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‘Books, to be interesting, must at least be second-hand.’


Christopher Sclater Millard, in his Christmas 1919 Wildeana catalogue


‘One of the many beauties of book collecting is that it is an activity that can be enjoyed, and mastered, at any level. We can all admire private libraries that are assembled with the backing of small fortunes, but just as impressive in my eyes are the collections that emerge from connoisseurship and perception deployed in the field, nudged along by serendipity and good old-fashioned luck.’


Nicholas A. Basbanes, Foreword in Rare Books Uncovered




PREFACE


I could have hardly dreamt that those manic visits to private circulating libraries and second-hand bookshops in Bangalore that I used to eagerly bicycle to as a fierce reader in the 1970s, would make me a bibliophile-writer and then turn me into a book collector, immersing me into the rare book world. Those little libraries have long vanished (and we don’t really miss them, though we’d like some of that leafy city back) while Bengaluru’s second-hand bookshops have, well, blossomed, and made bookworms out of all of us. But – and this goes for the whole country, not just my hometown – what is still lacking here are antiquarian bookshops, auction houses, serious book collectors and a functioning rare book trade.


More disappointing and even puzzling is the absence, with a few exceptions, of books on bibliophily from Indian writers. There’s a lot of literary non-fiction – essays, reviews – on our bookstore shelves, but that’s not exactly hardcore bibliophily. One of the sections in this book is titled ‘All Kinds of Bibliophilia’, and that just about describes An Inky Parade: writing that looks at varied aspects of book-love, bibliomania and the different stripes of book dealers, bibliophiles and book collectors out there. There is a further reading list at the end, of the best and most enjoyable memoirs of rare book dealers and collectors, and other must-read books on bibliophily.


An Inky Parade: Tales for Bibliophiles has some of my favourite previously published pieces, while several other essays have been written fresh for the book. Also in the book are: vignettes of the few Indian antiquarian bookshops and collectors, then and now; biblio spoofs and hoaxes, book crime, rare book hunting, underrated bibliomysteries, reviews of books on books, tales for bibliophiles and more of my adventures in book collecting, ending with my current focus: collecting Persian and Mughal manuscript miniatures. For those who know or have such intimacy with books and bookshops – whether ardent reader, devout bibliophile or irrepressible collector – I hope you will find something here to enjoy.




PART ONE


TALES FOR BIBLIOPHILES




‘OLD-TYPE BOOKS ONLY’


I first heard of the itinerant book peddler, aka The Book Prince of Kolkata, from Madhava Rao, who had once been a reclusive and rather fussy antiquarian dealer in Bengaluru. I was grumbling to Rao one day about how seldom you see genuine antiquarian editions of any kind in our second-hand market and he said quite casually, ‘Oh, there’s a man from Kolkata in town hawking old books.’


I dismissed it right away. ‘By old, they usually mean stuff from the forties and fifties.’


‘No, no, he says most of what he has is from the eighteenth century, perhaps even older. Why don’t you go and have a look?’


‘Won’t you be coming?’ I asked, surprised. He looked up from marking prices on his books and said, ‘See, I say there is no end to such things, you know.’


I knew. I hoped, though, that the end was still far away for me: that way of feeling about looking far and wide for books.


‘So, where can I find him?’


‘You can’t. He’ll find you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘He’s in some old hotel in the city, he won’t say which. This week, he will be in Bengaluru, next week in Chennai, after that, perhaps, Hyderabad. I’ll pass on your number to him and he’ll get in touch if he wants you to look at his books.’


I learnt not long after that this itinerant dealer would move with his wares from city to city, staying a few months in one decrepit lodge after another, calling up second-hand booksellers and their customers to come look at his books. No one knows when he’ll be in your city or where – a phone call comes out of the blue to say he’s arrived and he gives you the name of a lodge in Kalasipalayam or off Avenue Road.


The call from the Book Prince came the next day, giving me the name of a lodge in Russell Market, with a forewarning: ‘No new books, only old-type books’. The voice was surprisingly soft, even gentle. The whole thing seemed shady, so I rang up a younger, fitter bibliophile friend (who sometimes book hunts with me) to see if he’d join me. ‘Should I bring along a pistol?’ he asked.


‘It would be unwise not to,’ I replied.


‘It sounds like something right out of a Holmes story – like in “The Red-Headed League”,’ he replied, adding, ‘Perhaps we should call up some Russell Market Baker Street Irregulars to stand watch until we manage to exit safely.’


‘Make the call,’ I said, and hung up.


We found the lodge quickly enough; a passageway with welders tinkering and raising sparks led to a staircase with an empty reception desk. But adjoining the desk were two little rooms with their doors open, and outside one of them stood a man in a glittering gold shirt and a printed lungi, smoking. He was in his forties, thickset, with jet-black hair shiny from gel. A whiff of strong perfume drifted off him. ‘Prince,’ he said, smiling and gestured with his cigarette for us to enter. Oh, so his name was Prince.


We paused briefly at the landing, exchanging a quick glance with each other (for there were no Russell Market Irregulars looking out for us and my bibliophile companion only had a pen or two tucked somewhere in his shirt) and then cautiously stepped into the room. A double bed took up almost all the space inside, besides a tiny bathroom. Where the hell are the books? we wondered. Prince glided in, but kept the door open. ‘What are you looking for?’ he asked, waving his cigarette around the room. ‘Anything,’ I replied, slowly looking around the room and finally spotting two stacks of books in a corner, just behind the door. ‘You can take the books and put them on the bed and look. I’ll just be outside.’ He left us alone, pacing up and down the floor, smoking and occasionally exchanging a few words with his fellow lodgers.


