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Southern charm and storytelling propels A va’s M a n , says Jason A. K eenan.

Bragg bags another great story
C h a r l ie  B u n - 

d ru m  s h o u ld n 't 
be th e  s ta r  o f  
h is  o w n  book. 
H e  w a s  w h a t  

one  m ig h t  c a ll an  ave rag e  
m a n  w h o  fo u g h t h is  w a y  
th ro u g h  th e  G re a t
D e p re s s io n  and  its  a f t e r ­
m a th s  in  th e
A p p a la c h ia n  fo o th i l ls  on  
th e  b o rd e r  re g io n  
b e tw e e n  A rk a n s a s  a n d  
G e o rg ia  in  th e  A m e r ic a n  
S o u th .

H e  to i le d  as a ro o fe r  
and  a c a rp e n te r. H e k e p t 
th e  f in a n c ia l  w o lv e s  a t 
b ay  b y  m a k in g  b a c k ­
w ood s l ik k e r .  H e fis h e d  
fo r  fu n  a n d  c o m p a n io n ­
sh ip .

So w h y  is  C h a r lie  th e  
s ta r  o f  h is  o w n  b o o k?  
T w o  re a s o n s . T h e  f i r s t  is  
he  h a d  th e  fo r tu n e  o f  
h a v in g  R ic k  B ra g g  fo r  a 
g ra n d s o n , w h o  c ra f te d
B u n d ru m ’s l i f e  s to ry  in to  
Ava's Man (K n o p f,  259 
pages, $38).

A  w in n e r  o f  th e  p r e s t i ­
g io u s  P u l i t z e r  P r iz e  fo r  
h is  n e w s p a p e r w r i t in g ,  
B ra g g  h a s  a w a y  w i t h  
w o rd s  th a t  a n y  one  e lse 
w h o  p u ts  le t te r s  o n  th e  
page can  d re a m  of. W o rd s  
s p a rk le  a n d  s h im m e r ,  
dance  a n d  tw is t .  S to r ie s  
do get to ld .

T h is  e x c e rp t c a tc h e s

som e o f  th a t  m a g ic  -  and  
th e  m a n  o f  th e  t i t le :  

“ C h a r l ie  B u n d ru m  
w a s  w h a t w o m e n  h e re  
used to  c a ll a p u r ty  m a n , 
a m a n  w i t h  th ic k ,  sandy 
h a i r  a n d  b lu e  eyes th a t 
lo o k e d  l ik e  s o m e th in g  
yo u  w o u ld  see on  a r ic h  
w o m a n ’s b ra c e le t. H is  
face  w a s  as t h in  and  
spare  as th e  re s t o f  h im , 
and he  had  a h ig h -to n e d , 
c h in - in - th e - a ir  p resence  
l ik e  he  had  m oney, b u t he 
n e v e r d id . H is  head had 
n e v e r  q u ite  c a u g h t up  
w i th  h is  ea rs , w h ic h  w e re  
s t i l l  to o  b ig  f o r  m o s t 
h u m a n  b e in g s , b u t th e  
w o m e n  o f  h is  t im e  w e re  
n o t p a r t ic u la r  as to  ears, 
I sup p ose .”

P ro b a b ly  th e  m o s t 
ove r-used  p h ra se  in  t a lk ­
in g  a b o u t a book is  to  c a ll 
i t  a p a g e -tu rn e r  ( i t ’s r ig h t  
up  th e re  w i th  g e n iu s  and  
s ta r  in  w id e r  p a rla n c e ). 
B u t le t  m e te ll yo u , th is  
b o o k  c o u ld  n o t be p u t 
d ow n . B ra g g ’s w r i t in g  -  a 
m a g ic a l S o u th e rn  s ty le  
th a t n e v e r  vee rs  in to  th e  
c a r ic a tu re  o f  so m a n y  
‘ acc e n te d ’ w r ite r s .

B u t  C h a r lie  B u n d ru m  
h im s e l f  is  as im p o r ta n t  
as th e  m a s te ry  B ra g g  
b r in g s  to  te l l in g  th e  s to ry . 
C h a r l ie ’s l i f e  w as l ik e  to  
m a n y  th a t  p lo w e d

th ro u g h  th e  G re a t 
D e p re s s io n  he  fo u g h t 
a n d  s tru g g le d  to  m a ke  
ends m eet.

C h a r l ie  w a s  a g re a t 
m an  because o f  th e  w ay 
he tre a te d  o th e rs . S u re , 
l ik e  a n y  m a n  he had  h is  
fa u lts .

S o m e tim e s  he  wras 
r u n n in g  f ro m  th e  la w  
because o f  h is  a lw a y s  
w e ll-h id d e n  m o o n s h in e  
s t i l ls .  S o m e tim e s  he got a 
l i t t l e  d ru n k  and in to  a b it  
o f  tro u b le .

W h i le  he m o ve d  th e  
fa m ily  21 t im e s  to  keep 
p o v e r ty  and  s ta r v a t io n  
fro m  th e  door, he  k e p t h is  
seven  c h ild re n  safe and  
fed.

I f  yo u  w e re  a decent 
s o r t ,  he w as y o u r  f r ie n d . 
I f  yo u  w e re  c ro o ke d , he 
w o u ld n ’ t  have  a n y th in g  
to  do w i t h  you.

W h e n  he  d ie d , c a rs  
l in e d  th e  b la c k to p  fo r  
m o re  th a n  a m ile ,  and  
e v e ry o n e  f ro m  a l l  s ta ­
t io n s  in  l i fe  b e tw een  h ig h  
and  lo w  w e re  th e re .

B u t  h e ’ l l  l iv e  o n  fo r  a 
long , lo n g  t im e  th a n k s  to  
th e  m a rv e lo u s  t r ib u te  o f  
h is  g ra n d so n .

A n d  i t ’s f in e  p ro o f  
th a t  th e  h u m b le  can be 
g re a t, even  i f  th e y  d o n ’ t  
g ra b  th e  h e a d lin e s  e v e ry  
day.

Cm r is in g ?
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