

  

     

  




Author’s Note


I visited Sri Lanka in 1975 and was thrilled with the exquisite almost unbelievable beauty of the country, the charm and friendliness of its people and I was fascinated by its history.


The background of this book is all authentic and the success of Ceylon tea after the failure of coffee was immortalised by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle when he wrote,


“Not often is it that men have the heart, when their one great industry is withered, to rear up in a few years another as rich to take its place and the tea fields of Ceylon are as true a monument to courage as is the lion at Waterloo.”


James Taylor was not only the first man on the island to grow tea commercially but he also manufactured and sold it. His enterprise as an attempt to retrieve the tragedy of coffee, which ruined thousands of people, became a sparkle of hope in Ceylon’s economy. When he died his labourers called him Sami Durai, ‘the Master who is God’.


In 1873 the export of tea from Sri Lanka was just twenty-eight pounds in weight and one hundred years later it was more than four hundred and forty-five million pounds in weight.


 




  Chapter One ~ 1888


Lord Hawkston drew in a deep breath of the warm moist air.


He looked up at the starlit sky and knew how much he had missed in the cold of England and this warmth that seemed to percolate his whole body, made him feel as if every muscle had become loose and supple.


He walked slowly across the grass, conscious of the fragrance of the magnolias, the lovely moonflower of the jasmines and the oleanders, their branches in the daytime providing a welcome shelter from the heat of the sun.


During the twenty-six days of the voyage from England he had looked forward to seeing Ceylon again almost like a small boy going home for the holidays.


It was not surprising, seeing that he had spent sixteen years of his life in what was called an ‘Island Paradise’ where, according to the Mohammedans, Adam and Eve had sought refuge after they were driven away from the Garden of Eden.


In England it had been easy to laugh at such descriptions as that of the Brahmins, ‘Lanka, the resplendent’ or the Buddhists, ‘the pearl drop on the brow of India’ or the Greeks, ‘the land of lotus flowers’.


But back in Ceylon the mystique of the climate and the beauty of the country made Lord Hawkston feel that they did not exaggerate.


Not that he was a romantic person. He was known for being ultra-reserved, a hard taskmaster and ruthless when it suited him.


He had had to be because his life had not been easy. In fact he had succeeded only by fighting every inch of the way for what he wanted and by being absolutely certain of what he did want.


As he strolled further into the magnificent garden of the Queen’s House, as the Governor-General's residence in Colombo was known, he thought that, when he went North to his tea plantation, it would be like a Royal progress to see his friends again, his coolies and the fine house he had built himself on the site of the small cottage that had originally been his home when he had first bought the plantation.


Deep in his thoughts it was with a sense of irritation that Lord Hawkston suddenly realised that he was no longer alone in the garden.


He had waited until the Governor and his other guests had retired to their rooms before he walked out into the moonlit night, having an irresistible urge to be alone with his memories and his emotions at coming back.


Now someone else was coming across the lawn.


Instinctively, because he had no wish for conversation, Lord Hawkston stood still in the shadow of a large bamboo knowing that he was half-concealed by its feathery branches and that unless someone was deliberately seeking him out he was unlikely to be aware of his presence.


The man came nearer and now because the moonlight was full on his face Lord Hawkston was aware that it was a young soldier who had travelled out to Ceylon with him on the same ship.


Captain Patrick O’Neill had been one of several Officers returning from furlough to their military duties.


Lord Hawkston had conversed with them at meals because they were seated, as he was, at the Captain’s table, but otherwise he had associated as little as possible with the younger passengers who, he felt, would think him too old to take part in their spirited chatter and incessant teasing of one another.


At the same time Patrick O'Neill, Lord Hawkston remembered, had seemed a trifle more responsible than the rest and he imagined that he would become an able Officer in his Regiment.


Still the Captain advanced and Lord Hawkston, waiting in the shadows, thought that perhaps he was in charge of the sentries guarding the Governor and was intent at this hour of the night on seeing that they were doing their duty.


