
Well hello all, 

The good year 2009 brought to Roadrunner a diverse range of 
voices that we are proud to serve as a platform for. Over win-
ter break, we mulled over the possibility of putting together 
something of a ‘best-of ’ for the year with commentary and 
the like. “How many ku to include?” we asked. 25? 15? 10? 
The thought of having to exclude a number of works was 
nearly enough to leave the idea in the bin, but we decided to 
move forward with ten that each of us has selected and will 
say a little about. We can relate to the challenges before each 
issue’s judge of the Scorpion Prize. It’s no small thing with so 
much strong work being published, but we’ll take a crack at 
it. We see these selections as being both representative of the 
range of haiku/senryu that Roadrunner has to offer and, hell, 
just darn good. Hopefully they are not too idiosyncratic, but 
they should give a sense of what moves us most. We’d like to 
express our gratitude and appreciation to all the poets that 
make us who we are. Special thanks to all of the contributors: 
Hiroaki Sato (where does he find the time?!), William Ram-
sey, Richard Gilbert, David G. Lanoue & Philip Rowland. And 
many thanks to our 2009 Scorpion Prize judges—Matthew 
Dickman, Richard Gilbert, Ron Silliman, & Don Wentwor-
th—for their willingness to participate, their time, their 
thoughtful words, and careful choices. Thanks to all! Please 
re-enjoy! 

       Paul Pfleuger, Jr. 
 

❦



 

Paul’s



	 	 	 	 sun on the horizon
	 	 	 	 who first
    picked up a stone  

       paul m.  
 

Along this horizon paul m. depicts, the sun could very well be rising, and 
sets up, in the two lines that follow it, a clean, clear image. Though no 
punctuation is used, there is a kireji-like cut after “horizon” that asks one 
to peer in.   It’s striking to me that the second line utilizes a somewhat 
similar, yet more subtle, technique which asks as much of a reader, yet it 
doesn’t disrupt the fluidity and movement. Where it ends with “stone,” 
much room is left for interpretation and contemplation. There, among 
the stones, even the most ordinary or mundane of landscapes might in-
stantaneously be transformed into something of a great savannah at that 
moment where man first picked up a stone and human technology 
began.  One might also find the biblical allusion to Jesus and the woman 
taken in adultery in John 7:53-8:11, where Jesus tells the mob that 
threatened to stone the woman for having committed adultery, “He that 
is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.” Of course, the 
possibilities do not end there, and much depends on how a reader opts to 
read it. There is much space for readers to enter and reenter. We’re able 
to linger long with this one. It’s a strong haiku of  substantial depth. 
 
 
 
 

       ❦



                                      slammed by salt and sun
 the paint has no chance in this mexican prison  

       David Caruso 

The paint’s chances make this. Caruso effectively renders it unable to 
serve its functional and aesthetic purposes. In at least one reading, the 
chance the paint has been given infuses it with a living quality, and per-
sonifies it. Egad, hasn’t the poet broken a rule here? No worries. Paying 
any attention to that might have resulted in a less than compelling haiku. 
It adds layers of nuance. The poet still vividly depicts a moment with an 
image that makes good use of suggestion and implication; and it has an 
objective feel about it. From that slam at the beginning to its end, it 
brings to mind the brutal and unforgiving conditions of the Mexican 
correctional system, which has received a bit of news coverage in recent 
years, but nothing is overstated. The two-line construction seems utterly 
perfect for conveying the tone, as well as the rapidity of the machine 
gun’s firing, when reading the last line the way it stands. 
 
