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INT RODUCT ION

And a sense of  amazement springs up, amazement that we live in a world where
the sun continually rises and sets. 
— David McFadden, “A Cup of  Tea with Issa”

If  Frank O’Hara was the poet of  “Personism” — recording the
minute details of  a life lived in New York City among writers and
artists — then David W. McFadden might be the poet of  “Otherper-
sonism,” recording his fascination with everyone around him: writers,
artists, the guy working the convenience store, the woman on the bus,
in Toronto, Hamilton, Havana or wherever the poet happens to be.

That’s not to say the chameleon-like narrators of  David’s poems
don’t play a pivotal role in the works, whether they are McFadden
himself, an innocent observer or a plain-spoken killer. But David’s
poetry, like David, is social. It’s interested in people, and in trees,
squirrels, dogs and oceans. It’s also social in that it wants to be read,
and it makes itself  readable — not just to academics and to other
poets, but to the convenience-store guy and the woman on the bus.

The socialness seems to arise from a deep humanistic impulse in
David’s work, an interest in and compassion for others that exists
contemporaneously with an imbued despair. When David read
through the final selection for this volume, he remarked on how sad
it is. But when I read his work, I feel that he acknowledges sadness
Ñ  the sadness of  mortality, missed opportunity, war Ñ  but then rev-
els in a delight and wonder, in even the most ordinary things, and in
the privilege of  being alive and getting to look at clouds, watch
movies, listen to Ella Fitzgerald, walk through a neighbourhood and
talk to strangers in bars. Even as a mopey teenage poet, I saw this
love-energy in those fantastic McFadden books I stumbled across in
the public library. Of  course, what also attracted me was how god-
damn funny these poems so often were.

David was born in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1940, and that’s where
he grew up. Barely out of  his teens, he started up a mimeo poetry
mag called Mountain, which lasted a respectable four issues. This drew
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him into contact with some of  Canada’s finest poets of  the era. Then,
into his thirties, he was involved in another type of  writing altogether:
he became a beat reporter for the Hamilton Spectator. Perhaps that’s
where he honed the emphatic clarity of  his poetry lines — and his
fascination with others.

And just as the (considerably less funny) Austrian poet George
Trakl opened his poetry to the mangled bodies he encountered as an
army medic during World War I, so McFadden opened his work to
the corpses and crimes he reported on during his stint at the Hamil-
ton daily. But there is a magic in David’s poetry, which sometimes
comes in the form of  surrealism and sometimes something closer to
magic realism, and it’s there whether he’s writing about a death at a
backyard swimming pool or a chance encounter with a stranger on
the main street of  Nelson, B.C.

And just as he likely felt a responsibility as a chronicler of  facts
for the Spectator, there’s a sense in his poetry that he really has no
choice in his role as a poet.

… why do things that most people scarcely notice
affect me so, why can’t I be like everyone else and simply turn and go
back the way I came without honking? Why do I always have to give a
damn? 
(“Lion in the Road”)

You should have cut it off  six lines ago
yet it strikes me as poor form for a poet
to refrain from writing while inspired.

Anyone can write when inspired. It takes
a master poet to write while uninspired.
Take me for example. When inspired
I have better things to do than compose. 
(“Bathing in Diabolic Acid”)

— 10 —
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The first couple of  generations of  New York Poets were com-
mitted to a poetry that could offer a reader pleasure. So it’s no coin-
cidence that McFadden shares so much with O’Hara (who shows up
in McFadden’s “Frank O’Hara” and “New York,” and whose “LANA
TURNER HAS COLLAPSED!” is echoed in the “STAN LAUREL
CLOSE TO DEATH” line in “Little Spots of  Grease”), with the
New York School’s comedian, Kenneth Koch, and with Ron Padgett,
who writes odes to salt shakers and woodpeckers. There are few
Canadian poets who offer as much pure pleasure as Dave. In fact, he
forbids analysis of  his poems.

When I set out to assemble this volume, I envisioned a book that
would present, in chronological order, a representative selection of
his poems exactly as they were first published. We’d see the trajectory
from twenty-something poet to sixty-something poet. David seemed
game for such a book, too, and was eager to key in all the poems him-
self, which he mostly did. He assured me the only changes he’d make
were to “correct mistakes” in the originals. “Some of  those poems
never got an edit!” he told me.

