Welcome to Hiroshima
Mary Jo Salter, 1985

is what you first see, stepping off the train:
a billboard brought to you in living English
by Toshiba Electric. While a channel

silent in the TV of the brain

projects those flickering re-runs of a cloud
that brims its risen columnful like beer
and, spilling over, hangs its foamy head,
you feel a thirst for history: what year

it started to be safe to breathe the air,

and when to drink the blood and scum afloat
on the Ohta River. But no, the water's clear,
they pour it for your morning cup of tea

in one of the countless sunny coffee shops
whose plastic dioramas advertise
mutations of cuisine behind the glass:

a pancake sandwich; a pizza someone tops

with a maraschino cherry. Passing by

the Peace Park's floral hypocenter (where
how bravely, or with what mistaken cheer,
humanity erased its own erasure),

you enter the memorial museum

and through more glass are served, as on a dish
of blistered grass, three mannequins. Like gloves
a mother clips to coatsleeves, strings of flesh

hang from their fingertips; or as if tied

to recall a duty for us, Reverence

the dead whose mourners too shall soon be dead,
but all commemoration's swallowed up



in questions of bad taste, how re-created
horror mocks the grim original,

and thinking at last They should have left it all
you stop. This is the wristwatch of a child.

Jammed on the moment's impact, resolute

to communicate some message, although mute,
it gestures with its hands at eight-fifteen

and eight-fifteen and eight-fifteen again

while tables of statistics on the wall

update the news by calling on a roll

of tape, death gummed on death, and in the case
adjacent, an exhibit under glass

is glass itself: a shard the bomb slammed in
a woman's arm at eight-fifteen, but some
three decades on—as if to make it plain
hope's only as renewable as pain,

and as if all the unsung

debasements of the past may one day come
rising to the surface once again—

worked its filthy way out like a tongue.

Strange Meeting
Wilfred Owen, 1919

It seemed that out of battle | escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which titanic wars had groined.

Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,

Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.

Then, as | probed them, one sprang up, and stared
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,

Lifting distressful hands, as if to bless.

And by his smile, | knew that sullen hall,—

By his dead smile | knew we stood in Hell.



With a thousand fears that vision's face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
“Strange friend,” | said, “here is no cause to mourn.”
“None,” said that other, “save the undone years,

The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,

Was my life also; | went hunting wild

After the wildest beauty in the world,

Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,

But mocks the steady running of the hour,

And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.

For by my glee might many men have laughed,

And of my weeping something had been left,

Which must die now. | mean the truth untold,

The pity of war, the pity war distilled.

Now men will go content with what we spoiled.

Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.

They will be swift with swiftness of the tigress.

None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.
Courage was mine, and | had mystery;

Wisdom was mine, and | had mastery:

To miss the march of this retreating world

Into vain citadels that are not walled.

Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,
| would go up and wash them from sweet wells,

Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.

| would have poured my spirit without stint

But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.
Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.

“l am the enemy you killed, my friend.

| knew you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
| parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
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Let us sleep now. . .."



The Colonel
Carolyn Forché, 1978

WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD is true. | was in his house. His wife carried a tray of coffee and sugar. His
daughter filed her nails, his son went out for the night. There were daily papers, pet dogs, a pistol on the
cushion beside him. The moon swung bare on its black cord over the house. On the television was a cop
show. It was in English. Broken bottles were embedded in the walls around the house to scoop the
kneecaps from a man's legs or cut his hands to lace. On the windows there were gratings like those in
liquor stores. We had dinner, rack of lamb, good wine, a gold bell was on the table for calling the maid.
The maid brought green mangoes, salt, a type ofbread. | was asked how | enjoyed the country. There
was a brief commercial in Spanish. His wife took everything away. There was some talk then of how
difficult it had become to govern. The parrot said hello on the terrace. The colonel told it to shut up, and
pushed himself from the table. My friend said to me with his eyes: say nothing. The colonel returned
with a sack used to bring groceries home. He spilled many human ears on the table. They were like
dried peach halves. There is no other way to say this. He took one of them in his hands, shook it in our
faces, dropped it into a water glass. It came alive there. | am tired of fooling around he said. As

for the rights of anyone, tell your people they can go fuck themselves. He swept the ears to the floor
with his arm and held the last of his wine in the air. Something for your poetry, no? he said. Some

of the ears on the floor caught this scrap of his voice. Some of the

ears on the floor were pressed to the ground.