Then to his surprise, just before he reached the tree where Lord Hawkston was concealed, Captain O’Neill turned and walked across the grass directly towards the house.


Like most Colonial houses the Queen’s House was extremely impressive in the front but the back rambled away into long verandahs on two floors where, in the heat of the summer months, the inhabitants slept, but which in February were unscreened and open to the night air.


It was with a sense of relief that Lord Hawkston realised that he was not in danger of being discovered.


Then, as he watched Captain O’Neill reach the back of the house, he saw him look up at the verandah above him and heard him give a soft low whistle.


Surprised, Lord Hawkston waited and saw someone in white come from the bedroom and on to the verandah where Captain O’Neill was standing.


It was a woman! Her hair was loose and it fell forward in a fair cloud as she reached the rail of the verandah and bent over it.


If she spoke Lord Hawkston could not hear what she said, but to his astonishment. Captain O’Neill, who had been standing looking up at her, started to climb up from the ground to the verandah above him.


It was not a difficult task for the supporting pillars were made of open wrought-ironwork, affording an excellent foothold for even the clumsiest of mountaineers.


It was only a matter of seconds before the Captain flung his leg over the railing and stepped on to the verandah.


Then, as Lord Hawkston watched, he saw him take the woman in his arms and they clung together in a passionate embrace.


For a moment they stood in the moonlight, embodying the eternal figure of love, their arms around each other, their lips joined and the woman’s hair pale against the Captain’s broad shoulder. 


Then they moved away and disappeared into the darkness of the bedroom behind them.


Lord Hawkston drew in his breath.


He was well aware who it was Captain O’Neill was visiting in this clandestine way and for a moment he felt not anger but sheer astonishment at the audacity of it.


For the woman whom Captain O’Neill had kissed so passionately and with whom he had vanished was the Honourable Emily Ludgrove, whom Lord Hawkston had brought out with him to Ceylon to marry his nephew, Gerald Warren!


 


*


When, eighteen years earlier, Lord Hawkston, then Chilton Hawk, had decided to go to Ceylon he had been twenty-one and the younger son of a younger son.


There had been no prospect of his ever inheriting the family title and estates and his father, who had very little money, could offer no inducements for a comfortable life in England.


He had, however, inherited two thousand pounds when he attained his majority and, inspired by a report he had read of the success of the coffee plantations in Ceylon, he decided to visit the country and try to make his fortune.


Ceylon in those days seemed very far away and people spoke of it in England as if it was the other end of the world.


Ten years earlier in 1860 there had been a boom in coffee after the British planters had brought with them a spirit of enterprise as well as capital to invest in the plantations.


Chilton Hawk had been at Oxford with a Scot who had gone to Ceylon three years earlier and wrote him enthusiastic letters of the opportunities that existed there for young men with energy and ambition.


On making enquiries Chilton Hawk found that in 1870, the year he came of age, Ceylon had shipped over one million hundredweight of coffee.


His father was surprised at his decision to be a coffee planter, although he had expected him to travel on the legacy he had inherited from his grandmother.


“Don’t commit yourself, my boy,” he had said. “Have a good look round first. You might do better in Singapore or India.”


But the moment Chilton Hawk had reached Ceylon he realised this was where he wished to live and work.


And work he did!


He had not realised how hard it would be until he had bought five hundred and sixty acres of land at one pound an acre and found that he had to clear away the jungle from it.


This meant he had to employ eighty men and always there was the fear at the back of his mind that his money would run out.


He started the day with the click-clack of axes, the crash of falling trees and the noise of saws and hammers. Then everything had to be carted away and burnt.


It was not a question of merely felling the trees but of digging out every root before the land was ready for planting.


He had the luck almost as soon as he arrived of being introduced by his Oxford friend to an experienced thirty-five year old Scottish planter named James Taylor.


He was one of the planters who was to be part of the history of Ceylon and already he had an importance that made him respected by other planters.


