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ROOTS Scape

Hisashi JINNO

Abstract

This time I take up Roots (1976), the saga of an American family, in which Alex
Haley traced his family to its deepest roots, back to his African ancestors. When he was
a boy in Henning, Tennessee, Haley's grandmother used to tell him stories about their
family —— stories that went back to her grandparents, and their grandparents, down
through the generations all the way to a man she called “the African.” Still vividly
remembering the stories after he grew up and became a writer, Haley, who had carried
on the dying wishes of Malcolm X that he wanted to refashion the broken strands
between the American Negroes and African culture, began to search for documentation
that might authenticate the narrative. It took ten years and a half a million miles of
travel across three continents to find it, but finally, in an astonishing feat of genealogical
detective work, he discovered not only the name of “the African” —— Kunta Kinte
—— but the precise location of Juffure, the very village in The Gambia, West Africa,
from which he was abducted in 1767 at the age of sixteen and taken on the Lord
Ligonier to Maryland and sold to a Virginia planter. This paper aims at going deep into
the born episodes of Roots together with Haley's life full of vicissitudes.

Had it only been fifteen years? The last time Id sat here in a pew at the New Hope
Church, early in 1977, the entire town of Henning, Tennessee, had turned out to honor
its most celebrated citizen, who had just written a book called Roots. It seemed a

lifetime ago, and now it was over. Along with all of those who knew and loved him best,
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I had returned to bury Alex Haley.
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“That was the most exciting day of my life. It was the only encouragement Id ever
received since the day Id started writing four years before, but it was all I needed. I

went back to work and four years later, I finally made a sale.”
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“The friendship of people like yourself gives me hope that black and white can learn

to live in peace.”
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“When the word got around, it became a bit difficult to line up new interviews.”
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“T had been trying to get his ear, and his confidence, for two weeks, dogging his tracks
from city to city, trying to penetrate both his shell of reticence and the cordon of
cronies and co~workers with whom he surrounds himself, waiting in vain for Sammy to
alight anywhere long enough to buttonhole him for anything more than a wave and a
greeting. Genuinely apologetic, he finally took me aside and vowed that somehow he’ d
make time for me in Philadelphia. He was as good as his word; but it was still an uphill

battle.”
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“T'll never forget it. It's still sitting behind me right here in my study.”
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“At first he was evasive, but by the end of our talks, I had come to like and respect
him as a man with the guts to be stubborn about his convictions in a profession where
the most common concern is to swing with the ‘in’ crdwd, whatever the personal

compromise.
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That unbroken chain of memory was a priceless repository, and possibly also unique,
Alex told me, because as far as he knew, there were no black families in America who
could trace their lineage that far back. If he could find some way to decipher those
scraps of words, he might be able to open the door to his own past by enabling him to
trace “Kin-tay” back to Africa. If he was successful, he would also rediscover the past
for 25 million other black Americans. He would be able to reclaim the rich cultural

heritage that slavery took away from them, along with their names and their identities.
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“among the most important books of the century”

“Roots forever altered Americas perceptions of itself and its past.”
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Alex Haleys Roots is one of the world's most beloved and important books. In A

Different Kind of Christmas, the intense drama of a white Southerner and a black slave

who work toward a mutual goal, Haley once again gives us a moving story of physical



and moral courage, and an unforgettable tale of spiritual regeneration. Rendered with a
matchless sense of time and place, a poetic humanness, and a rich, robust humor, A
Different Kind of Christmas will delight and inspire readers of all ages and faiths for

generations to come.
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Now, from the author of Roots, comes Alex Haley's Queen —— the saga of his fathers
family.

Lovers of sweeping generational epics will find much to rejoice in here. Once again,
this is a personal saga, but one played out against the broad canvas of American
history. The story begins in Ireland, where Haleys white great-great-grandfather,
James Jackson, Sr., is born. From there we travel with Jackson to Nashville, where he
meets Andrew Jackson, the future president of the United States. The two men become
business partners, and James Jackson makes his fortune. He establishes his grand
plantation, The Forks of Cypress, in Alabama, while Andrew ascends to the White
House, and the rumblings that will explode into the Civil War gather force.

James's son Jass Jackson inherits the plantation just as the genteel, well-ordered



antebellum world begins to crumble. His adolescent attraction to the beautiful and

strong-willed slave named Easter blossoms into a powerful and lasting love, and from

their passionate union comes Queen —— the heroine of the tale, Alex Haleys
grandmother.
This is history at its most compelling —— from the Irish sod to the settlement of the

South ; from the Trail of Tears to the battlefield at Manassas ; from the agonies of
slavery to the tribulations of freedom —— all rendered with the eye for telling detail
and the sense of historical significance that readers have come to expect of Haley. In
this, his final book, Alex Haley has created a truly multicultural family saga, the

capstone to one of the great, classic American stories.
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“You have changed all of us forever, Alex. You have made us know who we truly

are.”
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“He (Alex) made history talk. He lit up the long night of slavery. He gave our

grandparents personhood. He gave Roots to the rootless. He reconnected the human

family.”



