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The Journeys series celebrates John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing by rediscovering classic journeys from the past, introduced by some of today’s most exciting writers.


From solo journeys through the Sahara to canoeing the length of the Mississippi, from the badlands of Utah’s canyons to the black tents of Central Asian nomads, from Calcutta to Samarkand, Afghanistan to Ethiopia, the series has captured the risk and wonder that comes from all good travelling, opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures. Spanning a period from the 1890s to the 1980s, these Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the places and times in which they were originally published, but on the place and time we find ourselves in now.


As a traveller who has written about journeys on foot throughout Europe (most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes), I am thrilled to have had the role of seeking out these books. Hundreds of suggestions have come to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also – in true travellers’ style – through serendipity and chance encounter. In this spirit of discovery, we are always open to suggestions for books to republish in the future. Please get in touch on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys
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DOMINIC FRANCIS MORAES (1938–2004) was born in Bombay and educated in London and Oxford. The first Indian poet to win the prestigious Hawthornden Prize, he went on to publish numerous books including poetry, essays and biography, edit magazines in the UK, US and Hong Kong, and work as a war correspondent. He is a renowned figure in Indian English literature.
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Introduction


 


 


 


 


 


In the autumn of 1957, a small London imprint, the Parton Press, published the first book by an Indian poet who had just turned nineteen. The imprint’s unlikely proprietor was a Soho man, David Archer, whose Parton bookshop had become a meeting place for the British Modernists of the thirties. On the blurry edge of Bloomsbury, Parton Street was little more than a cul-de-sac that joined Theobalds Road to Red Lion Square. The writers who frequented his bookshop said Archer was often found strolling among the square’s tall and leafy plane trees, a collection of magazines and newspapers tucked under his left arm. Archer had published first volumes by three young poets, each destined for early fame: Dylan Thomas, George Barker and the mercurial David Gascoyne, whose descent into amphetamine psychosis and institutional care was still some years away. He published Graham Greene’s first novel as well as W. S. Graham, yet there has been no study of his contribution to British letters. This may have had something to do with his personality. If his taste in poets was infallible, his accounting practices were less so. The Parton Street bookshop was shut down during the war and reopened in the fifties on Greek Street, opposite the Coach & Horses. This is the establishment he is remembered for, if he is remembered at all. The bookshop was so radical an experiment in bookselling, and bookkeeping, that it held the attention of a wild post-war generation. But it was no surprise that it went bankrupt, or that the bookseller ended his days penniless in a Salvation Army hostel, or that the trust fund his friends set up did not save him, or that he killed himself at the beginning of the seventies. Before his decline and inevitable fall, Archer’s acutely selective nose led him to a late success: he published Dom Moraes’ first book of poems. While its author was still at Jesus College, Oxford, in 1958, A Beginning won the Hawthornden Prize, which had not been awarded for fourteen years. Dom remains the youngest poet to receive the career-defining prize – he was twenty – and the only non-Englishman. 


This is the background to the travels that make up Gone Away: a first book of poems, sudden fame, new friendships with an extended group of poets and artists. As with his second collection, Poems (1960), Gone Away is addressed to the actress Dorothy Tutin. 


 


I write this in Gangtok. A thin small rain is falling in streets drifted over with mist. Almost my journey has come full circle, since the day I flew away from London, lonely for you.


 


Dom Moraes was twenty-one when he flew to India in 1959, yet the shape of his later life and work is prefigured in Gone Away. A romantic attachment fuels the writing. Improvisations and detours occur along the way. Journalist’s luck allows him to meet and interview the era’s prominent personalities. There is a fearlessness and disregard for personal safety, frequent recourse to drink and, always, the clean pleasure of the prose. Also at play is the social and political analysis that would make him, in later life, one of the highest-paid columnists in India.


The encounters with Jawaharlal Nehru and the Dalai Lama are lessons in the art of the interview. Dom never used tape recorders, and he did not take extensive notes. Instead, he wrote down key words and phrases that he would expand into extraordinarily accurate detail when transcribing each interview. There is a bit of comedy when he enters the prime minister’s office and becomes entangled in a ‘fatal’ curtain. With a line, Nehru is rendered: ‘the high-domed bald head, the beautiful face with its long, ambitious upper lip and hooded eyes . . .’ The poet and the prime minister speak without urgency, with long silences, each unsure how to proceed. The conversation picks up only when Dom asks Nehru if he might have been a writer had he not become a politician. The prime minister is revealed to us as a man riven by doubt, his limp handshake offset by the power he holds but no longer seems to enjoy. In contrast, the interview with the Dalai Lama, then in his early twenties, takes a markedly different, light-hearted turn. They laugh together, as young men sometimes do. There is no awkwardness, except for the presence of a translator who is reluctant to communicate some of the Dalai Lama’s more unguarded, if prophetic, opinions. 