He’d revised many of  the poems for My Body Was Eaten by Dogs,
the 1982 career overview prepared by Dave’s old friend George Bow-
ering. And for this volume, he found even more, um, mistakes, rang-
ing from commas and line breaks to a word here and there, the
occasional line and sometimes an entire stanza. He really seemed to
go after the word “love” in some of  those sixties poems.

I asked him whether he wasn’t inflicting forty years of  experience
on works he wrote when he was in his twenties. “They were mis-
takes,” he assured me. “I couldn’t let them go by.” And the word
“love”? Was he getting rid of  that because he’d become cynical?
“They were mistakes! I used that word way too often.”

Truth is, the poems he “corrected” are better now, and reading
them through, I didn’t feel I was missing anything I experienced with
original copies of  Poems Worth Knowing or Letters from the Earth to the
Earth. In a few instances, I implored him to go back to the original;
sometimes he agreed, sometimes not. He booted out a few poems en-
tirely and suggested replacements. I didn’t argue much. David wrote

— 11 —
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about the urge to revise in the preface to The Art of Darkness: “The
words are born and die like individual cells of  the body and only the
form is divine.”

And when we were done, I asked him how he’d like to divide the
book. Into decades, like Bowering did, or by book? David thought for
a bit, and then answered delightedly, “I’ll feed the titles into my com-
puter and let it generate a random order! Randomness works well for
me.” (David wrote some of  his greatest poems with the help of  coin
tosses and the I Ching.)

I was disappointed and skeptical, but when he sent me the ran-
domized order the next day and I arranged the poems accordingly, I
saw the brilliance of  this Zen strategy. This book wouldn’t be a nar-
rative tracing the evolution of  my favourite Canadian poet’s career. It
would be a non-hierarchical selection of  his life’s work to date. That’s
not to say I don’t suspect David — whose mischievous persona is as
present as his innocent persona — of  tampering with serendipity. Or
perhaps I just underestimate serendipity.

A few final notes on this selection. First, I decided to go light on
what McFadden calls the Terrafina Trilogy — Gypsy Guitar, ThereÕll Be
Another and Five Star Planet. These titles, all published by Talonbooks,
are (at least nominally) still in print. With the exception of  Anonymity
Suite(1992) and a few works drawn from above/ground chapbooks,
this book favours David’s pre-1987 work. Second, there simply wasn’t
room for many of  McFadden’s long poems, especially book-length
works like “The Poem Poem,” “A New Romance” and “The Poet’s
Progress.” Perhaps some enterprising publisher will produce a vol-
ume that brings those vital accomplishments together. (There’s also
nothing here from the weird little chapbook The Sun Will Not Shine
Forever, which David wrote under the name Wilbur Snowshoe and
bill bissett published under his blewointmentpress imprint.)

David told me in an interview for my magazine Syd & Shirleyin
2005, “From Grade 11 till now I’ve been writing poems every day, or
thinking about it a lot on the occasional day I’d miss. To me an artist
had to work every day, it had to be his entire life, or he was a fake. Feel
that way even more today.”

— 12 —
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As I was working on this selection, David sent me a copy of  a
suite of  over 100 sonnets he’d just completed. It was as exciting as
anything he’d ever written, and he was pushing into new territory. So,
as a look at one poet’s career, the book you’re holding now is still a
work-in-progress. There are intense pleasures here, and intense pleas-
ures to come.

Stuart Ross
Toronto, March 2007

— 13 —
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DESIRE BLOSSOMS

You know how you’re walking late at night
and the ground’s covered with severed human hands
sticking up from the stinking ground like two lips
and the forefinger of  each is pointing at you,
swivelling in synch as you slither by,
each badly in need of  a manicure? No, the
ground is sprinkled with desire blossoms
sticking up in the air like asparagus stalks,
sometimes spewing dull spurts of  blood.
No, the ground is covered with nocturnal robins
each pulling a sleepy earthworm from the earth.
No reason for being alarmed. End of  stanza.

