Voices from Affrilachia: The Poetry and Storytelling of Frank X Walker                                 by Dr. S. Bailey Shurbutt

In his first book of poems, Affrilachia (1999), Frank X Walker writes about his hands that were “too big and loud / for small quiet me”—hands that “swallowed books / whole,” hands that “set fire / to my sister’s hair,” hands that “grabbed those diplomas / and a map / and set off to see the world” but “never forgot the way back home” (“Red Handed” ll. 4-5, 20-21, 26-27, 42-43, 48).  Walker closes his poem by saying that these hands “have always been / too big and loud / and now they’ve taken to / writing poems” (54-57).  On the cover of the same volume is a charming family photograph of Walker’s mother Faith, his father Frank Sr., his sisters Debra and Wanda  . . . and a single, not so big, hand belonging to Frank, Jr. reaching out toward the reader from behind the shadow of his parents.  The cover photograph for the volume is titled “Shy Poet.”  This first book is Walker’s invitation to the reader to come and listen with him to the voices that have too long been silent in Appalachia, voices as clear and beautiful and fine as any others that sang the songs of themselves or heralded an American cultural landscape diverse and teaming with poetic possibility.  In the poem “Kentucke” Walker waves to us, to sit a spell, to stop this day with him: “I too am of these hills,” he says, “my folks / have corn rowed / tobacco / laid track / strip mined . . . from Harlan to Maysville.”  Indeed, he insists, “some of the bluegrass is black” (ll. 34-39, 41, 64-65).

If one attempts to distill the fundamental aspect of Frank X Walker’s poetic vision, it is to wave us down from across the road, to encourage us to stop a moment and “listen” to the other voices of Appalachia—those Affrilachian, Native American, heroic, rebellious, and everyday voices that constitute a more diverse region than one might expect.  Walker’s is poetic storytelling that is often unexpected and sometimes revisionist in nature, particularly with the myths and assumptions that mold our sensibilities.  What is so surprising, even stunning, about the Appalachian voices that Walker shares with his readers is that they are not all from coves and hollers.  Most have echoed across the city pavement or called out from the projects in a brogue different from the Ulster Irish descendants of the region, and yet they are as Appalachian as any.  Walker writes that 



                                                                                               

Anywhere in Appalachia is about as far                                                                                                                                   as you could get                                                                                                                                from our house                                                                                                                                 in the projects                                                                                                                                   yet                                                                                                                                                       a mutual appreciation                                                                                                                      for fresh greens and cornbread                                                                                                        an almost heroic notion                                                                                                                     of family                                                                                                                                           and porches                                                                                                                                  makes us kinfolk.  (“Affrilachia” ll. 6-18)
Indeed, as one turns the leaves of Walker’s six volumes of poetry—Affrilachia (1999), Buffalo Dance, The Journey of York (2004), Black Box (2006), When Winter Come, The Ascension of York (2008), Isaac Murphy, I Dedicate This Ride (2010), and Turn Me Loose, The Unghosting of Medgar Evers (2013)—it is immanently clear, no matter one’s color or ethnic background, Appalachian or not, that one is home, that the cast of characters and the array of voices belong to one’s own family, that the offenses and slights, the slings and arrows, have smarted the reader as well.  The sheer universality of Walker’s poetry, so pointedly associated with particular places and particular peoples, is its grand achievement and the reason in large part for Walker’s selection as Kentucky’s poet laureate in 2013.  With each turning of a page, there is the grand expectation for the reader of some new insight, some silent “yes,” “uh-huh,” “been there,” “know her,” “done that.”  Frank X Walker’s poetry is a cascading recognition, a triumph over “otherness” to achieve “everybody.”
A Life in Verse: Affrilachia and Black Box


Frank X Walker was born on June 11, 1961, in Danville, Kentucky, the second of ten children.  His mother and father were Faith and Frank Walker, Sr.  Though Walker has by no means portrayed an idealistic childhood growing up in the McIntyre Homes and Crescent Drive neighborhood, the Danville projects of the 1960s, he does recall the blessings of close family ties and a devoted mother whose creativity touched every aspect of her family’s life, from her creative cooking that could turn “a single potato” into a family feast to her creative sewing that could turn cloth scraps into charming dolls or create a prom or wedding dress for her daughters.  “I always knew,” Walker writes, “when she was making something, because she’d be singing or humming. . . . [as she did] all the way through her home correspondence courses in floral design and interior decorating” (This I Believe 251).  Walker has likewise credited his father, who spent his spare time “reconstructing assorted junk and found objects / into miniature antique furniture / and scale models of his dreams,” as a source for his creativity.  Walker writes in the Black Box volume that Frank, Sr. would tell his son he was “just piddlin’” as he tinkered in his workshop:
deflecting accusations                                                                        of creating something beautiful                                                                                                       no one ever called this man                                                                     an artist                                                                                              no book spine whispers his name                                                     yet every time I open my mouth                                                          I can hear him sing (“Last Words” ll. 16-26)

When his mother and father divorced, the sensitive child grieved in his own quiet way, recording later in “Kodak Moment” his feelings after “Momma told me between sobs” that he had left:  

She never knew                                                                                I kept an out of focus black and white                                                                                              of the three of us                                                                                 in the bottom of my underwear drawer                                            next to the last bar of his                                                                Lucky Heart soap (Black Box ll.16-21)

In the poem “Photosynthesis” in the Black Box volume, Walker sums up his childhood as a series of mishaps that were recorded on his skin, punctuating the whole issue and significance of “skin” and growing up African American in a small Appalachian town: “the long rusty nail . . . the argument the hot bacon grease / had with wet potatoes / the handshake with the wrong end of the iron . . . These scars are reminders . . . my skin / always / remembers” (ll. 9, 12,-15, 20-22).


Bianca Spriggs talks about the “youthful haunts” of this talented young Black boy, whose mother was a Pentecostal minister at the Green Street Church of God in Danville: the Book-Mobile, the Boyle County Library, Burkes Bakery, Jackson Park and the Admiral Stadium, “where he worked his first job landscaping the football field he was eventually to play on” (21).  Though he played sports, Walker was by no means the typical “jock.”  In the Black Box volume, he commiserates and identifies with his own son D, whose proclivities were more thought-oriented than action-oriented:
In a game where speed, agility                                                           and a burning desire to win                                                              are coveted tools                                                                                he is as aggressive as a butterfly                                                    and utterly amazed                                                                             at the collective effort                                                                    expended for so few points                                                            while silently conducting his experiments                                          to control the direction and velocity                                                of the ball                                                                                            by simply breathing (“Lil’ League Shaman” ll. 23-33)
Yet Walker was a popular and industrious enough lad to earn election as class president twice while in public school (22).  He records in Black Box a childhood not unlike anyone’s growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, where tragedies such as losing pets prompted the Walker siblings to “keep plants” (“Why We Keep Plants”), where a community crowded around a radio rooting for its favorite team in “Kentucky vs. Texas Western, 1966” felt “as much a part of the audience as every ticket-holder / in the arena” (ll. 25-26), where “waiting for the vegetable truck” was as much a harvest tradition as working on a farm (“Canning Memories” ll. 3), and where walking the gauntlet down the school bus aisle was a coming of age ritual equal to a Nez Perce boy’s fishing for salmon or a Zulu boy’s facing his first lion.  Walker remembers: 
I carried a nerd load of books and teared up                                 way too fast to become one of them but                      excommunication was its own reward . . .                                    [as solitude allowed him to polish] up the angry young               couplets I wrote in my head                                                             and tried to understand the square root                                             of meanness (“Writes of Passage” ll. 12-19)
His childhood sometimes meant food stamps and Salvation Army deliveries at Christmas time, and yet his mother Faith always told her children they had plenty: 

