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Transfonnation of the Flying African Myth 
in Toni Morrison's Song o/Solomon 

43 



Folklore is constantly in motion, changing with each generation in subtle and 

significant ways. When it is captured in a photograph or in a written text, folklore is 

fixed in one time and one place, removing it from the functional lore that continues to 

flow and adapt itself to different circumstances. While this process of recording folklore 

is helpful in the analyzation and comparison of various occurrences, the interruption of 

the lore's natural evolution disarms much of its significance and power. The folktales 

captured in Drums and Shadows provide insight to the customs and beliefs of their 

storytellers, but our view of the stories are one-dimensional, and any further exploration 

and comprehension is impossible. The poets discussed in the previous chapter seek 

deeper meaning in the elements of the Flying African myth, but within the confines of 

relatively short poetry, these writers can only sufficiently explore one or two aspects per 

poem. Verse form, unless epic in length and action, cannot fully transform the folktale 

into a written form that invokes all of the history, both psychological and physical, 

passion, and human elements of this myth that are experienced in the oral telling and 

retelling of the tale over the span of hundreds of years. This is an ambitious undertaking 

for any writer, even one of tremendous skill, knowledge offolklore, and experience in 

transformation. Yet several authors have attempted to transform folklore into written 

form while retaining its orall aural qualities. Because of its length and potential for 

extensive character and plot development, the novel is considered the most natural 

written form for the transformation offolklore into literature. 

! In 1977 African-American author Toni Morrison presented to the world her own 

transformation of the Flying African myth in the form of the novel Song o/Solomon. The 

book was an instant success, and remains one of the most widely taught contemporary 

novels in colleges and universities in the United States. In 1978 the novel received the 

National Book Critics' Circle Award, one of many distinguishing awards given to 

-I Morrison to recognize the novel's great achievements in literature (Smith 9). Morrison 
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wanted the novel to have "the ability to be both print and oral literature: to combine 

those two aspects so that the stories can be read in silence, of course, but one should be 

able to hear them as well" (Morrison, "Rootedness" 341). She received from her family 

a deep understanding and appreciation of African-American resistance to injustice, 

cultural practices, and traditional folklore (Smith 5). Born on February 18, 1931, 

Morrison grew up in Lorain, Ohio, but her maternal grandparents had migrated north 

from Alabama and her father had grown up in Georgia, providing a familial community 

rich with the folklore and tradition of the Southern United States (5-6). Through her 

novels, Morrison passes this rich tradition on to her readers, specifically to those in the 

Black community, directing her writing to be "communicative of the community's links 

to its past" (Walters 15). 

Folklore is prominent in most of Morrison's novels because she feels that this is 

one of the few means of getting these stories out to the widely dispersed Black 

community. In her essay "Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation" Morrison writes, 

"We don't live in places where we can hear those stories anymore; parents don't sit 

around and tell their children those classical, mythological stories that we heard years 

ago" (340). In Song o/Solomon Morrison seeks to contextualize the myth while 

remaining dynamic, producing a new cultural form revolutionary in structure and intent 

(Walters 4-5). From her Afro-centric and feminist point of view, Morrison changes the 

emphases of the traditional myth to raise relevant questions about community, heroism, 

and oral memory. The author's transformation of the Flying African myth also revives 

interest and pride in African-American cultural history, celebrating the folk heroes that 

Morrison sees as missing from the oral memories oftoday's Black community. She 

emphasizes through Milkman's journey how the legend is not a static product as 

r portrayed in folktale collections, but a process that is "still very much alive within the 

i,\I, culture and still offering important contributions to culture development" (5). 
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In Morrison's investigation and reinvention of folklore she delves much deeper 

into its nuances than scientific collectors of folktales, relics, and customs. She "looks 

beyond the actual superstition to the human needs it responds to" and tries to understand 

the circumstances that create and perpetuate a story within the Black community 

(Thomas 40). Morrison recognizes that these myths often act as metaphors that 

"summarily embody elusive aspects of reality" (40). Her use offolklore in a novel offers 

an extensive work in which the subtleties and specific elements of the lore can be 

thoroughly investigated and more intimately portrayed. As a contemporary storyteller, 

she transforms recorded versions of the Flying African folktale from stagnant artifacts 

into a living, developing tale that expresses "the nuances of African American oral and 

musical culture and [reclaims] black historical experience" (Smith 2). Morrison 

emphasizes orality so that readers can feel within their bodies the unique sound of 

African-American language (Middleton 29). Orality is especially important when writing 

a novel that is meant to transform oral literature into a written form without losing the 

qualities unique to folklore. Song of Solomon transcends the medium of the printed word 

to involve the reader in the discovery and telling of a complex sequence of events that 

blurs the line between local legend and family history. 

