

















































































































out they all fluttered, like pages from Ion
[driess, as she saddled up and rode away
from the fringe of the township.

It was a mile or so to the stock vards, but
before she was there she knew they were
empty, for the air above them was free of
dust. Closer, she pulled up on top of a rise
and looked out across the expanse of grey
timbered yards, at the forlorn desertion of the
line of trucks drawn up on the railway track.
No cattle were in sight. Perhaps they had
already gone, trundling down the line to the
south of the city. Disappoifitment trembled,
and then vanished. No, she was early, the
yards had a look of expectancy, and no hooves
had stirred their dust for days.

She turned her pony and rode along the
vise and down towards a washy creek. In all
her twelve years she had never dreamt that
the country could look like this; the hard,
stony, sun-baked country, now overflowing
with beauty with the breaking of the drought.
The sun was warm on her face, and a flock
of parrakeets swooped and shrilled away in a
glitter of green to a grey mulga thicket. The
pony’s hooves made little sound, for the
broken ground was covered with a thick, lus-
cious mat of a creeping succulent, the pale
pink junga. It had turned the hills and
ridges, the stony flats, into a soft world of
dusty pink, splashed with patches of rosy
parrakeelya, and clumps of tall pink bottle-
brush with furry grey leaves. Down by the
creek there was green, fresh grass, and the
yvellow and white of billy buttons and ever-
lastings; but these were just incidents in a
theme of pink; pink and grey, with the blue
sky merging into the blue horizon. An unreal
landscape, and so silent, but the child loved
it down to the last twig on the dead tree she
passed,

And then the pony flung up his head,
snorted, with ears erect, quivering with the
beginnings of a neigh. There was a flurry of
movement in a belt of trees, and three horses
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appeared. The pony shrilled a greeting and
pranced forward. Omne of the strangers
answered as their riders whooped them into
a gallop. For a second the child almost fled.
they were such black and ragged despera-
does, until she saw that, after all, they were
children, too. They pulled up with a flourish,
and then shyness gripped them all. There was
a muttered “G'day,” while the child studied
her foot in a thrust-out stirrup. The eldest
of the trio, a lean fourteen in tattered khaki
pants, took charge of the situation.

“Just ridin” round?”

“Yes.”

“Nice day.”

“Yes.”

The next in size, hair bleached straw in
odd contrast to his dark face, enteved the con-
versation.

“You got a pretty pony there.”

“He is nice, but yours is a lovely colour.”

The boy giggled and slapped the golden
neck of his mount, who jigged in response.
The smallest stranger said nothing, in fact
seemed hardly to be there. He was enveloped
in the folds of a vast overcoat, and huge dark
eyes gleamed out from under the shadow of
a hat that settled down to his shoulders. Only
those eyes and bare feet sticking out with
toe-holds in stirrup irons betraved the fact
that coat and hat were inhabited. His fat old
draught horse yawned with a mouthful of
vellow teeth, and settled to sleep, head droop-
ing. The coat revealed small hands tugging
at the reins.

No-one seemed to have anything else to
sav. Flies buzzed and the horses fidgeted,
and then came the long-drawn bellow of a
bullock. The child’s eyes lit up.

“There they are! The cattle, 1 heard
them!”

“That's our mob, they bin comin’ up now.”
The eldest boy turned towards the belt of
trees.
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“Your mob! Are vou drovers?” Her voice
was shocked. Where were her heroes?

“Our Dad, he’s boss drover. We all go
any place he go. Wanner see the mob?”

On the other side of the line of mulgas
they met the forerunners of a slow-moving
tide of backs: reds, blacks, roans and whites;
seemingly never-ending, with the stragglers
out of sight through scattered trees. They
moved quietly, grazing as they went, and
only one horseman could be seen, riding down
the right wing.

A young half-caste, he cantered to meet
them, and the child pulled her pony up be-
hind the others, nervous again.

“G'day, miss; you come out from town?™

“The policeman said 1 could. I wanted to
see the cattle. It’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Yair. You just ride round quietly, she’ll
be all right. You like cattle, eh?”

“Theyre much better than sheep.”

He grinned at her, she smiled back; white
child and half-caste drover; and a friendship
stirred.

“Hey, Billy!” velled the eldest boy, “horses
OK.?”

