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Karen Davis

Bailey, Anne C.  African Voices of the Atlantic Slave Trade.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 2005

A professor of history at Spelman College, Bailey explores the stories of slavery from a previously untapped resource, West African descendants of slaves and the rulers who traded them.  She references the Federal Writers’ Project of the WPA  in 1930’s America as one of few only a few collections of narratives of former slaves.  Her inclusion of photographs and bibliography provide her story and search credible authority for her works and findings.  Since this book didn’t include Senegal or Goree Island references specifically, I did not read it for this pre-journey study, but would likely find it interesting as a post-Africa read.  (3/09)
Bennett,  Martin.  West African Trickster Tales.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1994. (JCL)
In this retelling of girot’s stories, Bennett continues the West African tradition of updating and adapting old tales into current culture.  Old favorites like Ananse the spider, Tortise, and Lewk, the hare may travel like a rocket or work like a telephone even though the originals wouldn’t have used those images.  The similarities between these and other tales like Brer Rabbit indicate the impact, mobility, and even common values of such tales throughout time and across cultures.  I hope to see and hear a modern girot in action this summer.  The tales and the storytelling add whimsy and fun to info about another culture.  (3/09)
Crowder, Michael.  West Africa An Introduction to its History.  London:  Longman, 1977. (IUPUI)

With a list of questions, a bibliography, an index, and section headings, Crowder’s text provides information with study emphasis.  Although somewhat dated (1977) the text’s sections, divided by historic time period, focus on key trends and events influential in the region’s development and culture.,  Various ethnic groups, empires, and political changes encompass much of the text.  Issues concerning slavery, the slave trade, and colonial dominance contribute to the discussion.  Illustrations, sketches, maps, and charts corroborate the text with political, demographic and cultural information.  With objective treatment, Crowder mentions some specific countries and their historic significance, political economic and cultural contributions; conversely with a selective overview he does not develop detailed insights or accounts of individual countries or a region.  This accessible text is a good intro and reference through the history and territories of West Africa.  For additional updated information and focus on individual countries, reference other source.  (6/09)
Davidson, Basil.  West Africa before the Colonial Era A History to 1850.  New York:  Longman,1998.  (IUPUI)
Other works by Davidson recommended from the African Studies Institute corroborate his knowledge, so this text by extension carries automatic credibility for the social and political history of the peoples of West Africa.  This study includes illustrations, maps, historical content, a comparative time line, index, and straight-forward treatment.  Intended for “readers outside West Africa,” the text presents more detailed information about topics a cursory study introduces.  While I haven’t read it yet, if I travel to West Africa, I will.  (6/09)
DeWolf, Thomas Norman.  Inheriting the Trade.  Boston:  Beacon Press, 2008.  (Johnson County Library, KSD)

Subtitlted, “A Northern Family Confronts Its Legacy as the Largest Slave-Trading Dynasty in U.S. History,” this book struck me as an attempt to make a buck from a perverse distinction.  Yet, it intrigued me to see how the story panned out.  The jacket claims it’s “DeWolf’s powerful and disarmingly honest memoir of the journey in which ten family members retraced the steps of their ancestors and uncovered the hidden history of New England and the other northern states.”  But before I could read it, my dog ate it, literally.  The remnants are still on my shelf; since I had to pay the library, I own it and can read what’s left of it at my leisure.  It sounds intriguing as another historic and modern perspective.  I believe the White River Branch was planning to replace it in the collection.  (6/09)
Hatt, Christine.  Slavery from Africa to the Americas.  New York:  Peter Bedrick Books, 1997.  

This children’s book spans the centuries of West African slaves in America and the Caribbean from its origins through the Civil Rights Movement.  With authoritative pictures and artifacts, Hatt provides details for the big picture of slavery.  Her approach focuses on the cruelties and degradation of slavery.  Instruction friendly with tips about reading and understanding the document and extracts, the text encourages student involvement.  Even an index elevates it from a puerile text.  While not extensive in specifics, this history sourcebook peaks the interest of students who will explore the history in more details.  (3/09)
Juvenile Books:

Barboza, Steven.  Door of No Return:  The Legend of Goreé Island.  New York:  Penguin/Cobblehill, 1994. (JC)

Beaton, Margaret.  Senegal (Enchantment of the World) Connecticut:  Children’s Press, 1997. (JC)

Beatty, Theresa M.  Food and Recipes of Africa.  New York:  Power Kids Press, 199?.

Berg, Elizabeth L.  Cultures of the World  Senegal.  New York:  Marshal Cavendish, 1999.

