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Preface: Blowing the Family Trumpet


Immodest as it sounds, I was born to write this book. My most formative years were spent in an India not so far removed from Rudyard Kipling’s as the place and time might suggest – Assam and Bihar in the 1940s. The Just So Stories and The Jungle Book were real to me to a degree denied most children: I suffered malaria, dhobi itch and snakes in the bathroom; I rode elephants, played on tiger skins, was spoiled rotten by servants unstinting in their affection, watched my father dispense justice on the verandah, was lulled to sleep under mosquito nets by my ayah to the creak and swish of the punkah and the howling of jackals. Like the boy Ruddy, I became an orphan of the Raj, cast out of Paradise at an early age and seemingly abandoned by my parents in an alien land among unknown people, although in my case they were my paternal grandparents, who themselves had been born in India and had gone through the same cycle – as, indeed, had my parents.


At my grandparents’ home in East Sussex I grew up surrounded by Kiplingiana. Hanging among the watercolours of Simla and the Himalayan foothills in the dining room were two of ten plaster plaques made by John Lockwood Kipling for his son to illustrate the first edition of Kim. One I remember was of the Pathan horse-trader Mahbub Ali who befriends the boy Kim and initiates him into the ‘Great Game’; the other of the old Sikh soldier identified as ‘the Ressaldar’. Just outside the dining room stood a garishly painted chest bearing an inscription which declared it to be the property of J. L. Kipling, made for him by his students at the Mayo School of Art and Industry in Lahore. In my grandfather’s library an entire shelf was packed with Kipling first editions, many carrying inscriptions on the title page with the author’s name crossed out in black ink and signed with the initials ‘R. K.’ – among them a nondescript tome with dull olive-green covers which I’m told is one of half a dozen surviving copies of the first edition of Plain Tales from the Hills.


As I grew older I became more aware of the Kipling connection. Two of the oil paintings in my grandfather’s house were of his father, always spoken of as ‘Sir George’. One was painted in 1851 before his departure for India and showed a dandified twenty-one-year-old at a game of cricket; the other, painted half a century later, was of the same man, returned, now a stern, white-whiskered patriarch. The illegitimate son of an Islington solicitor, George Allen had been packed off to India to seek his fortune, which he achieved twice over, initially as a newspaper magnate and then as an industrialist. In the former capacity he gave journalistic employment first of all to John Lockwood Kipling as a special correspondent of the Pioneer in Bombay and subsequently to his sixteen-year-old son as an assistant editor of the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore.


The fortune made by Sir George in India was subsequently lost in India by his youngest son, my grandfather and namesake Charles Allen. ‘C. T.’, as he was always called, was born of Sir George’s second wife, Maud, the daughter of an Indian Civil Service judge and of a very different social class from that of his first wife, a sixteen-year-old seamstress whom George Allen had met on Delhi Ridge in 1857, when both were in fear for their lives. I remember C. T.’s irritation when Charles Carrington’s Rudyard Kipling: His Life and Work was first published in 1955. Carrington’s was the first proper biography of Kipling, but in my grandfather’s view he had been hoodwinked by the playwright Sir Terence Rattigan, who had exaggerated the role played by his barrister grandfather, William Rattigan. Subsequent biographers followed suit, with the result that George Allen was all but written out of the Kipling story. Andrew Lycett’s masterly and monumental life, Rudyard Kipling, published in 1999, restored the balance, placing Allen as primus inter pares in a triumvirate made up of himself, William Rattigan and the Simla banker James Walker, joint owners of the Pioneer and the Civil and Military Gazette.


The George Allen that Rudyard Kipling knew was a somewhat Olympian figure, presiding over an extensive business empire of which his newspaper interests formed only a part, a man with strong political views, used to getting his way and prepared to spend large sums of money to buy the best, whether it was influence, news or journalists. Rudyard Kipling once described Allen as a ‘full mouthed man’, which suggests that he spoke his mind. And although he wrote of loving him and of being willing to do anything for him, yet he lived in awe of him and never felt at ease with him. James Walker, by contrast, was kind-hearted and approachable, as was Mrs Walker, who made something of a pet of the adolescent Kipling whenever he stayed with them in Simla. At that time James Walker was very much the burra sahib in Simla and only slightly less influential than the Viceroy and the Commander-in-Chief, just as George Allen was the burra sahib of Allahabad, the plains city where Rudyard Kipling was based for the last sixteen months of his six and a half years as a working journalist in India.


My grandfather claimed to have played with Rudyard Kipling in Simla in 1884 when he was five and the latter eighteen. But in truth, his contacts with his father’s famous protégé were few. Their last communication took place in 1936, a matter of months before Kipling’s death, when C. T. appealed to him for financial help to keep his old newspaper, the Civil and Military Gazette, going. Three months later Kipling was dead and the CMG passed into the hands of a group of talukdars in Lucknow who ran it into bankruptcy.


After my grandfather’s death in 1958 the Brighton dealers descended, and much of the family’s Kipling material was dispersed. In the process, some vandal worked his way through the Kipling first editions with a razor blade, slicing out the autographed title pages, which rendered them all but valueless. Most of George Allen’s papers had already been lost, either in a shipwreck in 1887 or in the London Blitz, so that from that point on the Kipling connection was effectively severed.


Then fate intervened. In 1974 the distinguished radio producer Michael Mason asked me to work for him on a new oral-history project for BBC Radio 4. Plain Tales from the Raj was eventually broadcast in eleven episodes, and it made an enormous impact. The book that followed was briefly a best-seller and gave me a start as an oral historian. The magic that illuminated the radio series was Mason’s alone, my role being limited to that of researcher and field-interviewer. But in the process of gathering material I travelled the length and breadth of England listening to elderly men and women who had spent most of their working lives in British India. None had known Rudyard Kipling personally, but in many instances their parents had belonged to the generation of sahibs and memsahibs whose lives Kipling had chronicled in his short stories and satirised in his verses. Indeed, some considered Kipling a cad: a vulgar, socially inferior interloper who had abused the Anglo-Indian community’s hospitality by writing about the seamier side of the British Raj (the term ‘Anglo-Indian’ being used by them to describe the British in India, as it is throughout this book). One of my interviewees even assured me that the reason why Kipling could write so well about the borderline between the British and the Indians was because he was ‘eight annas to the rupee’ – a derogatory term for a person of mixed British and Indian ancestry (‘Eurasians’ as they were called then; confusingly, ‘Anglo-Indians’ as they are now). Despite these lingering prejudices the spirit of Kipling invested the radio series, and the knowledge I gained at the feet of Mason and our ‘survivors’ gave me a new and more sympathetic understanding of the British in India. So began a process of learning about India, past and present, that continues to this day.


In 1987 I was lucky enough to be given my head in assembling an anthology of the best of Kipling’s Indian stories. While researching and writing the accompanying text to Kipling’s Kingdom I made two important discoveries: first, that a large corpus of Kipling’s early writing remained unread and awaiting rediscovery, and, secondly, that he wrote as much about Indian India as British India. The notion of writing a biography of Kipling in India and India in Kipling entered my head, and it has taken the best part of two decades to bring that idea to fruition; that I have finally done so is thanks in large part to the encouragement initially of Tim Whiting at Little, Brown, subsequently of his successor Steve Guise.


During my research a great many authorities on Kipling and his India have given me invaluable assistance, directly and indirectly. Among them two stand head and shoulders above the rest: first, the eminent Professor of English at Pomona College, Claremont, California, Thomas Pinney, who has devoted much of his professional life to tracking down and setting in context the letters of Rudyard Kipling; secondly, Andrew Lycett, author of the definitive biography of Rudyard Kipling, referred to above. Scores of biographies, critical studies and literary deconstructions, ancient and modern, have been consulted, and among these I must highlight four as being particularly valuable in cutting paths through the jungle – or the rukh, to use Kipling’s preferred word: Charles Carrington’s pioneering model of how to assemble a ‘life and work’ (with Lord Birkenhead’s suppressed earlier biography Rudyard Kipling, finally published in 1978, serving as a model of how not to go about it); Louis Cornell’s all too slim Kipling in India, published in 1966, which first demonstrated the diversity of Kipling’s early writing and first set it in context; Andrew Rutherford’s scholarly Early Verse by Rudyard Kipling 1879–1889, published in 1986, which showed that in addition to the collected verse, ballads and poems and the supposedly definitive editions authorised by Kipling in his later years, there was a mass of ‘Unpublished, Uncollected and Rarely Collected Poems’ from Kipling’s Indian years; and, lastly, Judith Flanders’s delightful book about the four Macdonald sisters and their families, A Circle of Sisters, published in 2001, which set Rudyard Kipling’s parents Alice Macdonald and John Lockwood Kipling in their social and artistic contexts.


However, all these biographers would be quick to acknowledge the invaluable assistance to their researches provided by that extraordinary band of devotees who make up the backbone of the Kipling Society, and who since 1927 have worked collectively to publish each quarter, in the pages of the Kipling Journal, the latest research into the life and work of Rudyard Kipling. Each generation of members has provided its leading lights: enthusiastic collectors, dogged compilers, learned scholars and meticulous editors united in their devotion to ‘R. K.’. McMunn, Martindale and Harbord are just three of the many names that come up time and again as one thumbs through past copies of the Kipling Journal, runs one’s hand along the shelves of the Kipling Society Library at the City University or scrolls through the New Readers’ Guide on the Society’s scrupulously maintained website: www.kipling.org.uk. However, the present generation of movers and shakers within the Kipling Society merits equal gratitude from those of us who make use of their industry freely given. My thanks, in particular, to (in strictly alphabetical order): Roger Ayers, Sir John Chapple, Sir George Engle, Norman Entract, Emanul Karim, Jane and Sharad Keskar, Lisa Lewis, John McGivering, David Page, John Radcliffe, John Sherwood, John Slater, Mike Smith, John Walker, George Webb and Alasdair Wilson – and my apologies to anyone inadvertently left out.


