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			Big Talk

			When mountains boomed and boomed again

			returning echoes all along

			the chain, the Indians said the peaks

			were talking to each other in

			the idiom that mountains use

			across the mighty distances,

			with giant syllables and rests.

			White hunters feared it might be guns

			or even cannon natives had

			somehow acquired to warn them from

			the better hunting grounds and streams,

			the blasts as loud as thunder on

			the clearest days and coldest nights.

			Geologists would later hold

			the groans and barks inside the ridge

			were shelves of massive, restless rock

			that slipped or dropped far down within

			the mountain’s guts, a fracture or

			a crashing at some fault as part

			of the tectonic conversation

			among the continents as old

			as planet earth or starry birth,

			the gossip of creation’s work.

			
		

	
		
			Big Bone Lick

			At Big Bone Lick the first explorers

			found skeletons of elephants they said,

			found ribs of woolly mammoths,

			tusks of mastodons and ribs of sloths

			that lurched across Kentucky once

			near twenty feet from snout to tail.

			They dug out teeth the size of bricks

			and skulls of giant bison, beavers.

			In salty mud licked bare by elk

			and deer and buffalo and bears

			for ten millennia, the bones

			seemed wreckage from a mighty dream,

			a graveyard from a golden age,

			or killing ground of titans. Here

			they saw the ruins of a world

			survived by its diminutives,

			where Eden once gave way and shrank

			to just a regular promised land

			to fit our deadly, human scale.

			
		

	
		
			Jaguar

			Where Lawson, Bartram, others wrote

			they saw a “tiger” in the hills

			and woods of Carolina I

			assumed they meant a panther or

			a bobcat, never guessed there were

			American jaguars in these parts.

			They named the Tyger River, built

			a town called Tigerville. Turns out

			they told the truth: the leopards they

			recorded were inhabitants

			and natives to these mountain heights,

			had golden hair and spots and faces

			like tigers of the Old World tales,

			the metaphysical beast of Blake,

			were strong enough to kill a horse

			if other, smaller game was scarce.

			It’s something to consider, that

			such speed and power and prowess once

			patrolled these forests, mated, drank

			from creeks and branches, screamed afar,

			where fastest killer’s now the car.

			
		

	
		
			Ancient Talk

			The story goes that Thomas Wolfe,

			when touring the majestic West,

			once stood before a great sequoia

			for minutes that stretched to an hour,

			as though communing with the soul

			and roots and monolithic height

			of the largest living thing on earth.

			We know by then Wolfe had become

			inspired by landscapes of the plains

			and chains of higher mountains that

			could dwarf his native Blue Ridge hills.

			Colossus of a man himself,

			he clearly felt a bond with peak

			and pass and mighty glaciers,

			with Rockies and the High Sierra,

			with lofty meadow, alpine lake,

			and timberline and grizzly bear.

			He’d always been a listener

			to what folks said or didn’t say,

			in Asheville, Harvard, New York too.

			But now he was attentive to

			the land, the forest, wind, and lore

			of native history and craft,

			the ancient talk of waterfall,

			of aspen tree and mountain air.

			He filled a notebook with his thoughts

			and observations. Yet because

			he was struck down so soon we don’t

			know what he learned from the sequoia.

			Before that wisdom could be fixed

			in words and narrative he had

			been taken from our mortal sphere.

			His gift to us, I think, is the

			suggestion that we find our own

			communion with the noble trees

			and rocks and diamond peaks, and pause

			to see and listen to the whisper

			of our now fragile hemisphere.

			
		

	
		
			Endowments

			The families on the Oregon Trail

			(as sun crashed down or wind slapped dust

			in eyes and mouth and oxen strained

			and hesitated hour by hour

			along the rivers, over hills

			and prairie grass, or lightning whipped

			the air or hail flew level as

			a volley of white musket balls,

			and many burned with fever in

			the wagon beds, some weakened by

			starvation or bad meat, or cup

			of poisoned water, and diseases passed

			along the train, sometimes a raid

			at dawn or bite of rattlesnake)

			lost so many, so many died,

			they quickly buried them in sod.

			Atop the makeshift grave they stood

			a wooden chair back like a sign.

			The question later asked was why:

			did chair back symbolize a bit

			of culture in the endless wild,

			a memory of the life back east?

			Or was it more a sign of rest,

			of dignity on alien land

			after the horrendous journeying?

			With rocks so few as well as trees

			the chair back may have been the one

			substantial thing they had to mark

			the site and claim the soil above

			the dear deceased, against the wolves

			and time’s predation, while they

			must labor on, but leave behind

			an artifact of comfort and

			familiarity to keep

			the vigil as a monument

			on earth they’d never see again.
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