
His earliest memories are common to
my generation: Zeppelins,. comics,
Charlie Chaplin, Punch and Judy. For
me there is particular poignancy in a
shared background: first London, and
then France. But the poignancy would
fall flat if the writing lacked power and
subtlety to evoke rather than just recall.
Autobiography is so easy that almost
every writer attempts it, but so difficult
that very few achieve a universal state-
ment. I believe Maclaren-Ross does suc-
ceed, both artistically and historically
By selection of incidents which seemed
important to the child he was, and re-
cording them through the eyes of the
man he is, he avoids the common errors
of childhood biography: on the one hand
sophistication or smugness, on the other
banality.
Childhood incident is normally banal
to the sophisticated adult, so that at-
tempts to record it in childish fashion
are usually unreadable. But it is equally
true that what seemed important to the
child is the essence of the child’s bio-
graphy, no matter how much more im-
portant other incidents may appear on
mature reflection (if, indeed, mature re-
flection can discount anything that made
a deep impression when the psyche was
most malleable). Memory and

_
insight.

as Katherine Mansfield showed us, are
important; but they are not enough. To
show the child to the man, the writer
must be more than historian and psy-,
chologist. He must be an artist.
Maclaren-Ross is like Katherine
Mansfield in this respect, and for some
of the same reasons. Sensitive, intelli-
gent, intuitive, and devoted to his craft
he comes to autobiography in his full
maturity. Concerned primarily with his
childhood vision, he is too concerned
with language to write childishly and
too honest for adult affectation. The re-
sult is a book that rings true, not only
because its, incidents are true, but be-cause the"writing issuperb. It is no
accident "that weare back in the greattraditionof English prose: a flexible
precision-instrument, which has _ out-
moded the flat understatement just as it
has outlasted an ornate romanticism. I
now know Maclaren-Ross’s_ childhood
almost as well as my own, and I know
my own better for it. That is my
measure of the book’s success.

Anton Vogt
MEN AT WAR
PROUD ECHO, by Ronald McKie; Angus and
Robertson. Australian price, 17/6.

|N the first _hour of the month ofMarch, 1942, the Australian light
cruiser Perth and the American heavy
cruiser Houston were sunk by units of
the Japanese Navy in Sunda Strait, the
narrow western entrance to the Java
Sea. Ten years later, Ronald McKie
persuaded 10 survivors to tell the story
of Perth’s last action, and of subse-
quent attempts to escape capture by

the Japanese. The result is a fragment-
ary account of the action itself, and a
graphic story of the reactions of men
under the stresses of shellfire and de-
feat and the struggle for survival in a
hell of fuel-oil and water. It is the ex-
pected mixture of strength and weak-
ness: of men who surrender their places
on rafts to those more badly injured, and
of those who fend off helpless comrades
struggling in the water. But there is also
the blessed humorist who abandons ship
with a heavy pair of binoculars about
his neck and the comment that they will’
"make a good hock when I get back
to Sydney."
The story loses in coherence by the
method of telling, but it gains in real-
ism by the spare, objective reporting
of the individuals involved. It is not
good history, but it is a gripping story
of men at war. Appended to the book
are official RAN and_ unofficial USN
reports of the battle, as well as a roll
of honour of the 353 men who died in
battle and the 100 who perished in
Japanese hands. A. S.F.
PROUST'S FRIEND
PROUST’S ORIANE, by Princess Marthea the Falcon Press. English price,12/6.

PROUST is for many people anesoteric writer, and this volume is
even more esoteric than Proust. It is
more likely, I fancy, to appeal to the
inhabitants of the Almanach de Gotha
than to the literary students of Remem-
brance of Things Past, that vast and
influential novel of middle and upper
class France. The book is a study of
the Comtesse de Chévigné, who was the
model for Proust’s Duchesse de Guer-
mantes, Princess Bibesco knew the
Comtesse as an elderly woman and tries
to recreate from her letters and
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membered witticisms some of the bril-
liance of her youth. But alas for the
difference between lame biography and
the creative imagination of a great
novelist! Proust’s Duchesse is a dazzling
creature created by a man who could

fuse pity with adoration
and tenderness with
satire. Princess Bibesco
does no more than
sketch an elderly aristo-cratic war-horse whose
hauteur is well -docu-
mented but whose ¢harm
has long evaporated. The
only photograph of the
lady shows her-in old
age. Surely if she had
to be shown in the flesh
she should have ap-
peared as Proust knew
her, the lovely and un-
attainable princesse loin-
taine. There is a good
case for keeping our.(continued on next page) |

THE SINKING of H.M.A.S. Perth, an illustration by
Frank Norton from "Proud Echo," the story of the
Perth's last fight in the Battle of Sunda Strait
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ORMOND WILSON, whose picture appears
below, is to review "I Still Haven't Un-.
packed," by William Holt, in ZB Book "ag

view on Sunday even-
ing, July 19. Threeother non fiction
works will be dis.
cussed in the same
session. They are:
"Picture," by Lillian
Ross (reviewer, Ray
Copland); "Late and
Early Joys at the
Plaverc’ Theatre’. ty
PaulSheridan(Mrs.

Norma vant Woudt); and "The English
Circus," by Ruth Manning-Sanders (Mary
Seddon).

Spencer Digby