Now you’re imagining extravagant parking lots
with pairs of  red lights going into the ground
below that apartment tower all night long
at the corner of  Bay and St. Joseph where a
lady gastroenterologist was stabbed to death
with a screwdriver by a nut with a loose bolt.
It’s one of  those nights when you say to yourself,
I was wrong, I was too hard-nosed, I didn’t
want to take my half  of  the blame, and any
sense of  humour I’d ever had deserted me.
True nobility of  spirit lies in crying for the
pain of  others and laughing at your own.
My earnest prayer’s to die, if  I must, laughing.
You could make it yours too, my dearest friend.
Don’t be afraid to talk to me. I hear everything you
say even though I have no way of  responding and your
busy signal’s in synch with my busy heart.
I’ve never been very fond of  surprises
unless it’s me who’s surprising you.

— 15 —
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TRAVELLIN’ MAN

My wife asks is it raining out
& I say no
although there are raindrops on the road
& I am all aglow.

How long have I been on the road
as a thought goes through me,
my head dark as a speeding car
with snow tires in rainy summer-night coolness.

It did not rain, the drops dried.
She puts her foot on the rim of  the sink
& towels her ankles pink,
puffy white small clouds below the darker —

Something might have come out of  the sky & spoken
but I was in the bathroom & couldn’t look.

The car sped downhill quite rapidly.
My ears were its wheels.
I was reading a book & couldn’t look.
My ears were joined by an axle.

— 16 —
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AMERICAN SQUIRREL

The brave little American squirrel sets out on a cold
December day in search of  nuts.
He only has eyes for nuts.
And anything that could stop him in his search for nuts.
Such as being run over by a bus.
So you can see that he pays no attention to the cold wind.
Or the blowing leaves dead as ancient carcasses.
Or shoppers shivering in their parkas as
they strive to remember where they parked
their fossilized somnambulistic stinkpots.
But he does pay attention to dogs on the loose,
for a pair of  kamikaze dogs a block away
could be soon upon him breathing flames
and fiery sparks through long sharp teeth
and he would never find another nut. But this poem is not
going to be about the kamikaze/terrorist paradox.

Suddenly the savvy squirrel stumbles onto something —
it’s even bigger and better than any nut —
it’s a giant organic matsu
from some great state or another —
the great state of  Washington —
the great state of  Hawaii —
completely peeled but with only
one little bite taken out of  it.

The squirrel has that apple in its jaws
and he sails up the nearest giant American oak
planted long before the emergence of
our semi-Platonic state-sponsored terrorism
and hides between a pair of  slender limbs
so other squirrels cannot see his grins
and try to horn in on his happiness —
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and so he eats the whole bloody fruit —
gobbles it down until there is nothing left —
it would be nice to save it for winter but
an apple will go rotten: it’s not a nut.

It doesn’t occur to him it may be selfish
to be pigging out while others starve
but the stronger he gets
the better for all the squirrels in the world
or so he conveniently philosophizes
in that squirrelly Margaret Thatcher manner.

And the seeds that may ultimately trickle down
someday improbably will sprout up all around
with Hawaiian matsu trees springing up all along
this avenue, providing even better apples
to come for even better squirrels to come.

But let’s face it, fellow reader, it takes more
than a chewed-up apple seed to grow a tree —
it takes a plan, and knowledge too, and wisdom.
Never will an edible apple arise from some
stingy squirrel spitting out a seed —
and my sleepy brain cells seem to have agreed.…

But take hope, sad-eyed philosophers and seers —
a million brigadiers from right and left hemispheres
have jettisoned their arms and are holding hands
and are singing in my enraptured ears
about their perfect levity, their sweet accord,
and their farewell after all these years
to murder, mayhem, misery, and tears.

— 18 —
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NATURE

Nature commits no errors. 
Ñ Carl Jung

I

ÒTwinkle, Twinkle, Little StarÓ & ÒJingle BellsÓ
I learned to scratch out on the violin
so I could help my little girl
who is falling behind in music class.

Small child with violin.
I spent the afternoon in the library watching people
spending the afternoon in the library
& caught Ravi Shankar & Yehudi Menuhin on TV.

Small child with violin,
surefooted & full of images as a helicopter.

I spent the evening spending the evening
& spending money in the record shop.

Sat quietly for an hour
then played another song on the little fiddle.

