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Nathan frvin Huggins

Slavery was not
their destiny

BLACK ODYSSEY: The Afro-
American Ordeal in Slavery

By Nathan irvin Huggins

Panthcon Books, New York, $8.95

In a volumc of some 250 peges,
this 15 what Professor Huggins
has tried to do:

= {o compress within that space
the story of the Afro-American
slave experience (iogether with
the African background);

eic ""touch wherever possible
the emoticnal and spiritual es-
sence of [the slaves’] experience;”’

# 1o focus, not on the protagon-
ists of overt rebellion, defiance
and cseape., put on “‘the vast ma-

jority who adapted®’ to their con-
dition.

That focus is motivated by a
belief that beyond the manifest
heroism of open resistance there
was ‘‘a quality of courage still un-
sung’’ in the efforis of the vast
majority to forge a family struc-
ture, ‘‘a cosmology and moral or-
der,”” and the elements of a cul-
ture—all of which served to pre-
serve human integrity and nur-
ture the development of a com-
munity. :

All this, Huggins assérts, rep-
resented a ‘‘triumph of the hu-
man spirit over adversity that is
the great story in Afro-American
slavery.”

His concern with the emotional
and spiritual leads him to choose
a style that is “‘evocative and im-
pressionistic.”” He warns the
reader that in doing so he has
“‘risked some distortion,’’ citing
as an example his construction
of a model to describe the West
African background, even though
this background, which extended
through two centuries and a great
variety of locales, cannot truly be
reduced to any single model.

Style, as well as brevity, is
served by jettisoning such aca-
demic conventions as footnotes.
However, a brief bibliographical
note is appended, and the prefa-
tory acknowledgments refer to
the other piilar of scholarship
upon which the book rests: re-
search in several African coun-
tries and in the archives of the
U.S. South. Indeed, the descrip-
tion and analysis of what was en-
tailed in the forcible transplan-
tation from Africa to America
constitute an impressive portion
of the book.

Huggins has produced a con--

cise history of the Afro-Ameri-
can slave that is credible, elo-
quent, stimulating and thought
provoking. Most thought-pro-
voking, of course, is the contra-
diction between external adapta-
tion to slavery and an internal re-
fusal to concede its legitimacy. As
Huggins puts it, in the perception
of most slaves, ‘“‘slavery was their
condition, not their destiny.””
And further: ““The slaves’ ten-
dency to adapt to their condition
rather than to defy it, attests to
their realism rather than their
contentment or inertia. Never did
Afro-American slaves assent to
the rightness. ..of slavery.”

Much of the drama in this his-
tory lies in the tension between
the realism of adaptation and the
underlying reality of discontent.

—Al Richmond

AL Richmond is g journalist and
the author of A Long View from
the Left.
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MY AIM IS TRUE
Elvis Costelic
{Columbis Records)

His first name is Zlvis, Sut his
piciure, words and music suggest
an urban angst-ridden, British
Buddy Holly. My Aim Is True
shouid be a clear joy for rock fol-
lowers. If gets down tc the musi-
cal basics, without sacrificing ly-
rical poise or the humanity ;hat
creeps through on the 13 brief
CUis.

Coming fast on the heels of
Graham Parker’s latest record,
Costello’s work confirms some-
thing that the punk explosion has
obscured. Britain is still produc-
mg rockers, intimately connected

&

with an earlier music who are re-
presenting I with new-found
vitality. ‘

The sound is iimited ¢ “wo
guitars, drums and bass. The oro-
duction values are sparse, end
Costelle’s voice contrcis thae fore-
ground, mixing teenage iament
with sardonic criticism o con-
temporary socicty. This is werk-
ing class music, covering faciory
miseries (‘“Welcorne to the Waork-

ing Week’’), misguided love
(““Alison’’) and fear of the Rebel
Without a Cause cataclysm
(*“Waiting for the End of the
World’).

