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ABSTRACT

This poetry manuscript challenges the traditional metaphoric representations of the canoe
within the Canadian canoe poem genre. Birch Split Bark: Deconstructing the Canadian Canoe
Through Poetry deconstructs the language, imagery, form, and rhythm of poems written by such
poets as Duncan Campbell Scott, Isabella Valancy Crawford, E. Pauline Johnson, Earle Birney,
and Fred Wah, and, through postmodern poetic practices of fragmentation, disruption, the
layering of texts, and the implementation of multiple voices, reconstructs an identity for a
Canadian family living in Western Canada. The poems of this manuscript bring the canoe from
the realm of national myth intp the bedrooms and kitchens of a seemingly stereotypical Canadian
family to play against the iconic status of the canoe in Canadian culture.
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INTRODUCTION
Birch Split Bark -

Why Is It Necessary to Split The Bark From The Birch?

The canoe, in both Canadian pop culture and literature, has contributed to a national
identity of Canada as a land of adventure and exploration, of northern wilderness, and of trade
and conquest. As portrayed in Group of Seven paintings, as sold in souvenir shops on Banff
Avenue, and as represented in early Canadian poetry, the canoe as a cultural and literary symbol
supports this unifying and often reductive definition of Canada. Literary criticism of Canadian
literature conducted by such individuals as Northrop Frye and Margaret Atwood has also
contributed to the perpetuation of this identity for Canada through the thematic analysis of texts
by Canadian writers. Frye’s famous question of “Where is Here” or Atwood’s phrase “La
Survivance” needs to be updated to reflect the diversity of form and content within Canadian
literature. More recent contemporary literary theories arising from postmodernism, those
posited by Robert Kroetsch or Roy Miki, question the effectiveness of a unifying thematic
analysis of Canadian Iiteratulre in the presence of the multitude of differing perspectives
experienced by those living for instance in the prairies or within Canadian immigrant

populations. The poetic treatment of the canoe in Canadian poetry also needs updating. This



thesis attempts to bring the literary canoe as Canadian symbol into a postmodern Canada and
return it to a site of multiplicity.

While researching how other Canadian poets have written the canoe since before
Confederation, I have discovered well over fifty canoe poems (more if I were to include the
amateur poetry of canoe enthusiasts in the count), a sufficient number to suggest that a canoe
poem genre exists within Canadian literature. I define a poem as belonging to the canoe poem
genre if it mentions canoes or if it references paddles, voyageurs, birch bark, or any of those
attributes of a canoe we all understand set a canoe apart from a row boat, motor boat, or dory. In
other words, a canoe poem falls within the canoe poem genre if it contains language associated
with canoes.

Canoe poems are not indigenous to particular places in Canada but range from Atlantic
Canada to the west coast and Vancouver and into northern Canada. This should not surprise
anyone as the country’s lakes and rivers are well suited to the act of canoeing. Canadian canoe
guru, Bill Mason, author of Path of the Paddle and Song of the Paddle, even goes so far as to
say, “it is as if God made the canoe and then set about creating a country in which it could
flourish” (Canadian Canoe Museum). This attitude towards Canada as a singular, natural place
of rivers and waterfalls, and the canoe as means to understand this place, has contributed to the
elevated status of the canoe within Canadian culture. The canoe is a cultural icon rivaling such
other national symbols as the moose, the red mountie, and the sovereign beaver. Its symbolic
representation within the discourse of Canadian nationalism perpetuates an outdated nineteenth
century romantic notion of Canadian wilderness and an engagement of Canadians with the
environment that no longer reflects our growing urbanization; in 2005 Statistics Canada reported

that 80% of our population resides within urban centres (Statistics Canada). And even though



most Canadians inhabit urban landscapes, our pop culture, and stories from our historical past or
our literature describing David Thompson exploring the Columbia River, George Simpson
traveling from Edmonton or Norway House on northern rivers in his express canoes, or even the
French Canadian folktale of La Chasse-Galerie (The Flying Canoe) contribute to the notion of
Canada as a land where nature abounds and Canadians as a people who inhabit such a landscape.
We lend near cult status to Pierre Elliott Trudeau when he dons fringed buckskin and paddles his
canoe on northern waters. In an essay entitled “The Ascetic in a Canoe” Trudeau writes: “Travel
a thousand miles by train and you are a brute; pedal five hundred on a bicycle and you remain a
bourgeois; paddle a hundred in a canoe and you are already a child of nature” (2). The phrase
“child of nature,” in conjunction with paddle and canoe, idealizes the canoe and reinforces its
association with such concepts as peace and harmony and nineteenth century notions of Canada
and Canadians’ relationship to the natural world. Trudeau’s buckskin jacket and canoe are on
display for all to admire in the Canadian Canoe Museum in Peterborough, Ontario. This
museum possesses the unique mandate to house and preserve over six hundred different canoes
and educate a Canadian public about the stories associated with these canoes. Starbucks
Coffee® is not above capitalizing on such a cultural image to sell more double decaf
cappuccinos. In 2003 Starbucks featured a rendering of a canoe by artist Andrew Lewis on their
gift card with the statement “celebrate our history over coffee.” Bill Reid’s well-known
sculpture “Spirit of Haida Gwaii,” a large carving of humans and animals in a Haida canoe,
supports the mythic properties of canoe. The fact that this sculpture rests outside the Canadian
Embassy in Washington, D.C. serves as additional proof of Canada’s cultural identification with

canoes (Francis 128).



Daniel Francis, Canadian cultural commentator, in National Dreams: Myth, Memory, and
Canadian History, suggests that “mainstream, white, Euro-Canadian culture” often “borrows”
from aboriginal iconography such as the “Spirit of Haida Gwaii” to represent Canada. Francis
introduces the topic of cultural appropriation into the discourse of canoe representation and gives
it what some might construe as a positive spin:

The canoe, and the story of transformation it embodies, does not belong solely to
the Aboriginal people...Ever since the first European traders and colonists arrived
in Canada, the canoe journey into the wilderness has been a consistent theme of
our history and our culture...The canoe emerges as the mother image of our
national dream life, the symbol of our oneness with a rugged northern landscape,
the vessel in which we are recreated as Canadians. (128)
Kiristjana Gunnars provides a more in depth theoretical explanation of appropriation in Canadian
literature in her essay “Transcultural Appropriation: Problems and Perspectives.” Her analysis is
not as positive as Francis’s — she advises caution in writing of subjects belonging to those groups
residing on the margins of Canadian society. Gunnars defines appropriation in the following
terms:
By this we mean that writers in the mainstream, colonizing, imperial societies,
whose language is dominant and who are working from a centre of power will
sometimes use the cultural material of non-mainstream, colonized societies, and
render their stories in the dominant language and sell them in the imperial
marketplace. Marginalized cultures may see this use of their private material as
an act of theft, leaving them even more silenced and disempowered. There is

therefore an ethical problem with the appropriation of the margins by the centre.



(43)

Certain Canadian poets writing around the time of Confederation could be said to have
engaged in just such an appropriation of cultural material when it came to representing the canoe
in their texts. Perhaps the most problematic of the poets waé Duncan Campbell Scott who
romanticized images of First Nations’ people in such poems as “The Onondago Madonna,” “The
Forsaken,” and “Powassan’s Drum.” As chief administrator in the newly formed Department of
Indian Affairs in Ottawa from 1879 to 1932 (Scott, Library), Scott represented the federal
government in its negotiations with natives in land settlements, and instituted policies which
have been judged in hindsight to have effected a brutal assimilation of indigenous people into a
mainstream, centralist, and primarily white European based Canadian culture. While other
Confederation poets also participated in the appropriation of indigenous cultural products such as
the canoe, none display this complex paradox of giving voice in poetry to a marginalized
position, and yet at the same time writing legislation to silence such a position. In an essay
entitled “The Red Indian” (1920) Scott assesses the condition and future outlook for First
Nations people in Canada: “There is fine material among the natives to make good British
citizens, and in two or three decades we may expect that a large number of Indians will have
been absorbed into the ordinary life of the Provinces” (287).

Scott’s professional status within the Canadian government situates him well within a
dominant, central and patriarchal position of power. Of the Confederation poets the same might
be said about Archibald Lampman. E. Pauline Johnson, however, complicates this initial image
of canoe as appropriated native artifact due to her embodiment of a personal space at the
crossroads of native and English Canadian bloodlines. Using the language and image of the

canoe in her poems might reclaim the canoe as a subject within native culture, yet she wrote her



poems imitating the voices and metre of British nineteenth century poets such as Alfred Lord
Tennyson or Charles Swinburne and not in the oral traditions of her father’s Mohawk people:

West wind, blow from your prairie nest,

Blow from the mountains, blow from the west

The sail is idle, the sailor too;

O! wind of the west, we wait for you. (“The Song My Paddle Sings” 1-4)
Johnson’s poetry resides within that British poetic tradition that dominated many of the poetic
practices of early Canadian poets and therefore offers no re-appropriation of the canoe into
native culture. Gunnars writes that in appropriation of cultural material “the listener gets more
and more silenced the longer the talker talks” (44). Scott and the other Confederation poets, and
I would postulate even Johnson, writing from the dominant and powerful position of centre,
served as the primary story-making “talkers” for Canadian indigenous cultures in the nineteenth
and into the twentieth century. With respect to the canoe it is not until Joan Crate in Pale as
Real Ladies: Poems for Pauline Johnson and Marie Annharte Baker in Exercises in Lip Pointing
address Johnson’s image and poetry at the end of the twentieth century, that the centering
language and representations of the canoe are re-appropriated and reconstituted by native writers
to provide an aesthetic that is at once fresh and once again controlled from the margins.

