Michalene Hague

Immigrants
(For “Dziadzi” — My “Grandpa”)

His eyes smile out from the old photograph of him and his fellow leather workers
posed in front of a pile of untanned hides heaped on a wooden cart in1921.
They labored in the beam room of a small tannery on Salem’s English Street,
singing Polish songs, lumping hides, hefting skinned weight through wash machines
that scraped any leavings of life, any noxious remnants, away.
In the photo, his soft, flat cap, ke the only short gentleman sporting one,
slants at a jaunty angle over light curls and an honest smile inviting any viewer
to don a darkly tanned apron, or to hum with his muscles flexing with blue skins
and his ankles swishing through water pools sloshing from tubs and wheels.
They all had families to feed — young wives and new children — small presents
to buy, cousins to greet, friends to meet and everyday reasons to laugh.
In his journey from war-torn Poland to shop-worn Portland to tan-yard Salem,
he had found his love, the life of neighbors, of faith and, most important, work.

It killed him — that beam crashing on his head

leading to lingering months of slow demise,

of laughter cleansed in asylum, of leaving wife,

toddler, and infant lives stripped of any legacy.

The leather brethren bemoaned his fate,

his happy friendship sluiced from their lives.

His wife, with no recourse, donned a muslin apron

to take work at the Naumkeag Steam Cotton Company

in the textile Pequot Mills on Congress Street —

a slave to spinning machines demanding endless spools

of unbleached thread, their baby daughters tended by

a childless neighbor, the hug of Kosciuszko Street

and prayers; she would weave 60 widowed years,

remembering him, true to him — his heart, his song,

his sure spirit at her shoulder, in her living hands.

His wheel stopped before his work was done,

his story lost in the lime of time and language —

hidden but for a few photographs, his wife and girls.

Now his name is mine, my daughter’s, too —

Michal, “who is like God.” To us, he was.
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