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D I S C O N T E N T  A N D 
I T S  C I V I L I Z AT I O N S
by Mohsin Hamid
The Pakistani novelist Mohsin 
Hamid happened to be away 
from his New York home on 
September 11 2001. In another 
sense, he did not escape the 
event at all. With his fiction 
paralysed, he turned to 
journalism to convey the great 
strain he felt on “the hyphen 
bridging that identity called 
Muslim-American”. Thirty six of 
those essays are collected here.

T H E  S E C R E T 
H I S T O R Y  O F 
W O N D E R  W O M A N
by Jill Lepore
Wonder Woman’s best weapon 
was the golden lasso. Anyone 
trapped in its coils fell under 
her control and was forced to 
tell the truth. The cartoonist 
who invented her, William 
Moulton Marston, had himself 
developed the polygraph lie-
detector. Lepore’s study of 
Wonder Woman, feminism and 
the strange Marston is riveting.
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P O E M S  T H AT  M A K E 
G R O W N  M E N  C R Y
ed by Anthony Holden 
and Ben Holden
This volume’s tiresome title 
seems to imply that it takes a 
really special poem to make a 
man weep, whereas women will 
shed tears over any old rubbish. 
However, the anthology itself is 
very good: each poem is chosen 
and introduced by a different 
man, like Ken Loach, Colin 
Firth or Benjamin Zephaniah.
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L A S T  W O R D

W hen
T S Eliot
won the 
poetry 
contest 
of The 

Dial magazine in New York 
in 1922, the judges weren’t 
unanimous. Two chose The 
Waste Land, but one, Carl 
Sandburg, preferred a poem 
by a young man from 
Montana, Norman Maclean. 

Later, in 1977, the fiction 
jury for the Pulitzer Prize 
recommended Maclean for 
his collection A River Runs 
Through It, but the Pulitzer 
board, which has the last 
word, denied him the award. 
As Maclean once put it, “I 
have never had much luck 
winning contests.”

Winning readers is a 
different matter. Since 1976, 
A River Runs Through It has 
sold more than two million 
copies in various editions, 
only some of them trading 
on a jacket photograph of 
Brad Pitt, who was made 
a star by Robert Redford’s 
reverential film. A few 
weekends ago, I joined 
many others in Seeley Lake, 
Montana, to celebrate the 
man and his work.

I first came across 

Maclean’s writing in 1990 
(the year he died, aged 87), 
when The Daily Telegraph’s 
fishing columnist, David 
Profumo, introduced the 
British edition of A River 
Runs Through It. “Readers 
who make a habit of pressing 
books on other people can 
be a tedious race,” he wrote, 
“but I’m going to take my 
chances.” I was similarly 
smitten, from Maclean’s 
opening sentence: “In our 
family, there was no clear 
line between religion and 
fly fishing.”

So was the novelist Pete 
Dexter, who addressed 
the festival at Seeley Lake. 
Dexter had written a profile 
of Maclean for Esquire
magazine in 1981: “I was 
just really starting to be a 
writer at that point and I’d 
read A River Runs Through 
It and wanted to be the guy 
that wrote that. I still do… 
I wasn’t copying Norman’s 
words or anything, but 
I was trying to compete 
– not to be him, just so he 
would like me.”

Maclean published only 
two books and a few essays. 
This was partly because 
he didn’t get going as an 
author until he reached 
his “threescore years and 
10”; partly because of a 
Presbyterian perfectionism 
instilled by his minister 
father, whose idea of 
home schooling was to set 
his son a composition, then 
order him to cut it by half, 
and by half again.

Both books were 
informed in content 
by Maclean’s early 
experience as a woodsman 

in Montana; in style, by 
the texts he taught later 
as an English professor 
at the University of 
Chicago. “I think poets 
have influenced me more 
than prose writers,” he 
told one interviewer, 
citing Wordsworth, 
Hopkins, Browning (“the 
best English poet after 
Shakespeare”) and Frost. 

He was drawn to tragedy. 
In A River Runs Through It,
the brother Paul is a gambler 
and street fighter. He seems 
sure to come to a bad end, 
and does: beaten to death in 
an alley. 

Maclean’s second book 
was Young Men and Fire,
a factual account of a 1949 
forest fire in Mann Gulch, 
Montana, from which only 
three out of 16 firefighters 
escaped. Maclean spent a 
decade on the book, and 
still wasn’t content when 
he died. 

When it was published 
posthumously in 1992, 
copies were sent to the 
relations of those killed. 
Later, the publisher 
received a note from the 
sister-in-law of one. “Mann 
Gulch was a double tragedy 
for me and my family,” she 
explained. Her sister had 
never recovered from their 
loss, and eventually took 
her own life. 

The sister-in-law, 
however, had been 
consoled by “the poignant 
beauty of Maclean’s prose”. 
She wrote: “I felt that at 
last they had not been 
forgotten. Nor would they 
be. Young Men and Fire is 
their testimony.”
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psychedelia, influencing Robert 
Crumb and Gilbert Shelton’s Furry 
Freak Brothers. Everything that 
makes Seuss great is evident in 
What Pet Should I Get?, so it is 
puzzling that Seuss, who was an 
executive at Random House, never 
published it.

In part, the answer is surely 
that he put it to one side after 
pinching some of its ideas for One 
Fish. But the book may be a kind 
of psychological test, after all. 
Throughout, the refrain “make up 
your mind, make up your mind” 
has the insistent undertone of 
nightmares. Perhaps Seuss put it 
into a drawer because of a private 
trauma. Who knows? I am just 
surprised and elated it is now here. 
And beyond grateful that I get it.


