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Part I





11           that two of her brothers-
in-law fought in the Great War—
Owen, fallen in the Dardanelles,
Allan, scarred by flames 
that consumed his fragile plane,

. . . so long she grieved year after year 
for her cousin born at the height
 of the First War, shot at the start 
of the Second, Mort pour la France.
“instantly, painlessly,” she was told,

. . . long enough to be half-blind
in a nursing home when
the glow and rumble of Desert Storm 
reminded her of a peasant girl 
named Joan burned alive in 1431.
 
“That was long ago. I was young,” 
she said. “War was terrible. Thank God  
it doesn’t happen any more.”

My mother lived so long
   



12 A plain steel blade made the bayonet lethal.
A simple boulder served to kill Abel.
One clever teen assembles IED’s.
Another learns to maneuver drones.

How to Make Love, Not War?  
Love is as rare as precious metals.
Hate spreads over the roads like gravel.

The Sword Is Sharper Than the Word
   



13Sven Svenson, 
 in sudden skirmish,
set upon his only son.

 I sing of men masked, 
helmeted, 
 metal-mantled.
 
Said Svenson: “Whoa! 
 I must know whom
I’m slaughtering.  
 Your parentage was What?”  

“Weary horseman, 
 I am Snorri Svenson-son,
a waif
 when my old man
went warring
 (whoring too, I’ll wager.)” 

The elder Warrior, 
 wit-wounded, roared: 
“Obscene Offense!” 
 and, with oaken lance, 
unhorsed the younger. 

 One-on-one
on foot they fought 
 swords in the open.
 
Sven, incensed 
 by impudence,
ran a sword through his once 
 cherished son.    
    
So goes the story as I heard it.  
 Kinder versions exist.
To me, this one rings true:
 Vainglory trumps 

the memory of Affection.
 I was raised in that tradition.

Old Norse Warriors
    for Benjamin Bagby



14 1. Prologue

Bartolomé de Las Casas wants a goat for his birthday. “No goat,” his 
father says:  
“You’re getting something better.” “Lord,” thinks the lad, “let it not 
be a sword.”
Worse than a sword, it’s a tawny boy brought to Seville from the 
Indies. 

 “What will I do with him?”  
 “Whatever you want. He’s yours.” 

 “I want him gone.” 
 “Then, take him out in a boat and drown 
him.”

Bartolomé won’t look the stranger in the eye. If you see the two 
standing side by side, you’ll think the tall Amerindian is Master and 
the sullen Spaniard his Slave.

The Devastation of the Indies 
   



152. Bees At War

Hector Poullet, a poet, linguist, teacher and entrepreneur, pollinates 
his vanilla plants, flower by flower, with a Q-tip. He explains that 
here on Guadeloupe there once were stingless bees, Meliponini, 
that specialized in pollinating vanilla, and their entire population 
was exterminated by more aggressive swarms brought from Europe. 
Gardeners like him, who want to grow vanilla, have to rise at the 
fleeting moment of the morning when the flower opens and pollen 
can successfully be transferred from stamen to anther. To the visitor, 
this story of extinction sounds like an allegory in which European 
bees figure conquistadors and colonizers while the stingless bees 
are Arawaks felled by Carib spears, Caribs stung in turn by Spanish 
swords and guns.

   



16 3. Call and Response in Santo Domingo

“The sky is flooded with light!”
“A light in the shape of the Cross!  the work of God’s hand!”
“I shit in God’s hand.”
“Shit on the blind guy who runs this country.  He put the Cross in 
the sky . . .”
“A Cross of light bulbs that drains all the power from our neighbor-
hood.”
“It makes me happy to see our power in the Cross.”
“I’d rather have it in my TV so I could see the telenovelas.”
“But the Cross is on the roof of the world’s biggest lighthouse!”
“A tomb for the bones of Columbus.”
 “I shit on the bones of Columbus!”
“The greatest navigator in history!”
“He saw Santo Domingo and thought it was China.  He must have 
been as blind as our blind guy.”
“Or as me.  I can’t see a thing in my own house.”
“You call that a house?  What’s to see in that hen-coop?”
“I almost saw Tomas return to his lover Imelda.  He had just come to 
her door when the screen went blank.”
“Pobrecita! I’ll bet you were hoping for something to have a good cry 
about!”
“A bunch of Dominicans in the dark under a Cross—isn’t that 
enough to cry about?”
 

   



17  When the infernal Judge Maillart was taking
  Lord Semblançay to die on Falcon Hill,
  Which of them do you suppose was making
  The best of things?  Observe them well:
  Maillart seemed like someone deathly ill.
  Semblançay was such a firm old man
  You’d think he was the one whose steady hand  
  Led Maillart up to hang on Falcon Hill.

Epigram, after Clément Marot, 1496(?)-1544
   


