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By the middle of the nineteenth century Central Asia was rarely out of the headlines, as one by one the ancient caravan towns and khanates of the old Silk Road fell to Russian arms. Every week seemed to bring news that the hard-riding Cossacks, who spearheaded each advance, were getting closer and closer to India’s thinly guarded frontiers. In 1865 the great walled city of Tashkent submitted to the Tsar. Three years later it was the turn of Samarkand and Bokhara, and five years after that, at the second attempt, the Russians took Khiva.


Despite St Petersburg’s repeated assurances that it had no hostile intent towards British India, and that each advance was its last, it looked to many as though it was all part of a grand design to bring the whole of Central Asia under Tsarist sway. And once that was accomplished, it was feared, the final advance on India – the greatest and richest of all imperial prizes – would begin.


The threat seemed real enough at the time, whatever historians may say with hindsight today, for the evidence was there for anyone who cared to look at the map. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, more than 2,000 miles separated the British and Russian empires in Asia. By the end of it, this had shrunk to a few hundred, and in parts of the Pamir region to less than twenty. No wonder many in India and at home feared that the Cossacks would only rein in their horses when India, too, was theirs.
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‘I have read Kim again and again – I do not know how many times – and taken it on my travels. It is the only book of prose that I can open at random, at any page, and read with the same delight as if it were poetry.’


Wilfred Thesiger


‘To anyone who has ever lived in India, and to many who have never set foot in that beautiful, bewitching, often maddening and sometimes terrifying land, Kim is strong magic.’


M. M. Kaye
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PROLOGUE



‘Here begins the Great Game …’


A GERMAN SNIPER’S bullet, intended to kill a young French officer in the First World War, instead buried itself in a book he was carrying in his breast pocket. It was a French translation of Kim. Profoundly grateful, the soldier sent Kipling the badly mauled volume, a hole piercing all but its last twenty pages. Secured to it by a piece of string, threaded through the bullet-hole, was his most precious possession – a Croix de Guerre. He asked Kipling to accept both the book and the medal for thus saving his life, and as a token of his devotion to Kim.


After the war Kipling visited the Frenchman and insisted on returning both gifts, arguing that they rightly belonged to the soldier’s newly born son. Instead, however, he agreed to become godfather to the boy, christened Jean after Kipling’s only son, John, who had been killed in France in 1916 as an eighteen-year-old subaltern in the Irish Guards. What became of that copy of Kim, or of Kipling’s young godson, alas is not known.


My own debt to Kim is considerably less dramatic than this, although the direction my life has taken owes much to a youthful reading of Kipling’s masterpiece. For it was Kim, more years ago than I care to remember, which first introduced me to the intoxicating world of the Great Game. To a highly impressionable, romantically minded schoolboy of thirteen – the same age as Kim himself – the mysterious, if murky, activities of men like Colonel Creighton, Mahbub Ali and Lurgan Sahib were heady stuff indeed. This, after all, was at a time when the British still ruled India, and much of the rest of the world, and almost anything seemed possible.


So spellbound was I by this glimpse into the workings of the Indian secret service that I carried a copy of Kim everywhere, even if much of it was lost on me. For Kim, despite what many people imagine, is not a children’s book. Indeed, at the age of thirteen, I was far from certain what the Great Game – ‘that never ceases day or night’ – was really all about. Nevertheless, it appeared to be something incredibly exciting, and I yearned to discover more. The quest was to last a lifetime, and has still to run its course.


I have since learned that I was far from alone in my attachment to Kim. Wilfred Thesiger tells us that he rarely travelled without a copy of it in his saddlebag, while T. S. Eliot read it aloud to his wife in the evenings for the sheer joy of its language. Mark Twain said that he read it afresh every year, while, more recently, Phillip Knightley, the writer on espionage, told me that he too re-reads Kim every year, and moreover has named his own son after its young hero. And I once heard Tariq Ali, that one-time scourge of the Establishment, confess that Kim was the book he loved most as a boy in Lahore where he, like Kim, was brought up.


