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INTRODUCTION

In the decades since they were written, Rumer Godden’s India novels have floated in and out of fashion, yet whatever tidal shifts have affected current tastes in fiction these distinctive, delicately poised and entirely unsentimental books have never lost a shred of their almost hypnotic appeal.

The three early novels Black Narcissus (1939), Breakfast with the Nikolides (1942), and Kingfishers Catch Fire (1953), along with The River (1946), reflect the themes and settings that are central to her works. Godden was a writer who continually drew on her own life experiences, frugally mixing and recasting the elements to give them fresh significance, but always relating her work back to the people, places, human passions and frailties that she knew and understood best. Here, the place is northern India, the people are the pre-Partition British and the Indians they governed, and the themes are sexual desire, treachery, the conflict of cultures and the loss of innocence.

Margaret Rumer Godden was born in England in 1907, but while still a baby she was taken by her mother to rejoin her father in Assam. The Godden parents soon sent Rumer and her elder sister Jon ‘home’ again to boarding school, as did most of their contemporaries, but the First World War intervened and the girls happily returned to live with their parents and two younger sisters at Narayanganj, a small town on a tributary of the Brahmaputra River in East Bengal where their father was the manager of a steamship company. Their eventful childhood in the big house on the river bank, with its large garden, complex hierarchy of family servants, and with the town’s hectic bazaar on their doorstep, was close to idyllic for all the Godden children and they looked back on it with yearning. But even so, Rumer sensed that she did not quite belong – that necessary credential for a writer in the making. All her life she believed Jon to be the more talented writer, and she knew that she was the plainest of the four sisters. At Narayanganj she was an outsider to the life of India and Indians that she observed with such clear-eyed fascination, and when in her adult years she chose to live elsewhere in India she did so mostly outside the narrow boundaries observed by British residents. At ‘home’ in England she was set apart too, as much by her exotic upbringing and her struggle to bring up her two daughters after a difficult divorce from her ‘boxwallah’ husband, as by her beady cleverness and intense involvement in her work. The expression of exile from physical place and from the ease of conventional society is ever present in her books.

Black Narcissus is the story of a small group of idealistic English nuns who travel to set up a convent school community at Mopu, in the mountains to the north of Darjeeling. As in her other novels, the setting is described with sensuous but precise exactitude – a neglected palace with a scandalous history in a landscape of butterflies, blossom, forests and snowy peaks. The sisters’ intentions are of the best, but as the local agent of Empire, the whisky-swilling Mr Dean predicts, their mission is a failure. The nuns’ blithe confidence in their power to do good is undermined by the complexity of local conditions; they fail to understand or even investigate the rules that govern the people and they are correspondingly unbending in their own beliefs and traditions. Everyone they try to draw into their Christian sphere is more knowing, more corrupt, and better at calculating the odds than they are, from Mr Dean and the young Indian princeling General Dilip Rai to the ripe young student Kanchi. Sister Clodagh, the leader of the mission, is on the exterior authoritative and temperamentally cool, but within she is troubled and questioning of her own capabilities. Clodagh’s antithesis is the outwardly dissolute Mr Dean, a man who is nevertheless able to summon compassion and strength when these are required. For all its convent setting, the novel thrums with sex, portrayed with a subtlety that seems only to intensify its power. The story is simple but the narrative takes an unshakeable hold, building to a climax involving sexual obsession, insanity and tragic death, which despite the gothic elements is handled with masterful restraint. The final image of a lonely grave which the villagers will not pass by for fear of the bhût, or spirit, that haunts it, is one that Godden took from a real burial place.

Breakfast with the Nikolides and Kingfishers Catch Fire both feature a young girl who is obliged by events to recognise and absorb into herself the consequences of adult shortcomings. Such children are recurrent figures in Godden’s work; they are vulnerable, observant individuals who are deficient in charm but gifted with perception beyond their years. As the child Emily declares to Louise in Breakfast with the Nikolides, ‘I see you, Mother. I cannot help it.’ Both Emily and the child Teresa in Kingfishers Catch Fire, with the premature pucker of apprehension between her brows that her mother so dislikes, contain aspects of their creator as well as of her two daughters, but the writer and her experiences are most clearly discernible in their vivid, disconcerting mothers. Sophie and Louise, in their respective narratives, draw and hold the reader’s attention like flames dangerously leaping in the dark.

