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FOLLOWING THE STAR

Early New Years Eve

The neighbourhood gathering not yet begun.

I am resting up

Sitting in my worn poet's rocking chair

In front of the wood stove

The dog resting at my feet.

From time to time he raises his head

To see if I'm OK.

Flames from the woodstove fire

Are reflected in the window,

And beyond,

Beyond the peaceful snow that fell today

That rests on my well-stocked woodshed,

That rests on the barn

Where my 63 chickens sleep,

That rests on the homes of my neighbours

That are getting ready too.

Beyond the snow that rests on the nearby hills,

That rests on the nearby river,

Beyond this world in which I live

There is a world

That is also for the moment

At peace,

Getting ready also,

Getting ready to bid goodby to the past

And

Reshoulder its burdens.

Our journey to the future

Not yet complete.

Tomorrow morning we shall begin again.








31 December 1993


OPEN SESSAME

New Years Day.

The day after the end of the old

For me,

The first tentative steps into the new.

My neighbour André and I

Have donned our crosscountry skiis

And are crossing the snow-covered river

For the first time this winter.

My dog goes first and I follow,

With a safety rope trailing behind.

My wife watches from the shore

And takes a picture

At this historic moment.

The cold snap

And the accompanying snowstorms of the past two weeks

Have caused the river to freeze solid

And have left a fluffy, foot-deep layer of snow on the ground.

We make it across.

I wave goodby to my wife

and the three of us,

André, the dog and I,

Start to climb the first hill

Only to find our path blocked.

The recent storms

Have bowed many of the stripling wayside saplings

With spectacular overburdens of snow.

Majestically raising my ski pole

I STRIKE the first bowed birch in my path.

OPEN SESSAME,

I command;

And

As in days of yore

The grateful tree drops its snow burden

And springs back up.

I move on to the next tree in my path.

OPEN SESSAME

I command;

As I strike anew.

Once again a miracle is wrought.

Perhaps this is a harbinger of things to come.








1 January 1994


MOST POEMS CAN'T BE WRITTEN DOWN

The other day

I received a phone call

From my five-year-old

Side-by-riverside neighbour Amy Rose,

Who proudly told me

That she had responded to my challenge

And,

After months of trying,

Had suddenly learned to count to 100.

"WOW"

I sez to Amy Rose,

"That's Magnificent".

"Would you like to hear me do it?"

She sez,

With that incredible pitch of excitement and wonder

That most grownups can no longer feel.

"Go Ahead",

Sez I to Amy Rose,

As I settle down in my chair.

And with that she begins,

And,

Of course,(with a momentary pause at 30)

Makes it.

The next day 

I was visiting Amy Rose

And her family

And

Enjoying the wonderful breakthrough she had made.

Bet you'll write a poem about this

Says her proud mom.

"Probably not"

I sez.

"Most of the poems we experience in life,

Such as Amy Rose's break through,

Cannot be written down

But can only be appreciated for the breathless moment they exist.

I'll never be able to write this down."








4 Feb 1994


ON COUNTING YOUR CHICKENS BEFORE THEY HATCH

One of the many things

That our revered elders teach us

Is

To speak only when we are experts in the subject matter

And

To not trust those who aren't.

Well,

Those of you who know me

Can attest

That I am an expert in the subject matter I am about to discuss.

I have become a bona fide chicken farmer

With a vast herd of 83

Hopefully happy chickens

Some of whom

have actually hatched their young.

In other words

You can trust what I'm about to tell you

About one of the most important things we learned

When we were young.

Never ever count your chickens before they hatch.

First I must describe the chickens I am hatching.

Due to a happy set of circumstances 

I have set the wheels in motion

So that it may turn out

That I will be able to devote more time

To doing something I think is important-

Namely,

Using my humble skills

To enable us to do more

To protect our planet

And hopefully

Reverse some of the damage we have wrought.

Well,

As a result of my trying to hatch these eggs,

As a result of my planning to take another step forward,

I have found myself

Not only counting my chickens before they hatch

But also

Thinking about the wondrous things I will win.

Even worse,

I have already been enjoying 

Some of the pleasures that will result from having won,

And,

As a result of anticipating my winning,

Have had the privilege

Of sharing the wonders of our lives on this earth

With my friends and neighbours

Which

Is for me

The ultimate part of this environment we are trying to protect.

I rediscovered how much

My neighbour Lise

Loves her rebel daughter Manon

Who works as a brakeman on the railroad.

I saw how happy Sylvie,

One of the nice people I work with,

Is about getting married.

