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OLD BROWN 

 

Old Brown belonged to the Church of the Holy Rifles,  

carried a Beecher Bible, sold Fuller Brushes & Chicago Typewriters. 

He strangled a copperhead in his crib, 

had a blue ox, rolled snakes downhill. 

Old Brown slew ten thousand Butternuts with the jawbone of an ass. 

Old Brown could smell a donut from five miles away. 

He was called The Old Man, Captain Brown, Uncle Charley. 

He was Nelson Hawkins and Shubel Morgan.   

Old Brown said, I am the flenser of a vengeful God, 

lay the dead horse of Slavery before me. 

Old Brown walked fugitives across Missouri, 

then ate dinner with Emerson and Thoreau. 

He was the Shilo, a Divine Wind. 

He lit a prairie fire that burned down Blanket Hill. 

Chaffed and itched, nettled by hypnotism, 

he read head bumps like psychic street maps 

and waited for the bees to hive. 

 

Old Brown said, Send lawyers, guns and money. 

He was the Tank of God, the Holy Roller, a souped-up,  

street-legal Camaro, a train wreck waiting to happen. 

He was Wonderbread and Red Ball Jets, 

hated Masons and paper money. 

Old Brown was the first to say, Kill ’em all, God knows His own. 

Old Brown was a big chunk of meat falling through the ceiling. 

Old Brown had four thousand sheep, knew each by name, 

urged them through the dip like Moses coaxing the Israelites. 

His staff wriggled like a serpent. 

Old Brown said, It is the worst possible policy for a man to reveal  

his plans. Old Brown waited.  

He thought the bees would hive. 

 

Old Brown said, Those men had a perfect right to be hung,  

and All Cretans are liars. 

He was a Know Nothing and a know-it-all, 

a Captain in the way that Sanders was a Colonel, 

or Bean a Judge.  His plans 



were sketchy as a Feejee Mermaid. 

He would take the war to Africa. 

He would rest in God’s bower. 

Old Brown put the roar in the Roaring Twenties, 

the gilt in the Gilded Age, the fun in funeral. 

His was the last Good Death. 

Old Brown said, No man sent me. 

Old Brown said, Eternity behind, eternity before,  

and we the little speck in the center. 

Captain Brown was radiant in the coffin. 

He was P.T. Barnum with a handgun, 

undercard to the main bout, 

icy tail of the comet, fable without a moral. 

He had a whiff of brimstone about him, 

the white eyes of horseless carriages. 

He was a sheep of the blackest dye. 

There was a broadsword in his dune buggy,  

hobgoblins in his meadow. 

He wanted the pickaninnies to go Mau Mau, 

wanted the black bees to hive. 

 

Old Brown said, I know no more grammar than a cow. 

Old Brown was God’s millstone, cog in Ezekial’s wheel, 

a U-Haul packed with ammonium nitrate. 

He blew the legs off The Thinker and left behind a silver bullet, 

bombed the cops in Haymarket Square. 

He was cherry blossom, earth-shaker, game-changer, deal-breaker. 

He was a gun deck awash in body parts. 

He was called The Abominable No Man and No-Name Maddox. 

He never let the truth stand in the way of a good story. 

Old Brown stood still as a post before a column of tanks, 

then danced a two-step with the grinding lead. 

He flamed like a saffron monk.  He locked arms  

with John Lewis and crossed the Edmund Pettis Bridge. 

Calvinist Fatalist, Conspiracy Theorist, Liberation Theologist, 

Old Brown said, That will happen, will happen, 

wrote scripture in blood on the livingroom wall, 

stashed arms in Ashtabula. Old Brown was  

Manson in broadcloth, broadsword to the brainpan, 

a Bolshevik who beat the podium with his shoe. 



He was Blood Hound and Fateful Lightning, 

Murrah’s sheared face, bullet through the 

back door, Death in the driveway shrubbery. 

He was obsessively compulsive, compulsively obsessive. 

He said, No sense, makes sense. 

Old Brown was Ahab without literary merit, 

a suicide bomber in frock coat and straw hat. 

He belonged to the Divine Thunder God Corps. 

He could wait an eternity for the bees to hive. 

 

Old Brown said, Ask about our automated courtesy rifles. 

Old Brown was a column of fire two hundred feet high, 

shape-shifter with ten thousand faces, fourth Magi, third convict. 

He was a tenth degree Thugee. 

He was the horizon of the sun. 

He purged this land with blood. 

He said, I knew they were coming before they knew they were coming. 

Old Brown wasn’t interested in hearts and minds. 

He was the blind eye of justice, St. Michael’s scales, 

the shepherd I shall not want. 

