
  
    like a moose charging a locomotive


    you can’t imagine there’s something larger than yourself


    — Graffiti in Banff National Park

  


  Spring Migration


  April 1 – May 31


  
    There came a time when the Gwich’in and caribou became separated from each other, but they kept a part of each other’s hearts.


    — Gwich’in Creation Story


    The Caribou of North America, now considered to be the same species as the Reindeer of Europe and Asia, migrate over 250,000 km2 between their calving grounds on the coastal plains of Alaska, and their winter range in northern Yukon. This is the longest migration route of any land mammal on the planet.


    — The Audubon Society Field Guide to North American Animals


    Best estimates put the Porcupine herd’s population at 90,000 to 100,000 animals, indicating a continued decline from 178,000 in 1989.


    — “Porcupine Caribou Harvest Management Plan, 2010”


    
      The tremendous drive that caribou feel to reach their traditional place of birth year after year suggests that these areas must have special attributes.


      — George Calef, Caribou and the Barren-Lands
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    Introduction


    Their odorous preorbital glands


    are located medial


    to the eye socket.


    — “Caribou,” Wild Mammals of North America. Eds. George A. Feldhamer, Bruce C. Thompson, Joseph A. Chapman


    Even in the scalpelled light


    of a sickled moon,


    they can find their way


    back to the herd’s iris.


    A fusion between calf and cow


    dislocated by distance. But she,


    openthroated and downwind, can see


    the synchronized heartbeat once shared


    as everything inside blooms out.


    To breathe beside the young,


    and inhale the double helix


    of the fathers and the mothers


    growing inside them; a family tree


    blossoming in the blood,


    pollen carried in the pulse.


    The permafrost is a palimpsest


    overwritten with ancestral movement,


    scents like signatures scored into ice,


    the calligraphy of the migration’s


    sharp-hoofed curves.


    Stretched beneath these winter nights,


    arctic in their length, the smell


    of seventy-five bodies trailing ribbons


    of pine needle and wild rye,


    splitting the blackness,


    as the season’s first petals


    will soon crack the frost.

  


  
    ‘Kar-ә-bōō, n.


    The smallest of the human leg’s four tendons.


    A brand of snow shovel union made in Waco, Texas.


    An elderly female homosexual.


    The last word of dialogue in The Da Vinci Code.


    A punk band from Medicine Hat.


    A speed bump in Saskatchewan.


    The removal of a species from the endangered animals list for purely political reasons.


    A brand of hat, once popular in Rhodesia.


    The sugary resin at the bottom of a cup of coffee.


    A miraculous result in a Nunavut provincial election.


    A wet hand in a wool mitt.


    The capital of Tarandus, Napoleon’s most northern province.


    The Canadian code name for a design of rotorless helicopter that was controversially cancelled, December 1957.


    The prenatal bifurcation of the spine.


    Someone who steps outside to call a cab but only pretends to, speaking to the dial tone, just so he can stay longer and chat to the host alone in the living room.


    A body that has achieved neutral buoyancy beneath the sea ice.

  


  
    Ruminant Digestion


    A four-chamber stomach, compartmentalized like the human heart.


    Rumen


    The esophagus chugs a half-chewed mudslide into a red basin of mucus, toiling in the back corner of the abdomen. The fermentation of lichen burns with a furnace’s heat, separating spit from solids. Pushed into the dorsal sac, the sludge is squeezed against notches of vertebrae and the vowelled names of its corridors shape a Gregorian chant: atrium ruminis, saccus dorsalis, caudoventralis — a prayer sung from the shadows. The stomach is cross-sectioned into muscly pillars, the stone spines of a cathedral. Papillae finger the sludge like a hundred starving monks, until another mudslide buries them.


    Reticulum


    Think of it as a catapult, heaving the cud back into the moist mouth of daylight, to be hit again by the pistons of cheekteeth. Nothing stays for long, the body torquing this bulb of flesh like a dishcloth, wringing out everything except the dense, foreign articles that settle here for years, relics lodged into red earth, deep enough for only bullets or teeth to uncover: a travelling museum of what we left behind.


    Omasum


    Back from the mouth, the flood flows down into a pocket the size of a teenager’s fist. When surrounded by ice, hydration is welled from food. The walls of flesh fold in on themselves and the torrents are trapped and tamed in the grooved walls of Gideon paper, nicknamed the Butcher’s Bible, that drains all water like a decree from the Old Testament. The liquid is then swept into a bloodstream that’s already barrelling towards a stubborn pair of lungs that refuse to stop, nothing can stop; even their food is always moving.


