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Braving the American Prairie ..... Gabriel Oak : A Pastoral Hero
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“The Child’s Need for Magic” 9 “Since animals roam freely and widely in the world,
how natural that in fairy tales these animals are able to guide the hero in his search

9

- . - » ’
which takes him into distant places.
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® Bruno Bettleheim, “The Child’s Need for Magic” The Uses of Enchantment
The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales. (New York : Vintage Books, 1977), p. 46.
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Braving The American Prairie

M.L. Ananchanok Pahnichaputt*

A study of O.E. Rolvaag’s Giants in the Earth, a novel about the
Norwegian immigrants’ pioneering venture into the virgin American prairie in
the early nineteenth century.
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M.A. (English Literature) University of Denver
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In Giants in the Earth (1927), O.E. R6lvaag’s novel about the Norwegian
immigrants’ pioneering venture into the virgin American prairie early in the nineteenth
century, the prairie is repeatedly referred to as a brooding troll - -a giant in the
Scandinavian folklore which is often believed to be hostile to mankind. At one point,

...the Great Prairie stretched herself voluptuously: giantlike
and full of cunning, she laughed softly into the reddish moon.

now we’ll see! (339).

Hence Rolvaag's seeming conviction that there are “giants” in the earth that prevent
pioneers from attaining their ultimate goal. The ambiguous “giants” of the title of
the book points less to the biblical superhuman beings of the protagonist’s, Per
Hansa’s strain than to the hostile powers confronting the pioneers, namely, storm,
blizzard, locust, fire, drought, plague, greed, dread, loneliness. It is these “giants™ — -
these trolls —— that Per Hansa and his like must encounter. And none is allowed to
emerge unscathed. Setting out to subdue the prairie, Per Hansa is at last crushed
by the cosmic powers he seeks to overcome : the raging blizzard freezes him, leaving
him a putrid corpse to be revealed in the spring thaw. Per Hansa’s fate verifies
Blaise Pascal’s classic observation that “Man is but a reed, the feeblest thing in
Nature,” (“L’ homme n’est qu un roseau, le plus faible de la nature.”)?

Giants in the Earth reenacts man’s age-old attempt to make snug in the
limitless. In order to make a new home in the American prairie, Per Hansa, as
Robert Frost says of Robinson Crusce, pits himself “naked against an infinitely
unfriendly nature.”® The novel opens with the forlorn image of two frail wagons
hitched together and drawn by a team of oxen, creeping over the boundiess infinity
toward the empty reaches of the Dakota horizen. The homeless “orphans” in the
wagons must confront this terrible desolation as the evening falls and ihe darkness
of the night enfolds them. The force of the image of the prairie, Stuart B. James
suggests, “lies in its revelation as metaphor: It permits us to see through the thin
veneer of culture and introduces us to something of the felt experience of men
ushered into awareness in an inhuman and at last deadly universe whosc boundaries,
at the edge of stellar space, fade beyond human comprehension. Here 15 a sky...

' All quotations from Giants in the FEarth have been taken from O.E.
Rolvaag’s Giants in the Earth trans. Lincoln Colcord and the Author (New York:
Harper & Row, 1927.)

? Blaise Pascal, Pensées et Opuscules ed. M. L’Abbé Margival (Paris:
Hachette, 1899), p. 488.

® Louis Mertino, Robert Frost: Life and Talks-Walking (Norman: Uni-
versity of Oklahoma Press, 1965), p. 62.
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stripped of its anthropomorphic raftering, a sky that reveals nothing but its own
blue and silent depths. In so denuded a universe some men cannot survive...” In
the prairie, “The familiar hum and buzz of culture die out; the contrivances, the
distractions of living dissipate; the man-made stage scenery collapses...[the pioneers]
are thrown back upon themselves alone in the vast muteness of space. They see in
the spiritual nothingness about them the forlorn condition of men.”*

Il Per Hansa represents that wanderlust that compulsively urges men on,
Beret, his scuasitive wife, mus stand for the terror and nostalgia felt by those women
who have been uprooted from their kin and all they held dear and thrust into the
untamed expansc of the prairies, to take root in new soil. Like them, Beret is
compelled (o face, emotionally ill-equipped and physically unfit, the silent immensities
of the western space. Not knowing what lies ahead, the journey scems to her “to
be taking [them] to the end of the world...beyond the end of the world.” The
journey, from one home to aunother, is a paradigm of the universal condition of
existence; and Beret’s consternation, of man’s basic dread of the mysterious, Pascalian
universe.

With Giants in the Earth Rolvaag puts an end to the romantic, often
ideatistic treatment of the ploneering vcnture into the American prairie. The work
“for the first time in our fiction, evaluates the settlement in terms of emotion,
because it penetrates to the secret inner life of men and women who undertook the
heavy work of subduing the wilderness.”® The novel records the conquest of the
prairie by ithe immigrant pioneers in the light of women’s sufferings as well as in
that of men’s endurance. Unlike the major portion of the prairie novels which tends
10 exalt the westward movement as man’s physical and economic conquest of the
soil, Giants in the Earth concentrates on the psychological side of the phenomenon.
Rolvaag emphasizes the stark fact that physical accomplishment alone is not enough
for sensitive souls like Beret, the heroine, who represents a whole group of frontier
wives and mothers who found in the vast emptiness and decivilized existence of the
prairie a sad substitute for the spiritual security of the homes and cultures they left
behind. He focuses his attention on the often-left-out account of ‘““men and women
broken by the frontier, the great army of derelicts who failed and were Ilaid
away...in forgotten graves,’® He stresses the spiritual desolation and nostalgia felt
by those gentle souls who underwent displacement and loss of culitural continuity ;
who lived under the constant strain of hardship, of fear of tangible and intangible
forces, and of blind struggle against the elements.

* Stuart B. James, “Western American Space and the Human Imagination,”
The Western Humanities Review, XXIV (Spring, 1970), p. 150.

® Vernon L. Parrington, “Editor’s Introduction” to O.E. Rélvaag’s Giants in
the Earth (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1927), pp. ix—x.

® bid., p. ix.
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Yet for the men, conquering the prairie constitutes a big par: of the
American dream. The apex of Per Hansa’s dream in his migration into the Dakota
prairie is to acquire for his family an estate “more magnificent than that of any a
king of old.” With Per Hansa’s indomitable will, inexhaustible strength and energy,
ingenuity, resourcefulness and confidence, with his equally cnthusiastic young sons
by his side, there were unlimited possibilities to his visions. In actuality, however,
Per Hansa goes only as far as building the biggest sod hut in the neighborhood and
earning a little more than his neighbors through his remarkable economic shrewdness.
At the time of his premature death, the house of his dream is still unrcalized; his
empire still unestablished, His sod hut is shadowed by constant apprehension, enlivened
only by rare moments of joy. The basic impediments to Per Hansa’s happiness and
ultimate success are the incompatibilities between himself and his wife Beret, and
the hostility of the natural forces that he has to contend with— - the combination
of which finally brings about his tragic end.

The contrast between Per Hansa and Beret is stark. Like so many wanderers
and seekers in the past, Per Hansa is activated by a strong sense of mission that
demands his participation in the pioneer movement. The spirit of the West, of
America, is embodied in him who ‘*‘never liked to follow an old path while there
was still unexplored land feft around him” (111) In his blood, “‘a divine restlessness
ran,” and he always “‘strode forward with outstretched arms toward the wonders
of the future” (109). His labor is titanic : he works “like one possessed” and is never
at a loss. As his best friend, Hans Olsa, once compliments him, “No matter how
hard you’re put to it, you always give a good account of yourself”” (84).

While Per Hansa confidently accepts his life’s mission, Beret feels, in her
fatalism, that it is sinful to turn their back upon their folks and native land; and
to strike out anew in the wilderness of America. Her frail and timid nature demands
the amenities of order, tradition, established law, all the customs and culture of the
Old World. A child “of old folk civilization who hungers for the home ways and
in whose heart the terror of loneliness gathers,””” she is quickly overwhelmed by the
harshness of life in the wilderness which plunges her into gloom and at last shatters
her mind. Beret cannot measure up to her husband’s zeal and bright goals for the
future; nor can she share his buoyant mood. Per Hansa’s optimism is incessantly
checked and marred by Beret’s dread of the divine punishment, of the vastness of
the prairie, of the powers of evil, of the unknown, and even of light.

The pioneer’s passion for land is captured in Per Hansa’s ardorous desire
tc accumulate more and more of that land. The possession of land means so much
to Per Hansa, as it does for any poor European who migrates to America, because
land symbolizes the power denied him in the feudal system of the Old World. To

7 Ibid, p. ix.
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Per Haasa, land s 1ife as well as life—sustainer. His devotion to his land is often
underscored — —

He gazed ai his estate and laughed happily...Such soil! Only

to sink the plow into it, to turn over the sod - -and there was a

field ready for seeding...And this was not just ordinary soil.

