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To the memory of
John Lindley Lewallen (1897 —-1989)
and to my mother,

Alberta Webster Lewallen

I lay close to the dirt and looked through fenestrated
wheat.

A white star froze the focus of my gaze.

Its straight beam called a terror to my heart.

The love, it said, the love you have of dirt

Rots out pure images and forms all symbolism into a
moulded peat.

—Alberta Webster, 1939
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Preface

On my morning mail run, that five or so miles from my home
on Clements Road to Linden (pop. 2,300+ ), I drive from
these low, rolling Sierra Nevada foothills south to delicate
bottomland of wyman silt loam and sandy loam—some of the
world’s most fertile and productive farmland. Clements Road
dead-ends on Comstock Road, and if I were to gear my Jeep
down and head right out cross-country, I'd drive through
prime farmland, hundred-acre family farms and orchards.
I'd drive through one of America’s largest walnut orchards.
In fact, any road I'd take to Linden would pass kidney bean
fields, tomato fields, peach, almond, pear, cherry, and apple
orchards—Granny Smith, Golden Delicious, Mutsu, Royal
Gala, and Fuji apples.

When I drive west, toward Stockton (pop. 220,000+ ),
along Comstock Road, then turn north onto Duncan, I pass
orchards that flow into onion fields, alfalfa fields, 160-acre
blocks of field corn, and finally, at the first major intersec-
tion, at Eight Mile Road and Highway 99, I slow down, stop.
Even wait. A dust cloud boils up from the Caterpillar D-10
hauling an earthmover, from backhoes, truckloads of con-
duit, and the Cat-yellow road grader whose fifteen-foot
steel blade is skimming the red loam. And, of course, out in
the field, the ever-present building contractor, hard hat
pushed back, is bent over blueprints for another 155-acre
subdivision on San Joaquin Valley soil.

This morning, while standing in the check-out line at Bi-
Rite (one of Linden’s three family-owned and -operated
grocery stores), I listened to a familiar conversation. The
new truck driver for Pepsi-Cola was scoping the Linden
area for a home to buy. As I fixed my gaze on his blue
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shirt—its red-white-and blue Pepsi emblem blurring—my
mind flashed on Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American
Farmer, written between 1769 and 1782. Just two days ago
I'd read letter 2, “On the Situation, Feelings, and Pleasures,
of an American Farmer,” in which Crévecoeur wrote: “The
instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property,
of exclusive right, of independence, exalt my mind. Pre-
cious soil, I say to myself, by what singular custom of law is
it that thou wast made to constitute the riches of the free-
holder? What should we American farmers be without the
distinct possession of that soil?”

And, still seeing that blurred Pepsi emblem, I flashed on'
Thoreau living on Emerson’s property from 1845 to 1847, a
time when he allowed his imagination to buy farms from his
neighbors, then plow, seed, and harvest the rich loam near
Concord. Of that farm ground Thoreau wrote, in Walden: “1
have frequently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the
most valuable part of a farm, while the crusty farmer sup-
posed that he had got a few wild apples only. Why, the
owner does not know it for many years when a poet has
put his farm in rhyme, the most admirable kind of invis-
ible fence, has fairly impounded it, milked it, skimmed
it, and got all the cream, and left the farmer only the
skimmed milk.”

Today’s American poets, still enjoying “the most valuable
part of a farm,” have separated the cream from the farms
for their poems. From the bean fields and vineyards of Cali-
fornia’s San Joaquin Valley to the hog farms of Iowa’s Henry
County, from the cattle ranches of Nevada sage land to the
number 2 yellow corn fields of the Heartland, from the
wheat fields of the Dakotas to the apple orchards of Free-
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dom, New Hampshire, poets continue stretching invisible
fence wire in their poems, creating from the sharp emotions
and details of this shared farm poem an inspiring reverence.

The poets in this anthology have in common a farming
background or an absorbing interest in farm life. The poems
were selected for their distinct diversity and sensitivity to
farm life. Each poem in the collection is an apple picked
from the barrel because it provides another sustaining im-
age of the contemporary American farm.
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A Human Condition

If there is a forest anywhere
the one you live with whimpers in her
sleep or construes a glance wrong, awake:
without intent she falls toward zero
impact; like an indicator on a chart
she rounds into terror, and the wild trees
try for her throat,

if there is a forest anywhere.

If you concur with a world that has forests

in it, the one you live with will indict

you. If you like a farm, it will threaten.

Some people casually help each other:

if one likes a place the other finds

a kind going out of the breath at evening there.
At your house any forest is everywhere.

But there are farms—to see them in the evening

extends your breath; you hover their hills

with regard for a world that offers human beings

a lavish, a deepening abode, in the evening,

like them. These places could have been home,

are lost to you now. They are foreign but good.
There are these farms.

WILLIAM STAFFORD



When I Was Young

That good river that flowed backward

when it felt the danger of Babylon

taught the rest of us in the story how to be good,
but my mother said, “God, I used to love that town.”

Animals that knew the way to Heaven

wagged at the back doors of every house

when [ was young, and horses told fences

the story of Black Beauty, and smelled of the good manger.

Those times tested the pre-war clocks, and

cold mornings they rang and rang. [ haven’t recently

seen rivers flow backward or animals that remember.

The clocks, though, still pursue what they endlessly loved.

WILLIAM STAFFORD



