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Haibun, by John Sexton 

 

in the neglected orchard fallen apples rot into the ground, brown squatting things like a strange 

congress of toads, putrid in the lessening light.  

I become suddenly aware of a second orchard, for the apple trees cast apple trees of shadow. We 

stand together in the clash between the two orchards and I turn to look into your face. The green 

of your eyes is the green of light through leaves, and I begin to forget, to forget all corruptible 

things.  

A blackbird moves into the dark innards of the hedgerow. His bright beak blackens in shadow. 

Later you will offer me this same gift.  

A cat of shadow, enormous in the lowering sunlight, walks along the wooden fence, a real cat by 

her side. Later, later, I will learn to follow where they go. 

darkness 

your untied hair 

covers my face  
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Untitled, by Basho 

 

At the beginning of September I came back home. It was already long since my mother had died. 

The grass in front of mother's room had withered in the frost. Everything had changed. The hair 

of my brother and sisters was white and they had wrinkles between their eyebrows. We could 

only say: “We are fortunate to be still alive”. My elder brother opened an amulet case and said 

reverently to me. “Look, at mother's white hair. You have come back after such a long time. So 

this is like the Tamate box of Urashim Taro. Your eyebrows have become white”. We wept for a 

while and then I composed this verse 

 

if taken into my hand 

melting in the heat of tears 

autumn frost 

 

 

 

[Tamate box of Urashim Taro is an old legend in Japan] 
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Arrival in Tokyo, by James Merrill 

 

Our section of town is Roppongi, where thirty years ago I dined in W’s gloomy wooden 

farmhouse. The lanes and gardens of his neighborhood have given way to glitzy skyscrapers like 

this hotel—all crystal and brass, a piano and life-size ceramic Saint Bernard in the carpeted 

lobby. It is late when the revolving door whisks us forth, later yet when our two lengthening 

shadows leave the noodle shop to wander before bed through the Aoyama cemetery. Mishima is 

buried down one of its paths bordered by cherry trees in full, amazing bloom. Underneath, sitting 

on the ground—no, on outspread plastic or paper, shoes left in pairs alongside these instant 

“rooms”—a few ghostly parties are still eating and drinking, lit by small flames. One group has a 

transistor, another makes its own music, clapping hands and singing. Their lantern faces glow in 

the half-dark’s black-beamed, blossom-tented 

dusk within the night. 

The high street lamp through snowy 

branches burns moon-bright.  
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Summer Haibun, Aimee Nezhukumatathil 

 

To everything, there is a season of parrots. Instead of feathers, we searched the sky for meteors 

on our last night. Salamanders use the stars to find their way home. Who knew they could see 

that far, fix the tiny beads of their eyes on distant arrangements of lights so as to return to wet 

and wild nests? Our heads tilt up and up and we are careful to never look at each other. You were 

born on a day of peaches splitting from so much rain and the slick smell of fresh tar and asphalt 

pushed over a cracked parking lot. You were strong enough—even as a baby—to clutch a fistful 

of thistle and the sun himself was proud to light up your teeth when they first swelled and pushed 

up from your gums. And this is how I will always remember you when we are covered up again: 

by the pale mica flecks on your shoulders. Some thrown there from your own smile. Some from 

my own teeth. There are not enough jam jars to can this summer sky at night. I want to spread 

those little meteors on a hunk of still-warm bread this winter. Any trace left on the knife will 

make a kitchen sink like that evening air 

 

the cool night before 

star showers: so sticky so 

warm so full of light   
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visiting day, by roberta beary 

high on my da’s shoulders i was no more than five into the bar we went and i carrying the beer 

bucket the barman calling out beer...here... beer...here... the barman filling it overflowing what a 

head on her can you imagine 5¢ for all that beer can you imagine that and da and i laughing all 

the way home he carried me 

overheated room  

a scent of mothballs  

from the open drawer 

 

for Patrick Beary (d. 16Jan05) 
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Fields of Grain as Seen from Train, by Doris Lynch 

after a painting by Arthur G. Dove 

 

What we race from I cannot say. Outside this smudged window, the plains whip by as a red barn 

squats in August maize. A pin oak beside the road anchors a farmwoman dressed for gazing. Her 

lilac-printed skirt flaps in the wind, and the straw hat dangling on its leather cord bops her 

shoulders with each gust. Her hand waves to every stranger on the City of Los Angeles, yet when 

she notices me waving back, we become two dear friends sharing an unexpected good-bye. 

