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PLAIN TALES FROM THE HILLS


Rudyard Joseph Kipling was born in Bombay in 1865. His father, John Lockwood Kipling, was the author and illustrator of Beast and Man in India and his mother, Alice, was the sister of Lady Burne-Jones. In 1871 Kipling was brought home from India and spent five unhappy years with a foster family in Southsea, an experience he later drew on in The Light that Failed (1891). The years he spent at the United Services College, a school for officers’ children, are depicted in Stalky & Co. (1899), and the character of Beetle is something of a self-portrait. It was during his time at the college that he began writing poetry and Schoolboy Lyrics was published privately in 1881. In the following year he started work as a journalist in India, and, while there, produced a body of work, stories, sketches and poems – notably Plain Tales from the Hills (1888) – which made him an instant literary celebrity when he returned to England in 1889. Barrack-Room Ballads (1892) contains some of his most popular pieces, including ‘Mandalay’, ‘Gunga Din’ and ‘Danny Deever’. In this collection Kipling experimented with form and dialect, notably the cockney accent of the soldier poems, but the influence of hymns, music-hall songs, ballads and public poetry can be found throughout his verse.

In 1892 he married an American, Caroline Balestier, and from 1892 to 1896 they lived in Vermont, where Kipling wrote The Jungle Book, published in 1894. In 1901 came Kim and in 1902 the Just So Stories. Tales of every kind – including historical and science fiction – continued to flow from his pen, but Kim is generally thought to be his greatest long work, putting him high among the chroniclers of British expansion.

From 1902 Kipling made his home in Sussex, but he continued to travel widely and caught his first glimpse of warfare in South Africa, where he wrote some excellent reportage on the Boer War. However, many of the views he expressed were rejected by anti-imperialists who accused him of jingoism and love of violence. Though rich and successful, he never again enjoyed the literary esteem of his early years. With the onset of the Great War his work became a great deal more sombre. The stories he subsequently wrote, A Diversity of Creatures (1917), Debits and Credits (1926) and Limits and Renewals (1932) are now thought by many to contain some of his finest writing. The death of his only son in 1915 also contributed to a new inwardness of vision.

Kipling refused to accept the role of Poet Laureate and other civil honours, but he was the first English writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize, in 1907. He died in 1936 and his autobiographical fragment Something of Myself was published the following year.
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Introduction

There are more plains than hills in Plain Tales from the Hills. Kipling’s title promises stories about life at Simla, the small town in the Himalayas where the Government of India settled during the hot season. These he certainly delivers. But it is the plain tales from the plains and from the cities, tales of heat and bewilderment and wasted effort and broken faith, which we are likely to remember: Trejago’s meetings with his 15-year-old lover, Bisesa; the capture of Lungtungpen; the dust-storm during which Saumarez proposes to the wrong woman; Lieutenant Golightly’s arrival at Amritzar, ‘nearly hysterical with rage and the chill and the mistake and the handcuffs and the headache that the cut on his forehead had given him.’ For the scope of Kipling’s plainness, in this first volume of stories, is remarkable.

Kipling returned to India in 1882, at the age of 16. He had spent eleven years in England and he was coming back to a job which his parents had secured for him, as Assistant Editor on the Lahore Civil and Military Gazette. Much of his editorial work was routine, but in 1884 he began to write more extensively for the journal: special reports, feature articles, social notes, book reviews, comic sketches. (Some of this material has been collected by Thomas Pinney and reprinted as Kipling’s India.) Then, in 1886, his friend Kay Robinson arrived to take over as editor of the Gazette. Robinson wanted to liven the paper up, and promptly put Kipling’s talents to work. He introduced a new feature, ‘turnovers’, which began on the first page and continued on to the second. They soon became very popular with readers. Thirty-nine of the stories later published as Plain Tales from the Hills appeared in that form between November 1886 and June 1887, under the same title.

In his autobiography, Something of Myself, Kipling conceived his early life as a story of exile and return. He represented India as a land of imaginative and emotional stimulus, England as a land of exile where he learnt (through deprivation) the advantages of self-discipline and reserve. Arriving back in India at the age of 16 to take up his post on the Civil and Military Gazette, he knew at once that his original responsiveness had survived intact: ‘I found myself at Bombay where I was born, moving among sights and smells that made me deliver the vernacular sentences whose meaning I knew not… my English years fell away, nor ever, I think, came back in full strength.’ The English years did persist at Lahore, in the shape of a tyrannical editor who kept him hard at work on routine matters. But he benefited from the discipline; and the productive sights and smells of India were never far away.

Kipling’s biographers and critics have used this story of exile and return, of English years and Indian years, to distinguish between constraint and imaginative sympathy in the man and in the work. Anglo-Indian children (the children of British people living in India) were sent home in order to be reminded of their duty to Empire and to stoicism. In Kipling’s case, we are told, stoicism and Empire had to contend with an inclination to wander and absorb, an energetic responsiveness. It was the Indian rather than the English years which gave him his first subject, his most important territory, and that breadth of imagination found above all in Kim.

There is much truth in this view, and even more convenience. For one thing, it allows us to overlook Kipling’s politics. We can say that the imagination stimulated by the Indian years made the political assumptions or enthusiasms of the English years a metaphor for more fundamental trials of spirit; or that the uncertain outcome of the tales undoes the colonizing assurance of the teller. However, the sketches and reports Kipling wrote for the CMG demonstrate that his view of ‘the Indian scene’ was mediated by English standards and fictions. These standards and fictions made him aware of his own distance from India, and thus enabled him to see both it and himself for the first time. They formed the repertoire out of which he was to make the Plain Tales.

Kipling proved himself as a reporter while covering the Viceroy’s visit to Patiala, a native state 200 miles south-east of Lahore, in 1884. One of the four pieces he wrote there begins as an account of the copiousness and variety of the Maharajah’s Palace, and turns into a self-dramatization. Wandering through a maze of corridors, he comes across five ancient counsellors seated on Persian rugs in a small chamber:


As soon as they recognized the presence of a Sahib among them, they rose en masse, and, with the greatest gravity, proceeded to ‘shoo’ me out of their presence as one might ‘shoo’ a strayed fowl. It seems that I had trespassed too close to the ladies, and as none of the five elders understood English, they had adopted this course in order to let me understand that it was as well to withdraw. I took the hint, and managed to rejoin modern civilization in the shape of the barouche kindly placed at my service by the authorities in the great outer square.


The recognition of Kipling as a Sahib generates in the narrative the stylistic markers of cultural difference: the French idiom, the inverted commas, the simile, the dapper acknowledgement of trespass, the expansive double-edged irony of ‘modern civilization’. Kipling discovers himself and India in relation to English (or European) standards. He discovers himself as a writer: learns what a writer does, how a writer gains some sort of purchase on his material. This plunge into the Indian scene kindles small ironies rather than large sympathies. A rhetorical distance establishes and holds the distance between cultures; the writer himself is held by that distance.

A year later Kipling investigated the milk supply of Lahore, thought to be a source of typhoid. He took his English standards and fictions with him. His report imitated the narratives of the English sanitary reformers who had written about the slums of Manchester and London. (One of his jobs on the Civil and Military Gazette was to epitomize Blue Books: according to his editor, Kay Robinson, he did his best to convert them into ‘interesting and picturesque narratives’.) The reports and essays of the English reformers tended to follow a pattern: departure from a police station, descent into the slums, a chronicle of filth and rot and miasma. They all dramatized the distinctness of the investigator.

Kipling’s is no exception: ‘An Englishman parading the bye-ways of a native town, in company with a policeman, is an object of the liveliest curiosity, not to say suspicion.’ As the Englishman descends into the native town, his narrative descends into the vernacular: ‘Within three feet of the rank was located a hulwaie’s shop, and the proprietor thereof, wrapped up in his rezai, sat upon the shop-board waiting the morning supply of milk which the gowalla was even then drawing.’ Among the exotic milkmaids he finds what his English narrative had led him to expect: filth, rot, miasma: ‘The second room – stall, stable, or cess-pit – was pitch dark, and the unwary explorer sank over ankle deep into the foul compost that lay thick on the floor, and was nearly suffocated by the fetid stench inside.’ The filth belongs to Lahore, the modes of description and self-dramatization to an English (or at least a European) narrative. Eventually the explorer staggers out into the fresh air and into the French language: ‘The details have been sketched as lightly as possible; but any one who knows the manners and customs of the Punjabi will be able to fill them in à discretion.’ They have the manners and customs, we have the discretion.

