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Homecoming

The past is cracked and peeling

in the small white house 

of childhood squat four square

it sits on the open ground

beside the empty barn

and the coop where only

the wind now is cooing,

Little by little, though, 

memory patches a crack

and pride sets the heart

to mowing.

Here where

you dare not come

until life’s ambitions are over,

all the accomplishments

the awards, the many bellies

full and sated. 

Look upstairs

a light now is on

in the northwest bedroom

and inside a child

is once again dreaming.

Sunshine thy Name is Charlotte

for Charlotte Borlaug Culbert

Who fed the chickens

while her siblings went to school?

Who left school

so others could finish?

Who taught in the one room schoolhouse

without a degree and when the rules changed

stepped aside to let others take over.

The same small luminous lady

who at 82 takes you on a tour

of her impoverished beginnings --

never without her impish nose, and small Norwegian eyes

and red rounded cheeks unselfconsciously shining.

Did ever a morning break

as gloriously over the Iowa country

as when she was smiling?

The Calling

Some say

they were bees

swarming the distant

linden or honey locust.

Some said there were flies

gathering over chicken droppings

or cow pies in the barnyard.

Whatever it was

that made that humming,

I myself never saw them,

better said I doubted I could

or would want to.

Whatever the source

of the sweet invisible voices

The summer heat,

the distant stars,

some unfulfilled inner desire

I heard them, in the otherwise empty air

over our poor farm near Protivin

I heard and then I followed.

Hunger

Back when 

I was a bird

I sat in the trees 

here and looked

at the nothing

yet to blossom.

I sang then.

I sing now

even though

the tune

has changed

and keeps on 

changing.

Visiting The Boyhood Home of Norman Borlaug

No one will know

if you stop here.

No one in the 

big scheme of things

will care.

Those who were born here,

grew up here, lived here and married here

are gone, not dead necessarily, 

not all, just gone.

The silence

that surrounds you

now is yours.

This windbreak breaks

whatever bad weather

is bending you.

This tiny house

has plenty of room

for a heart like yours.

The coop will let you

fluff and spread

your finest feathers.

No one cares

if you take

what you find 

home with you.

Whatever seed

of whatever

new beginning.

That is why

it was saved.

It is a memory

as of yet unlived

in you -- it is time 

and time again unfolding.

Remodeling

Words aren’t much,

a tangle of weeds

for the mind to unfurl,

some branches you used to climb 

up once when you were younger.

Remember the blocks of ice

you and your sisters would build

igloos from every winter outside the door

of your one room schoolhouse?

How warm you were inside.

A poem isn’t much in this big world,

a stone without mortar,

a pile of frozen bricks,

a small humble home

a simple place

for the soul to shelter.

barnyard Opera 

Everyone always said

that the Borlaugs 

were loud talkers –

not necessarily big ones

just loud.

You had to 

put cotton in your ears

to go over and visit.

But I beg to differ.

Norman was also

a loud singer 

when he was milking.

Early in the morning

or come evening, 

when his father 

was late in the fields, 

across the road and 

a half mile west

I could hear him, 

bent over his chores.

His work was like his date.

I almost expected 

to see him dancing.

He never sang better

than he did to Ol’ Bessie.

It was something

that stayed with him

made him what he is today.

All his life 

he was like that.

Norman Borlaug at the Hoyness Drug Store 

Marliss said

he’d walk

to their drugstore

to see Elder.

And not always 

to buy drugs, or 

toilet supplies

but to lean

on the counter 

and play a friendly 

game of checkers.

She can’t remember 

now who won.

Most likely, 

it never mattered.

She can see them 

still standing over

what seemed

like nothing,

glass so fragile

they never leaned

or slapped their hands 

or pounded, their minds 

absorbed with challenge 

after challenge after challenge,

each one silently 

egging the other on,

attacking here,

retreating there,

coaxing, daring, pleading,

playing hard, thinking hard

until someone’s 

kingdom did come.

Simple-Minded

“No,” he said.

“I won’t do that.”

Some say he was

honest and true,

some say focused,

some say he was simply

Norwegian and stubborn.

He’d have to be

to do what he did,

to talk to plants

for years on end

until they listened,

to talk to politicians

until they too heard, 

and students and farmers.

He alone, it seemed

knew how beautiful

mud is, how in dirt

there is peace,

and that nothing

soothes the aching belly

like food. 

Margaret (age 90)

for Margaret Gibson Borlaug

And what did she

ask in return

when he was off

gallivanting around

the world?

She had already 

given up her education

so he could have one,

her career for his.

She didn’t know then 

what he would do,

what the future would bring

for the both of them.

“I regret nothing,”

she says,

“to love and be loved

by one man

for so long

is to have lived.

Love is the fuel

that feeds

what he has planted.

In spite of everything

you an think of,

it is the warmth

that keeps them

pushing up.”

Milking 

in memory of Clara Vaala Borlaug

Norman could sing

and play baseball

but Momma 

had the best hands

for milking.

We all took turns

but even father couldn’t

get out of the cows

what Momma could

in half the sitting.

It had nothing 

to do with strength

or energy or endurance

and everything to do 

with touch. Somehow 

when she laid her 

small white hands

on their large dark flanks

they knew, one mother 

to another, breast to breast

what was really moving

through them. Their brute 

animal brains felt

better than most humans

true nourishment, 

how it enters not 

through the mouth

but through the eyes and 

the ears and the tenderest of fingers. 