“I dunno. That's your job. Bossll be on
your tail if you don’t look out.”

The three boys shrieked with laughter,
and then clattered away, swerving clear of
the cattle, to go into a break-neck gallop, the
old draught horse rolling and heaving like a
barrel at sea, his rider a bobbing cork with
flapping elbows.

“That mob, sposed to be horse-tailers,
lookin™ after the spares. Reckon we need a
bloke to keep an eye on them instead.” Billy
flicked the ends of the reins across his horse’s
neck. “Wanner ride along?”

All the drovers were natives or half-castes.
If they were surprised at finding the white
child in their midst, they did not show it,
merely said a polite “C’day” and rode on, but
she felt very much a stranger, and kept her
pony trotting close by Billy’s horse. They
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rode in silence, up and down the outskirts of
the mob, until the stock yards were in sight.
Then the tempo quickened just a little as the
men began to straighten up the cattle, push-
ing in the stragglers, closing up the ranks,
ready for the yarding. Here there was dust,
for the earth before the yards was bare, and
there was noise. The tide of dark moving
backs broke inte waves of bellowing; a whip
cracked. “Hup bullock, h'up bullock!” And
sweeping horns, white in the sun, clashed as
heads tossed.

The bav pony danced and shivered, the
reins taut in the child’s hands as the noise
and the movement built up around her. She
breathed the dust, the smell of cattle and
horses that was heady and strong. Billy look-
ed’ at her. “You watch out for some of them
pikers, Miss.” She knew, for there were tales
of death in the cattle yards. A brindle bull
turned and looked at her, the heavy head
swinging low. Time stopped and the light
blazed and burnt from the sky, and then the
brindle head became part of the crowd once
more. She rode on, but shaken by the know-
ledge of fear. Why was one animal so much
more terrifying than the mass?

The gates were open and the leaders
swung their way in, suspicious, wary. The
noise and dust rose higher as the cattle went
surging forward, filling up the main yard,
overflowing into side yards and holding pens,
like tributaries of a river. Two frightened
bullocks dodged away, jumping into a run,
tails up, the horizon their goal, and the little
bay pony jumped with them. They flew,
shoulder to shoulder, and then stopped dead,
to feint a turn to the right and one to the left,
with the bay pony always there. The bullocks
went scampering back to the mob, guilty
children, and cantering behind them, the
child could have shouted with pride. She had
turned the truants alone. Billy slapped the
pony’s rump.

“My word, the little bloke’s quick on his
feet.”
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The world glowed and whip-cracks were
music of praise.

At last the gates were shut on the milling
prisoners. The rag-tag brigade, the horse-
tailers, had appeared with their charges, in-
troduced them to the government well and
water troughs, and then left them, trusting
their re-discovery to horse-bells and intuition.
Now the riders were heading down the dusty
road to town, the boy on the racy chestnut in
the lead, and behind them all, the child and
the drover Billy. He told her that most of
the cattle would be trucked early the next
morning, but that a few were to be held until
a later train. This was news indeed. Could
she come out again? Would it be all right?
He laughed at her eagerness. He reckoned
that none of the other drovers were too keen
to herd the left-behinds for their daily graz-
ing; even a child on a small pony might be
useful. She could come all right, if she
wanted to.

Her pleasure beamed as she wondered at
drovers who could be tired of cattle and
riding. What had town to offer? She could
not imagine.

Billy looked down at his dark hands.
“Reckon it’s ‘bout time 1 had a wash.” He
turned one hand upwards, and she noticed
with surprise how pink the palm was, like
the pale curve under the fingernails. “Some
of those other fellers, they don’ mind not
washin’, but I like a real good clean-up.”

She was puzzled; washing was such a part
of everyday routine. “Don’t you wash when
youre droving?”

“Sometimes, a little bit, but you mostly
got no water; not much time neither.”

Thoughtfully, she looked ahead at the
backs of the other drovers, the men who did
not wash even when they had the chance.
They had reached the straggle of shacks out-
side the town, humpies of hessian, old iron
and brush boughs. Behind the largest one
was the drovers wagon, sent on ahead
of the men. Draught horses grazed nearby;
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there was a smoking camp-fire, and a weaving
pattern of children, dogs and women.

