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Notes 
FROM time to time, usually two or three times a year, the Customs 
Department circulates to libraries and booksellers a list of pro-
hibited or restricted books. Any librarian or bookseller who there-
after displays the books named is liable to prosecution. How books 
are chosen for these bizarre miscellanies remains something of a 
mystery. What is clear is that the Customs Department in compil-
ing them is performing a task for which, on the evidence, it is un-
commonly ill-fitted. 

Many of the books so banned can be read freely in England (for 
example), a country doubtless more adult, less corruptible or less 
supine than this. It would require some ingenuity to explain and 
justify the recent list (to give one instance) which included The 
City and the Pillar by Gore Vidal, A Way of Love by James Cour-
age, The Best of Henry Miller, edited by Lawrence Durrell, The 
Dharma Bums by Jack Kerouac, all serious books by writers of 
standing. The lists are confidential, and since librarians and book-
sellers cannot afford to risk prosecution, the Customs Department 
operates unchallenged an extensive, secret, irresponsible censor-
ship. This is a rude restriction on the liberty of the subject. 

Earlier this year, the Attorney-General was reported to be con-
sidering legislation to improve methods of censorship. A 'method' 
like the present one cannot be 'improved'; it can only be abolished. 
If censorship of books for adults is justifiable at all (which may be 
doubted) it must be practised very sparingly, with common sense, 
and by a body answerable to the public. 

OuT of the profits of the state lottery £6o,ooo has been granted this 
year to the Arts Advisory Council, as against £3o,ooo last year. 
The money is dubiously unearned : no one can feel happy that the 
state should encourage its Citizens to put their faith in luck and 
forgo responsibility. But that is no reason for not using the proceeds 
well. At the same time, private gifts to the arts (as well as to 
education and charity) need to be encouraged, and some induce-
ment may have to be offered for making them. It would be deplor-
able if the state were left as sole supporter of the arts. Public 
patronage does not absolve citizens of private responsibility; private 
initiative can work in fields where public bodies will not venture. 

On the other side, grants and fellowships of various kinds (e.g. 
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the Literary Fund's Scholarship in Letters, the Robert Burns Fellow-
ship) ought to be exempted from taxation. They are special grants, 
usually for one year or less: they are not income in the ordinary 
sense, and there is no good argument for cutting them down as if 
they were. 

OWEN LEEMING 

The Priests of Serrabonne 
I FoR three sodden miles, 

The engine howls, scaling a winding stair 
Of mud, hauling me up the rugged grade 

Where the past and my past are laid. 
Below are olive-trees, veils of rain, tiles 

Of the vanishing cottage where 
The caretaker spits among piles 

Of onions, postcards, rope. 
Brown slime and stones give off a poisonous chill 
'You're not wanted' feel. The past of sheep 

And villages is fast asleep. 
I make this road a trail, where neophytes grope 

To their grave, or God's will 
As they would say, whose slope 

Carries them apart, each face 
Sour with sweat as they trudge the world behind. 
I'm recreating. For history's mild or savage men 

I see today's brethren, 
Trappist and Carmelite, filling their empty space; 

And free my apostate mind 
From veracity's saving grace. 

II Braving the uncivil air, 
I come at last to Serrabonne. It transfixes me-
An outline which knifes from mist, such scorn in stone, 

A tower so harshly hewn, 
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I know I can never forget, with its three square 
Apertures up high, three 
Blanks whose bleak stare 

Dissuades approach. Those eyes 
And socket nose, gable, the verticals' hard 
Uncompromise, that is the logic of monastic rule, 

Its limit at least, in cruel 
Line. Hills, endless, boring, rise 

Like sea-swell. In them is barred 
The priory, whose force supplies 

Resisting force in me. 
Grown over with blue-black scrub, scarred by snow, 
Scoured by rain, this landscape prompts extreme 

Inhabiting. Its figures seem 
Amalgamates of all devotions to a cause. In scree, 

Hardship; snow, the glow 
Of flagellated flesh; monotony 

Of hills, the regular rote-led 
Lives. Disputing the cause, I can still admire 
The gritty saints who've built upon this ground, 

The guts of will that bound 
Them to self-death during life. Their tower, a head 

Without humour or desire, 
Glares across the lead 

Coloured, lachrymose skies 
Its mission to crush the senses while, down below, 
The oblong priory church, a fortress barn, 

Looks imitatively stem, 
Repeating as it can the tower's command-to despise 

The world's lures. I go 
To its door. The keyhole cries 

As the corroded foot-long key 
Voluptuously inches in. I wonder if they thought 
Of that, the monks? It turns with a rusty crash. 

From the creaking door, a gash 
Of daylight widens in the dark. Enough to see, 

Be staggered by, a wrought, 
A shadow-fragile filigree 
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Of marble, carved in pink! 
Riotously carved, at that. I scratch for terms: 
Little bent men, thin pillars alive 

With pattern, defiantly survive 
In veined fleshy stone. What can one think? 

Is this rostrum up in arms 
Against the tower, or a link 

With it? Oasis of art 
In Serrabonne's Lenten desert, I find 
It dares condone the human. Then looking through 

Its pillars to the altar renews 
At once the tower's dominion. Except for a dart 

Of light thinly outlined 
By an embrasure, no aids start 

From gloom to conjure the least 
Emollient thoughts. A grey threshold, worn 
Hollow by midnight sandals, leads to a stark 

Nave, and on through dark 
To an altar of rock, less recalling the Feast 

In the Upper Room, than a horn 
Or obsidian knife, and a beast 

Bleating before its blood 
Is let. Tower, rostrum and altar, are these 
The three faces of religion, Christianity above all? 

In the thick darkness, tall 
Cowled presences gather, their footfalls thud 

To their places, they bend their knees, 
Sing Tenebrae without a sound. 

Ill Recreating still. But this 
Impinges, spells a history mine not theirs. 
These priests are formed on mine : I was taught 

By priests; less strict, but thought 
In this dark shell imposes essence-the kiss 

Of celebrant on altar bears 
The weight of my religious 

Past. Contemplatives, nuns, 
Brothers, wearers of habits, rattlers of beads, 
Office chanters, watchers of Mass behind screens, 
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Brides of Christ ... it means 
Another order now. Their vow of silence 

Is made to silence, and leads 
To ending, curt as guns, 

Gas or poleaxe. They kill 
Their life and gain a double death; they pray 
To space and energy, a witless God. At Serrabonne, 

Where the light has nearly gone, 
Augustinians prayed and preached, their will 

Subserving God's, no day 
Their own. They are there still. 

IV Above the altar, the slit 
Of natural light fades and so does hope 
Of concord. Another wooden doorway leads 

Outside again, with weeds 
Growing under, to a chopped-off cloister, a bit 

Of arch across a slope 
That darkens like the Pit. 

The hard tower stands, 
An iron-willed Superior, against the cloud. 
Even with faith, I jibbed against monastic rule. 

Living at boarding school, 
With daily Mass, silence in dorm, our hands 

Knobbed with frost, I bowed 
Uncertain to all demands 

To conquer private urge. 
Impurity, meaning sex, and intellectual pride 
Were drummed as deadliest sins. And yet 

It was not the toughness set 
Me riddles, discipline, but aiming to purge 

Oneself of self. Beside 
The fierce ones, monks who scourge 

Their backs with little whips, 
Our practice was pale enough. No less real. 
'Not my will,' we prayed, 'but Thine be done.' 

And human nature was one 
Equation for sin. 1 forced my sprouting lips 

To shape what I could not feel: 
That flesh was bad. Perhaps 



I do my teachers wrong. 
My final year I won the golden cross 
For Doctrine, if that counts. In Doctrine class 

We often tried to pass 
The needle's eye on life enclosed. A long 

Debate began : 'They're a loss 
To the militant Church. To be strong, 

It needs these mystics here 
In the world, active for Christ.' A stock reply 
Was dealt: 'By sanctity and prayer they store up grace, 

Provide atonement, which pays 
In part the debt of sin.' Sanctity, I fear, 

Meant self rejection. High 
In heaven God, austere 

Accountant, drew up files 
Of good and bad, and entered these supreme 
Oblations of His sons against impurity and pride. 

All I heard implied 
This crude belief. I then believed. 

The miles 
Of hills have settled, dream 
Extended, into piles 

Of time, the centuries they hold. 
I think of the priests who cowed me-tall soutaned 
Caners who vaunted their humility, their wall 

Of pride hung with a small 
Black cross. They are singing now, controlled 

In me. What made them hand 
Away their vitals, mould 

Themselves to the nothing of God? 
Roughly, I think, insurance: against despair, 
Their deepest fear; against the yoke of choice, 

The nagging inward voice; 
Against all other men. For reward, they plod 

Securely, conforming in rare 
Suburban bliss. The rod 

Is always there to make 
Their bodies knuckle down. For some, this too 
Insures: pain now, not after. So I explain 

What I abhor, the vain 
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Denaturing of life. At Serrabonne, they take 
Senses, feelings, true 
Desires, bum at the stake 

And leave an anti-man. 
From this lodge where monks have shuffled, I look out on 

France, 
I, condemning, admiring, fearing them. because 

I no longer believe there was, 
Is, or shall be, the God who excused their plan 

Of suicide. I stake my chance 
On the fading world I scan. 

V A thousand years ago, 
As now, the Church had money, jobs and land, 
Affording comfort with salvation. Yet she built 

Her convents, easing guilt 
By renting cells to saints, the ones who go 

Without, who crave to withstand 
Their nature. Rent would flow 

In kind: an aureole of grace 
On the plaster Body of Christ, a pure tower, 
Cut like logic, above this scrubby world. 

Their lives are ·whole, curled 
Without a join about their core. My case 

Denies this core, its power 
Not God but hate. I praise 

The wholeness though. With hate 
Of self as premise, they build the tower their life 
Around and over in flawless logic. Art 

And love have a human heart, 
Cherish both self and world, the proper state, 

A greater whole. God's knife 
Cuts cold at me, but cuts too late. 

VI Night thickens and rain 
Spatters on the stone. I turn through the door. A grey 
Pencil marks the altar-altar of sacrifice, 

Mass and men, twice 
Over, body and blood. Its horizontals stain 

The dark darker where they pray : 
Those hooded presences of my brain. 
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Through the night they will pray 
And chant their Office, matins and mass, the priests 
Of my mind, exalting their release from flesh, 

The fleshly chains that enmesh 
Our living world. I grope to the blur of day 

And leave them at their feasts 
Of conquest. So I stray 

To that splendour of chiselled pink 
Which warmed me before with its carnal fire. It seems 
Now a forest of young trees, rich and dense, 

Embossed, like bark, with the intense 
Humanness of art. My eyes prickle. I think 

More softly. The sculptors' dreams 
Survive; my ascetics shrink 

In a cone of sound. To relate 
The rostrum to tower and altar would be, I suppose, 
To understand the whole of man. Too much for me. 

But it exists, indisputably, 
A wild effusion in the chaste rigour of straight 

Barren surfaces, rose 
Among the grey. It is late, 

I must leave, dragging the door 
Shut, crash, withdrawing the key inch 
By inch, and waiting for quiet to settle. The sky 

Is sullen purple as I, 
Holding the key, stand at the lintel. Before 

I leave, I want to clinch 
The union, trying once more 

To bond the lovers of sense, 
Illuminators, carvers, with the haters of sense who froze 
And whipped and silenced. All for God. All 

For nothing . . . man cannot maul 
His nature to complete abstraction. So instead of tense 

Antipathy, art might pose 
With logic without offence. 

Rough guessing that it fits, 
I squelch across the grass and pass a very small 
Peach tree which flinches in the rain. Planted by man, 
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Frail thing, it only can 
In this whole wilderness portray those sandalled misfits 

In any human way. For all 
Their praying, they have some bits 

Of gravelly garden in which 
They can potter and watch their seeds come up. Yes, again 
I'm recreating, with no cause now except a tree. 

The tower, as I look behind me, 
Withers my attempt at contact. Letting in the clutch, 

I escape from its gaunt disdain. 
Would a postcard cost too, much? 

Note: Serrabonne is a ruined priory in the S.E. Pyrenees, close to the 
Spanish border. 

E. S. G R E N F E L L 

Alpha 
OLD MR PETERSON was playing his violin. He'd told us often that 
he could, how he used to play for all the dances when he was a 
young chap back in the Shetland Islands, but none of us had ever 
heard him play. I doubt if any of us ever expected to hear him 
play any more than we ever expected to see the Shetland Islands. 
To hear that old violin going was one of those queer wistful ex-
periences, those shocks of mingled pity and amusement that you 
come out of to find your head on one side and your jaw sagging 
open. 

There' d been a black frost that morning; the plate of soup 
steamed up into my face as I stood at his door listening to our old 
neighbour. He wasn't much of a player. The tune had a mt of a 
swing to it, but it was a thin, squeaky, snivelling sort of noise that 
reminded you of a crack-voiced complaining old woman. It went 
on and on. I wanted to laugh in the end but couldn't, so I left the 
soup on his doorstep without knocking and ran back home and 
laughed there. 

I thought my mother would appreciate the joke of old Mr Peter-
son playing his violin, but she didn't. 
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'I think it's just because he's happy,' she said seriously. 'He's 
glad to be going back to that old claim of his.' 

It was seldom that my mother and I couldn't share a joke. Often 
I would come home from school on wet nights to find her sitting 
on the kitchen table, feet on the sofa, looking out of the window 
as she did her crochet-work or prepared the vegetables for tea. 
Beside her a saucer of peanuts and raisins. She would give the table-
cover a pat, and I would join in with her and the vegetables, the 
peanuts, and the looking out of the window until the quarter past 
four train went up and it was time to get the kindling. There was 
always plenty to see, plenty to laugh about. A new hat, an old 
dog, the earnestness of the young, the vanity of the old-she saw 
it all as one endearing, vastly interesting joke. And all the time we 
munched the peanuts and raisins. Her hair was silvery white even 
then but her face, her jittery bustling body was plumper; she wore 
pince-nez and as she bobbed her head to the job in hand the fine 
golden chain swung and bumped against her cheek. 

For years we had an empty section outside our kitchen window, 
an undulating green sea of cocksfoot which no invader had ven-
tured to cross. Then one dark afternoon a huge horse-drawn lorry 
loaded with timber pulled up outside and we knelt forward in great 
excitement to watch the terrible battle of horse and driver to get 
the heavy lorry in through the long grass of the section. It must 
have been well into winter because the wheels soon sank and 
bogged. Drenching rain fell; the plunging horses steamed and spray 
flicked off the curling whip. We could see the furious eyes of the 
horses and the glistening oil-skinned driver jerking madly back and 
forth as he plied the reins and the whip. It was like some horrible 
pitiless fight to the death, sickening and saddening to watch. Nor 
could we forgive the driver when eventually he went to stand 
humbly before his horses, to pat their flinching necks and to run 
his hands caressingly up and down their faces. It was the smug 
condescending charity of the victor. The big red heap of timber 
then lay in the middle of the section. 

That pile of timber in a short time became a raw, ugly lean-to 
hut where old Mr Peterson came to live. For days after he shifted 
in we watched closely for signs of our new neighbour. From the 
kitchen window we caught glimpses of him now and then, passing 
from his door to his ashtin with infinitesimal rubbish cupped in his 
hands, or coming out in his flapping saddle tweeds and his grey 
flannel singlet to empty water from a tin basin into the long grass. 
He seemed to be always throwing grey sudsy water from that new 
tin basin into the grass. My mother's guess was that he suffered 
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from corns and that he bathed his feet a lot, partly to ease his 
corns and partly to fill in time. Mr Peterson (we got his name from 
the foreman builder) turned out to be a big, raw-boned man jack-
knifed with rheumatism and age and with a long, gloomy face, like 
an old well bred Spaniel. His face had that same expression of dis-
dain and disapproval and nobility. He was a bachelor. One night, 
before we were on speaking terms with him, he came hobbling 
round to the front of his hut and after much considering and 
measuring, screwed a marble name plate on the blank south wall. 

Alpha. 
My mother explained that alpha was a Greek word and meant 

beginning. Not that she had much knowledge of Greek. It was just 
that she, like every other good and faithful Presbyterian in South 
Tayfield, was very familiar with the favourite anthem of the St 
David's choir-'! yam Alpha! an Do-o-mega! the beginning and 
the ending, saith the Lord!' 

Alpha ... even now, in the light of present knowledge, it seems 
a slightly mad name for the house of a frail, burnt-out man of 
seventy with no living relatives nearer than twelve thousand miles. 
The beginning? The ending, more likely. But it was in fact the first 
real home that he ever owned, and perhaps a man can begin some-
thing, or begin to be something, or someone, even at seventy. Not 
that there was ever any noticeable change in Mr Peterson's for-
tunes. He was our neighbour for over four years and apart from 
getting older and feebler and touchier, the circumstances of his life 
remained unaltered. At the end-as in the beginning-we were his 
only friends. Yet at first I was sure he hated me and only tolerated 
my parents. No one can be more terrifying than an old religious 
Scotsman. 

'Go on with you,' my mother laughed. 'His bark's worse than 
his bite.' 

But I resolved never to put it to the test. It was all very well for 
my parents; they at least soon found some common ground to meet 
him on-my father in old times and Crib, and my mother in church 
affairs. I do believe that Mr Peterson really feared God: but he 
despised His paid servants. He suffered elderly preachers and abom-
inated young ones-in gowns. On Thursday night he could still 
squirm when he recalled the last Sunday's anthem. ('Time-huh! 
Never haird the like-ahful-time's everything!') He never recog-
nized us in church. He sat in the same row as we did, but in the 
side pews, across the aisle. There was something of the awful 
majesty of the Ancient of Days in his big patriarchal head and his 
expression of inscrutable gloom. Watching him as he took the 
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Sacrament was a temptation I never learned to resist. First his 
stained, shaggy moustache would twitch and flutter as it engulfed 
the tiny cube of sacred bread, and then there would follow a pro-
longed chawing and champing of his jaws, as if he consumed a 
fair-sized scone. 

Typically, my father was the first to break the ice with our new 
neighbour Mr Peterson. He always made friends very easily and 
quickly with all sorts and conditions of people, his method being 
to breeze up with his hearty smile and ask some shockingly per-
sonal question. Before the victim could recover from the surprise 
he had answered intimately, and was committed. Apparently even 
the forbidding old Mr Peterson was an easy prey because in no 
time the two of them were yarning over the fence after tea, turn-
ing to walk away, then coming back to rest their arms on the top 
of the fence and get talking for another quarter hour. And soon 
my father was knocking a couple of boards off the fence and nail-
ing them together to make a gate so that Mr Peterson could come 
and go as he pleased. He used to come in to put contributions for 
our hens into the scraptins which hung inside the fence, or in sum-
mer to borrow some garden tool from our shed. We'd hear his 
quavering groan as he forced his big rheumaticky frame under the 
top rail of the fence. He wouldn't come near the kitchen unless we 
called out to him but sometimes he'd leave a few carrots or one of 
his dry old magazines on the end of the verandah. 

The gate came in very useful too as a short cut when later, as 
his health declined, my mother used to send him over a cooked 
meal every day. 

Once the ice was broken, Mr Peterson began to visit us regul-
arly at nights, and that wasn't too easily arranged. For most of 
their life together my parents kept themselves happy (and poor) 
with constant visitors. Everyone from a Senior Inspector of Schools 
to an old shearer with twenty-six convictions for drunkenness 
passed over the polished brass doorstep of that white, blank-staring 
old house in Wilmhurst Street. We managed to fit old Mr Peterson 
in on Thursday nights-in the kitchen. 

He'd come in and hang his cap on the peg of the scullery door, 
then stand there with his big hands interlocked before him, nod-
ding, grunting, smiling his drawn down smile. His shock of tawny 
hair would be neatly brushed, even his moustache, and he'd be 
wearing the jacket of his brown suit and a twist shirt buttoned 
up to the neck, but no tie. 'Well siddown, siddown, siddown An-
drew!' my father would say heartily, and he'd lumber forward and 
lower himself grunting into the creaking chair. 'Aye ... aw aye.' 
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Then he'd lay his pipe and pouch on the table with great delicacy, 
cross his legs, and nod formally to my parents. 'Frank . . . missus 
... evenin'.' 

He enjoyed a hand of Crib, a game my father rather fancied 
himself at, but the old man took the shine out of him more than 
once. They sat at one end of the table with their Crib-board and I 
sat at the other with my exercises and text books, educating myself 
for the day when I would be as knowledgeable as they, their equal 
in the arts of rolling a cigarette with one hand and stacking the 
Crib for twenty. Although she got a lot of fun out of violating the 
rules of other card games, my mother never took a hand-Crib 
was a man's game, she said, she had no head for figures anyway. 
Later she joined the Ladies' Guild and went out most Thursday 
nights, retreating from the kitchen with its man-game and its man-
smell. 

They smelt of tobacco smoke and shaving soap and the dusty 
tweed of working men. My father always looked as pink-clean and 
polished as only a completely bald and ruddy man can look; the 
plump shining lobes of his ears were like rosy little balloons. Mr 
Peterson's face was as pale as lard and pitted with blackheads and 
his fair sandy moustache had two dark nicotine stains, one beneath 
each nostril. In long scheming silences both men studied their 
cards, ignoring me completely. But one night when I was doing 
geography, just before they started to play, old Mr Peterson made 
me jump by grunting-

'You-boy! The Shetlands-quick! Turn them up, turn them 
up!' 

I couldn't find the Shetland Islands, couldn't even find the British 
Isles I was so fumblingly unnerved by his jabbing forefinger and 
his schoolmasterish 'Quick now-the Shetlands-you must know. 
Quick!' 

Finally he stood over me, huge and contemptuous as with his 
trembling, twisted forefinger he pointed out the tiny scatter of 
islands. 

'See there-Lerwick. Twelve miles from there-my home. Ever 
haird o' Lerwick?' 

I had to confess that I was hearing of Lerwick for the first time. 
'Huh!' he said in utter contempt. 'Huh!' 
Mr Peterson made great conversational use of the expressive 

grunt. Some Thursday nights when he came over for his game of 
Crib he would look so pale and sour and tired that my father 
would just let him grunt on and make no attempt to get down the 
Crib-board. He'd sit slumped sideways at the table scraping out his 
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pipe, smiling sarcastically and only grunting when spoken to. I 
used to feel then that the bitter sanctimonious streak was his Whole 
nature. But the moodiness was always merely a prelude to a flush 
of reminiscence which he'd release when it pleased him, timidly at 
first, self-consciously, as if his urgent pent-up memories were some 
bodily waste he hesitated to vent in public. Even in full confidence 
his voice was hoarse and quavering, and when he spoke of his 
homeland, appropriately Scots. He used his hands a lot, speaking 
with them, reshaping his past life with those crude yet sensitive 
fingers, fingers which he unfailingly reminded us had fiddled many 
a jig and reel by the time he was twenty. Of course he took his old 
fiddle with him to India, when he served there with the Army. I 
could never quite believe that he had been a soldier any more than 
I could believe that he had ever been young and upstanding and 
cheerful. But I could easily see him as an old stubborn man labor-
iously building his hut and his water-race at Perseverance Inlet, 
pinned all alone between the bush and the sea. In awed admiration 
I could easily imagine him waking early on that grey coast morn-
ing after morning, the lonely echoing ring of his axe and his 
pick through hours, weeks, months of back-breaking, mind-breaking 
work, and never a word spoken that wasn't his own, half instinct-
ive, half demented. And nightfall-the imagination faltered at the 
darkness rising like a black fog off the sea, and the nightmare of 
weird bush cries haunting his sleep. Sunday would be decently 
calm (0 Sabbath rest by Galilee! 0 calm of hills above) body, mind, 
nerves at rest. On the table, his Bible; beneath the table, a basin 
of water and his feet soaking in it. Could be possibly partake of 
his own Communion? Yes, he could too-champing his jaws and 
gulping hugely over some fragment of truly unleavened bread! 
How easy to believe that there must be greatness in a man to 
endure of his own choice such hellish loneliness and hardship. Even 
when the prize was gold. Ga-a-awld! Oh aye, it had been there at 
the Inlet once, they'd taken thousands and thousands worth from 
her, and the gawld was still there by Jingo! the gawld he'd have 
got himself if-

He had to bring the water a fair distance and building a race 
took much longer than he'd expected, but he'd nearly finished his 
race when a terrible spell of weather put an end to operations. It 
nearly put an end to him. He spent three months in the Tayfield 
Hospital recuperating, and then went to cook for a P. & T. field 
gang, waiting for his full strength to return so that he could go 
back to his claim, but his health was permanently broken, old age 
overtook him and he had no option but to put the few pounds he 
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had left into the hut Alpha next to us in Wilmhurst Street. But he 
still kept paying to keep his mining rights. 