.+.it was the soil for wheat, the king of all grains! Such soil

has been especially created by the good Lord to bear this noble

seed ; and here was Per Hansa, walking around on a hundred

and sixty acres of it, all his very own! (107-8).
The passage recalls the scene in Willa Cather’'s O Pioneers! in which Alexandra
Bergson, the immigrant heroine, views proudly her land on the Nebraska Divide:

Her face was so radiant...the land seemed beautiful to her, rich
and strong and glorious. Her eyes drank in the breadth of it,
until her tears blinded her.®

Alexandra’s adaptability provides an antithesis to Beret. Her success with her farm
even after her father’s death is an indication that one’s adjustment to the rough
conditions of existence is not necessarily a matter of sex but of temperament.

Berct, on the other hand, shares neither her husband’s love of the soil
nor his pioneer spirit. To her the prairie is “beyond the outposts of civilization” (39);
it is just an “empty, desolate, endless waste of green and blue” (37). She regards
herself ““an exile in an unknown desert” (153), and the pioneers “ones who had
been bewitched into straying out” in the “‘vast, windswept void” (123). Her conviction
of the prairie is that “if the Lord God has intended these infinities to be peopled,
He would not have left them desolate down through the ages’ (132). Her first
reaction to the prairie is unfavorable — - “How will human beings be able to endure
this place?” she asks, “There isn't even a thing one can hide behind!™ (29). She
longs for some tangible object that would provide at least some sense of protection,
and finds solace in the thought of the churchyard back home in Norway, with its
massive stone walls that impart a [eeling of security in contrast to the staggering
immensities of the prairie. With her premonition that something is going to happen,
she wonders if it is “only by ruthless sacrifice of life that this endless desolation
could ever be peopled” (185). To her, the prairie calls forth all that is evil in
human nature; if they remain in the wilderness much Ionger, “everything human
in them would be blotted out” (182); they would all become “‘savages” or “wild
beasts,” disregarding all moral laws.

Beret’s religious melancholy and natural timidity combine to fill her days
with fearful fantasies until her mind gives way. She imagines a magic circle girdling
the prairie horizon walling them in, preventing them from any good.

® Willa Cather, O Pioneers! (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1913), p. 65.
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It was like a chain inclosing the king's garden, that prevented
it from bearing fruit... And those who were strong enough to
break through were only being enticed still further to their
destruction! (123).

To her, this ring represents “the border of human exploration, the invisible barrier
marking the fimits of human finitude. To go beyond--as Per Hansa tried to do
~—was to trespass into awesome precincts of mystery and to invite one’s destruction
through pride. This ring also symbolizes a psychological border beyond which lay
the unknown, the wild, the desolate, and the dark forces of the mind.”® For all her
longing for some kind of protection, it is strange that Beret should envision a hostile
enclosure instead of a protective one. The imagined ring dramatizes, then, her
excessive fear and distrust of the prairie. Beret’s sod hut with its threatening “ring”
contrasts sharply with Antonia Shimerda’s orchard with its “triple enclosure,” in
Willa Cather’s My Antenia, which turns the place into a kind of a sanctuary, “full
of sun, like a cup.”

It was surrounded by a triple enclosure [Cather writesl; the wire
Sfence, then the hedge of thorny locusts, then the mulberry hedge
which kept out the hot winds of summer and held fast to the

protecting snows of winter..."

While Beret’s “‘ring” is but the product of her disordered state of mind, Antonia’s
fence is rooted in mundane reality, the product of her patient labor, and tangible
proof thai the emptiness of the prairie can be made plentcous, that a cozy hoime
may be built there,

fa her sickness Beret conceives of a monster face whose eyes are staring
in upon her from the darkness ouiside the sod hut—-—

The face was unmistakable! There were ihe outlines of the nose
and the mouth. The eyes—-deep, dark caves in the cloud - —were
closed. The mouth, if it were te open, would be ¢ yawning abyss.
The chin rested on the prairie... Black and lean the whole face,
hut of such gigantic, manacing proportions! Wasn't there something
like a leer upon it? ...And the terrible creature was spreading
everywhere ... didn’t she feel its cold breath upon her? (321).

This is a sure sign of her oncoming insanity. Even light overwhelms her. For when
the snow covers the prairie, she cannot bear to look at the walls of their sod hut

® Harold P. Simonson, The Closed Frontier : Studies in American Literary
Tragedy (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1970), p. 84.
% Willa Cather, My Antonia (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1918), p. 341.
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which Per Hansa has managed to white~wash just to please her; she is forced to
look down and find relief in the shadow of the earthen floor from the light without
and the white walls within. Her fear of this encompassing whiteness makes her
hang heavy clothes over the windows and push the immigrant chest against the door
in order 1o [eel somehow protected. The chest, which is the only family heirloom
she has, becomes Beret’s single tie with the past. Inscribed “Anno 16 --"" it affirms
for her the sacredness of her heritage and serves as a comfort to her desolate
sense of cultural foss and metaphysical homelessness. It is in this chest that Beret
wishes to be laid to rest so she would be shielded from the white onslaught of
winter and the prairie wolves. It is in this same chest that Per Hansa finds bhis
wife, in her panic during the locust attack, huddled with her baby Peder in her
arms, and And-Ongen crouching at her feei. Beret “becomes a child again in its
enclosing and motherly embrace. The old man-made trunk hides the desolate wastes
about her just as her Christian belief that returns her to her bealth hides from her
the prairie condition of man in this world.”*" And the chest serves allegorically to
bridge the gap between the Old World and the New World when the minister wisely
sets it up as an altar for his first Communion service in the Spring Creek settle-
ment, in Per Hansa’s sod hut.

The minister mitigates Beret’s fear of divine punishment by assuring her
that “the Lord is not the God of Wrath, but the kind Father of all living things.”
Religious zcal has always been implicit in Beret’s character; and in her inherent
dread of the world, of life, of the hereafter, she finds it necessary to hold firmly
to her religion. Thus her insanity is readily replaced by her religious fanaticism.
Rolvaag’s sympathetic treatment of Beret shows his insight into the ordeal of those
frail and sensitive natures who lack adequate means of protection to cope successfully
with the severity of pioneer life. Beret’s plight in losing her original home and Per
Hansa’s expressed sense of defeat must have characterized many of the pioneers.
One is reminded of the artistic, cultured Mr. Shimerda in My Antonia who longs
for his Bohemian home, and who, broken by the crudities and deprivations of culture
of the Nebraska prairie, chooses to end his life as his means of escape. And in the
story “On the Divide,” Willa Cather tells us, “‘Insanity and suicide are very common
things on the Divide. They come on like an epidemic in the hot wind season...
It causes no great sensation there when a Dane is found swinging to his own windmill
tower, and most of the Poles after they have become too careless and discouraged
to shave themselves keep their razors to cut their throats with.”'? All these point
to the extremely rough conditions of the American frontier, the Great Prairie.

1 Stuart B. James, p. 151
2 willa Cather, **On the Divide,” Collected Short Fiction (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska, 1965), p. 493.
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Artistically considered, the essence of the tragedy in Giants in the Earth
lies in the star—crossed development in the characters of Per Hansa and Beret. A
great portion of the novel focuses on the deterioration of Beret’s mental state against
the backdrop of pioneer existence; Per Hansa is all the while a paragon of health
and energy. But just as Beret begins to emerge out of her cloudiness, Per Hansa is
made to perish. Thus there is no true period of mutual happiness in the family.
The whole structure of the story indicates Rolvaag’s propensity toward tragedies and
his belief in the helplessness of man against the inexorable forces of nature and
Fate. That Fate strikes at the home of Per Iansa there is no doubt. The note of
determinism persists, particularly when the hero, Per Hansa, the type of man one
expects to succeed, meets his fate in a blizzard just as he is on the road to prosperity.
Success must entail suffering and pain. The cost of pioneering cannot be trivial.

Per Hansa is a prototype of a frontiersman in the regional sense that he
embodies the pionecering spirit that would beckon men westward until they reached

the Pacific— ~the same spirit that had carried the Pilgrims and the Puritans across
the Atlantic to the New World. In his effort to tame the prairie, Per Hansa
symbolically tries to master the impersonal forces of nature. But it is nature that
outwits him.

The significance of Per Hansa’s final pose- —leaning against a haystack
with his eyes set toward the west~~-might be twofold. On one level, it is in the
west that lies his home ’where his heart is. On a broader level, it symbolizes the
continuity of the spirit that would drive men west until the whole continent became
pepulated. In his struggle against fate and nature, man may perish; but his spirit,
though sometimes affected, may yet transcend his physical frailties and limitations.
Per Hansa’s death is just a beginning of greater things to come. In Peder Victorious,
the first son of the prairie, he would leave a successor who will echo his father’s
dreams - - Our task is here to build up happiness so great and so wonderful
that the glory of it will brighten up the far corners of the world.”'® Whether or
not Peder Victorious fulfills the prophecy inherent in his name appears to be of
lesser importance than the significance that in him, or his like, the spirit survives,
that presses the nation forever onward.

The settlement thus continues. The prairie is finally subdued by the time
the American-born Peder comes of age.