    Abomasum


    It’s called the “true stomach,” but the body has its own notions of authenticity. Along the final stretch of membrane, before the long tunnels of intestine, the scorch of hydrolysis crumbles chemical compounds like ash. Glandular pockets of enzymes become the hearth of the stomach’s smoulder, growing the invisible fire of highway heat lines. This acidic greed is the only portion of their stomach similar to our own.


    Nutritional Value


    To fuel the body, each day demands three thousand grams of lichen, Cladonia rangifernia, the caloric equivalent to a hundred grams of rabbit. There’s always a price to letting things live.

  


  
    The Love Poem as Caribou


    It’s hard to imagine. As doves, yes,


    or even vultures. But there’s nothing of a ballad


    in the hard weight of antlers. You can’t cut


    into an ode, stripping its skin to bones cabled


    with muscle, or search its creased face for something


    you can almost explain. And a sonnet has never


    made me see myself inadequate beneath


    the bright light of evolution’s long apprenticeship,


    acutely aware of the many failings of my own form.


    But maybe it’s in how a love poem will cross


    a body of water without being able to see


    the other side. Or maybe it’s in the deep prints


    left in the drifts, that speak of how hard


    it must have been to move on from here.

  


  
    Crossings (Thetis Lake)


    Atop the crystalled skin of ice, hooves ring like carillon above Arctic char swimming lazy infinities. A herd seeks shelter from the wooden shadows of timber wolves, as the frozen clearing offers the clarity of open sight. Dusk keels and sinks while the herd’s hearts, spouting their warm-blooded spring, soften the winter’s toil.


    The lake takes its namesake from a Greek shifter of shapes, a form that flickered chameleon to the animal thoughts of her skeleton. So it now appears that the pregnant cows and saplings of calflings are the lake’s furred growth, one of her countless forms rippling forth from seaweed depths.


    But Thetis ends with tragedy, now heard in the ice’s bodily moans; a grief buried in the lungs that ascends with the arced slitherings of Northern Lights. A trajectory that circles the shores of skeletal spruce and into lupine ears which listen to the lake’s appraisal of the herd’s weight. So when the ice gives,


    the cows plunge into the deep stomach of darkness. Overnight, Thetis freezes her form again and come daylight wears a crown of hooves, antlers, and jewelled eyes. Bone-bracelets dot her coast. The half-herd that survives evaporates northward, leaving what lingers beneath the surface: bodies struggling in a water that is thick and turning thicker.

  


  
    The Mad Trapper of Rat River, 1932


    the desperate man seemed to avoid leaving tracks, by walking either on ice or over ground trampled by caribou


    — Barbara Smith, The Mad Trapper: Unearthing a Mystery


    summers beyond our lives


    with nothing of ourselves wasted


    we used what there was


    our bones flow outward


    blood breaks and stops —


    — Al Purdy, “Arctic Places”


    grooves of hooves cradle me


    over the summits until


    i’m encircled by clouds


    isolation stalks you


    like a carnivore and


    grips like teeth — clarifies


    the pain of the countless


    summers beyond our lives


    caribou once told me the art


    to inhabiting a place is


    in becoming one of the things


    you surround yourself with — the way


    sled dogs share a tow-line spine and


    how chickadee’s song is the same


    shape as her body how we think


    we can handle loneliness but


    it eats us like a cannibal


    with nothing of ourselves wasted


    how’d you build the night


    sky out of nothing


    the wolf asks the moon


    she laughs with the stars


    HARDY-HAR-HAR same


    as you build your den


    we used what there was


    under the thick ice


    braided water still


    runs to the ocean


    — start and you can’t stop


    emptying yourself —


    beneath frozen skin


    our bones flow outward


    the almost-smile


    of a dead man


    ’lone in a morgue


    i’ve been losing


    ground my whole life


    blood breaks and stops —

  


  
    Ghazal of the Caribou Fence


    The fox yips of hunters and the herd gallops uphill into the corral’s


    throat. Sinew-snares wait with an inhuman patience.


    In the five foot storage tank, a Humboldt squid — diablo rojo.


    Her tentacles corkscrew against glass, her body pulsing kaleidoscopic.


    Sockeye spill themselves into their natal streams: mouths


    frowning into masks of Greek tragedy, gulping the broken glass of air.


    A grizzly pries open takeout containers like clams, nails clicking.


    The neon of a Chinese restaurant smears his shadow across the asphalt.


    The fox finds the fallen nest as a knife finds


    a tomato. And the snow will hold the juice like a cutting board.