In particular, Baker reclaims the image of the canoe from its colonized position in the
poem “Geratric Canoe Princess,” a poem that directly interrogates Johnson’s legend and
doppleganger identity that alternates between colonial “lady” and “Indian Princess.” Baker
refuses to write the canoe in the language of the “centre” and instead writes one hundred fifty-
four short, choppy lines with thirty-six of those lines repeating the word “legend.” This

repetition inserts an element of chanting into the poem and recalls an oral native story-telling



trac}ition. Baker’s choices of words following “legend” breaks down the mythic characteristics
of Johnson as legend and returns her position to that of a woman of mixed blood living a real
life. Baker successfully enacts Gunnars “appropriation by the margins of the centre” (49).

legend sucks

legend pukes

legend composts

legend stays put (56-60) and

legend had breast cancer
legend had sex

legend had fun

legend will come (78-82)

As a white, middle class, female poet writing canoe poems, I cannot hope to duplicate
what Baker achieves with “Geratric Canoe Princess” in my own canoe poems. I can only hope to
interrogate and question the unifying and myth-making attributes assignéd to the canoe through
the mainly nineteenth century representations of the canoe within the canoe poem genre, and
bring the canoe into the postmodern Canadian poetic practices of the last thirty odd years.
Gunnars concludes her essay on appropriation by stating that the important issue behind
appropriation, both from the margins and the centre, is the need to constantly revise “our notions
of what our ‘national’ literatures are made of” (53). Before I explain in detail how my thesis
challenges the canoe’s past participation within a Canadian “national” literature, I wish to first

explore how other Canadian poets have used canoe metaphors in their poetry.



Certain key metaphors repeat through the canoe poems of the Confederation poets and
certain twentieth century Canadian poets such as Earle Birney, Douglas LePan, Miriam
Waddington, and Fred Wah, who write within the canoe poem genre. These poets respond to
both the physical and cultural constructs imbedded in First Nation canoes. When Europeans first
encountered canoes in Canada, the canoes were constructed from the raw materials of the land,
either dug-out from tree trunks, or formed by stretching birch bark or deerskin over ash, cedar, or
hemlock ribbed gunwales of planking, and sealed with hot pitch — usually spruce gum sap mixed
with bear fat or lard or any other handy softening agent. The canoe provided First Nations
people with the means to travel the waterways of Canada in pursuit of game, social interaction,
or war with neighbouring nations. The physical construct of canoe became also a reflection and
receiver of social or cultural constructs. It was infused with the healing spirit of living trees. It
allowed First Nations people to commune with and speak with the spirits of water and waterfalls.
It also carried the dead into the next world. Miniature crafted canoes were often found amongst
the bones of the dead. John Murray Gibbon, appointed Canadian Pacific Railway publicist in
1907 (Raffan 193) (enacting perhaps another example of appropriation that questions the ethics
of story ownership), describes stone canoes emerging in the legends of the Chipewyan Nation
north of Lake Athabasca in the southern Northwest Territories. These stone canoes carried
disembodied souls down a large river to an island in the centre of a lake where those who had
lived good lives would reside after death (Raffan 42). It is these native cultural constructs
associated with the canoe of exploration, of entrance into natural landscapes, of communing with
the dead or past memory that have been appropriated and incorporated into the canoe metaphors

and poems supporting a primarily white, middle-class, centralist view of Canada.



Four main metaphors repeat throughout Canadian canoe poems: the canoe as metaphor
for historical narrative; the canoe as an expression of sexuality; the canoe as a means to
commune with the dead; and the canoe as harmony in nature or harmony within oneself. I offer
up the following series of poems as examples of these metaphors. Marjorie Pickthall’s poem
“Pére Lalement” serves as an example for the first type of metaphor by romanticizing the priest’s
historical capture and journey of sacrifice:

My boatmen sit apart,

Wolf-eyed, wolf-sinewed, stiller than the trees.

Help me, O Lord, for very slow of heart

And hard of faith are these. (Atwood, New Oxford, 82, 11-14)
The second type of canoe metaphor expresses sexuality and may be illustrated by Isabella
Valancy Crawford’s poem “The Lily Bed.” Crawford published this poem in 1884 at a time
when such a subject could only be addressed through metaphor (Burns 48):

His cedar paddle, scented, red,

He thrust down through the lily bed;

Cloaked in a golden pause he lay,

Locked in the arms of the placid bay. (1-4)
Perhaps this poem in particular, and those of poet Douglas LePan, who used the canoe in his
poetry to explore male homosexuality, along with the many Banff and Jasper, Alberta posters of
men and women posed romantically in canoes advertising the romance of the Rockies,
influenced Pierre Berton’s famous comment that “ a true Canadian is one who can make love in

a canoe without tipping” (Canoe Network).
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The third type of canoe metaphor shows how a canoe transcends the living world and can
enter the world of the dead. In Miriam Waddington’s poem “Ten Years and More,” the speaker
refers to a red canoe in bridging the distance between a dying husband and a speaker who recalls
a moment when both were connected through shared passion, a moment of harmony in an
otherwise turbulent relationship (Atwood, New Oxford, 193). The fourth type of canoe metaphor
reflects harmony in nature or harmony within oneself. Earle Birney, a Vancouver poet writing
during the ravages of World War II, uses the canoe in his poem “Hands” to compare and contrast
the palms of green tree hands and his own hands momentarily fixed on a peaceful paddle, to the
hands manipulating the machinery of war (Birney 67). Gwendolyn MacEwan’s poem “The
Portage” begins the process of rewriting the harmonious qualities of the literary canoe by
mobilizing canoe language to illustrate disharmony between modern man and nature and the
damage modern man has incurred upon the landscape (Bennett 856). Fred Wah, one of the Tish
poets arising out of Vancouver in the 1960’s, also rocks the harmoniéus rhythms of the canoe by
lamenting its movement away from the real physical experience of exploring Canada’s natural
places to its limited symbolic representation. In Wah’s “The Canoe, Too” even the canoe has
become a subject of “talk” and not the tangible experience of a cedar or birch bark boat sliding
over water (Wah 44).

These images of the cénoe in Canadian canoe poems illustrate how the canoe has entered
the imaginative landscape of many Canadian poets. But it is not just the early Canadian poets
who have contributed to the unifying and sometimes mythologizing forces at play within
Canadian literature — Canadian critics have also participated in the entrenchment of thematic
symbols within a literary tradition that supports a dominant, centralist view of Canada. Northrop

Frye in “Conclusion to a Literary History of Canada,” describes all literature as “conscious
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mythology” (232). “...Its [society’s] mythical stories become structural principles of
storytelling, its mythical concepts, sun-gods and the like, become habits of metaphorical thought.
In a fully mature literary tradition the writer enters into a structure of traditional stories and
images” (232). For Frye, the cultural themes he viewed as repeating themselves over and over
again in Canadian literature related to Canadian writers’ “deep terror in regard to nature” (225),
Canadians’ reliance on the safety of communities strung out along an east west corridor
bordering the United States which develops into a “garrison mentality,” and the resulting terror
when “the individual feels himself becoming an individual, pulling away from the group, losing
the sense of driving power that the group gives him...” (226). Frye goes on to suggest that
Canadian writers live in a land of “empty space” and a “pervasive” physical nature that
impresses a “pastoral quality on their minds” (247). This pastoral quality of mind, Frye suggests,
results in a literature that contains a certain “unity of impression...of gentleness and
reasonableness, seldom difficult or greatly daring in its imaginative flights, the passion, whether
of love or anger; held in check by something meditative” (247). Frye searches out common
themes in Canadian literature, common symbols, and common modes of expression. The
traditional representation of the canoe within the canoe poem genre reflects this meditative and
pastoral quality of expression.

Margaret Atwood also follows this method of analysis in her text on Canadian literature
entitled Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, and ﬁrsf published in 1972.
Atwood writes of the need for Canadians to possess a cultural mirror in order to know
themselves and this country Canada. She suggests that for a long time Canada’s mirror did not
reflect itself but some other reflection, Great Britain’s or America’s perhaps. Through

comparative study of Canadian literature, Atwood, like Frye, seeks out patterns in Canadian
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literature that distinguish Canada’s literature from that of other countries. She writes about
Canada as a “state of mind, as the space you inhabit not just with your body but with your head.
It’s that kind of space in which we find ourselves lost” (26). When Atwood attempts to define
this uniform space, she states that “the central symbol for Canada.— and this is based on
numerous instances of its occurrence in both English and French Canadian literature — is
undoubtedly Survival, La Survivance” (41). Both Frye and Atwood are concerned with finding a
unity within Canadian expression to define just what it is that makes Canadian writing Canadian.
| Summarizing traditional canoe metaphors within the canoe poem genre mirrors such thematic
analysis.
Roy Miki in the essay “The Future’s Tense: Editing, Canadian Style,” while
acknowledging Frye’s and Atwood’s “genuine passion to construct a cohesive rationale for
CanLit” (47), reveals the reductive effect thematic comparisons have on texts when used to
compile anthologies of selected literary material, a process that results in canon building:
They [Frye and Atwood] have fostered and re-inforced a reading habit that
approaches texts as if they are merely the transparent reflection of themes and
images under the umbrella of some “national mind.” The leap from the
phenomenality of the particular — the text as specific in its materiality — to the
generality of theme is a manoeuvre that could succeed only in eliminating
multiplicity and difference. (47)

Miki proposes that it is the specificity of the writing act itself that refuses this reductive thematic

pull towards a centralizing view of Canadian literature. Writing “situates itself at the intersection

of the finite self...and contemporary history” (48). Miki attributes the demise of thematic

criticism to the demise of the dominant, centring “I” in postmodern theories of language; to
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Robert Kroetsch, “[the] post-thematic reader, who challenge[s] the readability of consumable
books where form is merely the beast of burden carrying its load of goods to the reader” (48);
and the introduction to Canadian literature of such texts as Sheila Watson’s The Double Hook
wherein Watson “enacted the ‘death’ of the author as a unifying centre and in ‘its’ place created
the writer ‘writing and being written by the text” (50). Miki moves contemporary Canadian
criticism into a language theory that situates writing in the local and the particular finite “i.”
This theoretical position allows entry of marginalized voices into Canadian literature and
challenges the previous dominant, centering understanding of “Laurentian” writing or writing
originating from the environs of central Canada. It is precisely this shift towards the local, the
regional, the particular and unique experiences of lowercase i’s that I wish to address throughout
the poems of Birch Split Bark. In order to challenge the way canoe poems have participated in
the establishment of a literary tradition entrenched in often centralist voices within Canadian
literature, I echo Miki’s questioning of thematic criticism.

