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INTRODUCTION

“Every tone was a
testimony against slavery””

' he slaves selected to go to

the Great House Farm, for the
monthly allowance for themselves and
their fellow-slaves, were peculiarly en-
thusiastic. While on their way, they
would make the dense old woods, for
miles around, reverberate with their
wild songs, revealing at once the high-
est joy and the deepest sadness. They
would compose and sing as they went
along, consulting neither time nor
tune. The thought that came up, came
out — if not in the word, in the sound;
— and as frequently in the one as in
the other. They would sometimes sing
the most pathetic sentiment in the
most rapturous tone, and the most
rapturous sentiment in the most pa-
thetic tone. Into all of their songs they
would manage to weave something
of the Great House Farm. Especially
would they do this, when leaving
home. They would then sing most ex-
ultingly the following words: —

“l am going away to
the Great House Farm!

O, yea! O, yea! O!”

This they would sing, as a chorus, to
words which to many would seem un-
meaning jargon, but which, neverthe-
less, were full of meaning to them-
selves. I have sometimes thought that
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the mere hearing of those songs would
do more to impress some minds with
the horrible character of slavery, than
the reading of whole volumes of phi-
losophy on the subject could do.

I did not, when a slave, understand
the deep meaning of those rude and
apparently incoherent songs. I was
myself within the circle; so that I
neither saw nor heard as those with-
out might see and hear. They told a
tale of woe which was then altogether
beyond my feeble comprehension; they
were tones loud, long, and deep; they
breathed the prayer and complaint of
souls boiling over with the bitterest
anguish. Every tone was a testimony
against slavery, and a prayer to God
for deliverance from chains. The hear-
ing of those wild notes always de-
pressed my spirit, and filled me with
ineffable sadness. I have frequently
found myself in tears while hearing
them. The mere recurrence to those
songs, even now, afflicts me; and while
I am writing these lines, an expression
of feeling has already found its way
down my cheek. To those songs I trace
my first glimmering conception of the
dehumanizing character of slavery. I
can never get rid of that conception.
Those songs still follow me, to deepen
my hatred of slavery, and quicken my
sympathies for my brethren in bonds.
If any one wishes to be impressed with
the soul-killing effects of slavery, let

him go to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation,
and, on allowance-day, place himself
in the deep pine woods, and there let
him, in silence, analyze the sounds
that shall pass through the chambers
of his soul, — and if he is not thus
impressed, it will only be because
“there is no flesh in his obdurate
heart.”

I have often been utterly astonished,
since I came to the north, to find per-
sons who could speak of the singing,
among slaves, as evidence of their con-
tentment and happiness. It is impossi-
ble to conceive of a greater mistake.
Slaves sing most when they are most
unhappy. The songs of the slave repre-
sent the sorrows of his heart; and he
is relieved by them, only as an aching
heart is relieved by its tears. At least,
such is my experience. I have often
sung to drown my sorrow, but seldom
to express my happiness. Crying for
joy, and singing for joy, were alike
uncommon to me while in the jaws of
slavery. The singing of a man cast
away upon a desolate island might be
as appropriately considered as evi-
dence of contentment and happiness,
as the singing of a slave; the songs of
the one and of the other are prompted
by the same emotion.

Quote from the Narrative of the
Life of Frederick Douglass by Fred-
erick Douglass.




































The elements that
comprise what |
refer to as the
Afro-American ...
sensibility are: a
triumphant spir-
ituality; an ex-
uberant emotional
expression; an
unaffected sen-
suality; the ability
to confront life’s
adversities with
grace and dignity
i.e.,, maintain
one’s cool; and a
deep and abiding
sense of the
value of human
freedom.
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commonly referred to as the Western
World: achievement all the more re-
markable when one considers the fact
that it was accomplished in the con-
text of a society at once culturally ar-
rogant and insecure, predatory in its
economic practices, and crudely racist
in its social attitudes.

Today the popular dance music of
all Western societies — and indeed
most non-Western societies — is
rooted in the rhythm and blues tradi-
tion. The most popular listening music
of young whites, hard rock, is based
in the blues; and, excepting those who
have chosen to carry on the legacy of
the European classical tradition, all
serious instrumentalists are attempting
to work in the wondrous improvi-
sational genres introduced by such
early players as Louis Armstrong,
Sidney Bechet, and “Jelly Roll” Mor-
ton, and extended by later innovators
such as John Birks “Dizzy”’ Gillespie,
Charles “Yard Bird” Parker, Maxwell
C. Roach, Thelonious Monk, Miles
Davis, John Coltrane, Charles Chris-
tian, and legions of others.

The elements that comprise what
I refer to as the Afro-American (by
Afro-American, I am referring to
Black folk in the U.S.A.) sensibility
are: a triumphant spirituality; an ex-
uberant emotional expression; an
unaffected sensuality; the ability to
confront life’s adversities with grace
and dignity, i.e,, maintain one’s cool;
and a deep and abiding sense of the
value of human freedom. It is this sen-
sibility that informs the style and sub-
stance of that unique body of music
universally recognized as the product
of the Afro-American imagination.
The genres of Afro-American music
that have become so influential on a
world scale — City blues, Jazz and
Rhythm and Blues — had their roots
in earlier forms of Black American
music. The most important of these
earlier forms was the spiritual, the
sacred music of the slave community.

That this music was informed by
ancient African musical traditions
which challenged the limits of Euro-
pean musical formulation is a matter
of record. Consider the report on
Afro-American slave music written by
Lucy McKinn Gamson, a white aboli-
tionist with musical training, who at-
tempted to transcribe the singing of

Blacks, heard in the South in 1862,
by using conventional methods of
notation.

“And what makes it all the harder
to unravel a thread of melody out of
this strange network is that, like birds,
they seem not infrequently to strike
sounds that cannot be precisely rep-
resented by the gamut, and abound in
slides from oné note to another, and
furies and cadences not in articulated
notes. It is difficult to express the en-
tire character of these Negro ballads
by mere musical notes and signs. The
odd turns made in the throat, and the
curious rhythmic effect produced by
single voices chiming in at different
irregular intervals are as impossible to
place on a score as the singing of birds
or the tones of the Aeolian Harp.”

This confession of confusion by
a white observer trying to grasp the
musical implications of Afro-
American innovation would be often
repeated with each new departure
from Western convention in the evolu-
tion of Afro-American music.

The spirituals represent the music
of a people living under extreme op-
pression, undergoing forced accultura-
tion and yet retaining elements of their
former cultures. This can be demon-
strated by observing the performance’
style and lyrical content of the spir-
itual song. Based in the imagery of the
Old Testament and concerned with
such themes as freedom, justice, and
deliverance from bondage, they are un-
questionably the lyrical product of the
African experience in America. After
listening to renditions of these songs
— probably by the Fisk Jubilee Sing-
ers — Dr. W.E.B. DuBois wrote in a
1903 essay entitled “Of the Sorrow
Songs,”

“What are these songs and what do
they mean? I know little of music and
can say nothing in technical phrase,
but I know something of men, and
knowing them, I know that these
songs are the articulate message of the
slave to the world. They are the music
of an unhappy people, of the children
of disappointment; they tell of death
and suffering and unvoiced longing
toward a truer world, of misty wander-
ings and hidden ways.”

And the Doctor might have added,
of the ultimate triumph of the human
spirit.
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It is a striking
paradox, even for
a country whose
history is nothing
but paradox, that
it was sons and
daughters of
slaves, singing the
songs of their
ancestors, who
presented to the
world the first
great art form
inspired by the
American expe-
rience and born
on American soil.

of America and Europe. In her path-
breaking study, ‘“The Music of
Black Americans,” Dr. Eileen South-
ern explains,

“The postwar spirituals, like the
social songs, employed the old forms
and musical idioms of the slave songs,
but the content of these songs reflected
the new status of the singers and the
different circumstances under which
they lived. The growing importance of
the railroad in the lives of black men,
for example, revealed itself in the num-
ber of songs that included phrases
about ‘getting on board the gospel
train.””

