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In the eighteen largely autobiographical narratives in Gorilla Monsoon, John 
Long creates himself as a character: daring, exuberant, relentless in pursuit of 
experience, and only occasionally reflective. He sounds much the way he 
appeared in a photograph of him and his companions after the first one-day 
ascent of El Capitan. Cigarette dangling, bandana topping long tangled hair, 
shirt open over his pectorals, Long looks very tough, ready for anything. In this 
book we find him not merely risking but brazenly courting extreme danger. 
Although he never puts it this way, his survival seems miraculous— and very 
gripping for the reader.

Of the eighteen pieces, only two are about climbing— three, if you count a 
description of the world’s longest rappel, performed for T. V. (It is a mild irony 
that Long, the free spirit, is often dependent upon the corporate whims of a 
major television program, which employed him to arrange and film spectacular 
events.) But readers of this journal will find plenty of interest in all these 
accounts of “adventuring,” as Long twice terms it. Long is an adventurer in the 
good sense of the term—endlessly curious, searching out what has not been 
accomplished and scarcely imagined, prepared for almost any kind of risk. We 
find him rocketing through water pipes in Venezuela, hacking his way across 
Borneo, snowmobiling nearly to hypothermia in Baffin Island. At times he



seems virtually suicidal, but love of life does, for some people, entail the hazard 
of death. To each his own terror: the story that frightened me the most has Long 
and his (if possible) more reckless accomplice D.B. squirming through a huge 
South American cave. At one point D.B. is up to his chest in slime and almost 
gone. “We didn’t know a damn thing about caving,” Long has informed us. “It’s 
very harrowing,” but D.B. is extricated to contribute two fine passages to the 
book.

Long’s writing is usually as energetic as the experience it conveys. He is at 
his surest with autobiographical accounts like “The Only Blasphemy,” in which 
he economically conveys the pressure of competitive solo climbing and the 
awful moment when he realizes he has taken one chance too many. But I think 
that with “Requiem for Ronnie,” which takes the form of a twice-told tale, he 
strains too hard and ends up with less. Its climactic scene with a dying hero 
sound unreal to me. Thus I share the preferences of Alison Osius, as declared in 
her illuminating foreword, for the more direct and immediate of these pieces. 
Long is evidently an ambitious writer, who wants to go beneath and beyond 
adventure. But for me “Requiem” is a failed attempt to create a mythic character, 
only partly redeemed by its vivid description of running some amazing rapids; 
whereas “Blasphemy” is the real thing. It has a frightening and altogether 
plausible immediacy. We can feel all the fear, the triumph and the relief of the 
narrator. It is a small classic: brief but telling.

Although Long is himself very vivid, some of the other characters are not. A 
prime example is “Down and Out,” which has the shape and some of the impact 
of a good short story. Its protagonist, the daring cliff-jumper Carl Boenish, is 
“the most singular individual I had ever met,” but we scarcely see his singularity 
or “contagious enthusiasm.” Long devotes considerable space to describing 
Carl’s disjointed conversation, galvanized by “goofy mix of mysticism and 
personal revelations, coupled with the cryptic tenents of a religious system I 
could not quite discern.” If only Long had let us really hear that voice! When, 
rarely, Carl does speak directly, he sounds rather like Long. And his young wife 
Jean, who should be an important figure, is little realized. This lack of vividness 
muffles the impact of the ending. Carl’s last “crazy” jump seems merely 
enigmatic— extremely sad but without clear significance.

Long is attempting the difficult transition from journalism to fiction— or at 
least narrative that uses the devices and conventions of fiction. This movement 
is clearest in the last piece in the book, “A Stone from Allah,” which depicts the 
tender, chaste relations between the narrator and a young Indonesian girl from 
Borneo who is resisting her inevitable descent into prostitution. The heroic 
action—the crossing of Borneo, described earlier in the book— is but briefly 
alluded to here. The burden falls on the characterization which, though fuller 
than in "Down and Out,” relies too much on the familiar: “she smiled like the 
Milky Way”; “her skin was like God.” Some details, however, suggest Long’s 
gift for observation not just of action but of people— the girl’s desperate attempts 
to distract him from the squalor of her dwelling, and the “hard comers of her 
mouth,” sad emblems of change after his two months’ absence.



In the light of Long’s progression as character and writer, it is a pity that the 
sections of the book show no apparent order— certainly not chronological by 
experience. Except very sketchily in the foreword, there is no information about 
order of composition and place of previous publication, when appropriate. 
There are no photographs and no evidence of careful proofreading— spelling 
errors abound. But at $12.95 Gorilla Monsoon is a bargain which no purchaser 
should regret. Many sections roar at you with the energy and unstoppability of 
an express train, and leave you as unnerved as though you had nearly been struck 
by one. Long is never less than entertaining; at times he is considerably more.

Steven Jervis