I found out 

That when I brought popcorn with me

On the bus home,

My two year old fan Alden's eyes lit up

As he grabbed two fistfulls

Under his mom's watchful eye

To munch on the way home,

Much to the delight of the nearby passengers.

I found pleasure

Sharing an afternoon skate

With my old friend Irving

On the wonderful canal,

Of our Nation's Capital,

At the beginning of it's annual winter carnival.

I found pleasure in bundling up

And sharing a run once again with my friends

After the end of a cold snap

That brought us the coldest January on record

That had caused me to stop running for a whole month.

I found pleasure

Just sitting with my wife in front of the fire

At the end of the day

Sharing with her

All the wondrous things that had happened to us.

In other words,

In other words

I did exactly what all the collective wisdom of our elders

Have told us never ever to do.

I counted my chickens before they hatched,

And you know,

One could do worse

Than counting their chickens before they hatch.
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A LESSON FROM MY FRIEND JIM

My friend Jim,

Who is also in many ways a poet,

Has taught me several lessons

Over the years that our families have known each other.

Right now

He is fighting Cancer,

And,

While I cannot begin to understand 

The impact of the radiation or chemo on him

Or the many other things that have happened as a result,

There is something I have learned this time too.

For reasons that I don't understand

Life deals us many gifts

Not all of which are good

Or for that matter bad.

While some people,

Including me,

Tend to overly dwell on the gifts

That we have and have not gotten,

I have learned from Jim

That it is not which gifts 

We have and have not received

But rather

What we do with the gifts we have.









4 Feb 1994


KEVIN IS TURNING 40

Kevin is turning 40.

My God!!!

Kevin Cartwright turning 40.

What ever happened to 30?

Or for that matter 20?

What does that mean about me?

What does that mean about us?

what ever happened to modern jazz and Post Modern Architecture?

What ever happened to Camelot and Trudeaumania?

What ever happened to the Berlin Wall?

Kevin is turning 40.

It's the coldest winter on record.

Our God damned river is constipated with ice

Waterlines and spirits are frozen everywhere-

And

There's still no end in sight.

Maybe God is sending Kevin a message

Maybe God is sending us a message.

Maybe we should start building another Ark.

Kevin is turning 40.

Kevin's world is turning 40,

And yet

Despite Madison Avenue's direst warning

Kevin's world is still here;

Linda is here,

Emma is here,

Chez Eric is still here,

And,

We too are still here,

This wondrous Wakefield clan that we have made.

Kevin is turning 40

And

We are here to celebrate.

Even in the chill of this frozen night

Even in the middle of the coldest winter on record

We are here to celebrate.

We are here to celebrate Kevin turning 40

We are here to celebrate the wonder of our lives

On this island we call Wakefield.

The wonder of being in a world

With friends such as Kevin.

Maybe turning 40 isn't that bad after all-

Eh Kevin?










26 February 1994


MAGICAL BUS RIDE

Snowy March day

Wet Flalkey snow

The bus driver is having a hard time

Making it up the big hills.

We passengers

On this Number One Bus

Cheer

As he succeeds in mounting one difficult hill after another.

This morning is also special

Because one of the passengers, Aaron,

A high school student and neighbour,

Has brought with him

The first tape recording that he has made of his band

And a portable casette

With which to listen.

He starts the tape

And I

Don the earphones.

He and his band

Are accompanying us

As we head through this nivilous Springtime day.

Their music is

Capturing the energy of the snow-laden trees

As they pass us by,

Capturing the marvelous grin 

Of the snowflake-dusted passengers

As they get on the bus

And parade down the aisle,

Capturing the spirit of the bus driver

As he pilots us through this marvelous morning,

Capturing the bueaty of this world in which we live.

I share the earphones

And a listen

With my fellow passengers

As we head on down the road to town;

Lise the translator,

Evelyn the student violinist, 

And Jay the historian.

All of us grin when we hear the music.

Arron the music maker is grinning too

On this magical bus ride morning.









15 March 1994


FIRST DAY OF SPRING

(read at Chez Eric's before a vast multitude of friends)

First day of Spring,

The end of the coldest Winter on record.

I am walking along,

Breaking through the sharp brittle crust

On top of

Eighteen inches of snow,

Followed by my neighbour Marcel

And his snowsuit-clad six-year-old daughter

Amy-Rose.

We are climbing up to

My hillside spring-fed cistern

That used to provide water to my house

That has been frozen solid since January.

We are climbing up

To see whether things have changed,

Whether the grip of Winter has begun to relax.

