
Last Call of the Wild 

"Moontrap," by Don Berry (Vi
king. 339 pp. $4.95), tells of two 
mountain men in the Oregon of 1850 
who are unable to yield to the de
mands of encroaching civilization. 
Robert L. Perkin is book editor of 
the Denver Rocky Mountain News. 

By ROBERT L. PERKIN 

GOOD fictional literature of the 
American mountain men is scant, 

rather curiously so in view of the heroic 
and mythic nature of these lonely, vio
lently self-sufficient individuahsts who, 
quite probably, were the last really 
free men in our society. One thinks of 
Harvey Fergusson's "Wolf Song," Guth
rie's "The Big Sky," Forrester Blake's 
"Johnny Christmas" and its sequel, 
"Wilderness Passage," Frederick Man

fred's "Lord Grizzly," and Don Berry's 
"Trask." And not much more. To this 
slim shelf we can now add, with grati
tude, Berry's new novel, "Moontrap." 

Not the least of the freedoms enjoyed 
by the mountain man was a large 
measure of freedom from desires, those 
supreme tvrants over the human spirit; 
and it is a deep and sensitive apprecia
tion of these tyrannies that gives 
"Moontrap" fiber and substance. The 
price society exacts for itself is nearly 
always, for better or worse, a further 
compromise of absolute individual free
doms. Sometimes society pays off the 
sacrificer in false coin. The mountain 
man often refused or was unable to 
accept the privilege of compromise, and 
so, simply and with dignity, he "went 
under." His passing has the elements 
of classic legend. 

Essentially, "Moontrap" is the tra
gedy of two men, one old, one young, 

"Come off it, Ellen, we're just going over our lines for the Little Theatre Group." 
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who wouldn't have made it anyway. 
Old Webb uncompromisingly rejects 
everything he sees in the "dunghead" 
civilization of the Willamette Valley of 
Oregon in 1850. He spits his contempt 
on the whole business; it "goes agai 
nature." A wild old man, all sinew aii^ 
bone, Webb wears a pair of Piegan 
scalps dangling from a headband un
der his floppy hat. He took them in 
exchange for his own. His skull, gray-
blue, is bare and exposed under the hat 
and a matter of great clinical interest 
to the female doctor-lady out from Ore
gon City. Yet Webb is also a man so 
innocent that he apologizes with for
mal ritual to the spirit of the deer he 
slays because he must waste part of 
the meat her body offers him for his 
survival. And on the night of the hun
ters, when he is the quarry, he takes 
time to build a trap to catch the moon 
in still waters. 

X OUNG Johnson Monday tries to go 
with the tide of the new era, to "float 
along with the surface, say the expected 
things," and stay out of trouble. He 
almost succeeds in reaching a dark, 
broken-spirited balance with the hy
pocrisy, bigotry, and cruelty of the 
right-minded pioneers who are building 
Oregon around him. But when a vin
dictive civilization takes from him his 
Shoshone wife and their first-born, 
there's no other way but to seek ou* 
Old Webb and join him again on th 
mountain, hunter and hunted and both 
doomed. 

Joe Meek is better equipped for the 
new society. He has learned the 
civilized man's art of being several men. 
(Meek is one of a half-dozen historic 
persons who have roles in Berry's very 
real tale; on the Fourth of July, 1850, 
he is marshal in Oregon City.) "Meek's 
got friends. Marshal's got no friends." 
Joe makes it, although not without a 
stratagem appropriate to a fur brigader. 

BeiTy works out the pattern with a 
full, level, unstrained consciousness of 
its elemental implications. He is still the 
splendid storyteller he was in "Trask," 
but his feeling for wilderness and for 
the mystique of the mountain man has 
deepened, and "Moontrap" is a better 
book. It is somber, broodingly beautiful, 
and sometimes almost painfully com
pelling, with its mixture of rough horse
play humor, lyric romance, and the 
harshest kinds of reality, a mixture, one 
supposes, that the mountain man knew 
on every hand before the pioneers 
came. 

Yes, Old Webb shot the Reverend 
Andrews after his obscene sermon of 
hate. Put a hole in his right-thinkin; 
gut the size of a punkin and then took 
off to see the ocean and die. No ques
tion but that the old man did it. As Joe 
Meek said, there wasn't another man 
in 1,000 miles that'd take the scalp. 

SR/September 29, 1962 
PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG

ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



Ship of Dreams 
"The Edge of the Alphabet," by 

^net Frame {Braziller. 30S pp. 
44.95), portrays four lonely innocents 
adrift in a limbo between illusion 
and reality. William Peden teaches 
English at the University of Missouri. 

By W I L L I A M P E D E N 

THE PROTAGONIST of Janet 
Frame's third novel, Toby With
ers, is a thirty-flve-year-old epilep

tic tormented with the desire to go 
overseas ("there is an affliction of 
dream called overseas") and become 
an author. As a child in Waimaru, New 
Zealand, Toby had written a composi
tion on "The Lost Tribe"; as a lonely, 
childlike man, incomplete as a "house 
with one wall torn away," he is ob
sessed with turning the essay into a 
book. Years after the death of his moth
er, who had protected him from the 
scorn of the adult world, the first of 
Toby's dreams comes true. En route to 
England aboard Miss Frame's version 
of the ship of fools, Toby meets two 
bemused exiles: Zoe Bryce, onetime 
schoolteacher from the English Mid
lands, and garrulous Irishman Pat 
leenan, master of the bromide and 
fear-ridden defender of the status quo. 

