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LEARNING TO  
LISTEN IN WESTERN 
NORTH CAROLINA 

a review by Jessica Cory 

Kathryn Kirkpatrick. Creature.  
Jacar Press, 2025. 

John Thomas York. The Charge.  
Redhawk Publications, 2024. 
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Greensboro and is the editor of Mountains 
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Writing in the Anthropocene (West Virginia 
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(University of Georgia Press, 2023). Her 
creative and scholarly writings have been 
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From two North Carolina-based 
presses come two wonderful 
collections of poetry that cap-
ture the breadth of life in the 
western part of the state and 
instruct us how to listen – truly 
listen – to these lives. From 
John Thomas York’s poetic 
sense of the Watson family in 
Deep Gap to the sounds of 
moths, horses, dogs, and other 
beings with whom we share 
space in Kathryn Kirkpatrick’s 
examinations of place inter-
twined with grief and loss, we 
learn that by listening to these 
stories, we can learn what it 
means to be human in these 
mountains, and all of the rela-
tionships, reciprocity, and obli-
gations such a role entails. 

A note inside the cover of  
John Thomas York’s newest 
collection, The Charge, and a 
QR code near the back men-
tion his daughter Rachel York’s 
hand in  the project, turning 
these poems into a multimedia 
experience. Much like the mul-
tigenerational poems within 
the book is an intergenera-
tional collaboration between 
father and daughter, a celebra-
tion of traditions heard and 
handed down. 

York’s poems follow the 
Watson family, made famous 
beyond the High Country by 
Doc Watson’s picking styles 
and knowledge of traditional 
American music. For readers 
less familiar with the Watson 

family and Watson’s legacy, York includes helpful 
notes in the back of the book to introduce readers 
to this talented and rooted lineage. 

While York’s poems are place-based and Watson-
focused, they stretch beyond what, in the hands 
of a lesser writer, might be limitations. Rather than 
refusing to move beyond the Watson family and 
western North Carolina, York expertly draws con-
nections between Watson’s music, his family’s 
experiences, and the places they called home to 
places and people far afield. Building these bridges 
allows readers who are less familiar with Watson’s 
music or his home turf to still find themselves relat-
ing to these poems. 

York begins to establish these broad-based rela-
tionships from the first page. In “1. The View from 
Deep Gap,” he writes, 

And the ridge on yon side might’ve been 

          the Hills of County Down, 

 

Or the Highlands, the Beacons, the Atlas 

          Mountains: who knew they were 

 

so close, the Mothers and Fathers, their songs 

          like seeds in black furrows

Such lines bring to mind the many travels and 
travails of one’s ancestors yet highlight how some 
songs, traditions, and stories, like the one York 
is telling, survive, sometimes against seemingly 
insurmountable odds. York builds on these notions 
of the ancient and deep within us in the  second 
poem, “2. Singing School, The Sacred Harp”: 

as if a fiddler were tuning as he played – 

maybe there was an ancestral memory 

 

of bagpipes, of reeds that made the feet 

twitch and the hair stand at attention – 

York then offers readers an image of this ancestry 
by invoking our own first homes – our mothers: 

Arthel Watson, sat on your mother’s lap 

and smelled the salt, but tasted your Mama’s sweet 

 

voice, the first you heard, nine months of ballad 

and lullaby – the first songs learned by heart. 

These closing lines nod to important themes in the 
book – family and music. While The Charge serves 
as somewhat of a story-behind-the-music in regard 
to Doc Watson and his kin, and the book has a 

multimedia musical component with Rachel York’s 
wonderful compositions, the poems themselves 
carry tunes and ballads throughout the collection. 

York’s masterful use of onomatopoeia brings 
readers into the family fold and positions them 
not only as an audience to the poems but to 
the music happening in the Watson home and 
beyond. In “3. Barnyard Bourdon,” the reader 
is captivated in the confines of Doc Watson’s 
childhood homestead, in which Watson’s “Mama 
shooed him out to the porch, there to play / brush 
and washtub, milk bucket, nail can / (boom-chin-
ka-boom-chinka),” which become “The barnyard 
drone booming over the farm, a bourdon, / an 
echo, a spirit wandering the hills.” 