Kipling was later to write in the same terms of the slums of Calcutta, in ‘City of Dreadful Night’. Forming an ‘amateur sanitary commission’ of one, he explores ‘just such mysterious, conspiring tenements as Dickens would have loved’. The narratives of sanitary reform had produced a knowledge of the slums by asserting at every step the difference between us and them, rulers and ruled, colonizers and colonized: they make mysteries, we make choices. At once political and literary, Benthamite and Dickensian, these narratives helped Kipling to imagine ‘the Indian scene’, and his own place in it.

There were other narratives, of course. Kipling often represented himself as an innocent abroad: a role studied from Dickens’s Sketches by Boz, perhaps, or the early journalism of Mark Twain. The spectacle of military discipline or military technology, for example, always provoked attacks of acute innocence: ‘How it’s done, the civilian’s mind cannot tell.’ On such occasions, Kipling appears as a ‘mere outsider’ or an ‘unprofessional observer’. The role makes his presence felt, while at the same time enlarging our perception of the prowess of Empire. Thus he will play the Twainian loafer in order to register the efficiency and dedication of Englishmen repairing a railway line; or the Twainian ‘country cousin’ in order to compare the miseries of travel by dak gharri with the miseries of travel by stage-coach in the American West. Like the sanitary reformer, the innocent abroad is a self-dramatization to be tested in and against ‘the Indian scene’.

Kipling developed as a reporter and as a writer not by transcending these strategies, but by discarding the ones which didn’t work and adapting the ones which did. Innocence would not run an Empire, and there were good political reasons why he should set a limit to his unwariness. In the Plain Tales he chose to be wary, to rely on the kind of knowingness he had begun to develop as a journalist. In 1886, posing as an Enthusiastic Excursionist, he visited the ‘evil-smelling enclosures’ of the Lahore horse-market and interviewed a shady dealer. Whereas Twain’s innocence of horse-flesh had led to the purchase of an unmanageable Genuine Mexican Plug, Kipling was not going to allow himself to be fooled by an Afghan bandit; he didn’t buy. Too great an unwariness would only encourage mystery and conspiracy. Too many Enthusiastic Excursionists, and there would be no more Empire. So he dropped the role. When the market and the dealer reappear in Kim, one is merely ‘turbulent’, the other a British spy.

Much as Kipling admired Twain, he could not afford the levelling devices of ‘Western’ humour. In his early sketches Twain created the figure of the Unreliable, a yobbish newspaperman who turns up at parties looking ‘hungry and vicious’ and intending to commit bad behaviour. The Unreliable eats and drinks a lot, insults people and dances a quadrille with eight inches of codfish sticking out of his pocket. Twain can enjoy this disruption of the fragile gentility of Carson City without being held responsible for it; he simply observes. In ‘A Friend’s Friend’, published in the Civil and Military Gazette in 1887, a similar figure performs similar feats and then bursts into tears for good measure. But Kipling’s narrator is not amused. He regards the whole performance as an insult to himself and takes an elaborate revenge. The Anglo-Indian Unreliable is plastered with meringue, rolled up in sixty feet of cloth and tossed into a passing bullock-cart. Kipling was determined to protect the fragile gentility of Lahore against carnival. If there is any carnival here, it is in the vengeance, not in the disruption.

Kipling the Reliable protected English standards by acknowledging and reproducing the special skills and vocabularies which embodied colonial authority. Writing about Amritzar Fair, he displays a sudden familiarity with horseflesh: ‘Badly formed weak hocks, ditto feet, and a want of bone below the knee – the old established faults of the Indian horse – were visible everywhere.’ The knowingness creates a (faintly ludicrous) narrative presence; it also seems to ensure the safety of the various English buyers ‘walled up’ by the dense crowds. Kipling may have learnt the political and rhetorical value of expertise from the members of his Club: ‘In that Club and elsewhere I met none except picked men at their definite work – Civilians, Army, Education, Canals, Forestry, Engineering, Irrigation, Railways, Doctors, and Lawyers – samples of each branch and each talking his own shop.’ The definiteness of such talk enhanced the definiteness of the work and of the men. Kipling, an unenthusiastic rider, chose to be reliably definite about horses.

In Plain Tales from the Hills, these notations of expertise supersede the innocent abroad. They establish what George Moore identified as Kipling’s major anxiety: ‘not to be taken in’. The stories dispense with the services of a narrator whose sentimental and veterinary education would dramatize growth and assimilation. Their narrator is consistently and at times absurdly knowing, with a perfect command both of horse-talk and of book-talk. He is at once more comprehensive in his view of Anglo-Indian life and more detailed in his familiarity with specialized activities than those he tells us about. He is not to be seen admiring a half-lame horse or rattling about inside a ticca gharri. He holds off, observing events coolly, only becoming involved when his particular expertise seems to demand it.

The sense of detachment was if anything reinforced by the publication of the stories in book form, first in Calcutta and then in London. The Plain Tales were written with a very specific audience in mind: the readers of a provincial newspaper. When Kipling came to publish them in book form, he revised them for a more general Anglo-Indian readership, and then for a British readership. The revisions he made show him turning to face a different audience, an audience unfamiliar with India. So, ‘anna’ became ‘penny’ (p. 64). In the Gazette version of ‘Pig’, Kipling records that Nafferton ‘hounded Pinecoffin from Mithankot to Jagadhri, and from Gurgaon to Abottabad’; which is to say, he adds in 1888, ‘up and across the Punjab, a large Province, and in places remarkably dry’ (p. 197). What he could assume in the readers of the Gazette – ‘You know of course that…’ – he has to tell British readers: ‘Nearly every household in India knows that Doctors are very helpless in typhoid’ (p. 266).

Such revisions induced a small but significant change in the relationship between story and reader. The same stories that confirmed what readers of the Gazette already knew, recording common pleasures and miseries, presented to British readers an almost inconceivably remote world. Where the book speaks of ‘India’, the Gazette has ‘this country’ or ‘out here’. ‘This’ and ‘here’ are specifying agents which indicate the object referred to without identifying it. It is up to the reader to recognize which country the writer has in mind; we perform the work of identification ourselves, and thus become implicated in the creation of a world; we show solidarity by completing the reference. In the 1888 text, we are presented with a world which we do not belong to, which we are observing from the outside: the writer himself supplies the reference. His knowingness is not now a kind of camaraderie. Rather, it secures the authority of a frank and at times even polemical presentation of the hardships of Empire.

Kipling dismantled the journalistic format of the Gazette turnovers. ‘You will say that all this story is… made up,’ he observes in ‘The Bisara of Pooree’ (p. 229) – ‘to fill a column and a half,’ the Gazette version adds. He also elevated their language. In the 1888 edition, for example, ‘swore’ became ‘vowed’, ‘got on’ became ‘succeeded’, ‘went with’ became ‘accompanied’, ‘tried’ became ‘strove’, ‘later on’ became ‘in after seasons’, ‘got up off’ became ‘rose from’, ‘speak to’ became ‘confer with’, and so on. Whole phrases and sentences reappeared in formal dress: ‘stood round him’ became ‘grouped themselves picturesquely around him, (p. 140); ‘But they would have been wrong’ became ‘But this verdict would have been incorrect’ (p. 64). Sometimes Kipling also added the trade-marks of literariness. The neutral statement ‘Here he lied’ acquired an allusion to Swift, and became ‘Here he spoke the thing which was not’ (p. 39). The description of Aurelian McGoggin – ‘Something had wiped his lips of speech…’ – acquired a simile: ‘… as a mother wipes the milky lips of her child’ (p. 121). Elevated language helped to make a place for Kipling in the London literary world, among the picked men at their definite work of writing; and it dignified his portrait of Anglo-India.

‘Mr Kipling, the Anglo-Indian,’ wrote T. S. Eliot in 1919, ‘had frontier welfare, and rebellions, and Khartoum, and he produced the Empire.’ Twenty years before, similar expectations had characterized the critical reception of Kipling’s early poems and stories. Andrew Lang, for example, argued that Plain Tales from the Hills would ‘teach more of India, of our task there, of the various peoples whom we try to rule, than many Blue Books’. Kipling in India had deployed English standards and fictions in order to explain the Imperial task. The knowingness of Plain Tales was such a fiction, producing Empire out of frontier welfare. If we are to appreciate its reasons and its qualities, we must examine the English standards to which it answered.

‘We seem, as it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.’ So said Sir John Seeley, Professor of Modern History at Cambridge, during the course of a series of lectures published in 1883 as The Expansion of England. ‘While we were doing it, that is in the eighteenth century, we did not allow it to affect our imaginations or in any degree to change our ways of thinking; nor have we even now ceased to think of ourselves as simply a race inhabiting an island off the northern coast of the Continent of Europe.’ The destiny of England had been shaped by expansion, but the English didn’t want to know; they didn’t much care about the vast territories acquired in their name. The purpose of militant Imperialists like Seeley was to make the English change their ways of thinking, to make them care about power and dominion.

