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THE CAFE REVIEW: There is a blank page on the desk and a world in upheaval, what are your first words?   

KIM RESPONDS: These have always been the conditions for writers. The world has never been calm, steady, still. The world has always been on fire, mortality imminent, the spirit of life vital. The first words will come from what is most alive at the moment of creation.  

THE CAFE REVIEW: Given the state of world politics and the upsurge in violence as a means to dealing with disagreement, how do you see writers and artists working most effectively to facilitate peace?    

KIM RESPONDS: Language is the fundamental human alternative to violence. Clarity, honesty, courage, compassion, and connection through language is the basis for human reconciliation. War is easy, peace is hard. But peace results from communication, and writers are in the business of communication. So our work is of the highest priority no matter what is happening around us.

THE CAFE REVIEW: Do you find yourself going back to your father's work as a source of encouragement and hope?    

KIM RESPONDS: My father’s work is important, and for the past decade I have taken time from my own creative life to edit and promote his work (most recently by editing Every War Has Two Losers: William Stafford on Peace & War from Milkweed Editions). But as a writer, I am more impelled by his example than by his writing. I believe the most important literature of our time is the unwritten—the not-yet-heard voices of children, parents, world citizens of all kinds. And I am one of those citizens, so I do what my father did: Write the best you have, and try to make human visions available in the world.

THE CAFE REVIEW: As a war-resistor myself, I realize that I have become, as many in my generation seem to have become, complacent and too comfortable. How do you guide your own children on the "path toward peace"?    

KIM RESPONDS: Can I answer that question with a poem? 

           Beside the Road

 While Our Nation Is at War

 In our son’s young hand,

 borrowed from the ground in California,

 five acorns glisten and roll.

 “Dad! These could be bullets!

 Will you help me make a gun!?”

 His eyes look up into mine.

 “Or dad! They could be magic seeds! 

 Will you help me make a bag

 with a hole—so they drop 

 along the path and grow!?”

 I take his hand in mine:

 “Little friend, we must decide.”

There are many moments in daily life where our child is caught by the world’s ways, and we are asked to be present, witness, accompany the child in the decisions before us—large and small.

THE CAFE REVIEW: Do you see yourself as a writer who is greatly influenced by your father's work, as someone building a tradition of peace-action and mindful citizenship?  Can you talk about how your work is similar to his? What about differences?

KIM RESPONDS: One answer might be that I’ve written a book on this question: Every Morning: Remembering My Father, William Stafford (Graywolf Press). But the question remains pertinent in my experience. When we would give readings together, the contrast between my father’s way with words and my own seemed pronounced to me. His poems were compact, deft, brooding, “trenchant” as he might say. Mine tended to ramble, to surrender to pleasure in song-like utterance, to seek variety of voice and form. My father would shake his head. And smile. 
I think his distinctive voice was partly a result of his habit of rising early in the dark to write alone. “I thought hard for us all,” he says in his most famous poem, “Traveling Through the Dark.” And his writing was formed in the crucible of World War II, when he was a conscientious objector isolated from his country during a popular war. By contrast, I often write in company—with my students, with fellow writers, under the spell of something I have overheard.

  
But again, it seems to me I am more influenced by my father’s practice than by his writings. I believe we both see the writer as peace-maker, as witness for reconciliation, as quiet, steady voice for human connection in a world of shouting and division. The writer lets ideas open, songs declare themselves, human stories find their voice. This is oxygen, light, water for the synthesis of human possibility. 

THE CAFE REVIEW: You mention that you "often write in company." Do you find the opportunity to create poems with that group voice, a sort of collaborative writing?  Do you feel this releases writer's from their own egos and opens the voice of the writing?

KIM RESPONDS: 

In my experience writing in a room with others, we do not create a common voice. Each writer in the circle continues to write in a distinctive voice. What changes is the context of purpose for our writing. We share a sense of what is important--honesty, courage, speaking directly to real people. And we have been inducted into a zone of truth-telling that has no room for the little dance of ego that can ruin language. 

     I can remember one session, for example, where on writer in the circle began like this: "I am dying of leukemia. I have about six months. I've begun a series of letters to my wife that I want to get just right. I hope the group can help me as I write."

     After that introduction, we all knew our writing would be direct, difficult, and as full of life as we could manage.

THE CAFE REVIEW:  As a teacher and a parent have you found yourself learning or

re-learning things from your child?  Can you speak about this sort of "spinning table" and the need for us to pay attention to any and all teachers?

KIM RESPONDS: A child in a writer's life provides the same kind of urgency for courage that I have described in the writing circle. Our seven-year-old is constantly reminding me to return to points of origin in my art. The other day he said, "Can I have a pen? I want to write a letter to my future self."

