“Winter Song” (poetry)

from Whirligig, 2000



						“I followed the river
						   and I got to the sea”
							—Dylan 
				I

			 The Web of Things

	And so it is that I have crossed the sea
	and washed, upstream it seems, past London
	and paternal parents’ Polish home to Riga,
	“medieval Europe’s last pagan backwater.”
	To one who skipped his college course
	in Eastern European history, Latvia
	only a flag on a foreign postage stamp. 
	“Another one David’s commie countries,” 
	but neither soviet these days nor pagan—
	mostly Latvians . . . and Lutheran.
	Rigas Doms and St. Peter’s Church,
	Swedish Gate behind the Powder Tower,
	web of cobblestoned alleys twisting
	like the ordered days of my life toward
	Stacija Riga, with its blue neon sign
	and eight-story tower of soviet cement,
	digital clock ticking off the minutes
	in military time: it is 21:31.
	The barrel-vaulted halls of Central Market.
	A riverfront in disrepair, and the gaunt
	skeletons of once-elegant apartments,
	windows vacant, doors boarded over,
	crumbling bricks on 13th January Street.
	The old stone bridge, and the cable bridge
	like an inverted tuning fork with strings.
	Now the lights of a crossing tram, and a flock
	of gulls circling the shipping terminal,
	where the RIGA slips out into the Daugava,
	ganglion of lights headed down river
	to Jurmala’s amber-strewn beaches,
	and thence along the Baltic Coast to Kolka,
	village of the Livs (original Balts,
	dwindled in two millennia to a few hundred,
	houses now under cultural protection law)
	and then past Ventspils and Liepaja, Kalingrad
	and fairy-tale Gdansk, past Pomerania
	and Scandinavia to the blue Atlantic . .  .
	and if so minded, across wide waters
	to New Orleans and Mississippi Delta,
	up river then past Memphis and St. Lou,
	Quad Cities and Twin cities, dispatching
	perhaps a dinghy up the Minnesota,
	comfortable now within its muddy banks,
	past villages washed a century ago
	from state maps and the public consciousness
	to Granite Falls, and home, and wife, and dog.
	April’s flood a memory now, but water still
	a thread, like Riga’s alleys, like DNA.
	“Well—from anywhere on water, you can get
	to any other where on water, can’t you then?”


				II

		             Minnesota River Flood

	Time is a river, Mr. Dylan says, and
	it flows inexorably downstream.
	Winter snows drift likewise downwind,
	burying my life beneath their own oblivion.
	I try to save it all—each year a box
	or suitcase filled with paper scraps, sealed
	and labeled and stacked in the old house,
	somewhere in attic or basement,
	where the woodchuck has his burrow, or rat,
	or squirrel (I have seen his scat) scuttling
	through archives fixed like stamps in an album,
	like the eighty years’ accumulated junk
	in the labyrinth of shelves and porches
	and decaying sheds that came with the place
	when I bought it ten years ago,
	the chicken coop, the summer house, the
	unvisited outbuildings by the river—all
	buried beneath the drifts of February,
	pump house, wood pile, junk heap
	in the old grove.  The world reduced
	to pencil strokes on white paper.
	April’s flood unmoored everything
	I thought I’d sorted out and tethered:
	children, wife, home, the dog,
	that rooster on the chicken shed.
	Four days of sun and snow melt,
	the Minnesota a flood of ice floes
	and rising two feet each day.  We watched.
	The Corps of Engineers made its call and
	half the household disappeared in ten hours
	of trucks and boxes and helpers’ hands,
	like some estate at auction.  We sat
	on sandbags, partying on beer and pizza,
	watched the rising river waters reaching 
	toward everything too fixed to remove.
	Midnight in the old house, abandoned 
	after the river reached basement outlets.
	I take a final look around, turn back
	the floral carpet of the dry living room floor,
	and lift the trap door to the cellar stairs.
	There it is.  Black  water, sullen,
	level with the top step.  On the water
	floats eighty years of buried lives.
	Marriage certificate two generations old.
	Postcards mailed from Germany during the War.
	Cracked photo of a ten-year-old girl,
	previous owners’ daughter, disappeared,
	smiling in her grade school uniform;
	A Christmas ornament I made in Sunday School.
	All my lost loves and broken promises
	to children, friends, wife, and self.
	Flotsam and jetsam of the hours of my life
	(the woodchuck knows them all) reclaimed,
	riding the flood, up from the dark,
	each day come alive and back to haunt.
	And then downstream, terribly downstream
	with the current, irrevocably downstream,
	never to be recovered, swift-flowing
	like the minutes of our lives.  “Okay,” I called,
	kicking a wet sandbag. “Let her rip.”