Some of today’s more adventurous young also appear to be smitten by Kim. ‘Nothing’, one teenage traveller told The Independent, ‘could ever surpass reading Kim while going along the Grand Trunk Road.’ She found herself, she confessed, half hoping to encounter a Tibetan holy man and, like Kim, become his chela, or disciple. Surprisingly, in view of its imperialist tone, the book has its Indian devotees too. The great Bengali scholar Nirad Chaudhuri has described Kim as ‘the finest novel in the English language with an Indian theme’, and ‘great by any standards that ever obtained in any age of English literature’. He admits, however, that he had for years avoided reading it for fear of being wounded by Kipling’s well-known dislike of Indian intellectuals, and Bengalis in particular. In fact, one of the book’s heroes – Hurree Chunder Mookerjee, or R17 on the Great Game payroll – is a Bengali intellectual, and one of its most lovable characters.


But my own youthful reading of Kim did more than simply introduce me to the Great Game. It also opened my eyes to a whole new world, brimming with promise – the mysterious East. The war was not yet over, however, and there was no question of even the most adventurous of teenagers making their way to India. Some twenty years or more were to pass before the hippy trail opened up the East to all comers. My own early forays into the Orient, therefore, had to be much nearer to home. So it was that during the school holidays, while other boys were engaged in more conventional pursuits, I would haunt the little oriental bookshops around the British Museum.
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These exotic establishments (or so they seemed to me) were run by erudite-looking men with white hair and central European names. Only one still survives, together with much of its original character, and that is Arthur Probsthain in Great Russell Street, founded in 1902, the year after Kim was published, and still frequented by scholars from all over the world. The rest, unhappily, are all long gone. But here I would pore over learned-looking tomes, understanding little or nothing of their contents, but convinced that somehow, by osmosis perhaps, I would absorb some of their secrets.


Among my fellow browsers in these shops were individuals who, I was utterly convinced, must be on Colonel Creighton’s payroll. Of scholarly mien, and often of swarthy countenance, these could only be the real-life colleagues of Mahbub Ali, Lurgan Sahib, Hurree Chunder Mookerjee and Kim. In fact, these searchers after knowledge were in all probability professors or their students from the School of Oriental and African Studies, not half a mile away. But to a teenager under the spell of the Great Game that would have been far too simple an explanation. As it turned out, there proved to be an element of truth in these juvenile imaginings, for during the war, I later discovered, the school was used for teaching oriental languages to British intelligence officers.


From the bookshops by the British Museum I would move on to Cecil Court, off Charing Cross Road, where there was a rather dingy little shop which sold oriental antiquities and other eastern artefacts. It was exactly how I imagined Lurgan Sahib’s antique shop in Simla to be – that strange establishment where he initiated Kim into the secrets of the Great Game. Here I would gaze covetously at the curious objects in the window, trying to pluck up the courage to enter and ask the grumpy owner, who did not suffer fools at all, least of all young ones, the price of a dented Russian samovar, or some other treasure which had caught my romantic fancy.


In the end I only ever bought one small object, for that was all that my money would run to. This was a brass camel, of the Central Asian kind, bearing a rider on its back and a strange inscription on its base. A seal of some sort, it seemed to me to embody all the allure and excitement of the East. Alas, although the iron gates across the doorway and the well-remembered iron bars on the window still remain, the shop has long since followed its owner into oblivion – but not before a most gruesome murder had taken place among the antiquities in the basement, which only came to light when the body of a young woman was discovered hidden in an ancient Egyptian mummy case there. The little brass camel, however, the only survivor from that early chapter of my life, has fared better, for it sits before me on my desk as I write, its mystic inscription still defying all attempts to decipher it.


At the age of sixteen, still under the fatal influence of Kim and Colonel Creighton, and all that they evoked, I set my sights on Sandhurst, determined to join the Indian Army. After all, I reasoned, if I demonstrated the right qualities I might even be picked to play the Great Game – ‘that is so large that one sees but a little at a time’ – and be sent through the passes into Central Asia disguised as a native horse-trader or Tibetan holy man. Being talent-spotted for the Great Game was, I imagined, rather like being chosen to play wing three-quarter for one’s school 1st XV.


