Sonnet for Mrs. O’Leary’s Cow

“Nobody knows how the fire started, but according to legend,
a cow kicked over a lantern in a barn...”
- from “The Great Chicago Fire,” Marc Nobleman

“A brindle cow,” they called you in the Times,
“of unknown pedigree.” Some say your name
was Daisy, others Gwen. In nursery rhymes
and comic books, your hindleg bears the blame.
In Norman Rockwell’s painting, you’re all tail,
all hocks and skinny haunches, a backside view,
while Cat O’Leary fills her milking pail.

What guilt is there in placing guilt on you,
hooves shifting in the hay? The night ignited.
You couldn’t help yourself or anyone,

the barn reduced to ash with you inside it.

A newsman, not long afterward, let on

he’d made it up, the lantern and the cow,

but it was too late then, as it is now.

- Caitlin Doyle