The dynamics of the Dead family are important in tracing the development of the 

novel's protagonist as he uncovers his family's history and his own identity within both 

his family and his community. Milkman has been raised in an upper middle class 

household ruled by the iron grip of his materialistic father, Macon Dead II. This 

patriarchal figure controls the women of his household, his wife Ruth and daughters First 

Corinthians and Magdelene, by keeping them in a state of perpetual fear. Pilate Dead, 

Macon's younger sister, lives in a shack across town with her illegitimate daughter Reba 

and equally illegitimate granddaughter Hagar. While Macon places his faith in social 

status and material wealth, Pilate finds more comfort and satisfaction in "spiritual values 
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such as compassion, respect, loyalty, and generosity" (Smith 12). Milkman's father is 

disgusted with the lifestyle choices that his sister has made and forbids his family from 

coming in contact with her entire household. This atmosphere of tension and trepidation 

envelops the Dead household in a shroud that promises to kill the spirit of any who do 

not escape, necessitating Milkman's journey and First Corinthian's flight from her 

oppressive father. 

Macon Dead II has learned "to ignore and suppress the inner, cultural voices of 

survival from his past," an ability that he has also taught his only son (Middleton 27). 

Milkman's initial materialism and conception of time as linear comes directly from the 

teachings of his father, and it is not until learns to value time as a cyclical process 

through his search for identity that he can fully escape Macon's influence. Occasionally, 

though, even this hardened man desires the intimacy, rituals, and music that are triggered 

by his oral memory. In one example, Macon does not return to his own house, where 

there is "no music," and instead walks to his sister's home, where he listens to "the 

effortless beauty of the women singing in the candlelight" (Morrison, Song 28-29). 

Macon feels himseIf"softening under the weight of memory and music," yet does not 

allow himself entry into the mystical and ancestral world that his sister inhabits (30). 

The cultural tensions between the emotional and spiritual wealth of Macon's childhood 

on his father's farm and the materialistic and intellectual wealth of his adulthood are 

established early in the novel. Milkman is also drawn to Pilate's world, but he chooses to 

enter fully, and eventually surrenders all of the values fixed in him by his father for the 

acceptance of Pilate's values. 

Milkman's search for identity takes him away from the oppressive atmosphere of 

. his father's house and back to the South, the home of his forefathers. Song a/Solomon 

addresses the "loss of cultural knowledge through generational migration" (Middleton 

33). As the Dead family has moved farther away from its geographic, historical, and 
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spiritual roots, it has lost touch with the cultural knowledge of its ancestors and remains 

in a state of limbo between the world to which they naturally belong and the world in 

which they aspire to create. The situation recalls Margaret Danner's poem "Garnishing 

the Aviary" from "Far From Africa: Four Poems," in which Blacks must reinvent 

themselves to find a compromise between their African past and current status in the 

United States. In the first part of the novel Milkman is ignorant of his own history, and is 

thus unable to find and understand his own role in his community and family. He is 

"destined for a life of self-alienation and isolation" before his journey into the South and 

into his past (Smith 11). Only after this journey does Milkman cease to be isolated from 

the "life-sustaining knowledge of his past" and begin to act with full consciousness 

(Middleton 36). He finds completeness in the knowledge of his great-grandfather's story, 

which fills a gap in his oral memory that Milkman has felt since his first longings toward 

Pilate's household and flight. In her essay "From Orality to Literacy: Oral Memory in 

Toni Morrison's Song oISolomon," Joyce Irene Middleton writes: 

[Milkman's] allegorical flight is inward for we have seen him find 

self-knowledge, especially the oral nature of his ancient roots, and we 

have seen him acquire a deep value for life and for human relationships. 