 

❦



 
    Job’s-tears
	 	 	 	 in my hands a typhoon
    gathers strength  

       Dhugal Lindsay  
 

Curious and peculiar, it goes without saying that much depends on the 
reader and what he or she brings with them to this challenging haiku. 
Ending the first line where Lindsay does, rather than at “hands,” opens it 
up to different interpretive possibilities. Living in Taiwan, I can attest to 
having heard on more than a few occasions of how beneficial to one’s 
health edible Job’s-tears are. It can be bought around the corner, as ori-
ental medicine and restaurants that include it as an ingredient in certain 
dishes are scattered about. It is evident how associations might be drawn 
to health and even potency in Lindsay’s haiku. The tear-like seed pods 
are used in many places for making jewelry, and are also used for rosary 
beads. Of course, there could be at least a loose allusion to the tribula-
tions of the biblical figure. The contrast brought to the fore is particu-
larly intriguing when the small, hard seeds held in the palm are juxta-
posed against the vast area and awesome might of a typhoon picking up 
speed, gathering strength. 
 
 
 

❦



	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 A body of  light
	 	 	 	 Making room
    For a pillar of  steel 

       Jack Galmitz 

First off, there may be sexual connotations as Jack Galmitz could be 
metaphorically expressing a romantic union of lovers. Perhaps that “pil-
lar of steel” represents his sturdy lover, his rock. Yet, knowing that the 
poet is a Buddhist, I wonder if the first line refers to the state arrived at 
when one sees the body much differently than we normally do during 
the routine of our everyday lives, and, instead, as some transitory form 
or inglorious container, something different from the mind.  I imagine 
there is an inner-soundness that comes with that. The third line is pro-
vocative. We have ‘steel’ which can be taken as a symbol for strength, du-
rability, resistance or strength, but connections drawn to the body of 
light—as with several of the Roadrunner ku of note that we have selected 
from 2009—are left for readers to engage, to unravel. Overall, I’d say 
I’m taken both by the way this arrives at some kind of an equilibrium 
and the majestic sounding of  it. A wonderful poem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

❦



 

their wings like cellophane remember cellophane
 

       Lorin Ford 
 

For me, this could end with a sigh or a snicker. The rhythm makes it a 
sound fit for one-line. Bee or fly wings lead to a surprising reflection. Lo-
rin Ford injects the poem with an ironic nostalgia in the way it contem-
plates what can be seen as a consumerist symbol of last century, when 
cellophane was a staple in most homes. It’s making a comeback, by the 
way, being that it is biodegradable. I digress. The exclusion of the ques-
tion mark allows for ambiguity, further interpretation. And the simile 
(yes, a simile in haiku) is spot-on. A timely haiku that is penetrating on 
many levels. 
 
 
 

❦



	 	
    honeysuckle 
    taking down 
    the spite fence

       Peggy Willis Lyles 

Another solid offering, rich in many ways, from Peggy Willis Lyles. 
Could the honeysuckle be climbing all about and covering the fence, giv-
ing the illusion that it is being taken over as it grows, oblivious to that 
border separating neighbors (it seems to recall the Old South)? Or is it 
just the poignant scent of the honeysuckle as the fence is literally being 
taken down? A perfect objective sketching? Not so fast. Without the 
punctuation, or an explicit cutting, at least one reading personifies the 
honeysuckle and sees it bringing down that spite fence. At any rate, room 
is left for interpretation and we’re able to linger here awhile. Haiku such 
as these, like that honeysuckle, cross boundaries and this one might have 
found itself a home in a number of journals.  I also see it as a testament 
to Roadrunner’s range, and we’re delighted that it ended up here. 
 

❦



    look up into 
    the pure blue death 
    of  clouds

       John Sandbach  

This one grew on me after several readings. At first, the tone appeared 
insistent and statement-like, sharp—perhaps too strong and imposing, I 
thought, as he appeared to be commanding us to face up there, above us, 
to an eventuality that can be seen as both comforting and disturbing at 
the same time. It’s not something we can do every day. Then I asked who 
it might be directed toward, who is being told to gaze into this sky. It 
might be an example, a ‘first thought, best thought’ haiku (well, senryu), 
and I see it being something of a poet’s note-to-self, a reminder to retreat 
from the rat-race and slow down in order to take in the idea of death, of 
permanent absence from this world that is there to ponder when one 
looks hard enough into the blue heavens. That “pure blue death” adds a 
certain existential charm to it and also seems to remind the poet and 
readers of the ephemerality of our time in this world. I like to think that 
it is the minor voice, the poet’s speaking small to himself, that is heard 
and, ultimately, speaks to its audience.  
 
