
 

Review of The Response of Weeds: A Misplacement of Black 

Poetry on the Prairies, by Bertrand Bickersteth (Edmonton: 

NeWest Press, 2020) 88 pp. paper. 

 

The dedication is intended for anyone who has had to answer to 

various versions of "where are you from?" In "Grown in Alberta", 

identity relies on the image of a "simulacrum", such as an image or 

representation of someone or something, an unsatisfactory imitation 

or substitute. In this instance, the poet turns to Michigan, where he 

asked the question but in Alberta, by comparison, he will always be 

asked. So his attention shifts from the hand, to the map, and then 

back to the hand. He turns to the Canadian prairies and his dream of an empty grain 

elevator. He recounts how "a landscape was hinted in its spaces."  

 

In "So What" which passes as a cheeky answer back, to "So, where are you from?", the 

poet acknowledges "I still mean here." Harlem farming was based on displaced aboriginal 

people but in Alberta it pertains to "the North on top", thus "(upside down)". Nomadic 

musicians reflect the seasons: "We read and reseed in spring". 

 

"Now I'm Looking, Now I'm Unaware" is a poem in which the comparison with 

Michigan is distinctive because the poet possesses "the would-be echo", the half-rhyme 

"stuck" and "struck" are contrasted, and he concludes "I am comparing this field/ to one 

in Alberta/ burnished gold and flat." 

 

In "Harlem Farming", the poet catalogues the landmarks in New York City, until he 

reaches the conclusion held in suspense, "North of Harlem/farming/in Saskatchewan and 

Alberta//Obviously". Part of the solution to "where is here" depends on the passage of 

seasons, over-exposure, brittle air. ("Don't Forget These Things"). The suburban sprawl 

creates a "Space Overhungry for City". He views dwellings as "cornrow upon cornrow" 

playing with the rotation of crops, as well as braided hairstyles. In personification, Milk 

weeds clamour to belong. Space "gorges on city", yet emptiness, "scattering at the 

speed/of seed".  

 

In "Teen Preaching", a rhythmic rendition of language "Black oil baron/ Prairie prayin'" 

results in "hanged", "harangued", and "this lynching". Yet, "it stays invisible".  "Because 

its Season is Short" the observer has learned to appreciate nature, especially the bloom on 

that Heuchera Obsidian/Coral Bell which is a clump-forming, coral bells hybrid noted for 

its dark purple to almost black leaves, that remain dark throughout the growing season. 

 

Bickersteth acknowledges this collection "is a grappling with history, race, place, and 

words themselves." He had many lessons in naming: words can enforce silence because 

names have power. These "sticks and stones" cause injury. Several poems rely on or 

quote from previously published materials, which he endeavours to acknowledge. 

 



Overall, the poet strives to answer "what does it mean to be black and from the prairies". 

His biography reveals he was born in Sierra Leone, but grew up in Edmonton, Calgary, 

and Olds, Alberta. Earning an English degree at U.B.C., he studied in the United 

Kingdom, and taught in the United States. To great acclaim, he has returned to Alberta. 

and we as a literary community are the better for it. 

 

In "A New Biography of the African Diaspora", Afua Cooper observed that New World 

Africa diaspora studies have focused on the Atlantic slave trade and its impact. Created 

due to migrations, forced or otherwise, this is an organic process, with movement from an 

ancestral land, settlement in new lands, renewed settlement, and possible movement to 

elsewhere. Thus, one may embody double or triple identities. However, an important 

book on The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, M.A.: 

Harvard University Press, 1993), by Paul Gilroy, omitted mention of Canada. Cooper, 

who published The Hanging of Angélique: The Untold Story of Canadian Slavery and the 

Burning of Montréal (Toronto: HarperCollins, 2006) was a natural choice to review 

Gilroy's work. 

 

My source for the Cooper essay is Sisters or Strangers? Immigrant, Ethnic, and 

Racialized Women in Canadian History, second edition (University of Toronto Press, 

2016), 23-43. It was originally published in Global Conservations: New Scholarship on 

the History of Black Peoples, edited by Darleen Clark Hine (Chicago: University of 

Illinois Press, 2009), pp. 46-73. 

 

Cooper also contributed to the original project Looking into My Sister's Eyes (2004) a 

central aim of which was recovering the voices, whether by reading archival documents 

"against the grain" (in ways not intended by their original authors) or telling the stories of 

individuals and groups marginalized even in Canadian women's history." ("Introduction",  

by Marlene Epp and Franca Iacovetta, co-editors of the present edition of  Sisters or 

Strangers?, p. 5).  

 

For female immigrants and their feminist scholars, the idea and reality of diaspora (and 

nationalism) may fit the notion of "a third space" that is both and neither the original 

geographical homeland, nor the settled destination, but, instead exists on a symbolic 

plane outside of the binaries of "home and away". In this sense, disapora is an emotional 

and psychological state of existence, as much as it is of physical movement. Thus, a 

disaporic identity might reflect the dual or multiple sites on which experiences occurred, 

as well as one's ties to kin, compatriots, or political allies. ("Introduction",  by Marlene 

Epp and Franca Iacovetta, editors of Sisters or Strangers? p. 13). 

