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Albert Murray: Literary Reconstruction of the Ver- 
nacular Community 

A lbert Murray may well be African America's undis- 
covered national treasure, for in his works he provides a 

fresh reappraisal of African American culture that is at once in- 
structive, thought provoking, witty, and unapologetic. In the 
three decades since the height of the Civil Rights Movement in 
this country, Murray has engaged in a careful reexamination of 
the black Southern experience and has issued it a clean bill of 
health. Absent are the pathological and degrading implications so 
common to the historical and sociological interpretations offered 
by other scholars. Instead, Murray's theory of the black Southern 
experience pivots on the wholesomeness of the black community, 
especially in terms of how well the community prepares its 
young to cope with the larger society. 

Murray has not been an especially prolific writer. In the last 
twenty-two years he has produced the six or so works that repre- 
sent his full canon: The Omni-Americans (1970), South to a Very Old 
Place (1971), Train Whistle Guitar (1974), The Hero and the Blues 
(1976), Stomping the Blues (1978), and The Spyglass Tree (1991). Yet 
each of these works may be viewed as a variation on a theme that 
leads Murray closer to a full literary reconstruction of the vernac- 
ular community from which he himself and countless other Afri- 
can Americans emanate. It is also interesting and important to 
note that Murray was well into his fifties when he published his 
first book-length work; thus his work has the added drive of one 
who wishes to "go home" in the Odyssean sense of the phrase. 
The author's perceptions are mature, precise, and not encum- 
bered with excessive sentiment or nostalgia. 

Murray begins the examination of black culture that will 
eventually take him "home" with the thirteen essays that com- 
prise ne Omni-Americans. In this collection, Murray takes a close 
look at the larger picture of the state of black America, especially 
the psyche, then establishes his bearings and charts the course 
that this book and his subsequent work will trace. From the out- 
set, Murray makes his position unmistakably clear and to the 
point: His theories, as he points out in the subtitle to the book, are 
"Some Alternatives to the Folklore of White Supremacy." What is 
unsettling for many readers is that the author not only challenges 
those whites who advance such 'folklore," but he also castigates 
those blacks who would likewise believe such tales. For example, 
in one very delightful essay, "Who That Say, What Dat, Every 
Time Us Do That?," Murray destroys the Sambo-like image of Af- 
rican Americans-the docile, childlike, unsuspecting character so 
pitied and so preferred by well-meaning whites. Murray writes, 
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"There have always been [blacks] who 
not only have always understood all 
too well what other people have been 
doing to them all these years, but have 
also been doing a few things on their 
own in the meantime" (114). Murray 
not only blasts the long-held stereo- 
type, but he ventures further to replace 
it with the African American trickster- 
hem, a far bolder and more positive 
image, but one either unknown by 
some or conveniently forgotten by oth- 
ers. This myth of the Negro past is one 
of many that Murray debunks. 

Still further, and even more deci- 
sively, Murray launches a frontal as- 
sault on what he calls "the fakelore of 
black pathology" (97). He engages in 
battle those black writers especially 
who would continue to present, to the 
delight of white folk, the image of the 
poor, downtrodden Negro as the ac- 
tual, common experience of black 
Americans. Murray cites in particular 
the case of Claude Brown's Manchild in 
the Promised Land (1965), which, accord- 
ing to Murray when he wrote his re- 
view of Mandhild, was "recommended 
all around as if it were a profound, 
knowledgeable, and even comprehens- 
ive account of ... what it is really like 
to be a Negro" (98). He dismisses the 
overwhelming negativity that Brown 
presents as characteristic of the black 
experience as Claude Brown's "auto- 
biographical social science fiction" 
(102), a personal experience rather 
than an experience shared by all black 
people. Murray offers a more balanced 
assessment of the black experience 
when he states that "the background 
experience of U.S. Negroes includes all 
of the negative things that go with rac- 
ism and segregation; but it also in- 
cludes all of the challenging circum- 
stances that make for ambition, integ- 
rity, and transcendent achievement" 
(109). No doubt Murray was recalling 
his own childhood experience; thus it 
is the autobiographical impulse that 
begins to drive him as he disassembles 

and renders impotent both white folk- 
lore and black fakelore, and replaces 
both with a wholesome counterview 
of what is was like to grow up black in 
the deep South. 

