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As a small press writer, the scale and scope of what happens to your work is usually pretty limited. Small presses really do all they can, but the vagaries of Capitalism mean the little guys get table scraps at best. If you sell a book, or if someone finds your work and likes it, it feels like no small miracle and, at the same time, it’s usually a thing you can trace. New readers are typically won by word of mouth; a friend of a friend; a fan of a press or a new book who then branches out to other work and other writers. Point being: I can usually figure out how someone new found my stuff.

 

And the small press is such that, if you hang around long enough, it starts to feel like you know or at least know of everyone. You see familiar names in zines and journals, get to know a few editors, and end up published along side other small press folks in short runs with limited reach. If you’re really paying attention, you can sometimes even track the trajectories and stylistic innovations of those writers you come to know either through their work or correspondence with them. Typically, there just aren’t a lot of paths to your work that you can’t somehow unearth, decode, or reverse engineer.

 

So the idea that things can happen on a different scale, a larger scale, to the point that you can’t really track it or even begin to know how a piece has moved is virtually unheard of — at least for me it is.

 

But, man, the story on this one…
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For a lot of small press writers, the myth (if not the actual man himself) convinced us there actually was a way to “make it” writing poems. That, of course, is almost not true anymore — if it ever was. But for him, for his talent, and in that era in America — he actually did it. The enticing simplicity and crass, intoxicatingly clean line he always drew made it seem like even my second-rate life and observations might also be made poetic. A Bukowski fan has always been an easy thing to spot. Easier still is using that to besmirch and dismiss them. And so it still goes. Though he still casts a mighty shadow.

 

There’s also this wide-held notion that writers are rich. It’s likely just a hold- over from those wobegon days of a century ago, where an advance or even just selling a couple stories, could keep a writer in typewriter ribbons and candy bars — if not actually high on the hog. Hell, even up through the 1970s and early 1980s, writers could sell pieces to national magazines and carve out a pretty decent living. As far as I can tell, those days are long gone, though being a far-off nobody in New Mexico — light-years from the whole business of publishing — I can’t really know for sure. To make it financially, it seems you have to get pretty lucky or somehow become a pretty big deal. And the ones that do, with their names and a promotional infrastructure behind them, simply devour the market. Bukowski made it differently, with bona fides — rising up through the small presses of his era. Even back then, that was one helluva trick. And I’m not sure it would work today, though that’s never stopped us from dreaming.
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So, yeah, lots of small press writers owe something of a debt (or at least their delusions) to the writing life that Bukowski made seem still possible for generations of late-night scribblers…even if he was one of the last to write himself up from gutter (or at least be successful enough to maintain that firmly middle-class life his parents had). And he did it with work that, to this day, could never be accused of being mainstream. Like it or hate it, it wasn’t what you’d find on most of the shelves in most of the stores. He truly did his own thing. So I, and many others, foolishly thought we might be able to do our own thing too.

 

Now, it’s hard to talk specifically about the poem “Cicada” without talking about Bukowski’s poem, “Cicada” — mainly because it was the whole reason I wrote it. In Bukowski’s version, he pans the writers and editors of his day, saying that all someone had to do was throw in that word, and whatever crap they wrote would get published. “Ah ha,” I thought, “I can write crap too!” And, just in case the poem came out lousy, I figured the title would let everyone else know that I also knew it was crap! A pre- emptive acknowledgement or apology — so clever, McCreesh! And so, as Bukowski said elsewhere, “It all began as a joke ,” and I started working on my soon-to-inevitably-be-published crap poem.

 

During this same time, I’d been reading a lot of haiku. Basho, Buson (of course) — and my personal favorite — Kobayashi Issa. I’d been truly blown away by the tremendous power and skill of short poems. Issa, more than the rest, knew how to perfectly blend heartache and terror and grief and disgust and humor and beauty into a perfect single breath. He took far more chances and the devastating circumstances of his own difficult life give his work an everlasting power that the more famous (and accomplished…and celebrated…and financially secure) haiku poets just can’t touch for me. A great short poem is almost impossible to write — so I wanted to write some! And so, for me, it was Issa, and Bukowski’s “I Met a Genius” along with a handful of others that proved to me that great short poems are truly immortal. So…yeah…no pressure!
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I also was in something of a transitional period writing, having grown tired of my own long-winded screeds about whatever had my dander up. These dense, almost paragraphic early lines and stanzas were getting out of hand, so I’d promised myself to start trying to mix in more short stuff — if only to develop the skill to say more with as little as possible. Some revelation, right? A poet…saying more with less…way to go, McCreesh! Isn’t that where most poets start?! Guess I wasn’t as quick on the uptake as I thought I was...har har har.