    This same kind of thing happens in class with young writers. We would never be the same, I remember, when one third-grader began her poem "God woke up and he heard a dinosaur, and he said to myself, 'How come he am in the old day?'" 

THE CAFE REVIEW: How do we best foster the discovery of the "unwritten literature" you speak of?  Are you thinking of yourself as recording those voices or liberating them so that the silent can speak for themselves?

KIM RESPONDS: My ideal would be a world where everyone tells stories, sings songs, composes poems and ballads and blessings for all occasions. As a teacher, I try to invite as many voices into this practice as I can. At the same time, my role as a writer sometimes seems to be to hear, remember, and include "language from the world" in my own compositions. In this practice, I feel less like an individual artist and more like a scribe for the wisdom around me in the voices of others.

THE CAFE REVIEW: When you discuss your own writing as "[tending]to ramble, to surrender to pleasure in song-like utterance," do you mean that your poems are initiated in sound rather than content?  Would you talk about how you approach your writing?

KIM RESPONDS: Sound is very important. Rhythm. My father used to say he knew what a poem was going to smell like--he had a visceral anticipation of what was trying to happen in his writing. A twinge, hunch, thread. 

     Just this morning, I overheard from the next office a friend reading from an email she had just received, a parent describing her grown son's struggles for independence: "hard to watch, impossible to control." I knew at once that the terse, compact, resonant of those particular words wanted to be part of something that would last. So I began writing from that phrase.

THE CAFE REVIEW: How do you determine the difference between what will be a poem and what will be a song lyric or do you use them interchangeably?

KIM RESPONDS: I remember writing on my napkin in a country cafe a line that came to me "out of nowhere": "There's warmth that's left in a coffee cup when the coffee's been all drunk up....so my heart still holds a mem-o-ry of you...." That, clearly, wants to be a song, a country song. That is a cliché that is longing, as Charles Simic once said, to enter great literature.

     When the rhythm that begins in the mind is deliberate, intimate, conversational-with-heft, it's a poem that's happening. When the rhythm and sound are a cadence that has a bit more long-distance feel, it may be an essay or story that is trying to happen. But when the line begins in the mind with the buoyancy of a hum that wants to rhyme, then a song, a magic creature, has edged into the light: "If crows were your brothers and you were my lover, I'd ask them if you might step into the night...."

THE CAFE REVIEW:  I have to say that I found the last two lines of "Beside the Road While Our nation Is at War" particularly moving. There is an inclusiveness in the "we must decide" that carries your history, the history of language, and the future of your child's voice as inextricable from each other. Is this part of the bridge of language you refer to?

KIM RESPONDS: One thing I feel happening in the world now is a need for the big "We." I feel this happening in writing. World citizens need songs, poems, stories, lullabies that have this big we. Parents need this, children, friends across boundaries. It's not "I must decide" (my father's "I thought hard for us all..."), and it's not "You must decide...," and certainly not "The one we elected must decide...." No. We must decide. Our leaders need us to decide what is important and will prevail. Writers help the big we.

THE CAFE REVIEW: Do you see writers as primarily vessels for the birth of opening ideas and songs or the makers of the ideas?

KIM RESPONDS: My father has a poem called "Vocation" that ends with a parent saying to a child, "Your job is to find what the world is trying to be." I think this line, this imperative, defines the writer's whole vocation. The job of the writer, the artist, the child is to find what the world is trying to be--the force of life in our time now.

THE CAFE REVIEW: Do you have any new projects on your desk and would you share any thoughts about them?

KIM RESPONDS: All kinds of projects--essays, poems, songs. What if we had a radio broadcast at 7pm each evening with a lullaby in a different language of the world? What if each American traveling overseas--soldiers, students, tourists--carried a little book of stories of reconciliation, perhaps in multiple languages? What if we began to lean our email habits toward reconciliation...seeking daily for places where "eloquent listening" could invite courage and connection? 

     Into my mind the other day came a phrase that sounded like a book title: "The Killer and the Yenta." The idea went like this: we have habits that kill. We have habits that join, unite, marry. Might there be a little book of stories, poems, considerations that explore these two impulses in human life? Who knows where that might lead?

THE CAFE REVIEW: Kim, thank you for speaking with us.  We appreciate your work as a poet and a peace-maker and your dedication to preserving your father's voice while speaking for yourself.  As our children move out into the world hopefully they will continue to work toward peace until every family holds it as a tradition.

 KIM RESPONDS: Thank you for letting me babble. It will take all of us.


###