Brownlie, Alison.  Senegal (Worldfocus).  Chicago:  Heineman Library.  1996. (JC)

Bynum, Eboni and Roland Jackson.  Jamari’s Drum.  Toronto:  Douglas & McIntyre.  2004.

Cunname, Kelly.  For You Are a Kenyan Child.  New York:  Antheneum Books for Young Readers, 2006.

Harris, Colin.  A Taste of West Africa (Food Around the World).  Ontario, Canada:  Thomson Learning, 
1994.  (JC)

Harris, Colin.  A Taste of West Africa (Food Around the World).  Ontario, Canada:  Thomson Learning, 
1994.  (JC)

Haskinw, Jim and Joann Biondi.  From Afar to Zulu A Dictionary of African Cultures.  New York:  Walker and Company, 1995.

Koslow, Philip.  Ancient Ghana: the Land of Gold.  Langhorne, Pennsylvania:  Chelsea House, 1995. (JC)

-----.  Centuries of Greatness:  The West African Kingdoms, 750-1900.  Langhorne, Pennsylvania:  Chelsea 
House, 1995. 

-----.  Lords of the Savanna:  The Bambara, Fulani, Mossi, Nupe & Wolofo (The Kingdoms of Africa). 
Langhorne, Pennsylvania:  Chelsea House, 1997. 

-----.  Songhay:  The Empire Builders (The Kingdoms of Africa).  Langhorne, Pennsylvania:  Chelsea House, 
1995.  (JC)

Montgomery, Bertha Vining and Constance Nabwire. Cooking the West African Way.  Minneapolis:  Lerner Publications Company, 2002.

Sallah, Tijan, Gary V. Wyck (Ed.), and George Bond (Ed.).  Wolof (Senegal).  New York: Rosen Publishing 
Group, Inc.  1996.  

Williams, Sheron.  Imani’s Music.  New York:  Atheneum Books for Young Readers, 2002.  
This smattering of juvenile books from the Johnson County Library served as my introduction to Senegal.  Having applied for and received a spot with a k-12 study group through Franklin College, I began preparation for the summer, 2009 trip to West Africa  by reading these books, many which Simone Pilon, the director of international studies, suggested.  

Not knowing much at all about West Africa, Senegal, or Wolof, I learned much from these texts.  Generally elementary in language and style, the books nevertheless provided a necessary overview of many aspects of the culture, history, lifestyle and languages previously foreign to me.  Some are quite simplistic while others provide more details, insights, and commentary about not only current conditions but also perceptions from various perspectives about Africa’s history, influence, and status from ancient civilization through the slave trade and colonial eras into more modern liberation and independence.   Some endeavor to remain objective in tone and sentiment; others make clear the awfulness of slavery and its impact on the people involved on both sides of the Atlantic.  All demonstrate in some way the influence and interconnection of peoples and cultures no matter what forces bring them together be they geographic, economic, educational, religious, necessity, or whimsical.  

I’ll advance to the next level of reading, a step up in difficulty and concepts, with other books from the list.  I plan to use some of this new-found knowledge of African cultures in World Literature to help students expand their world view as I continue to expand mine.  Travel and self-discovery translate into memorable knowledge.  I intend to continue mine both vicariously and actually.   
 (11/08--3/09)

Laye, Camara.  The Dark Child.  New York:  Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1954.

Translated from French, this autobiography chronicles episodes and relationships of a young African boy and his family with sincerity and simplicity.  By evoking his memories of customs, traditions, and rituals of his family, Laye not only satisfies his yearning to maintain ties to his culture but also educates readers in a personal, not pedantic telling.  His growing awareness of an ever expanding world—his mother’s hut, the concession of the huts of his father, family and workers, his grandmother’s rural home, school in far away Conakry, ultimately France and the world—encompass a journey of miles.  His growing awareness of home, family, dignity, opportunity, change encompass a journey to manhood.  

My favorite quote focuses on the value of thinking before speaking or acting:  One did not act without duly considering such actions, even though it were an entirely personal affair.  The rights of others were highly respected.  And if intelligence seemed slower it was because reflection preceded speech and because speech itself was a most serious matter” (62). 

While Laye’s story provided West African traditions and practices, it more importantly promoted essential values of human nature:  family love, dignity of self, pride in tradition, education, acceptance of loss and change.  It therefore becomes not just one man’s story but a quintessential story of life.  