Nor, as it happens, was this sporting analogy entirely inappropriate. A Rugby football historian once pointed out to me that Captain Arthur Conolly, the Great Game hero who originally coined that memorable phrase, was a boy at Rugby in the early 1820s when William Ellis first picked up the ball and ran with it. He very likely had that game – and not chess, as is often assumed – in mind when, not long before his execution by the Emir of Bokhara, he wrote to a fellow player in the Great Game: ‘You’ve a great game, a noble one, before you.’ But it was Kipling who pounced on the phrase, some fifty years later, and immortalised it in Kim, where he uses it, or some variant of it, no fewer than thirty-six times.


By now it was beginning to dawn even on me that the Great Game was not only over but had been for forty years, and that since then the Russians, far from pouring down through the passes into India, had been our allies in two world wars. Although the Cold War had not yet begun, any remaining dreams I might have had of entering the shadowy, real-life world of Kim finally evaporated in 1947 when, after 300 years, the British packed their bags and left India for ever. So ended my adolescent fantasies of single-handedly outmanoeuvring an invading Russian army in the Pamirs and winning a Victoria Cross. But although British India had fallen, to the forces of nationalism rather than to those of the Tsar, the rest of the Empire was still largely intact, with frontiers to be patrolled and guarded. Instead of the Indian Army, therefore, I found myself in Somalia, then under British administration following its seizure from the Italians during the war, serving in the King’s African Rifles. I could hardly have been further away from Great Game country – from the North-West Frontier of India, the Pamirs, Afghanistan and Persia, and from Russian and Chinese Central Asia, whose caravan cities and great empty deserts I so yearned to see.


Then, just as I was about to dismiss the Great Game finally from my life, I stumbled upon another book, newly published, which once more sent the adrenalin racing through me. This was Fitzroy Maclean’s Eastern Approaches, a brilliantly written account of his pre-war travels and adventures in Central Asia and the Caucasus during the darkest days of Stalin’s terror, and his subsequent wartime special missions in Persia and Yugoslavia. It was a classic piece of Great Game writing, albeit about a later game. To a subaltern of nineteen it was heady stuff, for, unlike Kim, it was true, and soon I knew parts of it almost by heart. Just as Kim had done a few years earlier, Eastern Approaches had a powerful and profound effect on me and, I am quite sure, on many of my generation. It read like real-life John Buchan, and perhaps should have carried a health warning, so intoxicating was its cocktail of high adventure and politics. It seems, too, that with the passage of years it has lost none of its potency, for a million copies later it is still in print today.


Reading it made me even more determined to reach Central Asia, preferably pursued, as Maclean himself had been, by Stalin’s secret police. Frustratingly, though, it was then a totally closed land. Only after Stalin’s death did things gradually, very gradually, begin to get easier. In 1958, at the height of the Cold War, I got to Moscow and Leningrad, but no further. However Fitzroy Maclean, I noticed, managed to return to Central Asia that same year, although it needed Nikita Khrushchev’s personal blessing to get him to Bokhara. Alas, I had no such powerful friends in the Kremlin. Indeed, in 1963, when the newspaper I by then worked for applied for a visa for me to be based as a foreign correspondent in Moscow, this was abruptly refused. No explanation was given, although not long before I had been attacked by name in Pravda for investigating covert Soviet activities in Africa, and prior to that had spent a week in a Cuban secret police cell, accused of spying (with, as it happened, only Kim to read).


It was thus not until 1968 that I was at last able to visit Central Asia, albeit under rigorous supervision, and gaze, like a million tourists since, at the dazzling blue tiles of Samarkand and the ancient mud-brick mosques of Bokhara. Further forays into Great Game country now followed, with exploratory visits to Khiva, Kashgar, Kabul, outer Mongolia, northern Pakistan and Himalayan India. Wherever possible I tried to track down the precise spots where the most stirring or memorable exploits in the century-long Anglo-Russian struggle had taken place. More often than not this was where some British player in this dangerous game had met his lonely end.


