,
I couldn’t afford to quit my
job and write full-time, but it
allowed me to teach half-time

and to devote just enough of

myself to my art to take the
necessary stride to another
level, and maybe that stride is
why | am lucky enough to find
myself in this extraordinary
company today. And as the
primary definition of “fellow-
ship” indicates, it is foremost
a feeling of community that
comes with such an award.
Not merely a community

of writers either, but a com-
munity of Americans, who
have helped us to get the work
down on paper, and to whom
we mean to give back the best

we can do.

NEA Literature Fellowships have always been an invest-

ment in literary potential, in the kind of writers who will

probably never make the bestseller list, but who will in

the long run shape the literary history of the nation.
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Field Burning: A Full Moon

Cold air comes down like a dome

above the burning fields.

For days the rabbits and mice have fled,
the sky all smoke and rapturous wings.

It is something to see, all right,

cars from town parked along the barrows,
bird-watchers clutching binoculars,

and parents on their knees

tracing an eagle’s plummet toward a vole.

Now the moon, a salmon medallion,

some red-faced farm boy leering past a banjo.

Who doesn’t love the black birds

coming priestly through the just-cooled ash
and euthanized stubble? They will eat

even cooked meat, they will primp

and call, little tramps of darkness

keeping funereal hours, cassocked wings

behind their backs, furrow to furrow, collecting souls.

— Robert Wrigley

7
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Li-Young Lee

Li-Young Lee was born in 1957

in Jakarta, Indonesia of Chinese
parents. In 1959, after spending a
year as a political prisoner, Lee’s
father fled the country with his
family, and settled in America

in 1964. His father’s flight is

the subject of Lee’s memoir,

The Winged Seed:A Remembrance.
Lee is the author of two volumes
of poetry: The City in Which | Love
You which was the 1990 Lamont
Poetry Selection of the Academy
of American Poets, and Rose, which
won the New York University Del-
more Schwartz Memorial Poetry

Award in 1986. Mr. Lee has re-

cieved grants from the Guggenheim

Foundation and the lllinois Council

on the Arts.
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I can’t imagine my life without
the grants.They allowed me
the kind of uninterrupted time
to follow every instinct and
intuition to their inevitable
conclusions. The fellowships
allowed me to practice a kind
of consistency and constancy in

regards to my art.

The fellowships allowed me to prac-
tice a kind of consistency and con-

stancy in regards to my art.
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This Hour and What Is Dead

Tonight my brother, in heavy boots, is walking

through bare rooms over my head,

opening and closing doors.

What could he be looking for in an empty house?

What could he possibly need there in heaven?

Does he remember his earth, his birthplace set to torches?
His love for me feels like spilled water

running back to its vessel.

At this hour, what is dead is restless

and what is living is burning.
Someone tell him he should sleep now.

My father keeps a light on by our bed

and readies for our journey.

He mends ten holes at the knees

of five pairs of boys’ pants.

His love for me is like his sewing:

too much thread and various colors,

the stitching uneven. But the needle pierces

clean through with each stroke of his hand.

At this hour, what is dead is worried

and what is living is fugitive.
Someone tell him he should sleep now.

God, that old furnace, keeps talking
with his mouth of teeth,

a beard stained at feasts, and his breath
of gasoline, airplane, human ash.

His love for me feels like fire,

feels like doves, feels like river water.

At this hour, what is dead is helpless, kind
and helpless. While the Lord lives.

Someone tell the Lord to leave me alone.
I’ve had enough of his love
that feels like burning and flight and running away.

- Li-Young Lee
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Scott Russell Sanders

Scott Russell Sanders is the author
of 16 books, including novels,
collections of stories and essays,
and personal narratives, the most
recent of which is Hunting for Hope.
His work has been supported by
fellowships from the Indiana Arts
Commission, the Lilly Endowment,
and the Danforth and Guggenheim
Foundations. Among his honors are
the Associated Writing Programs
Award in Creative Nonfiction for
The Paradise of Bombs, the Ohioana
Book Award for Staying Put,and

the Great Lakes Book Award for
Writing From The Center. In 1995 he
received the Lannan Literary Award
for his collected work

in nonfiction. Sanders has also

won the highest teaching award

at Indiana University, where he is

Distinguished Professor of English.
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When | received the fellow-
ship, | had published only a
single book, after ten years of
hard work, and | was begin-
ning to wonder if my stubborn
commitment to writing was
foolhardy. The letter from
NEA not only assured me of a
year’s freedom to concentrate
on my art, it reassured me
that 1 wasn’t a fool for loving
language or for imagining that
I might learn to use it well.
While my fellow writers, acting
as judges, picked my manu-
script out of the pile, my fellow
citizens gave me the money
through their taxes, and this
gift has deepened my desire to
make books that are useful

to my community, as well

as beautiful.

...this gift has deepened my desire to make books that

are useful to my community, as well as beautiful.
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from

Landscape and Imagination

To be intimate with a landscape is to know its moods
and contours as you would know a lover’s. The
shape of breasts and hills, the sound of a laugh or the
song of bullfrogs, the smell of hair and honeysuckle
— such knowledge becomes part of who you are. As
in marriage, however, what is utterly familiar may lose
its charm, may in fact become invisible, until you are
deprived of it. Absent yourself a while from lover or
landscape, and upon returning you will recognize
with fresh acuity what you had known but forgotten.