The author filters the history of these 
three refugees from reality through the 
consciousness of another stumbling 
dreamer, Thora Pattern, "Ruined I." 
Toby and Pat, Zoe and Thora, are all 
of them adrift in a limbo between illu
sion and reality which Thora calls "the 
edge of the alphabet," where "words 
crumble" and communication is useless. 

Miss Frame, a New Zealander whose 
previous novels include "Faces in the 
Water," a depiction of mental illness, 
creates this limbo with skill, under
standing, and compassion. Toby is a 
remarkable achievement; armed only 
with the ingenuous innocence of child
ishness, he is appealing rather than 
grotesque, and as convincing as a sud
den cry for help from a burning build
ing. The same can be said for poor Zoe 
Bryce, whose only crime is her virgin
ity. That the dreams of these two lonely 
innocents will never be realized is a 
foregone conclusion: Toby never writes 
his book on "The Lost Tribe," and no 
Prince Charming appears for Zoe. 

Few novelists since Joyce—Miss 
Frame's indebtedness to him is consid
erable—have so successfully portrayed 
.he world of dreams and illusions. 
Throughout "The Edge of the Alpha
bet" she maintains a remarkable bal
ance between the comic and the serious, 
the commonplace and the bizarre. 
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Start the school year right with 
this proven aid to better grades 

Success in high school and college depends 
largely on your ability to write correctly, 
speak effectively, and read with under
standing. A good vocabulary and better 
grades go together. 

So start this school year right. Get 
Merriam-Webster's New Collegiate Dic
tionary now. And use it regularly to help 
you talk and write better, read and listen 
better — and thus get better marks. 

Won't any dictionary do? No! 
"To be sure you're right," teachers say, 

"get Webster's New Collegiate." 
Its definitions are complete, accurate, 

up to date. This Merriam-Webster is 
required or recommended at schools and 
colleges everywhere. 

Start the school year right with 
Webster's New Collegiate, a proven aid 
to better grades. Get it today at your 
department, book, or stationery store. 
Only $5 unindexed, $6 indexed. ®G. & C. 
Merriam Co.,Springfield 2, Massachusetts. 

WARNING — INSIST ON 

Co W^^i^uam-^i/eAsta 
l i e υ S fAI OFF. 

Don't be misled. Other desk-size "Web-
sters" do not include the scientific names 
for plants and animals—nor the rules for 
spelling and punctuation essential in a dic
tionary for school, home, or office use. 
Always ask for a Merriam-Webster. 

'*He Needs Help 

You will receive 
ο photograph and 

h'isfory of fhe child and 
family you are helping 

plus correspondence 
and progress reports. 
Give a child help and 
hope on a meaningful 

and long-lasting basis. 
Give yourself the 

greatest gift of all 
—a child's love! 

Peter was sent to live with relatives last year because his family 
was unable to provide for him. But his parents could not bear the 
separation and now Peter Is back home. The 6-year-old Greek boy 
faces winter without the clothes he needs. But Peter never com
plains. He knows that his parents cannot afford to buy him any 
clothing. 

Peter's father Is a good fisherman but has no boat. He works 
seasonally as a day laborer. His mother hires out as a field hand. 
Their combined earnings are $17 a month. Peter's parents endure 
many supperless nights in order to give Peter and his three 
brothers a little more to eat. 

ΧΡΕΙΑΖΕΤΑΙ ΒΟΗΘΕΙΑ* 
If you gave Peter and his family food, they would be able to eat 
for a week, perhaps a month, and then be hungry again and in 
need of more help. But If you helped Peter and his family buy a 
small boat, the family would soon have food to eat and income 
from the sale of the fish with which to buy clothing and other 
necessities. 

Your contribution through the Federation can provide this de
serving family, or one like it in Korea, Lebanon or France, with a 
grant or loan to carry out a self-help plan that will assist them 
to become self-supporting. Your contribution will also enable a 
field counselor to help this family, and others in the same village, 
to plan and work together on projects that will raise their standard 

^ f living^__ _ _ _ ^ _ ^ 
Serving Children foi" 31 Years 

SAVE T H E C H I L D R E N F E D E R A T I O N 
Norwalk, Connecticut 

I wish to contribute $150.00 annually to help a child and 
family in or where tlie 
need is greatest •.'counlries listed obove) 
Enclosed is my first payment: $12.50 a month • 
$37.50 a quarter Π $75 semi-annually Π $150 annually Π 
I cannot sponsor a child and family; enclosed is contribution 
of $ 
Name 
Arirfro»» 

I City. 
Contributrons are income tax deductible. 

-Zoneu -Statei 
SR 9-29-2 

29 
PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG

ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