The books were old but none were eighteenth-century, mostly late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, and without exception in poor condition. Several of the books seemed to have come out of the library of the same gentleman – obviously a Freemason, because most of the titles dealt with the Lodge. There was even a handwritten notebook – a record of the proceedings of a Mason meeting. Of the hundred or so books we shuffled through, only five or six were in (just about) acceptable condition. While the books weren’t rare or even scarce, they were certainly not common. We were disappointed, annoyed and puzzled that such uncommon volumes had been so poorly preserved. ‘Finished so quickly? Want to see more?’ He had stepped back into the room, seeing we had stopped browsing. But where was more?


Under the bed, as it turned out. He flipped his bedsheet up to show books shoved underneath. ‘Are all the books in more or less the same condition?’ we asked. ‘Same, same,’ he said. There wasn’t much point in browsing more. My point was doubly proven: not only are antiquarian books hard to find in our market, when they do occasionally turn up, they are ruined, many beyond the scope of restoration. Well, we thought, at least he can’t ask too much for the books.


‘That’s too much,’ I blurted out, taken completely by surprise when he quoted what seemed like a fantastic sum for the six books we had picked. I could see negotiating would get us nowhere. The Book Prince didn’t really want to sell – he wanted browsers.


In the end, there wasn’t any mystery to the transaction, so why all the secrecy and fuss? We had to wonder. We later figured it was his way of luring customers – book-loving fools like us. Declining his offer, we made our way out, thanking him for his time. He was quite sporting about it, saying, ‘no problem’. I couldn’t resist pausing at the door to turn around and say, ‘You seem to know the books are valuable; why don’t you take care of them?’


‘Why should I take care of them? They should take care of me,’ he snapped, glaring at us in disbelief. We forgot all about the books and could talk about nothing on our way back except The Book Prince of Kolkata and his enigmatic, hilarious answer.




BIRYANI BHAI


I was once asked to impersonate a wealthy book collector. I had to pose as a collector with deep pockets to help a friend’s friend negotiate the sale of a scarce and expensive Ottoman manuscript. The irony here was lost on the others involved in this tense and strained negotiation, that I was, if anything, an impecunious collector. I was dragged into my friend’s plan because even though I was a bottom-feeder in the collectors’ hierarchy, I was still fairly knowledgeable. But I am getting ahead of myself and should begin with Alexander Velu, the antiquarian book dealer who initiated all this in his dogged pursuit of a beautiful eighteenth-century Turkish calligraphic manuscript.


It must have been in 2017 that Velu first heard, via the antiquarian dealer grapevine, of this fabled calligraphic manuscript that was said to be apparently lying unrecognized – languishing and perhaps even rotting away quietly – in the home of a man, a renowned cook, actually, who ran a catering service in Ambur that specialized in – what else – gourmet biryani. One or two from the antiquarian community had actually seen such a manuscript in his house with their own eyes, and even handled it, when they had called on him to ask if he would cater weddings at short notice. And on one rather odd occasion, during a sahan saapadu banquet – where guests sit around a large common plate and eat from it – the master chef, an amiable, proud man I will simply call Biryani Bhai, had actually removed the book from its tacky glass showcase and casually passed it around for people to handle.


Velu, an art and antiquities dealer, aghast at hearing this, decided he had to rescue this precious and rare book from the clutches of Biryani Bhai. He was a fair-minded dealer and was even willing to offer double the market price. When he finally met Biryani Bhai in Ambur under the pretext of hiring him as a caterer for a family feast, he was impressed at how carefully and delicately the cook handled the manuscript, and even more surprised at how knowledgeable he was. So those accounts of him mishandling the book and his ignorance were plain rumours, possibly started by competitor dealers to keep others away from the prize.


When Alex Velu finally laid eyes on the book, he was completely struck by its beauty and rarity. The Islamic calligraphic manuscripts more commonly found in India were nineteenth-century Kashmiri examples, mostly in the form of unbound leaves. This one was a sophisticated Ottoman beauty that looked older: twelve stitched leaves with sumptuous illumination in gold, and other rich inks. It was decorated with a rectangular gold-and-blue border, at the centre of which was a piece of exquisitely calligraphed text. How had he come by such a wonderful thing? the dealer asked the cook. ‘My wife’s family are partly Turkish and this has been a kind of family heirloom for generations,’ Bhai answered. The dealer now realized there was no chance of acquiring it, but having come this far, asked if he would consider selling it.


‘For the right price,’ the cook replied, surprising Velu. Apparently, his family was in the process of moving to Istanbul, and the money would be handy in relocating. The dealer offered a sufficiently high and tempting price (which he never revealed to me, keeping the transaction confidential), which the Bhai readily accepted. They agreed to firm up the sale later in the week, with the understanding that Velu would return to Ambur after making arrangements for the payment, and then take the manuscript. As the dealer was taking his leave, the cook, perhaps to keep some convivial banter going, remarked, ‘You must really value the manuscript if you are willing to pay my price.’ To which Velu said, on his way out the door, ‘Oh, it’s not for me, Bhai. I’m a dealer, not a collector.’


‘The deal is off,’ said the Bhai abruptly, ‘I’m sorry.’ When a shocked Velu pressed him to reveal why he had changed his mind, the cook said vehemently, ‘I want it to go to a collector, not a trader.’ The dealer pleaded with him, pointing out that he would ensure it went into the hands of a collector who would care for it, but Biryani Bhai would not relent, and Velu returned empty-handed. After this, every other month, Alex Velu would phone the cook from Secunderabad (where he lived at that time), asking after the manuscript, and finally, after nearly a year of phone calls and letters, the Bhai said he would sell if the dealer could produce a knowledgeable manuscript collector with at least some interest in buying this calligraphed beauty. That’s when Velu turned to me and asked if I would at least evince interest in it, if not outright tell the cook I was ready to buy it.


