
 
WINTER MORNING WALKS (Notes for orchestra, and/or program) 
 
These nine poems [seven will be performed at the 2021 May Festival] were selected from Ted Kooser’s wonderful 
book, Winter Morning Walks: One Hundred Postcards to Jim Harrison. 
 
They were written during his recovery from treatment for cancer, after he began taking two-mile walks each 
morning. He’d been told to stay out of the sun for a year because of skin sensitivity, so he exercised before dawn, 
hiking the isolated country roads near his home in Garland, Nebraska. He sometimes walked with his wife but most 
often alone. 
 
During the previous summer, depressed and preoccupied, he’d stopped writing. But as that winter (1998) 
approached, his health began to improve. One November morning, following his walk, he tried his hand at a poem, 
and soon was writing every day. 
 
As he wrote in his foreword to Winter Morning Walks, “Several years before, my friend Jim Harrison and I had 
carried on a correspondence in haiku. As a variation on this, I began pasting my morning poems on postcards and 
sending them to Jim, whose generosity, patience and good humor are here acknowledged. What follows is a 
selection of one hundred of those postcards.” 
 
These poems feel so like home to me, connecting with my southwest Minnesota roots at so many different levels, 
that I find it almost astonishing. There's nothing to explain about this music, except to say it was very hard to pick 
which poems from Ted Kooser's Winter Morning Walks I would choose. I could have gone on composing more, and 
someday hopefully will. These poems were originally titled with the date, for instance Perfectly Still This Solstice 
Morning was titled December 21, Clear and five degrees. I changed the titles, as the dates were no longer 
chronological once musical considerations for song ordering entered the picture. But it did feel natural to open 
with the poem he wrote on the winter solstice, and to close with the poem he wrote on the vernal equinox, which 
seemed like the perfectly natural way to bookend Winter Morning Walks. 
 
–Maria Schneider 
 
Perfectly Still This Solstice Morning* 
Perfectly still this solstice morning, 
in bone-cracking cold. Nothing moving, 
or so one might think, but as I walk the road,  
the wind held in the heart of every tree 
flows to the end of each twig and forms a bud. 
 
When I Switched On a Light* 
When I switched on a light in the barn loft 
late last night, I frightened four flickers 
hanging inside, peering out through their holes.  
Confused by the light, they began to fly 
wildly from one end to the other, 
their yellow wings slapping the tin sheets 
of the roof, striking the walls, scrabbling 
and falling. I cut the light 
and stumbled down and out the door and stood  
in the silent dominion of starlight 
till all five of our hearts settled down. 
 
Walking by Flashlight* 
Walking by flashlight 



at six in the morning, 
my circle of light on the gravel  
swinging side to side, 
coyote, raccoon, field mouse, sparrow,  
each watching from darkness 
this man with the moon on a leash.  
 
I Saw a Dust Devil This Morning* 
I saw a dust devil this morning, 
doing a dance with veils of cornshucks 
in front of an empty farmhouse, 
a magical thing, and I remembered 
walking the beans in hot midsummer, 
how we'd see one swirling toward us 
over the field, a spiral of flying leaves 
forty or fifty feet high, clear as a glass 
of cold water just out of reach, 
and we'd drop our hoes and run to catch it,  
shouting and laughing, hurdling the beans,  
and if one of us was fast enough, 
and lucky, he'd run along inside the funnel,  
where the air was strangely cool and still,  
the soul and center of the thing, 
the genie whose swirls out of the bottle,  
eager to grant one wish to each of us. 
I had a hundred thousand wishes then. 
 
My Wife and I Walk the Cold Road* 
My wife and I walk the cold road 
in silence, asking for thirty more years. 
 
There's a pink and blue sunrise 
with an accent of red: 
a hunter's cap burns like a coal 
in the yellow-gray eye of the woods. 
 
All Night, in Gusty Winds 
All night, in gusty winds, 
the house has cupped its hands around 
the steady candle of our marriage, 
the two of us braided together in sleep, 
and burning, yes, but slowly, 
giving off just enough light so that one of us,  
awakening frightened in darkness, 
can see. 
 
Our Finch Feeder 
Our finch feeder, full of thistle seed 
oily and black as ammunition, 
swings wildly in the wind, and the finches  
in olive drab like little commandos 
cling to the perches, six birds at a time,  



ignoring the difficult ride. 
 
Spring, the Sky Rippled with Geese* 
Spring, the sky rippled with geese,  
but the green comes on slowly, 
timed to the ticking of downspouts.  
The pond, still numb from months 
of ice, reflects just one enthusiast 
this morning, a budding maple 
whose every twig is strung with beads  
of carved cinnabar, bittersweet red. 
 
How Important It Must Be* 
How important it must be  
to someone 
that I am alive, and walking,  
and that I have written  
these poems. 
This morning the sun stood  
right at the end of the road  
and waited for me. 
 
[*Poems performed at the 2021 May Festival) 
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