By 1850, the Empire consisted of Canada, Australia, India, the British West Indies and the South African settlements. Some people thought it not worth the trouble. Others thought parts of it – the parts containing unruly subject races – not worth the trouble. But it went on growing anyway, under Tory and Liberal governments alike, throughout an era of acquisition. Independent states became spheres of influence, spheres of influence became governed territories. During the thirty years after 1850, the Empire incorporated more and more non-European peoples into an increasingly formal structure. Conquest and government brought a new sense of the pride of dominion; episodes like the ‘Indian Mutiny’ of 1857 and the ‘Jamaican Revolt’ of 1865 brought a new sense of its dangers.

In a speech at the Crystal Palace on 24 June 1872, Benjamin Disraeli presented himself as the defender of an Empire which the Liberals had been trying to dismantle for forty years. He concluded by telling his listeners that they would soon have to decide ‘whether you will be content to be a comfortable England, modelled and moulded upon continental principles and meeting in due course an inevitable fate, or whether you will be a great country, a country where your sons when they rise, rise to paramount positions, and obtain not merely the esteem of your countrymen but command the respect of the world.’ English men and women were being asked to imagine their country as an Empire, rather than as a wealthy and progressive democracy; and to imagine their children as the agents of Empire. The respect of the world should be the only measure of their achievement.

Imperialism was Disraeli’s response to a period of economic distress and social tension, and to pressure for electoral reform. In 1866 it did seem possible that the ruling class might be overwhelmed by a new working-class electorate, or by the violence of its insurrectionary and criminal elements. The Conservative government tried to submerge class divisions in a renewed sense of nationhood. It insisted that the Queen come out of seclusion, and began to pursue a far more aggressive foreign policy. The Empire would focus the energies of all classes and direct them away from domestic problems; it would become the symbol of national unity and national purpose.

The success of this policy remains a matter of controversy. But we can perhaps say that it either provoked or contributed to the emergence of a working-class culture which was impervious to middle-class evangelism and yet politically docile. The ‘Two Nations’ had not become one. But the non-political working classes did join with their rulers in a general feeling for the glamour of Empire, and in specific celebrations such as Mafeking Night.

From one point of view, then, Imperialism could be seen as a solution to class-conflict, an exporting of resentment and aggression. It served to displace and to revalue an intransigence which could neither be transformed nor swept away. Here Kipling does seem to have played a part. His poems and stories about the life of the private soldier emphasize both the harshness and the intransigence of that life, and its ultimate dedication to national purposes. There are four such stories in Plain Tales.

Kipling’s privates – Mulvaney, Learoyd and Ortheris – speak a virtually impenetrable mixture of dialect and Anglo-Indian slang; their speech closes off the world they inhabit from the middle-class narrator and his middle-class readers. Their behaviour is resolutely unaccommodating to middle-class pieties and aspirations. Yet they remain loyal to Queen and Country. Their aggression is directed either at Liberal critics of Empire, or at Burmese dacoits and wily Pathans. When writing about the three privates, Kipling reproduces the patterns of behaviour projected on to the working class by Imperial ideology.

The sign of this is the relative passivity or neutrality of the narrator. Conscious of being a privileged guest, of hearing about events he could never take part in, of glimpsing a world whose customs and codes he could never live by, he just buys the drinks and stands with notebook open while the soldiers talk. ‘I can’t give dialects properly,’ he says in the Gazette version of ‘The Three Musketeers’, thus acknowledging that he will always remain an outsider (see note 7). Indeed, Kipling did find it hard to get the dialects right, making many minor revisions. His aim seems to have been to reproduce as accurately as possible the tone of working-class intransigence, to revalue it by finding a place for it within literature and within ideology.

The narrator plays a far more active role in the stories about middle-class men and women. Empire had also, of course, to mean something to the people who administered and engineered and policed it, often under harsh and demoralizing conditions. The answer was to present those conditions as a test of character, a rite of passage which turned boys into men, which made you a tougher and more responsible person than you would have become had you stayed at home. These individual regenerations validated the system which had made them necessary in the first place; they demonstrated its moral utility. An empire founded on individual regenerations was clearly preferable to one founded on greed.

British Imperialism, as Kipling might have learnt from G. O. Trevelyan’s Competition Wallah, which he read on the boat out, represented service in India as a rite of passage:


The real education of a civil servant consists in the responsibility that devolves on him at an early age, which brings out whatever good there is in a man; the obligation to do nothing that can reflect dishonour on the service; the varied and attractive character of his duties; and the example and precept of his superiors, who regard him rather as a younger brother than as a subordinate official.


The conditions of service on the frontier of Empire bring out whatever good there is in a person; they reveal the true self hidden beneath the artifice of habit and mannerism. Sir Richard Temple, who had served in India for nearly thirty years, enthused about the rites of passage awaiting the young administrator whose duties would involve a six-month tour of his district:


After some weeks or some months of marching and touring, during which time he has seldom heard the English language spoken, he returns to his headquarters with his physical frame invigorated, his mind refreshed, his imagination stored with new ideas and his will braced with fresh resolves. Many of the beneficent plans, which he then conceived, he proceeds to carry out, as he once more sits in his central office during the long hours of the summer days [India in 1880, 1881].


According to this view, the duties of the administrator will regenerate him physically, mentally and morally. Rites of passage will transform innocence into experience, and so demonstrate the moral utility of the frontier and its intimate connection with the homeland.

Kipling was less sanguine. His early stories show innocence broken rather than transformed, and Britain separated from the British in India by irreconcilable differences of perception. In ‘Thrown Away’, for example, a young subaltern’s education in England renders him incapable of adjusting to conditions in India: ‘There was a Boy once who had been brought up under the “sheltered life” theory; and the theory killed him dead… He was beautifully taught in all that wins marks by a private tutor, and carried the extra weight of “never having given his parents an hour’s anxiety in his life” ’ (pp. 42–3). The Boy’s duties do not bring out whatever good there is in him. They do not reveal the true self obscured by the wrong kind of education. Rather, his bloody suicide dramatizes the gap between innocence and experience, between the theories of home and the realities of abroad.

Brooding over that gap, the narrator’s knowingness comes into its own: ‘It was pitiful to watch The Boy knocking himself to pieces, as an over-handled colt falls down and cuts himself when he gets away from his groom’ (p. 44). His comments imply a knowledge of life – yet it is only a knowledge of horses, and does not touch directly on The Boy’s dilemma. His expertise does not educate; it simply dramatizes the gaps which education cannot bridge, including the gap between a knowledge of horses and a knowledge of oneself. He is called upon to write a letter to The Boy’s parents, covering up the suicide: ‘In due course I made the draft to my satisfaction, setting forth how The Boy was the pattern of all virtues, beloved by his Regiment, with every promise of a great career before him, and so on; how we had helped him through the sickness – it was no time for little lies, you will understand – and how he had died without pain’ (p. 47). The special skills of the writer have served to conceal the reality of incurable innocence, and of the Indian frontier, from those at home: they have reinforced the gap between innocence and experience, between home and abroad, just like that other lie, told by Marlow to Kurz’s fiancée in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.

The innocence deplored here is not just that of the Enthusiastic Excursionist, but that of Imperial ideology. The fact of literal or metaphoric distance has taken so strong a grip on Kipling’s imagination that he seems to have lost all regard for pieties. Whereas in the working-class stories rites of passage function smoothly – Mulvaney is good at initiating raw recruits into the mysteries of army discipline and army beer – in the middle-class stories they always fail. There the aim had been to assimilate the dangerously intransigent; here it is to show the strain under which the already assimilated must live and work. There the narrator had merely observed; here he steps in to emphasize, even to reinforce, separation.

Literal or metaphoric distance is certainly the theme of the stories about relationships between men and women. Difference of gender often serves to emphasize the difference between innocence and experience or the difference between home and abroad. In ‘The Rescue of Pluffles’, the mature and experienced Mrs Hauksbee guides a callow young man away from danger: ‘She began to talk to Pluffles after the manner of a mother, and as if there had been three hundred years, instead of fifteen, between them’ (p. 78). The drama lies in the distance between what she knows about the world and what he knows, between innocence and experience. In ‘ “Yoked with an Unbeliever” ’ and ‘In the Pride of His Youth’, young men go abroad, leaving the women they love behind them. The failure of both relationships is caused by, and serves to reinforce, the failure of people at home to understand the reality of life in India.

But the misunderstanding of men by women, and of women by men, can perfectly well stand alone, as it does in ‘False Dawn’ and ‘Bitters Neat’:


In India, where life goes quicker than at Home, things are more obviously tangled, and therefore more pitiful to look at. Men speak the truth as they understand it, and women as they think men would like to understand it; and then they all act lies which would deceive Solomon, and the result is a heart-rending muddle that half-a-dozen open words would put straight [p. 57].