Miki refers to his own history of silenced voices as a “JC” (Japanese Canadian) in the
essay ““‘Shikata Ga Nai’: A Note of Seeing/ Japanese Canadian.” He states that “the concept of a
Japanese Canadian writer or artist had no public body” prior to Joy Kogawa’s novel Obasan
(31). “Desire to articulate the silences became more and more urgent” as the Japanese Canadian
redress movement gathered momentum (32). “Heterogeneity of stances in this potentially empty

27

space that has been nominalized as ‘Canada’ (39) became possible in the late 1960’s and early
1970’s by new theoretical strategies on text and language. The work of Miki in drawing
attention to this heterogeneity of stances or multiple voices within Canadian experience invites a

re-working of those national symbols such as the canoe that have contributed to a silencing of

marginalized voices.
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Miki discusses examples within Canadian literature that open the lyric narrative to
fragmented discourses and multiple vernacular voices, ideas, and practices I wish to adopt in the
re-writing of canoe poems. Miki attributes Kroetsch’s essay “For Play and Entrance” (1981)
with bringing long poems by a collection of new writers to the attention of Canadian readers.
Long poems such as bp Nichol’s The Martyrology, Michael Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of
Billy the Kid, and Phyllis Webb’s Naked Poems, to name just a few, forced readers to read “not
what is in the book (that failing), but the book itself. The poet, then, not as maker, but as
bookmaker” (Kroetsch, For Play, 129). Robert Kroetsch in the essay “Disunity as Unity: A
Canadian Strategy” posits an interesting level of complexity to this issue of thematic criticism
versus postmodern fragmentation by suggesting that what he sees as the resistance of Canadian
stories to hold to one centralized theme is precisely what unites Canadians in their literature.
Kroetsch writes of “shared stories” or what he prefers to speak of as “assumed stories” or “meta-
narratives.” Kroetsch suggests that “Canadians cannot agree on what their meta-narrative is”
(21). Referring to a series of essays by Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A
Report on Knowledge, Kroetsch quotes Lyotard: “The narrative function is losing its functors, its
great hero, its great dangers, its great voyages, its great goal. It is being dispersed in clouds of
narrative language elements...” (22). As Kroetsch recites often in his own essay, “the centre
does not hold” (23).

Lyotard posits that since the end of the nineteenth century the condition of knowledge in
the western world has changed (xiii). The legitimization of science truths rests within a “rule of
consensus” between rational minds. This consensus itself is constrained by social narratives:
“the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or

working subject, or the creation of wealth” (xxiii). He states there are many different language
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games — a “heterogeneity of elements.” Lyotard suggests they only give rise to institutions in
patches, what he refers to as “local determinism” (xxiii). Following from this theoretical
discourse, Kroetsch finds Canada a postmodern country in that it cannot agree on what its great,
over-arching meta-narrative should be. I offer just a few of the possible meta-narratives: Quebec
and Ontario as two solitudes; Atlantic Canada as the survival of the fisheries; the Prairies as
garden myth; Canada’s North as silence or a search for the Northwest Passage; British Columbia
as ocean edge, preservation of the environment, or living with mountains. Already a
reductiveness in story has occurred by citing even these multiples. No mention of immigrant
experience; no mention of lived experienc;:s of First Nations people. If one brings the canoe
into such a discourse, one can see that the language and representation of the canoe is long
overdue for a deconstruction and reconstruction in postmodern terms. This addresses
particularly the answer to why it is necessary to split the birch from the bark, the title question
for this thesis introduction. The canoe’s participation in Canadian meta-narratives needs to be
questioned and re-written in the perspective of the particular, the local, the regional, and the
personal rather than the national.

My thesis Birch Split Bark returns the canoe to an intersection point where contemporary
history meets the finite i, Birch Split Bark challenges pre-existing representations of the canoe in
Canadian poetry and returns it to a site of multiplicity and diversity. The poems of this creative
thesis explore the traditional metaphors of the canoe in an effort to challénge the canoe’s utility
in supporting a single unifying meta-narrative of Canada that is both reductive and exclusive of
the regional and the marginal. My efforts to deconstruct canoe poems fall within a postmodern
movement in Canadian poetry of challenging what Kroetsch refers to as the “assumed stories” of

Canadians. A precedent for this project exists in Kroetsch’s own Seed Catalogue (1977) where
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Kroetsch assumes the task of exposing postmodernism on the prairies. Using the form and
diction of a seed catalogue, a form of language and salesmanship which itself participated in the
assumed story of pioneerism and the garden myth of the Canadian prairies, Kroetsch revels in the
multiplicity of story through the similarities and differences between growing a poet in rural
Alberta, and growing Hubbard Squash or Copenhagen Market Cabbage. Through a fracturing
and dismembering of a seed catalogue, Kroetsch explores community, memory, and language in
Heisler, Alberta:
The seed catalogue is a shared book in our society. We have few literary texts
approaching that condition. I wanted to write a poetic equivalent to the ‘speech’
of a seed catalogue. The way we read the page and hear its implications. Spring.
The plowing, the digging, of the garden. The mapping of the blank, cool earth.
The exact placing of the explosive seed. (Kroetsch, “Statements,” 312)

Fred Wabh, in his introduction to Kroetsch’s Collected Field N;)tes in which “Seed
Catalogue” forms part of one long poem subsequent to “The Ledger” and the “Stone Hammer
Poems,” describes Kroetsch’s efforts to write prairie place “not as a predictable line of action and
consequences but as a maze of sudden twists, obstacles, impossibilities, possibilities” (Kroetsch,
Field Notes, xii). Robert Lecker describes Seed Catalogue as an “intentional fragmentation of
meaning, a deliberate attempt to prove that there can be no joined story, only abrupt guesswork,
juxtaposition, flashes of insight” (134).

In a conversation with Roy Miki and Eli Mandel, published in dANDelion (1983)
Kroetsch speaks of the prairies as a place that was initially described and “so defined by
everybody else that there had to be a deconstruction toward our own definition. . .We were

getting meaning before we were getting anything else, and I had to defer all that, play with the
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voice itself, the story itself, and fuck the meaning” (87). Kroetsch achieves this in Seed
Catalogue by playing with memory, story, voice, and place. The language and fractured format
of the 1916 and 1922 editions of a seed catalogue, Mackenzie’s Seeds, are juxtaposed against
Kroetsch’s own voiced memory of the people, places and particular events occurring during his
early years growing up on a farm in Heisler, Alberta (Johnson 89). Seed Catalogue opens, not
with seed category one, but with “No. 176 — Copenhagen Market Cabbage.” There is no
continuous story with a beginning, middle, and end, but only beginnings that occur over and over
again as Kroetsch wrestles with how to grow a poet. The first page of Seed Catalogue contains a
variety of discourses that would support Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the heteroglossia of
language:
At any given moment of its evolution, language is stratified not only into
linguistic dialects in the strict sense of the word (according to formal
linguistic markers, especially phonetic), but also — and for us this is the
essential point — into languages that are socio-ideological: languages of
social groups, ‘professional’ and ‘generic’ languages, languages of
generations and so forth. (Bakhtin 258)
This theory allows Kroetsch to explore the multiplicity of voices and the diversity of story
resident within the place of Canadian prairié. Seed Catalogue begins with a description of seeds
from the catalogue. This is followed by traditional poetic narration, followed by the more formal
language of a letter from a farmer to the seed company, followed by a dialogue between parent
and child, followed by a story-telling incideqt, and ending with the laughing response from the
hired man — a series of fragmentation and diversity, a layering of language both written and

verbal.
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Kroetsch’s text, while reflecting these multiplicities of form and voice, also points to
absence — that which is nof on the page. The phrase “Everything an absence” is followed on
page 34 by a list:

of satin sheets

of embroidered pillowcases

of tea towels and English china

of silver serving spoons.
This list is then followed on the subsequent page by a list of items that are certain not to be found
on the prairies or at the Heisler Hotel: silkworms, lions, kings and queens, sailing ships, condom
dispensers, among others (35). Kroetsch’s prairie is not China, not Europe, not Egypt;
Kroetsch’s prairie does not include French, German, or Greek philosophers, but grain named “A-
1 Hard Northern Bullshitters” (36). Kroetsch redefines place and origins by deconstructing the
garden myth of pioneer and redefines space by calling into play the particular, the local, the
vernacular, and even the absent.