From there she rode on alone. Looking
back, she saw the men dismounting, swallow-
ed up in a turmoil of greetings and laughter.
Mad with excitement, a yellow dog snarled
and snapped amongst their heels, until a kick
sent it velping behind the shack. Some faces
turned to stare at the child; their curiosity
seemed to burn across the distance, and she
clapped her heels to the pony’s sides and
galloped over the hill.

The next day she went out again into the
strange pink land, to find the remaining cattle
grazing the sweet grass by the little creek.
Billy was sitting his horse quietly in the shade
of a tree, and this time thev met as friends.
They discussed the dav, and the season, a
bird’s nest in a prickly bush, and the way
the white everlastings by the creek bank
turned their faces alwavs to the sun. The
child said that the flowers looked like ballet
dancers. Billy wanted to know what ballet
dancers were, and she admitted that she had
never seen one, really, but that in pictures
they wore stiff white skirts and danced on
their toes. This, they agreed, was an ex-
tremely clever thing to do. He pointed out
the best bullocks to her, told her about cattle
musters, drafting and branding. Her own
stories involving sheep sounded pretty tame
in comparison.

The morning passed lazily, until the cattle
began to settle into cud-chewing contentment.
Peering at the sun, she decided it was already
past mid-day, and Billy agreed with her. A
mark for her bushmanship, but it meant she
had to ride straight to the hotel to avoid
being late for lunch. She left the pony, girth
loosened, in the shade of a tree behind the
building. Feeling guilty—"A good bushman
feeds his horse before feeding himself” were
words on her conscience—she washed, push-
ed back tangled hair, and rushed to the din-
ing room. Everyone was seated but not yet
served; she had just made it on time.
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Sliding into her seat with a muttered
apology, she reached for bread and butter.
Her mother smiled at this, her urchin child,
and asked after her morning. Where had she
been? Out to the cattle again? She hoped
the drovers didn’t find her a nuisance. Were
they all there?

“No, just one, just Billv. We watched the
cattle, and talked about things. Theyre a
quiet old mob really.” She could not resist a
little swagger in her voice, an implication
that between them she and Billy could handle
stampeding buffaloes. Grazing cattle were
pie.

A faint frown crossed her mother’s face.
Her parents’ eves met, and her father said
“Hmmm!”

What was wrong?

Her mother turned to the policeman, that
solid expanse of man in uniform. This boy,
or voung man—DBilly. Was he known to the
policeman? Was he . . . all right?

The child concentrated on her plate, but
there was a chill in the air. She held her
breath. What did her mother mean by that?
Somewhere, beyond her knowledge, lurked a
lot of things, dark corners of life she only
guessed at. Out of these had come that frown.

The policeman was hearty. “Oh, Billy! A
good type, one of the best boys I've come
across. He'll look after her.”

Everyone seemed happy. The child look-
ed up and smiled, then ate her bread and
butter, hoping the waitress would hurry. She
was horribly hungry.

That night was picture night in the town
hall. Crisp in vellow cotton, white socks and
sweater, she walked through the door with
her father. There was the usual crowd of
natives, shuftling in the entrance; she hardly
noticed them. The familiar face above a clean
blue shirt seemed to be suddenly spot-
lighted.

“Billy! Hullo, Billy!”

He started, bewildered, smiled, and then
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ducked his head in the quick gesture of shy-
ness.

“That your friend?” asked her father. “He
looks a decent lad.”

The next morning Billy apologised. He
hadn’t recognised her, all dressed up. Was
that her Dad? He looked a real nice bloke.

The child watched a bullock tear up a
great strip of the pink junga carpet, peeling
it away from the rocky ground in a succulent
sheet.

“They love the junga, don't they?”

“Good tucker, nice and sweet; they fatten
up real quick.”

All that day and the next they rode to-
gether. Sometimes they were joined briefly
by the three boys, who always galloped about
too much and disturbed the cattle. They
seemed to be engaged on a never-ending
search for their string of horses, finding them
only to lose them again. It was a great joke.
But mostly the child and the drover were
alone with the cattle, swapping bush stories
that ranged to the Kimberleys and out to the
desert country, talking about the land and
the birds and beasts they knew; letting the
cattle out to graze, yarding them, or sitting
with one leg crooked over the pommel of the
saddle while the mob drank at the trough,
they were part of a world under the sun.

