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r re-enactment gets a satirical skewering

FICTION: SATIRE

Welcome to
Braggsville

by 'I. Geronimo Johnson
(Morrow)

ter’s degree there.) In this
strange place, “where the
elsewhere unimaginable
was mere mundanity,”
D’aron arrives like some
Southern-fried Candide,
dazzled by the foreign no-
menclature, the “designer-
sneaker Zapatistas” and
the rainbow of races.

Of course, satirizing this
politically correct world is
tantamount to euthanizing
fish in a cruelty-free bar-
rel, but Johnson is better at
mocking academia than
anybody since David
Lodge, and his narration
has such athleticism that
you feel energized just
running alongside him —
or even several strides
»ehind.

His sentences are long
ind jaggy, sparked with
tray cultural references.
{e dips unpredictably into
ither characters’ voices,
olleying their jokes and

et phrases, nesting iro-
ies within ironies. He
1ints between first and

:cond person, he moon-

alks into history, he spins

om comedy to tragedy to
litorial in a single para-
aph. In short, Johnson

)es things you don’t think

2 advisable, which makes

; success all the more

‘esome.

3ut “Welcome to Braggs-

le” isn’t all linguistic

‘obatics at the expense

of its characters. Johnson
writes about D’aron with
real heart. He cradles this
young man’s innocence
and sympathizes with his
desperation to fit in —
which D’aron finally does
during the second semes-
ter, when he meets a group
of oddballs who call them-
selves “the 4 Little Indi-
ans” (ironical reclamation
of racist tropes is so em-
powering). There’s Louis, a
Malaysian American from
the Bay Area, who wants to
be “the next Lenny Bruce
Lee, kung fu comedian”;
Charlie, an African-Ameri-
can from Chicago who
looks like he’s on the foot-
ball team; and Candice,
vho claims she’s part
American Indian and can
out-outrage even the most
self-righteous posers.
(Don’t discount Johnson'’s
Apache middle name.)

The whole novel turns
on a stray comment in a
class called “American
History, X, Y, and Z: Alter-
native Perspectives”
D’aron mentions that his
hometown stages a Civil
‘War re-enactment every
year during its Pride Week
Patriot Days Festival.

The class is shocked.
“They’d heard tell of Civil
‘War re-enactments,” John-
son writes, “but they were
still occurring? The War
Between the States was
another time and another
country. As was the South.
Are barbers still surgeons?
Is there still sharecrop-
ping? What about indoor
plumbing? Like an old Loo-
ney Tunes skit, Tex Avery
tag ensued. Charlie
gawked at Louis, who
gawped at Candice, who
generously suggested it as
a capstone project to the
professor, who Googled
the event and announced
that it coincided with
spring break. Serendipity
has spoken.”

From that bizarre prem-
ise hangs a story that will
shock and disturb you. The
trip to Braggsville — popu-
lation 712, once a contend-
er for the capital of Geor-
gia — offers Johnson a
chance to descend into the

— Don’t you get it? ” Ev-
erybody knows that the
black people who live way
off on the other side of
town in the Gully are hap-
py there. And that enor-
mous Confederate flag
wrapped around the

was about states’ rights,
don’t you know?

In light of new research
from the Equal Justice Ini-
tiative about the preva-
lence of lynchings and the
country’s demonic success
at rendering them histori-

fetid pool of Southern watchtower? Just a symbol  cally invisible, this extraor-
pride that still romanticiz-  of civic pride. Yes, the dinary novel could not be
es the antebellum era. town’s Civil War “re-enact- more relevant. With young
Dr’aron’s parents and ments were reinstated D’aron, Johnson forces us
neighbors are perfectly back in the 1950s in re- to consider our deter-
pleasant people who just sponse to mandated inte- mined ignorance and na-
happen to have blacklawn  gration,” but that doesn’t ivete. Part of growing up in
jockeys in their yards and mean those nostalgic bat- America, he knows, is
racist bumper stickers on tle skits have anything to learning how to negotiate
their trucks. It’s all in fun do with slavery. The war that national amnesia.
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