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Before I started this introduction, I spent a week re-reading James Drought’s books in chronological order.  The result surprised me.  I had given him credit for being a writer of sincerity and vitality, as well as one who indulges in the unfashionable exercise of thinking.  But in reading his books one at a time, over a considerable period, I had never noticed that he is also a craftsman of unusual subtlety.

Seven out of Drought’s eight books are written in the first person;  this gives the impression of a narrowness of range that turns out to be entirely false on closer examination.  The mild, soft voiced professor of Memories of a Humble Man has nothing whatever in common with the torrentially, angry narrator of The Secret, or the innocent, mixed up kid of the first part of A Duo, or the shy, oversensitive boy in “The Green Ribbon.”

Drought himself is obviously a dual personality;  the artist and the preacher in him are almost as widely separated as Jekyll and Hyde.  I suspect the vitality of his books is partly due to this unresolved conflict.

He is an odd phenomenon.  Fred Birmingham, the editor of Cavalier, once did him a considerable disservice by calling him “a monolithic genius.”  He is nothing of the sort.  He is, as Chesterton would say, a ‘manalive,’ and all his books are unsatisfactory in one way or another.  The Secret, as Arthur Gold remarked, is 'scruffy, irrational, intemperate.'  By Jamesian standards, it is one of the worst novels ever written.  Even by the much looser standards of a Thomas Wolfe (with whom Drought has much in common) it is a weird, square peg of a book.  And yet it has a furious sincerity and a forward drive that make it stick in the mind long after its faults are forgotten.  Whatever Drought has (and it is not monolithic genius or anything so easy to define), he is somehow a hundred percent himself.  I cannot think of another living writer who could so frankly ignore all the conventions and still end by getting you to take him on his own terms.  I don't know whether it is genius;  I am no judge of this (except, I should add modestly, in my own case).  But it deserves the attention we would give to the hitherto unknown species of bird or fish.

Anyway, what does it matter at this stage whether Drought is a genius or just a wickedly talented trouble maker?  He is my own age --- 35 in the year 1966;  presumably he has another forty years of writing life in front of him.  At this age, Shaw had only written five unsatisfactory novels;  Wells was still producing crude, if gripping science fiction;  Joyce was fumbling with the first chapters of Ulysses.  What is so interesting about Drought --- and so satisfying to me, as an Englishman --- is that he is one of the first writers America has produced who actually shows signs of steady development.

For some unfortunate reason, American writers of the past seventy years have tended to make a fine showing with an early book --- often the first --- and then to roll gently downhill.  At the best, they simply keep marking time, repeating themselves:  Twain, Howells, Dreiser, Anderson, Lewis, Dos Passos, Hemingway, Faulkner, Wolfe, Jones, Mailer, Salinger, Kerouac, Bellow, Malamud --- it is a miserable and discouraging list.  (I agree there is room for argument in many cases --- Salinger and Mailer, for example --- but it is a pity to spoil a good generalisation.)  Why is this, I wonder?  Gide once produced the penetrating observation that American writers lack 'soul'.  I can see exactly what he meant.  There are many European writers who are not quite of the first rank --- Mann, Hesse, Gide himself, Doderer, Camus --- who still strike you as having a fragment of the god-like attribute of the scientist or philosopher.  After all, what is the point in being a writer if you are all tangled up in a personal little worm's-eye view of the ordinary man?  The writer needs this sense of being at once a human being and a god-like observer.  Now Americans never seem to have the self-confidence to 'cast a cold eye' on the contemporary scene;  they always seem to be too involved.  (James and Eliot are exceptions;  they managed to get off the ground by filling themselves with the dangerous gas of Flaubertian contempt for human stupidity.)  In a funny sense, Americans never seem to grow up, metaphysically.  Just as children feel themselves part of the family unit, even if they loathe their parents, so Americans seem to see themselves as "social animals," produced by a particular environment, and they are endlessly concerned with analysing and commenting on this environment.  Even a highly intelligent critic like Edmund Wilson never manages to burst the shackles of his American-ness and become a real citizen of the cultural world;  his social and political concerns cling to him --- not because he is genuinely political, but because he is slightly guilt-ridden about America.  He is stuck to America like Brer Rabbit to the tar baby.  Ever since Poe, being American seems to produce a kind of neurosis that prevents a writer from growing up.

