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Chemin de Fer 
 
Alone on the railroad track 
I walked with pounding heart. 
The ties were too close together 
or maybe too far apart. 
 
The scenery was impoverished: 
scrub-pine and oak; beyond 
its mingled gray-green foliage 
I saw the little pond 
 
where the dirty old hermit lives, 
lie like an old tear 
holding onto its injuries 
lucidly year after year. 
 
The hermit shot off his shot-gun 
and the tree by his cabin shook. 
Over the pond went a ripple 
The pet hen went chook-chook. 
 
“Love should be put into action!” 
screamed the old hermit. 
Across the pond an echo 
tried and tried to confirm it. 
 



 2 

The Fish 
 
I caught a tremendous fish 
and held him beside the boat 
half out of water, with my hook 
fast in a corner of his mouth. 
He didn't fight. 
He hadn't fought at all. 
He hung a grunting weight, 
battered and venerable 
and homely. Here and there 
his brown skin hung in strips 
like ancient wallpaper, 
and its pattern of darker brown 
was like wallpaper: 
shapes like full-blown roses 
stained and lost through age. 
He was speckled with barnacles, 
fine rosettes of lime, 
and infested 
with tiny white sea-lice, 
and underneath two or three 
rags of green weed hung down. 
While his gills were breathing in 
the terrible oxygen 
- the frightening gills, 
fresh and crisp with blood, 
that can cut so badly-  
I thought of the coarse white flesh 
packed in like feathers, 
the big bones and the little bones, 
the dramatic reds and blacks 
of his shiny entrails, 
and the pink swim-bladder 
like a big peony. 
I looked into his eyes 
which were far larger than mine 
but shallower, and yellowed, 
the irises backed and packed 
with tarnished tinfoil 
seen through the lenses 
of old scratched isinglass. 
They shifted a little, but not 
to return my stare. 
- It was more like the tipping 
of an object toward the light. 
I admired his sullen face, 
the mechanism of his jaw, 
and then I saw 
that from his lower lip 
- if you could call it a lip 
grim, wet, and weaponlike, 
hung five old pieces of fish-line, 
or four and a wire leader 
with the swivel still attached, 



 3 

with all their five big hooks 
grown firmly in his mouth. 
A green line, frayed at the end 
where he broke it, two heavier lines, 
and a fine black thread 
still crimped from the strain and snap 
when it broke and he got away. 
Like medals with their ribbons 
frayed and wavering, 
a five-haired beard of wisdom 
trailing from his aching jaw. 
I stared and stared 
and victory filled up 
the little rented boat, 
from the pool of bilge 
where oil had spread a rainbow 
around the rusted engine 
to the bailer rusted orange, 
the sun-cracked thwarts, 
the oarlocks on their strings, 
the gunnels- until everything 
was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!  
And I let the fish go. 
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A Summer’s Dream 
 
To the sagging wharf 
few ships could come. 
The population numbered 
two giants, an idiot, a dwarf, 
 
a gentle storekeeper 
asleep behind his counter, 
and our kind landlady— 
the dwarf was her dressmaker. 
 
The idiot could be beguiled 
by picking blackberries, 
but then threw them away. 
The shrunken seamstress smiled. 
 
By the sea, lying 
blue as a mackerel, 
our boarding house was streaked 
as though it had been crying. 
 
Extraordinary geraniums 
crowded the front windows, 
the floors glittered with 
assorted linoleums. 
 
Every night we listened 
for a horned owl. 
In the horned lamp flame, 
the wallpaper glistened. 
 
The giant with the stammer 
was the landlady’s son, 
grumbling on the stairs 
over an old grammar. 
 
He was morose, 
but she was cheerful. 
The bedroom was cold, 
the feather bed close. 
 
We were awakened in the dark by 
the somnambulist brook 
nearing the sea, 
still dreaming audibly. 
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At the fishhouses 
 

