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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my wife, Patricia, my daughter Marissa, and my son, Christopher. None of them like poetry much, would rather do anything except read poetry, and can’t really recite any poem (with, perhaps the exception of “The Raven”), but they have always been encouraging and supportive in my efforts these many years.
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Except for the music and greeting card industries, poetry is at a nadir in modern society. Once, romantic swains quoted verses to charm a maiden’s heart, heroic ballads were recited in family parlors, and poems published in newspapers might sway public opinion.

Alas, those times are dead and gone. Nowadays, boys and girls who quote poems not only remain unmarried, but unwanted, and are judged as “weirdoes.”

Families don’t spend evenings together at all, much less share poetry and stories. Entire families are infected by toxic narcissism, supremely self-indulgent and totally consumed by themselves, worried only by how they are perceived on Tik-Tok, Instagram, Twitter (X) and the like. They spend hours staring at phone screens, roused from their electronic torpor only long enough to rant at some triggering comment or to tweet a pix of their breakfast muffin.

As for newspapers, they’re almost as dead as the poetry they used to print. In 1830, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr read in the Boston Daily Advertiser about the plan to dismantle the USS Constitution. His poem, “Old Ironsides,” appeared in the next issue. Public reaction caused the Navy to scrap its plan to scrap the ship. Today, the frigate is the world’s oldest commissioned military vessel afloat. When Abraham Lincoln was shot in 1865, Walt Whitman’s “Oh Captain! My Captain!,” appearing in The Saturday Press allowed private citizens to share a public grief, thus easing the loss. 

Newspapers have changed, but so has the reading public. Neither have time for poetry. People are turning to YouTube and podcasts, and newspapers are turning to political yellow journalism to keep subscribers as carrots for advertisers.

Unfortunately, people are no longer moved by poems, not to rage or sympathy or wonder, or any noble or ignoble cause. Poems take too much time to read and understand. They require a reader to pause and consider, not only to read, but to re-read. Most poetry requires people to think, and, of course, too much thinking hurts.

So, not only why a book of poems, but why a second one? A few years ago, I gathered more than sixty of my best poems, out of thousands written over a half-century, and put them in Midnight for Schrödinger’s Cat & Other Poems.

The response to the collection was not a dead silence, as I had expected, but it was certainly muted. There was enough interest in the book to put me in the company of Poe and the early Frost, at least in sales.

So, again—why?

Because poetry speaks a language no other form can speak. Poetry asks people to consider ideas and imagery requiring measured contemplation and reflection, thought and intelligence, analysis and speculation.

Most of the poems in this new book take the reader to Mars, a little in the present, but mostly in the past, when the planet was warmer and wetter. My vision of ancient Mars ties in with the Mars portrayed in my books Shadows Against the Empire and Amidst Dark Satanic Mills, both set on a Mars that Percival Lowell would have recognized and Edgar Rice Burroughs would have appreciated.

I don’t expect to change minds or sway opinions, but I do hope you find food for thought in these poems, and maybe a little entertainment.

Ralph E. Vaughan

Chula Vista, California

2023
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Blue Mars in the starry void sheening

Vast oceans bright sapphire gleaming

Strange ships in the light of rising morning stars

Heralds of the godlike Sea Kings of Mars

High-prowed caravels prowl chartered sea lanes

Helmed by sea shanty chanting boatswains

Merchantmen under twin moons demon eyes

Beset by skull-flagged black schooners frenzied cries

Slender towers soaring amidst megalith-crowned hills

Overwatching treasure ships laid with fishbone keels

Silver and lapis palaces untumbled into amnesiac history

Torch-lit taverns sea song singing ports of mystery

Pale dawns flicker stars wheel aeons passing eclipse

Red dust wind lifted into haunting phantom ships
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I

Bright blue-green star shimmering low,

Glimmering above the Great Martian Sea

Ensnared by misty tendrils from the deep,

Distant Earth guiding mariners by its glow,

Devious sphere presenting false tranquility—

World of gods and demons with secrets to keep.