I have often suspected that this is more the fault of the writers themselves than of America.  We all know the type of neurotic who remains mentally static because he is bursting with laziness and self-pity, but prefers to believe that he is so sick that no effort can make any difference.  Poe drank himself to death in a fit of self-pity.  It is significant that Hemingway --- who once sneered at Scott Fitzgerald for his self-pity --- ended by buckling completely under a paranoic conviction that the whole world was against him.  The writers who are Jewish --- Arthur Miller, Bellow, Salinger and so on --- are lucky to have this convenient scapegoat, this ideal way of rationalising their basic defeatism.  They all seem to be saying: "If you are sensitive and intelligent in this lousy world, you can't win.  And if you are also Jewish --- or perhaps Negro or homosexual --- then lie on the floor and beat it with your fists, because brother you're really handicapped..."  It would be healthier if some of these writers followed the example of the Stern Gang and thought of themselves as dynamiters and assassins.

But this tremendous fog of pessimism and defeat cannot last forever.  It is probably due to the fact that America has undergone this vertiginous change from an agricultural to an industrial culture in less time than any other nation in the world.  (Russia comes close, and this obviously explains why the post-revolutionary writers are so shallow and 'soulless' compared to Dostoevsky and Tolstoy.)  The vaccination has taken;  it is time Americans outgrew this problem.  Which explains why I became so cheerful when I discovered the existence of James Drought.  Admittedly, I'd already had a mistaken period of optimism when I discovered the work of Ayn Rand.  Her romantic optimism is superb;  as a writer, she is technically brilliant.  But she has committed intellectual suicide by plunging into political crankery.  It is not that I object to right-wing ideas (although I am personally a socialist).  In a writer of genius like Cozzens they can be swallowed without effort.  But Miss Rand shows a strange intellectual naivety in reducing profound metaphysical problems to this shallow glorification of capitalism.  And once one has been irritated by this intellectual narrowmindedness, one begins to notice the crude melodramatic devises of The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged.  She is also terrifyingly humourless.  When Dagny Taggart has just given herself to John Galt in Atlas Shrugged, she bumps into a tramp;  and when she asks him the way, he replies with a shrug:  "Who is John Galt?" (the book's great catchword --- it is supposed to mean "Who knows?").  I can't help feeling that any girl with a sense of humour couldn't resist replying:  "As a matter of fact, I've just been screwed by him."  So in spite of her talent --- which has more than a bit of genius in it --- Miss Rand must be dismissed as a crank in the last analysis.

Drought completely lacks this tendency to grab for the easy solution.  Ever since his first novel The Gypsy Moths, he has been slugging away at the same problem, approaching it in different ways, placing it in different contexts.  It is a measure of his total honesty that, although he has matured as a writer, he still seems to be no nearer a solution.  (I could make some suggestions here, but that is not my job in this preface.)  In this respect, his closest literary relative is Hemingway;  but Hemingway gave up all hope after Death in the Afternoon and commited himself to pessimistic stoicism.  ("A man can be destroyed but not defeated.")  Drought has been writing now for twelve years, and he shows no sign of tiring or accepting the easy way out.  He shows a toughness and vitality that I find awe-inspiring.  Apart from the Englishman Bill Hopkins, he is the only living writer for whom I feel any kind of affinity;  we both have the same lack of patience with the "fallacy of insignificance" that chokes ninety-nine percent of modern living.