In Kipling’s stories, the open words are never spoken. Men lie to women, women lie to men, just as the narrator must lie to The Boy’s parents. There are and must be limits to all knowledge, just as there are and must be limits to class and personality. Kipling’s subject is the pathos of those limits, the pathos of distance.

The most potent of all limits was that set between the races, between black and white. Necessary to the maintenance of power, it also became a habit of mind and the subject of many of Kipling’s stories. ‘The Anglo-Indian has a very fine eye for colour,’ wrote George Aberigh-Mackay in Twenty-One Days in India (1881):


He will mark down ‘one anna in the rupee’ with unerring certainty; he will suspect smaller coin. He will tell you how he can detect an adulterated European by his knuckles, his nails, his eyebrows, his pronunciation of the vowels, and his conception of propriety in dress, manners, and conduct.


Racial discrimination has become a habit of mind, almost an aesthetic. It seeks out signs of difference, pretending to measure even the consistency of blood. ‘The amount of native blood in an Eurasian is expressed by so many annas in a rupee; thus, there being sixteen annas in a rupee, a half-breed would be styled “eight annas in the rupee”, and so on’ (H.S., The Young Soldier in India, 1889). Discrimination identifies both the observer and the observed; they have the manners and customs, we have the ability to measure and to grade. That we should do so in terms of their language and their currency makes it even more of an expression of power. The British in India appropriated the vernacular not in order to listen, but in order to make themselves heard: to show that they could enforce meanings as well as laws.

Some of Kipling’s stories endorse this habit of mind. In ‘Kidnapped’, for example, Peythroppe’s friends prevent him from marrying Miss Castries, whose fingernails reveal her mixed blood ‘as plainly as print’ (p. 134). And they are clearly right to do so. For the narrator has already characterized him as a man liable to be taken in, a perpetual innocent: ‘How can a man who has never married, who cannot be trusted to pick up at sight a moderately sound horse, whose head is hot and upset with visions of domestic felicity, go about the choosing of a wife?’ (p. 133). The narrator belongs among the experts, Hindu as well as Anglo-Indian, who know that the races should not mix. Peythroppe himself does not have sufficient presence in the story to provide an alternative point of view. We can only conclude that his friends are right to kidnap him and beat him up, rather than let him marry a contaminated European. The narrator’s knowingness reproduces an Anglo-Indian habit.

In ‘His Chance in Life’, a Eurasian clerk takes command during a riot because the panic-stricken Police Inspector, ‘obeying the old race-instinct which recognizes a drop of White blood as far as it can be diluted, said, “What orders does the Sahib give?” ’ (p. 94). The form of address settles it, making the clerk an honorary white man, giving him a white man’s courage. It seems that this might be a story about the dependence of authority on symbolism: ‘Never forget that unless the outward and visible signs of Our Authority are always before a native he is as incapable as a child of understanding what authority means, or where is the danger of disobeying it’ (p. 93). But the only explanations offered by the story rely less on an analysis of outward and visible signs than on the old race-instinct itself. After the riot, the Assistant Collector arrives: ‘in the presence of this young Englishman, Michele felt himself slipping back more and more into the native’ pp. 95). He bursts into tears: ‘It was the White drop in Michele’s veins dying out, though he did not know it’ (p. 95). The outward and visible signs of white authority are not arbitrary, but based on racial differences. Kipling meant, I think, to indicate the depth of the division between the races. But the terms in which he did so were those of white power. The detachment of the narrative merely reproduces, without examination, the detachment of white rulers from their black subjects.

Kipling’s revisions strengthened the absoluteness of the division between the races. In the C M G version the Assistant Collector had arrived, with due circumspection, to ‘talk to the men of’ Tibasu: a bit too liberal, evidently, since in the final version he comes to ‘quell’ them (p. 95). In the CMG version of ‘Kidnapped’ Miss Castries possesses what ‘they’ call a ‘Spanish complexion’; in the final version this sentimentality is attributed to ‘innocent people’: people at home who will never understand the depth of the division between black and white, and the necessity to measure annas in the rupee (p. 134).

The division between black and white was an effect of, and served to reinforce, social and political structure. Kipling had a vivid sense of the constraints imposed by structure, and tried to imagine a way out, a crossing of the boundary which separated black from white. Like many Romantic writers before him, he dramatized his hostility to structure by taking the point of view of children or marginals. The only people likely to cross over are those who have not yet found their place within the system, or those who have found it and then chosen to abandon it.

Anglo-Indian children fell into the first category. Surrounded by native servants whose language and attitudes they were eager to absorb, they had not yet learnt their place in Empire and in stoicism. Kipling mythologized this precocious fluidity in Kim, in Something of Myself, and in ‘Tods’ Amendment’: ‘Tods was the idol of some eighty jhampanis, and half as many saises. He saluted them all as “O Brother” ’ (p. 180). Tods crosses and recrosses a boundary whose existence he is unaware of (and will remain unaware of until he is sent into exile in England). He knows more about native opinion and native anxieties than the Viceroy’s Council, who amend a Bill in order to accommodate his knowledge. Kipling clearly found this fluidity, this freedom from set habits and views, very attractive. It is Kim’s main virtue.

Adults seem more reluctant to cross boundaries. Only those who live on the edges of social structure – the marginals, the drifters and loafers – will risk it. McIntosh Jellaludin has, jettisoning his Oxford education and his status as a sahib in the process: ‘When a man begins to sink in India, and is not sent Home by his friends as soon as may be, he falls very low from a respectable point of view. By the time that he changes his creed, as did McIntosh, he is past redemption’ (p. 271). Kipling obviously found this bohemian loafer attractive. But not attractive enough, perhaps. He never completed his novel of low-life in India (see ‘To be Filed for Reference’, note 9).

McIntosh is contemptuous of another marginal, the policeman Strickland, whose characterization makes one doubt the extent of Kipling’s commitment to marginality. Strickland, an expert in disguise, has accumulated an immense knowledge of native life, a knowledge which the conventionally minded resent or deplore: ‘He was perpetually “going Fantee” among natives, which, of course, no man with any sense believes in’ (p. 51). The irony aligns us with the marginal rather than with the men of sense, the occupants of social structure. But it is a rather precarious alignment. For Strickland goes Fantee either in order to woo the woman he loves, or in order to gather information: either, that is, to secure his own place within the social structure, or to protect it through more efficient policing. Strickland does not transgress the codes of British rule so much as extend and reinforce them.

Neither Tods nor Jellaludin nor Strickland has much vitality. At this point in his career, Kipling’s commitment to structure and to limits was both ideological and imaginative. He imagined boundaries more effectively than he imagined crossings, detachment more effectively than integration. The writing reproduces hierarchy and separation, then begins to feed on them with unideological abandon, until finally it differentiates even where ideology would prefer to reconcile. Two of his best stories, ‘Lispeth’ and ‘Beyond the Pale’, dramatize racial difference without either exploiting or transcending it.

In ‘Kidnapped’ and ‘His Chance in Life’, the behaviour of the whites is natural and self-evident: no need to explain why Peythroppe’s friends think it better to capture him and beat him up rather than allow him to marry a Eurasian; no need to explain the grounds of the Assistant Collector’s authority. The behaviour of non-whites, on the other hand, appears to have been made rather than given, produced by specific cultural codes which are susceptible of analysis. But in the best stories the ironic detachment of the narrator reveals white behaviour too as the product of specific cultural codes: it too is made rather than given.

‘Beyond the Pale’ is a story about division: ‘A man should, whatever happens, keep to his own caste, race, and breed. Let the White go to the White and the Black to the Black’ (p. 162). Trejago falls in love with Bisesa and crosses the boundary between races. But in this story the boundary is relative, not absolute. It has been built out of cultural codes, out of what people choose to believe: ‘ “You are an Englishman. I am only a black girl” – she was fairer than bar-gold in the Mint – “and the widow of a black man” ’ (p. 166). The narrator intervenes to point out that colour exists in the mind, not in the veins. Trejago is as white, and Bisesa as black, as their respective cultures have made them. But the codes are none the less powerful for their arbitrariness, as the conclusion to the story demonstrates.

The narrator is thoroughly knowing, thoroughly in control of the tale he has to tell. He also shares Trejago’s ‘instinctive’ and dangerous knowledge of native customs. His most striking intervention, cited above, comes in the form of a simile. Yet his literary and cultural self-possession get him nowhere. More precisely, they confirm his opening remarks about the need for the races to remain separate. White will never meet Black in ‘the City where each man’s house is as guarded and as unknowable as the grave’ (p. 167). The knowing narrator re-inscribes the boundary, even as he exposes its arbitrariness.