At the age of eighteen, James Taylor, a vigorous young giant of a man, had signed a three year contract with the London agents of the Loolecondera Estate, which was situated some seventy miles South-East of Kandy.


The advantage of being near Kandy was that the railway to Colombo had been completed in 1867.


It afforded the planters a much more rapid form of transportation for their coffee than they could obtain with the plodding bullock carts, which took weeks to move slowly down the military road to the Port.


James Taylor took a fancy to the young man who had just come out from England and advised him to buy land near the Loolecondera Estate, which was in the central mountain region.


Like Taylor, Chilton Hawk had been enchanted by the scenic beauty of the hill country, and he soon adapted himself to his new strange environment.


James Taylor showed him how to obtain a labour force of Tamil coolies and advised him where to build his first small cottage.


He encouraged him and helped him through the first years of clearing and planting when Chilton Hawk worked as hard, if not harder, than any of the men he employed.


Yet, looking back, he had often thought that this was the happiest time in his life. He was achieving something. He was his own Master and, if he lost everything he possessed, he had no one to blame but himself.


And he would have lost everything if he had not been a friend of James Taylor.


For ten years the coffee boom had made Chilton Hawk believe that he was on the verge of becoming rich. Land rose to twenty-eight pounds an acre and cultivations extended along new roads that had been only the pilgrim paths to Adam’s Peak.


Suddenly the halcyon days of coffee were numbered.


A dreaded leaf disease peculiar to coffee, known as Hemileia Vastatrix or ‘coffee rust’ threatened the whole industry.


Even now Lord Hawkston could remember the feeling of sick horror that he had felt when he first saw the fungus on his own coffee plants.


The fungus was a microscopic one and its spore was carried by the wind to settle and germinate on the leaves of the plants.


It was totally catastrophic for every coffee planter. There was nothing they could do except clear an infected plantation, powder the remaining trees with a mixture of lime and sulphur and pray they would not be re-infected when the next batch of spore was brought in on the wind.


It was a hope that did not materialise.


The coffee disease wrecked the aspirations of most European planters and all the Ceylonese.


There was nothing they could salvage from their ruined plantations except that some diseased coffee stumps were shipped to England to serve as legs for tea tables.


But for Chilton Hawk his friendship with James Taylor proved a lifeline.


Taylor had in 1866 been given some tea seedlings by the Superintendent of the Royal Botanical Gardens at Peradeniya,


Nineteen acres at Loolecondera were planted with two hundred pounds of tea seedlings and James Taylor, when he helped Chilton Hawk with his neighbouring land, persuaded him to plant the same number of acres of his precious soil with tea.


Those nineteen acres saved the estate from utter ruin.


It meant that on the rest of the plantation Chilton Hawk had to start again from scratch.


He rolled up his sleeves and planted tea.


Meanwhile his friend, Taylor, was busy on a new project, a fully equipped teahouse fitted with a rolling-machine, the first ever made in Ceylon.


Following the financial instability caused by the catastrophic crash of coffee, hopes rose when it became known that on Taylor’s estate and the one adjoining his, tea was proving profitable.


Disillusioned coffee-planters went along to learn how to cultivate the new crop and all over Ceylon tea bushes began to thrive between the stumps of dead coffee trees. 


Chilton Hawk, working twenty-four hours a day, began to build up once again the fortune he had lost.


He had never in his wildest moments thought that there was any chance of his inheriting the family estates in England.


There were six lives between him and the chance of being his uncle’s heir when he had left England, but through death in battle, accident and the inescapability of old age, gradually those who preceded him were eliminated one by one.


Nevertheless in 1886 it came as an incredible shock to learn that his uncle was dead and that he was the new Lord Hawkston.


There was nothing he could do but go home, but it had been like amputating an arm or a leg to leave behind him his plantation, which had now expanded to one thousand two hundred acres, and his friends like James Taylor.


At the same time he had grown very self-sufficient. He had to be!