(36) 

The ''unwitting search for identity" that Milkman undergoes begins as a search for 

material goods, a treasure of hidden gold (Smith 11 ). Yet the gold is not there, and is 

unable to liberate him from the constraints of his past and responsibilities at home. Only 

after the discovery that the fortune does not exist is Milkman able to open his eyes and 

mind to the greater question of his own past. In order to "reestablish a oneness with the 

ancestral past" the protagonist must seek what is known as a griot in African cultures 

(Thomas 177). Pilate is the first griot that Milkman encounters, but he is unable to 

understand that she has been teaching him his entire life not only who he is, but also who 
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he was and who he could be. This is the role of the griot, to pass ancestral knowledge on 

to younger persons in the fonns of stories so that they might have a sense of personal, 

familial, and community identity. According to Morrison, the historical and personal 

past is often manifested in an "advising, benevolent, protective, wise Black ancestor" 

with a strong "racial memory" ("City Limits" 39, 43). Unfortunately, Milkman is 

initially unable to fully utilize the griot in his own family, and must look elsewhere for 

the direction that he desperately needs. He finds this in Circe, the ancient Black woman 

who had attended to Pilate's birth. Circe tells Milkman toward the end of their 

conversation, "You don't listen to people. Your ear is in your head, but it's not 

connected to your brain" (247). Milkman has not been listening for the stories all around 

him, and it is not until he reflects upon his conversation with Circe, in which he finds out 

more about his Indian grandmother Sing, that he realizes that he must first learn how to 

listen before he can truly understand anything. The art of listening was not taught to the 

Dead children, yet the skill has been lying donnant in Milkman's soul his entire life, 

awaiting the proper instruction to send him on his way. Listening becomes extremely 

important as Milkman pieces together his family history from the song that he had grown 

up hearing his aunt sing. 

When the "Sugarman" song is introduced in the first chapter of Song of Solomon, 

readers are unaware of its ultimate significance to the protagonist's story. The first 

version of the song can be found in Appendix B, along with the complete version as 

deciphered by Milkman at the end of the novel. As he deciphers Pilate's song Milkman 

also deciphers his own ancestry, which he must piece together in order to understand his 

own identity. His greatest achievement in the novel is "learning to complete, understand, 

and sing the song Pilate has only partially known" (Smith 12). The first time that 

Milkman hears Pilate, Reba, and Hagar sing "0 Sugarman" together, he nearly faints 

"from the weight of what he [is] feeling" (Morrison, Song 49). The pure emotion that the 
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women pour into the song is unfamiliar to the heart of a man raised under the iron hand 

of Macon Dead II. Although the song disappears from the text for over two hundred 

pages, the memory of it and the emotional impact of listening to it remain embedded in 

Milkman's heart and unconscious, leading him unknowingly in his journey. 

The scene in which the familiar tune resurfaces is pivotal for both the 

development of the novel and the spiritual growth of its protagonist. In the town of 

Shalimar, spelled Solomon, Milkman encounters a group of children playing what 

appears to be a traditional children's game, full of spinning, rhyming, screaming and 

falling down. Milkman reflects on the fact that he "was never asked to play those circle 

games, those singing games, to join in anything" as a child, but now takes the time in his 

adulthood to listen to the nonsense lyrics that would usually have washed over him. 

Though he only listens to these words after learning more about his family history, 

including additional information about Sing Dead, and about the existence of Solomon's 

Leap. Straining to understand the children's words, Milkman is able to decipher that his 

grandfather Jake (Macon Dead Sr.) was "the only son of Solomon" (303). Within the 

song he finds references to Sing's mother Heddy, Solomon'S wife Ryna, and the Byrd 

family, and comes to the conclusion that "these children were singing a story about his 

own people!" (304). Milkman must employ the listening skills that Circe encouraged 

him to find within himself He cannot resort to written language as he has been taught, 

but is forced to commit the song to his oral memory much as his illiterate ancestors 

learned their folktales and songs. His external, contrived memory, the written form, is 

not an option because Milkman does not have a pencil with which to write down the 

lyrics, though this is his first impulse (Middleton 34). As Milkman listens to the story of 

his ancestors unravel Pilate is reconstructed as the griot figure that she always was, not 

the crazy woman in her brother's version of the family history (Mobley 60). Yet these 

revelations produce more questions than answers for Milkman, and he is driven hack to 
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Susan Byrd's house to learn the true story of his ancestors. What he hears clarifies the 

lyrics, but is much more incredible than he ever expected. 