  
For Bickersteth, this conscious "misplacement" of Black Poetry on the Prairies is the 

symbolic result of "Accidental Agriculture"— "Orthic Dark Brown" chernozemic soils 

are dominant in the grassland regions of Canada including the great expanse of the 

Canadian Prairies. A blunt schoolyard blunt leads to recognition by a nine-year-old boy, 

like a child in Harlem, who sees through black eyes. The muse is James Baldwin (1924-

1987), an American novelist, playwright, essayist, poet, and activist, whose essays were 

collected in Notes of a Native Son (1955).  Darkness ironically inspired a simile for a 



part-time prairie poet, an uncomprehending school principal, with blue eyes. Meanwhile, 

we witness "a rare hill", "an indifferent field", and dandelions, instead of Wordsworth's 

daffodils.  

In "Past the Surface of Whiteness", the poet believes "in the dumb patience of fields". He 

attributes colour to the dreams beneath, embracing a new birth, instead of "starving in a 

world of white". Indeed, "Or startling", which is a play on a similar-sounding word. In 

"These Empty Fields" the poet takes on the obligation of "Now I'm the One That's 

Looking" (the theme of this section). However, the scarecrow has no face, has no eyes, is 

incapable of seeing him (hence he is alone and feels invisible). In "The Magpie's Place" 

the poet's eye draws inward, despite "the rippling gold of canola/the single stalk, right, in 

its place/the cherishing across each field." 

In "Seeing Only Absence" the poet observes, in passing, a wheat field, empty of "fuzzy 

tops, instead/ of accidental afro-cum-Triticum" (an agricultural classification of Triticum 

Species). One's landscape depends on the viewer's brain, including "weirdness" and 

"whatever". 

Bickersteth earned an M.A., in Comparative Literature (African/Arabic), at the 

University of London, SOAS, where he was also a Course Tutor and Temporary 

Lecturer, and a B.A., in English Literature, at the University of British Columbia. He 

served as an Assistant Professor, at Grand Valley State University, in Allendale, 

Michigan. He was an Instructor in English at Bow Valley College, in Calgary. He works 

currently as an Instructor in Communications at Olds College, Olds, Alberta, established 

in 1913 as Olds Agricultural College. This reader fondly observes how agriculture has 

been utilized in a creative and inventive manner. 

 

"After all, a "weed" is simply a plant which grows in a place you do not want it to be" 

states Agatha Christie's character "Miss Marple" on behalf of the British Empire (They 

Do It With Mirrors). A weed is also known as an invasive species, reflecting the mix of 

races, the revelation that "We have no history/ that we have not stolen/swallowed/ 

misplaced/portaged" on Harlem farming ("So What?") "The Lingering Look" interprets 

the remains of a wheat field and straw-like crisp gold (instead of a reverse simile of gold-

like straw). The poet rejoices in the leftover roots of violence "waiting for the next 

opportunity".  

 

In an interview on the occasion of his poem being long-listed by the CBC, he reveals how 

an unexpected advertisement inspired these poems. He became interested in reading the 

original ads that enticed black families to settle in the Canadian Prairies, near the start of 

the 20th century. He perused a number of newspapers published by (and for) Oklahoma's 

black readership, "encountering their editorials, absorbing the trivialities of their wanted 

ads, and relishing over their community issues." 

 

 

 

 



 

There are now online resources which make available the historical research necessary to 

inspire such poems, these and many others. For example, http://www.blacksettlers.ca/ 

Welcome.html of Alberta and British Columbia and The Black Settlers of Alberta and 

Saskatchewan Historical Society (BSAS). The latter seeks to research, compile, 

coordinate and centralize the history of Black Settlers in Alberta and Saskatchewan over 

the last century. BSAS wishes to pay tribute to all the Black Settlers "who came before 

us" by preserving their stories, and ultimately sharing their struggles and successes with 

all Canadians, thereby firmly establishing their place in Canadian History.  

 

For more than a hundred years, Blacks have lived, worked and contributed greatly to the 

prairie provinces now known as Alberta and Saskatchewan. Many early pioneers settled 

in the following areas: In Alberta:  Amber Valley, Barrhead, Breton, Wildwood. In 

Saskatchewan:  North Battleford, Maidstone, Rosetow.  Others settled in: Calgary, 

Edmonton, Vancouver, Winnipeg. There had been black people in Alberta since before 

the 1870s, mostly single men who worked as fur traders or cowboys. In 1901, thirty-

seven black settlers had been documented to live in the province, and, in 1903, an 

Oklahoma newspaper article documents an exodus of blacks from Oklahoma into 

Canada. Between 1908 and 1911, approximately a thousand black settlers arrived in 

Alberta from Oklahoma, in response to advertising campaigns initiated by the Canadian 

Immigration Department. Many of them had been forced to sell their land because of 

racially discriminatory policies. 

 

Strict economic and physical standards were aimed at restricting newcomers, but most 

blacks "passed the tests". Finally, agents hired by the Canadian government were sent to 

Oklahoma in order to persuade these potential immigrants that Albertan soil was "poor" 

and that they would, in any case, have difficulty crossing the border. These informal 

policies were effective, and by 1912, black immigration to Alberta had all but ended. 

No one could remove the black settlers who had already arrived, however. Several black 

communities survived and even thrived in the earlier part of the twentieth century. Amber 

Valley, Junkins (now Wildwood), Keystone (now Breton) and Campsie were established 

by some of Alberta's most resourceful pioneers.  

