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Introduction

			
Poetry Odyssey in a Honda 

			In the final days of February and early into March of 2019, as an atmospheric river stretched from Hawaii to the North Coast of California bringing with it enough rain to swell the Russian River to flood levels not seen since 1995, two intrepid poets, Maureen Owen and Barbara Henning, drove up from Southern California for a scheduled reading at Moe’s Bookstore in Berkeley, and then on to the final stop on the West Coast of their cross country reading tour at North Bay Letterpress Arts in Sebastopol, California.  

			Maureen and Barbara had put their ambitious plan for a cross country poetry reading tour into motion a year earlier by lining up dates and venues that would take them from Brooklyn, where Barbara lives, to Denver two months later, where Maureen makes her home. Their venues would include upscale bookstores, coffee houses, museums, legendary used bookstores, botanical gardens, university classrooms, art centers, and artist coops—in short, a unique sampling of poetry environments tracing an arc across the Southern States, the Southwest, and up the West Coast before hooking back to the Rockies.

			Framed as a personal challenge, the poets hit the road much in the manner of itinerant preachers and musicians, lodging at discount motels, funky hostels, Airbnbs, and with friends along the way. Adding a social media touch, Maureen and Barbara created a blog of their tour so that friends, family, hosts, and fellow poets might also share in their adventure. 

			Their starting point on a wintery 18th of January Friday night was the Belladonna Readings Series at the Jackson McNally Bookstore in the trendy Williamsburg neighborhood of Brooklyn. A standout crowd of New York literati came to see them off. Two days and two hundred and fifty miles later, the poets found themselves in Washington, DC, for an afternoon reading with Terrence Winch and Erica Howsare at the DC Arts Center. Their next stop was in Pensacola, Florida, for a reading the following Saturday, the 26th, at the Pensacola Museum of Art which allowed them to take their time and enjoy a leisurely thousand-mile drive through the much warmer South and appreciate the bucolic landscapes of backroad America. From Pensacola it was on to Mobile, Alabama, and a reading at the Mobile Botanical Gardens the following day, the 27th, and then New Orleans for a Wednesday night reading at the Dragonfly Poetry and Performance Ritual Space on the 30th. At this pace, the poets were averaging a reading every two and half days and had traveled, accounting for stops and detours, easily fifteen hundred miles.

			Although a road trip across North American calls to mind Jack Kerouac’s youthful meanderings of self-discovery, this reading tour was more in the manner of Bashō’s late life journeys through the backcountry of Japan. Both poets, now in their seventies, have made poetry the focus of most of their adult lives. The road trip was in a sense a pilgrimage of reengagement with their calling as poets, and a chance to reacquaint themselves with like-minded friends, old and new, in a far-flung landscape of American poetry.

			Feb 2nd, Groundhog Day and James Joyce’s birthday, found the poets in Austin at the hub of Texas literary culture and a well-attended reading at Malvern Books with local poet Ashley Smith Keyfitz joining them at the mic. From there it was on to their next gig, a seven-hundred-mile trek to Albuquerque for a Feb 7th reading at Bookworks that included a side trip to the Buddy Holly Museum in Lubbock, Texas. Tucson, Arizona, awaited them for their reading at the Steinfeld Warehouse Community Arts Center on February 16th after an overnight stay at the unique Rocket Inn in Truth Or Consequences, New Mexico. 

			By now the travelers were coming to terms with the vast and empty distances of the West. They logged 150 miles from Albuquerque to Truth Or Consequences and another three hundred miles to Tucson, Barbara’s old stomping grounds. There the poets took a much-needed breather to enjoy the familiar sights and reconnect with old friends before heading for California, and the beginning of their sprint north up the coast the following week.

			All the while the poets were making their way west, California was experiencing one of the wettest winters in decades. The month of January saw one storm system after another batter the West Coast with saturating rain. It was under those conditions the poets arrived in Southern California in mid-February. By then they’d been on the road over a month.

