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‘Sundog” great reading, serious theme

“Sundog;” Jim Harrizon; Dutton/
Seymour Lawrence, $15.85

By Donna Clondort

spactal writer

You don't have to know that Jim

lves up north to figura out

that he comes from Michigan, His pew

novel, “Sundeg,” captures the ambiznca

- of the U.P. with a precision that marks
! him a native,

It's not just his knowledge of the peo-
ple up there, It's his understanding of
the physieal territory —~ the ahrinking
pine forests, the anlroals and flsh, and,

. most of all, the fluld, {rigid riverd —

that makes hls

“Sundog” is the kind of navel Henry
Davld Thoreau might have written i,
instead of “Walden,* bo had written a

aovel.

It addresses the same “quiet lves of
desperation” that troudbled Thorcau.
Ouly [n this book, the problem fs
tackled by Robert Corvus Strang, the
"Sundog® of the title and Harrison's
protagoniat.

A CURIOUS man in an incurious
world, he laments that “most people
never know more then vaguely where
thoy are elther in time or I the scheme
of things.”

Welcome-to
‘Franklin Village ‘
The Town That Time Forgot

. THESE HOMES OPEN
FOR YOUR INSPECTION

review

it Is a scrious theme in an carnest
‘book, but Harrison Ly too good a crafts-
man to let his message Interfere with
his story. Like the best of novels, “Sun-
dog” entertains as It lnforms, drawiog
atrength from Harrison's narrative
kills, hls poet's gift for words, and his
blting, self-deprecatory humor.

The book i written in the “as told to”
form, with Strang — a maverick
American foreman who cogineers dam
projecta all over the world — telllng
his IUfe story to a novellst, identified in
the frontisplece 21 Jim .

Because Harrson Introduces his real
name into his fictional world, the read-
er can't belp but wonder 1f the story [s
autoblographical. Certainly, salient
features of the fiesh-and-blood Harrl-
son and the fletlonal Harrison are the
same — their physieal build, their iren-

ic view of life, thelr alfinlty for good
cooking.

‘Where the reality stops and tha fie-
ton begins 13 Impossible to szy — and
probably immaterial. .

Still, it's safe to nssumo that Harrl-
son’s recent brush with fortune and
fame (an experience that left hlm ener-
vated and deeply in debt) had 2 ot to
do with the novetlst he created. Thia
character 18 overwelght and Into pills,
imore lnsecure then an orphaned child,
and desperate for commitment to
something,

When ho hears about a self-rellant
foreman who's gone home to Michigan
to recover from a 300-foot fall down
the alde of a dnm, he decides to puraue
the story.

THE FOREMAN i a misilt, sclf-cd-
ucated, unconcerned with material
wealth, deeply commltted to his work.
He 15 also an eplieptic, afflicted during
a U.P. thunderstorm when hls fishing
boat was struck by lightalng.

With medlcation, Strang’s selrures

Harrison culs to the heart of the tension
between women and men. And if the
writing is masculine, it ig not the macho
propaganda of which he has been

accused.

are under contrel, but toward the ead
of n Venezuelan project his medlcation
runs out and — rather than miss w,nrk‘

AFRAID of being bospltalized, the
foreman — a night-swimmer since hig
youth — has slipped Into the river acd
d Into the darkness. There

— be takes a g
herb, prescribed by a native.

The herb triggers an attack of vertl-
go that catapults Strang over the side
of the dam. Later he learns that the
remedy Induces mental confusion, var-
ylng degrees of paralysls, and, some-
times, even death. In comblnation with
bis epilepsy and his injuries from the
{all, It leaves Straog a physlcal wreck,
& man who looks “totally ‘used’ by life,”
to the novellst,
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When the two men meet, Strang
can't even atand up without a walker
and his s is sometimes scram-
bled. Amazingly, ke is optimistic about
veturning to his work, With his step-
dnughter Eulia’s help, ho goes swim-
ming in the river and crawllng through
the woods in hopes that he can repat-
tern his brain for watking.

*I do the crawilng because it's the
only work at hand,” Straig explalns,
“and I'm a worker and lt's my only
chance to get back to my real work.”

In the face of such commitment, the
novellst takes a closer look at his ife
and beglns hls own healing process. In
his Jong journey back to mental health,
the novelist recaptures the “fluidity
and grace” of fully realized existence,

Slnce the novelist was born in Mar-
quette, hls journey to Strang’s cabln In
the U.P. i also a return to hla boyhood
territory. The real Harrison makes the
most of hls circumstance, hinting ob-
Uquely that the two main characters'
lives may already bave been linked
without them ever knowing it

It Ia the kind of unanswerable gues-
tion Harrison likes to raise. Simtlar, in
fact, to the story’s endlng. As the novel-
1st confesses at the start of the book, he
doesn't know whether or not Straog Is
still alive,

are indlcations that he swam to a truck
that Eulla had waiting for him, but we
never find out for certain if that hap-
pened. What we do know Is the endlog
the novellst {magines for Strang and
that [s indeed victorious,

As In most good atorics, there's a ro-
mantic Interest ‘as well. When the nov-
ellat meets Eulla — an exotle Costa Rl-
can with plenty of Latln charm — he
won't Jet himself falt [n love, remem-
bering the year he wasted on an affajr
with another Latina,

But instead of settling for what she
can get (ln this case, recreational sex),
Eulla calls his bluif and makes him
humble. The scencs between these lov-
ers are some of the most comical In the
book, but they are also the most dense
with meaning.

Harrison cuts to the heart of the ten-
slon between women and roen. And i
the writing s mascullne, it is not the
macho propaganda of which he has
been accused. Eulla is recognized as an
independent force, probably as strong
as the men she encounters.

‘When a story works on as many Jov.
els ns this one dogs, (t's bard to cover

.all the bases. T [cave It to scholars tc

discuss the bollsm of the water
that "never stops" and provides Strang.
a preacher’s son, the "Ineredible sweel
fecling I once got from rellgion.”

‘They too can tackle the Oedlpal con-
flict that reverberates botween the
nes, an accomplished ending of a pri.
mal desire that lends credence to Har-
rison’s reputation s a mythmaker,

Fortunately, you don't have to plumb
those depths to appreciate “Sundog.”
}l‘s not fust good art — it's great read-
ng.
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