The setting of Breakfast with the Nikolides is closely based on Narayanganj, with the bazaar lying ‘like a patch of plague’ against its walls. The atmosphere is heavy with the unspoken; Emily’s queasy stomach is an emblem of the invisibly churning entrails beneath the sunny surfaces of the family house and gardens. The girl is caught in the sticky threads of her parents’ passionately unhappy marriage; there is further sexual tension close at hand between a young student, an Indian vet, and the vet’s uneducated wife. The edifices of social and marital relationships are fragile, but they hold up until an incident with Emily’s pet dog triggers the cataclysm. Louise, Emily’s mother, is imprisoned by her circumstances. She hates India – as symbolised by the squalor and brutality of the bazaar – but she is trapped in the country as she is trapped in her marriage. Her treatment of the dog is an act of blazing revenge and repudiation of both. Rumer Godden adored her pet Pekinese, and family dogs recur through the books – as does the perpetual threat in India of rabies.

Kingfishers Catch Fire is the most autobiographical of this trio of autobiographically inflected books. The setting is Srinagar in Kashmir, where Godden lived with her daughters on far too little money after separating from her husband. Sophie Barrington-Ward is a widow, left in poverty after the death of her handsome but inept husband. Full of headstrong enthusiasm and naive idealism, she takes a house in a remote village on the lake. Here she and her daughter and infant son will live on next to nothing, exactly like their peasant neighbours. ‘“We shall be poor and simple too,” she said with shining eyes […] “Peasants are simple and honest and kindly and quiet.”’ Teresa bears witness to these declarations with the telling pucker of apprehension showing between her brows. She is a priggish child but, like Emily, she cannot help seeing her mother.

As with the nuns at Mopu, Sophie at Dilkhush never stops to consider what she represents to the people who live at her gate. She believes she is poor, but to these villagers she is rich and profligate, and ripe to be cheated. Sophie is maddening but she is also brave, ingenious and determined. She does everything in her power to make the venture a success, but, between the harsh weather of the mountains and the cruel poverty of the village, her peasant idyll never takes on more substance than a dream. Everyone cheats her except the noble Nabir Dar, the caretaker of the house, and she does not appreciate his worth until it is too late. Discord erupts between the two tribes of the village, on Sophie’s account. The little family suffers but Sophie clings on, wilfully blind to the truth, until she is no longer able to discern the danger she and her children are in. From a languorous start steeped in the luscious beauty of the Kashmiri scenery, the narrative gathers pace and pitches towards its climax: all of Sophie’s illusions collapse in a miasma of threat, sickness and confusion, while through her benign neglect Teresa is swept into jeopardy.

The novel is perfectly poised. Each strand of the taut narrative is woven with precision, each character is given his due, with restrained sympathy but with an absence of sentimentality that is almost forensic. Sophie and her children survive Dilkhush; the shocking events are explained and the ending provides a necessary fictional full stop – though even that has its tensions. It is significant of their era that both Sophie and Louise make an eventual pact of submission to their men in exchange for economic and social stability. Only the nuns walk away, and even they are returning to the mother house and the Mother Superior of their order. Rumer Godden underwent the same ordeal as Sophie Barrington-Ward, but the reality of the matter was less clear-cut. The truth behind the events at Dove House, the original of Dilkhush, was never properly resolved.

The books are remarkable for the way that powerful adult themes underlie their glimmering surface. I devoured them as a teenager, racing through the stories and revelling in the lush landscapes and exotic peoples in the (then) certainty that I would never see them for myself. It’s hard to think that I appreciated any of their true qualities. They have repaid rereading from an adult perspective, and they will continue to reward both returning readers and new ones: such is their narrative grip, clothed in its silken dress of delicacy, subtlety and understanding of the human state.

Rosie Thomas
2013
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The Sisters left Darjeeling in the last week of October. They had come to settle in the General’s Palace at Mopu, which was now to be known as the Convent of St Faith.