			On Thursday night, the 21st, scheduled to read to Professor Mark Wallace’s “The Community and World” series, Barbara navigated her eleven-year-old Honda through the blinding rain and hail on a swamped expressway looking for the exit to the state university in San Marcos. It was their welcome to winter in California. The following evening, on the tail end of the storm, but still dark and blustery, the poets headed to La Jolla and their gig at the legendary D.G. Wills Used Bookstore. 

			Their arrival in Venice was on Sunday where that afternoon Maureen and Barbara read at the renowned Beyond Baroque. The poets then headed north for a four-hundred-mile drive to San Francisco and the Bay Area on February 25th. The predicted rainfall for some parts of Northern California was upward of a foot and half in the next few days. Based on calculations of the amount of rain, the local rivers would exceed their banks. 

			Staying at an Airbnb in Berkeley, Barbara and Maureen got a taste of Bay Area traffic congestion while traveling to visit Diane di Prima at the Jewish Home for the Aged in San Francisco. To the north of them flooding and an evacuation order was in effect for those in the path of the rising waters. It was a cause for concern as their next stop after Berkeley was Monte Rio, a little hamlet on the Russian River, where I have lived since 1973.

			On Thursday, the 28th, the poets once again travelled to San Francisco for a reading in Steve Dickison’s class at San Francisco State University. Then it was back across the Bay Bridge to the celebrated Moe’s Bookstore for an evening reading attended by a select group of East Bay literati. By then the Russian River had crested at 45.4 feet and was slowly but surely retreating to nonthreatening levels.

			The next day Maureen and Barbara’s arrival in the North Bay was fraught with the high drama of a post flood region under evacuation order. As the flood waters receded, county officials scrambled to assess the damage and limit access in an effort to thwart the potential for looting and the inevitable crisis tourism. As it turned out, the restrictions were rescinded by midday and the poets easily accomplished the remainder of their journey without encountering any checkpoints. 

			A somewhat soggy Sunday March 3rd afternoon brought Barbara and Maureen to their next venue, North Bay Letterpress Arts in Sebastopol. NBLA is a unique collective of a dozen or so print artists and poets dedicated to the craft of letterpress printing. The poets were greeted by a lively audience of working artists, friends, including Sandy Berrigan who had traveled all the way down from Albion on the Mendocino coast for the occasion, and, in Maureen’s case, relatives. Despite the recent disaster affecting so many of their lives they were delighted to be in attendance. The reading and the subsequent social engagement with the poets might be considered as a kind of “flood relief.” As an added bonus, Eric Johnson, then director of NBLA, handset and printed poem cards by each of the poets to commemorate the occasion.

			On Monday, the 5th, the poets hooked south and on to Mojave to avoid having to go east through the snowbound Sierras. From there it was another determined jog to Santa Fe, and then the last leg of travel, arriving in Denver on the 8th. By then their epic journey had added about 5,550 miles to the odometer of Barbara’s trusty Honda Fit. On Tuesday, March 19th, almost two months to the day of their departure, Maureen Owen and Barbara Henning, joined by poet Crisosto Apache, held their final reading of their cross-country tour at the Mercury Café’s F Bomb Series in Denver. With it, they brought closure to one of the great poetry odysseys of modern times. 

			— Pat Nolan

			Monte Rio, 2022

		

	
		
			
Brooklyn

			
January 16 - 19, 2019

			In January of 2018, Maureen and I started imagining a poetry reading road trip. She was preparing to retire, and I thought I could swing a trip if I sublet my apartment. One year later, after lots of phone calls, emails, and much planning, Maureen took a train from Denver, the Amtrak California Zephyr, and she arrived in Brooklyn at my apartment in a cab on Wednesday, the 16th of January. (Barb)

			*

			Through Iowa snowy farm fields with Black Angus pop outs. A single black steer, way out in the middle of frozen cornstalks poking through the snow. In Mendota, Illinois, silos on the edge of town. All snow around. Huge ear of corn painted on the whole side of one, open eared, sun bright yellow kernels with sprightly green husks curled up the sides. Then a snowplow buried in the snow. At night around Lake Michigan and then following Lake Erie. Arriving in Buffalo at daylight, torn snow, somber mauve landscape, the frozen forests of upper NY State.

