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This old town is where I learned about lovin’

This old town is where I learned to hate

This town, buddy, has done its share of shoveling

This town taught me that it’s never too late
—Michael Stanley, “My Town”

hen I was a boy, my family lived on East Beverly Street in

Pontiac, Michigan, in a two-bedroom house with blue-

white asphalt shingles that cracked at the edges when a

ball was thrown against them and left a powder like talc
on fingers rubbed across their shallow grooves. East Beverly ascended a
slowly rising hill. At the very top, a block and a half from our place, Pontiac
Motors Assembly Line 16 sprawled for a mile or so behind a fenced-in
parking lot.

Rust-red dust collected on our windowsills. It piled up no matter how
often the place was dusted or cleaned. Fifteen minutes after my mother
was through with a room, that dust seemed thick enough for a finger to
trace pointless, ashy patterns in it.

The dust came from the foundry on the other side of the assembly line,
the foundry that spat angry cinders into the sky all night long. When
people talked about hell, I imagined driving past the foundry at night.
From the street below, you could see the fires, red-hot flames shaping
glowing metal.

Pontiac was a company town, nothing less. General Motors owned most
of the land, and in one way or another held mortgages on the rest. Its
holdings included not only the assembly line and the foundry but also a
Fisher Body plant and on the outskirts, General Motors Truck and Coach.
For a while, some pieces of Frigidaires may even have been put together



xvi INTRODUCTION

in our town, but that might just be a trick of my memory, which often
confuses the tentacles of institutions that monstrous.

In any case, of the hundred thousand or so who lived in Pontiac, fully
half must have been employed either by GM or one of the tool-and-die
shops and steel warehouses and the like that supplied it. And anybody who
earned his living locally in some less directly auto-related fashion was only
fooling himself if he thought of independence.

My father worked without illusions, as a railroad brakeman on freight
trains that shunted boxcars through the innards of the plants, hauled
grain from up north, transported the finished Pontiacs on the first leg
of the route to almost anywhere Bonnevilles, Catalinas and GTOs were
sold.

Our baseball and football ground lay in the shadow of another General
Motors building. That building was of uncertain purpose, at least to me.
What I can recall of it now is a seemingly reckless height—five or six
stories is a lot in the flatlands around the Great Lakes—and endless walls
of dark greenish glass that must have run from floor to ceiling in the rooms
inside. Perhaps this building was an engineering facility. We didn’t know
anyone who worked there, at any rate.

Like most other GM facilities, the green glass building was surrounded
by a chain link fence with barbed wire. If a ball happened to land on the
other side of it, this fence was insurmountable. But only very strong boys
could hit a ball that high, that far, anyhow.

Or maybe it just wasn’t worth climbing that particular fence. Each
August, a few weeks before the new models were officially presented in
the press, the finished Pontiacs were set out in the assembly-line parking
lot at the top of our street. They were covered by tarpaulins to keep their
design changes secret—these were the years when the appearance of
American cars changed radically each year. Climbing that fence was a
neighborhood sport because that was how you discovered what the new
cars looked like, whether fins were shrinking or growing, if the new
hoods were pointed or flat, how much thinner the strips of whitewall
on the tires had grown. A weird game, since everyone knew people
who could have told us, given us exact descriptions, having built
those cars with their own hands. But climbing that fence added a hint of
danger, made us feel we shared a secret, turned gossip into infor-
mation.

The main drag in our part of town was Joslyn Road. It was where the
stoplight and crossing guard were stationed, where the gas station with the
condom machine stood alongside a short-order restaurant, drugstore, dairy
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store, small groceries and a bakery. A few blocks down, past the green glass
building, was a low brick building set back behind a wide; lush lawn. This
building, identified by a discreet roadside sign, occupied a long block or
two. It was the Administration Building for all of Pontiac Motors—a
building for executives, clerks, white-collar types. This building couldn’t
have been more than three-quarters of a mile from my house, yet even
though I lived on East Beverly Street from the time I was two until I was
past fourteen, I knew only one person who worked there.

