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Fred Wah

Born in Swift Current, Sask., of Chinese and
Scandinavian parents, Fred Wah moved with
his family to Trail, B.C., when he was four
and grew up there and in nearby Nelson. As
a teenager he played trumpet in a band
called the Kampus Kings (Lionel Kearns was
He left the Kootenay re

gion in 1959 to study music at the University

the saxophonist)
of British Columbia; there he became in

volved with the Tish group of west-coast
writers that included Daphne Marlatt and
George Bowering. Interested in the poetics
of the Black Mountain school (particularly in
its emphasis on simple syntax, concreteness,
and a desire for organic rather than inherited
literary Wah Robert

Creeley at Albuquerque, New Mexico and

forms), studied with
later, as a graduate student, in Buffalo at the
State University of New York, where he also
worked with Charles Olson, the founder and
major theorist of Black Mountain poetics
He returned to the Kootenays in 1967, and
worked as a teacher at Selkirk College In
Castlegar, B.C
writing program at David Thompson Uni-

_and as head of the creative

versity Centre in Nelson. He now lives in
South Slocan, between Nelson and Castle-
gar

Since 1061, when he was one of the found-
ing editors of Tish, Wah has been active as
an editor of literary magazines. In New Mex-
ico he founded and edited Sum (1904-5); 1n
Buffalo he worked on the editonal staff of
Niagara Fronuier Review and The Magazine
of Further Studies; in Castlegar he edited
Scree. as well as an anthology of West Koo-
tenay writing and photographs. Since 1its in
1965, Wah has been a contn
buting editor to Open Letter,

served as a forum for discussions of contem

ception 1n
which has

porary writing and poetics in ( anada; he was
also a co-editor of its sister electronic literary

magazine, Swift Currend

Wah has

}‘Lf[‘l!\hi'd several books ot po

etryv: Lardeau: Selected First Poems (1905)
Mountain (1967), Tree (1972), Among

(which includes work from his first three
books; 1972), Eart

. . ) - o] ’ '
the Interior of B.C. (1975), delected I

h (1974), Pictograms

b. 1939

Buried at Smoky Creek 1OR0)

Lokt is
Breathin® my

L1ON])

with a sigh )

narne !
Waiting for

Owner's Manual (1982), and
Saskatchewan (1985), for which he received

a Governor General's Award

Always interested in the poet’s connec
tions with place—a general concern of the

Tish Wah has

prose forms as a way of articulating those

group- rejected traditional
connections. His poetry, which records his
explorations into the world of sight and
sound around him, is sometimes difficult and
demands to be read aloud. It expresses place
through the experience of sound, in such
early poems as ‘Song' (‘What a wonderful
All over the

bridge/ O/ver/the bridge’); through explora

way/ To come into the city
tions of the relationship between visual and
verbal representations, in Pictograms from
the Interior of B.C
gation of the relationship with particulars of

: and through an investi-

place and with Waiting for

Saskatchewan. In this last collection, Wah

parents, 1n

grapples largely with the influence of his fa-
ther. The ‘Elite’ sequence of prose poems,
which takes its name from the family café in
Swift Current, deals with the poet’s return to
the prairies and his desire to understand his
father, a figure who dominates the collec
tion. ‘Relation Speaks’ is a poem about re-
Here Wah tells us

that knowledge must be collected, though

turns of a different kind

the links and connections sometimes become
clear only afterwards. Wah feels the impor
tance of Saskatchewan, for instance, long
after he leaves it;

father emerges only after his father’s death

which is being mourned in this collection of
poetry

[ e Nere ¢ aga s faxe
from Breathin’ My Name With a Sigh, whic
George Bowenng S troduct 1
Selected Poems, calls Wah's ‘book of air, px
ems of the breat W s equated wit
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628 | Fred Wah

I lie here and wait for life again'

I lie here and wait for life again

no one told me this happens

not death but a consequence of it

the physical isn’t a world

at least it wasn’t this morning

when I ran up the road out of breath
yet that is what I most desire.
Information. What leads up to death,
is only information.

1981

I lie here and wait for life again’ first appeared in a manuscript edition (Coach House Press, 1978),
and was later published in Selected Poems (1980). That version differs substantially from the one
printed above, which is taken from Breathin’ my name with a sigh (1981 )

Waiting for Saskatchewan

Waiting for saskatchewan

and the origins grandparents countries places converged
europe asia railroads carpenters nailed grain elevators

Swift Current my grandmother in her house

he built on the street

and him his cafes namely the ‘Elite’ on Center

looked straight ahead Saskatchewan points to it

Erickson Wah Trimble houses train station tracks

arrowed into downtown fine clay dirt prairies wind waiting

for Saskatchewan to appear for me again over the edge 10
horses led to the huge sky the weight and colour of it

over the mountains as if the mass owed me such appearance
against the hard edge of it sits on my forehead

as the most political place I know these places these strips

laid beyond horizon for eyesight the city so I won’t have to go
near it as origin town flatness appears later in my stomach why
why on earth would they land in such a place

mass of pleistocene

sediment plate wedge

arrow sky beak horizon still waiting for that 20
I want it back, wait in this snowblown winter night

for that latitude of itself its own largeness

my body to get complete

it still owes me, it does

1985




Relation speaks

Relation speaks. Tree talks hierarchy |

Knowledge a bag of things to be changed
knowledge. Statement of instructions hos W
language reads reading out of order in order to speak

itself feed picked up lists family and comy

worlds end there

1984

Elite 3'

I'm on the prairies this winter. I haven’t been here

years old. It's not Swift Current, or Speedy Creek as son

certain flavours which are unmistakeably part of

rect. I mean the Chinese are still connected to China, the Ukrainia Lk

in the bar the Icelanders tell stories about Iceland, the Swed

French speak French. Here you're either a Wiebe or a Friese Y . W
Metis, anyway? I know when you came back from China you !

Chinese than anything else. But I remember you saying later that the (

trust you and the English didn’t trust you. You were a half-breed, |

member feeling the possibility of that word "Eurasian | W

in my own troubled adolescence. I don’t think you ever | .
identity though. In North America white is still the standard and

white enough. But you weren’t pure enough for the Chinese either You ’
the full comradeship of an ethnic community. S0 you I

played the game as we all must. To be a mux here on the pr

member going into Macleods in Swift Current a few 5

of the women in the store were just like Granny Encks |

1

there was anyone else in the world like you

1085

Pronounced ‘ee-light’ [Wah's
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