
 1 

WILE: 

Sketches from Nature 

                         Jeff Streeby 
 



 2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Limited Print Edition 
  



 3 

 
 
 

Wile: 
Sketches from Nature 

 
 
 

Jeff Streeby 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Buttonhole Press 

Great Falls, Montana  



 4 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 5 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 2017 by Jeff Streeby 
All rights reserved.  

Published in the United States by Buttonhole Press,  
an imprint of OPEN: Journal of Arts & Letters, LLC,  

Great Falls, Montana. 
 
 

Set in Garamond and printed in the USA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover Image: “Coyote in Snow” by ForestWander Nature Photography. 
www.ForestWander.com/wildlife 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/5899619402 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/legalcode 



 6 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 7 

Acknowledgements: 
 
Belle Reve Literary Journal published “Laud” (September 2016). 
 
cattails published a version of “Auction” (April 2017). 
 
concis published “Castor Mound” as part of the “Summer Season” issue (2016). 
 
Contemporary Haibun Online published “Float” and “Working the Door” in Volume 12, #3 (October 2016); 
“Watering Hole” in Volume 13, #1 (April 2017). 
 
DMQ Review published “Airport” (Fall 2016). 
 
Gambling the Aisle published “Dog Proof” (December 2017). 
 
Haibun Today published “Conibear” and a version of “Truck Stop” in Volume 10 #2 (June, 2016); a version 
of “Step-down” in Volume 11, #1 (March 2017). 
 
Haiku Presence published a version of “Landscape with Clouds” in Issue #55 (2016). 
 
KYSO Flash published “Colophon” and “Fritz” in Issue #6 (2016). 
 
Modern Haiku published a version of “Near Walkerville” in Volume 47.3 (Summer 2016). 
 
The Virginia Normal published “Snare Pen” and a version of “May” in Issue 3 (Spring 2017). 
 
Whiskey Island published “Flat Set” and “Blind Set” in Issue Sixty-Eight (Summer 2016). 
  



 8 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 9 

Introduction 
Paresh Tiwari 
 
Haibun is a hard-to-categorize genre. Is it in essence poetry or prose? Does it need to be written from 
personal experience or could it as easily be a foray into the swirling mist of the unknown? Is it, as many of 
us would like to believe, ‘the narrative of an epiphany’? Or is it something that comfortably straddles the 
wire fence between the physical and the reminisced?  
 
I muse all this and more as I read ‘Wile: Sketches from Nature’ by Jeff Streeby, a collection of 27 haibun. A 
volume so slim that once you have read through the pages and you go back once more (this time tasting the 
words as they fall over your tongue and roll into new meanings) and then again (soaking in the 
undercurrents and delighting in the little snares set up along the way) – you begin to marvel at the ability of 
the writer to say so much with such brevity. 
 
On the surface, the chapbook deals intimately and exclusively with the North American outdoor life. It 
enchants you with precise descriptions of the marshes and the reeds, with intimate insights into the nature 
of the coyotes and the raccoons, but to me ‘Wile’ has opened a far deeper portal –comprehension of human 
nature itself. Sample this: 
 
You’d think they would figure it out. A trail in the snow that widens into a small secret haven, a snug little cubby ringed 
around by dead pine saplings and spruce branches. One way in, no way out. A piece of bloody meat hung where no piece of meat 
should be. I mean it’s almost too obvious. And yet they come. And they walk right in like they own the place.   

– “Snare Pen” 
 
Isn’t this how we go through life – one way in, no way out? Unsuspecting, unaware, unsure.  
 
I believe that Jeff places a fierce belief in the form he writes in. He looks at the world with unrestrained, 
almost violent love that stems from compassion for all things alive, even those that most of us may take for 
granted. His command over words doesn’t limit itself to prose, he is also a master haiku poet, creating 
meanings with the deft stroke of his pen, telling stories in 3 short lines. For example: 
 
Nothing but winter 
sometimes there is no way to tell 
what you’re in for  
 
Three-quarter moon 
nothing is likely to satisfy us  
completely 
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Clever or not, in the end there’s not much chance of salvation. And it looks to me like it’s those little things we take on faith 
that are most likely to trip us up.   

– “Den Set” 
 
The language here is minimal, as if being shaped in the hands of Bauhaus prodigy. And yet it never loses the 
lustre of something truly exceptional.  
 
Here 
only the crush and rustle of my own footfalls in the pinestraw   

– “Scent Post” 
 
Jeff’s voice is forceful. It has an elegance that I suspect arises from a deep understanding of his subject - in 
this case the North American outdoors. But to label his work thus would do him and this book a great 
disservice.  
 
Wile, never for once abandons the grace of a hawk in flight. It looks at the world from an all-encompassing 
lens and yet manages to focus on a single blade of grass, bent under the weight of morning dew. This is a 
book that I will carry inside me for a long time to come. 
 
It takes a little longer to make it serve the fancy—a deer skull, a little mound of grass and debris—to make it irresistible with 
scents and lures, and then to arrange a few step-over sticks so it’s foolproof.  
 
October’s first catch— 
this coyote and I know damn well  
how the world works   

- “Flat Set” 
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Blind Set 
 
There’s always a trace, some evidence that builds around their comings and goings. You know— a shred of 
fur, a few feathers, scat. Tracks. Or a too-often-used trail. That worn path, that tunnel through the brush? 
You can make one yourself and they will most certainly use it. It’s a natural response. Like us, they go where 
there is least resistance. 
 