In the spring of 1964, when I was fourteen and finishing eighth grade,
rumors started going around at Madison Junior High. All of the buildings
on our side of Joslyn Road (possibly east or west of Joslyn, but I didn’t
know directions then—there was only “our” side and everywhere else)
were about to be bought up and torn down by GM. This was worrisome,
but it seemed to me that our parents would never allow that perfectly
functioning neighborhood to be broken up for no good purpose.

One sunny weekday afternoon a man came to our door. He wore a coat
and tie and a white shirt, which meant something serious in our part of
town. My father greeted him at the door, but I don’t know whether the
businessman had an appointment. Dad was working the extra board in
those years, which meant he was called to work erratically—four or five
times a week, when business was good—each time his nameplate came to
the top of the big duty-roster board down at the yard office. (My father
didn’t get a regular train of his own to work until 1966; he spent almost
twenty years on that extra board, which meant guessing whether it was safe
to answer the phone every time he actually wanted a day off—refuse a call
and your name went back to the bottom of the list.)

At any rate, the stranger was shown to the couch in our front room. He
perched on that old gray davenport with its wiry fabric that bristled and
stung against my cheek, and spoke quite earnestly to my parents. I recall
nothing of his features or of the precise words he used or even of the tone
of his speech. But the dust motes that hung in the air that day are still
in my memory, and I can remember his folded hands between his spread
knees as he leaned forward in a gesture of complicity. He didn’t seem to
be selling anything; he was simply stating facts.

He told my father that Pontiac Motors was buying up all the houses in
our community from Tennyson Street, across from the green glass build-
ing, to Baldwin Avenue—exactly the boundaries of what I'd have de-
scribed as our neighborhood. GM’s price was more than fair; it doubled
what little money my father had paid in the early fifties. The number was
a little over ten thousand dollars. All of the other houses were going, too;
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some had already been sold. The entire process of tearing our neighbor-
hood down would take about six months, once all the details were settled.

The stranger put down his coffee cup, shook hands with my parents and
left. As far as I know, he never darkened our doorstep again. In the back
of my mind, I can still see him through the front window cutting across
the grass to go next door.

“Well, we're not gonna move, right, Dad?” I said. Cheeky as I was, it
didn’t occur to me this wasn’t really a matter for adult decision-making
—or rather, that the real adults, over at the Administration Building, had
already made the only decision that counted. Nor did it occur to me that
GM'’s offer might seem to my father an opportunity to sell at a nice profit,
enabling us to move some place “better.”

My father did not say much. No surprise. In a good mood, he was the
least taciturn man alive, but on the farm where he was raised, not many
words were needed to get a serious job done. What he did say that evening
indicated that we might stall awhile—perhaps there would be a slightly
better offer if we did. But he exhibited no doubt that we would sell. And
move.

I was shocked. There was no room in my plans for this . . . rupture. Was
the demolition of our home and neighborhood—that is, my life—truly
inevitable? Was there really no way we could avert it, cancel it, delay it?
What if we just plain refused to sell?

Twenty years later, my mother told me that she could still remember
my face on that day. It must have reflected extraordinary distress and
confusion, for my folks were patient. If anyone refused to sell, they told
me, GM would simply build its parking lot—for that was what would
replace my world—around him. If we didn’t sell, we'd have access privi-
leges, enough space to get into our driveway and that was it. No room to
play, and no one there to play with if there had been. And if you got caught
in such a situation and didn’t like it, then you'd really be in a fix, for the
company wouldn’t keep its double-your-money offer open forever. If we
held out too long, who knew if the house would be worth anything at all.
(I don’t imagine that my parents attempted to explain to me the political
process of condemnation, but if they had, I would have been outraged, for
in a way, I still am.)

My dreams always pictured us as holdouts, living in a little house sur-
rounded by asphalt and automobiles. I always imagined nighttime with the
high, white-light towers that illuminated all the other GM parking lots
shining down upon our house—and the little guardhouse that the com-
pany would have to build and man next door to prevent me from escaping
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our lot to run playfully among the parked cars of the multitudinous em-
ployees. Anyone reading this must find it absurd, or the details heavily
derivative of bad concentration-camp literature or maybe too influenced
by the Berlin Wall, which had been up only a short time. But it would
be a mistake to dismiss its romanticism, which was for many months more
real to me than the ridiculous reality—moving to accommodate a parking
lot—which confronted my family and all of my friends’ families.