That was easy enough to do, since it seemed like such a lovely thing, going by Velu’s rapturous descriptions, though there was no way I could afford it now or in the future. All I was required to do was speak to Biryani Bhai over the phone and introduce myself as a serious collector (which was true) and murmur the right things about the beauty and rarity of such a manuscript. I probably didn’t do such a bad job of this, because the Bhai sounded mollified enough at the end of the call to say he’d keep an open mind about letting it go. It was only many months later, when the dealer had located an even more (I’m relieved to say) knowledgeable, deep-pocketed manuscript collector who could really afford to buy it, that the two finally completed this rare book transaction. That was the first time I realized how tricky and occasionally intriguing selling or buying a rare book could be.




BOOK-COLLECTING MIRACLES


Where would we book collectors be without our book-collecting miracles? No self-respecting collector will deny having experienced a miracle or two while pursuing an elusive rarity; a little help from the bibliophile goddess in fulfilling our quest. The first true collecting miracle I experienced was in the 1990s, when I visited a book auction house for the first time. Giri’s Auction House was a little-known operation in Mysuru, run out of a large garage that I stumbled upon by chance while chaperoning some schoolchildren on a field trip. We were on our way back to Bengaluru, but not being in any rush to get back, made a leisurely stop for tiffin at a hotel that announced itself as ‘deluxe’.


I wolfed down my dosa and coffee and stepped out for some fresh air. I noticed a signboard tacked by the side of a garage that said ‘Giri’s Book Auction House’. I dashed in to check it out and found that an auction was about to start. I hastily inspected the dozen or so book lots, each carefully numbered. Disappointingly, they were mostly old law books bound in leatherette, while the rest seemed to be badly foxed nineteenth-century books and prints referencing the British Raj. There was, however, one small lot of vintage children’s books and comics, mainly Biggles, William, Billy Bunter, and Indrajal titles from the sixties, that smelled sweet the way old comics do, when you press them to your face.


I decided that if this lot came up early enough, I would bid – it did, so I jumped in. Apart from me, only two others were interested in this lot. The bidding began at ₹50 and after a quick chase, was handed over to me for ₹550. When I went to pay up in the next room where the sold lots were being held, as I forked over the amount, along with the 15 per cent buyer’s premium (this is how auction houses make their profit), I discovered to my dismay as the clerk handed over my lot of books that I had bid on the wrong lot! I had misremembered the lot number and was now in possession of what looked like a bunch of heavy tomes – those damn law books!


Returns weren’t accepted, so I was stuck with them, though I had half a mind to simply let the auction house keep the lot, rather than lug them all the way back to Bengaluru. However, I paid up and took the books. On the bus back, the four volumes rode with me on my lap, and it was with barely any interest that I began flipping through them. Though covered in the same faux leather as the other three, one of the volumes wasn’t a law book at all, but an old Tamil Bible. The more I examined it, the more excited I got – it was the 1714 Tranquebar Bible, one of the earliest printed books in India. It was quite a find in itself, but what lay inside this volume was the real miracle. Laid loosely inside the book was an incunabulum leaf – a page from an early-printed book, probably dating back to between 1455 and 1500.


Examples of loose or disbound incunabula are not uncommon, though they can be expensive to acquire, but something about this particular leaf – a printer’s device or trademark printed in red ink showing two heraldic shields suspended from a branch of a tree – looked tantalizingly familiar. (Some of you may have already guessed what I was looking at.) As soon as I reached home, I pulled out my copy of Alfred Pollard’s seminal book, An Essay on Colophons, and hurriedly searched for the page that resembled what I had seen in the loosely laid leaf.


And there it was: a Fust and Schoeffer leaf with a colophon showing the first-ever printer’s device. Peter Schoeffer had been Gutenberg’s apprentice, and later, along with Johann Fust, printed the incandescently beautiful Mainz Psalter, which carried the first-ever printer’s colophon and device. Of all the desirable early-printed leaves one could possibly find, I had hit the jackpot. Though this colophon leaf was probably from a book printed later by Schoeffer (this one was printed on paper, not vellum, and lacked the coloured Lombardic initial) it was still a splendid and priceless bibliographical rarity, rarely found as a loose leaf.


I could only presume that the owner of the Tranquebar Bible, who had managed to somehow acquire this fabulous and important manuscript leaf, must have been a Dutch missionary – and perhaps a collector – who had lived or visited India some two hundred years ago. But how it had made its way to this auction house, with the leaf intact, would remain a mystery. I recognized it for the important printed rarity it was because I had just then become interested in book history, with a focus on the origins of printing with movable type. What would have been the fate of the Tranquebar Bible and this Schoeffer leaf if someone else had won this lot? Would they eventually have recognized it, or would it just have languished under a pile of books, or simply been thrown away? I couldn’t help feeling that this volume had almost been steered towards me by fate. I had, after all, not even wanted to bid for it.


Some people – especially those the collecting community likes to cheekily refer to as ‘the non-bibliographic public’ – might scoff and dismiss these miracles as mere coincidence or serendipity, but the collector knows that she needs more than luck to acquire antiquarian gems. She needs what the charming bibliophile-writer Seymour Adelman once referred to as ‘a little help from heaven’.




‘OWN USE ONLY’


Before I turned to the profession of teaching, I worked for a brief spell at an antiquarian bookshop in Kundapur. Back then, antiquarian bookshops were rarer to find than the rare books they specialized in, so I grabbed the opportunity to work in one, even though my friends and family thought I was wasting my time. It was by chance that I even found myself there – an old school friend whose hometown was Kundapur, one day happened to step into a stationery store and found, to his amazement, that they also sold rare books. The shop – which I’ll leave unnamed – had a signboard that read ‘Stationery and Antiquarian Mart’! What’s more, the owner, Mr R, was actually looking to hire a store assistant.


I rushed from Bengaluru to meet Mr R, a gaunt man with a closely trimmed salt-and-pepper beard in a white cotton veshti and bright Terylene shirt, who straightaway subjected me to a strange but oddly satisfying interview.


