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I'm us Poet Laureate, Tracy k Smith. And this is the slow down.

00:22
reading about history can sometimes make it seem like the world is an orderly place, where
causes line up nicely with their effects. writing a memoir several years ago, even gave me this
impression about aspects of my own life that in the living had felt terribly random and
happenstance. I suppose this is the advantage of retrospect. But sometimes, it intrigues me to try
and imagine that the small things happening now are part of the larger current we think of as
history. Things like the gardener pruning trees in his yard, the crossing guard halting traffic to let
school kids pass through the intersection, or the colleague, I see through my window, as I write,
crossing campus on her way, I don't know where, in fact, puzzling over this question of how our
private and random acts contribute to collective history became a preoccupation of mine. While I
was working on the poems in my book, Wade in the water, so much of my attention, was directed
at pivotal moments from American history, like the signing of the Declaration of Independence, or
testimonies from the Civil War, that history is clear and defined. And at first glance, it seems to sit
at a great distance from the history unfolding before us now. And yet, if I shifted my sense of scale,
I could convince myself that all of it is contemporaneous. And I could go farther than that. And I
could talk myself into believing that all of what we know as human time is but one small speck of
the history of eternity. I can't say why. But that thought gave me a kind of peace, as though we
might all be contributing to something beautiful, and that there might actually be enough time in
creation, for all of us to finally get things right. Today's poem, first Will and Testament, by Sam sax
plays with history, as well. It startles me grafting a sense of urgency to small acts that go
unnoticed all the time, asserting a sense of the collective, where it would be easy only to notice
the private. First Will and Testament by Sam Sachs, I look to history to explain. And this is my first
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mistake. When I say history, I mean the stone half buried by the road side has witnessed more
tragedy than a filthy glass of a water. I look to the water, but all I see is dust. I look to the dust.
And all there is is history. Here's a feather and well of blood to write the labor movement across
the fractal back of infrastructure. Here's a father leaving home to build railroads with his bare
hands. Right the laws that claw the eyes, from our walls, that build a wall between the river and
the thirsty, that drag families from one hell into the next. Oh, this house of mine was built by men
and oh, I, a man sometimes pass through its acid chambers and leave out the back door dust.
When I say history, I mean what lives in us. I mean the pho gold chain around my neck. The
diseases passed from generation to generation, dating back to a time before Christ. I mean, any
word traced to its origin is a small child begging for water. The slow down is a production of
American Public Media, in partnership with the Library of Congress and the Poetry Foundation. To
get a poem delivered to you daily, go to slow down show.org and sign up for our newsletter.
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