How the
Boy became

Robert Ruark’s

Legacy

By Terry Weiland

The Old Man

Late in his life, on a safari in
East Africa with some American
friends, Robert Ruark came to a

startling conclusion.

“As I approach senility I find
that I am the Old Man now,” he

wrote, “And I get my kicks out
of not hunting, but of making it
possible for other people.”

At the time Ruark was only 42 —
usually the prime of life for an
active man, and for many
writers the beginning of their
most productive years. Not for
Robert Ruark. Although he did
not know it, he was nearing the
end. Ruark’s comparison of
himself with his most enduring
character — the Old Man of the
Field & Stream columns — was
more accurate than he knew.

In seven years, he would be dead
— worn out at the age of 49
from a lifetime of simply living
too damned hard.

obert Ruark was fond of adding things up.

He liked to look at the word count from his

iter each day. He liked wo ol up

the number of miles flown, the number of column-

inches printed, and the number of newspapers

around the warkd thar printed those columns, He

was a man fascinated by accomplishment, and he

was consmantly looking for ways © mensure and

gquantify the things he had done. And, truth to tell,
he was fond of rubbing other people’s noses in it.

On the wall over m}rdﬁk,l hawve reo shelves of
books, One is devoted o Emest Hemingway, the
other o Robert Ruark. The Hemingway shelf is
twice as long as Ruark’s, bur Ruark is no slouch:
The shelf space required for one copy of each of his
first editions is more than two feet long. These
books — six anthologies, six novels, and one non-
fiction masterpicce — were produced in the amazing
span of just 15 years - a decade and a half in which
Robert Ruark went 1o Africa on safari ar least once
and often twice a year, in which he circled the globs
repeatedly, and hunted and fished from Kenya w
Mlaska o New Fealand,

*Christ,” his luml:lmgrnphul self wonders in
The Honey Badger, looking ar his own books lined
up on a shelf. “When did [ have time w make the
trips, shoot the animals, drink the booze, chase the
dames?™ When, indeed.

That Robert Ruark was a driven man who spent
half his life driving himself, and the other half crying
w escape from his driving self, is neither a grear
insight nor a reveladon. Even the question “why?”
is no real mystery: Ruark was a poor boy from a
smiall southem town who fele he had a lot 1o prove,

If there s a mystery, it bs this:  Why, almost 40
years afier his death, docs his writing still have such
magic? There were other safari writers before, and
there have been many since, Africa has changed, and
safari has changed, forever and not for the beter, By
any meaningful measure, Ruark’s work is out of dare
= “ohsolescent if not obsolete” as he might have put
it. Yer, for African husiers real and imagined, Ruark
is still the name that symbolizes it all,
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Robert Ruark was born in Narth Caroling, in the
town of Wilmingron, on December 29, 1915.
Wilmingron is a unremarkable community on the
Cape Fear River, just upsmeam from the coastal
towen of Southport.

[n many ways, Rusark was barn in just the right
place at just the right tme. Inland from
Wilmingon could be found swamps and woods
and fields, thar harboured whitetail deer, wild
turkeys, squirrels and — above all — bobwhite quail.
The nver and the surf that washed the coastline
were full of fish, There was duck hunting in the fall
and surf casting in the summer.

Ruark's maternal grandfacher, Edward Hall
Adkins, was a retired sea capaain, and his Uncle Rob
skippered the ferry that ran between the pao towns,
If a boy had any bent wharever wward the outdoors
= and Bob Hmrkdjd—dmmunllmimdsmpe
fosr bsoyish advenmnres,

This was not Ruark’s personal Garden of Eden,
however. His home life was anything but peaceful,
Boch his mather, Chardose, and his father, Robere
RunrhScnlor.hldpcmmn]mkmmatpnv
into serious problemns as the years went by, His
mother carried on a constant bartle of wills with her
mother-in-law, wha lived with them, and a similar
bartle of the sexes with her ineffectual husband,
Ruark was an only child, but it was not for want of
mying. A succession of unproductive pregnancies
were blamed on husband, son, in-laws, or any
number of other causes. Dinner every nighe was a
battleficld, Eventually, his mother wok refuge in
morphine, and his father in alcohol.