We used to flatter ourselves that like Sunday when he went 
twice to church and Friday afternoons when he mooched about 
the Rialto auction rooms, Thursday night was one of the highlights 
of Mr Peterson's week. If anyone else happened to come in unex-
pectedly, he'd drop right out of things and sit with his mouth agape 
and his eyes blinking suspiciously at the interloper. Like a difficult 
child he made no attempt to conceal his feelings. Let the stranger 
say something he couldn't agree with or credit and he'd grunt heav-
ily (Huh l) so that his shoulders heaved and his massive head wob-
bled. My parents gave no sign that they had noticed his rudeness. 
I alone, apparently, was ashamed of him. 

But he seemed to choose unerringly the very people I'd have 
liked to 'Huh l' at myself. 

Those days it was always half past four and winter-time-bubb-
ling gaslight in the early darkness, the rattling lids of stock-pots on 
the boil, snugness, wet wool scorching dry. Or a frosty Saturday 
morning with ice ferns on the windows and a big pile of manuka 
blocks to be carried down from the wood heap. 

On Saturday mornings, too, I went for the messages, old Mr 
Peterson's along with our own. Not that his amounted to much-
a plug of Havelock Dark, a half pound of cheese, a bottle of pick-
les; though sometimes, if he'd just collected his pension, he might 
treat himself to a tin of herrings or a pound of gingernuts. My 
mother claimed that to go into Mr Peterson's hut was enough to 
fair choke you, but I much preferred that smell to floor polish. 

I used to wait in the fug of stale tobacco smoke while he fum-
bled about in the litter of his packing case shelves for the change, 
the correct change, although sometimes he might give a sour smile 
as he pressed a thripenny into my other hand with his slow, sur-
prisingly warm fingers. Most often my reward would not come 
until I brought the messages-the little yellow seal from the plug 
of tobacco, offered with the same teasing smile. Sometimes he'd 
let me go, then call me back to present me with the seal. He 
thought that a huge joke. He'd turn away with the wreckage of his 
big shoulders all ashake. I'd get it back on him next time by mous-
ing past under his window, tip-toeing over the rattly step, then 
thundering three knuckle stinging thumps on his hollow sounding 
door. His loud, shuddering groan of alarm was like some huge 
terrified animal surprised in its lair. In the next instant back went 
his chair, scraping over the plain board floor. He always showed 
surprise at seeing me, but no anger. 'A w-it's you! Huh!' Shamb-
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ling ahead of me into the chilly living room he growled and tow-
ered like a bear. He'd be playing Patience when I disturbed him, 
the dog-eared cards spread over the table in front of a kerosene 
lamp, his pipes, a Church Praise and his Bible. 

Sometimes I'd notice his glasses marking the place between the 
pages of either one of these two time-worn volumes. They seemed 
to be his only reading, apart from an occasional newspaper or 
church circular. For I don't remember any evidence that he ever 
read a single one of the dry-as-dust collection of second-hand books 
-the faded fruits of his weekly visits to the salerooms-which he 
gave pride of place on his neatest set of Sunshine Soap shelves. I 
doubt if he ever did more than weigh them in his hands, riffle 
their musty pages, look for names on their spotted fly leaves. Mr 
Peterson was a book-lover as so many are, a man who would have 
loved and respected a good second-hand set of encyclopaedias, pro-
viding the volumes were imposing enough and he was under no 
compulsion to read them. 

And that, in a sense, was a bond between us, although he never 
nurtured it. A book-snob from an early age, I must have studied 
that faded collection a hundred times as I stood, Saturday by Sat-
urday, dreamily waiting for him to produce his message money .... 

'Huh I' (He has been watching me with his old man's sour, taunt-
ing smile; now he shuffles forward to take that one particular book 
from my hands and flop it on the table.) 'Not listenin', not listenin'! 
What did I say now? What have I telt ye?' 

'Halfa loaf ... pounda butter ... tina treacle ... aah ... umm ... 
plugahavelockdark, Mr Peterson!' 

'Huh! Turn up your hond, then.' (Once more surprise at the 
warmth of his stiff, clay-coloured hands.) 'Go on now-off with 
ye!' 

I respected all of Mr Peterson's books, and coveted one. This was 
a severe, dun brown volume with gold-edged leaves like a Bible, 
containing an illustration (under tissue paper) of a calm, long-
haired, gaunt-browed man who could have been God Himself. But 
it was the thick, coarse-grained title that fascinated me, the 
crude curly red lettering and the quaint maccuracies of the spell-
ing. Paradife Loft. A POEM in TWELVE BOOKS. The Author, Mr 
John Milton. The Second Edition revifed and Augmented by the 
fame Author. Printed by S. Simmons next door to the Golden Lion 
in Alderfgate ftreet. 

There lay the strange fascination, the irresistible snob appeal of 
this grand book which eventually became my own property-and 
which I have yet to read. 



Rain or shine, Mr Peterson went up town to the auctions every 
Friday, tittivating himself up as if setting off for a wedding. Or 
church. He stuffed the thick tawny mass of his hair into an eight-
piece donegal cap, shaved his face pale, and put a red geranium 
in the lapel of his brown herringbone suit. His boots shone like a 
bridegroom's. Gaining the street he'd stoop to flick the shreds of 
cocksfoot from them with his turkey red handkerchief. Then set 
his face towards the tram terminus. And on that long, doggy face 
would be the vacant softness of anticipated pleasure, like the polite, 
bemused smile of hungry people about to be served in a restaurant. 
When he returned two hours later, the town would have taken its 
toll of him. The peak of his cap would be a little off-centre, both 
buttonhole and smile noticeably wilted. 

He generally came home on the quarter past four tram, shuffling 
down the curve of the hill encumbered by some parcel of nameless 
junk, head nodding with fatigue, often stopping to watch the 
shunting engine with the sag-jawed curiosity of second-childhood, 
the dirty grey smoke beating over him, over the holly hedges, 
swirling against the steamy window where we watched, giggling 
but anxious, for his return. 

'Look, here he is, now ... bought something, too ... struggling 
with the gate now ... oops! careful . .. and chilled to the bone ... 
why doesn't he get himself an overcoat, even a second-hand one, 
the funny old thing!' 

A turn of his path brought him closer to the window; we'd 
draw back behind the curtains lest our prying, our pity should 
offend him. But he never looked to left or right. When he reached 
his hut we almost heard his sigh. His homecoming was like a de-
liverance: Exhausted Swimmer picked up at Last Moment. And the 
good ship Alpha sailed steadfastly on through the rank cocksfoot 
waves. Soon a limp flag of smoke would signify that the master 
was aboard and had taken the helm, steering a course for . . . 
where? Another long winter's night. Another week of getting up 
to wait for bedtime. 

On a good week the minister might call for a brief word of 
prayer or a hard-bitten woman arrive on a bicycle to sell him a 
cookery book. No one else. He had his God, of course, but Mr 
Peterson's sour, Scots, Catholic-hating God must have been poor 
company. 

Then against all odds, almost miraculously-and certainly myster-
iously-our old neighbour Mr Peterson acquired a friend-'my 
friend Spear'. That would be his fourth year in Alpha, when his 
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friendlessness had long been taken for granted, a condition as 
chronic and incurable as his bronchitis. 'My friend Spear.' Not Bob 
Spear or Mr Spear-just Spear. My people disliked and mistrusted 
Spear from the first. The old man's secrecy about him-how long 
he'd known Spear, where they'd met, what they had in common-
wounded them. He told them practically nothing about Spear, ex-
cept that he wasn't a Catholic. (Coth-lic-he said the word as if 
he cleared his throat, to spit.) Yet he spoke a lot about Spear, 
worked his name into the conversation rather smugly and haughtily 
-my friend Spear, yuh knaw. My parents nodded and smiled, but 
they were hurt. He told them so little of importance. It's nice, isn't 
it? they said, it's nice to think that he's got someone. But it was 
easy to see that, try as they might, they were a little put-out. 

And it didn't reassure us any when at last we saw Spear. He was 
young, too young; well dressed, too well dressed. 

He arrived in a natty little single-seater tourer and from the 
moment he slammed the door with a grand sweep of his hand until 
he darted around the corner of the hut wouldn't have been more 
than half a minute. There was something sleek and sinuous and 
darting about him that reminded you of a ferret. We had to be 
quick to see that he wore a city suit of very light grey, a broad-
brimmed pearl-grey Borsalino and that he walked with a sort of 
swaggering briskness, like a very young doctor or a junior shop-
walker. He had a sharp pointed jaw and sharp narrow shoulders. 
But we couldn't see his face-and never did, properly-because he 
carried his head slightly on one side, his features hidden by the 
wide, flaring brim of his hat. 

'Oho . . . Mr Spear, eh? Sydney flash eh, all clothes and no 
cash!' My mother popped a peanut into her mouth and laughed, I 
remember, to take the sting out of her judgment of Spear. 

My parents might joke about Mr Peterson's friend, but it was 
fairly obvious that they resented and mistrusted him. I realize now 
that they were suspicious of him for what was to them, in their 
time and place, a very sound reason-he had absolutely no back-
ground. Spear was completely without history. There were very few 
people he heard about, or read about in the Tayfield Times local 
news, that my father couldn't 'place'. But he couldn't get a line on 
Spear at all. He couldn't remember ever meeting any one of his 
connections. 

Whenever the subject of Spear for a while that meant 
nearly every teatime-my father's face would get that worried, 
exasperated look of someone with vital information just on the tip 
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of the tongue. But he always had to give up: he couldn't place this 
Spear at all. 

And Spear continued his visits as jauntily as ever, slipping sinu-
ously through the cocksfoot like a well groomed ferret, elusive and 
predatory-up to no good we were sure. He came on an average 
of three times a week, generally in the late afternoon and some-
times, with sly tact, quite early on Sunday morning, before church. 
None of our visits to Alpha ever coincided with his. Now and then 
-but not often-he had come and gone before we were aware of 
it. The clunk of his car door, a sputtering of the engine, and once 
more he'd escaped. 

From Spear's first visit to his last was only the matter of a few 
months, roughly from Christmas to Easter. The only facts we 
learned about him were that he wasn't a Catholic, that his job 
left him free in the late afternoons, that the numbers of his car 
added up to thirteen, and that he knew how and when to keep his 
mouth shut. In the end we had a damning mass of evidence against 
him-every jot of it circumstantial. 

Eventually my father met Spear. He stayed later than usual one 
night and when my father came home from work the little fawn 
tourer was still there and an unusual amount of smoke still poured 
from Alpha's chimney. 'I wonder what he's doing, Lil? Sitting there 
like Jacky, I bet.' So he took the bull by the horns, put a few fresh 
scones on a plate, went over, and met Spear. He said that he just 
knocked on the door, walked in, and sure enough there was Spear 
sitting on the best chair with his legs crossed, smoking a tailormade 
cigarette. Spear offered him a cigarette and he took one although 
he didn't like tailormades. ('Oh why did you, Frank, why did 
you!') I remember my father saying he didn't want to, but Spear 
was that sort of chap, the sort that always got around you, some-
how. He stayed for a quarter of an hour or so, and it was Spear 
who did most of the talking, about everything in general, very 
pleasant and friendly, but get a question in yourself and he shut 
up like a book and passed his flash cigarette case. When Mr Peter-
son thanked him for the scones a second time, my father said that 
he thought a nod was as, good as a wink to a blind horse, and came 
home. Spear didn't seem all that bad a chap, but not our sort, not 
old Andrew's that was for sure. He still couldn't place him, though. 
Something in the insurance line maybe. Gift of the gab, but tough 
with it. And fairly shrewd, he'd say, with an eye for the main 
chance. Could be in a small way of business, fairly sharp too, one 
of those get-rich-quick types always on the look-out for easy 
money, a quick quid-
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I remember how my mother clanged the shovel into the coal 
scuttle in her excitement. 

'The salerooms! I'll bet my bottom dollar-that's where he got 
in tow with Spear. I bet you Frank!' 

My father said that he'd thought of that ages ago, in fact it could 
have been anywhere up the town, but where did it get you, any-
way? I don't think she found him convincing. 

He described Spear as about thirty, a bit lah-di-dah, good looking 
in a namby-pamby sort of way. But my mother and I could never 
get a proper look at his face. Coming or going, he used the brim 
of his hat cunningly, adroitly, to defeat us. 

One Thursday night a few weeks before that fourth Easter Mr 
Peterson defaulted his weekly Crib game for the first time. Spear 
had called but stayed only ten minutes or so and while we debated 
the reasons for such a flying visit we heard the old man's shuffling 
footsteps on the asphalt and his quavering grunts as he came up 
the steps to the back door. His health had been noticeably failing, 
and as he stood in the scullery with the plate which had held the 
soup my mother had begun to send him daily now, the skin of his 
hands and face looked as thin and brittle as autumn leaves. A 
big watery blob hung from the tip of his nose. He'd had his usual 
big fire in honour of his friend Spear but the journey from door 
to door in the gathering frost of late afternoon had still been 
enough to chill him. 

In his usual gruff but respectful way with her, he thanked my 
mother for the soup. And she, talking with him, would fall un-
consciously into his dour brand of conversational telegraphese. 

'Cold, Mr Peterson ?' 
'Aye. Cawld's right, missus.' 
'But your place-warm enough, eh?' 
'Huh! Middlin', middlin'. Here's like the Shetlands-naw climate 

for Christians.' 
'Good hot meals-the only way. It's a woman's job, though.' 
'Aye. But you shouldn't-' 
'No, no. Soup again tomorrow. Plenty here, you know.' 
'You shouldn't bother, missus.' 
'No bother. You're welcome. Must keep that frost out.' 
'It's dolling over,' old Mr Peterson would say. 'I nawticed that. 

Won't be frost tonight, missus. It's dolling right over.' 
He never could pick our weather: we used to take the opposite 

of his opinion and you could bank on that. 
He waited until he was backing out of the door that night 
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before he said that he wouldn't be over after tea, tell Frank. It was 
the only night that suited the mahn to come about a bit of business 
they had to talk over. 

'Man? Who's that, Mr Peterson ?' 
'Uh ?' He gawped at her in his gloomy, wool-gathering way. 

'Aw-my friend Spear that is, missus,' he said, and scraped off in 
his big unlaced boots. 

He surprised us by coming in the next night, the Friday, at his 
usual time, half past seven, respectful as usual, looking almost 
handsome with his hair watered and combed this time and the 
Friday geranium head downwards on his lapel. It was a rough 
night with abrupt driving showers, too wet for my mother to 
venture out. We sat there cosily, joking and chatting, almost a 
family circle. His yellow cheeks were slightly flushed, and although 
he seemed in unusually high spirits, I remember how he kept taking 
out his big silver watch and giving the winder a few turns. 

At some early stage of the night Mr Peterson broke his big news. 
He was going back to Perseverance Inlet at Easter with Spear to 
have a look over the old claim. They were going round by launch, 
would stay ten days or so, and Spear was putting up the money. 

My parents were astounded : a hundred miles of practically 
open sea, roughing it in a tumbledown hut, on the verge of winter : 
and they'd thought of him, with justification, as having one foot 
in the grave. 

'Hell's teeth, Andrew! Haven't you had enough of that place?' 
'Ho-ho-ho ! ' he laughed, making them seem like chicken hearted 

wet-blankets. 
But all things considered-their distrust and suspicion of Spear, 

the mystery of his friendship with the old man-in their utter 
surprise my parents found very little to say about Mr Peterson's 
astounding news. They asked a few polite, general questions and 
then sat smiling doubtfully at him, rather puzzled and embarrassed 
-the embarrassment, I recognize now, that one feels at hearing of 
some earnest but ridiculously hopeless ambition, at some crackpot 
scheme solemnly discussed as being perfectly reasonable and feas-
ible. The Inlet had broken him once. They couldn't see the sense 
in giving it the chance to do the same again. 

In short, although they were touched by his boyish enthusiasm 
and faith-my mother particularly-they considered that what the 
old man proposed to do was both stupid and dangerous. But they 
thought enough of him to keep their opinion as secret as they 
could. Their embarrassment they couldn't hide. 

In the days leading up to Easter, the busy and talkative days of 
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holiday anticipation-there was the usual weeks' long debate on 
which country relative we'd honour this year-Mr Peterson's affairs 
took their rightful place in the scheme of things. They became the 
other man's business. But from their few remarks about him when 
they thought I wasn't bothering to listen, I got the impression that 
my parents still wondered and worried. 

The mornings were growing colder and darker. Easter fell late 
and the frosts began early. One black frosty morning very close to 
Easter I took Mr Peterson his morning plate of soup before I left 
for school. (My mother had increased his rations to a full meal 
once a day and soup in the morning and again at teatime. In that 
way she probably hoped to lessen the odds stacked against him.) I 
clearly remember passing the dull grey square of window opaque 
with curtains and dust, hesitating, then stopping in complete sur-
prise. Someone was feebly playing the violin. An old-fashioned 
dance of some description. A skippity rhythm with odd little 
breaks now and then, like hiccoughs-a pitiful failure for which 
laughter was finally the only antidote. And he had boasted so much. 

I put the plate of soup carefully down on his doorstep and ran 
home to tell my mother that you'll never guess such a thing. such 
a scream of a thing, but old Mr Peterson is playing-no, trying to 
play his violin! 

When she turned from the sink with her hands wrapped in her 
apron, she wasn't smiling in the least. 

'Is he?' she said. 'Well, I think it's just because he's happy. He's 
pleased to be going back to that old claim of his.' 

No rebuke was ever more cutting than hers. I remember going 
back to Alpha, afraid that the soup would be still there on his 
doorstep, stone-cold probably. I went back to knock on his door, 
properly, and to hand him his soup, politely. Then I would tell him 
I had heard him playing the violin, ask him the name of the piece, 
perhaps even ask to see his violin. 

But when I opened the gate, the plate of soup had gone. And the 
violin was silent. As far as I can tell no one ever heard it again. 

We arrived home from our Easter holidays that year to a big 
surprise. Mr Peterson was already back from Perseverance Inlet, 
nearly a week earlier than expected. We neither saw him leave nor 
return: the entire expedition might have been a figment of the 
imagination, but for Spear. 

He never set foot in Alpha again. 
One night, and one night only, Mr Peterson talked freely. 
'He might've been happy there before, the old chap,' my mother 
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had explained. 'You know-thinking all the time he was going to 
strike it rich.' 

But there was no happiness left for Mr Peterson at Perseverance 
Inlet, and no gold either apparently. The hut was a total loss, too, 
rotting under fallen trees and bramble. And they had planned to 
occupy it! Of the water-race very little remained. Living up to its 
reputation of over twenty feet of rainfall a year, the Inlet had 
some say in the matter of their fossicking a little further afield 
than the old man had ever done, alone. ('It renned and renned, 
Frank, like - hell,' old Mr Peterson said, and we knew the curse 
was deliberate and justified.) Literally sick day and night with 
trying to sleep in the cramped, heaving launch they endured for 
three days, and then Spear ordered the launch owner to bring 
them home. Did they actually try for gold, anywhere, at all? He 
didn't say. All things being favourable, did he think the trip would 
have been worth-while? He didn't say. Was Spear very disappoint-
ed at the whole outcome? He was utterly silent on that. 

Spear himself made all the necessary comment on the final ques-
tion-he simply faded into his non-existent background, passed 
back into his dubious history. As far as it is possible to know, the 
old man never saw him again. 

I remember noting my mother's expression as she listened to 
old Mr Peterson telling us the story of the ridiculous, boyish, farc-
ical return to the claim at Perseverance Inlet. For a mild natured 
woman she looked forbiddingly severe and her eyes were brightly 
narrowed like a person who looks back on some angry painful 
memory. 

I feel sure, now, that she peered through a crack in her imagina-
tion at the contemptuous, fascinated Friday crowd in the auction 
rooms and saw them there, Spear and old Mr Peterson, perhaps 
rival bidders for some rusty treasure, and Spear with his ferret-like 
tenacity, winning, coming perhaps to sympathize with the old man, 
the talk leading to other lost treasures and other lost golden oppor-
tunities until the old man's secret golden hopes about his claim 
were revealed and Spear led him away from the crowd to a seat 
on a fourth-hand Morris settee, kindly and attentive in his deadly 
greed, his teeth bared in a grin the old man mistook for friendship. 

As far as Mr Peterson is concerned the events of this last period 
are all neatly telescoped in my mind. But there must have been a 
further time when his life went on as before. He could have had 
whole months of Crib on Thursdays and togging up for church and 
the salerooms. And that is how it probably was, not the glib, grim 
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sequence that memory devises-enter Spear, back to the claim, the 
return, exit Spear, exit the old man himself. But memory tele-
scopes events conveniently and coincidently, like the radio drama 
where sole mention of an expected visitor precedes by mere sec-
onds the knocking on the door. 

When I knocked thunderously on Alpha's door that glittering 
white Saturday morning there was no answering groan of surprise. 
Perhaps I knocked again, more politely, more sensibly-! can't be 
sure. I fancy I went into his junk stacked little porch and called 
out from there and that he answered then. 

The bedroom that morning is one of the clearest of all memories 
of our old neighbour Mr Peterson. 

He was still in bed, lying awkwardly with no sign of peace or 
restfulness in his big sprawling body, head lolling and mouth 
agape. I watched his eyes roll downwards as he became aware of 
me; a tiny movement of his head beckoned and I ventured a yard 
or two into the room. Unlike the rest of his body his face was 
strangely calm and relaxed, a deathly resignation that terrified me. 
The cold room reeked of tobacco smoke and candle grease. I had 
an impression of uniform and depressing drabness-the grey light 
from the dusty window, the tumbled grey bedclothes. his patched 
grey flannel singlet, his grey gaunt face. His breath came and went 
in a harsh crackling and one large fumbling hand moved among 
the wiry chest hair as he strove to button his singlet, to make 
himself decent before a visitor. 

I was terribly afraid Mr Peterson was dying at that very moment 
and felt relieved and grateful when he turned his head to gasp a 
smile and, with great effort, to speak. 

He'd lain awake arl night, never knawn the like of it, arl night 
awake yuh knaw, thinking back, nothing to do but watch the stars, 
and here's a fonny thing-d'ye knaw boy, they move, yes they do 
now, the stars move! 

He'd developed some astronomical theories of his own which 
with feverish excitement and enthusiasm he tried to describe, to 
shape for me with his shaking hands. The strange intimacy that 
seemed to be between us reassured me and I sat down on the chair 
beside his bunk to pester him with the usual questions. Are you 
feeling ill? Anything I can get you, Mr Peterson-a pipe, a hot-
water bottle, perhaps a cup of tea? 

I remember how he gradually levered himself a little higher in 
the bunk to trace with a trembling forefinger the miraculous path 
of a star across the pane. 



'Slawly, slawly, creepin' up, up, and up arl night, Airney,' he 
said. 'I never knew that.' 

When I left him his craggy old face was still smoothed, softened 
by childish wonderment. 

My parents called in our own doctor to attend him, little Dr 
McKenzie. We were very proud of Dr McKenzie, the wee fire-eater, 
he was so tiny, so gruff, so dapper. Everyone in Wilmhurst Street 
took the same pride in their family doctor. 'He gave it to me 
straight-"Look here, Smith" he said,' or '''I'm going to give you 
a piece of advice, Smith,"' they'd tell you, proud that their doctor 
had scolded them-by name. 