We open the lid

Only to find 

That the foot-thick crust of ice

In the cistern

Is still hanging in the same spot

Where it had cracked the cistern's

Five-inch-thich cement walls.

First day of Spring.

HAH.

First day of Spring.

I am driving from our house to the village spring

To replenish our water supply that we keep in buckets.

Driving over a road

With four foot deep pot holes,

(I am not exaggerating)

That my former friend Elvis

Claims he ploughed the best he could.

Likely story, Elvis.

First day of Spring.

I am standing out back of my house

With my scruffy neighbour Sonny

Trying to figure out

How to stop the god damned run-off

From running into 

My stoneage stone ice house,

Trying to stop the runoff 

That has made a six-inch-deep skating rink inside

Where I store my wood.

Sonny's fingers are nicotine stained

From smoking his home rolled cigarettes.

We both look a bit Winter haggard.

First day of Spring

HAH.

First day of Spring.

All is not bad.

My wife, dressed in her down-hill skiing finery,

Is going off to ski on our local hill

Going off to see the snow suited effigy

That she and friends built

(For the Spring carnival)

Being strapped to skiis and pushed down hill

(As a symbol of last winter)

Being ceremonously pushed 

To a certain death.

I watch as she leaves.

Brownie

Our brown dog who is shedding his winter coat

Is resting beside me

We are basking in the springtime sun.

First day of Spring.

End of Winter.

Dying snow dripping on the ground,

Brilliant loving sunshine

Is warming my spirit once again,

Another siege is ended.

Rejoyce

Rejoyce

First day of Spring.

End of Winter.

Yet still

When I close my eyes

I remember

Bitter frozen twilight

Crouched over the village spring

That was encrusted with ice

Drawing water

Because our god damned house

Didn't and still doesn't have any water.

First day of Spring.

My youngest son called from sunny California

To tell me that we would see him in a week

In springtime Vancouver

Where the snow has melted

And the flowers are blooming.

Take that.

All my snowbound friends

Who won't be lucky enough to be there too.

First day of Spring

End of Winter

End of dark damp tunnels

With hoar ice on the walls

And

Falling through Winter's crystal nothingness

Only to be returned right here

With my friends at Chez Eric's

Welcoming the first day of Spring.








20 March 1994
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ODE TO ELVIS

My neighbour

And former friend

Elvis

Was born about the time

His mom was a big fan of the other Elvis,

Hence his name,

And

Unfortunately for me,

The source of his frustration.

He never could learn how to wiggle his hips.

That's why

I figure he does such a lousy job

Of ploughing our river road in winter,

To make us shimmy and shake

Even if he cant.








20 March, 1994


THE ULTIMATE VIRTUAL REALITY

I know you won't believe this

But our societies electronic wizards

Have actually developed

IT

I mean

IT

The ultimate Virtual reality.

Cant you just see the ads

WHO SAYS THERE'S NO SUBSTITUTE FOR LIFE








20 March, 1994

YELLOWKNIFE IN SPRING
Another Winter siege over.

Mid-April

Blue sky temperatures hover just above freezing

Endless days of 40 below gone.

On the sattelite-fed television in the bar

They are showing the Masters in Augusta, Georgia

Where the magnolias are blooming.

Not here in Yellowknife.

Here

Rivulets from the dwindling islands

Of car-compacted snow

Dribble down the gravel-splattered streets.

This part of ourCanadian world is reawakening

But only slowly;

Our winters make us who we are.

Out on the streets

Two overdressed children

On their way home from school

Pass me by

Kicking mindlessly with their pink rubber boots

At the remaining outcrops

Of soot-flaked snow.

A bleary wino stands in the doorway

Basking in the sun.

A busty teenager

In freshly unpacked tee shirt

Giggles as she bounces along the street with a friend.

An ice-road weary truck driver

Just in off the Great Slave Lake

With a ten thousand dollar load of plywood

For Springtime building

Is flashing a rotten-tooth smile

As he steps down from his rig

And

Loosens the load straps.

And beyond,

Beyond the confines

Of this northernmost outpost city

That is perched on the rockey edge of nothing,

There are myriads of skidoo tracks

Darting here and there

On the still stark white lake,

Leading off into infinite wilderness,

Leading off to where only wolves and caribou dare range,

Leading off among the climate-stunted jackpine forests

Where preciously husbanded supplies of sap

Are starting to flow once again,

Leading off to tipples

Where weary gold miners rubb their eyes

As they emerge from their shift

And

Into the Spring sunshine.

And I too

I too am part of this shield we call home.