Of these portraits, the one that cuts deepest is the encounter with the cancer-stricken poet, Laxmi Prasad Devkota, left to die on a riverbank in Nepal. It tells us that the only community to which Dom felt any allegiance was the world of poets and poetry. The dying poet grasps the young man’s hand and asks for forgiveness. ‘Pray for me,’ he says. Forty-four years later, Dom, also diagnosed with cancer, would say the opposite, and rage against God in his final sonnets. Some of the strangest moments in the book occur just a few pages after the meeting with Devkota. With the sick poet’s words still ringing in his head, Dom visits the fleshpots of Calcutta with his friend Ved Mehta. They meet knife-wielding pimps, expatriate prostitutes, under-age taxi girls, drunken sailors and a variety of touts. Nothing much happens. There is a curious mixture of fascination, revulsion and self-loathing, and we are reminded of our narrator’s extreme youth and inexperience: ‘I leapt up in the posture of a Botticelli virgin and said, “We must go.”’


Towards the end of the narrative, Dom travels to Sikkim, Tibet and the perilous border areas between India and China. The Indian authorities tell him there have been no incursions by Chinese troops, and no Indian troops have been sent to the border. He and a journalist take a jeep into remote terrain to investigate the official storyline. They meet an Indian Army contingent of five hundred troops and fifty mules. They manage to evade an armed Chinese patrol. These passages still resonate today, some sixty-five years later, at a moment when China occupies more than 30,000 square kilometres of Indian territory in Ladakh. In Dom’s telling, the political landscape rings timelessly true, quite as much as the geographical and spiritual landscapes he brings alive – sometimes with no more than a single rapidly sketched paragraph.


 


Occasionally we passed people on the road breaking stones, squatting women, beautiful and wild-looking, men with slant sharp features, dying waterfalls and the growing, sprawling vegetation everywhere, forcing itself sometimes through the cracks of the road. Sometimes the road ceased to be road for a mile or so and became a bridle-path, so narrow that the off-wheel was always trembling on the edge of a terrible decision.


 


In his early work, Dom Moraes’ gifts are on prodigious display. In his middle years he accepted book commissions for money and if the subject did not interest him, it was evident in the writing. Of more than thirty books, the early and late works are, without question, among the best. The later travel books, written with Sarayu Srivatsa, are a striking return to form. Poetry deserted him for seventeen years before it too returned. His last poems, after the cancer diagnosis, are among the most accomplished, and harrowing, of his career. He decided to forego chemotherapy. He was unable to write long-form prose, but the sonnet sequence he could do, and did, with unflinching honesty. How many poets have reported back from death’s frontier with such clarity, and have spoken of fear with such acceptance and only the tiniest smidgen of self-pity? 


I knew him for the last twenty years of his life, a turbulent period in retrospect. Even in the midst of chaos and personal upheaval, he had the survivor’s instinct of immersing himself so completely into a piece of work that no outside occurrence could disturb it. Into his fifties and sixties, he retained the self-deprecating humour he had developed as a kind of shield in his youth: a wise child’s way of saving himself in the world. The humour is an expected pleasure, and Gone Away is as funny as it means to be. There are outright jokes, as well as swift caricatures, droll asides and dead-pan po-faced ridicule. Humour and solemnity, cruelty and gentleness, selfishness and generosity. Dom was all these things at once. Much of the charm in the writing comes from the unlikely combination of opposing qualities.


