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FOREWORD


RAMACHANDRA GUHA


EARLY IN 2020, I GOT A CALL FROM THE AUTHOR OF THIS book. We had known each other for more than a decade, in which time I had come to admire him for the depth of his political understanding and for his bilingual skills. He was one of the journalists in the Indian media I most respected. Based on our earlier exchanges, I presumed he had called to speak about some matter of contemporary import. I was mistaken. He wished to talk to me about a manuscript he had written on a very different subject altogether. He asked whether he could send me a draft. I had, in the past, inflicted on him many things I had written, so, as much out of guilt as of interest, I said yes.


A few days later, a soft copy of this history of trout fishing in India arrived in my inbox. I began reading it, at first with curiosity, but increasingly with fascination. Here was a remarkable and long-forgotten tale, told with care, understanding, empathy, and, not least, authority. I knew that it was out of homesickness that the British in India began playing sports such as cricket and football amongst themselves, in time encouraging – or perhaps provoking – their subjects to play these games too. I now discovered that it was out of even more intense feelings of homesickness that the British had brought their favourite species of fish to these alien shores.


However, building cricket pitches and starting white-only clubs in India were child’s play compared to acclimatizing trout in India. Back in the nineteenth century, well before air travel had been invented, to successfully bring live trout across the oceans constituted an enormous challenge. So that at least some individuals survived, one had to transport a decent number of fish, keeping them going with fresh flowing water abundant in oxygen during the weeks and months the ship spent on the seas. The effort – in time, money, intellectual focus and organizational energy – was colossal, almost comparable to fighting a war even.


There were, as this book so vividly describes, many initial failures, but these madly obsessive Englishmen would not be deterred. Local Indian fish did not remotely pose the sort of challenge to anglers that their beloved trout did. Finally, an intrepid entrepreneur succeeded in successfully domesticating this exotic species in the rivers of Kashmir, from where it spread to other parts of the subcontinent.


Given the author’s background, this book, appropriately, began as a news story. In 2009 he travelled to the hills of Himachal Pradesh to write about the hundredth anniversary of the introduction of trout in the state. As he candidly confesses, when he set out for the assignment ‘my knowledge of fish of any kind was limited’. He wrote the article, its word length compelling him to leave out much of the material he had collected. But the subject stayed with him, and we must be grateful that it did, as the much more extensive research he since did has resulted in this wonderful book.


A Fish in Alien Streams is wonderfully wide-ranging in space and time, and in its cast of characters. Beginning in the first half of the nineteenth century, the narrative extends right into the present. This is a tricontinental story, about Europe and Asia of course, but also, quite crucially, about Oceania, since trout was successfully acclimatized in Tasmania well before India, and since some colonial officials from Australia sought energetically to replicate their success in the largest colony of the Empire.


Within India, the narrative of A Fish in Alien Streams extends from Kashmir and Kullu in the north to the Nilgiris and Travancore in the south, taking in Ceylon as well. The book is peopled with a range of eccentric and engaging individuals, whose stories are sensitively told. The hill and river landscapes are vividly evoked. The obsessions of the fishermen are captured with unerring accuracy and rich detail.


A Fish in Alien Streams is based on an enormous amount of primary research, conducted in archives and libraries across India. The author draws upon many rare books and journal articles written by soldiers, travellers, missionaries, scientists and colonial administrators. He digs deeply into the scientific literature on fishes and fish species. Yet, this learning is carried lightly and conveyed with clarity. Among the joys of the book are the vivid quotations from letters, documents, memoirs and travelogues.


It has been a privilege all these years to have known Herjinder as a professional colleague, and a pleasure now to be asked to write a foreword to A Fish in Alien Streams. This book is a noteworthy contribution to natural history as well as to social history. I strongly recommend it to nature lovers, and all those interested in the curious and controversial career of British colonialism in India.




PROLOGUE


IT WAS A CHILLY MORNING IN JANUARY 2009 WHEN I arrived in Patlikuhal, a small hill village on the banks of the Beas River off National Highway 3. This sleepy village in Himachal Pradesh is barely a dot on the tourism map, but where this village ends, the popular town of Manali begins. From here too the road bifurcates, one branch leading to Naggar, a small but very beautiful town which was once the capital of the hill state of Kullu. Naggar Castle and the house of the legendary Russian artist Nicholas Roerich are prime attractions here for thousands of tourists.


Every few years, though, Patlikuhal makes news: when there is heavy snowfall and the highway is blocked. Apart from being an important junction for trips to Manali and Naggar, the village also has a school that teaches Tibetan fine art. And, of late, Patlikuhal has gained another reason for modest renown – its state government-owned rainbow trout farm, established along a roaring hilly stream.