 

Another resource is at  https://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/epparchive/100/200/301/ic/ 

can_digital_collections/pasttopresent/opportunity/black_settlers.html. There is a Search 

key for books on Black people in Aurora, the library catalogue, using authors, titles or 

subject terms such as:  

• Negro/Negroes 

• Slave/Slavery 

• African/African-Canadian 

• Black/Black Canadian 

 

 

 



 

 

A new book by a University of Alberta Cultural Studies professor Russell Cobb delves 

into the story of black immigrants who came to Alberta in the early 1900s seeking "the 

last, best West"—and the racist backlash they faced. “The Black One Thousand”—a 

former scaremongering term— is now used by descendants, who came to Alberta 

between 1908 and 1911. Cobb is living in such a northern metropolis which he jokingly 

refers to as the “northernmost edge of the civilized world” in The Great Oklahoma 

Swindle: Race, Religion, and Lies in America's Weirdest State (University of Nebraska 

Press, 2020). Cobb is an associate professor in Latin American studies and Creative 

Writing. 

 

In "Notice" Bickerseth quotes from a public announcement in the Blairmore Enterprise, 

(24 April 1919) from Daniel Lewis (1888-1979), a relative of John Ware (1845?-1905), 

arguably Alberta's must famous cowboy (or not).  In "Noticing" invisible black grows 

and "Once you go back/ you will never go black" (punning on a familiar saying). Then 

"notice unnoticed/" shifts to "noticing how visible/ black is", among "weightless 

whiteness".  

 

Published in 1873, The Wild North Land: Being the Story of a Winter Journey, with 

Dogs, Across Northern North America was written by Sir William Francis Butler. In 

"Noticed" the poet partially quotes from Butler who related a notice from Dan Williams 

(1823-1887) a trader and trapper, who lived during the latter half of the 19th century, to 

George Kennedy, the Hudson's Bay Company factor at Fort St. John, in northern British 

Columbia.  

 

According to his source, the poet believes "You won't fail/ to get noticed" and adapts: 

"Ran Away. Henry Mills/on the 10th, ultimo, from his Master...Very tall. Very dark 

black complexion,/ Answers to Harry. Ten dollars reward". ("Three Mills on the Prairies: 

Henry Mills, Specialized in Trades"). This is a runaway slave notice from 1794, which 

the poet reworks, the original available through the Hudson River Valley Heritage digital 

collection. In "Hattie McDaniel on the Prairies", the Latin word "notis" is a general term 

meaning "notice". 

 

Bickerstaff makes brilliant use of found poetry in these notices, as well as from a variety 

of  newspapers which often contained advertisements for slaves. Here are a sample:  

 

  PARTY OF 42 NEGROES COMING FROM OKLAHOMA 

 

Another Detachment to Join Colony Now Loctaed [sic] North of Edmonton – 

Immigration Regulations Are Complied With. 

 

 



 

Two cars of stock and effects are to follow. Among the party are ten children. These 

people have been engaged in cotton growing in Oklahoma, and will take homesteads in 

Western Canada near to a party of negroes who entered Canada via Emerson last spring. 

From Edmonton Bulletin, March 25, 1913 

Courtesy of the City of Edmonton Archives,  

The Petition 

We, the undersigned residents of the city of Edmonton, respectfully urge upon your 

attention and upon that of the Government of which you are the head, the serious menace 

to the future welfare of a large portion of Western Canada, by reason of the alarming 

influx of negro settlers. Edmonton Capital, April 25, 1911 (courtesy of the City of 

Edmonton Archives). 

The poem "Seed Catalogue" is an homage to Robert Kroetsch (1927 – 2011)  born in 

Heisler, Alberta. This transformative act "Maybe//I can plant something with that" is in 

keeping with NeWest's new poetry series "Crow Said Poetry", named in honour of Robert 

Kroetsch's 1977 novel What the Crow Said. 

 

"What We used to Call It" is an exercise in naming, beginning with place, a prairie's face, 

in the form of a pattern poem which demonstrates landscape. These wide open spaces 

(blessed Chinook arched) personified with its snow covered skin. The Niger River is the 

principal river of West Africa. "Nigger John's Creek" is an adaptation, politically 

incorrect, hence "we don't call it that anymore". At least, "I know what we used to call it."  

According to the poet, "Words, certainly, can be bad when they under-or-over explain, 

categorically. Words can be even worse when they do both at the same time." However, 

he has developed a creative process by which the appropriate balance can be maintained. 

This was earned by him through painful human experience and by study, since poetry is 

an art to be "long learned", and inspired historical research from existing documents 

about the Great Black Migration to Alberta and Saskatchewan from Oklahoma in the 

early twentieth century. 

In an appendix "A Note on Names", Bickersteth wrote: "Namings like 'Negro', 'Sarcee', 

'Savages', and, yes, worse grace these pages". His white friend appears to be preoccupied 

with naming (especially "not-nigger" because the connotation should be for "pimps, drug 

dealers, or certain kinds of crooks"). What matters is that poetry can redeem the worst 

words. His recollection of an exchange between himself and a best boyhood friend leads 

him to think of "Cracker? Whitey? Honky? I was powerless to know".  

