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On a Buchan adventure

THE GREATEST works of
literature are sexless—that
is, they transcend mere
sexual differences. Tolstoy,
Dostoievsky, Balzac, Dickens,
their novels are read and
understood by men and
women equally. But on all
the rungs of fiction below the
1topmost, there are, as well
as novels that appeal to both
isexes, those which .very
definitely are preferred by
male or female readers—
though not, of course, exclu-
sively. And this is not any
|intention of the authors,
either, for all authors write,
not for men or women, but
for themselves.

When we arrive at what I
shall call, in the best Graham
Greene-ian  sense, entertain-
ment literature, there is very
decidedly a sexual divide;
Greene himself is read by both
sexes, but most pure adventure
stories are preferred by men.

So, although I like to read
for entertainment, as well as
more serious purposes, I rarely
read the very masculine adven-
ture books. It is partly that the
macho activities of their typi-

that Penguin Books have re-

‘cently re-issned several of his

books, and bought a handful in
a pleasing little Cotswold book-
shop. 1 then remembered that
I had bought a couple of others
at a bazaar last Christmas, for
five pence each, and not yet
got round to reading them, But
a reason. lay even nearer io
home. The village in which I
now live is in Buchan country.
About these fields and in these
woods and across the mysteri-
ous tract of land called Otmoor,
Buchan used to walk; he lived
in the Manor House of the

village next-door, past which I

drive almost every day — he
was created Baron Tweedsmuir
in 1935, and took the title of
the village, Elsfield; he is
buried in the churchyard there.
I recalled how greatly I had
enjoyed the only Buchan story
I had previously read, when I
was only 13 or so, the most
famous of all—* The Thirty-
Nine Steps.” So, through a
week of October cold wind and
heavy rain. I had a marvel-
lous orgy of Buchan. I read
“The Three
“ Greenmantle,”
of Sheep” and “Mr Stand-
fast ” all Richard Hannay

Hostages,”
“The Island

the First World War, to the
East, to Scotland; often, his
hero is in disguise, and travel-
ling uncomfortably and danger-
ocusly (and romantically) by cold
night steam train or dirty tug-
boat up the Volga. For example
in “The Dancing Floor” he
travels in an old beat through
storms, with a crew of hired
mercenaries, to an idyllic)
Greek island — but arrives
thére not in glorious sunshine
but in terrifying, sinister fog.

But he is as good at creating
an atmosphere of fear, danger
and tension in London as in

Istanbul. Greene puts it well
in an essay on Buchan, written
in 1947, ‘

“John Buchan was the first
to realise  the. extraordinary
dramatic value of adventure in
familiar surroundings happen-
ing to unadventurous men . . .
"Who will forget the first thrill
in 1916 as the hunted Leithen,
the future Solicitor General,
ran like a thief in a London
thoroughfare on a June after-
noon?” -

. T am at once reminded, read-
ing that, of the pursuit of the
young mard called Pinky
through the civilised Regency
resort of “ Brighton Rock.”