In response to Northern "social 
workers, liberals, and other do- 
gooders" (99) who "describe the black 
experience as adding up to little more 
than a legacy of degradation and de- 
spair,' Murray embarks on a long auto- 
biographical journey with the observa- 
tion that "it is not quite the same 
down-home" (190), and points out nu- 
merous examples of ethnic pride as 
they were practiced in his hometown 
of Mobile, Alabama. These include, 
but are not limited to, a strong sense of 
brotherhood and togetherness, a 
strong concern with full black partici- 
pation in political and economic activ- 
ity, a strong commitment to educating 
youth about the African American 
past, and a sincere devotion to stu- 
dents on the part of dedicated teachers 
with a vision-"finders and makers," 
Murray calls them, "who regarded 
black students as being infinitely more 
wonderful than problematical" (202). 
This is the true black experience, 
Southern-style, that Murray feels is all 
too often overlooked by proponents of 
the "folklore of white supremacy" and 
"the fakelore of black pathology." 

Murray continues this examina- 
tion of the Southern black experience 
in his next work, South to a Very Old 
Place. The book is essentially a travel- 
ogue that begins in New York and 
moves southward, homeward, to Mo- 
bile, a place, according to Murray, that 
"in its most abstract implications ... is 
precisely the very oldest place in the 
world" (3). In the Mobile section of the 
book, Murray becomes considerably 
more philosophical about what 
"home" means, and especially about 
what a Southern home has meant to 
African Americans. Reinforcing the 
major argument that he sets forth in 
The Omni-Amei cans, Murray begins 
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South to a Very Old Place by describing 
"home" as "a place of very old hori- 
zon-blue dreams plus all the boyhood 
schemes that are, after all, as much a 
part of achievement as of disappoint- 
ment" (138). 

One especially telling example of 
the Southern black experience that 
Murray points out as he reintegrates 
himself into the vernacular commu- 
nity of Mobile has to do with the use 
of the word nigger. He distinguishes 
very early in the Mobile section be- 
tween the white folks' use of the word 
and the meaning that black people at- 
tach to it. Murray writes, 'It was obvi- 
ous that when peckerwoods said 
'nigger' they were doing so because 
they almost always felt mean and evil 
about being nothing but old po' white 
trash. So they wanted you to think 
they were somebody to look up to" 
(139). To counter the notion that, when 
black people use the word nigger 
among themselves, it is a sign of inferi- 
ority, Murray points out an obvious 
misinterpretation. He says, 'When 
somebody called himself or somebody 
like himself a nigger he was not talk- 
ing about not being as good as white 
people or somebody rejected by him- 
self because he felt rejected by white 
people-not at all. He was talking 
about.. . being full of the devil and 
stubborn to boot... .not... .about 
somebody acting like a coward or a 
clown" (140). It is with such instruc- 
tions that Murray informs his reader, 
recalls for himself the peculiar work- 
ings of his folk community, and pre- 
pares both the reader and himself for a 
full (re)entry into the Southern black 
expenence. 

Not only does Murray acquaint 
the audience with the language of his 
native community, but he provides nu- 
merous examples of the styles of dis- 
course in that community. Consider- 
able knowledge of both style and pro- 
tocol is necessary for one to partici- 
pate in and benefit from such dis- 

course. For example, in The Omni- 
Americans, Murray points out that, al- 
though conversations with the 
homefolks are pleasant, and "they talk 
to you man to man, Negro to fellow- 
man, homefolks to our boy back down 
home from up the country, and 
homefolks to homefolks," the conver- 
sations do not take place "without 
doing a little chicken butt signifying" 
(91). Murray describes this 'signify- 
ing" as a necessary and "indispens- 
able part of the ritual" of black South- 
ern discourse, because it "establishes 
perspective [and] adds [a] proper (and 
anticipated) dimension of down home 
ambivalence" (191-92). In South to a 
Very Old Place, Murray provides an 
elaborate depiction of the art of black 
discourse, Southern-style. Specifically, 
Murray invokes the jazz idiom and lik- 
ens conversation to "the leapfrogging 
chase chorus exchanges among musi- 
cians running down a theme on some 
of Lester Young's early, post-Basie, 
combo recordings." For example, Mur- 
ray observes that the conversation 
may begin as a "trumpet like state- 
ment"; when someone else joins the 
discussion, Murray says, "this could 
be another trumpet, say with a paren- 
thetical mute, or it could be an alto, or 
a getaway tenor." When yet another 
chimes in, he describes this addition 
"as a baritone statement, barbershop 
Amen comer baritone"; still another 
person who interjects something is re- 
ferred to as a "signifying monkey 
trumpet, with a mute plus derby!" 
(164-67). And on Murray goes with the 
jazz jam session metaphor, constantly 
emphasizing the improvisational na- 
ture of the discourse, and further not- 
ing not only the variations on a theme, 
but also the escalating intensity of the 
discussion. It is important to note here 
the nearly routine regularity with 
which contemporary cultural critics 
point out the intertwining complexi- 
ties of jazz, blues, discourse, and story- 
telling in the black folk idiom. Albert 
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Murray clearly anticipates these critics 
with his astute, shared-experience- 
based observations of black folk cul- 
ture. 

