
There is a time to be wry and a time to be plain.  And though I am not religious, there’s a time to be 
silent and a time to speak, as Ecclesiastes tells us.  I have been thinking about holocausts.  Normally, 
with reverence, we recognize only one—The Holocaust.  In a sense, that wicked devastation 
deserves its perverse pride of place.  By another token, it is right to remember the Armenian 
Holocaust, the Cambodian Killing Fields, the Rwandan Genocide and the one in Darfur.  To say 
nothing of the slaughter of indigenous people in what is now the U.S., and the unwitting 
extermination by disease of up to 90% of those in South America during the Spanish colonization.  
And then there’s Stalin.  The list could be longer still.  Let’s stop before we get to the ancient world, 
before the mind is overwhelmed into paralysis and a deadening of compassion.  In a sense, it is more 
respectful to recognize all of all the Holocausts.  Why?  Because to say there is only one means that 
phenomenon was historical, it passed, and now we’re okay.  The memorials built are exactly to 
remind us that mass cruelty happens in many places, regularly, and the idea of remembering is so 
that such atrocities won’t happen again. 
 
I don’t like to think of such things.  I’m an aesthete by nature; I don’t wish my politics in the fore.  I 
consider them a private matter, like my sexuality.  My sense of propriety is a comfortable jacket—
sometimes a straitjacket.  Yet, as is the case with many others, politics in America is being forced 
upon me by circumstances.  And the consciousness that a holocaust can happen anywhere at any 
time, is not hysteria nor paranoia.  Many recognize the signs and signals of what could become one.  
The degradation of the human by a racial category; denigration to the point of mass violence and 
seething hatred both personal and in the aggregate, is the first step to madness and yes—genocide.  
It doesn’t have to be ten million, or six, or one, or even half a million.  Perhaps it could be ten 
thousand.  There’s no such thing as a petite holocaust.  Let’s not quibble about numbers.  Let’s 
simply say white supremacy is the new state fair, and at the 4-H booth, slaughter is in the air. 
 
Why am I thinking about these matters now, other than the fact that they’re as patent as the tarry 
smell of fresh asphalt when you walk on it and feel your soles just slightly hesitate in the sponge, and 
you imagine that beneath it there could lie a sinkhole leading to the center of the earth.  But no, I 
mean why right now instead of five minutes ago?  Because of “Deathfugue.”  I hadn’t read Paul 
Célan for a while.  I’d instead been reading Lord Byron, as one watches an action movie with CGI 
cars that explode yet do no actual harm.  I opened the pages, almost by happenstance, when I came 
across an edition on my bookshelf, long neglected, and the opening words struck me—forgive me 
Célan, but I believe your poem can be—dare I say “culturally appropriated,” in the best sense, by 
many of us, albeit we or our relatives were not burned to ashes?   
 
Black milk of morning we drink you at dusktime 
we drink you at noontime and dawntime we drink you at night 
we drink and drink 
we scoop out a grave in the sky where it’s roomy to lie 
There’s a man in this house who cultivates snakes and who writes 
who writes when it’s nightfall nach Deutschland 
 
Having read those verses, I wanted immediately to unread them.  It was as though Célan had 
slapped me in the face as a do-nothing dandy.  I was angry at him, struck mute for a full ten minutes.  
I wanted to shout back that it wasn’t my fault.  Then I imagined him answering “Well it’s my fault.  



Why shouldn’t it be yours?  And have these matters disappeared from human consciousness or 
action?  If so, I apologize.” 
 
My wit and humor fail me today.  I am as somber as a clock that refuses to do anything but tell time.  
I had a housekeeper for a while when I lived on the border in El Paso, Texas.  Surely a strange 
destination for me, not to live in one of the world’s capitals, but I was taken there by romantic love 
and found I could freelance edit and live well in such an inexpensive place.  Then I fell in love with 
its landscape, the tiny blue wildflowers that decorated its austere mountainsides in spring; its mute 
cactus silently drawing sustenance from the earth; its dry arroyos promising a flood.   
 
My housekeeper—I paid her more than the going rate, but probably still not enough.  We became 
friends, ate breakfast and lunch together each Friday when she came and she would stay until late 
afternoon, the cleaning done, until I drove her down the border highway and dropped her off so she 
could cross into Mexico on foot.  She cooked for me gorditas, pozole, and chile colorado.  Hilda 
mounted a blistering, sardonically humorous discourse as we sat eating, about the many slights she 
received from the border guards each day and how she pushed back with scorn.  The constant sense 
of idle threat, of arbitrary mocking, pervaded her many crossings, wearing her down mentally, 
creating ongoing existential uncertainty.  She was strong, yet deep in her heart, a step from being 
nullified. 
 
She called me one time, distraught, because her grandchild and other school children had been 
taken hostage by criminals.  They wanted $2000 from each of the parents (or in her case, 
grandparent).  This sum was unconscionable, given her income. I offered help with that, and how 
she got the rest, I don’t know.  They wanted to meet her late at night, in a cemetery out beyond a 
maquiladora.  Hilda was designated to go on behalf of all the parents, carrying everyone’s money, as 
she had the strongest stomach of the group.  Or maybe she just volunteered.  I offered to accompany 
her, because I didn’t want her to go alone.  She refused, telling me that nothing would be gained, 
and if those people found out who I was, they might come and kill me and my girlfriend.  She 
promised me she would be safe.  All they wanted was the money.  These kidnappings were a regular 
occurrence and if they’d wanted to kill the children, they would already have done so and they could 
just as easily go to her house and kill her and her husband. 
 
So she went.  She recovered the children but their fingertips had been burned, as if to erase the 
fingerprints of each. 
 
He calls play that death thing more sweetly  
Death is a gang-boss aus Deutschland 
he calls scrape that fiddle more darkly then hover like smoke in the air 
then scoop out a grave in the clouds where it’s roomy to lie 
 
But then there’s this: 
 
Curve a space 
that there may be speech, of earth, 
of ardor, of  
things with eyes, even 



here, where you read me blind. 
 
Today I want to write something that matters, a poem for the ages, a poem that someone else will 
find by accident, on a page deep within a book, and it will remind him or her that what’s going on 
can be stopped—yes, by actions, but also by words, the right words.  It all begins with words, before 
the beatings, the smashed possessions, the deportations, the crematoriums, the ashes of what could 
have bene a beautiful civilization.   