Although it is a cold evening,  
down by one of the fishhouses  
an old man sits netting,  
his net, in the gloaming almost invisible,  
a dark purple-brown,  
and his shuttle worn and polished.  
The air smells so strong of codfish  
it makes one’s nose run and one’s eyes water.  
The five fishhouses have steeply peaked roofs  
and narrow, cleated gangplanks slant up  
to storerooms in the gables  
for the wheelbarrows to be pushed up and down on.  
All is silver: the heavy surface of the sea,  
swelling slowly as if considering spilling over,  
is opaque, but the silver of the benches,  
the lobster pots, and masts, scattered  
among the wild jagged rocks,  
is of an apparent translucence  
like the small old buildings with an emerald moss  
growing on their shoreward walls.  
The big fish tubs are completely lined  
with layers of beautiful herring scales  
and the wheelbarrows are similarly plastered  
with creamy iridescent coats of mail,  
with small iridescent flies crawling on them.  
Up on the little slope behind the houses,  
set in the sparse bright sprinkle of grass,  
is an ancient wooden capstan,  
cracked, with two long bleached handles  
and some melancholy stains, like dried blood,  
where the ironwork has rusted.  
The old man accepts a Lucky Strike.  
He was a friend of my grandfather.  
We talk of the decline in the population  
and of codfish and herring  
while he waits for a herring boat to come in.  
There are sequins on his vest and on his thumb.  
He has scraped the scales, the principal beauty,  
from unnumbered fish with that black old knife,  
the blade of which is almost worn away.  
 
Down at the water’s edge, at the place  
where they haul up the boats, up the long ramp  
descending into the water, thin silver  
tree trunks are laid horizontally  
across the gray stones, down and down  
at intervals of four or five feet.  
 
Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,  
element bearable to no mortal,  
to fish and to seals . . . One seal particularly  
I have seen here evening after evening.  
He was curious about me. He was interested in music;  
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like me a believer in total immersion,  
so I used to sing him Baptist hymns.  
I also sang “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.”  
He stood up in the water and regarded me  
steadily, moving his head a little.  
Then he would disappear, then suddenly emerge  
almost in the same spot, with a sort of shrug  
as if it were against his better judgment.  
Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,  
the clear gray icy water . . . Back, behind us,  
the dignified tall firs begin.  
Bluish, associating with their shadows,  
a million Christmas trees stand  
waiting for Christmas. The water seems suspended  
above the rounded gray and blue-gray stones.  
I have seen it over and over, the same sea, the same,  
slightly, indifferently swinging above the stones,  
icily free above the stones,  
above the stones and then the world.  
If you should dip your hand in,  
your wrist would ache immediately,  
your bones would begin to ache and your hand would burn  
as if the water were a transmutation of fire  
that feeds on stones and burns with a dark gray flame.  
If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter,  
then briny, then surely burn your tongue.  
It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:  
dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free,  
drawn from the cold hard mouth  
of the world, derived from the rocky breasts  
forever, flowing and drawn, and since  
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown.   
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Sestina 
 
September rain falls on the house. 
In the failing light, the old grandmother 
sits in the kitchen with the child 
beside the Little Marvel Stove, 
reading the jokes from the almanac, 
laughing and talking to hide her tears. 
 
She thinks that her equinoctial tears 
and the rain that beats on the roof of the house  
were both foretold by the almanac, 
but only known to a grandmother. 
The iron kettle sings on the stove. 
She cuts some bread and says to the child, 
 
It's time for tea now; but the child 
is watching the teakettle's small hard tears 
dance like mad on the hot black stove, 
the way the rain must dance on the house. 
Tidying up, the old grandmother 
hangs up the clever almanac 
 
on its string. Birdlike, the almanac 
hovers half open above the child, 
hovers above the old grandmother 
and her teacup full of dark brown tears. 
She shivers and says she thinks the house 
feels chilly, and puts more wood in the stove. 
 
It was to be, says the Marvel Stove. 
I know what I know, says the almanac. 
With crayons the child draws a rigid house 
and a winding pathway. Then the child 
puts in a man with buttons like tears 
and shows it proudly to the grandmother. 
 
But secretly, while the grandmother 
busies herself about the stove, 
the little moons fall down like tears 
from between the pages of the almanac 
into the flower bed the child 
has carefully placed in the front of the house. 
 
Time to plant tears, says the almanac. 
The grandmother sings to the marvelous stove 
and the child draws another inscrutable house.  
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Filling Station 
 
 

Oh, but it is dirty!  
—this little filling station,  
oil-soaked, oil-permeated  
to a disturbing, over-all  
black translucency.  
Be careful with that match!  
 
Father wears a dirty,  
oil-soaked monkey suit  
that cuts him under the arms,  
and several quick and saucy  
and greasy sons assist him  
(it’s a family filling station),  
all quite thoroughly dirty.  
 
Do they live in the station?  
It has a cement porch  
behind the pumps, and on it  
a set of crushed and grease-  
impregnated wickerwork;  
on the wicker sofa  
a dirty dog, quite comfy.  
 
Some comic books provide  
the only note of color—  
of certain color. They lie  
upon a big dim doily  
draping a taboret  
(part of the set), beside  
a big hirsute begonia.  
 