If this story were set in the Bronx or in the late sixties, or if it were
fiction, the next scenes would be of pickets and protests, meaningful
victories and defeats. But this isn’t fiction—everything set out here is as
unexaggerated as I know how to make it—and the time and the place were
wrong for any serious uproar. In this docile midwestern company town,
where Walter Reuther’s trip to Russia was as inexplicable as the parting
of the Red Sea (or as forgotten as the Ark of the Covenant), the idea that
a neighborhood might have rights that superseded those of General Mo-
tors’ Pontiac division would have been regarded as extraordinary, bizarre
and subversive. Presuming anyone had had such an idea, which they didn’t
—none of my friends seemed particularly disturbed about moving, it was
just what they would do.

So we moved, and what was worse, to the suburbs. This was catastrophic
to me. I loved the city, its pavement and the mobility it offered even to
kids too young to drive. (Some attitude for a Motor City kid, I know.) In
Pontiac, feet or a bicycle could get you anywhere. Everyone had cars, but
you weren’t immobilized without them, as everyone under sixteen was in
the suburbs. In the suburb to which we adjourned, cars were the funda-
mental of life—many of the streets in our new subdivision (not really a
neighborhood) didn’t even have sidewalks.

Even though I'd never been certain of fitting in, in the city Id felt close
to figuring out how to. Not that I was that weird. But I was no jock and
certainly neither suave nor graceful. Still, toward the end of eighth grade,
I'd managed to talk to a few girls, no small feat. The last thing I needed
was new goals to fathom, new rules to learn, new friends to make.

So that summer was spent in dread. When school opened in the au-
tumn, I was already in a sort of cocoon, confused by the Beatles with their
paltry imitations of soul music and the bizarre emotions they stirred in
girls.

Meeting my classmates was easy enough, but then it always is. Making
new friends was another matter. For one thing, the kids in my new locale
weren’t the same as the kids in my classes. I was an exceptionally good
student (quite by accident—I just read a lot) and my neighbors were classic
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underachievers. The kids in my classes were hardly creeps, but they weren’t
as interesting or as accessible as the people I'd known in my old neighbor-
hood or the ones I met at the school bus stop. So I kept to myself.

In our new house, I shared a room with my brother at first. We had bunk
beds, and late that August I was lying sweatily in the upper one, listening
to the radio (WPON-AM, 1460) while my mother and my aunt droned
away in the kitchen.

Suddenly my attention was riveted by a record. I listened for two or
three minutes more intently than I have ever listened and learned some-
thing that remains all but indescribable. It wasn’t a new awareness of
music. [ liked rock and roll already, had since I first saw Elvis when I was
six, and I'd been reasonably passionate about the Ronettes, Gary Bonds,
Del Shannon, the Crystals, Jackie Wilson, Sam Cooke, the Beach Boys
and those first rough but sweet notes from Motown: the Miracles, the
Temptations, Eddie Holland’s “Jamie.” I can remember a rainy night
when I tuned in a faraway station and first heard the end of the Philadel-
phia Warriors’ game in which Wilt Chamberlain scored a hundred points
and then found “Let’s Twist Again” on another part of the dial. And I
can remember not knowing which experience was more splendid.

But the song I heard that night wasn’t a new one. “You Really Got a
Hold on Me” had been a hit in 1963, and I already loved Smokey Robin-
son’s voice, the way it twined around impossibly sugary lines and made
rhymes within the thythms of ordinary conversation, within the limits of
everyday vocabulary.