Drought was born in Illinois in 1931, and his upbringing was fairly tough, as one might gather from The Secret.  Like most kids who are worth anything, he was something of a juvenile delinquent.  (His wife tells me that even now, he often looks back nostalgically on those years, and wishes he had stuck to a life of hell-raising.)  He spent time in college, but his tendency to raise hell caused much difficulty, and he left.  He spent a short time as a trick parachute jumper, as described in The Gypsy Moths and The Secret;  he was also a parachutist in the army for a period.  In 1952, he married and decided to become a writer.  Publishers were not interested in his early books, so he printed them himself, then toured campuses in an old car and sold them direct to campus book stores.  Luckily, they caught on.  Regular paperback publishers took over several of them for satisfactory advances, and the Drought family became solvent, for awhile.  Although most of his novels can be bought in popular paperback labels, he has continued to be his own publisher for their original editions out of some mysterious necessity.

The books themselves show an interesting and by no means straightforward development.  Before I speak of this, let me make one thing clear.  Although I am of the same age of Drought, and came from an English working-class background, I am temperamentally a thousand miles away from him.  My chief interest has always been science --- and later, philosophy.  I like to think of myself as a kind of mathematician.  As a writer, I feel myself a part of a European tradition --- particularly the romantic tradition that extends from Goethe and Coleridge to Shaw.  (I suppose I admire Shaw beyond any writer, living or dead.)  So I do not write of Drought exactly as an admirer.  I think of him as a kind of brother --- or say a half-brother --- and I regard him with an interested sympathy that is sometimes mixed with impatience.  So this account of his books is biased, and probably does them less than justice.  However, no one else has attempted it so far, so here goes.

The Gypsy Moths (1955) is the short novel about stunt parachuting.  We immediately get introduced to one of Drought's leitmotifs, the small town.  The three parachutists arrive --- the narrator, the Irishman Browdy, who is vaguely hostile to the narrator, and Rettig, who seems to be the leader of the group.  (This is really Rettig's book.)

The three of them go to stay with the narrator's aunt and uncle.  Drought's attitude to quiet and respectability is ambiguous;  it obviously has an enormous attraction for him;  but his lone-wolf compulsion makes it hard to accept.  These are the poles that generate the tension of the book.  The narrator is attracted to Anne, a college student staying in the house;  but the idea of real involvement worries him.

The major scene of the book is the jump.  Browdy is basically a coward, for all his surface toughness.  Rettig is not;  he is the archtype of the obsessed artist striving for perfection.  He does the “cape stunt,” in which the parachutist is able to glide sideways as he falls.  But he wants to fall farther than anybody has ever succeeded in falling.  He overdoes it, and kills himself.  There is a touch of the legend of Daedalus in this scene.  Rettig's death leads the narrator to face the truth about himself and Rettig:  "I fear life much more than I fear death... That's why I jump."  He decides to make one more jump, to make money for Rettig's funeral.  That night he sleeps with Anne.  The next day he makes his final jump, and overcomes the temptation not to pull the ripcord... And the next day, he leaves town with Anne.

The story is told so simply that it might pass for little more than a chunk of autobiography, suitably trimmed for fiction.  In retrospect, it is seen to be far more than that.  Drought has dotted his i's and crossed his t's by sub-titling it "A Fable of the Self-Destructive American."  Drought is starting where Hemingway left off, and working in a field that Hemingway never touched (although Faulkner did so in a number of works that are well below his best.)  Drought mentions in the parachuting chapter of The Secret that it is an enormous temptation not to pull the ripcord, because it is hard to believe that you are not floating sideways.  Floating gently through the air... Faust dreamed of doing it;  it is the perfect symbol for the romantic obsession.  What is important is that while the narrator's ordinary self wants to go on falling gently and drifting, his other self is counting the seconds until it is time to pull the cord.  And when he lands on the ground, he is unable to remember actually pulling the cord.  Man's superficial self --- the self he knows in his everyday contacts --- may feel that life is pointless and dream of release, but some immense inner force knows better.  This is the constant theme of Drought's work, and it is what gives his work its power.  Harry Crosby is the perfect symbol of that American suicidal impulse --- the man who, through some process of reason and emotion, decides that life is not worth living, and that he will leave it voluntarily.  A quarter of a century after Crosby's suicide, one American writer has learned to read the secrets of his inner being more accurately.  And the result is life affirmation --- an affirmation that, at this stage, seems absurd.  Later, he will have to see that it is merely logical.