Repelled by it all, the young Ruark spent more
and more of his time alone in the woods with a
Enui:mdashu:gun, or on the river in a boat
pretending he was Sir Francis Drake, or with his
grandfather = later the model for the Old Man - at
his home in Southport,

Bobby Ruark was precocious, and in spite of his
later acerhic writings abour his family, did not have
a completely negative childhood, He ate regularly,
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and always had a place w seep. His grandmother
tueghe him o read ac an early age = he could read
well before he ever stared school - and he devoured
books like popeorn.  His paternal grandfather, a
had one
redeeming quality:  he adared books, and had a
subsantial library, With an all-consuming curiosity,

Ruark went [I:LIIII.IFjI the family supply of hooks like

III\.'.I.'r dli 'H'I.'II I'I.LI'I1{‘-I‘| I |ﬂll'p;:lrl Ill,hi.,"'k.

a wolf I|1muﬁ|| a flock

Years later, when he created the Old Man, Ruark
combined the best attributes of both grandfathers
mio  one  admirable, well-rounded, and
unforgenable character,

Young Ruark’s bookishness did not sand him in
good stead ar school. While his teachers admired
his abilities, his schoolmares did not. The fcr cha
Ie waas rather |1||;|.n1p and had o ;||-rir||.,|-;- for tem
sports did not help, Peing ostracised by his peers
made Riark even more of a loner. He was a
“hardened recluse,” he laver wrote, by the tme he
wus 12,

But his grades were good - so good dhar he
graduared from high school early and entered the
University of Morcth Carsling ar E:iupﬂ Hill when
]I.f Waas I:?I'It:«' I =I‘.

It was then 1930, and owo momentols evenis
occurred thae changed things forever. Med Adkins
died of cancer, inq'-'iug the |EJ.|11|.|:|.' with little exoept
debe, and the Great ['.lt.'prl'“iun descended on the
land. “iping fi 1 .1||.:.'I|1i.|1|!: thar was lefr

Ruvark eneered ||:|si\'rni.l,:.-' with no money and few

prospects, He managed oo stick through four years,

however, and with no means w do much else,
studied hard and !_'.J'.‘II.Ii:IJI:I.'\t! with honours. In his
fourth year, having little idea what he wanned w do
with his life, he began sitting in on a journalism class
Bsecainese he was in love with a journalism major. The
professor took an inerest in Buark, saw thar he had
SEFIOLUS wliliug talene, and ]u:inl:n:i him the rigl‘n
way when he graduated. Ruark never got the gird,
bt he got something worth far more: He found his
calling in life.

Ruark went first 1o a small weekly newspaper in
the Piedmone. When that job ended six months
Later, he pulled some family strings wo ger himself 2
berth on the mamp freighter Sundance as an
||:dil'|.II:|' seaman, He ~.||:pi:~:d out for J'Jt.l.rllFr.
mirvived three T under a l::l.'l'J.l'l]'lI-:,.,'II -.kippcr.
and a year later back birake,
unemployed, and barcly 21, in Washingron, DLC,

It was then 1935, and newspapers were not

Wils ashiore,

I'IJI:iI:l_!.". Soill, Ruark found a job as a copy |||r.1-' with
the Ll'iﬂu"u'.lrgj'r.-u J'I.u'f.!'} Newr and, a few ||.|.|.k5.- bireiks
later, found himself as a saff reporter covering
:'.:r:r[illhg from fires to football BAITIES. .'1|.|-.:-|1g the
way, he married a local gir| fromm a well-to-do r-,:rnih;
Virginia Webb and her parents and brother
provided Ruark with the respectabiliny that he
craved on the one hand, however, the invisible
bonds chat hold & man in a family like chat began o
chate almost immediacely,

The partern of truancy established in childhood,
born of family tarmoil and social ostracism, was w
become a recurring theme, in his writing as well as

There are worse memorials ro a grear ife than 2 book or & ok, *

his life. Ruark called himself a “compulsive oruane.”

The first opportunity for serious trusney
occurred December 7, 1941, the
_|;l.|l.1.|'|ﬂ.'v: bombed Pearl Harbor and “we all went

[E]4] when
1-|||||;1|ri|:||_; for military suits.” Ruark was ¢ |w{':ring
a foothall-game when he heard the news, A few
manths later, he received his commission from the
Mavy and was ordered o report for basic eraining,
By the end of the year, Ensign Robert C. Ruark,
It, was a naval EuRAEryY afficer commanding a unit
of the Armed Guard aboard a freighter on the
trans-Arlantic convay mun,

.'"L|I||11|.|1.;|1 he tended o play down his
the MNavy, Ruoark
immensely proud of the Gex thar he had been a

JI.LII:I!LI.!-I!NI'IJ:II:EI'II\ m Wi
serving othoer, and saw action in several of the most
hazardous thearres of war, The Atbantic convavs
194243, running munitions w England during
the Blite, are a curiously unsung pare of the war, yet
they were horribly dangerous missions in which
merchant crews and their naval escorts faced packs
of U-boats, Luftwaffe dive-bombers, winter gales,
andl the cerminty of death if their ships were sunk.