A song like ‘“Mystery Dance’’
summarizes Costello’s view of
the power of sex to the uninitiat-
ed. Frustration is the guide here; a
dominant mode of discourse for
the modern young. A guy wants
to do it, but is willing to admit

that he doesn’t exactly know
how. He screams:
Tell me about the mystery dance
{ want to know about the mys-
tery dance
why don’t you show me, cause {
tried and I tried
I’m still mystifieq,
Ican’t do it anymore and '
not satisfied.

Costello’s album is another
pub creation, full of action and re-
fusing to obscure the main points
being discussed at the moment.
In “Miracle Man,’’ he sings:

1 coudd tell you that I like your
Sensitivity

But you know it’s the way you
walk.
My Aim Is True is exactly that
It hits the mark with musical hon-
esty and intensity. It’s a fun re-
cord, and it announces the arrival
of another promising artist who
remains committed to the vision
of rock’n’roll.
—~—Joe Heumann
Joe Heuman reviews records re-
gularly for IN THESE TIMES.
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IN THESE TIMES iS a pro-
labor paper. Not just in the
narrow sense that it
supports the goals of
organized labor. But also in
the broad sense of connect-
ing those goals to social
vision that can tie all the
working people of this
country together.

Ed Sadlowski

NEXT WEEK IN THESE TIMES

the West German and French
views of “‘international ter-
rorism’’; an interview with
allegedly murdereéd South
African leader Stephen Biko;
a report on a rightwing pub-
lic interest group.

A report from the Interna-
tional Women’s Year con-
ference in Houston; Dan
Marschall on the reforms
made by the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commis-
sion; Diana Johnstone on
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Records

Leonard Cohen, singer/songwriter

Cohen himself has
expressed dislike
for the album |
although he thinks
it may represent
some sort of
artistic landmark.

DEATH OF A LADIES MAN
Leonard Cohen

. Songs by Spector & Cohen

A

w,

Produced by Phil Spector
(Warner Brothers Records)

".Leonard Cohen is known for
writing bitter-sweet tunes with

. sometimes insightful, sometimes

amusing lyrics, which he renders
in a plain but appealingly plain-
tive voice. Too bad you can bare-
ly hear either one on Death of a
Ladies Man, the new album on
which he shares equal billing with
his producer, the legendary Phil
Spector. A generous gesture on
his part, perhaps, but don’t for-
get that half the credit carries half
the blame, and Leonard is able to
claim that once Phil got hold of
the tapes, the entire project was
out of his control.

Spector, of course, made his
mark as well as his first million
in the early ’60s as the Boy Won-
der who produced groups like the
Ronnettes and the Crystals. It

~ was then that he introduced his

famous ‘“Wall of Sound”’ tech-
nique that blended voices, brass,
violins, guitars, drums and glock-

enspiels into one melodious swell
of noise. But with the advent of_
British Rock, Spector found him-
self squeezed out of a steady job
and forced to resort to the occa-
sional free-lance assignment,
most notably the Beatles’ ““Long
and Winding Road’’ and the first
couple of John Lennon albums.
However, while Phil may have
been sufficiently awed while in
the presence of the ex-Beatle to
give him a share in the mixing,
Cohen exerted no such influence.

The result is a weird clash of
music at odds with itself, Cohen
is either drowned out by the ex-
cessive orchestration, or else
dogged insistently by the use of
instrumental frilis where a lone
voice would have served as well,
if not better. Breathless is the best
way to describe the relentless ac-
companiment, which, unlike the
sparse arrangements on Cohen’s
previous records, doesn’t pause
for a minute. The beat never lets
up to allow for the moment of si-
lence that was obviously intended
by the author. -

Perhaps realizing his predica-
ment once Spector_got into the
studio, Cohen has included
more than the usual amount of
“throwaway’’ numbers that serve
primarily as one-shot jokes.
Among these are ‘‘Memories”’
(which employs a cumbersome

- musical crescendo leading up to
the ludicrous hook line, “‘won’t .

you let me see your naked
body?’’) and “Don’t Go Home
With Your Hard-On’’ which is
probably saying enough right
there. Cohen is joined on this
particular cut by Allen Ginsberg
and Bob Dylan, who can’t be
heard above the din any more

than he can.
A few of the other songs are

bearable, and the title tune itself .

is almost good, except that it
practically begs for a simpler ar-
rangement. Cohen himself has
expressed dislike for the album
although he thinks it may repre-
sent some sort of artistic land-
mark. (Something on a par with
smell-0-vision, perhaps?).