The Rock Garden 

for Charlotte Borlaug Culbert

If you come 

to the Borlaug farm

looking for great beginnings 

of great deeds

still to be accomplished

you are bound

to be disappointed.

The eye must adjust itself

to the subtly of the 

windswept landscape –

the distant timber

that was not so distant

when Grandma and Grandpa

lived on the other side, 

the hills that never seemed high.

Three children were raised

for heavens sake

on a measly 120 acres.

On the east side of the 

small house, tumbled now,

crumbling slowly into the grass

is a circle of rocks

we made for the love

of our mother.

Norman, Palma and I.

Out tiny hands

attempting to give

back a little

of the so much

that was offered,

a circle of stone

taken from the gleaned fields.

Every morning, afternoon 

and evening mother could

look out from her endless chores

to see the brightly colored

petals her children

had planted.










(continued – stanza break)


(The Rock Garden – Cont’d)

It was the first time

we changed the world,

altered it to do our bidding

and it hurt noting,

changed permanently nothing, 

for the better or the worse.

Come, for the time 

being at least,  if you look

closely enough,

if you walk softly and 

silently in the yard,

you will hear our

three small voices.

Changes

The sun falls

and becomes a leaf,

a bluebird spreads its wings 

to become a petal

quivering in the wind.

When an egg cracks,

a bird comes out,

a frog, a dinosaur

almost anything.

And what will I shower

upon this world

what stamen will meet

what pistil?

Have you ever asked yourself that question?

Have you ever felt the first inkling of an answer?

Self-reliance

The oldest boys

were always in front,

the oldest girls

always in the back

and the youngest

like Norman

in the middle

as they marched out

Indian file.

They roads were 

lower than the fields 

back then and the weeds 

and the fences, so when the sky fell

they all became impassable.

Still the parents

wouldn’t have thought to come

to the schoolhouse only in the  

most dire of circumstances.

What was a little boy to do

when the drifts were bigger than he was,

when the tiny white stars 

burned his cheeks and blinded him

but sit down and let the cold cover his small self

like a sea of doubts,

like a million small voices saying “No,”

“Who cares?” “No one loves you.”

That is why his cousin 

slapped his face and woke him

from the dream that fear 

let him sink into, 

“Use you head Norman,

be brave, use your common sense!

What’s the sense in going to sleep

before you’ve even woken?”

El Gringo Loco

Not one farmer would help him.

No one lent him a mule,

or a tractor or a buffalo.

His bosses said,,,

“It’s not worth it. Don’t try.”

The custom official said,

“You can’t cross It won’t work.

There’s not enough time.”

So in the end he harnessed himself

to the plow, this gringo loco, 

and tilled fifteen acres,

the old sleepy caretaker

steering the thing around behind him.

No one person believed in him

except his wife Margaret,

but she was a half a world away

with the children. He didn’t come

in a suit jacket and a tie or with shiny shoes

even though he had a university education.

His neck was red like a campesino’s,

his lips and his nose swollen and peeling.

He was lower than a peon,

a government official

who didn’t come to boss but to serve -- 

what a new concept!

In 2000 years of agriculture

it had never happened.

This is how he saved the world,

millions upon millions

of people, a forest the size

of California, coaxing the soil

with the sweat of his brow,

by thinking and thinking, 

by believing in what he thought,

and then by acting

like a dumb animal.

Norman Borlaug Riddles 

1. 

I am zero

even less,

the wind 

blowing through

your bones,

loneliness,

a gnawing

that even the night

can’t take away.

I am the weight 

upon your 

frail body

the chaos 

in your head,

limbs that

scream out,

a face that 

reaches up

just to see

if anyone

is listening

 (Hunger)

2. 

I am tiny 

fingers waving

in the wind,

hope and love

shooting up

eternally

from the darkness.

I am short

but I hold many

in the palm of my hand

I am a rod

that will never rust.

When I bow my head

many come to me

and together

we eat.

(Mexican Dwarf Wheat)

3.

I am love

in your hands

a balloon

full of melted snow,

a soft lowing

in the night

calling out

for a song.

(Norman’s Boyhood Cow)

4. I am no one special

yet I have done special things.

I am no one great

yet millions

look up to me.

I feed what others

don’t think to,

the darkness below

foreigners.

I am the wind of a 

peaceful revolution,

a smile on the 

face of a child,

a full belly

a handshake 

instead of a gun.

(Norman Borlaug) 

4. 

I am the beginning

you long to come home to,

a path through

the woods,

a cow in the barn,

bread baking

in the oven,

a rock garden,

a mother in your arms.

I am a face

that looks like yours










(continued – no stanza break)

(Norman Borlaug Riddles – Cont’d)

and then another,

a strong hand

on your shoulder,

old-time advice.

Traps you laid by the river.

the chickens you watched hatch.

I am what you longed to leave

a memory 

in the yard

that was once yours

but that now

belongs to the everyone.

(The Borlaug Boyhood Farm)

5.

I am a muscle

firm and taut,

the bounce

in your step,

I am emptiness filled,

the brightness 

in the face of a child

running forever

toward you.

(Food) 
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