The Herefords press against each other. They lean away from the train’s whistle and day’s 

ending. Already, they’ve forgotten their calls of hunger and thirst; they want only to lower into 

evening. If only this clacking machine would quiet, its dark clouds drift away. 

 

folded 

sweep 

of 

meadow 

grass 

deer 

dreams 

 

 

 

(The oil painting on which this ekphrastic haibun is based can be seen on 1000 Museums 

website: Arthur G. Dove, "Fields of Grain as Seen from Train.")  
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Imagining It, by James Merrill 

 

Paul phones to say goodbye. He’s back in New York two days early, but we are tied to our trip—

departure this evening—and he, for his part, doesn’t ask us over. (Can a single week have 

changed him? Surely not.) Our dear one sounded strong, unconcerned, above all glad to have left 

the Clinic. Famous and vast and complex as an ocean liner, it catered chiefly to elderly couples 

from the Plains. Whether both were ill, or just the husband or the wife, they’d chosen not to be 

separated. They slept (as did Paul) at the nearby hotel, then spent their waking hours together in 

lounges, the magazine unread, or strolling hand in hand the gleaming, scentless corridors from 

one test to the next. Paul, though, was by himself, was perhaps not even “sailing.” Waiting to 

hear over his own system the stern voice calling Visitors ashore! he would have begun to feel 

that—aside from the far too young and noncomittal crew—bona fide passengers only were 

expected to circulate there, all in the same boat, their common dread kept under wraps, yet each 

of them visibly 

 

    at Sea. Yes, yes, these 

    old folks grown unpresuming, 

    almost Japanese, 

 

    had embarked too soon 

    —Bon voyage! Write!—upon their 

    final honeymoon. 
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On Visiting the DMZ at Panmunjom: A Haibun, by Robert Haas 

 

The human imagination does not do very well with large numbers. More than two and a half 

million people died during the Korean War. It seems that it ought to have taken more time to 

wreck so many bodies. Five hundred thousand Chinese soldiers died in battle, or of disease. A 

million South Koreans died, four-fifths of them civilians. One million, one hundred thousand 

North Koreans.The terms are inexact and thinking about them can make you sleepy. Not all 

“South Koreans” were born in the south of Korea; some were born in the north and went south, 

for reasons of family, or religion, or politics, at the time of the division of the country. Likewise 

the “North Koreans.” 

 

During the war one half of all the houses in the country were destroyed and almost all industrial 

and public buildings. Pyongyang was bombarded with one thousand bombs per square kilometer 

in a city that had been the home to four hundred thousand people. Twenty-six thousand 

American soldiers died in the war. There is no evidence that human beings have absorbed these 

facts, which ought, at least, to provoke some communal sense of shame. It may be the sheer 

number of bodies that is hard to hold in mind. 

 

That is perhaps why I felt a slight onset of nausea as we were moved from the civilian bus to the 

military bus at Panmunjom. The young soldiers had been trained to do their jobs and they carried 

out the transfer of our bodies, dressed for summer in the May heat, with a precision and dispatch 

that seemed slightly theatrical. They were young men. They wanted to be admired. I found it 

very hard to describe to myself what I felt about them, whom we had made our instrument. 

 

 

The flurry of white between the guard towers 

        — river mist? a wedding party? 

is cattle egrets nesting in the willows.  
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A Night in Naxos, by Adelaide B. Shaw 

The Kastro: an area of hills, winding streets and alleys in the Bourgas, the old town. It's quiet, 

especially at night. There is no room for cars or motorbikes. Hardly any tourists about and very 

few lamp lights. Easy to get lost. Mostly, there is just the moon to light our way, shining down 

with a bluish, yellow glow. At times, even that is cut off by the curve of the street, a thick 

bougainvillea vine reaching from one stone wall across to another, or a tunnel cut through the 

rock. 

pushing our shadows 

through narrow passages 

unfamiliar angles 

Often, there is a stirring before or behind us. A whisper of movement or a rattle of metal.  

crossing our path 

a flicker of lamplight 

two cats on the run 

The air is warm and still, scented with flowers and cooking odors. 

sitting between 

shadow and moonlight 

a man with a pipe 

We meander down toward the Paralea, the esplanade along the water. Tripping on cobblestones 

and marble steps, uneven in size. We hold onto rough walls, cool to the touch.  