 
 

❦



	 	 	 	 in and out of  meaning
	 	 	 	 a finned word
    minnows 

       Peter Yovu 
 
 

Pardon the pun here, but I see Peter Yovu as a sort of ‘fisher of men’ in 
recent years. He’s taking chances, and there is gusto in his work. This is 
by no means a typical haiku. It shows and tells. I find that telling convey-
ing a tension or instability in language. “A finned word” could be in ref-
erence to the written word, rather than the spoken. It is my impulse to 
say that it is the former here, although it’s not stated. The first line could 
imply an active search for meaning, and while a context might be imag-
ined, the unspecified location adds to the unease of this peculiar experi-
ence and how it is to be expressed. It’s not kigo-less (minnows: spring), 
but are these minnows in their natural habitat? Is this a bait shop? Is it a 
day spent fishing? Or is Yovu offering minnows as an intriguing meta-
phorical verb? These things matter to a certain degree, as they color 
reader interpretations, but it also leaves a good deal up to the imagina-
tion, and I like that about this poem.  I’m convinced that it communi-
cates a subtle restlessness toward the notion of haiku as merely report-
age—telling objectively some here-and-now realization found in the 
world—when it is often not entirely that simple; and, personally, I find it 
difficult, on occasion, to remain true to myself when conveying these 
moments of clarity, joy, confusion, what have you, that we come across, 
without including elements that might tend to be seen as fantastical or 
obscure. “A finned word” also effectively conveys the elusive qualities of 
language in the way it sometimes gets away, like a shimmering minnow 
would, from our field of vision; I don’t see it being an accident that 



‘meaning’ and ‘minnows’ alliterate. Think of times that one word or line 
shimmered away before you had a chance to pencil it down into a note-
book or the closest piece of paper. How intriguingly ironic it is that the 
end result—this fractured snapshot of experience—stands as something 
intensely meaningful. 
 
 

❦



	 	 	 	 	 I see the iris
	 	 	 	 	 and its stamina
     and am blue  

       Charles Trumbull  
 

Sentimental?  Perhaps, but not gushingly so, and it works here. There is 
so much depth behind the seeming simplicity of this poem which makes 
it a gem. I am reminded here of something the American poet Archibald 
MacLeish said in his ‘Ars Poetica’: "A poem should not mean. But be." 
The resilience of an iris in its full bloom—however ephemeral it may 
be—is astonishing and humbling, particularly in our exhausted mo-
ments; and I can’t help but think that this was written around the time  
Trumbull, Modern Haiku’s editor, was moving from Illinois to New Mex-
ico, when there would have no doubt been loads of packing, prepara-
tions and running back and forth going on. There’s something about the 
repetition of “and,” and I feel much hinges on this. In addition to the as-
sonance—depending how one sounds it (try grumbling it!)—I find it 
lends a touch of humor to the experience crafted by one of our finest 
poets. 
 
 
 

❦



	 	 	 under the nitrogen blue sky
	 	 	 the white horse
   of  my life  

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Patrick Sweeney

We may instantly recall a number of storybook tales ending happily with 
a knight or a prince charming riding in on a white horse. We may think 
of gods riding chariots drawn by white horses, or the Book of Revelation 
(19:11-16), where Christ appears as the Word of God. A white horse as a 
symbol has no shortage of meanings. If it is, in fact, a metaphor, it’s un-
pretentious. “The white horse” could represent someone or thing that 
rescued or completes the poet—a lover, a child, a friend, a place. Re-
garding the latter, years ago, it was mountains that set me straight, and I 
don’t see it being too far of a stretch to see the likeness between snow-
capped mountain humps bearing resemblance to a white horse. And 
there are literally White Horse Mountains that I know of in China (Yun-
nan and Zhejiang provinces), America (California), in Japan (Nagano 
Prefecture), and there may be others. We know Patrick Sweeney lives in 
Japan. Just a thought. At any rate, this is an exceptional offering from a 
poet who also included several other strong ku inside Roadrunner in 2009.