I experienced such a freshening of awareness
not long ago, when I returned with my family to In-
diana after a year’s sojourn in Boston. We drove into
the state one afternoon toward the end of July, the
air rushing in our car windows like the breath from a
furnace, a haze of muggy heat blurring the
flat horizon. Thunderheads were massing in the west,
grave clouds that cast their dark temper onto the
whole countryside. A rising wind made silver maples
show the pale undersides of their leaves and set cat-
tails stirring in stock ponds and bent the trajectories
of birds. After a year in the bunched-up terrain of
New England, I was amazed by the extent of sky, the
openness of the land, the vigor of the head-high corn,
the loneliness of the farmsteads,
the authority of those clouds.

We pulled over and shut off the engine for a
change of drivers. I could smell hot tar bubbling in
the joints of the road, creosote in telephone poles,
windblown dust from cultivated fields, the musti-
ness of new-mown hay, the green pungency of Queen
Anne’s lace and chicory and black-eyed Susans.

In the stillness I could hear the distant grumble of
thunder like a clearing of throats, and the nearby
ratcheting of crickets and cicadas. Only when

I caught those smells, heard those sounds, did I real-
ize how much I had missed them in the East,

just as T had missed the sight of a level horizon broken

by power lines, grain elevators, water towers, silos,

and the shade trees around farmhouses. During

our absence, the Midwest had suffered through a
plague of cicadas. When we had called Indiana from
Boston, the ruckus of insects over the telephone had
all but drowned out the voices of our friends. Now,
as I walked around to the passenger side of the car,
cast-off cicada shells crunched under my feet. That
sensation also was a re-discovery.

We angled south from Indianapolis toward
home in Bloomington, coasting from the glacial plain
into wooded hills, a landscape not so markedly dif-
ferent from that of New England. And yet even here
my heightened senses picked up a flurry of details
that characterize this place: limestone roadcuts, the
white blaze of sycamores in creekbeds, pastures
growing up in cedar and sumac, bottomlands planted
in soybeans, sway-backed barns tatooed with ads for
chewing tobacco, sinuous gravel driveways leading to
basketball hoops,
trailers and shacks interspersed with tidy ranch hous-
es, the occasional white clapboard mansion encrusted
with fretwork, the blither of billboards (outlawed
in most of New England), the low-slung evangelical
churches, and over it all that sovereign sky. The light
was the silken yellow peculiar to a region of torna-
does. The fields recently harrowed were the color
of buckskin. Unchecked by ocean or mountains, the
storm that came roaring through the hills was another
local species, its thunder jolting us inside the car with
sudden changes in air pressure. In the twilight before
the deluge, fireflies along the roadside blinked their
semaphore of desire. Even in the dark that overtook
us before we reached our front door, there was an
unmistakable familiarity in the roasted-carth smell
of rain and in the leap of lightning, which lit up the
swirling treetops and shaggy hills.

— Scott Russell Sanders
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Jane Smiley

Jane Smiley has written nine works
of fiction, including her most recent
novel, The All-True Travels and Ad-
ventures of Lidie Norton. Her earlier
novel A Thousand Acres received
the Pulitzer Prize, the National
Book Critics Circle Award, and the
Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize
for Literature. Her other books
include The Age of Grief, The Green-
landers, Ordinary Love &

Good Will, and Moo. She received
an Academy Award from the
American Academy of Arts &
Letters in 1997. Smiley lives in

northern California.

I received my first NEA fellow-
ship in 1977.1 got $7500, which
was a tremendous amount

at the time, and enabled me
to write my first novel, Barn
Blind.The pat on the back

was worth as much as the
money. For the first time, |

felt rewarded rather than just
allowed to proceed. | received
my second fellowship in 1987,
after | had established myself
as a promising young writer,
but while | was still casting
about for the real subjects of
my mature work.The money
enabled me to write fiction

rather than look for journal-

ism or nonfiction topics that
might be quick to sell. In both
instances, money from the
NEA smoothed my passage
through difficult transitional
moments in my career, and
helped me move forward.All
in all, | received $27,500. Once
my career was established,
the federal taxes and social
security taxes | paid on my
writing repaid by many times
what | received.All federal
programs should have such a

rate of return!

The money enabled me to write fiction rather than
look for journalism or nonfiction topics that might

be quick to sell.
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A Thousand Acres

There was no way to tell by looking that the land
beneath my childish feet wasn’t the primeval mold
I read about at school, but it was new, created by
magic lines of tile my father would talk about with
pleasure and reverence. Tile “drew” the water,
warmed the soil, and made it easy to work, enabled
him to get into the fields with his machinery a mere
twenty-four hours after the heaviest storm. Most magi-
cally, tile produced prosperity — more bushels per
acre of a better crop, year after year, wet or dry.
I knew what the tile looked like (when I was very
young, five- or twelve-inch cylinders of real tile always
lay here and there around the farm, for repairs or
extensions of tile lines; as I got older, “tile” became
long snakes of plastic tubing), but for years,
Iimagined a floor beneath the topsoil, checkered aqua
and yellow like the floor in the girls’ bathroom in the
elementary school, a hard shiny floor you could not
sink beneath, better than a trust fund, more reliable
than crop insurance, a farmer’s best patrimony. It took
John and Sam and, at the end, my father, a generation,
twenty-five years, to lay the tile lines and dig the drain-
age wells and cisterns. I in my Sunday dress and hat,
driving in the Buick to church, was the beneficiary of
this grand effort, someone who would always have a
floor to walk on. However much these acres looked
like a gift from nature, or of God, they were not. We
went to church to pay our respects, not to give thanks.
It was pretty clear that John Cook had gained,
through dint of sweat equity, a share in the Davis farm,
and when Edith turned sixteen, John, thirty-three by
then, married her. They continued to live in the bun-
galow, and Sam and Arabella ordered a house from
Sears, this one larger and more ostentatious than the

bungalow, “The Chelsea.” They took delivery on the

Chelsea (four bedrooms, living room, dining room,
and reception hall, with indoor bathroom, and sliding
doors between the living room and dining room,
$1129) at the freight delivery point in Cabot. The
kit included every board, joist, nail, window frame,
and door that they would need, as well as seventy-six
pages of instructions. That was the house that we
grew up in and that my father lived in. The bungalow
was torn down in the thirties and the lumber was used
for a chicken house.