Nearly there. Just a few more twists and turns before the Paralea. 

a woman's laugh 

rises from a street below 

never to meet 
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Coloring Christmas, by Thomas Heffernan 

The Sakurajima volcano changes color by the hour, by season, year, even by decade. In less 

than a minute cloudshadow pours deeper purple over lavendergray slopes. A year or two before 

I came to Kagoshima, hot ash and rocks blew from the vent in the south peak night and day. 

Sky and slope blazed with burning rock and ash. The day I arrived, I saw no red. A gray 

blizzard was falling. Seasons came and went. Plumes of ash rose high above Kagoshima Bay. 

People passed by, umbrellas hoisted overhead. Shovels scraped gray powder into yellow 

plastic bags. No ash the past few years has meant a different order of sights; like everything 

else, never quite repeated. I have seen wreaths of fog white as paper floating around the 

mountain mid-level, the peaks in view. And have seen pale maroon light bathe the mountain 

climbing up out of the Bay . . . 

Sakurajima  

becalmed volcano colored  

with Christmas dawn 
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Bali Sunrise, by Graham Nunn 

i 

Sunlight falls in slivers through the thatched walls of my villa. I can hear the early morning 

procession of motorbikes, a rasping voice that is never lost. The hibiscus outside my window is a 

rush of wings. The tiny bodies of these nameless birds, wide-awake and restless. I had planned to 

sleep late this morning, but I find it impossible. This land, so wild, that I am forced to admire its 

beauty. 

pulling back blinds  

sun has touched  

the rice paddy 

ii 

This morning I wake at 4 a.m. The strangeness of the hotel room hits like a bad dream. I slap at 

the crazy sting the mosquitoes have left on ankles and neck. Watch the shadows move through 

the old blinds. Darkness slowly comes apart, lifts away at the horizon, which leads me to think of 

my grandmother and the constellation of stars she is guarding. I light a stick of incense and 

whisper a prayer. 

alone  

a gecko joins  

the conversation 

iii 

Another humid morning and I am up with the roosters, shaving the bristles from my tired face. 

The animal I have only heard has eaten the banana from my fruit bowl and left its black skin for 

the ants. The sky is hazy, depthless. Standing before the mirror I muse on my time here. I am a 

solitary Adam, in a foreign paradise. 

far from home  

a stranger cries  

in the stillness 

iv 

In the village market, they are laying out offerings for the gods. The closeness here makes me 

agitated. The streets a turbulent mix of artists, shopkeepers, drivers and dogs. Everything here 
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rests on the edge of the tourist dollar. The bargaining is fierce and musical. They offer morning 

price and still we want less. The daily game of financial cat and mouse unfolds, until a price is 

reached. The vitality, the spiritual strength of these people makes me weep as they smile and 

wish us good luck. In so many ways I have never felt so hollow. 

counting our money  

wind carries  

the sound of laughter 

v 

Today has been gathering momentum, all of my thoughts converging into one - the poems, the 

people, the uninhibited beauty. Last night at the farewell party, the sky kept its stars hidden and 

words failed me. I tried to tell them everything, to speak of real beauty, but when asked, the 

silence was inevitable. 

This morning, I stare through the mosquito net and watch the sunrise over the village. Images 

and textures, the taste and scent of this land rush through me in waves. I breathe it in. This 

experience means nothing in words. 

a rooster crows— 

last morning in Bali 
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Vietnam Rumination, by Robert Wilson 

in the jungle, 

a christmas tree 

made of skin 

Imagine for a moment, celebrating Christmas in the jungles of the Vietnam. The year is 1968. 

You graduated from high school the previous year. This is your first Christmas away from home. 

And the first time you have been out of the country. 

You are eating canned rations with some of your buddies. Reminiscing about past Christmases, 

making the most of a difficult situation. Suddenly, out of nowhere, the unmistakable sound of an 

incoming mortar. And another. The sky is raining shrapnel. Bullets whiz past you. There is 

nowhere to hide. You and your buddies dive to the jungle floor, your weapons aimed in the 

direction of enemy fire, your hearts beating a hundred miles an hour. 

As soon as the firefight starts, it stops. It is time to clean up and assess the damages. Your first 

Christmas away from home. Hanging on the tree in front of you, bits and pieces of someone 

you'd reminisced with an hour earlier. 

 