Conversation is only one aspect of 
the community that Murray recreates. 
Early in South to a Very Old Place, Mur- 
ray observes that "going back home 
has probably always had as 
much if not more to do with 
people as with landmarks 
and place names and loca- 
tions on maps and mile- 
stones and charts anyway" 
(3). In keeping with this def- 
inition of home, Murray 
makes a point of visiting 
with as many of the 
"homefolks' as possible. 
These include former and 
current teachers at his alma 
mater, the Mobile County 
Training School; local Civil 
Rights workers; local unoffi- 
cial black historians; and 
countless numbers of just 
plain folks, who through 
various questions and con- 
versations not only help 
Murray remember the past 
but also put the present into 
perspective. 

Furthermore, Murray 
must summon all his pow- 
ers of re-creation in order to 
re-envision his community 
because, during his long ab- 
sence, "the neighborhood that was the 
center of the world as [he] first knew it 
had been razed, completely industrial- 
ized, and enclosed in a chain-link 
fence by the Scott Paper Towel Com- 
pany" (145). Murray's own fertile 
memory is, of course, fed, supple- 
mented, and augmented by questions 
and cues from persons of the commu- 
nity. This assistance helps to "provide 
the frame of reference," because even 
though "things ain't what they used to 
be... all you have to do is remember 
that things never are (and never were) 
what they once were" (146). 

Murray's 
theory of the 

black 
Southern 

experience 
pivots on the 
wholesome- 
ness of the 

black 
community, 
especially in 
terms of how 

well the 
community 
prepares its 

young to cope 
with the larger 

society. 

Still further, Murray begins to 
move fiom the concrete aspects of com- 
munity to those more abstract and dif- 
ficult to articulate. These are the emo- 
tions, the psychological twists and 
turns that are so closely associated 
with places and people and things of 
the past. For instance, in the first sev- 

eral paragraphs of the Mo- 
bile chapter in South to a 
Very Old Place, Murray re- 
members Mobile as "a 
place of very old horizon- 
blue dreams plus all the 
boyhood schemes that are 
. . . as much a part of 
achievement as of disap- 
pointment" (138). Later 
during his visit, he remi- 
nisces about the "china- 
bery-blue Maytime [and] 
one very special back 
porch after-supper rocking- 
chair session in the fig-tree- 
fresh damp-clay-scented 
twilight" (175) and evokes 
a feeling of the long ago 
and far away variety when 
life was simpler. More im- 
portant, though, are the 
connections that Murray 
begins to make between 
what was and what is, be- 
tween the then and the 
now, between what he him- 
self was and what he has 

become as a result. 
Murray apparently realized that 

an extended discussion of such connec- 
tions was not suitable for the genre of 
travelogue that South to a Very Old 
Place was supposed to conform to, but 
the further examination of these con- 
nections becomes the force that drives 
Murray, becoming both the purpose 
and the theme for Murray's next work, 
Train Whistle Guitar, published in 1974. 

With Train Whistle Guitar, Mur- 
ray shifts from the nonfictio- 

nal mode to the semi-fictional account 
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of his coming of age. Perhaps the 
work can best be described as a psy- 
chological autobiography, for while 
many of the people, places, and things 
appear to be creations of the author, 
the attendant emotions are no doubt 
grounded in Murray's personal experi- 
ence. The time is the 1920s; the place is 
Gasoline Point, Alabama; the person is 
Scooter; the structure is episodic; the 
impact is impressionistic. Together, 
these elements combine to yield per- 
haps the most phenomenal African 
American Bildungsroman written to 
date. 

