
The Deceptively Ordinary Poetry Of William Stafford.
I enjoy and highly regard William Stafford’s poetry and these Notes will refer to 14 
of them. (He composed about 22,000 and published about 3,000)
 But let me first give you some background information, garnered from the 
following sources.
**************
Tombstone data ( from Wikipedia). 
Stafford was born in Hutchinson, Kansas, the oldest of three children in a highly literate 
family. During the Depression, this family  moved from town to town in an effort to find 
work for his father. Stafford helped contribute to family  income by delivering 
newspapers, working in sugar beet fields, raising vegetables, and working as an 
electrician's apprentice. He received a B.A. from the University of Kansas in 1937. He 
was drafted into the United States armed forces in 1941. As a registered pacifist, he 
performed alternative service from 1942 to 1946 in the Civilian Public Service camps 
operated by the Brethren Service Commission of the Church of the Brethren, which 
consisted of forestry and soil conservation work in Arkansas, California, and Illinois for 
$2.50 per month. He married Dorothy Hope Frantz with whom he later had four children 
(Bret, who died in 1988; Kim, writer; Kit, artist; Barbara, artist). He received his M.A. 
from the University  of Kansas in 1947 and Ph.D. from the University of Iowa in 1954. 
Stafford’s first book of poetry, published when he was 48, Traveling Through the Dark, 
won the 1963 National Book Award for Poetry. In 1970 he was named Consultant in 
Poetry  to the Library of Congress, a position that is now known as Poet Laureate. In 
1975, he was named Poet Laureate of Oregon. In 1980, he retired from his 
professorship at Lewis & Clark College but continued to travel extensively and give 
public readings of his poetry.

His Poetry ( from The Poetry Foundation).                                                    

Stafford's poems most often take place on a mountainside, a riverbank, or a roadside
—"near an exit," as he told Peter Ellsworth in a Chicago Review interview. The houses 
in which the poet grew up, according to his essay in Contemporary Authors 
Autobiography Series, were always near the edge of town, beyond which there was 
"adventure, fields forever, or rivers that wended off over the horizon, forever. And in the 
center of town was a library, another kind of edge out there forever, to explore." Dennis 
Daley Lynch finds in all the poetry "a searching" that the speaker in the poems regards 
"as a duty, a charge." Writing in Modern Poetry Studies, Lynch cites as evidence the 
final line of "Vocation," the last poem in Stafford's 1963 National Book Award-winning 
title, Traveling through the Dark: "Your job is to find out what the world is trying to be." 
An extension of Stafford's "questing imagination," in Garrison's view, the poetry also 
"seeks to take the reader to the frontiers of his own imagination, to the edge of what he 
knows, and then to induce him to explore farther." 
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Fascination with the process of discovery also accounts for Stafford's distinctive method 
of composition. He told Ellsworth, "I feel very exploratory when I write.... I feel like 
Daniel Boone going into Kentucky. The thing is being there and finding it." Essays that 
reveal Stafford's way of writing make up Writing the Australian Crawl. About the book, 
Stafford, who has also taught writing for thirty  years, comments "My disquiets—my 
pacifist disquiets, I guess—about teaching and writing by competitive methods are in 
that book. For me, a crucial sentence there is, 'A writer is not so much someone who 
has something to say as he is someone who has found a process that will bring about 
new things he would not have thought of if he had not started to say them.'" The 
sentence he cites begins an essay first published in Field (1970) in which Stafford 
reports that he sits alone in the early morning and writes down whatever occurs to him, 
following his impulses. "It is like fishing," he says, and he must be receptive and "willing 
to fail. If I am to keep writing, I cannot bother to insist on high standards.... I am 
following a process that leads so wildly and originally into new territory  that no judgment 
can at the moment be made about values, significance, and so on.... I am headlong to 
discover." 

*************

* I find Stafford’s poetry easy to read -- there are few difficult references or 
metaphors. It certainly fulfills Yeats’ requirement stated in a 1936 radio 
broadcast--‘Poetry must resemble prose, and both must accept the vocabulary of 
their time.’  As Wikipedia puts it: His poems are typically short, focusing on the 
earthy, accessible details appropriate to a specific locality. In an interview in 1971, 
Stafford said: "I keep following this sort of hidden river of my life, you know, 
whatever the topic or impulse which comes, I follow it along trustingly. And I don't 
have any sense of its coming to a kind of crescendo, or of its petering out either. It 
is just going steadily along."

* It is deceptive because although he refuses to shout, he is fierce in his insistence 
that people be awake. He is fierce in his own vow not to kill in war and not to hide 
by calling it fate. It is deceptive because one can wrongly conclude he is a 
Pollyanna. No. After his death Robert Bly published a collection of his poetry 
entitled ‘The Darkness Around Us Is Deep.’ Like any devout person of the 
Christian faith he was prepared to look God in the face and admit the uncertainty 
and unfairness of life that he could not understand.  Let us read these three poems 
= A Ritual To Read To Each Other,  Meditation, and, Mr. Or Mrs. Nobody.

* It is deceptive also because one can wrongly conclude that his concerns did not 
encompass social issues. Let us read these two poems = Right To Die, and, At 
The Bomb Testing Site.



* I find great tenderness in his poetry. Let us read these two poems = Waiting  In 
Line, and, A Memorial: Son Brett

* Most of all I like the thread he holds. Let us read these poems = The Way It  Is, 
and, Yes,  Grace Abounding,  Trying To Tell It,  Your Life, and, Are You Mr. 
William Stafford?

Graeme Hughes.