Two years after the death in 1976 of Kipling’s last surviving child, Mrs Elsie Bambridge, the papers accumulated by her were passed by the National Trust to the University of Sussex, where they were first collated and catalogued by John Burt. Every Kipling scholar knows what riches are there to be pored over in the Library’s Special Collections and what unstinting help is given by its staff, including Karen Watson, Simon Homes and Adam Harwood, under the direction of Fiona Courage, Special Collections Manager. My thanks to them and to the Director and staff at the absurdly renamed Asia, Pacific and Africa Collection (the India Office Library, as was) at the British Library, and the Senior Librarian and staff at the City University (where the Kipling Society’s Library and Archive is housed). My thanks to the National Trust for permission to quote from and use illustrations from material in its ownership, and to the following institutions for permissions to quote from Kipling letters in their collections: the US Library of Congress, Princeton University, Dalhousie University, the Houghton Collection at Harvard University, the Ray Collection at the Morgan Library, the Huntingdon Library, and the Berg Collection at the New York Public Library.


A great many kind persons assisted me with my researches either directly or indirectly as I followed the Kipling trail on a number of journeys through India and Pakistan. My particular thanks to: F. S. Aijazuddin of Lahore, whose scholarly recovery of his city’s past proved invaluable to me; William Dalrymple in Delhi; Professor Srivastava and members of the Department of English at the University of Allahabad; Ram Advani of Advani Books, Lahore; the Indian Army officers and wives who since the 1970s have taken the lead in restoring and maintaining the Gaiety Theatre in Simla as members of the Simla Amateur Dramatic Club (Colonel Ranbir Singh being the Hon. Secretary at the time of my most recent visit); in Bombay, Farooq Issa, and, most especially, my former collaborator and fellow writer Sharada Dwivedi, who dug out of Government of Maharashtra archives a wealth of new information about the Kiplings’ early days in that fair city; in the United States, Ron Rosner and Omar Khan, author of From Kashmir to Kabul; and closer to home, Lindy, Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, and Lola Armstrong, Curator of the Dufferin and Ava Archive at Clandeboye, for access to the Dufferin Collection, Sue Farrington and Merilyn Hywel-Jones for their help with maps of old Lahore and Simla, Helen MacDonald for her kindness in lending me a photograph of Trix Kipling, and Lorna Lee, author of Trix: Kipling’s Forgotten Sister, for her guidance. A special thanks also to the Society of Authors for the writing award which gave me a vital breathing space at an early stage of this project, and, closer to home, Vivien Green, staunchest of agents; Liz Robinson, sternest of defenders of literary standards; Charlotte Purton for providing an editorial long-stop; indexer Patricia Hymans; map artist John Gilkes and Linda Silverman and Iain Hunt, tip of the iceberg of the Little, Brown editorial team, whose combined efforts invariably go unnoticed except when things go wrong. Lastly my loving thanks to my first reader, Liz Allen, best friend, life partner and mother of our children.


Since Carrington, scores of Kipling biographies and critical studies have been written, most recently David Gilmour’s The Long Recessional: The Imperial Life of Rudyard Kipling (2002), which focused on Kipling as the embodiment of the spirit of the British Empire. So what more is there to say about the man that should be said?


My own view is that one area of his life demands closer scrutiny: the five years of his Bombay childhood, and the six and a half years of his apprenticeship as a journalist in Upper India which Kipling termed his ‘seven years hard’. Even the magnificently comprehensive Andrew Lycett could not afford to devote more than five chapters out of twenty to these twelve crucial Indian years. India was where Rudyard Kipling was happiest, where he learned his craft, where he rediscovered himself through his writing and came of age as a writer. India made him, charged his imagination, and after he left India in March 1889 at the age of twenty-three he was most completely himself as an artist when reinhabiting the two Indian worlds he had left behind. He lived thereafter on borrowed time, a state of higher creativity he was unable to maintain once he had exhausted his Indian memories with the writing of his masterwork Kim. For this man who was never emotionally robust, now locked in an increasingly bleak marriage, the death of his beloved eldest daughter Josephine in 1899 accelerated his withdrawal from human intimacy. He became thereafter increasingly, obsessively private, much preferring in his writing to deal with the workings of machinery rather than with human feelings, his undoubted genius sparking only fitfully but sustained by his mastery of his craft.


I am very conscious of what the novelist Martin Amis has called the ‘biographical fallacy’ – the misapprehension that an author’s creation either as a character or as the narrator of a story is a reflection of himself or herself. However, all writers draw from their own experience to a greater or lesser degree, even if they afterwards reshape that experience within their own imagination. With Kipling it is a case of the greater degree. He himself was happy to admit that he had ‘a cold-blooded trick of turning most things and experiences into print’1 and it would be no exaggeration to describe him as one of the great magpies of English literature – although the mynah bird would be a more appropriate comparison, since he was as much a mimic as a borrower.


Exploring and illuminating the sources of Kipling’s literary output and the degree to which he placed himself within his writing is central to our understanding of the man and his work. For example, returning from Simla to Allahabad in late July 1888 at the height of the Rains, Kipling found the River Gugger in flood and had to kick his heels until the waters had abated. He passed the time talking to the crossing-keeper who lived in a shack beside the ford. Kipling the journalist turned the experience into a complaint about the wretched state of the Umballa–Kalka road, published in the Pioneer a few days later on 28 July. A bridge had stood at the crossing point but had been washed away in a flood many years previously, and part of his complaint was that it was high time a new bridge was raised. Kipling the writer then developed the same experience into a short story, ‘In Flood-Time’, which he placed in the Week’s News on 11 August. The form he used was one which he had made his own: a dramatic monologue from the crossing-keeper as he makes his guest comfortable, set within a framework provided by the listening journalist-sahib, the tale gaining verisimilitude by appearing to be jotted down word for word exactly as recounted.


The old man has a story to tell from his youth, which turns out to be a reworking of the classical tale of Hero and Leander. In this Indian version Leander is the Muslim crossing-keeper and his Hero a Hindu widow whom he visits illicitly at night by swimming across the river. Desperate to see her one night, he sets out when the river is in full spate and discovers too late that he has been caught up in ‘the Great Flood about which men talk still’ which has brought down the local bridge. But unlike Leander, the crossing-keeper does not drown. Instead, the author adds his own ‘Kiplingesque’ touch, for as the crossing-keeper is about to be swallowed up by the waters his fingers grasp the knotted hair of his rival in love: ‘He had been dead full two days, for he rode high, wallowing, and was an aid to me. I laughed then, knowing for a surety that I should yet see Her and take no harm; and I twisted my fingers in the hair of the man, for I was far spent, and together we went down the stream – he the dead and I the living.’ Ever the recycler, Kipling hangs on to his crossing-keeper and serves him up again as Gobind, the one-eyed story-teller who provides the Preface to Life’s Handicap. Some years on, the Great Flood reappears as a wrathful manifestation of Mother Ganges in ‘The Bridge-Builders’ – that compelling parable of the old, Gods-fearing Asia pitted against the modern, practical West.


Unlike his friends Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sir Rider Haggard, Kipling was incapable of compartmentalising his life and his work. Taking this as my cue, I have resisted the temptation to deal with him in segments. Everything is set down here in strict chronological order. The disadvantage of this method is that it becomes a juggling act; the huge advantage, that it gives a truer picture of how it came about that the myopic, clumsy school runt ‘Gigger’ was transformed within the space of six and a half years into ‘Ruddy’, the literary prodigy; of how the same Ruddy then became within a second span of six and a half years England’s best-beloved man of letters; and of how Ruddy lost and found and lost again his Daemon and became Kipling, spokesman of Empire, all but done for at thirty-five. To emphasise the difference between these two Kiplings I refer to the younger man as ‘Ruddy’, while the man he became at thirty-five is always ‘Kipling’.


I make no apologies for quoting directly from original sources more liberally than is usual in a biography. Perhaps this comes from having learned my trade as an oral historian, but it seems only proper that the words of a biographer’s subject should always take precedence over his own, particularly in dealing with a man whose entire adult life was built around what he wrote. Young Ruddy stands alongside Byron as one of the great letter-writers of the nineteenth century, besides being far more versatile in his literary output, and my aim has been to let this writing speak for itself as far as possible.


Finally, I have included Anglo-Indian argot wherever appropriate. A number of Anglo-Indian words, such as the Station, the Club, the Rains, the Hills, the Hot Weather, the Cold Weather, Society, Home, Civilians, Natives and Season (as in Simla Season), had their own local meaning, and were always spoken as if written with a capital letter, although not always set down that way. To avoid confusion I have followed suit. A glossary is attached.


Charles Allen,
Spring 2007,
Somerset
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Introduction: ‘Seek not to question’






And for the little, little span


The dead are borne in mind,


Seek not to question other than


The books I leave behind.


Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Appeal’, set down at the end of his final revision of his collected poetry, published posthumously as the Sussex Edition, 1937–9








It is hard to grasp the extent to which Rudyard Kipling dominated the popular imagination of the English-speaking world just over a century ago. It can best be judged by reading what his literary contemporaries thought of him. ‘I’m getting just a wee bit tired of Mr Kipling,’ declared the humorist Jerome K. Jerome in the Sun on 7 May 1900:






He appears to have dominated the universe to the exclusion of all other beliefs. Kipling day by day has grown into a sort of nightmare. ‘Kipling and the Queen’, ‘Kipling and the German Emperor’, ‘Kipling and Tommy Atkins’, ‘Kipling in the Hospital’, ‘Kipling in the train that’s going to the Hospital’, ‘Kipling before he got into the train that went to the Hospital’, ‘Kipling on the Boers’, ‘Kipling on People who dare to express an Opinion on the Boers’, etc.