But if I'd heard those tricks before, I'd never understood them. And if
I'd enjoyed rock and roll music previously, certainly it had never grabbed
me in quite this way: as a lifeline that suggested—no, insisted—that these
singers spoke for me as well as to me, and that what they felt and were
able to cope with, the deep sorrow, remorse, anger, lust and compassion
that bubbled beneath the music, I would also be able to feel and contain.
This intimate revelation was what I gleaned from those three minutes of
music, and when they were finished and I climbed out of that bunk and
walked out the door, the world looked different. No longer did I feel quite
so powerless, and if I still felt cheated, I felt capable of getting my own
back, some day, some way.

!
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Trapped

II

It seems I've been playing your game way too long
And it seems the game I've played has made you strong
—Jimmy Cliff, “Trapped”

That last year in Pontiac, we listened to the radio a lot. My parents always
had. One of my most shattering early memories is of the radio blasting
when they got up—my mother around four-thirty, my father at five. All
of my life I've hated early rising, and for years I couldn’t listen to country
music without being reminded almost painfully of those days. ‘

But in 1963 and 1964, we also listened to WPON in the evening for
its live coverage of city council meetings. Pontiac was beginning a decade
of racial crisis, of integration pressure and white resistance, the typical
scenario. From what was left of our old neighborhood came the outspok-
enly racist militant anti-school busing movement.

The town had a hard time keeping the shabby secret of its bigotry even
in 1964. Pontiac had mushroomed as a result of massive migration during
and after World War II. Some of the new residents, including my father,
came from nearby rural areas where blacks were all but unknown and even
the local Polish Catholics were looked upon as aliens potentially subversive
to the community’s Methodist piety.

Many more of the new residents of Pontiac came from the South, out
of the dead ends of Appalachia and the border states. As many must have
been black as white, though it was hard for me to tell that as a kid. There
were lines one didn’t cross in Michigan, and if I was shocked, when visiting
Florida, to see separate facilities labeled “White”” and “Colored,” as chil-
dren we never paid much mind to the segregated schools, the lily-white
suburbs, the way that jobs in the plants were divided up along race lines.
The ignorance and superstition about blacks in my neighborhood were as
desperate and crazed in their own way as the feelings in any kudzu-covered
parish of Louisiana.

As blacks began to assert their rights, the animosity was not less, either.
The polarization was fueled and fanned by the fact that so many displaced
Southerners, all with the poor white’s investment in racism, were living in
our community. But it would be foolish to pretend that the situation would
have been any more civilized if only the natives had been around. In fact
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the Southerners were often regarded with nearly as much condescension
and antipathy as blacks—race may have been one of the few areas in which

my parents found themselves completely in sympathy with the “hillbil- ’

lies.”

Racism was the great trap of such men’s lives, for almost everything
could be explained by it, from unemployment to the deterioration of
community itself. Casting racial blame did much more than poison these
people’s entire concept of humanity, which would have been plenty bad
enough. It immobilized the racist, preventing folks like my father from
ever realizing the real forces that kept their lives tawdry and painful and
forced them to fight every day to find any meaning at all in their existence.
It did this to Michigan factory workers as effectively as it ever did it to
dirt farmers in Dixie.

The great psychological syndrome of American males is said to be
passive aggression, and racism perfectly fit this mold. To the racist, hatred
of blacks gave a great feeling of power and superiority. At the same time,
it allowed him the luxury of wallowing in self-pity at the great conspiracy
of rich bastards and vile niggers that enforced workaday misery and let the
rest of the world go to hell. In short, racism explained everything. There
was no need to look any further than the cant of redneck populism,
exploited as effectively in the orange clay of the Great Lakes as in the red
dirt of Georgia, to find an answer to why it was always the next generation
that was going to get up and out.

Some time around 1963, a local attorney named Milton Henry, a black
man, was elected to Pontiac’s city council. Henry was smart and bold—
he would later become an ally of Martin Luther King, Jr., of Malcolm X,
a principal in the doomed Republic of New Africa. The goals for which
Henry was campaigning seem extremely tame now, until you realize the
extent to which they haven’t been realized in twenty years: desegregated
schools, integrated housing, a chance at decent jobs.