Other kids always had more house                                                                      more toys, more food, more daddies                                                                                   but Mamma said we were rich                                                                                          ‘cause we always had                                                                                                  enough (“Enough” ll. 22-26)
Despite a circle of family and friends during their growing up years, the Walker children were not exempt from the sadness that came from ignorance, racism, or “the square root of meanness.”  In the Black Box poems, Walker questions, “What do we tell our daughters / whose mothers or fathers are white? . . .  whose self-esteem won’t fit neatly into a box?”  He embraces every color and blend of human genes, telling the children to “smile at the face in the mirror” (“Ms. CegeNation” ll. 1-2, 21, 26).  But most important, he admonishes, “Never apologize for who you are / Never accept being labeled” (10-11).  Walker writes about the “relativity” of outrage when sins and dire deeds are perpetrated from prejudice and directed toward particular groups, and he points to the profound inequities of race and class.  In “Theory of Relativity” in the Black Box volume, he writes: 
Remember the waterlogged women and children                           in Birmingham, police batons on their backs                            German Shepherds at their throats?  

Where was the outrage, the horror                                              when Americans were lynching                                                    black men all those years . . .                                                 Wounded Knee . . .                                                                 smallpox blankets . . .                                                                syphilis experiments                                                                          . . . genocide                                                                                      . . . Nagasaki                                                                                       . . . Vietnam . . . 

Relatively speaking, it was no worse                                              than flunking American history. Right? (“Theory of Relativity” ll. 11-14, 20-27).

Walker understands that whoever is on the bottom rung of the socio-economic ladder will shine the shoes and pay the price of the disdain from those at the top: “To shine in America / you only need two polishes / one brown / one black” (“Spit Shine” ll. 28-31).  Walker’s defense of the underdog has no boundary or racial preference.


In 1979, Walker attended the University of Kentucky, recruited directly from high school to go into the engineering program as a first-generation college student; however, it was literature that he discovered in Gurney Norman’s creative writing class in 1981 that captured his imagination and his interest.  The influence of Norman was profound, and in the Black Box volume Walker acknowledges his debt in a poem called “Literary Patriarch”: 
Got my mama’s lips                                                                           but I dot my eyes like him                                                               or so I’m told                                                                                    She taught me how to stand                                                             He taught me how to walk                                                                 into a classroom                                                                                  up to a podium                                                                                 and pretend                                                                                          it was just the front porch                                                                    a collection of tree stumps                                                                   a circle of kin . . .                                                                               [He ignored] continental and racial divides                                      and I believed                                                                                  and have watched it all                                                                unfold and spiral around me                                                              just like he said it would 

Some see                                                                                            a silver sage                                                                                      a bespectacled Daniel Boone                                                          with his fountain pen cocked 

I see                                                                                                  my literary father (1-11, 31-41)

After college Walker worked, from 1985-1995, as Program Director for the Martin Luther King, Jr. Cultural Center, organizing programs and arts events as an arts administrator.  Gurney Norman recalls that Walker walked into his office in 1992 with a poem he had titled “Affrilachia.”  He had coined the word the year before, while working with a superbly talented group of writers whom he organized into the Affrilachian Poets.  At that time a reading in Lexington was billed as “The Best of Southern Writing,” which brought before the public four Kentucky writers, with Nikky Finney being the sole African-American voice in the group.  Knowing the wealth of talent among the Black poets that he worked with, something clicked in Walker as he thought about such titles as “Southern” and “Appalachian,” neither of which defined the writers that he knew.  When he looked up the word Appalachian in a dictionary, he found nothing even remotely familiar to himself, so he coined the term Affrilachian. Nikky Finney would later say: “There is a power in naming something, naming yourself when the appropriate word is not there.  Black writers in Kentucky were grateful for the word; it was something that could hold us—a vessel we could sail across the sea in” (qtd. in Douglas).  

Gurney Norman writes about the coining of the word in “Affrilachian Genesis”: “The word affected me immediately.  I understood it and felt the power of it” (26).  Norman points out that Walker “startled the world with his poetic assertion that in the twenty-first century, many African- American people have regional identity and place-based consciousness that is inextricable from their racial identities.”  Norman continues that the “concept behind the word is an important contribution to literary and cultural discourse in America and globally,” and he suggests that such a concept “has opened . . . a space within the space” (26).  Within a short time, the poets that had adopted Walker’s term and stormed the publishing world with their talent and skill were likened to the Harlem Renaissance poets: Crystal Wilkinson, Kelly Norman Ellis, Ricardo Nazarlo-Colon, Paul C. Taylor, Bernard Clay, Mitchell Douglas, Daundra Scianey-Givena, Nikky Finny, and Shanna Smith.  The documentary, Coal Black Voices, celebrated their talent.  Two of the brightest of these literary stars are Crystal Wilkinson and Nikky Finny.  Finny’s Rice was one of the earliest collections to be published (1995), while her fourth collection Head Off & Split was won the 2011 National Book Award.  Wilkinson, on the other hand, made a name for herself with her extraordinary collection of stories in Blackberries, Blackberries (Old Cove Press, 2000).  Walker’s shepherding of the group provided them a kind of spiritual home at the UK Martin Luther King, Jr. Cultural Center, where his unique position as program director gave him the perfect opportunity to offer tangible assistance to his fellow writers and often a forum for their work.  They were an incredibly close and gifted group of writers, often holding what was called “poetry moments” of impromptu readings in the elevator across from the cultural center, where they would critique each other’s work.  Their camaraderie was legendary, and Wilkinson remembers, “I think there has been no other writing group since the days of the Harlem Renaissance that is as connected as we . . . “ (qdt. in Douglas).  The goal of the group was to write poetry that was both accessible and universal, which accounts for the popularity of their work—though that is not to say Affrilachian writing is not highly charged, controversial, and political.  Finney writes: “There is power in defining poetry as a political tool.  It’s a reminder of being alive and brings people together”; and Walker adds that “politics is part of the world and nothing is outside the bounds of poetry” (qdt. in Douglas).