A more thoughtful account of the phenomenon was given by the socialist writer H. G. Wells, as set down in his novel The New Machiavelli. ‘It is a little difficult now to get back to the feelings of that period,’ Wells has the novel’s hero explain:






The prevailing force of my undergraduate days was not Socialism but Kiplingism … Never was a man so violently exalted and then, himself assisting, so relentlessly called down. But in the middle nineties this spectacled and moustached little figure with … its wild shouts of boyish enthusiasm for effective force, its lyric delight in the sounds and colours, in the very odours of empire … became almost a national symbol. He got hold of us wonderfully, he filled us with tinkling and haunting quotations … he coloured the very idiom of our conversation … He helped to broaden my geographical sense immensely, and he provided phrases for just that desire for discipline and devotion and organised effort the Socialism of our times failed to express.








Throughout the 1890s the editors of middlebrow monthly journals in Britain and America such as Macmillan’s Magazine, Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, McClure’s Magazine, Century Magazine, Ladies Home Journal and St Nicholas Magazine for Children had competed to publish the latest story from Kipling’s pen. His finest work of fiction, Kim, first appeared in serialised form in McClure’s Magazine, beginning at Christmas 1900. Having begun his writing career as a journalist, he continued to use the popular press as his preferred first outlet. In September 1895 Kipling offered The Times some verses in support of the Royal Navy, and such was the popular response that its editor was happy to publish thereafter whatever Kipling sent him. In the following year, after much badgering for something to mark the Queen’s Jubilee, Kipling wrote the five stanzas that came to be known as ‘The Recessional’. From that time onwards the other national dailies joined The Times and the monthlies in the queue, happy to clear a space for whatever Mr Kipling had to offer.


An outpouring of trenchant polemical verses followed, each of which hit the public nerve square on, whether it was a call for America to join Britain as the world’s lawgiver in ‘The White Man’s Burden’ or a reminder of the nation’s duty to look after its soldiery – ‘The Absent-Minded Beggar’ raising the then enormous sum of a quarter of a million pounds for the Daily Mail’s Absent-Minded Beggar Fund. In 1897 Kipling was formally enrolled as a member of the British Establishment when he was elected to the Athenaeum Club, its youngest member at thirty-one. Although he declined the Poet Laureateship and a knighthood, everyone knew that Kipling spoke for England and was Laureate of Empire in all but name.


In February 1899 disaster struck the Kiplings in New York, and the English-speaking world held its collective breath. First their beloved eldest daughter, six-year-old Josephine, died of whooping-cough, then the writer himself developed pneumonia in both lungs. Over ten days of crisis in early March, with Kipling unconscious or in delirium, the newspapers carried daily bulletins charting his progress. Crowds gathered outside his hotel, to stand in silence or kneel in prayer. His illness coincided with that of Pope Leo XIII, so that the news-stands carried the joint banner ‘KIPLING and POPE’. ‘Two nations have watched, by proxy, beside the sick-bed of the man that has so endeared himself to all Anglo-Saxon hearts,’ wrote a contemporary. ‘Knowledge of his fight with Death is the property of the public. He does not belong to himself, as do you and I; he is part of the Country … It is indisputable that, had Rudyard Kipling died, the hearts of millions of men would have ached with an agony of loss … There are thousands that do write; there are dozens that can write; but there is only one Rudyard Kipling.’1 The Times devoted a leader to him, crediting Kipling with having enabled the West to understand the East as never before, and declaring him ‘a patriot poet’ who had ‘sung the pride of Empire’ while also preaching its obligations. The Morning Post paid its own tribute by printing, centre-page across three columns, a facsimile of the manuscript of Kipling’s ‘The English Flag’.2


Never had a writer been accorded such public affection, and when his recovery was known to be certain, telegrams and messages of goodwill poured in from every corner of the globe, their senders ranging from world leaders such as Theodore Roosevelt, Kaiser Wilhelm and Lord Curzon to the Sergeants’ Mess of the Suffolk Regiment and the Soldiers’ Institute at Allahabad. Nevertheless, with the death of his eldest and ‘best-beloved’ the blinds were lowered on the outside world. ‘Much of the beloved Cousin Ruddy of our childhood died with Josephine,’ wrote his niece Angela Thirkell, ‘and I feel I have never seen him as a real person since that year.’3


Soon afterwards Kipling became the first celebrity to acquire a stalker. When he sailed to South Africa to winter there with his family in December 1901, he was tracked by a lunatic armed with a revolver who gained entry to the house in Cape Town lent Kipling by his admirer Cecil Rhodes. Only by administering copious draughts of whisky to the would-be assassin did Britain’s most famous writer avert an untimely death at the age of thirtyfive.4


Had Rudyard Kipling died in December 1901 in South Africa, instead of living on for another thirty-five years, our image of him would have been very different. This book is an account of that first half of his life: from his birth in Bombay on the evening of 30 December 1865 to the completion in 1900 of Kim, his greatest work and his last word on India. By the time Kim appeared in book form in October 1901 Kipling’s extraordinary powers of imagination were already on the wane. The craftsmanship stayed with him for the rest of his life, particularly in his verse, but the spark of genius that gave his writing its sharp, dangerous crackle was almost gone, along with the desire to jolt that had made the best of his early work so electrifying to his Victorian readership.


More importantly, the seams he had mined so thoroughly for the best of his writing were all but exhausted. Long before his death in January 1936 Kipling’s reputation was in eclipse. To liberals and literary figures alike he had become a hate-figure, in George Orwell’s ugly phrasing, the ‘morally insensitive … aesthetically disgusting … gutter patriot’, the very embodiment of Little England jingoism. When his ashes were immured in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner not a single important literary figure troubled to attend. He might almost have been, in the words of the title of his own flawed early novel, The Light that Failed.


And yet today the name of Rudyard Kipling is stuck as firmly in the public mind as that of any of the literary greats of his age, from Tennyson and Hardy at one end of the time frame to T. S. Eliot and D. H. Lawrence at the other, even if part of that familiarity comes second-hand from the Disneyfication of The Jungle Book and the dozens of turns of phrase or memorable lines that are now part of everyday speech: ‘East is East and West is West’, ‘Good hunting’, ‘’satiable curtiosity’, ‘The White Man’s burden’, ‘Steady the Buffs’, ‘He travels the fastest who travels alone’, ‘As immutable as the hills’, ‘The most ancient profession in the world’, ‘The female of the species is deadlier than the male’, ‘The Colonel’s Lady and Judy O’Grady are sisters under their skins’, ‘A woman is only a woman, but a good cigar is a smoke’, ‘You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din’, ‘Words are the most powerful drug used by mankind’, ‘A soldier known only to God’, ‘Lest we forget’ and, above all, the opening lines of what is consistently voted Britain’s most popular poem: ‘If you can keep your head when all about you / Are losing theirs and blaming it on you.’


The last of the half-dozen generations reared on the Just So Stories, The Jungle Book, Puck of Pook’s Hill, Kim and the collections of short stories that appeared under such titles as Land and Sea Tales for Scouts and Guides are now either dead or fast entering their dotage – the present writer among them. Yet, from the steady stream of biographies, critical studies, Kipling anthologies and reprints that continue to be published, it is clear that both the man and his work continue to command an audience.


What made Kipling so hugely popular in the 1890s was his seemingly unerring instinct for saying, not exactly what the public wanted to hear but what most needed to be said, and for saying it directly and in a way that was instantly quotable, if not singable. Among his contemporaries he was the most accessible of writers in what he wrote but, equally, the most private in his personal life, demanding to be judged by his writing alone. ‘When I have anything to say, I write it down and sell it. My brains are my own,’ he once declared to an American newspaper reporter. When he first became a public figure in 1891 he reacted to any perceived breach of his privacy with a hostility that bordered on paranoia, and that distrust grew more pointed with each passing year. The thought of his life and the lives of those closest to him coming under the scrutiny of biographers filled him with horror. In 1934 he was visited at Bateman’s, his home in East Sussex, by his old friend and publisher Frank Doubleday, who found him shovelling piles of his papers on to an open fire. When asked why, he declared that no one was going to make a monkey out of him after his death.


This was only the culmination of a process of covering his tracks which had begun in the 1890s when his old school friends and a fellow journalist from his India days started writing about him. In 1896 his one-time editor from Lahore, Kay Robinson, had written with his grudging approval a series of articles about their early days together in India. But then, when Kipling suffered his double pneumonia in February–March 1899 and seemed at death’s door, Robinson wrote a follow-up, quoting extensively from an early letter in which Kipling had spoken frankly about his future hopes as a writer. Once recovered, Kipling made it plain that he regarded Robinson’s behaviour as a breach of trust, paid him £50 for the return of his letter and never spoke to his old friend again. At much the same time he wrote to his old chum George Beresford (‘M’Turk’ in the Stalky stories), who had been writing articles about the background to the Stalky tales, imploring him to abandon a projected autobiographical account of his schooldays with Kipling: ‘If you love me don’t publish them.’


Rudyard’s sister Trix was the next to be approached, being warned by letter to be careful what she said about him: ‘When they sound you out about my views, you must not repeat any of the things I told you.’ According to Trix, ‘Ruddy passed through a phase of almost morbid desire to throw veils over his perfectly respectable past. It used to sadden our parents a little – for after all he was not a bastard brought up in a gutter. I think it was the result of living in America and being badgered by the journalists.’5 Whatever the cause, the urge to seek and destroy continued, and in the years that followed Kipling made strenuous efforts to recover his early letters and manuscripts and to warn off anyone who wanted to write about him. In this he was greatly assisted by his wife Carrie, staunchest of proctors.