It is worth mentioning, at this point, that one of the things that distinguishes Drought from most of his contemporaries --- or from all I can call to mind --- is his sexual optimism.  This is obviously due to his personal good fortune in making an ideal marriage at twenty-one.  The same girl reappears in book after book;  sometimes she is called Sally, sometimes Anne, sometimes Mary;  in The Secret she is nameless.  So, unlike Hemingway and Fitzgerald and Mailer, Drought never feels that woman is basically a kind of vampire, jealous of male potency.  Drought's women --- or woman --- are intelligent, un-neurotic, immensely feminine, and possessed of a very proper admiration for male genius and vitality.  Drought women are as complaisant as James Bond women:

"If I kissed Mary, she kissed me back;  if I rubbed her round breasts, even underneath her bra, she would arch her back, pressing her breast full into my hand ... and once even when I slid my hand under her dress, she just kissed me harder and opened her thighs so that my hand could have more freedom..." --- The Enemy.

The only difference is that Drought's women are not wishfulfillment fantasies like Fleming's.  With D. H. Lawrence, he obviously believes that "what many women cannot give, one woman can."  It is an important contributory cause to his optimism.  With the female side taken care of, Rob Roy O'Reilly, disciple of Frank Lloyd Wright, can get on with his main business of being a genius.

Memories of a Humble Man (1957) is, artistically speaking, Drought's best book.  It is also, at present, one of his least known.  But although I find it the most re-readable of his books, I am basically puzzled by its meaning.  It seems to have developed from a short story called "Connie and Mattie were Sweethearts" in Green, Brown and Red, in which Mattie, the apathetic American, gets Connie pregnant.  Knowing that he is an irresponsible romantic, she marries a rich man, but is unhappy.  Mattie wants to be a kind of "man without qualities," and he writes a poem in which he declares that he has no name.  He is miserable at the thought that, in spite of his good intentions, he can torment Connie.  And at the end, when Connie dies --- or commits suicide --- in a car accident, he still dreams of being quiet and nameless.  It is an odd story, and made still odder by the fact that Drought includes Mattie's poem in the "Poems" section at the end of the book, thus pointing to a definite identification with Mattie.  So anyone who is inclined to accept that Drought condemns Mattie is liable to get confused.  Two other stories in the same book underline the feeling of the need for the poet's "negative capability," to be a man without qualities.  In Memories of a Humble Man, Drought complicates the issue further by having a different narrator --- a myopic, good-natured, basically lazy professor who just wants to be left alone to vegetate in a quiet town on a quiet campus... The professor is married to a beautiful girl.  Mattie and Connie are two old friends from college.  A weekend at the summer home of the professor and his wife results in Connie's pregnancy.  She marries Terry, a rich man, but the marriage is unhappy.  Terry is a little man, physically and spiritually;  the aggressive American go-getter.  Terry and Connie come to live near the professor's summer home, and the professor's wife obediently becomes Terry's mistress.  ("He always gets what he wants.")  The unhappy Connie tries to persuade Mattie to carry her off;  Mattie wants to but daren't.  Connie attempts suicide in an automobile, but fails.  Mattie goes on a tremendous bender and dies of alcohol poisoning.  The professor forgives his unfaithful wife and takes her off to a quiet town with a quiet campus... The moral seems to be:  The meek shall inherit the earth.  Or is it?  Why does Drought sub-title it 'An Irony of the Apathetic American'?  Who is the apathetic American, the professor or Mattie?  The ambiguity seems to have got carried over from the short story about Connie and Mattie.  Drought's philosophy would seem to entail that he condemn both Mattie and the professor.  Instead, you get the impression that after the go-getters and success hunters have killed themselves or made life unbearable, the professor, who has the sense to take his wife's infidelity in his stride, lives happily ever after.  A strange book.  But beautifully written --- the best-written of all Drought's books --- and wholly convincing.