There were other important changes
such as the fact that these songs were
originally carried to the concert stage
by a group of formally trained singers
known as the “Fisk Jubilee Singers.”
After a fledgling start, they were in-
vited to perform at a giant extrava-
ganza in Boston, billed as the World
Peace Jubilee in 1872. They received
enthusiastic applause and excellent
reviews.

Dr. Southern wrote about the
importance of this event to the sub-
sequent career of the Fisk Jubilee
Singers,

“The reputation of the Fisk Jubilee
Singers was made! They went on to
sing at places in the United States that
had never before heard the black
man’s Folk music — before crowned
heads of Europe and before the com-
mon people in Germany, Switzerland
and Great Britain. Everywhere the
singers ‘carried their audiences by
storm’ and won acclaim from the
critics. Within seven years, they raised
$150,000, a tremendous sum for those
days, and turned it over to the Uni-
versity to help with the erection of a
new building, called Jubilee Hall, on
campus.”

It is a striking paradox, even for a
country whose history is nothing but
paradox, that it was the sons and
daughters of slaves, singing the songs

From “Lift Every Voice and Sing” by James Welidon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson

of their ancestors, who presented to
the world the first great art form in-
spired by the American experience and
born on American soil.

To all who heard this music, it was
clear that something new was happen-
ing in American culture. During this
period many Afro-American musi-
cians found work in the pits in the
black minstrel shows that played all
over the country. The musicians who
performed in these shows were trained
in conventional European instrumen-
tal technique, for often there was no
time for the band to rehearse and the
musicians were expected to interpret
the score on the spot. The songs in
these shows fell into three categories:
comedy songs, ballads, and specialty
tunes. The most popular songwriters
with the black minstrels were the Afro-
American songwriters: James Bland,
Gussie Davis, and Samuel Davis.
There was one white songwriter highly
favored by black minstrels, Stephen
Foster. However, Foster, perhaps the
first great American popular song-
writer, is best remembered for his
songs composed in an Afro-American
style such as “Old Black Joe” and
“Old Folks at Home.” James Bland,
composer of such enduring songs as
“Carry Me Back to Old Virginny,”
adopted in 1940 as the Virginia State
Anthem, and “Dem Golden Slippers,”
spent many years in Europe as a highly
acclaimed musician.

By the turn of the century, another
Afro-American form, Ragtime, was
the rage of this country, and was win-
ning wide acceptance in Europe.
Pianist-composer Scott Joplin was the
most widely imitated musician in the
country by 1898, when “Maple Leaf
Rag” was the most popular song in
the nation. It is my contention that
what whites found most attractive in
Afro-American music and the accom-
panying dances, is a sense of freedom
that was virtually unknown in an
overly organized, repressive society still
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tieth century) Fisk Jubilee Singers.
The most successful composer in this
genre remains William Grant Still,
author of the Afro-American Sym-
phony and several operas among other
works. The black British composer,
Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, also com-
posed works based on Afro-American
themes.

These attempts to create new Amer-
ican music by utilizing Afro-American
themes in European formal structures,
though a noble experiment, were es-
sentially new wine in old bottles and
were destined to be eclipsed by the
more authentically American music
being created by an avante garde of
black musicians.

These musicians were venturing out
in wholly uncharted artistic waters,
heading for undiscovered provinces in
the world of music. In the black com-
munities of New Orleans, Memphis,
Chicago, and New York, the first three
decades of the twentieth century wit-
nessed a wave of creativity unprece-
dented in any area of American art.
For here Afro-American musicians in-
troduced a unique musical language
that was really something new under
the Western sun.

Working within a tradition that
prized complex polyrhythms, antiph-
ony, polyphony, improvisation, and
the varied expressive devices of the
Afro-American vocal tradition, these
cultural alchemists created an instru-
mental music that would evolve into
a fine art form in an extraordinarily
short period of time. The music cre-
ated by such artists as King Oliver,
W.C. Handy, Louis Armstrong, James
Reese Europe, Jelly Roll Morton,
Duke Ellington, Noble Sissle, Willie
“The Lion” Smith, Scott Joplin, Earl
“Fatha” Hines, Andy Kirk, Jimmy
Moore, James P. Johnson, “Fats”
Waller, Johnny Dodds, et al., is as
representative of the American Ethos,
as the music of Beethoven, Bach and
Wagner is reflective of a German sen-

In its social
organization and
philosophy, Afro-
American instru-
mental music is
democratic, ex-
perimental, and
committed to in-
dividual freedom.

sibility; or in the way that Rossini,
Puccini, and Giuseppe Verdi com-
municate the spirit of Italian culture.

The essence of this achievement
was the creation of an art form which
is Neo-African in its aesthetic features,
etymologically Western, and quintes-
sentially American. Cultural theorist,
historian, and critic Albert Murray,
writing in an essay titled ‘“The Blues
Idiom and the Mainstream,” explores
the importance of this development,

“The creation of an art style is, as
most anthropologists would no doubt
agree, a major cultural achievement.
In fact, it is perhaps the highest as well
as the most comprehensive fulfillment
of culture; for an art style, after all,
reflects nothing so much as the ulti-
mate synthesis and refinement of a
lifestyle.”
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On the creative process itself, Pro-
fessor Murray offers this bit of en-
lightened observation,

“Art is by definition a process of
stylization; and what it stylizes is ex-
perience. What it objectifies, embod-
ies, abstracts, expresses, and sym-
bolizes is a sense of life.”

In its social organization and phi-
losophy, Afro-American instrumental
music is democratic, experimental, and
committed to individual freedom.
Hence, it is the artistic embodiment
of the American ideal as filtered
through the black American sensi-
bility. This fact, complemented by its
organic relationship to dance, accounts
for the great popularity of this music
among artist and layman, white and
black, for most of its history. By the
second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, Afro-American instrumental and
vocal music had become the prized
idiom of performance by serious white
artists looking for an alternative to
European concert music. When one
examines the attitudes and motivations
of some of the most serious of these,
it is abundantly clear that they were
in search of a medium through which
to explore the limits of creative innova-
tion and technical virtuosity in ways
not possible within the authoritarian
orthodoxy of European classical tra-
dition. For others, black music be-
came the avenue to psycho-spiritual
emancipation.

The first wholly improvisational
ensemble music, commonly referred
to as jazz, was developed in the
black community of New Orleans and
carried up the Mississippi by its cre-
ators. This music retained the essen-
tially African polyrhythms, antiphony
and polyphony, while assimilating
such European elements as the eight
tone scale, chords, and harmony. To
these features were added the Afro-
American penchant for improvisation
and the idiomatic uniqueness of the
blues. Of all Afro-American musical
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Describing Bix Beiderbecke’s first
encounter with the New Orleans
Rhythm Kings, Berton writes,

“They played not in the zany
tongue-in-cheek spirit of the white
bands Bix had come in contact with
until now, but seriously — mean and
low down, petty or funky, driving or
lyrical, but always for real. As we said
in those days — and there was no
higher praise — they played like
niggers.”

In describing what they were trying
to accomplish as a band, trumpeter
Paul Mares, the first musical idol of
Beiderbecke, had this to say,

“We did our best to copy the col-
ored music we’d heard at home. We
did the best we could, but naturally
we couldn’t play real colored style.”

But if young white musicians were
moved by the New Orleans Rhythm
Kings, at best a pallid imitation of the
originators, what happened when they
heard the real thing?