These sounds and musicality not only of lan-
guage and lyric, but song, continue to appear 
throughout the collection. For instance, the 
fourth poem, “4. Sing-Song Kitty” captures a tale 
of Doc’s father, General (as York points out, that 
was his name, not his rank), skinning a dead cat in 
order to craft a banjo. While some readers may be 
appalled at this use of a feline friend, York chang-
es the tone of the poem by including song lyrics 
from “Sing Song Kitty” as the last two stanzas of 
the poem: 

“The old daddy cat sure loved to croon, 

Sing-song kitty, catch a high me-oh, 

Now they can heard ‘im up on the moon. 

Sing-song kitty, catch a high me-oh!”  

 

“He-mo, hi-mo, beetle bug jingo, 

Me-hoo, my-hoo, pretty penny wingo, 

Chicken-fat-a-pitty-pat, a blue-eyed pussycat, 

Sing-song kitty, catch a high me-oh!” 

This incorporation of Doc’s song lyrics into 
York’s poems continues the collaborative nature 
of The Charge. Even when song lyrics are not 
used expressly, the family stories interwoven 
throughout this chapbook highlight how poets, 
like musicians, do not work alone. Whether con-
structing stanzas or choruses, we all draw inspi-
ration from somewhere. 

The Charge is not only about an accomplished 
musician and his talented family but also about  
how the places and people to which we belong 
shape us, from our very beginnings to what and 
who we become late in life. However, he seems 
to suggest that often, it is not the monumental 
moments of others’ lives that we recall – not 
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one, fever and racing pulse. / 
It is time to save what we can.” 
This notion to “save what we 
can” is an all-encompassing 
instruction. Perhaps we can 
save the cows, their calves, and 
the silk moths. And while we 
may not be able to protect our 
elders from aging, we can pre-
serve our shared memories and 
the lessons they taught. We can 
even, as the poems “Vaccine,” 
“Harry Potter’s Cancer,” “Unac-
companied,” and “Now Then,” 
save and protect ourselves, 
even in a world that is patriar-
chal, unfair, and cruel. 

Following the previous sec-
tion that highlighted caregiving 
and care-receiving, the collec-
tion’s final section, “Canines,” 
centers the relationships 
between humans and their 
canine companions. From pup-
pyhood in “Pandemic Puppy” to 
untimely death in “Rescue Dog,” 
to being cradled by humans in 
old age in “Ceilidh’s Villanelle,” 
these poems highlight how 
each dog, like each human, is 
unique, with their own needs 
and desires. Because of the fre-
quent extroversion of dogs, or 
the forced extroversion of their 
walking companions, this sec-
tion, more than others, features 
run-ins with neighbors. When 
new neighbors move onto a 
ridge where the speaker once 
walked and begin to surveil 
the lands’ visitors, they spot 
“my shetland sheepdog framed 
/ first day of spring” and the 
speaker is subsequently threat-
ened: “registered / mail. ‘Not 
authorized.’ ‘Legal action.’” 
Another neighbor’s free-roam-
ing dog engages the speaker’s 
dog in a bit of a battle, resulting 
in a lack of “friendly // chats, 
the neighborliness / across 

borders.” While these losses 
of friendship and place impact 
the lives of the speaker and 
her canine companions, there 
is some solace in that “The 
mountains stay. They stay,” 
much like a furry friend wait-
ing at the door after a long day 
at work. Kirkpatrick’s Creature 
illuminates the webs of relation 
between beings, humans, and 
the greater world we all share. 
Her observations are not sugar-
coated. These poems have grit; 
these poems have teeth. 

