
ExpatriateAmericanshaveavarietyofreactionstotheplacestheylive.Theymayhate

thoseplacesorlovethem,bebemusedbythem orbaffled,beamazed,orexcited,orbored.

Indeedit・snotunknownforAmericansabroadtoexperienceallofthesereactionsinan

afternoon.Iftheiradoptivecountriesarewellandtrulyforeign,however(we・renottalking

aboutamovefrom SeattletoVancouver),theseexpatriateswillnevertakethecountriesin

whichtheyliveforgranted;theywillneverbefishinwater.Thisisnolesstrue,ofcourse,

forwriters.Thecountriesinwhichexpatriatewritersliveorhavelivedalmostalways

becomekeyfeaturesintheseartists・work.It・shardtoimagineHenryJames,forexample,

withoutaEuropeinwhichtosethisAmericansadrift,orPaulBowleswithoutaNorth

AfricatogrindhisAmericansdown.AndclearlyaHenryJamesnovelsetinEurope,ora

PaulBowlesstorysetinMorocco,willalwaysbe,atleastinpartaboutEurope,about

Morocco,inawaythataJamesnoveloraBowlesstorysetinNewYorkneednotbeabout

NewYork.

ThusitisnosurprisetofindthatNormanRush・sthreebooks,Whites,Mating,and

Mortals,evenastheyareaboutotherthingstoo,areaboutBotswana,acountryinwhich

Rushlivedforsixyearswhileworkingasaco-directorofthePeaceCorpsoperationsthere.

ThathisnovelsarenotaboutAmericansinAmericamightprovideapartialexplanationfor

thefactthat,though Rush hasreceivedaccolades― ・Bruns,・astory in Whites,was

includedinBestAmericanStories1984;hisnovel,Mating,wontheNationalBookAwardin

1991―whenconversationsaboutourfinestauthorsoccur,whennameslikeDeLilloand

FranzenandMorrisonareflungaboutwithabandon,Rushisseldom,ifever,mentioned.

Nothing haschangedsinceGoreVidalremarkedin an essay on PaulBowles:・Great

Americanwritersaresupposednotonlytoliveinthegreatestcountryintheworld(the
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UnitedStatesforthosewhocameinlate),butalsotowriteaboutthegreatestofallhuman

themes:theAmericanexperience・(Vidal1995,431,italicsintheoriginal).

AddtoRush・srefusaltowriteparochiallyAmericanstoriesandnovelsthelonggaps

betweenhisbooks―fiveyearsbetweenWhitesandMating,twelvebetweenMatingand

Mortals― and it・s not surprising that his work floats only sporadically into the

consciousnessofeventhatsmallsliceofthepublicthatispassionateaboutliterature.This

isunfortunateinpartbecauseRush・sstoriesandnovelsarefilledwithinformationabout

Botswana,andanyinformationaboutBotswana―aboutanypartofAfrica―will,formost

ofus,benewknowledge.Moreimportant,though―we・retalkingaboutarthere,notabout

aworkofnaturalhistory,orgeography,orhistory,orsociology―Rushhasfoundaway

toweaveinformationaboutBotswanaandmuchelse―therangeoftopicsheconsidersin

hisworkseemsunparalleledinmodernAmericanfiction―intotapestriesthat,thanksto

theirintellectualandaestheticadventurousness,areaconstantdelight.

Thisadventurousnesswasalreadyevident,ifnotfullydeveloped,inthestoriescollected

inWhites,abookthatformspartofwhathasbecomehisBotswanaTrilogy.Onedoubts

that,asthestorieswerebeingwrittenandpublished,Rushconceivedofthem asforming

partofatrilogy,butevenso,oneencountersin・Bruns,・thefirststoryinthecollection,

manyofthequalitieswhichstandoutinhislaterbooks.・PoorBruns,・thestorybegins.

・Theyhatedhim somuchitwasbaroque.ButthensoisKetengbaroque,everythingabout

it・(Rush1986,3),andinthesefirstthreesentenceswenotonlymeetthecharacterswho

willgoontobecomethenarratorofRush・smasterpiece,Mating,butalsoseeourfirst

examplesofthelinguisticfiligreethatmakesRush・sproseconsistentlyinteresting:inthis

snippettheunexpecteduseoftheadjective・baroque・tomodify・hate・andtheinversionof

thestandardwordorderinthelastsentence.

Anthropologists,Rush・snarratortellsus,are・thickontheground・inBotswana,and

sheisoftheirnumber(Rush1986,4).Sheis,therefore,atrained,educated,andhighly―in

Mating,attimes,obsessively―analyticalobserver,andinthis,asinthequirkyoriginality

ofheranalyses,oneseesthefirstfloweringofthetypeofsensibilityRushenjoyscreating.

