
Something That Happens Right Now – by William Stafford 

I haven’t told this before. By our house on the plains before I was born my father 
planted a maple. At night after bedtime when others were asleep I would go out and 
stand beside it and know all the way north and all the way south. Air from the fields 
wandered in. Stars waited with me. All of us ached with a silence, needing the next 
thing, but quiet. We leaned into midnight and then leaned back. On the rise to the west 
the radio tower blinked—so many messages pouring by.  

A great surge came rushing from everywhere and wrapped all the land and sky. Where 
were we going? How soon would our house break loose and become a little speck 
lost in the vast night? My father and mother would die. The maple tree would stand 
right there. With my hand on that smooth bark we would watch it all. Then my feet 
would come loose from Earth and rise by the power of longing. I wouldn’t let the others 
know about this, but I would be everywhere, as I am right now, a thin tone like the 
wind, a sip of blue light—no source, no end, no horizon. 

 
 
  
Ask Me – by William Stafford 
Some time when the river is ice ask me 
mistakes I have made.  Ask me whether 
what I have done is my life.  Others 
have come in their slow way into 
my thought, and some have tried to help 
or to hurt: ask me what difference 
their strongest love or hate has made. 

I will listen to what you say. 
You and I can turn and look 
at the silent river and wait.  We know 
the current is there, hidden; and there 
are comings and goings from miles away 
that hold the stillness exactly before us. 
What the river says, that is what I say. 

    
 
 
 
 



Traveling through the Dark – by William Stafford 
Traveling through the dark I found a deer 
dead on the edge of the Wilson River road. 
It is usually best to roll them into the canyon: 
that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead. 
 
By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car    
and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;    
she had stiffened already, almost cold. 
I dragged her off; she was large in the belly. 
 
My fingers touching her side brought me the reason— 
her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,    
alive, still, never to be born. 
Beside that mountain road I hesitated. 
 
The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;    
under the hood purred the steady engine. 
I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;    
around our group I could hear the wilderness listen. 
 
I thought hard for us all—my only swerving—,    
then pushed her over the edge into the river. 

 
 
THINKING FOR BERKY 
by William Stafford 
In the late night listening from bed 
I have joined the ambulance or the patrol 
screaming toward some drama, the kind of end 
that Berky must have some day, if she isn't dead. 
 
The wildest of all, her father and mother cruel, 
farming out there beyond the old stone quarry 
where highschool lovers parked their lurching cars, 
Berky learned to love in that dark school. 
 
Early her face was turned away from home 
toward any hardworking place; but still her soul, 
with terrible things to do, was alive, looking out 



for the rescue that—surely, some day—would have to come. 
 
Windiest nights, Berky, I have thought for you, 
and no matter how lucky I've been I've touched wood. 
There are things not solved in our town though tomorrow came: 
there are things time passing can never make come true. 
 
We live in an occupied country, misunderstood; 
justice will take us millions of intricate moves. 
Sirens will hunt down Berky, you survivors in your beds 
listening through the night, so far and good. 
 
 
EARTH DWELLER by William Stafford 
It was all the clods at once become 
precious; it was the barn, and the shed, 
and the windmill, my hands, the crack 
Arlie made in the ax handle: oh, let me stay 
here humbly, forgotten, to rejoice in it all; 
let the sun casually rise and set. 
If I have not found the right place, 
teach me; for, somewhere inside, the clods are 
vaulted mansions, lines through the barn sing 
for the saints forever, the shed and the windmill  
rear so glorious the sun shudders like a gong. 
 
Now I know why people worship, carry around 
magic emblems, wake up talking dreams 
they teach to their children: the world speaks. 
The world speaks everything to us. 
It is our only friend. 
 
 
 
One Evening  
by William Stafford 
On a frozen pond a mile north of Liberal  
almost sixty years ago I skated wild circles  
while a strange pale sun went down.  
 



A scattering of dry brown reeds cluttered  
the ice at one end of the pond, and a fitful  
breeze ghosted little surface eddies of snow.  
 
No house was in sight, no tree, only  
the arched wide surface of the earth  
holding the pond and me under the sky.  
 
I would go home, confront all my years, the tangled  
events to come, and never know more than I did  
that evening waving my arms in the lemon-colored light.  
 
 
Ritual to Read to Each Other 

 By William Stafford 
 
If you don't know the kind of person I am 
and I don't know the kind of person you are 
a pattern that others made may prevail in the world 
and following the wrong god home we may miss our star. 
 