Last year it had been called St Saviour’s School, but, when the Brotherhood left after only staying five months, it lapsed into the Palace again. The natives had never called it anything else; they had hardly noticed the Brothers except, when they met them out walking, to wonder how they grew such beards on their faces; their own chins were quite hairless, though they had long pigtails, and they thought the Brothers must be very senseless to grow hair down their fronts instead of down their backs where it was needed to shield them from the sun. There had been only two pupils in the school; one was the General’s nephew and the other the son of his cook.

The General had sent two men to show the Sisters the way and Father Roberts had lent them his interpreter clerk. Father Roberts seemed very anxious about them altogether.

‘What is he afraid of?’ asked Sister Blanche. ‘I think these hills are lovely.’

‘He thinks we may be lonely.’

‘Lonely! When we’re all together? How could we be?’ But outside the town, they did seem a very small cavalcade as they rode away to the hills.

They rode on Bhotiya ponies that were small and thick-set like barbs, and sat swaying in their saddles, their veils tucked under them. They looked very tall in their veils and topees, the animals very small, and the grooms laughed out loud and said: ‘These are women like the snows, tall and white, overtopping everything.’

One man said: ‘I think they’re like a row of teeth. I can’t see any difference between them and they’ll eat into the countryside and want to know everything and alter everything. I was peon at the Baptist Mission and I know.’

‘Oh no, they won’t,’ said a very young groom. ‘I know all about them. These are real Jesus Christ ladies like the Convent ladies here. They only teach the women and children and that doesn’t matter, does it?’

Sister Clodagh rode on in front with the clerk. It was easy to see that she had been on a horse before, and the others watched her enviously as she sat, upright and easy, bending her head to talk to the clerk, sometimes half turning round to see if they were all following. They rode one after the other along the path, but Sister Blanche’s pony kept hurrying to push to the front and Sister Ruth screamed every time it came near her. She was terribly nervous; when her pony flicked an ear at a fly she thought it was going to bolt, and when it tucked its hoof up neatly over a stone, she cried out that it was going to kick; the grooms walked negligently along at the back, laughing and talking, their blankets over their shoulders. Hers was a bow-legged small man in a black fur hat, and when she called out to him he smiled at her, but stayed exactly where he was.

Behind the grooms were the porters, whom they had overtaken already, fifty or sixty of them, some carrying enormous loads; they were gradually left behind and the ponies and the laughing grooms went down and down, into the forest between the hills.

They spent the night in the Rest House at Goontu, a market village above the forest. There was a long market ground of beaten earth with booths standing empty for the next market day and hens like bantams wandering under their planked boards. The Rest House was a whitewashed bungalow with a red tin roof; as they came up to it, they heard the squawking of chickens being killed for their supper and the caretaker came up to salaam them with the chopper in his hand. There was a temple at Goontu and the bells rang persistently from sunset until the middle of the night; the clerk told the Sisters that they would hear them at Mopu.

‘Are we nearly there then?’ asked Sister Blanche.

‘We have to go up there,’ said the clerk, pointing to the hill that shut off the north sky above them, ‘and down a little; up again, higher and higher, and then down, down, down.’

They stood in front of the Rest House, looking at the silent great hill they had to cross.

On the afternoon of the second day they rode through the last stretch of forest; they were aching and sore and stiff. All day they had been climbing up so steeply that they were slipping over their ponies’ tails, or going down at such an angle that they could almost have fallen between their ears. Now Sister Blanche’s pony walked in its place and the grooms had stopped their laughing; they hung on to the ponies’ tails and had tied leaves round their foreheads to catch the sweat.

The nuns’ heads nodded above the ponies, they rode in a shade of green dark sleep; the ponies’ hooves sounded monotonously on the stones, their tails hung in the grooms’ hands, too tired to twitch at the flies.

