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Introduction


DR LIZZY WELBY


Rudyard Kipling’s art, like the man himself, is curiously kaleidoscopic. Just as you think you have understood him, you stumble across a piece he has penned that sends you scuttling back to square one. Taking a broad view of his writing career, which spanned more than five decades (six, if you include the posthumous publications), you will find a broad range of writing, from novels and short stories to propaganda speeches and iconic inscriptions for the War Graves Commission. He could write for adults and children with equal deftness and imbue animals and machines with an authentic voice. Alongside his prose, Kipling is equally well known for his verse, all of which seems almost effortless in its technical accomplishment, including the notoriously complex sestina. At a young age, he could parody, in voice, tone and technique great poets on both sides of the Atlantic, from Milton to Emerson, Wordsworth to Stevenson. And the door swings both ways. Kipling’s influence can be read in T. S. Eliot’s poetry1 (he borrowed the metre from ‘The Long Trail’ for ‘Skimbleshanks the Railway Cat’, in his Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats). From earliest years, Kipling flitted between worlds and across class and race divides and his diverse experiences (as well as those of the many people he encountered along the way) were filtered and refracted though his art.


Over the years, Kipling has simultaneously infuriated and captivated his readers. His much-anthologized ‘If —’, perhaps his most famous verse, certainly voted the ‘Nation’s Favourite Twentieth Century Poem’ by a long chalk, epitomises the man and his art. Undone by its own success, it has been quoted to cliché yet it remains a clarion call for resilience when situations are difficult. It was used at political rallies by Burmese dissident Aung San Suu Kyi, scratched onto the prison wall of feisty Latin American women tortured after Pinochet’s coup and apparently committed to memory by Che Guevara. Clearly, as T. S. Eliot thought, along with Angus Wilson and latterly Harry Ricketts, this is a writer worth rescuing from a literary wasteland.


The diverse subjects, which Kipling tackled through a range of voices and styles, has, inevitably split opinions down the years. His critics could (and did) depict him as youthful aesthetic or tub-thumping Tory, Imperial apologist or critic of Empire, ethnocentric globetrotter or culture-embracing traveler, anti-Liberal spokesperson or voice of the marginalized, Fabulist, Realist, Symbolist or early Modernist, to name just a few of the tags that have been attached to this writer who simply refuses to sink into obscurity. Generally, critics agree on two constants that wove their conflicting way through the fabric of Kipling’s life and profoundly informed his writing: India, birthplace and first home, and England, birthright and ‘Home’. I came late to Kipling, exchanging my working life for study as my family began to expand. The Jungle Book provided bedtime reading for my growing son and I was intrigued to see him sense the sorrow that lies at the heart of the orphan ‘man-cub’ forced to choose between two incompatible worlds.


The ambivalence that lies at the heart of Kipling’s verse and prose was, I believe, forged in childhood. Across the decades in his autobiography, India is remembered as a vibrant noisy country, backlit with sharp sunshine and soft sunset hues, an edenic space filled with a host of solicitous servants, a devoted ayah and two loving parents.2 Just short of his sixth birthday, however, Kipling and his three-year old sister Trix boarded a boat in Bombay bound for England with their parents Alice and Lockwood. After a short stay with various relatives, the children were taken to a boarding house in Southsea. Without a word of her imminent departure, Alice stole away to join her husband in London before sailing back to Bombay, leaving her infant children in the care of Sarah Holloway, fervent evangelical and owner of Lorne Lodge, which Kipling was to later term the ‘House of Desolation’. Six years would pass before either of them saw their mother again. ‘Father in Heaven who lovest all, / Oh, help Thy children when they call;/ That they may build from age to age / An undefiled heritage’, writes Kipling in ‘The Children’s Song’ in 1906 and there is more than an echo of his lost youth in its lines.


Every Christmas little Ruddy exchanged his grey Southsea prison for The Grange, the wonderful Fulham home of his Aunt Georgie and Uncle Ned, the Pre-Raphaelite painter Edward Burne-Jones. There he roamed freely with much-loved cousins, laid claim to a special mulberry tree for ‘plots and conferences’, glimpsed newly created Pre-Raphaelite art and furniture and listened to William Morris, ‘Uncle Topsy’, recite Icelandic Sagas while swaying rhythmically back and forth atop a rocking horse. His beloved aunty would read Scott’s The Pirate or The Arabian Nights. The Grange was, by the author’s account, a ‘jumble of delights and emotions’.3 There is much in the happy disorder that characterised the Burne-Jones’ home that found its thematic way into his prose and verse. ‘The Weald is good, the Downs are best – / I’ll give you the run of ’em, East to West’ promises the author to his fictional children Dan and Una, in ‘The Run of the Downs’. Life at The Grange flowed like the ‘broad smiling river of life’ on the Grand Trunk Road in Kim and the same delight appears in verses such as ‘Mandalay’ where memories of India are sensually evoked in ‘them spicy garlic smells, /An’ the sunshine an’ the palm-trees an’ the tinkly temple-bells’.