I don't propose to analyse each of Drought's books at this length.  I have indicated his main themes, the way he treats them, and the complexity and ambiguity that give them such vitality.

Mover (1959) is very obviously written under the influence of From Here to Eternity.  In a way, this is a pity.  For although it shows that Drought can do anything he sets his mind to, it also shows that he is too genuine and sincere a writer to sit comfortably on a bandwagon.  There is one typical difference between Eternity and Mover.  Jones's Prewitt is basically modest, a 'humble man,' crushed in mills that he fails to understand.  Drought's Major Bell Romney is a healthy and vital member of the 'dominant minority' (which, as I have pointed out elsewhere, is approximately five percent of any animal group).  The story is simple.  Newly arrived on a station in North Carolina, Bell is attracted by the General's daughter Jena, a divorcee.  This doesn't suit the General at all, and Bell is warned off.  Being a dominant type, he ignores the prohibition and goes ahead.  So he is given the difficult task of 'integrating' the Negroes and whites in the prison stockades.  The General intends him to fail.  In fact, Bell makes a fairly successful job of it, and marries the General's daughter on a quiet weekend.  As is usual with Drought love affairs, this one is satisfying and personal, not merely sexual.

And this is the point where, it seems to me, Drought begins to feel uncomfortable in his self-chosen task.  The basic feeling behind Eternity or The Naked and the Dead is that the world is a brutal and murderous place.  Their effectiveness depends partly on shock tactics.  But Drought is too much a poet, too good an artist, to paint in these crude primary colours.  Jones and Mailer are completely absorbed in their material;  Drought is above his.  And so, in a sense, the book should come to an end with the marriage chapter (which Drought liked enough to turn it into a 'play for voices' and include in Green, Brown and Red) and the successful inspection of the stockade.  Instead --- and here I am merely guessing --- the book has to be carried on to some kind of artificial climax.  Eternity had the attack on Pearl Harbor;  The Naked and the Dead had the ascent of the mountain.  So Drought introduces a prison break, which includes Riley, the giant Negro whom Bell has trusted.  Bell finally confronts Riley in the woods and shoots him.  This is just what the General wanted.  He points out that Bell could have disabled Riley by shooting him through the arm or leg (which, as far as I can see, is true).  He also points out this killing will cause unpleasant repercussions among all integrationists (which is surely untrue?  Bell would merely have to claim that the prisoner attacked him and the revolver went off in the scuffle).  So the book ends with Bell being marched off to a court martial, at which, Drought tells us, there would be little doubt that Bell would be found guilty.  And so ends this 'tragedy of the powerful American,' which seems to me the least satisfactory of Drought's books.  I feel, as Shaw said about Hamlet, that the author has failed to plumb his subject to the bottom.  To be consistent with Drought's views, Bell should have emerged triumphant.  For the real theme of the book is Bell's superiority to the army.  These men with whom he mixes are small-minded idiots.  When writing about the prisoners in the stockade, Drought finds it hard to conceal his impatience;  his attitude is definitely Nietzschean.  (See "The Pale Criminal" section of Thus Spoke Zarathustra.)  Bell is no stupid, power-seeking rnoron, like Terry in Memories of a Humble Man.  This emerges in the philosophical passages of the book (which make the reader clearly aware that this is no imitation Jones or Mailer).  Jena tells Bell:  "If I can't control my fate... I must find a way to accept it," and Bell replies:  "Like Christ accepted sin and instead of fighting it, found a way to forgive it?"  Jena assents enthusiastically.  "Like Socrates accepted the death sentence?", Bell goes on, and again she assents.  And after luring her on with a series of propositions that express the Eastern philosophy of non-resistance to nature, Bell suddenly snaps:  "You've sold yourself a bill of goods, Jena.  You have been tricked into denying life.  Most of the time somebody sells people on this crap, the purpose is to enslave them.  It only teaches how great it is to be slaves... These beliefs end in embracing death.  If you really believed them, you wouldn’t eat, for one thing."  What could be clearer?  Like all Drought's work, this book is a furious attack on the "fallacy of insignificance."  And the root of this philosophy is an almost mystical sense of the deep purposiveness of the life force.  This emerges in the passage where the General looks into the "blackbox” where two men are confined, and the men cringe with shame.