And it was as if nothing affected people in those days. They
threw themselves into the Impossible, and accomplished the
Unbelievable. If anyone succumbed in the struggle~—and that

'3 O.E. Rolvaag, Their Fatherss God trans. Trygve M. Ager (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1931), p. 55.
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happened often - - another would come and take his place. Youth
was in the race; the unknown, the untried. the unheard-of, was
in the air; people caught it, were intoxicated by it threw
themselves away, and laughed at the cost. Of course it was pos-
sible — - everything was possible out here. There was no such thing
as the Impossible any more. The human race had not known
such faith and such selfconfidence since history began...And
so had been the Spirit since the day the first settlers landed on
the eastern shores; it would rise and ffall al intervals, would
swell and surge on again wity every new wave of settlers that
rolled westward into the unbroken solitude (414-415).

Roélvaag’s purpose in writing Giants in the Earth, then, was not to show the futility
of the whole pionecering process, but to stress the expense at which this achievement

was made.
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Gabriel Oak : A Pastoral Hero

v o K%
a15ET ANFIan

Like other first—rank novelists such as George Eliot and D.H. Lawrence,
Thomas Hardy uses the pastoral genre for conveying his complex attitudes towards
human experience rather than allows himself fo be limited by the form. This article
analyses the portrayal of a pastoral hero in one of Hardy’s masterpieces, Far
from the Madding Crowd. While Hardy adopts several characteristics of traditional
pastoral in depicting his hers, he modifies the original model by adding new
elements to it. The result is a perfect blend of the traditional values and the
more practical ones. Gabriel Oak, as a pastoral hero. is harmonious with the society
where he belongs.
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As Squires has pointed out, Gabriel Oak ‘functions as a standard of value
at the center of the novel’.' He displays how the traditional values — - temperance,
moderation and simplicity — - eventually overcome the superficial qualities which
may appear to be more attractive. At the end of the story, Oak is rewarded for
his strength and solidity : he marries Bathsheba, and the general ‘void within him’
is finally filled.

In creating Oak as a pastoral hero, Hardy has adopted several characteristics
of traditional pastoral. Oak’s position and the kind of setting he is in remind us
unmistakably of the idyllic atmosphere. He begins his career as a shepherd, ‘having
from his childhood assisted his father in tending the flocks of large proprietors’.
Later he becomes a bailiff for a short time before managing to lease a small sheep-farm.
Norcombe Hill, a portion of his farm, is a solitary spot which is described as ‘indes-
tructible and undisturbed’. To stand on the hill at night time is to evoke in oneself
‘a sense of difference from the mass of civilized mankind’. The diction here hints
heavily at the particularity of Oak’ surroundings, that normally this is not a kind
of place for ‘the madding crowd’. Qak lives in a simple shepherd’s hut and plays
his flutc whenever the opportunity is offerred. The sounds of his flute, as Hardy
puts it, have ‘a clearness which [is] 10 be found nowhere in the wind, and a sequence
which is] 1o be found nowhere in nature’. One thinks immediately of a piping
shepherd in the Idylls of Theocritus. After the collapse of his sheep-raising, Oak
works as a shepherd in Bathsheba’s farm. Later, he becomes her bailiff, takes up
the tenancy of Boldwood’s farm, and eventually marries Bathsheba and becomes an
independent farmer. Thus, from the beginning until the end of the story, his life is
basically associated with rural activities and rustic values. Though a rural environment
does not equate good nature, it can promote the development of character, especially
for a person like Oak, who responds to it in the right way. He lives in harmony
with Mother Nature, having full understanding of her doings. As a bucolic man, he
possesses an ingrained predilection for the simple, the old and the traditional. Similar
to the unaspiring men of the Golden Age, he seeks contentment by limiting his
desires. All these qualities are conformable to the pastoral conventions. Moreover,
Hardy’s diction when delineating Oak shows a strong connection to the perennial
pastoral. Squires has noticed that the the word ‘pastoral’ is used in the novel ‘In
its earliest historical sense of relating to the life of shepherds and their sheep.”
Hardy writes, for instance, about ‘A Pastoral Tragedy,” TOak’s] modest elevation as
a pastoral king’ and ‘his misfortunes, amorous and pastoral’

* Michael Squires, The Pastoral Novel : Studies in Eliot, Hardy, and
Lawrence (Charlottesville, 1975), p. 133.

? Squires, The Pastoral Novel, p. 126.
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In spite of this direct relationship, the depiction of Oak also shows certain
deviations from, or modifications of, the original pastoral. Like other novelists of
first rank such as George Eliot and D.H. Lawrence, Hardy uses the pastoral genre
for cenveying his complex attitudes towards human experience rather than allows its
conventions to circumscribe the form of his fiction.” Far from the Madding Crowd
is not a rustic idyll and Oak can be seen, all too easily, as a ‘romanticised archetypal
countryman.” Vigar declares : ‘What is most interesting in the book is the manner
in which Hardy combined the two styles™, i.e., fancy and reality. In the novel,
instead of the soft primitivism of Arcadia, we are confronted with the hard primitivism
actual rural life ——-—- ‘no perpetual summer, no frolicking sheep, no piping shepherds
who live without care’.® In order to be able to cope with all the hardships and to
retain his significance, it is necessary that the pastoral hero be equipped with
appropriate qualities. Oak must be more than a traditional rural ideal abounding
with simplicity and innocence; his virtuous conduct must include, not Edenic leisure,
but toil, struggle as well as dexterity. Thus, the solidity or strength of his character
receives a recurrent emphasis. As early as Chapter 2, the reader learns that Oak
has ‘special power’ which is ‘static, owing little or nothing to momentum as a rule’.
If any unhappy incidents occur to him which are out of control, he accepts them
stoically, as when he loses his flock. At the same time, he does not hesitate to
shoot the erring dog that chases his sheep to their death, which proves that he has
a touch of practicality and is capable of sharp, resolute decisions. As Hardy himself
has hinted, ‘if occasion [demands] he could do or think a thing with as mercurial
a dash as can the men of towns who are more to the manner born’. In Oak, stoicism
does not mean passivity. In dealing with the fire at Weatherbury, for instance, he
‘displays quick resource’.” Another time, in Chapter 36, sensing the approaching storm
and realizing that Bathsheba’s property would be damaged unless somehow saved,
he sets to work to build a protection against the foul weather. He manages to keep
his head in the most trying situations. Even when poverty comes to him, he does
not despair. He is one whom ‘misfortune has inured rather than subdued’. Owing
to his persistent strife, his situation gradually meliorates and eventually he prospers
again, both in his career and in iove.

? Ibid., p. 2.

* Merryn Williams, Thomas Hardy and Rural England (Macmillan, 1972),
p. 134,

® Penclope Vigar, The Novels of Thomas Hardy : Illusion and Reality
(London, 1974), p. 101.

¢ Squires, op- cit., p. 125.

" H.B. Grimsditch, Character and Environment in the Novels of Thomas
Hardy (London, 1915), p. 165.
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Similarly, a mixture of idealism can be detected in the description of Oak’s
personal appearance. A countryman as he is, he possesses some lustre which is
extraordinary. At Casterbridge hiring fair, for instance, he is described as ‘an athletic
young fellow of somewhat superior appearance to the rest’. At the end of Chapter 20.
when Bathsheba orders him to go away, he accepts her dismissal calmly and leaves
her ‘in placid dignity, as Moses left the presence of Pharoah’. His smile, as depicted
in the opening paragraph of the novel, produces the wrinkles which extend on his
countenance ‘like the rays in a rudimentary sketch of the rising sun’. Rudimentary
sugges:s ‘incomplete’ and ‘not vet fully developed’ while rising sun suggests that
his seemingly banal merits will reach their full potential later on. Though he still
possesses some relics of boyhood, he is now ‘at the highest period of masculine growth
... neither misguided by the impulse of youth nor by the prejudice of a limily man.
On the other hand. in order that the idealistic elements in Oak might be toned down,
Hardy also stresses the triteness in his outlook : most of the time, Oak appears in
his banal, old clothes and always carries about a comique old watch which ‘has the
peculiarity of going cither too fast or not at all.” Like most countrymen, he lacks
immediate appeal; his rustic values appear to be commonplace, uninteresting and
hence, less attractive than the urban values as represented by Troy. The following
passage registers his ordinariness is Bathsheba’s eye at their first encounter :

Gabriel’s features adhered throughout their form so exactly
to the middle line between the beauty of St. John and the ugliness
of Judas Iscariot, as represented in a window of the church he
attended, that not a single lineament could be selected and called
worthy either of distinction or notoriety. The red-jacketed and
dark-haired maiden seemed to think so too, for she carelessly
glanced over him, and told her man to drive on.