First snow 
our systems, our sturdy structures of yearning 
notwithstanding 
 

You get inside the habit, the predictable response to appetite. They suppose they’re on the right track and so 
they always set themselves up. Somewhere along the way, jaws come together or a noose tightens and that’s 
that. 
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Landscape with Clouds 
 

In Willow Township, a silver thaw…  
each thing in its clear sheath of ice 

 
On a round-topped hill in northwest Iowa, there is a pioneer farm site. Not much remains. A few pier 
stones that likely supported sill timbers for a frame shack. Some cement footings (a barn foundation? A 
grange?) frost-heaved out of the ground. A few feet of rubble wall—all that’s left of a springhouse. Scraps 
of scroll-top wire from a yard fence. And under what is easily one of the oldest cottonwood trees in this 
county, a lone gravestone. It is broken off just below the inscription Jesse F. Son of…. The slotted anchor 
stone is there too but the bottom half of the marker, the piece with the family name, has been lost. 
 
A genealogy site on the Internet tells me the little slab’s rounded top, its soft marble composition, and those 
weather-worn traces of a neat cursive script date it between 1845 and 1869. The sleeping lamb carved in 
relief says it is a child’s stone. 
 
The homestead is a pasture now. Sometimes in summer, cattle gather in the shade of the tree. Otherwise, 
there is not a living soul for miles. 
 

Straight-line winds… 
winter will soon find the rest of its usual places 
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Flat Set 
  
It takes about 10 minutes to build a flat set so natural that it can’t be recognized for what it is. A minute or 
so to hack out a depression, maybe a minute to anchor the chain. No time at all to dig that little hole where 
you lay the bait, a couple of minutes more to bed the jaws and cover the pan.  
 
A cold wind comes unwelcome across the empty field and carries away the cloud of your breath, rattles the bare branches of the 
shelterbelt behind you. A few startled quail rise and dart away. You inhale the rich, damp scents of the opened earth, of musty 
corn stubble, of snow on the wind. Even though the sun gets a little higher and the frost on everything begins to sublime away, 
you’re just as cold and stiff as when you started and you look forward to getting a bite to eat and to holing up somewhere it’s 
warm. 
 
It takes a little longer to make it serve the fancy—a deer skull, a little mound of grass and debris—to make it 
irresistible with scents and lures, and then to arrange a few step-over sticks so it’s foolproof.  
 

October’s first catch— 
this coyote and I know damn well  
how the world works 
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Near Walkerville  
 
The Big South Branch of the Pere Marquette runs across the far end of my place. The channel is about 25 
feet wide and no more than waist deep along that little stretch. The river system is named for Jacques 
Marquette, SJ, the black-robed priest who, along with Louis Jolliet, was discoverer and explorer of the upper 
Mississippi River. In 1675, at age 39, Pere Marquette died of dysentery on the banks of Lake Michigan near 
the site of present-day Ludington. He was first buried on a bluff (there’s a monument) where the stream 
empties into a drowned river mouth, a pretty lake that now also bears his name. In 1677, his companions 
returned and moved the remains to his mission at St. Ignace. That site, marked with his funerary stele, is still 
revered.  
 

My neighbor has fired his fields— 
            that strong scent of fall in the early dark. 
  
After the big Chicago Fire in 1871, this whole drainage from headwaters to the Big Lake was clearcut to 
supply lumber for rebuilding the city. With the streamside habitat in ruins, native Grayling were displaced 
and the river emptied of most of its other species. In 1876, California Steelheads were introduced, and in 
1884, German brown trout. By the 1960’s, the Great Lakes fisheries were in collapse, so they were rescued 
with plantings of Cohos and Chinooks. Now the salmon run from August to November. Steelheads are 
around most of the year. I’ll usually have some fillets in the smokehouse. I never starve for fish, but I’d 
rather spend my time in the woods, not on the water. 
  

In white shallows, 
Chinooks the size of mermaids. 
 
All the seasons’ rich spoils. 

  
My holding is covered by second growth hardwood forest. I can’t even see the river through the heavy 
screen of trees. Tonight the last rains of another year will drown this little piece of the watershed. Rainfall 
will gather for a while then overflow, cold and honey-clear, down a seasonal watercourse that appears 
behind the house. By midnight the downpour will become snow. That will bring the last leaves down from 
the canopy. Everything then, bracken fern, ironweed, nannyberry, deadfall— everything will grow indistinct 
then sag then sink under the white weight of a new season; white cedar, dogwood, all the understory will 
seem to yield. But before dawn, snow or not, I’ll be up and out of here, the deer will move, and the coyotes, 
and the wild turkeys and all the rest, all of us bent on our visceral errands. I have decided, I suppose, that 
there is no dread end, no final separation of one thing from another. There is no “after all”. There are 
instead only these serial events, these episodes interrupted here and there by monuments. Things go along a 
certain way until they go some other way. There is only this perpetual sequence of transformations, and the 
next one is happening now. 
  

Calico asters— 
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Fall’s most cheery mechanism 
of hyperbole. 
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Snare Pen 
 

Deep winter’s feathers, needles and spines 
hoarfrost 
every tree its own ghost 
 

You’d think they would figure it out. A trail in the snow that widens into a small secret haven, a snug little 
cubby ringed around by dead pine saplings and spruce branches. One way in, no way out. A piece of bloody 
meat hung where no piece of meat should be. I mean it’s almost too obvious. And yet they come. And they 
walk right in like they own the place. 
 

Saber’s Beads… 
we ought not expect we are owed much  
by the Mysteries 
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Truck Stop 
  
Nara Visa, Dalhart, then the Oklahoma line. 
  
And he says again, “Yo. The road.” That was on the last island of pumps. He says, “Yo. You just come up 
54? What that road be like?” A friendly young man with a gold tooth, a Lakers t-shirt, pants riding low on 
his hips. 
  