I too have struggled with winter

In my village too the snow is still on the ground.

My spine too is still frozen.

My sap too has only begun to flow.

And

The magnolias have certainly not yet bloomed

On my golf course.
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LIVING IN WAKEFIELD IS LIKE LIVING IN HEAVEN(1994)

Watching people get off the steam train in Wakefield

Is like watching the children of Egypt

Arrive in the promised land.

Walking with Lorie in the McKenna Greenhouse in Spring

Is like walking with Dorothy in the land of Oz.

Walking with my neighbour André

Across the Gatineau River for the first time each winter

Is like walking with Moses when he parted the Red Sea

Seeing the old Chateau Pearson sign come down

Is like watching the tumbling of the walls of Jerico.

Watching the ice go out on the Gatineau River

After the coldest Winter on record

Is like watching the re-creation of the Earth.

Drifting on a lazy summer day

In the weeds on Browns lake

In one of Sonny Nesbitt's glass bottom canoes

Is like being baby Moses floating in the bullrushes.

Having coffee with friends 

At the new Wakefield coffee house Chez Eric's

Is like drinking from the fountain of youth.

Swimming in the Gatineau River

For the first time each year

On Canada Day

Is like being baptized in the river Jordan.

Watching Billy Cross plough a furrow in Meach Creek Valley

Is like watching a snake slither thru the garden of Eden.

Living in Wakefield is like living in heaven.








24 April, 1994


FOLLOW THE PATH WITH A HEART

Early morning sunshine

Springtime day

Morning after

It froze a bit last night.

A robin alights upon a still-stark tree outside my window.

Morning after.

The meeting over.

I am listening to the radio

Listening to the original cast from the Wizard of Oz.

The tin man without a heart,

The scarecrow without a brain,

The lion without courage,

And Dorothy--

All of them are a little bit of us

They are singing about how,

If we follow the yellow brick road

That has been created and paved by our leaders,

We will find the Emerald City,

Happiness,

And hence ourselves.

Morning after.

The meeting over.

Before the meeting,

At our village tavern,

A young friend

Who works in construction had approached me

Inbetween his turn at the pool table

And said

"I hear you're against motorboats.

I want to get one." 

He continued,

"What do you think I should do?"

I laughed

And gave him an "I don't know" pat on the back.

Morning after.

The meeting over.

The meeting was one that I had convened

To try to build a strongercommunity around our river,

To protect it in the same way we protect

A member of our family.

"Let's make the river a special place,"

I had said.

All of the people who use the river-

The motorboaters,

The canoists,

The fishermen,

The swimmers,

The homeowners,

and

People like me,

Agreed.

"But how shall we do it?"

I said.

Consternation.

Silence.

Then an environmentalist got up and said,

"Let's limit motor boat speeds to 10 km/hr."

And a motorboater got up and said,

"We want our freedom."

And a fish got up and said,

"There's too much human shit in the river."

The swimmers applauded.

A riverside home owner

Who teaches piano to the local children

Got up and said,

"Even when I close my windows

The summer sound of the high-speed boat

Outside my window

Drives me crazy."

And a canoist got up

And said

"A motor boater circled me at high speed

And gave me the finger."

"It's not us,"

Shouted an indignant motorboater,

"We're environmentalists just like you.

It's the outsiders who use the river

That cause the problem."

"No it's not,"

Said another,

"It's the kid from up on the hill

That's buzzing the piano teachers house."

"We'll police ourselves",

Said the motorboater,.

"That won't work."

Said an environmentalist shaking his fist.

"You need laws",

He continued.

"You can't have laws."

Said a village counsellor.

"We have no power."

"Oh yes you do,"

Shot back a lawyer from the village.

"You're just passing the buck."

Then I got up ,as the village poet, and said,

"Can't we work this out between us?

This river is here for all of us.

If we continue to overuse and destroy it

We will all loose.

If we continue to follow the yellow brick road,

Rather than the path that has a heart,

We will all loose."

"You're against us",

Said the angry Environmentalist.

"You're against us",

Said the angry motorboater.

"You don't care about the Earth",

Said the environmentalist.

"You don't care about our rights",

Said the motorboater,

And

Each group got up and walked out

Congratulating itself

For having successfully fought off the enemy,

Who are a bunch of stupid assholes anyway.

Morning after.

The robin has moved to another tree.

My cat is peeking in through the window,

And

Wants in.

The pekin ducks on the pond

Are

Impatiently waiting for me to come out and feed them.

The river nearby still flows.

The robin returns to the tree outside the window.