In Bokhara there was the square where, 4,000 miles from home, Colonel Stoddart and Captain Conolly were beheaded in the summer of 1842, and under which their remains almost certainly still lie. In Kabul, somewhere in the old town, can be found the approximate spot where Sir Alexander Burnes was brutally hacked to death by a furious Afghan mob, though by now all traces of it will almost certainly have been obliterated by rocket fire during the recent bloody civil war. In northern Pakistan, near the remote village of Darkot, I tracked down the desolate ravine where in 1870 George Hayward was treacherously murdered while on his way, on a Great Game mission, up into the Pamir passes. There are numerous other such spots which I still hope to find, though time is now no longer on my side. For example, somewhere on the old Karakorum Pass, once the main route from northern India into China, stands a lonely monument to Andrew Dalgleish, a young Scottish player in the Great Game, who was murdered there in 1888. But no one has seen it since 1949, when the last caravan passed that way. For the 19,000-foot pass runs through a bitterly contested border area where, for the past decade, Indian and Pakistani troops have been locked in a bloody stalemate, making it a strictly no-go area.


In addition to exploring the Great Game battlefield, I also read the first-hand narratives of those players, both British and Russian, who left accounts of their adventures and misadventures, as well as the works of contemporary analysts and commentators on Central Asia and the Russian threat to India. Most of these, alas, are now long out of print and impossible to obtain, except from a specialist library or at a very high price. Some, happily, have been reprinted, notably by Oxford University Press, and I have contributed new introductions to a number of these. Finally, over the years, I paid numerous visits to the India Office Library, in London, where I spent fascinating hours studying the secret British archives and intelligence reports of the Great Game era, and the years following the Russian Revolution, when it all began again with a vengeance as Lenin set his sights on India.


All this took up a great deal of time, as it had to be fitted into a career on The Times. But by getting up very early – often at 4.30 a.m. – I managed to write three books on imperial rivalry in Central Asia while still on the staff as a Middle and Far Eastern specialist. It was only when I embarked on the fourth and fifth books – The Great Game and On Secret Service East of Constantinople – that I decided, very sadly, and after nearly twenty happy years, to leave The Times in order to concentrate on book-writing.


By 1994, with the publication of the fifth book, I felt that I had fully exhausted the subject, having finally run out of characters and events of sufficient interest to justify a further book. I also feared that my long-suffering readers might be equally exhausted by the subject. So it was that I found myself turning back to where it had all begun – to Kim where, half a century earlier, I had first come across the Great Game. I wanted to discover all I could about the book, its characters, its locations, and how it came to be written. It was strictly a personal quest, and when I embarked on it I had no intention of putting it into a book. Indeed, some may wish that I had stuck to my original resolve, for it is a bold man who believes that he can add anything of value or consequence to Kipling’s masterpiece. Kim occupies a special place in many people’s hearts, not to mention in English literature. Woe betide anyone, therefore, who takes liberties with this deeply loved book, for he risks annoying everyone and pleasing no one, and thus bringing down upon his head the scorn and wrath of half the literate population of Britain.


But not everyone, it should be pointed out, loves Kim, or its author. In his day, Kipling’s work was much vilified by some critics. One angrily dismissed him as ‘an ill-educated, little-brained, second-rate journalist, with all his sickening egotism and vanities’. And as if that was not enough, he went on to attack Kipling’s ‘smartness and superficiality, jingoism and aggressive cocksureness, rococo fictional types and overloaded pseudo prose’. Few, if any, writers today have to face that sort of abuse, and if they did would probably reach for their lawyer. Yet who has ever heard of Francis Adams, author of Essays in Modernity, who thus vented his spleen on Kipling? Or, for that matter, of R. W. Buchanan, who denounced Kipling in his Voice of the Hooligan as typifying ‘all that is most deplorable, all that is most retrograde and savage’?


More recently both Kipling and Kim have become the targets of sanctimonious critics, especially in the United States. Declaring that all of Kipling’s writing is ‘shot through with hatred’, the late American critic Edmund Wilson accused Kim of betraying those, the Indians, whom he ‘considered his own people’ by delivering them into the bondage of ‘the British invaders’. He also accused Kim, by that time aged sixteen, of spurning the advances of the Woman of Shamlegh because she is only a ‘native’ while he is a sahib. Kipling, he added with perhaps more justification, was ‘implacably opposed to every race and nation which has rebelled against … the Empire’, and to anyone, be they Liberals or Fabians, who dared to question British imperial policy.


