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PROMISED LANDS

For Nancy Skinner Nordhoff,
Cottages at Hedgebrook






PROLOGUE

HOLOCAUST

Poems are fused
from old angers

Charred leaves
ignite my brain

This forest
burns forever
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I. MASKS/SECRETS

If it falls behind you,
pick it up.
ASANTE SAYING
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NOTE: from the Asante people of Ghana and their traditional
proverbs for the Sankofa bird: i.e. translation. What's done can be
undone.
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ANCESTORS

She drew her first basket

on its side she made a mask
w/ eyes and nose

on its top she made a mouth
slightly open

so it could eat

she thought

She invited some friends
to see the basket

Inside its curved belly
they saw

a flag w/ zebra marks

the curved teeth of a lion
gold elegant huge
rows of elephant tusks

a crocodile napping

They heard a spirit voice
calling all their names

They struggled to breathe
They tried to speak
They wanted to dance

for Nisi
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ALIEN DANCE HALL

Here a glittered stocking shimmers
here a severed pair of eyes
jams the blues

Everywhere
desire flaps its tentlike arms

Legs slow drag in the pockmarked dust
embrace suns blackened by ancient storms
clawed birds scream

perform arag a cakewalk astomp
atango

Observe

this needle wind delivers
imported fragrances of old blood
and fetal bones

Stay here if you wish
Settle here if you must

Remember while you can
somebody called

my ancestors cannibals

Dance with me
Dance with me
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HORN MEN

hey

you ever wonder

how they survive

these quote unquote black
men jazz jiving they tenor
saxes

in the up-to-date badlands
of South Africa
Johannesburg to be
precise

some

say they be bad

they be up from the bush
long time out of the
bush these brothers be
watch they

pull music from spots
of leopards

from deep river beds
some say they music be
ancestor masks carved
from water trees

these bad brothers
what they know
be awesome

our essence

uh huh

what they make
be true as rain
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see how they sweeten
this parched earth
welcome these brothers
hear them

move us into freedom

and beyond

for Kabby
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HISTORY LESSON: DIASPORA

They love Africans in museum cases,

so they left much of African cultures intact.
EZEKIEL MPHAHLELE
“REMARKS ON NEGRITUDE”

First they stacked us
in the holds of their dark ships

Then they feasted on our mothers
our names our blood our shadows

They routed and captured our masks
our thrones our bronze carved doors

Now in museums we discover our masks
their ancient eyes track us

We shiver

Discrete signs announce our origins
other signs caution us Do not touch

Do not touch Alarms will sound

Something shakes our memory
we encounter our shadows

Something crosses and recrosses
the danger water
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We recall Praise Songs
Our ancestors touch us

Our names come home

for Pam McClusky
Seattle Art Museum
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QUESTIONS FOR OUR TIME

Who knows the language of bones
who holds the magic of juju
who can translate the bright
albedo of magnolias

this pale blossom no larger
than a white man’s head
luminescent in the night air
no brighter

than a dream gone bad
severed and floating

in darker than dark

bayou waters

Who knows why these rivers
in Africa the Limpipo

in America the Mississippi
bloody themselves

Who hid the gelding knives

Who knows how to get home
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