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The Exercise 

For this assignment, you’ll write a poem (no more than around 30 lines) inspired by an 

object associated with someone you’ve known for a long time. That object will be 

something literal and will also be something that you can develop into a metaphor. 

The title of your poem will be “My ____’s _____.” 

 

Rationale 

One of the best ways I know to capture the essence of people in writing 

is to think about objects closely associated with them. The following 

writing prompt helped my students write some of their strongest, most 

evocative poems over the years. I hope that you find it useful. 
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Read the sample poems below to get a sense of what I mean. Notice, for example, in 

“My Mother’s Needles,” how Harry Humes uses the image of his mother’s sewing 

needles to show her in the physical act of sewing while also developing the metaphor 

of “stitching together” a life for herself and her family. Also, note how, in “My Father’s 

Hands,” Humes captures not only a moment in which his father was injured, but also, 

metaphorically, all of the worry and danger that residents of a small coal town saw on 

a regular basis. Finally, note how Maria Mazziotti Gillan, in “My Daughter’s Hands,” 

presents a memorable portrait of her daughter (and herself) while she shows us a 

deep, loving bond across three generations of women. 

Before you start trying to write your poem, remember to lose yourself in freewriting 

for twenty minutes. This freewriting will help you move beyond your initial triggering 

subject and make new, unexpected discoveries and connections that could lead you 

to developing interesting metaphors of your own. Good luck! 

Sample Poems 

My Mother's Needles  

by Harry Humes 

 

Sitting in her chair that faced away  
from the window, she'd ask,  
"I wonder if you could thread a few for me."  
And so we'd stay together an afternoon,  
her with her milky eyes, remembering  
picnics, drives in the DeSoto,  
her garden of sage and parsley,  
the double mock orange bush  
and black cherry.  
And me wetting the end  
of thread, rolling it to a point  
between my fingertips, then easing it  
through the eye, drawing the ends down even. 
As always she'd say, "Now don't knot them."  
Hours like that, easy, away from things.  
I'd stick a dozen along the arms  
of her chair where she could reach out  
for one, still ready for a little mending,  
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the miner's work clothes, her boys' shirts  
out at the elbows, and her hardly able  
to get a seam straight or keep  
a patch flat across the middle.  
All the way home I'd see her  
leaning forward in the chair,  
telling me something else she'd just  
then thought of, her hand fluttering,  
voice still sharp, stitching it all together. 
 
 
My Father's Hands  

by Harry Humes 
 
They brought him home, sleeves still smoking  
from the flash fire in his mine, our mother's lips  
a thin line of grief, Dr. Murray arriving  
minutes later, peeling back skin from knuckles  
and palms, greasing the wedding ring,  
the Masonic ring with its red stone and diamond chip,  
dropping it all to the floor, the injection  
not helping my father at all, who groaned  
and cursed the tunnels, the Welsh bosses.  
He was home for months, his hands great wads  
of cotton and tape that stank when we got too close,  
trying not to let him know, trying not to imagine  
what was under the bandages, that no longer fit anything,  
all of us trying to avoid them the way we avoided  
Skipper Todd who hiccoughed questions about our father  
through a tube in his throat, none of us ever  
saying more than our mother told us to say, never how  
we'd suddenly awake and find them hovering over us,  
never about how he'd sit for days in the coal cellar,  
our mother feeding him down there, never about 
the pounding that echoed up through the house  
on Ash Alley, the house that began to fall down. 
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My Daughter’s Hands 
By Maria Mazziotti Gillan 

 
My daughter tells me she has Grandma’s hands,  
Referring to her father’s mother who lived with us 
for nine years after she had a heart attack. Later,  
she went senile and imagined people were coming 
out of the TV to get us. She called me over to her 
 
ten times a day to warn me. My daughter’s hands  
are strong with pronounced veins, and she is convinced 
they are her grandmother’s. She remembers Grandma 
fondly, the way she’d serve bowls of Spaghetti O’s,  
or count out the meatballs so each child would 
 
have the same number, and how she’d put M&M’s  
in tin pie plates for them. She does not remember 
the grandmother who was so angry finally that she 
made a hole in the wall with her rocker,  
but rather the woman who cooked beans for her 
 
and bought Sara Lee cakes. I tell my daughter 
I think her hands are like mine, and my hands  
come down to me from my mother, the same 
square shape, the small fingers. If you looked 
at our hands, you’d think we were delicate,  
 
but we never give up, keep working until 
we’re too sick to move. Sometimes, when I look 
at my hand, I imagine my mother reaching  
for my hands, as she did so often 
when she was still alive, imagine her  
 
hand, brown from all the gardening she did,  
tough and calloused, imagine that she is still 
sitting with me when I see Dennis, slumped 
and broken in his chair, when he says,  
“I can’t do this anymore,” and I use her hands 
 
to give him the courage to go on just as 
my daughter uses her hands 
to pat my back while I cry.  
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Sources 
 

The final poem in the handout is from Maria Mazziotti Gillan's book, What We Pass 

On: Collected Poems: 1980-2009.  

Harry Humes' "My Father's Hands" is from his collection The Bottomland (U of 

Arkansas Press, 1995). His poem "My Mother's Needles" is from Butterfly 

Effect (Milkweed Editions, 1999). 
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