‘You take coffee?’ he asked me first, and when I said yes, he assigned me a task before excusing himself to fetch my coffee. He had picked from his bookshelves three books of varying formats – a quarto, an octavo and a duodecimo – for me to describe in cataloguing terms. R looked approvingly as I rattled off ‘4to, 8vo and 12mo’. He urged me to have the coffee, which was pleasantly strong and aromatic. ‘One last thing,’ he said, thrusting an unruled notebook and pencil towards me, ‘Draw a book, showing all its parts and name them.’


Amused, I got to it, relishing putting arrows against the parts – gutter, text block, hinge, backstrip, pastedown endpapers, recto, verso, half title page, etc.


‘Excellent, you’re hired. Actually, what I wanted more than a bookshop assistant, was someone who can catalogue the stock correctly. Have you found a place yet? No? Well, no need to look – you can board and lodge here. We have a room on the terrace you can use; you can take your meals with us. My wife is a fine cook, but no seafood and all here, okay? We are pure vegetarians.’


I soon discovered why they say that ‘the antiquarian book trade is the last resort of the Indian eccentric’. The price of each edition was marked lightly in pencil at the back of the book, but R – even when the customer was glad to pay the marked price – was reluctant to sell a book until the customer bargained with him over the price. Somehow, he managed to insert a bargain into each transaction. ‘You have to give them a bargain, I say,’ he would tell me after the customer had left, ‘only then will they leave satisfied and come back again.’ In any case, there was only the occasional customer – I was surprised anyone in town even knew the stationery store also doubled up as a rare bookshop. If a customer buying pencils or notebooks bothered to peer into that dim, dark corner of the shop, they would see a tiny cardboard sign saying ‘Rare and Fine Books Inside’, with an arrow pointing towards the back.


This was the larger room behind the stationery storefront, crammed from floor to ceiling with books. There was more: R never kept the best books for customers to see or browse through; all the high-end antiquarian editions were stowed away as his personal loot. I discovered this was the case when I found a few of them mixed in with the rest on the shelves, and had begun cataloguing them. R registered this with alarm, ‘Why are you cataloguing these, I say! No, no, no! Only for own use, I say, own use only, okay?’


His wife, a gentle, kind and long-suffering lady, looked like she had had enough when she discovered his modus operandi – apparently this was not the first time that book purchases were secretly being split into stock and ‘own use’. It had been a long-standing quarrel between them that he must strictly buy expensive editions only for stock and not for himself. But R, unable to resist adding to his own collection, had sneaked many expensive purchases and disguised them as stock. If a customer picked one of these to buy, he would politely and cunningly find a way to discourage them. Not long after – about six weeks since I’d begun working at The Antiquarian Mart – the whole operation blew up, bringing my apprenticeship, as well as the rare book business, to a close.


Returning one day from one of his far-flung book-buying trips, R was smuggling in his loot as surreptitiously as possible, when his wife caught him red-handed. It was only later, after I had said my goodbyes to the mart, that I realized how bored R must have been with selling stationery all those years, and how turning that back room into a rare book business must have served as a longed-for escape. How slowly, over time, those incomparable editions had worked their magic on him, completely possessing him. As for me, I have always felt grateful for that short time spent in the company of those rare and fine books, and their zealous guardian. It gave me a taste for antiquarian books and initiated me into the rare book world. And while R may not have been the model bookseller, no one can say he wasn’t a first-class collector.




THE SECRET BOOKSHOP


I myself simply chanced on it, this secret bookshop. Trying to cool off in the hill city of Kodaikanal one summer, I took a late afternoon walk off the beaten roads and passed a charming cottage enclosed by a beautiful garden. I would have kept on walking but the sight of a handsome antique glass-enclosed wooden bookcase sitting outside the cottage, stopped me. My generous and attentive hosts, Thomas Thanikachalam and family, had mentioned to me only that morning, how they were looking for a handsome, old bookshelf and that none were to be found in town.


I entered the garden through a ‘kissing gate’ (something you don’t come across much anymore but this British Raj relic was once a common feature of old Indian cottages), and approached the bookcase placed outside a door with the sign, ‘Browse for Bargains’, but no other sign to proclaim it as a bookshop; not even a name. The glass-enclosed bargain bookshelf near the doorstep seemed to contain, to my astonishment, what looked like antiquarian books in sumptuous bindings – half-leather, marbled boards, gilt edges.


I gently tugged on the handle to open the bookcase, but it was locked. I tried peering through the glass to catch a glimpse of some of the titles on the spine and pulled back in more astonishment Dibdin’s handsomely printed three-volume The Bibliographical Decameron – the most rousing treatise on bibliomania – was there, that too in its scarcer large paper copy edition. There were more antiquarian marvels lining the bookcase, but now my only preoccupation was to locate the owner of the bookshop, settle the price for everything in the bookcase, and then explore their bookshop more thoroughly. If such rare and precious volumes were pegged as bargains, what bibliophilic surprises lay within the premises?


Before I could knock on the door or let myself in, a man in his early seventies briskly stepped out and smiling broadly, said, ‘Welcome, welcome. Please take your time to look around. I am open all afternoon.’ I informed him right away that I was interested in the bargain bookcase. ‘Ah, yes, of course,’ he said, warming up to me further, his smile more inviting. ‘What were you interested in?’


‘Well, just about everything,’ I replied.


‘But any item in particular? There must be something you have your eye on?’


‘The Dibdin volumes,’ I said.


‘Magnificent!’ he cried, rubbing his hands in satisfaction.


‘Let me then tell you why these copies are special,’ he said. I said I was rather hoping to get them out and examine them myself. ‘Surely, you will not first deprive me of a little book talk? After all, as Nodier, one of the fathers of bibliophily, said, “The next best thing to owning books is talking about them,” no?’


I hesitated, and suggested, ‘Well, why don’t we look at them together?’ His face clouded at once. ‘But of course,’ he said, politely but somewhat curtly; and was still frowning when he handed me a key to the bookcase. And instead of joining me, he rushed back in and shut the door with a bang.