In the Jazz Anthology, Hear Me
Talking to Ya, Daniel Louis Arm-
strong, the first great soloist in Afro-
American instrumental music, re-
counts how he migrated to Chicago
and what he found when he got there:

“In 1922, when King Joe Oliver sent
for me to leave New Orleans and join
him at the Lincoln Gardens to play
second trumpet, I jumped for joy.”

Of course, young Armstrong im-
mediately left for Chicago and tells us,

“I arrived in Chicago about eleven
o’clock the night of July 8th, 1922, I’ll
never forget it, at the Illinois Central
Station at 12th and Michigan; I had
no one to meet me. I took a cab right
to the Gardens. When I was getting
out of the cab, I could hear the King’s
band jumping. I said to myself, ‘I
wonder if I’'m good enough to play in
that band.’ I hesitated about going in-
side, but I finally did. Chicago was
really jumping around that time. The
Dreamland was in full bloom . . . the
Plantation was another hot spot . ..
the Sunset ... a lot of after-hour
spots was real groovy, too. There was
the Apex, where Jimmy Moore and
that great piano man, Earl Hines,
started all this fine stuff. ... ”

The band Louis Armstrong joined
at the Lincoln Gardens was called
the Creole Jazz Band, and all of the
young white musicians in Chicago,
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several of whom would later become
world famous, came as though they
were joining a pilgrimage to Mecca.
In fact, Eddie Condon, guitarist and
well-known member of the “Chicago
School,” describes the experience in
just such terms. He said the white
musicians spoke of their music “as if
it were a new religion from Jeru-
salem.” Hoagy Carmichael describes
what happened when he, Bix Beider-
becke, and others first heard Louis
Armstrong.

“I dropped my cigarette and gulped
my drink. Bix was on his feet, his eyes
popping. Bob Gillette slid off his chair
and under the table. He was excitable
that way. I moaned, ‘why isn’t every-
body in the world here to hear this.””

Eddie Condon gives this account of
the first time he heard King Oliver’s
band,

“Oliver lifted his horn and the first
blast of ‘Canal St. Blues’ hit me. It
was hypnosis at first hearing. Every-
one was playing what he wanted to
play and it was all mixed together as
if someone had planned it with a set
of micrometer calipers; notes I had
never heard were peeling off the edges
and dropping through the middle;
there was a tone from the trumpets
like warm rain on a cold day. Freeman
and McPartland and I were immo-
bilized; the music poured unto us like
daylight running into a dark hole.”

Joe Glaser, who would become an
exploiter of the financial rewards gen-
erated from the marketing of Afro-
American music, was a club owner in
Chicago in this period, and recalls,

“All the young musicians in town
would come to hear Louis — Benny
Goodman, Muggsy Spanier . . . I used
to let them in free. Hell, they were kids
and never had any money.”

Louis Armstrong, of course, was
destined to go on to a singular great-
ness as the man who extended the
range of the trumpet, and opened up
new artistic horizons for generations
of musicians. In 1924, he did a stint
as soloist in the trumpet section of
the great Fletcher Henderson band, in
New York, the pioneer band in the
New York Swing tradition. But it
was on November 12, 1925, when he
walked into the Okeh records studio
in Chicago and made the first of a
series of records with the Hot Five,

that his influence on the New Orleans
style became definitive. Joining Arm-
strong on these recordings was Lil
Hardin (piano), Johnny Dodds (clar-
inetist and Alto sax), Kid Ory (trom-
bone) — who was replaced by John
Thomas on the last two sides — and
John St. Cyr (banjo). It was on these
recordings that Armstrong emerged as
a strong soloist. It is interesting to note
that the rhythm section was minus a
bass viol or tuba — and drums. In
later years, these two instruments
became essential elements in Afro-
American music.

While it is incontestable that Arm-
strong’s influence was peerless, there
were nevertheless many other Afro-
American musicians in Chicago who
were quite influential on the whites
who were interested in black music.
Among some of the more gifted
instrumentalists were: Sidney Bechet,
Clarence Williams, Jimmy Moore,
Baby Dodds, Tony Jackson, Earl
Hines, “Jelly Roll” Morton, Freddie
Keppard, et al. In addition, there were
many wonderful singers, dancers,
comedians, and variety performers
working in an Afro-American tradi-
tion. “Mezz” Mezzrow describes his
first visit to the Deluxe Cafe, a black
cabaret on the South Side of Chicago,
around 1920.

“What hit me about Twinkle, Al-
berta (Hunter) and another fine singer
in the place named Florence Mills, was
their grace and dignified, relaxed at-
titude. Florence, petite and demure,
just stood at ease and sang like a hum-
mingbird.”

Years later, he would offer this com-
parative assessment of white singers,

“A lot of white vocalists, even some
with big name bands today, are either
as stiff as a stuffed owl or else they
go through more wringing and twist-
ing than a snake dancer.”

Mezzrow offered this description of
the artistic ambiance of the Deluxe
Cafe,

“You could see most of the celeb-
rities of the day, colored and white,
hanging around the Deluxe. Bill
Robinson, the burlesque comedian,
Harry Steppe, Comedian Benny Davis,
Joe Frisco, Al Jolson, Sophie Tucker,
Blossom Seely, a lot of Ziegfeld Fol-
lies actors, famous colored teams
like Moss and Fry, and Williams and
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careers offering both relative economic
security and artistic acclaim. Because
once having occupied a chair in a ma-
jor symphony orchestra, the least one
could expect was a professorship in a
university. Given the financial insecu-
rity and artistic stigma associated with
a career in Afro-American music, the
obvious question about such choices
is why?

“Mezz” Mezzrow supplies us with
some insight into the attraction that
jazz held for the white instrumentalists
vis-a-vis symphonic music,

“Never mind about the composer’s
ideas when he put them down. We
were all music makers too, instrumen-
talists as well as creators. To us the two
things were one, a guy composed as
he played, the creating and the per-
forming took place at the same time
— and we kept thinking what a drag
it must be for any musician with spirit
to sit in on a symphonic assembly line.
Could a musician really stand up and
tell his story, let his guts come romp-
ing out, when he had to keep one eye
glued on a dancing puppet and the
other on his music.”

Note the theme of personal and ar-
tistic freedom central to the above
analysis, and also in the following
remarkable testament by Mezzrow:

“A creative musician is an anarchist
with a horn, and you can’t put any
shackles on him. Written music is like
handcuffs; and so is the pendulum of
white tie and tails on the conductor’s
stand. Symphony means slavery in any
jazzman’s dictionary. Jazz and free-
dom are synonymous.”