Train Whistle Guitar echoes many 
of the themes set forth in South to a 
Very Old Place and treats most of the 
concerns in a far more elaborate fash- 
ion than Murray was able to accom- 
plish in the earlier work. At the core of 
the novel is Murray's insistence that 
the legacy of the black Southern expe- 
rience is a positive, wholesome one. 
Moreover, Murray portrays the black 
community as one that nurtures and 
cares for its young. To illustrate this 
point, he populates Train Whistle Gui- 
tar with a number of characters who, 
despite whatever physical or moral 
weaknesses they may possess, always 
manage to find something positive 
and edifying to pass on to the Scooters 
of the black community. 

One such character is Luzana 
Cholly. The vernacular form of Louisi- 
ana Charlie, Luzana Cholly is a sharp- 
dressing, guitar-playing, card-gam- 
bling, sporty-limp-walking, tobacco- 
chewing, ass-kicking, no-shit-taking, 
lady-loving, prison-serving, train-hop- 
ping, rail-riding legend who repre- 
sents "the Man [Scooter] wanted to be 
like" (9). Scooter and his partner Little 
Buddy Marshall, both approximately 
twelve years old, set out to imitate 
Luzana Cholly in everything he does, 
from the walk, to the talk, to hopping 
a boxcar to follow their idol on one of 
his many excursions. Upon discover- 

ing what the boys have planned, 
Cholly's first response is consternation: 

Just what y'all call y'allself doing? 
That's what I want to know. So tell me 
that. Just tell me that. Don't say a 
word. Don't you say one word. Don't 
you say a goddamn mumbling word 
to me. Neither one of you. (27) 

Cholly is obviously upset that the 
boys would attempt something as fool- 
ish as to follow in his footsteps, but he 
also apparently experiences some 
guilt over perhaps having set a poor 
example for them. Thus his response 
moves away from anger toward in- 
struction and encouragement. He 
talks with Scooter and Buddy at 
length about his own experiences, 
from "hitting the road [to] the chain 
gang and the penitentiary [in a] voice 
uncle-calm and his facts first-hand 
and fresh from the getting-place" (29). 
Furthermore, Cholly shares his lunch 
with the boys-a can of sardines-as 
he approaches the main part of the les- 
son: ". . . the main thing he wanted to 
talk about was going to school and 
learning to use your head . . ." (29). 

Luzana Cholly spends the greater 
part of the afternoon with Scooter and 
Buddy imparting wisdom and knowl- 
edge. As he prepares to depart aboard 
the next northbound freight train, Luz- 
ana Cholly takes the boys by their 
shoulders, looks them straight in the 
eyes, and admonishes them, almost 
pleadingly: 

Make old Luze proud of you .... Make 
old Luze glad to take his hat off to you 
some of these days. You goingfurther than 
old Luze ever dreamed of. Old Luze ain't 
been nowhere. Old Luze don't know from 
nothing. (30) 

With this challenge, Luzana fulfills his 
responsibility as one of the older gen- 
eration who takes time to instruct the 
younger generation in the ways of the 
world. Murray's presentation of this 
episode implies that this is not un- 
usual in the Southern black experi- 
ence, and thus refutes the often pos- 
ited myth that black folk are ill- 
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equipped to meet the challenges of so- 
ciety, if not altogether incapable of pre- 
paring themselves to do so. 

The example set by Luzana Cholly 
is anything but rare and isolated, ac- 
cording to Murray. Numerous other ex- 
amples of elders' taking charge of 
youth are offered in Train Whistle Gui- 
tar. There are Mr. Baker and Miss Lex- 
ine Metcalf, principal and teacher at 
the Mobile County Training School, 
both of whom are committed to teach- 
ing all students, but especially and par- 
ticularly dedicated to preparing the 
best young minds for greater educa- 
tional challenges after high school. 
Both Baker and Metcalf are examples 
of the legendary black teachers of the 
segregated South who understood that 
it was their responsibility to develop 
the whole student and send him or her 
forth from the black community as an 
example of all that was good and 
wholesome and positive. These teach- 
ers never lost interest in their students, 
even after they had become ambassa- 
dors of black pride and integrity to the 
larger society. Such teachers, Murray 
implies, are perhaps a dying breed, but 
he pays homage to their vigilance and 
endurance throughout Train Whistle 
Guitar. 

