I Promise to Remember, pegged partly
to the graying Teenagers’ own comeback
effort (Frankie has been replaced by a
young woman), is an impressionistic, cau-
tionary tale of a life swallowed whole by
the music industry. As one veteran pro-
ducer says, “Who’s gonna tell you what
you're worth if they’re putting it in their
pockets?” The group did not own the
copyright to “Why Do Fools Fall in
Love,” most recently resurrected as a
smash single for Diana Ross. In 1957,
Frankie went solo, flopped, and began to
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hen was the last time you
danced out of a movie so
pleased you insisted on
paying more for your tick-
et? While it’s true that af-
ter a recent screening at the Public no-
body stampeded the box ofhce waving
dollar bills, there were many happy, star-
tled faces. Even had admission been
charged, these three short fiims would

still make a delicious 30-minute package;
as part of the Public’s free weekend se-

ries, this is unquestionably the best film

deal in town.

“When I was a little girl I wanted to be
a missionary. [ outgrew that quickly.”
Fond, shrewd recollections about the bad
old good old days by women now in their
~ eighties lend a special intimacy to the
glorious archival footage in The Flapper
Story. This was the generation after the
suffragettes, young middle-class women
whose rebellion consisted of style and
manners. The too-short film 1s crammed
with eye-popping moments from a world
gone fizzy: Jazz Age flappers dancing on
the wings of an airborn plane, lascivious
street corner Charleston contests, beauty
pageants, Prohibition speakeasies. In an
ecstatic postwar gush of new money and
unleashed hormones, says one woman,
the flapper’s “skirts were a little short, a
little tight. She slept around. ... she had
a good time.”

Why couldn’t a woman be more like a
man? Her feminism was expresgsed main-

ly as a desire to sample the wares of the

masculine preserve. The flapper lopped
off her maidenly Victorian ringlets in fa-
vor of bared ears and a boyish bob. The

scandalous image of her smoking ciga-

rettes appeared on the covers of maga-
zines. She stuck her flask in the rolled

top of her silk stocking, took frequent
nips of giggle water, often becoming spif-

The Flapper-Story: a worid gone fizzy

licated. Though the film is vague about
working class flappers, it does include
footage of women cheerfully trooping off
to work in overalls and high heels, and
sawing away at tree trunks.

The ex-flappers in the film—who all,
coincidentally, wear their white hair very
short and close to the face—describe the
decline and fall of the bad girl. Birth
control was not widely available, and the
pregnant flapper usually had to get mar-
ried. Then came the Depression, and she
put awa'’ her dancing shoes for good. The
Flapper Story, a master’s project pro-
duced, directed, written, and edited by
25-year-old Lauren Lazin, is not uncriti-
cal towards its subject: even as it mourns
the flapper’s demise, it puts her signifi-
cance into sober perspective. Noting that
the flapper’s insouciance had no political
content, the narrative concludes, “Free-
dom was a party, and then the party was
over.”’

I Promise to Remember: The Story of
Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers is, by
comparison, the least substantial of the
three films. In 1956 Frankie Lymon was
13 and, for about 18 months, one of the
hottest performers in America; in 1968 he
died from a heroin overdose, washed-up
and forgotten at 26. In the TV clips from
the Ed Sullivan and Alan Freed shows,
Frankie, doing splits, snapping his fin-
gers, and seducing the camera with those
knowing eyes, looks like an old scoundrel
in a child’s body. “No, no, no, no,
no...I'm not a juvenile delinquent,” he

gings mockingly. Several years later dur-
ing his attempted comeback, Frankie

looks pathetically awkward: his face 1is
puffy and vulnerable, his voice has deep-
ened to an unremarkable tenor, and he’s
reduced to lip-synching his old hits.

hit the skids. Though I Promise to Re-
member suffers from a lack of hard infor-
mation about Frankie's decline, it is ef-
fectively chilling: by the time he was 17,
“Nobody wanted no part of him.”

The International Sweethearts of
Rhythm opens with the understated,
“They were a bunch of women trying to
make their way in the world,” and esca-
lates toward the conclusion that they
were “‘the greatest girl band in America,”
whose supporters included Panama Fran-
cis and Ella Fitzgerald. The Sweethearts
were a 16-plece swing band of black and
white women who all lived on a bus, play-
ing the major cities and the black circuit
in the Deep South. At the end of World
War II they were invited to Europe to
entertain black American troops.

The film, which has some rare footage
of a wild, spirited concert, is mostly a
compilation of memoirs. As in the other
two films, memory here is evocative but
tantalizing: though the remarkable esca-
pades are recounted with rich good hu-
mor, you hunger for the missing informa-
tion. The women had to switch
roommates every three months to avoid
forming cliques “or a real tight relation-
ship”’—were there chaperones? Was it
the funkiest sorority in the country, or
what? A white, classically trained alto
saxophonist describes how she had to
wear makeup to pass for black in the
South; but how did she come to join a
mostly black band in the first place? But
these are quibbles, more than compensat-
ed for by ¢he spectacle of one Tiny Davis,

a plump, elderly little black woman who
blows her horn, then mops her brow with

a white handkerchief, and grins, in a
wicked, wicked imitation of Louis

Armstrong. u