Then round the bend, almost on top of them, swept a party of horsemen; suddenly they were in a sea of manes and rearing heads and clatter and shouting; legs brushed theirs rudely and their ponies were buffeted and kicked. Sister Ruth screamed and a horse began a wild high-pitched neighing. At last the grooms separated the ponies and helped the nuns down from their saddles, and the pandemonium died down. Sister Ruth looked as if she might faint; she stared at the horses, her green eyes bright with fright, and her little groom stood beside her, patting his pony’s neck, telling her not to be afraid. They all called reassuringly to her, but Sister Clodagh said briskly: ‘Come along, Sister. It’s over now. You weren’t in any danger, you know; that pony’s as steady as a donkey.’

‘How she loves to exaggerate,’ thought Sister Clodagh as she watched the horses, which were different from any she had seen. They had swept up the path, and now the men could not get them to stand; they had galloped up the hill and still they swung and dodged as they tried to hold them. They were only ponies like the Bhotiyas, white and nursery dappled, but their nostrils were wider, their necks thicker, their tails more sweepingly curved; they were eager and powerful as they moved. ‘They are stallions, you see,’ said the clerk. ‘The General has sent them to welcome you.’

‘They might have done it more tenderly,’ said Sister Clodagh. She had been in front and met their full force.

‘They did not mean to do it so fast,’ said the clerk. ‘These horses gallop uphill. They are saying,’ he added ingratiatingly, ‘the men are saying, that the Lady-Sahib sits her horse like a man.’

The General had sent tea and, as he knew very well how to please and excite Europeans, he had told his men to serve it in handleless wine cups made of soapstone.

Sister Ruth was positive they were jade. ‘Mutton-fat jade,’ she said. She always knew everything.

They sat on their saddles, which the men had taken off their ponies and put for them on the grass, drinking the General’s tea and trying to eat his cakes, which were very elaborate and very dry. They were tired, and the shade of the forest was greener and more pleasant than anything their eyes had seen for months; and, because outside the weather was sunny, the hill butterflies with wings like sulphur were flying through the forest, and, where the yellow ones flew, the white ones followed. They seemed more beautiful than flowers to the nuns as they looked after them through the leaves; each sat with her thoughts round her like a cloak, and after a while no one spoke; they were too tired.

Sister Briony sat on her saddle with her knees apart, her elbows on her knees; she was eating a cake with her handkerchief spread on her chest to catch the crumbs. She wondered pleasantly about the baggage and the porters who had straggled in so late the night before, poor things, and about their new quarters, and particularly that Sister Clodagh had said that there were plenty of cupboards. Sister Briony had been châtelaine at many convents from Wanstead to Lahore, and she could have told you every detail of every cupboard in them and how many keys they each had.

One of the most important things in her life was her keys. Waking, her life was bound by them, and sleeping, her thoughts were dogged by them, and she had always the comfortable feeling of their weight by her side. She was never quite sure of them, though, and if you saw Sister Briony’s lips silently moving while her fingers were busy at her girdle, you were never quite sure if she was saying her prayers or counting her keys.

She was glad she was going with Sister Clodagh, quite apart from the cupboards. ‘If there’s one person I do admire,’ said Sister Briony often, ‘it’s Sister Clodagh. I have, really I have, a great admiration for her.’ She was the oldest Sister, but Sister Clodagh had passed her long ago; she could remember the brilliant little Clodagh, who had come all the way from Ireland, in her last years at school.

Sister Blanche was talking again. She was a chatterbox and dimples chased round her mouth like the butterflies through the wood; she was still pretty, though her face was beginning to fade and she was not as plump as she had been, but the girls’ name for her, Sister Honey, still suited her and they came to her like flies round a honey pot. Everyone was fond of sentimental Sister Honey.

‘Why Sister Blanche?’ Sister Clodagh had asked when she was given her list of names.

‘Sister Honey?’ said Mother Dorothea, the Mother Provincial. ‘I think you’ll need Sister Honey. She’s popular. You’ll need to be popular.’

Sister Clodagh said nothing to that, there was nothing to say, but she asked: ‘Why Sister Ruth?’