I knew I had ticked him off (just how badly, I was to discover in a few moments) but I couldn’t wait to see if those books were actually what they seemed to be. All the Dibdin volumes were in beautiful condition – none of that pervasive foxing that is common in the edition. Now, what was he asking for the set? The number pencilled in couldn’t be right: ₹75. Just 75? Must be bookseller’s code for some fantastic hidden price. The rest of the contents in the bookcase put me in a state of shock that I have not recovered from till today.


Elusive fine-press books from the private presses of San Serriffe, were all there – all seven of them. The bibliographer who had made them known to the world, Dr Theodore Bachaus, had a slim little volume to himself that he had even inscribed and signed to Henry Morris of the Bird and Bull Press. One couldn’t ask for a more telling, highly desirable association copy. Also present in the bookcase were the highly coveted and yet derided series of ‘finely’ printed booklets of the Saint Ronan’s Press, put out by the eccentric printer Christopher Larkspvr (Larkspur deliberately spelt in that eccentric way to throw you off).


But the one that electrified me most was Echoes from India and Afghanistan by John H. Watson, privately printed in Calcutta for the author in 1883. This was the edition which was widely rumoured to contain Dr Watson’s manuscript signature. And indeed, there it was – on the flyleaf. There are, as most Sherlockians well know, only two or three samples of Dr Watson’s signature in existence, and any of them will vouch that what I was looking at was the real thing.


When I looked for a price, there was none. ‘I would like to buy everything in the bookshelf,’ I declared, turning around, but I was forcefully pushed aside by the owner as he ripped off the bargain sign and hung a new one which read: ‘Not for Sale. For Private Use Only.’ And then politely but firmly, he asked me to leave. I begged him to consider selling me at least one or two things, but he threatened to throw me out of the premises. I left in great dejection.


When I recounted my bibliophilic misadventure to my hosts, the Thanikachalam family, they regretted not warning me to stay away from the cottage with the bookshelf. Apparently, the owner was a book collector desperate to show off his great collection, and under this ruse of a bargain sale, lured unsuspecting bibliophiles to salivate over his books. ‘But how does he come by such fantastic books?’ I asked, still wide-eyed. Alas, replied my hosts, no one could tell. When I wondered aloud at what could possibly be inside the bookshop, they said with some surprise, ‘Why, don’t you know? They contain the bibliophilic jewels from the Comte de Fortsas auction!’*


 


* Please see Chapter 22 ‘The Booksellers of San Serriffe and Other Biblio Spoofs and Hoaxes’ for more on this one-of-a-kind historic auction.




PART TWO


THE ANTIQUARIAN AT HOME




THE BANGALORE ALICE


I had of course heard of the ‘India Alice’ – a scruffy, monsoon-weathered copy of the classic Alice in Wonderland with a mysterious past, which is often referenced in antiquarian collecting and dealing circles. Apparently, it had turned up, quite extraordinarily, in some Indian bazaar in the 1950s, and an Englishman bought it and took it back to England not fully realizing what it actually was – the true first printing of Alice in Wonderland, the scarce 1865 copy that preceded the authorized 1866 first edition from Macmillan. Only sixteen or so copies of this 1865 Alice are known to exist, most of them in institutional collections. And this particular ‘India’ copy was even scarcer – numbering among the only dozen or so ‘Hospital’ copies thought to have totally disappeared. Though Warren Weaver, who eventually came to own the said copy, set the story straight in the journal The Private Library (Volume 6, No. 1), collectors and dealers still like to think that this copy popped up in a fruit and vegetable bazaar in North India. However, it was actually found in Bangalore, in a garage on Museum Road that had just become a second-hand bookshop.


The man who found this legendary 1865 Alice in Bangalore and reluctantly bought it, L.C. Kent Morgan, could only dimly recall those days in a letter he wrote to Mr Weaver:


The bookshop was situated in a ‘go-down’ to the compound of a bungalow in Museum Road. It was owned by a young Indian, whose name I cannot now remember. He obviously purchased en-bloc from auction houses because they were in heaps all over the floor with no attempt to sort them out […] I found this little shop in 1950 – and thereafter whenever I was in Bangalore I used to go and poke around to see if I could find anything of interest. It was on one of those visits that I came across Alice, priced at 1/8 rupees (about 2/3 shillings) […] It was not long afterwards that I found the shop no longer in existence: whether the proprietor had moved elsewhere, or whether he had given up altogether I do not know.


When I first read the article by Weaver in the Private Library journal, I sat up straight and read it again. I had a hunch what this ‘godown’ might be and who the young bookseller was, and wanted to find out more. But before that, something more on the 1865 Alice copy: Lewis Carroll had asked Macmillan for fifty advance copies to give to friends. Its illustrator John Tenniel was unhappy with the way the illustrations had turned out and wanted a fresh print run. Macmillan obliged and then distributed and sold the official Alice in 1866. Carroll asked his friends to return the 1865 advance copies and donated some of these to various children’s hospitals. The tiny print run from 1865 has now become the more sought-after Alice – the few marked as hospital copies are scarcer and more highly desired.


After Kent Morgan bought this very scarce Alice from this Bangalore ‘godown bookshop’ without realizing how valuable it was (and alas, the young Indian bookseller also missed out on its bibliographical importance and market value, letting it go for a song), he carried it back to England and placed it in his home library. In 1961, Weaver says, Morgan’s attention was drawn to a notice in the paper talking about how rare and expensive the 1865 Alice edition was, and on seeing this, he rushed to examine his copy and found it to be that most-sought-after edition. At that time, Hodgson on Chancery Lane was the most famous book auction house, so he took it over there. The book dealer Lew Feldman of the House of El Dieff bought it for £880 – a modest sum, as pointed out by Weaver. Eventually, Mr Weaver went on to buy it from Feldman and found scratched inside it evidence that it was one of those ‘Hospital Alice’ copies donated by Carroll. Warren Weaver seems to have been the first owner of the ‘India Alice’, who was curious enough to dig out more details about the origins of this copy. He found out that Kent Morgan had owned the book originally, and wrote to him. It was Morgan who told him that it was found not in some Indian bazaar, but in a second-hand bookshop in Bangalore.


