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PORTRAIT OF LAZ 

well on the road to what they call in the islands 
an "identity." he was spare and well bqilt, 

• lacking the fat unhealthiness of so many men in the 
Solomons and New Gµinea. To be sure, th0re was no . 
mal'4na on Ontong Java. Laz had brought some of the 
little gambusia fish with him from his la t vacation in 
Australia. They had multiplied well in the swampy ponds 
on the island, weeding on the larva:! of the locaL 
mosquitoes. 

Laz would give a hail and presently Hooya, his house­
boy, would drift out with a tin tray on wlfich were cool 
limeades made from Persian limes which grow everywhere 
in the islands.e 

0 

As we sipped our drinks the light would fail quite 
quickly and unexpectedly. But always just as it became 
dark athe porch there .come a wheezing noise · 
from the back the house. The pressure lamp was being 
pumped up. Then there would be a sputtering. A 
suffused 0glow would appear, brighter and brighter, and 
Laz's wife would come in, lamp in hand. She was no 
beautiful half-caste feline creature such as one would 
imagme. Vava was tall and dark chocolate brown in 
colour, with the close-cropped head characteristic of all 
married women on the island. Her lap-lap was crisp and 
clean, a pretty-patterned cotton r wrapped around 
the waist, falling to just below the knees. There were 
ropes of shells looped over her shoulders and under her 
breasts, bandolier fashion. A beautiful polished trochus 
shell bracelet shone on one wrist. 

Vava used to stretch up over the table to hang the 
lamp on a wire that dangled from the ceiling. Sometimes 
Laz would give a li.ttle pat of approval on the rump. 
She would smile slightl y, shyly, ttnd then p,ad back into 
the darkness of the other rqpm. 
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.BIRDS OF FABLE 

came into · the tent and soood there in front of @J.e, hold-
ing both hands a big pile ·of leaves. • ."' 

"What is it?" .. 
" 0 

"It's the rail-house, Tuaq," Saban shouted. "There are 
two rails in it." 

0 

• .. 

And so it had happened. Here was the traveller's yarn 
to beat them all, happening right in front of me. I took 
out a big collecting-bag put Mie who1e mass of leaves 
into it. As I carefully pt>pped the bag over the man's hands 
I heard a faint squeak from inside. Everything felt warm 
and pleasant again. . 

The next morning I investigated the of the 
bag. There was a .IJJ<I.it° of rails in it, a male and a female, 
and a loose pile of dead leaves. The same. thing happened 
every nigh! for three nights, every time a male and a 
female in a pile of dead leaves. Karoon people said 
that they often notice a the leaves piled up like that as 
they walked in the jungle. Then all they had to do was 
to come back at night when the birds were inside, pick 
the whole thing up and carry it off to me. so that is 
how I collected six specimens of the rare little red moun­
tain rail. Here is a bird which, defying all precedent, 
goes about in pairs, making little leaf shelters in which 
to sleep at night I But perhaps, as a proper zoologist , I 
should merely say that on the evenings •>of March w th , 

20th, and 21st, my Jilen brought me thre.e of Ralli­
cula leucospila in three small piles of 

1
leaves , just like 

that. 
The other species of birds of paradise were slightl y 

more shy and rare. There was one rather small sp !;!cies 
about the size of a starling ,,.all black , with an enormous 
bifurcated shield of :metapic green y-blue feathers which 
arose fro m the head and swept back over the b.ack . The r e 
was another shield of feathers on<" the breast . 
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