Sometimes three or four weeks would pass without his seeing anybody except for his coolies.


He would sit alone in the big house he had now built for himself on the top of a hill so that it caught all the breezes during the hot weather.


It could also be cold in winter and in English fashion it had large open fireplaces where logs could be burnt.


Chilton Hawk grew used to being by himself. He liked reading but more often than not, after he had enjoyed a well-cooked and well-served meal, he went to bed, so as to rise with the dawn and return to the work that absorbed him.


He had forgotten when he returned to England what an elegant leisurely life a gentleman could live without pressures, without haste and without any ambition except to fill the leisure hours with enjoyment.


He had, however, found a great deal to do on the family estate.


His uncle had been ill for the last years of his life and many things had been neglected. There were new farming methods to be introduced, machinery to be bought, buildings to be repaired and above all relations to meet.


While in Ceylon, Chilton Hawk had been a leader and organiser of a labour force, but in England as Lord Hawkston he was now expected to be the Head of a large Family of relations, most of them impecunious and all of them, he reflected dryly, grasping and avaricious.


His first task on returning home was to find someone who could take his place on the plantation in Ceylon.


This, he determined, would be a family possession in the future and be looked on as part of the inheritance of future owners of the title.


He thought that he had found the ideal person in his nephew, Gerald Warren, the only son of his elder sister, an intelligent young man of twenty-four.


Because he was so worried about the plantation being left with only his Ceylonese Head man in charge, Lord Hawkston had sent Gerald Warren out in a precipitate manner that he would not have considered had the matter not been so urgent.


He felt that Gerald, at twenty-four, should be quite capable of coping with an estate that was running smoothly and making a profit and where there was no longer the heavy manual fundamental work to do that had been his task sixteen years earlier.


Gerald had been only too willing to acquiesce to everything his uncle suggested.


Lord Hawkston was to learn later that he was not particularly happy at home and had in fact fallen out with most of his other relatives.


He had, however, just before he sailed, declared himself engaged to the daughter of a neighbouring Nobleman, the Honourable Emily Ludgrove, but her family had dissuaded them from getting married before Gerald left.


They had for some time discouraged any talk of a betrothal for the simple reason that Gerald had few prospects and showed no inclination to obtain any more money than the small allowance that his widowed mother was prepared to give him.


His uncle’s interest in him opened up new vistas and, although the engagement was not announced, it was agreed that Gerald and Emily should marry in a year’s time.


“I will bring her out to Ceylon myself,” Lord Hawkston had promised.


“Must we wait a year for you to do so?” Gerald asked.


“I am afraid so,” his uncle replied. “There is so much for me to do here that I think it unlikely I will get away in under twelve months.”


As a matter of fact it was eighteen months before there was a chance of his leaving England and Emily seemed quite content to wait until an opportune moment presented itself.


Her family was adamant that there was no need for a hurried marriage and, even after Lord Hawkston was ready to leave, small details of Emily’s trousseau held them up for a further two months.


Finally they set sail from Southampton and Lord Hawkston cabled his nephew to meet them in Colombo.


He had noticed that Gerald’s letters had been falling off during the past nine months.


At first he had written regularly and every fortnight a letter would arrive full of details about the plantation.


It was only lately that Lord Hawkston had begun to wonder if Gerald wrote what he thought his uncle would like to hear rather than what was actually occurring.


Then his letters arrived once a month and finally had tailed off into quick scribbles at intervals of two or even three months.


‘The boy is busy,’ Lord Hawkston told himself. ‘I expect Emily hears from him regularly.’


He saw very little of Gerald’s future wife. He found her father an extremely dull man who he had little in common with and in any case there was too much for him to do on the estate for him to have much time for social engagements.


In any case he found them irksome.


He had grown so used to being alone that social chitchat and petty gossip bored him.


He was well aware that his relations not only found him difficult but were in awe of him. He did not mind that being their attitude and on the whole he preferred it.