More recently still, Professor Edward Said of Columbia University has accused Kipling of racial stereotyping and stigmatising, particularly in Kim, objecting, for example, to his observation that ‘Kim could lie like an Oriental’. He nonetheless regards Kim as ‘a work of great aesthetic merit’ which ‘cannot be dismissed simply as the racist imagining of one fairly disturbed and ultra-reactionary imperialist’. Others, however, are far more hostile, regarding Kim as little more than a racist tract. One American academic describes it as ‘a complex fantasy of idealised imperialism and colonialism’, and Kim himself as an ‘emblem of British authority’ who is being schooled by Colonel Creighton in ‘the strategies of repression’. By rejecting the Woman of Shamlegh’s advances, moreover, Kim proves that he has passed ‘a crucial test of colonial manhood – the denial of sexuality’. Indeed, if one has not yet read Kim, or wishes to enjoy that pleasure again, perhaps one should do so quickly, before the ideologues and zealots of political correctness consign it to the flames, or insist on it being rewritten. Meanwhile the book, now nearly a century old and never once out of print, continues to sell to successive generations of admirers at the rate of nearly 1,000 copies a month, in a number of rival editions and translations.


In the following pages, I have tried to steer clear of such abstractions. My journey into the world of Kim is a purely personal one, and it is particularly the Great Game connections and associations in the narrative which interest me, for it was those which attracted me to the book in the first place. For years I had promised myself that one day I would try to retrace Kim’s footsteps across the India of his day, now split between Pakistan and India, and discover how much of it, if anything at all, remains. Since most of the action in Kim is confined to one small corner of the subcontinent, this is not exactly a taxing undertaking. Indeed, although I took longer, it is one which could – at a pinch – be completed in ten days or so, using modern transport. After all, even Kim himself covered much of the ground by train, for was not the railway system one of the great glories of the British Raj? Most of the events in Kim, moreover, occur in easily identified spots, well known to and vividly described by Kipling, even if he wrote the book some years after he had left India for good. It is only when one approaches the climax of Kim, set amid the snowy passes of the Indo-Tibetan borderlands, that the locations become more blurred and place names invented.


But although it involves some travel, my account has no pretensions to being a travel book. Its aim is to explore the world of Kim and the lama, Colonel Creighton and Lurgan Sahib, Mahbub Ali and Hurree Chunder Mookerjee. All of the principal characters in Kim were inspired, in whole or in part, by living individuals, known to or known of by Kipling when he worked on the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore from 1882 to 1887, or on the Allahabad Pioneer from 1887 to 1889. The identification of these characters was as much a part of my quest as were my efforts to pinpoint the precise locations used by Kipling in his narrative. Indeed, I spent considerably longer engaged in the former than I did in exploring Lahore, Umballa (nowadays Ambala), Simla (now Shimla), the Grand Trunk Road and Saharunpore. It is hard to say which was the more enjoyable. The really difficult part, as every author knows, comes with the writing.


Before giving so much as a thought to going to Pakistan or India, I read everything I could lay hands on to do with Kipling, and particularly with the writing of Kim. I worked my way through all the standard biographies, including Carrington, Birkenhead, Angus Wilson and the controversial Seymour-Smith, and the principal critical studies of his prose. I carefully re-read everything that he ever wrote about the Russian threat to India, notably his short story ‘The Man Who Was’, and his two poems, ‘The Truce of the Bear’ and ‘The Ballad of the King’s Jest’. I explored the library of the Kipling Society, now housed at the City University in London, and particularly the back-numbers of its journal, to see what had been said before. I also spent a day at Sussex University poring over the Kipling papers, in the hope of finding clues which might throw further light on Kim. I read the critical new introductions by leading Kipling scholars to three recent editions of the book. I studied, too, the detailed notes on Kim by Brigadier Alec Mason, late of the Indian Army, in The Reader’s Guide to Rudyard Kipling’s Work, and much else besides, including the views, at times surprisingly affectionate, of modern Indian writers and scholars.


One of my wisest moves was to shamelessly pick the brains of Mrs Lisa Lewis, whose knowledge of everything to do with Kipling and his works is both legendary and encyclopaedic, and who gave me a number of valuable leads in my quest. Among these was the whereabouts of the original manuscript of Kim, which contains significant textual changes made by the author. Armed with all this, I now felt confident enough to try to solve the first of the book’s numerous riddles – who was Kim? Was he a total invention of Kipling’s, or was there once a real-life Kim?





