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Praise for Judevine

“Wrenchingly real, fiercely emotional and unexpectedly funny.”

—Chicago Sun Times

“Budbill [writes] with rare honesty, affection, and grace—and with language so precise and descriptive you will know immediately you’re soul-deep in something extraordinary.”

—Los Angeles Daily News

“David Budbill’s poetry is as accessible as a parking lot and plain as a pair of Levi’s...Judevine is a labor of love not in the usual sense that the artist can be seen to love the labor he performs but because he can be seen to love the place and the people he’s writing about.”

—Thomas Disch, Parnassus

“For twenty years, David Budbill has been writing about his small-town and rural Vermont neighbors–tree-farm laborers, mechanics, junk (‘antique’) dealers, hardscrabble farmers–some of the most direct and clear-eyed poems of the half-century, at least . . . Budbill’s poems are prosaically straightforward and easy to read, but they have the rhythmic life of the best of Jeffers and are as large-souled and democratic as Whitman.”

—Ray Olson, Booklist

“Budbill writes with tremendous authority, high and low humor (some of this is very very funny), and an unembarrassed passion for the community and the individuals in it. Here is everything we are so often told is missing from contemporary poetry: it is rooted in the soil of the community, not the ego of the poet; it is magnanimous in scale and in spirit; it makes a grand music of many voices–crying out to be read aloud; it is academic only as Chaucer is academic. Budbill lives by Camus’ injunction in his Nobel prize speech: ‘It’s a part of a writer’s duty to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves.’”

—The Beloit Poetry Journal

“Budbill’s is an important voice, part of the nascent movement to bring out views of New England’s native poor from the long-vanished world of Ethan Frome to the likes of Beans of Egypt, Maine. Essential.”

—Ron Schmieder, Library Journal

“One of the most readable American poets ever.”

—Booklist

“Over his varied, prolific writing life, David Budbill morphed into Judevine Mountain, Vermont’s ancient Chinese recluse poet of few words, tending his garden. But first there was Judevine, the town, peopled with the unforgettable Antoine, Grace, Tommy, Lucy, alive with gossip, antics, and yes, wisdom. The poet’s way from Judevine to Judevine Mountain now seems inevitable, clear, yet how wonderful to return to these earlier poems and be among David’s people again.”

—Jody Gladding, author of I entered without words: Poems and other works

“Unlike ninety-eight percent of living American poets, David Budbill has a subject. His Judevine is full of loving interest in other people and in what I still insist on calling the real world. Budbill both informs and moves and he is, in short, a delight and a comfort.”

—Wendell Berry, American novelist, poet, essayist, environmental activist, cultural critic, and farmer

“David, to me, is soul music. His work is a reminder of the joy we can pursue, the gifts we have...it was his persona, the depth and breadth of his work, and his honoring of humanity. I think about Jack Kerouac’s epitaph, ‘He honored life’––that is so true of David and his work.”

—Reuben Jackson (1956-2024), author of My Specific Awe and Wonder

“Budbill is a poet, I might say a musician, after my own heart. Without ever resorting to established forms or the least contrivance, he uses tones, textures, and melodic, harmonic, and echoic elements as a musician would, and his work is a delight to read, invariably. What strikes me most about David Budbill is the intensity of his commitment, not simply to poetry, but to the human need from which poetry – if it is real poetry – has always risen. Judevine is an extremely varied, wide-ranging collection of stories and memoirs – in effect a novel – about a small town in Vermont and its inhabitants and history. With Checkhovian insight, Budbill uncovers, through the American lives of the people of Judevine, the whole extent of his concern – which is ours, though we may not always know it – for the world, for peace, for love and justice, for understanding. To do so much he must be very resourceful – lyrical, exalted, funny, sometimes mean, always colorful – and he is.”

—Hayden Carruth (1921-2008), author of more than 30 books of poetry

“David Budbill gets his instinct to tell a tale from Chaucer; his sense of poetry, of worship, from the Second Shepherd’s Play. There is no irony in his treatment of these rural Vermont folk. No condescension either. They are their own persons.”