This trout farm was where I was headed when I arrived in 2009. It was the centenary year of the introduction of trout in Himachal Pradesh, when trout eggs were brought to the Kullu Valley and the fish were reared successfully. I had been commissioned to write an article on this historic event for the Hindi magazine Kadambini, published by the Hindustan Times Group.


I was not unacquainted with this aquatic beauty. Travelling to Manali from Himachal’s Mandi district and crossing the Aut Tunnel, it is impossible to miss signboards announcing the presence of trout in the area. Several restaurants here invite the visitor to partake of delicacies such as tandoori trout, masala trout, butter trout and the like. So I had already encountered trout, but only at these restaurants.


Like any reasonably conscientious journalist, I did a little homework on the internet and read up a bit about Himachal Fisheries. I thought the assignment was simple enough: take a look at the fisheries’ infrastructure in the Kullu–Manali area, write in some history and then submit my article. I planned to stay a week hoping that, in addition to writing about trout, I would be able to make the time count for half a dozen other feature articles. And, of course, I was pleased that this assignment would take me to one of India’s most beautiful valleys.


At the trout farm in Patlikuhal, I saw for the first time a number of healthy trout of different ages and sizes, swimming in artificial canals built for the purpose. Farm officials described in detail the methods of raising them. Later that day, I was taken to the rainbow trout hatchery nearby, also owned by the government of Himachal Pradesh. There, too, the entire process of taking care of the ova and nurturing them to grow into tiny fish in a few weeks was detailed to me. When they become fingerlings they are moved to the trout farm, I was told. I also visited several trout farms run by the private sector. And, of course, met the trout on my plate at dinner.


The next day I was to meet some old-time residents of Kullu. Within a few hours and after only a couple of meetings, it became clear to me that all that I had read and seen about trout was of no use for my story. Trying to understand the brown trout brought to the Kullu Valley a hundred years ago in a rainbow trout farm was akin to trying to understand the history of the wild chicken in a poultry farm.


Among the people I met was S.B. Raizada, a Kullu environmentalist who was once a fisheries officer in the Himachal Pradesh government. He retired to live in Seobagh, a village on the left bank of the Beas. A short meeting at his house changed the direction of my story. Or, perhaps more accurately, gave my story the right orientation. This is not unusual in journalism, where every orientation presupposes a few disorientations.


The first thing I understood was that, while I had come to research a story on trout in Kullu, this was not in fact the first port of arrival for trout fish from Europe. Its passage to India had started much earlier.


At the same time, it was also evident that my story could not merely be about the immigrant fish that had made Indian rivers their home. It must also be about the passion of a few expatriates who were unable to settle comfortably in India without their favourite fish and their favourite pastime.


My work now became more difficult. All the homework had to be done anew. When I tried to research the subject, I found only limited information online. I would have to dig deep into physical archives and libraries too. I was a fish-eater myself but I had been raised in a non-fish-eating community of north India, and my knowledge of fish of any kind was limited. But the journey taught me a lot about the fish whose history I was seeking, as well as about the river systems of India and how they have changed over the course of a century.


I completed and submitted my article on time. After it was published, it even won some praise. But I felt a sense of dissatisfaction – there was a lot the story had had to leave out because of space constraints and insufficient research. That was when I decided to write a book, hoping that it might be able to do justice to the subject in a way that a four-page magazine article could not.


I had no idea at the time that it would take me more than a decade to collect the material to write the book. I had a full-time newspaper job, and had to do my research at the National Archives in Delhi after taking leave or in my spare time. I travelled to the Punjab State Archives in Chandigarh as well as the Himachal State Archives in Shimla. My quest for old and out-of-print books led me to the National Library in Kolkata, from where I returned with plenty of information and some wonderful experiences. I had bought many books and had got the chance to peruse the personal collections of several people. The website www.archive.org was an excellent resource too.


Finally, after more than a decade of work, I have been able to write a book on a subject I knew virtually nothing about when I found myself in Patlikuhal on a cold winter’s day in 2009.




I


NO TRUE TROUT IN INDIA


IT WAS THE HOTTEST DAY OF THE HOTTEST MONTH OF the year. Henry Stedman Polehampton, chaplain of Lucknow, capital of the north Indian state of Oudh, was feeling homesick. On 17 June 1856, he wrote a letter to his brother in England, which ran:


MY DEAR EDWARD,


Pray do send me a diary. Every scrap from England is interesting, and your letters are feasted on as they arrive. I thank you for your fresh assurances of affection to me…


I had in my mind’s eye at the moment our paddling up that brook at Pontesbury together last summer. What a pleasant day that was, and what a nice lot of trout we killed!