For me there had been a Norther— a blue-black wall cloud and then the derecho and afterwards nothing 
but thunder, lightning and hard rain. Flash floods— water suddenly deep and dangerous in every arroyo. 
Mile after mile, the thump-clunk of the wipers, the roar of the cloudburst sluicing the cab, the unexpected 
check and skid when a horse scrambled or a wind gust caught the trailer just right. That splash and drag 
when the rig hit standing water on the road. For long stretches the tarred, scarred blacktop was uneven and 
slick and the right shoulder was pretty tough to pick out, what with all the mud and run-off. Slow tricky 
going across the whole middle of nowhere, 300 miles from Carrizozo to Texhoma. Meeting no one, passing 
no one, being passed by no one, and after a while here I am, OK, breathing this air at this hour under this 
summer sun high in this blue sky. The road received me and was sufficient. That’s all. 
  
How to tell him I really can’t say. How to tell him from now on the road running that way is only his—its 
towns and its vistas, its network of crossings—and it will be just as he finds it. 
  

Cold front— 
  

cotton fields flattened by hail 
two crippled steers tangled in wire 
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 Walk-through 
 

Dog Days 
an evening hatch of slate drakes and stoneflies 
nymph shucks everywhere 
  

Pretty marshy, but there seems to be a lot of traffic along the bank right here—deer, mink, coyote, raccoon, 
otter. Looks like this might be a promising spot for the fall. Just up there along that fencerow, I think. Two 
#3 Bridgers in kind of a flat smooth furrow, one in each end, cross-staked. The tall grass for backing and a 
little uncomfortable blocking lined up in front. Two ways into the slot in between that invites them to put a 
foot down. Then that’s all she wrote. 
 
Takes a little longer to build maybe. I don’t know that it really works that much better than a flat set or a 
step-down. A good bet to put paid to a few coyotes or bobcats though. Sometimes you’ll have them by two 
feet. 
 
To start off, I might scent the arrangement along its back edge with siftings from the cat box. After the first 
catch, it should just get better and better. 
 

Downstream in a green bend 
big bluestem 8 feet tall            
song of a horned lark 
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Blackbird Storm 
 

Blackbird storm 
a late front down from Canada  
six hours of cold hard fact 

 
River’s up, ditches are full, woods are boggy, this whole county soggy with a mix of rain and snow. Mostly 
everything and everybody hunkered down trying to stay dry. 
 

A car  
plowing through standing water in the road 
winter’s last big splash 

 
This is Potawotamie country and around here winter is The Maker of White, The Great Hare of the World, 
part of a tetrad of god-brothers associated with Manabush, creator of this new earth. They set the order of 
things and like it or not, everybody puts up with it. Winter has the strongest magic and makes for us now a 
waterlogged year slow to darken with summer colors.  
 

“Cong-a-lee” 
Blackbird nests snowed under 
and not one Saint to lend a hand 
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Laud 
 

March 
bumble bees in the Dutchman’s Breeches 
 
in this birch, nesting flickers 

 
A morning star and half the Crow Moon above the hills. A light breeze is up and the little cedars beside the 
road bend and whisper. For what it’s worth, last night the weatherman called for rain today, another 
comfort to wish on the quickening orchard. 
 
My Banty rooster from his perch in the chicken coop is calling the sun up out of the dark again. In the next 
breath, he will praise himself according to his excellent greatness for the daily success of this most mighty 
act. With the same song, different verse, two strutting turkey toms chant his descant from the brush down 
by the river.  
 
Now the phoebes nesting in the big oak are at it and the tree swallows. Across the fence, it’s the neighbor’s 
cows. Sounds like everything must have found something to celebrate or complain about. 
 
And little Chanticleer, of course, has managed to beat WKZC to the punch again. The clock radio just went 
off and even I have to say, it’s pretty early for Johnny Cash’s version of “Daddy Sang Bass”.   
 
Anyway, the horses will be stirring now. I should get up and go feed. I should. The old Standardbred gets 
pretty cranky if I’m behind time with his oats. 
 
Well. Got to get with it. “The early bird” and all that. I’ll catch Z95 for the local news on my way to town. 
 

At home in the Manistee 
early woodnotes 
plenty as blackberries 
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Spring Set 
  

“Pro pelle cutem” 
up and down a crooked river 
cutting for sign 

  
Looking for a place around here to try a water set for coyotes. Takes a special layout, you know—like where 
a spring rises or where there’s a wide shallow stretch in a creek. And there’s only a narrow window before 
everything freezes up. 
  

September Goldenrod 
blooming late 
my spaniel pup flushes two hens 
  

You build you a high spot— a pile of rocks or something— out in the water and you put your bait on it. 
Make sure it's just out of reach from the bank. Cover it over with a little moss. You set your trap on the 
stream bank right where you figure they’ll have to step to give your handiwork the once-over. 
  
Or you bed it just under the water maybe 9 inches back from the bait and say, about 9 inches out from the 
bank. Put a little pile of moss on the pan so it’s out of the water and looks like a nice dry place to step. 
  
It’s a con game. Smoke and mirrors. Feed them the right line, and they’ll fall for it every last time. 
  

The willow killer…  
bargello of yellow leaves 
decks the Pere Marquette 

 
 
“Pro pelle cutem” : Latin, “a skin for leather”. Motto of the Hudson’s Bay Company. 
 “Willow killer” the first really cold day of fall.   
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Den Set 
 

25 below… 
woods, meadows, and fields 
giving in to January 

 
I know they have a reputation, but really they are just babes in the woods. If you can manage to make it look 
righteous, they’ll take it for gospel, chapter and verse.  Every time. 
 

That creak of pacs on crusted snow  
Michigan 
all caught up in winter  
 

They’re pretty leery about checking dens in shelterbelts and heavy brush, but from about October on, they 
never ignore any groundhog hole they come across out in the open. Yes, old Punxsutawney Phil is dead 
asleep deep down out of reach, but foxes know rabbits and mice will use the front part of his burrow as a 
hideout or a place to take cover in bad weather.  

