SPREADING |
THE WORDS

Allen Morris Jones,
Montana’s latest
Poet Laureate,
prepares to share his
love of language
around the state

BY CHERIE NEWMAN



Allen Morris Jones
in his Bozeman
office. The prolific
writer of poems,
fiction, children’s
books and essays is
Montana’s newest
Poet Laureate.
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HE ENGLISH LANGUAGE HAS A NEW WORD:
mumblecusser. Allen Morris Jones,
who invented this fresh addition to
A our lexicon, will likely shudder at the
following comparison, but I'll say it
anyway.

Shakespeare created hundreds of the words we
speak and write, thoughtlessly, every day. “Zany” and
“countless” and “addiction” and “frugal” were all
coined by the Bard as he quilled his way to literary
fame with sonnets, and the three dozen or so stage
plays he constructed in rhythmic poetic form. Poetry,
we might then conclude, provokes linguistic evolution
and expansion. That’s a large responsibility to heap
upon our wordsmiths. But Jones is up to the task, and
on the job.

On September 25, Governor Greg Gianforte
named Allen Morris Jones to serve as Montana’s
Poet Laureate for 2025 to 2027. Jones’s professional
accomplishments include editor of Big Sky Journal,
naturalist guide in Yellowstone National Park, graphic
designer, landscape and wildlife photographer,
journalist, publisher/owner of Bangtail Press, and
author of 10 fiction and nonfiction books. His first
book, A Place of Quiet Violence: Hunting and Ethics
in the Missouri River Breaks, blended philosophy,
anthropology, and history with memoir. His latest

Top: Jones has published prolifically in his career, including
books released through his own imprint, Bangtail Books.
Mumblecusser, his High Plains International Book Award-
winning poetry collection, stands front and center.
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Mumblecusser

Hiking with my nine-year-old son last August,

a hot day through cool pines, he turned and said,

“Dadda, did you just say the eff word?” Abashed, caught,

I suppose 1 did. I know I did. An inadvertent exhalation
Fuuhhhuck. The boy startling me awake from some

poisonous revery, resentment and regret banging

around inside my head, knocking me out of the present

away from the chance to watch my son balance, arms wide,
along the imaginary, high-wire edge of the trail; reliving
instead, for the thousandth time, some small slight, some insult,
or maybe thinking about my own misstep, the awful thing

I said, when a word left its barrel to spin toward someone

dear to me, never to be called back. Asshole, I mumble.

The word as likely meant for me as otherwise; breathing

it out slow, a whisper, a secret, a luminous sibilant hiss.
Sonofabitch, and man, that satisfies, like chewing a hangnail,
the glory of the profane, the transgressive. Motherfucker.
Sometimes it

slips out, as inadvertent as a hammer

cnee, drawing stares in the bookstore, restaurants,
I the only one? I can’t be the only one.

How 'fh inhabiting the ugliest moments, the landscape

- of insults and embarrassments, at the expense

of the gorgeous and elusive now. Goddamn but I've got
'some work to do. I'm aware. And I'll get to it eventually,

-1 suppose. But not just yet, not just now. And especially not

these days.
LA Bastards.
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book, Mumblecusser and Other Poems, is the collection that
won Jones a 2024 High Plains Book Award and triggered his
Poet Laureate appointment.

Jones credits boredom for his colorful résumé. He has
a powerful need to keep busy, and so he diverts. But he is
first and foremost a writer, he said during a recent interview.
“Putting words on the page with an eye toward reaching as
many readers as possible, that’s what I've chosen to do with

Montana: A History

Back then, America stood already askew, tilted
at an alarming angle, then tilted further still
until the loosest lost their grip, the second sons
and daughters from New York, Virginia, the Carolinas,
shavings curled from larger families, the entrenched
and playing-it-safe, the risk-averse, those happy
to release their more adventurous, curious, courageous,
and yes, desperate children, to let them slip
down into the empty map; a wave of immigrants
cruising through the prairie, picking up speed

e flat, coasting loose until, hitting the mountains,
they said, “Well, ain’t this pretty.”

my life.”