 

According to the poet, "Jibbered English/ for jabbered" and "Bidding/for biding"; 

"Work/for time./Word/for rhyme" ("Three Mills on the Prairie: Henry Mills, Specialized 

in Trades"). There is a humorous translation from Blackfoot to English ("Dave Mills, on 



the Edge of the Reserve"). "The Wrongness of a Word" indicates how speech forces an 

instant order. The poet labours over words, but "nig", "Night", "Beauty is black". 

"Language like Holes" plays with "wholes" beyond our ken, and words "captive-like".  

In "Out of Darkness", the poet creates a tight rhyme of "you'll find/strange 

words/ahead/strangeness behind/that's what/you'll find//stranger words/black behind".  

 

Bickersteth has offered a selection of  presentations and Invited Talks at the Calgary 

Public Library (on multiple occasions), Calgary International Spoken Word Fest, TEDx 

Bow Valley College. In addition, he participated in the Calgary Distinguished Writers 

Program Round Table on A Brief History of Seven Killings Secret Life of Canada 

podcast, and Chinook Historical Society. "The Weight of Words" TED Talk for Bow 

Valley College is available on U-Tube. According to its description, he underscores our 

historical frameworks which determine how we understand the world, and subsequently, 

influences how our future is shaped. He further examines how words, languages, and 

tools we may take for granted are more powerful than we think. His scholarly and literary 

work has appeared in many publications. To Black Prairie Archives: An Anthology 

(2019), edited by Karina Vernon and published by the Wilfred Laurier Press, he 

contributed “Accidental Agriculture,” “The Invisible Man on the Prairies,” “We, Too,” 

and “What We Used to Call It". To The Great Black North: Contemporary African 

Canadian Poetry (2012), “edited by Valerie Mason-John and Kevan Cameron, published 

by Frontenac House, he contributed "We, Too,” and “I Look at my Hand”.  

 

Bickersteth has contributed poetry to many literary journals, such as “The Invisible Man 

on the Prairies” and “Out of Darkness” to Kola (2013); “The Lingering Look,” “Teen 

Preaching,” and “The Last Step” to Kola (2014); “The Athabasca” to Freefall Magazine 

(2015); “Grown in Alberta” and “Because Its Season is Short” to Ascent Aspirations 

(2017); “Christopher Columbus on the Prairies,” “Singer,” “The Wrongness of a Word” 

and “The Battle Versus the Red Deer” to The Prairie Journal 68 (2017). He contributed 

“The Battle Versus the Red Deer” (as a reprint) to Alberta Views (2018); “What We Used 

to Call It” and “Clark Kent on the Prairies” in The Antigonish Review 193  (2018);  “I 

Didn’t Even Know About Them” and “The Negro Speaks of Alberta” to Cosmonaut’s 

Avenue (2018); and “Accidental Agriculture” to The Field Stone Review (2018). 

 

He is a member or affiliate of  Alberta Playwright’s Network, Theatre Alberta, and a full 

member of the League of Canadian Poets. His play The Wandering Tribe of White-Black 

Men, selected scenes produced by Centre Stage Theatre Company, February, 2010, was 

directed by Bonnie Gratz. Another play The Extraneous Deal is currently under 

consideration by Ramshackle Theatre, Yellowknife, Yukon for Brian Fidler, Artistic 

Director.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

He contributed “Black Fur Traders in Canada.”—. (2019), “Joseph Lewis” to The Canadian 

Encyclopaedia, as well as to the University of Toronto Quarterly (2015), with “Bordering on 

African American: Wayde Compton and the Readability of Blackness.” Compton (born 1972) 

is a Canadian writer from Vancouver, British Columbia. Compton has published books of 

poetry, essays, and fiction, and he edited the first comprehensive anthology of black 

writing from British Columbia. According to K.E. [Katharina Elder] Bachelor, when 

writing the poems for his first book, 49th Parallel Psalm, Compton felt drawn to the 

languages of black North America, so the "Black Englishes“; partly due to the fact that he 

was writing various poems about his father and friends of his father, who all immigrated 

to Canada in the mid-20th century. Furthermore, he was also writing about the first 

people who migrated to British Columbia in the nineteenth century, whereas Compton´s 

intention was to somehow "channel" these people, and therefore an imaginary version of 

their voices was required. Source: Wayde Compton and the African-Canadian 

background of his work - On Black-Canadian Literature, Hip Hop aesthetics and avant-

gardistic black poetry2010 23 pp. 

Another device for Bickersteth is the use of Dramatis Historicae (Negro) from the Latin 

which translates as historical characters, of which there are many, mostly cited in the 

opening pages and/or" featured" before each section. For "Rivers", there is an excerpt 

from Big's Blues, unpublished autobiography, by Horatio "Big" Miller (Provincial 

Archives of Alberta)  and features John Ware, Daniel Williams, Daniel Lewis, Matthew 

Henson, Stephen Bungo, Jessye Norman, Kathleen Battle, and finally Paul Robeson.  

"The Battle versus the Red Deer" is a brilliant roman á clef French for novel with a key, 

about real life events that is overlaid with a façade of fiction. Kathleen Battle (1948-) was 

a pioneering opera singer, controversially accused of being contentious. Jessye Norman 

(1945-) was another pioneering opera singer, who has been performing for nearly five 

decades. However, the true contest is to be found in the badlands, with the distant past, 

toward Hanna instead of Wainwright. 