With such an immersion into the creative life of the artist, it is of little surprise that from his early teens Kipling displayed a precocious talent for writing, particularly verse. It was a talent encouraged and nurtured by Cormell Price, headmaster of the United Services College in Westward Ho! where Kipling passed his school years. ‘Uncle Crom’, as he was affectionately known, was a family friend with Pre-Raphaelite connections and an aesthete. It was he who accompanied Ruddy on his journey to the ‘twelve bleak houses’ at a windswept Bideford Bay. ‘Ave Imperatrix!’ (a parody of though markedly different from Oscar Wilde’s vision of the death of Imperialism) was written when Kipling was a pupil at USC. Most likely written in tongue-in-cheek tones, it nevertheless anticipates much of the momentous verse that Kipling would go on to write such as ‘Recessional’ that, in its portentous stanzas, quietly signaled to the ‘flannelled fools at the wicket’ that their eternal British Empire would soon reach its closing overs.


Despite achieving such early success, no one could predict that this young cub of a journalist, feverishly churning out short fiction to fill the ‘turnover’ space of Lahore’s Civil and Military Gazette, would go on to world fame, pulling off the rare trick of appealing to a popular audience as well as a literary one. By the age of twenty-three, he had already published two slim volumes of verse, seven collections of short stories, including Plain Tales From the Hills and a host of travel sketches, later collected as the ‘Letters of Marque’ in From Sea to Sea. The ripples he was causing in London literary circles would quickly widen out across the globe, helped along by the modernization of a book-making industry to cater for a new global demand. Mark Twain was to remark famously that Kipling was ‘the only living person not head of a nation, whose voice is heard around the world the moment it drops a remark’. Yet a mere two decades later he had suffered the loss of his ‘best beloved’ daughter Josephine from pneumonia in 1899 (the original recipient of the Just So stories), of his best friend and collaborator on The Naulahka, Wolcott Balestier, to whom Barrack-Room Ballads is dedicated and of his son John at the Battle of the Loos in 1915. In addition, Kipling’s artistic reputation and apparent perennial success, was on the wane.


Some of Kipling’s critics had always been uneasy with the verse and prose shot through with political polemic, undisguised enjoyment of cruelty and revenge, and masculine bravado. But by 1918 the wider public had lost its taste for flag-flapping verses like ‘The White Man’s Burden’. Kipling’s patriotic bluster, epitomized in verses like ‘A Song of the English’ and ‘For All We Have and Are’, blew itself out at the end of the First World War, although he reserved the right to pen periodically what he saw as an ever-present German menace, perfectly captured in ‘The Storm Cone’, until the end of his life. Once billed as the Imperial Bard, Kipling had little to offer in the way of consolation for a nation still reeling in profound shock from the horrors of modern warfare that had devoured a generation of its young men. ‘A world to be remade without a son’ said his wife Carrie as the war guttered to its end.4 John’s body was never found in the Kiplings’ lifetime and ‘My Boy Jack’, an in absentia requiem hymn, sees their vanished son ghost across its lines. Rudyard’s contrition for the part he played in speeding his myopic son up the lines to Armageddon is just as poignant in ‘Epitaphs of War’, ‘If any question why we died, / Tell them, because our fathers lied’. A new breed of writers, bereft of the mainstays of Victorian mores, were busy detailing the spiritual paralysis of a post-war England. Receding hairlines and kidney breakfasts now occupied the psyches of new Modernist heroes and it seemed certain that Kipling would be consigned to history as irretrievably passé.