 
Ice in his foretop, ice in his tail, 

 an old horse waiting out winter 
 
A fox will lay up for hours, his tail wrapped over his nose, just watching and waiting. And that will usually 
pay off for him. If you know what a fox knows, that can pay off for you. If you can make little Reynard mad 
enough or curious enough or confident enough to drop his guard and yield to temptation, sooner or later, 
like this big tod, he’ll wind up in your skinning shed. 
 

Nothing but winter 
sometimes there is no way to tell 
what you’re in for 

 
Set a #2 in the mound in front of the opening, right where you expect he’ll have to stand to have a look 
down in. Then you shove a chunk of rabbit or a wad of wool dipped in weasel musk back in the there a 
ways, and (though he ought to know better) that can be all it takes to make a believer out of him. 
 

Three-quarter moon 
 nothing is likely to satisfy us  

completely 
 
Clever or not, in the end there’s not much chance of salvation. And it looks to me like it’s those little things 
we take on faith that are most likely to trip us up. 
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Outside Wall 
 

Like the rest, this year ending. 
A memory of cinnamon and cloves. 

  
Exit 67. Ellsworth AFB. Still at least two hours until sunup. Wind. Flurries. Patches of black ice. Another 
truck stop’s burnt coffee gone cold in the Thermos. Finger drifts building across the road. Grinding noises 
from the failing heater fan. The usual cast of midnight screwballs on local talk radio—insomniacs and 
harmless garden-variety cranks—their cockamamie notions.  
 

South Dakota prairie in the winter dark 
That cold clean scent of snow 

 
All the highway signs and billboards covered in ice and snow. Drifts 8 feet high downwind. Abandoned cars 
in the median, in the ditches. A big rig overturned, another idling under an overpass. Rest areas all filled up. 
Forty minutes behind a snow plow before it takes the 240N exit. Another country station’s signal breaking 
up. Static in the speakers. 
 
Outside Wall. Ice on the power lines, ice on the barbed wire. Cold cattle crowded in fence corners. Ice 4” 
thick in the fast lane. Nodding off again. Second-guessing, wishing everything back there could have turned 
out better. Somehow. For everybody’s sake. In my lane, iced-over headlights pick out two tire tracks of 
sanded glare ice.  

 
An old song on the radio 
its long train of recriminations 

 
Drowsing. Eyes wide open, but all at once the shock of a dream of falling, blind panic, then out of nowhere 
the steering wheel, the road clear ahead, the sudden blue of the sky. And in the westbound lanes, a Peterbilt, 
its flatbed loaded heavy, its gears grinding, the clatter and growl of its big Cummins, the shuttered grill, the 
inches of ice and snowpack wrapping the bumpers, the cargo tarps. And now seeing clearly what’s up, the 
odd angle, the private blizzard rising around it, how it starts to fold and slide toward the median. Watching 
in the rear-view mirror as somehow the trucker recovers and continues west.  
 

Another New Year fast approaching.  
 Let that be the lesson in it. 
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Step-down 
 

Another season 
in the underwood 
the usual signs of life  

 
They’re smart. It’s got to look like something it’s not. It’s got to look like something else got there first, 
something else beat them to the good stuff, dug it up and carried it off but overlooked this one puzzling 
little scrap. The trick is a narrow trench with a dirt hole at the end and a #4 in the bottom a foot back from 
the bait. Or better, on a top edge flanking the deep end for the curious ones too cagey to step down. If they 
get suspicious (and they get suspicious easy), they won’t feel at home, won’t stay around to work your set, 
and you miss. Whatever you figure on doing, it’s got to drive them nuts. Excite a hankering that won’t 
relent. Make them commit, against nature, to 4 pounds of pressure on the pan. 
 
All the better angels may be led astray. 
 

The moon’s horns  
 
Now black frost  
the feel of frozen litterfall underfoot 

 
I was taught to use a drag. After the catch, no fight circle. It saves the set. 
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May 
 

Mary month 
 

Robins in the buckthorn  
piping a glad Magnificat 

 
Lately I like the way the day breaks around here. Not too much underway all at once. First, just a few hints 
down east, a warm suspicion offered up imperfect and ordinary without pretense. No ultimatum, just stars 
fading a few thousand at a time, scraps of cloud coming to light. Almost imperceptibly the grim black of 
things coming apart, going inevitably brown or green or blue or red, shade and shade and shade. 
 
Then these veils of cool fog wearing thin, tattering, the dew beading on the dogwood, the fox sedge, the 
winterberry. A profusion of fragrances drawing out the early bees who hum now among the alexanders and 
the meadow rue. A red squirrel chittering in the top of the one black walnut tree. All that and more. 
 
And then, you know, in the blink of an eye, we are obliged to realize how the gray line, supple, irresistible, 
has already shed us, is already about its infinite business beyond the horizon. Before we can even put up our 
guard, broad daylight has taken us by surprise, has captured us all without a fight to our comforting 
routines. 
 
I read somewhere that Hemingway never missed a sunrise, not one, in over fifty years. Amen to that.  
 

Spring. 
Unappeasable. 
No one but gains by it. No one but loses.
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Scent Post  
The wind now, but come April 
those Jack Pine Warblers’ 
“chip-chip-che-way-o”  

This little trick is supposed to fool the spooky ones. Especially paired with a decoy set put in maybe 10 or 
15 feet away. They fight shy of that one, so the marked stake seems harmless and contradicts their natural 
suspicions, I suppose. And it appeals to that wrinkle in the brain that makes them want to be top dog. 
Which every one of them wants to be. 

Here 
only the crush and rustle of my own footfalls in the pinestraw 

There’s a way to turn every healthy instinct inside out. 