Why the extraneous plant?  
Why the taboret?  
Why, oh why, the doily?  
(Embroidered in daisy stitch  
with marguerites, I think,  
and heavy with gray crochet.)  
 
Somebody embroidered the doily.  
Somebody waters the plant,  
or oils it, maybe. Somebody  
arranges the rows of cans  
so that they softly say:  
esso—so—so—so  
to high-strung automobiles.  
Somebody loves us all. 
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Sandpiper 
 
The roaring alongside he takes for granted, 
and that every so often the world is bound to shake. 
He runs, he runs to the south, finical, awkward, 
in a state of controlled panic, a student of Blake. 
 
The beach hisses like fat. On his left, a sheet 
of interrupting water comes and goes 
and glazes over his dark and brittle feet. 
He runs, he runs straight through it, watching his toes. 
 
- Watching, rather, the spaces of sand between them 
where (no detail too small) the Atlantic drains 
rapidly backwards and downwards. As he runs, 
he stares at the dragging grains. 
 
The world is a mist. And then the world is 
minute and vast and clear. The tide 
is higher or lower. He couldn't tell you which. 
His beak is focussed; he is preoccupied, 
 
looking for something, something, something. 
Poor bird, he is obsessed! 
The millions of grains are black, white, tan, and gray 
mixed with quartz grains, rose and amethyst.  
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House guest 
 
The sad seamstress 
who stays with us this month 
is small and thin and bitter. 
No one can cheer her up. 
Give her a dress, a drink, 
roast chicken, or fried fish- 
it's all the same to her. 
 
She sits and watches TV. 
No, she watches zigzags. 
“Can you adjust the TV?” 
“No,” she says. No hope. 
She watches on and on, 
without hope, without air. 
 
Her own clothes give us pause, 
but she's not a poor orphan. 
She has a father, a mother, 
and all that, and she's earning 
quite well, and we're stuffing 
her with fattening foods. 
 
We invite her to use the binoculars. 
We say, “Come see the jets!” 
We say, “Come see the baby!” 
Or the knife grinder who cleverly 
plays the National Anthem 
on his wheel so shrilly. 
Nothing helps. 
 
She speaks; “I need a little 
money to buy buttons.” 
She seems to think it's useless 
to ask. Heavens, buy buttons, 
if they”ll do any good, 
 
the biggest in the world- 
by the dozen, by the gross! 
Buy yourself an ice cream, 
a comic book, a car! 
 
Her face is closed as a nut, 
closed as a careful snail 
or a thousand-year-old seed. 
Does she dream of marriage? 
Of getting rich? Her sewing 
is decidedly mediocre. 
 
Please! Take our money! Smile! 
What on earth have we done? 
What has everyone done 
and when did it all begin? 
Then one day she confides 
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that she wanted to be a nun 
and her family opposed her. 
 
Perhaps we should let her go, 
or deliver her straight off 
to the nearest convent-and wasn't 
her month up last week, anyway? 
 
Can it be that we nourish 
one of the Fates in our bosoms? 
Clotho, sewing our lives 
with a bony little foot 
on a borrowed sewing machine, 
and our fates will be like hers, 
and our hems crooked forever? 
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North Haven (for Robert Lowell) 
 
I can make out the rigging of a schooner 
a mile off; I can count 
the new cones on the spruce. It is so still 
the pale bay wears a milky skin; the sky 
no clouds except for one long, carded horse¹s tail. 
 
The islands haven't shifted since last summer, 
even if I like to pretend they have-- 
drifting, in a dreamy sort of way, 
a little north, a little south, or sidewise-- 
and that they¹re free within the blue frontiers of bay. 
 
This month our favorite one is full of flowers: 
buttercups, red clover, purple vetch, 
hackweed still burning, daisies pied, eyebright, 
the fragrant bedstraw's incandescent stars, 
and more, returned, to paint the meadows with delight. 
 
The goldfinches are back, or others like them, 
and the white-throated sparrow's five-note song, 
pleading and pleading, brings tears to the eyes. 
Nature repeats herself, or almost does: 
repeat, repeat, repeat; revise, revise, revise. 
 
Years ago, you told me it was here 
(in 1932?) you first “discovered girls” 
and learned to sail, and learned to kiss. 
You had “such fun,” you said, that classic summer. 
(“Fun”--it always seemed to leave you at a loss...) 
 
You left North Haven, anchored in its rock, 
afloat in mystic blue...And now--you've left 
for good. You can't derange, or rearrange, 
your poems again. (But the sparrows can their song.) 
The words won't change again. Sad friend, you cannot change. 
 
 
 