1


Who Was Kim?


HE SAT, in defiance of municipal orders, astride the gun Zam-Zammah on her brick platform opposite the old Ajaib-Gher – the Wonder House, as the natives call the Lahore Museum …


In one of the best-remembered openings to any book, Kipling thus introduces us to his impish hero as he drums his bare heels against the great bronze cannon, repels other youthful invaders with well-directed kicks, and exchanges insults with the large, good-natured Punjabi policeman guarding the museum. To a passer-by, Kim looks much like any other Lahore thirteen-year-old, being ‘burned as black as any native’. Yet although he knows every inch of every bazaar and alleyway in the old city, and is fluent in its numerous tongues, he is really a sahib, a European, ‘a poor white of the very poorest’.


For Kim, Kipling tells us, is the orphan son of Kimball O’Hara, an Irish colour-sergeant serving with his regiment in India, and Annie Shott, nursemaid to a British colonel’s family. Both had died while Kim was very young – she first, of cholera, and he later, of alcohol and opium. Although supposedly looked after by his father’s half-caste mistress, Kim has gone native. All his friends are Indian, whether Muslims, Hindus or Sikhs, and he comes and goes as he wishes from the second-hand furniture shop that his father’s mistress runs by the square ‘where the cheap cabs wait’. She smokes opium, and had indeed introduced Kim’s father to the habit after he left the army and got a job as a railway foreman when his regiment returned home. If missionaries or members of charitable societies inquired about Kim, with well-intended concern over his moral welfare, she would insist that she was his mother’s sister, and therefore his aunt, so preventing him from being taken away and placed in an orphanage.


When Kim’s father died, he had left nothing but three documents, including Kim’s birth-certificate and his own army discharge papers. The third document, written on parchment, was a somewhat mysterious one which he called his ne varietur, for those two words were written beneath his signature. These three documents, he would tell Kim in his opium hours, contained his destiny, and on no account was he ever to part with them. One day, he said, the colonel of the finest regiment in the world, riding on a horse at the head of ‘nine hundred first-class devils, whose God was a Red Bull on a green field’, would honour Kim. Then his father ‘would weep bitterly in the broken rush chair on the veranda’. After O’Hara’s death his mistress had sewn the three precious papers, which she could not herself understand, being illiterate, into a leather amulet-case which she hung around Kim’s neck.


That is about as much as Kipling is prepared to tell us of Kim’s background, and ever since people have wondered on whom, if anyone, he based his elusive character. Given that Kim is thirteen when the book opens, Kipling scholars have worked out from internal evidence – notably an earthquake and a frontier campaign he refers to – that the boy must have been born on May 1, 1865. That, significantly perhaps, was the year of Kipling’s own birth, and there may therefore be more than a little of the author himself in this footloose European boy, with his love of freedom and horror of being caged. After all, had not Kipling tasted something of that carefree life during his own early, formative years in India? Born in Bombay, like most children of the Raj he was largely brought up by easygoing Indian servants, including an ayah and a bearer, who would take him into parts of the city not normally visited by Europeans, including temples closed to unbelievers and those of unsuitable caste.


Spending so much of his infancy with native servants meant that the young Rudyard was to become more fluent in Hindustani than in English, and it was perhaps this early linguistic intimacy with Indians that gave him his extraordinary facility for turning the vernacular of characters like Mahbub Ali, the Tibetan lama and Hurree Chunder Mookerjee into convincing English dialogue, surely one of Kim’s greatest joys. But it should not be forgotten, too, that in writing Kim Kipling enjoyed the benefit of his father’s profound knowledge of all things Indian – a contribution which he acknowledges in his affectionate depiction of him as the white-bearded curator of the Lahore ‘Wonder House’. For, as will be seen in due course, Lockwood Kipling, his gentle and artistic father, was in fact the museum’s founder and first curator.