I dimly remembered that Mr K.B.K. Rao had first begun his bookshop, Select, in a garage on Museum Road. Talking to his son, Mr Murthy, and his grandson, Sanjay, of the present Select Bookshop, it was easy enough to join the dots about the godown Kent Morgan referred to – it was the Select Book Club that Mr Rao had started in the late ’40s. Rao had been a frequent buyer at Cohen Auctions on St. Marks Road, coming all the way from Kurnool just to attend the auctions. Robertson, a retired Englishman and bibliophile who also attended auctions, befriended K.B.K. and invited him to use his garage in his spacious Museum Road bungalow compound. A pity that Mr Rao simply handed over a bibliographical treasure to a browsing Englishman, but how many – then or now – could really spot an 1865 Alice in a rubble of books and also grasp its actual worth and significance?


But how did a rare hospital copy of the 1865 Alice land up in Bangalore? It’s possible, Weaver says, that the book had been given to a little girl (Alice Cousins), who was admitted to a London hospital and was probably the daughter of a civil servant posted to India, who (I’m guessing) went on to retire in Bangalore. When leaving the country, it was commonplace for many British families to pack off their books to auction houses such as Cohen’s on St. Marks, where Mr Rao’s bid must have won and he acquired the edition.


Now that its provenance has been established a little more (if not fully, for who was Alice Cousins?), I hereby, in honour of Mr K.B.K. Rao, re-christen the India Alice copy as ‘The Bangalore Alice’.




THE ANTIQUARY OF BENGALURU


I was completely charmed by Madhava Rao’s bookshop when I first visited. It was the very picture of an antiquarian bookshop. I should clarify here that the stock I speak of was not chock-a-block with rarities, first editions or even scarce or expensive editions. Its uniqueness and charm lay in stocking well-preserved old editions – some genuinely antiquarian, many out of print, all gathered fetchingly in one room. A room full of gilt-edged antiquarian book spines is something to behold. And then there is the smell of leather and fine paper ageing, and the rustle of tissue guards over illustrations. Rao managed to make every copy on his shelf desirable and valuable by simply preserving it carefully and presenting it well.


When I had finished slavering over the books restored and shelved with impeccable care, I exclaimed that I just had to write about his exciting antiquarian bookshop, which spanned across two rooms on the terrace of his house in Basavanagudi, Bengaluru. But with equal intensity, he forbade me to write about him or his ‘East-West Bookshop’. He was content, he said, with a customer base drawn through word of mouth. ‘I don’t like too many people coming here,’ he added. As I got ready to leave his bookshop, he suspected I might sneak a little piece on him after all and made me promise that I would not write anything.


‘But then when can I write about your bookshop?’ I asked, not fully believing that I had to remain quiet about what seemed like a remarkable bookshop in India – one that had turned out to be right under my nose in the city I lived.


He replied, ‘When I finally close the bookshop.’


Madhava Rao, the maverick antiquarian of Bengaluru, died suddenly on a Sunday afternoon in March 2013 from cancer, which was diagnosed too late. He was seventy-eight. That morning, he went up to his terrace bookshop as usual and completed at least two book transactions over the phone (one to an itinerant book peddler who would come to his house every other week with a gunny sack of books) and then turned his attention to the daily task of restoring old books. The book peddler arrived at 3 p.m. to find that the bookseller who had called him that morning had just passed away. It was only some months before this that I had spent half a day at East-West, keenly browsing in the company of an ardent bibliophile friend. Together, we had gone over his stock with a fine-toothed comb, and though we had bought more than an armload of books each, Rao had said a little irritably at the end, ‘Must you look at every book, I say?’


How could one not? There were treasures there, and hidden in plain sight, too.


All of it gone now, in a quiet deal he made with a longstanding customer, knowing the end was near. Several book dealers made discrete inquiries about the fate of the East-West stock and were told by the family that the books, along with the shelves, had been sold en bloc. They are, one hopes, with a collector now, and perhaps will be well cared for. Mostly self-taught – though more than once, he has acknowledged the role of Murthy of Select Bookshop as his mentor in the trade – Madhava Rao had an eye for recognizing an interesting or uncommon edition, pursuing it relentlessly, and then, if the copy required it, restoring it so you, his customer, could hold in your hand an antiquarian edition whose condition was more than just acceptable.


Once when I had just entered his shop, he threw open his hands to reveal a folio-sized volume torn in two halves, which he had obviously been working on. ‘See, just look at this, Murthy passed this on to me last week – what does he think I am, a magician?’ For the longest time in the book trade, Rao was known for being a skilled restorer of crumbling books. Perhaps he had picked up the skill for book restoration when he operated a press in the early days, or he simply had a knack like those clockmakers – for taking apart a printed book and putting it back together.


It was the small room that you first stepped into that held the antiquarian beauties; the second larger room, packed wall to wall with books, housed the newer, shinier, less-interesting books. One tiny shelf in that tiny room held much fascination for me: it was the one that housed literature, mostly late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century editions of books by English and European authors.