❦



Scott’s



	  	  	  	  the crow in 
	  	  	  	  the road refuses to move 
	  	  	  	  a thunderstorm at dusk 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Chris Gordon

Roadrunner published many ku by Chris in 2009, many of which played 
with more recherché materials; and yet, i am drawn each time back to 
this one for its seeming simplicity in imagery, and yet its oddness and 
freshness in presenting them. Simply put: the ku has great power for me, 
great magnetism, and i think this is because the poet uses animism in 
such a dynamic and playful way. Also, he surprises us with his choice of 
line breaks and lack of punctuation, where a different poet may have 
forced meaning and a particular, singular, reading upon us; Chris, in-
stead, allows multiple and simultaneous readings to occur, all of which 
are bold, dark, supernatural, and rather unnerving.

❦



	 	
	 	 	 A candle is a sweet machine 
	 	 	 to fly across the crow- 
	 	 	 shaped night

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Grant Hackett

This is wild; beautiful, crazy and wild. The imagery is just amazing, sur-
real, dream-like, mythological. It is not only about movement, but the 
need for movement, for flight, for change. Not only is the poet in motion, 
on an odyssey, but the night, animated, is too. And it all seems to be 
spontaneous, brought on by something unknown and undetermined (so 
inviting for me as a reader). In the dreamscape of the poem, the night is 
“crow-shaped,” giving it an intense, sinister edge; and though this in-
vokes darkness, it also, regarding motion, establishes a connection and 
parallelism with the poet and “i” of the ku: they are both traveling, 
transforming together, almost as one, simultaneously. . . . i love the play-
fulness of light v. dark, fact/factual simile (“is”) v. metaphor. Wonderful 
implications. The ku bursts with an almost child-like sense of adventure, 
and excitement, and is contagious for me.

❦



places
for the ocean to end

―
his birthday no longer a party

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Gary Hotham

What are these “places”? i feel i want to be one of them; in fact, even 
more so, i want everyone to be one of those places, to be open and inviting, 
to have that strength to hold such substantialness. Of course, those 
“places” could be much more concrete, specific, local, non-human, and, 
down through the centuries, for this or that tribe/country/culture, sa-
cred. Ultimately though, the lingering emotion here for me is sadness 
(“to end”); and yet, it doesn’t necessarily have to end there; perhaps it’s 
just a new beginning. In which case, the emotions are mixed; and com-
plicated. The last line invokes sadness as well though, but also longing, 
even (non cringe-worthy) nostalgia. Is it the corporatization of the world 
the poet laments? (i think of Jesus, the season being the end of the year/
Xmas). The diminishment and fading of spirituality, love, celebration, 
sacredness? Whatever the case, these are the ideas i find myself contem-
plating. Combined, the ku’s two parts create new emotions to be deeply 
felt—something about vastness and greatness are being questioned, re-
calibrated, and placed back upon the reader and their own concept of 
the sacred. 

❦



opening her robe against forgetting distant music

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Michael McClintock

Instead of closing something, blocking something off in order to forget, 
or start over, the opposite is offered to us here: an opening up. With this, 
we are swept into a stream (a flood?) of need, desire, wanting, longing, 
freedom, all mixed up into a cocktail of memory that is tantalizingly, in-
vitingly, knowingly, offered. Is she the one opening her own robe—inti-
macy shown through the watcher’s/lover’s knowing of the whys (some-
thing they just got finished discussing: how it used to be)? Or is it the 
poet who is acting on her, doing the opening (which leads to other open-
ings), trying all they can to bring back the love s/he once experienced? 
The level of intimacy is to be determined: is the “distant music” some-
thing the couple once had together, and are trying to re-ignite? Or is it 
“distant music” remembered with others?—passion, spontaneity, and in-
tensity experienced with someone else, or numerous others? Music is al-
ways more than just music. Even when it is dissonant, difficult, or dark, it 
is still music. In this poem though, the music is bright, happy, full of 
light. And it is intense. The longing is hard and immediate though—an 
absolute need and desire for it. And it must happen now. It must be ex-
tinguished, and reborn. The ku spins on the word “against.”

