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“All My Sins Are
Relatives,” by W. S,
Penn {257 pp., $25.00,
University of Nebras-
ka Presa).

W. 8. Penn (“The
Absence of Anpl's") is

fusion of time frames and tenses, he

shows us that he can make the mystesi-

ous even more 30, especially for those

are not familisr with what he calls “the

:‘l‘lgxmivu circularity of the oral tradi.
on.”

Ewven 30, Ponn’s book i‘s a worthwhile

sentences important!” he writes at one
point. “They give horns to crows!”

Two of tbe most memorablo sections
of “All'My Bins Are Ralatives™ reflect
his marked scenc-making gifts, When,
as p young mon, he sccompanies his
mother on & rate visit to her parents’

will be relioved to reach

an te o read, especially for who have
- S of English at Michigan  special interest in lite focusing on
vicToqa State University, a tho Native y experience. It
DIAZ ber of the Nation- son1ch Jucidat and wittlly per-
a Advisory Coundl on ceives, lendi 5 to the

Native American Writing and the Na-
tive Writers Circle. He writes here of his
experience as a mixblood of Anglo, Nez
Perce/Osage descent, who grew up not
on a reservation, but in ths city of Los
Angeles.

Though the title may jmply other-
wise, “All My Sins Are Relatives” Is not
Jight reading It is flavored by Pean's
background as a scholar who takes his

ject very, very seriously, and expect
<,Ks readers to meet bim at least half-
way. Somehow, you just know he'd pre-
fer that you sit up straight and didn't
chew gum while
G ing about via bli
ty-punctuated sentences, amidst a con-

" g tlxklnk book..

tary {(and to Penn), “Indizns are popu-
Yar right now,” he observes drily. ™ .. .
you find movies like *Dunces (sic) with
Wolves” that dreas Indian women in
Eastemn beaded buckskin . . . or make
Indisn mep into sentimentalists who
shout “You are my brotber!” from the
ends of stories.”

And “You have to care,” ho reveals to
those who want to know exacly how be
writes 8 hook. “Enou;hteptomolbe'd

- home, readgrs may foel his isolation so
harply they

scene’s end, and head somewhero clee,
anywhere clse. And, when Penn leamo
to “hurry up and wait” among a motley
crew of resourceful Army grunts mixing
urine samples in a desperste attampt to
escapo Viet Nam axsignments, lnughter
and tears seem oqually apropos

Penn hes many specific bones to
pick, and indulges himself by doing
some of the picking bere. His mother
who, according to him, wrote him out of
her will one dey, beads the list. (“Poor
Mother,” ho says, claiming thot, at her
funeral, ho"'w'ept from 1aughter”). Next,

. .. and overcome the inertial dosp
of shoelnces.” )
Now and then, Penn's filigreed proee
turns surpsisingly brief and lively,
scems almost to break into dance.
“Exclamation marks . .. make dull

in no p ordes, he hones in on:
an agent's assistant who once wrote
him “the meanest letter”; the TV cou-
ple who fell in love over that “crystal-
lized coffee gunk™; the Coca-Cola Bot-
tling Co.; editors; mainstream literary
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My Sins . . .” is worthwhile reading

agents; missionaries; his mothor’s fami-

Y. ..

0ld bones aside, howevar, it's Penn's
arsl-tradition-on-paper that really most
distracts and detracts here.

For instance: *I can’t help but won-
der if Parins didn't pick this example to
cite in his biography of Ridge b it
encapsulates — eapecially at this peri-
od of the young Rollins life, shout to
watch his father killed, and later killing .
one of the killers in o disputs over a
horse — the kernels of John Rollin
Ridge pecing in himsclf an examplo of
the Romantic hero who is singled out
by fats for special attention, a trua poet-
jc artist on & quest for the [deal which
was unsttainsble,anda. . .

You get the plcture.

LAST WORDS: Come to Bordens
Birmingham on Friday, Feb, 16 at 7
p.m. to meet Christopher Paul Cortis,
Flint nstive and author of *The Wat-
sons Go To Birmingham — 1963."
Curtis’ debut nove) has received both a
Newbery Honor and a Corctta Scott
King Honor Award, He will read from
his work, in addition to autographing
his book for readers. Call 810-644-1516.
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