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High Sierra, 1878
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Where they got off the horses,

almost rusted to the saddle,

how many more days with

the high peaks, white drama,

still before them? The incredible

light a gewgaw they tossed

between them, altitude skewing

thought, changing their words into

bubbles and baubles. But — 

creaky joints set down alongside

creeks so new they dashed and

washed the rocks, wet the air,

swooped — clattered — roared.

No stopping the water, wasn’t

that what they came for? Climbing

on those horses, abandoning

good sense to ride four, five

days into this feral, unleashed

land available only in summer

and here they were, subject to

its unreasonable solutions.

“Kings River Canyon”

William Keith, 1878
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The Beach
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These people who gravitate to water, 

the beach, the blank sky, clouded sky, storm 

speaking the well-known, threatening song. 

Picnic baskets wrestled through sand, 

young mother under a rigged-up tent. 

Nursing her infant, introducing him to 

the waves’ beat and shush-shush 

on the shore. Father in bare feet —  

the way clear surf curls around skin, 

a friendly hand, lyric phrase. 

Before the gray rain, before the whale’s 

washed-up corpse, before the flies or 

sand fleas. Pay the price. Sunburn, 

grit under bathing suit’s band. 

A sense of escape worth the bother, 

the memory of many someones 

who launched into this strange,

familiar element, laid out on their backs,

nothing blocking their gaze. Let the swells

lift and lower them while underneath

whisper the bones, the life inside shells,

spikes, scales, fins, hunger, the Other.

"Santa Monica"

Ernest Narjot, 1889
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The Artist Paints the Light
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The light in Yosemite Valley lifts his mind

to the height of granite cliffs and

there he is, next to a black oak,

trunk a solid soldier ready to ascend 

with him into the impossible ether.

His vision rises to the topmost leaves,

shares the compulsion

to merge with unadulterated light,

how it rushes out of blue and white

to slather them into the actuality 

it will become. He understands that, 

even though light, to those static, seems

the most desirable existence,

light itself longs to be leaf, petal,

lash and eye that sees.

"Looking Up the Yosemite Valley"

Albert Bierstadt, 1863
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Burning in San Francisco Bay
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The fiery ship in the bay

could remind a man of the sought-after

gold. Gold which brought many 

here. Gold that might have,

at the moment of conflagration, 

been in the ship's hold. And the many

skiffs, each carrying one man 

trying to get close enough to board and grab, 

despite the danger, despite the punishing odds.

Mesmerizing, this color, this molten adventure,

enough to turn him into a fool. Does he

love the gold? Melting into the water.

The loss, the sorrow, after visions of 

great fortune.

"Fire in San Francisco Bay, July 24, 1853"

Charles Christian Nahl, 1856 
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Hunter
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Mountain lion and man, sleek beauties,

one born in enviable fur, the other 

donning deftly-woven wool coat 

and trousers. The man's soft black 

scarf echoes healthy black hair, 

sets in relief his white shirt.

Laundered and pressed by 

someone who perhaps came near 

swooning over his handsome face. 

Strength and determination 

still seem almost alive

in the tawny form stretched

at his feet, paws and toothy snout

displayed. Man and cat, bodies 

of equal weight. Only one had a gun.

"Peter Quivey and the Mountain Lion"

Charles Christian Nahl, 1857
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Rocks

[image: image]


It was the end of the world for those

who wished to go farther west.

Anyone with a lick of sense knew

you don't go farther than the furrowed

rocks that block the beach.

Those rocks surf attacked, cracked,

delineated age undenied, yet not

shown proudly, like some old

sea captain's, each line boasting

another battle against nature 

won. This promontory a craggy 

foot, no dialogue here.

Setting sun casts red color to a dun

hump of stolid strength, to the white

ruffled foam kinder waves string

along the beach's path, leading

a walker face to face with

what a human cannot change. 

Only an equal, only unaccountable time,

unintended patience, unmeant surrender.

"Golden Gate"  

Raymond Dabb Yelland, 1882
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Chef of the Palace Hotel
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A man who cooks for others

rolls up his sleeves

ah, these sleeves on this white coat

this coat with its double row

of buttons, with its tea-rose boutonniere

slightly wrinkled, just as

his mouth slightly smiles, his eyes

a bit soft in their 'does this please you?’

expression. He's a sculptor

of the culinary arts and holds

his offering in his hands. 

His hands

a platter holding a platter

holding an array, 

a décor, a masterpiece

that will be eaten.

What every artist truly wants:

that his art be consumed.

“Jules Harder, First Chef of the Palace Hotel”

Joseph Harrington,1874
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