The Imperial world that Kipling charted, the workers of Empire he championed and their unsung deeds he highlighted began to vanish as silence settled over France’s blood-silted battlefields. Yet poems published in the last two decades of the nineteenth century such as ‘Danny Deever’, ‘Tommy’ and ‘Private Ortheris’s Song’ are concerned with the ordinary soldier’s (miserably unappreciated) lot, a theme that would be subsequently taken up by poets of the First World War. Kipling always championed the ordinary soldier. Verses such as ‘Gentlemen-Ranker’, ‘The Broken Men’, ‘Tommy’, ‘The Absent Minded-Beggar’, ‘Gunga Din’ and ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzy’ as well as ‘The Grave of the Hundred Head’ laud those men, British or ‘native’, charged with guarding colonial borders. The much mis-quoted ‘The Ballad of East and West’ valorises courage, strength and resourcefulness that cut across cultural borders. South African verse such as ‘The Settler’ has the tone, not of vitriolic finger-pointing, but of reconciliation. The unrelenting metronomic rhythm of ‘Boots’, written during the Boer War, expresses the strain of soldiers engaged in combat:




Try–try–try–try–to think o’ something different –


Oh–my–God–keep–me from goin’ lunatic!


(Boots–boots–boots–boots–movin’ up an’ down again!)


There’s no discharge in the war!





British and American soldiers are once again marching through the unforgiving terrain of Afghanistan, experiencing the same psychological unease that ‘Ford O’ Kabul River’ captures so menacingly:




Ford o’ Kabul river in the dark!


Gawd ’elp ’em if they blunder, for their boots’ll pull ’em under,


By the ford o’ Kabul river in the dark.





Kipling was always critical of the automated bureaucracy of Empire that was responsible for battle-worn soldiers, fevered engineers and overworked administrators being posted to far-flung corners of the globe, just as he always extolled the individual’s courage, dedication and endurance in seemingly impossible situations, attributes he considered to be the cornerstone of integrity. Men (and occasionally women) can find meaning in the Imperial project but Empire is made worthy by the deeds of individuals, typified in ‘The Law of the Jungle’, ‘the strength of the Pack is the Wolf, and the strength of the Wolf is the Pack’.


My own interest in Kipling’s work lies in an exploration of the ‘feminine’ form. Some of his verse and prose is imbued with a tenderness for and fear of a ‘lost’ maternal realm. For example, ‘The Deep-Sea Cables’ that sings of a time before a masculine order and calls for an embracing of the feminine within.




Here in the womb of the world - here on the tie-ribs of earth


Words, and the words of men, flicker and flutter and beat –


[. . .]


They have wakened the timeless Things; They have killed their father Time


[. . .]


And a new Word runs between: whispering, ‘Let us be one!’





More than six decades later three female French academics would begin exploring the idea of a female voice that is inserted into the gap that runs between the pre-verbal maternal realm and the language of men. And there it is, right here in this extraordinary poem. The beautifully crafted ‘Harp Song of the Dane Women’ is a haunting lament for absent seafarers. In iambic tetrameter, which reflects the ebb and flow of sea-tides (and, incidentally, is the rhythmic heartbeat of ballads), and using vocabulary that is Anglo-Saxon in origin, we understand the irresistible call of the treacherous sea luring sailors to her steely waters:




She has no strong white arms to fold you,


But the ten-times-fingering weed to hold you –


Out on the rocks where the tide has rolled you.


Yet, when the signs of summer thicken,


And the ice breaks, and the birch-buds quicken,


Yearly you turn from our side, and sicken –





The feminized sea is to be found again in ‘The Sea and the Hills’ and her pull is just as mesmeric but this time the calming maternal presence of the land is longed for, too. Gems like these, hidden in a body of work that at times makes one wince, are why Kipling’s art refuses to fade. These lesser known pieces deserves restoration, not least to counter less praiseworthy verses such as ‘The Female of the Species’, ‘The Vampire’ or ‘The Betrothed’, the latter containing the lines, oft-quoted axiomatically by the male of the species, ‘a woman is only a woman, but a good Cigar is a Smoke’.


Kipling spent his final years at Bateman’s in Sussex, a little corner of a foreign field that a restless Anglo-Indian came to finally call home, ‘Here through the strong and shadeless days / The tinkling silence thrills’ he wrote in ‘Sussex’. Over time the rolling Downs meant as much to him as his much-loved Indian homeland. He once wrote that ‘history understanded [sic] rightly means love of one’s fellow men and the lands they live in’.5 To introduce the Rewards and Fairies collection, Kipling gives us ‘A Charm’. In its verses we see his ‘new’ England, a welcoming pluralist pastoral where every inhabitant becomes a symbolic custodian of Britain’s ancient heritage, a heritage that is bound, not to the ideology of a governing body but to the land:




Take of English earth as much


As either hand may rightly clutch.


In the taking of it breathe


Prayer for all who lie beneath.


Not the great nor well-bespoke,


But the mere uncounted folk


Of whose life and death is none


Report or lamentation.


Lay that earth upon thy heart,


And thy sickness shall depart!