Spent the evening watching TV
& praying for adventure.

Spent three minutes devising
a get-rich-quick scheme.

Dreamt of a beautiful woman
then woke up thinking she was going to kill me.

Ñ 19Ñ
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Set up a wire attached to a shotgun
to shoot trespassers. 

Walked down a country road at midnight
praying for flying saucers to come & get me.

II

Nature never makes mistakes, I wrote,
then erased it.
If  God had intended elephants to rollerskate
he never would have sunk Atlantis.

A small power can never make an alliance
with a large power
said Nasser
any more than a lamb with a wolf.

Funny the things you remember. Nasser
flying over the pyramids at 30,000 feet
when I was a 15-year-old somnambulist
the year Canadian TV was invented.

Now that I am much older I question
the wisdom of squeezing pimples.
I know that I am the same person essentially
yet an unknown spirit has seized my soul.

When I was 19 I met a man who was to change
my life. We exchanged souls. He died, then
my soul returned to me. But I canÕt 
get rid of his.

When I was 22 I exchanged souls
with a beautiful older woman. When we die

Ñ 20Ñ
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we hope to exchange notes & observations.
Yet I dream sheÕs a monster.

The year I joined the Mafia was the year
the lights went on all over Canada & the year
Ronald Reagan said ÒWho wouldnÕt want to hold
the highest office in the world?Ó

This is a sort of  history & history
is a provincial responsibility. We hope to prove
Lee Harvey Oswald knew Joey Smallwood.
When you wish upon a streetlamp.

It was midnight & I looked at the tree
& decided two branches had to be pruned
& when I went out in the morning with my saw
I saw the two branches had fallen off.

I dreamt I sat on a rock at the intersection
of  two fateful paths
& all around me the trees were talking.

I dreamt I wrote all night
trying to give what has me by the hair
the opportunity to speak.

I dreamt my work was throwing light
out into the dark night
in out of the sunny day.

III

My daughter will become a famous fiddler
& she will enjoy bandaging my fingers
broken on the day she was born, & I am guilty

Ñ 21Ñ
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of  telling her Niagara Falls stopped falling that day
& a snowy owl flew into the house
& died on the kitchen floor
& my Book of Oracles predicted
sheÕd be born Òafter the bones are broken.Ó

Also on that day a man from Glace Bay
came to Hamilton & got a job at the Steel Company
& married a girl who could not paint, it made her sick.
ÒHow come all the guys at work, their wives paint
& in this house I have to do all the painting?Ó
he said & she said ÒIt makes me sick, but donÕt forget
I do all the gardening. I even mow the lawn
with that heavy monstrous lawnmower.Ó

I wonÕt mention the name of the province
but it starts with a Q & all the people there
are bisexual. Two guys came here from there
& killed a guy from here for $20.
They went back there & spent the $20
printing communist handbills on Albania.

When I went there I arrived there
after leaving here
& knocked on the Prime MinisterÕs door
& he was watching wrestling on TV.
Sit down & watch with me, he said,
IÕll go get us a couple of cold ones.
When he came back he said Wrestling? Why
are you watching that crap, thatÕs only for morons.
When I took a sip of beer he said Beer?
You people from Hamilton sure are slobs.

Then he became a beautiful woman
& I began to feel uneasy

Ñ 22Ñ
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then she became a monster with fangs
& I spilled my beer & backed into a corner.

Around the room she flew
cackling ÒYes itÕs true
those two from QÑ
were intending to kill YOU!Ó 

IV

Hello, hello, my little friends, I certainly wish you were
a litter of little kittens so I could hear you purr.
A group of 14 Canadian tourists has been found shot to death
by the tomb of the unknown soldier.
We interrupt this newsflash to bring you a bulletin.
The bodies have vanished, & with them the tomb.

Remember when you worked the midnight shift
at the glass factory
& I would walk with you to work
& sleep on the grass outside the plant
& you would wake me up when you finished in the morning Ñ

Remember when I would wake up at night & think of you
& record the time, then you would feel me thinking of you
& record the time, & in the morning we would compare times,
& we were always hours out?