Given such a childhood, not to mention his own years in Lahore on the Civil and Military Gazette and later on the Pioneer in Allahabad, it is not perhaps surprising that a writer of Kipling’s imaginative genius should have created such a character as the barefooted, freedom-loving Kim. But was Kim a total invention, a throw-back to his own youthful yearnings, the product of nostalgia for those idyllically happy early days in Bombay – or was there a more solid basis to him? Kipling himself gives us few clues, but this has not deterred literary detectives from seeking a real-life model for Kim. Apart from one rather vague tale, referred to without source in a guidebook, of a barefoot European boy who used to haunt the alleys of the old bazaar in Lahore, there are at least two possible candidates. Both are strange stories in their own right, which Kipling would very likely have come across, either as a young journalist or as an insatiable reader.


The earliest of these was a mysterious young man named Durie, the son of a British soldier and an Indian woman, who in 1812 turned up in rags at the bungalow of a British political officer, Mountstuart Elphinstone, after travelling through Afghanistan disguised as a Muslim. ‘His education’, Elphinstone recalled, ‘must have been that of the lower order of half-castes in India, and he spoke English ill.’ Yet he brought back valuable intelligence on this land which the British had been unable to penetrate. Elphinstone, who himself had got no closer to Kabul than Peshawar during a Great Game mission four years earlier, made Durie write down everything that he could recall about his journey, which had included a residence of several months in both Kabul and Kandahar. This he published, as a twenty-page appendix, in his own book, An Account of the Kingdom of Caboul. Profoundly impressed by Durie, Elphinstone offered him a job, presumably to carry out similar undercover missions, at a salary of £150 a year. ‘But though he was actually in a state of beggary,’ Elphinstone tells us, ‘he refused the offer.’ Instead he set off for Bombay, there to embark on an Arab vessel bound for the Persian Gulf, from where he hoped to visit Baghdad. This was the last that Elphinstone ever saw or heard of this daring young adventurer.


An even stranger story, which Kipling certainly knew of, is that of Tim Doolan, the son of an Irish sergeant and a beautiful Tibetan girl. According to one version of this, the Irishman deserted from his regiment, stationed near Darjeeling, shortly after the Indian Mutiny of 1857, and fled with his lover across the Tibetan frontier, never to be heard of again. Then one day there appeared in the Darjeeling bazaar a strange youth with fair hair and blue eyes, but who spoke no English. Around his neck, however, was hung an amulet-case containing papers which showed him to be the son of the missing soldier. What became of him is not known, although one account maintains that he was hanged for murder. The story is said to have appeared in a Darjeeling newspaper called the Pall Mall, though Kipling scholars have been unable to find any trace of either the newspaper or the report, which was first cited by an Indian scholar writing in 1914, and subsequently by others. Unless the story is wholly apocryphal, and invented after Kim’s publication in 1901, the detail about the amulet-case containing Tim’s (Kim’s?) soldier-father’s papers suggests that Kipling was aware of it when writing the book.


He unquestionably knew of another, rather different, version of this tale which appeared on August 8, 1889, five years before he started work on Kim, in The Globe, a London newspaper. Headlined AN EPISODE IN THE SIKKIM CAMPAIGN, this told how, following a battle with Tibetan invaders, a badly wounded Tibetan soldier with distinctly European features and complexion had been found on the battlefield. Questioned through an interpreter by the doctor treating him, the man said that his name was Namgay Doola, and that his father, Timlay Doola, was of the same colour as himself, while his mother was Tibetan. Both his parents were now dead.


Fascinated by the man’s story, the doctor began to make further inquiries among the people of the region to see whether they knew anything more about Timlay Doola, and his origins. At first he drew a blank, but finally he tracked down an old lama who told him that many years earlier a big, red-headed European, wearing a red tunic and carrying a gun, had entered Sikkim from Darjeeling. He had settled down with a local woman there until the British entered Sikkim in 1860, whereupon he fled to Tibet. Namgay, meanwhile, who had been befriended by the British doctor, sent to his home in Tibet for some of his father’s possessions. Among these were a small brass crucifix, an old tobacco stopper and – more significantly – a metal breastplate once used by British soldiers to fasten their cross belts, this one bearing a regimental number.


