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Down the River. By H. E. Bates, With 83|

wood-engravings by Agnes Miller Parker.
(Gollancz. 10s.76d.) "~ '

~ If you pick up this book and casually
glance through it you may decide that it
is a nice book to put in your ‘guests'
bedrooms and nothing more. You may
be tempted to suppose- that the letter-
press is merely an excuse for the
pictures, and that Mr. Bates is acting
as compeére to introduce Miss Agnes
Miller Parker's extraordinarily beautiful

engravings. ) L
You will be hopelessly, wrong. “ Down’
the River” is by no means the slight,
elegant, rather precious essay which it
appears to be. It is a piece of honest
and sturdy prose, without any of the
peevishness and petulance which you
find in much -contemporary writing; i}
is nmever precious, and sometimes 1t is
not even elegant, having the awkward-
ness, the grandeur, and the strength of
those old gnarled willows which line the
banks of Mr. Bates's rivers. Indeed, it
is the sort of thing which Hudson would
have been proud to have written; and he
needed no pictures, however beautiful, to
make people read what he wrote. |

. It.is chiefly an account, remembered
in tranquillity, of a boyhood spent beside
the Quse and the Nene; of their changing
moods, their floods and frosts, their popu-
| lation of beasts and birds and flowers.
With a quiet and loving intensity Mr.
Bates writes of ducks, caught in whirl-
pools, “ spinning downstream like bits of
comic. clockwork,” of the willowherb.
“frothing seed ” on the banks in July,
of the “ dynamic and sinister ” stillness
of a sunning pike, of a cloud of dragon-
flies over the waterlilies, “ a continuous
play of blue gauze over the snowy
flowers above the sun-glassy water.,”
He has an exquisite passage about

butterflies:—

Walking, I saw ahead of me a space
of forget-me-nots. As I approached they
grew nof more clear, as they should have
done, but curiously vaporous. Then 1
.saw that they were not tall enough for
forget-me-nots; they clung to earth like
speedwell. And then ... all.of 3 sudden
they took wing. They rose up in a smail
cloud of powder: a large host of tur-
quoise butterflies;”a miraculous cloud of

* pale-blue filving ghosts.
A Rook Comedy

What matter if they were only
Common Blues? Since. Hudson died
there has not been writing like this in
 England. And here, for contrast, is a
glorious description of a flight of rooks
before a storm:— ' |

‘They go over in a flight of serio-comic
disorder. And they are followed, far
behind. by a solitary rook who is the
personification of all rooks and all rook
comicality. Over he comes, bringing
up the rear, a great bird cackling and
cawing in fear and wrath as though he
is a Jehovah among rooks, as though,
after all, it is not man or storm but
only he himself that is the terror. It is
‘like some Biblical enactment of divine
anger, of an awful rook-god descending
with a loud voice on an offending people.

All that spoils 1t is that it is so funny.
It is as though God were to have ap-

peared and chastised the Israelites with
an irate umbrella. :

It is the great merit of Mr. Bates's
writing that he can see at one and the
same time this divine comedy of rooks
or ducks and the huge tragedy of men.
He perceives, not only the river and the
| birds and the ‘ old-world ”’ country cot«
tage, but also the inside of the cotftage,
where ‘“'some poor devil camnot stand
upright, can write his name with his
fingers on' the wall’s wetness, can hear|
the rats running over his head at night,
and must walk fifty yvards ta-his wretched

-privy.” - -t
The - Artist’s Part

Indeed, Mr. Bates’s landscape is not
always idyllic, nor is his prose always
gentle; he tears to pileces the otter-
hunters with a savagery which their own
woolly, elumsy, and rather stupid hounds!
could Iscarcely emulate, he blasts all
shooting men sky-high with thunder
louder than the explosion of an 8-bore.

Miss Agnes Miller Parker’s wood-
engravings are-nearly, but not quite, as
good as Mr. Bates's prose. Her swans
and her fishermen and particularly her
‘“ still-life ” subjects are perfect, but she
is less successful with the swifter

i ereatures—there is a pike that looks

stuffed, and a most painfully academic
peewit. -

But it would be ungrateful to grumble.
The book is worth much more than|
10s. 6d.: indeed, Mr. Bates tells half a
dozen stories which are each worth as
much as that; they are the sort of stories,
as sweet and as tart as country cider,
which must have been told a hundred
times in riverside pubs and which are all
the better for having been told so often.

" Professor J. E. Neale's review last
Sunday of Lord Eustace Percy’s interest-
ing study of John Knox should have
ended -with the words “this is a bio-
graphy studded with the reflections of a
statesman.” The succeeding (and final)
paragraph was interpolated in error
| from the Dean of Exeter’s review of
1 The Diary of a Country Priest,” which
fo]lowed in the same column.
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