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Dora Williams

              When Reuben Pantier ran away and threw me 

              I went to Springfield. There I met a lush, 

              Whose father just deceased left him a fortune. 

              He married me when drunk. My life was wretched. 

              A year passed and one day they found him dead. 

              That made me rich. I moved on to Chicago. 

              After a time met Tyler Rountree, villain. 

              I moved on to New York. A gray-haired magnate 

              Went mad about me -- so another fortune. 

             He died one night right in my arms, you know. 

             (I saw his purple face for years thereafter.) 

             There was almost a scandal. I moved on, 

             This time to Paris. I was now a woman, 

             Insidious, subtle, versed in the world and rich. 

             My sweet apartment near the Champs Élysées 

             Became a center for all sorts of people, 

             Musicians, poets, dandies, artists, nobles, 

             Where we spoke French and German, Italian, English. 

             I wed Count Navigato, native of Genoa. 

             We went to Rome. He poisoned me, I think. 

             Now in the Campo Santo overlooking 

             The sea where young Columbus dreamed new worlds, 

             See what they chiseled: "Contessa Navigato 

             Implora eterna quiete." 

Notes 

1] Reuben Pantier: another of Masters' Spoon River characters.
2] lush: alcoholic.
15] Champs Élysées: a well-known boulevard in Paris.
21] Campo Santo: a cemetery on the south side of St. Peter's in Rome.
24] "... begs for eternal peace" (Italian).

Yee Bow

They got me into the Sunday-school 

In Spoon River 

And tried to get me to drop Confucius for Jesus. 

I could have been no worse off 

If I had tried to get them to drop Jesus for Confucius. 

For, without any warning, as if it were a prank, 

And sneaking up behind me, Harry Wiley, 

The minister's son, caved my ribs into my lungs, 

With a blow of his fist. 

Now I shall never sleep with my ancestors in Pekin, 

And no children shall worship at my grave. 

Notes 

1] Yee Bow: an laundry-man in Lewistown, according to Edgar Lee Masters' Across Spoon River: An Autobiography (New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1936): 138.
3] Confucius: religious philosopher and moralist of China (551-479 B.C.).
10] Pekin: Beijing, capital of the People's Republic of China.


Lucinda Matlock

              1I went to the dances at Chandlerville, 

              2And played snap-out at Winchester. 

              3One time we changed partners, 

              4Driving home in the moonlight of middle June, 

              5And then I found Davis. 

              6We were married and lived together for seventy years, 

              7Enjoying, working, raising the twelve children, 

              8Eight of whom we lost 

              9Ere I had reached the age of sixty. 

            10I spun, I wove, I kept the house, I nursed the sick, 

            11I made the garden, and for holiday 

            12Rambled over the fields where sang the larks, 

            13And by Spoon River gathering many a shell, 

            14And many a flower and medicinal weed -- 

            15Shouting to the wooded hills, singing to the green valleys. 

            16At ninety-six I had lived enough, that is all, 

            17And passed to a sweet repose. 

            18What is this I hear of sorrow and weariness, 

            19Anger, discontent and drooping hopes? 

            20Degenerate sons and daughters, 

            21Life is too strong for you -- 

            22It takes life to love Life. 

Notes 

1] The poet's paternal grandmother (1814-1910), according to Masters' "The Genesis of Spoon River," The American Mercury 28 (Jan. 1933): 39.

2] snap-out: perhaps "snap," "A U.S. party game in which one of the players chases another round a ring formed by the rest" (OED "snap," sb., 5f).

6] Lucinda married Squire Davis Masters on March 6, 1834.

Seth Compton

              1When I died, the circulating library 

              2Which I built up for Spoon River, 

              3And managed for the good of inquiring minds, 

              4Was sold at auction on the public square, 

              5As if to destroy the last vestige 

              6Of my memory and influence. 

              7For those of you who could not see the virtue 

              8Of knowing Volney's "Ruins" as well as Butler's "Analogy" 

              9And "Faust" as well as "Evangeline," 

            10Were really the power in the village, 

            11And often you asked me, 

            12"What is the use of knowing the evil in the world?" 

            13I am out of your way now, Spoon River, 

            14Choose your own good and call it good. 

            15For I could never make you see 

            16That no one knows what is good 

            17Who knows not what is evil; 

            18And no one knows what is true 

            19Who knows not what is false. 

Notes 

8] The Ruins, or Meditations on the Revolutions of Empires (1791) by Constantin Francois Volney (1757-1820), a free-thinking study; and Analogy of Religion (1736) by Joseph Butler (1692-1752).

9] Goethe's Faust (1834) and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's Evangeline (1847): poems about, respectively, boundless ambition and unhappy love.

 Reuben Pantier 


WELL, Emily Sparks, your prayers were not wasted,
 

Your love was not all in vain.
 

I owe whatever I was in life
 

To your hope that would not give me up,
 

To your love that saw me still as good.
         5

Dear Emily Sparks, let me tell you the story.
 

I pass the effect of my father and mother;
 

The milliner’s daughter made me trouble
 

And out I went in the world,
 

Where I passed through every peril known
  10

Of wine and women and joy of life.
 

One night, in a room in the Rue de Rivoli,
 

I was drinking wine with a black-eyed cocotte,
 

And the tears swam into my eyes.
 

She thought they were amorous tears and smiled
  15

For thought of her conquest over me.
 

But my soul was three thousand miles away,
 

In the days when you taught me in Spoon River.
 

And just because you no more could love me,
 

Nor pray for me, nor write me letters,
  20

The eternal silence of you spoke instead.
 

And the black-eyed cocotte took the tears for hers,
 

As well as the deceiving kisses I gave her.
 

Somehow, from that hour, I had a new vision—
 

Dear Emily Sparks!

“Indignation” Jones 


YOU would not believe, would you,
 
That I came from good Welsh stock?
 
That I was purer blooded than the white trash here?
 
And of more direct lineage than the New Englanders
 
And Virginians of Spoon River?
         5
You would not believe that I had been to school
 
And read some books.
 
You saw me only as a run-down man,
 
With matted hair and beard
 
And ragged clothes.
  10
Sometimes a man’s life turns into a cancer
 
From being bruised and continually bruised,
 
And swells into a purplish mass,
 
Like growths on stalks of corn.
 
Here was I, a carpenter, mired in a bog of life
  15
Into which I walked, thinking it was a meadow,
 
With a slattern for a wife, and poor Minerva, my daughter,
 
Whom you tormented and drove to death.
 
So I crept, crept, like a snail through the days
 
Of my life.
  20
No more you hear my footsteps in the morning,
 
Resounding on the hollow sidewalk,
 
Going to the grocery store for a little corn meal
 
And a nickel’s worth of bacon.


 Petit, the Poet 

SEEDS in a dry pod, tick, tick, tick,
 
Tick, tick, tick, like mites in a quarrel—
 
Faint iambics that the full breeze wakens—
 
But the pine tree makes a symphony thereof.
 
Triolets, villanelles, rondels, rondeaus,
         5
Ballades by the score with the same old thought:
 
The snows and the roses of yesterday are vanished;
 
And what is love but a rose that fades?
 
Life all around me here in the village:
 
Tragedy, comedy, valor and truth,
  10
Courage, constancy, heroism, failure—
 
All in the loom, and oh what patterns!
 
Woodlands, meadows, streams and rivers—
 
Blind to all of it all my life long.
 
Triolets, villanelles, rondels, rondeaus,
  15
Seeds in a dry pod, tick, tick, tick,
 
Tick, tick, tick, what little iambics,
 
While Homer and Whitman roared in the pines?
 