No one wanted Sister Ruth. She was an uncomfortable person. She was young and oddly noticeable, with high cheekbones and a narrow forehead and eyes that were green and brilliant with lashes that were so light and fine that they hardly showed; they gave her a peculiarly intent look and her teeth stuck out a little which enhanced it. She had a way of talking that was quick and flickering, and she seemed to hang upon your words, waiting for the moment when she could interrupt and talk again herself. She had come to them with a reputation for cleverness, but in the Order they had many teachers, some of them with high qualifications like Sister Clodagh herself, and Sister Ruth found she was given only a junior teacher’s work and she resented it.

‘She’s a problem,’ said Reverend Mother. ‘I’m afraid she’ll be a problem for you. Of course, she hasn’t been well, and I think in a cooler climate and with a smaller community she’ll be better, especially as she’ll have to take responsibility. That’s what she needs. That’s my chief reason for sending her. Give her responsibility, Sister, she badly wants importance.’

‘That’s what I feel too,’ Sister Clodagh had answered. ‘She always wants to be important and to make herself felt.’ It seemed to her that there was an undesirable quality in Sister Ruth, something that showed in all her work, clever though it undeniably was. It was even in the dolls she had dressed for the Fête, that made the others look like clothes-pegs; she remembered the poise and smugness, the complete take-in of those dolls, and said: ‘Is it a good thing to let her feel important? I feel she should learn …’

‘She’s more easily led than driven,’ Reverend Mother cut her short. ‘Be careful of her. Spare her some of your own importance – if you can.’

Sister Clodagh was startled. Reverend Mother was looking at her; her face was such a network of lines that it was hard to make out her expression, but for a moment Sister Clodagh thought that she was looking at her as if she were displeased with her and at the same time was sorry for her. Sorry for her.

Mother Dorothea was eighty-one and as dry and unexpected as snuff; her bones were small and exposed like a bat’s, and she weighed no more than a child of ten, but there was no one in the Order more feared and respected. Sister Clodagh had a tall and supple figure and her face was smooth and serene, with beautiful grey eyes. She had white hands and almond-shaped nails and a voice that was cold and sweet. She had just been made the youngest Sister Superior in the Order.

She asked: ‘Mother, are you sorry that I’ve been appointed to take charge at St Faith’s?’

Mother Dorothea laid a hideous old hand on her arm. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you’re ready for it and I think you’ll be too lonely.’

‘Why should I be lonely? It will be the same for me as for the others.’

‘If I thought that, I shouldn’t worry so much, but I’m afraid you won’t let it be.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘What’s good enough for us,’ said Mother Dorothea, ‘isn’t quite good enough for you, is it?’

That was nasty. Mother Dorothea had said some very nasty things. ‘Remember, a community isn’t a class of girls. The Sisters won’t be as easy to manage – nor to impress. If you want advice, and I hope you will want it –’ ‘Don’t despise your Sisters. You’re a little inclined to do that.’ ‘Remember the Superior of all is the servant of all.’

‘You think I’m being nasty, don’t you?’ she said at the end. ‘I wish it were any use. Well, you’re going and that’s a fact. Don’t be afraid to say that you want to come back, and don’t forget to enjoy yourself.’

That was an odd thing to say. She might have said almost anything else but that. They were going into the wilderness, to pioneer, to endure, to work; but surely not to enjoy themselves. She could not forget Mother Dorothea saying that.

Yet, now that they were close to it, she remembered again how much she had enjoyed that night she had spent in the Palace at Mopu when she had come up to inspect it with Sister Laura a month ago. She had not forgotten it since. It was extraordinary how she had remembered it; the feeling of the house and the strange thoughts she had when the General’s agent, Mr Dean, showed them over it. It had reminded her of Ireland. Why, when it was entirely different? Was it the unaccustomed greenness, or the stillness of the house after the wind outside? Now, in the forest, she had a longing to feel that wind again.

She began to tell the Sisters again about Mopu. She told them about the Palace, that was only a ramshackle house facing the Himalayas; it had come as a direct answer to their prayers, she said, an answer to their need. They all knew that their Order had no cool place to go to from the Plains; there was no room for them, as every hill station had its convent. ‘– and this isn’t only fortunate for us. The people must need us here. There isn’t a school or a hospital, not even a doctor nearer than Goontu.’