At the same time, a search of the records at Darjeeling disclosed that a ‘wild, harum-scarum’ red-headed Irish soldier named Tim Doolan, his health broken by drink and the climate of the plains below, had deserted from a military sanatorium in the hills and eloped with a young native woman into Sikkim. A small search party had been sent after Doolan, but he had fired on them and they had returned without him. This was the last that had been seen of Doolan. The doctor now had no doubt that Namgay Doola was the son of Timlay Doola, otherwise Tim Doolan, deserter. When Namgay’s wounds had healed, he was set free, together with the other Tibetan prisoners. Unlike them, however, he did not return immediately to Tibet, but hung around the British camp for some time, ‘as if’ – according to The Globe – ‘reluctant to part from it’. In the end, taking with him small gifts from his new British friends, he left, returning to his wife and children in Tibet, never to be seen again by Europeans.


That Kipling was well aware of this strange tale is proved by the publication, not long after The Globe article, of his short story entitled simply ‘Namgay Doola’. Although the plot is pure fiction, the central figure is a mysterious red-headed individual named Namgay Doola, whose soldier-father was called Timlay Doola. Clearly half Irish, with a Tibetan mother, he has in his house a brass crucifix which once belonged to his father, whom he dimly remembers wearing a red tunic and whose musket and cap-badge he treasures. His own red-headed brood, moreover, can still sing the chorus, or something vaguely resembling it, of ‘The Wearing of the Green’, although they do not understand a word of it. They still worship Timlay Doola’s Catholic deity, or rather something which could just pass for Him, and cross themselves before their grandfather’s old brass crucifix.


Even if the precise character of Kim himself is not to be found in these real-life stories, it is fairly clear that Kipling obtained from at least one of them some of the inspiration and details for his narrative, just as he borrowed Namgay Doola and his soldier-father for his short story. Other characters in Kim, as will be seen in due course, are also borrowed from real life. Yet the overall idea for the book, or so Kipling scholars believe, sprang from an earlier novel which he abandoned, and finally destroyed, and whose contents are shrouded in considerable mystery, for no living person has ever read it.


Entitled Mother Maturin, after its principal character, the book explored – to quote its twenty-year-old author – ‘the unutterable horrors of lower class Eurasian and native life’. It told the story of an Irishwoman who ran an opium den in Lahore, but who sent her daughter to school in England. The daughter returns, married to a British official, to live in Lahore, and very soon British Government secrets begin to be sold in the bazaar. Whether the young Kipling had any evidence of such impropriety will never be known, but certainly both his parents disliked the book. ‘Mother says it’s nasty but powerful,’ wrote Kipling to his aunt, adding defensively: ‘I know it to be in large measure true.’


Nonetheless, his father, whose opinion he greatly respected, urged him not to proceed with it, very likely because of its scandalous content and suggestion of leaked official secrets. After all, he and his wife, prominent members of the small European community, had to live in Lahore, where the publication of such a book would, to put it mildly, cause a sensation. In the event, Kipling accepted his father’s advice, and the work advanced no further than page 237. But it was not all wasted, for Kipling was later able to salvage some of its less scandalous parts and incorporate these into Kim. For this reason, his biographer Angus Wilson argues, we should be grateful to Lockwood Kipling, for the final work is Kipling’s ‘masterpiece … far more than any simple connecting of opium dens with Government House, the Club and the Mall’.


As for the character of Kim, however, all that Kipling is prepared to tell us is that the idea came to him in the summer of 1892, before being shelved for a while. ‘I had a vague notion’, he wrote years later in Something of Myself, ‘of an Irish boy, born in India and mixed up with native life. I went as far as to make him the son of a private in an Irish battalion, and christened him “Kim of the ’Rishti” – short, that is, for Irish.’ Indeed, Kim o’ the ’Rishti is the title at the top of his original manuscript. Today this is to be found in the British Library, and it was there that my journey into the world of Kim really began.


*


Written in a tiny, spidery hand, with frequent crossings-out and other alterations, the original draft of Kim is a compositor’s nightmare. Notes in the margin, however, suggest that some chapters may have been given to a secretary to be typed before going to the printer for setting. There are no signs of an editor having worked on the manuscript, all the alterations being in Kipling’s own hand. Today carefully preserved in a handsome leather-bound volume, British Library manuscript no. 44840 was presented to the nation in October 1925, eleven years before his death, by Kipling himself. His sole proviso was that it must not be reproduced photographically, which means that I can only describe it.
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