As we have seen all of the major
white musicians of the ‘“Chicago
School” of jazz freely admit their ar-
tistic debt to the black creators of the
genre. However, the realities of race
and commerce have conspired to min-
imize, and in some cases even oblit-
erate, the role played by many black
musicians in the development of this
music. For instance, several musicians
from this period would eventually
become the subject of major motion
pictures; all were white: Benny Good-
man, Gene Krupa, and Bix Beider-
becke. In addition, major feature films
like “The Birth of the Blues,” only
featured cameo appearances by black
artists! The story centered around
the trials and tribulations of a white
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bandleader, played by the exceedingly
bland Bing Crosby, himself the antith-
esis of the shouting blues spirit!
Ironically, it was the participation of
these white artists that often intro-
duced the masses of whites to Afro-
American music and thus prepared
millions to receive the real thing.
Many of the same factors that made
the Chicago experience possible were
present in New York: a cosmopolitan
cultural milieu, an active night life, a
sizable black community attracted by
the perception of widening economic.
opportunity and greater personal free-
dom than existed in their native South.
The black musical community in New
York was composed of musicians from
a wider geographical and musical
background. By the turn of the cen-
tury, New York was already the center
of theatrical and concert performance.
The musicians who migrated to New
York held ambitions that reflected
the broad range of opportunity to be
found there. Conservatory or other-
wise, formally trained black musicians
were much more in evidence in New
York than Chicago, and played an im-
portant role in the evolution of the
New York style. Among the most im-
portant of the Conservatory-trained
musicians were: Will Marion Cook, J.
Rosamond Johnson, Will Vodery and
William Grant Still. These musicians
worked in a variety of forms, includ-
ing musical theater, popular songs,
vaudeville, European concert music,
and as instrumentalists and arrangers
for the numerous instrumental ensem-
bles that proliferated in New York.
Will Marion Cook, the most pro-
lific of the theatrical writers, was chief
composer for a series of musical com-
edies that found their way to Broad-
way as vehicles for the gifted song,
dance and comedy team of Bert Wil-
liams and George Walker. Between
1898, when “Clorindy: The Origin of
the Cakewalk” premiered with a li-
bretto by the then most original black
American bard, Paul Laurence Dun-
bar, and 1907 Cook scored seven
shows. His fourth show, “In Daho-
mey,” set a precedent by opening
on Broadway at Times Square. These
shows were original productions fea-
turing authentic Afro-American song
and dance, with complete creative con-
trol in the hands of black artists. Iron-

"l dropped my
cigarette and
gulped my drink.
Bix was on his
feet, his eyes
popping. Bob
Gillette slid off
his chair and
under the table.
... | moaned,
‘why isn’t
everybody in
the world here
to hear this.””’































as: Afro-American Jessye Norman
(Met Soprano), Chinese Yo Yo Ma
(virtuoso cellist), East Indian Zubin
Mehta (conductor), Afro-American
Andre Watts (virtuoso pianist), and
Japanese Seiji Ozawa (conductor), in
order to verify the truth of this prop-
osition. Similarly, the influence of
Afro-American music is too pervasive
for even a partial listing of major
international artists whose personal
styles have been affected by the
blues/jazz idiom.

Clearly, a comprehensive survey of
the development of Afro-American
music throughout the course of the
twentieth century is beyond the scope
of this essay. All we can do here is
establish the proposition that the mu-
sical contribution of black America is
an original contribution to the artistic
heritage of the world, and that it rep-
resents a unique sensibility in Western
culture. Furthermore, it is our conten-
tion that the sensibilities projected in
black music offered a new vision of
personal and artistic freedom to West-
ern man. From the evidence at hand
it seems clear to us that the white
folks, artist and layman alike, who
performed, listened to, and danced to
Afro-American music discovered an
artistic vehicle that provided a means
of escape from the prison of repressive
social and cultural conventions. In our
view, only this fact can explain the
passionate, often manic, way in which
multitudes of whites throughout the
Western world embraced this new art
and made it their own. |
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By Ademola Olugebefola, 1880

All we can do here is establish the
proposition that the musical contribu-
tion of black America is an original
contribution to the artistic heritage of
the world, and that it represents a
unique sensibility in Western culture.
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blues vocals and guitar with jazz or-
chestrations provided by saxophonists
such as Maxwell Davis, a brilliant in-
novator who is not as well remem-
bered as he should be. Arnold Shaw,
in Honkers and Shouters: The Golden
Years of Rhythm & Blues (1978),
Dplaces Davis in the same “incandes-
cent” ranks as Red Prysock, Sil Aus-
tin, and King Curtis. Harris’ early
Houston recordings won him a job
working with Davis at Aladdin Rec-
ords when he arrived in California.
Though mostly appreciated as a song-
writer, Harris made the charts with
“Raining In My Heart” in 1950 and
produced a number one record with
the classic “I Got Loaded” in 1951.
Resettling in Houston in 1960, Har-
ris went to work as a songwriter/art-
ist for Don Robey’s Duke and Peacock
labels. Peacock, of course, was the
major Black-owned record company
of the early 1950s with a roster of stars
including Gatemouth Brown, Johnny
Ace, Big Mama Thornton, Bobby
Bland, and a studio full of outstand-
ing local musicians. Shortly before
Robey’s death in 1975, the company’s
catalogue was sold to ABC Records.
In 1977, Peppermint Harris was
working a day gig at Houston Rec-
ords, a disc pressing plant. Tom Ussle-
mann, a former disc jockey and blues
enthusiast, went there to inquire about
prices, found Harris at work, and be-
gan a collaboration with him that
resulted in the reissue of the early Sit-
tin’ In With recordings on Ussle-
mann’s shoestring Lunar #2 label.

Everything that has been done about
Black society, Black culture — all of
these folks get left out. The reason
for that | think is because Black peo-
ple are not in charge of what is said.

Since then, Peppermint Harris’
music has received growing — and
long deserved — appreciation both at
home and abroad. Canadian musicol-
ogist Hank Davis edited several Euro-
pean releases, and Harris has been
active with appearances at the annual
Juneteenth Blues Festival, club dates,
and work with Howard Harris’ out-
standing People’s Workshop Orchestra
in Houston.

Just to digress: The People’s Work-
shop deserves an article all its own
because it is amazingly representative
of a city with a Black community that
supports the Fresh Festival as well as
five regular blues radio programs,
and the Community Music Center of
Houston which is devoted to the
works of Dett, Kay, and the great
Afro-American classical music tradi-
tion (including contemporaries such as
Anderson, and Austin’s Earll Stewart)!

My conversations with Peppermint
Harris have always been fascinating,
partly because of his friendly charm
. . . and partly because his experiences
cover the transition from country
blues to the early days of the high-
powered contemporary music industry.
He also has first-hand knowledge of
the Black urban milieu that produced
and supported the music. Pep’s interest
in motion pictures and other entertain-
ment modes is also significant.

Most of this interview was con-
ducted in August 1978 at Harris’ sis-
ter’s home in Houston’s Fifth Ward,
Jjust around the corner from the now
vacant headquarters of Don Robey’s
Peacock Records.

The text has been edited and in-
cludes material (for purposes of clar-
ification) from other conversations
with Peppermint Harris. The tapes
and transcriptions are part of the col-
lection of the “Black Music In Hous-
ton” Project of the Houston Center
Jfor the Humanities. The project is in-
tended to establish a permanent re-
search collection of materials con-
cerning Black musicians that will be
archived at the Houston Public Li-
brary and, when catalogued, made
available to the public.

* * %

Thomas: The big band sound

of blues records in the late 1940s and

SUMMER/FALL 1986









ThomaS: Where do your ideas

in music come from?

®

HCI’I’IS: I don’t know. I just
know what I like, what I hear. A lot
of different sounds, you know. For in-
stance, I like all kinds of music. There’s
that song “I’ll Learn To Love Again”
I wrote a couple of years ago. Junior
Parker recorded it. I don’t have noth-
ing to play it on now, or I'd play it.
Ha hah hah! The jukebox down the
street . .. Ha hah!

To show you the difference: if
you listen to that or you listen to
“Sweet Black Angels” or “Red River
Blues” . .. it’s a different person al-
together. This thing goes:

Although my heart has been
kicked around

and I have found
Your lips are sin;
Now that I'm free
don’t pity me,
I’ll learn to love again . ..

It’s got a nice group on the
background.

Thomas: Yes. I remember the

record. Do you remember the Masters
of Soul?

Harris: vean.

Thomas: Frd Kibble of the
Masters told me that he started out
working for Don Robey. He was just
a kid still going to school. His job was
to sing songs, I guess they’d tape them

Harris: ves they did.