“He is a difficult man,” he had heard one of his cousins say just as he was entering the drawing room. “I never have any idea what he is thinking and quite frankly I am not really interested to find out.”


There had been the sound of laughter as the lady finished speaking but Lord Hawkston, waiting to make his entrance, had merely been amused.


On the ship he had gone out of his way to be as uncommunicative as possible.


He knew only too well that the gushing friendships of shipboard acquaintances seldom lasted once the passengers had reached dry land.


He was aware that Emily, who was chaperoned by a Colonel and his wife returning to duty in Colombo, was receiving plenty of attention from the young Army Officers on board.


She was obviously amused by the dancing and charades, the fancy dress parties and the ship’s concerts that were arranged in the evenings.


He had not noticed, Lord Hawkston thought, that Captain Patrick O’Neill was more attentive to Emily than anyone else.


Now, standing in the garden of Queen’s House, he blamed himself for not being more perceptive, for not having realised that the girl had lost her heart and certainly her head on the journey to Ceylon,


Lord Hawkston came from the shadow of the bamboo and walked across the lawn.


This was a situation he had not anticipated and he wondered what the devil he should do about it.


Of one thing he was certain. He had no intention of allowing Emily to marry his nephew.


Perhaps, he told himself, it was a good thing that Gerald had not been able to meet them in Colombo as he had expected.


The letter that had been waiting for him at Queen’s House when they arrived told him that Gerald was too ill to travel, but hoped to be well enough to receive his uncle and Emily when they arrived in Kandy.


When he had first read the letter, Lord Hawkston had been annoyed.


He had already planned that Emily and Gerald should be married in Colombo immediately on his arrival.


He had thought that he would send them off on honeymoon and go up to the plantation alone.


He had looked forward to seeing what had been done, to discussing innovations with his Head man and greeting the coolies, some of whom had been with him since the very first day he had started to clear the jungle.


But his arrangements had been upset and he supposed that the Ceremony would have to take place in Kandy.


At this moment it was almost like a blow to realise that there would now be no Wedding and he would have to break the news to Gerald that he must look elsewhere for a wife.


‘Damn the girl!’ Lord Hawkston said to himself. ‘Why the hell could she not behave herself?’


Even as he swore he realised that he himself was in part to blame for not having gone out to Ceylon sooner.


Eighteen months was a long time in two young people’s lives. And years ago it had seemed a long time to him.


Equally if Emily was flighty enough to be beguiled away from Gerald by the first handsome young man who sought her favours, it was better for it to happen before marriage than after.


‘I will send her home on the next ship,’ Lord Hawkston decided.


The beauty of the night was spoilt for him and he turned and walked back to the front of the house, trying not to think of those two young people clasped in each other’s arms in an upstairs bedroom.


*


The next morning Lord Hawkston breakfasted early. As he finished and was about to rise from the table he was told that there was someone to see him.


Surprised at so early a visitor he followed the servant, resplendent in his red and white uniform, down the wide corridors to a sitting room where to his delight he found James Taylor waiting for him.


At fifty Taylor was a very big man with a long beard. He weighed two hundred and fifty pounds and one of his fingers was as thick as three of an ordinary man’s fingers put together.


When he smiled, it gave his face with its deep-set eyes and long nose a strange charm.


“I heard that you arrived yesterday, Chilton,” he said, holding out his hand.


“James! By all that’s Holy! I was hoping to see you but not so soon. How are you? It seems a century since we last met.”


“I have missed you, Chilton,” James Taylor said. “I began to be afraid that you had become too grand to come back to us.”


“If only you knew how much I have longed to return before now!” Lord Hawkston replied. “But I have been working almost as hard at home as I did here, only in a different way. It has not been easy.”


James Taylor smiled.


“Nothing you and I have done has ever been easy, Chilton, but I expect you have managed to win through.”


“I hope so,” Lord Hawkston answered.


Then he thought of Emily and his expression darkened.


“Tell me about my nephew.”


“That is one of the reasons why I came here to see you.” 


