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Publications (Colombo), 2005; softcover (2™ edition) - 499
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Never to be confused with the American best-selling romance
novelist of the same name, Norah Roberts, who survived
well into her nineties, was born near Colombo in 1907, one
of fourteen children from several marriages of T. W. Roberts,
an Anglo-Barbadian Ceylon Civil Servant, Oxford scholar
and cricketer par excellence who became District Judge in
Galle. After severe hearing loss in her late twenties drove
her from teaching, Norah ran the Galle Fort Library (est.
1871) for four decades until she retired in 1982. I clearly
remember first meeting Norah, then in her late sixties, one
hot and humid morning in September 1973 when, as a newly
arrived VSO English teacher at Richmond College, I paid
my dues to become a member of the quaint old library on
Church Street, next to the Fort Post Office (Judge Roberts,
then still alive in his nineties, had long migrated to England).
It was only a couple of years before she finally 'retired' in
her mid-seventies that the tireless Norah (who never married)
began her self-appointed Herculean task, never before
attempted, of writing the “compleat” history of Galle from

its earliest days. It would dominate the next ten years of her
life.

This is the long-awaited 2™ edition of Norah Roberts’
resulting factfile of Sri Lanka’s southern capital, first
published by Aitken Spence Printing Ltd., Colombo in 1993.
Thanks to editor Michael Roberts, Norah’s much-younger
half brother and a newly retired anthropology professor from
the University of Adelaide, Galle aficionados finally have
another 'window of opportunity' to lay their hands on a Sri
Lankan modern classic, for far too long out of print and
virtually unobtainable. Dr Roberts reveals in his preface that,
because the original printers had not preserved the master
copy of the 1st edition, its entire text had to be computer-
scanned for this new edition. Definitely, then, this has been
a labour of love, enhanced by the intimacy of some Roberts
family snapshots added to the back of this new edition, in
my view an inspired editorial decision. Photographer
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Dominic Sansoni’s superb images of Galle Fort are an added
bonus.

Another glory of this new edition is Prof. Albert Dharmasiri’s
red-and-gold front cover design, initially the brainchild of
Sri Lanka’s doyen architect and art historian, Ismeth Raheem:
it depicts a fantastical 19" century Galle Fort, from the
Australian artist Donald Friend’s richly colourful City of
Galle, a six-metre-wide mural painted in 1961 for the
Colombo office of Mackinnon Mackenzie & Co., P&O’s
long-time East of Suez shipping agents. (Readers will find
Friend’s complete masterpiece, showing the crescent-shaped
Harbour filled with ships, reproduced on the book’s inside
front cover.) Evoking the “fair field full of folk” in the vision
of the poet Langland’s fictional Piers Plowman as he dreamed
on medieval England’s Malvern Hills, the front cover
illustration perfectly complements Norah’s own glorious
gallimaufry of Galle characters, whom she describes as
having lived in “a medieval town, overpowering in its
beauty.” To bring us back to earth, the publisher has inserted
another, more realistic image, that unfolds from within the
new edition’s back cover a truly startling panorama of the
town’s devastated bus station and cricket ground, with Galle
Fort looming behind, photographed just after the December
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.

As a “people’s historian” who found her craft late in life,
Norah Roberts was really a soul-mate of the late “Grandma”
Moses, America’s famed octogenarian folk-artist — both
autodidacts, their creations are similarly imbued with a purity
of spirit, a freshness and bold vigour not always found among
the trained 'professionals.' Donald Friend’s description of his
1961 mural —the design of it simple, the details unimaginably
complicated—applies also to Norah’s own sweeping panorama
of Galle. “The Devil is in the details,” and in Norah’s book
sharp-eyed readers will notice the small inaccuracies that
pepper the text, perhaps inevitably in a wide-sweeping
chronicle that draws on such variegated original and
secondary source material, both written and oral. As her
brother Michael rightly comments, it would be the work of
decades to correct them all. In the final analysis, however, it
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