When he'd finished examining old Mr Peterson over in Alpha, 
Dr McKenzie came bouncing into our kitchen. 

'Hospital!' he barked, and my parents struggled to keep the 
smiles off their faces. They were always so proud of his celebrated 
brusqueness. 

Then Saturday dinner was held up while my mother bustled 
about warming underclothes and sewing on buttons and my father 
took down a section of Mr Peterson's wire-netting fence so that 
Dr McKenzie could back his car right up to Alpha's door. The roast 
hardened in the oven as we waited at the window to see them go. 
The big black Essex made easy work of the frost-withered cocks-
foot; I remember Dr McKenzie's small stern face and his little 
yellow-gloved hands high on the wheel, purposeful as a racing 
driver with eyes only for the finishing point. Slumped beside 
him, the old man wore my father's overcoat; his big head wobbled 
like a puppet's. We knocked on the window and waved to attract 
his attention, but he didn't turn his head. His eyes, too, were fixed 
on the end of the journey. 

Which came for him a few days later, the day they started the 
penny cups of cocoa at lunch-time at the old St George's School. I 
came home to find the Rev. Campbell and my mother having a 
cup of tea together. Although he seemed to be enjoying his after-
noon tea Mr Campbell's face wore its solemn praying look. Soft 
solemn words drifted between them. 'A good and faithful servant.' 
'Yes ... called to Higher Service.' 'And we . . . the passing of the 
Angel's wings.' 

'Run on out-there's a boy,' my mother said. 
For weeks Alpha's big rusty key hung beside the fireplace on the 

hook with the scissors and the shoe horn. The Sunday following 
Mr Peterson's funeral, my father took the key down and pushed it 
along the tablecover, to me. 

'Any little thing you want of old Andrew's ... but don't hang 
339 



around too long ... some little thing, but don't just poke about ... 
go on now ... if you want to.' 

The hut was bright and ghostly with low winter sunbeams, and 
the smoky yellow air teemed with dust motes. I remember my 
sadness and fear. The fear was the natural superstitious dread of 
the child-mind confronting death. The sadness, that kind of sad-
ness can persist today in the poignancy of inanimate things, like 
the discarded toy of a child gone off to bed in tears or disgrace, 
or the last letter of an estranged friend. His cards were scattered 
over the table-top : he must have felt his illness bearing him down 
and at long last given the game best. A stiff-necked glance behind 
me through the half open bedroom door revealed the sagging bunk 
with the grey bedclothes flung back and the mattress still shaped 
by his living body. My back prickled as I lifted the book-the 
precious Paradife Loft-from the packing case shelves and rushed 
for the door. 

The man who eventually took Alpha's key and moved in as the 
new owner was a much younger man, a rabbiter. We never 
thought of him as Alpha's owner. 

Alpha was always 'Mr Peterson's place'. He came twelve thous-
and miles to build it and left it to go further than anyone I had 
ever known. Others much closer were to follow him quite soon. 
But he was the first mysterious adventurer to sail out and over the 
edge of the world. He seemed important then. And in fact, still 
does. Yet what did we know of him? He was an old ignorant man 
who came from nowhere and departed into nothing. He had a 
childhood and youth in the Shetland Islands. A lot of his life was 
spent in the Army. He came to New Zealand and tried his hand at 
goldmining. Getting old and beyond hard work he cooked to sus-
tain younger men. Once he played the violin, and he had a ridicul-
ous prejudice against Irish Catholics. Then finally he lay all night 
without sleeping, his life-force ebbing; and as he kept a lonely 
vigil beneath his starlit window and gazed back into the whirling 
cosmos of his past life, he saw that the stars moved. 

For a long time it seemed to me that that tremendous revelation 
killed him. 
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E. A. 0 L SS EN 

The Classicist 
HE stood before us, 
Small, florid, bald 
a man of King's-
King Henry Tudor's College-
black gown set off 
by the gold spectacles: 
and through the windows 
of the listening room 
pale shafts of April's light 
fell through cold flights of time 
presenting him 
in grey antipodean gloom. 

He stood before us 
with his finely tempered tools 
whose use, in more than fifty years, 
he'd learned in expert schools, 
and before our watching eyes 
he prized apart the burdened centuries: 
until, deep sunken in time's misted shaft, 
he stopped: there, standing by ancestral tombs, 
he drily talked, or quietly laughed, 
as though he heard soft answering voices call 
to words, precisely measured, which his lips let fall. 

We, sitting there, overheard 
in those early-dying afternoons 
his voice reach easily down 
the broken marbled centuries, 
to mock, not the enigma, time herself, 
but the mechanic clock upon the shelf; 
heard him converse, there and then, 
with venerable and noble men 
whom many think died long, long years ago: 
Thucydides, Aristotle, Homer, and the wise Plato. 
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NOEL GINN 

On Leaving for ] a pan 
(for E.G.W. and ].W.) 

AuTUMN, and astronauts sight 
The great canting fall of the globe 
As the southern oceans edge from the sun 
And with chirr of equanimity 
Cicadas mask the season change. 
Here too the riro, violin-bird, 
Scores with thrilling penetration 
A time of grave beatitude. 
On branches of bamboo slenderness 
I note the simple sasanqua blooms 
Whose wild enchantment recalls the briar, 
And wish you well bound for those islands 
Where the same wildness is revered 
In earth's economy and taste 
By man's artificing mind. 

ELIZABETH ALLO 

Villanelle for Ash Wednesday 
ONCE more admit it, failure is not cheap. 
You stagger in your chains, which fall apart 
As children wrestle in a painted sleep 

Yet upright stand in prison, where you weep 
Or dream towards tomorrow's change of heart. 
The frightened child has wooden toys to keep. 

Because confusion cannot be too deep 
For urgent heaven's request, in any place 
The children wrestle in their painted sleep. 
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To kill a day with darkness you must keep 
A mask of dust and gold upon your face-
The frightened child has wooden toys to keep. 

You are not changed, you need not learn to leap 
Where hope springs lunatic, although for this 
The children wrestle in their painted sleep. 

Jack waddling on doom's crack can only weep, 
And all ambition's shafts were bound to miss. 
The children wrestle in their painted sleep, 
The frightened child has wooden toys to keep. 

ROB WENTHOLT 

A Choice of Worlds 
THE OTHER day a Dutch friend of mine asked about New Zealand 
poetry. He is a knowledgeable young man steeped in culture but 
with a keen mind, a lonely spirit and a penchant for the unusual, 
always looking for finds off the beaten track, to treasure as private 
possessions of his individually perceptive self. 

I waxed warm about New Zealand poetry, showed him some 
Baxter, some Pat Wilson in Ireland, which I thought might appeal 
to him, some of the older ones, Brasch and Dowling, some of the 
younger ones. Unfortunately I did not have that isolated island of 
flowerlike perfection, Campbell's Mine Eyes Dazzle which I was 
sure he would have liked. What I could show him had, to my 
disappointment, little appeal. The main impression was one of too 
much description, looseness, impersonality, quiet and genteel good 
manners, too little condensation, concentration, surrender, ecstasy, 
intenseness. I was too appreciative of his sincere and voluntarily 
expressed interest, which is exceptional enough in this part of the 
world, to resent much the half-truths of his superficial and too 
quickly-formed judgement. What set me thinking was a remark he 
made later, after more discussion and examples of New Zealand 
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literature, that there was much in what he had seen that he felt 
to be present in me. 

I lived in New Zealand for almost ten years. I was twenty-two 
when I arrived and nearly thirty-two when I left. I have of course 
always realized that this period in my life is as much part of me 
as any other and that I cannot shake it off, even if I wished to as I 
sometimes have. I have followed a rather unsettled course of life 
which has made it relatively easy to burn my boats behind me 
whenever the occasion seems to warrant. I have a facility for liv-
ing wholly in the present, or, perhaps, an incapacity to consciously 
integrate my past into my present life. I am a hoarder of past mem-
ories which are important to the self-image I stand in need of now, 
but my memory is erratic and selective and largely concerned with 
atmosphere, motives, feelings and interpretations. I cannot recon-
struct detailed and consecutive images to correspond to the object-
ive reality of past events. Yet I now feel the need to draw up a bal-
ance, to be able to account to myself why I am here in Europe 
and not back in New Zealand, which has. I know, in part formed 
me, where I admit I have left part of myself and where I could, if 
I so wished, return. Although I can break ruthlessly with the past 
I am introspective enough not to do so lightly. I am well aware 
of the fact that each transplantation means a risk of destruction, 
and at the least involves a great deal of loss, whereas the ultimate 
gain remains uncertain. Striking roots is too delicate a process not 
to make one realize that apart from being painful being uprooted 
is also damaging. I stayed in New Zealand too long and at too early 
an age not to have struck root there at some depth and I knew 
when I decided to leave that in some ways I would be poorer for 
it, not richer. 

Of course in a sense I was an exile when I arrived. And it is 
possible to say that had I not remained an exile in New Zealand I 
would have had no reason to exile myself again. This could then 
be explained from my own dynamics, once an exile always an 
exile, or from the New Zealand situation which does not readily 
admit outsiders into its inner sanctum of acceptance. There would 
be some truth in this statement and in both explanations, but with-
out a great deal of qualification, substantiation and elucidation it 
would remain one of those facile, self-indulgent and romanticizing 
not quite falsehoods which, in my better moments, I detest. I must 
therefore try and do better than that, provide the qualifications, 
substantiations, elucidations, and perhaps also approach the matter 
from different angles. 

There is of course always a certain amount of lethargy involved. 
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I have been in Holland for almost six years. It is always easier to 
stay where you are just because you happen to be there and a 
certain pattern of order in your life has evolved, than to move 
somewhere else, destroy the pattern once more and have the ap-
palling prospect of needlessly spending much wanted energy on 
building up a new pattern merely because the mechanics of living 
happen to necessitate one wherever you are. This is true and it is 
also true that as one gets older the energy available for such up-
heavals grows less. But as against this I realize that as far as going 
to New Zealand is concerned most of the pattern would be there, 
waiting for me. I would not go there as a stranger. In some ways 
it would be as easy as going home, in fact like going home. And 
the mechanics of living are of course much easier there than in 
Europe. Sometimes when I feel depressed by the routine of my 
life, I daydream of going back to New Zealand and working as a 
mental hospital attendant again, at least until I should find some-
thing which would suit me better. I worked in mental hospitals off 
and on for two years, and found the work utterly depressing, but, 
so the reasoning goes, if you are depressed by your working life 
anyway you might as well pick the job that excludes all preten-
sions to occupational joy altogether, which ·enables you to live 
entirely for your leisure time, and which at least imposes no work-
aday rut making you feel like a horse tied to a treadmill with no 
promise of release until old age. A substantial compensation for me 
of the mental hospital job was the fact that after every five months 
one had a full month's leave and that the working hours were a 
God-given antidote against the usual working-week grind. One day 
from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m., the second day from 7 a.m. to 4.30, and the 
third one off. All right, you frequently worked on your off-days 
because of staff shortage and by the time your month's leave ar-
rived you were half dead, but there was a lot of extra money to 
compensate for that. And money accumulating meant prospects of 
future free time. In Holland there is no question of doing anything 
of that nature. One's freedom of choice in the occupational field 
is very limited. I can always impress people here by telling of the 
twenty-odd different kinds of jobs I had in New Zealand ranging 
from unskilled factory work to bushcruising, from milkman to re-
search officer in the public service, from freezing worker to assist-
ant accountant in a financing company, from coal carrying to, fin-
ally, secretary of a port conciliation committee arbitrating between 
shipping companies and wharf labourers' unions. A variety and 
adaptability of occupational choice normal enough in New Zealand 
but unheard of in Holland. There are now working students in 
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Holland who do menial jobs willingly but their choice is more 
restricted and as sooo as you embark on a career specialization is 
pretty well final. I need not for one moment consider being any-
thing like a mental hospital attendant here. It is not a matter of 
social status and class differences on the personal level, although 
these are real enough. But these phenomena so pervade the whole 
social system that even if you are personally free from such mot-
ives there is no real alternative. For one thing your standard of 
living would drop too much. You could not continue to afford to 
live in the same house, or in the area of your choice, send your 
children to the same school, entertain your friends, have the same 
hobbies; your whole way of life would have to adapt to a different 
economic and social milieu which is more tyrannical and which 
diminishes individual freedom of action instead of increasing it. 
There would be no gain in leisure time, on the contrary you would 
work longer hours and a worse grind. You would not even be 
formally acceptable for any but the worst paid unskilled jobs until 
the requisite examinations had been passed, the necessary diplo-
mas been acquired. Even within the same status class occupational 
specialization is final. I am a social scientist now and in Holland 
that is what I shall have to remain for the rest of my life. I 
shall not be able to branch out into, e.g. the publishing or the 
industrial management fields, at least not as an employee, for the 
simple reason that I have not had a specific formal training in 
these fields, and this, not general ability, is what all employers 
demand. 

Of course in New Zealand most people do not make use of their 
comparatively greater occupational freedom, but it is there for 
those who do want it. The higher general standard of living in New 
Zealand and its more equal distribution also make it possible to 
forgo social status and professional esteem and concentrate on 
leisure, on one's personal life, private interests, and so to feel 
that one is living a decent sort of life. In Holland, which as yet is 
less a leisure-oriented but very much a career- and status-centred 
society, this is much more difficult. The given fact of being stuck 
in one occupational groove and having to concentrate on doing 
sufficiently well in one's career to have the material conditions 
necessary for a reasonably satisfactory private life, means that 
there is little time for a life beside the occupational one left. The 
career just about swallows the whole man. When I first started 
work in Holland I refused to keep a pocket diary for noting down 
office meetings and engagements. The calendar on my desk in the 
office would have to suffice. Now I even note down social dates in 
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my diary months in advance and my wife also finds it essential to 
have one of her own beside the telephone. There is little time for 
friends. There is little opportunity to make new friends of your own 
personal choice. To be able to hold your job you have to do it 
properly. To be able to do it properly you have to work hard at 
it in your spare time as well. To acquire a reasonable standard of 
living you have to get ahead in your career. When you get ahead 
in your career you get invitations for evening talks, lectures, com-
mittees, professional contacts and meetings. These you accept 
partly because they are flattering and necessary to the furtherance 
of your career, partly because by that time it would not occur to 
you to do otherwise, you cannot refuse, you accept your responsi-
bilities, you are absorbed by the topics, and a host of other self-
evident reasons. Quite simply you have become part of the system, 
you are trapped. Obviously you don't wholly dislike being trapped, 
because being part of a system, and being a meaningful part, being 
somebody in it, gives satisfaction. But if what you want, or had 
expected from your life ultimately is not social status and esteem, 
is very different from being a member of a social system, is a 
great deal more than the self"esteem of worthy responsibilities 
exercised as a neat cog in a smoothly-running, well-oiled but per-
sonally not very respectable wheel, you may privately rise in futile 
revolt. Sometimes I take my bike late at night and ride through 
the woods or to the dunes and the beach to calm down, shaking 
off the frustration that way. I badly feel the need of a car now, 
to be able to utilize this safety-valve more adequately, roam fur-
ther afield, shake the dust off my feet, leave everything behind me 
once in a while, enjoy a sense of freedom, artificial but real enough 
while it is felt. I have no car yet because my Ph.D. thesis and the 
obligatory ritual formalities attendant on its conferment have 
recently cost the price of one. To acquire a car and be able to run 
it I shall now have to make more money, earn more additional 
income, enter into more obligations. This I shall gladly do for the 
purpose. The vicious circle is a spiral. One merely has to make up 
one's mind whether the movement is up or down. 

The picture I have painted is exaggerated. I do not really work 
so hard so continuously, but when I do not I feel I should and as 
far as the relaxed or creative enjoyment of leisure time is con-
cerned, that amounts to the same thing. In essence it is just the 
dilemma of someone who has more commitments and responsi-
bilities than his character or temperament have equipped him for. 

Of course, again the matter is not so simple as I have portrayed 
it. For one thing the identification of the period of social irrespon-
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sibility with New Zealand, and of social commitment with life in 
Holland, is idiosyncratic and partly accidental personal history. 
The problem of the youth with visions of personal freedom and 
individual self-expansion developing into the grown man, harness-
ed, chastened and cut down to size, having to accept the facts of 
life and society, is universal and occurs also, though less dramatic-
ally, when no changes of country are involved. For another thing 
there is much more to be said about the personal dynamics of 
being an outsider (voluntary but to what extent resentfully?) in 
New Zealand and committed (resentfully but at last with a sense 
of belonging?) in Holland, which introduces factors of a different 
nature and to which I shall have to return later. Even so the point 
is worth making, there is a real choice between alternative ways 
of life involved in a choice between the two countries and the 
cards are not all stacked against New Zealand. 

At first sight this would so easily seem to be the case, provided 
one has landed nicely on one's feet in Europe, as I must assume 
I have. London is the same travelling distance from The Hague as 
Wellington from Christchurch, a night on the ferry. And London 
is an utterly absorbing city. Paris is about as far by train as Christ-
church from Dunedin and is of course more stimulating than either 
of these cities. The Riviera is no further by train than the Bay of 
Islands from Wellington. Instead of having the whole of New 
Zealand, living here one has the whole of Western Europe for one's 
playground. Not that I know it so well. I have been three times to 
Paris, to London twice, once to the South of France, to Switzerland 
and to Sweden and Finland. But I am utterly in love with Europe 
and I know I shall be a lifelong addict This is probably not 
because I am myself a European. I was born here but grew up 
elsewhere. I have of course the cultural heritage, but no more so 
than a New Zealander has the English heritage without necessarily 
wanting to live in England. Coming from Indonesia I am as much 
of a colonial as the average New Zealander, albeit of a different 
type. One could argue that being deprived of New Zealand, a New 
Zealander probably would naturally gravitate towards Britain, but 
I should not like to generalize about it. He might equally well 
gravitate towards one of the other dominions which admittedly 
share the same cultural tradition, but failing that he might prefer 
for instance South America, which has an entirely different one, 
but which shares some basic features which are not found in 
the 'old country'. My physical love affair with Europe is largely a 
matter of temperament on my side, not one of the innate superior-
ity of Europe to other parts of the world. What to me is infinite 
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variety that never stales is just stale to others or so negligible as 
to go unobserved. 

Perhaps surprisingly, this feeling on my part applies with par-
ticular force to the enjoyment of nature. When I show people here 
photographs of New Zealand I invariably get the reaction: how 
could you ever leave such a beautiful and peaceful country after 
having lived there so long? I sometimes feel that they silently 
suspect something odd of having happened, something terrible. like 
having been in jail there or having been thrown out of the country. 
When I point to the natural beauty to be found in Europe I meet 
blank stares. New Zealand is a country and Holland is a country, 
therefore New Zealand must be compared with Holland and not 
with the whole of Europe. Also, in New Zealand you obviously 
have natural beauty all around you, on your doorstep so to speak, 
and besides it is unspoiled and virginal, whereas here you have to 
make special journeys to have any communion with nature at all 
(as if nature is something to consciously commune with) and even 
then it is probably man-made. All right, it is true, Holland is as 
flat as a pancake and wholly man-made, but how can I explain 
that to me the New Zealand landscape was a woman beautiful at 
first sight, who as a wife turned out to be bereft of all subtlety, 
variety, light and shade, without nuances, without surprises, unre-
sponsive, cold, closed within herself and utterly, utterly frigid; that 
perhaps I was not man enough to continue being absorbed by a 
woman who lacked all personal charm but jealously guarded her 
one great mystery, the eternal symbol of ever virginal woman-
hood; or that perhaps I expected too much from a woman. As far 
as that aspect of New Zealand is concerned, mine was a love affair 
that failed. Since I am not mentally tied to national boundaries, 
Europe for me has taken her place, a different type altogether, no 
less beautiful but infinitely more rewarding to explore. Even Holl-
and, to my surprise, I took to as a starved cat to a saucer full of 
milk. This vast delta swamp has retained a unique combination of 
the wild and the gentle, which in the river country is of a loveliness 
unsurpassed anywhere. Having been much prejudiced against Holl-
and as a boy, I was totally unprepared for this and continue to be 
moved by it. 

I admit that the hyperbolic fancies I have indulged in are strictly 
personal and prove nothing. Also it is true that there is a vast 
difference between living in a flat in a vast. overcrowded and 
uninteresting urban area with no scenery to draw upon, as I do 
here, and living in Wellington with brooding Tinakori hill outside 
one's front window and at every street corner views of beautiful 
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Wellington harbour, the magnificent outlines of the Orongorongo 
range, or the snow-capped peaks of the Rimutakas. But the fact 
of the matter is that I do not really mind living in a dark city flat 
in a packed urban area and I miss the Wellington scenery only 
occasionally. I think of it with pleasure and sometimes with long-
ing but without regret, feeling in no way deprived. I do not need 
scenery for my daily bread. I do need to feel that there is no gap 
between me and nature. Here again it is a matter of personal 
history. In Indonesia as a youth I was something of a mystic, my 
feeling of oneness with the natural scenery around me was so 
intense that it amounted to a religion from which I drew strength, 
inspiration and vitality whenever I was at low ebb. Pantheism was 
as natural to me there as drinking water. Because I happened to 
be so dependent on this inspiration I attempted and expected to be 
able to continue the relation in New Zealand, which had seemed 
to be ideal for this. It was not until my third year there that I 
realized its impossibility. At the time I was staying by myself for 
some weeks at the Routeburn flats north of Lake Wakatipu, and 
together with the physical loneliness which had now become un-
bearably oppressive instead of inspiring this realization came near 
to driving me out of my mind. (But what saved me from that fate 
was a typical New Zealand incident. I was taken up by three 
deer-stalkers who as a matter of course gave me what I then 
needed most, human warmth and unquestioning comradeship.) 
This is one element in my process of emancipation from New Zea-
land which I can reasonably isolate from the complexity of inter-
related factors. Because it played such a strong and autonomous 
role in my life, and because the traumatic experience took place 
at a time when I was still entrenched in youthful social self-suffic-
iency. There may have been a causal relation, because I can trace 
the conscious beginnings of my loss of self-sufficiency to that 
moment and it was of course that loss which gradually made such 
things as social identification more urgent. At any rate the physical 
qualities of New Zealand then stopped being meaningful or at least 
potentially meaningful to me. I could appreciate them visually 
without being personally concerned or moved, as one appreciates 
a painting of recognized technical merit but without significance 
for present-day life, in an art gallery. And I grew increasingly 
irritated, at times even depressed, by its gloomier aspects, the life-
lessness of the bush, the dark but bleached skeletons wherever one 
goes of hills stripped of all flesh for grazing, the monotony of a 
grandeur which shows no real variety, no fundamental change of 
character from the North Cape to Bluff. In Europe I have no daily 
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contact with nature, but each time its exploration is a new adven-
ture with the exciting anticipation of surprise, of the unexpected, 
the stimulation and diversity which my restless mind now needs. 
Nature has become a surplus in my life, which can add to its rich-
ness but is no longer basic. In Europe I can take it or leave it. I 
know I have lost something, but I have found something else, a 
liveable arrangement, in its place. This again I must assume to be 
the result of growing up : settling for the obtainable and not ex-
pecting too much. But at least I no longer have the bitter experi-
ence of living with and being daily conscious of what is to me 
no more than a dead substitute, a corpse beside the living reality 
it continued to remind me of. 

All this reduced to plain common sense may mean no more than 
that the New Zealand landscape is too much like Indonesia without 
being Indonesia for someone from Indonesia. And of course there 
is the possibility that if I had gone to Holland immediately after 
the war and had some years of not being able to settle there at 
that particular stage of my life, which is not unlikely, and that if 
I had then become an emigrant to New Zealand, its landscape 
would have acquired more meaning for me. This I do not think 
very likely. I am sure that the personal significance of this lack of 
meaning would then have been much reduced. As I am sure that 
if I were to go back to New Zealand now I would less ambiguous-
ly enjoy New Zealand nature for what it is and what it has to 
offer. But one of the reasons I do not intend to go back is that to 
my mind Europe, in this respect, has more to offer. 