 

 
 
  



 31 

Airport 
 

Whitetail season… 
between one breath and the next 
a buck in the clearing 

 
I’m halfway through another 26-hour flight, Grand Rapids to Bangkok. Narita this time, not Incheon but 
you’d have to be among the world’s hard-core airport cognoscenti to see any real difference.  I enter the 
moving walkway with the usual crowd of exhausted foreigners— the women in the black burkas, the Sikh all 
dressed in white, the trader with the $2500 suit and a Hermes briefcase on his way to the VIP lounge, a big 
tour group from China all wearing the same T-shirts, and trendy jetsetters lugging around overpriced 
American whiskey from the duty-free shops. Eventually I find my train to the transfer terminal. This time of 
night the platform is nearly empty— a couple of French students wearing walking shorts and hiking shoes 
and carrying big backpacks, a retired Navy veteran with his ball cap that reads USS Forrestal CV-59, a 
middle-aged Thai woman in a dark business suit, a Mormon kid headed for his mission in some backwater 
village, a handful of others. In 12 more hours, we’ll all be looking for our bags at a carousel at 
Suvarnabhumi.  
 
Forty-eight hours ago in the woods just outside of Stanwood, I filled my first deer tag in 13 years.  
 
I hate this trip. 
 
 IBEX sends back more arcane data. 
 
 On the combine’s windshield, 
 corn snow. 
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Dog-Proof 
 

Pale mares’ tails 
a buttermilk sky 
clabbered, pearly and pied, all patched with clouds   

 
The bait station, it’s like a raccoon dream come true. Works like a charm. Gets them used to coming around 
for the free stuff. Gets them on a schedule. Gets them used to reaching in for the payoff. A little cat food 
inside an old tire and in no time they have a routine you can count on.  
 

Summer ending  
in pale thrums, Virgins’ Bower 
flounce, tuft, tassle, and fringe 

 
It’s crazy. The cuff. They never see it coming. And they all look so surprised when they can’t get away. 
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Auction 
 

Heat and horses 
that burned taste of snack bar coffee 
West Texas sale barn 
  

Well, you know, I can spot a shiny grifter a mile off almost every damn time. The way I learned, twenty 
years ago when I was living down on the Border, see, there was this one guy who came to the horse sale 
every couple of months. A Mexican ranchero. Hernan. Had him a little hacienda right across the Rio 
Grande just outside Ciudad Juarez. Anyhow, every month or so he’d hire him a couple of cowboys, and 
they’d sneak across the river on a moon light night and gather up feral horses off the Fort Bliss army 
reservation. Then, whatever bunch of wild cast-off crowbait he could keep together, they’d run them back 
across to Mexico and he’d feed them up for a while— put a little finish of fat on them— out at his place. 
And no, you probably shouldn’t ask how I’d know that.  
 

song dogs calling…  
the only night music in the breaks 
 

A couple of days before the sale, his vaqueros would forefoot them all, throw them down, and saddle them 
with old worn-out saddles. Then they’d turn them back into the feedlot. The afternoon of the sale, his hired 
hands would swim the bunch back across the river and drive them to a little acreage he rented just down the 
road from the auction barn, all of them still wearing those old raggedy kacks. Once they got there, the boys 
they’d unsaddle them and haul them ratty old hulls over to the sale barn and log them into the tack sale for 
prices nobody in their right mind would ever pay. If somebody did buy one, Hernan he made out like a 
bandit. If the reserves weren’t met, he took his saddles home and used them again the next time.  
 

Mesquite bosk 
year in and year out, Spring’s pale green catkins 

  
Hernan was a regular trader there, he knew all the barn hands, the auctioneers, and the Brand Inspectors on 
a first-name basis, and so when he filed his “self inspection” paperwork, he always fixed it up with his 
friends so his horses would come into the sale ring late, about 11:00 pm usually, after the good horses had 
set the top and the kill buyers had set the floor for the prices. Hernan, he’d run them fuzztails through the 
ring in small lots, two, three at a time. Of course, they all had saddle marks, so the bidders at the end of the 
night, mostly green hobby horsemen looking for good deals, all figured the horses were broke to ride. So 
Hernan had him a racket. For only his sweat equity, a little corn, and the poor cowboy wages he paid, he 
cleared two or three hundred dollars apiece on fifteen, twenty, sometimes thirty head of useless, rank 
chaparral nags which he had got himself for practically nothing. I am a quick study, so since those days, I 
have sometimes managed to make a pretty penny or two myself like that, “buying sheep and selling deer”. 
 

Half moon— 
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between seeing and knowing 
the frontier of belief 
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Castor Mound 
 
St. Hubert’s Day 
and through frost smoke rising from the creek  
a waxing moon 
 

Sunset. Light leaching from a freezing sky. A clear night falling. East, the cold glitter of evening stars, but 
west beyond the lake, twilight burning out in colors of honey, wood violets and blue vervain.  
 
Right about now that 80 lb. super blanket I spotted last week will be working the castor set just upstream 
from the den. The chin stick will make him drop a front foot squarely between the jaws of a #4. Tomorrow 
morning, as sure as I’m standing here, he’ll be at the bottom of the drowning rod. If he’s as big as I think he 
is, he’ll go at least 70 inches. As long as he isn’t all scarred up, he’ll maybe rate “Select”. 
 
Venus. The Milky Way. The order of things.  

 
This Beaver Moon 
 
At perigee  
biggest and brightest of a lifetime 
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Conibear 
 

The sound of the creek. 
 
Ice at its edges 
where it spills from the culvert. 

 
Into the closed end of the mink box I’ve stuffed half a muskrat. I’ve fitted a 120 into the open end, and I’ve 
set it on fresh sign near the water. Safeties off. Staked down.  
 

Could snow. 
  
That faint hiss a winter wind  
sifts from tall dead grass and sedges. 

 
Not exactly religion, but a way of knowing with the same iron symmetry. 
 