Throughout Song a/Solomon Morrison makes numerous references to flight and 

birds, but the underlying meanings of all these images become coherent only with the 

introduction of the story of Solomon, the Flying African. Susan Byrd reveals to Milkman 

that his great-grandfather "was one of those flying African children," one of many slaves 

brought over from Africa with the ability to fly who took to the air and returned to their 

native land (321). Susan Byrd recognizes the story as an African-American folktale, 

commenting that it is '1ust some old folks' lie they tell around here," and yet she relates 

the story of Solomon flying away from Ryna as a strict historical account (322) . 

Morrison blurs the line between fact and fiction even within the plot of her text, 

suggesting that behind a simple folktale may lie a family or a community's tumultuous 

history. Here Milkman discovers the link to his past that explains who and what he is. In 

Marilyn Sanders Mobley's essay ''Call and Response: Voice, Community, and Dialogic 

Structures in Toni Morrison's Song a/Solomon" she writes: 

Pilate's song and the children's song become one at the same time that 

they comment on one another and engage in dialogue with one another to 

connect young and old, familiar and unfamiliar, past and present, present 

and future. In part, the novel enacts the process, therefore, by which 

Milkman gives up the individualism that weighs him down and comes to 

understand the connection between language, identity, and community. 

(61) 

Thus the inward flight that Middleton speaks of in her essay is not one of seclusion or 

. mere self-analysis; the flight extends beyond Milkman's physical being and into the 

farthest reaches of his spirit, wherein lies the knowledge for which he has been seeking. 
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The completed song explains why Milkman has been fascinated, perhaps even 

haunted, by flight since birth. On the eve of his birth a Black insurance agent named 

Robert Smith announces that he plans to "take off from Mercy [Hospital] and flyaway on 

[his] own wings" (3). When Ruth Dead arrives outside of the hospital with her young 

daughters and sees Smith with his "wide blue silk wings" flapping in the wind, she 

immediately goes into labor (5). It is as though the unborn child yearns to witness this 

extraordinary event, to learn whether or not a man is able to fly. During this scene 

readers are introduced to Pilate, "the singing woman," whose voice acts as a musical 

soundtrack for the event as she sings "0 Sugarman done flyaway! Sugarman done gone" 

(6, 8). This establishes Pilate as an "alternative narrative voice" early in the novel and 

stresses her ultimate significance to the development of plot and identity (Mobley 51). 

Milkman's first conscious contemplation of flight occurs at age four, when his mother is 

caught nursing him and he is dropped from her lap onto the floor. Morrison writes: 

Mr. Smith's blue silk wings must have left their mark, because when the 

little boy discovered, at four, what Mr. Smith had learned earlier- that only 

birds and airplanes could fly- he lost all interest in himself. To have to 

live without that single gift saddened him and left his imagination so 

bereft that he appeared dull.... (9) 

Later in the novel, upon witnessing for the first time the children's game that holds the 

key to his family's history, Milkman recalls that "he got up offhis knees at the window 

sill, grieving because he could not fly" (264). The atmosphere of the Dead household 

suppresses the instinct to fly that resides within the family history, yet Macon Dead II 

cannot prevent his son from finding this lost ability outside of the house. 

In another scene midway through the novel Milkman and Guitar encounter a 

white peacock that Milkman first believes is a "waking dream" (178). But Guitar sees 

the bird perched atop a building before it flies down to into a car lot near by. Morrison 
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writes that "Milkman felt again his unrestrained joy at anything that could fly," but 

Guitar sees only a nice meal in the large bird (178). There is an important distinction 

made between Milkman and Guitar in this and other scenes. While the Dead family has 

flying in its blood, Guitar does not feel the same affection toward flight as his friend. 

While Milkman is from the line of Africans who could fly, his friend is not, another 

underlying reason why a rift is created between the two. The appearance of the peacock 

also lends occasion for important advice from Guitar. He explains to Milkman that the 

male peacock is not able to fly very well because of all of his ornamentation, continuing 

to say, "Wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down" (179). This is the 

price of freedom, to abandon all of the material goods that he desires and let himself 

soar. In the final line of the novel Milkman attributes to his great-grandfather the 

knowledge that "if you surrendered to the air, you could ride it," but he owes this wisdom 

as much to Guitar as to his ancestor (337). 