Four months later, suffering from a high fever, the Chaplain wrote a letter to his mother: ‘I do so long to spend some of my last days among the sweet solitude of the “Walls” and of the lovely little valley, where the trout-brook runs…’


Polehampton was not alone in these sentiments. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, very many Europeans in India were pining for the salmon and the trout, superior game-fish of their native lands. Most of these Europeans were British, employees of the East India Company and its army. Some were Christian missionaries who had come to perform the divine duty of proselytizing the masses. Some were French and German experts working for the armed forces of Maharaja Ranjit Singh of Punjab and other princely states, some in the name of modernizing their military strategy, others for making gunpowder, and a few for brewing fine wine for Indian royalty. Then there was an assortment of travellers, adventure-seekers, occasional visitors, and a few settlers. But civil and military servants of the imperial state made up the overwhelming majority.


The British first came to the sub-continent as traders. In their quest for commerce, they created an empire. They were here to stay, and they tried their best to refashion their new environment, attempting to create a rough replica of their homeland that would be at a remove from the local culture. They had almost everything they could want by way of recreation. They could enjoy horse riding, they could play golf, cricket, and other outdoor or indoor games. They could hunt in the dense forests – shoot ibex, bear, bison, barasingha, even tigers and lions. They could go angling in the hilly streams, mighty rivers and magnificent lakes of this sprawling sub-continent.


Upland destinations at a number of beautiful spots in the hills were developed by the British for cool holidays. Initially, these hill stations were intended as temporary escapes from the heat and disease of the plains. But they provided the British with not only seasonal relief from a harsh climate but also from the psychological pressures of an alien culture. The hill stations were developed on a British pattern – with footpaths, trees, flowers, fruit orchards and vegetable gardens, everything was reminiscent of their native land. Soon they decided to established military cantonments and political headquarters at these places too. Apart from their administrative importance, hill stations acted as recreational spaces for the British, offering endless opportunities for sports, parties and gossip.


Despite all these diversions, the hill stations still suffered from a serious lack: no salmon or trout were to be found in these parts. The colonial adventurers had grown up on stories about salmon and trout, savouring paintings of these beautiful fish, and relishing eating them. Now, in an alien land, they searched everywhere for salmon and trout, in mountain creeks, in meadow streams, in small ponds, in big lakes and in large rivers. Even a rumour of the sighting of a trout-like fish was enough to make someone rush off to confirm or deny it.


In the early 1830s, when John McClelland heard about ‘a species of trout which differs from any variety known in Great Britain’ in the hills of Kumaon, he immediately packed his knapsack to find out for himself. McClelland was a medical doctor by profession, but a geologist and biologist by inclination. On his expedition, he found a fish that was locally known as gulabi machhli (pink fish) which, unfortunately, had ‘no affinity to trout’. Later, he wrote in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1835 that, ‘from the appearance of this species it has commonly been considered by Europeans to whom it is familiar as a common mountain trout; a closer examination, however, soon detects the mistake, and except that it belongs to the class of abdominal fishes and inhabit fresh water streams, there is no natural connexion between this fish and the species to which it was supposed to belong.’ It was, in fact, Barilius bola, which is a carp. Soon, McClelland found that it was not even a good sport fish; nonetheless, as a naturalist, he studied it in detail.


Then there was the ‘Himalayan trout’, a fish in Kashmir locally known as chiru, which proved to be no trout but a temperate Schizothorax. Another fish that received attention was one known as the ‘snow trout’, but which was actually a glacial zone Schizothoraichthys. Though these local fish had the appearance and many habits of trout, the fish of the Salmonidae subfamily, which held a special place in the heart of Europeans, were nowhere to be found in India. As the Imperial Gazetteer of India baldly, and somewhat gloomily, stated in its first volume, ‘No Salmonidae are known in India or Burma; the nearest locality where any Salmonid occurs is north of Afghanistan in the upper tributaries of the Oxus.’ The Gazetteer declared that there were ‘no true trout in India’.


Some of those who tried to search for these fish, such as Lt. Col. S.J. Thomson of the Indian Medical Service, wrote more eloquently of this dispiriting fact. In his book, The Silent India: Being Tales and Sketches of the Masses published in 1913, he wrote: ‘There are also hill-trout which take the fly, to be caught in the smaller streams, but they are very poor imitations of our English fish.’


