
        
            
                
            
        

    



PRAISE FOR POETRY IN DANGEROUS TIMES


 


“These are dangerous times indeed. In such
times, again and again, we turn to poets like Demetria Martínez and Susan
Sherman. Here are two poets who have faced dangerous times before, always with
courage, patience, compassion, and eloquence. In the face of danger, they
not only speak, but sing. The proof is in the pages of this unique and
necessary collection, two women from two different worlds showing us our common
ground, the path we must walk, illuminated by the fire in these poems, to find
our common humanity, to find the way home.”


 


—Martín Espada, author of the National Book


Award-winning Floaters and the Pulitzer


Prize finalist The Republic of Poetry


 


“Socially engaged at all times, their work
maintains a sharp yet subtle adherence to subjects that matter. The poems share
an attractive economy of language, and both poets possess a delicate
elusiveness that allows their socially concerned work to engagingly address
realities in these dehumanizing times.”


 


—Daisy Zamora, author of The Violent Foam:


New & Selected Poems


 


“What are some poets doing when they're not
writing poetry? As Poetry in Dangerous Times: Two Women, Two Worlds reveals,
they are trying to repair the world.… Free of didacticism and slogans,
these poems address a wide range of themes and passions, always deeply moving
as they remind us to struggle for social justice but also to rest and remember
the people and things we love and struggle for; they are enriching and
engaging.”


 


—Irena Klepfisz, author of Her Birth and
Later Years:


New and Collected Poems 1971–2021


 


“Perhaps this is just what we need now, now
in these ‘Dangerous Times’: to hold onto a certain sanity found in
truth-telling, if for no other reason than to inspire more truth—of histories
forgotten, old-school knowledges reawakened, of movements that matter(ed), of
loving that deepens wordlessly with aging. All this is found on these pages and
within the years between Susan Sherman and Demetria Martínez. Theirs is a
poetics that speaks to the privilege and burden of walking one’s truth.”


 


—Cherríe Moraga, author of Native Country
of the Heart


 


“Meet two women from two worlds: Demetria
Martínez, a Chicana rooted in family history passed on, and Susan Sherman, a
Jewish woman self-exiled from a family who wanted to forget. Martínez whispers
poems down the page in images so tender it feels like being let in on a secret:
‘Dreams opening/Like the fist of an infant.’ Sherman’s is a seasoned
philosopher’s voice simmered in ‘the usual detritus of Manhattan nights’
resulting in a rich stew of insights to be savored, even better the second time
around. When strong/queer/activist poets craft a gift this magnificent, take
it.”


 


—Mary Oishi, Albuquerque Poet Laureate Emerita


and author of Sidewalk Cruiseship
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Selected works by Demetria Martínez


 


The Block Captain’s
Daughter


Confessions of a
Berlitz-Tape Chicana
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Mother Tongue


 


Selected works by Susan Sherman


 


Nirvana on Ninth
Street


The Light That Puts
an End to Dreams: Selected Poems


America’s Child: A
Woman’s Journey Through the Radical Sixties


The Color of the
Heart: Writing from Struggle & Change 1959–1990


With Anger/With Love:
Selections: Poems & Prose 1963–1972
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This book is dedicated to those in every generation


who continue to oppose the forces


that would silence us.
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Demetria Martínez:


I think what has shaped me most deeply as a
writer is my life in New Mexico. I have always had a sense of rootedness that
is symbolized in my family tree: I can trace my family’s presence here going
back to the 1600s, when New Mexico was part of Spain. And my Native American
ancestors were present on this land even earlier, prior to both the Span- ish
and the American occupations. As a Chicana, I am a mestiza, a mix of European
and Native ancestry.


I grew up hearing stories about Martineztown,
the barrio of Albuquerque. My great-great-grandparents first settled there,
hence the name. Dad loves driving through the narrow streets pointing to
houses. “Your second cousin lives there, your fourth lives there.” In 2023, a
photographer took a picture of Dad and me standing in front of the house that
was once my great-grandfather’s house and store. Dad wowed the photographer
with his memories of how groups of Diné used to travel by horse and buggy to
buy supplies there, and how they camped out in back.


Living in New Mexico, I’ve prayed for peace at
demonstrations outside Los Alamos National Laboratory, birthplace of the
nuclear bomb. I’ve gone to Native dances, including to the ancient Taos Pueblo
where the family watched Dad’s godson dance for the first time, dust rising
from beneath his moccasins. And I’ve made pilgrimages to the Santuario de
Chimayó. Inside the nineteenth-century church is a hole replenished with earth
believed to have healing powers. There, believers pray then take home little
bags of earth.


All these travels and more, through swaths of
desert dotted with juniper trees, beneath blue, blue skies: these wide-open
spaces have shaped my work. They appear throughout my fiction: in Mother
Tongue, a novel, and in a collection of short stories, The Block
Captain’s Daughter. My essays, Confessions of a Berlitz Tape Chicana,
are very much rooted in my sense of place and include a piece about a visit to
Trinity Site, where the first atom bomb was tested. As for my poetry? Over time
my poems have become more spare, almost like haiku, reflecting the spaciousness
that surrounds me. I like to think of wind blowing between each line.