Much in the same way that Kroetsch breaks down the meta-narrative of prairie as garden
in Seed Catalogue, 1 also attempt to break down the “assumed story” of the Canadian canoe in
Birch Split Bark to emphasize perhaps what it has always been in reality — a cultural construct
imbued with multiple voices and multiple representations. In this collection of canoe poems I
enter into a stream of narrative tradition stretching from Marjorie Pickthall to Fred Wah. After
researching how images of the canoe have contributed to a national identity for Canadians, I
framed my set of canoe poems around the construction of several individual identities within
what some might perceive as a stereotypical fa;nily of father, mother, son, and daughter. Since

many of the Canadian canoe poems originated from Confederation poets writing predominantly
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within a tradition of central Canadian writing, I shifted the voices in these poems to those of
Western Canadians and place this family in Calgary with summers spent on Mara Lake in British
Columbia. In order to further challenge the unifying force of the canoe, I emphasize the local
and the regional in the poems by citing Alberta and British Columbia place names wherever
possible. Much as Seed Catalogue speaks to prairie voices, Birch Split Bark focuses on Western
Canadian voices and not of those central and eastern Canada that figure in many of the poems
within the existing canoe poem genre. As Al Purdy sought to honour the pioneers of long-
forgotten towns and abandoned farmlands in his poem “The Country North of Belleville,” T wish
to describe and name the particular places and watercourses Western Canadians find familiar.

In playing against this concept of the canoe as identity stand-in for Canada, I introduce
canoe myths from other countries. Why should canoes be unique to Canada when canoes are
integral to the way of life of many ocean bound countries? I therefore assign a different “country
canoe myth” to each member of the family represented in these poems. These individual country
canoe myths play against some element of characterization within each of the family members.
The father is identified with the adventuring myth of the Farfarers, those who traveled from the
western shores of the Orkneys and Faroe Islands following a bountiful trail of walrus tusks and
hides in their fifty-foot curragh canoes. For the mother it is the Western African Ghana myth of
canoe escape from Portugese slave raiders. Shallow lagoons behind ocean sand bars protect and
conceal tribes from European sailing ships that would trade human hides for gold. The son, who
strives to build a new identity for himself as a homosexual in a heterosexual world, is associated
with the Polynesian creation canoe myth where the semi-god, Maui, fishes up the islands of
Hawaii with a magical fish hook while his brothers paddle their outrigger canoe. Lastly, I

attribute the Canadian canoe myth of native Oniahgahrah princesses to the daughter of the
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family, Lily. This myth addresses the story of virginal native princesses who plummeted
annually over Niagara Falls in white birch bark canoes as sacrifice to the water thunder gods in
return for a plentiful harvest. Not only do I wish to show the diversity of national canoe myths
by including these other myths into a Canadian story but I also wish to illustrate how national
myths enter persor{al narratives, how we assume elements of national identity into our own
personal identities. Even Starbucks recognizes the power of national myths to move individuals
— canoes sell coffee cards in Canada in 2003.

To illustrate how we adopt characteristics from mythic identity into our personal
identities, I intersperse words and phrases from the “myth poems” into the personal poems.
Desiring also to show the intertextuality of myth, each new myth contains a line from the
previous myth so that the final myth contains lines from the other three myths to show that myths
or stories are not isolated entities that remain whole, but build from one another and trade off one
- another so that what one perceives as real and true is always shifting — Kroetsch’s “the centre
does not hold.”

To enhance this relationship between the canoe and multiplicity of identity I also
associate each member of this Canadian family with a canoe much as Kroetsch uses descriptions
of seeds in a sales catalogue to enter into memory and language. Each figure is associated with a
canoe that resonates with some element of their character: the father with the Montreal canoe
used in exploration and exploitation of the fur industry; the mother with the Peterborough
Couchiching canoe for its multiple uses; the son with the Chestnut nestable canoe for its
versatility and lightness of being; and Lily with the aluminum canoe, a moulding of traditional

form but constructed out of innovative materials. Besides alluding to some element in each of
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the characters’ personalities, the canoe descriptions remind the reader of the multiplicity of canoe
types and contradict the unifying image of one “meta-narrative” canoe.

Besides wishing to return the canoe to a site of diversity, I also wish to challenge the
notion of canoe as representing peace and harmony either with nature or with oneself as
suggested by Earle Birney’s poem “Hands” and discussed previously in this introduction. I
therefore construct a family’s identity through disharmony and subtle discord. Not one poem
exists without some element of tension between thought and memory, form or language with the
exception of the poem “rope jumps and pansies” when a level of resolution is achieved by the
canoe resisting its sinking and transforming into a potted planter with drainage holes. Though
each family member could be said to possess his or her own narrative and point of view, the
grounding viewpoint for Birch Split Bark resides with Lily. As a female poet I find that Lily’s
voice resonates the loudest for me. It is also her myth that is the Canadian myth. With Lily I
enter into the tradition of female Canadian poets writing the canoe upon water, a tradition that
started with Marjorie Pickthall and continued through Johnson, Crawford, Crate, and Baker. To
emphasize this aspect of my engagement with the poems, I reference all the sections of the other
members of the family not by their names but by their relationship to Lily. Even Lily’s name is
in honour of Crawford’s poem “The Lily Bed.” While the mother may express unease or
discontent with her role as wife and mother in this predominantly patriarchal canoe family, and
while the brother uses the canoe to explore an identity that still exists on the peripher‘y of society,
it is left to Lily to try to sink the canoe and all its traditional associations with adventure,
exploration of a natural world, sexuality, and give it a new life and a new image on her urban

balcony.
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In order to reflect the differing roles the members of this family play in Birch Split Bark,
I associate certain forms of poetry with certain characters. The more traditional European forms
of poetry, the lyric, the villanelle, the pantoum belong to the father who represents the most
traditional of the canoe representations. The haiku becomes the mother’s rﬁost common form of
expression. It too is a traditional poetic form of long-standing practice in Japan and acts as both
complement to, and opposition against, the traditional poetic forms used in the series of “Father”
poems. Intense in image, terse in language, the haiku blends nature with emotion. The restraint
and discipline required for this form of poetry suits this mother’s muted voice. The mother fills a
traditional role within this family as housewife and homemaker. I envision her as belonging to
that generation of women who became wives and mothers and lived marginalized lives within
their own homes so a poetic form traditional in nature but different from the patriarchal
European forms of poetry seems appropriate. I attempt to reflect the brother’s voice or situation
in a variety of forms alternating between prose poems, lyrics, bastardized couplets, free verse,
concrete poems, and even a form of letter in order to engage with his search for a personal
identity and voice. Variety here suggests a search for identity and Miki’s “finite i.” None of
these forms are particularly “avant-garde” or “experimental” suggesting an element of confusion
or desire for conformity as well. For Lily I wish to mobilize perhaps what I view as the strongest
opposition in form to the traditional canoe lyric by utilizing the prose poem to reflect her voice
and narrative. Prose poems possess no line breaks, no metered rhythm, or predictable rhyme
scheme. Syntax may be correct but meaning does not always follow the syntactical structure of
sentences. To combat the patriarchal associations within the canoe poem genre, I want Lily to
speak in a blend of poetry and prose as she voices her discontent with her father or her life, even

to the point of inserting dialogue into some of the prose poems. Nicole Markoti¢ supports this
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interpretation of the prose poem as a challenge to the traditions of both prose and poetic narrative
in her essay “‘I am only a partial fiction’: Phyllis Webb’s Hanging Prose.” Markoti¢ describes
the prose poem as:
a writing strategy, one that pushes known forms up against each other,
bumps and grinds into new writing. Prose can re-arrange the expected
boundaries of poetry, can disrupt the narrative line, can usurp the primacy
of critical discourse. (177)
Markoti¢ describes prose poets as those who:
try to escape the ideologies of the line break not so much by retreating into
the sentence as by re-imagining the line as containing the entire page; the
line-break constantiy pushed forward until it hits the end of the page, the
turn of the story from poetic line into prose cauldron, the written word
thumbing its nose at one traditional form and thereby transgressing,
resisting, and recontexualizing another. (178)

Another challenge in Birch Split Bark to traditional Canadian narrative occurs when the
“Father” dies. Dick Harrison in Unnamed Country: The Struggle for a Canadian Prairie Fiction
describes a phenomenon in postmodern prairie fiction that he calls the “disappearing father”
(187). Early prairie fiction such as Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese contains stern, controlling
patriarchal characters like Ostenso’s Caleb Gare. Harrison suggests that the generation of prairie
writers following Ostenso, writers such as Margaret Laurence or Robert Kroetsch, shift the
emphasis away from these strong male figures. “The missing or false fathers...suggest dead,
lost, or obscured antecedents. The search for a father is, of course, a classic form of search for

one’s own identity, but there is a more specific implication here of lost continuity with the past”
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(189). It is not therefore unexpected or without precedent for Lily’s father in Birch Split Bark to
die during the course of this long poem. As this work seeks to deconstruct a canoe poem genre
associated with centralist representations of Cahada, the death of the father may be construed as

a requirement in order to free the canoe from its past associations. Even _Kroetsch concurs with
Harrison in his essay “The Disappearing Father and Harrison’s Born-Again And Again And

Again West.” “The world does not end. It’s hard to make a literature ouf of that realization. But
at least the father disappears. And that out west (as opposed to down east), makes everything
possible” (9). In the “presence” of a disappearing father the canoe becomes artifact and

subjected to a rewriting and reconfiguring in my poem “Rope jumps and pansies.”