—Grace Paley (1922-2007), American short story author, poet, teacher, and political activist

“Budbill writes out of the real New England, not from the past, not from the cellar holes. He speaks from the New England which is Appalachia–poverty, exploitation and good people . . . with its trailers, its mad widows, its farmers expropriated by agribusiness. . . Looking at the reality closely, he sees parts move in a unison—sometimes graceless, sometimes ugly, always resolved in a human wholeness.”

—Donald Hall (1928-2018), US Poet Laureate 2006-7

“One of the most original and accessible poets at work today.”

—Howard Frank Mosher (1942-2017), author of A Stranger in the Kingdom and other books

“Judevine, David Budbill’s tale of an imaginary town in the Northeast Kingdom, is the stuff of Vermont legend.”

—Jim Lowe, Barre-Montpelier Times Argus




[image: ]


In memory of Scott “Renzo” Renzoni (1971-2025)

–actor, poet, and Judevine fan extraordinaire–

who we tragically lost during work on this new edition.
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

In the 1970s, David Budbill—a recent arrival to Wolcott, Vermont—was inspired by his own working-class background (he was the first person in his family to graduate from high school) to shine a light on the lives of his new neighbors who were, in turns, beautiful, ingenious, struggling to survive, and completely overlooked by the powers that be. These poems became Judevine, a raucous, moving, and plain language collection that resonates to this day with its enduring themes of rural poverty, injustice, economic and social struggle, and the indomitable will to survive.

The goal of this new edition is to keep the Judevine poems, their stories and people, in print and available to those who love them and to those who will discover them. We made revisions and edits to the original manuscript with an eye to making it more accessible to a broader audience, including to young people and schools.

We have been deeply moved by the many devoted fans of Judevine—and the ways these poems have crossed genres to be performed as theater and composed as music—as you will read about in the introduction to this new edition. We hope new generations in Vermont and beyond will continue to discover and love these poems and people—and find new and creative outlets for them—as so many have over the last nearly fifty years.

—Nadine Budbill & Lois Eby
Literary Estate of David Budbill
January 2025




INTRODUCTION

Judevine as Poetry

When T.S Eliot was writing his essay “The Three Voices of Poetry,” he must have overlooked David Budbill’s Judevine. For Eliot, the poet is either addressing an audience, as one would in a speech, or he is writing a dramatic piece for the stage where several characters are talking to each other, or—most common these days—the poet is “talking to himself—or to nobody.”

Though some of his actors do break into speech, in the poems of Judevine (or of the long poem that is Judevine), Budbill remains the narrative teller who presents through his many characters a place no less vivid than Grover’s Corners or Winesburg, Ohio. In doing so, he is addressing no one directly and may be mistaken for someone talking to himself about a place.

But this is not the isolated murmurer of modern poetry, rather a person immersed in the setting of a rural town that is his subject and whose characters are his company. Budbill evades the three boxes of Eliot as he returns the ancient art of yarn-spinning to contemporary American poetry. His readers are not overhearing his voice; they listen raptly as these miniature stories unfold. And that is only one aspect of Budbill’s rarity as a poet.

—Billy Collins, US Poet Laureate (2001-2003), member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and author of, most recently, Water, Water

Judevine as Music

I have traveled the world for fifty years, interacting with musicians such as Cecil Taylor, Don Cherry, Anthony Braxton, and Milford Graves. But no one has affected my life more than writer David Budbill, whom I met in Burlington, Vermont, in May of 1986. In my first encounter with him, I knew I was in the presence of greatness, or what we musicians call one of the heavy “cats.” We spoke about the concept of restoring hope through poetry and music. It is a mysterious, yet simple concept based on love for all humans.

Gradually, something opened up in my world. I began to see another part of the creative spirit. I discovered that the country, which has trees, grass, and mountains, was not a place to escape city life’s tensions. The country was the heart and soul of creativity. David shows us, through incredible storylines filled with emotion, sensitivity, and humor that life is a gift to be praised in each paragraph.

Judevine is filled with working-class people like Hermie Newcome, who lived in a bread truck; Jerry Willey, who owns a garage; Roy McInnes, a welder; Tommy Stames, a Vietnam vet, and many others. As you read, you realize that all of these people are beboppers. They would fit right in with Thelonious Monk and Charlie Parker: artists/human beings who are unique. Monk and Parker would fit right into Judevine.