Here, on Rao’s little shelf, to my surprise and delight, were several rows of interesting editions in fairly desirable condition. Among other things, I found an 1894 Gulliver’s Travels, an 1889 Three Men in a Boat, a deluxe 1912 Pilgrim’s Progress and a 1905 Essays of Elia. I remember my bibliophile friend found a beautiful edition of The Second Jungle Book, with a snake embossed in gold on the cover. Most bibliophiles visiting East-West preferred the two larger Godrej glass bookcases that held history, travel, war and science books. The first two rows on these shelves, Rao’s own personal favourites, had a sign that said, ‘Not for Sale’. Though sometimes the bookseller himself didn’t know it, other books not marked thus could also suddenly turn unbuyable. When I picked out from the shelf a first edition of The Great Railway Bazaar, he quietly put it back, muttering something about having to remember to keep aside books he didn’t want to sell. Though I am fairly sure that the moment I desired it was the moment he decided he would rather keep it.


He started out in his early days as a collector, buying whatever looked valuable or rare to him, hoarding them for himself, and only in the late ’90s, when he turned from book collector to bookseller, did he convert his personal collection into stock. Even as a struggling book dealer, he always kept a low profile, though no one could really say why. Some speculate that he had his private reasons for not advertising the bookshop. Knowing the obsessive intensity with which he conducted all his book transactions, from buying, restoring and selling, and then coming back for more fervent buying (he book-hunted in every corner of the city, ferrying his loot back in an autorickshaw), I think it was just so he could be left alone to study and play with his antiquarian loot. To savour, enjoy and take in an edition’s bibliographical qualities; to work his magic on broken copies with his hands; and only after such bibliophilic ritual and intimacy, would he offer them up to fellow antiquarians for their contemplation, pleasure and possession.




KUMARS


One can only imagine it today: a set of cosy rooms in an ancestral house on a busy street in Calcutta in the ’50s, resembling the finely appointed private library of a gentleman with its complex of bookcases and sitting-room furniture – that was actually an antiquarian bookshop. One could walk in for a browse and hold long conversations about rare books with its bohemian-bibliophile owner. His name was Nirmal Chandra Kumar and his bookshop was called, simply, ‘Kumars’. From 1945 until his death in 1976, Kumar ran the rare bookshop from his home. The establishment took up several rooms in the house and the stock ranged widely, from fine bindings to prints to maps.


I first learnt about Kumar and his bookshop when I stumbled on a blog by his son, Aloke Kumar, on his father’s bookshop and its influence on the life and work of many Bengali artists and intellectuals of his time, who were all regulars at Kumars. I was, first of all, delighted to discover there had once been such a fabulous bookshop in India – a genuine antiquarian bookshop in a country where antiquarian bookselling and buying is not an ingrained tradition. In this sense, Kumar was no doubt a maverick, and thank god for that, or Kumars would have been just one more second-hand bookshop. Eager to know more about his magnificent bookshop, I managed to contact the owner’s son, Professor Aloke Kumar, to have a brief chat with him on the phone.


In his blog, ‘Antiquarian of Calcutta’, Aloke describes a typical photo of Nirmal Kumar: ‘a stocky Bengali… he wore a white collared shirt, half-sleeved and a lungi; his formal dress was a dhoti and kurta with pump shoes. Can you imagine somebody wearing this dress and smoking a pipe or a Davidus cigar sitting in his library surrounded by books?’ Kumar was probably the first Indian bookseller to publish a rare book catalogue in the long tradition of all bespoke antiquarian booksellers around the world, especially the legends Kumar had done business with, Quaritch and Maggs. The city’s bibliophiles, artists, luminaries, antiquarians and bohemians – all frequented Kumars. Satyajit Ray, a regular browser here, consulted Kumar when he was making Shatranj ke Khilari. In a London book auction, Kumar had bid for and won a priceless scrapbook on the Mutiny.

OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
AN INKY
PARADE

Tales for Bibliophiles

PRADEEP SEBASTIAN

[HH€hook
[5] hachette





OEBPS/images/logo1.gif
-] hachette [@hpok






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Table of Contents



		Preface



		PART I: TALES FOR BIBLIOPHILES



		1. ‘Old-type Books Only’



		2. Biryani Bhai



		3. Book-collecting Miracles



		4. ‘Own Use Only’



		5. The Secret Bookshop











		PART II: THE ANTIQUARIAN AT HOME



		6. The Bangalore Alice



		7. The Antiquary of Bengaluru



		8. Kumars



		9. The Bookwoman of South Ex-II



		10. A Bibliophile in Bengaluru



		11. ‘Those Glowing Madder-Dyed Reds and Indigo Blues’: Richard Kossow’s Incomparable Collection of Indian Incunabula



		12. A Bibliophile’s Bird Books



		13. An Inky Parade of Tamil Bibliophiles



		14. Chasing a Rare Indian Type Specimen Book











		PART III: ADVENTURES IN BOOK COLLECTING



		15. Mishaps of a Collector



		16. Buying into a Collection



		17. (Not) Collecting J.D. Salinger



		18. ‘Windows to the Soul of the Rare Book Trade’



		19. Collecting the Leaf Book



		20. Ranjitsinhji’s 9,000 Elephants Visit Serendipity Books











		PART IV: ALL KINDS OF BIBLIOPHILIA



		21. The Scruffy Incunabulist



		22. The Booksellers of San Serriffe and Other Biblio Spoofs and Hoaxes



		23. ‘A Most Desirable Association’



		24. Adventures in Minibibliomania



		25. Philip R. Bishop: Collecting Mosher in Depth



		26. The Bloodless Bibliomystery



		27. London’s Fabled Book Runners



		28. Rosy and Lilly



		29. Colin Franklin, Scholar-collector, Rare Book Dealer



		30. The Lure of the Hunt



		31. Graham Greene, Book Collector



		32. The Mysterious Bookshop











		PART V: GUILTY BIBLIOPHILIC PLEASURES



		33. Dr R or the Snubbed Collector



		34. For Pleasure and Profit



		35. Blossoming Bibliophilia: In the Suicide’s Library



		36. The X-Acto Knife in E. Forbes Smiley’s pocket: The Map Thief



		37. Rare Book Ring: Thieves of Book Row



		38. Razoring Out Bird-Books: Torn from Their Bindings











		PART VI: A TYPOGRAPHICAL ADVENTURE (OR MORE ADVENTURES IN COLLECTING)