			Coming down the Hudson toward NYC, smoky graphite clouds ripped apart by dayglow orange horizon.

			Train delayed and slowed by the river rescue patrol. Hoping no one is drowning. The Lakeshore Limited in beauty follows the Hudson, river frozen over with big chunks of ice pushing against the shore. Unfortunately, it does not have a dining car so arriving famished. (MO)

			 *

			

			While Maureen was coasting along on the California Zephyr and The Lakeshore Limited, I was packing up my apartment for a subletter, packing books, running errands to buy this and that for the trip, responding to online students, trying to clear a spot in my little studio for a blow-up bed for Maureen to sleep on. We quickly discovered we both like chilling out watching British detective films, last night, Poirot. (Barb)

			*

			Our first reading will be tomorrow, Friday, Jan. 18th, at McNally Jackson Books in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, 76 N 4th Street, at 7 p.m., a Belladonna reading.
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			Jan. 18, 2022. For both of us, this was a fabulous gala launch. Thanks to Belladonna and those at McNally Jackson Books in Williamsburg. Special thanks to Rachael Wilson for organizing, curating, and making lovely broadsides.

			We were especially happy that Pamela Lawton displayed the original artwork for the cover of our pamphlet, Poets on the Road, and she spoke about her process in making the covers. (See Appendix B for poems originally included in the pamphlet.) She described the first time she ever made a cover for a poet was for a book by Lewis Warsh; she blew up lines from one of his poems and hung them around her studio; then she lived with those for a while and then began painting. She mentioned how she originally became connected to our poetic community through her relationship with the poet Elio Schneeman. Here is a photo her partner, Danny Licul, took at the event of Pamela and the books:
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			Some of those who attended were Ed Friedman, Patricia Spears Jones, Joel Lewis, Sandy Flitterman-Lewis, Cheryl Fish, Lydia Cortez, James Polk, Sally Young, Cliff Fyman, Peter Bushyeager, Greg Masters, Hillary Keel, Christina Kelleger, Danny Licul, Phyllis Wat, Lewis Warsh, Jen Firestone, Toni Simon, Joanna Furman, James Loop, Elinor Nauen, Evelyn Reilly, Michah Saperstein, Rie Shimamura, KB Nemcosky, Jim Feast, Esther Hyneman, John Godfrey, Mark Nasdor, Ryan Nowlin, Judi and Bob Dumont and Annabelle Levitt. Special thanks to Rie Shimamura for designing our blog and Barbara’s son Michah Saperstein for photographing. (Barb/MO)

			See Appendix C for a link to a recording of our belladonna reading. 
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			Left: Cam from McNally Jackson and Rachael Wilson. Right: Crowd photo of Ryan Nowlin, Lewis Warsh and Ed Friedman. Photos by Michah Saperstein
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			Barbara’s son, Michah Saperstein and Rie Shimamura
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			Maureen and Barbara.  Photos by James Loop
   

			 
							[image: ]
        

        
					
						[image: ]
					
			Belladonna broadsides by Rachel Wilson
   

		

	
		
			
Washington DC & Beyond

			
January 19 - 22, 2019

			The next morning, on January 19, 2019, we were flying along in Barbara’s Honda, leaving Brooklyn, on the first leg of our reading road tour, headed for DC to our next reading at the “In Your Ear Poetry Reading Series.” Along the way we chatted as we motored above bodies of water on the Verrazano Narrows Bridge over Lower New York Bay. (MO)

			* 

			In the morning, my son, Michah, helped us load the car. As we drove toward DC, we talked about our families, losses, our archives, #MeToo, Charlie Rose, Al Franken, Kevin Spacey. After crossing several rivers, we started talking about experiences with rape, Maureen fighting off attackers, me once trapped and then another time running. As we passed through New Jersey, the landscape was desolate in a winter dry way. I looked up and a flock of geese passed overhead.  Maybe they were heading south, like us. (Barb)

