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For Jessie Redmon Fauset, Gwendolyn Brooks,


Dudley Randall, and Naomi Long Madgett,


champions of Black poets;


we remember you,


we say your name,


we give thanks.
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INTRODUCTION



So much of the time, Black writers are expected to write about the woe. We are called to explore, explain, and expose those things and people and circumstances that make every attempt to arrest our community’s development. And so we have, out of necessity, created a distinguished and affirming literature, from Phillis Wheatley to Maya Angelou to Mahogany Browne—who graciously offered the title to this anthology—in accordance with the actions of America. A poetry that revives. That resists. That fights back. As Amiri Baraka wrote in his 1979 poem “Black Art”:



Poems are bullshit unless they are


teeth or trees or lemons piled on a step…


We want poems with fists…


Let there be no love poems written


until love can exist freely and


cleanly…





We also know, as Lucille Clifton reminded us, that poems come out of wonder too. That even though yesterday was filled with heartache, we gon’ be alright. Because we are still here. And today is gonna be a good day. That is our testimony. Langston said it best:



Folks, I’m telling you,


birthing is hard


and dying is mean


so get yourself


a little loving


in between





This book is the in between. It’s a gathering space for Black poets to honor and celebrate. To be romantic and provocative. To be unburdened and bodacious. The poetry in this collection is not us looking outward; it’s an unbridled selfie. To marvel at. And reflect. It’s for us. But also it is for you. The poems here are meant to inspirit, uplift, and rejoice. They are unapologetically matter-of-fact Black. Poems full of hope and humor and humanity of a proud people who hold the promise of tomorrow in their hearts.


As a child, I was introduced to the Harlem Renaissance poets and the Black Arts poets in my father’s first editions of Woodie King’s anthologies, The Forerunners: Black Poets in America and Black Spirits: A Festival of New Black Poets in America. That was when I became enraptured with poetry. Where I saw how clever and conscious wordplay could paint a portrait of truth so divine and powerful, you felt reborn. In college, I would discover Dudley Randall’s The Black Poets: A New Anthology and my professor Nikki Giovanni’s Night Comes Softly: An Anthology of Black Female Voices—which she self-published—and immediately feel the call to arms as a poet with a responsibility to speak the truth to the people. As a burgeoning writer and open-mic enthusiast in the 1990s engaging with poets, from Washington, DC’s It’s Your Mug and 8 Rock Cultural Center to Los Angeles’ Leimert Park’s World Stage to the Brooklyn Moon Café, I carried around copies of Lindsay Patterson’s A Rock Against the Wind: African American Poems and Letters of Love and Passion and E. Ethelbert Miller’s In Search of Color Everywhere: A Collection of African-American Poetry and read and studied each piece, many by my peers, as if the books were a master class on how to make a poet black, and bid him sing. This Is the Honey continues the tradition of these elegant and essential primers. This is a bringing together of more than one hundred living voices—some emergent, some Pulitzered, some elders, ALL brilliant—superbly capturing the wonder of our story.


I am grateful to my dear friend the poet Marjory Wentworth for her keen and astute curatorial acumen in the field of African American poetry, and to Ndali Brume, Masie Ibrahim, and Elizabeth Quarles for their editorial assistance. This anthology comes exactly twenty-five years after I edited—with Kalamu ya Salaam—my first: 360 Degrees: A Revolution of Black Poets. If that collection was a call to action, a response to the storm that felled us, this collection is the rainbow. Birds no longer caged. The sweet song of joy that comes from feeling free. Freer. Nikki said it best: Poems are like clouds on a June morning or two scoops of chocolate ice cream on a sugar cone in August… This is the honey indeed.













THE LANGUAGE OF JOY














Quilting the Black-Eyed Pea
(We’re Going to Mars)



Nikki Giovanni


We’re going to Mars for the same reason Marco Polo rocketed


to China


for the same reason Columbus trimmed


his sails on a dream of spices


for the very same reason Shackleton


was enchanted with penguins


for the reason we fall in love


It’s the only adventure


We’re going to Mars because Perry couldn’t go to the North


Pole without Matthew Henson


because Chicago couldn’t be a city


without Jean Baptiste Du Sable


because George Washington Carver and


his peanut were the right partners for


Booker T.