In May 1910 the death occurred of ‘Uncle Crom’ Price, who had been the boy Ruddy’s mentor and in loco parentis at United Services College in Devon. Six months later his mother, Alice, died, swiftly followed by the complete mental collapse of his sister Trix and then, two months later, the death of his beloved father, John Lockwood Kipling. Mother, father and only sister had made up three of the four corners of what the Kiplings had always called the ‘Family Square’, and the combination of tragedies had an effect scarcely less devastating than the loss of little Josephine a decade earlier. Rudyard Kipling tore up his parents’ wills, broke off all communications with his mother’s surviving sisters, and with the help of his wife Carrie set about burning his parents’ papers over a three-day period – including all his letters to them and theirs to him.


Of the thousands of letters that passed between Ruddy and his parents, just two survive: one from father to son and one from son to father. ‘If Rud had been a criminal,’ wrote Trix of her brother’s behaviour, ‘he could not have been fonder of destroying any family papers that came his way.’ But it was not just the immediate family papers that were destroyed. After the earlier death of his uncle Ned Burne-Jones in 1898 Rudyard had taken the opportunity to destroy the considerable correspondence between the two of them – and, while he was about it, most of his letters to the beloved aunt, Georgie Burne-Jones (née Macdonald), who had nurtured him at her London home every Christmas during his darkest years.


The setting up of a Kipling Society was vigorously opposed by Kipling for many years but in 1927 it was formed with the active support of his oldest friend, Lionel ‘Stalky’ Dunsterville, causing its subject to complain bitterly: ‘As to your damn Society, how would you like to be turned into an anatomical specimen, before you were dead, and shown up on a table once a quarter? … Seriously, old man, when a man has given all that he has to give to the public in his work, he is the keener to keep to himself the little (and it is very little) that remains.’6 In 1931 Kipling’s niece Angela Thirkell published Three Houses, reminiscences of her childhood days at the Burne-Jones’s family house at Rottingdean, East Sussex. She was the daughter of Margaret, youngest of the Burne-Jones cousins, and Ruddy’s confidante as the ‘Wop of Albion’. In Kipling’s eyes it was yet another betrayal and another breach of his privacy.


Eventually Rudyard Kipling felt he had no option but to write about himself, which he did in the last months of his life in a disingenuous autobiography entitled Something of Myself, which might more accurately have been called As Little About Myself As I Can Get Away With. It said a lot about the craft of writing but gave away almost nothing about his private life beyond what was already known or touched on in his fiction. The manuscript was unfinished when Rudyard Kipling died on 18 January 1936. Carrie Kipling read it and declared that as it stood it was ‘too offensive’ for publication and would require the editing out of ‘anything that people can ride off and dispute about’. After extensive cutting and rewriting, first by Carrie and then by Kipling’s close friend H. A. Gwynne working to her instructions, a version was published in February 1937.


Although Carrie donated a number of her late husband’s manuscripts to various libraries, these gifts were bound in some cases by stipulations that made it virtually impossible for scholars to publish any studies based on them; the manuscript of Kim, donated to the British Library, was a notorious case in point. Carrie also felt duty bound to continue the incineration of letters initiated by her husband, buying up his correspondence wherever and whenever the opportunity arose and setting matches to it. She also burned at least one notebook containing unpublished work and, according to their surviving daughter Elsie, also destroyed ‘a large canvas-covered case labelled “Notions”… containing unfinished stories and poems, notes and ideas, collected through the years’.7 Carrie’s last act of faith to her husband was to order in her will that the diaries which she had kept throughout their married life should be destroyed.


By these concerted means a mass of Kipling material was lost to literature, most significantly Ruddy’s letters written between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five to those closest to him. From this period only one cache survived the flames: a bundle of letters mostly written between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-three to Mrs Edmonia Hill, the most doted-on of several older married women to whom the young writer poured out his soul, and the most influential. When Edmonia Hill fell on hard times in her old age she put the letters on the open market and they were bought by an American collector. Carrie Kipling got to hear of it, bought the letters back and destroyed them – unaware that copies had been made.


When Carrie Kipling died in 1937 the Kipling legacy passed to Mrs Elsie Bambridge. Fortunately for literature Elsie did not inherit her parents’ literary pyromania. Indeed, she went to some trouble to preserve and collate her father’s papers, tracking down the copies of her father’s letters to Edmonia Hill and adding other Kipling material to her collection. When in 1940 Trix learned that Elsie had located one of her father’s early notebooks, she wrote to congratulate her and to express delight at its survival: ‘How wonderful to see that black MS book again! I think Mother gave it to him when she went back to India in 1881 – he had it at U. S. Col [United Services College]. And it was known and loved by me when I was 13 or 14. I’m so glad it escaped the frenzy of burning any letters and papers connected with his youth (and mine too, alas) which possessed him directly after Mother’s death.’8 Sadly, Mrs Bambridge felt obliged to carry out her mother’s wishes by destroying the forty-five volumes of her diaries – although not before she had allowed Charles Carrington to read them through and make notes.


As her father’s executor Elsie Bambridge was determined to preserve his good name, and in authorising a biography she demanded of its author, Lord Birkenhead, such stringent conditions that it should have come as no surprise to him when she rejected his first draft and paid him off. When the ‘suppressed’ Birkenhead biography was finally published in 1978 it contained no great revelations, but did show that Mrs Bambridge had been correct in believing that it did no justice to her father. Fortunately, after Birkenhead she turned to the historian Charles Carrington, who, despite the many obstacles, produced a biography that was a milestone of objective truth-gathering. When Elsie Bambridge died in 1976 what remained of the Kipling papers went to the National Trust – and thence to the University of Sussex.


In the event, the purges and the bonfires were not enough. So prolific was ‘Gigadibs the literary man’ that enough survives in the way of manuscripts, lesser works published and long forgotten and, above all, letters and scraps of letters to allow the biographer to put solid flesh on bone – and more than enough to show that the Ruddy who grew prematurely into adulthood in the 1880s and achieved enormous fame in the 1890s was a far more complex, troubled and troubling individual than the man he presented himself to be in Something of Myself. However Kipling may have wished to be remembered, this is Ruddy humanised: his complications are the man; they are, to a great extent, what make him a writer of genius.
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‘Mother of cities’


BOMBAY AND A BEGINNING, 1865–7






Mother of cities to me


For I was born at her gate,


Between the palms and the sea


Where the world-end steamers wait.


Rudyard Kipling, ‘To the City of Bombay’, The Song of the Cities, 1894








The ‘world-end steamers’ that carried generations of Anglo-Indians between Britain and India are long gone, but shipping still crowds the roads in Bombay Harbour, and passengers still disembark at the quay known as the Apollo Bunder, even if most of them are day-trippers returning from Elephanta Island. But apart from the Bunder little remains of the Bombay seafront as it was when its most famous British son was born. To find the Bombay of Rudyard Kipling you must strike inland to the open space in front of the Maharashtra State Police Headquarters, formerly the Royal Alfred Sailors’ Home. Six broad avenues converge here, requiring the traffic to circle a modest fountain erected in the year of Kipling’s birth, 1865. Given the stranglehold now exerted by Maharashtran political lobbies on the city, it is probably just as well that so few people know that the fountain celebrates General Arthur Wellesley’s victories over the Marathas.


Walk on past the Indo-Saracenic domes of what was the Prince of Wales Museum and is now the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya, in honour of the Maratha warlord Shivaji. The museum was built after the city’s craze for Gothic and Romanesque Transitional had begun to subside, but on the opposite side of the road the arcades of Elphinstone College and the David Sassoon Mechanics’ Institute and Library give the first hint of architectural excesses to come. The avenue widens at a section known today as the Kala Ghoda, the Black Horse, after an equestrian statue of another Prince of Wales that stood here before relegation to the Byculla Zoological Gardens, Bombay’s graveyard of the British Raj.


Push on through the traffic along Mahatma Gandhi Road and follow the curve of the ghostly ramparts of Bombay Fort. Time was when no building was allowed within a thousand yards of the Fort’s walls, in order to provide a clear field of fire, so that this was all open land and coconut palms, a grassy crescent known to Bombay’s British residents as the Esplanade and to everyone else as the maidan. Most of the buildings here date from the building spree that followed the levelling of the ramparts in the early 1860s.1


Now we are getting closer to Kipling country, but first another intersection, laid over the foundations of Bombay Fort’s Church Gate, and another fountain: the city’s much-loved Flora Fountain, which only the politicians call Hutatma Chowk. Who remembers today that it was paid for by public subscription to honour the departing Governor, Sir Bartle Frere, the man who more than any other individual created modern Bombay? But press on. From Flora Fountain continue to trace the curve of the old ramparts to the point where Bazaar Gate stood – and where suddenly and dramatically the Victoria Terminus explodes into view in all its High Gothic extravagance. What else could it be called today except the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus, even if some stubborn citizens insist on sticking to ‘VT’?


But ignore VT and ignore, if you must, on the other side of the street, F. W. Stevens’ other architectural glory: the Bombay Municipality Building with its absurdly elongated central dome. Carry on up what was formerly Esplanade Road, past the Times of India Building on the left, and past the Anjuman-i-Islam Muslim School next to it – which might not be so easy if it’s break time and the children are out. Once safely past, cast your eyes over the generous acreage of land to your left, with its abundance of mature trees and shrubs: banyan, mango, jacaranda, bougainvillaea, frangipani and palms of every order. Young men and women throng the paths that criss-cross the site, mostly in jeans but a number wearing brightly coloured saris or salwar-kameez, with shawls over the shoulders. A notice at the entrance identifies them as students of the Sir Jamsetji Jijibhoy School of Applied Art.