In this varied selection of verses you will undoubtedly find the Kipling that you always knew but I hope that you will also find the Kipling who might just, until now, have lain hidden from you.




SELECTED VERSE OF RUDYARD KIPLING
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Prelude to ‘Departmental Ditties’


I have eaten your bread and salt.


I have drunk your water and wine.


The deaths ye died I have watched beside,


And the lives ye led were mine.


Was there aught that I did not share


In vigil or toil or ease, –


One joy or woe that I did not know,


Dear hearts across the seas?


I have written the tale of our life


For a sheltered people’s mirth,


In jesting guise – but ye are wise,


And ye know what the jest is worth.


1885




The Story of Uriah




‘Now there were two men in one city; the one rich, and the other poor.’





Jack Barrett went to Quetta


Because they told him to.


He left his wife at Simla


On three-fourths his monthly screw.


Jack Barrett died at Quetta


Ere the next month’s pay he drew.


Jack Barrett went to Quetta.


He didn’t understand


The reason of his transfer


From the pleasant mountain-land.


The season was September,


And it killed him out of hand.


Jack Barrett went to Quetta


And there gave up the ghost,


Attempting two men’s duty


In that very healthy post;


And Mrs Barrett mourned for him


Five lively months at most.


Jack Barrett’s bones at Quetta


Enjoy profound repose;


But I shouldn’t be astonished


If now his spirit knows


The reason of his transfer


From the Himalayan snows.


And, when the Last Great Bugle Call


Adown the Hurnai throbs,


And the last grim joke is entered


In the big black Book of Jobs,


And Quetta graveyards give again


Their victims to the air,


I shouldn’t like to be the man


Who sent Jack Barrett there.




The Post that Fitted




Though tangled and twisted the course of true love,


This ditty explains,


No tangle’s so tangled it cannot improve


If the Lover has brains.





Ere the steamer bore him Eastward, Sleary was engaged to marry


An attractive girl at Tunbridge, whom he called ‘my little Carrie.’


Sleary’s pay was very modest; Sleary was the other way.


Who can cook a two-plate dinner on eight poor rupees a day?


Long he pondered o’er the question in his scantly furnished quarters –


Then proposed to Minnie Boffkin, eldest of Judge Boffkin’s daughters.


Certainly an impecunious Subaltern was not a catch,


But the Boffkins knew that Minnie mightn’t make another match.


So they recognised the business and, to feed and clothe the bride,


Got him made a Something Something somewhere on the Bombay side.


Anyhow, the billet carried pay enough for him to marry –


As the artless Sleary put it: – ‘Just the thing for me and Carrie.’


Did he, therefore, jilt Miss Boffkin – impulse of a baser mind?


No! He started epileptic fits of an appalling kind.


[Of his modus operandi only this much I could gather: –


‘Pears’s shaving sticks will give you little taste and lots of lather.’]


Frequently in public places his affliction used to smite


Sleary with distressing vigour – always in the Boffkins’ sight.


Ere a week was over Minnie weepingly returned his ring,


Told him his ‘unhappy weakness’ stopped all thought of marrying.


Sleary bore the information with a chastened holy joy, –


Epileptic fits don’t matter in Political employ, –


Wired three short words to Carrie – took his ticket, packed his kit –


Bade farewell to Minnie Boffkin in one last, long, lingering fit.


Four weeks later, Carrie Sleary read – and laughed until she wept –


Mrs Boffkin’s warning letter on the ‘wretched epilept.’ . . .


Year by year, in pious patience, vengeful Mrs Boffkin sits


Waiting for the Sleary babies to develop Sleary’s fits.




The Overland Mail


Foot-service to the Hills


In the Name of the Empress of India, make way,


O Lords of the Jungle, wherever you roam,


The woods are astir at the close of the day –


We exiles are waiting for letters from Home.


Let the robber retreat – let the tiger turn tail –


In the Name of the Empress, the Overland Mail!


With a jingle of bells as the dusk gathers in,


He turns to the footpath that heads up the hill –


The bags on his back and a cloth round his chin,


And, tucked in his waistbelt, the Post Office bill: –


‘Despatched on this date, as received by the rail,


Per runner, two bags of the Overland Mail.’


Is the torrent in spate? He must ford it or swim.


Has the rain wrecked the road? He must climb by the cliff.


Does the tempest cry halt? What are tempests to him?


The service admits not a ‘but’ or an ‘if’.


While the breath’s in his mouth, he must bear without fail,


In the Name of the Empress, the Overland Mail.