One obvious way to reveal the coding of attitudes is to put them into the mouth of a character who thereby becomes their representative. Thus in ‘Lispeth’ the Chaplain’s wife voices Anglo-Indian contempt for native credulity: ‘ “She is but a child, you know, and, I fear, at heart a heathen,” said the Chaplain’s wife’ (p. 36). Another way is to cordon off such attitudes with inverted commas, even when they occur in third-person narrative: ‘It gave her comfort, and the Chaplain’s wife finding her happier thought that she was getting over her “barbarous and most indelicate folly” ’ (p. 36). This nicety is delivered by the narrator, but clearly belongs to the Chaplain’s wife. That he should speak it indicates its pervasiveness, its rootedness in the Anglo-Indian world: it cannot be confined to the vicarage. At the same time it must not be allowed to seem natural, self-evident. Inverted commas identify it as the product of cultural coding.

A third way is to remove the inverted commas and hope that irony will quarantine the problematic attitudes: ‘Being a savage by birth, she took no trouble to hide her feelings, and the Englishman was amused’ (p. 35). The casual swagger of the explanation sweeps across those feelings and delivers us to the Englishman’s amusement. But as we read on and encounter the Chaplain’s wife, we realize that the term ‘savage’ belongs to a specific idiom, a code which the narrative has isolated and cordoned off. We must learn not to be taken in, not to be carried away by the apparently obvious. In the CMG the Chaplain’s wife points out that ‘it was “wrong and improper” of Lispeth to think of marriage with an Englishman, who was of quite a different clay’ (p. 36). The inverted commas alert us to danger. But in the 1890 edition Kipling removed them, leaving us to spot the irony; in 1889 he had changed ‘different’ to ‘superior’, thus making it all the more critical that we should be able to do so, because what is at issue now is the representation of power. Removal of inverted commas was the most frequent revision Kipling made to the CMG ‘Tales’. It is up to us to be alert to idiom, to irony.

However, ironic detachment from the attitudes of the white community does not bring us any closer to the black community. For the sophistication and detachment required to see through prejudice – through the coding of attitudes and perceptions – is something which the Indian and Eurasian characters in these stories conspicuously lack. Unable either to ignore or to overcome distance, Kipling dwells on its pathos. That in the end is what the Plain Tales speak most plainly about.
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Note on the Text

Between November 1886 and June 1887, 39 stories appeared at irregular intervals in the Lahore Civil and Military Gazette under the heading of ‘Plain Tales from the Hills’. Their authorship was unattributed, and at least one of the stories was contributed by Kipling’s sister, Alice. Kipling collected 29 of these stories with 11 more for publication as Plain Tales from the Hills at Calcutta in 1888. Of the 11, three – ‘The Gate of the Hundred Sorrows’, ‘In the House of Suddhoo’ and ‘The Story of Muhammad Din’ – had appeared in print in the Civil and Military Gazette shortly before the ‘Plain Tales’ series had begun. The remaining eight stories were new.

Kipling revised the texts of the stories as they appeared in the Gazette quite heavily for the first Indian edition and again, but more lightly, for the second Indian edition, published at Calcutta in 1889. For the first English edition issued by Macmillan in 1890, Kipling again revised the text to make its Indian background more accessible for English readers. The text was lightly revised for the Uniform edition of 1899, for the Bombay edition of 1913, and finally for the Sussex edition of 1937, which was the last new edition of the stories to appear during Kipling’s lifetime. (Kipling’s corrected first proofs for the Tales, which were the first volume of the Sussex edition, survive in the Macmillan Archive in the British Library: Additional Manuscript 55852.) As well as revising the text for the Sussex edition Kipling added two stories – ‘Bitters Neat’ and ‘Haunted Subalterns’ – to the collection. These had first appeared in the Civil and Military Gazette as part of the original series of Tales, but had only been republished once before in the American and English editions of the collected works which came out in 1897.

The text reprinted here is of the 42 stories comprising the Sussex edition, which incorporates Kipling’s final revisions. Earlier readings, additions and deletions which are of critical interest have been included in the Notes. A few minor typographical changes in presentation have been silently made.


To
 THE WITTIEST WOMAN IN INDIA 
I dedicate this Book




Preface

Eight-and-twenty of these tales appeared originally in the Civil and Military Gazette. I am indebted to the kindness of the Proprietors of that paper for permission to reprint them. The remaining tales are, more or less, new.
RUDYARD KIPLING
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Look, you have cast out Love! What Gods are these

You bid me please?

The Three in One, the One in Three? Not so!

To my own gods I go.

It may be they shall give me greater ease

Than your cold Christ and tangled Trinities.


The Convert


She was the daughter of Sonoo, a Hill-man of the Himalayas, and Jadéh his wife. One year their maize failed, and two bears spent the night in their only opium poppy-field just above the Sutlej Valley on the Kotgarh side; so, next season, they turned Christian, and brought their baby to the Mission to be baptized. The Kotgarh Chaplain christened her Elizabeth, and ‘Lispeth’ is the Hill or pahari pronunciation.

Later, cholera came into the Kotgarh Valley and carried off Sonoo and Jadéh, and Lispeth became half servant, half companion, to the wife of the then Chaplain of Kotgarh. This was after the reign of the Moravian missionaries1 in that place, but before Kotgarh had quite forgotten her title of ‘Mistress of the Northern Hills’.

Whether Christianity improved Lispeth, or whether the Gods of her own people would have done as much for her under any circumstances, I do not know; but she grew very lovely. When a Hill-girl grows lovely, she is worth travelling fifty miles over bad ground to look upon. Lispeth had a Greek face – one of those faces people paint so often, and see so seldom. She was of a pale, ivory colour, and, for her race, extremely tall. Also, she possessed eyes that were wonderful; and, had she not been dressed in the abominable print-cloths affected by Missions, you would, meeting her on the hillside unexpectedly, have thought her the original Diana2 of the Romans going out to slay.

Lispeth took to Christianity readily, and did not abandon it when she reached womanhood, as do some Hill-girls. Her own people hated her because she had, they said, become a white woman and washed herself daily; and the Chaplain’s wife did not know what to do with her. One cannot ask a stately goddess, five feet ten in her shoes, to clean plates and dishes. She played with the Chaplain’s children and took classes in the Sunday School, and read all the books in the house, and grew more and more beautiful, like the Princesses in fairy tales. The Chaplain’s wife said that the girl ought to take service in Simla as a nurse or something ‘genteel’. But Lispeth did not want to take service. She was very happy where she was.

When travellers – there were not many in those years – came in to Kotgarh, Lispeth used to lock herself into her own room for fear they might take her away to Simla, or out into the unknown world.

One day, a few months after she was seventeen years old, Lispeth went out for a walk. She did not walk in the manner of English ladies – a mile and a half out, with a carriage-ride back again. She covered between twenty and thirty miles in her little constitutionals, all about and about, between Kotgarh and Narkanda. This time she came back at full dusk, stepping down the breakneck descent into Kotgarh with something heavy in her arms. The Chaplain’s wife was dozing in the drawing-room when Lispeth came in breathing heavily and very exhausted with her burden. Lispeth put it down on the sofa, and said simply, ‘This is my husband. I found him on the Bagi Road. He has hurt himself. We will nurse him, and when he is well your husband shall marry him to me.’

This was the first mention Lispeth had ever made of her matrimonial views, and the Chaplain’s wife shrieked with horror. However, the man on the sofa needed attention first. He was a young Englishman, and his head had been cut to the bone by something jagged. Lispeth said she had found him down the hillside, and had brought him in. He was breathing queerly and was unconscious.

He was put to bed and tended by the Chaplain, who knew something of medicine, and Lispeth waited outside the door in case she could be useful. She explained to the Chaplain that this was the man she meant to marry, and the Chaplain and his wife lectured her severely on the impropriety of her conduct. Lispeth listened quietly, and repeated her first proposition. It takes a great deal of Christianity to wipe out uncivilized Eastern instincts, such as falling in love at first sight. Lispeth, having found the man she worshipped, did not see why she should keep silent as to her choice. She had no intention of being sent away, either. She was going to nurse that Englishman until he was well enough to marry her. That was her programme.

After a fortnight of slight fever and inflammation, the Englishman recovered coherence and thanked the Chaplain and his wife, and Lispeth — especially Lispeth – for their kindness. He was a traveller in the East, he said – they never talked about ‘globe-trotters’3 in those days, when the P. & O. fleet was young and small – and had come from Dehra Dun to hunt for plants and butterflies among the Simla hills. No one at Simla, therefore, knew anything about him. He fancied that he must have fallen over the cliff while reaching out for a fern on a rotten tree-trunk, and that his coolies must have stolen his baggage and fled. He thought he would go back to Simla when he was a little stronger. He desired no more mountaineering.