In summation, I would like to state that I recognize Frye’s concept of “an imaginative
continuum, and that writers are conditioned in their attitudes by their predecessors” (250).
Certainly by taking onrthe task of writing canoe poems I enter into a long Canadian tradition of
using the canoe in imaginative representations. The canoe poems I cite from Johnson, Crawford,
Baker, and the others exist in isolated texts and collections of poems by-individual Canadian
poets. I believe I have created something novel in Birch Split Bark by flooding a single
manuscript with canoe images and using the language of the canoe to build diverse personal
identities as opposed to a single national identity. I also hope that I have challenged some of my
predecessors’ pre-existing metaphoric representations of the canoe, and have opened the canoe

for interrogation within a stream of discourse associated with appropriated cultural subjects.
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canoe
construct of bark reality
intersects white page space
letter slippage from line leader
anagram for of possibilities
ocean
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Father

Canot du Maitre or Montteal canoe, 8 place model, 33-36 feet, 8-10 paddlers, capacity: 70-75 pieces
cargo (60-65 pcs. merchandise plus provisions), plus baggage, equipment, and crew. Grand total
capacity 7,000-9,000 pounds including the crew... ideally suited to the Canadian landscape,
balancing design with purpose, strength with efficiency, and staying within limits set by the materials
nature could provide.

(from. bark, skin and cedar)
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Myth — Orkneys West

Albans from France punctuate island migration

Stretch waltus skins over framework of Arctic birch branches

Hot pitch seal tar evaporated mammal oil to waterproof weatherproof
Fifty foot curragh canoes

The smell rank of blubber diced and heated

Grtistle-strained gum smoothed over gut-sewn seams

Carry valuta men through oceans of grey water white

Ice to rock beaches whete tusked—tooth rich blubber tourists

Lounge in polynyas mating with others of their kind

Gannets, whales, dolphins, porpoises

Endless skeins of ducks

Ring grey harbour seals

Humpback, fin, sei

Halibut and cod

From Brittany to Orkney to Faroe to Iceland to Greenland to

Baffin Island to Labrador to New Found Land

I track sea animals and erect stone cairn markers to

Map the way

On the kill and trade

Ivory for a metallic age

To avoid Viking hordes at sea in knorrs and oar paddles gone berserking
Canoes overturned on rock walls to eke out December winds and ice-
Locked harbour doors

Tusker colonies erased from maps

Legends of Albans-in-the-West

Whisper for DNA test

To prove there: here and here

Wirites home.



On a guiet, calm night in the lake country, I slink away in my canoe:

The sky swamps the water on a calm night

My addtess a kerosene filament that hisses in the wind
Paddle dip shatters the milky way

My space ship fuelled by fifty foot Hershey bars

To avoid Viking hotdes

32



May 30, 1992 uppercase I appointed President. . .local chapter of canoe
enthusiasts. . .with margin of- . .red wine lyrics stain

Broadsheet tablecloths

Linguistic sediments

Centre piece remains

Beaver Club
Bastion of

Le pays d’en haut
Legacy of epicurean
Debauchery

Fillet of cod

Sauce tartare

Potk and pemmican
Boast of

Roast venison

And trade

Beaver tales



Bark sloughs away. ..

Leaf veins in my legs popping
Skin stretched over a blue couch
I flirt at the edge of water

Bark sloughs away from a scalp
Portrait of thé canoe as a young man
Head stone-washed and denim wrapped

I stripped bark for a living
Pouted hot pitch into boardroom meetings, then
Escaped to Baffin Island

Brides drown in tears
Children born with cauls
The canoe brought to ground
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With an eye to native guides

David Thompson maps my terrain
(a pantoum repeats on the page)

I play excplorer splash in the bathtub:

the main stream bends from the north on a westerly course

I assembled a string of forts unraveling from Hudson’s Bay to River, Ghost
profit flows from the brigade of boats '

mountain matrmots whistle shrill warnings

a string of forts assembled — Hudson’s Bay to Ghost River unraveling

wooden pickets driven into the ground close together a depot for stripped pelt furs
mountain marmots whistle shrill warnings

smallpox a byword between tepees

profit flows from the brigade of boats
the main stream bends from the north on a westetly course
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5" Avenne and 4° Street, Calgary — January

suicide season

snow dusts granite pines planted in asphalt

grids silent symmetry of office towers

rubber trees struggle in pots under fluorescent suns
while construction crews screw windows shut

rock shafts loom through story after story

bitds in grey pant suits soar from floors three through thirty-six
cafetetia conversations repeat through the seasons

processed cheese melts while lettuce weeps under the weight of
forced air furnaces

he flips the pages of Canoe and Kayak

embossed pictutes of clear June water

Kevlar and Nylon hulls endure winter exposure
while he waits to wipe his ass

while the lake freezes
while the loon southern cruises
while the canoe hibernates in storage
he totals the weight of years spent in
paper labour
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I adopied the native ways of weatherproofing. ..

hackmatack canoe construction
red oak keel

rabbeted to garboard plank
hackmatack root stem

trace grain curve

sometimes bend to steam

plank strake laps
crooked knife and sheaf
cedar batten bent
through ribs

support hull

tree resin pimite

seam sealer
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valuta seeker
when he captured her red dress
nude doe skin condom
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When my hair was long and I listened to Led Zeppelin on the radio:

I marched in a canoe protest

Against a speed race to the moon

Motors were either hidden beneath the gunwales or

Propped against the stetn — at any rate we were disguised as Jaughter
Frayed shotts and blonde girls in pink string suits

I wore leather thongs between my toes
Slashed my jeans from bow to stern
I thought I was from Nanaimo

The canoe protest a knee-jerk monopoly
money in my pocket

I slow on my bicycle to watch hawk citcles and fish rings
Slip past the line up of half-ton trucks with motorboat
Trailers slink past the placard words

Save the Harbour Seals
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My own father thirty-five years a manager for Bank of Montreal
A vested follow suit interest. . .a tradition
(a villanelle repeats on the page)

a vested interest in preserving my domain over terrain
fellows of Societies, Royal Geographical
we established camp in the pine kitchen

poured grouse out of a cereal box
heavy soak mist wets ammunition and tobacco
a vested interest in preserving their domain over terrain

map is not to scale
prepate for penetration of the mountain barrier
we established camp in the pine kitchen

mountain goats with white rumps short black horns
climb shale cliffs that guard the stream
a vested interest in preserving their domain over terrain

Blackfoot delicacies
nose entrails boiled blood and roast kidneys
we established camp in the pine kitchen

ice falls from truncated vertical strata

financed by the Western Canada Lottery, Alberta Division

a vested intetest in preserving my domain over terrain
we established camp in the pine kitchen
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What 1 packed to work each day in my briefease:

hard sugar biscuits

pine pitch

salt pork and rum

bailing sponge  twelve voyageurs
narrow paddles guns

an axe and sixty yards of rope

an oilskin blanket

iron cook pot

boutgeois navy beans and

mast
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Keel Cruisin’

Keel Cruisin’
lane changin’
light stop red

Left long line
birchbark trunks
water chute wait:
Navigators
Explorers
Pathfinders

Wheel rotations treadin’ tiver rapids

Leavin’ gas fumes in their fuckin’ wake.

I join the flow of money headin’ west
Retire with futures secure in my vest.
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noonday sun and shore repast

canoe safani
pemmican mustard sandwich
my wife smears the map

map the safari
my wife, mustard pemmican
the canoe sandwich
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The beached canoe. ..
(oral bar stool story repeats)

did you hear about the time
Lily making hot pitch

lips glued to the sap of that Enderby boy
bottom board supple root bathed in
moonshine soak my joke

their gunwales lashed together

the fuss when I discovered

did you hear
separate strands of spruce root
plot stones and hard lumps
canoe mold in a building bed

no joke

to find Lily’s lips glued to the boy

in the beached canoe

did you hear
the time kokanee canned sweat
rang the refrain



When Mother launched Bobby from her harbour. ..

I erected a stone cairn marker in his name
And waited eighteen years to put to sea
With him bow paddling

A pair of gristle-stained men on a map track
For beer and hot wings

Skeins of ducks and other humpbacks
Buy kokanee for their sons gone berserking

Bobby’s canoe overturned while mating

Organs and instruments of locomotion arrested
The rank smell of blubber
Tuskers erased from the map

I lament the loss of walrus in pub crawls
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Storm Pry

Storm pry on the inside spin
Back ferries eddies

The wife contradicts your weather forecast
Undermines the incoming cloud formations
Tells the children, “Don’t pay attention to him — he’s only a halibut.”

Seek your pillow or

Soft water away from the rocks
The canoe conspires against you
Fight the stream, float ...
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Adrift All My Life

alone on a lake

all my life
a drift
no shore in sight
the memory of leaving land
sunk beneath storage boxes
paper lists and stalks of green tape
this house built from branches
slips from lily pad mto dark water
tomorrow obscured by float debuis
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Mother

All-wood, narrow planked Peterborough Couchiching Freighter, 26 feet built by the Petetborough
Canoe Company. With planks lashed across their gunwales these beamy craft were used for

transportation of heavy loads across Lake Kabakwa, as a multi-person ferry to Chapel Island, as a
diving raft, judge’s stand and barbeque deck...

(from bark, skin and cedar)
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Myyth— Ghana

Moonlight escape from Notsie in Togo to

Thatched huts erected on seamless stretch of white sand beaches
Land of interlocking lagoons echo frog calls to rainbow bitrds in trees
Denu a name for place where palm trees kiss blue sky

Coconut retreat from white men slave traders

Dutch blunderbusses locked in waist bands

Portugese hands grip whips

On the kill and trade

Shallow waters of the Keta keep out sailing ships

People of the Anlo-Ewe foster fish nursetes

Canoe construction and shuttle between shore stations

Burned out dug out felled trees

Float a culture over sand bars and breakers

Even women and children stand upright in muddy waters

Cool their feet while the catch of the day

Herring or shark in beach-seine nets

When the lagoon dries

Salt-crusted gills sing of multiple gods and wanderlust

Groves of mango, oil-palm, and fig

A stable canoe — the lemu, with a prow extension holds a steady
Course through rough sutf

Between shallow inland lakes winds come and go

Nazrow ripples lap front door mats

Dance dramming beats African paddling.