Opening day. For better or worse, 
tonight only the moon  
again 
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Fritz 
 

The owl’s call reminding me 
our separate solitudes 
intersect 
 

Fritz hated Russians and Italians and slackers and rock-and-roll and hippies and Fords pretty much in that 
order and for a German, he cussed them all with a surprising virtuosity in English.  He liked the black dirt of 
bottomland and Black Angus cattle and baseball and fishing and Benny Goodman and the Erika (which he 
whistled at work) and Marlene Dietrich.  
 
A farm boy from Bremen, he was drafted in 1940 and they doctored him and fixed his teeth, taught him to 
march and salute and shoot. He finished basic training in 1941. He was handy with tools, a natural-born 
mechanic, so he went to the motor pool of Armee-Oberkommando 6 just in time for Barbarossa. During his 
second winter in Russia, he was replacing the driveline on a Horch Kfz81 when his wrench slipped and split 
his lip and broke his partial plate all to pieces. He was sent to the rear so a Heer dentist could fix him up. 
The morning after he left, the Russians attacked and overran several Wehrmacht positions. Katyushas and 
T34 formations wiped out Fritz’s unit to the last man. Within 6 weeks, he himself was headed for a POW 
camp behind Russian lines.  
 
He was released from the gulag in 1959 and immigrated to Iowa. When I first met him at Wilson Lumber, 
he was married to a girl from south of town, was naturalized, and had worked in the yard for nine years. By 
the time he was sixty-five, he had put together a tidy nest egg and had a nice little farm down by Holly 
Springs.  
 
In the first month of his retirement, he died in his sleep in a rocking chair on his front porch. 
 

In this late evening sky 
maybe not much more  
than the weight of the moon  
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Watering Hole 
 
Trail head.  
Fugitive winds, their riffles of silver on the cottonwoods. 

 
Out west in a little mountain town there’s this famous cowboy bar, and like you’d expect, it’s mostly like any 
other place of that kind anywhere. For me, what sets it apart from the rest, at least a little bit, is that I used 
to work there part-time as a bouncer and that whenever I wasn’t working or off somewhere on a horse, I 
spent some considerable time there at a favorite table in the back. Just watching, you know. Nursing a drink. 
Night after night there are still the cowboy bands nobody from out of state has ever heard of, the same 
expensive beer, the same knobbled pine décor with its leather accents, the pair of silver saddles in the 
showcase by the bar, the same stuffed bear at the edge of the dance floor.  
  

Sweetgrass, juniper, 
sage and pine, black cottonwood— 
spring’s fragrant resins.           

 
From June to August, there is the summer crowd.  There are the corporate suits and the harried celebrities. 
Out front, there are the troupes of conspicuous tourists tramping up and down the boardwalks all day long. 
There are the dayshifts and nightshifts of fawning seasonal help. There are a few old locals hanging on out 
of pride or spite. In the fall, there are the guides and outfitters, their unwashed clients who come and go at 
odd hours. In winter, there are the skiers and the trekkers-around on snowmobiles. 
 

Old silvertip.  
May blackberry, currant, honeycomb be her portion. 

     
In here of course, there are always the drunks, the coarse remarks you can’t help but overhear, sometimes a 
wisecrack or a tired pick-up line from some middle-aged guy who’s hitting on a waitress. For me, there was 
well whiskey— whatever was on the bar— neat. Maybe once in a while a two-step with a soccer mom from 
Orange County who was trying to hook up with a cowboy.  
 

Mountain rain.   
Drops big as wren’s eggs splash my slicker— 
a sound like popcorn.  

 
Up on the pass, there is frost above the tree line. There is that slow muddle of groaning motor homes from 
Texas and Michigan and California.  There is morning fog hugging the switchbacks all the way down. There 
is that thin stinking film of smog from wood fires and oil stoves and jet exhaust sitting over the airport out 
on Antelope Flats.  
 

My hobbled packhorse shivers and steams.  
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On the Great Divide,  
rain and stone. 

 
Tonight there will be no moon says the Almanac and I believe it. Not that it matters much. Inside the 
town’s neon twilight I have always had enough light to pick out from where I sit my pickup parked across 
the street, the shed elkhorns stacked as a gate in the town square, and on the corner under the traffic light 
that little log shack where they sell tickets for the stagecoach ride, all the essential Western trappings set up 
in a quaint tableau.  
  

Making camp 
back in the Palisades 
white goats watch from the pinnacles.  

 
This used to be a little backwater cowtown, but you know, everything changes. Now in high season, 60,000 
people travel through here every day on their way to someplace else. Movie stars and lawyers and over-paid 
athletes own the mountaintops but they’re never around. Down in town, millionaires bought out the locals 
then the billionaires bought the millionaires’ mansions right out from under them and drove them all over 
the hill to Victor. There are two or three dozen high-dollar art galleries and maybe two hardware stores. A 
bus boy or a dishwasher at a fancy hotel can make $20 an hour but can’t afford to rent a sleeping room 
anywhere closer than 70 miles away. Nobody pulls the wagons out, not even the last big outfit. Last I heard, 
all those old Studebakers were in a museum somewhere. These days all the ranches jingle dudes and cattle 
are a rich man’s hobby. All summer long, the Snake, the Salt, the Greys, the Gros Ventre, the Hoback, they 
are full of rubber rafts. The Park and the Refuge are just big government zoos that cater to urban tourists.  
 

Fourth watch 
and these mountains light up like church.  
My staked horses graze the aisles.  

 
If it weren’t for the silhouette of the Tetons, Colter wouldn’t even recognize the place. It doesn’t take much 
to remind me why I moved back east. And I expect I won’t be coming back this way again any time soon. 
 

White water cutting away a rock shelf. 
 