It is this ordinariness of outlook that impedes, at least at first, his making
progress in his love affair. In tracing his relationship with Bathsheba, the ‘tendency
to treat rural life with greater realism while simultaneously maintaining a nostalgic
tone’,> which is common is modern pastoral fiction, comes out clearly. Though
Hardy writes sympathetically about Oak’s virtues and makes him the ultimate winner,
he also incorporates in Oak certain characteristics that draw him back. Apparently,
the undue submissiveness is not the way to win a girl who badly needs taming.
As Hardy has pointed out, Oak has ‘One-and-a-half Christian characteristics 100
many to succeed with Bathsheba : his humility and a superfluos moiety of honesty’.
Otviously, she considers him too plain and direct to be her appropriate suitor. Thus,

® Far from the Madding Crowd (Macmillan, 1974), p. 45.
® Squires, op. cit., p. 37.
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she keeps running around flirting with Boldwood in a most unscrupuious manner
and later being fascinated by Troy’s flattery. Unlike Boldwood whose ‘stiliness’ is
all disrupted ence he falls in love with Bathsheba, Oak manages to keep his equilibrum
all along. Moreover, he can maintain his strength and integrity throughout which
Troy’s attractive qualities prove to be all sham. Troy is waywards and inconstant
in his love. The unreliability of his self-control and what Beatty calls the ‘imbalance
or split® in his character are made explicit in the following extract :

His reason and his prepensities had seldom any reciprocaiing
influence, having seperated by mutual consent long ago : thence
it sometimes happened that, while his intentions were as honourable
as could be wished, any particular deed formed a dark background
which threw them into fine relief. The sergeant’s vicious phases
being the offspring of impulse, and his virtuous phases of cool
meditation, the latter had a modest tendency to be oftener heard
of than seen.

As opposed to Troy’s fluctuating feelings, Oak is sieady in his love and
his devotion to Bathsheba never falters, Though his affection for her originates in
the physical attraction, he does not allow passion to prevail over reason. He manages
to keep the peace of his mind intact and the even flow of his life unobstructed. In
his love affair, he is able to make unbiassed judgments of Bathsheba right from the
start; the term ‘vanity’ he applies to her is a fair assessment. After taking the first
step by asking her aunt for leave to courl her, he seems to be discouraged by her
unfavourable answer, but Bathsheba appears suddenly and gives him some hope.
Unfortunately, his want of tact lets him down. When Bathsheba tentatively suggests
that he marry a rich girl to improve his status, he naively admits that such an idea
has been in his mind.___the answer which no doubt disappoints her and causes her
to reject him in an extremely heartless manner. After she has left for Weatherbury,
an accident causes him to lose his flock so that his dream of being an independent
farmer is shattered. Although the loss of his sheep means that a great deal of his
energy and industry have been lost, he does not lose his head. ‘Stupors———-do not
last for ever, and Farmer Oak [recovers] from his’. His unselfish thought of Bathsheba
shows how truly he loves her : ‘Thank God I am not married : what would she have
done in the poverty now coming upon me!’ Thus, he has met both amorous and
pastoral misfortunes. Yet in his case, loss leads in every way to gain. Though he
is said to have ‘sunk from his modest elevation as pastoral king into the very slime

1% C.J.P. Beatty, “Far from the Madding Crowd: A Reassessment,” Thomas
Hardy and the Modern World (1984), p. 19.
" Far from the Madding Crowd, op. cit., p. 198.
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pits of Siddim’, he has earned ‘a dignified calm he had never before known’ and
‘that indifference to fate which---is the basis of his sublimity’. His failure in getting
a job as bailiff or even as shepherd at the hiring fair seems to aggravate the situation,
Still, he does not despair; he immediately inquires about another hiring fair. The
solid strength in his nature urges him to go on, instead of passively giving in to
tate.

Chance brings him near Bathsheba once again. He becomes a shepherd in
her farm, which she takes over from her late uncle. From this point onwards, it
seems that the pendulum of his life swings to the opposite direction. He gradually
prospers and becomes indispensable to Bathsheba, though at first she hardly recognizes
how much she depends on him. His skill and readiness in everything appertaining
to the care of sheep are vitally important to Bathshebe at the time of crisis, as
when he saves the lives of her sheep and when he protects her property from being
damaged by the rain. She relies upon him not only in professional affairs but also
in personal matters, respecting his opinion in spite of its bluntness. She soon learns
to appreciate his marvellous power of endurance and envies his ability to look ‘upon
the horizon of circumstances without any special regard to his own standpoint in
the midst’. His warning against Troy is quite disinterested, yet she gives way to her
impulse and blindly enters the tragic married life, Soon afterwards she regrets her
choice and honestly explains to Oak ‘terrible see-saw effects of her passion™*:‘And
then, between jealousy and distraction, 1 married him!” When she asks for his
advice concerning Boldwood’s insistence, Oak carefully avoids disparaging his rival,
which shows that he is generous in his love. Not only is he unselfish in his affection
for her. but he is also whole-hearted and dependabie, always trying to defend her
as seen in his forbidding the workers to say anything against her. Moreover, he is
extremely considerate of her feelings. Fearing that the words written on Fanny's
coffin might hurt her, he rubs out the last two words, intending to save her at
least from immediate anguish.

Of all the four who become mingied in their love affair, Oak is the only
one who suffers to the smallest degree from the destructive power of love. Boldwood
becomes a ncurasthenic and a criminal; Troy meets his tragic end; Bathsheba, the
once ‘splendid woman’, is reduced to ‘a single wretch’ upon learning that her husband
prefers the servant girl to her. Oak alone maintains his calm dignity, hardly ever
letting emotion override discretion, - It is only through the gradual appreciation and
absorption of his virtues that Bathsheba is restored, little by little, Lo harmony. The
more she suffers, the more she admires his stoicism. As the story enfolds, her pride
and ‘exuberance of spirit’ have been ‘pruned down’ by misfortune; she learns to
achieve the same calm that Oak already possesses. Once, when her mind is in turmoil,

'* C.P.J. Beatty, op. cit., p. 29.
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the vision of Oak praying comes to caim her down. She resolves io kneel and pray,
and her mind is released, at jeast temporarily, from the immediate pain. In a sense,
Oak is like an angel watching over her welfare. He gives her a hand whenever she
needs help and eventually succeeds in leading her in the right direction. As Bailey
has pointed out, by the end of the story, he ‘[has] proved himself true to his name,
Gabriel, in his guardianship of Bathsheba’s and even Boldwood’s interests, and Oak,
in his solid, dependable sirength’.’® Oniy afier Bathsheba has matured and come
nearest to his integrity that she deserves to be his wife. Their marriage, based on
‘a mass of hard prosaic reality’, seems to celebraie the tranquillity that both of
them have won.

Another quality that distinguishes Oak from the other major characters
in the story is his intimate relationship with the natural world, which, as Squires
puts it, is a ‘stirling virtue of rural character’.!® In order to heighten a sense of the
pastoral world in the novel, Hardy emphatically demonstrates the interplay of nature
and man, i.e., the interplay of Oak and his pastoral circle. Oak is acutely sensitive
to rural sights and sounds, being familiar with the habits of animals and earth and
sky. In Chapter 36, Oak predicts the approaching thunder storm by observing the
changes in nature : ‘the rooks had been confused, and the horses had moved with
timidity and caution’. On his way home, he comes across ‘a large toad humbly
travelling across the path’y and reads immediately the message from nature. Entering
his hut, he sees a snake taking refuge there and understands that this is ‘Nature’s
second way of hinting to him that he [is] to prepare for foul weather’. Squires
remarks interestingly on Hardy’s phraseology : instead of the objective statement, ‘It
was Nature’s second way of hinting foul weather’, Hardy writes ‘It was Nature’s
second way of hinting to him that he was to prepare for foul weather’.'’® The diction
superbly reveals how close Oak is to the natural world. Throughout the story, his
temperament is often projected onto the landscape. At the end of Chapter 1, for
instance, we learn that he is, to a certain degree, hurt by Bathsheba’s indifference.
Proceeding to the first few passages in the following chapter, we can capture the
immediate sympathy of nature__the landscape is depicted in such a way that it
unmistakably reflects Oak’s mental state. Firstly, the ‘desolating wind’ comes from
the north. It raises its voice to ‘the keenest blasts’ and makes a sound as of grumbling
or moaning. Then it changes into a wail and finally becomes ‘the tenderest sob’.
As a man who knows where to seek his own anodyne, Oak retreats into his hut
and plays his flute. After that, he devotes himself to his outdoor work and in this

1* §.0. Bailey, “Hardy and the Modern World”, Thomas Hardy and the
Modern World (1974), pp. 7-8.

4 Squires, op. cit., p. 135.

* Squires, op. cit.s p- 136.
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way, the simple charm in his daily life spells away the unhappiness in his heart so
that when he returns to his hui once again, it appears ‘cosy and alluring’ ; the fire
seems to ‘[fling]l associations of enjoyment even over utensils and tcols’. Obviously,
the ‘mellow glow of external objects’ illustrates the ‘internal contentment of the man.™®
Ancther time, in Chapter 20, when Barhsheba comes to ask his opinion as to her
act of sending Boldwood a Valemiine card. they have a sort of quarrel which
culrainates in his being dismissed. The succeeding chapter immediately records the
‘troables in the fold’. In fact, the great storm in Chapter 37 seems to reflect the
turmoil in Oak’s heart upon hearing about Bathsheba, marriage to an unworthy
suitor. Towards the end of the chapter, when their warm understanding of each other
are somewhat restored, the lighining and thunder subside into the rain.