 

The third and final piece of this puzzle was the Guerrilla Poetics Project: an idea light-years ahead of its time, and one that has left a deep impression on me, if not made a little ripple in the larger pond of the American small press — at least for a little while. The GPP was in full swing, and every time the double-blind, all-members-and-patrons-get-
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equal-say-in-what-gets-printed voting rolled around, I knew I wanted to have a cache of short, solid gut-punch-pieces at the ready. For anyone who doesn’t know, it was basically an amazing letterpress-printing-and-semi- global-guerrilla-marketing-campaign whereby individually numbered broadsides were letterpressed and shipped to “operatives” to then be hidden in bookstores and libraries worldwide. If you found one, you could register the find online, where it and all the other found poems were flagged on an interactive map! Again, the goal was to raise awareness of living, breathing modern small press writing by joining it with the books and writers and literary traditions of the past — all of it member and patron supported, and all of it absolutely free to whatever lucky reader happened upon a book with one of our broadsides stuck in it! Getting work published in such a kickass and what felt like significant way, being a small part of it all, remains a real high-water mark for me to this day. So, yeah, I just sat down to bang out a great short poem! No big deal… 

 

But then I actually did write a pretty damn good poem!

 

Back then, I wrote at night — 11pm to 2 or 3am were usually my prime working hours. In the den of our house on Erbbe — probably with some Miles Davis on, maybe the little gas fireplace going — I was definitely thinking about Bukowski, and his big, dumb, beautiful hunk of a face, while staring at my own dumb hunk of a face (not nearly as terrific as his) reflected in the black of the late-night window-turned-mirror.
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I’m sure I was thinking about how a lot of the poetry I read missed for me. So much poetry is just too self-involved — which sucks, but it’s true. So many lines are wasted navel-gazing, the type of crap that assumes that just because something happens to a writer, it obviously must be somehow “interesting” to everyone else and be made into a terrible poem immediately. For me, that kind of writing misses the larger, deeper connection to a more universal hurt or pang or joy or curiosity. And despite writing poetry for decades now, I don’t really know how to find that fine line, or explain the concept other than this: stay forever doubtful that anything that happens to me personally will ever be of interest to anyone else.

 

And now, back to my deeply personal story of my most famous little poem that everyone obviously cares about!

 

Because of my supposed-to-be-a-joke title, I was also thinking about cicadas — about how their creepy little exoskeletons, hollowed out and horrifying, clung to the cottonwoods in city parks and up and down the Rio Grande. I thought about what it must be like to rip yourself free of your former self, to wriggle and tear off the crust, the external…releasing a newer, hopefully wiser self from within. At his dad’s house, my younger brother had this human-head-sized, rounded glass vat with a wooden base — the kind of thing you’d see on a dusty old wizard’s cobwebbed mantle — filled with sloughed-off cicada husks. That big ol’ ugly hunk of desecration and death…me and Bukowski’s stupid faces… how it could all be made
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beautiful if we could just escape ourselves…how if what we left behind was somehow emblematic of not falling victim to our own bush-league poetic trap of blathering about crap only we care about then insisting everyone else care too…all of those ideas were simultaneously churning as I banged out the title on my typer…

 

If memory serves, I dashed it off in damn near one go. I probably pulled the sheet from the typer, and grabbed a pen — probably shifting bits, nixing words, and rethinking line breaks a touch — though I can’t be sure without digging up the original. I distinctly remember being shocked. “Holy shit,” I’m sure I thought, “that’s pretty damn good!” After all, I was just goofing around (I thought)…trying to write a joke poem in response to Bukowski…and what came out instead felt light and breezy and effortless — yet landed with a thundering boom of insight. Now, to be fair, that’s how I almost always felt after I’d pull a decent draft from the machine, tweak a few bits, then set it aside. In some ways, I think you have to have that feeling to stay really productive day-to-day. The feeling would usually change by morning…which is probably also a thing you should have to stay productive. In fact, for years my favorite poem was always the last one I’d written. If you’re lucky enough to have that sense of loving your own work, even if deep down you know that you very rarely get it that right, then it’s a thing you should fiercely protect…while also always still doubting just enough!
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Because, when the piece you’ve just finished feels so damn close to perfect…and you’re not just fooling yourself…well, those moments are rare as it gets. They are every bit as magic and impressive as whatever amazing things might happen to your work after the fact. Those moments are the dream and smoke we forever chase…the ones that keep us creating…so we should all happily take as many as the poetry gods will give us!

 

I’m sure I retyped the edited poem into the computer as soon as I could (usually a machine at my aunt’s house, because my computer and dot-matrix printer were pretty unreliable), saved it, and set it aside for submission to the GPP.  Again, I truly believed that what we were doing was tremendously novel, and knowing that the broadsides when finished, could potentially land in all kinds of crazy places in the English-reading world was a mesmerizing idea for me. It felt like time travel, hell, space travel! Broadsides probably still sit undiscovered in books to this day! That made what we were doing feel like it mattered (and could potentially matter on a larger scale). It remains one of the very the best ideas I’ve ever seen in the small press. And I felt this warm buzz of anticipation, felt that the poem stood a really great chance of being published. I remember having a passing thought at that point that it just might be the greatest short poem I’d ever written. Of course I needed to slow my roll — for crying outloud, it hadn’t even been submitted yet!
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It was my first submitted poem when the
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