There is one sphere for which no one would dare claim a New 
Zealand superiority. This is the sphere of cultural interests and 
activities, and about this I am not so sure at all. At first glance 
and as far as actual opportunities are concerned, there is no com-
parison. Cultural life here is intense and thriving. It is also intelli-
gent, progressive and the general quality is high. Moreover, thanks 
to government policy it is amazingly cheap. In my city this past 
weekend, which was not a very full one, the theatregoer could see 
first rate professional performances of Henry the Fourth, Part I on 
Friday (Shakespeare is popular in Holland and the modern transla-
tions are excellent; clean, hard, idiomatic Dutch retaining the elo-
quent flow and much of the magic of the original), The Cherry 
Orchard on Saturday, and Anouilh's Pauvre Bitos on Sunday. In 
the musical field there were several recitals and Pierre Boulez con-
ducted the Residential Orchestra playing Webern and Bartok. 

But having a wide and satisfactory choice of opportunities and 
making an intensive use of them are different things. I have always 
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wanted to ask those Dutch immigrants in New Zealand who com-
plained of cultural starvation (never themselves culturally active 
people) how often they went to a play, a concert, recital, opera, 
ballet or museum in Holland. Personally my use of the cultural 
cornucopia is frugal. I did go to the Boulez concert last Saturday, 
but on a last-minute impulse and only because I could not resist 
the Webern who is my favourite modern composer, while oppor-
tunities to hear his music uncanned are rare even here. More 
typically Dutch people of my cultural orientation are of course 
regular concertgoers. They take subscriptions to several of the 
many and varied concert series offering throughout the season and 
derive considerable excitement from comparing this famous con-
ductor's approach with that, rejecting a third and discovering a 
fourth. I am quite happy with records and radio. I have not lost 
the going-out habits which my colonial Indonesian and New Zea-
land past instilled. When I feel I have earned the right to have an 
evening out I naturally grab the paper not to find out what con-
certs or plays are going, but to see what movies are on. I am an 
inveterate filmgoer. It is much more important for me not to miss 
a film I feel may be good than to see a play or an exhibition every-
one has been raving about. But here again Holland scores. Berg-
man, Fellini, Antonioni, Visconti, Bunuel, Clement, some of the 
Nouvelle Vague boys; everything that is alive and creative in the 
film world is sure to make its way here and without too much 
loss of time. And it is of course exciting to be able to really follow 
what is done in an art to which one is pledged. One's critical facul-
ties are sharpened, one's enjoyment grows keener, and the creative-
ness is shared. It also makes it possible to indulge the escape mech-
anism which films so obviously are for me, without too much of 
the cheap after-taste of dissolved self-deception on the way home. 
But I never felt culturally deprived in New Zealand. The fact that 
the opportunities were more sparse and that I was already used to 
belonging to a minority of culturally sophisticated and therefore 
isolated people, has a great deal to do with this. When a contin-
ental art film had found its way to New Zealand there was a great 
feeling of anticipation, going to it was a major event and the 
experience had an intensity which disappears when the admirable 
becomes normal fare. The same thing applied to other forms of 
art. There was an excitement and aliveness about cultural events, 
shared, which is important, by all people who cared about them, 
that made this part of life in New Zealand particularly satisfying. 
There were enough culturally alive people to prevent backward-
ness, stagnation and boredom but few enough to make of each 
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event a festive and intensely meaningful occasion. Another factor 
in this satisfactory situation was that so many of the culturally 
alive people were so really alive; sensitive, intelligent, open-minded, 
experimental and themselves creative. In Holland there is much 
amateur activity but on the whole the gap between it and the pro-
fessionals is much greater. The engine of smooth professional insti-
tutionalization dominates entirely. The average amateur amounts 
to at best a middle-brow, as does, when all is said and done, the 
culture-devouring public. And the professional more often than not 
is just a one-sided occupational specialist, of no great interest as a 
human being. Relatively, the real artistic avant-garde is as small 
and isolated as in New Zealand and as dependent on little mutual 
admiration coteries, with greater chances perhaps of ultimate succ 
cess and general public esteem (by which time it has of course been 
swallowed by the engine) but with a smaller natural environment 
of intelligent appreciation and understanding in selective human 
contacts. 

The great disadvantage in the New Zealand cultural situation is 
that its general climate is dominated entirely by the low-brow. As 
in most Anglo-Saxon countries the high-brow minority is intensely 
alive but the broad base of the solid middle-brows is lacking. In 
Holland the middle-brow is dominant and he, as long as his values 
are not directly attacked, listens respectfully to the high-brow. He 
wants to keep up with the cultural Joneses, he tries to understand, 
he wants to learn and must at all costs avoid being left behind. 
The net result of this is that there is not such a continuous and 
poignantly painful discrepancy between one's own interests and 
outlook and those of the society in which one lives. Stupidity and 
ignorance abound as they do in most places but are less in evidence 
and less powerful, they do not set the tone. One does not have to 
give up reading newspapers, listening to the radio, talking to non-
selective human contacts, stop doing all the normal things in life 
to avoid constant irritation and the frustration of fighting losing 
battles. One can even cushion one's life in such a way as to believe 
one lives in a very high-minded world. There is a choice of high-
minded, serious and well-informed newspapers, weeklies, month-
lies, quarterlies, radio talks and television programmes, the people 
one meets are usually high-minded, well-informed and tolerant; the 
mentality of the petite bourgeoisie can be shrugged off with con-
tempt, the lower classes do not count, and popular culture is not 
allowed to get out of bounds. (In the Scandinavian summer loud-
speakers at every conceivable public place and portable radios at 
most private ones blare out the most atrocious popular ditties day 
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and night. This is unthinkable in Holland.) A man of taste, insight 
and ideals is a respected member of society here, not an oddball 
as in New Zealand. He may be a fish in somewhat brackish water 
but he does not lie on the beach gasping for air. 

All this does not alter the fact that within the small minority 
of New Zealand people who are culturally alive the natural envir-
onment is a very congenial one of sympathy, understanding and 
mutual warmth. This highlights one of the aspects of my life in 
New Zealand which I miss most: the sensitive, elegant, leisurely, 
and comfortable character of personal relations. It is evident from 
much of what I have said that in Holland, I suppose in Europe in 
general, people have little time for each other. Social intercourse 
is intensive but one rarely meets as full human beings, every con-
tact has its own specific purpose, some are work contacts, some are 
general professional contacts, some are relatives, some are for in-
tellectual stimulation, some are for letting one's hair down, the 
occasional sensible blowing off steam. All social contacts are in-
strumental and therefore constrained into specific roles. Hence they 
are never mixed up and the tightly fitting order in one's life re-
mains undisturbed. There is considerable spontaneity in the Dutch 
character but this. is expressed in other ways. As far as adult 
human relations are concerned, unreserved and wholly committed 
spontaneity is concentrated solely on family life, which is the 
great vehicle for relaxation, free expression and the spontaneous 
enjoyment of life. One rarely makes new friends after school and 
university, one makes 'acquaintances' who fit into the scheme of 
specific purposes and roles and the oJd childhood friends are grad-
ually reduced to specific roles in this orderly scheme as well. 

For me this is a humiliating and undignified perversion of the 
human situation which I refuse to accept. But I realize that living 
in this society I am as influenced and bound by its limitations as 
anyone else. We had some Eurasian Dutch friends dating from my 
Indonesian days of the type who, because they are retired or have 
a lot of money have continued the leisurely colonial way of life 
they led in Indonesia (in this respect quite reminiscent of the 
famed style of the U.S. South before the Civil War). This means 
that in the evenings one is always available and ready for any 
friends who take it into their heads to pay a call and stay a long 
evening talking agreeably about sweet nothings. Unable to stick 
Holland any longer these friends have now emigrated to Australia, 
somewhat to our relief, simply because I did not have the heart 
to let them know that they should not really come unexpectedly, 
but every time they came they threw my weekly work programme 
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completely out of gear. Although I enjoyed their relaxed visits I 
also had a guilty feeling of irritation with them because they were 
not stimulating or interesting enough to compensate for the loss 
of productive time; they could not be made to fit into the instru-
mental scheme of personal contacts, could not be assigned a to me 
profitable role. Of course, being conscious of these tendencies, and 
hating them, I try to build up a different pattern around me, ideally 
a living accusation against the perversions of institutionalized so-
ciety, in actual fact a very modest working compromise with other 
realities in my existence. Perhaps again I suffer from an unduly 
protracted post-adolescent mentality, a reluctance to grow up and 
face the facts of life. But there are certain attitudes so basic that 
if the facts of life do not fit them, it is the facts of life that have 
to be changed, not these basic attitudes. At any rate, in New Zea-
land this was no problem, on the contrary, there were the time, the 
leisure, the approach and the people to have a selective network 
of thoroughly satisfying personal relations, which was non-instru-
mental, civilized in the true sense of the word, and wholly relaxed 
and wholly committed at the same time. This is no facile idealiza-
tion in retrospect. The path of friendship certainly was not always 
smooth going for me in New Zealand. I easily rubbed people up 
the wrong way then as I do now, being what I am, on the one 
hand overly sensitive to the atmosphere around me and almost 
unable to function properly in interaction if there is no sympa-
thetic climate, on the other hand incurably rationalistic (i.e. in-
sensitive in a particularly damaging way) in telling people what I 
think ought to be known. To which must be added in New Zea-
land the unpredictably scattered but recurrent short-circuits of 
incomprehension and misunderstanding between people of different 
nationality and background. Also what I said about the pattern of 
interpersonal relationships pertains to an emancipated minority, 
it certainly does not apply in this form to New Zealand as a whole, 
which both in its family and in its friendship relations shows some 
fine stylized working solutions but which in the more direct, inti-
mate aspects of these human contacts is strangely and pathetically 
repressed, blocked, impotent almost. But when I compare the 
present circle of people I mix with and care about with the one 
I had in New Zealand, the New Zealand circle, although in some 
ways perhaps less interesting and certainly a good deal smaller, 
was more rewarding, more congenial and more complete, and for 
the qualities I have mentioned. 

At a recent party a European friend of mine, who also came to 
New Zealand after the war and went to university there, and who 
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having done brilliantly in the U.S. is now in Holland on a year's 
study leave from his American university, summed it up very 
nicely (before, I may add, we had discussed the subject at all). 'The 
ideal situation,' he said, 'is to live in Europe, on an American 
salary, with New Zealand friends.' For my part I knew when I left 
New Zealand, cushioning the break by the possibility of return but 
with no real intention of returning, that I left behind a number 
of people who were important in my life and whom I would badly 
miss. Being after all no entire stranger to European society I also 
knew what not to expect here. In Holland I would of course have 
my family and to people from Indonesia the extended family still 
has the nature of a clan with all the emotional security and cer-
tainty of acceptance and affection that entails. But to me it is not 
necessary to see the family clan regularly as long as I know they 
are there and the basic contact is undisturbed although in actual 
fact we may be worlds apart. And in New Zealand, in Dunedin, I 
had found some older friends who had given me the feeling of 
always having a real home to go to and who were to all intents 
and purposes as good and basic as any family. 

But how then to explain that sensation of indescribable relief, of 
a final release from many years of jail, which to my own surprise 
seized me when I stepped aboard the ship that took me away and 
which I did not really lose until years afterwards. I shall never for-
get that first night lying in my bunk in a dingy six-berth cabin way 
down in the hold, listening ecstatically to the sexual beats from the 
engine room, drunk with the peaceful bliss of a physical restora-
tion to life. Nor the load that I could feel being lifted off my 
shoulders as I painstakingly, sadistically watched the dark, brood-
ing New Zealand coastal hills finally disappear out of sight. Even 
now I find the thought of the reverse, watching that same dead 
landscape coming near and certain to engulf me once again, so 
depressing that it serves as a warning symbol not to look back, not 
to try to unburn burned boats. And if I were to return to New Zea-
land I would have to indulge in the self-deception of coming by 
plane or at least by way of Auckland which is less starkly in-
human than the South Wairarapa coast. Unless of course I were 
to come for a holiday and not to settle. Then I would purposely 
choose this route and seeing the awesome coastline emerge I would 
call out in smug challenge: 'Oh Death where is thy sting, for I 
have found immortal life.' 

The truth of the matter is that like my New Zealand wife I 
would like nothing better than to go there for a long holiday to see 
our friends again and pick up the loose threads which badly need 
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weaving into the continuous pattern of our lives. But to go back 
to settle there permanently is a thought I cannot at the moment 
consider seriously. This is not because I am so particularly happy 
in Holland. I am not. Or because I was so unhappy in New Zealand. 
I was not. Happiness never is a final issue. The feeling of bliss on 
leaving New Zealand for Europe can in part be explained by my 
need for mental stimulation, excitement and variety and the fact 
that after years of living in what is after all an isolated and rather 
dull and complacent part of the world without sufficient nourish-
ment from more lively provinces, I was rather badly starved. The 
lasting feeling of relief cannot be explained in this way at all. Also 
I did not leave New Zealand lightly. I had never planned to stay 
there permanently. I had stayed much longer than I intended, but 
I felt safe there, I had built up a life for myself, I had many good 
friends, I was well entrenched, I knew where I stood. Of Europe I 
was afraid; of its hardness, its indifference, its struggle for life, of 
losing all hard-Won security, of having to start all over again with 
empty hands and little to show for the past ten years but a foreign 
university degree, of having to become an immigrant with every-
thing that entails. (I never felt an immigrant in New Zealand. I was 
a self-absorbed student at first, uncommitted to his environment, 
and gradually in my own mind I became just another inhabitant of 
the country.) For a long time I postponed the decision. But all the 
time I kept putting it off I had the feeling that I was slowly suf-
focating, until finally when I had landed a good job that looked 
like developing into a promising career, the desperate conviction 
took hold of me: if you don't do it now you'll never do it. You 
won't have the strength or the courage left; it will be too late. Once 
I had made up my mind I felt very ashamed towards my best 
friends. I felt that I had betrayed them, let them down in their 
belief that personal relationships are what count most and what 
make life worth living. If I could have made this true for myself 
there would have been no need to leave New Zealand. All I could 
say to them in explanation was rhetorically that I felt I was being 
strangled in New Zealand, that I was dying a slow spiritual death. 
This they had difficulty in believing because obviously I was happy 
enough. 

It would be a great injustice and patently false to assert that 
life in New Zealand is not meaningful. I can truthfully claim that 
after the first few years life in New Zealand was not meaningful for 
me. Perhaps the easiest way to explain this is to say that for some-
one of my type whose life is wholly centred on self-expression 
and progressive self-realization, living is the same thing as grow-

357 



ing and because after a few years New Zealand had nothing to 
add to my growth I felt it to be stunting my growth. But of 
course while the growth of the branches of this symbolic tree was 
being stunted, at the same time roots were sinking into the earth, 
fastening themselves firmly. And being in spite of all my preten-
tious rather a hothouse product, When I finally felt free to go 
(which was when I had at last managed to finish my university 
studies) I would gladly have forsworn the privilege if it had not 
been for this feeling of suffocation, which by then I quite seriously 
felt to be a matter of spiritual life or death. 

One factor I must mention in this context was that I was a 
foreigner. I was not cut out to be a foreigner in New Zealand. It 
takes a stronger or more healthily integrated personality, or else 
a thicker hide than I could produce to let the constant pinpricks 
and frustrations of that peculiarly British institution of prejudice 
against foreigners slide off one's back and feel amply compensated 
by the privilege of being allowed to live in God's own country. 
This institution is of course wasteful to society. It is also unneces-
sary as European and American experience have shown. It hit me 
most strongly in its more subtle aspects. In one's chosen circle 

' of friends it played no role, or at most as an asset, in chance casual 
contacts it could be shrugged off as of no importance where it 
occurred. But at work, at the university, in social contacts, in that 
large in-between sphere of secondary human relations which large-
ly determines the climate of one's social world, its influence was 
elusive and pervasive. Always the same reserve, the suspiciousness, 
the hints of defensiveness, the veiled resentment, the reservoir of 
antagonism, the non-committal politeness, the refusal to meet on 
equal terms. One could usually break through this wall on closer 
acquaintance if one cared to and had the time. With the intelligent 
ones because they were naturally civilized, with the others because 
they were innately friendly. But this requires effort, which of 
course all has to come from the one side, and the hard work of 
proving that although one may appear to be different on the out-
side because of accent, appearance, way of talking or what else 
cannot unfortunately be effaced, on the inside, in feelings, attitudes, 
thoughts, convictions and actions one is really no different from the 
New Zealander or if one obviously still is one is doing one's very 
best to become as like him as possible, all this is very tiring. The 
more so because as one becomes more involved in New Zealand 
society there is an increasing number of walls to be broken down. 
Also the job is never done. Once begun one must be at it all the 
time because no matter for how long one has had good relations 
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with some such person, at the slightest hint that there is some basic 
difference after all, up again goes the wall of suspicion and resent-
ment. 

This is a somewhat exaggerated picture, I admit. Personally I 
managed well enough in remaining myself and being acceptable in 
all my work contacts and most of my other secondary 
Acceptable as a foreigner that is. Ultimately and as a general 
atmosphere to be living in, I found this stultifying. During my 
first years in New Zealand I was not conscious of this situation. I 
was so very much an individual coping with the problem of how to 
live in society at all that I accepted being considered an outsider 
as the self-evident, natural order of things. I was one by my own 
definition, not through the to my mind irrelevant accident of birth. 
The task I had set myself in those years was to learn how to live 
in a variety of human groups, ranging from what I considered high 
society to the lowest of the low without being ill at ease and doing 
violence to my true self. This task I accomplished to my own satis-
faction. But as I gradually came to accept the social order as a 
going concern with which one is stuck for better or for worse, and 
as towards the latter part of my stay in New Zealand I matured 
sufficiently to be ready to take my place in society as a normal 
citizen, it came as a blow to realize that since I happened to be 
in New Zealand and also happened to be a foreigner I would not 
be allowed to function as a normal citizen; I could at best become 
a second-class one. This fact alone, I suppose, was enough to leave 
me no choice but to turn my back on New Zealand. Because for 
me the achievement of some measure of social adjustment was not 
an end in itself but a necessary vehicle to be acquired on the road 
of continued self-·expansion. 

If I now ask myself whether turning my back on New Zealand 
has helped I am not quite sure what to answer. A qualified yes, 
perhaps. Visitors from New Zealand find me changed. I have lost a 
great deal of my body consciousness and grace. I have aged more 
than the intervening years would warrant, I am less relaxed, free 
and easy, spontaneous, self-confident and positive, more worried, 
bad-tempered, tired, closed in on myself and calculating. All right, 
Europe is hard and it shows in me. It was New Zealand which had 
helped me to develop a number of qualities, which I too like to pre-
serve as a picture of what I once was. But I had reached a dead end 
in New Zealand, I was turning sour there, rapidly losing those quali-
ties anyway and finding little in their place. Nothing is so pathetic 
as people who are no more than pale reminders of what they once 
were. If I have become different now it is a legitimate development 
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within me, in response to my present life situation, certainly, but 
one which I have chosen and continue to accept. I needed Europe 
because I had reached a stage where my own source of vitality had 
dried up and no other was available. I needed to be able to identify 
myself with worthwhile causes embraced by people with vision, 
imagination and an unselfconscious surrender to the large ques-
tions of the world's future. I needed to be in the thick of things 
as a participator, not to be a marginal outsider. I needed to restore 
my creativeness by obtaining plentiful stimuli from a stimulating 
environment. I needed a world where I could feel at home, where 
whether people liked me or not they would accept me and appreci-
ate me merely for what I am or do. I needed to be able to do use-
ful work in which I could believe. I needed to get recognition of 
my qualities. I needed a physical environment where if I want to 
get away from people in general I am refreshed, not oppressed. I 
needed a human scenery where if I want to get away from myself 
I can feel stimulated, not depressed. I needed to live in a world in 
motion with violent clashes of beliefs and ideas. I needed to be able 
to fight battles with some remote chance of success. 

Europe has given me most of these things and I cannot now 
visualize living anywhere else. I know the price has been high. 
From being stunted, the growth of the tree has become twisted, but 
I hope it is still growing. It may take more strength than I can man-
age, I sometimes despair of managing because the basic conditions 
of my present way of life, unlike those of my life in New Zealand, 
do not agree with me at all. But this is the challenge I live with 
and how I am to cope with it is a personal problem I still have to 
solve. 

One of the advantages of living in this greater and less homo-
geneous world is that when I feel I have outgrown my present way 
of life as I had New Zealand, and am ready to start on a new one, 
there may be few opportunities, but I shall be mentally free to do 
so, I shall not be obliged to feel a traitor to any country, society 
or way of life. I have on occasion thought of my decade in New 
Zealand as a discontinuous gap in my life, as if it had stopped when 
this decade began and recommenced when it ended. This is mani-
festly untrue but the element of discontinuity is there. Sometimes 
I think of New Zealand resentfully, sometimes longingly, depend-
ing on what I am thinking of and of what aspects, but always with 
strong feeling. Now if I could lift all the people I care for and 
those they care for out of New Zealand and transplant them to 
Europe, not particularly to Holland but to France or Italy, I am 
sure that if they had one another they would be happy. It is only 
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personal ties that tie most New Zealanders to their country, which 
is not enough for a full life and which is why they adapt so easily 
as emigrants and why so many of the most gifted ones leave never 
to return. And seeing them often I would also be well contented 
and my life would be fuller for it. But I would then have no ties, 
no link with that country at all, nor much affection, concern 
or interest, except for the private memories of my own pilgrim's 
progress, a meagre harvest perhaps, perhaps not, which should be 
the sad, two-edged end of this learned and personal discourse 

But I must add a coda. There is an odd discrepancy between my 
indifference to New Zealand as a country and my strong and 
strongly ambivalent feelings about its way of life. As if I had been a 
lover spurned. No doubt this is partly because in spite of my self-
directedness, or perhaps because of it, I must be able to identify 
in some way with a greater entity (outside myself and my own 
interests) which I may be critical of and at times even reject but in 
which at the same time I am wholly absorbed. Holland of course 
gives me this, and in a larger context, Europe. And the ten months 
I lived in Australia immediately after the war gave me more love 
for that country, with its great cities and its raw athletic non-
chalant vitality, than ten years did for New Zealand. This was not 
for lack of trying. Perhaps rather, it was because I tried too hard. 
Perhaps I should not have tried so much to !Gve New Zealand, to 
make it really mean something to me; I was asking too much there. 
I can only blame myself, not New Zealand, for having stayed too 
long and having let it turn sour on me, but I know that if I had 
left after five years, or three or even one, I still would not have 
had the feeling of an extra dimension added to my life. I would 
only have had my personal development and my private memories, 
as I do now. It is this withholding of the essential extra dimension 
for such a long time which is at the bottom of the feeling of dis-
continuity, of ten.years in some ways irretrievably lost, and of last-
ing resentment against New Zealand. But there is of course more 
to it. I am unable to rid myself of my New Zealand past as a speci-
fic New Zealand past, which is different again from its being a 
specific period in my personal life, simply because it is now in 
my blood. I have acquired in part a New Zealand, or at least a 
British way of thinking, sense of humour, conversational manner, 
approach to things, method of solving problems, feeling of style, 
cultural taste and outlook on life. In some ways I feel more of a 
New Zealander in Europe than I ever was, in my own mind. a 
European or even a Dutchman from Indonesia in New Zealand. 
This is not, I think, a matter of having become a marginal man. 
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For I am fully involved and committed here and Europe permits 
a wide range of personalities so that I never feel I cannot suf-
ficiently fit in on that account; I have my personal problems with 
European society but these are of a different order. It does mean 
that although living in New Zealand a dimension necessary to my 
life may have been withheld, the contents of my life were them-
selves in some ways changed. 