His quirks were many. He was deaf in one ear and he preferred to sleep on the good one. He had vertigo, which inevitably appears in these pages when he is on the high mountain passes of the border states. He relied on a daily diet of crime fiction and poetry for both escapism and sustenance. If called on to cook, he wrapped everything, including fruit and vegetables, in strips of bacon. He never raised his voice. He hated music. He was made apprehensive by trees, though only at dusk. He remembered details from almost half a century earlier – under which arm David Archer carried his reading matter, and why: an early bout of polio that the periodicals helped to hide – but he was less certain of events that had occurred the previous week. He was well aware of his singularity in most things, and used to say, ‘I type with one finger. It may not be the best way, but in Sinatra’s words, it’s my way. It allows me to construct the sentence in my head before I put it on the page.’ As the many editors to whom he sent his columns would attest, the single-spaced pages arrived immaculate, without a single handwritten correction. It gave the sentences a carved-in-stone quality, which, as is evident in this book, was a quality he had from the very beginning.


 


 Jeet Thayil, 2023










Preface


I was born in Bombay. It is the chief city of western India, and it squats on a forked island encircled by the Arabian Sea. It is a very blue sea, except where the sewers of the city disgorge into it; and above it the smoke of the factories hangs, so that passengers on P & O liners become aware of arriving at Bombay long before they actually arrive there.


My family came from a part of India that had been colonized by the Portuguese, which explains the family name, and also the family religion, which was Roman Catholicism. One of my father’s sisters, indeed, became a nun and ended up by being beatified. My parents, however, were not religious. My father was a journalist; my mother was a doctor; both professions tend, I should think, to discourage one from being spiritual. Though my father worked for a British newspaper, he was a nationalist, and many of the people who came to the house when I was a child were nationalists just out of jail, or hiding from the police, or Communists who were officially underground. They taught me to play chess and lent me books. Because by the time I was ten I had read all the Russian novelists, my pet name was Domski.


I was an only child. I was never conscious of being lonely: I found myself very interesting, a vice that has persisted and because even as a child my father was wise enough to allow me complete freedom, I spent hours sitting in a corner of the sitting room listening to the talk of the revolutionaries, the Communists and anarchists, the young writers and the painters. They were thin and poorly dressed, often unshaven, and their dry insistent voices ate up the nights, on the verandah with the stars overhead in the silky black sky, and the splayed paintbrushes of the palm trees daubing the horizon with deeper shadows. All this while I had a secret. I could write. I wrote stories, essays, and poems, but mostly poems. When I was about ten I began to show them to my father’s friends. They were all very kind. The novelist Mulk Raj Anand helped me to correct my stories; the painter Manishi Dey did a series of charming little watercolours to accompany my poems. I felt convinced that I was meant to be a writer.


Then when I was ten the first of my journeys began. After that I was to go away from Bombay and come back again and again. My father had been offered an editorship in Ceylon. We spent two years in Colombo, during which I wrote poems, bred dogs, budgerigars, and Siamese Fighters, dabbled in painting, and was lonely and miserable, then we returned to Bombay; my father became the Editor of the Times of India, but almost at once we were off again. My mother was ill and so my father was forced to take me with him on his travels. All this while, when he was being father and mother in one, he gave me the same perfect freedom. His only strong moral principle was the only possible moral principle one can have today—that people must be free to choose for themselves; and he held this principle too strongly to modify it in the case of a child. So whenever he went somewhere he would ask me if I wanted to come; and if, as I always did, I said yes, whatever the hazards or the expense or the dangers at the other end, he would take me. In this way, before I was fifteen, I had been with him through Australia and New Zealand, to Indonesia during the first days of Sukarno’s administration, to Malaya during the heyday of terrorism, to Indochina when the Viet Minh threw hand grenades in the street outside our hotel in Hanoi, to Bangkok and the densely forested, bandit-haunted Mekong Valley, to Burma and Pakistan, and the borders of Red China. All this while I watched, and wrote poetry. My dogs and budgerigars died, I gave away my tropical fish, I dispensed with everything but suitcases and the typewriter my father had given me. This typewriter became for me the symbol of my vocation. When I put my fingers on the keys I felt a vibration of pure power. Nobody else seemed to feel this in the finished product until one day in 1954, the poet Stephen Spender visited India. It was the first time I had ever met a real poet. Through the large opaque, sea-coloured eyes of Spender I seemed to see how it might be possible to write poetry. I showed him my poems. He liked them, and said he would publish some in Encounter, which he did. Also he asked what I wanted in do. Did I want to stay in India?


No, I said. I had never really thought of it before, but thinking of it now I said no. My family was an entirely English-speaking one. My father and grandfather had been at Oxford. The background of my life had been English. In the streets of India I felt uneasy, knowing neither the language, nor, because of not having come into contact with many Indians who were not from an English background, the people. I suppose I had always known I would leave India, but when Spender asked me if I wanted to, the answer came clear at last.


