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By JAMES STERN

N his recent fiction H. E.

Bates, one of England’s most
prolific novelists, has been al-
ternating between the sublime
and the sordid, between magnif-
icent evocations of nature and
terrifying descriptions of mur-
der. Some of his novels, like
“The Cruise of the Breadwin-
ner,” have dealt with British
courage under the stress of
war. Others, like “The Purple
Plain,” have witnessed the
decay of the Empire in far
places, along with the empire-
builders. Still others have con-
sidered soul-searchings nearer
home. In “The Feast of July,”
love, tranquillity and violence
meet and merge in such a
meanner asg to create both a
summer idyll and a story of
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mother and a stepfather who
is an “out-of-work carter.” All
one knows about Bella's past is
that she has left home to work
4s a maid in a hotel.

It was while there that she
had been seduced by a man
called Arch Wilson. But Arch
hag soon disappeared, leaving
Bella with child and with one
desire: to find the man who had
done her wrong. And when she
does find him she is going to
kill him,

The one thoroughly uncon-
vincing episode in this not al-
ways convincing but beautifully
written novel is that in which
Bella—alone in an abandoned
hut on a freezing night—Iloses
her child. Nor does it seem too
likely that, having survived this
ordeal, she would be capable of
trudging across the moors for
a whole week, apparently with-
out food or sheiter, before

sometimes sickening pense
Mr. Bates seems to be able
to write with the authority of
personal experience about al-
most any breed of men, whether
of the past or the present. The
greater part of “The Feast of
July” is set in the house of a
family of poor shoemakers in
the English-Midlands, at a time
before its author and electricity
were born, Just why this simple,
timeless, tragic tale should have
been placed in the latter half of
the nineteenth century is hard
to tell. It concerns a poor, proud
18-year-old girl called Bella
Fard, about whose family one
learns little save that she has
an elder sister, a hard-hearted
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reaching the village of Nenweald
—which was where Arch had
told her he lived.

lN Nenweald no one had ever
heard of Arch Wilson. More
dead than alive, Bella finds
shelter in the home of the
Wainwrights, a couple with
three sons and a daughter who
manage to eke out a precarious
existence by making shoes. Why
should the poverty - stricken
Wainwrights offer their home,
which boasts not so much as
a spare bed, to a total stranger
—-however ill she might be?
These are questions the reader
of “The Feast of July" asks
himself only after Mr. Bates has
brought him, breathless, to his
book’s last page. For the story
of Bella Ford's summer and
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Revenge

wintey ‘with the Wainwrights,
above all of her relations with
the three brothers-—Jedd the ex-
trovert soldier, Matty the quiet
dreamer, and the stubborn Con -
with his unpredictable temper
—is described with such sim-
plicity, such power of suspense
that all implausibilities are
overlooked in the race to dis-
cover what's going to happen
when Bella finally comes face
to face with Arch,

In this book, as in most of
Bates' novels published since
World War II, what linger long-
est in the mind are not his
characters so much as the phys-
ical atmosphere of the seasons,
summer evenings on an English
river, a swarm of butterflies
over a meadow, the chattering
climate of a pub late on a Sat-
urday night. And sometimes, as
when Bella sits famished and
exhausted beside a road, he
combines the most primitive
physical details of man and na-
ture to produce the effect of
hunger:

“The colors of her face, in-
stead of separating into ivary
and the two high burning
sparks of bluish-rose, gradually
became, as she sat there, only
one color, the color of the inner
flesh of the potato she had been
eating. There had been in the
potato the brownish mark of a
worm, a dark crinkle she had
scooped and bitten out, and now
her eyes, the narrow hollow of
her nostrils and the under-
shadows of her cheeks began tu
have the same worm-gnawed,
sickly air.”
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