Rasark survived rwo such convoys at the height of
the Bantde of the Adanric, as well as one comvoy into
the Mediterranean, His ship, carrying a cargo of
aviarion fuel, was l|||:|1|.'|Juc|.| in the Med; the
orpedo filed o detonace, and the ship survived o
make it home. Ruark dodged Fare several vimes, and
wis evennually transderred 1o the Pacific, where he
emded the war in Australia,

In later accounts, Ruark dismissed any idea of
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Fruark veviews .I'Jfr .-le‘.i'f.r Somesorng ﬂfﬁi.!'ﬁf.‘

"Lt see. . 8000 copies on the first too pringings of five bucks a
capy... Beok of the Morsh Club. .. Adaped for Broadwsay thow ar the
wieal perceniage. .. Then inte an MGM movie for 350 6.,

54.2 lay ﬁ'ﬂm assorted dames, .. Not B for @ years work, "

personal heroism, but did acknowledge thar he had
been extraordinarily lucky o survive the war when
so many of his frends had not.  His wartime
experiences appeared infrequently in his writing, A
few recollections occur in his book abour his first
afari, Hovw of the Funger; the war plays a major role
in the lite of Alec Barr, Ruark’s alver-ego in his last,
autobiographical novel, The Honey Badger. But he
never wrote a pure “war novel,” and never traded on
his war record. It was, for him, a very privace matter
~ as it was with mosr men who sw and survived
serious combat,

After the war, Ruark returmed o his newspaper
job in Washingron, but it was a bricf smy, Being the
“meek morning editor” of the fJur.r'l_’}' News was no
longer enough., Ruark had higher ambitions. He
wanted a syndicated column, and he wanted o live
in Mew York, where “the hig money grows”. In
1946, Robert and Virginia Ruark relocated o the
Big Apple, mking an apartment in Greenwich
Village, and Ruark embarked on the next = and in
many ways most destructive — stage of his life,

fith freedom 1o live as he saw fit 5o long as he
met  his d’.;lil:r deadlines, Ruark murned into a
nighthawk who drank long, slept late, and lived
Iu.rgu:. This was the frst real lmdi]irlg of the
alcoholism  that was w0 become almost  his
trademark, He haunted saloons, and wrote about
H:,‘ |":|‘5!, h-c W
puiishing his liver unmercifilly and his neeves were

their deniwens in ]!II.:l- |.11|.|4||||rlI

frazzeled. It was time for o change, and he knew it

Since childhood, Ruark had been fascinated by

the idea of Africa, and a long
safari. In 1951, the dream
came true, He wok Vieginia
and flew to Kenva for a rao-
manth safan with Harry Selby,
young, unknown
professional hunter with Ker
& Downey. Thar safan umed
out 1o be a life-altering event
for Robert Ruark. In K,:n?'a,
he saw a s.p-ﬂ.'uLuhr lamd that
he loved instantdy and for the
rest of his life; in the Kenya
settlers, he saw people living a
life that he both envied and
admired; in the animals, and
the simple pursuit thereof, he
saw the “hard, true life” thar
was the antithesis of
artificial
York.

Robert  Ruark
hivme to write his account of
the safani, Horn af the Hunrer,
and o plan his escape from
what he
destructive prison,

Ar the time, Ruark was a

then a
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modestly Famous and very
suceesshul man. His column
was syndicated across the
country and his name was
well-known, [n 1947, he had
wrirten a spoof historical novel, Gremadline Frobing,
which sold reasonably well. He followed this up
with rwo anthologies of his newspaper column, Cwe
fo the Rowd and [ Draly Kmow ft Wiz Loaded,

As a journalist, he was a force, He had pioneered
investigative journalism before the term became
popular, and had several coups o his name,
including a series on Frank Sinatra and maobster
Lucky Luciano. Sdll, he was viewed more as a
muckraking gadfly than a wrirer with any real
literary povential,

The publication of Hoers af
the Humter, however, wis a
complere change of direction,

It was a senous book,
written straight and without
pimmicks. [ was Africa seen
through the eves of an eager
newcomer with no pretensions
'.|.1'||,|. {74] ||I|;r#;:|.- J'l:i:luul:inn (1]
bive up to. As such, it was onc
of the most successful books of
its type ever wrirten. For
Ruark the writer, Africa
provided something that was
beyond price: a vast subject
that was really worth writing
absour,
which Ruark largely devored
the rese of his life.