Enter the grounds. Best to make an appointment, but no one will really mind if you do not. Set well back from the traffic you will find an oasis hidden among the trees, where the loudest sounds are of mynahs, parakeets, crows and fruit-bats, and at its heart, in what is still ‘a garden full of sunshine and birds’,2 a two-storey bungalow with a tiled roof, upstairs verandah and faded, green-painted gables. In the back porch is a head cast in bronze which bears a startling resemblance to Mahatma Gandhi. A plaque on the wall declares this to be the birthplace of Rudyard Kipling – which, strictly speaking, it is not.


Neither the bungalow with the faded green gables nor any of the present buildings in the grounds of the Sir Jamsetji Jijibhoy School of Art had been built when the Kiplings first arrived in Bombay. The city then stood poised on the cusp. An island of plans, marked-out plots, new-laid avenues and railway lines – and new acres fast being reclaimed from the sea. A city of dreams and great expectations.


In the early hours of 11 May 1865 the P&O mail steamer Rangoon was piloted through the crowded shipping lanes to anchor some distance off the stone pier of the Apollo Bunder. Later that morning relays of gallibats and dhangis – already corrupted by British mariners into jolly-boats’ and ‘dinghies’ – ferried the passengers and their baggage ashore, among them a European couple both of that indeterminate age when youth shades into maturity. A shrewd observer might have hazarded a number of guesses: that they were newcomers to India, not particularly well off, quite possibly newly-wed. A prematurely greying beard combined with a bald pate made the man appear the older by some years, but in reality both he and his wife had been born in the same year, 1837, and it was she who was the older by three months – a seniority she afterwards concealed to the extent of requiring her husband to add an extra year to his age.


Of the two, it was the woman who would have made an immediate impression, even though we may picture her sporting a ‘desert hat of the foulest appearance’ that was part of the tropical trousseau selected before they had set sail from Southampton a month earlier. According to the youngest of her four sisters, she was of ‘pale complexion, dark brown hair and grey eyes with black lashes, and delicately pencilled eyebrows. In those eyes lay the chief fascination of her face, so expressive were they that they seemed to deepen or pale in colour according to passing emotion.’ No less striking, but tactfully overlooked, was the firm mouth and set jaw that marked Alice as the most determined of the five Macdonald sisters.


As well as being the eldest and tallest, Alice was held to be the most ‘Irish’ in temperament: ‘She had the ready wit and power of repartee, the sentiment, and I may say the unexpectedness which one associates with that race. It was impossible to predict how she would act at any given point. There was a certain fascination in this, and fascinating she certainly was. Needless to say she had many admirers, and it must be confessed was a flirt.’3 Alice’s younger brother took the same view, believing his sister to possess ‘the nimblest mind’ he had ever known, together with ‘the kind of vision that is afforded by flashes of lightning. She saw things in a moment and did not so much reason as pounce on her conclusions … Her power of speech was unsurpassed – her chief difficulty being that she found language a slow-moving medium of expression that failed to keep up with her thought.’ But Alice’s wit was also sharp-edged – ‘a weapon of whose keenness of point there could be no doubt, and foolish or mischievous people were made to feel it’.4 This ‘sprightly, if occasionally caustic, wit’ made her very good company – ‘except, perhaps, to those who had cause to fear the lash of her epigrams’.5 Perhaps not surprisingly, Alice’s favourite character in fiction was Thackeray’s mercurial, ambitious Becky Sharp.


At first sight her companion did not impress, standing no more than five foot three inches in his boots; one contemporary in India described him as ‘a little man with a big head, and eyes for everything’.6 But John Lockwood Kipling was someone who improved enormously on acquaintance. His new brother-in-law had very soon warmed to ‘his gentleness of spirit, his unselfish affection and general lovableness’, and had been equally impressed by his mental powers: ‘His power of acquiring and retaining knowledge was extraordinary. His curiosity, in the nobler sense of the term, was alive and active in almost every field of knowledge. All things interested him … He was widely read, and what he read he remembered and had at his disposal.’7 These characteristics were to stand John Lockwood Kipling in good stead in India, where he would become known as a gentle, easy-going, even-tempered man with an encyclopaedic knowledge. ‘One of the sweetest characters I have ever known’ was how one of his friends was later to sum him up,8 while one of his son’s fellow journalists would remember him as ‘a rare, genial soul, with happy artistic instincts … and a generous, cynical sense of humour’.9


Alice Macdonald and John Lockwood Kipling had met two years earlier at a picnic beside a small reservoir named Lake Rudyard, outside Burslem in the Staffordshire Potteries; he of solid Yorkshire stock, she part Scot and part Welsh – ‘all Celt and three parts fire’, as her son later put it.10 He was the eldest of six children, she the eldest of five daughters in a family of seven children. A common nonconformist background, with two generations of Methodist ministers or lay-preachers in both families, had given them very similar upbringings of austere gentility, where reading, self-improvement and fireside entertainment were the order of the day. Both had experienced a ‘highly developed family life’ which had encouraged them to think well of themselves – perhaps too much so. In the opinion of Alice’s younger brother Fred, it had led his sisters to think ‘more highly of their common gifts and qualities than is altogether good for them, and to undervalue other qualities’.11 In Alice Macdonald and John Lockwood their close family circles had also developed a common love of music and literature, a shared dislike of chapel cant and a cheerful cynicism. In Alice’s case, it had also led to an abiding fascination with table-rapping, spiritualism and the occult.


With her agile mind, Alice was yet clumsy on her feet; the very opposite, in fact, of John Lockwood Kipling, who was nimble on the dance floor but had a mind that ‘moved more slowly, and was patient and meditative’. ‘The result’, according to Fred Macdonald, ‘was a kinship of thought and feeling that soon ripened into something more.’12 It was John Lockwood Kipling who provided the solid foundation upon which their marriage was built. Although he was as keen on poetry and literature as Alice, his creativity found its best expression in drawing and modelling. In the summer of 1851, when John Lockwood was fourteen, he had visited London on a Cook’s Excursion to see the Great Exhibition and was so inspired that he had decided there and then to make a career as a modeller in pottery. He left school and through a friend of his father’s was taken on by a local firm in Burslem, while at the same time going to evening classes at Stoke School of Art.


A seven-year apprenticeship turned John Lockwood into a thoroughly capable draughtsman and modeller in clay. The Stoke School of Art became linked to the South Kensington Museum when it opened in 1857, which led to John spending two years in London as a junior assistant to the sculptor J. Birnie Philip as he worked on the frieze on the podium of the Albert Memorial and other designs. The South Kensington Museum then became the headquarters of the School of Ornamental Art (later the Royal College of Art), set up to establish a national standard and curriculum for art teaching based on solid craftsmanship and classical draughtsmanship. After developing the skills in modelling and carving bas-reliefs which became his speciality, John worked as an assistant in the Department of Science and Art, where he further refined his techniques as a modeller in terracotta.


During this same period Alice Macdonald’s social horizons widened dramatically when she and her sisters were introduced by their eldest brother, Harry, to his school friends at the King Edward VI Grammar School in Birmingham, among them a close-knit group of aspiring artists and writers which included William Fulford, Cormell Price and Edward ‘Ned’ Jones. When Harry moved on to Oxford his circle of friends widened to include William Morris and other followers of the Pre-Raphaelite movement inspired by Ruskin. Their father’s move to a new parish in London continued the Macdonald sisters’ emancipation, bringing the two eldest, Alice and Georgie, into contact with an ever-widening coterie of young painters and poets based in Bloomsbury and Red Lion Square. Fired by a shared passion for all things ‘holy and beautiful and true’,13 these termed themselves the ‘The Brotherhood’ and besides Ned Jones – now calling himself Burne-Jones – they included Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ford Madox Brown, Edward Poynter and, from time to time, their chief mentor, John Ruskin.


Hard on the heels of Alice and Georgie, and no less eager, came their younger sisters, Agnes and Louie, all four becoming committed Brotherhood groupies. Alice was quick to fall in and out of love. She was twice engaged to the writer William Fulford and once to the Irish poet William Allingham, prompting Edith to declare that she ‘never seemed to go on a visit without becoming engaged to some wild cad of the desert’.14 Georgie was more committed, going one step further than her elder sister by marrying Ned Burne-Jones in 1860 and setting an example that Agnes subsequently followed by marrying Edward Poynter. Alice, however, chose to go her own way – until the increasing ill-health of their father, now based in Wolverhampton, obliged her to abandon London and return to her parents’ side.


Earlier that year John Lockwood Kipling’s ambitions had also suffered a setback with the sudden death of his father. He too was forced to leave London and go home, to support his mother and four unmarried sisters by working for his former employers in Burslem as a modeller and designer in their pottery. So it came about that Alice Macdonald and John Lockwood Kipling first set eyes on each other just when both had seen their hopes dimmed. In April 1863 Alice went to visit her brother Fred in Burslem, where the latter had recently begun his first ministry after deciding to follow in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps. Soon after her arrival she and Fred joined a picnic party beside the reservoir of Lake Rudyard organised by John Lockwood Kipling’s employer. According to John Lockwood, he looked across the spread and saw ‘a beauteous creature, pensively eating salad’.15 The catalyst that drew them together is said to have been an emaciated grey horse standing in a nearby field: John murmured an apposite line from Browning’s Childe Harold which Alice continued. By midsummer they were engaged. Alice’s only regret, as later given to an old friend, was that ‘I ought to have met John earlier.’16


Their future happiness now lay in John securing a post with long-term prospects that would remove them from the provincial confines of Yorkshire and the Potteries and ideally provide Alice with the company of kindred spirits such as those she had known in London. By the end of June 1863 John was back in West Kensington assisting the architectural decorator Godfrey Sykes with the modelling of the terracottas at the Museum.17 A frieze of unglazed hard-baked red clay set high on the wall in the courtyard of what is today the Victoria and Albert Museum shows the twenty-seven-year-old John Lockwood Kipling among the designers and craftsmen who had worked on the architectural decorations of the South Kensington Museum: an unmistakable stocky figure with full beard and deep-sunk eyes.