The next section "On the Prairies" has an excerpt from Narrative of the Life and 

Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American Slave, Written by Himself and features: Louis 

Armstrong, Big Miller, Miles Davis, Billie Holiday, Sylvester Long; Henry, Dave, and 

Harry Mills; Mildred Lewis Ware. 

Henry Bibb (1815-1854) became a prominent writer, journalist, publisher, and 

abolitionist who escaped to Canada, more than once. He observes "I always dreaded to 

pass through a prairie...but there I was, in the open prairie, where I could see no possible 

way by which I could escape."  

The third section "Now I'm the One That's Looking" has an excerpt about the a character 

"Atoh" from "Night, Joe", a short story by Esi Edugyan, and the section featuring Henry 

Bibb. 



The fourth section "Accidental Agriculture" (hence the definition of a "weed") has an 

excerpt from "Pourin' Down Rain by Cheryl Foggo, and featuring Ralph Ellison and 

Hattie McDaniel. 

What the poet most reveals is his compassion and empathy for those figures he 

researched. Further, from his CBC interview, when he was longlisted for the CBC Poetry 

Prize, in 2018. A Pushcart Small Press Publishing nomination was for "Singer". 

Bickersteth came across an advertisement from Walter Lewis that stopped him short. 

Lewis was searching for his mother and sisters who had been separated from him during 

the civil war 25 years earlier. Lewis suddenly realized that his focus had been wrong. 

These were not his "personal symbols to dust off and shake in the faces of the average 

Albertan" whom he saw as dismissive of an important strand of the province's history. 

"These were actual people who had lived the aftermath of a brutalizing institution. The 

contradictions of their resulting aspirations deserved telling. Some of them were 

desperate to stay. Some of them (my symbols) were eager to leave. And some of them 

were torn between leaving and simply leading their lives because they had already been 

torn. Ack!" https://www.cbc.ca/books/literaryprizes/wakanda-oklahoma-by-bertrand-

bickersteth-1.4876309 

So Bickersteth has an obligation, not only to the broad swath of Black history attached to 

the prairie geography, but also to a revelation of self, identification with these individuals 

who came before him to this last, best west", despite the burden of discrimination, the 

often futile and frustrating attempts at naming (one of Kroetsch's many pleasures). 

The Black Prairie Archives: An Anthology (Wilfred Laurier University Press 2019) 

recovers a new regional archive of "black prairie" literature, and includes writing that 

ranges from work by nineteenth-century black fur traders and pioneers (all of it published 

therein for the first time) to contemporary writing of the twenty-first century. As I noted, 

Bickersteth contributed "I look at my Hand", "What We Used to Call It", and "We, Too". 

Some of the other contributors are early exponents: Daniel T. Williams [date unknown –

1880] and “Notebook 1872–1875. ” Letter to Hudson’s Bay Company Factor, George 

Kennedy, April 12, 1873; Dr. Alfred Schmitz Shadd [1870–1915] and “To the Electorate 

of the District of Kinistino,” 1905 Letters to The Melfort Moon; Mildred Lewis Ware 

[1871–1905] and "Three Letters"; William Sylvester Alpheus Beal [1874–1968] and, 

from Memoir of the Swan River Valley, Manitoba, 3 Glass–plate photographs; Alice 

Ethel Lewis [1886–1960] and “In Loving Memory of Alberta”; Jefferson Davis Edwards 

[1888–1979] and “There Was a Cloud Over Amber Valley,” from The Window of Our 

Memories; John Bell Bowden [1888–1982] and “Always Be a Factor in the 

Community!”; Sylvester Long [1890–1932] and  "My Trail Upward,” from Long Lance: 

The Autobiography of a Blackfoot Indian Chief,  “Canoe Song”, and “Death Song of 

Long Lance”. Rosa Shannon [c. 1880–1931] contributed “We Gave Our Lives to This 

Part of the Country,” from The Window of Our Memories. 



Here are some others: Amanda Janet (Nettie) Ware [1893–1989] on “John Ware”; E.A. 

Cobbs [dates unknown] “This Bias Was Good, for It Caused the Black People to Fight”; 

Ellis Hooks [1907–1979] on “The Way I Felt, I Wanted to Plead Guilty: I Wanted the 

World to Know,” from the Provincial Archives of Alberta Oral History Project;  Luther 

Gerard [1914–2004] “Community Spirit”; Lloyd Mayes [1916–1972?] “Homebrew,” 

from North of the Gully; Goldie Gordon [dates unknown] “Even the Bad Was Good,” 

from North of the Gully; Gwen Hooks [1918–] from The Keystone Legacy: Recollections 

of a Black Settler; Willa R. Dallard [1898–1988] on “Memories of My Father: The Late 

Willis Bowen of Amber Valley”; Woody Strode [1914–1994]on “Mixed Breed” and “A 

Hero in Dogtown”;  Clinton Murphy [1926–2004] and “Ode to the Amber Valley 

Baseball Team”; Fil Fraser [1932–] and from Alberta’s Camelot: Culture & the Arts in 

the Lougheed Years.  