In deep pools, trout, 

  
 trout shadows.   
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A few days off with pay 
 
“I would like to sketch one of these Alaska summer days, however imperfect the sketch must be. It is a day without night, for it begins and 
ends at midnight, which is the low noon of the great round day. The sky is red and orange then, for clouds more or less distinct are almost 
always present,” reads Muir’s Alaska journal of 1879. “The day opens slowly, the centre of greatest light insensibly increasing and 
circling round the horizon’s rim; and when at length the sun appears it is without much of that stirring, impressive pomp, that flashing 
awakening energy so suggestive of the bible image of a strong man coming forward to run a race. The colored clouds with their dissolving edges 
seem to vanish as their color leaves them. Sinking into a hazy dimness…”   
  

July— 
a snow bunting’s hard warble:  
“tew, tew,” the buzz, that sharp “chitik!” 

All around, this little-known estuary’s cold wonders— currents of air defined by briny exhalations of the sea; 
midsummer’s chill haze, almost a drizzle but wispy, nearly dismal enough to be a mist. On a slope, a little 
melting snow, an irregular row of rocks still etched with ice, dwarf willows, and unfurling underfoot, purple 
saxifrage, cotton grass, a riot of harebells. 
  

Sea foam thick as clabber at the swash mark.  
Gulls wheeling. Their raucous calls.  

  
The tide is out—Taylor Bay, a gray gash hacked in the horizon, the sky behind it blank, a pale wall. The 
Brady Glacier beaches glisten. Wet gravel shifting under the weight of each footfall. A few standing pools, 
mirrors for the sky’s weak light, have gone white as snow. Red-shanked shore birds hunt the mudflats. 
Scattered in every quarter, clusters of wave-worn rocks, their black skirts of mussels slowly going dry. 
Morning warming slowly, but raw yet. Goose flesh rising under this trendy fleece. That smell of ice. 
  

Stones, debris cones 
an ensemble of cold rubbles 
covered in rock weed 

  
In the middle distance, a confluence of four little rivers, their common channel, a milky serpentine twisting 
seaward through the drained cove. Spoonbills and pipers wade the shallows. Skirting the pools, a single set 
of wolf tracks. And my own. 
  

The glacier slumped above the inlet 
10,000 winters in retreat   

  



 41 

This glacier no longer calves into the tidewater; it has lost its protective shoal. Now instead, ice shrinks in 
the corrie an inch or so each day.  Gravity and daylight impose their temperate sanctions— east wind warm 
across the snowfield, melt-sheen sparkling on the softening slush; rill, runnel, rivulet cutting braided races in 
the till. By noon, it will be over 60 degrees, and I’ll have shed these gloves and at least one layer of wool 
flannel. 

  
Bunched stumps of ice cliffs 
pocked with gray grit and gravel 
the blunt terminus 

  
Somewhere, in Travels in Alaska probably, Muir says something like “Whatever is going on here among the 
glaciers, all the cold crushing and wearing away, we call it ‘destruction’ because we are faithless and ignorant. 
It is really just creation, finer and finer.” Seems to me that’s a pretty optimistic way to look at things. 
Tonight the moon will rise behind the drumlin.  Long shadows will go out from rocks in the moraine. The 
apparatus and the shock of stranding sublimed away, what really is there here for me to find? A deep 
beach— sheets of gravel planted with erratics, isolated crags and trailing fans, broad beds of sand and ash-
gray rock flour, just a lonely garden of the daily grind. 
  

Broken rocks 
out on the tide flats 
a brown bear foraging for mussels 

  
You know, John Muir passed through right here, they say, way back when. In one of his other journals, he 
says “Most people are on the world, not in it — have no conscious sympathy or relationship to anything about them — 
undiffused, separate, and rigidly alone like marbles of polished stone, touching but separate.” That sounds to me like a 
pretty smug exaggeration, but who knows. Maybe that’s what happens when circumstance grinds people 
down. More likely it’s just a way of saying the world looks different to everybody. All things to the wise. I 
might have liked being Muir, I guess, but that makes no real difference one way or the other. Tomorrow I 
catch a flight back to LA. 
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Float 
 

Headed into winter. 
 
Each falling leaf fits the north wind  
like a glove. 

 
They never get wise, so just like you would expect, it doesn’t take much. A 12”x 24” piece of 1” Styrofoam 
glued to a piece of ½ inch plywood, a 2x2 along each long side to keep everything from sliding off in case 
one comes over the edge. You punch it through the center with a 2 ½” hole saw. Set a pair of #1½ long 
springs, one on each end and you stake the setup to the bottom of the pond with a long stick through the 
anchor hole. The thing will ride up and down your stake with the water level.  
 

October. 
Even in the long days of summer 
we all know the score. 

 
A little bait, maybe an apple, maybe a carrot. A little scent maybe. Just make it look inviting, make it look 
easy, like they can get whatever they want whenever they want it. 
 

At the skyline, the sun 
today’s blind umpire  
in its mood of weather 

 
You’ve got nothing to lose. A couple of those little hides more than pays for the whole shebang. The 
muskrats are the only ones with real skin in the game. 
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Working the Door 
 

Fourth of July 
hot as all get-out 
a cowboy band on the marquee 

 
So this guy comes up and obviously he’s drunk. He’s loud and pushy and foul but there are three of us, Joe 
and Mike and me, so his opinions don’t really count for much. He can see that, so he leaves. Before he’s 
even out the door, behind us two college girls go after each other with pool cues and the fur starts to fly. 
Joe, a farrier from Wilson, collars them both and tries to settle them down. While he’s taking care of that, 
Mike, our manager and easily one of the biggest men I’ve ever seen in my life (his hands are the size of 
garbage can lids, I swear), turns to me and says, “I’ll be right back. I’m calling the Deputy. We threw that 
guy out this afternoon. He’s a Carnie, the one who ran the Tilt-a-Whirl with that midway show that moved 
out of here yesterday. That one’s a hard case and he’ll be back for more trouble.” He had no more than 
stepped into his office when Guess Who walks through the front door. We exchange a few choice words 
and I duck his sucker punch. Then I’ve got a handful of his shirt front and a handful of his belt and I’ve 
hoisted his skinny ass over my head but he pushes off the wall and we both go down. He’s out cold. And 
I’ve busted my knee. 
 