John continued to work intermittently at the Museum until December 1864. On the third day of that month the Honourable Claude Erskine, a senior judge of the Bombay High Court with a long-standing interest in public education in Bombay and then on leave in England, wrote to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Bombay to say he had found just the man to fill the second of three new posts at the Sir Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy School of Art and Industry: ‘As Architectural Sculptor, we have been fortunate in securing the services of Mr J. Lockwood Kipling … For the last four years he has been in the service of the Department of Science and Art at South Kensington, and most of the modelling for the Terra Cotta decorations of the Museum there have been executed by him … He appears to be specially qualified for the duties now allotted to him.’18 Besides setting out the future course of John Lockwood Kipling’s career, this letter also gave notice of its subject’s decision to abandon ‘John’ in favour of his more formal second given name, derived from his mother’s maiden name. At their marriage, in Kensington on 18 March 1865, his wife followed suit in her own fashion, signing herself ‘Alice Macdonald Kipling’.


It is hard to understand why any young couple without local connections would have wanted to exile themselves in India at this time. British India in the mid-1860s was a far cry from the land of the nabob and the pagoda tree of earlier years. Barely seven years had elapsed since the hideous eruption of violence known as the Sepoy or Indian Mutiny, when British men, women and children in scores of isolated communities scattered across the northern and central Indian plains had been put to the tulwar and bayonet. In the words of the Mutiny’s first historian, the British had experienced ‘the degradation of fearing those we had taught to fear us’.19


The degradation had been followed by bloody retribution, with the avenging armies of the British often failing to make any distinction between rebels and innocent bystanders. The result was a legacy of bitter distrust and a drawing apart of the two races that was to last for decades. As one of the most widely read Anglo-Indian writers of the time put it, ‘a terrible abyss has opened between the rulers and the ruled; and every huckster, every pettifogger who wears a hat and breeches, looks down upon the noblest of the natives’.20 But it was not only hucksters and pettifoggers who held such prejudices. Writing to a friend at this time, Bombay’s former Governor, Sir Bartle Frere, bewailed the fact that attitudes had changed for the worse. ‘You have no idea how much India has altered. The sympathy which Englishmen felt for the natives has changed to a general feeling of repugnance.’21


Before 1857 the British in India had habitually referred to themselves as ‘Indians’ and to Indians as ‘Natives’, a word employed without negative connotations. After 1857 it became ‘Anglo-Indians’ and – among a sizeable segment of the British population – ‘Niggers’. Two of the most popular writers of the period were Captain George Atkinson, whose ‘Curry and Rice’ on Forty Plates: or The Ingredients of Social Life at ‘Our Station’ in India was to be found on the bookshelves of every well-established Anglo-Indian household, and Major Walter Yeldham, whose first volume of collected verse, Lays of Ind, was published in 1871 under the pen-name of ‘Aliph Cheem’. Both use the N-word casually and unashamedly. Indeed, one of ‘Aliph Cheem’s’ lays is entitled ‘Those Niggers’ and tells of Colonel Thunder’s distrust of every category of Indian. It begins:






Old Colonel Thunder used to say,


And fetch his bearer’s head a whack,


That if they’d let him have his way,


He’d murder every mortal black.








And ends:






In fact, throughout our whole dominion,


No honest nigger could be got,


And never would, in his opinion,


Until we’d polished off the lot.








After an initial outpouring of memorials and personal reminiscences the Mutiny of ’57 became a taboo subject among Anglo-Indians, something not to be spoken about but always there at the back of one’s mind, along with the unspoken fear that what had happened once could happen again, and that Indians were to be neither trusted nor respected. These were attitudes that the Kiplings soon came to share.


Whatever doubts the young couple may have had were evidently outweighed by the prospect of financial independence. To a penurious couple whose fathers had never earned more than £160 in a year, the terms of the Article of Agreement that Lockwood Kipling signed on 14 January 1865 with Judge Erskine must have seemed generous: an appointment for three years on a fixed salary of four hundred rupees per mensem, amounting to just over £400 per annum, together with free accommodation, sea passages paid and a further £200 for kitting-out. On the face of it, this would allow Lockwood to remit a small sum home every month and, with careful housekeeping, put something aside for the future.


But what he may not have grasped, for neither his nor Alice’s families had links with India, was that he would be working for the Government of Bombay’s Department of Public Instruction in the lower of two tiers of government service. The upper level was made up of Civilians, members of the Indian Civil Service who formed the ‘first firing line’ of British India’s civil and political administration, enjoying enhanced status, generous salaries, the prospect of promotion to the highest ranks of government and early retirement on a fat pension. There was a huge distinction, as much in status as in terms and conditions, between the members of this ‘covenanted’ service, and other government employees. A further distinction was that many of the latter were employed by provincial rather than central government services, and the terms they offered were limited and without enhanced salaries or pensions.


The young man who came out to India to escape British class barriers found himself trapped in a caste system as inflexible as that followed by the Hindus. ‘You must be “in the service” – that is either a Military man or a Civilian – to be thought anything of,’ noted a young British memsahib in a letter to a friend written at this period. ‘If you are an outsider, a railway engineer, or an Indigo Planter or anything else, you are supposed to be not a gentleman, and society makes a dead set against you and excludes you.’22 However witty and amusing his wife might be, a junior officer in Bombay’s Department of Public Instruction was ranked very low in the published Order of Precedence, which laid down the exact standing and salary of every grade in every department of government service.


It may be that a twinge of desperation had entered the young couple’s minds, as they approached their twenty-eighth birthdays without that financial security deemed a prerequisite for marriage in middle-class society. Or perhaps it was quite simply that Bombay, for all its unknowns and uncertainties, represented a huge gamble. After all, a quite extraordinary metamorphosis was under way there, attracting worldwide attention and drawing adventurers from every corner of the globe. Bombay in the spring of 1865 was widely recognised as a boom town, a trading port which played by its own rules, a beacon of opportunity whereby an independent-minded young couple – British or Indian – might make their own way free of many of the constraints that held them back in their own country.


Nor would Lockwood and Alice be entirely without friends, for the last of the three teaching posts was filled by one of Lockwood’s fellow artists from the South Kensington Museum, a Welshman named John Griffiths, of the same age as Lockwood Kipling and also an expert in terracotta sculpture, although hired for his drawing and painting skills. Together with an art-metalworker named Higgins, these two were being hired to introduce ‘South Kensington principles’ to India, with the goal of establishing a centre of artistic excellence in Bombay that would bring about a revival of India’s traditional arts and crafts skills, considered by Erskine and other like-minded officials to be in serious decline as a result of an excess of mass-produced imported goods from Europe. Here was a worthy purpose that must have appealed to the evangelical in Lockwood Kipling’s nature. His desire to get young Indian craftsmen and artisans to abandon their slapdash Indian ways and learn to draw, hew, chisel, mould and paint things the way it ought to be done was to become an abiding obsession that stayed with him throughout his years in India.


Bombay had always been a place of escape and opportunity. Unlike the two other Indian Presidency capitals, Calcutta and Madras, it was an island city, blessed with the finest natural harbour on India’s western seaboard but handicapped by poor communications with the mainland. Its nucleus was Mumbai, the largest of seven islets formerly separated from both the mainland and each other by tidal flats and mangrove swamps but now linked by causeways and bold reclamation schemes into one island some eight miles long and three miles wide, popularly likened to a right hand ‘laid palm upwards, with the fingers stretching southwards into the sea and the thumb representing Malabar Hill, with Back Bay between the thumb and forefinger’.23


The Portuguese had been the first to recognise Mumbai’s strategic value, establishing a toehold on its southern tip in the form of a fort that commanded the great harbour and renaming it Bom Bahia, the ‘good bay’. Bombay had then fallen into the lap of King Charles the Second as part of his marriage dowry from the sister of the king of Portugal, and he had passed it on to the East India Company for an annual rent of £10. Initially it had proved a disastrous investment, the belligerent Marathas of the Deccan frustrating all attempts by ‘John Company’ to penetrate the Indian interior while at the same time the island’s malarious swamps and foul waters killed off its servants as fast as they could be replaced. However, these setbacks helped to turn Bombay into the most cosmopolitan city in Asia – by forcing its governors to offer inducements to settlers from the mainland, including the right of traders to ‘deal freely and without restraint with whoever they think proper’.24


Indian merchants found in Bombay a freedom from caste and race prohibitions unthinkable on the mainland, resulting in a mixing of communities that led Lockwood Kipling in later years to describe the city as ‘a very unIndian, cockney sort of place’.25 Combined with an unusual willingness in the authorities to allow Indians to play a part in the running of the municipality, this liberal spirit fostered a sense of common identity and civic pride which stood the city in good stead in the maelstrom of 1857 – although the docility of its citizens may have owed something to the activities of Bombay’s Commissioner of Police, Charles Forjett. Born and bred in India, Forjett was by his own account ‘a master of guise [sic]’ who would mingle with alleged conspirators and encourage them to speak against the Government, before throwing off his disguise and arresting them the moment they did so. His actions spread such terror in the bazaars that no one dared say a seditious word, whether in public or private. Several decades later the Forjett legend became part of the composite of Indian police officers, dead and living, which went to make ‘Strickland’ in Rudyard Kipling’s Kim and in half a dozen of his short stories.