Doe Song

Canoe ptivate craft
songs lash ruddy netrves
to hearts camp lit
blade and rifle on a bed of pine boughs
leather thongs hang
in bittersweet breezes

Night tent walls
reflect crimson fire
shoulder to flank
we laughed against
granite boulders
floated smoky whispers
tales of conquest and
private water lap dances
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Canoe: apaper _p0€771 romance

Birch bark paper lashed together, glued and varnished, writes a canoe upon water.

Great-grandma Rose tore off strips, penciled poems with her back fixed against hand-crocheted
cushions in cross stitch, gazed at Great-grandpa in the stern, kneeling towards her, paddling and
singing “O, come with me in my light canoe...” By their sixtieth wedding anniversaty, when they
gummed solid food, she’d stripped the canoe bare only the hull remained, and a tome of nineteenth
century thymed light verse on saturated paper.

Dip, Dip...
Carry me...

Carry me...
Lilies float. ..



sun disc black jet ring
smooth white sand beach walker vows
the night he proposed
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I remember we stayed in bed all of one sunny Sunday at the lake. ..

sunlight on water bedroom strobe light
ceiling screen for dances
black and white flicker frames shift

eyelash flutter fans soft patter
sheets twist to silent beat
blue veins mesh at the wrist

soft slipper shuffle
cue cards oscillate under a halogen propeller
curtain cast billow
window sheers float canoe glimmer
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a pulled fetus
empty cradles in her mind
lake reflects baby guilt

54



sun-hardened cod fish
sustains the long voyage home
a highway camper convoy

55



bear fat daily diet
heart risk his wild adventure
loon songs block blood flow
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lily bed languor
maps J stroke G spot legend
satin sheets ferment
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Canoe Bingo

Cigarette smoke tises to fan
Waztn of half a house
Around the free — space
One line anyway
Her paddle dobber in pansy colours
Blackens undereye circles
Wipes out numbers of other women
I from 16 to 30
On nights he wotks late
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behind boathouse doots
nights stroking cedar gunwales
he absents himself
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I stitch and lace skins
smear bear fat to stopper holes
play supporting role
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War weary, I get tired of making lunches...

Peanut butter and honey sandwiches
Wrapped against ant invasion

Apples mined for cores
Skins stripped leave naked white flesh

Hardened straws drill pineapple juice boxes
Raisins clump together
Safety in numbers

I thrust a tumpline across Lily’s forehead
For a makeshift yoke

take weight off a weak back

her pack with binders and books

lunch her favourite maneuver

a solo carty over nine times eight boulders
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Cocktail Party Canoeing

dip chip and glide

watercress triscuit bite

head cheese less wild capers
drama queens wring hands gesticulate
flip hair and slide

an abyss of tweed paddles
drip wine crab
chicken livers

sniff Beaujolais lilies
spread velveeta platter
boredom swims alongside

shrimp in frozen fetal positions
bloody maty sauce on the side
dip and imbibe

feet glide
hit banana dip ripple
clip linoleum pebble
eyebrows pivot
compass fallen figure
wife overboard
schmooze cruise flounders

pretensions swallow
Big Rock Honey Brown
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Size eight Levi’s...

I slide into water at lake’s edge
when the rock holding
me in place
stands up and leaves the room

water swells my cedar strips
love handles spill over the sides
of size eight Levi’s

I wrinkle laying on sand
skin crackle ready for fire
survey lines crisscross a forehead

puzzled by age

the dermatologist in town barkers
too many iced creams from a corner stand
for sun spot removal
maintain a water regime
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Red Cent Cedar

go by canoe
where his kisses

remembet
legendary sex
shade boughs overhead

his red cent cedar paddle
an uncircumcised cock
uprooted lily bed a
lemonade stand canopy

drift on wave emotion

do not interrupt trade
blueberries smeared against canvas
stretched over ribs

deerskin or plastic basket
landward languor no protest
listen for the west wind
do not let the paddles rest
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Unraveling vowels

water whispers to me in an ancient

language of vowels — 00’s and aa’s

as it wears down rocks turns them to pebbles

until he no longer gets his way

molecules separate and slip into harsh consonants
around the kitchen table — don’ts and didn’t yous

he packs up today’s Hera/d

stashes it in his briefcase

climbs into the adored canoe and before shoving

off from the sidewalk calls over his shoulder

(a glance would have been nice)

I won’t be home for dinner.

paddles like the rest of them towards the downstream
trading post where he can trade stories of beaver pelts trapped and
the Wife at home.



frog calls to rainbow birds
he wants me — fetch his hammer
my feet Jagoon cool
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sail latitude lines
searching eider bird nest eggs
empty down filled beds
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Jobn counts it my fault

that Bobby has sex with men. I coddled or cuddled him when I should have done something else
but he can’t tell me what though he has some suggestions. Bobby should have worn boxets not
briefs, khaki not denim, a brush-cut no mushroom cap, and no cologne from the Hudson’s Bay
countet. He should have gone to camp on a bus with stern men, worn steel-toed boots or a brown
uniform, eaten steak without a fork — no linguine with a dash of pimento, joined a team that runs a
field and bashes men in padded tights, drank rye whiskey no mix from the bottle and remember, if
you have to, puke behind the bleachers.

John looks outward for answers but there are no answers. Afraid of a DNA whisper he looks in the
water and doesn’t like the look of 2 homophobic, 2 man who looks over his shoulder at a back slap
from a buddy afraid it might drift south on the current to a buttock or two.

Only thing to do is to shut up and paddle.
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Brother

Chestnut Ogilvy, canvas-covered cedat...it is so straight on the bottom and so flat from side to side
that it skims over the top of the water rather than through it and has therefore very light draft...it is
produced in five different lengths: from the 16 - foot model, telegraph code “Henty,” through

“Dave, Jock, Alex, and Joe,” getting larger in 2 - foot increments, all the way up to the 40 inch —
wide, 26 foot “Chief’ model....

(from bark, skin and cedar)
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Myth — Polynesia

creation canoe story
if you don’t like your address ot family debacle
go fish up a new world
Maui wears a hat for eight heads

filled with cetrebral tricks
dressed in seaweed and jellyfish armor
he grabs a koi-pohaku
cuts down a koa ttee
tupra inpna
carves a canoe with tattoos in bow and stern
pubi-kai ariki

paddles an outrigger with brothers past reefs and dangerous waters
sinks a magical coconut fish hook line that catches
Mt. One Tooth asleep at the bottom of the ocean
paddle paddle dear brothers

hauls in the catch-of-the-day
rock islands and volcanoes
float a culture over sand bars and breakers

sea urchins migrate on the backs of turtles
carry valuta men through oceans of grey white water
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I, the canvas sandwiched. ..

I, the canvas sandwiched between intetior birch sheets glued into my diaty every night, the
subversive act of writing the only thing that keeps me from Bow River train bridge jumping in grade
ten when Dad stops calling me his little buddy.

The external cedar strips my classmates see what they want to see. Conforming to chestnut model
blueprints not for me.

Names they call me: wussy boy, girly boy, homo, faggot. I grease my skin and poke my eats with
bear fat to seal tears in my fabric. Retreat to brain tissue paper waterways unexplored by couteuts
de bois, (men who by the way slept pea soup spoon fashion, ate from the same stick of pemmican,
and shared paddles and pipes — their actions were never questioned!), retreat into thick hemlock
forests impenetrable by cell phone ring tones.
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My father’s canoe mistress

my father paddled his sleek

in a red dress

banked at the River Café
beached under a patio umbrella
stroked and planed her sides
$8.99 infusion martinis
mushroom appetites

bitch bark sheets no doubt
stretched over IKEA frame
four poster girl

no ballast on het

straight keel line

catapult fall

roll and never recover

my respect lost

picked up by cartion birds
on a woody trail

he preferred open water to
home intetiors

divergent waves to

tap water

drains

within pipes

contained

mother no plumber



Spruce Gum Sap

chew-chew-spruce-
gum-to-soft-smack
across-my-cheek
apply-to-gap
continental di-vide
a sign-post on the trans-
canada high-way
Dad would not let me gear-shift
at Three Valley Gap
a pre-Sicamous sign-post
I got out at the fake western town
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Nestable Canoes

nestable canoes
for shipment to rock islands and volcanoes
where freight a consideration
designed for no tumble home
cheap rented rooms
nest one
within another
for ease of handling

74



Molecnle Migration

Elongated days on the lake
Sundial baked on either side

Finger trails in water
Jeff’s milk bones push us from shore

A floating dock unsecured underwater
We dabble, paddle away from the otters

No thoughts of next summer
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Amphibions Shoes

(we crawled onto land)
tipped our canoe

citcumnavigated
past reefs and dangerous waters

a backyard pool

(throw in the odd corrective stroke)
and a water resistant rubber

amphibious shoes
ensures no blistets
when we come from water

76



77

The Price is Right

He sits on canoe thwatts

In the living room

Docked abreast the maple coffee table
Heart strokes in thythm to

Reruns of The Price is Right

Balance sheets in his blood

Debit starboard; credit port

A father who counts fingers and toes
Liability begins in the birthing room



Paddle Slap Back

His words
Slap back
flat stroke
deep and back

Bile words
cut heartwood
stone fall to keel

Thwart words
pitch boil
drown out
bailer bowl

Oar lock to ignore
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Bow Legs Are Not Straight

internal tibia torsion rpped red vinyl seat
intoeing HoponPop
bow legs dr.books
knock-knees butly-bunny
greenstick fracture taupe cloth bandage