David and I collaborated for over forty years, performing concerts throughout America and taking one triumphant trip to Italy. Ours was a match made in heaven. A word was a sound, and a sound was also a word. Since David passed, I have composed many pieces of music inspired by his poetry, including those from Judevine particularly Corot’s Pool. There is a lyricism that inspired me to create a new voice that runs parallel to the work. It is all music, and David loved music. He played the trumpet, later switching to the saxophone. His last instrument was the Japanese bamboo flute called shakuhachi; it was the perfect companion and foil—bamboo music. Bamboo poetry living in Vermont.

Judevine is a masterful, lyrical, poignant tone poem filled with stories, dances, and instrumental solos disguised as people with real personalities. In David’s world, you can hear the blues in a wood-burning stove, a ballad in the brewing of tea. This book swings with an inner syncopation that sways naturally like the breezes hitting one’s face while sitting on the porch. Judevine is a beautiful book that resounds and takes on a life of its own as the years pass. Judevine is a lifetime reading experience that keeps unveiling over the years. When you have experienced the humanity in these writings, there is always more inspiration that you never tire of, like the sunrise.

—William Parker, world-renowned bassist, multi-instrumentalist, author, composer, and educator

Judevine as Theater

“To make the work good, you must do it when you feel love for something…that is the time to do your work.”

—Italian Sculptor, Barre, VT as recorded by oral historian Mari Tomasi (circa 1940)

David Budbill, born and raised in working-class Cleveland, Ohio during and after WWII, was from an entirely different place and time than the California-born Robert Frost, but both found their voice and vocation in Vermont, inspired by the hard-scrabble inhabitants of its backroads, hill farms, and river-valley villages. Unlike their incessantly present predecessor Walt Whitman, they wanted to let those they wrote about speak for themselves. So, their work often took the form of monologues, dialogues, and scenes. Although Frost’s poem “Two Roads Diverged” suggests the contrary, in this respect, he stayed on the more well-trod lyrical path, while Budbill ended up bushwhacking a road ‘less traveled’ and wrote full-blown plays.

In the mid 1980s, collaborating closely with Artistic Director Bob Ringer’s Vermont Repertory Theater, David adapted his Judevine poems for the stage. The playscript was developed through public readings and workshops and then toured throughout Vermont as a fully staged production. I saw one of those performances and it changed my life. As a multigeneration Vermonter, it was my story. It gave me two invaluable gifts—the courage to claim it as mine and a conviction that it was worth telling.

David’s two-act, spiral-bound playscript contains ten pages of suggestions and encouragements, detailing how to rehearse and stage it. These prompts are invaluable, useful advice, which speaks to how enthusiastically David explored the creative possibilities of Theater.

Human beings tell stories. Our stories make us human. The dramatic structure and dynamics of Judevine are those of the natural world: birth, growth, maturation…gradual decline and eventual regeneration. The arc of the play goes from invocation to benediction. It starts in a spring snowmelt with a cacophonous, celebratory torrent of ethnic last names and ends in the silent night of a winter snowfall with a recitation of the first names of those whose life stories we’ve just witnessed.

Throughout the play, the vital energy of life ebbs and flows, rises and falls—effortlessly, seamlessly. The play is turbulent, like a Van Gogh painting. Small patterns are miniatures of larger ones. The river “running away” through the village is a celestial milky way. David asks the ensemble to say to us and each other, “We are water, love. Just passing through.” The complicated complex characters of Judevine speak a language that expresses their hard-earned, common-sense acceptance of the forces of inevitability. They distill it and embody it. They play their roles within it. When Antoine says, “It ain’t no different than it ever be” he knows the truth of what he says, and he knows that the truth is both insufferably sad and wonderfully glorious…often at the same time.

—Kim Bent, founding artistic director of Lost Nation Theater, has directed three productions of Judevine

He says, “It takes a small village to make Theater. These folks lived with me in Judevine all along the way—Abby, Ashley, Cora, Donna, Ben, Bob, Mark, Scott (aka ‘Renzo’)…and Kathleen!”