I was always aware, I think, of the water in
the soil, the way it travels from particle to particle,
molecules adhering, clustering, evaporating, heating,
cooling, freezing, rising upward to the surface and
fogging the cool air or sinking downward, dissolving
this nutrient and that, quick in everything it does,
endlessly working and flowing, a river sometimes,
alake sometimes. When I was very young, I imagined
it ready at any time to rise and cover the earth again,
except for the tile lines. Prairie settlers always saw
a sea or an ocean of grass, could never think of any
other metaphor, since most of them had lately seen
the Atlantic. The Davises did find a shimmering sheet
punctuated by cattails and sweet flag. The grass is
gone, now, and the marshes, “the big wet prairie,” but
the sea is still beneath our feet, and

we walk on it.

- Jane Smiley
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Albert Goldbarth

Albert Goldbarth lives in Wichita,
Kansas. For more than two de-
cades, he has been publishing
notable books of poetry,a number

of which gratefully acknowledge

fellowship assistance from the NEA.

His collections include Heaven and
Earth, which received the National
Book Critics Circle Award, Adven-
tures in Ancient Egypt, and Beyond.
He also wrote two books of cre-
ative nonfiction, A Sympathy of Souls
and Great Topics of the World. A new
poetry volume, Troubled Lovers In
History, and a collection of essays,
Dark Waves and Light Matter,

are forthcoming in 1999.
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It’s tempting to praise the
Creative Writing Fellowship
program of the National En-
dowment for the Arts

by repeating the wisdom com-
mon among my artist friends:
that a culture is judged in
future generations most hon-
orably when it is judged by its
artistic legacy.This is true, but
for me, today, it’s a little too
lofty. My own fellowships from
the NEA have meant, much
more simply and immediately,

a kind of hands-on encourage-

artistic legacy.

ment (emotional

as well as fiscal) when it

was most needed; and an
immediate implication that ar-
tistic production is, as much as
the keeping of accounts books
or the piling up of weapons,
seen as a viable contribution
to the ongoing life of one’s
country. For that, let me yelp a

few hurrahs.

...a culture is judged in future generations

most honorably when it is judged by its
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Futures

The sky is nearly plaided with the speedy traffic

of boomerang-shape, one-family (or sportier) airmobiles

on the cover of the sci-fi book he’s reading, he being
fourteen. He can’t abide the present moment, it’s so
...crummy, really crummy. He can’t start

to see his own next twenty years, whatever

compromise and common, almost begrudgingly kept, fidelities
it’s sure to hold. And so he’s all of a thousand years

ahead of the rest of his sleeping household,

dreamily leaping over the pinnacled surface of other planets
in silvery gravi-boots: a woman to rescue,

a Star Alliance robo-ship to save. A thousand years

ago, (AD 922) the envoy Ibn Fallan witnessed

“the girl who devoted herself to death” be

stabbed, and then pyred alongside a Viking chief

while, otherwheres, one Luitprand of Cremona (AD 950 or so)
was delivered “on the shoulders of two eunuchs”

into the presence of the Emperor of Constantinople, whose throne,

“anon, did float in the air above me.” Wonders. Atrocities

and wonders. And though they couldn’t foretell the simple
rrrip of a velcro strip, or the tick of an engine cooling down
like the pawl on a slowing carnival wheel, still

these ancient chroniclers would recognize our own

ongoing fears, small courage, and sleeplessness. Speaking

of which: while I've been diverting us, someone’s awakened.
His mother. She rarely sleeps for more than an hour

now, from the lump’s extending its spidery legs.

The doctor says: six months. And so at night she carefully
plans the listed details of her own funeral. The music,

the floral decor (by individual blossom), the opening poem.
Her own sure, heart-of-hearts choice for the latter is

Dylan Thomas’s “And Death Shall Have No Dominion”
— such a painful, lavish, spilled-out bag of language! — but
her Women’s Support Group thinks a “woman poet” more
appropriate, and wields subtle pressures men

would never be allowed. After all, the battle is never over;

there’s so much left to be done.

~ Albert Goldbarth



Bobbie Ann Mason

Bobbie Ann Mason is from
Kentucky. She has published two
collections of stories and three
novels, In Country, Spence + Lila,

and Feather Crowns which won the
Southern Book Award. Midnight
Magic is a volume of her selected
short stories. Mason’s newest work
is a memoir, Clear Springs. She has
received a Guggenheim Fellowship,
a Pennsylvania Council on the Arts
grant, and the Academy-Institute
Award from the American Academy

of Arts & Letters.