Milkman first feels the exhilaration of flight at the beginning of Part IT, when he 

takes his first airplane ride down South. In the "glistening bird" he feels invulnerable, on 

his own for the first time in his life. Morrison writes: 

This one time he wanted to go solo. In the air, away from real life, he felt 

free, but on the ground, when he talked to Guitar just before he left, the 

wings of all those other people's nightmares flapped in his face and 

constrained him. (220) 

The initial impulse to fly is derived from a fear of responsibility and the reality of his 

home life, yet once in the air Milkman discovers a sensation worthy as an act in and of 

itself. He is reluctant to leave the air, "unwilling to give up the elegance he had felt on 

the flight" (226). It is not until Milkman discovers that flight is in his blood that he 

"understands his yearning toward flight as a way in which his ancestral past makes itself 

known and felt to him" (Smith 13). Earlier in the novel Guitar tells Milkman that "any 
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man, any woman, or any child is good for five to seven generations of heirs before 

they're bred out," so the blood of Solomon, removed only by three generations, still 

courses through Milkman's veins (154). In the town of Solomon, his ancestors seep into 

Milkman's dreams, urging him to make the connection between Pilate's song, the 

children's game, and his great-grandfather's flight. In his dream he is flying, floating 

over the Earth and the dark sea, unafraid because he knows somehow that he cannot fall. 

Below Milkman some unseen watcher applauds him, an ancestor, perhaps Solomon or 

even Pilate, who approves of his ability to let go of his earthly ties and soar. Upon 

waking, Milkman "still [feels] the sense oflightness and power that flying had given 

him," and is one step closer to oneness with his ancestral past (Morrison, Song 298) . 

When Milkman finally makes the connection to his great-grandfather, his 

exhilaration surpasses that of flying, for this ancestral knowledge satiates his thirst for 

identity and a male figure that he can be proud of much more than an airplane satisfies 

his need to feel free. Milkman tells the woman Sweet, "He didn't need no airplane. He 

just took off; got fed up. All the w0' up! No more cotton! No more bales! No more 

orders! No more shit! He flew, baby. Lifted his black ass up in the sky and flew on 

home" (328). Milkman celebrates Solomon's heroism, but Sweet follows up his 

extensive ravings with two extremely important questions that change the emphases of 

Morrison's version of the tale. Sweet asks "Where'd he go, Macon?" to which Milkman, 

still is a state of sheer elation, replies that home was Africa, not Georgia. She follows up 

this question with another, one rarely contemplated by those finding significance in the 

Flying African folktale. "Who'd he leave behind," she asks, to which he replies, 

"Everyone! He left everybody down on the ground and he sailed on off like a black 

eagle" (328). 

Sweet reminds readers that an element of the Flying African myth often forgotten 

is that in each instance someone, a family member or friend, is left behind to tell the 
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story. Wendy Walters writes, "Each tale must have leaving structured into it: for it is 

certainly not the dominant culture, as represented by driver, overseer or master, who will 

pass on this legend of resistance to future generations" (19). Usually those who return to 

Africa are natives of that continent, and those left behind are American-born. Just as 

Rosa Grant's great-grandmother Teresa flew away and left her daughter Ryna standing in 

the field, so does Milkman's great-grandfather Solomon leave his wife Ryna and twenty 

children behind him. He attempts to take the infant Jake with him, but accidentally drops 

the tiny baby on his way. Both Rynas are left to mourn the loss of their loved ones that 

choose Africa over their own company. In an ironic twist of heroism, the women and 

children are left behind to tell the story of the Flying African to future generations. These 

unsung heroes, Ryna, her children, Susan Byrd, Circe, the playing children, and Pilate, all 

pass the story of Solomon on to his great-grandson, but do not participate themselves in 

the glory and triumph of the tale. By including them in the "social whole" of the novel, 

Morrison shifts the emphasis of the tale from the one who flew to the ones he left behind 

(Walters 18). 

Milkman is unable to recognize his great-grandfather's irresponsibility, even after 

Sweet pointedly asks about those who Solomon left hehind to continue laboring as 

slaves. Only after he hears of Hagar's death does Milkman make the connection between 

his own responsibility toward Hagar and Solomon's toward Ryna and their children. 

