Voice of the Borderlands. By Drum Hadley. Foreword by Gary Snyder. Illustrations by Andrew Rush. Tucson: Rio Nuevo, 2005. 368 pp. Cloth $29.95.
Drum Hadley’s book of poems is aptly named. After living along the borders of New Mexico, Arizona, and Mexico for forty years, Hadley presents the voices of the region in all their hardscrabble spoken beauty. Some background on Hadley’s work is useful in understanding his allegiance to, and knowledge of, the Malpais Borderlands. A man of considerable means and connections, Hadley founded the Animas Foundation, based at the sprawling 500-square-mile Gray Ranch in New Mexico, and also helped create the Malpais Borderlands Group. These non-profit groups work with the community to protect the agriculture-based economy, while also transforming traditional ranching with innovative ecological methods. 
This long-awaited collection, Hadley’s first book since the three small collections of poems he published from 1967-1972, is a fierce expression of what he has experienced during his lengthy quest to protect the integrity of the Malpais Borderlands and its people. Hadley argues for the importance of the oral tradition of cowboys and vaqueros: “I was not interested in the definitions of academic folklorists, nor in the oral cowboy poetry tradition presently defined by rhyme schemes . . . but in the true poetic language, insight, and raw vitality . . . of rangeland cowboys” (11). Voice of the Borderlands includes dozens of stories, often told in the irreverent voices of cowboys and ranchers: “Paid one hundred seventy-five dollars / For a brand new generator for the bulldozer, / But the son-of-a-bitchin’ generator don’t work. / Fixin’ one is worse than a goddamn chicken, / Pickin’ his teeth with a paper toothpick” (222). 

Yet Hadley’s work is most notable for telling stories from many, far-ranging points of view: a mountain lion, drug smugglers, illegal immigrants, widows, Wall Street executives, Native Americans, his mentor Charles Olson, and even the bones of a dead cow. Voice of the Borderlands is carefully organized, with four sections (each with a preamble), as well as a glossary and index. Still, at 368 pages, the book is so sprawling that the greatest pleasure may be found in opening it at random to poems that always surprise with their range and sensitivity. 

In a poem about prohibition called “The Smugglers,” Hadley writes of the difficulties and rewards of trying to record these stories. “‘I’ll try to put this in a poem,’ says Drum. / ‘Well, it would be a hell of a poem, I’ll bet,’ / Old Walter says. / And it dang sure is” (168). The poems here are polished carefully, yes, but to intentionally rough edges.
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