More recently, Claire Harris [1937–] on "Backstage at the Glenbow Museum, Calgary,” 

from She; Addena Sumter–Freitag [1944–] from Stay Black & Die;  Linus Tongwo 

Asong [1947–2012] from No Way to Die; Archie Crail [1948–] “An Election”; Nigel 

Darbasie [1950–] “Our Subdivision", “Pan Man”, and “New Terra”;  Tololwa M. Mollel 

[1952–] on ”Feasting on Words” and "The Orphan Boy"; F. B. André [1955–] on “Is 

There Someone You Can Call?”; Cheryl Foggo [1956–] on “The Kind of Black People 

That We Are,” from Pourin’ Down Rain and from John Ware Reimagined;  Margaret 

Robinson–Gudmundson [1957–] on “The Severance”; George Bwanika Seremba [1958–] 

from Come Good Rain; Suzette Mayr [1967–] with ”His Own Ending," from Monoceros 

and “I Am the Architect of My Life,” from Dr. Edith Vane and the Hares of Crawley 

Hall; Minister Faust [1969–] and from The Coyote Kings of the Space–Age Bachelor Pad 

and from The Alchemists of Kush; Troy Burle Bailey [c. 1960s–] from The Pierre Bonga 

Loops; Sheila Addiscott [1965–] “Coloured”; Dawn Carter [1968–] “Restoration”, "A 

Monumental Love”, and “Get into My Car”; Deanna Bowen [1969–] “sum of the parts: 

what can be named”;  Valerie Mason–John [1969–] from Borrowed Body; Wakefield 

Brewster [1973–] “Human” and “In Short”; Ian Samuels [1975–] from The Ubiquitous 

Big.  

There are various writers from Black Pioneer Centennial: A Little Taste of Soul (2005), 

Kaie Kellough [1975–] “boy hood dub II”; “night gallery”, from Creole Continuum and 

from Accordéon; Esi Edugyan [1977–] “Encountering Aster,” from The Second Life of 

Samuel Tyne and from Half Blood Blues; Nehal El Hadi [1978–] “La Puerta”; Nestor 

Wynrush (Elliott Walsh) [1978–] “Winnipeg South Blues” and “Ole Mine Town”; Kevan 

Anthony Cameron (“Scruffmouth”) [1979–] "I Am a Claim";  Lisa Codrington [1982–] 

“The Red Woman”; Michelle Jean–Paul [1985–] “Learning to Love Me”;  Ahmed Ali 

(“Knowmadic”) [1984–] “Child Soldier”; Titilope Sonuga [1985–] from Down to Earth; 

Marika Schwandt [1985?–] “Mulatto Nation”; Cadence Weapon (Rollie Pemberton) 

[1986–] “Oliver Square”, “House Music”, and ”How Black?”; Khodi Dill [1987 

“Atikameksheng";  “Grey”, and “Ghost of Billie Holiday”;  Young Kidd (Frankie 

Fontaine) [1988–] “Wonderful Winnipeg” and ”Hometown”; Hot Dogg (Mijok Lang) 

[birth date unknown] “Letter to God”;  Miranda Martini [1990–] “The Drinking Gourd: 

Three Tales”. 



As I previously mentioned, Bickersteth also contributed to The Great Black North: 

Contemporary African Canadian Poetry (Frontenac House 2012) edited by Valerie 

Mason-John and Kevan Anthony Cameron. The Great Black North won the 2014 Robert 

Kroetsch Poetry Award. 

According to the publisher, this anthology establishes a new black prairie literary 

tradition and transforms inherited understandings of what prairie literature looks and 

sounds like. It collects varied and unique work by writers who were both conscious and 

unconscious of themselves as black writers or as “prairie” people. Their letters, recipes, 

oral literature, autobiographies, rap, and poetry- provide vivid glimpses into the reality of 

their lived experiences and give meaning to them.  

The book includes introductory notes for each writer in non-specialist language, and 

notes to assist readers in their engagement with the literature. This archive and its 

supporting text offer new scholarly and pedagogical possibilities by expanding the 

nation’s and the region’s archives. They enrich our understanding of black Canada by 

bringing to light the prairies' black histories, cultures, and presences.  

This collection includes the work of over ninety poets working in many styles: the much-

translated and internationally honoured Africadian George Elliott Clarke; Ian Keteku, 

who was crowned the 2010 World Poetry Slam champion; Lillian Allen, founder of the 

dub poetry tradition in Canada; Afua Cooper, who brought to light the hanging of an 

enslaved African woman, Marie Joseph Angélique, for the alleged burning of Montreal in 

1734; and many others. The book includes a preface by Karina Vernon, and an 

introduction by George Elliott Clarke. See http://blackcanadianpoetry.com  

One of the major tropes in Bickersteth's own poetry collection is the symbolism of rivers: 

beginning with the title of the first section. In "The Negro Speaks of Alberta", there is 

positioning of the initial speaker on the banks of the Bow, near the Oldman's 

"confluence", and "common effluence" of the South Saskatchewan (which flows through 

the provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan); the Red Deer (a major tributary of the South 

Saskatchewan River); the Saskatchewan (across Saskatchewan and Manitoba to empty 

into the mouth of Lake Winnipeg); "and so on/ and on and on". The emphasis is on an 

otherwise "twisted" river, "relief", and "its heart". While untroubled, the personified 

waters "flowed together" and also "emptied together", out of a distance, unsuspecting 

mouth". The refrain is "I know these rivers that flow past me" in the first person, with a 

shift from "I've peered over their banks and know you do not see me" to "and still you do 

not see me". The observation of not being seen can be attributed with its distance, to a 

lack of effort or the virtual invisibility (hiding is plain sight) phenomenon. 