While she was speaking, it seemed to her that she was standing on the terrace at Mopu in the wind. She caught at that and dragged it in. ‘Sister Laura isn’t with us to-day, but she could tell you that, as we stood on the terrace and saw what you will presently see, we felt it was an inspiration to be there.’

Sister Briony and Sister Honey listened with even their breath following hers, but Sister Philippa smiled as if to herself, and Sister Ruth said: ‘I wonder why the Brothers left so soon.’

‘How lucky we are,’ said Sister Honey, ‘to be going to such a beautiful place.’

‘But I should like to know,’ said Sister Ruth, ‘why the Brothers went away so soon.’

Sister Clodagh frowned. She had asked Mr Dean that question herself and he had looked at her as if he were going to tell her, and then shrugged his shoulders and said: ‘The school wasn’t a success.’

‘No? They have a very great reputation for their teaching.’

He had not answered that, but he turned to her and said: ‘It’s an impossible place to put a nunnery.’

She said blandly, purposely not drawing him out: ‘Difficult, but surely not impossible. Nothing is impossible.’ She tried not to remember what he had said to that.

She told herself that it was because he did not want them there. That was true. She had felt it while he was showing them over the house and garden; apart from his rudeness, he was hostile as soon as they came inside the grounds, he and the old caretaker, Angu Ayah. Usually Sister Clodagh did not notice servants very much, but that old woman had made an impression like an impact on her.

She picked up one of the wine-cups from the tray. It was cold and thick and grey-green between her fingers. It had a rancid smell that they had noticed as they drank the tea, but she liked its shape and, in spite of its smell and coldness, she liked to hold it in her hand.

She looked at the men sitting and gossiping. One of them had taken off his crown of leaves and stuck a twig of them behind his ear; the green brought out the colour of his cheek and it looked as if it would be warm to touch. How often had she touched Con’s cheek and found it smooth and warm; like the feel of his fingers. His fingers used to play with her hair behind her ear. ‘Your hair’s like honey and satin, Clo. Don’t you ever cut it off.’ She shut her eyes. The knuckles of the hand that held the cup were stretched and white.

All last night at Goontu she had lain awake thinking that they should not have come. She should not have let them come. She had been sent to report on the house and advise on her Order’s accepting or refusing the General’s offer, and last night she had tossed and turned on the Rest House bed, thinking she had not reported quite truthfully. That uneasy conviction was with her still. Was it a conviction or only a dream? She did not want to answer that question and now Sister Ruth had asked: ‘Why did the Brothers leave so soon?’

The young groom stood up stretching and, taking out his leaves, he shook them carefully and gave them to Sister Philippa. They had rough white flowers on them like daphne; Sister Philippa was so surprised that she blushed.

Sister Clodagh put the cup down on the tray and rose, brushing her habit. ‘Now how did he know that you are the garden Sister?’ she said.

The path led out from the forest and young plantations on to the bare hill where the light dazzled their eyes. They saw the great slope of hill and the valley and hills rising across the gulf to the clouds; then they saw what they had missed at first, because they had not looked as high. Across the north the Himalayas were showing with the peak Kanchenjunga straight before them. They recognized Kanchenjunga but no one remarked on it; but as they stared, they and the hill they stood on seemed to dwindle.

The wind blew, the ponies shifted; a groom blew his nose on his fingers, and still these strange white women sat staring at the snows.

‘Kanchenjunga reminds me,’ said Sister Philippa, ‘of the Chinese house god that always sits in front of the door.’ As she said it she looked over her shoulder. The others followed her gaze, and moving together, reined their ponies back on the path.

Under a deodar tree, solitary among the saplings, a man sat on the ground on a red deerskin spotted with white. The colour of the skin and his hands and face and clothes blended with the colour and twistings of the roots of the tree, so that it was easy to see why they had not noticed him before. By his robe and the wooden beads round his neck, they knew he was a Holy Man, a Sunnyasi; there, at the foot of the tree, was the platform of whitewashed earth and string of marigolds that marked his shrine. Among the roots was his bowl of polished wood and his staff, and against the tree leant a hut. He sat cross-legged and took as little notice of them as if they were flies; his head did not move, nor his eyes. In the teeth of the wind he seemed to have on nothing but his cloth robe, his arms and chest were bare and his head was shaved.