I used my NEA fellowship to
write my novel, In Country,
which was published by Harper
& Row in 1985.When | began
writing my novel, | found my
energy was not focused on the
work at hand because of the
disparate nature and erratic
scheduling of the activities
required to earn a living.
Therefore, the NEA grant
came at an opportune time to
let me pull back and turn my

attention entirely to the novel.

I wanted to do something that
would be rich and lasting, but |
never expected it to have such
popular appeal and tangible
social effect.Yet this novel

was a surprising commercial
success, and it has affected

the lives of many people. In
Country is about a high school
girl’s quest for knowledge
about her father, who died in
Vietnam just before she was
born. Because of the moment

in our history, the subject

struck a cord in many readers
- especially high school and
college students, and Vietham
veterans and their families. In
Country was also made into a
film, which opened the story

up to a broader audience.

The NEA grant helped me
write the novel, which | did for
my own artistic reasons.

I report these unexpected ben-
efits that In Country brought
to the community — from the
classroom to the veterans’
group to the economy and
morale of my own hometown
- because | think they are
significant in reminding people
that what may look like self-in-
dulgence in its beginnings can
turn out to have long-reaching,

positive effects on the culture.

| wanted to do something that would be rich and lasting,
but | never expected it to have such popular appeal and

tangible social effect.
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In Country

Sam walked down a dusty lane with her grandfather. She was seeing
the place her dad knew. She was seeing where her mother lived once
for a few weeks, where Sam started growing in her belly. Her roots
were here, and she had been here often enough for the place to be
familiar, but not enough to really know it. She felt she was seeing it for
the first time.

“I remember when Dwayne first brought Irene out here,”

Pap said. “She was just a skinny little squirt like you. Nothing embar-
rassed her. She went around asking me the name of everything. She
got a kick out of Emma’s hen-and-chickens cactuses, said they was like
pincushions. Imagine that. She picked the biggest bunch of flowers.
She went back in the fields along the fence rows and picked daisies and
Queen Anne’s lace and black-eyed Susans and I don’t know what-all. I
never would have thought of picking weeds like that. She was raised on
a farm, so I was surprised she’d thought of picking them.”

“She always liked flowers,” Sam said. They were talking about
Irene as though she were the one who had died, and when they talked
about Dwayne they weren’t specific. You should always be specific,
Sam thought.

“Country kids are just like the city kids now,” Pap said. “They’ve
got more. And they have cars, so they can go running around. Used to,
Saturday was when you went to town, but now they take off and go any
day of the week.”

They talked about Sam’s new car for a while, and then Pap
said, “Everybody always thought it was something that Dwayne
left us such a gift. When you were born, I remember how proud
everybody was.” He hammered a nail into a fence post. “Everybody
expected a boy, of course, but we loved you just the same.”

“Everybody wished I was a boy,” Sam said, crushing a clover
head in her hand. “Did you know my daddy picked the name?”
she asked. “He thought it was in the Bible.”

“No. I didn’t know that. Why, you learn something new every
day. Well, I'll say!” he stroked his chin thoughtfully.

While her grandfather worked on the fence, Sam walked down
by the creek. She had remembered some wild goose-plum trees in the
creek. She found them, but she didn’t see any fruit. The trees had hon-
eysuckle vines on them. On a vine she saw a large green stinkbug with
an orange spot and a figure eight on its back. Water striders pranced
on the shallow pools of clear water in the creek bed. She used to call
them Jesus bugs because of the way they walked on water. She looked

around the farm, trying to see it in a new way, trying

KENTUCKY

to see what her father had known, the world he knew before he went to
Vietnam. These were his memories, what he took with him over there.
She thought she could comprehend it. Everything he knew

was small and predictable: Jesus bugs, blue mold, hound dogs, fence
posts. He didn’t know about the new consolidated county high school,
rock video, M*4*S*H. He didn’t know her.

At the house, the dog, outside his pen now, bowed lazily,
then lay down in a patch of dirt he had dug in the shade near the flow-
erbed. His back was covered with scabs. Sam recognized many
of the flowers — tall blue stalks, pink droopy flowers, big round yellow
faces — but she had no names for them. The rosebushes were insect-
caten. The lilies had dried up. The August sun was beating down. Sam
recognized a plant with seed pods forming from some
of the flowers. She remembered that when they turned brown those
seed pods would explode, scattering their seeds. She remembered
the plant’s name — touch-me-not.

“I found that diary,” Mamaw called to Sam from the porch.

“You can have it, but I don’t reckon it’ll tell you anything. He just

set down troop movements and weapons and things like that. It’s not
loving, like the letters he wrote back. Those was personal. Irene didn’t
even want this little book, but you can have it if you want it.”

Sam reached for the brown spiral notebook. Mamaw was standing
on the porch, and Sam was below her on the steps. Sam remembered
reaching just this way at graduation when the principal handed her the
rolled diploma. But inside the ribbon was a blank piece of paper. The
real diplomas were mailed later, because they had come too late from
the printer.

Mamaw said, “I remembered that I couldn’t even read all of
it because I couldn’t figure out his handwriting, so I don’t expect
it’ll tell you anything, but at least you’ll have something of his.”

She shooed a cat out the door. “Do you want us to take you out to
the graveyard later?” Mamaw said.

“No, not today,” Sam said, her eyes on the cat. “I’ve got to go
somewhere.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Paducah. I've got to go to Paducah.”