"What should I do?"

Sez I to the robin.

Should I, 

As village poet,

Continue to try to bring our community together 

Around the river,

Or should I forget it all

And just go back to being the village poet?

"Follow the path that has a heart."

Said the robin,

As it flew away.







12 May 1994 


THANK YOU, JENNI








I

My favourite

(And only) niece

Was visiting our mythical village the other day.

She just graduated from a university

(Where she studied some form of anthropology)

And has struck out on her own,

Moved to a big city,

And has not done so well.

She's living with a friend from back home.

Her friend from back home

Has come to be with her boyfriend.

They have jobs that they like,

And

They have each other.

Jenni doesn't have any of this,

And can't seem to get started.

Oh,

She has a job,

Sort of

And a few passing friends,

Sort of.

But she doesn't yet have the real thing.

So, Jenni came to visit us

To put her lack of success aside for the moment,

To be with her favourite (and one and only)

Aunt and Uncle

In their mythical village.






II

It's a late,

Unseasonably hot

Spring afternoon.

Jenni and I

Are walking down a long dirt driveway

That's overarched with stately pine trees.

Earlier

We had been sitting on the veranda

By the river

Of my favourite train-station restaurant

Having a half litre of white wine and Caesar salads.

The trees

On the other side of the river

Had not yet lost their green/gold colour

And

Now that the ice was gone

The angels were dancing on the river once again.

In order to bolster Jenni's morale,

I read her one of my new poems

A Lesson from my Friend Jim,

In which I concluded that

"It's not which gifts 

We have and have not received

That's important

But rather

What we do with the gifts we have"

Now,

As Jenni and I walk slowly down the hill,

She tells me 

How much she loves

The wonderful scent of pine sap 

That she is smelling.

"You know,"

I sez to Jenni,

"As I have grown older

I have lost part of my sense of smell

(Anosmia due to caducity
According to my word-a-day calender).

I can no longer smell the pine trees the way you do.

Now,

Like a blind man,

I have to rely on you

To see for me.

When I was a teen-ager,"

I continued,

"I remember going barefoot 

by the endless-summer lake,

Staying at the cottage with my parents

Running barefoot with my brother

Over smooth-worn, rough-barked pine roots

On the needle strewn path down to the lake,

The heady scent of pine 

Permeating and punctuating the wake of my flying spirit.

Now I can no longer smell these things."

"But there are good things too,"

Said Jenni,

"That come from what you call caducity.

Like the blind man

Or the deaf Beethoven

Your other senses have grown stronger to compensate.

Maybe it's caducity that has made you the poet 

That you have become.

It's like you were saying to me earlier today-

It's not which gifts 

You have and have not received

(Or lost)

That's important,

But rather

What you do with the gifts that you have."







III

A few days later,

Jenni gone back.

I am sitting once again

On the front porch veranda

Of my favourite train-station restaurant

Having a half litre of white wine and a caesar salad

Savouring the memories of Jenni's visit.

The leaves across the river

Have now turned to summer green,

A blue sky is singing overhead,

Angels are dancing on the river.

And now,

Even though I still can't smell,

The scent of pine trees on hot summer days,

The magic of childhood is here once again.

Thank you, Jenni.








22 May 1994


lIGHT A CANDLE AND COME WITH ME

"There is darkness on the land",

Said my friend the sage.

"Homes are burning,

There are murders on the street,

The plague is abroad

Nothing can be done."

"Light a candle",

I said to the sage,

"Light a candle."

"But what good will one lone candle do

In this hour of darkness?

What good can one lone candle do

When the forces of evil are upon the land?

What good will one lone candle do?

Wars are being fought

Genocide is with us once again.

Evil men laugh and pretend they are doing good.

What's the use of one lone candle?"

"Light a candle",

I said, 

"Light a candle,

And you shall see.

Light a candle so that your way will become clear once again,

Light a candle so that others can follow.

Some may be lost along the way

That is always the case

But the Earth is still here.

Light a candle and you shall see.

For

It is when things are darkest

That the candle does the most good.

Light a candle

And come with me."








4 June 1994


WE ARE MORE THAN THEY WANT US TO BELIEVE

We are more than just a housewife, car mechanic, or cleric.

We are more than a parent or child.

We are more than anonymous viewers of the TV screen,

Anonymous visitors walking down someone elses street,

Anonymous guests in a rundown hotel.

We are more than that

Much more.

We are more than owners of a car,

Readers of books,

Fans of Hockey night in Canada,

Followers of world events,

Patrons of the arts.