Harn of the Hunter appeared

im 1953, and was an instant

ot

It was a subject w

best-seller. Ruark also wrote abour Africa in his
newspaper column = in fact, he had filed many
columns from Africa while he was on safari. An
accomplished magazine writer, he had also fulfilled
a childhood dream of being published in Field &
Stream, and in 1933, he began writing a continuing
series about his childhood, hunting and fishing with
his grandfather in Morth Carolina. The series was
called e Ol Mam ana ohe Boy, and it ran for the
next eight years, Ruark was paid the unheard-of
sum of $1 500 per issue, an indication of both how
gund a writer he was, and the value of Ilaving his
name on the masthead.

In October 1952, a series of violent amacks
ocourred in Kenya, Families on isolaved farms were
butchered, their animals slaughtered in grisly rimals,
The first Mau Mau
arrocitics arcracted headlines around the waorld, and
Robert Ruark immediately left for the land he
'.I.ll'ﬂll:f' l-l:l'md. B G Frm'll Ih.c hlm:;lg.- nrn.d ::F whaf |'|||_-
had viewed as heaven on earth. He wrote about the
Mau Mau and s roors, about colonial u.n..i:-l:r anid

and their houses burmed.

African AspirAtiong of jndrpcnd{m‘c. in a series of
magazine articles and in his syndicared column

Our of it also came his first major nove -
Something of Vislwe, 1t was published in 1955 and
became o Book of the Month Club selection, [t was
besth hugely successhul and controversial, but in
many ways it made Robert Ruark. He was now a
literary name as well as a journalistic one,
mentioned by many in the same breath as Erness
Hemingway. The comparisons with Hemingway,
welcome at first, became burdensome and irrtating
as the years passed.

Ruark followed up Somerfing of Vabe with a
lacklustre potboiler called foor Ne More, an
“autobiographical” novel abour the wexile indusiry
in the South, Alchough it drew on Ruark’s young
life, it was aumwbiographical only superficially. In
many ways, it was Ruark’s revenge on the people at
home who had, he believed, looked down on his

family and who now seeadfasely refused 1o
scknowledge that he had wuly made good in the big

city, His derermination o prove himself, coupled




with his nagging insecurity, only became worse as
the years went by

Mone of this was public, however. To the readers
of the hundreds of newspapers thar published his
column, o readers of Field & Stream, and o the
millions who read his novels, he was a successful and
wealthy man whao lived a life ochers could only envy.

Ruark wenr ro Africa every year, somerimes rwice
o even three times. He also visited and wrote about
illmling in Alaska, New Zealand, and India, He
hunted tigers and Alasha brown bears.  Curioushy,
l|1-:1|.|:|_.:i|.r his articles about these trips, while
competent and readable, never had the magic tha
characterised his African marerial. Ruark was born
o write about Africa.

In 1953, for mx reasons as much as anything,
Robert and Virginia Ruark lefr Mew York and
serdled in Palamos, on dthe Mediterranean coast of
Spain, east of Barcelona. Their villa there would be
Risark’s home for the rest af his life.

As one African country after another moved
Ruark
continent, covering the evenrs as a journalist. In
1962, he published another major novel, Uhura, a
story set in Kenya and based around the murder
wrial of Perer |:'|.:-|:||1:I a white man |1u.|1i_!‘r\d for the
murder of a black, Uhun is a complicaned work,

rowards  independence, travelled the

[ames Gichuru, & Kikuva politician whom Ruark
had falsely named as o Mau Mau.

Harry Selby, Ruarks long-time friend and
pm-l'-tn'mlm] huneer, l.llluuﬁg_‘er him 1o the alrport on
July 10, 1962, and Ruark left Kenya. He never
returned, and he never saw Selby again.

Back in Spain, Ruark’s life began o fall apare. His
drinking had, reached epidemic proportions; in
1963, he and his wife, Virginia, were divorced.
.\n.-’:'lml.'.glI tromabales pi]rd L. He spent his advances as
fast as his publishers could send him the checks, and
he fell behind in his ||!1|i.g:|.rj|::lr|.'. o provide
manuscripts. Even his newspaper column, his bread
and butter for years, suffered, and eventually the
syndicate terminated his contract,

In Fllhl.', l".H'ﬁ, Robert Ruark suffered Liver J;Lilu.n;,
He wris Bown from Barcelona g0 London, where he
died in hospital on July 1. He was only 49 years old.