In his book Cyclopaedia of India and of Eastern and Southern Asia published in 1835, Surgeon-General Edward Balfour, who was a corresponding member of the Imperial-Royal Geological Institute, Vienna, as well as a fellow of Madras University, remarked:


Hill trout of Hindustan is no trout, but a large bony fish of a silver-grey spotted with black; will eat everything he can swallow; is often taken with an infant brother while spinning for his high-caste neighbours, with an artificial minnow of glass, with a piece of rag or news-paper, with bees, or dragon-flies caught off the bushes by the river, with a morsel of cabbage leaves boiled, but in general with the orthodox-spinning, the minnow, or the artificial fly, made very large and showy. In Kashmir, five bags of these fish have been caught, some weighing 7 lbs. each. One seen in the market was 19 lbs. The Walur Lake, the Dhul Lake, and the Jhelum all swarm with them about the mulberry trees, the fallen fruits of which seem to afford them in legions a sweet and pleasant diet, if one may judge by the mighty rush ensuing on a shaking of the boughs. …This fish is widely distributed; abundant in the backwaters of the Ganges, in the great rapids of that river far above Hurdwar, and in Dehra Doon, in lat. 27° 28 N., in the upper branches of the Brahmaputra, and in the Mishmi and Abor backwaters, also in most of the small rivers of the Panjab, in which latter locality it does not seem to grow very large, though plentifully, owing perhaps to its being the common food of numerous fish of prey. Is abundant, though small, in Central India, in Bundelkhand and Jhansi districts. That it is eatable, is all that can be said, but giving good sport in its way, and yielding subsistence to the monsters of the deep, and useful in diverting their attention from mischief to their own breed.


The fiction of the time also reflected the fact of this keenly felt absence. Thomas Capt. Mayne Reid, an Irish-American novelist, wrote a novel in 1858 titled The Plant Hunters; or, Adventures Among the Himalaya Mountains. One of its characters says, ‘I think there are fish in the lake. I have heard there is a very eatable kind of fish in all rivers of the Himalayas, known as “Himalayan trout”– though it is misnamed, for it is not a trout but a species of carp. I am sure I have seen trout leap in the lake. Let us try a fly to-day.’


The most interesting piece of fiction about trout in India was published in Bentley’s Miscellany, a literary magazine edited by Charles Dickens. In Volume XLI, published in 1857, three letters bore the title ‘A Fisherman’s Letter to his Chum in India’. These are letters from an English fisherman to his friend Harry, who was working in India. In the first letter the fisherman wrote about some of his trout fishing adventures:


I fancy I see you stretched on your sofa, with a nargileh in your mouth and your “Salmonia” opened in your hand, almost weeping; not like the great Alexander because there were no more worlds to win, but there are no trout and salmon to slay in the tropics. I confess I very often pity you; but, why did you enlist?…


I have kept my promise, and send you a description of two spirited encounters. I find many other notes, but have no time at present to write more to you. So adieu!


When you have digested my letter (which, I fear, has tantalized as much as it has pleased you), go to your dinner “with what appetite you may”, and don’t throw the dish of curry at poor Sambo’s head because he has not brought you a salmon cutlet…!


There are no historical records of how many dishes of curry were thrown at native servants because they didn’t bring their sahibs salmon cutlets. However, by this time, most Europeans colonists had realized that life without trout and salmon was a hard fact of existence in India.


There were nonetheless some Englishmen who managed to enjoy angling in the sub-continent despite the lack of trout and salmon. In his book Angling in the Kumaun Lakes published in 1888, W. Walker wrote:


Europeans have scarcely yet begun to realize that, while sweltering in the Courts of Agra, Allahabad or Benares, soul and body at the point of giving way to the depressing influences of work and climate, they are actually within a few hours’ journey of splendid sport in a charming climate, amidst some of the loveliest scenery in the world, to which they can flee away from the dust and the heat and the weary monotony of hot-weather life in the plains…


These pleasure-seeking colonists were trying to find substitutes for trout in indigenous Indian fish. At a number of places, they even formed angling associations and clubs to promote their shared interest. Notable among these were the Nilgiri Fishing Association, the Dehradun Fishing Association, the Central Province Fishing Association in Jabalpur, the Myitkyina Fishing Club (north Burma), the North Punjab Fishing Club, the Palani Hills Game Association in Kodaikanal, the High Range Angling Association in Munnar and the Angling Association in Tezpur, Assam. The main activity of these organisations was to share information about local rivers, streams, lakes, available varieties of fishes and fishing equipment. G.H. Lacy, Honorary Secretary of the North Punjab Fishing Association, even compiled an Angler’s Handbook, published by W. Newman & Company, in 1888.


The nineteenth-century American traveller William Taylor Adams (who wrote books under the pseudonym ‘Oliver Optic’), in his 1895 book Across India: Or, Live Boys in the Far East, recalled an event in Bombay where the European guests…


…went to the saloon in which dinner was served, closely followed by their servants; and the scene there was decidedly unique to the Americans, for there were as many servants as guests. The hotel furnishes no attendants, and each visitor brings his own. But as soon as all were seated, order came out of confusion and the service proceeded. The dishes were somewhat peculiar; but Sir Modava explained them to the commander…. “I think you will find this fish very good,” said his lordship, as the second course came on, “It is the bummaloti, sometimes called the Bombay duck, something like both the salmon and the trout. It is a salt-water fish, abundant off this coast, where it is extensively taken, salted, and dried, to be sent to all parts of India.”
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