“Miserable fools with their hands on their eyes, Bell thought;  why are they ashamed?... Having faced reality and understood it, having felt, smelled and heard the dynamic purposefulness of another life bent totally on sustaining itself and bettering itself with no thought in mind of a master above, then this is the time the weak will cover their eyes to avoid that crushing conclusion that life has been what they made it, will be what they make of it... that they are slaves only to their own cowardliness...”

It can be seen why I consider Bell’s final “tragedy” to be a failure on Drought’s part to grasp all the implications of his own theme.

This book brings out another point, which I merely mention in passing.  Being a novel about the army, Mover has to contain a certain amount of coarseness and obscenity.  Yet although it contains far less than Mailer or Jones, it somehow succeeds in sounding coarser and more shocking.  This illustrates an interesting point.  Drought is a writer driven by an evolutionary purpose.  In the last analysis, he is a poet.  The reader is instinctively aware of this, which is why the obscenity shocks.  It is on the same principle that a clergyman who says “Balls” shocks you more than a ditch digger firing off a whole string of obscenities.

I find Drought’s next book, A Duo (1961), interesting mainly because it shows him coming more clearly to grips with his individual themes --- at least, in the second half.  The first half, called "The Way of the Fifties," is an odd little story, in which the narrator tells about a college football player who gets involved with a neurotic girl who can only have a sexual orgasm if she pretends she is being tortured by the Nazis or Japanese.  I find it interesting mainly because it affords a few more clues to Drought's ideas and obsessions.  He seems to have a Scott-Fitzgeraldish tendency to admire the simple, perfectly adjusted moron;  It turns up in The Gypsy Moths and in Mover.  Unlike Fitzgerald, Drought is aware that animal innocence and perfection are not enough.  This seems to be the point of Dick Donner's destruction by a slightly insane girl;  Donner is unable to cope with the complexity and evil of the real world.  (A similar character, George Bailey, is rather unnecessarily killed off in the last scenes of Mover, perhaps to make the same point.)

The second half of Duo is the first clear statement of one of Drought's major themes:  that the ‘outsider,' the man who can think for himself, is hated by a lazy society that concentrates on destroying him.  The narrator is now a young newspaper reporter in Burtonville, Illinois, a town with a heroic past.  But a nearby town contested the position of being the county seat, and one night, marauders rode into Burtonville, burnt down the courthouse and destroyed the town’s records.  Since then, Burtonville has sunk steadily into apathy.  A few buildings by Frank Lloyd Wright and Louis Sullivan --- two of Drought's heroes --- are regarded as monstrosities by the people of Burtonville.

Nothing much happens in the story, except that the editor kills an attack on the town council by his new reporter, and the reporter attends an inquest on an "outsider" who has shot himself in despair.  The jury decides to disguise the suicide as a "brain hemorrhage."  The narrator also mentions in passing a clergyman who returned from the South Seas, and tells the people of Burtonville that the Bible is mistaken, that it is possible to live a life of godly innocence without clothes and churches.  Inevitably, the man lost his congregation and became a hermit.

I find it an odd and unsatisfactory story, little more than a rough sketch.  At the beginning, it looks as if Drought means to develop the theme of a love affair between the reporter and the editor's unconventional wife;  but nothing comes of this.  And in view of Drought's attitude to marriage, this is perhaps not surprising.

