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In the beginning,—ay, before

The six-days’ labors were well o’er;

Yea, while the world lay incomplete,

Ere God had opened quite the door

Of this strange land for strong men’s feet,—

There lay against that westmost sea

One weird-wild land of mystery.

A far white wall, like fallen moon,

Girt out the world. The forest lay

So deep you scarcely saw the day,

Save in the high-held middle noon:

It lay a land of sleep and dreams,

And clouds drew through like shoreless streams

That stretch to where no man may say.

Men reached it only from the sea,

By black-built ships, that seemed to creep

Along the shore suspiciously,

Like unnamed monsters of the deep.

It was the weirdest land, I ween,

That mortal eye has ever seen:

A dim, dark land of bird and beast,

Black shaggy beasts with cloven claw,—

A land that scarce knew prayer or priest,

Or law of man, or Nature’s law;

Where no fixed line drew sharp dispute

’Twixt savage man and silent brute.
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It hath a history most fit

For cunning hand to fashion on;

No chronicler hath mentioned it;

No buccaneer set foot upon.

’T is of an outlawed Spanish Don,—

A cruel man, with pirate’s gold

That loaded down his deep ship’s hold.

A deep ship’s hold of plundered gold!

The golden cruise, the golden cross,

From many a church of Mexico,

From Panama’s mad overthrow,

From many a ransomed city’s loss,

From many a follower stanch and bold,

And many a foeman stark and cold.

He found this wild, lost land. He drew

His ship to shore. His ruthless crew,

Like Romulus, laid lawless hand

On meek brown maidens of the land,

And in their bloody forays bore

Red firebrands along the shore.
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The red men rose at night. They came,

A firm, unflinching wall of flame;

They swept, as sweeps some fateful sea

O’er land of sand and level shore

That howls in far, fierce agony.

The red men swept that deep, dark shore

As threshers sweep a threshing-floor.

And yet beside the slain Don’s door

They left his daughter, as they fled:

They spared her life, because she bore

Their Chieftain’s blood and name. The red

And blood-stained hidden hoards of gold

They hollowed from the stout ship’s hold,

And bore in many a slim canoe—

To where? The good priest only knew.
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The course of life is like the sea:

Men come and go; tides rise and fall;

And that is all of history.

The tide flows in, flows out to-day,—

And that is all that man may say;

Man is, man was,—and that is all.

Revenge at last came like a tide,—

’T was sweeping, deep, and terrible;

The Christian found the land, and came

To take possession in Christ’s name.

For every white man that had died

I think a thousand red men fell,—

A Christian custom; and the land

Lay lifeless as some burned-out brand.
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Ere while the slain Don’s daughter grew

A glorious thing, a flower of spring,

A lithe slim reed, a sun-loved weed,

A something more than mortal knew;

A mystery of grace and face,—

A silent mystery that stood

An empress in that sea-set wood,

Supreme, imperial in her place.

It might have been men’s lust for gold,—

For all men knew that lawless crew

Left hoards of gold in that ship’s hold,

That drew ships hence, and silent drew

Strange Jasons to that steep wood shore,

As if to seek that hidden store,—

I never either cared or knew.

I say it might have been this gold

That ever drew and strangely drew

Strong men of land, strange men of sea,

To seek this shore of mystery

With all its wondrous tales untold:

The gold or her, which of the two?

It matters not; I never knew.

But this I know, that as for me,

Between that face and the hard fate

That kept me ever from my own,

As some wronged monarch from his throne,

God’s heaped-up gold of land or sea

Had never weighed one feather’s weight.

Her home was on the wooded height,—

A woody home, a priest at prayer,

A perfume in the fervid air,

And angels watching her at night.

I can but think upon the skies

That bound that other Paradise.
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Below a star-built arch, as grand

As ever bended heaven spanned;

Tall trees like mighty columns grew—

They loomed as if to pierce the blue,

They reached as reaching heaven through.

 The shadowed stream rolled far below,

Where men moved noiseless to and fro

As in some vast cathedral, when

The calm of prayer comes to men,

With benedictions, bending low.

Lo! wooded sea-banks, wild and steep!

A trackless wood; a snowy cone

That lifted from this wood alone!

This wild wide river, dark and deep!

A ship against the shore asleep!
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An Indian woman crept, a crone,

Hard by about the land alone,

The relic of her perished race.

She wore rich, rudely-fashioned bands

Of gold above her bony hands:

She hissed hot curses on the place!
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Go seek the red man’s last retreat!

A lonesome land, the haunted lands!

Red mouths of beasts, red men’s red hands:

Red prophet-priest, in mute defeat!

His boundaries in blood are writ!

His land is ghostland! That is his,

Whatever man may claim of this;

Beware how you shall enter it!

He stands God’s guardian of ghostlands;

Ay, this same wrapped half-prophet stands

All nude and voiceless, nearer to

The awful God than I or you.
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This bronzed child, by that river’s brink,

Stood fair to see as you can think,

As tall as tall reeds at her feet,

As fresh as flowers in her hair;

As sweet as flowers over-sweet,

As fair as vision more than fair!

How beautiful she was! How wild!

How pure as water-plant, this child,—

This one wild child of Nature here

Grown tall in shadows.

And how near

To God, where no man stood between

Her eyes and scenes no man hath seen,—

This maiden that so mutely stood,

The one lone woman of that wood.

Stop still, my friend, and do not stir,

Shut close your page and think of her.

The birds sang sweeter for her face;

Her lifted eyes were like a grace

To seamen of that solitude,

However rough, however rude.

The rippled rivers of her hair,

That ran in wondrous waves, somehow

Flowed down divided by her brow,—

Half mantled her within its care,

And flooded all, or bronze or snow,

In its uncommon fold and flow.

A perfume and an incense lay

Before her, as an incense sweet

Before blithe mowers of sweet May

In early morn. Her certain feet

Embarked on no uncertain way.

Come, think how perfect before men,

How sweet as sweet magnolia bloom

Embalmed in dews of morning, when

Rich sunlight leaps from midnight gloom

Resolved to kiss, and swift to kiss

Ere yet morn wakens man to bliss.
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The days swept on. Her perfect year

Was with her now. The sweet perfume

Of womanhood in holy bloom,

As when red harvest blooms appear,

Possessed her now. The priest did pray

That saints alone should pass that way.

A red bird built beneath her roof,

Brown squirrels crossed her cabin sill,

And welcome came or went at will.

A hermit spider wove his web,

And up against the roof would spin

His net to catch mosquitoes in.

 The silly elk, the spotted fawn,

And all dumb beasts that came to drink,

That stealthy stole upon the brink

In that dim while that lies between

The coming night and going dawn,

On seeing her familiar face

Would fearless stop and stand in place.

She was so kind, the beasts of night

Gave her the road as if her right;

The panther crouching overhead

In sheen of moss would hear her tread

And bend his eyes, but never stir

Lest he by chance might frighten her.

Yet in her splendid strength, her eyes,

There lay the lightning of the skies;

The love-hate of the lioness,

To kill the instant, or caress:

A pent-up soul that sometimes grew

Impatient; why, she hardly knew.

OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Joaquin Miller

Songs of the Mexican Seas






OEBPS/text/00002.png