ThomaS: . and send them
out to Bobby Bland so he could
choose which one he wanted. Fred’s
job was just to tape songs for Bobby
Bland.

®
Harris: 1oe Medwick did the
same thing, we all did. When I was
writing down there that’s what you’d
do; just put ‘em on tape and send
them to the artists. Like Larry Davis
did this thing . .. “Angels in Hous-
ton.” That’s what I called it then.
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And Bobby did “Lost Sight On The
World.” Junior did “Stranded In St.
Louis” and he sang “I’ll Learn To
Love Again.” We used to put them on
tape for the singers. Joe Hinton, those
guys ...

ThomaS: Joe Hinton had an R
& B hit with a Willie Nelson country
tune, “Funny How Time Slips Away.”

Hal' r iS: Was that a Willie Nelson
tune?

Thomas: Yean.

Harris: 1 didnt know who did
that. I heard it a long time ago, and
a lot of artists have done it. And
there’s another song:

I've used a lot
of phrases about
Texas and Ten-
nessee. | guess
because the blues
to me is like
Tennesse ...

So little time, and so much
so much to do

Joe ... I was hoping he would do
that. He did a lot of things.

You see I’ve written about a million
tunes, I guess. Practically everybody
who was anybody, all the big stars. . . .
I had a hit with B.B. King “Whole
Lotta Lovin’.” And also “Careful With
The Fool” that B.B. did. He got a hit
off “Whole Lotta Lovin’.” Etta James’
second thing she did was number one;
and Junior Parker’s “Stranded In St.
Louis.”

Thomas: was “stranded In St.

Louis” a personal lyric?

Harris: naw!

ThomaS: You just made it up?

®

Hal'l' IS: I write a lot of things.
I don’t know why, but to me there’s
something about Memphis, Texas. . . .
I’ve used a lot of phrases about Texas
and Tennessee. I guess because the
blues to me is like Tennessee, like the
Mississippi delta. That’s its home, you
know. Memphis, being a sporting
center. . ..

Did you see the movie Leadbelly?
When I was a kid in my hometown,
they had places where people tasted
their homebrew, you know. Drank
beer. They’d have a little corn liquor
there. They’d sit back, you know. Sun-
day mornings, Sunday evenings, some-
thing like that. They’d be at a house

. called it a “house.” Out in the
country, law didn’t come around there.

They had these dudes ... I knew
these two cats. One had a violin, one
had a guitar. See, they’s come there
and play for drinks. Pass the hat, you
understand. And get down!

Thomas: That was a show?

o
Hal'l' IS? Yes, sir! Just like guys
would play on the streets. Mostly
they’d go around to those houses that
I was talking about.

They’d have a little party sometimes,
what they’d call “suppers.” There'd
be a “supper” at somebody’s house.
What they’d mean, see, is that they’d
have fish and stuff for sale, you un-
derstand. Beer and homebrew, bootleg
whiskey. They’d have somebody over
in the corner with the records playing
or the piano . .. somebody’d be go-
ing in the back gambling. You know,
breaking on down till daylight.

Thomas: Wasn’t there a time
there was a lot of music on the street
in Houston? On Dowling Street?

HCI’I’IS: Um hmmm. Lightnin’
Hopkins played on Dowling.

ThomaS: Who'd they play for?

o
Hal' FIS: Anybody that would lis-
ten. I never actually seen it, but he was
telling me about it. Man, there’s so
much. ... I’d like to see somebody
write a book that is authentic.









Like | say, Alan
Freed had people
like Fats Domino
and Buddy Holly

... Cooper had

acts with lesser

names, but they

were still stars as
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far as us kids
were concerned.

to town. So Red came on and came
on downtown. He told us, “Well, come
on, Slim. I’'m gonna take you up to
Harlem; you don’t want to be down
here with no paddy folks.”

So we went to the Theresa Hotel,
so I wanted to get a room and they
said they didn’t have no room. But,
see, Red’s a gangster out of West Vir-
ginia . . . all his friends are like Bumpy
Johnson, (Casper) Holstein. They were
called “partners,” they were just like
that! All gangsters. So they said they
didn’t have a room; we said, “Well,
that’s alright.”

So we went in the bar, you know.
Arthur Finley was in there with John-
son ... Hey! The bitch came a-
runnin’ and got me a suite! Ha ha!
But they didn’t have no room! Heh
heh heh!

Thomas: Yean, right . ..

®
HGI’ FIS: He took that place,
yeah. He had Bumpy Johnson come
up there ... he lived out in Long
Island. I guess he just got through do-
ing fifteen ... or either had fifteen
to do. No, had just got through. But,
you see, Red and Bumpy and all, they
were the only cats still running num-
bers. Red had the operation in West
Virginia. Bumpy was stone right
out gangster. I understand that dur-
ing Prohibition, Dutch Schultz took
over ...

Thomas: The numbers?

@

HGI’I’IS: In Harlem. But, see,
Bumpy’d rob all their runners. He'd
just take the money! See, the mob was
trying to run the niggers out of
business in Harlem . . . they were go-
ing to take over Harlem. But Bumpy’d
just take the money away from ‘em.
Like Red said, “Bumpy just walked up
and down 125th Street. He'd just go
up and talk to ‘em and tell ‘em how
much money he wanted.”

Thomas: And then take it?

Harris: They gonna give it to
him! They was paying off. They'd just
pay him off, you know, at certain
times. They’d rather do that than have
him blow them up. Oh, and he looked
like a little doctor! Bald-head dude.

That Shaft picture had a cat portray-
ing Bumpy . . . in that first Shaft pic-
ture. But I met Bumpy. Boy, he was
a hell of a gangster.

But the Theresa, just like I said, had
the original thing honoring Joe Louis.
And, you know, Sugar Ray (Robin-
son)’s joint was right almost next door.
All the players hung out there. Willie
Bryant.

ThOMGS: Palm Cafe?

HGI’ ris: Well, the Palm Cafe was
. . . like the Theresa’s here and you go
down this way ...

Thomas: Yeah, about half a
block.

HGI’ FIS: Yeah, across the street
there, the same side the Apollo The-
atre is on. The Palm and the Shali-
mar. Ralph Cooper was broadcasting
there.

Thomas: I was just about to
ask you about Ralph Cooper. He was
another one, like Larry Steele, who
needs to be talked about.

Harris: Yeah, Willie Bryant, too.
A real light-skinned dude, he played
in a lot of Black movies that were pro-
duced out of New York.

Thomas: Ralph Cooper was
interesting. When I was a kid he was
producing a lot of shows. At that time,
they were Rock & Roll shows. He
wasn’t making it as big as Alan Freed
because he didn’t have the same kind
of connections. But he was producing
a show at the Valencia Theatre in
Jamaica . . . a talent show and Rock
& Roll show. Like I say, Alan Freed
had people like Fats Domino and
Buddy Holly ... Cooper had acts
with lesser names, but they were still
stars as far as us kids were concerned.
I remember Ralph Cooper very well;
that was the very end of his career
when I first saw him.

Hal' FIS: Well, you know, when I
was a kid . . . Ralph Cooper, Manton
Moreland, Willie Bryant . . . a host of
’em . . . did a lot of good things. But
it was to a limited audience.
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Groove

L

old niggers

never die.

they

Jjust.

dance hoodoo

on god’s schemes.

2.

blues. is the floor.
souls congregate. on.
the meeting.
passion. lives will
to rafts.