— Bobbie Ann Mason
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Ernest J. Gaines

Ernest J. Gaines was born and
raised in Louisiana. He is the author
of many acclaimed novels, including:
Of Love and Dust, The Autobiography
of Miss Jane Pittman, and A Gathering
of Old Men. A Lesson Before Dying,
for which he received the National
Book Award, will be released as a
movie by Home Box Office

in 1999. Gaines received the Acad-
emy-Institute Award from

the American Academy of Arts

& Letters in 1987. He is a writer-
in-residence at the University

of Southwestern Louisiana and

has taught creative writing at work-

shops around the world.

When | graduated from San
Francisco State College in
1957, 1 gave myself ten years to
see if | could make a living at
writing. During that time

I wrote five to six hours a day,
five days a week. | got part-
time jobs to support myself.

I worked as a printer’s helper
a few years, then as a postal
worker. | made just enough
money to pay the rent for

a one-room apartment and

to pay for my meals. During
those years | received some lo-
cal recognition: a fellowship to
attend Stanford University for
a year and the Joseph Henry
Jackson Award.In 1967, my
second novel, Of Love and Dust,
was noticed by the national
press, and that same year | re-
ceived a grant from the NEA.
It couldn’t have happened at

a better time, because | was
beginning to have doubts
about the possibility of becom-

ing a writer.Writing was all |

wanted to do, but | had to sup-
port myself as well, and | was
not doing a very good job at it.
The NEA grant — a thousand
dollars at that time - encour-
aged me to keep writing. | was
finally being recognized by
critics and my colleagues.The
young writer needs that. He
needs the money, yes — but he
also needs a little recognition
now and then to keep pushing
himself. 1 know many young,
very talented people who gave
up out of despair. | feel that

I was lucky.The recognition

by the NEA gave me enough
push to start my next novel,
The Autobiography of Miss Jane
Pittman. | have not looked back

since.

The recognition by the NEA gave me enough push

to start my next novel... I have not looked back since.
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A Lesson Before Dying

I took them back down the quarter. When I stopped
in front of Miss Emma’s house, my aunt got out of the
car with her.

“I'm going to Bayonne,” I told my aunt.

She had not shut the door yet.

“I’ll be home to cook in a little while,” she said.

“I’ll eat in town,” I told her.

Tante Lou held the door while she stood there
looking at me. Nothing could have hurt her more
when I said I was not going to eat her food. I was sup-
posed to eat soon after she had cooked, and if
I was not at home I was supposed to eat as soon as
I came in. She looked at me without saying anything
else, then she closed the door quietly and followed
Miss Emma into the yard.

I turned the car around and started up the
quarter again. There was not a single telephone in the
quarter, not a public telephone anywhere that
I could use before reaching Bayonne, and Bayonne
was thirteen miles away.

After leaving the quarter, I drove down a grav-
eled road for about two miles, then along a paved
road beside the St. Charles River for another ten
miles. There were houses and big live oak and pecan
trees on either side of the road, but not as many on
the riverbank side. There, instead of houses and trees,
there were fishing wharves, boat docks, nightclubs,
and restaurants for whites. There were one or two
nightclubs for colored, but they were not very good.

As I drove along the river, I thought about all the
schoolwork that I should have been doing at home.
But I knew that after being around Miss Emma and
Henri Pichot the past hour, I would not have been
able to concentrate on my work. I needed to be with
someone. I needed to be with Vivian.

Bayonne was a small town of about six thou-
sand. Approximately three thousand five hundred
whites; approximately two thousand five hundred
colored. It was the parish seat for St. Raphael. The
courthouse was there; so was the jail. There was a

Catholic church uptown for whites;

a Catholic church back of town for colored. There
was a white movie theater uptown; a colored movie
theater back of town. There were two elementary
schools uptown, one Catholic, one public, for whites;
and the same back of town for colored. Bayonne’s
major industries were a cement plant,

a sawmill, and a slaughterhouse, mostly for hogs.
There was only one main street in Bayonne, and

it ran along the St. Charles River. The department
stores, the bank, the two or three dentists’ and doc-
tors’ and attorneys’ offices, were mostly on this street,
which made up less than half a dozen blocks.

After entering the town, which was marked by
the movie theater for whites on the riverbank side of
the road, I had to drive another two or three blocks
before turning down an unlit road, which led back
of town to the colored section. Once I crossed the
railroad tracks, I could see the Rainbow Club, with its
green, yellow, and red arched neon lights. Several cars
were parked before the door; one of them, a big white
new ’48 Cadillac, belonged to Joe Claiborne, who
owned the place. A man and a woman came through
the door as I got out of my car to go inside. There
were probably a dozen people in the place, half of
them at the bar, the rest of them sitting at tables with
white tablecloths. I spoke to Joe Claiborne and went
through a side door into the café to use the telephone.
The tables in the café had checkered red and white
tablecloths. Thelma ran the café, and her husband,
Joe, ran the bar. I asked her what she had for supper.

“Smothered chicken, smothered beefsteaks,
shrimp stew,” she said.

There was only one other person in the café,
and he sat at the counter eating the stewed shrimps.

“Shrimps any good?” I asked Thelma.

“All my food’s good,” she said.

“Shrimps,” I told her.

- Ernest §. Gaines
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lra Sadoff

Ira Sadoff is the author of four
collections of poetry, most recently
Grazing. His other works include a
novel, Uncoupling, and stories and
essays in various literary maga-
zines. He co-founded the literary
magazine Seneca Review and served
as poetry editor of Antioch Review.
Mr. Sadoff teaches at Colby College
and in the MFA program at Warren
Wilson College. He lives in Hallow-
ell, Maine with his wife, Linda, and

stepchildren Casey and Julie.