While he was planning programs and inspiring fellow poets, Walker, with Norman’s encouragement, began knocking at publishers’ doors to have his own collection published. Nothing happened until spring of 1999, when Norman decided that he and his wife, Nyoka Hawkins, would just start their own press; and afterwards, like Virginia and Leonard Woolf who began Hogarth Press in order to publish the work of Woolf, Eliot, and Freud, Old Cove Press swung into action to publish the Affrilachia collection (2000).  Within just a few months, the first edition sold out, and “Affrilachian” poetry was off and running—though not without some complaints.  In the poem “Sara Yevo” Walker defends the use of the term to an objector who says that such a name will separate “people / by region / or culture or class” (ll. 8-10).  Walker responds to the objector with a poignant and memorable explanation: 
I wanted to tell her                                                                                                                           that the word Affrilachia                                                                                                                   was not intended to take lives                                                                                                         was not intended to destroy families                                                                                                  or divide communities                                                                                                                        that it existed to make visible                                                                                                             to create a sense of place                                                                                                              that had not existed                                                                                                                           for us                                                                                                                                                for any unwealthy common                                                                                                         people of color (31-41)
Gurney Norman writes: “These years later, I think of Affrilachia as a new light that illuminates a vast cultural landscape.  It has revealed a new generation of African-American writers who share a strong sense of kinship and of place.  As a concept, Affrilachia offers to the poets and their readers a deeper sense of what it means to be an American” (27).  Theresa Burriss writes in “Claiming a Literary Space” that these coal black voices have a number of common distinctions that are unique both to their own work as well as to writing we label as Appalachian: 

A focus on ancestors, common people, and their role in shaping identity pervades their writing.  Members express deep ties to the land based on the certainty of their heritage.  They substantiate their identity and subjectivity through the land on which they live. And lastly, their writing is infused with the postcolonial notion of cultural hybridity, where two and often more, cultures merge within one individual.  (316)
Walker has said that using the term “does such a good job describing who we are, our space inside the space [italics mine] and it does it in a dignified way.  We don’t give up our African heritage and we don’t give up Kentucky” (qtd. in “Claiming a Literary Space” 317).  Burriss concludes: “When Frank X Walker created the word Affrilachia, he reclaimed subjectivity for blacks in Appalachia while acknowledging the intersecting cultures that make them American, black, and Appalachian, a merging of cultures that makes them unique” (317).  Walker writes in “Taking the Stares,” a poem that looks backward at his life as a student fresh from the projects and that addresses the difficulty of balancing the pursuit of an intellectual life, not appearing uppity to people with less education, and never forgetting his roots and fundamental identity: 
I am praying for strength                                                                                                              for strength to always be black and blessed                                                                                black and blessed                                                                                                                                 . . . but never ever poor                                                                                                                                            again.    (ll. 59-63)

By the late 1990s, Walker had served as Assistant Director of Purdue’s Black Cultural Center, and in that capacity put together a new anthology, Eclipsing a Nappy New Millennium: An Anthology of Contemporary Midwestern Poetry (1998).  The volume featured some of the best African-American writers represented by Purdue’s Haraka Writing Group, the Indianapolis Midtown Writers Group, the East St. Louis’ Eugene B. Redmond Writers Club, and many  Affrilachian poets including Bernard Clay, Richardo Nazario Colon, Nikky Finney, Kelly Norman Ellis, Daundra Scisney-Givens, Shanna Smith, and Crystal Wilkinson.  It had been almost a decade since the Affrilachian poets had begun to make their voices heard: it was time now to celebrate their accomplishments.  The result was a documentary film, Coal Black Voices (2001) for which Walker served as “consulting producer,” working with producer/directors Fred Johnson and Jean Donohue. The film was picked up by PBS and has become an extraordinary educational tool for comprehending the diversity of the Appalachian artistic landscape.  In 2003, the documentary received the Jesse Stuart Award, and Frank X Walker found himself a much sought-after writer for readings, workshops, and conference sessions across the nation and around the world, from Northern Ireland to Santiago to Appalachian State University and Old Dominion.  

The poetic aesthetic of the Affrilachian poets in general and of Walker in particular is firstly to make poetry accessible to all and then to open minds through the truths and epiphanies that can come from shared experience made manifest through those poetic “spots of time” that linger in the mind from prescient and potent events and language.  “The highest compliment,” says Walker, has been when readers tell him “I don’t like poetry, I don’t read books, but I like Affrilachia.”  Walker admits that the book’s accessibility is “not what they expect.  It covers common denominators: social justice, community, identity, place” (qdt. in Douglas). However, aside from these important ideas and challenging us to step inside the shoes of another to understand what he may feel, Affrilachia, as well as the Black Box volume (2006), has a good deal to tell us about Walker’s thoughts concerning the creative process.  For example, in “Poetry Moments” (Affrilachia) he references how important it is occasionally to let down one’s guard and to be open to the kind of supportive interchange of ideas that can come from a brilliant circle of friends and fellow poets, suggesting that writing poetry is a collaborative effort, like making love; “here I stand,” he writes—
biting my tongue                                                                                                                             and cheek                                                                                                                                  thanking these itinerant gypsies                                                                                                       for checking my homophobia                                                                                                    arresting my sexism                                                                                                             challenging                                                                                                                                        my ethnocentricity                                                                                                                         long enough                                                                                                                                        to exchange prayers                                                                                                                           to be the black pepper                                                                                                                        in this fools stew                                                                                                                              this all natural callaloo                                                                                                                         of home grown                                                                                                                             pearls and peanuts, (ll.1-15)
Walker often associates the creative with the sexual, with his images pulled from a sensuous realm of “sweet dreams and health and quiet breathing,” as Keats was wont to say—though Walker is just a bit more hip.  He concludes “Poetry Moments” with a reference to his fellow Affrilachian poets who serve as both critics and muses:

inspired by these                                                                                                                             new zoras and langstons                                                                                                                   who have discovered                                                                                                                       that I am                                                                                                                                          the kind of poet                                                                                                                               who likes to cuddle                                                                                                                         after penning a piece
i lie here                                                                                                                               exhausted                                                                                                                                 seduced by this                                                                                                                             either or-gy                                                                                                                                  begging for cigarettes                                                                                                                      and waiting for the moon                                                                                                                   to dry                                                                                                                                                 yet another sweat stained                                                                                                                 silk page.  (33-48)
The imagery is rich, the language clever and startlingly pleasing, in the same way that Shakespeare’s sonnets please as they toy and play with words, while such iconic Romantic symbols as the “moon” are clearly suggestive of the imagination.  Something similar occurs in “In Hell Exhale” (Affrilachia), where the speaker is ostensibly referencing the importance of paying attention when making love; however, the creative metaphor is unmistakably suggested in the poem as well.  The poem likewise tells us also about one of the most important ideas in Walker’s composing process—the necessity of listening:

if you listen to a woman breathe                                                                                                    she’ll tell you exactly                                                                                                                      what she’s looking for . . .                                                                                                              train up your ears                                                                                                                        because what she wants                                                                                                             needs or desires                                                                                                                                is subject to change                                                                                                                            in a heartbeat                                                                                                                                    but always remember                                                                                                                         if you commit                                                                                                                                     be sure                                                                                                                                                and hold your ground                                                                                                                         but never                                                                                                                                         ever                                                                                                                                                  hold                                                                                                                                                your breath . . .                                                                                                                               she’s also listening                                                                                                                              to you. (1-3, 18-30, 32-33)
Paying attention is indispensable in Walker’s understanding and implementation of the creative process, and “listening” is, at the same time, the way one pays attention.  Listening is the essential element in Walker’s greatest poems, particularly those that deconstruct the concept of hero and/or the national experience that has been translated until recently as essentially Anglo-European and ethnocentric.