3.

minstrels. with

out stages. blues.
singers. sometimes.
they mimic dreams.
only those

beneath history.
allege to.

know

4.

when night hits bones
tongues wing into moods.
as meanings glide
somewhere between whips
and revolt. and we title
the magicians homing songs.
into movement. duke. prez.
and the count of boogies.
head nods and foot pats.
accept,
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Burning Up in the Wind

Got a little story I like to tell

when that sweet thing done left you
when your nerve soother done gone

and you talk about it, can’t help yourself

I'm twisting, turning, lifted higher and higher
I’'m twisting, turning, lifted higher and higher
Whoever said you need a plane to fly, sure is a liar

Because I am tossed, turned, and all belted down
Because I am tossed, turned, and all belted down
When I look I am ninety miles above the ground

My easy roller done gone and I got the begging sin
My easy roller done gone and I got the begging sin
All hot and sweating cause I'm burning up in the wind

If you got a good thing, don’t ever live a lie
If you got a good thing, don’t ever live a lie
Cause you might end up hanging from a cross of fire

Like a lynchee, Lord, flames reaching for my face
Like a lynchee, Lord, flames reaching for my face
My baby’s gone and there just ain’t no hiding place

My easy roller done gone and I got the begging sin
My easy roller done gone and I got the begging sin
All hot and sweating cause I'm burning up in the wind

May 8, 1984
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WORKING THE NIGHTSHIFT

(at B.C. Rogers’ Chicken Plantation)

3 o’clock monday evening

just about the time

when most of your workingclass brothers
begin to think about quitting

you enter the plant dog tired
from a long weekend of trying
to forget last week’s work

& yesterday’s bills

that are still overdue today

but the pungent smell of dead chickens
instantly become bitter reminders

that your cutting career at BC. Rogers
is far from being over

to think

yesterday you were a high school/college
graduate with big dreams of being

a big man in a small town —

your town

but it aint your town

& cuttin’ stinking dead chickens

really aint your kind of a job

but it’s the only job you got

& thank God you got one

(I aint) the guy up the street doesn’t

& neither does the girl next door

but BC. Rogers Chicken Plant(ation)

is hireing & fireing

new slaves to fill new slots

left by old

slaves whose hands are bloody raw & tired

of slaving for minimum wage

while the rich folks in Pinehurst

eat fried chicken, bake chicken, broiled chicken
chicken catchatori, chicken-alla-wendy, chicken —
alla-king

& poor folks eat chicken feet, chicken necks
chicken gizzards, chickenstew (with no chicken)
chicken backs

don’t you wish that all rich folks

would turn into a plucked chicken

& fly into a vat of hot grease

& let us poor folks eat good for a while
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The ““folk”’ rooted
arts and music
(including jazz

here) are attached
and exposed to

consumption so
rigidly tied to a
market that is
“used up’ con-
stantly, as op-
posed to a “‘cul-
tured”’ market
where the em-
phasis on the
preservation of
what it produces
is based on those
that expenditure
it, . . . Where they
in effect, “stock”
it instead of
"““spending”’ it.
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books by these writers to resemble,
the subject of this music would hardly
be worth the trouble of being included
in what used to be referred to in the
sixties as “theoretical” magazines and
journals, viz., Soul Book, Cricket, The
Black Scholar, Liberator and a few
others.

The function of Litweiler’s work is
a fait accompli, a finished fact. But
after books are completed and are put
on the market, another production of
writings arises in regard to them.
“Theoretical” writings, in the nature
of those that are published in this
magazine serve to contribute to the
analytical thinking of the working
class who occasionally or undoubtably
read those “Cook Books.” Consider-
ing the publishing features of hard-
back books with those of magazines,
with those between “highbrow” music
production and consumption and
Jazz, compared to popular music, the
picture of the revenue derived by musi-
cians in Jazz compared to those of
concert performers (symphonic) might
lead us to assume that in terms of con-
stant monetary flow the jazz per-
former, who seemingly performs with
more frequency than the concert art-
ist, derived more occasions for royalty
payments for his labor than what is
available to a symphony virtuoso.
Thus the true picture of the “higher”
valorization of “high art” music does
not jibe with the actual earnings of
those performers compared to jazz or
popular music performers. The pres-
tige associated with this music of
‘“culture” obfuscates some economic
realities. If from what I have said so
far would seem to indicate that con-
trary to the commonly held view of
our music as a whole, that jazz musi-
cians are better off as wage-earners
than “academic” musicians, then what
is the fuss all about from these musi-
cians, toward the industry as a whole?
Clearly, since per capita jazz musicians
do not earn as much from their craft
as their symphony counterparts, have
I just contradicted what I have just
said? Actually, no. The difference ex-
ists in the way and in the rate of the
liquidation of the earnings in each
division.3

The “folk” rooted arts and music
(including jazz here) are attached and
exposed to consumption so rigidly tied

to a market that is “used up” con-
stantly, as opposed to a ‘cultured”
market where the emphasis on the
preservation of what it produces is
based on those that expenditure it,
do so miserly. Where they in effect,
“stock” it instead of “spending” it.
This boils down in the same way that
magazines are ‘“used-up” in a more
rapid disposal market than hardback
books, which represent a more perma-
nent storing of what is written than
when it does when it is an essay or
an article in a weekly, or monthly or
quarterly magazine or journal. This
is why those things that are written
that are eventually transferred from
the essentially feuilleton publishing
track, to the permanent state of be-
ing in a bound hardback book (like
poetry and articles of this sort) repre-
sent by being collected under one
hardback cover a “higher” system of
operations, a more “refined” and “se-
rious” place where the writings takes
on the panache of the “collected writ-
ings or collected works” of so and
so writer. To Mr. Litweiler’s credit, he
does quote quite copiously from liner
notes, interviews and an occasional
“theoretical” article out of Cricket —
incidentally, the only theoretical source
quoted in his book.

From the throwaway issuances such
as the Village Voice and other maga-
zines, as opposed to books which are
apt to be kept on bookshelves. And
since music packaged in albums are
more inclined to be “collected” by
the purchaser of the album, than dis-
carded as he or she might do after
reading a tabloid published piece, or
an article in a magazine, all music
recorded in albums have the same Aeft
as things that are written that are
published in books. The difference in
music would be determined very im-
portantly on the preferences of the
buyers who would buy what he or she
liked and by the additional prodding
and nudging of the reviews, things that
writers like Mr. Litweiler recommend.
Because of the ethereal nature of mu-
sic, the marketing of music relies very
heavily on words. Words that are writ-
ten on paper. Ergo, if it is John Lit-
weiler’s intention to “sell” the music
of “jazz after 1958 to initiates and
others who are reluctant to entertain
the possiblity that they might come to

SUMMER/FALL 1986



























*
I.QWIS: What about the relation
between poetry and music?

Bal'aka: It’s the same thing,
poetry is a form of music, an early
form of music. . . . Poetry is the first
music. I think the poet predicts music
and I don’t think you can disconnect
poetry from music. — I think when
poetry gets away from music, as is the
case of academic poetry, it tends to
be anti-musical, having more and
more to do with rhetoric than it has
with music. The more poetry gets
disconnected from music, the less in-
teresting it is and the less likely it is
to live as poetry.

[ ]
I.e\VlS: Do you write with the
music on?

Bal'aka: Sometimes I do, some-
times I don’t. Always when I write
there’s a musical emphasis to it.

I.e\VlS: A particular song or riff?

Bal' aka: Naw, just phrases,
rhythm being the principal. Sometimes
it’s a phrase, wording, words. Gener-
ally, a kind of rhythmic insistence.

[ ]
I.e\Vl S: Are there any people,
along with Coltrane, who play an im-
portant part of your practice, that you
keep coming back to?

Baral(a: All the great classicists:
Duke, Miles, Monk . . . those are the
people I keep coming back to, the peo-
ple that create the classics of the
music.

[ ]
L&WIS: Did you have any ambi-
tion to play an instrument, or, if you
had the chance, would you?