It is interesting that Oak sees mnature in two different perspectives and
reacts to her in two contrastive ways. When his own moods are projected onto the
environment, as mentioned in the preceding paragraph, he views nature in terms of
fancy but he also understands that those visions are illusive and that they are, in
fact, created by his own imaginations. In such cases, he ignores the suggestions of
the environment and remains indifferent to, or detached from, nature. Thus, Morreli
concludes that Oak ‘is never controlled by her, nor, in any Wordsworthian sense,
does he ever trust her.” This conciusion, however, does not apply to every case.
More often than not, Oak perceives nature in terms of reality. When his mind is
free from the temporary °‘pestilent moods’, nature appears to him as something
harmonious. The vision he forms of nature, then, is a systematized one; he can read
her interms of cause and consequence. This time, he relies upon her and even makes
use of her. He sees the marching of the constellations, for instance, as a regulated
system. Thus, by simply watching the stars, he is able to make an immediate and
accurate interpretation .

-—~the first sight he beheld was the stars above him. Charles’s
Wain was getting towards a right angle with the Pole star, and
Gabriel concluded that it must be about nine o'clock——in other
words, that he had slept two hours. This small astronomical
calculation was made without any positive effort—-—-.°

Likewise, he can unmistakably read the doings of his sheep and alsc of
small creatures——-slugs, spiders and toads. This knowledge enables him to protect
Bathsheba's property. Oak knows how to cope with nature inteiligently because he
has a thorough understanding of her. He understands that how she appears to him

1% Ibid. p. 137.
" Roy Morrell, Thomas Hardy : The Forms of Tragedy (Detroit, Michigan,

1975), p. 63.
** Far from the Madding Crowd, op. cit., p. 79.
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depends on how he reacts or responds to her. For him, nature consists of two phases
———the unreliable and the reliable; the first one resulis from an emotionat or
sensational response while the second is perceived through a calm, reasonable
judgment. It is the ‘reliable’ or the harmonious phase that is more significant. By
taking the harmony in nature as our model, we are likely to find the harmony within
and, hence, are able to lead successful lives.*

Miller stresses that in Hardy’s novels, ‘the relationship between natural
change and human change goes beyond direct or ironic echoing at a distance’ and
that man ‘participates in natural rhythms’®® The way Oak’s perception works shows
that he regards man as well as creatures as one with the universe. In Chapter 2,
when he is watching the clear sky, ‘the twinkling of all the stars [seems] to be but
throbs of one body, timed by a common pulse’. Later, we are told that when he
feels Fanny’s pulse, he senses that it is beating ‘with a throb of tragic intensity’
and bis mind suddenly switches to ‘the same quick, hard beat in the femoral artery
of his lambs when overdriven’. Thus, ‘the circle is complete : the same throb beats
in a young woman and in a lamb as beats in the stars’, and in this way Hardy
brings forth ‘the fundamental kinship of all nature throughout the universe’®. Oak’s
awareness of this fundamental kinship enables him to resist what appears to be
nature’s inevitable cruelty. He sees, for example, the relationship between the doings
of the rooks, the horses and so on, and the thunder storm. Thus, in the scene of
the great storm, he knows how to cope with the situation; he persists in fighting
and he wins. This incident lays bare man’s ‘possibility of free will and effective
action in the face of what may seem lo be a rancorous universe’.** Similar to
Smollett’s handling of nature, Hardy seems to be trying to stress, through Oak’s
complex relationship with nature, that man could and should, by the application of
reascn, order and control nature if he is to benefit from her.?®

Opposed to Oak is Troy, the outsider, who has no knowizdge of the
agricultural world, no close relationship with nature and no mercy for animals. While
Oak is ‘an intensely humane men’, ready to spare even the lives of small creatures
like the toad or the smail, Troy’s tendency to torment animals can be detected. He
cruelly pierces a caterpillar with his sword, for instance. Another time, he gives

19

C.I.P. Beatty, op. cit., p. 35.

®° J. Hillis Miller, Thomas Hardy : Distance and Desire (London, 1970),
p. 79.

* Beatty, op. cit., p- 16.
Dale Kramer, Thomas Hardy : The Forms of Tragedy (Detroit, Michigan,
1975), p. 37.

*3 Jeffrey L. Duncan, The Rural Ideal in Eighteenth—Century Fiction, Studies

in English Literature 1500-1900, Vol. VHII (Summer 1968), p. 521.
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Bathsheba’s horse a smart cut of the whip round its flank, causing the animal to
‘start forward at a wild pace’. He comes to the rural world only to exploit it. After
Fanny’s death, he repents and tries to plant some flowers on her grave but nature
would not forgive him; the rain immediately floods away his plants, Troy accepts
this as a .ign that his effort at reform is being ridiculed : ‘... Providence, far from
helping him into a new course, or showing any wish that he might adopt one,
actually jeered his first trembling and critical attempt in that kind-—-".

By comparing these two characters, the rural-urban contrast comes out
clearly. Troy's facility and irresponsibility of speech, for instance, contrasts sharply
with Oak’s cumbersome but dignified speech. Besides, Troy wanis to metamorphose
the ancient features of Bathsheba’s house near Weatherbury to make it lock fashionable,
which expresses his predilection for modernity, Qak, on the other hand, prefers to
follow the harmonious and recurrent cycies of the natural world. He is, as Hardy
puts it, ‘not only provokingly indifferent to public opinion, but a man who [clings]
persistently to old habits and usages, simply because they [arel old’. When Boldwood
asks him to tie his neckerchief, Oak is completely ignorant of the °‘late knot in
fashion’. While Bathsheba pays little or no attention to her first encounter with him,
she is immediately fascinated by Troy’s sudden appearance——- ‘brilliant in brass and
scarlet’. Troy is ‘exceptionally well-educated for a common soldier’. He seems to be
full of activity. The maid servant refers to him as a clever young dandy—-- ‘a
doctor’s son by name’ and ‘an earl’s son by nature’. In short, all the striking
appearances he possesses tend to atiract girls, especially wayward girls like Bathsheba.
more immediately than Oak’s solidity. Evidently, Bathsheba makes the wrong decision
because ‘Troy’s deformities [lie] desp down from a woman’s vision, whilst his
embellishments [are] upon the very surface; thus contrasting with homely Oak, whose
defects [are] patent to the blindest, and whose virtues [are] as metals in the mine’.

In putting these two characters side by side, Hardy has offerred them
equal chance. Oak’s mastery in the sheep-lance is paralleled by Troy’s dexterity
with the sword. Both of them are put in the similar situation so that the strength
of their character might be tested. We are asked, for example, to compare the
reactions of the two at mements of despair.®® Oak’s grief over his flock takes place
in a haunting atmosphere where everything appears to be suggestive of death:

Oak raised his head, and wondering what he could do, listlessly
surveyed the scene. By the outer margin of the pit was an oval
pond, and over it hung the attenuated skeleton of a chrome-yellow
moon, which had only a few days to last——-the morning star
dogging her on the left hand. The pool glittered like a dead

a6

* F.R. Southerington, Hardy’s Vision of Man (London, 1971), p. 68.
* Far from the Madding Crowd, op. cit., p. 73.
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For a moment, his mind seems to wander towards suicide, but only for
a moment because before long he is restored to rationality. He later goes to Casier-
bridge hiring fair, attempting to find some way to carn his living., Simiierlv, Troy,
after his first attempt at reform, seems to be mocked by the environment; all the
flowers he plants on Fanny's grave are flooded away by the rain. Unlike Ouk who
refuses to comply with the environment, Troy ‘simply [throws) up his cards and
tforswears] his game for that time and always.

Without fail, Hardy gives subtle hints that Troy's surface qualiiies are in
fact worthless since they lack the kind of harmony which Oak possesses. Though he
has ‘a quick comprehension and considerable force of character’, he lacks the power
to combine them and the will to direct them. Troy, all said, is not without certain
potentials but these are never fully and justly developed. On the other hand, Oak’s
latent virtues, though at first dimmed by his homeliness, become more and more
distinct while Troy’s urban deformities are gradually uncovered. Troy, then, serves
as a foil to the pastoral hero, rendering his integrity more evident.

Some critics are of the view that Oak is an unrealistic character
unrealistic in the sense that he appears to be stalic, stiff and altogether too perfect.
An unsigned article in The Guardian (24 February, 1875) remarks: ‘Oak’s love is
rather too high-toned for the general pitch of work, and Oak himseif rises somewhat
too much above the class he lives amongst.”*® Even Henry James writes : ‘Everything
human in the book strikes us as fictitious and insubstantial-—-.%" Another critic,
commenting on Hardy’s artistic achievement, states that, in this novel, ‘each character
tends to become a set of metaphorical equivalents rather than a distinct and deve-
loping individual.’®® All these comments lash out at the same ‘mistake’~—-want of
verisimilitude in the portrayal of Oak. It is true that in the story, Bathsheba alone
develops new facets to her character; though Hardy describes that the loss of Oak’s
sheep renders him sublime, his behaviour before that misfortune ‘does not indicate
he had ever seriously lacked dignity, the “new” characteristic he acquires’.” However,
the various shades in this character make us hesitate to apply to him the word ‘Tlat’
outright. In delineating Oak, Hardy has obviously attempted to humanize him. Though
he pours on Oak abundant virtues to remind us of pastoral idealism——-generosity,
humanity, ‘outspoken honesty’ and so on, he balances these idealistic qualities by
certain deep-rooted weaknesses, such as homeliness and superfluous humility. Oak’s
inarticulateness and want of tact are also stated. In addition, he is put alongside

*® Quoted in Lawrence Lerner and John Holmstrom (ed.), Thomas Hardy
and His Readers (London, 1968), p. 39.