Remember that Martin Luther King would not take his movement for
equality into the North for nearly five more years, and that when he did,
Dr. King there faced the most strident and violent opposition he’d ever
met, and you will understand how inflammatory the mere presence of
Milton Henry on the city council was. Those council sessions, broadcast
live on WPON, invested the radio with a vibrancy and vitality that televi-
sion could never have had. Those hours of imprecations, shouts and clamor
are unforgettable. I can’t recall specific words or phrases, though, just
Henry's eloquence and the pandemonium that greeted each of his
speeches.

So our whole neighborhood gathered round its radios in the evenings,
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family by family, as if during wartime. Which in a way I guess it was—
surely that’s how the situation was presented to the children, and not only
in the city. My Pontiac junior high school was lightly integrated, and the
kids in my new suburban town had the same reaction as my Floridian
cousins: shocked that I'd “gone to school with niggers,” they vowed they
would die—or kill—before letting the same thing happen to them.

This cycle of hatred didn’t immediately elude me. Thirteen-year-olds
are built to buck the system only up to a point. So even though I didn’t
dislike any of the blacks I met (it could hardly be said that I was given the
opportunity to know any), it was taken for granted that the epithets were
essentially correct. After all, anyone could see the grave poverty in which
most blacks existed, and the only reason ever given for it was that they liked
living that way.

But listening to the radio gave free play to one’s imagination. Listening
to music, that most abstract of human creations, unleashed it all the more.
And not in a vacuum, Semiotics, the New Criticism and other formalist
approaches have never had much appeal to me, not because I don’t
recognize their validity in describing certain creative structures but be-
cause they emphasize those structural questions without much considera-
tion of content. And that simply doesn’t jibe with my experience of
culture, especially popular culture.

The best example is the radio of the early 1960s. As I've noted, there
was no absence of rock and roll in those years betwixt the outbreaks of
Presley and Beatles. Rock and roll was a constant for me, the best music
around, and I had loved it ever since I first heard it, which was about as
soon as I could remember hearing anything.

In part, I just loved the sound—the great mystery one could hear welling

' up from “Duke of Earl,” “Up on the Roof,” “Party Liglits”; that pit of

loneliness and despair that lay barely concealed beneath the superficial
bright spirits of a record like Bruce Channel’s “Hey Baby”’; the nonspecific
terror hidden away in Del Shannon’s “Runaway.” But if that was all there
was to it, then rock and roll records would have been as much an end in
themselves—that is, as much a dead end—as TV shows like Leave It to
Beaver (also mysterious, also—thanks to Eddie Haskell—a bit terrifying).

To me, however, TV was clearly an alien device, controlled by the men
with shirts and ties. Nobody on television dressed or talked as the people
in my neighborhood did. In rock and roll, however, the language spoken
was recognizably my own. And since one of the givens of life in the
outlands was that we were barbarians, who produced no culture and basi-
cally consumed only garbage and trash, the thrill of discovering depths
within rock and roll, the very part that was most often and explicitly
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degraded by teachers and pundits, was not only marvelously refreshing and
exhilarating but also in essence liberating—once you'd made the necessary
connections.

It was just at this time that pop music was being revolutionized—not
by the Beatles, arriving from England, a locale of certifiable cultural superi-
ority, but by Motown, arriving from Detroit, a place without even a hint
of cultural respectability. Produced by Berry Gordy, not only a young man
but a black man. And in that spirit of solidarity with which hometown
boys (however unalike) have always identified with one another, Motown
was mine in a way that no other music up to that point had been. Surely
no one spoke my language as effectively as Smokey Robinson, able to string
together the most humdrum phrases ‘and effortlessly make them sing.

That's the context in which “You Really Got a Hold on Me” created
my epiphany. You can look at this coldly—structurally—and see nothing
more than a naked marketing mechanism, a clear-cut case of a teenager
swaddled in and swindled by pop culture. Smokey Robinson wrote and
sang the song as much to make a buck as to express himself; there was
nothing of the purity of the mythical artist about his endeavor. In any case,
the emotion he expressed was unfashionably sentimental. In releasing the
record, Berry Gordy was mercenary in both instinct and motivation. The
radio station certainly hoped for nothing more from playing it than that
its listeners would hang in through the succeeding block of commercials.
None of these people and institutions had any intention of elevating their
audience, in the way that Leonard Bernstein hoped to do in his Young
People’s Concerts on television. Cultural indoctrination was far from their
minds. Indeed, it’s unlikely that anyone involved in the process thought
much about the kids on the other end of the line except as an amorphous
mass of ears and wallets. The pride Gordy and Robinson had in the quality
of their work was private pleasure, not public.