The week ended. Sitting in the back seat
of her parents’ car, heading down the long
road South, the child looked back quietly in
her mind. She told herself that one day she
would ride the lonely stock-routes, camp out
under the stars, sing to the cattle in the cold
night watches, and always wear boots with
silver spurs and drink her tea from an old
quart pot. Billy would be her friend for ever.

But years lay ahead, and change. She was
to gain many things, and lose others. She
never again rode in the enchanted land of
rosy hills, and she lost her dream of droving.

BRACHEL PERCY is a housewife, script writer and broad-
caster in W, A.
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" Book

Reviews

Up Queensland
Way

FOLLOW THE SUN
Ron Tullipan
( Australasian Book Society,
Melbourne. 17/6)

HE author of “Follow the Sun”

sets out to raise the problem of
and find an answer to the effects
on labour of the mechanization of
industry, and particularly the
sugar industry.

An  attractive young . widow
meets and states the problem to
the central figure, wharf labourer
Lew Brady, whilst they are both
on-their way to the land of sun-
shine and sugar.

“They’re going to turn ours into
a ghost town if you can believe
everything that’s being said in
Sugar Port. There’s a great deal
of worry and a lot are trying to
sell already. The town depended
almost entirely on sugar. The
canecutters, the mill hands and the
wharfies mean money for the
trades people. Now everybody’s
talking about mechanical harvest-
ers to replace field men, and bulk
installations instead of waterside
workers. The pubs will certainly
go broke if that happens. Anyone
who is not depending on the tour-
ist trade and timber trades, and a
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few farmers, will have to go else-
where. Even I'll have to go.”

After that precise one hundred
word statement of fact, the cun-
ning -male reveals what is really
on his mind, by asking:

“Your husband will be affected,
I suppose ?”

And Brenda Messina
falls for that one,

“I'm a widow,” having already
told him that she is a barmaid at
the nearest pub to the wharf. . . |
Wow !

“Follow the Sun” is reminiscent
of “Summer of the Seventeenth
Doll”, with an industrial twist,
There are three roaming charac-
ters, who have been wandering up
Queensland way for twelve vears.
Besides Lew Brady there is Hughie
Carruthers, also on a plane to the
North, telling an innocent girl he
is a sugar chemist; and Edgar
Flint, the third of the trio, had
already married a couple of years
ago in Sugar Port, and had taken
a boss’s job.

This situation provides material
for a lot of trouble and the gory
details are in the final chapters
of the hook, whilst elsewhere is
propounded the philosophy of the
working man on the question of a
man deserting his class to become
a boss.

When characters in this book
are not making political speeches
of a long and exacting nature (in
which you learn a lot about sugar
ports), they are liable to get down
to the earthy stuff, such as: “G’day
Duchy. Still suckin® up to the
boss ?”

The foreman shrugged.
back here to pester us ?”

quickly

“You

“Ungrateful old mug,” Hughie
charged. “You need a good man,
don’t you ?”

“Yair., Know where Tl find
one ?”

“Not under a foreman’s hat,
that’s a cert.”

Trade union struggle is entered
into. Flint says the union branch

secretary in Sugar Port is “too
deeply involved with civic bodies
and spends too much time hob-
nobbing with the business men.
The job’s worrying him and he's
going to have to retire soon be-
cause he can’t please everybody.”

Then there is the further worry
of the union rank and file that the
union  secretary’s  son  is  being
groomed for his father’s job, and
he will not he able to cope with
it. That situation is resolved, late
in the novel, by Lew Brady taking
the job.

The women proceed along with
the men to the end, seem to know
as much about the job as the men,
and one more wanderer at least is
captured, who will follow the sun
less frequently as a result. The
hero stays in Sugar Port to do a
good job with the girl we didn’t
expect him to finish up with, and
his mate finishes up with the
hero’s girl,

No immediate solution is found
to mechanization, and Lew Brady
has to tell Duchy that preventing
mechanization is not the solution
to the drift.

“Relineries and by-products will
stem the drift, and the only solu-
tion is to allow working people to
take an active part in the control
of their industries. It’s time some-
thing was done to draw some of
the population from the crowded
parts of the country.”

There is something new about
this kind of book because it is
written from the Inside, by a
waterside worker who has watch-
ed and lived the events in it. The
figure of Ron Tullipan has been
seen a hundred times standing
back watching it all reflectively—
seamen and whasfies and women.