I left India in 1955. The combined efforts of Spender and my father had gained me admittance to Jesus College, Oxford, but I had a year to kill before going up. I spent this year in Europe: I wandered about in France and Italy, spending a month in Sardinia: then I went on to Greece, spending four months there, including a month in Crete looking for the minotaur. I finished up in Yugoslavia, snowed up in a Belgrade winter. I was staying with a beautiful widow, who used to take me to strange, faintly sleazy basement nightclubs where the opponents of Tito drank rakia, snarling and wiping the frost from their thick dark moustaches. All this while my eyes kept communicating power to my hand, and wherever I was I wrote, on iron tables of cafés, in trains and ships, or sitting on a rock in the sunlight watching the lizards licking their breakfast from the air. Then I returned to England and went up to Oxford.


About this time I met David Archer. He ran a bookshop in Soho. In 1933 he had published Dylan Thomas’s first poems, in 1934 George Barker’s, in 1935 David Gascoyne’s, and in 1942 W.S. Graham’s. Now, in 1956, he published my first book of poems. It was called A Beginning.


Meanwhile the Hungarian Revolution had broken out and I abandoned Oxford and shot off to the frontier, where I spent a couple of weeks. I returned by way of Germany to find myself in terrible trouble with the university, but also to find my poems a critical success. Finally, in 1958, they were awarded the Hawthornden Prize for the year’s best imaginative work. This convinced my college that it would be a mistake to expel me. So they kept me, and in 1959 I became a Bachelor of Arts of Oxford University. If I pay my college dues regularly for three years I shall in due course become a Master of Arts, which would be nice for everybody.


Nobody had ever expected me to finish my three years at Oxford. I was always in trouble. When I felt like going to London, or even abroad, I always went; I brought up trainloads of drunken poets who turned the college into shambles overnight; I didn’t turn up for tutorials. My college, however, had endless patience. This was especially due to my principal. He shielded me from the wrath of the disciplinary’ authorities. Occasionally, in the quadrangle, he winked at me. We understood each other.


After Oxford was done, I felt a little strange. Mostly because I had fallen in love properly at last, and that confused me, who had always stood alone. My second book of poems was in the press, but I felt I should do something else. I felt I should go somewhere for a little by myself, to think about what loving somebody involved, and become more confident, if I could. I decided to go to India.


This book is the result. It was written with a particular person in mind, who was not with me. It is not really a travel book, nor is it political. It is a journal of what I did and felt during August–November last year, when I happened to be in India. So it may be too personal; but I hope, and I think, that that may be a good thing, because perhaps it makes the work more true.


I owe a debt of gratitude to my father for everything, to Marilyn Silverstone for reading and criticizing the manuscript, to Mr T.R. Gopalakrishnan of the Indian Express for typing it, and to James MacGibbon for infinite patience in waiting for it.


 


London, January 1960        Dom Moraes










Song


I sowed my wild oats 


Before I was twenty. 


Drunkards and turncoats 


I knew in plenty.


Most friends betrayed me. 


Each new affair 


Further delayed me.


I did not care.


 


I put no end to 


The life that led me 


The friends to lend to,


The bards who bled me.


Every bad penny 


Finds its own robber.


My beds were many 


And my cheques rubber.


 


Then with the weather worse 


To the cold river 


I came reciting verse 


With a hangover.


You shook a clammy hand. 


How could I tell you 


Then that wild oats died and 


Brighter grain grew?


 


Now once more wintertime 


We sit together.


In your bright forelock 


Time gives me good weather. 


All true love I know is 


Patience and care.


Such grain as I grow is 


Hued like your hair.










Going Away


Angst possessed me the afternoon I left for India, with the remembrance of fourteen swans on the Thames, and your bewildering kiss of goodbye. A small grey cobweb of rain covered the London airport. I sat in the bar till three, drinking double brandies, one of the impersonal community of the about-to-depart, masked in magazines. Outside the aeroplanes squatted among meadows of tarmac, looking derelict till their windows were blocked out with small disclike faces and one by one they lumbered into the air. It seemed a long time before ours did, but only a short time before it settled its wings through ridged greyish clouds, and came down on Düsseldorf.


