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Robert Creeley arrived in Prince George by a connecting plane from Vancouver about noon 
on Thursday for the first event that evening.  I remember an intense winter sun, clear sharp crisp 
air (no pulp mill pollution that day) - and my fecund and intense anticipation.  This was it!:  Bob 
Creeley in Prince George - the first day of the conference becoming a reality: students, teachers, 
and writers began to arrive by plane; some drove the winter highways, others took the train or 
bus, and my dear friend Ken Belford - one of the featured readers - hitchhiked 250 miles down 
from Smithers BC with his wife Alice and two friends.  The gathering of poets began to take 
shape or similarly, as Ken once said to me at the Kispiox rodeo, that a rodeo was a good place 
for all the animals to get together.  

 

I drove Bob to the Yellowhead Hotel on the bypass close to the college where most registrants 
stayed – yakking like crazy all the way in a kind of conversation, as the many we had that are 
hard to describe - more a jagged weave of thoughts, anecdote, and story. Creeley’s voice - 
intense, honest, with its syntactical surprise that always said to me: this man is intelligent, alive, 
and knows.  His language and voice for my ear, projects a complicated experience and vice versa 
verbal patterns of heart / mind joined in a curious urgency, as if speech offered a solution of 
sorts.  I believe it does.  For the next 3 days I got to listen to Bob Creeley talk at length and 
close-up.    

I helped Bob with his suitcase and shoulder bag up to his room.  We agreed to hit the bar for a 
beer but first he meticulously unpacked his clothes and hung them on hangers.  This was an era 
of being spiffy: button down shirts, v neck sweaters, slacks or blue jeans, tie and tweed or 
corduroy sports jacket and maybe a hat, and in the north winter a heavy outer coat (Bob’s a 
bulky and worn heavy duck canvas) – the dress of professor poets in standard college fare. 

The Yellow Head bar was a huge cavern fitting the style of bars those days - small round wobbly 
tables with red terry cloth covers, square glass ashtrays that fill to the brim fast. Most of us in 
those days were chain smokers, including Bob who had a constant wheeze and cough followed 
by varying statements loathing the habit, but an admission of being too weak & unwilling to quit.  
I had cold-turkeyed a few years earlier and remember telling Bob the details.  On my 3rd pack 
one day, I was reading an article by William Burroughs who argued that kicking nicotine was 
harder than kicking heroin.  If you can quit smoking, you can do anything, including as he said, 
leave your wife! I had no intention of that but did get curious to see the extent of the withdrawal. 
It was hell, only relieved for a while by puffing on weak home grown pot. Listening to Creeley 
give a taped Naropa lecture (July 4, 1986) in a wonderful weave of anecdote, lecture and 
reading, he bums cigarettes from the students in the room. 1 I don’t know if he ever completely 
quit the habit and wonder, because of his cough later into life, if cigarettes didn’t do him 
irreparable damage that led to his end.  

We drank more than one beer that afternoon and probably didn’t eat. I felt comfortable enough 
with Bob to jokingly chide him about drinking too much 5% alcohol Canadian beer, but I could 
see that he was a confident drinker who enjoyed the barroom context – a place to tell his endless 
stories rich in detail and humor.  But as the bar began to fill with many other conference folks, 
and other friends who joined us, it was harder and harder in the rising din to hear Bob talk.  I was 
																																																								

						



		

	

missing words and sentences in the distinctive Bob Creeley cadence, and had to lean into the 
table.  I was getting bits and pieces that day about his teaching gig in Guatemala on a coffee 
finca – how within minutes of arriving and exhausted in the tropical heat was immediately given 
the task at hand – to teach and tutor the plantation owner’s kids – similar, as he told me, to the 
day he arrived at Black Mountain College and though tired after a long drive in his old truck, 
was immediately escorted to a classroom by the giant man in all ways – the 6 ‘ 5” rector Charles 
Olson.   While he told these stories he also constantly dabbed the bottom corner of his eye socket 
with a handkerchief - preferring to do that, as he said, than to wear a glass eye or sport a hip but 
“pretentious” eye patch as he did as a young man         