For there is many a small betrayal in the mind, 
a shrug that lets the fragile sequence break 
sending with shouts the horrible errors of childhood 
storming out to play through the broken dike. 
 
And as elephants parade holding each elephant's tail, 
but if one wanders the circus won't find the park, 
I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty 
to know what occurs but not recognize the fact. 
 
And so I appeal to a voice, to something shadowy, 
a remote important region in all who talk: 
though we could fool each other, we should consider— 
lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark. 
 
For it is important that awake people be awake, 
or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep; 
the signals we give — yes or no, or maybe — 
should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 



The Concealment: Ishi, the Last Wild Indian  
by William Stafford 
 
A rock, a leaf, mud, even the grass 
Ishi the shadow man had to put back where it was. 
In order to live he had to hide that he did. 
His deep canyon he kept unmarked for the world, 
and only his face became lined, because no one saw it 
and it therefore didn’t make any difference. 
 
If he appeared, he died; and he was the last. Erased 
footprints, berries that purify the breath, rituals 
before dawn with water—even the dogs roamed a land 
unspoiled by Ishi who used to own it, with his aunt 
and uncle, whose old limbs bound in willow bark finally 
stopped and were hidden under the rocks, in sweet leaves. 
 
We ought to help change that kind of premature suicide, 
the existence gradually mottle away till the heartbeat 
blends and the messages all go one way from the world 
and disappear inward: Ishi lived. It was all right 
for him to make a track. In California now where his opposites 
unmistakably dwell we wander their streets 
 
And sometime whisper his name— 
“Ishi.” 
 
Once in the 40’s 
  By William Stafford 
We were alone one night on a long 
road in Montana. This was in winter, a big 
night, far to the stars. We had hitched, 
my wife and I, and left our ride at 
a crossing to go on. Tired and cold—but 
brave—we trudged along. This, we said, 
was our life, watched over, allowed to go 
where we wanted. We said we’d come back some time 
when we got rich. We’d leave the others and find 
a night like this, whatever we had to give, 
and no matter how far, to be so happy again. 



LIT INSTRUCTOR 
BY William Stafford 
Day after day up there beating my wings 
with all the softness truth requires 
I feel them shrug whenever I pause: 
they class my voice among tentative things, 
 
And they credit fact, force, battering. 
I dance my way toward the family of 
knowing, 
embracing stray error as a long-lost boy 
and bringing him home with my fluttering. 
 
Every quick feather asserts a just claim; 
it bites like a saw into white pine. 
I communicate right; but explain to the 
dean— 
well, Right has a long and intricate name. 
 
And the saying of it is a lonely thing 
 
 
When I Met My Muse 
BY William Stafford 
I glanced at her and took my glasses 

off - they were still singing. They buzzed 

like a locust on the coffee table and then 

ceased. Her voice belled forth, and the 

sunlight bent. I felt the ceiling arch, and 

knew that nails up there took a new grip 

on whatever they touched. "I am your own 

way of looking at things," she said. "When 

you allow me to live with you, every 

glance at the world around you will be 

a sort of salvation." And I took her hand. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



An Oregon Message 
BY WILLIAM E.  STAFFORD 

When we first moved here, pulled    
the trees in around us, curled    
our backs to the wind, no one    
had ever hit the moon—no one. 
Now our trees are safer than the stars,    
and only other people's neglect    
is our precious and abiding shell, 
pierced by meteors, radar, and the telephone. 
 
From our snug place we shout 
religiously for attention, in order to hide:    
only silence or evasion will bring 
dangerous notice, the hovering hawk 
of the state, or the sudden quiet stare    
and fatal estimate of an alerted neighbor. 
 
This message we smuggle out in    
its plain cover, to be opened    
quietly: Friends everywhere— 
we are alive! Those moon rockets    
have missed millions of secret    
places! Best wishes. 
 
Burn this. 

 
 
The Way it Is 
BY William Stafford 
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change. But it doesn’t change. 
People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 
But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 



 
 
You and Art 
by William Stafford 
Your exact errors make a music 
that nobody hears. 
Your straying feet find the great dance, 
walking alone. 
And you live on a world where stumbling 
always leads home. 

Year after year fits over your face— 
when there was youth, your talent 
was youth; 
later, you find your way by touch 
where moss redeems the stone; 

and you discover where music begins 
before it makes any sound, 
far in the mountains where canyons go 
still as the always-falling, ever-new flakes of snow. 

 