** Ibid., p- 33.

*® Vegar, op. cit., p. 31.

*® Kramer, op. cit., p- 15.
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Trov, a formidable rival; it is Troy, for instance, who enjoys the striking appearance.
In the opening chapter, Hardy gives us a hint that Oak is not a man of extraordinarily
high morality; his moral coleur is said to be ‘a kind of pepper-and-salt mixture’
and he feels himself ‘to occupy morally that vasi middle space of Laodicean morality’.
Besides, as Beatty has pointed out, Oak has ‘one saving eccentricity which makes
him humarn’ : he is in the habit of carrying about an old watch which is completely
useless.”” Though generally capable of performing any task with marked rationality,
at least he once puts himself, rather unscrupulouSly, in jeopardy : he falls asleep in
his hut without keeping any of the ventilating slides open, thus placing himself in
danger of suffocation. It is Bathsheba who saves him in time. In his relationship
with her, even though he appears to be more mature and independent, he is actually
yearning for her company, which, he belicves, would fill the void in his heart. In
spite of his marveljous self-mastery, he is not wholly immune from moments of
psychic stress; having beheld Boldwood courting Bathsheba and heard of their possible
marriage, he is troubled by the ‘pestilent moods’. Al this proves that Hardy takes
great pains to make Oak a pastoral hero who is also a human being. He persuades
the reader to look at Oak from both sides by weighing Oak’s qualities against what
appears to be his faults and by arranging plausible situations to test the strength of
his character. Thus, Bailey, in his Introduction to the novel, affirms that ‘we are
wholly at home with Gabriel Oak and Bathsheba Everdene’ as we never were with
the stercotyped characters like Tess and the Mayor of Gasterbridge.*!

The stronger the pressure of realism, the more the modern pastoral hero
is deviated from the original model. Though Hardy writes with sympathy about the
traditional values, we may detect in Oak certain realistic elements that ‘may appear
to negate or dissolve [his] idyllic qualities’.?® Hardy seems to be hinting to us that
the conventional virtues have to be revaluated and modified so as to be applicable
to the nature of the modern world. Oak’s innocence, for instance, must be the
innocence of an adult ‘who no longer lives in an imaginary Eden of his own but
in the real and fallen world’®® In order that the idealistic values as possessed by
Oak can survive with triumphant dignity, it is necessary that they be society—oriented.
Set in a utilitarian age, Oak cannot afford to be completely cut out from the money
-minded world. His rational and business like approach as to how to make decisions
is potable. When Bathsheba confides to him that Boldwood is insisting on a long
engagement with her, he advocates ‘a cold-hearted agreement to oblige a man’.

80

Beatty, op. cit., p. 15.
Introduction to Far from the Madding Crowd, op. cit., p.12.
Squires, op. cit., p. 3.
* W.H. Auden, “Dingley Dell and the Fleet”, The Dyers, Hand (1962),
pp. 408-9.
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After he discovers the collapse of his sheep raising, though his first emotional response
is pity for the animals, it is only a second that his mind switches to the materialistic
view. He suddenly realizes that his hope of becoming an independent farmer is
shattered since his sheep have not been insured. Also, he judges that it is natural
that he, now without property, would be ignored by Bathsheba. During the storm,
he tries with all his might to protect the wheat and barley ricks, driven primarily
by materialistic and utilitarian considerations, although the thought that they are the
property of the woman he loves also counts.*® He calculates the value of the grain
in terms of finance and produce. His concern with agricultural husbandry proves
that he has a iouch of materialism in him. Yet his is non-avaricious materialism,
which Hardy considers to be harmless and even necessary for coping with the rural
life such as that of a shepherd---the life that is primarily dominated by hardship
and struggles.

The pastoral novelist often faces a dilemma : if he extends realism too
far, there would be no pastoral heroes. This novel proves that Hardy has found a
compromise; the characterization of Oak shows a perfect blend of the traditional
virtues with the modern, more practical values. In Oak, though the pastoral impulse
is still there, new elements are added which show that Hardy does not simply take
over the conventional genre. Rather, he carries on the tradition by adding something
original to it.

°* Kramet, op- cit., p- 39.
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AT SUN-SET

When from the fields, we come back home,
The sun will sink and dusk will fall,
And eerie are the tinted clouds,

Nervous are we maidens all.

That’s the hour I dread and Fear.
So bring a lamp and meet me, dear.
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WHAT ABOUT IT?

O, Jasmin Garland, whom I plan

To kiss and hug in tight embrace,
The dainty love-locks in your hair
Much enhance your charm and grace
An em’rald pendant dangling too.
Here I wait, and what say you?
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Anu Village Des Manchots
M.R. Khukrite Pramaute

P. Boonyapaluk (T.D.)*
0. Guitton (T.D.)

Je suis un des étres les plus malchanceux qui soit, car mon prénom est
Bounsong et je suis médecin de profession. It est donc normal que tout le monde
m’appelle Docteur Bounsong. Bien que mon nom de famille soit autre que
Lekhakul,**, il n'empéche que tous ceux qui entendent mon prénom “Bounsong”
pensent systématiquement que je suis un amoureux des aventures en forét et un
fin connaisseur en matiére d’animaux. Quand je corrige leur erreur en disant :
“Non! Je ne suis pas Docteur Bouansong!”, ils me regardent avec une drole de
téte. De mon c¢dté, chaque fois que je m’entends ainsi les corriger, je ne rends
compte que je verse dans l'insens€ car, tout en ne I’étant pas, je suis pourtant

bien le docteur Bounsong. Voila le probléme. Quand on parle, il est impossible
de mettre les quillemets, d’oll cette &ternelle malchance dont je souffre.

¥ pP. BOONYAPLUK et O. GUITTON Professeurs de francais, Faculté des

lettres, Université Chulalongkorn
** Doctenr Bounsong Lekhakul est une célébrité thailandaise pour ses travaux

de protection de la nature.
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{l m’arriva une fois d’aider une femme 4 accoucher et, sans raison, elle
se dressa brusquement sur la table d’accouchement et me lanca la question : *“‘Docteur,
comment les petites palourdes se reproduisent-elles? Est-ce que cela aussi compliqué
que la procréation de I'espéce humaine ?”. Je pus seulement lui répondre négativement
de la téle en ajoutant que je n'en savais absolument rien. En retour, elie se facha
et m’accusa de faire U'important sous prétexte que je ne voulais pas espliquer ce
que je savais, C'est ainsi que je perdis une cliente.

Le travail d’'un docteur est écrasant. Chaque jour, je n’ai pratiquement
aucun temps libre & moi. Et pourtant, le mauvais sort ne cesse pas d¢ me tomber
sur la téte. Quand je reviens i la maison avec I'espoir de me reposer comme tout
le monde, je ne peux ni me délasser, ni avoir de vie privée : les gens défilent chez
moi sans arrét. Chacun a lintention de me faire acheter ce dont je n’ai pas envie.
Drailleurs, je ne saurais que faire de tout cela, si je I'achetais, L’un veut me vendre
un cerf, 'autre un yack et pourquoi pas un aurochs, une téte de bison. Et n'en
voila-t-il pas un autre qui m’apporte une carapace de tortue. Un autre encore me
pose sur les genoux une peau de je ne sais quoi, pourrie et puante, en me rabachaut :
“Achetez ca, Docteur. Cest extra!”

Tout cela, je peux frot bien le supporter. Mais la malchance n’en finit
pas de me poursuivre. Tous les jours, quand jarrive & mon bureau, je suis bien
obligé de constater qu’il y a une montagne de colis postaux sur ma table. Dés qu’on
les ouvre, on y voit des insectes, des grillons ou des crapeaux désséchés. Parfois, il
v a des espéces de bétes qui s’agitent A Tintérieur. Quand jouvre les paquets, elles
s’en élancent. Je ne peux que pousser des hurlements et m’enfuir, car les animaux
dont P'aspect m’est inconnu ne paraissent vraiment pas sympathiques. Je ne sais qui
complote en m’envoyant tous les jours ces étranges animaux sauvages.

Voila encore le genre de malheurs qui m’arrive. La cause en est bien minime :
tout cela parce que je suis médecin et que, comme par hasard, mon prénom est
Bounsong. Et c’est 4 cause de ce mauvais sort que jai di me décider a devenir
un amateur de chasse. D’ailleurs, si je ne I'étais pas devenu. je n’aurais pas pu garder
toute ma téte. Comme lopinion publique estime que tout homme appelé Bounsong
doit étre amateur de chasse, je ne peux agir autrement; je ne suis pas le gouverne-
ment thai. C'est pourquoi je dois en venir 13, moi aussi.