Remember when I phoned you at 2 a.m. & some practical joker
said you had been caught in the glass-crushing machine
& they were pulling pieces of you out of the machine
& I slashed my wrists & in the morning you came out
& found me slumped in the bloody phone booth
& gave me mouth-to-mouth breathing
& bandaged my wrists & saved my life Ñ

Ñ 23Ñ
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And did those feet in ancient time
wade through CanadaÕs endless slime?
Flowers, poems, beautiful music
in this far northern clime?

And we were walking through the vacant shopping centre
at midnight, spring, 1960, full virginal moon,
dizzy in the shopping centre under the moon
that had shone on Troy. Or rather Hamilton
before the shopping centre had been built,
in fact before the racetrack that had been ripped out
to build the shopping centre had been built.
When there were streams bouncing down the escarpment
& seeping through the swamps,
before the beaver dam was ripped out to build
the Pussycat Theatre,

& we held hands & didnÕt know what was happening
& now we do not know what is happening & hold hands.

V

Nature was nature before it was born,
just as your mother, cousin, is my aunt.
I do not want to draw attention
to human error.

I have certain tastes
that I will not have exploited
but I refuse to have them distorted
to save them from being exploited.

The mother of us all was never paid
for her idealistic contribution
to the distribution of male & female babies
throughout the countryside.

Ñ 24Ñ
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Throughout the countryside I travelled
tossing my seed to and fro:
this after I ceased
using my mother tongue.

I met a woman who told me
there are certain words I must not utter
speak or write or even think
or I will find myself in another world.

She had her own taboo words, but mine
were not hers, so she told me mine,
but could not tell me hers
because, as do I, she likes this world.

Or at least she liked it then.
I donÕt know, perhaps
she is gone now, & if  I say one of the words
I may find myself with her again, trapped.

I met a woman in her eighties
who nightly dreams of those
who have been dead 50 years,
with clarity.

For there are still those
who like this world.
There are still those
who do not know what is happening.

There are still those
who lust after words
& afterwards they lust
after other things.

Ñ 25Ñ
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There are still those who could not possibly
know what is happening
& they still lust
after what is happening.

VI

If  you could see a thought
it would look like a typewriter
& if  you could see me now
you would know I am not a thought.

But if you could think of me now
you would know I am a thought
& always will be
every time you think of me.

What about the future?
I asked nature
& nature answered me
flawlessly.

The young friendly trees
flow up from the earth.
They will let you touch them
& listen to them.

There is a rock among the trees
you can sit & listen
& the trees continually say
ÒCommit no error, commit no error.Ó

ÒNothing dies. When you strive
for immortality
you are like a tree striving
to be a tree.Ó

Ñ 26Ñ
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In each piece of air
we draw into our lungs
there is enough power to keep us
alive for a few moments.

It is not my place
to tell you to breathe deeply
for nature commits no errors
& doctors bury their mistakes.

There is enough power
in a glass of water
there is enough power
in 100 bean sprouts

there is enough power
in a motorboat
there is enough power
in the solar system.

Nowhere is there not enough
power, at least nowhere
I have seen, unless
I have buried a mistake.

It is not my place
to talk about power,
I am only the man
who cuts the grass.

Perhaps I have been wrong
to talk of power
perhaps it would have been more proper
to continue with air.
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Perhaps it would have been wrong
to continue with air
for I am only a man
who knows nothing about air power.

But then again I have not
criticized 
any member of the armed forces
for discussing air power

& of  course no one
has criticized me,
but I am fearful
of  being in error

for to be in error
is to be out of nature
looking in, there is
pain in that.

For pain reminds us
an error has been made
& is then a part
of  an error.

For pain reminds us
no error has been made
& a lie reminds us
no error can ever be made.

To err is superhuman.
To forgive is to
commit an error,
unnatural, divine.
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Is it natural to be perfect?
Is it perfectly natural
to cut the grass
with a power mower?

I do not know everything.
Nor do I know
exactly what I do know
so I will write some more.

I will repeat this line:
I do not know everything
& I will repeat it again:
I do not know everything

& I could repeat it forever
not knowing if it be true
for I do not know
what I mean by I.

Nature nature on the wall
Nature nature in the hall
Nature grabs me by the hair
I am natureÕs living doll.

Wherever error flies
it hits its mark.
Nothing dies,
the night is dark.
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