❦



close to someone in the stars white seeps inward

	 	 	 	 	 	 Marlene Mountain

i’m drawn to a break between “someone” and “in.” But the intriguing 
nature of one line ku allows the reader to decide, and to allow ambiguity, 
and find different breaks, and different meanings, at different times. Or 
all at once: taken in, all at once, this ku has a meaning/reading that is all 
its own, quiet and intimate. Is that someone somehow “in the stars”? 
This implies death—that that person is now part of, or one with, the 
universe/cosmos. It’s abstract, but makes sense. Read a different way, the 
poet is presently “close to someone” (a lover, a friend, a neighbor) who is 
right there with them (in bed, on the porch, stargazing . . . ) and notices 
the color white, or the idea of the color white, in action. Why white? Is it, 
here, symbolic of purity, innocence, or a total absence of color?—all of 
which is entering the poet who is in need of these things, at least mo-
mentarily, in order to escape the “darkness.” Though the poem creates 
ambiguities and choices, it is, nevertheless, emotional and intimate, but 
not in an easy way. It guides, but makes one work for resolution, if that’s 
even desirable. It ends with “inward” and, thankfully, leaves us searching 
and quest/ioning there.

❦



a man in a crowd in a man

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 John Stevenson

This was a ku i immediately fell in love with, devoured, and have inter-
nalized. Which makes sense: the poetic aesthetics are internal, the words 
and imagery within it turning and playing with and off one another in 
dramatic and extravagant ways. It’s playful, yet profound; simple (wow, 
all one syllable words, with an “ow,” an echo of pain and hurt, right 
there in the center of it all), yet intricate. It is seasonless, and yet some-
thing tells me that for each reader a season will naturally well up, be-
come a bubble and float inside the brain (for me, it’s “the fifth season”). 
It’s composition is so tight that not a word can be changed, rearranged, 
added or subtracted, yet it feels like it’s about to explode. Not just haiku 
or poetry at its best, but words at their best.

❦



whose ghost did you talk to all the way down 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Peggy Willis Lyles

A descent into hades/hell? Or down to earth? Or a spiraling inward, 
into the soul? i revel in the mysteriousness of this ku; it challenges a sin-
gle reading, perception, and beliefs, and invites my imagination. Who is 
the speaker? Who is being spoken to?  What’s implied is that the person 
(the being being spoken to) did indeed speak to someone all the way 
down (i get the feeling that they are in a state of in-betweenness); that 
they’ve reached a conclusion/end, and reached it with the help and 
guidance of one of the ghosts. What did they talk about? And why? That 
familiar but eerie question bubbles up: if you could talk to a dead per-
son, who would it be?  i get the impression that whoever is being ad-
dressed was given a choice (adding yet another layer to the poem’s odd-
ness and mysteriousness), and that the descent was a long one (“all the 
way down”). This ku feels biblical, mythological, with a nod to western 
literature (Dante’s Inferno), and with implications of an unresolved trans-
formation. And while the ku evokes death and ghosts, it is full of life and 
spirit, energy and consciousness (an afterworld/afterlife/life after death). 
All in all, a dream-like state. The lack of punctuation (a question mark) 
creates further ambiguity and enigmaticness. It’s a ku that invites the 
reader to bring their entire life to its heart.