He made small haste to go away, and recovered his strength slowly. Lispeth objected to being advised either by the Chaplain or his wife. Therefore the latter spoke to the Englishman, and told him how matters stood in Lispeth’s heart. He laughed a good deal, and said it was very pretty and romantic, but, as he was engaged to a girl at Home, he fancied that nothing would happen. Certainly he would behave with discretion. He did that. Still, he found it very pleasant to talk to Lispeth, and walk with Lispeth, and say nice things to her, and call her pet names while he was getting strong enough to go away. It meant nothing at all to him, and everything in the world to Lispeth. She was very happy while the fortnight lasted, because she had found a man to love.

Being a savage by birth, she took no trouble to hide her feelings, and the Englishman was amused. When he went away, Lispeth walked with him up the Hill as far as Narkanda, very troubled and very miserable. The Chaplain’s wife, being a good Christian and disliking anything in the shape of fuss or scandal – Lispeth was beyond her management entirely – had told the Englishman to tell Lispeth that he was coming back to marry her. ‘She is but a child, you know, and, I fear, at heart a heathen,’ said the Chaplain’s wife. So all the twelve miles up the Hill the Englishman, with his arm round Lispeth’s waist, was assuring the girl that he would come back and marry her; and Lispeth made him promise over and over again. She wept on the Narkanda Ridge till he had passed out of sight along the Muttiani path.

Then she dried her tears and went in to Kotgarh again, and said to the Chaplain’s wife, ‘He will come back and marry me. He has gone to his own people to tell them so.’ And the Chaplain’s wife soothed Lispeth and said, ‘He will come back.’ At the end of two months Lispeth grew impatient, and was told that the Englishman had gone over the seas to England. She knew where England was, because she had read little geography primers; but, of course, she had no conception of the nature of the sea, being a Hill-girl. There was an old puzzle-map of the World in the house. Lispeth had played with it when she was a child. She unearthed it again, and put it together of evenings, and cried to herself, and tried to imagine where her Englishman was. As she had no ideas of distance or steamboats her notions were somewhat wild. It would not have made the least difference had she been perfectly correct, for the Englishman had no intention of coming back to marry a Hill-girl. He forgot all about her by the time he was butterfly-hunting in Assam. He wrote a book on the East afterwards. Lispeth’s name did not appear there.

At the end of three months Lispeth made daily pilgrimage to Narkanda to see if her Englishman was coming along the road. It gave her comfort, and the Chaplain’s wife finding her happier thought that she was getting over her ‘barbarous and most indelicate folly’. A little later the walks ceased to help Lispeth, and her temper grew very bad. The Chaplain’s wife thought this a profitable time to let her know the real state of affairs – that the Englishman had only promised his love to keep her quiet – that he had never meant anything, and that it was wrong and improper of Lispeth to think of marriage with an Englishman, who was of a superior clay, besides being promised in marriage to a girl of his own people. Lispeth said that all this was clearly impossible because he had said he loved her, and the Chaplain’s wife had, with her own lips, asserted that the Englishman was coming back.

‘How can what he and you said be untrue?’ asked Lispeth.

‘We said it as an excuse to keep you quiet, child,’ said the Chaplain’s wife.

‘Then you have lied to me,’ said Lispeth, ‘you and he?’

The Chaplain’s wife bowed her head, and said nothing. Lispeth was silent too for a little time; then she went out down the valley, and returned in the dress of a Hill-girl – infamously dirty, but without the nose-stud and ear-rings. She had her hair braided into the long pigtail, helped out with black thread, that Hill-women wear.

‘I am going back to my own people,’ said she. ‘You have killed Lispeth. There is only left old Jadéh’s daughter – the daughter of a pahari and the servant of Tarka Devi.4 You are all liars, you English.’

By the time that the Chaplain’s wife had recovered from the shock of the announcement that Lispeth had ’verted to her mother’s Gods the girl had gone; and she never came back.

She took to her own unclean people savagely, as if to make up the arrears of the life she had stepped out of; and, in a little time, she married a wood-cutter who beat her after the manner of paharis, and her beauty faded soon.

‘There is no law whereby you can account for the vagaries of the heathen,’ said the Chaplain’s wife, ‘and I believe that Lispeth was always at heart an infidel.’ Seeing she had been taken into the Church of England at the mature age of five weeks, this statement does not do credit to the Chaplain’s wife.

Lispeth was a very old woman when she died. She had always a perfect command of English, and when she was sufficiently drunk could sometimes be induced to tell the story of her first love-affair.

It was hard then to realize that the bleared, wrinkled creature, exactly like a wisp of charred rag, could ever have been ‘Lispeth of the Kotgarh Mission’.
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When halter and heel-ropes are slipped, do not give chase with sticks but with gram.1
Punjabi Proverb



After marriage arrives a reaction, sometimes a big, sometimes a little one; but it comes sooner or later, and must be tided over by both parties if they desire the rest of their lives to go with the current.

In the case of the Cusack-Bremmils this reaction did not set in till the third year after the wedding. Bremmil was hard to hold at the best of times; but he was a beautiful husband until the baby died and Mrs Bremmil wore black, and grew thin, and mourned as though the bottom of the Universe had fallen out. Perhaps Bremmil ought to have comforted her. He tried to do so, but the more he comforted, the more Mrs Bremmil grieved, and, consequently, the more uncomfortable grew Bremmil. The fact was that they both needed a tonic. And they got it. Mrs Bremmil can afford to laugh now, but it was no laughing matter to her at the time.

Mrs Hauksbee appeared on the horizon; and where she existed was fair chance of trouble. At Simla her by-name was ‘the Stormy Petrel’.2 She had won that title five times to my own certain knowledge. She was a little, brown, thin, almost skinny, woman, with big, rolling, violet-blue eyes, and the sweetest manners in the world. You had only to mention her name at afternoon teas for every woman in the room to rise up and call her not blessed. She was clever, witty, brilliant, and sparkling beyond most of her kind; but possessed of many devils of malice and mischievousness. She could be nice, though, even to her own sex. But that is another story.

Bremmil went off at score3 after the baby’s death and the general discomfort that followed, and Mrs Hauksbee annexed him. She took no pleasure in hiding her captives. She annexed him publicly, and saw that the world saw it. He rode with her, and walked with her, and talked with her, and picnicked with her, and tiffined at Peliti’s with her, till people put up their eyebrows and said, ‘Shocking!’ Mrs Bremmil stayed at home, turning over the dead baby’s frocks and crying into the empty cradle. She did not care to do anything else. But some eight dear, affectionate lady-friends explained the situation at length to her in case she should miss the cream of it. Mrs Bremmil listened quietly, and thanked them for their good offices. She was not as clever as Mrs Hauksbee, but she was no fool. She kept her own counsel, and did not speak to Bremmil of what she had heard. This is worth remembering. Speaking to or crying over a husband never did any good yet.

When Bremmil was at home, which was not often, he was more affectionate than usual; and that showed his hand. The affection was forced, partly to soothe his own conscience and partly to soothe Mrs Bremmil. It failed in both regards.

Then ‘the A.D.C. in Waiting was commanded by Their Excellencies, Lord and Lady Lytton, to invite Mr and Mrs Cusack-Bremmil to Peterhof on July 26 4 at 9.30 p.m.’ – ‘Dancing’ in the bottom left-hand corner.

‘I can’t go,’ said Mrs Bremmil. ‘It is too soon after poor little Florrie… But it needn’t stop you, Tom.’

She meant what she said then, and Bremmil said that he would go just to put in an appearance. Here he spoke the thing which was not;5 and Mrs Bremmil knew it. She guessed – a woman’s guess is much more accurate than a man’s certainty – that he had meant to go from the first, and with Mrs Hauksbee. She sat down to think, and the outcome of her thoughts was that the memory of a dead child was worth considerably less than the affections of a living husband. She made her plan and staked her all upon it. In that hour she discovered that she knew Tom Bremmil thoroughly, and this knowledge she acted on.

‘Tom,’ said she, ‘I shall be dining out at the Longmores’ on the evening of the 26th. You’d better dine at the Club.’

This saved Bremmil from making an excuse to get away and dine with Mrs Hauksbee, so he was grateful, and felt small and mean at the same time – which was wholesome. Bremmil left the house at five for a ride. About half-past five in the evening a large leather-covered basket came in from Phelps’s for Mrs Bremmil. She was a woman who knew how to dress; and she had not spent a week on designing that dress and having it gored, and hemmed, and herring-boned, and tucked and rucked (or whatever the terms are), for nothing. It was a gorgeous dress – slight mourning. I can’t describe it, but it was what The Queen6 calls ‘a creation’ – a thing that hit you straight between the eyes and made you gasp. She had not much heart for what she was going to do; but as she glanced at the long mirror she had the satisfaction of knowing that she had never looked so well in her life. She was a large blonde and, when she chose, carried herself superbly.