Which is why I do not really feel dissimilar to those many 
human products of New Zealand soil whom that country has been 
unable to retain and who have swarmed out all over the world. It 
is also why, in spite of conscious and voluntary rejection, after 
almost six years of a more intensely meaningful life the pull re-
mains real. New Zealand is no paradise lost, but Europe is no 
paradise regained because I am not sufficiently a European not to 
hanker after the congenial ease of those basic conditions of life 
(the leisure for people, the leisure for leisure, the freedom of move-
ment, the freedom from worry, the ease of living, the superfluity 
of power and ambition) which New Zealand gave. It would not be 
true to say that New Zealand perverted me. If I was perverted, it 
was long before that time. But along with and because of those 
conditions which suited me so well New Zealand gave me a per-
sonality to enjoy them to the full. I may be a man who wants to go 
his own way, make his own life, choose his environment to suit 
him and proudly claim that he himself has shaped his destiny for 
better or for worse, but I do not really feel it possible to deny that 
New Zealand has yet claimed me for her own, that in losing me to 
a different world the real victory may after all be hers. 

IAN MILNER 

The Poetic Vision of 
Hugh MacDiarmid 

HUGH MacDiarmid, in private life Christopher Murray Grieve, cele-
brated his seventieth birthday in August. He has become a legend 
in his own lifetime. Born and bred a Border Scot he has given full 
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stint of his native fighting spirit and tenacity to the causes of Scot-
tish national independence and of international socialism. He quar-
relled violently with those Scottish nationalists who wished to stop 
short at local autonomy and baulked at any demand for full 
national sovereignty. His Marxist convictions took him yet further 
afield: ultimately, he argued, Scotland must become a socialist 
republic. 

Behind the dust and heat of the campaigning is the revolt of a 
poet's imagination, quickened by a profound sense of history, 
against the decline into which his country had fallen. During the 
Renaissance Scotland had taken her own place among the nations 
of Europe, Edinburgh under James IV had been a distinguished 
centre of learning, the Makars had magnificently displayed the 
resources of Scots as a literary language and in the sixteenth cen-
tury George Buchanan bore off the palm as the finest Latin poet in 
Europe. Scotland's union with England, as MacDiarmid and his fel-
low nationalists saw it, had led not merely to loss of national 
sovereignty but to a cumulative blurring of cultural identity. The 
language of post-Burnsian literature was English, or, in poetry, 
English with some Scots dialecticisms ornamentally added At the 
turn of the century the prevailing literary fashion was a senti-
mentalized kailyard provincialism. Inscribing on his banner 'Not 
Burns-Dun bar!' MacDiarmid more than any other set in train 
what we know as the Scottish literary renaissance of the twenties 
and thirties. His insistence upon a return to the Makars expressed 
his intense conviction that only by a revival of Scots (the 'full 
canon of that magnificent tongue') as a literary language. could 
Scotland's latent national consciousness assert itself. Bums, with his 
alternations between Lallans and English, or in his elevated English 
manner, could confuse the issue. 

MacDiarmid the poet has been less known than the legend of 
the kilt-and-plaid-wearing Scottish nationalist (though the legend 
also breaks into flower in the poetry). The dozen volumes of 
his verse had rather limited circulation and have mostly long 
been out of print. Only in this his seventieth year have the Collec-
ted Poems (New York: Macmillan; Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd) 
ben published. It is a volume of some five hundred pages (though 
only extracts from some of the long poems are included) and will 
provide opportunity for a studied estimation of the real stature of 
a poet who has been all too little read in the round. 

MacDiarmid first became known as a lyric poet. His early col-
lections Sangschaw (1925) and Penny Wheep (1926) consisted of 
some seventy poems, mostly very short. With one or two excep-
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tions they are not in English but in Lallans or, strictly speaking, 
'synthetic Scots', i.e. a drawing upon the resources of all. the main 
Scots dialects together with free-handed borrowings, on occasion, 
from the literary language of Dunbar and the Makars. Yet there is 
small sign of any contrived diction in these poems. The language 
itself is the life of the lyric utterance. It is not a dialectal colouring 
of English but a literary language with its own distinctive tone, 
music and idiom. One of the Sangschaw poems is 'The Eemis 
Stane': 

I' the how-dumb-deid o' the cauld hairst nicht 
The warl' like an eemis stane 
Wags i' the lift; 
An' my eerie memories fa' 
Like a yowdendrift. 

Like a yowdendrift so's I couldna read 
The words cut oot i' the stane 
Had the fug d fame 
An' history's hazelraw 
No' yirdit thaim. 

In a literal English version this would read : 

In the dead silence of the cold harvest night 
The world like an ill-poised tombstone 
Sways in the sky; 
And my eerie memories fall 
Like a storm driving the snow down. 

Like a snowstorm driving down so that I could not read 
The words carved on the stone 
Even if the moss of fame 
And the lichen of history 
Had not covered them over. 

The specific tonal and expressive qualities of the Scots are in-
separable from and themselves help to create the essential features 
of the poem: its strangely compelling intensity of vision, con-
creteness of imagery, solid weight of meaning matched by the 
compactness of structure, its deep-toned heavy rhythm (served for 
instance by the initial long dragging vowel in 'yowdendrift'). Think 
of the poem in English and the incantatory magic is gone. In Scots 
MacDiarmid here achieves that 'seamless garment of music and 
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thought' that he so much admires in Rilke and which he takes as 
his own creative goaP 

As a lyric 'The Eemis Stane' is markedly sui generis. Thirty years 
ago Professor Ian Gordon pointed out that in his early lyrics Mac-
Diarmid had provided the 'element of thought' essential for any 
regeneration of the sentimentalized and cliche-ridden Scots verse 
of the nineteenth century.2 Despite its graveyard ambience and 
personal accent the poem is neither romantic nor very subjective. 
Its essence is the correlation of personal story and human history. 
The 'yowdendrift' of personal experience obscures any revelation 
that may be inscribed on the world's tombstone. And the words 
on the stone that might ease 'the burthen of the mystery' are them-
selves buried under the accretions of legend and myth, hidden by 
the tangle of history. The very short poem achieves an impressive 
impersonality and an expanding resonance of meaning. Above all, 
it has the touch of the vates, a faculty of vision that sees the uni-
versal in the particular and that bathes the familiar in the un-
earthly light of an El Greco. 

A distinctive and haunting strain, this, and one that sets Mac-
Diarmid among the masters of the modem poetic imagination. You 
find it again in the well-known 'The W atergaw' (indistinct rain-
bow): 

Ae weet forenicht i' the yow-trummle3 

I saw yon antrin thing, 
A watergaw wi' its chitterin' licht 
Ayont the on-ding; 
An' I thocht o' the last wild look ye gied 
Afore ye deed! 

There was nae reek i' the laverock's hoose 
That nicht-an' nane i' mine; 
But I hae thocht o' that foolish licht 
Ever sin' syne; 
An' I think that mebbe at last I ken 
What your look meant then. 

wet early evening 
strange 

shivering 
downpour 

smoke, lark's 

One marks here too the concreteness and compressed express-

1 See the fine reflective poem 'The Seamless Garment' from the collection 
First Hymn to Lenin and Other Poems (1931). There is a beautiful render-
ing by MacDiarmid of 'Requiem-Fur eine Freundin'. 
2 Edinburgh Essays on Scots Literature (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1933). 
3 Literally 'ewe-tremble': i.e. the cold weather that often comes in July dur-
ing the sheep-shearing. 



iveness of imagery in the Scots (the 'yow-trummle', 'on-ding', 'nae 
reek i' the laverock's hoose'). And that sharp focus on the natural 
material object so characteristic of the Scots literary imagination. 
There is again the uncanny sense of visionary insight : a power of 
coalescing in a flash of illumination the objective world of Nature 
with the individual world of tragic experience. The poem's strict 
restraint and economy of structure do not inhibit but rather re-
lease, more by overtone than overt statement, the suggestion of 
a meaning wider than the personal grief. Out of the rending of 
human love, figured against the bleak mood of Nature, comes the 
shivering rainbow hint of assurance as to the holiness and perman-
ence of the heart's affections. 

From the 193o's on MacDiarmid not only began to compose in 
English (without any Scots colouring) but to publish longer re-
flective poems or parts of such poems, often in free verse, that 
showed a new trend in his art as compared both with the lyric 
phase and that represented by his masterpiece (also long but pre-
serving metrical forms), A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926). 
A widely held view is that his lyric impulse flagged, driving him 
into the poetic wilderness of the lengthy 'philosophical' and 
highly allusive poems that, it is felt, read like 'chopped-up prose'.' 

The view does scant justice to the overall achievement of Mac-
Diarmid's 'middle' (1930-40) and later phases. And it misconceives 
his true poetic nature. He is not a lyric poet strayed beyond his 
confines. He is the visionary poet who would scan all human ex-
perience sub specie aeternitatis. The central conviction that finds 
myriad expression in his poetry is the potentiality of man for per-
fecting his intellectual and spiritual nature: for becoming truly 
human. Allied with this is his sense of the unity between man's 
spiritual essence and the cosmic process : 

Lay haud o' my hert and feel 
Fountains ootloupin' the starns 
Or see the Universe reel 
Set gaen' by my eident harns ... busy brains 

This distinctive power of seeing man against the Infinite had some-

Memoriam lames loyce (1955), a vast poem of 125 quarto pages; The 
Kind of Poetry I Want (limited edition, 1961, beautifully handprinted by 
the Officina Bodoni, Verona), of some 1,200 lines; Impavidi Progrediamur 
(extracts only published in the Collected Poems: it is stated there to be 
'one of the four volumes of the huge poem of which In Memoriam lames 
l oyce was the first'). 



times found lyric expression. Increasingly, however, it (and other 
impulses in his poetic nature) drove him to more complex modes. 

The first and the finest of these is the ninety-page A Drunk Man 
Looks at the Thistle. The medieval convention of the dream-alle-
gory, freely adapted, provides the framework which loosely holds 
together a violently mixed sequence of on the whole short poems 
-lyrical, reflective, satirical, dramatic interludes, showing a mas-
tery of colloquial verse tones, and some superb translations or 
adaptations of Alexander Blok and other poets. There is a good 
deal of conscious symbolism. The 'thistle' is in essence the raw 
actuality of human experience: now the poet himself 'in the state 
of nature', now the actual state of Scotland on evil days fallen 
and evil tongues, now the general condition of homme moyen sen-

The contrasted 'moonlight' represents man's aspiration to-
wards perfection, towards the realization of his spiritual poten-
tialities (construed in a humanist rather than religious sense). It 
also serves to sustain the illusion whereby the poet, 'divinely' 
drunk, is granted a universal vision of man's carnal and spiritual 
nature. 

What makes A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle one of the great 
poems of our time is its volcanic creative energy, the sustained 
poetic control over multiple levels of meaning and mood and the 
vast span of its vision. Opening in dry, jocular, self-mocking col-
loquial tones, which serve to expose with grim sometimes gross 
humour the shallow philistinism of modern Scottish life, the poem 
plunges (there's no formal 'sequence', rather leaps and jumps of 
imagination) into wildly contrasting variations on the theme of 
'the whole nature of man'. MacDiarmid is obsessed with the 'de-
structive element' in human experience. Around him shines the 
light of the human spirit that knows itself at one with the cosmic 
process. 

But 

The licht nae man has ever seen 
Till he has felt that he's been gi'en 
The stars themsels insteed o' een . . 

Man's spreit is wi' his ingangs twined 
In ways that he can ne'er unwind. 

intestines 

At times he assents to the emancipating power of human love: 

Clear my lourd flesh, and let me move overcharged 
In the peculiar licht o' love . 



More often he is conscious of being captive to the 'black ingangs' 
that 'haud us in their grip'. And the larger vision fails : 

The wee reliefs we ha' e in booze, 
Or wun at times in carnal states, 
May hide frae us but canna cheenge 
The silly horrors o' oor fates. 

I have said that with MacDiarmid the poetry is in the vision. It 
is a multiple vision changing like the sunlight on the running 
waters of his native Esk or Wauchope. His poetic nature, like that 
of Dunbar and Burns before him, thrives upon negative capability. 
He enters with fullness of poetic response into a range of experi-
ence of the inner and outer worlds such as scarcely any other con-
temporary has attempted. It is no accident that his favourite image 
and symbol is 'light'. It may be the glare of sensual passion 'bleezin' 
steady on ilka bane', or 'the peculiar light of love' that illumines 
the dark places of the soul. Sometimes it is the terror-filled light 
of self-revelation so finely caught in 'The Unknown Goddess' (freely 
adapted from Alexander Blok) : 

I ha' e forekent ye! 0 I ha' e forekent. 
The years forecast your face afore they went. 
A licht I canna thole is in the lift. endure 
I bide in silence your slow-comin' pace. 
The ends o' space are bricht: at last-oh swift! 
While terror clings to me-an unkent face! 

Towards the close of A Drunk Man it is transformed into the 'one 
simple flame' of the Dantean vision of the spiritual unity of the 

-universe: 

Nel suo profondo vidi che s'interna 
Legato con amore in un volume 
Cio che per l'universo si squaderna : 
Sustanzia ed accidenti . . . 5 

In its most abiding form the vision centres upon the spirit of man, 
finding there the essential bond of union between all men and the 
source of communion between Man and the Universe. It reaches 
its fullest expression in 'The Great Wheel' : 

5 Paradiso, canto xxxiii, 85 ff: 'Within its depths I saw ingathered bound by 
love in one volume, the scattered leaves of all the universe; substance and 
accidents and their relations, as though together fused, after such fashion 
that what I tell of is one simple flame.' (translation by Wicksteed) 
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. . . the licht that flees 
Within the Wheel, and freedom gi'es 
Frae Dust and Daith and a' Disease, 

The drumlie doom that only weighs 
On them wha ha'ena seen their place 
Yet in creation's lichtnin' race, 

In the movement that includes 
As a tide's resistless floods 
A' their movements and their moods,-

Until disinterested we, 
0' a' oor auld delusions free. 

troubled 

Lowe in the wheel's serenity . . . flame 

When he can hold to that vision then Scotland itself, earlier in the 
poem so starkly shown as a tract of the Waste Land ('a grisly 
thistle dirlin' shrill j Abune the broken stanes') is seen transfigured, 
standing in its true light amidst the universal process : 

... And as at sicna times am I, 
I wad ha' e Scotland to my eye 
Until I saw a timeless flame 
Tak' Auchtermuchty for a name, 
And kent that Ecclefechan stood 
As pairt o' an eternal mood 

Here surely are the accents and the revealed truth of great poetry. 
But, like so much of his longer verse, they take their full effect 
from their context. For, within the poem, such a plane of vision 
has been attained only after a profound anguish of the spirit that 
is the measure of MacDiarmid's ambivalent passion: his hatred of 
Scottish society as it is and the intense love of Scotland herself that 
veins the whole of his poetry : 

If there's a sword-like sang 
That can cut Scotland clear 
0' a' the warld beside 
Rax me the hilt o't here, 

For there's nae jewel till 
Frae the rest o' earth it's free. 
Wi' the starry separateness 
I'd fain to Scotland gie ... 
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At the close of the long poem one has the sense of a vast spirit-
ual odyssey completed. Characteristically, no faith emerges beyond 
the indefeasible belief in man's ability to come to terms with 'the 
silly horrors o' oor fates' and attain, out of the unchecked rigours 
of experience, the final 'calm of mind, all passion spent' : 

Yet ha' e I Silence left, the croon o' a'. 

No' her, wha on the hills langsyne I saw 
Liftin' a foreheid o' perpetual snaw. 

No' her, wha in the how-dumb-deid o' nicht dead 
Kyths, like Eternity in Time's despite. appears 

No' her, withooten shape, wha's name is Daith, 
No' Him, unkennable abies to faith except 

-God whom, gin e'er He saw a man, 'ud be 
E'en mair dumfooner'd at the sicht than he. 

-But Him, whom nocht in man or Deity, 
Or Daith or Dreid or Laneliness can touch, 
Wha's deed owre often and has seen owre much. died 

0 I ha'e Silence left, 

-'And weel ye micht,' 
Sae Jean'll say, 'efter sic a nicht!' 

The sudden fall into the colloquial at the close, thoroughly in the 
Scots tradition which Burns brought to perfection, sets off with 
unforced naturalness the muted yet assured music of the finale. The 
sense of some inexpressible yet discovered harmony lying on the 
far side of human experience is the more effective in that it has 
been sweated for throughout the long travail of spirit that is the 
life of the poem. For it is the human spirit, and the conditions of 
its liberation, that is the master light of his seeing. 

There is no contradiction here either with the 'political' poems 
of the thirties (the 'Hymns to Lenin', 'The Seamless Garment', 
'Skeleton of the Future', 'Ode to All Rebels' and others) or with the 
later long reflective poems. If the theme becomes more overtly 
Marxist, the poet's vision is centred on the aesthetic and spiritual 
gains to be won from social revolution : 
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Our concern is with human wholeness-the child-like 
spirit 

New-born every day.6 

And, characteristically, at the close of the 'Second Hymn to Lenin' 
it is the poet who exalts his art and its complexities above those 
of the revolutionary: 

Unremittin', relentless, 
Organized to the last degree, 
Ah, Lenin, politics is bairns' play 
To what this maun be! must 

No other modern poet has looked more deeply or more honestly 
upon the discords of his own nature, as of his society, and voiced 
the possible harmonies, than Hugh MacDiarmid. If poetry is a 
criticism of life, then his is of the most enduring. Neither a lesser 
figure nor merely the stormy petrel of modern Scottish letters, he 
stands among the great innovating imaginations of our time. 

6 'Third Hymn to Lenin' (Three Hymns to Lenin, 1957). These lines are 
from the excerpt given in the autobiographical work Lucky Poet (1943). 

Commentaries 
GEOFFREY DUTTON 

Australian Letter 
THE ARTS, unlike many other commodities, are sustained by en-
thusiasm, and it is difficult in assessing their health to balance the 
gloom and the optimism that can always be diagnosed with equal 
confidence. In economics, Australia during the last year underwent 
that emetic of enlightened capitalism, the credit squeeze. This is a 
progress it is relatively easy to chart, from the low point When 
workers are being dismissed from the car factories to the high 
point today when the new models, less grinny and tinny, are pour-
ing on to the roads and the workers are being reinstated (although 
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Australia still has a disturbing number of unemployed). Perhaps, 
then, one can be allowed some unrestrained enthusiasm in report-
ing the fact that economic strains do not seem to have slowed 
down the great advances the arts are making in Australia. People 
may not have been able to afford a new Holden, but they have 
still flocked to Arts Festivals in Perth and Adelaide, have resigned 
themselves to spending astronomic sums on Opera Houses and 
Cultural Centres and have bought record numbers of paintings and 
expensive books such as Joseph Banks's Endeavour journals, (edited 
of course by a New Zealander, ]. C. Beaglehole). 

The Festival habit is now firmly established in Australia, and the 
concentration of talent and material available at such functions 
may be an answer to the out-of-touch feeling caused by the vast 
distances of Australia, both those within the country itself and 
those which separate it from the rest of western civilization. The 
Perth Festival satisfies a regional demand; despite its extraordinary 
isolation Perth shows no signs of suffering from stagnation. Ran-
dolph Stow, the most brilliant of Australia's younger writers, is a 
Western Australian, and there is a doughty female contingent in-
cluding Mary Durack, Henrietta Drake-Brockman and Nene Gare, 
the last having published this year a very moving and funny novel 
about half-castes, called The Fringe Dwellers. 

The unqualified success of Adelaide's second Festival of Arts has 
now established that function on a dual basis, both regional and 
national. The citizens of Adelaide, noted for their sobriety, let 
themselves rip as on no other occasion, and they are joined by 
more and more visitors from other states. Adelaide is the right size 
and has the necessary concentration of facilities for it to become 
the Australian Edinburgh, albeit devoid of soot and quite such a 
dour suspicion of foreigners. The star of the whole Festival was 
Yehudi Menuhin, incomparably good as a soloist, or playing with 
his sister Hephzibah or playing with and directing a chamber en-
semble. His presence brought together and galvanized a small 
group of the best musicians in Australia; it would have been diffi-
cult, anywhere in the world, to have heard better performances 
than those given by this group, and even the players themselves 
seemed to be grateful for the occasion. This sort of result could 
only be obtained from a Festival, where there were many days for 
the group to get to know each other, and the relaxation of being in 
the one place all the time. Many other notable musicians and art-
ists came for the Festival, such as Sir Malcolm Sargent and the 
entire London Philharmonic Orchestra; the Royal Christchurch 
Musical Society; Ana Raquel Satre, who during her Australian tour 
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took physical reprisals against at least one critic; and Dave Brubeck, 
whose highbrow jazz seems also to pack in the mob. The drama 
was disappointing, chiefly because of the lack of an Australian 
play, the Governors having turned down a magnificent one, The 
Ham Funeral. But more of that later. The talents of a New Zea-
lander, Richard Campion, were rather wasted on Archibald Mac-
Leish's windy and pretentious failure to justify God's ways to men, 
].B. The production was a model in every way, and the acting ade-
quate; whatever the play's drawbacks, however, audiences did go 
to see it. The Elizabethan Theatre Trust's major effort was Shaw's 
Saint Joan, for which they brought that first-class actress Zoe Cald-
well home to Australia. Unfortunately they also imported Professor 
Norman Philbrick, who teaches a course in Creative Drama in Cali-
fornia, as producer, and the result was often academic in the bad 
sense of the word. A much smaller production, which was more 
rewarding, was that of Benjamin Britten's Noye's Fludde, master-
fully handled by Anthony Roberts in a lovely Victorian church 
whose existence was previously unknown to most of the packed 
audiences who went to it. 

One function that could have flopped, but emphatically did not, 
was Writers' Week. The notion of bringing writers together is 
highly risky. For a start the writers glowered at each other, especi-
ally through the seminars which tended to degenerate into two 
irreconcilable camps of those who wrote primarily for money and 
those who didn't, but gradually a real contatt was achieved Some 
notable enemies were reconciled, crowds came to the banks of the 
River Torrens to hear poets reading their works, and a final stupend-
ous party left most of the writers thinking it had been well worth 
coming to Adelaide. 

Another conference was called by Unesco, rather confusingly 
also involving writers. This was a Play Writing Seminar to which 
producers, managers, writers and some critics were asked. Though 
some useful discussions and personal meetings took place, about all 
that was agreed on was the appalling state of the drama in Aus-
tralia. One feels sorry for the ·Elizabethan Theatre Trust and its 
Director, Neil Hutchison (who has now retired), but as far as the 
drama goes there has been a fatal failure of nerve. It is ridiculous 
that the Trust has to cope with opera, ballet and drama; needless 
to say, opera and ballet gobble up most of the available money. 
The Trust is scared of taking a plunge on an Australian play; either 
it holds off until a semi-amateur company has proved the play's 
worth (as in the case of Patrick White) or else it is so sure that its 
own plays are going to flop that it takes them off just as the crowds 
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are beginning to arrive. One knows that Mencken said that no one 
ever went broke underestimating the taste of the American public, 
but Australia is at present in that interesting stage where the public 
is prepared to allow its taste to be guided to higher levels. 