Walker’s “Walk with Me Basho” in the Black Box volume functions as a kind of poetic manifesto or poet’s credo—a prayer for “one clear breath / and exhale water,” as he writes at the end of the poem (ll. 14-15).  The poem is a tribute to the succinctness and poetic clarity of the great Japanese master of the haiku, Matsuo Bashō (1644-1694), as well as a reminder that when words come hard and the poetry fountain is dry, patience and clarity will sustain.   Walker writes:
to be a blank page 

With each new bud, hope                                                                                                               with each fresh ink spill, promise                                                                                                    this word drought will end                                                                                                             

Walk with me Bashō                                                                                                                    teach me to draw one clear breath                                                                                                and exhale water. (ll. 9-15)

The simplicity of an unforced line of poetry, a collection of words that captures an epiphany or fundamental truth—this is the poet’s goal.  Using the metaphor of wood for the creative process, Walker writes in “When I Can’t Find the Words” (Black Box) that when the right language escapes him, he takes “wooden hostages” (l. 5)
until they speak to me                                                                                                            revealing original names and secret passages to                                                                         their most beautiful selves                                                                                                           hidden deep inside the grain. (7-10)

The ultimate goal must be to achieve something real, something that points out

. . . the truth in the lies                                                                                                                        all the time looking for the right words                                                                                           verbs that run marathons with the sun                                                                                   Sometimes I hear them coming                                                                                                    other times they leap out of my mouth                                                                                           spill onto the page                                                                                                                 translating themselves                                                                                                                    while I stand guard and practice my alibi. (23-30)
Along with the “real,” Walker’s poetry presents the “genuine,” which, like Marianne Moore (“Poetry”), who sees this attribute as crucial for great poetry, Walker finds essential in verse.  In “Write Like a Dog,” he says that he wants to train himself to approach writing with the same gusto, enthusiasm, and genuineness as the “stampede of padded feet / bounding down three flights of wooden stairs,” barking at the sound of an approaching siren (ll. 3-4):

I am training myself to bark like that                                                                                              to really listen, to write it all down as soon                                                                                        as I can hear the words                                                                                                                     so I lick the page with my pencil                                                                                                scratch for my songs and try to write like a dog. (14-18)  
Language not only has the ability to set the record straight, to revise myths constructed to maintain a political power structure, or to capture a “spot of time,” but it alsohas transformative powers.  Walker, who has visited prisons to read his work to inmates, writes about this power to transform a life through language in the poem “Cold  Still.”  “I’m just a poet,” he says, “and these are just words” (ll.67-68), 
but if you rub them together                                                                                                              you can start a fire and right now                                                                                                      that’s what we need                                                                                                                      ‘cause it’s cold here                                                                                                                       it’s damn cold on the inside (72-76).

Walker illustrates this transformative power of literature in “Amazin’ Grace” (Affrilachia), as he portrays the ex-slave trader John Newton’s penning of perhaps the most consoling and redemptive hymn in the Protestant liturgy, “Amazing Grace” (1779)—Newton who was “a wretched / slave-ship captain,” was transformed “into england’s most outspoken / abolitionist and songwriter” (ll. 13-16).  Reading this poem to prisoners, Walker saw more than once the recognition that comes to an inmate who sees such a possibility for himself.


Teresa Burriss has written in “Claiming a Literary Space” about what she calls Walker’s “urban Appalachian experiences,” not the least of which is his devotion to family, a devotion and interest that evinces itself in many of the Black Box and the Affrilachia poems.  Burriss’s essay references an unpublished interview that Walker had with Katherine Ledford in 1996, where Walker said: “Family is still the foundation of my work.  Anything else that evokes some kind of emotional response, be it political or social, those things happen, but they’re usually isolated.  I think every relative that I have, at some level, there’s a piece of writing about them at this point somewhere in my work” (qtd. in Burriss 319).  On the other hand, a poet whose content is so close to home must be careful not to offend.  Walker has written a lovely tongue-in-cheek poem about such family minefields, “My Poems Been Runnin’ They Mouths Again.”  In the poem, Walker laments “speak ya mind / pour outcha heart / on a page . . . and they will run and tell somebody” (ll. 6-8, 10).  Indeed his mother complains that he must “stop tellin’ family secrets” which “ain’t nobody’s business but ours” (24-25).  Walker tells her that “the poems / been runnin’ they mouths again / and maybe she should keep ‘em for awhile / try ’n talk some sense into they heads” (29-32).  When his mom takes the poems home to read them, she is convinced that he “gotta change ‘em” (44):
I knew right then                                                                                                                             that they had gone and done it                                                                                                             maybe even crossed the line                                                                                              disrespectin’ my mamma like that                                                                                                 and I promised to beat they ass                                                                                                    as soon as I got ‘em home                                                                                                               I knew it would hurt me                                                                                                                  more than it would hurt them. (54-61)

However, his mamma relents and says, “nah, just talk to ‘em / ask ‘em t’compromise / t’ use some discretion . . . ‘cause you never know who’s listenin’” (63-66)!

The two powerful influences on Walker’s verse who were indeed “listenin’” were his fellow poets, both Affrilachian and Appalachian (“After Charlotte Left George Ella’s Party at Hindman”), and his mentor Gurney Norman.   While Walker calls Norman his “literary father” and credits him with his own envisioning himself as a poet, his fellow Affrilachian poets have provided the solid creative community that has sparked his prolific output of poetry in the past decade.  It is thus no mere accident that in “The Dozens” (Black Box), he overtly makes himself the connection between these Kentucky poets and the Harlem Renaissance poets: “With all these poets, black / loving and paving the way / how can we not write,” he wonders (“The Dozens” ll. 31-36).  These new black poets—Haki, Sonia, Baraka, Rita and others—are the “smoldering embers / of coal / black voices” that will alter the poetic landscape to come (“Anniversary” ll. 7-9).