II

Bone-keeled merchantmen scudding turquoise waves

Bound for prosperous ports of elder mystery

Beset asudden by brigands with bone-flag unfurled;

With whirling swords come the screaming knaves,

Officers and crew unveil their weapons, flames hurled,

Pirates fleeing grinning bellicose prey poorly chosen

Black ship aflame sails down to the sea god’s den.

III

Down, down in the black, cold deep

Elder gods rumble fitfully dreaming

Attended by giant sea snails, their slumber keep,

Comforting when from desert visions awake screaming;


Against change the gods of creation sing,

Groaning aeons bring darkest dooms into being.



IV

Within sheltered harbor, reaching torchlit quays

At stone wharves galleons and caravels securely tied,

Sweating slaves cart spices and gold, chests with keys,

Merchants, taxmen and thieves suspicious eyed,

Captains and owners doing the maths of prosperity,

Battling sea-dogs scrapping for every base-twelve point,

While paid-off seaman swarm ashore intent on gaiety

Saffron-skinned girls and bitter ale their throats to anoint

V

Coppers to the barkeeps and wenches

who ply us with drink,

Silver to the merchants and taxmen

who are prone to hoodwink,

Gold to the priests

who offer sacrifices and prayers,

Gems to the Sea Kings

who know how to keep theirs;

But what to the toilers of the eternal many-mooded sea?

What of sailors and captains, bosuns and mates

who gamble their lives, who challenge the Fates?

What is the reward for those with salt in their blood,

who answer the sea’s siren call, shipping with the flood?

A ship with leviathan ribs, painted eyes and a lateen sail,

Soft winds, two moons bright and stars that never fail;

Ever held in the bosom of the sea, all is well.

VI

Leaping, recumbent Sea King flees sheets of diamond-silk,

Screaming, he claws at clinging webs of dark dreams,

Throwing open prismed panes to a sea vista smooth as milk

Lit by twin tumbling moons’ light serene;

A confused moment, then a relieved sigh—

Not a red desert beneath a desolate pink sky.

VII

Far to the north in blue-ice caves,

A frost god sighs in despair,

Sending frigid winds across white capped waves,

For lateen sails to ensnare

Across maritime Mars swift caravels speed

From port to port they ever proceed,

But pausing only briefly, for it’s the sea they need.

VIII

Purple dusk layers the time-swept sea,

Distant Earth rising to mariners’ delight

Studied by priests and physicists at perigee

Unaware that Earthly aliens study Mars 

on the darkest night

In torch-lit Babylon, a chief priest shakes his head:

A world much his own is dying or dead,

Mars, year by year, shading from blue to red.

IX

The ancient seaports are deathly still

Girded by shifting red deserts all around,

Bare ribs and masts rise in the dead orange air;

Dust-laden winds bring days that are chill,

Lost are bone-keeled ships once ever homebound;

The toilers of the sea now beyond priestly prayer;

Upon cracked stone dock, beneath sullen skies,

Sits the last Sea King of Mars, his unseeing eyes.
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Sleep eludes me, come the deep Martian night;

I walk the old waterfront, now silent,

No sea shanties, no ballads of far-flung ports,

The haunts of sailors now truly haunted

By spirits more restless than the seas they sailed

In strangely contoured galleons and caravels;

Standing upon jutting stone quays

I hear lapping water at long-dry pilings,

The surge and swish of a two-moon tide,

The distant splash of a breaching Martian whale;

In the darkness far from the dry-girt isle

Fires move across the face of the deep,

Ships ever seeking but never finding lost homeports;

A spaceship from Earth flashes overhead,

Breaking a fragile balance;

Shadows of the past flee a harsh and vulgar present:

The ocean recedes,

The far lights glimmer and are gone,

Ships with whale-bone ribs and fish-spine keels

Softly settle into waterless graves,

Joining other fossils of a red-dust seabed;

In the sad and lonely silence I weep,

Weep for the lost Sea Kings of Mars.
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