  


  
    The Twelve Aspects of Tragedy in Wolves Hunting


    I Mimesis


    a warm-blooded fog


    all shoulder blade and iris


    rolls north through the taiga


    stalking in the shadows of the season


    II Agon


    hooves


    swollen to snowshoes


    paws


    filed sharp and bronzed


    III Hamartia


    the alpha female


    peels from tree cover to behind the hill


    curls off like luthier spruce


    from the rounded back of a cello


    stillness rises to sound


    the season’s fugue


    IV Brotoi


    starved women of Thracis


    death stings the skin


    and takes the form


    of a writhing body but this


    is the helplessness of violence


    V Hubris


    survival is pushing against a glacier’s slide


    warm hands slick against the glass


    VI Nemesis


    in the lapse of arctic dusk


    twilight is an eyelid


    pulled pink and pale


    across long-lashed shadows


    VII Anagnorisis


    upon isolation


    the prey is abstracted


    to muscle and sinew and


    the gravid glow in her stomach


    VIII Stochastic order


    the heart blooms like the purple crocus


    the pollen moves in the veins of wind


    IX Peripeteia


    trailing five lengths and fading


    she is channelled towards


    the crown of risen earth


    the alpha female


    waiting on the crest’s far side


    can already hear both


    the approaching wind


    through her antlers


    and the two hearts inside her


    X Pharmakos


    collision is hunger made audible


    XI Catharsis


    atop the marbled snow


    red bubbles breach from fur


    skin shredded and purged


    as they gather and carry her


    through the conifers


    XII Prohairesis (Epilogue)


    Divinity only decides


    the number of teeth:


    forty-two or


    thirty-four.


    Ordination


    through dentition.

  


  
    Migration is Disciplined Wanderlust


    The cerebral compass of birds,


    the solar barb of insects,


    the maternal spurs of mammals.


    And then there’s my seventeen-year-old self


    in the door frame of my parents’ house.


    It’s all a grand march, but modest


    as the footprints of Laetoli.


    Come spring, female caribou separate themselves


    from their male offspring since colts


    aren’t permitted in the calving grounds.


    If intimidation and charging fail, a cow


    will sprint nocturnal across a stretch of ice,


    careful not to leave tracks.


    At a red light on the way to the airport,


    the three a.m. streetlights blurred in rain,


    my mother traces half moons behind my ear


    then grips and regrips the steering wheel,


    knuckles pulsing like the turn signal.


    There is an element of decay


    implicit in parenthood, one


    I am only beginning to understand:


    a votive release and what


    distance really demands.


    How what you love, you want to leave —


    always at the same time.


    My boot tread in the parkade,


    a hoof track in the snowbank,


    an ash etching of a family’s footprints,


    all telling a lie of standing still.

  


  
    Hooves


    Hoof tracks are galloped in the mud of spring


    But the laws of atomic theory tell me


    We never really touch other things.


    Cobwebs of distance divide everything,


    Our fingers can’t feel the grooved bark of trees


    Or hoof tracks pressed into the mud of spring.


    So should we tell the wind beneath the crow’s wing


    Or the child asleep on his mother’s knees


    That we don’t really touch other things?


    I know I won’t find two nuclei touching,


    But I found your shape left on my sheets,


    A hoof track left in the mud of spring.


    In the ocean, I heard the humpback sing


    And I knew I’d give its song my body


    Since I’d never be touched by another thing.


    And in knowing this, there is something


    lost in the space molecular mass needs.


    The hoof is what’s real, the track is nothing


    Because we never really touch other things.

  


  
    The Confession of the Hunter


    I know the weight


    of what we take,


    can tell by the sounds


    of its body clattering


    against a frost that breaks


    like bones, turns to water.


    The eventual evaporation


    of every single thing.


    The bullet pulled out the barrel


    by the sulphur gasp of a match,


    its path unscrolling into silken thread


    that stitches us seamless.


    The wet shiver of young muscle.


    His blood folds me in;


    his chest dripping a dawn sky.


    My clavicle grows


    into a coronet of antlers,


    crowns my heart.

  


  
    Genesis 1:24


    God comes back from the break room


    still wearing His robe and bunny slippers,


    jowls covered in five-day stubble.


    He looks like Hell.


    He puts His coffee on His desk, adding a splash of


    hair-of-the-animal-yet-to-be-created.


    He


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    Irish Elk


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    A Thunderstorm Seven Kilometres West of Old Crow, Yukon


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


OEBPS/Images/caribou.png





OEBPS/Fonts/MyriadPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
eeeeeeeeeeeeee

Richard Kelly Kemick





OEBPS/Fonts/MyriadPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MyriadPro-SemiboldIt.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ArnoPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ArnoPro-Regular.otf