It’s a life seeking thing


We’re going to Mars because whatever is wrong with us will not


get right with us so we journey forth


carrying the same baggage


but every now and then leaving


one little bitty thing behind:


maybe drop torturing Hunchbacks here;


maybe drop lynching Billy Budd there;


maybe not whipping Uncle Tom to death;


maybe resisting global war.


One day looking for prejudice to slip..…… one day looking for


hatred to tumble by the wayside..…… one day maybe the


whole community will no longer be vested in who sleeps with


whom…… maybe one day the Jewish community will be at


rest..…… the Christian community will be content.… the


Muslim community will be at peace.…… and all the rest of us


will get great meals at Holydays and learn new songs and sing


in harmony


We’re going to Mars because it gives us a reason to change


If Mars came here  it would be ugly


Nations would ban together to hunt down


and kill Martians


and being the stupid and undeserving life


forms that we are


we would also hunt down and kill


what would be termed


Martian Sympathizers


As if the Fugitive Slave Law wasn’t


bad enough then


As if the so-called War on Terrorism


isn’t pitiful Now


When do we learn and what does it take to teach us things


cannot be:


What we want


When we want


As we want


Other people have ideas and inputs


And why won’t they leave Rap Brown alone


The future is ours to take


We’re going to Mars because we have the hardware to do it…


we have


Rockets and fuel and money and stuff


and the only


Reason NASA is holding back is they


don’t know


If what they send out will be what they


get back


So let me slow this down;


Mars is 1 year of travel to get there……


plus 1 year of living on Mars..…


plus 1 year to return to Earth.…


=3 years of Earthlings being in a tight space going to


an unknown place with an unsure welcome awaiting


them… tired muscles… unknown and unusual foods… harsh


conditions… and no known landmarks to keep them human…


only a hope and prayer that they will be shadowed beneath


a benign hand and there is no historical precedent for that


except this:


The trip to Mars can only be understood through Black Americans


I say, the trip to Mars can only be understood through Black Americans


The people who were captured and enslaved immediately


recognized the men who chained and whipped them and herded


them into ships so tightly packed there was no room to turn…


no privacy to respect… no tears to fall without landing on


another… were not kind and gentle and concerned for the state


of their souls… no… the men with whips and chains were


understood to be killers… feared to be cannibals… known


to be sexual predators… The captured knew they were in


trouble… in an unknown place… without communicable


abilities with a violent and capricious species…


But they could look out and still see signs of Home


they could still smell the sweetness in the air


they could see the clouds floating above the land they loved


But there reached a point where the captured could not only not


 look back


they had no idea which way “back” might be


there was nothing in the middle of the deep blue water to


indicate which way home might be and it was that


moment… when a decision had to be made:


Do they continue forward with a resolve to see


this thing through or do they embrace the waters


and find another world


In the belly of the ship a moan was heard… and someone


picked up the moan… and a song was raised… and that song


would offer comfort… and hope… and tell the story…


When we go to Mars..…… it’s the same thing… it’s Middle


Passage


When the rocket red glares the astronauts will be able to see


themselves pull away from Earth… as the ship goes deeper


they will see a sparkle of blue… and then one day not only will


they not see Earth… they won’t know which way to look…


and that is why NASA needs to call Black America


They need to ask us: How did you calm your fears… How


were you able to decide you were human when everything


said you were not… How did you find the comfort in the face


of the improbable to make the world you came to your world…


How was your soul able to look back and wonder


And we will tell them what to do: To successfully go to Mars


and back you will need a song… take some Billie Holiday for


the sad days and some Charlie Parker for the happy ones but


always keep at least one good Spiritual for comfort… You


will need a slice or two of meatloaf and if you can manage it


some fried chicken in a shoebox with nice moist lemon pound


cake… a bottle of beer because no one should go that far with-


out a beer and maybe a six-pack so that if there is life on Mars


you can share… Popcorn for the celebration when you land


while you wait on your land legs to kick in… and as you climb


down the ladder from your spaceship to the Martian surface…


look to your left… and there you’ll see a smiling community


quilting a black-eyed pea… watching you descend















The Language of Joy



Jacqueline Allen Trimble


Black woman joy is like this:


Mama said one day long before I was born


she was walking down the street,


foxes around her neck, their little heads


smiling up at her and out at the world


and she was wearing this suit she had saved up


a month’s paycheck for after it called to her so seductively


from the window of this boutique. And that suit


was wearing her, keeping all its promises


in all the right places. Indigo. Matching gloves.