They put him in the paddy wagon and the cops tell us he’s got warrants out from Phoenix and Prescott for 
armed robbery, aggravated assault, and parole violations. One of the girls from the t-shirt shop hauls me to 
the ER where the Doc drains about a pint of bloody fluid off my knee.  
 
I’m on crutches for three weeks, so I miss the big hooraw that very next Saturday night when it takes all the 
bouncers, all the bartenders and all the bar-backs, 19 guys total, as well as 6 sheriff’s deputies to arrest three 
drunken cowboys from the Padlock Ranch. Sunday morning there are five more guys I know on the 
crippled list. 
 
That was 1986. The Good Old Days. The knee stiffens up now every time the weather is about to go bad. I 
just spent 4 hours throwing snow onto a pile higher than my head. Again. And another 2 feet on the way. I 
can tell. 
 

Lake effect snow 
 
Way, way, way too much  
essential nature to suit me 
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Suitcase Catch 
  

Otter slide slick and glossy 
in this amber twilight 
a handy fact 

  
It’s what you hope for. That demonstration of perfect apprehension, absolute in the blink of an eye; that 
proof beyond doubt an epiphany so abrupt and complete can have been no more than its instant of clarity. 
  

Now the moon 
big as life 
a lynx making short work of a snowshoe hare 

  
Behind the shoulders. Above the hips. The 330 won’t give them time to figure out what hit them. Anyway, 
that’s the third one so I’ve filled my kill tags for this season. 
  
There’s a bank den just upstream. I’ll set there for beaver. 
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Colophon 
 
Indian Summer, winter’s false flag. A record 80º and a few late wildflowers. These trees going off all at once 
in colors of embers and this crisp crush of new leaf litter bright as firecoals underfoot are the only things 
giving the lie to fall’s pretty fraud. Of course, it’s all downhill from here. I suppose to some people maybe 
that might mean an easy run, a few effortless changes of scene one after another and then the home stretch 
wide open with the finish line only a few strides away. It could just as easily mean the end of Eden, Furies 
descending, barbarian hordes battering the city gates, plague years. Fulfillment and oblivion.  
 

Time and time again 
that inconspicuous onset  
of corruption 

 
It is still argued in some small literary circles that Wallace Stegner plagiarized Mary Hallock Foote’s diaries to 
create Angle of Repose. The book won the Pulitzer Prize in 1972. It has since been praised by a couple of 
generations of elite academic readers and critics as the best novel of the West ever written. A rip-off? Looks 
like. But it can’t have been as simple as that. It never is. The deception, if that’s what it was, overtook him 
gradually, one little impulse, one little rationalization, one little encouraging outcome at a time. Then he was 
caught up. Is it still a Masterpiece? In its narrow niche, maybe. Doesn’t matter really. Nobody reads it 
anymore.  
 

Memory 
regret and inertia 
then a sky swirling with starlings 

 
Did you know that if everything is very, very still, you can hear a leaf fall from the canopy, hear the click, tap, 
clack it makes as it strikes bare branches on its way down? It is a comfort, too, to realize a stone can only roll 
so far. On those shallow slopes near the bottom, things cease to slide away. And moss has its chance. 
 

all reds  
sifted through thin cirrus 
an evening sky’s welcome colophon 
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"Jeff	Streeby's	Wile:	Sketches	from	Nature	chapbook	pulls	the	reader	into	his	world.	In	
every	season	one	shares	insights	into	his	intimate	outdoors	life,	from	'early	
woodnotes,plenty	as	blackberries'	to		
	
'Half	moon—	
between	seeing	and	knowing	
the	frontier	of	belief'	
	
A	must	read	by	the	John	Muir	of	haibun."	
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Through	the	lens	of	this	collection’s	27	haibun,	readers	will	gain	insights	into	the	wiles	of	
coyotes,	bobcats,	foxes	and	other	furbearers	as	well	as	into	the	wiles	of	their	human	
hunters	and	trappers	as	they	contend	in	a	symbiotic	relationship	that	has	existed	
throughout	human	history.	There	is	no	malice	toward	wildlife	in	this	work…	nor	are	there	
any	Bambis	or	Thumpers.	Wile	is	a	mix	of	naturalist’s	treatise,	a	farmer-rancher’s	memoir,	a	
dispossessed	cowboy’s	complaint,	a	series	of	philosophical	musings,	and	a	billet-doux	to	
Mother	Nature.	Jeff	Streeby	is	a	poet	with	not	only	an	unusual	subject	but	also	with	a	
unique	voice.	This	collection	offers	readers	the	opportunity	to	sample	the	best	of	his	
published	work.	
	
Ray	Rasmussen	
Co-Editor	at	Haibun	Today	

  
 
 

Over	the	years	I	have	read	and	published	countless	haiku,	a	substantial	number	of	haibun,	
and	Wile:	Sketches	from	Nature	stands	out	as	a	powerful	body	of	work.	The	reader	will	
dip	into	this	collection	time	and	again,	only	to	unearth	something	new,	to	take	a	fresh	
view	of	the	biosphere—its	challenges	and	intricacies.	Worth	visiting	and	revisiting.		
	
	Cynthia	Rowe	
	 www.cynthiarowe.com.au	
	 Editor:	Haiku	Xpressions	
	 Past	President:	Australian	Haiku	Society	
	 http://twitter.com/cynthia_rowe	

  
 
  

Wile,	then,	is	partly	a	naturalist’s	manual,	a	dispossessed	cowboy’s	memoir,	and	a	love	
letter	to	nature…	
	
Bill	Waters	
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