		39. Chasing Handmade Paper



		40. A Note on Private Presses and Fine Printing



		41. Specimen Leaves



		42. Chasing the Kelmscott Albion Hand Presses



		43. Rare Book Swapping



		44. Jerry Kelly’s Zapf



		45. Collecting Calligraphic and Typographic Bookplates



		46. The Typophiles



		47. A Hot Metal Masterpiece



		48. Hand-illumined











		PART VII: MANUSCRIPT HUNTING



		49. Making a Muraqqa: Collecting Persian and Mughal Manuscript Miniatures











		Acknowledgements



		Publication History



		Appendix – A Further Reading List: Antiquarian Bookselling, Book Collecting, Rare Book Dealers, Book Collectors and Bibliophily











Page List





		Page i



		Page iii



		Page iv



		Page v



		Page vii



		Page ix



		Page x



		Page xi



		Page xiii



		Page xiv



		Page 1



		Page 3



		Page 4



		Page 5



		Page 6



		Page 7



		Page 8



		Page 9



		Page 10



		Page 11



		Page 12



		Page 13



		Page 14



		Page 15



		Page 16



		Page 17



		Page 18



		Page 19



		Page 20



		Page 21



		Page 23



		Page 25



		Page 26



		Page 27



		Page 28



		Page 29



		Page 30



		Page 31



		Page 32



		Page 33



		Page 34



		Page 35



		Page 36



		Page 37



		Page 38



		Page 39



		Page 40



		Page 41



		Page 42



		Page 43



		Page 44



		Page 45



		Page 46



		Page 47



		Page 48



		Page 49



		Page 50



		Page 51



		Page 52



		Page 53



		Page 54



		Page 55



		Page 56



		Page 57



		Page 58



		Page 59



		Page 60



		Page 61



		Page 62



		Page 63



		Page 64



		Page 65



		Page 66



		Page 67



		Page 68



		Page 69



		Page 71



		Page 73



		Page 74



		Page 75



		Page 76



		Page 77



		Page 78



		Page 79



		Page 80



		Page 81



		Page 82



		Page 83



		Page 84



		Page 85



		Page 86



		Page 87



		Page 88



		Page 89



		Page 90



		Page 91



		Page 92



		Page 93



		Page 94



		Page 95



		Page 96



		Page 97



		Page 98



		Page 99



		Page 100



		Page 101



		Page 102



		Page 103



		Page 104



		Page 105



		Page 106



		Page 107



		Page 108



		Page 109



		Page 110



		Page 111



		Page 112



		Page 113



		Page 115



		Page 116



		Page 117



		Page 118



		Page 119



		Page 120



		Page 121



		Page 122



		Page 123



		Page 124



		Page 125



		Page 126



		Page 127



		Page 128



		Page 129



		Page 130



		Page 131



		Page 132



		Page 133



		Page 134



		Page 135



		Page 136



		Page 137



		Page 138



		Page 139



		Page 140



		Page 141



		Page 142



		Page 143



		Page 144



		Page 145



		Page 146



		Page 147



		Page 148



		Page 149



		Page 150



		Page 151



		Page 152



		Page 153



		Page 154



		Page 155



		Page 156



		Page 157



		Page 158



		Page 159



		Page 160



		Page 161



		Page 162



		Page 163



		Page 164



		Page 165



		Page 166



		Page 167



		Page 168



		Page 169



		Page 170



		Page 171



		Page 172



		Page 173



		Page 174



		Page 175



		Page 176



		Page 177



		Page 178



		Page 179



		Page 180



		Page 181



		Page 182



		Page 183



		Page 184



		Page 185



		Page 187



		Page 189



		Page 190



		Page 191



		Page 192



		Page 193



		Page 194



		Page 195



		Page 196



		Page 197



		Page 198



		Page 199



		Page 200



		Page 201



		Page 202



		Page 203



		Page 204



		Page 205



		Page 206



		Page 207



		Page 208



		Page 209



		Page 210



		Page 211



		Page 213



		Page 215



		Page 216



		Page 217



		Page 218



		Page 219



		Page 220



		Page 221



		Page 222



		Page 223



		Page 224



		Page 225



		Page 226



		Page 227



		Page 228



		Page 229



		Page 230



		Page 231



		Page 232



		Page 233



		Page 234



		Page 235



		Page 236



		Page 237



		Page 238



		Page 239



		Page 240



		Page 241



		Page 242



		Page 243



		Page 244



		Page 245



		Page 246



		Page 247



		Page 248



		Page 249



		Page 250



		Page 251



		Page 252



		Page 253



		Page 254



		Page 255



		Page 256



		Page 257



		Page 258



		Page 259



		Page 260



		Page 261



		Page 262



		Page 263



		Page 264



		Page 265



		Page 266



		Page 267



		Page 268



		Page 269



		Page 270



		Page 271



		Page 272



		Page 273



		Page 274



		Page 275



		Page 276



		Page 277



		Page 278



		Page 279



		Page 280



		Page 281



		Page 282



		Page 283



		Page 284



		Page 285



		Page 286



		Page 287



		Page 288



		Page 289



		Page 290



		Page 291



		Page 292



		Page 293



		Page 294



		Page 295



		Page 296



		Page 297



		Page 298



		Page 299



		Page 300



		Page 301



		Page 303



		Page 305



		Page 306



		Page 307



		Page 308



		Page 309



		Page 310



		Page 311



		Page 312



		Page 313



		Page 314



		Page 315



		Page 317



		Page 319



		Page 320



		Page 321



		Page 322



		Page 323



		Page 324



		Page 325



		Page 326



		Page 327



		Page 328



		Page 329



		Page 330



		Page 331



		Page 332



		Page 333



		Page 334

















OEBPS/Cover.jpg