While York and Kirkpatrick cer-
tainly differ in the foci of their 
poems, they are connected not 

only through geography, but 
also through sound. We hear 
the panting of Kirkpatrick’s dogs 
and the hymns of Doc Watson’s 
guitar. These poems collectively 
capture the soundscapes and 
associated emotions of life in 
these mountains, illustrating 
how we share this place and 
these soundscapes with other 
humans. Kirkpatrick’s pups hear 
her voice just as the squirrels 
in the woods heard the Watson 
family practicing their instru-
ments. Our senses link us to 
lives in more ways than we 
might realize. Thankfully, we 
have these talented poets to 
point out those relationships. n 

their marriages or graduations 
or new jobs – but the quotid-
ian songs while making biscuits, 
the summer afternoons spent 
banging on a tin pan or wan-
dering nearby railroad tracks, 
and thus, it’s these moments 
that others will remember of 
our lives as well. These rela-
tionships and connections to 
place have a soundscape of 
their own, a  soundtrack to our 
lives, if only we will listen. 

Kathryn Kirkpatrick’s latest 
poetry collection, Creature, 
examines the grief and loss that 
permeate the lives of humans 
and other creatures, as well 
as the care all beings require. 
In true ecocritical and animal 
studies fashion, these poems 
move beyond the human expe-
rience to bring birds, dogs, 
chipmunks, silk moths, and 
other critters into the fold and 
onto the pages, not always 
in their relations to and with 
humans, but as entities worthy 
of words themselves. 

The first section, “Creatures,” 
primarily revolves around the 
lives of more-than-human 
beings, such as cows, horses, 
and the aforementioned silk 
moths and birds, and considers 
how humans often impact them 
in unpleasant and deadly ways. 
However, these poems move 
beyond well-deserved con-
demnation to offer a glimpse of 
what a different world may look 
like. For example, in “Silk Moth,” 
Kirkpatrick writes: 

Gandhi spun cotton 

     not to hurt 

 

any living thing 

not to boil her 

 

alive as she works 

    her transformation 

 

what I see now 

when I see silk 

The poet expands upon 
humans’ exploitation of silk 
moths to consider the beef 
industry, the act of artificially 
inseminating cows (“up to his 
elbow with his iron limb / his 
cache of bull semen,”), separat-
ing the calves far too soon from 
their mothers, and “harnessing 
mother love / to their money 
machine.” Yet, in grief, anger, 
and desperation, Kirkpatrick 
crafts a scene of care: 

Have a heart, 

I whisper over barbed wire. 

 

What has struggled into life, 

breathed through blizzards, 

 

is more than bones on a plate. 

Context, topic, and theme 
aside, in both of the poems 
quoted above and in several 
other pieces, Kirkpatrick master-
fully uses spacing to empha-
size the line breaks. While she 
does use more traditional left 
alignment in particular poems 
throughout Creature, in this 
section, the use or absence of 
punctuation works together with 
line spacing and breaks to high-

light the duality of animal and 
human experiences, the silence 
with which we far too often 
meet injustices in this world. 

An extension of “Creatures,” 
the second section, “Created,” 
explores the role of mother-
ing and memory in human and 
beyond-human lives, moving 
from the creatures themselves 
to the nature and nurture behind 
their existences. Several of the 
section’s human-inspired poems 
depict the speaker’s mother 
struggling with cognitive decline 
and eventual earthly departure, 
as well as the speaker’s memory 
of their mother. Rather than 
departing from the previous sec-
tion, Kirkpatrick uses themes of 
grief and loss to connect these 
poems to their predecessors. In 
“Mother Gone,” for example, she 
writes, “you stayed awake. Across 
long days / and nights, you were 
present for your death. // You 
never wanted to miss a thing.” 
These observations and senti-
ments are echoed in “The Bath”: 
“…the memories / come on, and 
I’m awash again // in grief,” end-
ing with the desire that comes 
with such a profound loss: “Now 
that I never hear it, I / want to 
bathe in your voice.” 

These powerful emotions, 
though, expand to encompass 
more than a parent’s passing. 
The current state of the world, 
for instance, also brings forth 
these wounds, and yet Kirkpat-
rick again inspires action as a 
means to provoke hope: “The 
large death is like the small / 
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