Patrick White himself is an example of this hopeful tendency. 
His novels, derided at first by Australian critics and ignored by the 
public, are now in general favour, and his plays are in the process 
of revolutionizing the Australian theatre. Audiences are always 
lazy; they need the stimulus of something new, and this White is 
providing. The resurgence of Australian drama in the last few 
years came from a series of good naturalistic plays; Australians, 
for the first time on a professional stage, were able to hear their 
own voices and look at actions they might have taken. But the 
shock of recognition wears off, and the limitations of realism be-
come more obvious. In The Ham Funeral and The Season at Sar-
saparilla White has taken basic human situations but lifted them 
to the uniqueness of poetry and opened them to the uncomfortable 
truths of satire. Both these plays had their premieres in Adelaide, 
where the Adelaide University Theatre Guild (not an undergraduate 
or strictly university body) in each case provided a professional 
producer, the young and brilliant John Tasker, and professional 
leading ladies in Joan Bruce and Zoe Caldwell. The companies in 
each case were semi-professional and of a very high standard. The 
Trust, having refused both plays, waited around until sure of the 
risk. The Ham Funeral was staged at the Palace Theatre in Sydney 
in July, and was a success with critics and public; The Season at 
Sarsaparilla is being staged by John Sumner in Melbourne in Octo· 
ber. The Ham Funeral, though obviously London-based, could be 
anywhere; The Season is firmly set in the back kitchens of three 
houses in the Sydney suburb of Sarsaparilla, which is also the home 
of much of the action of White's latest novel, Riders in the 
Chariot. Those who have found White's style in his novels diffi-
cult, unreasonably or not, have been startled at the immediacy of 
the humour and the pathos of his dramatic idiom. White already 
has the master's ability to sway audiences to tears or laughter, and 
also to give red meat to the groundlings and caviar to the sophisti-
cates. The Ham Funeral is dominated by the Landlady, Mrs Lusty, 
the agony of the rejection of whose life-force implies both a 
crumbling of civilization and an obstinate refusal of the blood to 
stop flowing. The Season is a broad survey of three families and 
their friends and lovers, crackling with the peeled of sub-
urbia, but the deep emotion in the play wells from an heiress of 
Mrs Lusty, Nola Boyle, wife of the man who drives the nightcart. 
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The season is of nature but not one of the four; it refers to the six-
monthly cycle of the bitch on heat and the howling of amorous 
dogs is the symbolic noises-off accompaniment to the play's ebb 
and flow of love in the side-by-side boxes of suburbia. The architect 
Robin Boyd and the inspired comedian Barry Humphries have 
already explored the horrors of the Australian ugliness and its 
attendant niceness. White is interested not only in analysis and 
satire; as well as the laughter he raises from these, he uncovers 
agony and poetry by casting real rose petals amongst the plastic 
blooms. Though it is never safe to predict anything in the theatre, 
The Season should prove one of the most popular of Australian 
plays, as well as being one of the best. 

Such a play appeals to, and is only made possible by, a mature 
national consciousness. Ten years ago it could not have been pro-
duced (not that it would have been written). In the field of pub-
lishing another token of maturity has been the success of a new 
monthly, Australian Book Review. Since with Max Harris and 
Rosemary Wighton I am one of the editors of this publication, I 
write about it with diffidence, yet as a phenomenon it deserves re-
cording. One of the difficulties Australian literature, taking the 
word in its broadest sense, has had to face is that until recently 
there has been no way of knowing exactly what was available. 
New books are advertised and reviewed in the weekly literary 
pages (pretty skimpy) of the daily press; they are also reviewed in 
the weeklies and fortnightlies and quarterlies, and also over the 
A.B.C. But the number of books which reach such outlets is only 
a fraction of the total, and they have to compete with important 
overseas books. A.B.R. was founded to give serious reviews of all 
new Australian books of interest to the general reader, that is, 
books by Australians or about Australian subjects, published here 
or overseas. At first the sceptics doubted whether there would be 
enough new books to fill a monthly; actually there are so many 
that the less important ones have to make do with brief notices. 
The response from readers, critics, librarians, publishers and writers 
has been equally gratifying. In November A.B.R. will have com-
pleted a year of publishing; although all reviews are paid for, it 
began with no capital and its editors are unpaid. It has just pub-
lished an enormous Children's Book Supplement, the first of its 
kind; fortunately more and more Australians are wanting their 
children to read books about their own country as well as the 
classics or the latest international successes. Australian publishers 
are however lagging behind; in an analysis of the situation in the 
Supplement George Ferguson, Managing Director of Angus & Rob-
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ertson, suggests that the hitherto crippling problem of high costs 
in producing children's books may be met by _greater sales, particu-
larly export. 

In another field, the rest of Australia is watching with mingled 
amusement and sympathy as Melbourne and Sydney make slow 
progress in the race of the two culture-giants of Australia-the 
Melbourne Cultural Centre and the Sydney Opera House. Money 
disappears into the latter in an ever-widening whirlpool. The latest 
limit is £13,ooo,ooo, which is nearly three times the original esti-
mate. Since it is mainly financed by lotteries, and the New South 
Wales community shows no signs of a falling off of interest in 
gambling, no doubt the building will eventually go up. When it 
does, it will be one of the wonders of the world, in more senses 
than one. Meanwhile in Melbourne work has begun on the mag-
nificent site (just across Flinders Street Bridge) of the Cultural 
Centre, where Roy Grounds's elegant monster will house an art 
gallery, theatres and concert halls, as well as a restaurant and gar-
age and other facilities. Knowing Melbourne, one suspects a stead-
ier progress and a stricter control than in the case of the Opera 
House. In both cases they should eventually help to give Australian 
theatre what it desperately needs, permanent quarters and perman-
ent companies with which to develop. 

A. D. HOPE 

Meanjin Comes of Ane 
EARLY in 1941 I received from its editor an early number of a 
small eight-page literary magazine called Meanjin Papers. It had 
been published the previous December in Brisbane which, in those 
days, hardly seemed a hopeful centre for literary work. It had, if 
I remember, a rather gay design of flowers on the cover which gave 
it the air of an advertising pamphlet or a seedsman's brochure. It 
was enthusiastic, it was intellectual in a youthful and rather dis-
arming way, and it published some poems that I liked. But I did 
not expect too much of it. Too many hopeful little magazines had 
run for a few numbers and died for lack of public support and 
Meanjin Papers did not look as if it had money behind it. But it 
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kept going and it grew in size and in quality. Reviewing one of 
the early numbers I pointed out that in a literary scene full of 
causes and -isms, Meanjin Papers had one quality which was rare 
in such publications, it was from the start a genuine forum of dis-
cussion on all aspects of the arts and from many different political 
points of view. In spite of some parochial features, it had from 
an early stage a mature view of what was going on in literature 
and the arts in other parts of the world and kept its readers in-
formed. Its tone was national without jingoism and international 
without pretentiousness. In spite of the fact that its editor C. B. 
Christesen had to edit it in his spare time and produce it at his 
own expense from the most modest resources, in spite of the war, 
the paper-shortage and a good deal of misunderstanding as to just 
what its aims were, it kept going and it even kept growing. By 
1944 it had grown to about sixty pages and was the best known of 
the three or four literary magazines then appearing, and nearly 
every writer of any reputation in Australia was contributing to it. 
It was also known to the younger writers whose names were not 
yet established, as a means of making their debuts and, in conse-
quence, a large amount of immature and imitative stuff began to 
flood the editor's desk. It was typical of the editor that he took 
this seriously, where another editor might simply have found it a 
nuisance. He took the trouble to write to or get to know the young 
writers. Some time after the magazine transferred to Melbourne 
he consulted me, by then a fairly regular contributor, with the 
proposal to start what he called a writer's workshop for these 
young writers whose work was not yet up to the standard of 
publication, but who showed ability or promise and might be 
expected to profit by a chance to have their work considered and 
discussed. Harold Stewart, the poet, looked after it for a time I 
remember and I think Elizabeth Vassilieff was another, and I 
participated here and there. Workshop was a separate publication 
for first-aid and professional advice. 

In the meantime the magazine which had begun by coming out 
every two months became a quarterly and its circulation had risen 
to 4,ooo, a high figure for an Australian literary magazine. It was 
difficult to keep it going as a part-time venture with the editor 
doing everything from policy-making to beating up advertisements. 
In October 1944 the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Mel-
bourne, Sir John Medley, invited the editor to transfer the maga-
zine to Melbourne and offered him an editorial office and some help 
in production and secretarial help. The offer was accepted and with-
out it the magazine might not have survived. Nevertheless the uni-

377 



versity itself had no commitment to the magazine. It did not become 
a university quarterly of the type common in Canada and the United 
States, and the editor had still to earn his own living and the maga-
zine largely to pay its own way. In spite of a Commonwealth Lit-
erary Fund grant it was never secure in its finances and the univer-
sity has, on more than one occasion, had to help it out with loans 
and grants, indeed for some years it has made a regular and sub-
stantial grant. Politics also made difficulties. In spite of the fact 
that every colour of political opinion was represented in Meanjin, 
the Commonwealth Literary Fund grant was cancelled on one oc-
casion because a member of parliament objected to editorial com-
ments. On another occasion I had to help fight off an absurd 
pamphlet attack by one of the local red-baiters who claimed that 
the editor was an under-cover communist. During all these years 
the magazine continued to educate its public in the idea of a quar-
terly forum of discussion and opinion which it stood for-and it 
did so often at considerable cost to itself. The Australian reading 
public could not understand the idea. Each article of a forthright 
or a pronounced tendency in its views tended to bring a crop of 
cancelled subscriptions from readers who took this as expressing 
editorial bias or even deliberate policy, no matter whether these 
views were conservative or radical, left, right or centre. 

Today Meanjin Papers, twenty-one years old, with its title 
changed to Meanjin Quarterly, is a full-size literary quarterly of 
nearly one hundred and fifty pages. It is the best known Australian 
literary publication both here and abroad and by merely demon-
strating that such a magazine could survive and grow, it has done 
much to encourage the other quarterlies which are appearing and 
holding their ground, Quadrant, Australian Letters, Overland and 
so on. 

One thing is clear from Meanjin's history. To survive in this 
country a literary quarterly must be enterprising and not too speci-
alized or too tendentious. It needs bold editorial policy which does 
not wait for the writers but knows who can write what and seeks 
them out and stirs them up to the job. It needs to be an intellectual 
journal in the best sense Without being academic or specialist in 
the scholarly sense. Meanjin has, in fact, always published articles 
by academics in the various fields of the humanities but it has done 
so in such a way that the magazine which is under university 
sponsorship has never taken the colour of a university journal. It 
has remained a general organ of criticism, discussion and original 
literary work. This catholic and responsible character has done 
much to ensure its success. When I was abroad in England, Canada 
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and America three or four years ago, I found that it was well 
known among writers and intellectuals and highly regarded. It was 
in fact almost the only way which many people abroad had of 
estimating the situation and state of literature and the arts in Aus-
tralia and I sometimes feel that its prestige, and consequently ours, 
was higher beyond the seas than in our own country. 

But if this is the case, another thing is also quite clear from the 
record: no such literary magazine can really survive and pay its 
way. It needs some support from independent sources as does an 
opera house or a ballet or an orchestra. The conditions of modern 
publishing are such that the limited circulation of such journals 
can never hope to meet expenses even with a certain amount of 
paid advertisement. Southerly, the only other literary magazine to 
survive for a comparable time in this country, has only done so 
because a firm of publishers with a conscience towards literature 
has continued to support it. The Commonwealth Literary Fund has 
given Meanjin some support for a number of years and has in-
creased the grant on more than one occasion. Melbourne Univer-
sity has devoted some of the funds from an endowment, the Lockie 
Bequest, to the support of Meanjin, yet in spite of these helps, the 
magazine like the other literary magazines does no more than 
limp along financially. The editor, like his fellow editors, works 
without salary and must support himself by other means. Yet the 
effective running of a large quarterly is a full-time job. It can well 
be argued that public support for literary quarterlies is no less 
important in the life of a nation than public support for orchestra, 
theatre and ballet. These are public utilities no less than railways, 
drains and education and without them a country sinks into the 
class of backward peoples. 

Nobody in these days needs to be reminded or persuaded of the 
importance of freedom of the press and it may be said that we 
have it in reasonable measure. We have it in the form of daily 
newspapers and weeklies whose right to comment on public affairs 
is conceded by governments and defended by law. But, the news-
papers pay little attention to what is not news and that leaves the 
whole intellectual life of a country out of the picture. For unless 
it is a case like Lady Chatterley' s Lover, the intellectual life is not 
news. Freedom of discussion, a mere opening for discussion indeed, 
on matters of art and the humanities, not for the specialist but for 
the ordinary reader, is practically impossible unless magazines like 
Meanjin can exist and persist. The intellectual life of a country 
can be stultified and suppressed more effectively by lack of oppor-
tunity for it than by active censorship and control, for the latter 
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at least provokes resistance whereas the former leads to inanition. 
It is in these terms that the importance of a magazine like Meanjin 
should be estimated and in these terms it stands high. Professor 
Kandel, the American authority on education, visiting this country 
some thirty years ago, replied to a question on his criticism of our 
educational system by saying that the real question was not wheth-
er a country could afford the best in education but whether it 
could afford not to have it. The real question is not whether liter-
ary magazines are all we want them to be-obviously they never 
will-but whether we can afford to be without them. Meanjin 
today is a magazine which has the status of a national institution 
but it is still an institution operating on a shoestring. 

CHARLES BRASCH 

A Seminar for Editors 
AT THE end of August, tbe Australian Association for Cultural Free-
dom held in Sydney a conference of a novel kind which it described 
as 'a seminar for editors of literary journals and journals of opin-
ion'. The gathering was a small one, sensibly limited to forty 
people. The Association invited some twenty editors of journals 
representing most shades of opinion from all parts of Australia, 
several literary, music, theatre and art critics, also Australian, and 
six editors of foreign journals (all but one of them in English): 
two from the U.S.A. (Partisan Review and Kenyan Review), one 
each from Nigeria (Black Orpheus), South Korea (Sasangge), the 
Philippines (Comment), and New Zealand (Landfall). Editors from 
England and Japan were unable to come. The Association paid the 
fares and living expenses of those who attended, and entertained 
them handsomely. 

Three Australian editors declined the invitation, apparently on 
the ground that the A.A.C.F. being a suspect right-wing body, no 
good would come of any conference it sponsored. The motive force 
of the A.A.C.F., like that of its parent body in Europe, is indeed 
anti-communism, and two at least of the journals it sponsors, En-
counter in England and Quadrant in Australia, have at times been 
rabidly anti-communist. But since Meanjin, Overland, and the late. 
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lamented Voice, all liberal or radical, were invited together with 
Quadrant, Prospect, and Twentieth Century (Melbourne, not Lon-
don), which are variously centre or right and Roman Catholic; 
since Partisan Review has been steadily radical for some twenty-
five years, and since Landfall has not usually been counted (so my 
spies tell me) among the staunchest pillars of the New Zealand 
right whether milk-blue or blue-black, there seemed no unanswer-
able reason for declining. Nor was the seminar noticeably rigged 
or loaded. The man who carried most weight there was, not sur-
prisingly, William Phillips of Partisan Review, and the Australian 
liberals and radicals seemed, if anything, somewhat more at home 
than their (mostly Roman Catholic) opposite numbers. There may 
have been undercurrents I missed, but politics and sectarianism 
made no overt appearance at what was an enjoyable social and 
intellectual occasion. And the seminar was more than that. It was 
a bow to mind and imagination and their role in society, and to 
dissent, to minority values of that non-practical, non-commercial 
kind which best express the ethos and motive force of a society; 
a rare gesture in the South Pacific, of some significance for the 
future. I have heard of only one other such gathering in the Eng-
lish-speaking world, a meeting of editors of American literary 
journals last year in St Paul, Minnesota. 

The purpose of the seminar was simple enough, to bring together 
editors, writers and critics and invite them to discuss their com-
mon problems, in particular the place in industrialized standardized 
societies of minority and dissentient opinion as that is represented 
in literary journals. With a subject so large and general-it is, in 
fact, no less than the place of a living culture in modern society-
the difficulty is, what aspects of it can be fruitfully discussed in a 
short time? 

As I review the papers-some fourteen in all-which were read 
and debated during the four days of the seminar, I think of three 
which made specially good and relevant statements. 

William Phillips dealt with the nature and function of the liter-
ary journal in the modem World-the Western world. He saw it 
(here I paraphrase) as the most effective instrument for keeping 
alive the tradition of Western civilization, and for stimulating new 
art, literature and social criticism of the highest kind. Whatever 
aesthetic, moral or social advances have been made in the modern 
period, he said, have come from the serious and unpopular culture 
created by an elite distinguished for its boldness, talent and intelli-
gence and represented by the literary periodical; this culture has 
'refreshed the creative energy and imagination of society as a 
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whole, and has been the source of new art, new perceptions, new 
ideas, including those concerning social reform and revolution.' 
The literary journal has another important function, to maintain a 
community of serious writers and readers. an intellectual com-
munity concerned with the fate of art and society and serving as 
the bearer of its society's culture, which could not otherwise exist. 
It is thus a form of literary and cultural criticism; an assertion, 
through the selection of its contents, of 'standards, values. ideas, 
commitments, questions, doubts, about art and society.' 

How far the intellectual and spiritual history of the West in 
this century would bear out these claims made for the literary 
journal I can only guess; fairly substantially I should think; but 
this is a chapter of history that remains to be written. What such 
claims demonstrate is that the best literary journals today aim to 
serve as the moral and intellectual conscience of their society, a 
severe and exacting conscience often. That, if not their whole 
function, is (on this view) the central part of it, their ballast and 
justification. 

To have provided the opportunity for a paper of this nature, on 
the opening day (it followed the presidential address), is in itself 
a tribute to the organizers of the seminar. It ought to have set the 
tone of the discussion which followed, throughout the succeeding 
days. It did not. It could not have done so, perhaps. Few of the 
editors present saw their problems and functions in that light (or 
so I infer from the tone of papers and discussions: but I have no 
more to go on than inference). The paper moreover was not one 
to be taken in at a hearing, and it had not been circulated before-
hand, as intended. Consequently we did not respond, as a body, 
to what William Phillips said. His paper provoked a little random 
comment, but the problems he raised were scarcely heard of again. 
Later papers differed so widely in approach that no central thread 
seemed to be guiding the seminar. 

Two papers however recalled us to the same world of discourse. 
The editor of Kenyan Review, Robie Macauley, surveyed the his-
tory of literary journals in the U.S.A. I may quote two of his com-
ments. He spoke of his own prejudice that 'any intellectual maga-
zine worthy of the name should swim somewhat counter to the 
current of the time . . . . In a lax, easy and self-satisfied age it 
should practise a vigorous cultural criticism.' And later : 'For the 
man of good social conscience it is almost insupportable to think 
that there is no causal connection between the concrete facts of 
good government, universal education, and orderly behaviour and 
the magnificent abstractions we call art or pure science or philoso-
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phy. But there is little. And what there is is accidental. A good 
society is moral but a civilization is neither moral nor immoral; 
it is the special genius of man.' (This distinction between society 
and civilization was not pursued : too many challenging assertions 
made each day were allowed to pass without question.) 

To end the seminar, Leonie Kramer of the University of New 
South Wales read a paper called 'Literary Criticism in Australia'. 
This was, implicitly, an attempt to state in Australia, within a 
strictly limited field, the kind of guiding principles enunciated by 
William Phillips and Robie Macauley. Miss Kramer wished to see 
Australian criticism 'occupy itself more whole-heartedly with the 
real business of criticism-examination, interpretation where this 
is necessary, and assessment of a work on its own terms.' She 
wished to see 'a critical climate created for writers in which intelli-
gent and responsible discussion of their work would be an accepted 
fact', and suggested that 'criticism cannot fulfil its proper function 
if it rests on a narrow basis of nationalistic fervour or provincial 
self-consciousness.' She quoted Arnold that the business of criticism 
is 'simply to know the best that is known and thought in the 
world, and by in turn making this known, to create a current of 
true and fresh ideas' and that criticism 'must maintain its inde-
pendence of the practical spirit and its aims.' 

After much wearisome confused cross-talk on the previous day 
this came like a refreshing shower and a call to order. That it 
should have been the final paper was a misfortune. No time re-
mained to discuss it and to apply the principles stated. I had hoped 
that someone would ask how the quarterlies, and also the new 
Australian Book Review, are performing the functions Miss Kramer 
defined. No Australian asked that question and it was not for 
visitors to rush in : I felt rather that I ought to refer the question 
to New Zealand and to Landfall. Since no such question was raised 
at all, the discussion seldom attained real point and bite. There 
was a little gentlemanly sparring, never any infighting. 

But, as at many conferences, the private exchanges of informa-
tion and ideas struck off more heat and light, possibly, than the 
public sessions. The Association had stated beforehand that no 
'solutions' would be reached; and no resolutions were moved. For 
my part, I came away with a few tentative fresh conclusions and 
most of my prejudices confirmed. To wit, that only the Americans, 
to go by those present, are fully living and experiencing the mid-
twentieth century: intellectually, America is still in the van of 
civilization. That East and West (if for this purpose I may include 
Africa in the East) have not yet met-but the presence of an Indian 
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or a Japanese might have upset both these impressions. That it is in 
literary not political terms that the essence of the most daring and 
extreme social and political ideas may be expressed most exactly 
and most nearly examined and appraised; that, consequently, liter-
ary and not political journals make the most searching criticism 
of society and provide the fundamental channels for advanced 
opinion. 

One reflection accompanied me throughout. Of all the eminent 
writers and editors and publicists present, the intellectual leaders 
of their society, so few used the English language as if they loved 
and delighted in it. Only one recalled for us the splendid copious 
resounding instrument it can be, the Nigerian playwright W ole 
Soyinka, an editor of Black Orpheus. His journal too suggests that 
English is likely to have one of its most abundant new harvests in 
Africa. It was well to be reminded of that in Sydney. 

M A R G A RE T E. A V E R Y 

Broadcasting under New 
Management 

ON I APRIL this year the management of broadcasting in this 
country passed from the charge of a government department into 
that of a corporation. This change opened up a number of exciting 
possibilities, not the least of which was the implementation of the 
promise to provide an improved news service. The new Corpora-
tion has now had six months in which to show its paces-long 
enough to justify some comment on its achievements. 

New Zealand was one of the last countries in the world to 
develop its own radio news service. This was established last year 
-a news editor was appointed in December 196o-but not until 
after the new Corporation took over were there any apparent 
results. In the last six months the news staff has been greatly ex-
panded and there has been a corresponding improvement in the 
service. Bulletins are now transmitted by the commercial stations 
and by television, a lunchtime service has been introduced and, in 
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all, the number of daily bulletins has been trebled. A large propor-
tion of these bulletins are compiled in the N.Z.B.C. news rooms. 
Items of international news are selected-as before-from overseas 
transmissions, mainly from the A.B.C. and the B.B.C., but these 
transmissions are now monitored by the news staff and items are 
rewritten by them. Domestic news items-previously drawn mainly 
from hand-outs by the Government Tourist and Publicity Depart-
ment-are now compiled from material gathered by N.Z.B.C. re-
porters in all parts of the country. The news staff is still woefully 
small but already the N.Z.B.C. has managed to provide a wide cov-
erage of domestic news and even, ironically enough, occasional 
items for the B.B.C.'s Radio Newsreel. 

So much for machinery changes. They are enabling the N.Z.B.C. 
to fulfil its promises to provide a home-growp news service. How-
ever, one of our biggest hopes, when the new Corporation was 
established, was that programme organizers would feel freer to 
grapple with controversial questions. How far have these hopes 
been fulfilled? Does corporation status give only an appearance of 
political freedom? 

The Act left the powers of the Minister only vaguely defined and 
there still seems to be some confusion as to the precise nature of 
his control and of his responsibility to Parliament for the policy 
pursued by the Corporation. In a recent debate on an Opposition 
motion asking the Government to restore full ministerial responsi-
bility for broadcasting, some attempt was made to get the position 
clarified. In reply to the motion, Mr Kinsella said that he could 
obtain information from the N.Z.B.C. about their policy and that 
the House had plenty of opportunities to question him. On another 
occasion, however, the Minister stressed that his power to direct 
the policy of the Corporation was confined to matters of high gov-
ernment policy. 'I have no power,' he said, 'to direct them to give 
me certain information . . . . However, if questions of particular 
public interest are raised ... I can request information from them.' 
'Questions of particular public interest' so far seem to have been 
narrowly interpreted. For three important matters, at least, the 
Minister has declared that he has no responsibility-the standard 
of television reception, the quality of television programmes and 
the type of advertising transmitted by commercial stations. These 
are the affairs of the Corporation. 