Both the Affrilachia volume and Black Box are extraordinary collections that portray many stories of heroes—both historic and familiar—that, as Walker writes in “Sugar Babies,” the children of the neighborhood crave: “The crumbs we ate / were our small victory / but sugar, music and heroes / became the things / we wanted most” (ll. 19-23).  Walker’s other volumes focus squarely on public heroes and on setting the record straight: Buffalo Dance, The Journey of York (2004), When Winter Come, The Ascension of York (2008), Isaac Murphy, I Dedicate This Ride (2010), and Turn Me Loose, The Unghosting of Medgar Evers (2013).  All of these volumes, in some form or other, attempt to reclaim “mute voices” as Walker writes in the preface to The Journey of York, to present “a version of ‘our-story’ that can coexist with published historical accounts” (i-ii).  Underlying the ideas in each of these books is the power of language and the importance of storytelling—that is, the importance of each person telling his own story.
Buffalo Dance, The Journey of York and When Winter Come, The Ascension of York


Alicia Ostriker explains in "The Thieves of Language” about the process of revisionist mythmaking: 

Whenever a poet employs a figure or story previously accepted and defined by a culture, the poet is using myth, and the potential is always present that the use will be revisionist: that is, the figure or tale will be appropriated for altered ends, the old vessel filled with new wine, initially satisfying the thirst of the individual poet but ultimately making cultural change possible . . . old stories are changed, changed utterly, by female knowledge of female experience, so that they can no longer stand as foundations of collective male fantasy.  Instead . . . . they are corrections; they are representations of what women find divine and demonic in themselves . . . [and] in some cases they are instructions for survival. (127)
Ostriker writes about the necessity for any underclass group to steal back the language, since language has the power to create reality.  Revisionist history is no different.  Walker writes in his introduction to the second York volume, When Winter Come, The Ascension of York, that his book “is about deconstructing accepted notions of history, love, marriage, and freedom, while simultaneously reaffirming the power of literacy and the role of mythology and storytelling in exploration of truth” (2).  The two books that retell the 1803 Lewis and Clark expedition from the point of view of Clark’s man-servant (and others) are more companion volumes than story and sequel volumes, with The Journey of York presenting a retelling and re-visioning of the iconic adventure, revealing a kind of “coming to consciousness” of York; and When Winter Come, The Ascension of York serving as a more refined “awakening” in terms of the classic mono-mythic journey of the hero.  Though it is unlikely that Walker initially planned the books as companion pieces in this way, it is clear that after becoming attracted to the story of York and immersing himself in York’s consciousness, Walker knew that he had to finish the story mythically, as the second title suggests, in order to reveal the “ascension” of York, or the hero’s return with knowledge, in the classic “journey” paradigm.  The knowledge that York articulates through these extraordinary poems is enlightening and awakening to us all.

Walker first learned about York’s story at a Chautauqua presentation by Hasan Davis, which in turn directed him to In Search of York, a book by Robert Betts.  Walker writes: “I was hooked on his story.  It wasn’t my plan to write a book of poems in his voice.  When I found out how absent he was from the collective works about the expedition, I wanted to tell his story or, better yet, find a way for him to tell his own story” (qtd. in Burriss’s “New World and Third World Confluence: The New Historicist/Postcolonial Poetry of Affrilachian Frank X Walker” 12).  As Walker further explored the story, he understood that he would have to utilize the oral tradition in order to reflect both the Native-American and African-American traditions, both of which are interconnected in the volumes.  It was clear also, as he began to listen for the voice of York, that the identification his protagonist had with Native Americans and the part they played in his awakening were the core of this historic retelling, and such a retelling could only be accomplished through the imaginative process that poetry allowed.

Theda Perdue writes in “Red and Black in Southern Appalachia” about the unique interconnection between the Native-American and African-American communities:

Stringent efforts to keep Africans and Native Americans separate and hostile sometimes failed.  When red and black men successfully resisted or overcame the misconception fostered by whites, they probably recognized certain cultural affinities between themselves.  Both emphasized living harmoniously with nature and maintaining ritual purity; both attached great importance to kinship in their social organization; and both were accustomed to an economy based on subsistence agriculture. (26) 


As the first volume opens, we are introduced to York and the players of this extraordinary event.  York’s personality is dynamic and evolves, along with his consciousness, throughout the companion volumes.  In the beginning, he is seen as a strong individual and certainly someone with a moral consciousness that has been shaped in some part by his master, William Clark.  York had been born in Caroline County, Virginia, and given to Clark by his father when both were boys.  Walker writes in York’s voice: “I was deeded to Massa Clark . . . / We wadn’t never what you calls friends /  but we pieced together a bond” (“Work Ethic” ll. 1, 6-7).  York was without question both an extraordinary and an interesting individual: 
The way it seem to me, the slave only got two choices,                                                                       The first is to make up his mind to wake up every day                                                                   a slave or steal away . . .                                                                                                                             if the lot he draws is to pick cotton                                                                                                        every day he breathe                                                                                                                         he can decide to be the best picker ever was (9-14).                            

York is fearless, incredibly strong, and a logical choice for accompanying his master on the expedition.  The choice is also a lucky one for Clark, for during the trip, York saves his master from a grizzly attack, an episode that may have had some bearing on Clark’s eventually giving York his freedom when the expedition ended.

At first York has many of the same prejudices (particularly regarding women) as Clark, but as the trip continues, he slowly becomes conscious of the shortcomings of the White man and his European ideas, so different from the Native Americans, who are crucial to the success of the expedition.  For example in the poem “Wasicum Sapa,” York tells of meeting a Hidatsa chief who “rubbed my skin hard, / thinking it paint . . . I took off my hat / an let him touch my wooly head,” which the Indians greatly admire, as it is similar to the buffalo (ll. 7-8, 10-11).  York recalls about the incident, “Satisfied that I was not / a black white man / he looked deep into my eyes / an stared at his own reflection” (12-15).  This sympathy and identification that York develops with Native Americans is crucial to his transformation.  He begins to see the difference in the way the Red and White man “value,” and the shallowness and hypocrisy of his master is recognized for what it is.  For example, in “No Offense” York marvels that an Indian shares a prized wife with him, and he muses, “Capt. Clark an his men say it wrong, / but them say nothing / when they stumbles drunk / to the slave quarters” (ll. 16-19).  The poem “Monticello” makes the hypocrisy even clearer, as York comments about the children of Sally Hemings, with their “’good’ hair and light eyes” (l. 8).  York is quick to notice the condescension that Whites exhibit toward Indians and the disdain that Native Americans sometimes have for “superior” White assumptions.  He notes that during friendship talks, “Calling them ‘chil’ren’ / The Capts. would point to everything under the sky / say it now belong to their Great White Father . . . Sometimes the Chiefs would laugh / . . . Sometimes them say nothing” (“Swap Meet” ll. 8-9, 13, 16).  York begins to question assumptions about White superiority, understanding that even aesthetic standards and values are relative.  In the poem “Nomenclature” he has a kind of epiphany about his appearance.  As with many of York’s observations, Walker juxtaposes Clark’s formal prose journal, which precedes the poem; and the disparity between Clark’s and York’s observations reveals that beauty is all in how and who is perceiving it: 

All my life I been told                                                                                                                       that my big nose and wooly hair                                                                                                      was ugly . . .                                                                                                                                        In the Indian world my blackness                                                                                                         is a thing to be worshipped,                                                                                                                 my nose a sign of power.  