And, wel I woot, as ye goon by the weye,

Ye shapen yow to talen and to playe;

For trewely, confort ne myrthe is noon

To ride by the weye doumb as a stoon;

And therefore wol I maken yow disport,

As I seyde erst, and doon yow som confort….

And, for to make yow the moore mury,

I wol myselven gladly with yow ride,

Right at myn owene cost, and be youre gide.

Geoffrey Chaucer

The Canterbury Tales




PART I

HERMIE

Hermie Newcome lived in a bread truck on the edge

of Bear Swamp.

The bread truck is still there

with a spruce tree through the roof and the remains

of his last pig pen.

He had a bunk up front where the seats used to be

so in the morning he could wake up and look out

the windshield at the day.

There was a little wood stove in the back.

Hermie brought the stove wood in

through the rear doors so he wouldn’t have to

lug it through his bedroom.

There was a table and a chair

and some crates for cupboards.

It was always neat in there.

It was a good place and cozy.

Hermie didn’t need anything big as a bus.

His wife, Florence, was an Indian woman from New York.

Before he lived in the bread truck, they had a shack

next to the Dunn Hill cemetery and before that

they lived on Hermie’s family place

on the Aiken Pond road up from the schoolhouse

where I used to live.

But one night while they were still at the home place,

Hermie got pissed at something, nobody knows what,

and flew into a rage, which he did about twice a week,

but this time went too far and lit both house and barn

and watched them burn.

When the neighbors came Hermie was out in the snow,

in the dooryard stomping and screaming:

Burn! Goddamnit!

Burn! you wuthless place.

You never was no goddamn good!

Nobody could ever be quite sure when Hermie was drunk.

He acted crazy all the time.

There’s nothing left of the Newcome place now,

only the spring box. Those tamarack boards

will last forever.

Then they moved over to the shack by the cemetery.

Hermie liked it there,

said it was the first place he ever lived

where he had decent neighbors.

Antoine tells about going past there on a Saturday night

and seeing

Hermie and Florence dancing with the chain saw going

in the middle of the floor.

Hermie and Florence’d get drunk,

then Hermie would adjust the carburetor on the saw

so it would run too rich

so it would sputter; bounce with a rhythm

worthy of a good musician.

Then they’d sing and dance

to the music of the saw.

Hermie could cut pulp like a son of a bitch;

He could bull and jam when he wanted to,

but that wasn’t very often.

Everybody said he was worthless.

Hiram still says his mother should of knocked him in the head when he was born

and spent the money on some grain to raise a pig.

Hermie never did anybody any harm;

in fact the night he burnt the home place

he was sure to get Florence and the cats out

before he struck the match.

He burnt the cemetery place too.

That’s when Florence left him, went back

to the reservation or to Morrisville.

I don’t know where.

Then he moved alone into the bread truck in the swamp.

Hermie spent his life looking for the perfect place.

That’s what all those fires were about.

And in the end he found that place.

The bread truck wouldn’t burn.

OLD MAN PIKE

Old man Pike was a sawyer at the mill

in Craftsbury.

He lived just down the road from here.

Every morning he walked six miles through the woods

over Dunn Hill saddle while the sun rose.

He took dinner and supper in the village,

then walked home across the mountain in the dark.

Sally Tatro who used to live on my place

would hear him coming through the night, singing.

Sometimes he’d stop to gossip

but mostly she only saw him stride by the window

and disappear.

The old man could have stayed at home,

milked cows, like everybody else,

but he needed an excuse to go and come

through the mountains, every day,

all his life, alone.

Old man Pike didn’t believe in the local religion of work,

but out of deference, to his neighbors maybe,

he bowed to it,

placed its dullness at the center of his life,

but he was always sure, because of his excuse,

to wrap it at the edges of his days

in the dark and solitary amblings of his pleasure.

ANSON

Anson was born on the place next door, half a mile away.

About ten years ago the university took part of the Boynton place for taxes.

(The university, by the way, has been delinquent on the taxes ever since.)

Not long after that the Boyntons sold out, but Anson came back a few years ago

with a French wife and two sons to farm his home.

He rented from the owner, a chiropractor in California.

Anson sold out last spring.

The bank wouldn’t loan him money for machinery

because he didn’t own the place and because

the chiropractor wouldn’t give him a long-term lease.