From the Minister's statements, it looks as though the Corpora-
tion is enjoying a fair measure of independence and this does seem 
to be reflected in programmes. The evidence produced by the Oppo-
sition that news broadcasts were being used for propaganda pur-
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poses was slight and, in general, news items seem to have been 
presented in a detached manner. During the African Reefer dispute, 
for example, the N.Z.B.C. showed great initiative in getting state-
ments from both sides, though in the more recent Cable dispute, 
it was a pity that such prominence was given to Mr Shand's loaded 
speech about the alleged Communist sympathies of Mr Walsh, 
without some offsetting statement from the other side. This last 
example brings out one very important fact. True freedom of ex-
pression on controversial questions cannot be achieved without 
greater opportunity for comment on the news. Bulletins are brief 
and up-to-the-minute; reporters do not always have the time to 
collect nor programme compilers the room to present a wide range 
of opinions on controversial topics. Bulletins must be supplemented 
and expanded by COitlmentary. 

In this respect, the achievements of the new Corporation have 
been disappointing. On existing programmes we have had some 
outspoken comment on New Zealand's foreign policy, notably 
Keith Jackson's Lookout on Thailand, but we still need more pro-
grammes commenting upon domestic affairs. In another field, Roger 
Savage's vigorous criticisms on Arts Review of the performances of 
the Hungarian String Quartet and of the National Orchestra were 
encouraging signs of readiness to criticize the Establishment and 
we hope to hear more of him. But we still need far more of this 
sort of thing and particularly in the realm of domestic politics. 
The fairest conclusion that we can draw is that the Corporation 
has decided to tread carefully at first and, given Opposition mis-
givings about the changed status, this policy may be wise. 

So far, the most vigorous criticism of the new news service has 
not been on the grounds that it is not independent enough, but 
that it is becoming too parochial. Expatriates have complained bit-
terly, in the correspondence columns of the' newspapers and the 
Listener, about the cutting down of the number of direct trans-
missions from the B.B.C. It is not only the expatriates who have 
complained. Others have said that the N.Z.B.C. has fulfilled its 
promises of a New Zealand-orientated news service only too well 
and is presenting altogether too much local news. The N.Z.B.C. 
position appears to be that, though vigorously expressed, this is a 
minority opinion and that the new service does please the majority 
of listeners. 

This argument, however, I view with some misgivings and it is 
relevant to mention the recent furore which has been raised over 
the conclusions of the Pilkington committee on the future of tele-
vision in England. The report made it quite clear that, in the opin-
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ion of the committee, the main duty of broadcasting service was 
not to present only programmes which appealed to the 'average 
man' (whatever he may be), but to present as wide a choice as 
possible, for the majority is made up of many minorities. 'What 
the public wants and what it has a right to get is freedom to 
choose from the widest possible range of programme matter. Any-
thing less is deprivation.' At the moment, the N.Z.B.C. seems to be 
in some danger of stepping into the 'average man'-trap. We are 
still, though, a little way from the nightmare bulletin foaled by 
Denis Glover: 

A visiting Minister of Cosmic Affairs 
Returned last night to Venus 
Having seen us. 

ELSIE LOCKE 

Keep the South Free 
NEW ZEALAND is a keen supporter of the United Nations Organiza-
tion and looks to it as the agency through which the world may 
eventually arrive at disarmament and peaceful co-operation. At the 
same time, our defence policy is based on regional alliances, prin-
cipally ANZUS and SEATO, which bring us under the American 
nuclear umbrella. Whenever there is a conflict between these alleg-
iances, our government's reply is prompt and clear-cut. Where 
Cromwell once cried, 'Trust in God-and keep your powder dry', 
our diplomacy might prefer: 'Trust in the United Nations-and 
keep your deterrent at the ready.' 

The result is that while our spokesmen deplore and denounce 
the arms race with all its nuclear testing and stockpiling, this is in 
general terms only. When we are asked to consider any practical 
steps towards disarmament, we find ourselves unable to take even 
the smallest step. 

This year we were required to answer an inquiry from U Thant 
under the terms of a U.N. resolution, sometimes referred to as the 
Unden Plan after its Swedish sponsor. The aim was to find under 
what conditions 'countries not possessing nuclear weapons might 
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be willing to enter into specific undertakings to refrain from manu-
facturing or otherwise acquiring such weapons and to refuse to 
receive, in the future, nuclear weapons on their territories on 
behalf of any other country'. 

New Zealand's reply appeared in the External Affairs Review for 
March, 1962. 

The New Zealand Government would readily enter into the spe-
cific undertakings mentioned . . . if such undertakings formed 
part of broader international arrangements for disarmament, ade-
quately supervised and effectively binding on all States, whether 
members of the United Nations or not, or if all nuclear Powers 
were bound not to use nuclear weapons. 
At present New Zealand, a small country without nuclear weap-
ons, depends on alliance with nuclear Powers for its defence 
against other nuclear Powers. In the existing conditions of inter-
national tension, it seems to the New Zealand Government that 
the specific undertakings mentioned would, in isolation, amount 
to a limited measure of unilateral disarmament which, by binding 
some States but not others, and by excluding the nuclear Powers 
themselves-with whom rests the chief responsibility for the 
control of nuclear weapons-could increase rather than diminish 
international tension and in particular the danger of aggression. 
Despite a reference to the worth of 'any separable, partial meas-

ure', it is here made plain that New Zealand will give nothing 
whatsoever unless everybody else simultaneously gives absolutely 
everything. This is precisely the consummation which, through 
seventeen years of negotiations, the world has found difficult if 
not impossible to reach. 

Also written into this brief document are these very large as-
sumptions: (I) that it is permissible and practicable to use nuclear 
weapons in 'self-defence'; (2) that 'other nuclear Powers' aTe pre-
paring to attack us; (3) that any measure of 'unilateral' disarma-
ment would increase international tension. 

'Unilateral' disarmament, apparently, is wicked and dangerous, 
while unilateral armament is not. We are even prepared to give it 
a helping hand. Despite some initial objections, our government 
not only approved the resumption of testing by the Americans as 
an unfortunate necessity, but gave permission to the U.S. military 
authorities to set up scientific stations on Rarotonga and Penrhyn 
Island, for the duration of the series. Although represented as a 
health measure for which we should be grateful, these activities 
were clearly an integral part of the test programme whose very 
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object was to discover the effects of the explosions. For the first 
time, our territory was made available to a foreign power for a 
military base. Typically, the move was well under way before the 
more alert section of the public could learn of it through minor 
news items in the papers. 

Who can doubt that if, in a crisis, bases were sought in New 
Zealand itself for missiles, bombers or Polaris submarines, they 
would readily be granted as another unfortunate necessity? 

If New Zealanders do not wish to find themselves jammed into 
such a corner, it is time to consider alternative policies-alterna-
tives which are possible now. 

After all, we are under no obligation to surrender our initiative 
even though we stand by our present alliances. It was none other 
than Dean Rusk who, at Berkeley, California, in March last year, 
urged the small nations to reduce their arms to the level needed 
for internal security and to avoid being drawn into the larger arms 
race. 

While the Great Powers are exploring the possibilities of major 
arms reductions, other nations may find that they, too, can make 
a useful contribution. . . . There may be other nations at some 
distance from the great centres of military power, who may 
find it to their advantage to undertake agreements among them-
selves. The burden of arms is staggering, and the very nature of 
modern weapons adds to the general tension. We must try again, 
with imagination, prudence and persistence, to move from end-
less discussion to practical steps-small steps if necessary, large 
steps if possible. (The Press, 22 March, 1961.) 
There are many indications that the leaders of the United States 

can see, more clearly than we do, that although the 'deterrent' 
strategy carries the risk of stumbling into war, 'defence' by suicidal 
weapons is not really practical politics. If we could rid ourselves 
of the obsession that security must depend on military might, and 
of the illusion that military might can be exercised today in the 
same manner as before the A-bombs fell, we might be ready to 
apply this advice to ourselves. 

As it is, we have been more slow to move than a powerful sec-
tion of our Australian neighbours. 

On 5 April of this year, the Federal House of Representatives 
heard, for the first time, the proposal of the Leader of the Austral-
ian Labour Party, Mr Calwell, for making the entire Southern 
Hemisphere a Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone. 

After remarking that 'it seems quite obvious that we cannot ex-
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pect to secure total disarmament except through partial disarma-
ment', Mr Calwell reminded the House that a demilitarized zone 
already extended round the world to less than one thousand miles 
south of Hobart. The Antarctic Treaty (1959) reserves the area 'for 
peaceful purposes only' and the following provisions are stated in 
Article V: 

1. Any nuclear explosions in Antarctica and the disposal there of 
radioactive waste material shall be prohibited. 
2. In the event of the conclusion of international agreements 
concerning the use of nuclear energy . . . to which all the con-
tracting parties are parties, the rules established under such 
agreements shall apply in Antarctica. 

All signatories have freedom of access to all areas and the right to 
aerial observation. 

Mr Calwell proceeded : 

Our grand aim must be to extend the spirit of that Treaty to all 
dealings between the nations, and our objective, in geographical 
terms, must be to extend the peaceful areas until they cover the 
globe itself .... 
The signatory nations include the four powers who already pos-
sess nuclear weapons, as well as Australia, Belgium, Chile, New 
Zealand, Norway and the Union of South Africa. The Labour 
Party believes that the Australian Government should call upon 
the treaty nations, together with China, Japan, India, Pakistan, 
Ceylon, Burma, Malaya, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, the 
Philippines, Indonesia, and all countries in Africa and South 
America to meet together in conference with a view to extend-
ing the nuclear-free zone beyond the 6o degrees south latitude, 
the present limits of the Antarctic Treaty, to include the whole 
of the Southern Hemisphere. 
At first glance, it is a surprise to find so many Asian nations 

among those for whom invitations are proposed. Presumably Mr 
Calwell has looked for their approval because Australia is com-
mitted to an interest in the security of Asia, and is allied to most 
of those named either through the Commonwealth or through 
SEATO. Further, he and his supporters were at pains to show that 
there was nothing 'unilateral' about their plan, which would not 
jeopardize Australia's defences or alliances, or give the Russians 
any advantage. Said the Deputy Leader, Mr Whitlam : 

If any other country in this hemisphere manufactured or ac-
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quired or received nuclear weapons, admittedly Australia would 
have to reconsider its position; but Australia should not be the 
first .... We know that Britain was carrying out tests between 
1952 and 1957, but Britain no longer seeks to carry out tests at 
Maralinga, or Emu Fields, or in the Monte Bellos .... 
We are in the best position to take the initiative because we are 
the only country in the southern hemisphere which has set off 
nuclear bombs or which has tested nuclear devices .... We have 
not had clean hands in the past, and we cannot wash our hands 
of the future. 

The Calwell plan has not yet won the approval of the Federal 
Parliament; it has not even received unanimous support in the Aus-
tralian Labour Party; but the presentation of a petition urging its 
adoption bearing 1oo,ooo signatures and supported by a march 
through the streets of Canberra, is an indication of how far this 
issue has come alive. Australians are facing up to disarmament, not 
in remote or general terms, but facing up to the question: what 
can be done by us, here and now? 

Certainly, even should Australia take the proposed initiative, 
only the first chip would be cut. A very mixed group of nations 
must be brought together with at least the acquiescence of the exist-
ing nuclear Powers. However, there is a strong likelihood that the 
latter would be not unwilling, since what is sought is merely a 
guarantee that things remain as they are; a situation which would 
simplify the problems faced at every disarmament or 'summit' con-
ference. The goodwill of smaller countries is continually being can-
vassed by the great Powers and an eager response from the former 
would be duly noted in Washington and Moscow. 

What about New Zealand? 
Our international position and treaty obligations run parallel to 

Australia's, and Mr Calwell's perspective is equally valid for us. 
We could appropriately offer Australia our support should the 
plan proceed, or take the initiative ourselves should Australia hesi-
tate to do so. Even the preliminary building up of public opinion 
would advance more powerfully if there were activity on both 
sides of the Tasman. 

How could we possibly lose by achieving this weapon-free zone? 
If New Zealanders can cast out timidity and old-fashioned think-
ing, the proposals will appeal to many as eminently simple and 
sensible. Election campaigning in 1962 might take a radical turn 
by bringing external affairs, for the first time, into the forefront of 
public discussion. 
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Mankind would be more secure if one-half ot the world's area 
were insulated from the nuclear arms race And we of the South 
have a further obligation. 

In face of the very real danger of all-out nuclear war, mankind 
has the right to ask that some hope of refuge be preserved. Because 
of the earth's rotation, fall-out from the bombs already exploded 
has been roughly four times greater in the Northern Hemisphere 
than in ours. While there can be no guarantee that treaties will be 
observed if a major outbreak should come, there is always the 
chance that the Southern Hemisphere, devoid of bases to tempt 
attack, might be relatively unscathed and give humanity its last 
chance of civilized survival. 

Reviews 
THE BIG SEASON. Maurice Gee. Hutchinsoil. 16s. 
THE HERO of The Big Season, Rob Andrews, grows up in a right 
little tight little island of respectability, a small New Zealand town 
which keeps its nose tidy and observes its sabbath on Saturdays in 
the footy stand. The hero himself has been captured by the values 
of the parish simply because of his prowess on the field. The novel 
traces his rebellion and escape according to the archetypes of 
parable. But whereas the situation begs on every page for the 
invigorating satire of a genuine 'angry' the theme is pursued with 
all the sober ingenuousness of The Pilgrim's Progress. The greatest 
weakness in the novel is the author's grave approbation of a hero 
whose exploits are as preposterous and bungling as any modem 
Quixote's. This weakness is worst exposed in a scene where Rob, 
taking the whole thing as solemnly and passionately as if he were 
Ahab tussling it out with the whale, trounces a local dead-beat in 
a game of darts. It might be a scene from Tom ]ones written by 
Thomas Day. If Mr Gee won't supply the satire his reader unhap-
pily must. 

The progress of the hero is from the iniquities of the tea-cups 
and the shower-rooms to a house of dubious repute which stands 
symbolically aloof, at the town's edge. Here as boys Rob and his 
cobber would come at night to peep through the windows at the 
drunken and amorous goings-on of the inmates. These include a 
shrunken epileptic of homosexual tendency, a scarfaced thug, a 
lecher with no roof to his mouth, a professional burglar and a 
changing assortment of slovens and drabs. The reader is expected 
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to identify the wicked as the local bourgeoisie and the saved as the 
social outcasts, though there is almost nothing contributed by the 
author to warrant these identifications. In other words, Mr Gee 
draws upon the convention genuinely established in, say, That 
Uncertain Feeling, without himself making a contribution to it. 
Almost his only attempt really to exhibit villainy is in Rob's broth-
er, Donny, and the result is humourless and heavy-handed in the 
extreme. With an inner life about as complex and fascinating as 
a St Bernard's, Rob Andrews becomes another of Hemingway's 
by-blows, a tough dumb idealist staunchly persisting in the heroic 
posture and using his head like the miller only for thrashing at 
doors. 

The menace of the Welfare State is to leave our rebels without 
a cause and in searching for an oppressed and righteous minority 
Mr Gee might with hardly less relevance to his heroic mode have 
chosen cross-eyed Baptists. To be sure his burglar had suffered the 
social disadvantage of raping a starved young girl during the war 
but this hardly makes him the type of oppressed nonconformity. 
The rebellion here is against 'Fatarse' (who somehow started the 
war), 'the bloke with the Rotary button and the nice grey suit'. It 
is doubtless against the rules of the modern fiction game to ask 
what the rebellion is for. We must accept as sufficient indication 
the outlines of the parables. Rob at the last has rejected his team, 
his job, his family and his virgin girl-friend, and while his mis-
understood and maltreated friend (the burglar) is doing a stretch, 
Rob enters the celestial city of Auckland's criminal back streets 
hand in hand with the burglar's muscular middle-aged moll. They 
carry with them the solemn commendation of their author. 

This country's middle-class smugness, narrowness and material-
ism offer rich fields for the novelist's exploration and exposure; 
but when sophisticated liberalism turns for its values to bone-
headed delinquency we have a situation just as ripe for satire as 
we had before-as Angus Wilson has already shown. 

Maurice Gee has an admirable talent for organizing the material 
of his novel, adroitly placing his scenes so that the thematic con-
nections suggest themselves. He has moreover the power to realize 
a scene economically and faithfully whether it is a bar-room, a 
football changing-room, a dance hall or a stretch of bush-covered 
high country. He has a flair, too little exercised, for irony of situa-
tion as when his lovers run into mechanical and meteorological 
embarrassments or when the hero's decision to leave home is an-
ticipated and explained to him by his mother. 

It is a pity that these abilities have been misspent in an attempt 
to reconcile two literary conventions, to produce as it were an 
Angry Young Man Alone. From the latter convention we have lost 
the brute hardihood and the peril, and from the former conven-
tion we have lost the bitter, derisive and comic play of an educated 
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and lively intellect. One must hope that Mr Gee will go on now 
to liberate his powers, and not to follow anything but the bent of 
his own capacities which have undeniably struggled into recogni-
tion here. 

R. A. Copland 

HOWRAH BRIDGE AND OTHER POEMS. james K. Baxter. Oxford Uni-
versity Press. Ios. 6d. 
THis book is constructed on the same principle as Mr Baxter's pre-
vious Oxford volume, In Fires of No Return; it includes some of 
his latest work, some 'middle period' poems, and some that ap-
peared in volume form as early as 1944 and 1948. Since the best 
pieces from Beyond the Palisade and Blow, Wind of Fruitfulness 
were included in the first volume, it is hardly surprising that How-
rah Bridge should convey an impression of development; neverthe-
less, it is disquieting that the most recent poems do not seem 
immediately and in themselves better than 'To my Father' (1944) 
or 'The Fallen House' (1948), both in In Fires of No Return. The 
blurb gives us the author's own conception of the book: 'the first 
part was written some time ago by a man who thought he was a 
New Zealander; the second part lately, in the past two or three 
years, by a man who had become, almost unawares, a member of 
a bigger, rougher family.' 

The truth is that the blurb, like most blurbs, is misleading, and 
there is no such absolute separation between the two parts as it 
implies. The New Zealander was already aware of universals-of 
'world-end flames', 'blind Rosetta stones', Odysseus, Perseus, Atlas, 
Antaeus' bones, the Black Man of the witches' covens; like poets 
everywhere, he wrote of personal relationships ('Pyrrha'), or of his 
response to public events ('Harry Fat'). And the citizen of the 
world went trawling for barracouda, rainbow cod and terakihi, and 
sang of National Mum and Labour Dad, of a whale's phallus mauled 
by a Cook Strait squid, or of a most Kiwi and at the same time 
most universal Gallonguts : 

'I've solved the Sphinx's problem 
Of fate against freewill. 

My thirst is metaphysical 
And craves a heavenly still.' 

The poems which Mr Baxter wishes us to regard as most signific-
ant are those that arose from his recent visit to Asia. Their pre-
occupations are simply extensions of the moods and emotions al-
ready experienced by the stay-at-homes. Thus the 'business state' 
of 'A Rope for Harry Fat' looks forward to the condemnation of 
money values that is one of the main themes of the Indian se-
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quence, and the emotion of pity-pity for a girl sold by her father, 
'Leg sores and all', pity for the souls of lepers and the victims of 
famine-is already prefigured in the 'middle period' by the emotion 
aroused by Te Whiu's execution or the horror with which one 
contemplates the witch deluded by the Black Man ('Evidence at the 
Witch Trials'). In some of the best of his 'middle period' poems 
Mr Baxter expressed positive, humanist values with an experi-
mental vigour, a rough plebeian abandon, that seems absent from 
the newer and more consciously cosmopolitan poems: 

Tout and owl-eyed whore 
Whose talons pluck and stain the sleeve, 
Angels of judgement, husk the soul 
Till pity, pity only stays. 

Here, in the title poem of the present volume, vivid reportage ming-
les with generalized comment that is content merely to label the 
experience. The repetition and rhythm of the last line quoted make 
one think of a madrigal, and convey a curious drawing-room tone, 
like the faint tinklings of a spinet. Pity of this sort is surely an 
inadequate response to social suffering as overwhelming as this, 
and the fusion of religious and personal statement in the final coup-
let does not seem to register a sufficient recovery: 

Out of my wounds they have made stars: 
Each is an eye that looks on you. 

When reviewing Mr Baxter's first Oxford volume, this journal 
said 'one cannot avoid the feeling that he will not again be seen at 
his best until he regains some of the qualities of the finest poems 
in The Fallen House-sparseness, directness, and a firm conscious. 
ness of particular time and place.' These qualities are apparent in 
the later poems in the present volume, but oftener in single lines 
than in whole poems: 

Great dolls like captives nod above her bed. 

. . . Black beaks of crows. 
Vultures in grey dinner suits. 

You, who cross a shaky bridge that leads 
To your high glassed-in wooden tent .... 

Great-uddered cows below the toi-toi plumes .... 
In lines like these he shows real talent as a poetic journalist-

and I am not using the term in any disparaging sense; a poetic 
journalist is not so much a 'makar' as a camera-eye. Nevertheless, 
as befits the aesthetic formulated long ago in The Fire and the 
Anvil, 'made' poems predominate; and many of these seem to me 
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to be completely successful, such as, in the second half, 'Eioko', 
The Apple Tree', 'On the death of her body', 'Makara Beach' and 
'Ballad of Calvary Street'. 

In his 'middle period', Mr Baxter showed himself an adept at 
writing about people and social attitudes in an ironical or satirical 
way-from Mason onwards, New Zealand poetry has always been 
good at this; and some of his boldest strokes were in experiments 
with the popular tradition. Mere critics should always be chary of 
advising their betters-but here goes. Mr Baxter should remind 
himself that universality and cosmopolitanism are not necessarily 
the same thing-only this year we have seen the emergence of 
Italo Svevo, who wrote in Triestine dialect and kept his eye firmly 
on his own Triestine experience, as one of the great European 
novelists of the century. Mr Baxter's concern with Asian suffering, 
with the great world religions, and with his own relation to them 
is certainly right for him; but he still has to find suitable forms for 
this new content-not necessarily lyrical, or even superficially 
'serious' ones. Could some sort of neo-Brechtian form be created, 
making use of such New Zealand folk traditions as the popular 
songs recently brought to our attention by Rona Bailey and others, 
of Maori action songs ('the only living New Zealand folk art, 
pakeha or Maori', according to Dr Biggs) turned into pakeha action-
songs with satiric content-a literary equivalent of Fei:ffer's car-
toons, and also of the older popular material which Mr Baxter has 
already used so well? Could both American and Asian popular 
forms be drawn on without the result turning into a gallimaufry 
of undigested gobbets? 

Thomas Crawford 

THE HALTING PLACE. Paul Henderson. The Caxton Press. 15s. 
UNDER THE BRIDGE. Bruce Beaver. Sydney: The Beaujon Press. ss. 
IN THE seven years since the appearance of Unwilling Pilgrim, Paul 
Henderson has clearly acquired a new skill in handling his med-
ium. In general, the shorter poems here are the more impressive, 
distinguished by a surer feeling for rhythms, tighter lines and a 
more elliptical syntax. This collection contains fewer long poems, 
and of these, 'Elegy', which was printed first in Landfall in 1958, 
and the title poem, The Halting Place', are the most successful. 

None of the pieces in this book fail completely as poems. Their 
principal faults arise more from the occasional verbal imprecision 
(such as 'the blade' which is said to 'bind all random j Thought in 
one matrix' in 'Among Mountains', or the 'foul bird'-an unfor-
tunate and irrelevant pun-in 'November, 1956'), than from failure 
in conception of any poem as a whole; although 'Te Wai-patiki', 
which has the makings of a most impressive piece, collapses so in 
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the last two lines that one suspects the poet has simply lost track 
of the poem he started out to write. 