On this interim soil the impersonality of my companions broke down; identities began to appear, like distressing flowers. At the bar a tall Sikh stood drinking whisky after whisky. He offered me a drink. ‘It will not be long,’ he said, ‘before we arrive where we shall not be able to drink at all.’ I was not sure whether he meant death or India, but accepted a brandy. He thought I should drink whisky, and muttered rather threateningly, ‘Soon you will be glad of anything you can get.’ The other passengers were mostly Indian families, the fathers plaintive in brown suits beside their gross wives, and children bleating amidst the debris of their teas. ‘Too many children, bhai,’1 said the Sikh. ‘That damn country is full of children. What is the use of them? They will grow up and do nothing. Otherwise they will grow up and become damn crooks like their fathers. As for me,’ he added, ‘my home is in Delhi, where the women are pretty, but I would not marry for anything.’ We had several more drinks, and returned in jovial agreement to the aircraft.


On the way to Zurich I sat thinking sad thoughts about love and separation, but was continually interrupted by the Sikh, who now sat by me, discursing like Schopenhauer of the woe that is in marriage, and ordering round after round of drinks. By the time we arrived at Zurich I was in a state of deep alcoholic melancholy. I ordered the Sikh a large whisky in the airport bar with a Byronic toss of my head, and when we got back into the plane fell heavily and completely asleep.


At three next morning I was shaken awake. The Sikh leant over to me, pursing his lips redly through the coarse greyish hairs of his whiskers. ‘Cairo.’ I looked down, and saw many lights, and scrubby palm trees. We landed with a small succession of bumps. A few minutes later we were in another airport bar. All the children, awakened, were crying; the heavy-lipped mothers in their attempts at solace filled the room with noise. Sad with a hangover and the usual guilt, I suddenly felt extremely irritable. A mother came up to me, lamenting. ‘Oh for Christ’s sake!’ I said. It was as if I spoke only to myself: she did not understand English. I had another drink with the Sikh, standing in the faint chirping night by a dry fountain. ‘India is full of crooks,’ he said. ‘Why are you going back? Nepotism,’ he said, and, liking the word, repeated it. ‘There is no nepotism in Manchester,’ he said, ‘I have lived there for three years. A fine place. The cotton business is very good there, no bribery, everything honest,’ and I like him felt suddenly nostalgic for the northern cities asleep now under rain three thousand miles away, save perhaps for policemen in wet oilskins alone in the oilskin-textured streets.


It was so gloomy, really, the unfamiliar colour of the night, and the unfamiliar birds ruffling awake as day broke, and stray dogs running across the airfield, and suddenly a haggard man before us with his hand outstretched as though in blessing. ‘Beggars,’ said the Sikh with contempt. ‘Let us go.’ I fumbled in my pocket, but he caught my arm. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Give to one and you will get a hundred.’ I remembered the phrase: it was the first advice ever given to me as a child.


We took off through the sunrise. The day resolved itself over desert and sea. We had now been joined by a teetotal Arab with a gun. The Sikh gloomed in his beard: I was sulkily quiet. The armies of fathers, mothers, and offspring, however, grew birdlike and sang for joy. They were coming home from a Europe that had not touched them. It had touched me, it had touched the Sikh: we were both apprehensive of the country to which we were coming across the sea, and ‘I do not know,’ said the Sikh, ‘if I will like India. Let us have a drink.’


So we went on drinking till we reached Bombay. We knew when we arrived. The plane struggled down through clouds. Rain sprayed like buckshot over the windows. Winding themselves in their seat belts the passengers began to assume a new impersonality of the about-to-arrive. By the time we touched down they were all strangers again: and when I descended the ramp, though the Sikh was by my side, I was again alone.


We straggled over the puddled tarmac towards the Customs shed. At the edges of the airfield were ragged bushes, barbed wire, and refuse, and, beyond, purple hills helmeted in cloud. It was very hot. I took my jacket off and hung it neatly over my arm. The balconies were filled with brown faces, white clothes, fluttered handkerchiefs: an incessant watery mumble of talk rose from them. Suddenly I recognized my father on the steps of the Customs building.


‘Goodbye,’ I said to the Sikh. ‘I hope all goes well.’


‘Same to you, chum,’ he said, and then, lifting his long hands in the Indian greeting: ‘Ji namaste—go with God.’