The first to take advantage of the city’s relaxed trading rules were the Parsis, a minority community initially based up the coast in Gujarat. A family of shipwrights, the Wadias, began turning out Bombay-built fighting ships of Malabar teak for the Royal Navy that were easier to handle than British-made men-of-war, lasted twice as long and were cheaper to produce. When Parliament ended the East India Company’s trading monopoly in 1813 the Parsis were ideally placed to compete on equal terms for the hugely profitable China trade, and among them was Rustomjee Jamsetjee Battliwallah, who had migrated to Bombay as a sixteen-year-old orphan to join his uncle in the Native Quarter within the walls of Bombay Fort. Like many Parsis, Jamsetjee initially took a hybrid surname based on his occupation, which in his uncle’s case and at first in his own was selling empty bottles, only reverting to traditional Parsi custom and adding his father’s name of Jeejeebhoy after he had made his fortune. Within a decade Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy had become a rupee multimillionaire, having cornered India’s entire export trade to China, much of it in the form of opium.


In this same period the long struggle between the Marathas and the East India Company for possession of the Indian interior ended with a series of military victories for the latter, swiftly followed by the building of a highway over the hitherto impenetrable Western Ghat mountain range and a causeway linking the island to the mainland. Bombay at last had unimpeded access to India’s hinterland, and within a decade the city’s population had doubled to over half a million. The long-established and the better-off remained crammed together within the protective walls of Bombay Fort, while the newer economic migrants settled in an ever-expanding township known first as Black Town, then as Dungaree,26 and finally as the Native Town, separated from the Fort by the cordon sanitaire of the Esplanade.


The China trade provided the backbone to Bombay’s economy until the Opium War of 1840. A slump followed, greatly exacerbated by the collapse of the city’s other mainstay, the export of calico and fine cotton muslin piece-goods manufactured on the spinning wheel and hand loom. These swadeshi goods now faced punishing import duties in Britain while at the same time machine-made cotton goods from Lancashire were allowed to flood the Indian market almost free of dues. Even so, immigrants continued to swell Bombay’s population, putting the city’s infrastructure under increasing strain. ‘All round the Island of Bombay was one foul cesspool,’ wrote the city’s first historian, ‘sewers discharging on the sands, rocks only used for the purposes of nature. To ride home to Malabar Hill along the sands of Back Bay was to encounter sights and odours too horrible to describe … To travel by rail from Boree Bunder to Byculla, or to go to Mody Bay, was to see in the foreshore the latrine of the whole population of the Native Town.’27


What reversed Bombay’s decline was the American Civil War. Deprived of the American South’s raw cotton by the North’s blockade of its ports, the Lancashire mills turned to the cotton fields of Western India. The result was a cotton boom that expanded into a wider commercial boom, greatly helped by the completion of the Great Indian Peninsula Railway’s line over the Bhor Ghat and the opening of the Bombay Baroda and Central India Railway – allowing cotton to be carried direct from the cotton fields up-country to Bombay’s Cotton Green and thence by sea to the outside world. Bombay’s own cotton mills began to flourish, and in four years the cotton trade brought in £80 million sterling to the city. The opium trade also revived, exports to China rising to an average of 37,000 chests per year and adding further to the fortunes of the merchants involved – predominantly Indian rather than British.


Economic migrants flocked to the island by land and sea, eager for a slice of the city’s good fortune, trebling the population within less than a decade to more than 800,000. Such was the pressure on housing that by 1864 two-storey Native dwellings were occupied by an average of six families, or sixty-one persons.28 For much of the year the greater part of Bombay’s citizenry slept on rooftops or on the streets, the better-off on charpoys or bedsteads, the rest on the ground, but all wrapped head to foot in white sheets to keep off mosquitoes, so that at night much of the city resembled a morgue.


Presiding over this massive accumulation of both wealth and numbers as Governor of Bombay was the far-sighted Sir Henry Bartle Frere, ambitious to turn the island into the first city of Asia. In a remarkable gesture of confidence, Frere ordered the ramparts and ditches of the Fort to be levelled. The new land was then sold by auction and the money put towards the construction of a number of grandiose public buildings worthy of Bombay’s new position as the ‘Manchester of the East’. They were to be designed by the best English architects according to the latest style and laid out in extended line to look out across the sweep of Back Bay, like a chain of Gothic cathedrals. A modern business district was also planned, with broad avenues that broke up the Esplanade into four greens, to be serviced by two new railway termini that would allow the BB&CI and the GIP railways to deliver passengers and goods almost to the water’s edge – where new docks would be built on reclaimed land.


With a little arm-twisting from Frere, the city’s leading financiers and industrialists now embarked on a quite extraordinary round of public benefaction. Wealthy traders like Premchand Roychand (‘the uncrowned king of Bombay’), Sir Cowasji Jehangir Readymoney (‘the Peabody of the East’), Sir David Sassoon (a Sephardi Jew from Baghdad with a classic rags-to-riches story) and Sir Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy vied with one another to fund new bridges, embankments and water tanks, and to set up and endow public institutions. Roychand paid for the construction of Bombay University’s library and attached bell-tower, Jehangir set up forty drinking fountains at various points in the city, Sassoon funded schools and hospitals and Jeejeebhoy established – among much else – a School of Art and Industry that came to be known, for simplicity’s sake, as the ‘Sir J. J. School of Art’.


Hitherto the scarcity of land had limited the city’s growth, but now the combination of excess wealth and a determined municipal government eager to support private ventures led to the setting up of scores of wildly ambitious schemes – which very quickly degenerated into a mania for speculation. James Maclean, owner and editor of the English-language Bombay Gazette, was one of many citizens caught up in the events that followed. ‘The value of land had been trebled and quadrupled,’ he later wrote. ‘The population was every day increasing in numbers, and, as the available space within the island was very small, every additional foot tacked on seemed likely to be worth its weight in gold.’29


By the start of 1864, the year before the Kiplings’ arrival in Bombay, every company in the city, as well as any individual who could rub a few silver rupees together, was deeply involved, investing in such ventures as the huge Back Bay Reclamation Scheme, set up to extend the city’s western seafront deeper into the great curve of sea and sand that was one of the island’s most attractive features. At first speculation was confined to ventures in cotton and land but, as the profits grew and the options diminished, all sorts of ingenious financial associations were formed, with investors clamouring to buy shares. ‘The passion for speculation’, wrote Maclean, ‘is a contagious disease, and spreads like wildfire as soon as a few brilliant examples are on record to show with what ease fortunes may be won.’ The prospect of 600 per cent returns ‘sent the city quite mad … The Government of Bombay, not thinking what fortunes it wrecked and what lives it made miserable, and only eager to get money for the prosecution of its own public works, added fuel to the fire by inciting projections of new schemes.’


Many Britons in India found this state of affairs in Bombay extremely unsettling, not least because of the growing wealth of the Parsi community. ‘Government is being jostled out of Bombay,’ declared the editor of the country’s newest English-language daily, the Pioneer of Allahabad:






The Parsees, by their enormous profits, are making everyone discontented with Government pay, some men have degraded themselves by taking bribes in the shape of shares – others more honourable are leaving Government service to make their fortunes in commerce. Parsees splash the mud up against you as you walk; Parsees puff their smoke into your wife’s face as they pass; purse-proud Parsees are admitted into English society, and delight to think that the wealth which introduced them there is the only test of power … If they would only keep themselves aloof from us in their social relations, as other Natives do, these annoyances would be less intimately felt.30








On 9 April 1865, the day before the Kiplings set sail for India, a ‘horrid telegraph’ announcing the surrender of General Lee’s army at Appomattox brought Bombay’s share-buying mania to an abrupt halt. Even before the news of the final surrender of the Confederate Army had reached Bombay the price of cotton had halved. By the time the Kiplings set foot on the Apollo Bunder three weeks later Bombay’s stock market was in free fall. As Maclean saw it, ‘When the crash came there was nothing but paper to meet it, and the whole elaborate edifice of speculation toppled down like a house of cards … Men who had been trading or speculating beyond their means found themselves unable to meet their engagement; a leading firm of Parsee merchants set the example of failing for three millions; and a panic ensued which baffles descriptions.’ A brief rally towards the end of 1865 was followed by a second collapse and ‘the panic at Bombay set in with renewed intensity’. By the end of 1866 virtually every bank and land company in the city had failed, leading to the collapse of scores of leading firms and leaving many individuals bankrupt. Yet the boom-funded investment that had gone into land reclamation and building over the previous five years had given the city a modern infrastructure that was of enormous advantage in years to come. As Maclean was afterwards to remind his readers, ‘the splendour of the public buildings and useful and benevolent institutions of new Bombay is due to the munificence of the speculators of 1864–5’.


This was the extraordinary scene that met the Kiplings on arrival: an island in the throes of transformation, the walls of a score of public buildings half-built on every side, along with new avenues and railway lines, and acres of land freshly reclaimed or in the process of rising from the sea – while at the same time the community teetered on the brink of ruin: prices rocketing as inflation took hold, affordable housing impossible to come by, thousands thrown out of work and many households facing destitution. The crisis was encapsulated in verses that went the rounds at this time, part of which went:






Three Wallahs [persons] came sailing out to the East,


Out to the East as far as Bombay.


Each thought to go home with a fortune at least,


And live like a swell meanwhile on his pay.