A lot of famous names lent
their talent to help him out on
this record, but like they say,

" with friends like'that. ..

—P. Hertel
P, Hertel reviews films and music
Jfor IN THESE TIMES.
A WORKING MAN CAN'T

GET NOWHERE TODAY

Merle Haggard
(Capitol Records)
AIN’T IT SOMETHIN’
James Talley
{Capitol Records)

In the era of the good time
sound, the appearance of an al-
bum with real social lyrics is good
news. When two show-up, it calls
for a celebration.

James Talley and Merle Hag-
gard both sing about what Woody
Guthrie called “‘the plain thoughts
of plain people.’’ They write hon-
estly about real, day-to-day joys

and heartaches of working peo--

ple. Talley is a virtual unknown
while Haggard is king of the coun-

“try hill. Both have recently re-

leased socially conscious albums,
for which neither is likely to get
the attention he deserves.

Merle Haggard’s Working Man

Can’t. Get Nowhere Today is the
best C&W album of the year. Lyr-

ically, it’s ene of the most signifi-

carit-albums of the decade.Here is’

an accepted superstar saying loud
and clear that things just don’t
work in the system. .
I owe every dime I make to every
.soul I know
The higher up I reach the further
down I go
This old broken heart of mine is
~allIgot to show.
To be sure, Haggard offers no

_solutions, and no one will confuse

him with Karl Marx. But then
Karl never had the backing of
Norm Hamlet on pedal steel and
the impeccable Roy Nichols on
guitar. Led by this duo, the
Strangers show why they’re the
tightest back-up band in the busi-
ness.

The rest of the disc is a foray
into the best white country blues
of the last 40 years, including:

* a moving tribute to the late
Lefty Frizzell, an early Haggard
influence; .

* “‘Blues for Dixie’’;

¢a rendition of ‘‘Moanin
that’s so crisp you’ll think you’re
listening to the Hank Williams
original.

Some people will consider this

33

-album an attempt at some sort of

country chic. It’s not and hasn’t
had an easy time getting on the
AM charts. They remember
Haggard as the author of ‘‘Okie
from Muskogee’’ and ‘‘Fightin’
Side of Me,”” and forget that
Merle Haggard was also writing
songs like the inter-racial love
story, “‘Irma Jackson’’ and
““Tearin’ the Labor Camps
Down.”” He is a very complex,
easily misunderstood human
being, who refuses to be pigeon-
holed. ‘

It would be nice to say that
Merle has turned left. That’s not
the case, as the albums finale
clearly demonstrates. In the
sure-to-be-misunderstood ‘‘White
Boy,”” he returns to convenient
scapegoats like welfare and asserts
that ““if you want to get ahead,
you gotta hump and git it.”’

Contradictory? Probably. But

also an honest reflection of the na-
ture of much of the American
working class. If you want to find
out where much of Middie Ameri-
ca is at, this album is as good a
place as any to start.

Ain’t It Something’ is James .
Talley’s fourth album. As in his
earlier classic, Tryin’ Like the
Devil, which was a milestone in
the fusion of social lyrics with
high quality Nashville music, Tal-
ley sings about people’s problems
in a way that hasn’t been matched
since Woody Guthrie and Pete -
Seeger teamed up about 40 years
ago. .
While the lyrics are not as ov-
ertly political as in Devil, Talley’s
populist message rings true, parti-
cularly in his songs about the ill-
fated plutonium workers from
“Richland, Washington”’ and in
a touching, tragic paean to the
“Poets of the West Virginia
Mines.”’ .