Il n’est pas vraiment utile de vous raconter mes aventures de chasse en
forét car mes amis et moi avons publié a plusieurs reprises nos exploits dans les
journaux. Cependant, il faut que je vous raconte encore une autre histoire. Le fait
de devenir amateur de chasse m’amena & décourrir une histoire horrible, de quoi
vous faire trembler de peur. Si je garde pour moi cette histoire, je souffrirai intérieure-
ment au point d’en mourir inutilement.

-
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11 n’y a pas trés longtemps, dés le debut de la saison des pluies, quand
les herbes forestiéres commencérent a pousser et que de minces faunes affamés
sortirent pour brouter, je partis pour la chasse dans l’intention de les exterminer tous
avec mon fusil, comme le veut la tradition. Je commengai par la forét pres
d’Arancyaprathete, puis m’aventurai vers le nord en longeant la frontiére. Cette
fois-1a, j’étais accompagné de deux ou trois amis qui se révélérent ignorants en
matiére de chasse. Cette partie de chasse s’avéra vraiment infructueuse, car mes
amis violérent allégrement les traditions de la chasse et commirent beaucoup de gestes
impropres vis-a—vis des divinité de la forét, tant et si bien que ces derniéres furent
effectivement intimidées : elles masquérent alors tous les animaux. Je m’apercus a
ce moment-13 que gquelque chose tournait mal parce que, depuis sept nuits que nous
étions c¢n forgt, nous n'avions encore abattu aucune béte. De peur de perdre mon
étiquetic de célébre chasseur, jinventai un truc : je mis plusieurs jarres d’alcool
dans le camp, de quoi assomer mes amis; puis, seul, je me glissai furtivement hors
du camp, vers la forét, avec mon fusil 4 la main et quelques provisions dans un
sac en bandouliére. J'avais I'intention de rentrer dés que j'aurais tué une béte, car
la saison des pluies arrivait.

Puisque j’ai I'intention de tout vous raconter, je vous avouerai méme sans
honte que je me perdis, a peine une demie-journée aprés avoir quitté le camp. Je
ne pouvais que tourner en rond, utilisant toutes mes expériences de chasse pour
découvrir mon chemin de retour; mais en vain. Jen fus réduit a employer la
méthode des scouts; mais plus je m’engageais dans le chemin que je croyais étre le
bon, plus je me rendais compte que je m’enfoncais advantage dans la forét. Ma
bouteille d’eau &tait vide depuis déja bien longtemps. Toutes mes provision avaient
¢é englouties depuis midi parce qu’a ce moment-1a. je baignais encore dans I'illusion
de 1a gloire en me croyant capable de trouver le bon chemin dans n’importe quelle
situation. Arassé et affamé, je continuais 4 marcher avec ténacité. A la nuit
tombante, entre chien et loup, je remarquai que la forét autour de moi s'éclaircissait :
aprés quelques instants de marche, je découvris devant moi de petites parcelies de
riziéres, ce qui m’indiqua que j'arrivai dans un village. Jaurais au moins de quoi
manger et m’abriter pour cette nuit-1a. Le lendemain matin, jen profiterais pour
engager 4 mon service un villageois qui puisse me conduire au camp. Tout excité,
je sortis de la forét en direction de la fumée qui s’élevait, croyant que c’était une
maison habitée. Le regard fixe, sans regarder ni 4 gauche ni a droite, je me
précipitai, et, avant de m’en rendre compte, un gros bras musclé et fort comme de
Pacier m’étrangla tandis qu’une main m’arracha de la mienne mon fusil.

Et vous voulez savoir a quoi je ressemblais? Les yeux hagards, la bouche
ouverte, la langue pendante, je poussai des cris étouffés. Je ne pouvais méme plus
me débattre, exténué que j'étais de m’étre frayé un chemin a travers la forét pendant
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toute la journée. Vu que je ne résistais pas, le possesseur du bras relacha son
emprise, pour finalement se planter debout devant mon nez comme pour me barrer
entrée de sa maison. C'était un grand et solide gaillard au teint basané du type
des gens qui travaillent par tous les temps. Il &tait un des hommes les plus robustes
qui soity, 2 ma connaissance. Avant méme que je dise quoi que ce soit, il me
demanda :

- “Vous étes venu pour la campagne électorale?”. Puis il arma mon
propre fusil dont il s'était emparé, et se mit en position d’attaque, prét a intervenir.

Je sentai que Taffaire tournait mal. Je le saluai avec les deux mains
jointes et dis :

~ “Non... absolument pas! J’étais venu pour chasser et je me suis perdu”.

It me scruta de la téte aux pieds et réfléchit pendant un long moment.
11 crut enfin que je n'étais pas venu pour une campagne électorale. It abaissa donc
le fusil et fit :

~ “Bon, ¢a va, mais il faut quand méme aller d’abord chez le chef™

Ceci dit, du doigt il mordonna d’emprunter un sentier qui conduisait au
village, et lui-méme, me suivit & portée de fusil. Sur le chemin, je lui demandai :

~ “Dites donc, cher Monsieur, ce village, comment I'appelle t-on?”.
~ “Le village des manchots,” répondit~il séchement.

En entendent le nom du village, je ne voyais rien d’anormal car cela ne
m’évoguait rien de particulier : en effet, au cours de mes expériences de chasseur,
javais vu défiler des noms des plus étranges de lieux-dits forestiers, tels que “I’Etang
du fusil brise”, “la Vallée de I'épée cassée’” et autres désignations du méme style.
Le “Village des manchots” me faisait penser tout au plus & une forét défrichée.
Quant a la répugnance des villageois vis—a-vis des candidats pour I’élection des députés,
je n’y prétai pas attention, parce que ceux qui avaient subi les propagandes ¢iectorales
et €lu des députés comme moi, devraient fort bien comprendre cette sensation

d’écoeurement. Je les admire du fond du coeur pour leur détermination a é&viter les
meémes erreurs.

Des parties inférieure et supérieure des maisons sur pilotis et de partout
ailleurs surgit une nuée de gamins pour regarder et suivre cet étrange individu que
jétais quund jentrai dans le village. Ces enfants étaient nombreux, ce qui était
somme toute normal pour un village forestier de dimension plutét importante, & savoir
cinquante ou soixante foyers. En les rencontrant pour la premiére fois, je n’avais
pas été choqué outre mesure, car ils vivaient dans un village perdu au milieu de 1a
forét, sans pratiquement ne jamais avoir vu d’étrangers. 1l était logique qu’a la vue
d’un inconnu abruti, accoutré d’une étrange tenue de chasseur, comme c’&tait mon cas,
ces gamins accourent pour regarder. Mais enfin, c’était normal si on veut car rien

o
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n’était moins évident au deuxiéme regard. Je fus tellement sidéré que mes jambes
se mirent 2 flageoler. Comment vous expliquer? Remuer ces souvenirs me donne
encore des frissons dans le dos. A aucun des enfants qui me suivait pour m’observer,
il ne restait de bras droit. Ils n’avaient plus que leur bras gauche, I'autre ayant
disparu jusqu’au raz de I'épaule.

Je fus perplexe. La nuit était sur le point de tomber. A Tintérieur des
maisons, on allumait. Jaurai voulu regarder de prés les bras droits de ces enfants.
Pourquoi avaient~ils disparu, tranchés net? S’agissait-il d’une tare? Je les voyais a
peine. La-dessus, jallais émettre une question en direction de mon gardien, lorsque
celui-¢i sembla lire dans mes pensées et ne pas vouloir parler. Il me doubla et fit
séchement

- “Suivez-moi vite; dépéchez—vous!”

Puis il accéléra le pas pour m’emmener directement sur une plate—forme,
a I'étage d’une maison sur pilotis. Je n’avais plus qu'a lui emboiter le pas. Un
petit vieux sortit de la partie couverie de la maison pour m’accueillir. Il s’avéra
que ce vieillard s’appelait Tenge, le chef du village des manchots en personne.

[’élu local Tenge me posa beaucoup de questions avec bienveillance. Ma
réaction fut de tout lui raconter sans lui épargner le moindre détail, en le renseignant
sur mon nom, mon métier, puis sur mon aventure en forét. Quand il m’entendit dire que
jétais médecin a Bangkok, ses traits me semblérent se relacher, tellement il avait
air soulagé. Aprés avoir jeté un coup d’oeil sur la maison voisine juste & coté, il dit :

- “Vous avez eu de la chance d’étre arrivé au village! Vous auriez eu
bien des ennuis si vous &tiez encore en pleine forét au beau milieu de la nuit, parce
que les tigres y sont nombreux. Pour cette nuit, restez donc coucher chez moi. Demain,
je m’arragerai pour vous trouver un guide. Tout & i’heure, je vous ferai apporter
de quoi manger. N’'ayez pas peur de ma déranger. Je vous demanderai de m’excuser,
s’il vous manque quoi que ce soit. En forét, on vit comme ¢a. Ce n’est pas comme
en ville”.

Je remarquai que monsieur Tenge &tait de caractére plutot taciturne. Je
restais donc assis, sans mot dire, de peur de le déranger. Un grand moment apre€s,
on m’apporta un plateau de nourriture & la terrasse et je me mis a4 manger. Au
lien de venir s’asseoir & mes cotés pour bavarder, le chef Tange alla se mettre a
P’écart dans un coin sombre, loin de la lumiére de la lampe prés de laquelle je
prenais mon repas. Je compris qu’il ne désirait pas me parler. La téte baissée, je
mangeai seul, mal i I’aise, sans oser le troubler.