It is the emergence of the
working class intellectual into the
literary world. It bears the marks
of a first novel, yet it reaches
where none but the working class
writer has been able to go, It is a
book sympathetic to the militant
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trade union movement by one of
its own. It carries the realistic
feel of the disintegration, advance
and remaking of the north, and it
is a book worthy of the shelf
above the fireplace of anyone in-
terested in down-to-earth litera-
ture.

Merv Lilley

Local
History

Up-to-Date

AUSTRALIA’S WESTERN
THIRD
F. K. Crowley

( Macmillan, London. 50/-)

HOUGH recent generations of

Western Australians have had
ample opportunities for familiaris-
ing themselves with the outlines of
Australian history, such has not
been the case when it came to
their own State. In seceking reas-
ons for this paradox, blame could
not be attached to the secondary
schools nor to the authorities re-
sponsible for framing syllabuses for
the Public Examinations. Princip-
ally the sitation arose from the
dearth of hooks dealing with the
subject, and from the fact that the
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few books that had been pub-
lished had long been out of print.

However, in recent years a hap-
pier trend became apparent as the
study of State history attracted
greater attention than formerly.
Aided by improved facilities at
the State Library, research work-
ers, journalists and authors com-
bined to produce an increasing
number of theses, articles and
books on local themes. This de-
velopment emphasised the need
for an up-to-date gencral history,
the sole work of this type in exist-
ence having been written several
decades earlier with its content re-
stricted to the pre-Commonwealth
era.

To compile a new history of
Western Australia no one was bet-
ter situated nor more deserving
of the honour than Dr. F, K.
Crowley of the Western Austra-
lian University’s Department of
History. In addition to his own
investigations and writings, Dr.
Crowley has directed many of the
student researches undertaken in
the feld.

Dr. Crowley’s book, the full
title of which is Australia’s West-
ern Third: A History of Western
Australia from the First Settle-
ments to Modern Times, is the
first comprehensive up-to-date his-
tory of Western Australia that has
appeared, One of the benefits con-
ferred by it is the more satisfac-
tory framework for nineteenth
century Western Australian events
provided by the chapter divisions.
Another is the successful attempt
to reconstruct conditions of life in
different parts of the State at dif-
ferent periods in its history.

The text that the “prize of all
history is the understanding of
modern times” is one which Dr,
Crowley has espoused on frequent
occasions, and one to which he
has given full expression in this
book. The space allocated to
twenticth centry developments, in-
cluding chapters for each of the

decades 1939-1958 and 1949-1959,
while likely to stimulate objection
in some quarters on the grounds
of listing events too recent to he
assessed in their true perspective,
nevertheless permit the assembly
of a mass of worthwhile and neces-
sary material. That Western Aus-
tralian historical study is still not
so far removed from its infancy
accounts for the unevenness of
treatment apparent in some in-
stances. For example ,the impres-
sion that little had been accomp-
lished in eduecation prier to the
passage of the Elementary Educa-
tion Act, 1817, and of more sig-
nificance, the tendency to weigh
the exploits of Alexander Forrest
relative to the achievements of his
brather John, may well be due to
the gaps which exist between the
present day store of completed re-
search works.

Tuming aside from specific
considerations, Australia’s Western
Third is certain to enjoy a wider
measure of popular interest than is
usual for scholarly works. The at-
tractive style of the writing, the
wealth of information, the empha-
sis on social questions will amply
reward the general reader whase
usual concern with the State’s past
is no more than casual. For teach-
ers of history, this book, particu-
larly when taken in conjunction
with Dr. Crowley’s recent small
publication, A Short History of
Western Australia, must take on a
tremendous importance and should
finally dispel the perennial excuse

regarding the unavailability of text
books.

Similarly, the mature student
will discover much that is invalu-
able and he can be particularly
grateful for the abundance of foot-
note references which constitute a
first-rate guide both to unpublish-
ed wmaterials and to less well-
known printed sources.

David Mossenson
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Czech Poems

A HANDFUL OF LINDEN
LEAVES
( Designed and produced by
Artie—Prague, Czechoslovakia)

HIS volume, sent to us by

Dymphna Cusack, s regret-
tably slim. Seventeen _zech poets
are represented by thirty-three
poems, which means that the
reader gets only a taste of a cen-
tury’s vintage and asks for more.
Detailed biographical notes are in-
cluded to introduce the poets, but
one or two poems cannot support
their various claims to fame.