The fellowship gave me the
time and opportunity to write
and chronicle my relation-
ship to my neighbors and the
Maine landscape, to give voice
to other people who lived in
my community who neither
had the leisure nor training
to express in concentrated

language their plights or fates.

Additionally, the grant autho-
rized me as a poet in America
and the world: poetry does not
survive in a market economy,
especially an economy driven
by international conglomer-
ates (virtually all our major
publishers and bookstores

are owned by such conglomer-
ates). Poetry does not respond
to the profit motive.What it
does respond to is a world of

feeling, some recognition that

we belong to a human com-
munity with shared experi-
ences. For a government to
support and affirm the art of
poetry affirms that we care
about our spiritual welfare

as well as simply defending
ourselves against enemies, real
or imagined. A nation without
poetry is a nation without

a soul.

For a government to support and affirm the art of
poetry affirms that we care about our spiritual welfare. ..

A nation without poetry is a nation without a soul.
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Pemaquid Point

The lighthouse as an image

of loneliness has its limits.

For as we stand on the shore

of this ocean, the crusted snow

on the granite hills and grass

disguised beneath it, that tower

seems a place where people gather

some vision of themselves: the marriage

of rock to water, of wave to snail

washed up on shore. We’re small,

and waving to the lobster boat —

which could be miles away or close

enough to raise our voices to — makes

us wish our journeys took us further,

past witness, to a scene where

we belonged. A man in blue

pulls up his net: tiny fish

swim free of it. And the man

pulling anchor, whose strength

tugs him farther from the shore,

pays tribute to our rootlessness.

As he shouts to start the engine up,

to take his course, he leaves us

in the distance, the repeated ritual

of his wake. And like the water

stirred against the lighthouse wall,

breaking up, wave after wave, we

forget ourselves. Learn our place.

- Ira Sadoff
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Linda Pastan

Linda Pastan has published nine
volumes of poetry, most recently
Carnival Evening: New and Selected
Poems, 1968-1998. Others include
Heroes In Disguise and An Early Af-
terlife. She has been a finalist for the
National Book Award and for the
Los Angeles Times Book Prize. From
1991-95, she was Poet Laureate of
Maryland. She was on the staff of
the Bread Loaf Writers’ Confer-

ence for 20 years.
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I received my grant in the
1970s, when the NEA and |
were both relatively young.

It wasn’t for a lot of money
then, though the dollar did

go farther than it does today
— but not that far. It did,
however, pay for enough child
care to get me through a lot of
drafts of a lot of poems. More
important, at a time when my
writing life seemed almost
subversive, it lent credibility to
my claim that | was a writer,
not just to doubting friends
and family but more crucially
to myself.The mere fact of
having been chosen helped
give me the courage to con-
tinue with my work at times
of grave self doubt. In fact it

still does.

...having been chosen [for a grant] helped
give me the courage to continue with my

work at times of grave self doubt.
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To a Daughter Leaving Home

When I taught you

at eight to ride

a bicycle, loping along
beside you

as you wobbled away
on two round wheels,
my own mouth rounding
in surprise when you pulled
ahead down the curved
path of the park,

I kept waiting

for the thud

of your crash as I
sprinted to catch up,
while you grew

smaller, more breakable
with distance,
pumping, pumping

for your life, screaming
with laughter,

the hair flapping
behind you like a
handkerchief waving

goodbye.

- Linda Pastan
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Linda Gregg

Linda Gregg was born in

Suffern, New York. She grew

up in northern California —

in the country. Her books of
poetry include Too Bright to See,
Alma, The Sacraments of Desire,
and Chosen by the Lion. Her fifth
collection of poetry, Things and
Flesh, will be released in 1999.
She has received a Guggenheim
Fellowship, a Whiting Writer’s
Award, and five Pushcart Prizes.
Gregg has taught at Columbia
University, the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley, the University of

Hawaii, and elsewhere.

The NEA did many things

for me as I’m sure it has for
other artists. Simply being
acknowledged as a serious
writer by the government of
our country is a wonderful
thing to do for anyone in the
creative arts. Of course, one of
the best things that the NEA
grants have done is to allow
the time to produce the work.
In my case it was especially
important because it enabled
me to write Chosen by the Lion,
which is the best book I’'ve

ever done.

Simply being acknowledged as a serious writer by the

government of our country is a wonderful thing...
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MASSACHUSETTS

To Be Here

The February road to the river is mud
and dirty snow, tire tracks and corncobs
uncovered by the mildness. I think I am
living alone and that I am not afraid.
Love is those birds working hard at flying
over the mountain going somewhere else.
Fidelity is always about what we have
already lived. I am happy, kicking snow.
The trees are the ones to honor. The trees
and the broken corn. And the clear sky
that looks like rain is falling through it.
Not a pretty spring, but the real thing.
The old weeds and the old vegetables.
Winter’s graceful severity melting away.

I don’t think the dead will speak.

I think they are happy just to be here.

If they did, I imagine them saying

birds flying, twigs, water reflecting.
There is only this. Dead weeds waiting

uncovered to the quiet soft day.

- Linda Gregg
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Philip Levine

Philip Levine is a poet of many
honors. His volume The Simple
Truth won the 1995 Pulitzer Prize.
Among his titles are They Feed

They Lion, the award-winning Ashes,
and Seven Years From Somewhere. He
also has written The Bread of Time:
Toward an Autobiography. His next
poetry collection, The Mercy, will

be out in 1999.

