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BOOK BREAK

Novel on John Brown:
fascinating, haunting

“Raising Holy Hell,”
by Bruce Olds (333
pp.. $22.50, Henry
Holt) .

In this uniquely for-
matted novel, Bruce
Qlds paints a haunting
portrait of one of the
mosat controversial fig-
ures in American his-
wcrgﬁg tory. You may not un-
deratand the shadawy
hcars of the 19th.century abolitionlst,
Johin Brown, when you finish this fic-
tionalized blography, but Olds’ rendi-
tion of his scvere and stoic subject fas-
cinates and convinces from first sylia-
ble to last,

Brawn was born in 1800 in Connccti-
cut, the son of a stern, Bible-thumplng
tanner, His chitdhood, painful ond ob-
breviated, was marked by thoe death of
his mother when he was eight years old.
1t is hard to say cxzactly when he took
up the cause of abolition, but onee he
did, everything elss (Including wife,
Mary, and his numerous children)
played o distinctly secondary role in hia
life. His belief that ke was led by God in
this “hely war" never scemed to falter,
no matter the merciless killings, no
matter that 8 number of his sons died
in the carnage,

After the infamous raid on the U.S.

*armory ot Harpers Ferry (where Brown

antl only 21 other abolitionists took on
federal troops), he was dispatched by
Lt. Col. Robert E. Lec to Charlestown,
Va.. and hanged there Dec, 2, 1859. Ar-
xunbly.' his activi mcn (nllhough in

en not ad)
served to light the fuse which evcnluul-
ly erupted into the U.S, Civil War,

Otila, who has close family ties {n the
Detrait area, tells his obsorbing story
via narrative, letters, poems, song lyr-
{es, fictionalized interviews, courticem
transcripts, ond other devices which not
only Mesh out the enigmntic Brown, but
delincate his times as well. The pro-
slavery beliefs of Founding Fathem
Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and
others Illuminate — and darken -
American history, and Olds und

B You may rot understand
the shadowy heart of the
19th.century abgolitionlst,
John Brown, when you fin.
Ish this ficticnalized blog-
raphy, but Glds’ rondition
of his sovere and stolc
subject fascinatos and
convinces from first sylia-
ble to last.

me mad {and) kilt me dead.”

His daughter, Ruth, stressen that her
father wos neither o saint nor lunatic,
as many insisted nt the time of his
dcath, but aman touched by “the genius
of faith. His son, John Brown Jr., whose
prumising career in pelitica was demol-
ished by his father's actions, confesses
that “It is a wondrous . lhing to reat-
ize that une's fother In tmly brave,” but
adds, ) had no stomach for his brand
of moral ruthlessncss.”

Not surprisingly, Brown didn't see
himsell as others did, “[ am here to ere-
ate difficully,” he snys at one point. “i
wreuk havoc upon alavekeepers,” To his
chHdren, he sends a final letter ahortly
before hix execution. It reads “Dear
Family: 1 admonish you always to re-
member — B8 guod haters.”

‘There scema to have been truly a part
of John Brown that nothing elee besides
hia “cause” cver touched. As he rides to
his exccution in the back of 2 horse-
drawn wagon, he sita atop his own eask-
et, discussing tho countryside. When he
arriven, he takes the gnllows steps, two
at a time. He grows {rritable and impa-
tient then, eager to hurry hls own hang-
ing. {Among those witnessing the grim
cvent is n young militiaman conrigned
to Company I of the 1st Virginie. His
nrame in John Wilkes Booth.)

Olds appears to have a big. soft spot
in his writer's heart for the unusual
{sometimes made-up?) word. Whilo this
at times enlivens hia efforts, it also af-
ter a timo (cndn to fee! a bit mannered
and over ght. Within one page, for

vividly the unspeakable, but legal, prac-
tices of the institution Brown fought
sgainst.

Transcendalist Bronson Alcoit pra-
ises John Brown, ss do American icons
Henry David Thoreau and Raiph Wal-
do Emerson. African-American Froder-
ick Douglass, on the other hand, ap-
pears to bnve mutdcd hu friend with

ly
dent plea to join the roiders ot Harpers
Ferry. ("1 never approved of hls meth-
ods,” says Douglans.)
Olds slso festures the Input of vari-
ous memben o! Bnmn s family in this
. Th .
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1st's first wife, Dilnum sk, says, *1
shared (his)} bed for 11 yoars, and if the
best of him was a dotish father nn(é loy-
rove

g Brown's ar-

instance, readers will encounter *diplo-
ple,” uocltdolanr and “talntured.”
And throughout you'll mect verba
you've never met before, Keep a diction-
ary handy.

LAST WORDS Jane Hamilton, au-
thor of tne acclaimed novel, “A Map of
the World,” will sign books and read
from her work at Birmingham's
. Baldwin Library, 7:30 p.m. Wedncs-
"dasy, Nov. 16, For further details, call
810-647-1700.

Victoria Diaz of Livenia, a longtime
member of Detroit Women Writers, has
a lifelong interest in reading * mcry!bmg
from great novels to cereol baxes.” You
can leave a message for her on a Touch-
Tone phone by disling (313) 853-2047
and her mailbox number, 1554,
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