The bare faces of Ruardk’s life and death do not
begin o comvey his impomance as a writer at the
time, a5 4 prognostcator on Africas future as a
collecrion of i|:i|.|r]'||:r||Jr|:|1 narions, nor  his
conrinuing influence as 2 writer on Africa 40 years
after his death.

Shortly after Huark died, his last novel, The
Hamey Hu.l'.ﬁl:f-rr.. Wil F:l|.||.'||1:-\.|!|n! le the

aumobiographical story of a New York novelist

was

Photo conrtesy of TROPHY ROOM BOOKS

With Selfey during ohe {953 snfart. Ruark bad moved from ohe ghlands to the Norsbern Frontier Ditserice,

with considerably more deprth than Semerbinmg of
Virdwe, Calculated to infuriate African namionalists as
well as their liberal apologists in Europe and the
United States, Uhuru was the camlyst for Ruark’s
fimal d,i:p..lrlll.rl: Tt Kenya,

Although he later claimed that he was declared a
prohibited immigrant because of whar he wrore in
the book, he acoually lefr the country for the las
time to avoid & process server atempting 1o serve
him with papers relating to a lawsuit filed by Chicf

Within a year ar rwo, two anthologies of his work,
Llse Emorgh i, and Wormen, also appeared. And
afrer that, nothing,
forgomen by mainstream  America,

Ruark was very quickly
His name
carriedd enough cacher thar his agent, heirs, and
publishers tried to cash in wherever possible, bus
one by one his bsoodes went our of prine. £ Fnh.' the
collecrions of his Old Man columns, published in
two volumes (1957 and 1961) stayed in prine.

The mesage that Ruark had insisted on
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L{rliw;l‘ihg ;ll.'n-(|1:|1 ﬁf.fil,;l'i. ]'lfng;"u;n_ﬁ, .J||h|,r|_|g|'|
uncannily accurate and far-sighted in retrospect,
flew at the dime in the face of both Cold War
wishiful ||'|i|1|:u1g and a |'r||rgq'||-l1i|11_l| |1|:1|iti-;;u.|
correctiess.  If the independent African emperor
wruly had no clothes, mose Americans did not wane
o kenor aheonr it

Roberr Ruark’s name would have been complenely
forgotten but for one thing: as a huniing writer, he
waas in o class by himself. His most enduring fans
were the people who had read his stories about safari,
and animals, and Africa. While his novels did not
exactly become collectors’ items, there was a
continuing marker among used-book dealers for
anything he had written abour Africa,

]:'urll:lg I:]!r |"|.|.rit i |1'|:|:|:|li|1g bewiam ||1- rhq |']-!§[:I'\.
and "90s; inverest in Ruark picked up. Two maore
anthologies of his magazine writing appeared -
Robert Ruarky J[,i"r"rr.:'. 199], edived by Michael
Melnrosh = and The Losr Claesicy |5F'Rr.-|f.«.-rr Rk,
1995, There was even a biography, Someone of
Value, written by a retired American bureaucrar
who, curiously, focused on Ruarks polirical
writing and largely ignored the area in which his
name really lives on - as a writer on African
hunting.

Both of his African classics, Horn of the Hunter
and Lhe Emough Gun, were reprinted by Safari
Press.

Which brings us back o the question: Whar is
it about Ruark's writing that is still so compelling,
so many vears later?  The answer, | believe, is
s.iI||||J|:: Ruark saw Africa with a freshnes and
enthusiasm thar grill shines through, Even when
his writing ook on a world-weary tone and he was
writing abour how disgusted he was with the way
things were changing, he still showed us a world
the way we would like to remember it, the way we
weish it still was.

Robert Ruark was always The Boy, seeing
things for the firse fime, with an excitement he
could barely conceal and wanied to share, Later
in life, telling us this, he became for many of us,
the Old Man, a source of wisdom and insighe,
pointing us in the right direction, but never
lecturing, never condescending,

The world he wrote about may be gone forever,
but the world he created is stll with us, and will
be as long as his books are read. A writer could
not ask for much more,

Ferry Wielamd i shooting edicor of Gray's
Sporting Journal and the aushor of A View From
A Tall Hill - Robert Ruark in Africa, published by
Tharn Tree Prew (thorniveepres.com).

Photographs courtery of Trophy Roem Books,
wiiich has recensly reprinted Someone of Value, by
Hugh Foster,

Phoros for this article are from Semeone of Walie:
A Biograply of Robert Ruark by Hugh Foster,
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Box 3041 Agoura CA 91301.
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