We are more than that too

Much more

We are more than our greedy manipulators

Want us to believe.

We are more than statistics in a report,

Forecasts in the mind of a computer

Stockholders listening to an annual report.

And I am not these things either.

For I am you

And

You are me

And

You and I are we

And

We are part of this world in which we live.

We are much more than a figment of Madison Avenue's imagination.

We are part of a living world

And

Just as surely as the robin in Spring

Has a place at the table

We too have a place here.

We are 

And always have been 

A dream.

We are and always have been hope.

We are ourselves

Our fellow man

And

The world around.

We too are love

We are love

We are love

And dont let them make you forget it.








4 June 1994


THE METER  LIFE IMPOSES ON OUR POEM

Saturday night.

I am standing at the bar of our local tavern

With my friend Bob the Chef.

He's having a beer

And I'm having a Diet Pepsi.

We're both eating peanuts.

He's describing to me

The pleasure he gets from his work

And the people he works with-

Not only is the food he creates a work of art

But each day is a piece de resistance.

"You see",

He said,

"There are many meters that life imposes on our poem.

For you as a poet,

Its a question of whether every other line should rhyme

And

How many syllables there are.

For an oyster,

It's the shape of a grain of sand

That starts its pearl.

For me,

It's the menu of the day,

Who I'm working with,

The location of the pots and pans,

And

How I feel."

"Oh",

I said.
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MEMORIES OF THE CHATEAU(SHADOW)

When I was young

There was a weekly serial on the radio

Called

THE SHADOW.

Now

That Shadow's gone

Our Chateau's gone

We're gone.

They're gone now

We're gone now

Just like the lingering smell of cigarette smoke in our hair.

Just memories-

The rusted urinals

The moosehead on the wall

The smell of beer stains

Jean the brillo waitress.

Larry the burnt out sun.

His mom Josie

The fun loving boss

(Her first husband died before I got to know him).

Linda the lovely.

Our now-deceased mayor

Butsch the frustrated dreamer,

Jerry the bantam

And his beautiful Guitar Lucile.

Orvil the Octogenarian

And his wife

Dancing the night away

To our favorite band

The Country and Western Whiners
That was two decibels too loud.

They're gone now.

Just the lingering smell of cigarette smoke in our hair.

They're gone now

The new have taken over.

The beautiful aggressive merchant's daughter

And

Her partners 

The real estate agents.

They even brought in a waitress from the city

Who is just beginning to learn how to sing from the heart.

They even had the walls freshly painted by some one

Who thought about

What was the right color.

But even though we're gone

We're still there.

Isn't that right

Jean,

Larry, 

Josie, 

Lawrence, 

Linda, 

Lornie, 

Butsch, 

Jerry, 

Lucile, 

Mr. and Mrs. Orvile

And of course

Me.
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THESAURUS

When mere mortals

Search

For synonyms,

They turn to their Thesaurus.

When we poets

Search 

For words

We turn to

Early summer morning windows

Looking out at the fog upon the river.

Our lover sleeping beside us.

Another day about to begin

Etcetera

Etcetera.

Because 

You see

It's not the end of a search

That you find the word

But rather

The word exists 

In all the lovely things that happen to you along the way.






24 June, 1994

THE WAY PEPSI USED TO TASTE

I remember my grey haired grandmother's

Red brick row house

In North West Washington D.C.

And
I remember her carefully putting down

A goblet of elixer,

Putting down a glass filled with ice

And brimming with Pepsi

(They didn't have diet Pepsi in those days)

Putting down the glass on a coaster

On her Irish lace covered dining room table

Next to the mahogany china cabinet

That contained all sorts of wondrous secrets.

Putting it down in a dining room,

A dining room that opened onto a screened-in porch

In the rear of the house 

With all of its wondrous outdoor smells.

That opened onto a grease-yellow kitchen

With a fridge that contained the Pepsi

That opened onto an anti-macasser living room

Where my grandparents talked about growing old.

All of this I am bringing with me into the present.

Bringing it to this deck on which I sit.

My grey haired wife nearby.

Now,

We,

Grandparents too.

She,

Working in the garden

I

Still drinking Pepsi in a glass with ice.

Wondering

If my grandmother had been alive now

Whether

She would have prefered diet Pepsi better than

The real thing.







24 June 1994


ARETAICIST OR EUDAMONICIST
If I had my choice

Of being a scientist of virtue

Or

A scientist of happiness

I would choose to write

A cross disciplinary thesis

On the subject of

The mutual dependence of Aretaics and Euddamonics.