The poems are limited to the
lyrical in mood and are in a sense
too specifically patriotic. Austra-
lians are used to the beauty and
the terror of a wide brown land,
so that the unquestioning praise
of landscapes may appear alien,
even romantic in vein;

“Wide, sweet country rolling

to the sky, golden with grain,”
wiote Sladek in “Czech Land-
scape.”

Jaroslav Seifert’s “The Moun-
tain of Rip” brings in ancient
fable to add to the timeless wonder
of the excitment of harvest:

“Saint George’s lance hangs

poised and steady
Drives at the dragon’s throat
its glimmer.”
Jii Wolker's “Harvest” mentions
the
“Shirt sleeved men,
Women clad in bright red
dresses,
Children to their gay skirts
clinging,”
but it is a flat translation that fails
to bring the figures to life.

A reader may more hopefully
come to the title “The Song of
Work and Peace” of Konstantin
Biebl, who it is noted “dedicated
his mature modern talent to the
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service of the struggle for social
justice and the peace of the
world.” He wrote:

“The girls march with their

tools,

Their sandals with the Spring

clay heavy.

The boys raise to the wind

their faces,

Singing aloud their ardour to

the morning.”
Their song is not, however, di-
rected to the balmy morn nor is
it like that Highland Lass with her
solitary song, unintelligible; it is a
paean to the Reconstruction in
which
“this tank

With death wounds through

its hippo side, my brothers,

Is shoved aside.”

Frana Sramek’s poem, “If 1
Were a Herdsman of Horses,”
brings a subtler imagery to a
similar theme. The mythic “white
horse” appears as a promise of a
new era of peace, that is not
realised; hence a fatalism in his
words,

“Yet night comes laying

On me too, the weight of

grief and despair.

Silent, my head bowed, no

song essaying,

Mournfully echoing 1 hear

through the air,

White horse, your neighing”;
but one can hardly escape feeling
that this verse is languishing, im-
aginatively debilitated writing in
comparison with the sanguinary
dark horses of Yeats, “He Bids His
Beloved be at Peace.”

“l hear the Shadowy Horses,

their long manes a-shake,
Their hoofs heavy with tu-
mult, their eves glimmering
white; . . .

O Vanity of Sleep, Hope,
Dream, endless Desire,

The Horses of Disaster

plunge in the heavy clap.”

In appreciating these poems the
reader must decide how much he
ouglt to allow for the loss of the

original metal in translation, The
lyrics which attempt to set forth
“the earth in so rich tapestry” may
not gratify the imaginative desire
for “a world more brazen and a
little less golden.”

We may decide contra Sir
Philip Sidney’s description of the
poet as medium and desire more
of the good earth with the gold
mined therefrom, Too many of
the Czech poems, I feel, deal in
clichés and “in mysterious hazes
of summer.” But again, one must
allow for the difficulties that faced
the translator, Edith Pargeter, who
pleads that “English, eloquent,
flexible and expressive, does not
easily reproduce the close and
constant unity of sound and sig-
nificance to be found in the
original.”

Darryl Henderson

Scholarship and
Legend

THE SAGA OF KING
HEIDREK THE WISE
Ed. Christopher Tolkien
(Thomas Nelson & Sons,
Edinburgh. 55/6)

BEAUTIFULLY produced
publication recently to hand
falls outside the range of West-
erly’s usual interests, but it is
reviewed here as it is a reminder
of a lacking quality in Australian
literature.

The book is the ‘Saga of King
Heidrek the Wise,” a translation
from the Icelandic by Christopher
Tolkien, of New College, Oxford.
Mr. Tolkien gives his own trans-
lation side by side with the Ice-
landic text which he has edited
from the various available editions,
and copious footnotes give the al-
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ternative readings offered by the
manuscripts.

In his scholarly introduction he
shows clearly the great depth and
range of his knowledge, covering
topics as far apart as European
fairy tales and the settling of the
Visigoths near the Black Sea, as
well as the Icelandie, Scandinavian
and old English literature of many
centuries, The exhaustive biblio-
graphies show the author is at
ease among Swedish, Danish, Nor-
wegian, German and Latin trans-
lations of the original, and his feat
in separating fact from fiction in
the shadowy tales gives some in-
dication of his ability as an his-
torian.