Sister Philippa’s voice seemed to ring on the air, and the clatter of the ponies’ hooves and the creaking of their saddles. They felt curiously abashed and silently followed one another down the path.
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It was the General’s father, the late General Ranajit Rai, who had first made his estate at Mopu. He was the sixth son of the second son of the Governing House; but he had quarrelled with his second cousin, the Prime Minister of the State, and with his wife’s elder brother, the Commander-in-Chief, so that the wiser members of his family had nothing to do with him. He found himself lonely, with nothing to do, and he crossed the Range into India to spend the season in Darjeeling. He found that so pleasant that he said he would never go back to the State.

The General Ranajit was given to whims which he called Good Ideas, and suddenly he asked the Government of India if he might lease from them the tract of land which lay beside the frontier, on the slope of hill facing the Range; a sweep of hill from the forest to the River, and the valley in the River basin, and the forest rising on the further bank to the Range. Government wished to compliment the State and also to occupy the General, who was becoming a problem in official circles; they leased him the land, with the clause ‘for experimental development’ tactfully inserted.

The General liked to make experiments, and he built himself a house, a country palace, on the wild hill a mile above the River facing the greater peaks of the Range. ‘It will have the finest view in India,’ he cried.

‘But who will live in it? And who will pay for it?’ asked his aide-de-camp, who was also his Financial Secretary.

It certainly was very expensive. ‘But we needn’t live in it,’ said the General, and built himself a modest cottage on the hill above it, round the bluff and out of the wind. It was a cottage of ten or twelve rooms, with ornamental balconies and a fountain in the garden. That had to be carried from Darjeeling; it took the porters eight days to bring it on the route that usually took two, but it was worth it, for the people came for miles to look at it. It was better than going to the Fair at Goontu.

The General called the little house ‘Canna Villa’ after the manner of houses in Darjeeling, and he dropped into the habit of staying there for three or four days, even a week at a time. He had been known to stay a fortnight and, to make it more pleasant, he had the Good Idea of installing his wife and ladies in the Palace just down the hill. It was pleasant to have the ladies at Mopu, it was convenient and sensible, for there he had leisure to attend to them; soon he left them there altogether and rode out from Darjeeling now and again to see them. It was a good Good Idea, and he felt that his Financial Secretary, who was also his aide-de-camp, should have been very pleased with him for the economical use he had put the Palace to.

‘Think of the money we’ve saved,’ he said, ‘keeping them all out at Mopu, instead of here in Darjeeling.’

‘It was certainly very expensive to have so many ladies here,’ agreed the Secretary. ‘And sometimes it was rather difficult,’ he added. He was also Political Secretary, and lately he had often asked the General: ‘Do you have to take them all about with you everywhere?’

‘All? What do you mean “all”? There are not so very many of them,’ said the General indignantly.

‘Government doesn’t quite understand –’ began the Secretary gently.

‘Why not?’ The General had a violent temper, and the Secretary, who was also the Surgeon Adviser, had to beg him to calm himself; too many ladies and too many experiments had played havoc with the General’s health. It was a Good Idea to keep the ladies at Mopu.

The people called the Palace ‘the House of Women’ in those days. They could see lights shining there to all hours of the night, and hear the music; since the General’s wife died there was no order kept in it. Picnic parties came down to the River, with carrying chairs and ponies; the ladies wore fine gauzes and had coloured umbrellas; the shrieking and laughing went on until the sun went down and they went back to the Palace up the hill. The people did not think much of them, but it was nothing to do with them.

Soon the General died and was succeeded by his son, the present General Toda Rai. General Ranajit had not liked his son Toda. To begin with, he looked like a coolie; of pure Rajput descent, or so they had always been led to suppose, Toda had the squat figure and slit eyes of a Mongol, and how that happened no one knew, for his mother at any rate was above suspicion. If it had been his father now … He had grown to be a model young man, in whom his father’s Good Ideas came out in such model things as Progress, Welfare and Improvements. He had served to some purpose in the State Army, was popular with his relations, and had prudently married the wife that the richest of them had nominated. By the time he inherited his father’s rather vague estates, he had a considerable one of his own.