 

 

 



 

"The Peace", both an Alberta town and a river at its confluence with the Smoky River, 

the Heart River and Pat's Creek, has as a source Great Slave Lake, which is the second-

largest lake in the Northwest Territories; to the Mackenzie, "a lake of disappointment" 

named in honour of the explorer who discovered it, at Fort St. John. The irony is for 

headwaters, "Negro Dan", who reads like a big river Caliban, a body of running water 

moving to a lower level in a channel on land, Negros Island. This Peace becomes the 

Slave, a collision, and "my Peace of country" (a play on the homonym"piece"). 

"The Athabasca" becomes a destination and joins the Slave (a pun) on "escape" to the 

North, "maybe, Negro of the North". The Arctic is too cool, unlike Oklahoma, and 

reading advertisements (for acres and no mule). "The Bow" knows this Last Best of 

West. "I only know rivers". "Another River" signifies flood, "overwhelms". "Milk River" 

represents one of the few Canadian communities within the Mississippi River drainage 

system. The river is an emblem of water mother, since the waters from all the rivers (of 

North America) have, as their source, the centre of the prairies. The route is America to 

America, through Canada. The poet ponders "white" which does not appear white, black, 

and rivers as the entrails (freed of colour).  

"The North Saskatchewan" displays a pattern of quiet discrimination, erupts into 

violence, an extended monologue, of "Mr. Wooly Head"; the river is wide, but apparently 

not wide enough to overcome prejudice. "The Oldman" is a poem which riffs on 

geography and culture, about a river in southern Alberta. It flows roughly west to east 

from the Rocky Mountains, through the communities of Fort Macleod, Lethbridge, and, 

on to Grassy Lake, it joins with the Bow River to form the South Saskatchewan River, 

which eventually drains into the Hudson Bay. For Cheryl Foggo, there is a sea of White 

faces.  

Ralph Ellison (1914-1994) was an esteemed wrier from Oklahoma, one of Black 

Alberta's points of origin. "The Invisible Man on the Prairies" is a tour-de-force, based on 

Ellison's novel The Invisible Man published by Random House in 1952. According to 

The New York Times, former U.S. President Barack Obama modeled his memoir Dreams 

from My Father on Ellison's novel. The poem approaches the "unrevealed", "unvisible", 

"unwholed", by means of the landscape and appropriates the passion "Anything and 

everything/ was to be found in the chaos/ of Oklahoma", hence the italics. "The shadow 

of my past" lurks within a shadow in the act, like sleight of hand, a magical rendering and 

ironically "What a sight not to behold!". 

In "King Kong on the Prairies" the poet is dismissive of the white hat tradition, an ersatz 

nod to cowboy culture. Morris Shumiatcher (1893-1958) was a member of a Russian-

Jewish immigrant family that relocated to Calgary before the first World War. He bought 

the Calgary Hat Works, in 1919, and renamed it Smithbilt Hats (reflecting his family's 

name change to Smith). Morris became a leading businessman in Calgary and Smithbuilt 

Hats became well known for the white cowboy hat that the firm began to manufacture in 

the 1940s and which became an emblem of our city. 



In this poem, "It doesn't quite look like a fleck/ of white pus". He adds, "from a dimpled/ 

blackhead". This "unbroken landscape" sets the scene for a creature devised by Edgar 

Wallace and Merian C. Cooper in book form and later in film treatments. The poet does 

not allude to Fay Wray (1907-2004) who was born in Cardston, Alberta, and played the 

blonde, white woman whom Kong adored. Instead of the monster captured from Skull 

Island and transported to New York City, the destination for King Kong is the Canadian 

prairies, hence its carcass is the tallest object between here and Saskatchewan. 

In "Clark Kent on the Prairies" the fact that he can see everywhere in any direction is an 

indication of how familiar we are with cornfields, his playfields, and spaciousness. "Clark 

Kent" represents an alternate identity, imbued with a chunk of the past, recast as the 

recurring problem of home, his planet Krypton  (thus "kryptonite" represents his chronic 

weakness). The 1978 Hollywood movie "Superman" (and sequels) were filming in 

Alberta in 1977/1982.  You can head to the top of the Calgary Tower and see where the 

prairies meet the mountains from Clark Kent's perspective. Calgary was a stand-in for the 

Manhattan skyline in Superman. Production moved elsewhere in Alberta for scenes set in 

Smallville, with the cemetery scene filmed in the canyon of Beynon, Alberta, the high 

school football scenes at Barons, Alberta, and the Kent farm constructed at Blackie, 

Alberta. 

The first-contact explorer "Christopher Columbus on the Prairies" is somebody the poet 

emulates. The Great Discoverer earned his luck, but may have tired of the dreams of El 

Dorado myths, about a lost city of gold, in Central Colombia. Instead, he encountered 

gold (growing in the fields), wild roses, wild canola, goldenrod, and golden wheat. Then 

he misnamed this continent. 