(Indeed,sopersistentisthistypeinRush・sfiction―even,asshallbeshown,downto

apparentlytrivialdetails―thatonesuspectsRushmustbeabitthiswayhimself.)Sheis

also,likehercreator,American,andasthereisatleastabitoftruthintheoldsawwhich

hasitthatoneshouldwriteaboutwhatoneknows,thisistobeexpected.AnAmericancan

liveabroadforsixyearsorsixty,buttheexpatriateAmericanwillstillfinditeasiertoget

insideanAmericancharacter・sskullthanintothecranium ofanative.

Rush・sprotagonistis,ashercreatorwasduringhistimeinBotswana,anoutsider,and

thisservesRushwell:outsidersmakethebestnarrators.Suchnarratorscan,inthehands

ofanartistasskillfulasRush,beplausiblymadetonoticeforreadersdetailsthatare

telling,tobecuriousaboutthatwhichreaderswillfindcurious.Rush・snarratorisableto
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see―heranthropologicaltrainingcomesintoplayheretoo―forexample,themannerin

whichtheBoersandAfricansaroundherinKetangstand:

Ican・tresistmentioningafunnythingaboutBoermen.Or,rather,letmeback

intoit:thereisathingwithblackAfricanmencalledtheAfricanPhysiological

Stance,whichmeanessentiallythatmen,whentheystandaround,don・tbotherto

holdtheirbelliesin.Itmightseem likeafunnyculturaltraittoborrow,butthe

Boermenpickeditup.Itdoesn・tlooksobadwiththeblacksbecausethemenstay

prettyskinny,usually.Butinwhites,especiallyinBoers,whoruntofatanyway,

itisn・tsoenthralling.(Rush1986,7)

TidbitssuchasthisonearenotjuststuckintoRush・sstoryfortheinsightorthechuckle

theymightprovide.Rather―Rushisaconsummatecraftsman―theyserveapurpose.The

Boerswiththeirbelliesstickingoutaretheretoillustrateandinpartexplaintheconflict

whichwillarisebetweenthecorpulentAfrikanersofKetang,andBruns,・...withhisnice

flatbelly,arealwaist,and,faceit,averycompactnicelittlebehind・(Rush1986,7).Add

tohisattractivephysique―attractivetotheBoers・wivesanddaughters,thatis―thathe

isanabsolutepacifistandalsothathisdietis・whateverisbeyondlactovegetarianin

strictness・(Rush1986,8),andthecontrastwiththeBoers― ・Boersandmeatgotogether

likepissandporcelain・(Rush1986,8)―iscomplete.Andthusinamannerthatistext-book

perfectRushhasbuiltthebombthatweknowwillexplodebeforethetaleisfinished.

Buthow canitbethatBruns,thismild-manneredpacifist,withoutcompromisinghis

ideals,isnotonlyactivelyinvolvedinaviolentencounterwithDeon,themostboorishof

theKetangBoers,butactuallycomesout―albeitatthecostofhislife―ontop?Thisisthe

cruxofRush・sstory,andtotellitwouldbetodohim andhisreadersadisservice.Without

spoilingthetale・salmostO・Henryesquetwist,though,wecannoteconcernsin・Bruns・to

whichRushwillreturnagainandagain.Heiswillingtointroduceintohiswork,for

example,characterssuchasBruns,suchasNelsonDenooninMating,suchasSamuel

KerekangandDavisMorrellinMortals,whoareidealistsandutopiansandtopaintthem

asotherthanidiots.Asidefrom GuyDavenport―anauthorwhocouldn・tbemoredifferent

from Rush―itisdifficulttonameanotherAmericanfictionwriterwhotakesutopiasand

utopiansseriously.

Rush・sconcernwithutopias,or,moreprosaically,withajustworldandhowwemight

gettherederivesinpart,nodoubt,from theyearshespentinAfrica,aplacewherethe

world・shorrorscanseem morebrutallyobviousthanelsewhere,andwheremanyinthe

expatriatecommunityarecommittedinsomewayto,bytheirlights,improvingthings.Not

allofthesemeliorists,though,areaspureasBruns,andnotallofthem areassuccessful.

AsweproceedthroughRush・sstoriesandnovelsweseethattheutopiansRushpaintsas

mostsympatheticarethosewhoareextreme,likeBruns,intheirpurity,andthosewhoare

independentandoriginalintheiractionsandanalyses,suchasDenoon,theiconoclastwith
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whom thenarratormatesinMating.Rushhaslessuse,particularlyintheearlywork,for

thosemembersoftheaidcommunitywhoplodalongdoingconventionallygooddeedsin

officiallyapprovedways.

Inastorycalled・OfficialAmericans,・forexample,themaincharacterworksforthe

officiallysanctionedAgencyforInternationalDevelopment.Hisna�veyoungwifeispleased

withhisjobbecause・itkepthim insunnycountriesandhelpedthepoor・(Rush1986,76).