 


The airport is ten miles from the city. It takes a long time to get from one to the other. I had forgotten: because the roads, narrow and tree-spiked, are full of people, all wearing white, drifting between the puddles, doe-eyed, sometimes holding hands. Kiosks selling fruit and food abut upon the road. The people did not hurry when the car pressed them from behind. They turned aside in a kind of languid chaos, and as very slowly we passed, stared through the windows, stroking their fingers gently over the sides of the car, red tongues protruding pleasurably between their lips. My father’s driver was a bearded young Mohammedan, of a race that likes speed; he shouted hopelessly, blew the horn; his toe trembled above the accelerator, but it was half an hour before we reached the wide boulevards of the residential areas by the sea, and he could bring it down. Progress quickened, and we reached the great block of flats where I was to be installed: looking on the sea, with lawns, terraces, a swimming pool. When we went up the front door of the flat was already open: beyond stood a line of servants in white, each with two fingers to his forehead, ‘Salaam, sahib,’ they all sang softly at me, too respectful to smile. ‘Salaam,’ I said, smiling. ‘The bearer will look after you,’ said my father.


The bearer showed me to my room. ‘I run your bath now, sahib,’ he said. Gently he clapped his hands, and another servant appeared and ran it. The milieu was luxury, save that the water was dark brown. I did bathe in it, however, and when I emerged found the bearer outside with a drink, my case unpacked, and fresh linen on the bed. ‘Dinner ready, sahib.’ ‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘I never eat dinner.’ ‘Young master must eat,’ he breathed serenely. So I ate, while a fan hummed and clicked unceasingly overhead. Having to be Young Master gave me a strange sense of loneliness. ‘It must be teatime for you in England now,’ I thought, ‘perhaps with chocolate biscuits. As for me, darling, I must see somebody.’ So, after preventing the bearer from dialling for me, I telephoned Mulk Raj Anand.


I used to know him a long time ago, when I was a child. Since then he had become international, and I had seen him twice in London. He was the first Indian writer in English to live in England: he had been a London literary figure in the 1930s, and a friend of Forster and the Woolfs. His novels about the Indian poor had sold well in England then, and sell very well in the Communist countries now. Also, he had become the Editor of a well-known art magazine, and a member of the Indian Academy of Letters.


I had begun to feel neurotically a stranger, so it was a relief to find Mulk welcoming. In his warm husky voice, pleasantly breathless, ‘Come and see me,’ he said. ‘Very soon. Come today if you like. Come tomorrow. You know my flat? Your father’s driver knows it.’ A pause. ‘It is very nice to have you back.’ And that comforted me in my state of Young Masterdom. So while still comforted, I retreated into my bedroom.


They had done it up for me. My old pictures had been rehung: there were magazines and a little pile of new novels by my bed (also a number of religious tracts, left by my mother), a flask, cigarettes, nuts, sweets, roses on the bookcase. I sat down on the bed and took my pills, feeling rather overwhelmed. I wondered how the Sikh was finding it all. Then I fished your photograph out of my case and stood you among the roses. I looked at you a long time and decided we both seemed a bit lost. So I put you under my pillow instead, and switched the light off. And was kept awake all night by the rain and the far-off commotion of the sea.


It was still raining in the morning. I was awakened by the cries of strange birds. When I drew the curtains and looked out into a sultry grey light, a hundred little parakeets, studding the dripping branches of the trees outside, sharply flirted their green wings and dived out of sight. I went back to bed to postpone the world. At eleven I remembered Mulk. The bearer helpfully sent for a taxi.


The driver looked curiously at me as I climbed in. I showed him Mulk’s address on a slip of paper. ‘Do you know the place?’


‘Yes, sure,’ he said.


The rain had stopped, but the sky was dreary and the streets filled with the same white-clad drifting crowds, apathetic and walking nowhere. We drove away through them, very fast, circled a Parsee fire-temple and several groves of palm trees, and returned to where we had started. The driver turned and smiled at me, pleased.


‘This isn’t right,’ I said.


‘Yes, sure,’ he replied.


‘Ask somebody.’


He asked somebody. Then, in a spurt of enthusiasm, he asked several others. They all gave us different directions. We set off again at great speed. He stopped several times to ask more people. Eventually, after a very long time, we drew up at a large house on the seafront.


‘Is this it?’


‘Yes, sure.’