(bone healing
fiberglass cast:
birch crutch)
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The Companies

alaskan campers top up bb bending branches

bic spozt bell canoe works bite footwear brooks
cascade by sport helmets chata outdoor gear columbia sportwear cayuga dagger drop skeg

donalco seaskinz deep see inc
easy rider rowing shells enlightened extra kayaks
spott five ten gitls 4 spozts folbot skins and bones glacier glove ful usa inc harbinger
harmony head trip helmets helly hansen hi-tech immersion research keen
jersey paddler pygmy boats kokatat watersports wear 1l bean
level six liquid logic lotus designs mirage truck rack merrel footwear montbell mountain sutf
inc mti mutrays wind and watet mystetioso
mountain man merrmack canoes outdoor supply navarro weather gear north water rescue company
and paddling equipment

nrs necky kayaks os. systems palm peak uk kayaking company limited predator protec helmets
peedee paddle paddle boy pro-tec helmets roleez wheels
rain and snow inc
stohlquist thule sweden venture kayaks
walden wildwasser sport
yakima yakpads

zoar outdoor



my life a portage
my life a portage
behind mind’s curtain fall
impedes paddling to western sea
along nerve pathways
places and people
windbound catgo
I carry over boulders
yoked
across my shoulders
the canoe

I can never put down
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Picture This

July twilight
Mara lake background
ash cast sunset rays
through interior smoke haze
ochre blush
fly emulsion over slate

lake extends forward to
granular depth of field

father canoe foreground
paddle at easel
fillip swing of rod
sparks angler lessons
before datk
closes mother’s shutters
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Pond Paddle

lake ice surface

fish rings painted red and blue
permanent markings of life beneath
surface scrape scratch thythm of steel
sharpened keel edge to my black boot
metallic Zamboni mist

fumes rise to clouds

bent handle paddle tapered

lake surface slap

rock skips into fish net framed and
shoveled at either snow bank

Dad yells at me
words suspended in frigid air

“get’im Bob, hit’im Bob, knock ‘im off the puck”

my canoe tips leeward
I dip, tumble, skid
slide across the ice fall

the other team, the Crowchild Chiefs, score an advantage
(contrary to our history) we face-off again

ice crystal comments circle our helmets

wagons drive us away
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A Canoe Culr

Have you noticed the cult?

my father worships

wilderness altar incense smell of lodgepole pine needles
under sun blessings filtered through tree canopies

Have you noticed the cult?

He worships scalloped oval canoe lines

a yawning vagina chasm

that each summer travels

up the Seymour Arm to

establish a cult and tent

town in the woods fifty feet from the beach.

Notice religious leaders

with grey grizzled beards and Nehru white collars
sanctify sex with underage females or boys

in short pants who sing in a choir

Now,

vaginas do nothing for me. Poets
exalting the feminine form of breasts

and smooth apple thighs do not move me
to bar stools beside them.

Now,

kayaks offer a closed form

hole for one person to inhabit with double-edged
double paddle — the same at both ends ensure

artistic merit until logging removes larch leaf coverings
there’s room in B.C. forests for more religious fervor
cults offering personal flotation devices

organic plankton lotion for unrestricted movement
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To Bobby’s father,

This letter is to exqplain how (very satisfied) I am with my canoe, the nestable model Chestnut of 1986. (Don’t be
afraid) I was afraid it wonld prove nnsteady in open waters but it is not. (We won’t ask you to attend onr civil) It is
roomsy and very light for its size. It has resulted in increasing my already very great pleasure in canoeing (wedding
cerermony). When I mount it with a lateen sail on a Canadian lake it is the real thing. The best I have ever
experienced.

(Perbaps in time)

Yours sincerely,
(your son-in-law to be)

J




push pull slip from home...

a thumb thrust west

rides on the backs of loggerhead turtles
three days of black coffee and bush pissing
a change of address

a call to Lily from Merritt
Mr. One Tooth asleep at the bottom of the ocean

a job unloading Montreal canoes

prong lifts, clamps, push-pull slip sheets

handle brand name clothes in containers from China
the odd dead mouse

pulp and paper products

bagged goods, cartons, and boxes

stevedores slap my back, say

“Buddy-up to the bar, boy.”
I buy a pair of steel-toed boots
and a yellow hard hat
to escape future damage
record inbound port tonnage
negotiate long term rates for lay berth
t-shaped docking with dolphins
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L live at the point of interchange between land and water

Terminal at Port Vancouver
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Lily

Aluminum...was added to the list of sheet metals that wete hot-tolled, cold-moulded, hot-riveted,
soldered, screwed, hammered and cajoled into canoe-like shapes...a whole family of epoxy and

polyester resins that could be worked into fabric to make vehicles of any and every description,
including canoes.

(from bark, skin and cedar)
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Myth— Canada

Lelawala, Oniahgahrah daughter,

cteation canoe story white virtue displayed on a taupe deerskin sleeve sacrificed to toutist town
maps in rotating wire sales racks a doll in white fringe dress black braids red lips oral story cataract
crest brink water head rush to publish myth precipice plunge to appease purple prose tribe shaman
never lets up bridal bed a rock quilt covers Canadian Shield groom waters shoved up her nose for
the sake of mature harvest husks — grown yellow corn a girl a year stars in scarey movie sequels of
mist shrouds Three Sister Islands map the way One father cries into cold beer at the loss of a
favoutite daughter who mashed his corn poured his favourite hops into a leather flask of a night
when snows shut wigwam doors against the water dark mark followed her crumb trail to the last
page the fly leaf his death too even women and children stand upright in muddy waters.
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Mara Latke

Mara Lake at the south end of a Salmon Arm and a Seymour Arm connecting to...should have been
a hand with digits reaching up creeks to mountain peaks but instead a bowl filled with sunrise blush
apples that flow down the Shushwap River in the Enderby Valley. A bowl filled with summer years
of car tire tube rides, lost pink bikini bottoms and camp fire sparks from the trucks gearing down
for the twists in the concrete that every other year failed to avoid rock falls that mean hired high
school students in yellow and orange flack jackets wave us through as we make the right hand turn
into the B.C. cottage road and park with our Alberta plate facing the water.
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It is hard to paddle when your canoe is loaded with pig iron. ..

Father’s binoculars scan the horizon and fix on Bobby’s Vancouver toaster oven.
He says: I don’t want to know whose rye bread is flipped npside down for a golden finish.

Vision framed by circular constraints though he told us each Sunday dinner to hang up the phone
on the area code loser (tevealed in a technological vision — Telus connects voice and place).

Focus preset for myopic eyes.
English Bay out of range for perpetual wave beach lashings.
Call display hang-ups are common.

The view from river centre obscured by go forth and multiply loaves and salmon have all run out of
breath.

The canoe manages to right itself after each catapult fall.



Junior Figh

skin marquee

birch bark knobs and warts

red patches shale rock squeezed
dot my face

pine gum
keelside press
under maple desk
slate botred
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hormones shank a hook
gossip stopper knot
stanchion friend
anchors tag end
prevents fray

I lash lanyard to
tow line leader
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Father Chasm

One summer I attempted to build a canoe bridge over the father chasm to seek rainbow pot of
approval, gold if you can get it. Mapped a watercourse for tandem paddling but cutse it if loony
moon cycles did not put me on an inside spin facing strong westerly wind. Father took up power
strokes in bow position calling out directions as usual this time on how I should J stern stroke.
When he wasn’t looking over his shoulder I let him down, my paddle tired and out of work on my
knee. Father carried me to the portage point where I stepped off the dock and secured moorage to
a law library fallen log book of case studies. The last sight I had of him that summer — his back
ebbing away from me.
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Nail Beanty
(a villanelle repeats polish)

1 cruise the aisle at Shoppers Drug Mart
search for wet look nail colour —'oréal steel
a hand job to smooth varnish over cedar planks

Dad said to remove moss cuticle from canoe rivets
tired of Sunday work in the boathouse
i cruise the aisle at Shoppers Drug Mart

the gitls wanna meet Tom in the patk at 3:00
he’s been hanging around my locker leeting
a hand job to smooth varnish over cedar planks

i hear by way of Nicki then Karen that Tom’s coming
confidence sinks under date pressure
1 cruise the aisle at Shoppers Drug Mart

if i promise to remove moss
if 1 string Dad a line maybe 1ll get to
a hand job to smooth varnish over cedar planks

are those rivets polished yet?

zits erupt when i'm upset

1 cruise the aisle at Shoppers Drug Mart

a hand job to smooth varnish over cedar planks
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Mother Prefers Maple Paddles

Mother prefers maple paddles with lengths from five to six feet to stir chocolate batter, whip waves
by hand instead of mix master. The scoop spoon varnished ready lies across her knees while she
searches the bowl for turtles swimming under the sutface, letting me lick stainless steel in the stern.
Het Queen Elizabeth hat with a black crow feather stuck 1 the nim shades her eyes from
fluorescent glate. Turn the oven off, she shouts to the skylight. I’'m baking down here. She plucks
pine resin from her blouse and points to the lily fronds that bounce and wait near shore — icing on
the cake for my twelfth night.

