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 —from Hick Poetics
“I grew up on a farm in Indian Creek, Kentucky during the 70s. I swam in creeks and roamed the knobs and hills. We had an outhouse and no inside running water. My grandfather farmed tobacco. I grew up on Bluegrass gospel music. Our house was heated by coal and wood-burning stoves and we lived so far back in the woods that we could only get one television station. We were proud and hardworking. Our livelihood was an extension of the land. I am a Black. I am Appalachian. People don’t often acknowledge our presence but we are here. There are many Black mountain folks in small towns, up hollers and across knobs. They are scattered all over Appalachia. These poems are from these places. As a collective when I look at them I see them as a call and response to place, an echo, a cry, a whisper. At its pulsing heart, each poem I write, no matter what the subject has a through line of tension that serves as an ode to place. They are all saying: Look there are Black people here in the mountains. We’re here. We’re here.”  —Crystal Wilkinson 
“bloodroot”
it was only yesterday

when we three cinnamon dipped girls

squatted behind the smokehouse

and peed yellow streams 

into dead leaves and dust

we built leaf huts

gossiped in grass kitchens

our hands placed

where hips would grow

cardboard living rooms chattered 

where pretend menfolk

waited on blackberry mud pies

imaginary husbands came home 

smelling of tobacco, hay and sweat

and were served sweet iced tea

plucked from the air

our mamas called to us

out screen doors

while we played 

against the shady side

of a poplar tree

we daydreamed

in purple Indian Creek skies

hoping that motherhood

would swoop down

riding on the backs of a bluejays

& horizon-kissed feathers 

would float newborns

into the fleshy round of our bellies

praying that spiraling pine needles

caught in the wind

would somehow land between our legs

and make us bleed

“The Visit”
Mama,

It was like Christmas on Sundays

when you came to the creek,
your arms always heavy

with dolls, tea sets

chocolate covered cherries

or candy corn

your eyes searching my face

for a daughter’s smile,
scanning me with a mother’s familiarity

to find the inches

I’d grown.

You seemed a foreigner to me

some sweet dignitary

returning from holiday

all dressed to the nines.

But you were my mama

hair sleeked back,
a long tight skirt that skimmed

the narrow in your hips

and always a lipstick-stained cigarette.

In my best red dress

and my black patent leathers,
my hair pressed and curled,
I received you with belly round hugs

dressed like Sunday School.

I breathed in your perfume,
traded my mary janes

for your high heeled pumps,
painted my lips with your ruby red

and tangerine.

We played house,
under the stare of Granny’s eye

kissed on the lips

held hands like we thought 

mothers and daughters should

but neither of us knew for sure.

These were the days

of our beginnings when

mothering and daughtering
was bright and brand new.

And when you left, “I love you so good,”

you would say. Your hugs were tight,

so tight they took my breath away.

I clung to you in those times

thinking I could grow heavy

in your arms like a gift.
“O Tobacco”
You are the warm burnt sienna

of my grandfather’s skin

soft like ripe leather.

I cannot see you 

any other way

but as a farmer’s finest crop

you are a Kentucky tiller’s livelihood.

You were school clothes in August

the turkey at Thanksgiving

Christmas with all the trimmings.

I close my eyes

see you tall

stately green

lined up in rows.

See sweat seeping

through Granddaddy’s shirt

as he fathered you first.

You were protected by him

sometimes even more

than any other thing

that rooted in our earth.

Just like family you were

coddled

cuddled

coaxed

into making him proud.

Spread out for miles

you were the only

pretty thing he knew.

When I think of you

at the edge of winter,

I see you brown, wrinkled

just like Granddaddy’s skin.

A ten-year old me

plays in the shadows

of the stripping room

the wood stove burns

callused hands twist

through the length

of your leaves.

Grandaddy smiles

nods at me when he

thinks I’m not looking.

You are pretty and braided

lined up in rows

like a room full of 

brown girls with skirts

hooped out for dancing.