Smokey Robinson was not singing of the perils of being a black man in
this world (though there were other rock and soul songs that spoke in
guarded metaphors about such matters). Robinson was not. expressing an
experience as alien to my own as a country blues singer’s would have been.
Instead, he was putting his finger firmly upon a crucial feeling of vulnera-
bility and longing. It’s hard to think of two emotions that a fourteen-year-
old might feel more deeply (well, there’s lust . . . ), and yet in my
hometown expressing them was all but absolutely forbidden to men. This
doubled the shock of Smokey Robinson’s voice, which for years I've
thought of as falsetto, even though it really isn’t exceptionally high-pitched
compared to the spectacular male sopranos of rock and gospel lore.

“You Really Got a Hold on Me” is not by any means the greatest song

sl
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Smokey Robinson ever wrote or sang, not even the best he had done up
to that point. The singing on “Who’s Loving You,” the lyrics of “I'll Try
Something New,” the yearning of “What’s So Good About Goodbye” are
all at least as worthy. Nor is there anything especially newfangled about
the song. Its trembling blues guitar, sturdy drum pattern, walking bass and
call-and-response voice arrangement are not very different from many of
the other Miracles records of that period. If there is a single instant in the
record which is unforgettable by itself, it’s probably the opening lines: “I
don’t like you / But I love you . . .”

The contingency and ambiguity expressed in those two lines and Robin-
son’s singing of them was also forbidden in the neighborhood of my youth,
and forbidden as part and parcel of the same philosophy that propounded
racism. Merely calling the bigot’s certainty into question was revolutionary
—not merely rebellious. The depth of feeling in that Miracles record,
which could have been purchased for 6g¢ at any K-Mart, overthrew the
premise of racism, which was that blacks were not as human as we, that
they could not feel—much less express their feelings—as deeply as we did.

When the veil of racism was torn from my eyes, everything else that
I knew or had been told was true for fourteen years was necessarily called
into question. For if racism explained everything, then without racism, not
a single commonplace explanation made any sense. Nothing else could be
taken at face value. And that meant asking every question .once again,
including the banal and obvious ones. .

For those who've never been raised under the weight of such addled
philosophy, the power inherent in having the burden lifted is barely imag-
inable. Understanding that blacks weren’t worthless meant that maybe the
rest of the culture in which I was raised was also valuable. If you’ve never
been told that you and your community are worthless—that a parking lot
takes precedence over your needs—perhaps that moment of insight seems
trivial or rather easily won. For anyone who was never led to expect a life
any more difficult than one spent behind a typewriter, maybe the whole
incident verges on being something too banal for repetition (though in
that case, I'd like to know where the other expressions of this story can
be read). But looking over my shoulder, seeing the consequences to my life
had I not begun questioning not just racism but all of the other presump-
tions that ruled our lives, I know for certain how and how much I got over.

That doesn’t make me better than those on the other side of the line.
On the other hand, I won't trivialize the tale by insisting upon how
fortunate I was. What was left for me was a raging passion to explain things
in the hope that others would not be trapped and to keep the way clear

so that others from the trashy outskirts of barbarous America still had a
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place to stand—if not in the culture at large, at least in rock and roll.

Of course it’s not so difficult to dismiss this entire account. Great
revelations and insights aren’t supposed to emerge from listening to rock
and roll records. They’re meant to emerge only from encounters with art.
(My encounters with Western art music were unavailing, of course, be-
cause every one of them was prefaced by a lecture on the insipid and
worthless nature of the music that I preferred to hear.) Left with the fact
that what happened to me did take place, and that it was something that
was supposed to come only out of art, I reached the obvious conclusion.
You are welcome to your own.

Can't Forget
the Mofor City
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