Susan Sherman:


I took off for New York immediately after
college, forced to leave by a difficult situation at home, and I didn’t return
until my mother had a stroke almost twenty years later. I sometimes describe my
work as diaspora writing, not longing for a country but for family, history, a
sense of belonging. I know how elusive it is to search for something you have
never known, how important it is to be creative, to fashion something new. In
the same spirit, I try not to manipulate my poetry, instead to let it guide me.


My biological parents were both children of
Jewish immigrants from what was known as the Pale of Settlement, the large area
in the Russian Empire where Jewish people were allowed to live, despite the
recurring pogroms. My stepfather immigrated from Russia when he was eleven. My
mother married him when I was five. None of them spoke of their roots, rarely
ever spoke of their parents. They had a history they wanted to forget.


The only memory I have of my mother’s parents
was when I was four. Their apartment smelled like bread soaked in warm milk, in
those days the food of the elderly. The one story my mother told me about my
grandfather was that, in the “old country,” he had married “beneath him.” A
revered teacher, he had fallen in love with a pen- niless seamstress, much to
his family’s horror. The irony was when they first arrived in America he
couldn’t get a job teaching, and she taught him to sew, and that’s how they survived.
I like to imagine my love of reading and learning comes from him.


Reading, particularly speculative fiction
starting with the Oz books, formed the geography of my childhood. In college,
my favorite classes were my philosophy courses, full of questioning and wonder.
There were courses in philosophy of religion, science, psychology, politics,
metaphysics. I took summer school classes so I could do a double major in
philosophy and English. In New York, in the late sixties, even though I had a
full-time job, I went to graduate school at night at Hunter College and got an ma
in philosophy. Not because I was planning to teach, but because I loved
learning so much. That deep questioning also became an integral part of my
poetry, along with the magic of the image and the cadence of language.


Demetria:


My parents have always had a history they
wanted to remember—and to pass down to the next generation. In 2023, folklorist
Enrique Lamadrid and I did hours of interviews with Dad. I got to learn in
detail about his father, Luis Sedillo Martínez. Grandpa was known throughout
New Mexico for his corridos, or ballads. His most famous corrido, heard
in jukeboxes around the state and later made into a record, was about Dennis
Chávez, who was running for reelection as Senator. Like those he wrote for
other candidates, the corrido praised Chávez’s humble beginnings and extolled
the qualities that made for a great candidate.


Then Enrique and I, with Hector Contreras, a
Mexican poet, translated the corridos into English. Dad’s memories, our
translations, and old photos ended up as a chapbook. We gave copies to some
fifty family members at a celebra- tion in my sister’s backyard—great-grandchildren
among them. I swear I exhaled for the first time in months! I didn’t have to
worry anymore that Dad’s memories would be lost to time. Later the New
Mexico Historical Review devoted a whole issue to Grandpa. To think this
project began when I found some dusty, faded broadsides of corridos in my bed-
room closet. I panicked; these looked ready to crumble, so I called Enrique,
who was famous for his work in literary recovery.


All my grandparents were bilingual, including
Dad’s mom, María Jesusita, who came to the United States in the wake of the
Mexican Revolution of 1910. But, like so many of my generation, my family spoke
only English at home. So I had to learn Spanish, starting in high school—and I
fell in love with the language. This rich heritage is something I celebrate in The
Block Captain’s Daughter. My character Lupe—a Mexican immigrant—is full of
advice for Cory, a Chicana, who enlists Lupe in her quest to learn Spanish.


My fluency in Spanish has improved by leaps
and bounds thanks to books by Latin American authors in translation—Spanish on
one side, English on the other. As a writer I’ve been hugely influenced by
“political” poets in the Spanish speaking world: Gabriella Mistral, José Martí,
Rosario Castellanos, Julia de Burgos, Efraín Huerta. The list is long. Reading
these poets has given me permission to take on themes such as feminism, and to
write critically of our government. I don’t like to fall asleep without first
reading something in Spanish. The books of all these poets and more have
migrated at one time or another from my bookshelves to my bed.


Susan:


Although I was born in Philadelphia, I grew up
in Southern California, not the same as the Southwest, for sure, but also
permeated with Spanish and Mexican culture. California, after all, was part of
New Spain, and then Mexico, until the end of the Mexican American War in 1848.
My first home in Los Angeles was typical faux Spanish architecture with stucco
exterior paint and arched doorways. My rebellious teenage self insisted on
taking French instead of learning Spanish in high school like most of my classmates.
An ironic choice, given my travels to Cuba, Nicaragua, Chile, Argentina, and
Mexico later in my life, when I needed to know Spanish and had to spend months
studying intensively to catch up.


After I graduated from UC Berkeley in 1961, I
came across country by car with two women friends—a three- week odyssey across
the United States through small towns and the seemingly endless expanse of the
Great Plains. The first thing that struck me on driving into the city, and I
must say terrified me, was experiencing so many people and buildings crowded
together. New York seemed small, cramped; especially Delancey and Suffolk, on
the Lower East Side, where I had my first apartment.


The taller the buildings were, the worse the
feeling of being suffocated, like those horror movies where the walls become a
vice threatening to crush you. Riding on the subways was an absolute nightmare,
especially during rush hour as a young woman in a short skirt, mandatory for
work in those days. Instead of a hundred buildings, it seemed like a hundred
hands were closing in on me, pressing against me, groping me, until I learned
from observing other women how to use my elbows and my umbrella.
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