Capt. Clark call these beautiful                                                                                                         an kind peoples “ignorant savages.”                                                                                                But it don’t take a edjacated man                                                                                                   to guess what they think                                                                                                                     a his thin nose and pale face.  (ll. 1-3, 7-15)
York’s own sensibilities are awakened as well on the trip, as his sensitivity to the wonders of nature is made manifest on this extraordinary journey across America.  He marvels at the aurora borealis, and when they come across ancient rock drawings, York writes, “I wonder for the first time / how I can leave my mark / in the world” (“Aurora Borealis” ll. 12-14).  When he sets eyes on the highest mountains in the country (Rainier, St. Helens, and Hood), he thinks to himself, “I may not ever see them again / but I means to lock them in my mind” (“Majesty” ll. 12-13).  As York and Sacagawea become friends, he feels a kinship with her, specifically as she serves her French husband and he his White master.  In “Domestique” he thinks, “It seems like her Frenchman speak to her / through his nose sometimes. . . . but fetch my supper, / make my bed, an bend over / sound the same in any language” (ll. 7-8, 10-12).  York comes to understand that the whole perception of Native Americans differs from that of the White man, who thinks in a linear fashion and who looks upon the land as something to conquer, to own, while the Native American thinks in a circular fashion and looks upon the Universe as something to co-exist with.  Even the houses of the two and their interaction with the landscape reflect their differing views: the Indian home is structured to keep him in touch with his world, with the larger Universe, and thus helps him to remain humble, while the White man views the natural world largely in terms of economics, as his personal, manifest destiny (“Respect House”).  

The companion volume to Buffalo Dance, The Journey of York, was undertaken, as Walker says, when he began to unearth information at the Nez Perce National Historical Park Research Center and at the Spalding Station Archives, information that clearly pointed to the discrepancy between the Native-American story of the expedition and the White version: “Important facts, not present in the Lewis and Clark journals,” writes Walker, “indicate that York, Clark, and other members of the party took native ‘wives’ and, in many cases fathered children during the time spent with various tribes” (When Winter Comes, The Ascension of York 113).  This part of the expedition had been glossed over in both the history books and the original accounts by Lewis and Clark.  Likewise, Walker found that while York’s descendants were freely acknowledged by the Native-American community and relatively easy to find, that was not the case in Anglo-European records.  Walker noted, for example, that he and his son “had several meals with known descendants of York, a feat ironically impossible in Kentucky and Virginia, where such descendants are not publicly recognized.  The legacy of devaluing the families and the marriages of enslaved individuals like York,” Walker rightly labels as an affront to all.  Walker writes that the information he found, “in addition to Lewis and Clark Through Indian Eyes [by Alvin M. Jsephy, Jr.], forced me to take another look at the voices from this story that were . . . still silent” (When Winter Come 113).   The voices of the women in York’s life had not been heard, “specifically his Nez Perce wife and his slave wife, whose voices provide the emotional undercurrent in this latest retelling of the journey” (113).  It is thus to free these voices in the story and to focus on the awakening and transformation of York that necessitated the companion volume, When Winter Come, The Ascension of York, or as York himself says: “To hear hero makers tell it / wasn’t nobody / on the great expedition but captains [and Seaman the canine companion of Lewis] / . . . but there be two sides to ev’ry story / an then there be the truth” (“Role Call” ll. 1-3, 36-37).

In “New World and Third World Confluence: The New Historicist/Postcolonial Poetry of Affrilachian Frank X Walker,” Teresa L. Burriss makes a case for the significance of these women’s voices and the important part they play in the “ascension” and transformation of York.  In an email interview, Walker told Burriss: “Those two women [York’s Nez Perce wife and his slave wife] not only anchor [the book] emotionally; they present two different kinds of legitimate love that makes for meaningful conversations.  I’ve learned a lot listening to them ‘speak’” (14).  Walker also points out that York’s “slave wife’s name . . . is still absent from our history books, along with all references to any children they might have borne” (Ascension 113).  Burriss’s thesis is that through these two women, York is transformed, “disentangling himself from the White colonizer mentality” (16).  While York freely partakes of any opportunity to indulge in the pleasures of the flesh while he is on the expedition, when he falls in love with his Nez Perce wife, he begins to see women differently and separate himself from the White man’s attitudes and objectification of women.  All of the men on the adventure see women as objects, just as they objectify Nature—both women and Nature are to be possessed, used for pleasure or for economic gain, both are to be appropriated since they are “other.”  York at first cannot see that he too is objectified by his White master, even as he objectifies the women he sleeps with.  However, the Nez Perce wife is different: she teaches him the power of love, of pleasuring another, and in her free expression of herself, he becomes more aware of his own essential self.  In “Like a Virgin,” York says of their love making: “This way a being with a woman be so new an tender / I close my eyes an feel . . . fresh born” (ll.10-11).