After the dinner at the Longmores’ she went on to the dance – a little late – and encountered Bremmil with Mrs Hauksbee on his arm. That made her flush, and as the men crowded round her for dances she looked magnificent. She filled up all her dances except three, and those she left blank. Mrs Hauksbee caught her eye once, and knew it was war – real war – between them. She started handicapped in the struggle, for she had ordered Bremmil about just the least little bit in the world too much, and he was beginning to resent it. Moreover, he had never seen his wife look so lovely. He stared at her from doorways, and glared at her from passages as she went about with her partners; and the more he stared, the more taken was he. He could scarcely believe that this was the woman with the red eyes and the black stuff gown who used to weep over the eggs at breakfast.

Mrs Hauksbee did her best to hold him in play, but, after two dances, he crossed over to his wife and asked for a dance.

‘I’m afraid you’ve come too late, Mister Bremmil,’ she said, with her eyes twinkling.

Then he begged her to give him a dance, and, as a great favour, she allowed him the fifth waltz. Luckily Five stood vacant on his programme. They danced it together, and there was a little flutter round the room. Bremmil had a sort of a notion that his wife could dance, but he never knew she danced so divinely. At the end of that waltz he asked for another – as a favour, not as a right; and Mrs Bremmil said, ‘Show me your programme, dear!’ He showed it as a naughty little schoolboy hands up contraband sweets to a master. There was a fair sprinkling of ‘H’s on it, besides ‘H’ at supper. Mrs Bremmil said nothing, but she smiled contemptuously, ran her pencil through Seven and Nine – two ‘H’s – and returned the card with her own name written above – a pet name that only she and her husband used. Then she shook her finger at him, and said, laughing ‘Oh, you silly, silly boy!’

Mrs Hauksbee heard that, and – she owned as much – felt she had the worst of it. Bremmil accepted Seven and Nine gratefully. They danced Seven, and sat out Nine in one of the little tents. What Bremmil said and what Mrs Bremmil did is no concern of any one.

When the band struck up ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’,7 the two went out into the veranda, and Bremmil began looking for his wife’s dandy8 (this was before ’rickshaw days) while she went into the cloak-room. Mrs Hauksbee came up and said, ‘You take me in to supper, I think, Mr Bremmil?’ Bremmil turned red and looked foolish, ‘Ah – h’m! I’m going home with my wife, Mrs Hauksbee. I think there has been a little mistake.’ Being a man, he spoke as though Mrs Hauksbee were entirely responsible.

Mrs Bremmil came out of the cloak-room in a swansdown cloak with a white ‘cloud’ round her head. She looked radiant; and she had a right to.

The couple went off into the darkness together, Bremmil riding very close to the dandy.

Then said Mrs Hauksbee to me – she looked a trifle faded and jaded in the lamplight: ‘Take my word for it, the silliest woman can manage a clever man; but it needs a very clever woman to manage a fool.’

Then we went into supper.
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And some are sulky, while some will plunge.
(So ho! Steady! Stand still, you!)

Some you must gentle, and some you must lunge.1
(There! There! Who wants to kill you?)

Some – there are losses in every trade –

Will break their hearts ere bitted and made,

Will fight like fiends as the rope cuts hard,

And die dumb-mad in the breaking-yard.


Toolungala Stockyard Chorus


To rear a boy under what parents call the ‘sheltered life’ system is, if the boy must go into the world and fend for himself, not wise. Unless he be one in a thousand he has certainly to pass through many unnecessary troubles; and may, possibly, come to extreme grief simply from ignorance of the proper proportions of things.

Let a puppy eat the soap in the bath-room or chew a newly-blacked boot. He chews and chuckles until, by and by, he finds out that blacking and Old Brown Windsor make him very sick. So he argues that soap and boots are not wholesome. Any old dog about the house will soon show him the unwisdom of biting big dogs’ ears. Being young, he remembers, and goes abroad, at six months, a well-mannered little beast with a chastened appetite. If he had been kept away from boots, and soap, and big dogs till he came to the trinity full-grown and with developed teeth, consider how fearfully sick and thrashed he would be! Apply that notion to the ‘sheltered life’, and see how it works. It does not sound pretty, but it is the better of two evils.

There was a Boy once who had been brought up under the ‘sheltered life’ theory; and the theory killed him dead. He stayed with his people all his days, from the hour he was born till the hour he went into Sandhurst nearly at the top of the list. He was beautifully taught in all that wins marks by a private tutor, and carried the extra weight of ‘never having given his parents an hour’s anxiety in his life’. What he learnt at Sandhurst beyond the regular routine is of no great consequence. He looked about him, and he found soap and blacking, so to speak, very good. He ate a little, and came out of Sandhurst not so high as he went in. Then there was an interval and a scene with his people, who expected much from him. Next a year of living unspotted from the world in a third-rate depôt battalion where all the juniors were children and all the seniors old women; and lastly, he came out to India, where he was cut off from the support of his parents, and had no one to fall back on in time of trouble except himself.

Now India is a place beyond all others where one must not take things too seriously – the mid-day sun always excepted. Too much work and too much energy kill a man just as effectively as too much assorted vice or too much drink. Flirtation does not matter, because every one is being transferred, and either you or she leave the station and never return. Good work does not matter, because a man is judged by his worst output, and another man takes all the credit of his best as a rule. Bad work does not matter, because other men do worse, and incompetents hang on longer in India than anywhere else. Amusements do not matter, because you must repeat them as soon as you have accomplished them once, and most amusements only mean trying to win another person’s money. Sickness does not matter, because it’s all in the day’s work, and if you die, another man takes over your place and your office in the eight hours between your death and burial. Nothing matters except Home-furlough and acting allowances, and these only because they are scarce. It is a slack country, where all men work with imperfect instruments, and the wisest thing is to escape as soon as ever you can to some place where amusement is amusement and a reputation worth the having.

But this Boy – the tale is as old as the Hills – came out, and took all things seriously. He was pretty and was petted. He took the pettings seriously, and fretted over women not worth saddling a pony to call upon. He found his new free life in India very good. It does look attractive in the beginning, from a subaltern’s point of view – all ponies, partners, dancing, and so on. He tasted it as the puppy tastes the soap. Only he came late to the eating, with a grown set of teeth. He had no sense of balance – just like the puppy – and could not understand why he was not treated with the consideration he received under his father’s roof. That hurt his feelings.

He quarrelled with other boys and, being sensitive to the marrow, remembered these quarrels, and they excited him. He found whist, and gymkhanas, and things of that kind (meant to amuse one after office) good; but he took them seriously too, just as seriously as he took the ‘head’ that followed after drink. He lost his money over whist and gymkhanas because they were new to him.2

He took his losses seriously, and wasted as much energy and interest over a two-goldmohur race for maiden ekka-ponies with their manes hogged,3 as if it had been the Derby. One-half of this came from inexperience – much as the puppy squabbles with the corner of the hearthrug – and the other half from the dizziness bred by stumbling out of his quiet life into the glare and excitement of a livelier one. No one told him about the soap and the blacking, because an average man takes it for granted that an average man is ordinarily careful in regard to them. It was pitiful to watch The Boy knocking himself to pieces, as an over-handled colt falls down and cuts himself when he gets away from his groom.

This unbridled licence in amusements not worth the trouble of breaking line for, much less rioting over, endured for six months – all through one cold weather – and then we thought that the heat and the knowledge of having lost his money and health and lamed his horses would sober The Boy down, and he would stand steady. In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred this would have happened. You can see the principle working in any Indian station. But this particular case fell through because The Boy was sensitive and took things seriously – as I may have said some seven times before. Of course, we could not tell how his excesses struck him personally. They were nothing very heartbreaking or above the average. He might be crippled for life financially, and want a little nursing. Still, the memory of his performances would wither away in one hot weather, and the bankers would help him to tide over the money-troubles. But he must have taken another view altogether, and have believed himself ruined beyond redemption. His Colonel talked to him severely when the cold weather ended. That made him more wretched than ever; and it was only an ordinary ‘Colonel’s wigging’!4

What follows is a curious instance of the fashion in which we are all linked together and made responsible for one another. The thing that kicked the beam in The Boy’s mind was a remark that a woman made when he was talking to her. There is no use in repeating it, for it was only a cruel little sentence, rapped out before thinking, that made him flush to the roots of his hair. He kept himself to himself for three days, and then put in for two days’ leave to go shooting near a Canal Engineer’s Rest House about thirty miles out. He got his leave, and that night at Mess was noisier and more offensive than ever. He said that he was ‘going to shoot big game’, and left at half-past ten o’clock in an ekka. Partridge – which was the only thing a man could get near the Rest House – is not big game; so every one laughed.