			*

			We stayed with the wonderful Irish poet and story writer, Terence Winch and his wife, Susan Campbell, in Silver Springs, Maryland. Susan is a painter and has done numerous book covers. Among them a gorgeously mysterious cover for Terence’s title, Falling Out of Bed in a Room with No Floor, and an entire book on the poet Doug Lang. Inside the stunning cover the pages run wild with collage, text, paintings, quotes, and photographs. Our accommodations in their house were spectacular, including a sudden appearance of Beckett staring down from the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. (MO)

			*

			The mess of travelling, coupled with exhaustion, sometimes created chaos and confusion. Tired of driving and fumbling around with some things, I got out of the car at Terence’s house and said to Maureen, “I guess we should lock the door.” Then we went into the house and met everyone. As we were all getting ready to go out to the car to bring things in, I looked in my bag, no keys. “Oh, shit I locked the keys in the car.” We laughed and called GEICO for road service. We talked for an hour and then the guy from GEICO was spotted in the driveway, walking around the car with a yellow stick. He opened a passenger door. I went out to give him the tip we had promised if he would come quickly. And he said, “I don’t understand what the problem is. All the doors were unlocked!”

			Our reading took place on Sunday, January 20th, at 3 p.m. at the DC Arts Center. Terence and Erika Howsare read with us and the evening soared. Terence’s first poem was about his mother. Earlier in the kitchen, he had talked about how his mother died when he was sixteen and his father when Terence was twenty-seven. Those losses reverberate in his light-hearted poems. He often pokes fun at himself in a light poetic way. While he was reading a poem, entitled “Poor Country,” about a virus that we think shut down the hospitals, suddenly a bunch of noisy theater people drifted through our space to use the bathroom. Terence stopped reading and said, “It’s all the fault of the people on the bathroom line.” And then everyone laughed. (Barb)

			*

			It was a special audience of poets and friends. Some of those we knew included: K. Lorraine Graham, Constance McKenna, Doug Lang, Heather Grant, Rod Smith, Simon Schuchat, David Beaudouin, Bevil Townsend, and Indran Amirthanayagam.
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			Books, crowd photo, Simon Schuchat and Maureen (Barb); Chris Mason and David Beaudouin (MO)
   

			*

			

			After a bite to eat we went to Petworth Citizen where Terence played the accordion and his son Michael played fiddle in their monthly Irish Traditional Music Session. We all felt like dancing the Irish jig. (MO)

			*

			

			It was exhilarating to hear Terence, his son Michael, and others play impromptu Irish music in a session at a long table of musicians in the bar. At one point, I called my son, Mook, on FaceTime so he could see and hear them. I took a few shots of Terence playing the box and his son on the fiddle. When I sent him a copy of the below photo, he wrote back, “Thanks for the photo. Playing music with Michael—my favorite thing to do in life.” One story he told at the kitchen table was about playing music in the White House when Clinton was president; this took place after Clinton had resolved some conflict in Ireland. (Barb)
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			Terence and Michael Winch (Barb)
   

			
			The next morning: Terence taped Maureen and me reading poems for his “Best American Poetry Blog.” Maureen read a poem dedicated to Ed Friedman and I read “Here We Are” from A Day Like Today.  (Barb)

			*

			We left DC in howling winds and unseasonable biting cold after Terence made an incredible Irish breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, crusty, buttery toast, and much tea and coffee. Delicious! I asked him if he remembered making just such a breakfast for me many years ago when, as a young poet, I first came to DC to give a reading. One never forgets an Irish breakfast by Terence. (MO)

			*

			As we were getting ready to leave, I put one arm in my coat and tried to zip it up that way. Susan was laughing hysterically. “We should photograph you like that,” she said. Outside the weather was bitter, bitter cold. So cold that while we put things in the car, my fingers were frozen red. (Barb)

			*

			The winds continued on our drive to Raleigh, NC, and the cold pursued us. But all the piney forest along the road was green. A roadside sign said, “Believe You Can,” to my amazement.

			Through Haw River.

			The Sam Hunt Freeway.

			Exit 219.(MO)

			
			*

			I remember the land starting to slope and the freeways beginning to curve. The low scrubby winter trees and grass started turning into taller brown trees, and finally into pine trees. Once as we were driving through the pines, I looked ahead up a hill, the sun overhead (we were going south), and all the cars coming our way were gleaming.
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