Yet another role model is Soldier 
Boy Crawford, a World War I veteran 
who is the pinnacle of African Ameri- 
can racial pride. Along with the local 
barbershop owner, Murray points out 
that although Papa Willie owns the 
shop, he is not a barber. Papa Gumbo 
Willie McWorthy, Soldier Boy Craw- 
ford sets in motion a strong offensive 
against those who would condescend 
to African Americans as a race of peo- 
ple. One example Crawford relates to 
the barbershop audience involves the 
Germans during World War I: 

Them [German] som'iches over there 
talking about Nigger where your tail 
at. I said up your mama's ass, 
motherfucker, and this goddamn cold 
steel bayonet right here up yours. (83) 

Those who are familiar with African 
American culture recognize this re- 
sponse as the dozens, a way of assert- 
ing a verbal (and moral) superiority 
over an adversary. Both Soldier Boy 
and Papa Gumbo Willie use this same 
mechanism to respond to condescen- 
sion from Unka Jojo the African and 
the other residents of the African Hill 
Neighborhood who are said to be de- 
scendants of the Clotide, "one of the 
last if not the very last shipload of Afri- 
can captives" to be brought to the 
United States in 1859 (79). There is the 
habit among the African Hill residents 
of referring to the African Americans 
of Gasoline Point as "old sawmill quar- 
ters niggers, section gang niggers and 
foggy bottom niggers who didn't 
come from anywhere but from looking 
up a mule's ass back in slavery times" 
(87). The implication is, of course, that 
the Africans are racially superior to Af- 
rican Americans, to which Papa 
Gumbo Willie responds, "Deliver me 
from all that abba abba bullshit about 
them Hill niggers being some kind of 
pure-blooded Africans." Soldier Boy 
Crawford's response is more to the 
point: "Fuck that shit.... Don't make a 
goddamn bit of difference to me if my 
goddamn daddy was a goddamn tad- 
pole, LET'S GO" (83). Soldier Boy 
clearly means that he is the superior 
man, and he is prepared to prove it. 

From Soldier Boy and Papa 
Gumbo Willie, then, Scooter and Little 
Buddy learn pride in their African 
American heritage, however mixed it 
may be; furthermore, they learn that 
where one comes from is considerably 
less important than how well one 
learns to treat his fellow human be- 
ings. This lesson is one that guides 
Scooter throughout the course of his 
growing up and on into adulthood. 

People are only one part of 
Murray's literary reconstruction of 
Gasoline Point. There are also the 
places-the geography that is peculiar 
to the locale. In establishing the im- 
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portance of place in Train Whistle Gui- 
tar, Murray moves beyond mere local 
color to a far deeper significance asso- 
ciated with place. In this regard, Mur- 
ray joins fellow Southern writers- 
Faulkner and Welty, in particular-in 
expressing the theory that place is at 
least as important as people-or, more 
specifically, that the South is at least as 
important as Southerners. So not only 
does Murray take his readers on a tour 
of Mobile and its outskirts, including 
the railroad crossings and yards, the 
rivers and swamps, the homes and 
businesses, but he also makes the 
reader feel how much the emotions of 
"home" are tied into the physicalities. 
Thus, in the initial episode of Train 
Whistle Guitar, Murray sums up the 
importance of place as follows: 

The Official name of that place 
(which is perhaps even more of a loca- 
tion in time than an intersection on a 
map) was Gasoline Point, Alabama, 
because that was what our post office 
address was, and it was also the name 
on the L & N timetable and the road 
map. But once upon a time it was also 
the briar patch, which is why my nick- 
name was then Scooter, and is also 
why the chinaberry tree (that was ever 
as tall as any fairy tale beanstalk) was, 
among other things, my spyglass tree. 
(3) 

Clearly, Murray implies the formative, 
nutritive, protective, and instructive 
qualities of place and takes his own 
place among modernist writers in 
both philosophy and technique. 