Rhythmic, almost poetic, Laye’s language describes as it lulls the reader into a comfortable read.  Dialogue with family and close companions authenticates and personalizes the descriptions and the people.  Travel to mid 20th century West Africa and broaden your horizons. (6/09)
Laye, Camara.  The Radiance of the King.  New York:  New York Review Books, 1971.


When ordering Laye’s The Dark Child, I saw this novel with an introduction by Toni Morrison, so I bought it, too.  (KSD)

Levitzion, Nehemia.  Islam inWest Africa.  Brookfield, VT:  Variorum Ashgate Publishing,1994.  (IUPUI)

I didn’t take the time to read this yet, but after hearing the presentation about Islam in Africa at the African Studies Institute, I will keep it in mind for historic reference.  It appears detailed an dense and likely provides more information than I need.  (6/09)
Ohaegbulam, F. Ugboaja.  West African Responses to European Imperialism in the 19th and 20th Centuries.  New York:   Press of America,  2002.  (IUPUI)

Now that I have more basic information about African history, this text, which I started reading, would be quite useful for an African not Western perspective.  The tone is strident as it objects to the intrusive nature of Imperialism on all facets of West African life.  Insights and information make it useful as a reference tool.  (6/09)
Ross, Eric.  Culture and Customs of Senegal.  Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press, 2008.  (KSD)

From a series of Culture and Customs of Africa, this volume focuses on Senegal. with a chronology then chapters on Geography & History, Religion, Literature, Academics & Media, Art & Architecture, Cuisine and Traditional Dress, Family & Gender, Social Customs and Lifestyle, Music Dance, & Sports.  More sophisticated than similar juvenile series, this text has more details and up-to-date information presented objectively.  (6/09)
Streissguth, Tom. Senegal in Pictures.  Minneapolis:  Twenty-first Century Books, 2009.  (KSD)

Colorful and lively, the illustrations capture what seems to be the essence of Senegal.  A recent publication, it’s filled with website links and glitzy techno design to make the text more appealing to computer-savvy kids.  It’s even “web-enhanced @www.vgsbooks.com!  Verbal snapshots of famous people and sights, a glossary and selected Bibliography make it a useful study guide.   (6/09)
Thomas, Velma Maia.  Lest We Forget:  The Passage from Africa to Slavery and Emancipation.  New York:  Crown Publishers, Inc. 1997.  

Described as “a three-dimensional interactive book with photographs and documents from the Black Holocaust Exhibit,” this book poignantly reveals the story of slavery from the first person perspective of a descendent of slaves.  The sympathetic narrator reveals quietly yet resoundingly the struggles and circumstances of “my people” via the narrative and the historical letters, pictures, and documents that fill the envelopes, newspaper articles, background paper of this collection.  The presentation lends authenticity to the narrative and makes it personal, almost intimate.  Providing insights for children not familiar with the practice or issues of slavery and perspective for those with historical background, this book’s format proved memorable.  (3/09)
Winsnes, Selena Axelrod (Translator/Editor).  Letters on West Africa and the Slave Trade: Paul Erdmann Isert’s Journey to Guinea and the Caribbean Islands in Columbia (1788)  Legon-Accra, Ghana:  Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2007. (IUPUI)

From the back cover:  “Isert’s book, in the form of 12 letters evidently written for publication, has excited interest ever since it first appeared in 1788.  Modern scholars have long had a great interest in, and the need for, careful translation of early Danish sources on Africa; but though Isert’s text was long ago translated into other language, this is the first translation from the original German into English. 


Modern scholars have become interested in Isert because he himself approached his subjects in a scholarly and scientific way.  Already a respected botanist and medical doctor, Isert became interested in ethnography on his arrival in Accra.  His letters contain an unrivalled wealth of information, including details of customs, clothing, martial arts, music and recreation.  His descriptions are more valuable because, in marked contrast to his predecessors, he reveals an overwhelmingly positive, sympathetic and respectful attitude towards the Africans and their way of life. 


Isert has a special place in West African history because of his attempt to establish a plantation on the Gold Coast to counteract the trans-atlantic slave trade.  The last part of Isert’s book concentrates on the slave trade in the West Indies, and includes a first-hand description of a slave revolt on a ship.  


Throughout the text Isert draws a clear and lively picture of life on the Gold and  lave Coasts of Africa and the Danish and French Islands in the West Indies a the end of the 18th century.”  


This authentic account from the time period would be a worthy read.  My dog Boo made just enough noise as he tasted the edges for me to stop him from destroying this book also.  I wonder if it’s the subject matter, the paper, or previous library patrons that attract him to books as a meal?  