For many years, he taught writing
and English at several universities.
He is one of five poets featured
on the Internet Poetry Archive
(http://www.sunsite.unc.edu/ipa/in-
dex.html) where he can be heard
reading some of his work.

In 1997 he was selected for mem-
bership in the American Academy
of Arts & Letters, from which he
received the Academy-Institute

Award in 1973.

Over the years I've received
three grants from the NEA.
The first one, in 1976, meant
the most to me. | had been
teaching a very heavy load

at California State University
at Fresno, and found it increas-
ingly difficult both to teach
properly and get my writing
done. | had just published my
seventh book of poems, The
Names of the Lost, which was
nominated for the National
Book Critics Circle Award
and won the Lenore Marshall

Award.

| took an entire year off teach-
ing and travelled to Spain in
order to revive my sense of
the landscape and the spiritual,
cultural, and political history.
Inspired, | returned to Fresno
and wrote most of the poems
that made up the two books
published in ‘79: Ashes and
Seven Years from Somewhere.
These books brought me the
National Book Critics Circle
Award and the National Book
Award.

The grant in ’81 allowed me to

move to New York City where
I was able to focus on

a poem involving my early
years both in that city and
the city of my birth, Detroit.
In a rented loft on the lower
West Side, | was able to bring
all that material together in
my poem, “Poem With No
Ending,” the centerpiece of
my book Sweet Will. The 87
grant gave me the resources
to return to Detroit in order
to research the poem,

“A Walk with Tom Jefferson,”
the longest and best poem I've

ever written.

Had such grants existed

when | was in my 30s and early
40s and teaching too much
and writing too little, there’s
no knowing how much more |
might have written, but | thank
my good fortune that they
arrived in time to help me
become, for better or worse,

the poet | have become.

The '8/ grant gave me the resources to return to Detroit in

order to research the... longest and best poem I've ever written.
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You Can Have It

My brother comes home from work
and climbs the stairs to our room.
I can hear the bed groan and his shoes drop

one by one. You can have it, he says.

The moonlight streams in the window
and his unshaven face is whitened
like the face of the moon. He will sleep

long after noon and waken to find me gone.

Thirty years will pass before I remember
that moment when suddenly I knew each man
has one brother who dies when he sleeps

and sleeps when he rises to face this life,

and that together they are only one man
sharing a heart that always labors, hands
yellowed and cracked, a mouth that gasps

for breath and asks, Am I gonna make it?

All night at the ice plant he had fed
the chute its silvery blocks, and then I
stacked cases of orange soda for the children

of Kentucky, one gray boxcar at a time

with always two more waiting. We were twenty

for such a short time and always in
the wrong clothes, crusted with dirt

and sweat. I think now we were never twenty.

In 1948 in the city of Detroit, founded

by de la Mothe Cadillac for the distant purposes

of Henry Ford, no one wakened or died,

no one walked the streets or stoked a furnace,

for there was no such year, and now
that year has fallen off all the old newspapers,
calendars, doctors’ appointments, bonds,

wedding certificates, drivers licenses.

The city slept. The snow turned to ice.
The ice to standing pools or rivers
racing in the gutters. Then bright grass rose

between the thousands of cracked squares,

and that grass died. I give you back 1948.
I give you all the years from then
to the coming one. Give me back the moon

with its frail light falling across a face.

Give me back my young brother, hard
and furious, with wide shoulders and a curse
for God and burning eyes that look upon

all creation and say, You can have it.

- Philip Levine
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David Mura

David Mura is a poet, creative
nonfiction writer, critic, playwright,
and performance artist. A Sansei, or
third generation Japanese-Ameri-
can, Mura is the author of Turning
Japanese: Memoirs of a Sansei, listed
in The New York Times 1991 Notable
Books of the Year. He also is winner
of the Josephine Miles Book Award
from Oakland PEN. His second
memoir, Where the Body Meets
Memory:An Odyssey of Race, Sexual-
ity, and Identity, was published in
1996. His most recent book of po-
etry, The Colors of Desire, won the
Carl Sandburg Literary Award. His
first book of poetry, After We Lost
Our Way, won the 1989 National
Poetry Series Contest. Mura lives
in Minneapolis with his wife, Susan
Sencer, and his three children,

Samantha, Nikko, and Tomo.
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“I can’t go on. I’ll go on.”

So says one of the characters
in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot.
This seems to me both a state-
ment about life in general and

about writing in particular.

In the beginning, when a
writer has few credentials, he
or she hears loudly the stern
warning, “It is impossible” or
“You can’t go on.”” My NEA fel-
lowship came at a crucial time
in my career, when | was in the
process of becoming a memoir
writer as well as a poet, when

I was making a leap from a
familiar to an unfamiliar genre.
It brought me crucial time

to work both on my poetry
and on the beginnings of Turn-
ing Japanese, a book about my
year-long stay in Japan and my
new understanding and accep-
tance of my identity

and heritage as a Japanese-

American.

But more than time to write,

the fellowship offered me

encouragement, a recognition
that | was not deluding myself
with my pursuit of writing.

| feel I’'ve been able to add

to the literature of America

a new body of work that re-
flects the stories and concerns
of my community and family,
material that was not part of
my education and which is still
neglected in the mass media
with its homogenized portraits
of who we are.The NEA
fellowship was not only for
myself but for my community
of Japanese-Americans and
Asian-Americans, for the
stories within us that still need

to be told.