				III

			     Lacplesis Day

	November 11, 1997—Lacplesis Day.
	And Latvians celebrate Fatherland and Freedom
	and honor their national hero by fixing
	lighted candles to the base of Riga’s Castle
	and dispatching a flotilla of flickering lights
	down the black-eyed Daugava to the sea.
	From Cable Bridge above the river I watch
	tiny points of light float seaward in the night,
	and light some mental candles of my own:
	for the Girl from Big Piney and the Boy in Wales,
	for Little Bird grown, for the Lady of the Lake.
	Candle for the Woodster, candle for the Great,
	candle for the Dean Himself, already gone.
	Candles for Peter and Jack and Ed,
	candles for Joe and Dave and Norb.
	Candle for the skinny kid with crew cut hair,
	who played Beethoven and collected stamps
	and dreamt of foreign ports in an attic bedroom.
	Candles for Sonia and April and Ruth,
	candles for the orphaned days of my life,
	telling their sad tales to dark Daugava.
	Candle for old Bear’s Ears himself,
	betrayed and maimed, but wresting still
	at the river bottom with the Black Knight,
	archetypes now, out of space and time.
	And as I watch, it seems the river rises,
	as in a flood, Lacplesa with her, reclaiming
	cobblestoned Old Town, Dom and plaza,
	sweeping the streets and market stalls,
	unfixing city lights and medieval wall,
	and floating them in one seaward procession
	to the Gulf of Riga, and to the night.
	Candles for Corey and Mary and Shelley,
	for Ann and Sue and Jo and Pete,
	candle for each hour, candle for each day,
	the debris of my days floating through the dark
	toward the dark and devouring sea.


				IV

			 The River of Life
 
	Fifty years accreting—then it goes.
	Sandstone weathering, cedar post peeling,
	release of all that layering years had added:
	mountain to hill, hill to plain,
	plain to eroded flatlands through which
	meander the sluggish river waters.
	Fact into image, image into memory, 	
	the thing dissolved into the medium dissolving.
	Yet I have known floods of emotion, and
	my love has been a river overflowing, and
	in painting first these kitchen walls
	I graffitied up your name, a dozen times,
	then covered it over in eggshell white.	
	There it lay, latex under latex,
	Till April’s thaw melted the white outside,
	and the Minnesota washed sheetrock to pulp
	and the buried poem of our love collapsed
	to a pile of soggy gypsum.  I do not think
	that I will ever love so well again.
	Each day past thirty a shutting down of force.  
	I inventory things I have relinquished:
	touch of little hand in big hand;
	the rut and ruck of tongue and sex;
	hair, teeth, biceps and eyes;
	my fastball and my change-up;
	hands that played Beethoven and Bach;
	that painting bought for a buck in ‘76
	at the Gail Cowser auction in Roseville;
	the streets of Poland, banks of the Rhine;
	house, dog, children and wife.
	The rest will go with the reading of a will.
	But who will take to heart the moustache cup
	(“Remember Me” from the Lady of the Lake)?
	And not a bid, at the auction of my estate,
	on the blue Vicks jar, or the cracked Toby mug
	from bathroom of my childhood home, 
	on the plastic dish with smiling sun and rainbow,
	on the five flat skipping stones from Greece.
	What library will receive those sealed boxes,
	the tedious annals of a numbered life?
	What survived the floods will pass with my breath,
	heirs telegraphing a polite “Thanks, but no thanks,”
	and the dumpsters will be filled once again, and
	the burn heap will smolder for a fortnight.
	“If I were to die,” she asked me once,
	“Would you, ya know, take care of my stuff?”
	