Pandant que je mangeais, j'entendis gémir une femme dans la maison d'a
coté. On entendait aussi des bruits de pas montant et descendant de P'escalier des
voisins. L’instinct de médecin reprit en moi le dessus. Sachant qu’il y avait un
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malade qui souffrait, je voulais voler & son secours, et je ne pus donc m’empécher
de m’adresser 3 Tenge, le notable du village.

- “Chef, qui est malade? Voulez-vous que je laide?”

Aprés un long soupir, le chef Tenge resta assis immobile sans prononcer
un mot. Jallai lui poser une autre question quand il se placa tout prés, assis face
a moi et expliqua :

— “C’est ma fille Ngiame, Docteur. Elle s’est mariée avec Chou 'année
derniére. Elle doit accoucher et depuis hier déja elie en a des douleurs au ventre.
Mais I'enfant n’est toujours pas né. Je suis vraiment inquiet qu’il ne 1lui arrive
quelque chose. Aprés avoir su que vous étiez un docteur de Bangkok. arrivé par
hasard dans notre village, j'en ai conclu que vous étiez la chance de sa vie, grace
a son mérite. Jallai vous en dire deux mots dés notre premiére rencontre, Docteur,
quand réflexion faite, jai eu des doutes et jai fini par me taire”.

Apprenant cela, je me dépéchai de terminer mon repas et me lavai rapide-
ment les mains, puis me tournai vers Tenge :

- “Je suis venu les mains vides, sans trousse médicale. De toute fagon,
un docteur les mains vides, c’est mieux qu’aucun docteur du tout. Voulez-vous
m’emmener voir votre fille? Je pourrais peut-étre faire quelque chose pour elle”.

Le chef Tenge me dévisagea pendant un long moment, puis il dit comme
s’il pensait tout haut :

— “Vous avez une mine honnéte. Je vous ai regardé pendant un grand
moment et jen conclus que vous n'étes pas du style de ceux qui ne savent pas tenir
leur langue ou qui s’intéressent de trop prés aux affaires des autres. Si vous pouvez
sauver Ngiame, ce sera tout & son mérite. Cependant, ce village a une tradition
assez particuliére; aussi, si vous n’obéissez 4 mes ordres 4 la vue de quelque chose
de peu commun, on ne vous laissera certainement plus la possibliti€ de quitter le
village”.

Ce qu’il m’avait dit 13 m’intriguait, mais je pris mon courage i deux
mains pour lui répondre :

~ “Chef, je ne m’intéresse pas aux affaires des autres. Je suis docteur et
je désire seulement faire mon devoir, c’est-a—dire guérir les malades et sauver les
gens, un point, c’est tout™.

- “Dieu soit loué!” Monsieur Tenge joignit ses deux mains sur la téte en
signe de remerciement, puis continua :

- “Elle a le ciel avec elle. Docteur, venez avec moi par ici, sil vous
plait”.

Ceci dit, le chef Tenge m’'emmena chez sa Fille qui restait couchée en
poussant des gémissements de douleur.

o
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En montant dans la maison de la fille du chef, je remarquai un groupe
d’hommes assis sous l'escalier. L’un d’entre eux aiguisait un couteau. Prés de lui, il
y avait une cuvctie d’eau, de la poudre de curcuma et plusicurs autres plantes
médicinales. Ces hommes me regardérent d’un drole d’air. Je n'osai pas les regarder
trop longtemps pour mieux les voir; je suivis précipitamment Jle chef Tenge dans
une saile. Un jeune homme parmi cux se leva et nous suivit. Le chef Tenge
m'expliqua gue c'était Chou, son gendre; puis il se tourna vers Chou pour lui
chuchoter quelque chose a Toreille un moment. Chou acquiesca de la téte.

Grace au mérite de madame Ngiame comme [I'avait dit le chef Tenge, ou
d autre chose que je ne pourrais préciser, elle commenga i avoir bonue mine dés que
je lui tatai le pouls pendant que son pére lui glissait d oreille que jétais un médecin
de Bangkok. Un moment aprés, elle trouva I'énergie pour mettre au monde son bébé.
Je recus le nouveau-né dans mes mains avec toutes les précautions du monde.
C’était méme un gargon. Vu que son corps était bleu, je Ilui renversai la téte en
bas en le tenant par les chevilles et lui donnai quelques coups sur les fesses. L’enfant
se mit 4 hurler. OQuf! Tout s’était bien terminé. Le fait auquel je prétai attention
et que je constatai clairement, c&ait que I'enfant était né avec ses deux bras:
ceci était chose certaine. Il s’avéra donc que les enfants de ce village n’étaient pas
d’une race particuliére dont la spécificité aurait été de ne pas avoir de bras droit
a la naissance. JYallais me preparer & couper le cordon ombilical quand jentendis
prés de moi la voix menacante de Chou, le pére de l'enfant :

- “Docteur, donnez-moi 'enfant!”

Je dévisageai le chef Tenge qui me fit signe que “oui” de la tére. Ne
sachant pas trop que faire, je ne pus que remettre I'enfant avec encore son cordon
ombilical, puis je me tournai vers madame Ngiame dans lintention de la nettoyer
convenablement avant de la laisser se reposer au calme. A ce moment-i3 jentendis
crier anormalement. Il aurait ét¢ difficile de croire que cela tenait au Ffait qu'au
dehors, on avait enlevé le cordon; les cris de lenfant me surprirent réellement. Je
laissai donc madame Ngiame et me penchai 4 la fenétre pour regarder ce que on
faisait au bébé. Je ne désirais pas spécialement vous raconter cette scéne, je vous
'assure, Eilc m’en donne encore des frissons. Mais puisque jai décidé de vous parler
de cette histoire, j'irai jusqu’au bout.

C’¢tait le méme couteau que javais vu aiguiser par un homme lorsque
j'étais monté par P'escalier et qui avait servi a4 couper le cordon ombilical du bébé.
Quand je mec penchai au-dehors, je vis que cet homme-1a posait Penfant sur ie cOté,
étendait son bras droit; puis avec le couteau tranchant, il entailla délicatement
le bras, exactement 4 Ia jointure de [I’épaule. Je compris alors ce qu’était la
tradition du village : cela consistait & enlever le bras droit de chaque nouveau né
en méme temps que son cordon ombilical. Ainsi, ne restait-il pour tous ces enfants
sans exception, que le bras gauche.
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Yen avais vu pourtant du sang, en tant que médecin; mais ce jour-la,
épuisé aprés une telle journée, je sombrai €vanoui en voyant que I'on estropiait ce
bébeé.

Je revins 2 moi dans la maison du chef Tenge et me retrouvai allongé
sur un matelas. Assis, le chef Tenge me passa de I'eau fraiche sur la figure, 1l
sourit en me voyant ouvrir les yeux, puis il dit :

- “Docteur, dites donc, vous é&tes plutdt sensible. Mais dans le fond, ce
n’est pas si mal que vous vous soyez €vanoui, car vous vous &tes &pargné bien des
histoires avec les autres. Tout s’est bien passé. L’enfant se porte 4 merveille, Ngiame
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Je restais couché, immobile encore un moment, pour m’efforcer de retrouver
tous mes esprits et me rendre compte de tout ce qui se passait autour de moi. Je
ne pus finalement m’empécher de demander au chef Tenge :

~ “Chef, je n'y comprends rien! Je ne comprends vraiment pas pourquoi
vous mutilez des enfants bien consititués?

~ “La coutume le veut, docteur”, me répondit-il simplement.

— “Quelle tradition débile! Chef! criai~je comme un fou. Je n’ai jamais
vu de tradition aussi cruelle depuis le nombre d’années que je suis en vie!”

- “Docteur, si quelque chose est cruel, cela implique une cause aussi cruelle”,
fit le chef. “Nous avons €lu des députés plusieurs fois. Pendant les campagnes
€léctorales, ils nous ont fait de belles promesses : ils feraient ceci et cela pour le
bien—étre des villageois. Mais une fois &lus, ils s sont rempli les poches a force
de lever le bras 4 I’Assemblée. Ils sont tous devenus riches. Que nous ne mangions
pas 4 notre faim, que nous soyions en difficultés, que nous mourions, cela ne Ies
intéressait méme pas. Ne trouvez-vous pas, Docteur, que ce qu’ils ont fait, eux,
avec nous est cruel? Si cela sétait passé une scule fois, nous aurions fermé les yeux.
Mais ils ne se sont pas génés a4 I’Assemblée. Indignés, nous nous sommes réunis et
nous avons décidé de prendre une nouvelle habitude : les enfants de ce village
devraient étre amputés du bras droit d&s leur naissance; on leur laisserait seulement
le bras gauche pour pouvoir travailler. Quand ils deviendraient adultes, ils n’auraient
plus la possiblilité d’accepter des pots de vin en levant le bras au profit de qui que
ce soit, et d’humilier leurs parents...”
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