PRESENTING THE POEM: 
 

Fifteen 
BY WILLIAM STAFFORD 
SEITING THE STAGE: The first time I read the 
poem "Fifteen" I wasn't much older than fifteen. I can still remember my feeling of excitement, as I imagined myself as the kid in the poem when he finds a motorcycle and dreams about taking 
off on it, into the rest of his life, until ... well, 
you'll see. William Stafford often tells storiesuses poems to find the meanings in events. I think this is one of his best. 
SOME FEATURES TO NOTICE: 

• 	How the repetition of the phrase I was fifteen at the end of each of the first three stanzas 

emphasizes the poet's burgeoning sense of power, ambition, and confidence: his forward feeling about becoming an adult 
	How the final variation on the repeated phrase-I stood there, fifteen-emphasizes the poet's youth and powerlessness, as the adult owner of the motorcycle roared away 


• 	How in the second stanza Stafford animates 

the motorcycle: gives it flanks and eyelashes; leads it gently; and stands with that companion, ready and friendly 

• 	How in the last five-line stanza the 

motorcycle is reduced to a machine again when its injured owner appears to recover it 
	The strong, sensory diction 

How the poet invents a form-five-line stanzas-and sticks with it except for the final, single-line stanza; how stanzas one, two, and 

four narrate literal action, while the third 
stanza describes the boy's daydream 
RESPONSE STANCE: There's so much to admire in "Fifteen;' it's hard to know where to begin. Would you start by going back in on your own and marking the words and lines that you like? 
BENEDICTION: Some of the best poems about growing up tell stories not about triumphs but about longings. I can remember myself at your age, pumping my bike up the steep hill to my friend's house and longing to be able to drive there. I remember browsing for exotic stuff at the local Pier One Imports store and longing to shop in genuinely exotic Greenwich Village. I remember playing my guitar, singing along, and longing to have a voice, to become someone to listen to. What are your longings? These are your poems, too. 
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Fifteen 
South of the bridge on Seventeenth 
I found back of the willows one summer 
day a motorcycle with engine running as it lay on its side, ticking over slowly in the high grass. I was fifteen. 
I admired all that pulsating gleam, the shiny flanks, the demure headlights fringed where it lay; I led it gently 
to the road and stood with that 
companion, ready and friendly. I was fifteen. 
We could find the end of the road, meet 
the sky on out Seventeenth. I thought about hills, and patting the handle got back a confident opinion. On the bridge we indulged 
a forward feeling, a tremble. I was fifteen. 
Thinking, back farther in the grass I found the owner, just coming to, where he had flipped over the rail. He had blood on his hand, was paleI helped him walk to his machine. He ran his hand over it, called me a good man, roared away. 
I stood there, fifteen. 
-William Stafford 
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