Walker presents this companion volume, The Ascension of York, within the paradigm of the Mono-mythic Journey of the Hero—that is, Separation, Journey, and Return with Knowledge.  As in all great archetypal literature, the hero’s journey is enhanced by a woman, perhaps a demon lover or an exotic female, but a woman who clearly indicates that she holds the key to the hero’s transcendence.  Walker is careful in this volume to allow the women to speak for themselves, and both York’s slave wife and his Nez Perce wife articulate fully their perception of York and their part in his transformation.  His strength and blackness are virtues to the Nez Perce woman, while he is a slave husband to his Virginia wife, though he returns changed after the expedition.  From his Indian wife, York learns to hold his head high, as she tells him “What kind of man needs another man / to carry him food, make his bed / pack his things” (“Forsaking All Others” ll. 5-7).  When York’s stepmother Rose and his slave wife debate love in “Rose and York’s Wife Debate the Merits of Love,” it is clear that Rose has little patience for the slave mentality that York’s wife still carries: “York want to be like Massa Clark so / bad he need his own slave t’order an’ knock around too,” says Rose (ll. 6-7).  Yet his wife defends him saying, ”If he need t’do a little knockin’ when he / come home, so dat he feel like a man, dat’s his right” (9-10).  Rose becomes exasperated, and Walker gives her the last word in the debate when she rebuts, “Chile, you make me wanna cry. You so busy waiting on / some joy in the next life, / you done let dese so-called men kill the only thing / dey couldn’t take from you” (19-22).  Though York’s slave wife is aware of his Nez Perce affair—“It get so crowded in our lil’ place / I swears I can almost smell hur” (“Unwelcome Guest” ll. 19-20)—she understands that there is a reason he is different after the expedition—more caring of her feelings and needs: “Somewhere out dere / he learnt t’touch me / like I’m a woman / an not just some woman. / Me / . . . An dere come a look / in his eye / like he . . . free an clear / an don’t need no papers / t’prove it” (“Real Costs” ll. 1-5, 16-21).  Through her husband’s self-awareness, she too comes to a new sense of self, demanding that others say her name: “Folks round here wanna call me Auntie, / York’s ol’ wife, or Massa So and So’s niggah wench / Like I aint got a name a my own” (“Say My Name” ll. 1-3); and indeed much of the book is about stealing back the language and the importance of naming.  Walker writes in “The Melting”: “He say one a the tricks used / to make a man a slave / an kill his language / be to take away the name / he call hisself” (ll. 5-9).  One of the “tricks” that York uses to reclaim his identity is through the “displacement” of his sense of self on other things: the buffalo, that he freely identifies with, his hatchet, his knife, and his rifle.  These things are profoundly important to York on the expedition and signify his great strength and his superiority to the other men, so he identifies with them as he seeks self-importance, and the importance of every member of the expedition is made clear to everyone.  Both he and Sacagawea are “voting” members of the expedition party when decisions must be made—perhaps the first first African American and the first woman to vote in America.  When the journey is finished and everyone is rewarded . . . York expects a reward as well: “When Capt. Clark offer to take her [Sacagawea’s] boy to raise / I catch myself hoping one a the captains write down / my face, scratch out a small York on paper / . . . so somebody knows I earned some rewards too” (“Settling Debts” ll. 11-13, 15).
His consciousness now raised, York’s returned to the East and to slavery is not without profound grief, for York has walked with Gods and tread with Heroes on this great American adventure.  He tells the young Blacks stories of the expedition, “how out west they worship / our blackness ‘n live married to da lan’ / like our people do back in Africa” (“Field Up” ll. 10-12).  York asks for his freedom of Clark, saying “None a us be free / lessen alla us gets to come an go / as we please” (“Homing Signals” ll. 10-12).  Clark, however, is uncomprehending, thinking York has returned merely uppity: “I don’t know why he thought / he had earned his freedom . . . God made them as easy / to train as mules but twice as ungrateful” (“Five Things I Don’t Know” ll. 1-2, 7-8).  When York’s wife is sold down to Mississippi, he knows he will never see her again.  He comes to identify with Lewis, who by this point has committed suicide—he too never really able to adjust after the return.  York thinks about Lewis who was different from the others, his sensibility more refined, more scholarly, speculating, not in an unkind way, about Lewis’s death:  “ . . . how hard it must be / to live life like it not, to walk ‘round under a mask / to ignore your own nature, to smile and laugh an dance / for the pleasure a others while crying all on the inside / . . . he too    was a slave” (“Queer Behavior” ll.13-16).  We know that when Clark was asked about York in an 1832 interview by Washington Irving, he lied, saying that after he gave York his freedom to go into business for himself, the ex-slave failed miserably and was on his way back to Clark when he died.  It was also recorded that York was seen by one Zenas Leonard, a trapper who found him in 1834, living with Crow Indians in Wyoming quite successfully, speaking their language fluently and honored by the Native Americans he lived and worked with (“Narrative of the Adventures of Zenas Leonard”).  Walker doesn’t attempt to speculate or separate fact from fiction or legend—he is content to have captured through poetry the voice and spirit of York and his extraordinary ascension.
Isaac Murphy, I Dedicate This Ride

Frank Walker has created two other volumes that give voice to extraordinary individuals in African American history: the Civil Rights leader whose life was violently cut short in 1963 in Mississippi, Medgar Evers, and the famous Kentucky jockey Isaac Murphy—two books as different as night and day but alike in their portrayal of the dignity and grace of those rare individuals called to greatness.  Isaac Murphy (1861-1896) was one of the most successful jockeys in the history of thoroughbred racing, winning the Kentucky Derby three times (1884, 1890, and 1891) and skilled enough to win 44% of his races, a phenomenal achievement (Isaac Murphy, I Dedicate This Ride 1).  Murphy was born to slave parents, James and America Burns.  His father ran away from slavery to join the Union army, only to die from unsanitary living conditions offered to Black soldiers.  Like the transformative possibilities offered by the women in York’s life, Murphy’s life is also shaped by women, specifically his mother America and his wife Lucy.  Murphy’s respect for these two women is central in his life, as he muses in “Walking Tall”: “. . . if America Burns was / pleased and Lucy Murphy happy, then everybody else / could catch horseshoes in their teeth” (ll. 11-13).  Isaac Murphy measures his accomplishment through these women, and he became the man he did because of them: “I don’t jig or shuffle,” he says in “Black Gentry” and “[I wear] the finest clothes . . . so strangers know I’m a gentleman” (ll. 6, 7-8).  Murphy lives his life according to a code of hard work and respect: “Mamma taught me that if you want to be treated / with respect you’ve got to first believe you deserve it” (12-13).  Murphy values the women in his life because they are the teachers of civility and they carry with them the stories that constitute our humanity (“I Find It Easy to Deflect”).  As he begins to win, he feels the need to assert a sense of self-respect and self-dependence by choosing a name, not a slave name, so he calls himself Isaac “Murphy” after his grandfather (“Nomenclature”)—again, as in The Journey of York and The Ascension of York, the theme of naming and the significance of language are central ideas in Walker’s canon.
Murphy’s self-discipline and equine skills engender his success, but he has something more—an understanding and respect of the powerful creature he rides, and a strength and gentleness that allow him transcendence over a thousand pounds of speed and power that must carry him across any finish line:  “I tell ‘em how I cup my hand to a horse’s ear / how I let it catch some wind so they remember / . . . pretend I’m the wind and whisper / ‘Find yo purpose. Find yo purpose’   an hold on” (Murphy’s Secret” ll. 8-9, 19-20).  Murphy’s skill as a “horse whisperer,” never seeking to dominate the animal who is instead his partner, brings him fame and fortune; and what didn’t come naturally he learned from the African-American trainer who became his mentor, Eli Jordan.  Murphy recalls his favorite race was his first Kentucky Derby win on May 16, 1884, riding the moody and troubled Buchanan: “We were fighting for last place ‘til the three-quarter mark.  / When he finally surrendered, he put his ears up / and took off like he had extra legs and no rider” (“First Kiss” ll. 12-14).  
However, despite such success, Murphy had to suffer many of the humiliations that came with the racial territory—from outright prejudice and jealous slander to an attempted murder (“Isaac Grants an Interview”).  Even his own people questioned his blackness after he achieved success: 
I have been so successful . . .                                                                                          many question my blackness.                                                                                                   Accuse me of believing                                                                                                                        I am white                                                                                                                                         or aspire to wake up so.                                                                                                                    But if the prerequisite for                                                                                                          owning instead of renting,                                                                                                         wearing suits instead of rags,                                                                                                       eating ham instead of scraps                                                                    . . . is being white,                                                                                                                                 then I’m as Irish as they come. (“Negritude Test” ll. 6, 8-15, 17-18) 