The NEA fellowship was not only for myself but for my
community of Japanese-Americans and Asian-Ameri-

cans, for the stories within us that still need to be told.
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Turning Japanese:
Memoirs of a Sansei

T'am a Sanset, a third-generation Japanese-American.
In 1984, through luck and through some skills as a
poet, I traveled to Japan. My reasons for going were
not very clear.

At the time, I’d been working as an arts adminis-
trator in the Writers-in-the-Schools program, sending
other writers to grade schools and high schools
throughout Minnesota. It wasn’t taxing, but it didn’t
provide the long stretches needed to plunge into my
own work. I had applied for a U.S./Japan Creative
Artist Exchange Fellowship mainly because I wanted
time to write.

Japan? That was where my grandparents came
from, it didn’t have much to do with my present life.

But then Japan had never seemed important to
me, even in childhood. On holidays when we would
get together with relatives, I didn’t notice that the
faces around me looked different from most of the
faces at school. I didn’t notice that my grandfathers
were in Japan, my grandmothers dead. No one spoke
about them, just as no one spoke about Japan. We
were American. It was the Fourth of July, Labor Day,
Christmas. All I noticed was that the food we ate
— futomakz, mazegohan, teriyaki, kamaboko — was
different from what I liked best — McDonald’s, pizza,
hot dogs, tuna-fish salad.

For me Japan was cheap baseballs, Godezilla,
weird sci-fi movies like Star Man, where you could
see the strings that pulled him above his enemies, fly-

ing in front of a backdrop so poorly made even I,

at eight, was conscious of the fakery. Then there were
the endless hordes storming G.1.’s in war movies.
Sometimes the Japanese hordes got mixed up in my
mind with the Koreans, tiny Asians with squinty eyes
mowed down in row after row by the steady shots
of John Wayne or Richard Widmark. Before the
television set, wearing my ever-present Cubs cap, I
crouched near the sofa, saw the enemy surrounding
me. I shouted to my men, hurled a grenade. I fired
my gun. And the Japanese soldiers fell before me, one
by one.

Of course, by the eighties, I was aware, as every-
one else was, of Japan’s burgeoning power,
its changing image — Toyota, Nissan, Sony, Toshiba,
the economic, electronic, automotive miracle.
Rather than savage barbarism the Japanese were now
characterized by a frightening efficiency and a tireless
energy. Japan was a monster of industrialization, of
huge, world-hungry corporations. Unfair trade prac-
tices, the trade imbalance. Robot people.

But none of this had much to do with me.

After all, I was a poet.

- David Mura
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Richard Ford

Richard Ford was born in Jackson,
Mississippi in 1944 and attended
public school there until he en-
tered college in Michigan in 1962.
His first novel, A Piece of

My Heart, was published in 1976.
Since then he has published six
books of fiction, including novels
and stories, as well as many essays.
His novel Independence Day won
both the 1996 Pulitzer Prize for
Fiction and the PEN Faulkner
Award. He edited the Granta Book
of the American Short Story and the
Granta Book of the American Long
Story. From the American Academy
of Arts & Letters he received the
Academy-Institute Award in 1989
and the Award of Merit in 1997.
His most recent book of stories,
Women With Men, was published
in 1997. He is married to Kristina
Ford and lives both in New Or-

leans and in Chinook, Montana.

I’'ve been lucky enough to

get two NEA fellowships,

one in the seventies and one in
the eighties, and I’'m sure my
quota is up. But the first was
the most, | suppose I’d say, pro-
found. I'd been ducking regular
employment, trying to keep
my writing on track, and was
basically being funded by my
wife.The fellowship kept me
free from what is misinterpret-
ed to be “honest worlk’ — work
for somebody else. | wrote a
novel during the year of the
fellowship, and the money
helped my wife quit her job
and begin thinking of some-
thing better to do.What the
fellowship “meant,” or at least
seemed to mean, apart from
these quite practical concerns,
was that the great numbers
game which young writers
often obsess over (I actually
didn’t, though | was aware of
it) was not always destined to
play out against me. It meant
the world outside my room

(1 was living in New Jersey

at the time) wasn’t indifferent
to what | was writing; that

I had a chance, and wasn’t nec-
essarily wasting my time. I’'ve
always thought that writing
success is measured by read-
ers, and so here were some
readers who thought | was
okay. Beyond that, being quirk-
ily patriotic, | also thought it
was neat that our representa-
tive government deemed my
work worthwhile. | must have,
in fact, French blood in me
because I did and still do think
that the collective body of a
country’s artistic efforts (even
novelists’ efforts) comprises

a worthwhile contribution

to the nation’s well-being.

It meant the world outside my room wasn’t indifferent

to what | was writing...
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My Mother, In Memory

After that the life that would take us to the end began.
A fragmented, truncated life of visits long and short.

Letters. Phone calls. Telegrams. Meetings in cities

away from home. Conversations in cars, in airports, in an unideal way. Always she was resigned some-

train stations. Efforts to see each other. Leaving where down deep. I could never plumb her without

dominated everything — my growing older, and hers, coming to stop point — a point where expectation

observed from varying distances. simply ceased. This is not to say she was unhappy

after enough time had passed. Or that she never
laughed. Or that she didn’t see life as life, didn’t

She held out alone in Mississippi for a year,

moved back into the house on Congress Street. She
rented out the other side, worked at the hospital, regain and enjoy herself. All those she did. Only,

where for a 