

































































Quincy Mix

**My only sin...is in my skin.”” No press conference rant
could have expressed African-American suffering so tragi-
cally, profoundly, or tastefully.*®

By his own admission, Satchmo was no “front-line”
civil rights activist.”” Yet, in reviving “Black and Blue” for
the tour, Armstrong found a way to make a “powerful...mu-
sical statement about race” in America, a way to stand in sol-
idarity with marchers at Selma while still maintaining his de-
corum and poise as a cultural diplomat of the United States.
In so doing, implies Daniel Stein—another Armstrong biog-
rapher and jazz historian—Satchmo proved that “music
[could] further political achievements™ just as well as, if not
better than traditional forms of protest.”’

Furthermore, in demonstrating a willingness to ad-
dress American racism in his Eastern Bloc concerts, Arm-
strong actually fulfilled the highest calling of an authentic
U.S. ambassador. Through jazz in general and through
“Black and Blue” in particular, he both “enact[ed] liberation’
and presented a “vivid picture of American democratic ide-
als” for those who suffered under totalitarian Communist op-
pression. Instead of harming or subverting America’s foreign
policy aims, Satchmo enhanced them with his own respectful
and artistic “demonstration of free speech.””" Simply put, in
exercising his liberty to critique the shortfalls of his nation,
Armstrong showed the Eastern Bloc the true meaning of
American freedom and “the resilience of American democ-
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Armstrong’s foray behind the Iron Curtain typified that criti-
cal “allure and diffusion.”™'

Buttressing this Cold War cultural victory was Arm-
strong’s heartfelt “enactment” of the very freedoms that jazz
was meant to convey to its audiences in the first place.* Con-
trary to the accusations of his detractors, Armstrong was no
“racial clown [or] political pushover.”® Rather, years of ex-
perience had turned Satchmo into a “real” ambassador—a
seasoned and dignified diplomat who knew how to strike a
balance between promoting his country’s democratic profile
and “demand[ing] [d]Jemocratic accountability” from his na-
tional government.* In bringing the racial issue to the fore-
front of his artistic endeavors in the Communist Bloc, moreo-
ver, Armstrong fulfilled his responsibility as an honest
spokesman for the American way of life, with all its inspiring
virtues and tragic contradictions.

Given the breadth of the impact that Armstrong and
his Soviet Bloc tour left on the United States and the peoples
of Eastern Europe, perhaps it is worth this nation’s while to
revisit Senator Javits’s recommendation. As America’s
“highest civilian honor,” the Presidential Medal of Freedom
is meant to honor the living and the dead who have made “an
especially meritorious contribution to the security or national
interests of the United States, world peace, cultural or other
significant public or private endeavors.”™ By all accounts,
Satchmo fits the bill.
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