The relevance of this to Aus-
tralian literature may seem to be
slight. It does, however, highlight
the situation existing in Australia
which practically eliminates schol-
arship of this type from our Uni-
versities. QOur country is young
and there has been little change in
cither language or style since our
first authors began writing. Only
our colourful slang offers any
scope for research, and 1 should
think most of this has now been
collected and tabulated. There is
no ancient literature which calls
for learned analysis; the aborigi-
nal legends seem to interest the
anthropologists rather than the
littérateurs, and they have not
found their way into the conscious-
ness of the white population to
such an extent that they can be
used to add richness to our na-
tional literature.

On the other hand, the Norse
legends came to this country with
our Anglo-Saxon forebears as part
of the common knowledge and
there is scarcely a child at primary
school who has not heard some
reference to Odin, or Thor’s ham-
mer, In the mysterious way which
no man can understand, these
stories seem to be transmitted
through the blood and we call
them myth. The stories have an
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instant fascination; they become
familiar as old friends are familiar,
and we never tire of meeting
them. There is a magic in them
which keeps them fresh.

As there are few readers of Old
Icelandic in Australia, but many
of poetry, the chief value of the
work in this country will lie in the
translation. Mr. Tolkien ends his
introduction with a summary of
the English translations of parts
of the work over the last 250 years
and the snippets he quotes show
clearly how grateful our own age
should be to the lack of estab-
lished style among our poets to-
day, It is no longer necessary,
for instance, to meet the taste of
the age by translating the Ice-
landic poems into heroic couplets,
as was once done by poets who
(Mr. Tolkien says) were quite un-
constrained by any understanding
of the original. Today we are
free to render verse as near to the
original as we possibly can, no
matter how strange it may seem
to the reader. The value of pub-
lishing such a work lies as much
in its difference from our culture
as in the similarities.

This Saga of King Heidrek is
notable for its preservation of
many old poems written long be-
fore the Saga was set down. This
is a ‘fictitious’ Saga, as opposed to
the Sagas which recorded the
deeds of famous personages, and
into his story the author has
woven the actual poems known as
“The Death of Hjalmar”, “The
Waking of Angantyr”, “The Rid-
dles of Gestumblindi”, and “The
Battle of the Coths and the Huns”.
This is a variation from the prac-
tice of inserting prose paraphrases
of the verse. The translator’s aim
throughout has been to retain the
“metre and alliterative schemes of
the originals” as far as the differ-
ences between Modern English
and Old Norse will allow it and
he succeeds in his intention.

The characteristic Nordic rhythm,

Robert Graves has said, is based
on the slow pull and push of the
oar, skalds being carried in ships
to persuade the rowers to main-
tain a steady rhythm at the same
time as they kept them entertain-
ed. Translations of the ‘virgin of
intrepid brow, surely more than
woman thou’ type sacrifice this
rhythm altogether for the sake of
a rhyme which the original does
not have. When, however, Mr.
Tolkien renders

“Hnigin er helgrind

haugar opnask

allr er i eldi

eybarmr at sja;”
into the form

“Hel’s gate is lifted

howes are opening,

the isle’s border

ablaze before you;”

he captures not only the rhythm
of the original, but the allitera-
tions and as far as possible the
vowel pattern even though it
means the use of words such as
“howes”.  He apologises for
“pressing into service a few words
that some may think should now
be allowed to die in peace”, but
considering the nature and magni-
tude of his task, the wonder is that
he uses so few.

Despite the vast amount of
study and learning behind the
work, Mr. Tolkien has given us a
book which has moulded some
rather recalcitrant material into
fine and exciting literature. I do
not know what relation, if any,
Christopher Tolkien is to Professor
J. R. R. Tolkien, but there is an
exuberance and an enthusiasm for
the dream-time about his Norse
translations which reminds me of
nothing so much as the latter’s
fantasy trilogy “The Lord of the
Ring”., This fantasy quality is a
characteristic  which  Australian
literature in general seems to lack
and 1 think that only a love and
knowledge of ancient literature
can bring it to us.

Hal Nicholson
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