				V

			Riga, Latvia, 1998

	But everything’s in reconstruction here:
	sacks of rubble at the foot of each stairs,
	dumpsters at every corner of Old Town,
	mortar and fir studs hand carried,
	or hauled on pulleys, to third-floor flats.
	Sheetrock and paving stones and tin for roofs.
	Anything can be rebuilt from original blueprints, 
	or even old engravings, or oil paintings:
	Dresden after the Fire, Warsaw after the Nazis, 
	Riga after communism.  G. Falls after the flood.
	Astonishing how accurate, how true,
	the reconstruction of an even distant past,
	so thirty years from now, a tourist
	won’t distinguish original from copy,
	1990 from 1890 from 1790.
	The hoarse whisper of our words floats
	forever in air, echoes across the internet.
	My fingerprints smudge the globe, and
	the eye of a trained archaeologist detects
	the slightest man-made depression in the earth.
	Concreted in Old Town paving stones
	the picked chicken wings from a Friday afternoon
	at Jumer’s Schwartzer Bär Lounge,
	the spent seed which might have been a child,
	Christmas wrappings from 1973, 
	and all my daughter’s kindergarten art.
	Buried in the stalls of Central Market Riga
	the mirror in which I learned to shave,
	the sorted contents of the post-flood dumpster.
	Astonishing how accurate, how true.
	“You’re carrying too much mental baggage, son.
	A man can’t live in a fucking museum.”
			

				VI

			   Tirgus—Latgale

	Samovars and dumbbells, 
	balance scales and auto parts,
	“all this radio really needs is a fuse.”
	Fishing gear and coping saws, 
	hub caps and rusted files,
	fragments of copper and iron and wood.
	Old tapes and remaindered CDs,
	coils of electric wire, piles of tools.
	Like your dad’s workroom in the old fruit cellar;
	“like all that shit we threw out after the flood.”
	Everything  in the world that is battered and bruised,
	misplaced, displaced, discarded, lost,
	cracked or broken, forgotten, abandoned, 
	neglected, rejected, discharged,  worn out,
	mislaid, or rendered obsolete.
	And army stuff, and soldier’s things,
	and a table full of Soviet medals,
	frayed and tarnished rewards for Service
	in Defense of the Socialist Homeland, for
	a life lost in the Second Great Patriotic War.
	And this one is for Stalingrad, 
	and this one is for Leningrad,
	and these here are Berlin, Kiev, and Prague.
	Fiver for the silver Medal of Valor, 
	sawbuck for service as a partisan,
	first class silver, second class bronze.
	And here is Comrade Stalin, 
	and here is Comrade Lenin,
	and here the two together on a 30-year anniversary.
	“And this one is for bravery, 
	and this one is for me . . .
	and everything’s a dollar in this box.”  
	Well--you lose the war, and 
	they sell your medals on the street for a buck.


				VII

		         Bells and the Sound of Bells

	April 5, 1998, 9:52 a.m. 
	and the bell of the Orthodox Cathedral
	rings once, twice, three times,
	gathering with each peel insistence and volume.
	Is the essence of Bell in  iron struck
	by iron clapper, in the wave of sound
	as it ripples seaward through the air,
	or in the molecules of gas whose constant
	reconfiguration creates Bell in my ear?
	Is the essence of flower, as I pass
	the vendors’ stalls on Terbatas, 
	in the blossom, the scent, or the medium?
	I cannot say.  But I know I have become
	daffodil dissolving to scent becoming vapor
	as I transverse the arcade of linden trees,
	toward Freedom Monument and Laima Clock. 
	In the air, the thinnest hint of spring;
	on the trees, the faintest suggestion of leaves.
	Daffodil time in Riga, and I think of you,
	and everywhere around, the sound of bells
	each peel radiating like a series of waves 
	around a some chunk of concrete dropped 
	from Cable Bridge into River Daugava,
	the orderly pattern of its concentric rings
	transected now by the sound of other bells,
	the church at Brivibas and Lacplesa,
	the fluid of air a crosshatch of transecting waves,
	a pattern more intricate than cobblestone
	or the tracery of Rigas Doms (a
	computer could unscramble it all,
	or the mind of God), bells now
	from St. Jacob’s and St. John’s, each peel
	a radiating wave floating out from Old Town
	audible in Agenskalns across the river, 
	measurable even in distant Jurmala and beyond,
	to the most sensitive of instruments, past Kolka and
	Ventspils, Liepaja and Kalingrad, to
	fairy-tale Gdansk and the blue Atlantic. . . .
	The infinitesimal vibration of gaseous molecules:
	everything in the world connected, I,
	part air, part water, medium becoming
	bells and the sound of bells, and daffodils in
	Riga, Latvia, this 5th of April, 1998.