This moment of revelation has been creeping up on Milkman throughout the entire novel, 

and most readers are able to recognize the connection long before he does. After 

Milkman awakens from Pilate's violent reaction to his return North, he deciphers on his 

own what has occurred and who is to blame, something which he could not have done 

before his journey: 

While he dreamt of flying, Hagar was dying. Sweet's silvery voice came 

back to him: "Who'd he leave behind?" He left Ryna behind and twenty 
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children .... And Ryna had thrown herself allover the ground, lost her 

mind, and was still crying in a ditch [Ryna's Gulch]. Who looked after 

those twenty children? Jesus Christ, he left twenty-one children. (332) 

Women and children play key roles in Song of Solomon, not just as the unsung 

heroes of the legend, but also as those who sing its praises (Walters 19). Women serve as 

guideposts along Milkman's journey, the informants that enable him to look in the 

correct direction for his next clues to unlocking his past. Children act as the preservers 

of the story by capturing it in a song and by passing it on to their own children and 

grandchildren. Milkman realizes after recognizing Solomon's irresponsibility toward his 

own family that despite this fact, his children kept the memory of their father and his feat 

alive. Milkman recognizes that "Shalimar left his [children], but it was the children who 

sang about it and kept the story of his leaving alive" (322). Once again Morrison 

emphasizes this aspect of folklore that is not commonly addressed, much as Virginia 

Hamilton recognizes the role of children in her version of the myth, "The People Could 

Fly." Hamilton's story ends with the lines, "They say that the children of the ones who 

could not fly told their children. And now, me, I have told it to you" (172). The millions 

of slaves who never had the chance to flyaway find pride, hope, and spiritual freedom in 

the tale of their empowered ancestors. Yet in Hamilton's tale we do not find the 

bitterness lurking beneath the sweetness of the Flying African myth that we find in Song 

olSolomon. The liberation and exhilaration of the myth is tempered by the sounds of 

Ryna's wails echoing in Ryna's Gulch and by the chorus of the children's song, "0 

Solomon don't leave me here / Cotton balls to choke me" (303). 

Eventually both the myth and the protagonist come full circle, ending in the place 

. which they began, with Pilate Dead. If the blood of the Flying Africans resides inside of 

Milkman's body, then it consumes Pilate's. Her connection to the past remains unbroken 

throughout the novel, and Milkman and the readers receive clues along the way that 
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Pilate, too, knows how to "fly." In Shalimar one man responds to a question about Pilate 

with, "Pilot Dead. She do any flying'?" (283). Milkman brushes off the question, but as 

he looks at her still form, lying peacefully where it falls in the final scene, he realizes 

"why he loved her so. Without ever leaving the ground, she could fly" (336). Even 

Pilate's name becomes significant in this final scene: 

[ ... J the father's writing of Pilate's name symbolizes the energy and 

familial bonding between the father and his daughter and, in the scene of 

her death, the eternal, spiritual life of the woman named Pilate, when the 

bird flies away with her earring. (Middleton 26-27) 

Even in death Pilate flies on the wings of a bird, where she has always belonged. Pilate, 

not Solomon, is the true hero in Milkman's changed eyes. She stays by her family's side 

through hard times while Solomon abandoned his entire family for the selfish fulfillment 

of his own desires. Morrison alters the significance of the myth by placing Pilate at its 

center in Milkman's tribute to his dying aunt. As Pilate lies dying, she asks Milkman to 

sing to her. In recognition of her heroic standing in his own heart, Milkman changes the 

words to Pilate's song "0 Sugarman" and instead sings 

SugargirI don't leave me here 

Cotton balls to choke me 

Sugargirl don't leave me here 

Bukra's arms to yoke me (336) 

By placing a feminist twist on her transformation of the Flying African myth, 

Morrison demonstrates how folktales can be transformed into literature without 

becoming static. Song of Solomon accomplishes that which transcribed folktales and 

even jxJetry cannot: to demonstrate how a folktale functions within a society on the 

community and personal level to formulate the perceptions and identities of all those that 

come in contact with the story. Morrison examines all aspects of this version of the 
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Flying African folktale, from its origin to its lasting influence. Song o/Solomon succeeds 

as "both print and oral literature, " crossing the boundary between two fonns previously 

POrtrayed as mutually exclusive (MOrrison, "Rootedness" 341). MOrrison brings the 

Flying African folktale back to life, as the functional, evolving story it began as so long 
ago. 