But he was far from being self-satisfied; always at the back of his mind he knew that his father, the dashing impetuous scornful Ranajit Rai, had thought him undersized, ugly and dull; that had kept him human and a little wistful in the midst of his success.

Now he was elderly and very rich, very cautious and filled with an intense desire to benefit others. He was at the honourable end of his career in the State, and he decided to retire to Mopu and develop the land and help the people of the valley and the hills.

He found that they helped him immensely. They helped to make Mopu a profitable and prosperous estate; a tea garden was opened on the land between the Palace and the River, and where it was too low for tea to grow, they made him an orange grove, and where it was too high and windy above the Palace, they planted him a nursery of valuable coniferous trees. They gave him cheap and plentiful labour and continued to live their lives as before.

A village grew up around Canna Villa, and now there were enough people to have a market of their own there, instead of going up to Goontu. ‘If there was no market,’ they said, ‘think of the way the General would have to send for his vegetables and fruit!’ Everything was peaceful and well arranged; they assured him he had only to smile and grow rich.

These people were not exactly of the State, nor exactly of India; they were free; they lived on the General’s estate, but they were not exactly his. They had no laws, and life happened to them with extreme cheerfulness and often with extreme cruelty. The people of the heights were the equal of the people of the valley, and the people of the valley of those of the heights, just as a yak and a pony might look each other in the face and still be different.

On the bony slopes of the Range, the wind blows down the passes, cold with ice and snow; there is often a day’s march between the villages where the roofs are fastened down with boulders to keep them from the wind. The goats and the ponies and the people are thick-set and solid, built low to stand against it; they are solitary and silent, and they have names like the mountains of their Range; Lashar, Kabru, Kabur, Maku and Kanchenjunga. In the valley, the natives plant their rice and gather their fruit and crops, and fish a little in the River and get drunk at weddings on their own rice beer. They came up from the valley to work for the General; a few came down from the villages below the Range and, once again, they all assured him that he had only to smile and grow rich.

He could not even govern them. They settled their own quarrels with their own blows, and there was no stealing, because the people of the valley had everything and the people of the heights had nothing, and they never mixed; there was no lying, because it was foolish to lie when everything was known to everyone, and there was no pride and no fear. He could not even protect them, because there was nothing to protect them from, except a few leopard and bear in the foot-hills, and these they managed quite nicely for themselves, with their slings and stones and bows and arrows.

‘I must do something for them,’ he said to his English agent, Mr Dean. Then his eye fell on the Palace.

He often lived in Canna Villa, but he would not have stayed a night in the Palace; he did not like it at all, though he was careful to respect it. He considered it a disgrace and yet, in a perverse way, he admired it; it held all the family shame and, mysteriously, some of the family glory as well.

He had turned out the women at once; after all, they had been behaving badly in a most unbridled way and abandoned all attempt at being good, even in their fashion. He could send them away, but he could not wipe them out. Sometimes it seemed to him that the house had a bad wild life of its own; the impression of its evil lingered, in its name, in its atmosphere, and, worst of all, in his sister Srimati.

She had been brought up there by Angu Ayah, in the atmosphere of the House of Women. She was graceless and beautiful, a gazelle of a girl with great soft eyes, and her father prudently married her off while she was still very young; but she never forgot what she had seen and learnt as a child. When finally her husband had disowned her and she was not allowed into the State, the good young General Toda Rai had still countenanced her and let her live in the Palace with her children until she died. He thought, now, that that had been a mistake; the house seemed to bring out the worst in her and she had half killed herself before he persuaded her to leave it. He had paid for the trip to Europe in an effort to cure her when she was dying, and he had not been known to put money into a profitless scheme before. Her death left him curiously softened; he would do sudden unpractical and unbusinesslike things, and he had taken her children, legitimate and illegitimate, and provided for them all.
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