Anson’s gone.

Kicked off the place he was born on

by somebody he never met.

They were good neighbors. My boy and their boys

played together, rode their bikes up and down the road,

built forts in the woods, fished for trout in the brook,

gave each other courage to make it through a day at school.

Anson spread shit on our garden free of charge,

helped me draw my wood, used to take all three boys

on a sleigh behind his snow machine.

Marie took the boys to Morrisville to the movies.

She was pretty and alive. It was fun

to watch her move across a room.

We never visited all that much but they were good neighbors.

Anson busted his ass over there. It was his home

even if he did have to rent it. He busted his ass

and for nothing.

Everybody says the Boynton place is jinxed,

says nobody can make a go of it over there.

Anson could have if he’d had a break.

It’s not the farm that’s jinxed; it’s farming.

Grain goes up, milk goes down.

The US secretary of agriculture has deliberately

conspired against the family farm.

The name of the game in Washington is agribusiness,

huge consolidated farms big as Continental Can.

Down there they want the family farm to die.

They want fewer and fewer people

to have more and more money.

This is not my fantasy.

The Associated Press reported last week

that the secretary of agriculture admitted during a senate hearing

that he thought the family farm should be “phased out.”

Here’s the secretary again: “Farming isn’t a way of life.

It’s a way to make a living.”

God forbid somebody should see his life and living

as the same thing. What are these idiot neighbors of mine

doing anyway thinking they should love their work?

Don’t they know the end of work is money?

Every summer Anson had a window box of flowers

near the milk house door

and every morning after chores

he watered them and then

with the thumb and forefinger of his calloused hand

he gently, gently plucked

the dying blossoms.

As I was saying, last May, on a Saturday, Anson and Marie

sold out. It was a nice day.

Anson’s prayers were answered.

He’d asked God not to let it rain.

As the sun came up Norman Pelletier—

the auctioneer—

drove down Route 15 and up over the hill

to here and told Marie

to have an hour’s worth of junk

to get the people started.

By ten o’clock trucks lined both sides the road

either way from their house half a mile to ours

and that far the other way too.

It was a farmer’s auction, too early in the year

for summer people hunting antiques.

There weren’t any antiques anyway.

Marie moved around the crowd forcing a smile and waving

like a maitre d’ serving up her life.

There was soda and hot dogs

and kids running around screaming, excited by the crowd.

Edith cried. So did Marie. Anson wanted to but didn’t.

The farmers stood around and bid, raising a hand quietly,

nodding a head.

But there weren’t any jokes.

They knew they were playing bit parts in a movie

about their own deaths.

At the end of the day

Anson had taken in thirty-seven thousand dollars

and all that in just machinery and stock.

Everybody said he done real good, real good.

But it wasn’t good enough.

Anson’s working as a mechanic in Burlington now.

He makes a hundred ten dollars a week for his family of four.

They’ve got a trailer in a trailer park.

We saw them a couple of months ago.

They said they missed it up here on the hill.

BILL

The Pikes have come a long way down

since the old man walked to Craftsbury

every day all his life to saw boards.

There’s only Bill and Arnie left as far as I know

and both of them make only enough to stay drunk.

About five years ago one night in January

I dug Bill out of a snowbank.

It was two in the morning and thirty below.

He’d driven off the road where it crosses Bear Swamp.

He was dead drunk.

In fact, when I waded through the snow to his car

I thought he was dead,

and he would have been by morning,

of cold or carbon monoxide,

if I or someone hadn’t come along.

The headlights were on and the radio, and Bill

slumped across the wheel with the motor running.

I banged on the door, opened it,

Bill rolled out, head first, into the snow, like a corpse.

I drug him to my car.

As the snow on his face melted, he woke up a little.

Probably he’d been to Cole’s Pond Bottle Club.

It was Saturday night.

I shook him, asked him where he wanted to go.

All he did was point toward the village.

I knew when we got to Judevine he’d point to Hardwick,

then Danville, Newport, Derby, Eden,

on and on like that for days

while I drove around the ass end of the state and he sobered up,

which would be some time since

he brought the Bud with him.

But the bastard pointed me to Arnie’s place

without the slightest error.

I think
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