The Thursday Night Reading 

The Thursday night reading was scheduled for 7 p.m. in the “Log Cabin” – a log structure built 
by students in the log-building course and occupied as a classroom/lounge by the forestry 
students.  It was the right intimate size for the first event – wood fire crackling, a beer and wine 
bar and an eager audience of 50 – 80 people who had come to hear the first readers: Ken Belford, 
David Phillips, Sid Marty and Brian Fawcett. Note:  It’s obvious that the conference line up is 
mostly male but not by intention.  I’d invited Margaret Atwood, Betty Lambert, and Alice Munro 
who declined for “various good reasons”. Audrey Thomas did accept the invitation as a 
headliner.   My students seemed an equal gender mix and participated in the open readings and 
workshops.    

One of my intentions was to get my writer friends I grew up with in the 60’s and 70’s to read 
with Bob Creeley in the same room.  Belford and Phillips in particular, followed Creeley’s work, 
admired it, and admired him more so than the other living poet/mentors young poets might be 
tempted to follow. For all of us, the task was to read everything we could get our hands on and 
build a working library/to create a poetic/a prosody.  For the most part, we read the same books – 
mostly modern Canadian and American poetry, including the germinal New American Poetry: 
1945 -1960, edited by Donald Allen.2 We all published in Talon magazine (Vancouver), edited 
by Jim Brown and David Robinson, and later had early books published by Talonbooks Press.  
We compiled growing shelves of small/underground press books. We did the same homework 
and shared a complex notion of poetry as the force we wanted to engage. We talked it incessantly 
and obsessively.  We looked for authentic ways to write and progress in the art.  Serious! 

                                                                          Ken Belford 
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Ken Belford read from Sign Language, a Caledonia Writing Series chapbook I printed on my 
Chandler Price letterpress in an edition of about 100 copies.  I’ve written longer accounts of 
Ken’s work (see “Invisible Ink”, on the website It’s Still Winter) expressing my huge admiration 
for it.  Early on, like my writer friend Sid Marty, Ken might have appeared as a “mountain poet” 
– living as he did for many years in the coastal Hazelton Range, but his voice has, beyond the 
geographical and place references – a deep and musical knowledge that is transcendent.  Here is 
an astute student’s comment about Ken’s reading that night:  
 

“... even in a weekend full of highs Belford’s reading stood out.  He reads from a place that’s 
informed by sheer terror, which far from paralyzing him, gives him access to the 
eventfulness of language itself.  When Belford reads, words we all know and use everyday 
seem discovered for the first time.”3!

 
I know Bob was hearing and sensing this range and quality of these poets’ work, but he was 
particularly moved by Ken Belford. After Ken’s reading he quickly edged through the crowd, 
beer and cigarette in hand and said to Ken - exactly as I remember it: “ I hear your music man!”  
All of the readings that night felt damn good – “full of highs” as we headed off into the snow and 
the few blocks back to the Yellowhead for more beer and talk long into one of the great nights. 
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late 
      when 
they are cleaning up. 
I had wanted  
                      to the tune 
                      of rain 
no better weather  
to do it in. 
And I had wanted something 
not so unlike bark 
for all the battles 
from the bottom 
of the spine, up. 
 
One works alone in the shed 
when the wrenches spread 
 
Break any bone you want 
but break the back 
and no more fight:  this 
side of the building is white. 
 
I come to the meeting 
in time 
           to wonder 
who came 
                 who left 
and who spoke. 
 
And I among things 
that distress children 
wanted to know 
if he spoke at all. 
                            And 
if he did, 
easily 	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 



		

	

A poem I wrote shortly after the Words/Loves Conference. 

for Ken Belford & Robert Creeley 

 

It is 

 

        it is spring now, peculiar & northern.  
the truck still smells new, the cutbanks seem to issue  
        smoke.  
                    - all this talk of money when all I  
feel is this sadness for all the world's animals  
 
          & that I have been let down, is another  
  reason:  
               the consequence of being surrounded  
     by strange people I know nothing about.  
 
                         - old verities - 
 
     I long to talk with you.    walk    across town  
     with a bottle of whisky, and not to stop.    be sad & happy 
     knowing the world has gone.    let it go,    or 
     let them have it,  
                              whoever they are.  
	

	

																																					

																																							 	