58 



" 
ii , , i 

Appendix A: Variations of the Flying Afucan Myth from =:nd ShadOWS' Survival 
StudIes AmoDi the GeofiJa Coastal 

StOrytellers 
Storytellers' 

Elements of Flying BaCkgrounds 
African Tale 

1. Jack Wilson 
elderly man, owns small 

-story told by mother junk shop in Old Fort 
-magIc power comes (NE of Savannah) 
fromAfuca 

-magic password needed 
-must believe in magic 
-Uncle could fly 

2. Paul Singleton 
born into slavery on 

-story told by father plantation near Darien, 
-many would fly back to lives in Tin City (E of 
Afuca Savannah 

-Would "take wing" 
3. Mose Brown 

elderly man living in Tin 
-story from grandfather City 
-man & wife 
-said goodbye & flew 

4. MarthaPage 
80 years old, grandfather 

-story from grandfather from Afuca, lives in 
-some people in Afuca Yarnacraw(Wof 
could fly Savannah) 

5. Thomas Smith 
80 years old, lives in 

-Afuca is land of magic Yarnacraw 
-magic of Moses in 
Blacks 

-believes story 
6. Carrie Hamilton 

70 years old, lives in 
-story told by mother Yarnacraw 
-man & wife 
-tricked aboard ship 
-St. Helena plantation 
-said goodbye and flew 

7. Charles Singleton 
88 years old, lives in 

-heard many stories of Springfield (W of 
flying folk Savannah) 

-con man selling wings 
8. Dorothy Johnson 

elderly woman, lives in 
-story told by old folks Springfield 
-people "take wing" 

note: All information about storytellers accurate in 1939 and 1940. Most of the 
storytellers are now deceased. 
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9. George Little 

10. Prince Sneed 

II. Serina Hall 

12. Jack Tattnall 

13. Peter McQueen 

14. "Uncle Jonah" 

15. Rosa Grant 

root doctor, lives in 
Brownville (W of 
Savannah) 

over 60 years old, lives 
in White Bluff (SE of 
Savannah) 

88 years old, was a slave 
on St. Catherine's 
Island, lives in White 
Bluff 

over 70 years old, a river 
man, lived entire life on 
Wilmington Island (in 
Wilmington River) 

middle-aged man, lives 
on Wilmington Island 

87 years old, born into 
slavery, lives in Sunbury 

65 years old, 
grandparents are from 
Africa, lives in Possum 
Point (on A1tamaba 
River) 

-believes story is true 
-need magic knowledge 
-man flew from prison 
in Springfield recently 

-need bone of black cat 

-story from grandfather 
-owned by Waldburg on 
St. Catherine 

-two African slaves 
-hoe working itself 
-magic chant 
-grandfather witnessed 

-story told by mother 
-man and wife 
-flew back and forth, 
plantation to Africa 

-children couldn't fly 
-daughter must learn 
password and kill a man 

-many from Africa could 
fly 

-group in field flies back 
one by one 

-folks (witches) can fly 
even now (1940) 

-boatload from Africa 
kept in cabin 

-reached Sunbury and 
saw it wasn't Africa 

-"took wing" & returned 

-great-grandmother 
Theresa tricked onto 
boat with red cloth 
-in field with daughter 
Ryna 

-twirls, raises arms, flies 
-didn't teach Ryna how 
to fly 

note: All information about storytellers accurate in 1939 and 1940. Most of the 
storytellers are now deceased. 
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16. Wallace 
Quarterman 

17. Priscilla 
McCullough 

18. Lawrence Baker 

19. Shad Hall 

20. Charles Hunter 

21. Henry Bates 

born July 14, 1844 and 
lives in Darien 

born - 1862 into slavery 
and lives in Darien 

over 70 years old and 
lives in Darien 

over 100 years old, lives 
on Sapelo Island (in 
"Golden Isles" off coast) 

very elderly man, lives 
on St. Simons Island 
(off GA coast near 
Brunswick on mainland) 

75 years old and lives in 
Currytown 

-Ryna thought she was 
not born with the power 

-Africans to be whipped 
by overseer Mr. Blue 

-stuck hoe in field 
-strange words 
-turned into buzzards 
and flew away 

-knows many witnesses 

-story told by mother 
-slaves in field form ring 
and spin faster & faster 

-one by one "take wing" 
and fly back to Africa 

-story from grandmother 
-would "take wing" if 
unhappy on plantation 

-Africans who can work 
magic hoe can also fly 

-group going to be 
whipped runs to river 

-rise & fly to Africa 
-on Butler Island 

-knew as child African 
coJtiurer Alexander 

-claimed he and family 
in Africa could all fly 

-never witnessed 

-some slaves could fly 
off any time that they 
wanted to 

note: All information about storytellers accurate in 1939 and 1940. Most of the 
storytellers are now deceased. 
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Appendix B: Magic words, passwords, chants, and songs 
connected to the Flying African myth 