Train Whistle Guitar is a novel rich 
and dense in its myriad celebrations of 
the black Southem experience. Every 
episode, nearly every page, is chock 
full of reminders for many who experi- 
enced similar comings of age, or intro- 
ductions to those ignorant of the 
same. The celebratory remembrances 
range from the music, secular and sa- 
cred, that underscores, indeed perme- 
ates, all aspects of black Southern life, 
to the stories and the storytellers that 
inevitably find their place in whatever 
is going on at the moment. Or Murray 
may celebrate the language, whether it 

be the dozens, the "cussing," the 
codes, or the metaphors peculiar to 
black folk speech; or he may relish the 
memory of food, so central to all occur- 
rences in the black community, from 
"eating fried mullet with hot sauce 
and bakery bread and drinking Nehi 
Orange Crush" (125) in a local 
cookshop, to the Sunday morning 
breakfasts which may feature as en- 
trees "porkchops or fried chicken 
[and] batter-fried oysters with grits 
and butter' (91). In any event, each of 
these facets is an integral and import- 
ant ingredient of what Murray calls 
"the also and also of all that was also 
the also plus also" of the Southern 
black experience (4). 

Few coming-of-age novels-espe- 
cially male coming-of-age novels-are 
complete without some mention of 
sexual initiation. In treating Scooter's 
early entry into manhood, Murray nei- 
ther skimps nor disappoints: Much of 
the last quarter of Train Whistle Guitar 
focuses on Scooter's sexual conquests, 
which include a parade of young fe- 
males who are equally as eager as 
Scooter is to experiment. Deljean 
McCray is the most frequent and the 
most important of these partners, for it 
is together that they consummate their 
entry into adulthood. Were these nu- 
merous sexual encounters presented 
with less artistry, there would be the 
inclination to dismiss Murray's presen- 
tation as that of a seemingly overzea- 
lous and insensitive sexist male. How- 
ever, Murray deftly weaves these epi- 
sodes into his general and long-run- 
ning theme of the wholesomeness of 
coming of age in the black South. Posi- 
tive sexual awakenings serve as an- 
other indicator of Murray's non-patho- 
logical, non-degrading viewpoint of 
the black experience. These encoun- 
ters not only provide a vehicle for 
Scooter's positive entry into man- 
hood, but they teach him respect for 
self and respect for others-values he 
neither forgets nor relinquishes when 
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he becomes an adult. Furthermore, 
Murray's treatment of sex in the novel, 
because it presents a balanced view of 
positive and negative possibilities, 
avoids the all-too-often conclusion of 
the black-buck/loose-black-gal stereo- 
types associated with the sons and 
daughters of slaveiy. Instead, the 
Scooters and Deijeans of the world 
learn their lessons well and accept 
their responsibilities with grace-les- 
sons and behaviors that Murray seems 
to imply may be lacking in the present. 

Train Whistle Guitar is a phenome- 
nal account of growing up black in the 
segregated South. Not only are the sub- 
ject and theme refreshing, but they are 
rendered with a literary artistry that is 
indeed rare in semi-autobiographical 
works. In addition, Murray very ably 
refutes claims of degradation and pa- 
thology by presenting a view that does 
not disclaim or ignore the negative, 
even painful aspects of black life, but, 
rather, shows how such negative expe- 
riences are not at all overwhelming 
when compared to the positive aspects. 

A ftera seventeen-year hiatus, 
Murray continues Scooter's 

story in a 1991 sequel to Train Whistle 
Guitar, entitled The Spyglass Tree. The 
setting for this work is Tuskegee Insti- 
tute, during the 1930s; Scooter has en- 
tered college after having graduated 
from the Gasoline Point community 
and the Mobile County Training 
School. Scooter has been prepared for 
life among the folk by a host of Gaso- 
line Point characters, including Luzana 
Cholly, Miss Slick McGinnis, Creola 
Calloway, Stagolee Dupas, and Papa 
Gumbo Willie; he has also been pre- 
pared for the challenges of academia 
by the constant prodding of Miss Lex- 
ine Metcalf, Mr. B. Franklin Fisher, and 
a number of other teachers of note. 
This preparation, which enables 
Scooter to cope with, even surpass, 
whatever he encounters, is unfolded in 
an alternating pattern. That is, when- 

ever Scooter finds himself in a situa- 
tion that calls for a particular strategy 
or a particular intelligence, he simply 
recalls instruction he has been given, 
often by example, in Gasoline Point. 
This previous training usually gives 
Scooter an edge over others who find 
themselves in the same or similar situa- 
tions and who perhaps have not had 
the advantages of the briar patch edu- 
cation that Scooter has had. 