The racial complexity of his times was the most troubling challenge that Murphy faced.  In “Oh, Weep No More Today,” the speaker asks us to remember the inspiration for Stephen Foster’s “My Old Kentucky Home,” the state song which was inspired by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  This song that christens every state event and Kentucky Derby is a slave’s expression of “missing his family and his humble cabin, . . . not pining for . . . days [of] southern royalty” (ll. 15-17).  As Murphy’s star begins to fade, so too does the great age of the Black jockey: “. . . they forced us out a the business one by one. / The first Kentucky Derby had thirteen black riders. / A generation later you could hardly find one” (“The Color of Racing” ll. 29-31).  However, Kentucky eventually gives Murphy his due, allowing him a final resting place at the Kentucky Horse Park, an honor that is both bitter-sweet and irony-laden—since his beloved Lucy is buried  “in the cold hard ground / next to an empty hole without me to share forever with,” and Murphy lies next to . . . a horse, albeit Man o’ War (“Here Lies . . .” ll. 10-11).  The final poem in the volume, “Praise Song,” repeats the raison d’être of Murphy’s life and the motif that runs throughout Walker’s work, the idea of finding one’s “purpose,” something one does extraordinarily well and holding on to that: 
Wrap your arms around his story,                                                                                               close your eyes,                                                                                                                           feel the wind whispering in your ears. . . .                                                                                     Find your purpose. Find your purpose.                                                                                          And hold on. (ll. 48-50, 52-54)
Turn Me Loose, The Unghosting of Medgar Evers


In her introduction to Walker’s latest volume, Turn Me Loose, The Unghosting of Medgar Evers (2013), Michelle Hite writes that while this collection “turns toward a deeper south,” it does not “turn away from the subject of the overlooked lives of black people who make up life there” (xiii).  Hite credits Walker for challenging “Jim Crow laws and ‘Dixie decorum’ [“Haiku for Emmett Till”], but mostly she sees Walker’s work as an “interruption of the silence” (xv).  Walker himself says of the volume, “I offer these imagined poems in hope that art can help complete the important work we continue to struggle with—the access to economic and social justice that Medgar Evers and so many others died for, and ultimately the healing and reconciliation still needed in America” (Walker xxiv).  In terms of the poetry and the method that Walker chooses to unfold the Evers’ story, he uses the imagined impressions and thoughts of others rather than of Evers himself in this dramatic “unghosting” of the fallen civil rights leader.   Evers’ wife Myrlie and Beckwith’s wife Thelma, who form an “unholy sorority of misery,” as Myrlie says in “Sorority Meeting” (l. 7), provide voices for much of the storytelling.  This association of the two wives, with the addition of the assassin’s voice, are the most profound and jolting aspects of the volume.  Likewise, the poetry itself necessarily jolts at times, as for example in “Ambiguity Over the Confederate Flag, where the lines are cleverly divided with a caesura, and we have two points of view concerning that flag, with several possibilities of reading the lines presented.  The variety of ways to read the poem illustrates the disparate of points of view in the racial divide.    

On June 12, 1963, Medgar Evers, a World War II veteran and NAACP field secretary in Mississippi, was shot in the back in his driveway in Jackson by Byron De La Beckwith.  Transported to the hospital by neighbors, Evers died shortly thereafter.  Evers had devoted his work to voter registration and activities for equal rights and justice and thus became Beckwith’s target.  Beckwith was tried twice for the murder in 1964, and both times all-white male jurors failed to convict due to hung juries.  Finally, in 1994, thirty years later, Byron De La Beckwith was convicted for murdering Medgar Evers.  The words of Beckwith reflect the troubled psychology of a racist mind, filled with hatred, jealousy, sexual fears, and the basest of human sensibilities; for example, in “Humor Me” Beckwith, after some disparaging comments about women, says: “If there weren’t no women or dogs around, / us men would pile into a truck and ride off towards / the coon side of town, looking for something funny” (ll. 16-18)—the word funny is used in the basest sense.  All of Jim Crow comes vividly to life every time Beckwith opens his mouth.  He is crude, ignorant and evil, and if we were left only with his skewed perceptions and words, unbalanced by those of Myrlie, then the book would be merely a testament to “the horror, the horror.”  However, Myrlie wants the record set straight and for her husband and his life’s work to be remembered for the heroic nature of what it was in those dangerous and troubled times.  “When people talk,” she says, “about the movement as if it started in ’64 / it erases his entire life’s work . . . and that’s worse than killing him     again” (“What Kills Me” 10-13, 14).  Walker includes a timeline that clearly begins before the 1964 Civil Rights Act to highlight the important work that came before 1964.  It is also Myrlie who makes sure all the records are set straight, even about White people:
For every ten Beckwiths                                                                                                         defending the right to wave                                                                                                             the Confederate flag                                                                                                                    there’s at least one Kennedy.

For every racist governor                                                                                                                and flaming cross                                                                                                                        there’s a white Catholic priest                                                                                                    dodging bricks, wiping off spit,                                                                                                       bleeding from the temple                                                                                                                  in the thick of a march.

For every hundred southerners                                                                                               teeming with hatred                                                                                                                    there’s a set of kind blue eyes                                                                                                          full of hope, there’s a young heart 

unafraid of change and a reason                                                                                                     not to fear or pity them all. (“White Knights”)
Ultimately, beyond the ugly racist persona of Beckwith, The Unghosting of Medgar Evers is a testament to forgiveness, but like the other great tragedies and events in the human drama, Walker asks us “never ever ever   [to] forget” (“Heavy Wait” l. 16).

If we take the sum of all Frank Walker’s brilliant writing and storytelling and refine it into a single idea, it is clear that he is principally interested in giving voice to all those individuals silenced over the years by a blind and racist system.  Walker understands that he who controls the language, that he who does the naming, controls the social, economic, and cultural life of a people and their potential.  Carolyn Heilbrun was specifically referencing gender inequalities in her book Writing a Woman’s Life, but her words are just as appropriate to the racial inequalities that Walker is concerned with: 
We can only retell and live by the stories we have read or heard.  We live our lives through texts.  They may be read, or changed, or experienced electronically, or come to us, like the murmurings of our mothers, telling us what conventions demand.  Whatever their form or medium, these stories have formed us all; they are what we must use to make new fictions, new narratives. (37).   
Perhaps Walker’s York best expresses this idea when he says quite simply, “None a us be free / lessen alla us gets to come and go / as we please” (“Homing Signals” ll. 10-12).
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