As always; Talley is backed by
some of the finest musicians in
Nashville today, including Josh
Graves on dobro, Johnny Gimble
on fiddle and mandolin, and the
omnipresent Charlie McCoy on
harmonica.

Talley’s commercial appeal has
not yet matched his artistic ability.
After dismal sales on his first three
albums—Ilargely the fault of poor
promotion—Capitol apparently
decided to change his image.
Judging from the album, they
hadn’t agreed on a new identity
when they went into production.
The result is a musical grab-bag.
There are several country songs
(of which half are country blues,
half country rock) and a couple
of folk tunes. The rest is brassy,
bleached soul. Individually these
songs are fine; collectively they
create a blurred image.

[

Let’s hope the next time out, T

the producers and the promo
people can get it together and get
Talley the commercial success so
long overdue. ] o E

: —Sheldon Sunness
Sheldon Sunness is a free-lance
writer in New York.

CLASSIFIED

WHAT'’S YOUR LINE GRAPHICS
is the 4-woman TYPESETTING
COLLECTIVE of the San Francis-
co Printing Cooperative. We exist
to provide the progressive com-
munity and political movement
with good quality, affordabie type-
setting for everything from books
to letterheads. Call or write for an

cia, S.F., CA 94110, (415)647-8053.
(Commercial rates 45% higher.)

A CALENDAR OF CASES 1978!
Sacco-Vanzetti, Scottsboro Boys,
Wounded Knee, American Con-
centration Camps, others. Photos,
art by Shahn, Refregier. Wall hang-
ing. $5.75. Meiklejohn Givil Liber-

ley, CA 94701.

HELP WANTED: Distributors need-
ed for Albuquergue, Boston, De-
troit, Milwaukee, Syracuse & San
Diego areas for IN THESE TIMES
to make weekly deliveries to book-
stores and other outlets. Person
should have transportation and
commitment to'make the paper a
success in your area ‘cause we
can't offer you much. Contact Nick
Rabkin, In These Times; 1509 N.Mil-
waukee Ave., Chicago, IL 60622,

STUDENTS—Help buiid the soc-
ialist movement on your campus
this fall. Become a campus dis-
tributor of IN THESE TIMES. Pay

. 20¢ per copy and keep 20¢ more.
It won’t pay your tuition, but it
won’t hurt. Write ITT Circulation
Dept., 1509 N. Milwaukee Ave.,
Chicago, L. 60622,

estimate and brochure: 964 Valen-.

ties Institute, #5, Box 673, Berke- *

1978 GUARDIAN CALENDAR—
Beautifully illustrated radical his-
tory calendar highlights important
dates of people’s struggles in the
U.S. and around the world. $3.50
each. ($2 each on orders of 10 or
more.) Write Guardian, Dept. |, 33
W. 17th St., N.Y., N.Y. 10011.

SOUTHERN AFRICA monthly mag-
azine covering the struggle for lib-
eration. Current news, political and
economic background. Individual
$8; institutional $18/yr. 156 Fifth
Ave., Rm 707T, NY NY 10010.

f

CLASS STRUGGLE AND LATIN
AMERICA: For a comprehensive
analysis read LATIN AMERICAN
PERSPECTIVES. Recent issues
on Pefu; Women; Dependency;
Puerto Rico. $12 year; $3.50 cur-
rent issue. P.O. Box 792, River-
side, CA 92502.

FOR RENT—4th floor of IN
THESE TIMES office building.
Ideal for studio or offices. 7
rooms. $200 includes utilities.
1509 N. Milwaukee Ave. Chicago.
Cali (312) 489-4444.9 am-5 pm.

HEALTH ACTIVISTS' DIGEST—
News and. analysis of health is-
sues of critical importance to
health activists. $2.25 for three is-
sues a year. NAM health Commis-
sion, 19920 Lichfield, Detroit, M|
48221.

CLASSIFIED RATES:

$ 15 per word.
10% Prepaid Discount.