Jones’s parents migrated from West Virginia to Montana
when he was 12, after his father bought a dental practice in
Livingston. In those days, legendary writers such as Thomas
McGuane, Jim Harrison, Richard Brautigan, and Tim
Cabhill roamed the streets. Many famous artists, actors, and
musicians also spent time there. Livingston was an auspicious

Below: Jones reads at an event hosted by Elk River Books in Livingston, ﬂ&nd,stuck
the town Jones and his family moved to in the early 1980s. PRS-
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The Marmot

snatched up

by the quick
shadow of wings,
trapped within

twin cages of

claws, pierced by
brown needles,

in that final moment
eal

_and e—
~h man, oh man,
‘Flfmﬂying;-\_‘__ -

T ey,

place for a creative fledgling like Jones
to land.

“I published my first short story in
eighth grade,” he said. “I enjoyed the
writing of it, building a world that owed
its existence to the creative decisions
I'd made, but I also loved the reaction
from friends and family.” Jones still
enjoys those reactions. But these days
he acknowledges, “I write because it’s
my best chance to contribute, to add
something meaningful to the larger
dialogue.” Jones’s poetry does exactly
that. His images and themes cover a
wide range: experiencing “this life lived
at the edges;” hunting; self-absorption;
the environment; regret and politics and
aging and fatherhood.

Jones became a father at the age
of 40, and parental reflections appear
often in his poetry. He wrote the
title poem of his collection after his
then 9-year-old son asked, “Dadda,
did you just say the F-word?” In
“Mumblecusser” Jones admits, “I
suppose I did. I know I did. An
inadvertent exhalation. / Fuuhhhuck.
The boy startling me awake from some

Jones says he’s excited to share the work of
writers he admires during his two-year stint as
Montana’s Poet Laureate.
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“Poems have started as metaphors, or as lines that
drop from the ceiling. As emotions that need to be
documented.”

/ poisonous revery, resentment and regret banging / around inside my head,
knocking me out of the present ...”

His poetry observes life from every angle—specific and comprehensive. In
“Note to Self” he writes, “The universe has never seen anything quite like you.
/ You are a stone under a stream of exploding stars.” Images of nature occur
frequently in the pages of Mumblecusser.

Jones is an avid hunter and fisherman, an explorer of Montana’s wild places,
particularly the Missouri River Breaks in the north-central part of the state. But
it seems he can pull meaning from whatever he encounters, no matter where it
occurs. In this poem, Jones pairs a “picked clean” deer carcass with gratitude for
family.

November Near Huntley, Montana

There’s a field of stubble

where the hay used to be,

a scattering of deer pellets,
puddles of clay. Halfway

across the field, I found

a whitetail buck picked clean

by crows, shot from the road

by drunk teenagers, or poachers
who lost their nerve and left.
Gratitude is a kind of contentment.
Wife, child, family, to imagine
their absence is to clench

and twist, it’s to briefly die
before rising again, before
reaching across to touch

a shoulder, a knee, a hand.
Gratitude, it seems, is seeded

in a vision of absence, in drowning
then surfacing again with a gasp.
Walking across a hayfield toward
Pryor Creek, I wrote a poem,
damp at the edges.

Writers write. They can’t help themselves. So, Jones has written many poems
since Mumblecusser was published by Drumlummon Press in 2023, including the
following, which suggests a collective narrator from beyond the grave.

For Those Who Came Later

We know what you’ve been going through.
We were tired, like you.
We were anxious, often afraid. Like you,

Winter’s
Warmth

Gathering around a fire is one of

life’s simplest pleasures. For over
30 years WarmStone Fireplaces
and Designs has been installing
the most efficient, beautiful
fireplaces in the world.

Visit our showroom today!

R
+ & DESIGNS .