BC’Gkﬂ: Yeah. I used to play the
trumpet until I went away to college
and then I stopped.

®
I.ew IS: Do you think you’d rather
had been a hot trumpeter rather than
a poet?

Bamka: Well, that’s hard to tell
. . . I really got involved in the world
of words and that was if. . . . they were
just more impressive to me. [ |
taped 12/84 at Baraka’s home in Newark
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I Love Music

“I want to

In other words, I know that there are bad forces,

be a force for real good.

Sforces that bring suffering to others and misery to the world,

but I want

Sorce. I want to be the force which is truly

Sor good.”
Trane
Trane
Trane sd,

A force for real good, trane. in ther words. Feb 67

By july he

to be the opposite

was dead.

By july. he said in other words

he wanted

but by july he was dead, but he is, offering,
expression a love supreme, afro blue in me singing

to be the opposite

it all because of him

can be

screaming beauty

can be

afroblue can be
you leave me breathless

can be

alabama
I want to talk to you

can be

my favorite things
like sonny

like itself, fire can be, heart explosion, soul explosion, brain explo
sion. can be. can be. can be. can be. aggeeewheewheeagg eeeee. aggeeouahy
deep deep deep
expression deep, can be
capitalism dying, can be
all, see, agggggeeeeooooo. aggrggrrgeeeoouuuyu. full full full can be

empty too.

nightfall by water

round moon over slums

shit in a dropper

soft face under fingertips trembling

can be
can be

can be, trane, can be, trane, because of trane, because

world world world world

can be

sean ocasey in ireland
can be, lu hsun in china

can be,

brecht wailing
gorky riffing

langston hughes steaming
can be
trane
bird’s main man
can be
big maybelle can be

workout workout workout

expression
ogunde
afroblue can be

all of it meaning, essence revelation, everything together, wailing in unison

wholeness.

a terrible

— Amiri Baraka
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The Coming of John

(the evening and the morning are the first day)

it is friday

the eagle has flown

4 years before the real god Allah shows

before we know the happenings

we eat the devils peck

mondays hotlinks with porkenbeans

hear ‘“newk” on dig and “bags” on moonray

see desolation in the dark between the buildings
our front view is bricks of the adjacent Kkitchenette

Pat riffs in a babyfied key

slips on the green knit suit

with the silver buckle at the belly

and we slide out into that wintertime

the last lights of day

with an uncanny clarity for chi town

the shafts behind the clouds popping them open
and the rust on the el grids

clashing and blending strangely

against the rays like hip black art

heaven about to show itself

above the ghetto holiday shoppers

the 1954 brand fragments of people on the walks
Hadacol on her way north

after officer driseldorf has stomped her on the street

and crushed her finger on a golden ring

the hipster in the tivoli eat shop

deals single joints after the commotion

dusk baring his first meal

with us streaming and talking about the guns
getting so mad and so frantic we sweat

get on to cool

go on home

make love and nod

then it is the new year

and the guns are going off across the alley

10 days or so hes still “on this end”

only Edwardo Harris knowing his name

John Coltrane (as he was called then)

in a big hat

gouster pleated pants and all

before metamorphosis miles plugs cotton in his ears
and philadelphia thunders in babylon

MOR






a shake dancer follows the set

and it seems a whole sea of black faces are out on ‘Six trey”
a holy nation peeping and poor

behind the red oblong bulb of a highlife sign

Ohnedaruth the mystic has already blown and hypnotized us —
making us realize right then
THAT WE ARE LIVING IN THE BIBLE (HOLY KORAN, CABALA)

the konateski girl sets there frozen
shes followed her lifelong scent of judea
Jfrom the rich north shore township
all the way into the crown propellar lounge
into a blessed tenors bell
while we go “off into space”
Dpeeping the dream of the old ladies of nipon
dragging the gunny sacks of brown smack across the dead battlefields
chanting “fun amelikaan” “fun amelikaan” “fun joe”

And of course the bard says (from the corner of his mouth)
“Aw right na iss a party, ya dig that. Miles come in an be doin
alla right things. Ya understand! Takes the hord’overs from the
lazy susan with so much finesse, en be so correct when he be talk-
in to them big fine socialite hos. Understand. They be sayin
‘Oh Miles’ ya understand. En mah man leave the door open. Nah
here come Trane. He wrong from the get go. Ya understand.
Reach his hand down in the tray, say ‘gemme one of them little
samaches’ He done pushed the mop out the way, en grabbed the
Jjohnny walker red, way from one ah them ivy league lames. Un-
derstand! See en Miles he brought the man in there for that.
They working together. Understand. He his man. Yall been hearin
all of us. Jim! them intellectuals, all of um talk-
ing about the new niggro. There he is right there. What he try-
ing ta tell yall with his horn, is that yall can’t expect to
get nowhere bein what the gray call intelligent. If yall expect
to get somewhere in america, you gotta start bustin down dos an
shit, pitchin a fit, and poppin these lames upside the head.
Layin some ah these peckerwoods out across the room, is what
get you somewhere in america. If yall dont get just like me,
and start lettin yalls wigs grow wild and wooly and shit, and
starta setting all up in grays faces, yall aint goin another
Sfuther. Cause this shit, in this here country right here is
coming down ta some shorenuff head bustin.”
we stay till the lights
pull the covers off the room
showing the ragged carpet
in the great american tradition
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‘mayhap a manger’

make in in

fire up two thumbs and sleep

t. i. on a pallet in front of the bad window
and the hotel catches fire

and lobbys all smoking

the few steel workers with their helmets

the several a d c families

the pimps, the hustlers and the chippies

are all milling around out of it

when the “konat girl” turns up in smoke
in just leotards and a mouton coat

now shes took the pressing iron to her slavic hair
(that morning is the second day)

A Love Supreme takes me in

i stretch my hands open to a sun of morning
and breezes are light that i encounter
in my handclasps with wind

your softness take me in

like a saharian morning taught it

an i hear all that ALLAH says

when i feel the universe about the miracle you are
there is the om of a morning sky

a herb tea and vegetable magic breakfast

you serve me

zodiac sister of the suns house

there are silks within the winds of autumn
and i do not feel the stench of close buildings
alive like smog

sometimes a blare of noon

enthralls me in a mystique

a heat of atoms love

and i am myself a 6 footfire

a dynamo of afro-energy

there are gulls about the lake

and the sky like a big hip hat

guides them in compassed flight

then there is the small music

of these wise ghetto children

a symphony of innuendos on the street
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AWAKENING
we ate breakfast
with ohnedaruth the mystic
(when he was called john coltrane)

took him from the sissy pimps bar
still with shouters in the isle

after the lights on set

dug him look up at the death room
in the strand hotel

the red marquee staining the perpetual dirt of the window facing six tray,

rode with him in his script blue chevie wagon
pass the fake gothic architecture glowing
incomplete in the nocturn of chalk and deceit

he was thinking of his death room
the prayers it took getting rid of
bad jones” plus a black mans paternity case set up
in a flick colorless chicago court room

the jaspers sister cracking their sides

THE BLACK NATION



evil in white

everyday the nurse threw little joe out morphine caps

-----------------------------------

....... it was the end of naima
that most beautiful melody . .......
a dusty red crescent over the bell tower
and us fool enough to riff the head
Dedaaa daa daaaa dee daaaa daaaa daaa daaaaaa
in the strangers madson park basement
with the mirrors helping the color explode

islamic feeling that is time to us/heaven to come

Allah everpresent/effervescent . . .. ..
we ate our last piece of pork bacon
heard ke ra give us the run down on the evil
it definitely projected in the western world.
it was autumn 1961 . . . . ..
and john coltrane went to sleep
in the butterfly chair at the front of the room
under the color eruption caton had crucified himself on
with a trumpets bell stuck thru his head

with shango puts on african brass

the poet takes his cue
and john coltrane awakes

showing us the way to listen to his music . . really
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I Sing to You of Cool