I have already spoken about The Secret (1962).  Drought calls it "an oratorio," apparently meaning that it is a kind of oration.  It gives the impression that Drought decided that it was time to lay a kind of foundation by writing a book that would be directly autobiographical, and that would state all his basic ideas with equal directness.  The consequence is that The Secret should be read before any of his other books.  But I personally don't like the book.  I like Drought best when he is applying artistic discipline.  At the same time, I recognize that it is impossible to understand Drought's work fully without reading it.  And I certainly find it preferable to Augie March and The Catcher in the Rye, to both of which it is distantly related.  The narrator describes his tough childhood in Chicago in a tone reminiscent of Osborne's Look Back in Anger.  The whole book is pure rebellion.  I suspect I fail to enjoy it because my attitude to the things it dislikes is so dismissive that they don't seem worth attacking.  It is certainly a very American book, and I find it as unreadable as Studs Lonigan or Manhattan Transfer.  Also, I suppose I don't enjoy writing or reading about cruelty or brutality.  So when Drought writes about how he saw "some guys take a gal's dress and slip off her and stand her up on the bartop in her bra and panties, and then... the guys took her pants down until she started bawling real hard and they let her put them back on,” I can only feel sorry for the girl, and hastily turn the next page.  The chapters dealing with the narrator’s career as a debt collector, and the misery he encountered, are so nasty that I was forced to skip most of them.  This kind of flat, brutal tone seems somehow foreign to Drought.  Whether he likes it or not, he is an intellectual, and this particular persona (I recognize that it is a deliberately assumed mask) doesn't fit him.

But The Secret seems to have fulfilled its function of clarifying Drough's attitudes, and the next book, The Enemy (1964) is his clearest and most uncompromising statement to date.  The hero is an architect who declares:  "I saw that the city had become a machine for crushing the humane in man and it now stood for all that was vicious and animal-like in him, encouraging his cruelty, eliminating his love, and enslaving all of man's instincts for freedom."  So, like some modern Thoreau, he buys a piece of land, and builds himself a house that will move on an axle, and have a glass roof so they can watch the seasons change.  Inevitably, "the duly elected county government tried to take our house away from us."  And this, unfortunately, is the story of the book.  Each time Rob Roy tries to convince his fellow citizens that beauty and movement are preferable to ugliness and apathy, he meets with total indifference.  His finest creation fails to sell, and is turned into a Playland with a ferris wheel and coloured lights.  And the book ends with the architect roaring defiance, advising the idealistic young to treat their fellow men as enemies, and to conspire against their stupidity.  "Do it deliberately, and prepare for retaliation.  Do not expect any help from your fellows, no response, no applause.  Expect nothing but lies, ugliness, brutishness...," and he ends:  "And now to hell with all of you..."

An unsatisfying conclusion.  With my penchant for happy endings, I would have preferred something more positive.  But one thing is very clear.  Drought is at last in his stride.  He knows what he is saying, and how to go about saying it.

Which brings us finally to his most important novel to date Drugoth (1965), which gathers up all the themes of his previous books.  In this book, the 'enemy' is Grandmother Drugoth, who died in the Elgin state mental hospital.  Of Irish descent (like Drought himself) she was a fiercely individualistic old lady, who expressed her views in a newspaper she printed herself in the basement of her home, and sold on the streets of Elgin.  Her own sons have her certified.  The narrator is fascinated by this skeleton in the family cupboard, and sets out to investigate what happened to Grandmother Drugoth.  The result is Drought's biggest novel, his most absorbing work, the book into which he has put most of himself, his romanticism, his artistry and his love of history and nature.  At the end of the book, the narrator decides to settle in Elgin, and use Grandma Drugoth's press to print his own manifestos of rebellion.  His girlfriend Sally gives up her college career to join him, telling him:  "Life without you would be a lackluster dreadful bore.”  One enthusiastic critic, Robert Lowry, declared that Drugoth entitles Drought to a position among the American greats --- Norris, Anderson, Dreiser, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Stephen Crane and Jack London.  It is hard to disagree with him.