Whenwelearnthat・shethoughtofAIDassomethingliketheRedCross・(Rush1986,76),

wearemeanttounderstandthatsheisdeluded,thatthingsarenotthatsimple.Her

husbandprovidesamorejaundicedview.Expatriates,heexplains,likelivinginAfrica

because:

Itisn・tourcountryandwecan・thelpwhathappens.Wecanofferpeopleadviceand

wegetpaidforit.Wegetgoodvacations,weeatoffthetopofthefoodchain,we

getfreehousing.Hey!Butwe・renotresponsibleforwhathappensifAfricagoesto

hell,becausewe・vedoneourbest...Saywegetfifteenpercentcomplianceonbirth

controlhere,which iswhatwedogetand which isterrificby Third World

standards.O.K.,it・snotenough.Butwhatcanwedo,wetried.Wetoldthem.But

we・retoolate.Weallknowit,butsomebodypaysustokeepupthegoodwork,so

wesayfine.(Rush1986,104)

Andofcourseoneofthereasonsthattheseaid-workersmoreorlessfail(andthusneedto

employthesesortsofexcuses)isthattheydon・tunderstandtheplacewheretheyareliving.

They can neithermakethenativesintoliberalWesterners,normakethemselvesinto

traditionalAfricans.

Thus,iftheyaretodoanythingatalltheymuststepoutsideofbothtraditionsinthe

grandmannerofRush・sNelsonDenoon.DenoonisnotthenarratorofMating,but―

Matingisalovestory―likeHeathcliffinWutheringHeights,heisverymuchthecenterof

attention.Heis,fortheintellectualnarratortheultimatealpha-male,onewhonotonlyhas

awrestler・sbuild―thisisthesamenarrator,remember,whonoticesBruns・s・verycompact

nicelittlebehind・(Rush1986,7)―buthasalsosucceededintheintellectualarenatosuch

anextentthat,liketheradicalintellectualsuponwhom heappearstobebased―thinkIvan

Illych,PaoloFreire,andespeciallytheSouthAfricaneducatorPatrickVanRensburg―he

now tendstodenigrateacademiaanditsdenizens.Denoon・sintellectualmight,wefeel

certain,impressesthenarrator―adedicatedintellectualstriver―evenmorethanhisbroad

shoulders.(Thenarrator・snameisKaren,butwedon・tlearnthisuntilshemakesacameo

appearanceinMortals.)

Matingis,likealllovestories,drivenbydesire,andKaren,abundleofwant,isthe

perfectnarratorofsuchabook.Herdesiresarealwaysunderstandableandoftenlaudable.

Aself-improver,sheisintentonliftingherselfoutoftheintellectualandeconomicpoverty

inwhichshewasraised,abackgroundepitomizedbyhergrosslyoverweight,sociallyinept,

―79―



andallaroundembarrassing mother.Though Karen hascomealong way from that

background―sheis,afterall,inBotswanaworkingonaPh.D.dissertation―sinceher

researchappears,aftereighteenmonthsinthebush,tobeabust,itisherfailuresthat

preoccupyher.・Africa,・shesays,・haddisappointedme,・anddisappointedsheretreatsto

thecapital,Gaborone.・...Foradisappointee,・shenotes,・Gaboronewasperfectbecauseyou

circulateinamediumofotherswhoaredisappointed.Nobodyusestheword・(Rush1991,6).

In the capital she moves among the ・white experts,・ ・anthropologists and

anthropologistsmanqu�e,・・fugitivewhiteandblackpoliticals,・・spiesofallkinds,・and

・civilservice Brits excessed as decolonization moves ever southward...people forever

maladaptedtolivinginEngland・(Rush1991,7),andshecommencestotakelovers.Itisin

thissectionthatwebegintoknow Karen,andtheremarkswhichRushgivesherareso

witty,incisive,andinformativethatalthoughintheschemeofthenovelthesepagesare

preparatory,they are also a delight.We learn,for example,about the kinds of

disappointmentinstoreforwhitesinAfrica.Karenproduces,forexample,acomicbook

primeronbasicsanitationincollaborationwithaPeaceCorpsdoctor.

...Hewasoverjoyedwiththethinganditturnedouttobeahit.Batswanawere

droppingbytheofficeaskingforcopies.Hecouldn・tbelieveit.Wehadtoreprint.

Forawhilehewasanew man.Thenanenemyofhisenlightenedhim.Thereare

publictoiletsincentralGaboronewithnotoiletpaperinthem.Thepoormakedo

withwhateverkindsofpapertheycanlayhandon.Actualcommercialtoiletpaper

isaluxurycommodity.Itriedtocomforthim withthenewsthatthesamething

washappeningtotheWatchtowerpublicationstheJehovah・sWitnesseswerebeing

mobbedforinthemall.(Rush1991,14)

Itisfrom thelastoftheloversshetakesinthissectionofthenovel,aBritishspy,that

shelearnsthatNelson Denoon isin town making ararevisitfrom thesecretclosed

developmentprojectatwhich hehasbeen laboring forthepasteightyears.Karen・s

experienceswithDenoon,andwiththeprojecttowhichhehasgivenhislife,form themeat

ofthenovel,andwill,alongwithMortals,bediscussedinafutureinstallmentofthisessay.
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