My mother cooking without a recipe always an adventure in unchartered waters on a Sunday after
the loon goes down.
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An Umbrella

the canoe an umbrella, goosebump arms and legs
tucked under trim, protection gymnastics
rainwater barrel roll, upside down keel
the first time my brother told me
he preferred boys over girls
beach
sand
edged
our
shorts
and
crept
into
rock
crevices
to
avoid
the
deluge
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Spirit Canoe

Mother drives me to church at St. Peter’s in Salmon Arm where we prayed to God the
Almighty Manitou. Fingertip paddles and palm fronds pressed together to sign the canoe. Jesus’s
twelve stations of the cross a long portage around earth’s sins to unmapped waters. He dragged his
cedar dug-out up the hill to Calvary over sedimentary rock. If Father had followed indoor religion
he could have told Jesus that for a solo catry some people lash canoe paddles across the centre
thwart as a makeshift yoke or thrust a tumpline across the catrier’s forehead to take weight off a
weak back.

Our communion 11 a.m. mass of bacon on the barbeque, eggs and pancakes in the pan. We
bow out heads in the presence of a Pacific wind. Thank you for tree-tapped maple syrup from
Chicoutimi and Invermere Kicking Hotse River coffee. After brunch Bobby and I skip to the beach
and draw canoe symbols in the sand, fish without the two point tail. Father, son, and ghost of a
mother guide my spirit canoe.
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The Will

Dead at seventy-four of heart failure while carrying a green garbage bag of Dr. Pepper cans and
Kokanee to the recycle depot between the river and the Okanagan highway. A man not large as he
lies in his canoe in Enderby but even dead he emits odours. Throw fifty percent of my ashes into
the Shushwap River from the Endetby Bridge at 6:30 a.m. on a Tuesday in June. Sink the other 50
petcent with my canoe at the base of the rope swing cliff on Mara ILake. I’d been living in the city
ten years when he died. I’d forgotten how slow the drive could be westbound on the TransCanada
following families in covered wagons and Winnebagos and trucks in it for the long haul. The cans
paid out seven dollars twenty-five cents. The woman came to his funeral wanting to know what to
do with the change. He was a stickler for recycling so why sink a good canoe. Three toonies, one
loonie and a red poppy quarter. No flanders field for this Captain Canoe. He sunk the canoe once
before when he was building it in order to swell and seal the wood latte straps.
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Ragweed Sunrise

grad night verdant taffeta
urethane slip out eatly from canoe cockpit condoms
to avoid multi-legged boatmen
bedding down

bra straps fight buoyant river
Kokanee current culprit
enter spin zone — not enough water
stomach froths face
careens downstream eddy
cargo multiple spills

solo limp trip
canoe runs aground
shore ragweed scrape
sunrise leaks between
eyelid rust wiped away
mop-headed date floats home
wrapped soaked
taffeta shroud
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The Acme of Perfection

The acme of perfection has been reached in the construction of the featherweight canoe. By eliminating every onnce of
weight that can possibly be done away with and by using extra light wood, carefully selected as to strength, we are able
Yo produce a strong, sturdy canoe that will carry two men and a load, the weight with light shoe keel being only 34 72
to 35 pounds. This weight is a mere nothing on a portage and this craft can easily be taken in to almost inaccessible
lakes where the big fish bide and where it is quite necessary to have an easily handled craf? to get them.

While he slid a fat rounded grub on my hook as bait Father told me that boys do not like gitls with
extra pound rolls around their thwatts.
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Daddy kowtow
with every screen door bang

cold air creeps in
Mother jumps
Brother picks up the remote
I open a book about Swiss mountain girl who tames grouchy grandfather with her blonde pigtails
bib apron. (My father’s father beat my father with paint stick slap to the back of father’s hand twice
daily mother tells me instead of reading Heidi at bedtime.) No excuse for bad behaviour I hear from
He who casts a long sharp fish hook line of dialogue to reel in small and moderate sized trout.
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I Need a Sponson

I need a sponson canoe to sutvive a day on the water with my Father. A canoe with floatation
chambers attached to the sides to reduce any possibility of upset.

“What are you doing working a minimum wage job serving eggs on a plate in Field, B.C., a spit stop place setting on
the side of the road®” said Fatbher.

Why did I keep coming back to get dish wiped over and over?
“Egg yoke is hard to remove once dried on enamel,” said Lily.
(Egg white sticks in the whisker stubble face of opposition.)

‘Shut up and paddle.”
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Jinger point anble

father reads maps east to west, strikes a direct route, time and distance factors in math equations that
saw hudson’s bay and canadian pacific buy land beside and beneath railroad tracks and rivers.

1 enter at a point where my finger points and amble. my nose might face forward but my pony tail
sticks out backwards or the ring citcles my finger before i fling bread crumbs eaten by seagulls as
they kiss the water. Points matter less than where the 1 finds itself when you have to go to the
bathroom.



103

Fibreglass Dabble
She dabbled in her fiberglass canoe around the bay of crystal sands.
He jetted down tiver from Enderby. Pulled alongside in his silver and red seadoo.
He threatened to swamp her whete he stood upon the water.
His hands played with the handle bars. Water ribbons dripped from their endless meetings.

Throw me a rope and I'll drag you behind.
No thanks. Youn'd sink me.

Auviator glasses, spiked blonde hair.
He spun a few tight wheelies that sent her rockin’.

He left a trail of oil behind on the water. Rainbow promise in the slick but the sun disappeared
behind a hover cloud.

She met him in town at the ice cream shoppe in the nartows.
So you shook off the old relic.
No, it’s parked at the dock. I don’t require speed, she said in the haughty canoe voice of a green
party member.

Summer nights that stretch all the way to English Bay.

Night flies track around dock lamps.

Growth hormones navigate arteries built for laughter. Shakespearean lake dance of nymphs where
no one can see their tentacle embrace — poetty in action.

Long bones, hairless chest tanned peach pit taupe, a cockiness between his shoulder blades that
doesn’t disappear even when her father catches them beneath her fiberglass beach blanket after
moontise.

Mature harvest husk and grown yellow corn.

Oniagahrah daughter.
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Asbhes lined the shore. ..

We laid him to rest in his coffin in his best rainmaker suit with his arms crossed above his
sword and his beloved Canadian Shield. We rolled him down the beach on fallen timber logs and
shoved him into the furnace. Mother, soaked in alcohol, set the casket aflame. The funeral pyre
burned all night and into the middle of the lake. Ashes lined the shore in the morning.

We drove into Enderby in his blue 1990 Ford Exploter to pick out an urn. For Mothet 2
red cedar box that matched her vanity scarf. For Bobby and me — the Grecian utn, perpetual
centaurs, half-men, half-horse, chasing half-naked girls around and around the bow!’s base into the
next century.

The funeral director poured Father into the urn spilling an arm ot a leg onto the indoot-
outdoor faux Persian catpet. We carried Father out to the car in a brown paper bag. Father’s spirit
sat strapped into the backseat beside a Safeway bag of Longview beef jetky and Bobby’s twenty-four
pack of Pale Ale. Mother cried. She dabbed at her eyes with a green tattan hanky so mascara would
not run away down her cheeks and onto the next Greyhound bus to Vancouver.
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My father’s lap

on a green Scots print cushion rocking in the corner cage

the smell of pine in 2 lamberjack red and black checked shirt pocket
corduroy grey feathers dried red paint plaid

in from the boat house whete he roosts in summer

I climb the branches of the chair and rest against his truncated speech
his song catches my eat
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Rope jumps and pansies. ..

I push off from the beach at the Hummingbird Hotel and climb into the stern.

I’d tucked Dad in the night before, stowing his urn tight under the forward thwart. His urn half full
half empty depending on your life philosophy. (I’d already tossed 50% of his life away over the
fishing bridge in Enderby. Maybe 45 or 55%. Sorry Dad, hard to quantify life’s ashes.)

Sun from the east lights the rock cliff before me. The lake a green malt beer without the lively foam.
No speedboats in sight. I paddle.

The swing rope hooked on its lodgepole pine overhang.

I float just off the rocks that sunk my stomach as a child.

Jump Lily. Swing out. Jump.

A good twenty feet to water. One woman’s blood marks the spot where she failed to let go the
week before.

We’re not leaving until you jump.

My feet sore from the batefoot climb. Dad in the boat below. Another dad plays executioner and
passes me the rope. Kids line up behind me impatient for their own dive drop. Get on with it,
would ya.

Water soft up close forms concrete crust at a distance.

I rock the boat until the gunwales touch water.

I jump.

Lake water streams into my nose.

Ilean on the canoe’s lip. Water fills its bottom. I slip further into the chill. Father slips out too.
His urn hovers a foot beneath the surface and then sinks into glacial remains.

The canoe floats beside me just under the edge of water. It refuses to sink.

A fisherman in an aluminum dory with outboard motor helps e rescue the canoe from last breath
language. We make our way to shore.

The canoe suntans on my ninth floor balcony in Calgary. Home to pansies petunias and green
praitie grasses.

I poke holes in its bottom so the water can run away. So the flowets won’t drown.
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Noz My River

his river not my river

a flash of fin or bobber twitch and a salmon leap
not in my memory of rubber tires and blow holes
the plastic plug digging into my inner tube thigh
leg dangle stream ride

Angela’s gigeles when we upturned

spilled our sunshine oil all over pettified river rock where
by custom he stood to cast his line to the far shore
horizon eyes ignore the life

rafts pass him by

the river flows into Mara lake, as always
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like white birch

like white birch I am not what I am on the exterior. White on the squitrel track trunk but stripped
and turned red bark dark interior reveals a different me. Stretched over cedar planks me re-imagines
the limits of skin and lowercase i’s float on green ot blue, blend with shotre brown. Extetior skin
cups the multiple, reveals the prism colours of who we keep to outselves.