I am

the morning sun
and evening star
fire

under your pan/light
of your bulb

I am Cool

personification of
slick

embodiment of
suave/deified dean

of cut-back and clean

I am thunder

of your storm
lightning of

your flash

I am so Cool

even I aint

good enough for me

I am what you need
ever hoped for

best you can get

a scandal in annals of
your most erotic want
answer to your desire
Coolness to quench
your every trembling fire
thrusting love to fill
your

thigh twitching thirst

I’ll take you

farther than

you ever been

Jast or slow

Jry or simmer

I'll get you

cooked

and your heat scents
will rise in

heights of my nights

your moans will sing
frenzied praises to

my phallic dance/in
orgasmic trance

your tears will thank me
for a job

well done

N
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I am the push

of your every pull/the
probing tongue

of your every Kkiss/the

sweet vibes of

your every twitch/the erupting
warmth of

your every bliss

I am
sho nuff
Cool

a Love monopolizer

a nectar-fine articulation of
your silent yearning/a

daily supplement

for a rapturous

deficiency/ a tongue
flicking speech to your
every ecstasy/ an
impressionistic masterpiece
embracing empty canvas of
your carnal

craving

I am Cool

too Cool

Sunky frigid and chilly
smooth

everything you need
anything you could
want

your

mind thriller/your
wheeler dealer

your

cup filler

I am Cool

the rising sun

of your morning and
the stars that spice
your deepest

night
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Do anybody

remember the song that
birthed amid avant garde labor
screams

out the belly of

the sax/amid

stuttering screams stretching
long

long

through weary years

home

i remember

the song that

sweetly summoned blood-flow
in tidal waves

dousing

Sfear flames profane

of steel chi southside
burning crosses

to smoldering steam swept
by wind sweeping sounds

i remember the

song

that bade me dance

my manhood trampling
sissyfied parasitic fears into
Jfreedom tones and

clenched fist rhythms

i remember the song/soaring
winged Ballads/searing Invo-
cations harmonically
Jjamming in Afro-Blue
Expressions of

A Love Supreme
A Love Supreme

A Love Supreme

Do anyone

remember the song that
blew wind waves when we
could not breathe/the song that
serenaded the nightmare with
life vibrations

Do anyone remember the
Song/the sensuous flower
that strains to bloom/the
violent brass steel movement
bursting anthems

to our survival/the

deified ritualistic

incantation omnisonic
solar-note solo strutting

a fiery eternity

Do anyone

hear with heart-ears
the Song that scrawls
the signiture of life
Do anyone

still

listen

to John

Coltrane

Do anyone
still
remember
the Song
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Disciple

i am

night child

street shadow slayer/stone
chi player

sun-down alley

vicelord

the baddest

mutherfucker who ever
walked the earth

booty stomper bitch whopper
shit dipper/well oiled
efficient ass kicker/flame spitting
blade wheeling

head peeler/cold-cool

rumble reeling

triple dealer/grave digger
bloody trigger

nigger killer

vertical hell/searing steel
bruising brick

crushing

wheel

satan angel

cry-bleeding demon king

brass knuckled

blood spiller/broken
skulled

psycho dreamer/murder
thirsting crazy

ass

festering scar

body-shell
shackled ice

encasing
d
Jracture 'POWELL
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Forward: A journal offering a new approach
Our Spring 1986 issue includes:

] I ]
‘““The Sunbelt ‘“‘Nationalism, PLUS:
Strategy and Self-Determination ‘“‘Nicaragua: The church in
Chicano liberation’’ and Socialist revolution, revolution in the
The Sunbeilt: oil, land, Revolution church
low wages and the Noted poet, playwright John Stark offers a firsthand look at
future of U.S. capital- and leader in the Black the role of the Catholic Church in
ism. Or is it? William Liberation Movement, Nicaragua today.
Gallegos analyzes the Amiri Baraka argues and
‘“golden land” and what that, ‘“The BLM, the na-
it all means to the pro- tional liberation struggle <<U.S. foreign policy and the
gressive movements, of Black people in the world today,”’ an interview with
especially the Chicano U.S., must include the Mae Ngai of the League of
Liberation Movement. heightening of national  Revolutionary Struggle (M-L)
consciousness, identity
and self-respect. But and more

these are not the same
as nationalism ... "”

Send $3.50 plus $1.50 postage and
handling to GT Publications,
P.O. Box 29293, Oakland, CA 94604

(California residents add $21 sales tax  Journal of Socialist Thought
POLITI1ICS A ND CULTURE O F A SI ANS I N T HE U S

proudly announces its encore
issue on art and culture

writer/musician Fred Houn on what makes revolutionary art revolutionary.

¢ American Chinese Opera, Chinese American Reality, author Jack Chen discusses strategieg for survival and
growth of the Asian American arts today, using the history of American Chinese Opera as example.

¢ PORTRAITS/VISIONS, a special full-color section on the visual arts showcasing the works of Tomie Arai,
Santiago Bose, Orlando Castillo and Yong Soon Min.

¢ Profiles of Asian American musicians “Charlie Chin” and Robert Kikuchi-Yngojo
PLUS Poetry, reviews and more . . .

To order: Send $3.50 plus $1.00 shipping and handiing to EAST WIND, FO. Bax 26229, San Francisco, CA 94126, (California residents add 21¢ sales tax per copy.)




Potential
Jazz Ensemble

Conti_nuing the tradition of Monk, Ellington,
Mingus, Lady Day and John Coltrane

For Booking info, call 415-328-3042

Check out Liberation Fire!

Featuring the “Black Liberation Suite.”

Now available on cassette.
To order, call 415-321-4519.

Fred Houn and The Afro-Asian/Zi
Music Ensemble

““Tomorrow is Now!"’
{Soul Note Records)

"“Houn's works are a combining of
the traditional blues, swing ele-
ments of the music with the
timbre and compositional complex-
ity of the contemporary . . . . Watch for
Fred Houn and his innovative and revolution-
ary approach to the music.”

— Amiri Baraka

Available for $8.00 plus $2.00 shipping and handling from:
Unity, PO. Box 29293, Oakland, CA 94604

LOOK OUT!

THE BLACK NATION
is on the lookout for
essays, poetry and art work.

Send us your work — contribute
to The Black Nation.
(Please only send copies — no originals)

The Black Nation, PO. Box 29293, Oakland, CA 94604

Roots ‘N’ Culture Records presents
7" disc

“Azania Rising’’ ..

hottest, freshest release by
Infrared Rockers

and if you haven't gotten their first reggae
release Ina Trouble Times,’ order now.

“Ina Trouble Times"
(12"} $4.75 plus $1.25
postage and handling.

“Azania Rising’
(7") $2.00 plus $.75
postage and handling.

Send mail orders and distributor inquiries to:
Ebony Eyes Productions, PO. Box 20377, St. Louis, MO 63112

Justice for Japanese Americans held in
U.S. concentration camps during WWII

NATICONAL
SCALITICN
FCR

REDRIESS /

REPARATIONS

244 South San Pedro St. Rm. 406
Los Angeles, CA 90012

Show yourself off in

with these special low ad rates
for camera-ready” artwork:

Eighth page 38 X 2a $ 3500
Quarter page 391 X 42 50.00
Half page 75118 X 42 100.00
Full page 75118 X 938 300.00

* The Black Nation can also help you with our typesstting
and design services at $35 per hour.

For more information, please write:
The Black Nation, PO. Box 29293, Oakland, CA 94604