From the WPA's Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies Among the 
Georgia Coastal Negroes 

I. This is an African song sung by Tony William Delegal, a man over one hundred years 
old living in the tiny village of Ogeecheetown near Brownville, Georgia. Delegal was a 
slave on the plantation of Maj or John Thomas in Harris Neck. The song, of which 
Delegal was unable to give an English translation, is very close to the chants and magic 
words appearing in many versions of the Flying African myth. 

Wa kum kum munin 
Kum baba yano 
Lai lai tambe 
Ashi boong a nomo 
Shi wali go 
Ashiquank 

Kum baba yano 
Lai lai tambe 
Ashi lai lai lai 
Shi wali go 
Dhum. (54-55) 

2. This password is from Serina Hall's version of the Flying African folktale and is 
... taught to the daughter of the couple who are able to fly as one of the conditions of flight. 

"Who loss dub key Branzobo?" (81) 

3. In Wallace Quarterman's version of the tale he inserted nonsense words where magic 
words should have been. This may be because he did not trust the folktale collector or 
because he forgot or never knew the words. The bird sounds which he did insert are still 
significant, though, considering that in his tale the Africans are transformed into 
buzzards. 

"quack, quack, quack" (150-51) 
"gabble, gabble, gabble" (150) 

4. In Prince Sneed's story the two Africans resting in the shade say these magic words 
before rising off of the ground and flying away. Some of the words are very similar to 
those in Delegal' s African song. 

Kum buba yali kum buba tambe 
Kum kunka yali kum kunka tambe (79) 

.. .. .. .. 
From Virginia Hamilton's The People Could Fly 

5. Virginia Hamilton writes her own version of the Flying African folktale, choosing to 
include some of the magic words that she has picked up from other versions of the tale. 
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In each instance it is the African slave Toby who whispers these words that cause others 
to rise off of the ground and flyaway to freedom. 

"Kum ... yali, kum buba tambe" (169) 
"Kum kunka yali, kum ... tambe!" (170) 
" ... buba yali ... buba tambe ... " (171) 

.. .. .. .. 
From Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon 

6. The song about Sugarman develops throughout the novel. The chorus is sung in the 
first chapter, but we do not hear any other stanza until the next chapter. 

o Sugarman don't leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
o Sugarman don't leave me here 
Buckra's arms to yoke me ... 

Sugarman done flyaway 
Sugarman done gone 
Sugarman cut across the sky 
Sugarman gone home. (49) 

7. On his journeys in the second part of the novel, Macon (Milkman) Dead keeps 
encountering children singing a song very similar to the Sugarman song that he has heard 
Pilot Sing in his past. Variations oflines are listed below the line included in the version Milkman records. 

Jake the only son of Solomon 
Come booba yalle, come booba tambee 
Whirled about and touched the sun 
[Whirl about and touch the sun (264)] 
Come konka yalle, come konka tambee 
[Come booba yalle, come booba yalle (264)J 

Left that baby in a white man's house 
Come booba yalle, come booba tambee 
Heddy took him to a red man's house 
Come konka yalle, come konka tambee 

Black lady fell down on the ground 
Come booba yalle, COme booba tambee 
Threw her body all around 
Come konka yalle, come konka tambee 

Solomon and Ryna Balali ShaIut 
Yaruba Medina Muhammet too. 
Nestor Kalina Saraka cake. 
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Twenty-one children, the last one Jake! 

o Solomon don't leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
o Solomon don't leave me here 
Buckra's arms to yoke me 

Solomon done flyaway, Solomon done gone 
Solomon cut across the sky, Solomon gone home. (303) 

8. When Pilate is shot by Guitar at the end of the novel, she asks Milkman to sing to her 
as she lies dying in his arms. Milkman now recognizes that Pilate has made far more 
sacrifices for her family than Solomon ever did, and that she is the true hero of the song 
she knows so well. The final version of "0 Sugarman" is turned into a tribute for the 
fallen heroine. 

SugargirJ don't leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
SugargirJ don't leave me here 
Bukra's arms to yoke me (336) 
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