Cautious dealings with women is 
one illustration of, as Murray writes, 
"what Mama had always been saying 
about keeping out of trouble with girls and 
about not lettingfriendly white ones grin 
your neck into a noose." This "was as 
much a part of [Scooter'sJ conception of 
the everydayfacts of life in Gasoline Point 
as everything else fieJ was always being 
warned about" (Spyglass 164). In addi- 
tion, Scooter has learned to respect 
women and to treat them nicely. This 
attentive behavior prompts one of his 
partners, who happens to be a lady of 
the evening, to observe: 

You didn't just pick up ... nice little 
bedroom manners ... on no one go- 
round. Some woman know exactly 
what she doing had a hold of you.... 
whoever she was didn't spoil you so 
rotten that you go around acting like 
somebody supposed to feel like you 
doing them a favor just because you 
having something to do with them. 
(60-61) 

Of course Scooter can thank his many 
juvenile conquests, but he owes much 
of his knowledge about love and sex to 
the expert instruction of an older 
woman, Miss Slick McGinnis. 

The Spyglass Tree opens by estab- 
lishing the connection with the earlier 
novel. The "spyglass tree" is, of 
course, the chinaberry tree that Scooter 
climbed as a small boy so that he could 
see, far and wide, the geography of 
Gasoline Point. Obviously, the spy- 
glass tree becomes metaphoric for 
Scooter's heightened ability to see the 
world from a higher, greater, deeper 
perspective. In the sequel, Scooter's 
dormitory room, 359 Atelier, becomes 
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the spyglass tree, for it is here with his 
roommate T. Jerome Jefferson, who re- 
places Little Buddy Marshall as side- 
kick and confidant, that Scooter contin- 
ues to develop this heightened per- 
spective and awareness of the world 
and the people in it. 

Still another metaphor that con- 
nects the two works is the briar patch. 
In Train Whistle Guitar, the briar patch 
is the black community of Gasoline 
Point, where children are treated "like 
you somebody special. . . because 
they want you to be somebody spe- 
cial" (Spyglass 73). In The Spyglass Tree, 
the larger society outside the confines 
of Gasoline Point becomes the briar 
patch that Scooter can maneuver in 
with ease, thanks to the excellent train- 
ing received at home. 

The Spyglass Tree, while it holds in- 
terest for those who like the to-be-con- 
tinued suspense that comes with an 
episodic structure, is remarkably un- 
impressive. After the consummate art- 
istry with which Murray rendered 
Train Whistle Guitar, The Spyglass Tree 
seems aimlessly self-indulgent and al- 
though Murray's intent of refuting the 
frequent negative pictures of the 
Southern black experience remains 
strong and consistent, there is nothing 
new presented in the work, and the se- 
quel falls just short of overkill. Essen- 
tially, Scooter behaves as we expect 
him to behave, achieves what we ex- 
pect him to achieve, and thanks and 
celebrates whom and what we know 
he will, based on the course he set 

upon in Train Whistle Guitar. There is 
an obvious difference in voice, which 
is a remarkable enough achievement, 
for in The Spyglass Tree we know that 
Scooter has matured considerably 
from the adolescent voice found in 
Train Whistle Guitar. This accomplish- 
ment, however, does little to rescue 
The Spyglass Tree from being an aver- 
age novel. 

The Spyglass Tree, despite its obvi- 
ous weaknesses, expands the dimen- 
sions of Albert Murray's intent and 
technique, which he has tried to per- 
fect over nearly three decades. And it 
is safe to say that with his works, be- 
ginnng with 7he Omni-Americans and 
progressing through The Spyglass Tree, 
the force that has driven Murray is the 
desire to reconstruct a black Southern 
community that challenges on all 
fronts the degrading and pathological 
portrayals that had become the stock 
of liberal white and reactionary black 
writers and critics. Further, Murray 
has succeeded, for the most part, in 
convincing his readers of the truth of 
Southern black heritage; and he has 
done so with verve, vivacity, and 
vigor, and with a characteristic lack of 
apology. 

To be sure, Murray has put the 
world on notice that, if you want a 
true rendering of what it is to be black, 
you have to understand "the also and 
also of whatever wherever" (Spyglass 
200). The way to obtain that under- 
standing is through Murray's briar 
patch: Catch him if you can. 
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