There was something in the way he spoke that made Lord Hawkston look at him sharply.


“Has the boy settled down and done a good job?” he asked. “I want the truth.”


“The whole truth?” James Taylor enquired.


“You know I would not be satisfied with anything less.”


“Very well. We are old friends, Chilton, and because you and I have always been frank with each other I had to come to tell you that you will have to do something about that young man.”


“What do you mean?” Lord Hawkston asked.


James Taylor hesitated for a moment before he said,


“I think, unlike you and me, he cannot adjust himself to the solitude. It is hard, as we both know, to live alone, to face long evenings with no one to talk to and to realise that one has to ride perhaps miles to find a friendly face.”


James Taylor spoke quietly and there was a note of sympathy in his voice, but Lord Hawkston’s tone was hard as he enquired, 


“What is he doing – drinking?”


James Taylor nodded.


“What else?”


“He is messing things up rather badly.”


“In what way?”


For a moment there was no answer and Lord Hawkston said,


“Tell me the truth, James, and I don’t want it tied up with blue ribbon.”


“Very well then,” James Taylor said. “Speaking frankly he has broken the rules where a native girl is concerned.”


Lord Hawkston stiffened.


“How can he have done that?”


“We both know,” James Taylor’ replied, “that it is quite usual and in no way reprehensible for a young man to take a mistress from a nearby village or another plantation.”


Lord Hawkston nodded. 


What was forbidden was for a planter to approach or be involved with one of his own employees.


“Your nephew made a Ceylonese girl his mistress a month after he arrived. Now he has kicked her out and refused to pay.” 


Lord Hawkston rose to his feet.


“I can hardly believe that!”


“It is true nevertheless and, as you can imagine, it has caused quite an upset.”


Lord Hawkston was silent for a moment and then he said,


“Tell me every detail. I want to know.”


He was well aware as he spoke that the rules of co-habitation between white men who were owners or managers of plantations with a native girl was an age-old custom and as such accepted by both the planters and the natives themselves.


The Portuguese and Dutch who preceded the English in Ceylon had taken women to live with them and in many cases married them.


The English had quite a different arrangement.


A planter living alone would take a mistress on the terms usually arranged by her father. He would invite her to his house when he needed her but she lived in a nearby village or even on the compound but not openly with him.


The girls were highly attractive, gentle and loving and a young planter could often find real happiness with one of them.


It was considered by the Ceylonese an honour that one of their women should be the mistress of the Durai or Master of a plantation and if a man tired of a woman there was no stigma attached to her.


She went back to her own people with a dowry that ensured she could marry one of her own kind, because in their eyes she was rich.


The number of rupees that should be given in compensation was more or less an unwritten law and accepted by both parties.


If there were children from the association, they lived with their mother and many of them moved to a certain village in the hills, which was known among the natives as ‘New England’.


These children were surprisingly beautiful with dark skins and blue eyes and sometimes even fair hair.


They could, of course, cause trouble in that the parents of the girl realised that a child was an excuse to extort money from the father.


The reckoning was always high, sometimes crippling. An astute peasant would have a settlement drawn up by a properly qualified Proctor, a Solicitor, in the bazaar and an unfortunate young planter could find that he was saddled with a form of alimony for the rest of his life in Ceylon.


But in the majority of cases such unions were pleasant and, as long as justice was done, were without repercussions.


That Gerald should have been so stupid and obtuse as to have broken the rules that governed such arrangements was almost beyond Lord Hawkston’s comprehension.


The planters in Ceylon were noted as being among the most intelligent, gentlemanly and trustworthy of any colonists in British dependences.


A microcosm of the population of Great Britain, elementary, grammar and public school boys. University graduates, businessmen, Lawyers, Officers of the Armed Services, Conservatives, Liberals, English, Scots, Welsh and Irish was the wide ranging spectrum to be found on the coffee, tea and rubber estates.


They worked hard, but they also played hard and once acclimatised enjoyed life immensely.
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