24 June 1994


METHOD ACTING

I'm doing such a good job

Of playing the part of being old

That

My back hurts

My eyes grow dim

I need a hearing aid

My shoulder hurts when I move it in certain directions

I can no longer smell.

Can I stop pretending now?
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CHILDHOOD REVISITED

When I was young

In bare suntanned feet

And living by the sea.

There was a fisherman I knew

Who taught me the trick

Of smelling fish underwater.

The idea was simple

When you were out on the water

And want to know if fish are there

Inhale slowly and steadily

And

If you pause for a moment at the apex of your breath

Inbetween inhale and exhale

You can smell the fish if they are present.

Now older

Warm rain summer day

Drops dripping on the summer leaves

Birdsong darting here and there.

Sitting on my front porch

Adrift in the sounds of summer

Trying to imagine once again

Where the fish of childhood were hiding.

Trying to imagine my sitting on this front porch

As a bare foot youth.

Remembering the trick that my friend the fisherman

Taught me long ago

I inhaled slowly and steadily

And

As I paused for a moment at the cusp

I remembered once again
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AT THE FOOT OF MT. WASHINGTON

Eventide,

Summer sunset.

The skies overhead have cleared.

I am sitting with my young friend Neil

On the sloping lawn

In front of the Appalachian Mountain Club Mess Hall.

Neil has just successfully completed his first year

At the same university that I went to 34 years ago.

Mt. Washington is looming majestically

Across the valley before us.

Wisps of clouds from the valley beyond

Are being blown over the summit.

Nearby a photographer is trying to capture the moment.

Just as I have seen others do

At the foot of Mt. Fuji and other shrines.

Neil has climbed other mountains before

And has scanned the vistas from the tops.

This climb will be fairly straightforward by comparison.

Nonetheless,

Preparations have been made.

Neil and I have trained together for the past week

In preparation for his ascent tomorrow.

He knows I will not be going along.

We have spent the past week building up strength

Working together,

Rebuilding pilgrim-worn bog bridges

High along an isolated section of the Appalachian Trail.

Carrying back-breaking wooden stringers

And

Using prybars and picks

To root out stubborn boulders

That got in our way,

Working together,

Sharing techniques and strategies.

This to me is more important than the climb itself.

But I do not tell him this

People over 30 know too much

And some things are best left unsaid.

At his stage of the journey,

As it was for me,

Challenges like this must be met.

I tell him I am not going

Because I would hold him back,

But that is not the truth.

These past few days of working together

Have shown me that my fortitude is still there;

In truth,

For better or worse

I have climbed enough of others mountains

And seen enough vistas

To know that for me

It's the majestic mountains within ourselves

That have been obscured by civilization's clouds

That are the important ones to discover and climb.

And

That the important vistas

Are not those around us

But those within

And those refracted by others.







5 August 1994


TEN LESSONS FROM THE BOG BRIDGE LABORATORY






1

Build your bridges well,

But unless you have time to spare,

Don't let the perfect get in the way of the good;

Always be flexible.






2

When dislodging stubborn rocks,

It's important to choose the right fulcrum

And

The right lever.

More importantly, 

However,

Is to work together to get the job done

And

To ask for help when you need it.






3

Respect your lab partners' journey

And sometimes,

Even if you think you're right,

Let them get their way.

The investment pays off in the end.






4

In order to find pleasure in working together

It is necessary to know

What you and your lab partner have in common

And

The complementary strengths 

You can each take advantage of.

This way its also easier to get the job done.






5

Holistically examine the dynamics of the problem.

Think through as best you can 

The appropriate steps needed

To get the job done

With the tools and strengths at your disposal.

Don't be daunted by the enormity of the task.

Take things one step at a time.

Serendipity will always help you out.






6

Take pride when you've done a good job,

But more importantly,

Take pride in the way you did it

And the people you had the privilege to work with.






7

When one thing doesn't work,

Try something else.

Remember,

We accomplish in proportion to what we attempt.






8

Follow your lab instructors direction

As best you can

And

Share the responsibility to get the job done.

Ask enough questions to make sure you understand

Why things are done a certain way

And

Question authority where appropriate.

Remember, 

Its in both your interests to get the job done well.






9

Be dependable.

Plan ahead so that the job is done when needed.

But,

If this is not possible,

Negotiate and agree upon changes

With those that are depending on you.






10

The job is not done

Until the tools are ready for the next task

And the work site cleaned up.







August 5, 1994



REBUILDING THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL

Once Philip-New York;

Now,

Philip-Canada.