In "Louis Armstrong on the Prairies", the poet alludes to North Pole Negro, Matthew 

Henson (1866-1955) an explorer and author of A Negro Explorer at the North Pole 

(1912) and Louis will tell the stories ."Les Rocheuses" refers to the Rocky Mountains. 

"What a Wonderful World" is a jazz song released in 1967 and which was first recorded 

by Louis "Louie" Armstrong (1901-1971). 

 
"Alberta Presents Big Miller" is about Clarence Horatio Miller (1922-1992) an Edmonton 

jazz singer, bassist, and trombonist originally from Kansas. The allusion to "leaving 

invisible prints, following invisible prints" echoes The Invisible Man trope. In addition, 

the "invader" from the U.S. moved north, along "the well worn-away ancient cattle trail". 

Miller possessed "his giant Albertan presence" after soothing the South. 

 

Billie Holiday (1915-1959) an influential jazz singer and gifted melodic interpreter. 

Langston Hughes (1902-1967) was one of the central figures of the Harlem Renaissance, 

ad though established in New York, a prairie boy, born and raised. John Ware (1845?-

1905) was arguably Alberta's most famous cowboy. ("So What")  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Sylvester Long was also known as Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance (1890-1932) an 

athlete, writer, actor, journalist, who asserted his Indigenous ancestry over his African 

American upbringing. ("Sylvester Long on the Prairies") Hence, "heteroglossia", a 

diversity of voices, styles of discourse, or points of view in a literary work and especially 

a novel. This story in the South is about his past, while the first section criticizes his 

ancestors. The next section (of history) "is for coloreds only" in American spelling. 

Instead, Long was carried faster than his own Blackfeet (pun) could run. 

 

"Three Mills on the Prairies" begins with: Henry Mills (1887-1962) , "Specialized in 

Trades", who was fur then whiskey trader working on both sides of the Montana/Alberta 

border during the 1860s and 1870s. He was almost "ownerless" in Montana but exploited 

his options.  

 

Then "Dave Mills, on the Edge of the Reserve" features the son of Henry Mills and 

quotes from a transcription of a 1963 interview with Harry Mills held by Albertan's 

eminent historical, Hugh Dempsey. Dave Mills (1855-1918) was raised among the Kainai 

of southern Alberta, because Henry took One Blood wife. The Kainai Nation (or 

Káínawa, or Blood Tribe) is a First Nations band government in southern Alberta. The 

son is not "a black whiteman/like his father" ("Dave Mills, on the Edge of the Reserve").  

A Blackman's blood is ousted with a lie. Hence, the Blood blackline "die 

to//today.//Good." In "Harry Mills, the Music is Passing" Harry (1887-1962") the son of 

Dave Mills, becomes the unofficial historian of his own family. 

 

Rhyming is effective as a device to convey the lack of identity, "No name for the last/No 

name for the next." "The Last Step" recounts the accidental death of John Ware. "Night, 

Joe" a short story by Esi Edugyan features "Atoh" a protagonist and featuring Henry 

Bibb, the poet showcases a debate about faith, justice, the contraries of "egregious 

failings" and simple good. Our natural depravity ensures that "we fail repeatedly". Some 

advice comes forth in "Henry Bibb on the Prairies", such as "Keep running/Know the 

North Star by heart", and, of course, "Avoid the open prairie".  

In "Second Sightings", the poet encounters another field which he recognizes but realizes 

it was not part of that classic movie with Nipsey Russell as Tin Man, Michael Jackson as 

Scarecrow, and Diana Ross as Dorothy. This is an allusion to "The Whiz", with an all-

black cast of actors who performed in this remake of "Over the Rainbow", a Hollywood 

classic. The book was The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum. Kansas was the 

setting of the first part of the story. 

The final section of the present collection begins with an epigraph from Pourin' Down 

Rain (Edmonton: Brush Education, 2020) by Cheryl Foggo, in which she reflects on "a 

sea of white faces" here. In "Out of Darkness" a male addresses "Alberta, my woman", 

with a ballad-like refrain, while he muses about the deeper meanings of darkness, which 

make him invisible to her. Another variation on the same theme is "Seeing Only 

Absence".  



The poet draws on the "Introduction" from the 1964 Shadow and Act by Ralph Ellison, a 

collection of essays, which not only affirms Black humanity but also states emphatically 

that despite cultural deprivation Blacks have given much to America in the form of art." 

The Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison (1914-1994) esteemed writer from Oklahoma, was 

one of Black Alberta's points of origin, "His OK/your AB". The chaos of Oklahoma. 

Shadow, "unrevealed/unvisible/unwholed". "The Blindman" picks up this theme, "like 

every gushing/revisionary/'I don't see//colour,'/man". 

 Albertan Emily Murphy (1868 – 27 October 1933) best known for women's 

emancipation, was an advocate for eugenics, and had racist, nativist views, including 

mandatory sterilization. "The Typical Spirit" quotes from the 1922 edition of The Black 

Candle, by Murphy.   

"Hattie McDaniel on the Prairies" was an actress whose role in "Gone with the Wind" as 

a Southern slave won an Oscar for best supporting character; "that we ain't in Kansas no 

more" is from "Over the Rainbow".  

To close, "Anne Burke for her meaningful encouragement and support", is among the 

acknowledgements.  

 

Anne Burke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bickersteth contributed "Look at My Hand", "What We Used to Call It", and 

"We, Too." 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