“Terrain”
the map of me can’t be all hills and mountains even though i’ve been geographically rural and country all my life. the twang in my voice has moved downhill to the flat land a time or two. my taste buds have exiled themselves from fried green tomatoes and rhubarb for goats’ milk and pine nuts. still i am haunted by home. i return to old ground time and again, a homing black bird destined to always return. i am plain brown bag, oak and twig, mud pies and gut wrenching gospel in the throats of old tobacco brown men. when my spine crooks even further toward my mother’s i will continue to crave the bulbous twang of wild shallots, the gamey familiarity of oxtails and kraut boiling in a cast iron pot. i toe-dive in all the rivers seeking the whole of me, scout virtual african terrain trying to sift through ancestral memories, but still i’m called back home through hymns sung by stout black women in large hats and flowered dresses. i can’t say the landscape of me is all honeysuckle and clover cause there have always been mines in these lily-covered valleys. you have to risk the briar bush to reach the sweet dark fruit, and ain’t no country woman all church and piney woods. there is pluck and cayenne pepper. there is juke joint gyrations in the youngun-bearing girth of this belly and these supple hips. all roads lead me back across the waters of blood and breast milk, from ocean, to river, to the lake, to the creek, to branch and stream, back to the sweet rain, to the cold water in the glass i drink when i thirst to know where i belong.

“The Water Witch on Salvation”
When the horses took off with the wagon

and my grandbaby inside, I chased it.

My legs nigh on seventy, moved like a lightening twenty—

down the bank and across the pasture,

I hollered out, “Hah up now!”

and old Trigger stopped,

stood stiff and straight, real proud,

cutting his black eyes at me like he was saying

“You old somebitch, I showed you.”

I lifted the baby out, rested her on the ground—safe.

The baby took my finger; she didn’t cry a lick.

We left the wagon, walked the horse back to the barn,

then that girl breaks my grip and runs; she runs, she runs

through the pasture, up the hill, as if nothing happened at all.

Not a tear a one, nare one sign of being scared.

The nip in the morning made me think of old hog killing times,

made me think of Old Man Pat,

who’d rather see the fresh chittlins rot on the ground,

than me take em home to feed my younguns.

I felt old Trigger’s breath on my hand, warm and stank.

I pat his flank and we’re back to being friends.

The hurtin in my knee comes back on me like a toothache,

made me wonder if any beast living could ever be tamed.
“The Water Witch on Invasion”
It’s serious business to come on a man’s land 

but when they get a hair up the wrong place

I always have my shot gun ready. Sometimes 

I turn the light on so I can see who their daddies are.

Young white boys are like that sometimes, smelling 

their selves thinking they can do it cause I’m colored,

cause I’m old,or just cause. Cause I’m a servant of the good Lord 

is the reason I ain’t never shot one yet. I just say “Git on, now. 

Git on back where you come from” out into the dark

toward the place where I hear the leaves rustling. 

Next most all I hear is the gravel crunch as they head 

on down the road. Sometimes they come closer still, 

that’s when I poke that ole 22 up toward the trees 

and let it rip three times. Its serious business 

to step foot on a man’s land but sometimes 

when I hear their feet traveling away from me 

like spooked cattle in the dark, I can’t help but to laugh.

 “The Water Witch on Reading” 

Oh I cipher pretty good and can’t no white man cheat me
on my crops or on my change at the feed store. 
I’m known around these parts for being able to
remove a wart with a bean. I’m the one they come to
when they want their well witched and nigh everybody
asks me how many snows we gonna have come winter
or when they need to pull a baby from the mama’s teat.
Man from way off stopped here once for me to teach him 
how to make sorghum. Been learning all my life.
I can read a map, can read a man’s eyes and see if he’s truthful.
I can level a girder by sight..
I can read the tremble in a cow’s gut, a man’s footprints in the mud.
I can read a man’s heart to see if he’s right with the Lord, 
though it ain’t my place to say. I can read time by my own shadow.
I can read the corners of Christine’s red mouth and tell if she’s mad at me.
Only thing I can’t read is words.

“witness” 

(for ron davis)

i’m convinced that if you could have seen
my grandmother standing in the doorway
waiting for him to come home from the fields,
if you’d smelled that spectacular evening thick with sweat
and felt the pulsing of the stars, if you’d bore witness to the
animals’ moans echoing in the holler that night,
if you just could have seen the hair rise up
on their arms like that, like offerings to god,
when their elbows touched, if you could have seen
her longing dissipate just a little as he came through the door,
smelling like a day’s work. you should have seen them close
enough to breathe the same air, but not even touching.
(he smiled at her without smiling.) if you could have heard her say
You want some supper? We got pie.
if you could have seen them watching me watch them
then you’d know how much i love you.
