
Foreword 

As of this year, 1995, this book is exactly fifty years old, and yet until 
now it has never been seen by the public. It might have been seen by 
a few publishers whom the author contacted after he completed the 
manuscript in 1945, but their responses might have been similar to 
mine when I first received a copy from Rebecca T. Cureau: The man
uscript is a good first draft, but it is not yet ready for publication. But 
sensing the extraordinary information and insight resulting from the 
author's folkloric research, I decided to take the manuscript through 
two more carefully crafted drafts.I 

First, at Cureau's suggestion, I incorporated into the original manu
script the improved version of chapter 2 , which appeared in Atlanta 
University's Phylon in 19 5 5 as "The Romance of the Negro Folk Cry 
in America." I should also point out that fifty-one pages are missing 
(or the author intentionally deleted them) from the collection of 
songs comprising the appendix. Nonetheless, the eighty remaining 
songs and the many musical examples throughout the book over
shadow the loss. 

Actually, the songs missing from the appendix were the least of my 
sorrows. Indeed, when I think back on the months of painstaking 
editing, the words of the old spiritual come to mind: "Nobody knows 
the trouble I've seen." The task of cautiously recrafting James's sen
tences and reworking his paragraphing was especially troublesome 
because before James's widow died in early 1994 I had made a 
promise to her. Through Cureau I had promised to maintain the 
overall integrity of James's scholarship, including his choice of lan-

1. Those drafts, along with the original manuscript, are housed in the Black Sacred 
Music Collection, Hampton University Archives, Hampton, Virginia . 
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guage and style of writing, both of which were affected by his having 
written the book so long ago, in 1945 . 

Sensing that I have kept my promise, I cannot suppress the feeling 
of edification that always accompanies the ethical act. Sensing that 
the promise has also resulted in a very satisfactory work, I also sense 
the thrill of what it must feel like to bring to one's native people a 
first translation of some immensely important work in a foreign lan
guage. With my "translation" now completed, the reader will won
der how for a half century we have managed to live without this phe
nomenal work of African American folklore. In any case, now it is 
here-glory, hallelujah! 

Jon Michael Spencer 
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