But Wallahs must work, and Wallahs must swear:


For there’s nothing to earn, and things are so dear


That Sir Bartle Frere is starving.31








One of the casualties of the 1865 crash was the building programme for the School of Arts. For the purpose a generous parcel of land had been made over to Sir Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy at the eastern end of the Esplanade beside the Mody Bay reclamations, where a hundred acres of the foreshore was in the process of being filled with earth and rubble for the foundations of the GIP Railway’s Victoria Terminus. Plans for a magnificent school of art modelled on South Kensington were being drawn up but in the meantime what were known as pendals – described in official reports as ‘a set of sheds’ – would have to serve as accommodation for staff and students, and even these were going to take some weeks to put up. So, instead of moving into the roomy bungalow they had expected to occupy, the Kiplings spent their first months in India housed like refugees, joining a crowd of Europeans encamped on the Esplanade in what one observer described as ‘wigwams’,32 most probably canvas tents strengthened with walls of bamboo and cane. To make matters worse, their luggage, sent out on the longer sea route via the Cape, failed to arrive, forcing Lockwood Kipling to spend his first week’s wages on a dinner service and other household necessities.


Lockwood was later to call Bombay ‘a blazing beauty of a place’ and ‘the finest city in the world so far as beauty is concerned’,33 but their first months must have been trying in the extreme. Alice Kipling was six weeks pregnant when she arrived and within days was enduring her first Indian Hot Weather – made only a little easier by the sea breezes that blew across Back Bay. Shortly before the start of the Rains in July the teaching staff and students of the Sir J. J. School of Art moved into their sheds in the School’s new grounds beside Esplanade Road, an area afterwards remembered as ‘thick with tropical palms and flowering trees … converted in May and June by the Gold Mohur into a flamboyant jungle’34 but which Alice Kipling viewed at the time as an unhealthy swamp. When it rained the pendals were scarcely fit to live in, their mud floors ‘saturated with wet’,35 yet the Kiplings had no option but to make the best of it. ‘It’s no use grumbling,’ declared Alice in a letter to a Bombay friend, ‘I daresay the new building will begin when we are all killed by living in the old cheap [?].’36 Once the Rains began in earnest their conditions grew even more intolerable. ‘No one,’ wrote Lockwood, ‘pretends to hide the fact that he is the moistest and most miserable of mortals.’37 As for Alice, after finding toadstools growing in her bonnet and cockroaches nesting in her newest hat, she was moved to set her feelings down in verse:






Dull in the morning, duller still at noon,


Dullest of all as dreary night draws round,


I go from mildewed couch to mouldy bed


And in the morning shall not feel surprise


If from the reeking pillow, neath my head,


I find a crop of mushrooms when I rise.38








In the only complete letter to survive from their early years in India, addressed to his sister-in-law Edith Macdonald and dated 12 December 1866, Lockwood Kipling described the site of their home in some detail: ‘We have as you know open sea on one side of the narrow neck of land on which we live and the ship-crowded harbour on the other – neither side further than from your house to the Market Place.’39 And here Rudyard Kipling was born: ‘between the palms and the sea’,40 as he later put it, but not in the building that today sports the plaque and bust. When asked in 1930 by the then head of the Sir J. J. School of Art if the present bungalow was the house in which he had been born, Kipling replied that the original building had stood ‘on a slightly different spot some yards away’.41 He was unwilling to add more, probably because he had no wish to draw attention to his father’s lowly status at that time or to the humble conditions in which they had lived. In his unfinished autobiography, written in his seventieth year, Rudyard Kipling chose to describe his father as ‘Superintendent’ of the Sir J. J. School of Art and a ‘Terry Sahib’ as his assistant. In reality it was the other way round: Wilkins Terry, a draughtsman and wood-engraver by trade, was the School’s Superintendent and Lockwood Kipling one of his three British members of staff.


Expected on Christmas Day 1865, the boy was finally delivered two hours short of midnight on 30 December – after five days of painful labour which were said to have been brought to an end by the household servants’ sacrifice of a goat at one of the many shrines to the Hindu deity Shiva at the nearby temple complex of Bhuleshwar. A notice was duly placed in the Times of India: ‘Kipling, December 30th, 1865 at Bombay, Mrs J. Lockwood Kipling, of a son.’


The boy was named Joseph, because it was the tradition in his father’s family to call the eldest sons John and Joseph by turns, and Rudyard, at the insistence of one of his mother’s sisters, after the reservoir where his parents had met. Rudyard very quickly became ‘Ruddy’ to his parents and remained so for the rest of their lives. On 22 January 1866 the boy was christened in St Thomas’s Cathedral, the oldest Protestant church in Bombay and at that time the shabbiest, having been caught up in the great crash at the start of a rebuilding programme that was to take another forty years to complete. A smudgy photograph was sent home to Alice’s parents showing the baby cradled in the arms of an Indian ayah or lady’s maid, apparently causing his uncle Fred Macdonald to exclaim in dismay, ‘Dear me, how dark Alice has become!’42 From her garments and appearance this first ayah was a Madrassi, considered by many Anglo-Indian parents to make the most reliable nurses because they were said to be less indulgent. It is most likely that she also served as a dhai or wet nurse.


When it came to child-rearing British women in India were rarely able to draw upon the motherly advice their sisters back in England took for granted. They had little option but to follow Anglo-Indian convention, which dictated that even nursing mothers should concentrate on their own adult preoccupations and leave it to the servants to keep their offspring fed, washed, dressed and entertained for the greater part of their waking hours. In the 1860s this often meant employing Native dhais to suckle European babies, as it was thought that the milk of a healthy Indian woman was superior to that of a white woman unadapted to the Indian climate and would give the baby a better chance of surviving India’s many diseases.


According to Bombay’s most eminent physician, Dr William Moore, author of Health in the Tropics; or Sanitary Art as Applied to Europeans in India and A Manual of Family Medicine and Hygiene for India, such a wet-nurse should be between twenty and thirty years of age, of temperate habits and ‘not addicted to over-eating or to drink, or to smoking opium or Indian hemp’. The dhai was to be carefully examined before selection to ensure that she was free from piles, an enlarged spleen or skin disease. If she was found to suffer from a sore throat she was to be rejected, on the grounds that she was probably venereal. The condition of her own child had also to be examined ‘and the mother of a weak, puny, badly nourished infant should be rejected; especially if there are any sores about the buttocks, privates, or corners of the mouth, which are also probably venereal’.


[image: image]


Mother and child, J. L. Kipling (National Trust)


Whether or not the infant Ruddy benefited from such a wet-nurse, the adult Rudyard Kipling certainly looked upon them with approval. In the last of his several ‘Strickland’ short stories the headstrong child ‘Adam’ is suckled by the wife of one of his father’s policemen, one of whom comments: ‘Those who drink our blood become our own blood.’43 Paradoxically, it was the fear of being tainted by Indian blood that eventually led increased numbers of Anglo-Indian parents in the post-Mutiny years to abandon the habit. The Civilian Alfred Lyall, widely regarded as British India’s finest poet before Rudyard Kipling’s appearance on the scene, had a son born a year after Ruddy and wrote to tell his sister that he and his wife had dispensed with the services of a local wet-nurse: ‘We are determined to eschew black foster mothers, and our triumph over other households who maintain negresses is great and deserved.’44


In a sentence taken from a letter now lost Alice Kipling provides the briefest of glimpses of Ruddy the babe in arms: ‘He notices everything he sees, and when he is not sitting up in his ayah’s arms he turns round to follow things with his eyes most comically.’45 From the solitary surviving letter spoken of earlier we have his father’s portrait of Ruddy the eleven-month-old toddler:






Ruddy is a great lark but he won’t be a baby much longer; he gets into imminent peril with chairs and things daily. It’s the quaintest thing in life to see him eating his supper, intently watched by the three dogs to which he administers occasional blundering blows with a little whip & much shouting. His best playfellow is one ‘Chang’ a small Chinese pup … He is a beautiful tawny colour with a black nose and tongue. His hair is exactly like a thick & fine sable muff, and Ruddy buries his fat fists in it and pulls him up by the tail as a handle … We want to have baby photographed with him but woe’s me the baby won’t be long a baby & Chang will change into a big dog before we know where we are.46








The infant grew into a plump, bumptious child: a ‘sturdy little boy’, according to the sister who joined him when he was two and a half years old, ‘with long straight fair hair – yes, flaxen hair – eyes like dark violets and a particularly beautiful mouth. He was thoroughly happy and genial – indeed rather too noisy and spoilt. Mother used to say that, like Kim, he was “little friend of all the world” and that’s what the Indian servants in Bombay called him.’47 This icon of the young Ruddy as ‘little friend of all the world’ is perfectly preserved in a story related by Alice Kipling to her son’s first biographer, of the four-year-old walking hand in hand with a Maratha ryot or peasant cultivator over a ploughed field and calling back to his parents in the vernacular, ‘Goodbye, this is my brother.’48
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‘Youth in the eye of the sun’


BOMBAY AND EXPULSION FROM EDEN, 1867–71






The wayside magic, the threshold spells,


Shall soon undo what the North has done –


Because of the sights and the sounds and the smells


That ran with our youth in the eye of the sun.


Rudyard Kipling, ‘Song of the Wise Children’, 1899








Rudyard Kipling came to look back on his Bombay childhood as a time of untrammelled happiness. In his unfinished autobiography he sets down his earliest recollection – ‘of daybreak, light and colour and golden and purple fruits at the level of my shoulder. This would be the memory of early morning walks to the Bombay fruit market.’ From the ever-widening neck of land upon which the Sir J. J. School of Art stood the Kiplings had easy access not only to the bazaars of the Native Town at the end of Esplanade Road but also to the palm-fringed sands of Back Bay. ‘Our evening walks,’ he wrote, ‘were by the sea in the shadow of palm groves … When the wind blew the great nuts would tumble and we fled.’ And with every sunset came the sudden nightfall of the tropics: ‘I have always felt the menacing darkness of tropical even-tides, as I have loved the voices of night-winds through palm or banana leaves and the song of the tree frogs.’1
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