❦                                 



under the nitrogen blue sky 
	 	 	 	   the white horse 
	 	 	 	   of  my life 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Patrick Sweeney

For me, this ku is about the fleetingness of life, motion, and also trans-
formation. By invoking a gas (nitrogen), something ungraspable, yet de-
finitive, is conjured. It’s a peculiar thing to use in a haiku poem—some-
thing scientifically named—yet it’s 78 % of the earth’s atmosphere, and 
so not that very peculiar at all; it feels modern though and part of our 
world and slang. The use of the word conjures exactness; it is precise and 
elemental. Again though, it has a vacuity to it, something odorless, es-
capable, always in motion, something that can not be held or tied down. 
What is “the white horse”? For me, it conjures speed, beauty, strength, 
freedom. It’s a strong (even mythically mighty) image that takes us from 
the infiniteness and ubiquitousness of the sky/air to something concrete. 
Yet, at the same time, it’s abstract and metaphorical.  Is it not simply a 
cloud that looks like a horse? And does this cloud not remind the poet of 
their own life? How simple; how beautiful. There’s a purity and evanes-
cence that i love about this ku. All in all, it leads me, ultimately, to disin-
tegration.

❦     



Twilight in the arrangement of  stones

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Patrick Sweeney

This ku lends itself immediately to a concrete reading: the very ar-
rangement of its words, their careful placement and organization, and 
how they allude to the stones’ arrangement. The one line construction 
also evokes the bareness of the day’s light, of “twilight,” as well as the 
thinness of thought and energy at day’s end. What are these stones? If 
they are indeed in a a line, are they a wall, a boundary, a line not to be 
crossed, part of a game, or only the beginning of something’s construc-
tion (a house)? Alternately, i am drawn to them being the beginnings of a 
a ring of stones for a fireplace. Or perhaps, for no reason at all, other 
than fun, they’ve been lined up from smallest to largest by a child. Better 
yet, when i was a child, my brother and i would build a wall in the 
stream, a kind of cell, for the fish my father would catch. What i love 
about this one is how the ku escapes me time and time again; each time, 
i feel i am about to “get it,” and yet, whatever it is, remains just beyond 
my grasp.  It lulls me and makes me work, makes me search (“how can 
twilight be in something? What does that arrangement look like?”). It lov-
ingly—through the juxtaposition of the solid and the ephemeral, the cy-
clical and the stable—and simply involves, without pushing or pulling 
hard in one direction or another. It guides, and nudges, and then disap-
pears, like a Cheshire cat.

❦



Monday bleeding down to money

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Peter Yovu

I love the way this ku plays with words, time, images, and emotion with-
out being overt or simplistic about it. Only two letters separate “Mon-
day” and “money,” and by the time the poem ends they have, somehow 
(because of anxiety, violence (?), burnout), made a metamorphosis into 
“money,” something which is concrete, and yet, more often than not, 
quite abstract (especially in this Age of Swiping Plastic); what the hell is 
money, anyway? As so often, sadly, is the case, it does come “down to 
money.” There’s something sinister and blue about this ku for me, 
though the dominant color might be “in the red”. It conveys sadness, 
even heartbreak, over the way a system (on both a micro and macro 
level) works (chipping away/“the daily grind”). Not only is there a trans-
formation in words, but also a transformation in personal well-being, 
feelings, consciousness, and attitude—the fluctuations of one’s mind and 
one’s role and function within a system. The one line structure adds to 
the overall effect: pressure, frailty, deadlines, a sense of being worn 
“down”/burnout, laying things on the line. On top of that, it’s playful 
with time. This ku, even more so than others, is not just cut out, but 
bloodily severed from time, from reality. Time resonates from both ends 
of it: the actions and energy spent before the poem occurs, creating a 
world of replenishing and stockpiling energy over a short weekend, and 
then, from its other end/cut (“money”), the draining of energy, stretch-
ing things (money) out, and struggling to Friday. Then starting all over 
again. All of this sense is juxtaposed against what image(s)? Each one is 
an open, surreal, abstraction: a day of the week bleeding, and money. 
And yet it all works, it makes sense, it feels right.  

❦
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