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On NBC’s evening news coverage following the impeccable emergency landing of USAir flight 1549 into the Hudson River, I think it was the co-pilot who said of Captain Chesley Sullenberger, “He was feeling that airplane in his hands.  He might have glanced at the instruments, but he landed that plane by feel.”

“In his hands,” eh?  “By feel,” eh?  Hmm.  
Sullenberger landed his craft with an expertise that every airman and -woman alive is still in raptures over—not to mention every one of the people who had boarded that plane only minutes earlier and who, thanks to Sullenberger’s bodily familiarity with air and craft, tucked into bed that night infused with gratitude and wonder.  
And what has dependence upon the instrument panel done for other emergency water landings, hmm?

Not so much.

My attention to a body’s engagement with its environment and, indeed, with itself, was jolted into near fanaticism several years ago when I walked into the GRCC library and found that the card catalogue had been removed—that is, replaced with a computer.  I understood instantly that in some palpable way my life had been diminished.  Where would I have to go to experience ever again the buffered edge of the cards in tight formation, my thumb fanning along the card tops to get me into alphabetical proximity of the card I wanted; my fingertips (just behind the nail) catching one or several; my two hands taking turns stepping along as I guessed my way through the cards to the one I was looking for?  When would I ever be able to stand before those drawers in their signature rank and file, with their characteristic heft as I pulled them all the way out—here with the dance-like coordination of my two arms and hands all doing different things while the rest of me spiraled around my spine and left leg while my right leg—swept by just the right amount of centrifugal force to receive my bulk—stepped me off in the direction of the tables where I could scrawl things across a slip of paper with a felt-tip pen or a soft-lead pencil or a fine-tip ball-point….?  And what of the drawer’s signature blockish sound sliding home when I had found (or not found) what I had been looking for?

No time soon, I can tell you that, and nowhere I’ve found, yet.  

What I do have (as do you) is click, drag, click, drag, click, drag, click, drag, click, drag, click-click, drag, click, drag, click, drag, click, click, click, drag, click, drag, drag, click, drag….

And our airplane catching a wing-tip, pitching nose over tail-hook, and no survivors to tell the story.

*
For my sabbatical, I set about interviewing as many people with bodily engagement and expertise as I could get to cooperate with me:


a man who chops wood with an axe


hand-bell ringers


a metalsmith





a heart surgeon


a glass blower





a chicken slaughterer


two tattoo artists




a cheese maker

a hand-letter writer




a landscape artist
a pencil artist





a minister

a man who sharpens knives on a stone


a horse-shoer
a woman who uses a wood-burning cook-stove

a cellist

The collection is on-going:  I have in mind someone who makes knives by hand; someone who shears sheep; someone who weaves with wool she has prepared for the loom from raw, if not from the sheep’s back; a manicurist; a physical therapist/masseuse, a contra-dancer, a cook, a potter, a knitter. . . .  Rarely has someone heard about my work and not made a suggestion:  What about a veterinarian?  What about a guitar maker?  What about a kid who climbs trees—without (gasp) a helmet?  Bring ‘em on, I’ve been saying.  Show me to ‘em.  

And so the work continues.

In due time, I expect to be able to incorporate my heightened awareness of these various bodily experiences into my poems.  Though little of the work I learned about in these interviews has made its way into my poetry yet, I’m confident that it will.  I did write poems pretty steadily during my time away from the classroom from earlier research I’d done, and other forms of stimulation and inspiration.
One of our faculty book clubs had me visit a couple of weeks ago to talk about how I go about writing poems.  I am scheduled to meet with the AGC in February and have a public poetry reading scheduled for 9 March 09.  I have prepared an exercise to heighten awareness of language use in the classroom that I will be happy to present during any of our department learning-day activities.  I have had another poem accepted for publication and sent as a finalist to a contest judge.

I continue to tick off my sabbatical “spoztas.”

And I thank the Committee profoundly for the opportunities to indulge my passions.