He dug up his dead each time he moved. 

Old Brown had his finger on the button, he was 

mutually assured destruction, he was radioactive. 

Old Brown was the rain that drowns, 

he was the last Puritan. 

A coffin pine grew in his yard. 

Call him Darryl Bridges or Tim Tuttle, 

Sputnik or Clever Odysseus, he is  

still moldering in the grave, still  

waiting for the bees to hive. 



PIETA AND POST-MORTEM 

 

   I 

The engine room was the size of a two-car garage. 

Packed with hostages, it smelled of burnt powder and flop-sweat. 

Every single window was destroyed, and the bullet holes  

made trails, like a celestial star map. 

 

His boy gut-shot, Old Brown sputtered and fumed, 

paced in the darkness, thumping like Ahab, 

whispering to himself and crying out, 

Men, are you awake? 

 

Watson lay limp as Christ on the engine room floor, 

gun smoke thick as incense. The Old Man stood over him. 

Die, if you must, grumbled Old Brown, hatchet-faced mother. 

He was a raw nerve. 

 

   II 

He asked to be dispatched, or killed, or put out of his misery, 

or something of that kind, I think, and Brown remarked to him, 

No my son, have patience; I think you will get well; if you die, 

you die in a glorious cause, fighting for liberty, or freedom, or 

something like that. 

 

   III 

Medical students snatched Watson’s body, 

crammed it into a barrel and carted it  

to Winchester Medical College where 

he was field-dressed like a rabbit, 

and the skin varnished, after which 

a dispute arose whether he should be 

stuffed by a taxidermist or cut up  

into game pouches and coin purses. 

 

Instead, he became a Visible Man,  

with nerves like blue highways, 

and vessels like rivers of blood. 

Four of his fingers and all the toes 



were cut off by relic seekers,  

as though he were a saint  

or their favorite celebrity. 

 

   IV 

An eyewitness, one of the captive men, said: 

 

With one son dead by his side, 

and another shot through, 

he felt the pulse of his dying son 

with one hand, and held his rifle 

with the other, and commanded his men 

with the utmost composure, encouraging them 

to be firm, and to sell their lives 

as dear as they could. 

 

Thoreau cited this, and so it must be true. 



 

THEY LAID OLD BROWN 

 

They laid out Old Brown in the parlor, 

bony as Che’ on the table. Executed, 

like Dillinger at the Biograph, like 

Jesse James standing on Mr. Howard’s chair, 

like the Younger brothers, peppered rabbits 

stretched in their Northfield coffins. 

Like Bonnie & Clyde shivering in the front seat 

of a Louisiana summer. 

 

As if that proves anything. 

Where are the missing morgue photos  

of Pretty Boy Floyd, after all? 

Why so many death masks cast? 

See that scrape, that hole, 

that mole, it can’t be him. 

 

He has eluded Death’s algebra,  

its silent figuring: 

trajectory, entry and exit, 

magic bullets. 

 

You know, they charged admission to look 

at Old Brown’s body, propped it up 

and dropped nickels into his open mouth. 

Bits of Old Brown’s beard were 

sold in early vending machines. 

 

Only that wasn’t Old Brown wounded 

in the armory and hung in Charleston. 

He escaped to Bolivia with Butch & Sundance, 

was bombed in Spain with the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. 

Always the blurry one in the photo, he appears 

in the background of Sandinista billboards. 



HUNGRY GHOST 

 

I have scoured the Greensboro newscast  

for footage of Old Brown.   

It is an eight millimeter haunting. 

He is a hungry ghost, 

pencil-necked and pinhole mouthed. 

Truth turns to ashes in his mouth. 

 

Each side points their guns at the other. 

Each reach like drowning men, 

reach like children with cap guns, 

like God reaching to Adam. 

It’s an American home movie, 

corny as Gunsmoke.  In it 

dead men fall funny, drop 

like puppets cut from strings. 

 

Haymarket, Homestead, Blair Mountain. 

These are water lanterns slipping downriver. 

Grant Park, OK City, Blanket Hill. 

These are water lanterns slipping downriver. 

 

He stood in the gauntlet at Homestead, 

ball-peen hammer nicely balanced in his hand, 

from interstate overpasses dropped cement blocks 

into the laps of passing scabs. 

The blocks came through the windshield, 

startling as the hand of God. 

He lobbed hand grenades at the National Guard. 

He fired the first shot on Blanket Hill. 

In Chicago he lit a flare, shouting:  

 

   The Whole World is Watching! 

   The Whole World is Watching! 

                                    The Whole World is Watching! 



 