As well as his tighter verse structure, Paul Henderson demon-
strates here a new ability to make his words work for him. In his 
first book the meaning was carried mostly by extended phrases; 
here, he uses compact, loaded words more, often together with 
subtly ambiguous punctuation, to suggest several levels of meaning 
within single phrases. This can be very effective-see, for example, 
the changing function of 'no stranger' in 'Moore Exhibition', or the 
opening lines of 'Japanese Flower Arrangement', where simply re-
casting the punctuation would give another and equally valid read-
ing. (This latter poem is disappointing, however, as it turns out to 
say no more than what the flowers themselves symbolize.) Or take 
these lines from 'November, 1956': 

Peace will fulfil 
No argument, and will again cage 
Blood and spirit beyond the word, 
War's lost lesson. No century surrenders 
To its messiah, nor will discard, 

Lest truth alone should prove fragile, 
The cage, the bomb, the sword. 

Here, in the last line, 'the bomb' is used primarily in a general 
sense, but elsewhere in the same poem it obviously stands for The 
Bomb-and it is curious to find such an emotionally-charged refer-
ence so flat. In 'If There Were Need', on the other hand, thermo-
nuclear destruction is expressed through the metaphor of a plant's 
being tom up by the roots, so that we who 'antlike, crawl, aware 
... of danger' 'Scurry from such disaster. A voiding the overt state-
ment, this has far greater force; it seems that such a huge concept 
as The Bomb, and such a complex one, cannot be used effectively 
as a mere poetic counter. 

'If There Were Need' also illustrates a development in the poet's 
symbolic vocabulary. In Unwillin9 Pil9rim plants and trees often 
stood for man, as with 'Tree or sons, what does it matter?' of 'Tree 
on a Hillside'. In The Haltin9 Place they are used less as symbols 
than, in their own right, as elements in larger conceptions, fre-
quently with overtones of decay and death (in 'End of April', say). 
Yet another symbol which has acquired altered meaning for the 
poet is the sea, which was seen before as a route for travel, or as 
something which merely separated, passively, but has now taken 
on life of its own as a destroyer, in 'The Halting Place', for instance. 

These and other symbols reinforce the conviction, stated in 
many of the poems in this book, that the halting place is imper-
manent, and that any sense of security there may not last: in 'The 
Name does not Matter : 
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There is nothing stands firm ... 
And my world is a shifting one of thin shadow 

or in 'Leaving Paraparaumu': 'How small the foothold among hills/ 
Where earlier we felt secure, were known'; or, again, in these lines 
from 'The Prisoner' : 

I have seen how small the hidden city was, 
And the hills where it nested a lone outcrop 
Riding the edge of the land; precarious 

Over the abyss . . .. 

The notion of one's life as imprisonment occurs in other poems 
also : in 'I Think of Those', for instance, with 'The mind in its 
lonely prison', or in the poem 'On the Death of a Young Girl', but 
in 'The Prisoner' it is developed towards a conclusion in accept-
ance of a kind. 

Here wings were useless 
Till some sudden freedom opened what blinding 
Cliffs of light, what overtones of time, what seas, 

Or larger prisons? 

Here, the implication in the last line, that escape is futile, may be 
contradicted by the ambiguity of the verb in 'Here wings were use-
less . . . .', suggesting that even to leave one prison for other, 
'larger prisons' may prove worth while. Perhaps we may see in this 
a hint that the 'unwilling pilgrim' must set off again, since 'the 
halting place' is clearly not final or secure-remembering that in an 
earlier poem ('The New Journey') he wrote: 

Pause is like a prayer; consider now 
The journey still ahead. 

This new journey we may look forward to sharing with Paul Hen-
derson in his next volume. 

Bruce Beaver's book of poems does not as a whole measure up to 
the standard his 'Seawall and Shoreline', printed in Landfall last 
year, led me to expect. This does not mean that there are no good 
poems here: there are at least half a dozen carefully thought out 
and engagingly written pieces, along with a number of others which, 
though less successful in execution, do contain some vivid writing 
and appear to have sprung from a genuine poetic impulse. 

Although his stanzas are often complex in form, much of Mr 
Beaver's verse is curiously flabby. This seems to be due to an un-
lucky fondness he has for participial phrases, and a tendency to let 
his sentences run away with him, which distract the reader's atten-
tion from what is being said, forcing him to devote too much time 
to how it is said. He is at his best in shorter poems, where he can 
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state an idea in few words, discuss or expand it briefly, and reach a 
conclusion without the poem's getting out of hand. 

Those in the latter half of this collection are the most impress-
ive: poems such as 'Summons', or 'Beginnings' (although this is 
spoiled in the last line by the introduction of a completely new 
and irrelevant metaphor). 'The Big Web' is built on a good idea 
which only just manages to get through the shaky grammar; this 
poem illustrates too the author's taste for parenthetical asides, 
which add little to what is being said and tend to impede the move-
ment of the verse. 

The last poem, 'To Equate Love And Man', is perhaps the best in 
the book. Here Mr Beaver is working with a simple, though poten-
tially complex, idea-that beings on both a 'microscopic' scale 
(crickets), and a 'macroscopic' one (stars), know instinctively 'the 
love f Cancelling' all else 'To nothingness', while between these 
two is man, 

. . . coelacanth erect; 
Queer fish who stands and thinks 
Under a shoal of light, 
Hearing beneath his feet 
Sunken cathedral bells. 

There is an unobtrusive wit in this, and the poem reaches its con-
clusion neatly and without fuss-that 

... a world between the two 
Levels of cricket and star 
Must do the best it can 
To equate love and man. 

If the poems in Under the Bridge have been printed in chrono-
logical order, we may perhaps be justified in hoping that Mr 
Beaver's next volume will attain and surpass the standard set in 
these lines. 

Alan Roddick 

THE NEW ZEALAND NOVEL I86o-1960. Joan Stevens. Reed. I2S. 6d. 
THE MAORILANDER. Phillip Wilson. Whitcombe & Tombs. 12s. 
A LIST OF NEW ZEALAND BOOKS IN PRINT 1961. D. B. Paul. Associa-
ted Booksellers of New Zealand. 
A CENTURY OF NEW ZEALAND NOVELS !86!-1960. James A. 5. Burns. 
Whitcombe & Tombs. 2s. 
THE material for Professor Stevens's book was originally prepared 
for Adult Education lectures, her aim being to stimulate thought 
and provoke discussion on themes, plots and technical problems 
revealed in the study of New Zealand novels written between 186o 
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and 1960. The style is hearty and slangy, with jocular asides point-
ed by exclamation marks that offend by the appearance of a 
grimace-a style no doubt admirably suited for the original inten-
tion, but showing embarrassingly clearly the gulf that lies between 
living speech and deathless prose. Since the book must have re-
ceived some preparation for publication, this distinction should 
have been recognized. 

But with this criticism out of the way, I have nothing but praise 
for the book which many people will find an invaluable aid to the 
study of New Zealand fiction, whether the solitary reader or writer 
following a private interest, or in group discussion. 

There may be said to be four stages to the development of 
New Zealand fiction-recording, exploiting, preaching, and inter-
preting. The true business of the novel, in its maturity, is surely 
the last-to interpret something to somebody. Our writers did 
not reach this stage until after the turn of the century, and 
many of course are still today writing more to exploit our sup-
posedly exotic setting than to deal truthfully with a vision of life. 

As so few of the early New Zealand novels are available to 
readers, except in specialist libraries, details will be given of 
their content. 

Only the specialist is likely to find a great deal of interest in 
much that was written before The Greenstone Door (1914), and yet 
it is obvious that some knowledge of the earlier writers, their par-
ticular problems of communication, and the way these differ from, 
or are similar to present-day problems, can illuminate both past and 
present. Professor Stevens's almost flippant style could make it easy 
to underrate the amount of information she has packed into her 
pages; for apart from her historical account, there are useful com-
ments on practical problems of technique, and some treatment of 
basic critical principles. Each chapter has in an appendix, a series 
of topics for study and discussion, which are sufficiently searching 
and complex to stimulate 'the common reader', for whom the book 
was written, into some uncommonly strenuous and analytical think-
ing about his reading. Another appendix contains notes for critical 
discussions of six novels-Man Alone, Brave Company, The Young 
Have Secrets, Owls Do Cry, The Race, and Spinster. In this section, 
Professor Stevens makes no overt judgements'--she has put the 
weapons of criticism in our hands, and by means of adroit ques-
tion and comment persuades us to use them. 

I should like to see this book used widely-in senior forms in 
schools as well as in discussion groups, and by the home student. 
It is worthy of better binding than the paper cover with 
the Fitzpatrick type sunset-or possibly a symbolical sunrise-
which adorns it. 

It seems to be generally agreed that William Satchell's The 
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Greenstone Door, by its genuinely indigenous feeling constitutes 
a landmark in the literary history of this country, but whether it is 
a particularly good novel is less certain. E. H. McCormick writes: 
'As a novel, the book fails: too much is described and explained, 
not enough presented through the interplay of characters and the 
development of action' and assesses Satchell as 'a very minor 
Thomas Hardy'. (New Zealand Literature, a Survey.) J. C. Reid, 
while admitting that Satchell has power, vitality and authenticity, 
criticizes him for his 'plot-conventions, drab and stilted dialogue 
and many two-dimensional characters drawn from stock types'. 
(Creative· Writing in New Zealand.) Joan Stevens suggests that 
'William Satchell's achievement is, considering his time and en-
vironment, a real one'. 

Phillip Wilson's biography of William Satchell, The Maorilander, 
is disappointingly dull, though this dullness may be inherent in the 
subject rather than a fault in the biographer. The background of Sat-
chell's life in this country-he left London for New Zealand in 
r886, when he was twenty-six-presents few surprises even to the 
non-specialist reader, while the brief excerpts from his poems 
hardly whet the appetite for more. There remain the four novels, 
but three of them being out of print are available only in special 
collections, so that Phillip Wilson's careful discussion of these can 
prove only frustrating to readers who find them of interest. The 
fourth novel, The Greenstone Door, is available since its reprinting 
in 1935· 

Yet these comments are perhaps unfair to Phillip Wilson, who 
has written an honest book in good taste. If he had been less self-
effacing, he might have written a more interesting biography-in 
the manner of The Quest for Corvo-since his brief account in the 
Preface of how the chance noticing of a reference in Who's Who 
led eventually to the discovery of the identity of Saml. Cliall White 
and William Satchell, which in turn led to the discovery of further 
material, has an on-drawing rhythm which the rest of the bio-
graphy lacks. 

A List of New Zealand Books in Print is a new edition (grown to 
almost twice the size of its predecessor which appeared in 1957), 
and it aims at including all books published in New Zealand and 
all books published overseas which deal with New Zealand, or 
which are written by New Zealanders living in New Zealand, and 
'book' is defined to include many pamphlets, booklets or printed 
lectures. The information given includes author, title, publisher, 
date of publication, and price, and although the classification is a 
little confusing, a complete author index solves any problems creat-
ed by it. This is an extremely useful list, not only for librarians, 
teachers and students, but for the ordinary reader who may be 
astonished to find how much more is available than he normally 
sees in a bookshop. 
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A Century of New Zealand Novels by James A. S. Bums, a biblio-
graphy of the period r86r to r96o, 'compiled to as 
guide for students of New Zealand literature and for hbranans . 
This guide, it is explained, is representative rather than exhaustive, 
although 'no major work has been intentionally omitted'. Such a 
statement at once destroys the usefulness of a bibliography, since 
we cannot, without further comparison, discover how rigorous a 
selection has been made, and on what principles of judgment. This 
list is only half the length of that compiled by E. M. Smith for the 
years r86o-r938, which will give an indication of the extensiveness 
of the omissions. Mr Bums would have given greater service to 
students of New Zealand fiction if he had completed and corrected 
the bibliography included in Miss Smith's A History of New Zea-
land Fiction published in 1939, but now unfortunately out of print. 

Patricia Guest 

AUSTRALIAN STORIES OF TODAY. Edited by Charles Osbome. Faber 
& Faber. r6s. 
JuDGING by the number of good short stories that have been appear-
ing in Australian anthologies lately I should have thought this 
would have been a more remarkable collection, as, presumably, it 
is selected from the harvest of all the years since the war-the 
editor says in his introduction 'the accent is on today, on post-war 
Australian writing'. Only about a third of the twenty-two stories 
presented have sufficient power and vitality to make them memor-
able. 

In spite of European influences which show through here and 
there, these stories are still close to the work of Henry Lawson; 
but whether this is due to a loving study of Lawson's work on the 
part of the writers, a personal bias of the editor, or something 
down-to-earth and unpretentious in the Australian character it 
would be hard to say. These writers still prefer (as Lawson did) 
to write about what they see for themselves, freshly, with their 
own eyes, without taking much account of overseas literary 
fashions or experiment; which is at once both an enrichment and 
an impoverishment. There are exceptions, as always, and very 
healthy exceptions, but the literary story, the adventure in tech-
nique, the bizarre story, is something to which they are not addict-
ed. They like the straightforward yam; they favour the outdoor 
story; one feels that this is how life is lived by these writers, out-of-
doors, not in the study. 

'The "new Australians" have to be considered' Mr Osbome says 
in his introduction, ' ... the sudden influx of such large numbers 
of people with different ideas and different customs has had its 
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effect upon the Australian's former amused intolerance of things 
un-Australian.' This may be so, but it is not apparent in this book, 
except in one or two stories, which take directly for subject the 
newcomer and his inevitable difficulties of adjustment. Still in 
common use is Lawson's pictorial approach-the large scene, the 
detail, then the actors, almost a camera eye, like those films that 
begin with a birdseye view of London or New York, then take us 
down to a street, a house, a staircase or a room. This influence 
could be traced back to Hardy, Maupassant, and other European 
writers, as well as to Lawson, but there is, happily, something 
peculiarly Australian about it, as though the writer had shrugged 
off experiment, or was simply indifferent, being intent only on 
writing about what he sees for himself, and in his own way-
approaching his subject at first from a distance, and then close up. 

But like every story worth its salt, the Australian story is at its 
best when it makes use of its own soil as a stepping-off place for 
larger, more universal experiences. Such a story is 'The Albatross', 
by C. B. Christesen, which first appeared some years ago and still 
summons the respect and admiration that one cannot help but feel 
in the presence of exceptionally good work. The structure of the 
story is an old and tried one; but it's a shape that is hard to better 
when used well; it begins at the beginning, rises to a crest like a 
wave, starts to descend, then breaks suddenly with a curl at the 
end that takes the reader by surprise. The story itself is many-
sided, one could say that it was a story of the fall, of the age-old 
change from boy to man, the mystery of sexual attraction, par-
ticularly the mystery of the woman who is badly treated, who al-
most loses her life, and yet returns to her tormentor; it is also an 
Australian story, the story of a boy who would like to keep twenty 
miles of coastline for his own private dominion; and a universal 
story in that it is about a boy who would like to be monarch of 
all that he sees and knows, including his own behaviour, as the 
immaculate albatross is monarch of the air. It is not by accident 
that it is over the boy's own secluded swimming pool in the rocks 
that the shadow of the wounded albatross first falls. 

'How wonderful it looked, planing in the wind without a quiver 
-but again that "drunken" lurch and slide, the desperate attempt 
at recovery. Up it went again, circled with effortless grace as 
though preparing to land-when suddenly a wing seemed to col-
lapse and the fabulous bird plummeted to the beach.' Later the 
boy buries the albatross in the sand. 'I felt no one should witness 
the plight of the stricken bird.' The symbolism haunts the story 
like the story's own shadow, enriching it, giving it depth. As in a 
poem, we are left with a sense of the mystery of forces beyond 
human control, or as in Chekhov's story, 'The Beauties', where it is 
difficult to say what makes the story linger on after it is read. 

It was not good editing to place in the same volume a story of 
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similar theme, in that it is a story of adolescent discovery, 'A List 
of All People', by Peter Shrubb, a story that could stand quite well 
on its own feet, but is rather overshadowed by 'The Albatross'. A 
good contrast is E. A. Gollschewsky's 'The Salmon', bright, sen-
suous, robust. If it recalls 'The Old Man and the Sea', and H. E. 
Bates, we can forgive that in gratitude for Mr Gollschewsky's 
power to create real, breathing, talking human beings, people in 
the round, thus reminding us that the shortness of the short story 
is no excuse for sketchy figures. Mr Gollschewsky' s people are 
many-faceted, as in life; there is pleasure in reading his work, and 
one feels that he found joy in writing it-certainly he takes delight 
in observing the people about him and looks upon his fellows with 
a warm and kindly eye. 

A story that really sparkles is 'A Girl with Mousy Hair', by Ray 
Mathew, gaining momentum with short, sharp, effervescent senten-
ces: 'The window's open. Outside there's the moon's light. The air 
is full of it. The door's open, too, so you can breathe, and there's 
a doorful of moonlight. We've put out the light. She's sitting on 
the bed, in shadow. I can just see her face in the glow of the pick-
up. She's smiling. I'm sure of that. And she's humming the tune.' 
This is a story that bursts into laughter at the end, into that most 
healthy laughter of all, laughter at self. For a serious, sensitive 
response to Australia's dry interior, with its strange, lonely beauty 
and cruelty, there is 'The Calf', by Roland Robinson, slight in 
theme, but rich in atmosphere. Another hard, desert story is 'Dingo 
Pups', by Donald R. Stuart, but without the lingering atmosphere, 
and the pity, that is in 'The Calf'. There are two good stories by 
Judith Wright, 'The Rabbiter', and 'In the Park'; a light piece, 'The 
Button and the Heretic', by David Camp bell; and a well-written 
escaped-prisoner story, 'Journey', by Peter Cowan. One can think 
of stories that are not here, and could wish the editor had cast 
his net a little wider, and with a more discerning eye; but the best 
of these stories reward attention, and have the added interest of 
being written by our nearest neighbours, who live under condi-
tions that are, in some ways, similar to our own. 

Ruth Dallas 



Correspondence 

SIR: Intent upon supporting the shaky superstructure of the disas-
trous Primary School English Syllabus, Mr W. J. Scott happily 
ignores the sand in the foundations. And even if the syllabus has 
improved writing in primary classes-which I take leave to doubt 
-the sand remains where it was. Dr Dalziel has examined some of 
it. I propose to examine a little more. 

The syllabus itself is so nebulous that attack on it is no easier 
than defence; I therefore propose to concentrate on the Suggestions 
handbooks, in which the implications of the syllabus may be sup-
posed to be more realized. · 

The Suggestions books seem to me to make several unsound 
assumptions; and I am not even certain that the compilers knew 
that they were making them. Here are a few of them : 

The writers suffer from a sentimental belief that children have 
some divinely vouchsafed 'rightness'; this is obvious everywhere, 
but especially in the notion that the main job of the school is en-
couraging a mysterious thing called 'growth'. Apparently 'growth' 
is in itself a good thing; nobody ever stops to ask what the pupil is 
growing into. And this has been a fruitful source of paedagogical 
error; for example, there is the curious idea that if children are 
seated round a table and given leave to natter, they will eventually 
solve all their problems. 

This 'clouds of glory' idea has seduced the writers of the hand-
books into yet another error. This is the assumption that 'creative' 
writing done by children has some vast value. Examined more 
closely, this value seems to be in fact an exaggerated view of 
sincerity. The criticism, of course, is that error is not less error for 
being sincerely believed, or that cheap feeling is not less cheap for 
being really felt. Demands for accuracy and logic are likely to 
chill the pupil's ardour; therefore the emphasis on such things is 
light-I think, far too light. 

For this syllabus seriously lacks intellectual stiffening. Its whole 
tone is cloying, sentimental, larmoyant. Feeling is dangerously 
over-emphasized. If this syllabus works, it will turn its pupils 
into the world equipped with a much too ready sensitivity and 
far too little intellectual control of it. The teacher is apparently to 
be affected by this as well; for the compilers seem to assume that 
all teaching is a sort of gay adventure-Suggestions 2, 37, where 
we are told that it is 'more exciting for teachers to see their child-
ren growing in skill. . . .' (italics mine). To a capable teacher, a 
new class is no more (and no less) an adventure than a new patient 
is to a capable surgeon. Why all teaching should be an adventure 
in giggling mysticism is completely beyond me. 
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All this appears to me to support Dr Dalziel's conclusion that 
the Suggestions books lack confidence in the importance of the 
mind. I accept Mr Scott's assurance that the committee on the 
syllabus had no intention to imply this principle; but the fact re-
mains that the Suggestions books do imply it. 

I think, in fact, that the compilers of the handbooks are much 
less interested in mind than they are in character or personality. 
They assume that each child has a gifted power of mental 'creat-
ion'; but they also assume that each child has a defective per-
sonality, which it is the school's duty to reconstruct. They are not 
content to teach a subject; they want to create a character. 

The chief instrument in creating character is art. And the use of 
art is to turn it into a kind of psychotherapeutic gadget to assist 
'growth'. Jacques Barzun has answered this proposition: 

Those 'of us who care for art in its original guise and undiluted 
strength must watch that it does not succumb to this formula 
and become only a therapeutic device. There are signs that be-
tween the school, the mental hospital and the Department of 
State, art will be stripped of both power and grace. (The House 
of Intellect.) 
Now this would be bad enough if the compilers of the hand-

books had a reasonably sound aesthetic philosophy. But they have 
no such thing. They imply throughout that the really valuable art 
is the primitive, the natural, the unwilled. Just as they value 
growth uncritically, they value experience uncritically. I believe 
that simple experience is something on which the will and the 
mind can work to produce a finished product; the compilers of 
the syllabus believe that it is valuable per se. If the artist (or child) 
says of his work 'An ill-favoured thing, sir, but mine own', they 
will forget the first half of the sentence in their admiration of the 
second. 

The older order in schools demanded that the pupil should 'know 
his stuff' : this new order still has its moyens de parvenir; but they 
are subjective and impalpable; and where they are discernible, they 
are disputable. That is the main reason why, despite the reassur-
ance of Mr Scott, I continue to believe, with Dr Dalziel, that the 
syllabus as interpreted in the Suggestions books is a disaster. 

R. H. Lockstone 

SIR : Dr W. H. Pearson' s article 'The Maori People', appearing in 
the June issue of Landfall, contains a number of inaccuracies for 
which I am responsible since I made available to him information 
obtained in research I was conducting among the Pukekohe Maori 
people. 



Dr Pearson writes concerning the establishment of the Maori 
School in Pukekohe, 'The Maori parents deeply resented the 
Department's action, since they were not consulted.' From the re-
ports appearing in the Franklin Times it is clear the Maoris were 
consulted. In fact the first suggestion for a Maori School in the area 
came from Maoris at a number of meetings held in 1941. By 1944 
overcrowding at the primary school had reached serious propor-
tions. Letters to the press complain of diseases and infection being 
spread through the school by Maori children. At a meeting of 
parents and householders in 1945 called to discuss the urgent need 
for a Maori School, it was stated that the Maoris had petitioned 
'the proper authorities' for the establishment of a Maori school. 

These newspaper reports must still be checked against other 
records, but they do suggest a situation at variance to that reported 
in Dr Pearson's article. 

On the other hand Maoris have expressed to me their resentment 
at the establishment of the school. These same people are now firm 
supporters of the Maori School. The evidence suggests a conflict 
among Maoris themselves at the time the school was built. 

Finally I should like to apologize to Dr Pearson for the incom-
plete information given him earlier in the year which was incor-
porated into his article. 

B. Kernot 

NEW CONTRIBUTORS 

Margaret E. Avery. Born at Saffron Walden 1933. Educated at Loughton 
(Essex) and at Bedford College, London. Came to New Zealand in 1958 in 
flight from over-specialization and to study industrial arbitration. Now lec-
tures in Medieval History at Victoria University, Wellington. 
Melvin N. Day. Born in Hamilton 1923. Educated at Victoria University, 
Wellington, and Elam School of Art. Now teaching art at Rongotai College. 
Has exhibited in Wellington, Auckland, Rotorua, Christchurch, Dunedin, 
etc. The Arts Year Book reproduced work by him in 1946, 1947, 1949. One 
of his paintings was bought by the Arts Advisory Council this year. 
A. D. Hope. Born at Cooma, N.S.W., 1907, educated at universities of 
Sydney and Oxford. Married with three children. Professor of English at 
the Australian National University, Canberra. Has published two books of 
verse, The Wandering Islands (Sydney, 1955) and Poems (London, 1960). 





1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 



1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 