Now having grown up

And living by a river of my own.

My wife of many years and I

Having taken off some time from our new life as Canadians

To repay a debt

For some of the many things 

That the country of our birth has given us.

We have joined a group of seven Americans

To repair a part of this beacon

That has been a torch of freedom for so many.

We are working to repair a small section

Of the two-thousand-mile-long Appalachian Trail

Which has served as the symbolic backbone

Of the founding 13 colonies, 

And, 

The spirit of Democracy.

We have come to repair some of the damage that has been done

By the countless thousand pilgrims

That have hiked this fabled path.

We have come to repair this trail

That has served as a challenge to some,

As solitude for others,

A path where families have walked together

Where fathers and mothers have shown their sons and daughters

A bit more of who they are.

Where young couples have come to share their love

And

To try each other out.

Where macho youths have arm wrestled

With the Earth and its elements.

A path where one can see

Some of the beauty of who we are,

Where one can see more of the world in which we live.

We have come to help rebuild this trail

That is sorely in need of repair.

Some of the bog bridges are broken,

Need to be replaced,

And have sunk into the mire.

Some of the paths to the peaks have worn away

And stepping stones need to be replaced.

Some of the spots beside the streams 

Have become overgrown

And there's no longer room to sit and think.

Some of the trails through the forest 

Have been covered over with fallen trees,

And too many travellers are becoming lost along the way.

We have come to rebuild this trail

Carrying up the mountain with us

Our pry bars, picks and shovels,

Our saws and axes,

Our hammers and nails.

We have come dressed in work clothes, boots and gloves.

But most of all

We have come with our good will, love and strength.

We have come to rebuild this trail

This trail that has given so much to so many.

Even America can use some help from time to time.

One could do worse

Than repay a debt

By helping Americans rebuild

Their beloved Appalachian Trail.
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PASSING 30 GOING BACKWARDS

Once a New York City kid.

Once under 30

(Once I could be trusted).

Escaping from my city home on my bike.

(A bike that I spent a whole summer saving for,

A bike that I rode along highway, 9w

Rode along the Palisades of the majestic Hudson River),

Accompanied by friends,

Our spirit blown by the breeze,

Challenging with muscles and sweat

The hills that lay beyond our city home.

Now,

No longer a city kid

Now,

The village poet and grandfather to boot,

With a home and friends beside another river,

My beloved Gatineau.

Yet now

On another bicycle

Now on a 30-kilometre journey to work.

My spirit once again blown by the breeze,

Still challenging the hills with muscles and sweat.

My change of clothes, my white shirt and bow tie

Safely tucked in my pack,

I stop now and then to write the lines of this poem,

Reflecting on how my journey

Has brought me back to my youth.

Oh,

I know that our lives

Are bounded by this brief ephemeral span in which we live,

And that eventually we must all go into the darkness.

My body tells me this every morning

When I wake up

And

My prowess on the hills isn't as great as it used to be.

But none-the-less

I do think 

As we chronologically age

There is a choice we can make

Of either growing old

Or growing young.

I have chosen the latter.
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KEEP THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE

I was sitting before the fire place in my castle/home in Quebec

The other day,

Drinking coffee,

My friendly dog and cat asleep  nearby

Together.

I was thinking about how

We Anglos

In our mythical village of Wakefield

Are a vulnerable minority

And as such

We must be ever vigilant

And protect ourselves

From the potential excesses

Of the powerful French speaking majority that surround us

And yet

Who,

For better or for worse,

We are part of

And depend on.

While our vulnerable isolation

And our necessary vigilance

Is demanding,

I have found

It also has its rewards

In that

Our insularity

Makes our mythical village

A closer,

More caring

Community.

Oddly enough

The same is also true

For the French communities around us.

For

We 

And they 

Are surrounded by

The English speaking majority of North America

And we

And our masters too

Must protect ourselves

From the potential excesses of this majority.

And,

We

Are all in turn

Surrounded by

The non-English speaking majority of the world,

Who certainly,

At times,

Do not have our best interests at heart.

And

We are all 

Surrounded by the powerful, 

And sometimes very hostile

Non Human majority of our planet Earth

Who 

For better or worse

We are also part of

And who

We also depend on.

And,

In the end,

We are all surround by the rest of the universe.

Which

As best as I can tell

Is also not very friendly at times.

"We must be ever vigilant

And protect ourselves",

I suddenly said aloud to my dog and cat.

They both looked up,

The dog wagged its tail,

The cat stretched

Came over

And rubbed against my leg.
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