Suede shoes dippity-do-dahed in blue.


With tassels! Honey gold. And, Lord, a hat


with plume de peacock, a conductor’s baton that bounced


to hip rhythm. She looked so fine she thought


Louis Armstrong might pop up out of those movies


she saw as a child, wipe his forehead and sing


ba da be bop oh do de doe de doe doe.


And he did. Mama did not sing but she was skiddly-doing that day,


and the foxes grinned, and she grinned


and she was the star of her own Hollywood musical


here with Satchmo who had called Ella over and now they were all


singing and dancing like a free people up Dexter Avenue,


and don’t think they didn’t know they were walking in the footsteps


of slaves and over auction sites and past where old Wallace


had held onto segregation like a life raft, but this


was not that day. This day was for foxes and hip rhythm


and musical perfection and folks on the street joining in the celebration


of breath and holiness. And they did too. In color-coordinated ensembles,


they kicked and turned and grinned and shouted like church


or football game, whatever their religious preference. The air


vibrated with music, arms, legs, and years of unrequited


sunshine. Somebody did a flip up Dexter Avenue.


It must have been a Nicholas Brother in a featured performance,


and Mama was Miss-Lena-Horne-Dorothy-Dandridge


high-stepping up the real estate, ready for her close-up.


That’s when Mama felt this little tickle. She thought


it might be pent-up joy, until a mouse squirmed out


from underneath that fine collar, over that fabulous fur,


jumped off her shoulder and ran down the street.


Left my mama standing there on Dexter Avenue in her blue


suit and dead foxes. And what did Mama do?


Everybody looking at her, robbed by embarrassment?


She said, “It be like that sometimes,” then she and Satchmo,


Ella, and the whole crew jammed their way home.















Garden of the Gods



Ama Codjoe


The playbill is shut and I’m thinking


of the book Octavia Butler never wrote:


how it could begin with the death


of the last black man in the whole entire


world, which is the name of the play


we are about to see: “The Death of the Last


Black Man in the Whole Entire World


A.K.A. The Negro Book of the Dead.”


My date and I share the armrest


and I’m staring at the black wisps


on his forearm picturing the hair no one


else can see: symmetrical except the patch


on his lower back. We stand to let three patrons


pass, press ourselves against the backs


of our seats. Sometimes when I kiss the man


beside me, I think of one of Butler’s


protagonists who had the ability


to feel another’s pleasure. I want to feel


what my lips taste like and how his it feels


good really feels. These days, real life


feels like science fiction and science fiction


can be truer than life—or at least


true to life, which is what this novel


would be: more real than local news,


a depiction (spoiler alert) of the fictions


of race and their real consequences.


And—there’d be a plot twist in the first


few pages: with his dying breath


the last black man in the whole entire world


would, like a god, animate a new one.


If Octavia Butler was alive to write it,


the rest of the novel would, in its entirety,


be about that. Mud oozing. The first forms


of life. The lights are dimming


and I see clearly what’s beginning


to move. A large branch stretched


across most of the stage and a woman,


head-wrapped, gripping a watermelon


in her lap. Uncrossing and recrossing


my legs, I take one last look


at the arm beside me, dark and alive,


before another world pulls us away.















Labor



Jericho Brown


I spent what light Saturday sent sweating


And learned to cuss cutting grass for women


Kind enough to say they couldn’t tell the damned


Difference between their mowed lawns


And their vacuumed carpets just before


Handing over a five-dollar bill rolled tighter


Than a joint and asking me in to change


A few lightbulbs. I called those women old


Because they wouldn’t move out of a chair


Without my help or walk without a hand


At the base of their backs. I called them


Old, and they must have been; they’re all dead


Now, dead and in the earth I once tended.


The loneliest people have the earth to love


And not one friend their own age—only


Mothers to baby them and big sisters to boss


Them around, women they want to please


And pray for the chance to say please to.


I don’t do that kind of work anymore. My job


Is to look at the childhood I hated and say


I once had something to do with my hands.
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