Next morning one of the Majors came in from short leave, and heard that The Boy had gone out to shoot ‘big game.’ The Major had taken an interest in The Boy, and had, more than once, tried to check him. The Major put up his eyebrows when he heard of the expedition, and went to The Boy’s rooms, where he rummaged.

Presently he came out and found me leaving cards on the Mess. There was no one else in the ante-room.

He said, ‘The Boy has gone out shooting. Does a man shoot partridge with a revolver and writing-case?’

I said, ‘Nonsense, Major!’ for I saw what was in his mind.

He said, ‘Nonsense or no nonsense, I’m going to the Canal now – at once. I don’t feel easy.’

Then he thought for a minute, and said, ‘Can you lie?’

‘You know best,’ I answered. ‘It’s my profession.’

‘Very well,’ said the Major, ‘you come out with me now – at once – in an ekka to the Canal to shoot black-buck. Go and put on shikar-kit5 – quick – and drive here with a gun.’

The Major was a masterful man, and I knew that he would not give orders for nothing. So I obeyed, and on return found the Major packed up in an ekka – gun-cases and food slung below – all ready for a shooting-trip.

He dismissed the driver and drove himself. We jogged along quietly while in the station; but, as soon as we got to the dusty road across the plains, he made that pony fly. A country-bred can do nearly anything at a pinch. We covered the thirty miles in under three hours, but the poor brute was nearly dead.

Once I said, ‘What’s the blazing hurry, Major?’

He said quietly, ‘The Boy has been alone, by himself for – one, two, five, – fourteen hours now! I tell you, I don’t feel easy.’

This uneasiness spread itself to me, and I helped to beat the pony.

When we came to the Canal Engineer’s Rest House the Major called for The Boy’s servant; but there was no answer. Then we went up to the house, calling for The Boy by name; but there was no answer.

‘Oh, he’s out shooting,’ said I.

Just then I saw through one of the windows a little hurricane-lamp burning. This was at four in the afternoon. We both stopped dead in the veranda, holding our breath to catch every sound; and we heard, inside the room, the ‘brr – brr – brr’ of a multitude of flies. The Major said nothing, but he took off his helmet and we entered very softly.

The Boy was dead on the bed in the centre of the bare, lime-washed room. He had shot his head nearly to pieces with his revolver. The gun-cases were still strapped, so was the bedding, and on the table lay The Boy’s writing-case with photographs. He had gone away to die like a poisoned rat!

The Major said to himself softly, ‘Poor Boy! Poor, poor devil!’ Then he turned away from the bed and said, ‘I want your help in this business.’

Knowing The Boy was dead by his own hand, I saw exactly what that help would be, so I passed over to the table, took a chair, lit a cheroot, and began to go through the writing-case; the Major looking over my shoulder and repeating to himself, ‘We came too late! – Like a rat in a hole! – Poor, poor devil!’

The Boy must have spent half the night in writing to his people, to his Colonel, and to a girl at Home; and as soon as he had finished, must have shot himself, for he had been dead a long time when we came in.

I read all that he had written, and passed over each sheet to the Major as I finished it.

We saw from his accounts how very seriously he had taken everything. He wrote about ‘disgrace which he was unable to bear’ – ‘indelible shame’ – ‘criminal folly’ – ‘wasted life’, and so on; besides a lot of private things to his father and mother much too sacred to put into print. The letter to the girl at Home was the most pitiful of all, and I choked as I read it. The Major made no attempt to keep dry-eyed. I respected him for that. He read and rocked himself to and fro, and simply cried like a woman without caring to hide it. The letters were so dreary and hopeless and touching. We forgot all about The Boy’s follies, and only thought of the poor Thing on the bed and the scrawled sheets in our hands. It was utterly impossible to let the letters go Home. They would have broken his father’s heart and killed his mother after killing her belief in her son.

At last the Major dried his eyes openly, and said, ‘Nice sort of thing to spring on an English family! What shall we do?’

I said, knowing what the Major had brought me out for, ‘The Boy died of cholera. We were with him at the time. We can’t commit ourselves to half-measures. Come along.’

Then began one of the most grimly comic scenes I have ever taken part in – the concoction of a big, written lie, bolstered with evidence to soothe The Boy’s people at Home. I began the rough draft of the letter, the Major throwing in hints here and there while he gathered up all the stuff that The Boy had written and burnt it in the fireplace. It was a hot, still evening when we began, and the lamp burned very badly. In due course I made the draft to my satisfaction, setting forth how The Boy was the pattern of all virtues, beloved by his Regiment, with every promise of a great career before him, and so on; how we had helped him through the sickness – it was no time for little lies, you will understand – and how he had died without pain. I choked while I was putting down these things and thinking of the poor people who would read them. Then I laughed at the grotesqueness of the affair, and the laughter mixed itself up with the choke – and the Major said that we both wanted drinks.

I am afraid to say how much whisky we drank before the letter was finished. It had not the least effect on us. Then we took off The Boy’s watch, locket, and ring.6

Lastly, the Major said, ‘We must send a lock of hair too. A woman values that.’

But there were reasons why we could not find a lock fit to send. The Boy was black-haired, and so was the Major, luckily. I cut off a piece of the Major’s hair above the temple with a knife, and put it into the packet we were making. The laughing-fit and the chokes got hold of me again, and I had to stop. The Major was nearly as bad; and we both knew that the worst part of the work was to come.

We sealed up the packet, photographs, locket, seals, ring, letter, and lock of hair with The Boy’s sealing-wax and The Boy’s seal.

Then the Major said, ‘For God’s sake, let’s get outside – away from the room – and think!’

We went outside, and walked on the banks of the Canal for an hour, eating and drinking what we had with us, until the moon rose. I know now exactly how a murderer feels. Finally, we forced ourselves back to the room with the lamp and the Other Thing in it, and began to take up the next piece of work. I am not going to write about this. It was too horrible. We burned the bedstead and dropped the ashes into the Canal; we took up the matting of the room and treated that in the same way. I went off to a village and borrowed two big hoes, – I did not want the villagers to help, – while the Major arranged – the other matters. It took us four hours’ hard work to make the grave. As we worked, we argued out whether it was right to say as much as we remembered of the Burial of the Dead. We compromised things by saying the Lord’s Prayer with a private unofficial prayer for the peace of the soul of The Boy. Then we filled in the grave and went into the veranda – not the house – to lie down to sleep. We were dead tired.

When we woke the Major said wearily, ‘We can’t go back till to-morrow. We must give him a decent time to die in. He died early this morning, remember. That seems more natural.’ So the Major must have been lying awake all the time, thinking.

I said, ‘Then why didn’t we bring the body back to cantonments?’

The Major thought for a minute. ‘Because the people bolted when they heard of the cholera. And the ekka has gone!’

That was strictly true. We had forgotten all about the ekka-pony, and he had gone home.

So we were left there alone, all that stifling day, in the Canal Rest House, testing and re-testing our story of The Boy’s death to see if it was weak in any point. A native appeared in the afternoon, but we said that a Sahib was dead of cholera, and he ran away. As the dusk gathered, the Major told me all his fears about The Boy, and awful stories of suicide or nearly-carried-out suicide – tales that made one’s hair crisp. He said that he himself had once gone into the same Valley of the Shadow7 as The Boy, when he was young and new to the country; so he understood how things fought together in The Boy’s poor jumbled head. He also said that youngsters, in their repentant moments, consider their sins much more serious and ineffaceable than they really are. We talked together all through the evening and rehearsed the story of the death of The Boy. As soon as the moon was up, and The Boy, theoretically, just buried, we struck across country for the Station. We walked from eight till six o’clock in the morning; but though we were dead tired, we did not forget to go to The Boy’s rooms and put away his revolver with the proper amount of cartridges in the pouch. Also to set his writing-case on the table. We found the Colonel and reported the death, feeling more like murderers than ever. Then we went to bed and slept the clock round, for there was no more in us.

The tale had credence as long as was necessary; for every one forgot about The Boy before a fortnight was over. Many people, however, found time to say that the Major had behaved scandalously in not bringing in the body for a Regimental funeral. The saddest thing of all was the letter from The Boy’s mother to the Major and me – with big inky blisters all over the sheet. She wrote the sweetest possible things about our great kindness, and the obligation she would be under to us as long as she lived.

All things considered, she was under an obligation, but not exactly as she meant.
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