For me, the big problems still remain.  Drought has shown himself to be one of the few genuine originals that America has produced since Ambrose Bierce --- and he is a far bigger writer than Bierce.  His development has been fascinating.  The Gypsy Moths has affinities with Hemingway and Faulkner, but Drugoth (an anagram of Drought) has more in common with Thoreau, or the Ibsen of An Enemy of the People.  He is turning into something like a Shavian.  When I read The Enemy (it was serialized in Cavalier), I was afraid that Drought had lost the old Turgenev-type artistry of Memories of a Humble Man and had become a preacher.  Drugoth disproves this.  But what happens now?  Where do we go from here?

Intellectually speaking, Drought has reached a watershed.  He has become the out-and-out rebel, the "world betterer" who is determined to go it alone.  It seems to me that there are a number of possible alternatives --- and Drought may confound everybody by ignoring them all.  He might easily become the centre of a cult, like Tolstoy or William Morris, which determines to build a new Walden or Brook Farm in Norwalk, Connecticut, with Drought as its prophet.  He might decide to develop the poetic and mystical side of himself that becomes so apparent in Drugoth.  He might decide to let the preacher take a rest, and give the artist another turn, producing novels that have the delicacy of The Gypsy Moths or Memories of a Humble Man.  Or he might abandon novels to write some affirmative work of philosophy or politics to crystalize his views.  For his ideas themselves are at present in a midway stage.  They could be developed in many interesting directions.  He might even decide to try to infiltrate the American theatre, in which case, his affinity with Ibsen ought to produce some lively results.

I would suggest --- very tentatively --- that the obvious line of his development lies in an exploration of the implications of his revolt against modern society.  What does he want to put in its place?  What, in his view, is the function of society?  What is his idea of the Utopia of the future?  And above all, what does he see as the purpose of man, or of nature itself?

There are contradictions in his work that need to be worked out.  In Memories of a Humble Man, he says:  "Life is so sad anyway that it doesn't help to have a sad person around to remind you of it."  This view contradicts the basic philosophy of Mover and The Enemy, and yet the negative endings of both these books suggest that he has not thought the problem out to its depths.

There is another problem.  His works are refreshingly free of sexual neurosis, but this is bought at a price.  The heroine of The Enemy is so sloppily adoring that you want to kick her, and Sally's telegram of acceptance at the end of Drugoth has this same embarrassing quality of fulsome admiration poured out of a gallon bottle.  (I agree that this is a personal reaction, but I want to set it down for the record anyway.)  But every good novel ever written has had a female pole.  lbsen's work becomes really interesting in his old age when he becomes aware of the tremendous allure of the eternal feminine in Hedda Gabbler and Hilda Wangel.  A Doll's House becomes a good play when Nora throws off her adoration and thinks for herself.  The Master Builder is my favorite Ibsen play because here the eternal feminine assumes her true role --- the irrational force that bursts in upon the architect and smashes all his fixed notions.

Since I do not think it likely or desirable that some Hilda Wangel should disrupt Drought’s present attitude to Woman, it seems fairly obvious that his develpoment as a novelist will have to choose some other plan.  This is my reason for feeling that the logical next step is the deepening of the ideas, the development of the philosophy.  The revolt has been achieved;  Drugoth is the declaration of independence.  As Shaw says, the first business of a successful revolution is to shoot the revolutionaries.  Because revolt is negative by nature, no matter how necessary.  The real task is the task of positive construction.

It will be interesting to see what happens.  Drought has shown such incredible vitality so far that I cannot doubt that the major part of his work is still ahead of him.  And if this is true, he will be the first American writer to live out the full career instead of stopping halfway.  If he can do that, he will be entitled to a position among the European “greats” --- with Goethe, Tolstoy, Ibsen and Shaw, and Robert Lowry’s assessemnt will have been an understatement.

Meanwhile, there can be no doubt that he is the most important and dynamic figure on the American scene today.
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