WarmStone Fireplaces and Designs
Visit our showroom at
116 North B Street, Livingston, Montana
406-333-4383 - www.warmstone.com
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Fire Season

Angling into the simmering oven

depths of pine, into the smoky bellows

and angled yellow light of ponderosas,

preceded by a joyous dog, the traffic noise

rises and falls behind me, hissing like surf.

Somewhere in the dry ocean of trees above,

bewildered (I imagine), there’s a mule deer

doe, a cow elk, a black bear waiting, all

patiently anticipating my arrival. Are they

aware of the simmering? The ongoing broil

and burn? I want to think no. But I could be

wrong. Hiking, it takes time to leave

the traffic behind, to enter a certain silence,

to leave roorﬁ for a revelation or even two.

Our grand vildren will say, You did this to us.

They will say, You didn’t know how it would be.
" But Itell you now, no. Forgive us. We knew

what we were doing. We just didn’t know

how to stop.
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we fretted over our kids.

We were outraged by our politicians.

We felt stranded in our time,

becalmed, beached in the quiet

hours before dawn.

We tried not to drink too much.

We were misunderstood.

We were unappreciated by our employers.
We had heartburn.

We took Advil.

We looked for lumps and moles and lapses in memory.
There was never enough money.

It was all more than we’d bargained for.
We’re proud of you, how you're facing it now.
It’s not easy. Nothing about it is easy.

If it helps, please know that we would give
anything to go through it again.

Goddamn, but it was all so beautiful.

While some writers need specific circumstances—a certain
room or desk or time of day—in which to be creative, Jones
says he can work on a poem wherever. “I use the notes app on
my phone,” he told me during a phone conversation we had
as he drove from Bozeman to Great Falls to watch his now
14-year-old son play football. “I can play around with words

JOHN ZUMPANO
Jones signs a book after a reading at Elk River Books in Livingston.

almost anywhere—during a football game or while waiting for
an appointment.”

So, what triggers his urge to write a poem? Almost anything,
Jones explains: “Poems have started as metaphors, or as
lines that drop from the ceiling. As emotions that need to be
documented. Sometimes an inspiration from other poems. It’s
all over the map. No consistency or theme behind the urge
toward creation.” This go-with-the-flow style might serve Jones
well during his tenure as Poet Laureate.

The title does not come with compensation or help with
scheduling. Timing and execution are up to him. But Jones
is thrilled at the idea of engaging with students and readers
across the state. In a social media comment, posted shortly
after the announcement of his appointment, Jones wrote,
“Friends, this poet laureate gig is going to be a gas. And | can
already see that a big part of that fun is going to be in how it
gives me a bit of a platform to help promote writers whose work
I admire.”

As Jones launches into sharing poetry with more of the
people of Montana, he is hopeful for the future of this artform.
“People seem to be more interested in poetry these days,” he
says. “Maybe that’s because our attention spans are shorter.”

Or maybe it’s the delight of poems that add fun new words,
like mumblecusser, to our everyday chatter. %



“Livingston Home Outfitters provided the blueprints,
cabinets, countertops, under-cabinet lighting, and
all-encompassing moral support during our total kitchen
remodel. They're not only professional, but fun to work
with. And they delivered UNDER budget!”"—TEerI MILLER

ivingston Home Outfitters is your one-stop shop
for home improvement needs in Park County
and the surrounding areas.

We provide:

e Kitchen and Bath Design

e Cabinetry and Countertops
e Flooring and Lighting

e Tile and Hardware

e Furniture and Mattresses

e Delivery and Installation

Call or stop by our historic showroom today.

Our experienced staff will guide you through your
project, big or small, and work with your designer,
architect or contractor.

N

124 S. MAIN STREET
Livingston, MT 59047

LIVINGSTON

HOME

406.222.5635

INFO@LHOMT.COM
WWW. LIVINGSTONHOMEOUTFITTERS.COM

OUTFITTERS