I went up the front steps. The door was open, but I couldn’t find the bell. So I coughed several times. Then I stamped my feet. Then I coughed and stamped my feet alternately for a couple of minutes. Nobody came. I turned away in despair and found a servant squatting behind me, watching me with interest. He had obviously been a spectator for some time.


‘Does Dr Anand live here?’


He did not understand. I shouted the name several times. At last he put his hand gently on my wrist, nodding reassurance, and led me round to the side door. Then he pointed to the stairs and raised two fingers.


‘Thank you,’ I said.


Two flights up, I found a door and rang. A woman in a sari answered.


‘Is Dr Anand in?’


‘You have come to the wrong flat,’ she said. ‘Dr Anand lives on the other side of the house, on the ground floor.’


‘I’m awfully sorry. I was told it was here.’


‘You should never listen to people’s directions in India,’ she said briskly. ‘They are always wrong.’


Hers turned out right. I found Mulk lying on a sofa in a room full of books, paintings, and a litter of manuscripts. By his side sat a very beautiful woman in slacks, his wife, the dancer Shirin Vajifdar.


‘Hullo,’ Mulk said. ‘It is a long time since you last came home.’


He lay back on the red-covered sofa, small and composed, and his wife sat quietly near him. In the corner of the room a servant knelt, his hands climbing like brown spiders over a heap of books. Outside the garden was drenched with the last rain, shot through with vivid flashes of birdsong, and the crickets worked their small machinery in the grass. I began to feel curiously weightless, with the slow float of a headache. This precluded me from saying anything. With Mulk, however, it did not matter.


‘You must write about the commercial film industry here. It’s really fantastic. Hardly any of the stars can act, but they get £7,000 for each picture. They shoot six or seven simultaneously, you see. Besides, they only get about £1,000 officially, the rest is black money, paid under the counter, so they can’t be taxed on it. The corruption is fantastic. You must write about it.’


‘Yes.’


There was a pause, and for a few minutes we exchanged compliments, with gaps of silence: like a ritual dance, advance and retreat. It struck me suddenly that my whole morning had had this ritual quality: as if social intercourse was based on a system of flattery by misdirection: a conception of courtesy between individuals whereby neither could ever possibly be wrong.


‘I would like to meet some young writers in Bombay,’ I said. ‘Could that be arranged?’


‘There are none so distinguished as you,’ Mulk said. ‘In fact,’ he added frankly, ‘I don’t know if there are any at all.’


‘None at all?’


‘The poets go into films, you see. Writing the lyrics for musicals. Nobody will publish their books, the magazines don’t pay for poetry and the radio is not much better. They mostly marry young, they have families and it’s all very difficult. Whereas the film people pay enough for the young poets to move out of their hovels in Kalbadevi into five-room flats on Marine Drive. In fact, they pay enough to make them stop writing poetry.


‘I haven’t read very much,’ he added, ‘but I can’t believe anything important is being done in the Indian languages, except Bengali. Bengal has a living tradition, you see. But the rest of India is dominated by the bourgeois mind. It’s a frame of mind that has come in since Independence. The petty moneylenders are the new rich, they despise the arts, the middle class don’t bother, the poor are too tired to care. The artist gets no encouragement, anywhere. If you want to write about Indian literature outside Bengal, it would be better to look at the writer sociologically.


‘Even among such writers as there are the jealousy is extraordinary. I know the six best Urdu poets. Not one of them will speak to another. The only time they ever meet is when they come here to dinner.’


‘Isn’t there anywhere else for writers to meet?’ 


‘No,’ said Mulk simply.


His wife had vanished, but there was a rustle of silk at the door and when I turned four incredibly beautiful Indian girls, high-breasted, long-necked Leda’s daughters, floated their saris past us and were gone.


‘My wife’s dancing class,’ Mulk explained. A shrill plaintive twanging started inside the house, and the tentative tap-tap of drums. ‘It’s a practice,’ Mulk said. ‘One of the few consolations,’ he added, ‘is that we have an evening of music and dance once a week. Otherwise it would be impossible. As it is I spend four days a week in Khandala, doing my writing. The real aristocracy in Bombay now are the film stars and the British advertising executives, and they are both mostly illiterate. It’s frightening.’


He was suddenly very serious, moving his hands slowly in the air, as if threading a needle, and frowning with concentration.
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