From aloe to rose-oak, from rose-oak to fir,


From level to upland, from upland to crest,


From rice-field to rock-ridge, from rock-ridge to spur,


Fly the soft-sandalled feet, strains the brawny, brown chest.


From rail to ravine – to the peak from the vale –


Up, up through the night goes the Overland Mail.


There’s a speck on the hillside, a dot on the road –


A jingle of bells on the footpath below –


There’s a scuffle above in the monkey’s abode –


The world is awake and the clouds are aglow.


For the great Sun himself must attend to the hail: –


‘In the Name of the Empress, the Overland Mail!’




The Betrothed




‘You must choose between me and your cigar.’


Breach of Promise Case, c.1885





Open the old cigar-box, get me a Cuba stout,


For things are running crossways, and Maggie and I are out.


We quarrelled about Havanas – we fought o’er a good cheroot,


And I know she is exacting, and she says I am a brute.


Open the old cigar-box – let me consider a space;


In the soft blue veil of the vapour musing on Maggie’s face.


Maggie is pretty to look at – Maggie’s a loving lass,


But the prettiest cheeks must wrinkle, the truest of loves must pass.


There’s peace in a Larranaga, there’s calm in a Henry Clay;


But the best cigar in an hour is finished and thrown away –


Thrown away for another as perfect and ripe and brown –


But I could not throw away Maggie for fear o’ the talk o’ the town!


Maggie, my wife at fifty – grey and dour and old –


With never another Maggie to purchase for love or gold!


And the light of Days that have Been the dark of the Days that Are,


And Love’s torch stinking and stale, like the butt of a dead cigar –


The butt of a dead cigar you are bound to keep in your pocket –


With never a new one to light tho’ it’s charred and black to the socket!


Open the old cigar-box – let me consider a while.


Here is a mild Manila – there is a wifely smile.


Which is the better portion – bondage bought with a ring,


Or a harem of dusky beauties, fifty tied in a string?


Counsellors cunning and silent – comforters true and tried,


And never a one of the fifty to sneer at a rival bride?


Thought in the early morning, solace in time of woes,


Peace in the hush of the twilight, balm ere my eyelids close,


This will the fifty give me, asking nought in return,


With only a Suttee’s passion – to do their duty and burn.


This will the fifty give me. When they are spent and dead,


Five times other fifties shall be my servants instead.


The furrows of far-off Java, the isles of the Spanish Main,


When they hear my harem is empty will send me my brides again.


I will take no heed to their raiment, nor food for their mouths withal,


So long as the gulls are nesting, so long as the showers fall.


I will scent ’em with best vanilla, with tea will I temper their hides,


And the Moor and the Mormon shall envy who read of the tale of my brides.


For Maggie has written a letter to give me my choice between


The wee little whimpering Love and the great god Nick o’ Teen.


And I have been servant of Love for barely a twelvemonth clear,


But I have been Priest of Cabanas a matter of seven year;


And the gloom of my bachelor days is flecked with the cheery light


Of stumps that I burned to Friendship and Pleasure and Work and Fight.


And I turn my eyes to the future that Maggie and I must prove,


But the only light on the marshes is the Will-o’-the-Wisp of Love.


Will it see me safe through my journey or leave me bogged in the mire?


Since a puff of tobacco can cloud it, shall I follow the fitful fire?


Open the old cigar-box – let me consider anew –


Old friends, and who is Maggie that I should abandon you?


A million surplus Maggies are willing to bear the yoke;


And a woman is only a woman, but a good Cigar is a Smoke.


Light me another Cuba – I hold to my first-sworn vows.


If Maggie will have no rival, I’ll have no Maggie for Spouse!




The Grave of the Hundred Head


There’s a widow in sleepy Chester.


Who weeps for her only son;


There’s a grave on the Pabeng River,


A grave that the Burmans shun;


And there’s Subadar Prag Tewarri


Who tells how the work was done.


A Snider squibbed in the jungle –


Somebody laughed and fled,


And the men of the First Shikaris


Picked up their Subaltern dead,


With a big blue mark in his forehead


And the back blown out of his head.


Subadar Prag Tewarri,


Jemadar Hira Lal,


Took command of the party,


Twenty rifles in all,


Marched them down to the river


As the day was beginning to fall.


They buried the boy by the river,


A blanket over his face –


They wept for their dead Lieutenant,


The men of an alien race –


They made a samadh in his honour,


A mark for his resting-place.


For they swore by the Holy Water,


They swore by the salt they ate,


That the soul of Lieutenant Eshmitt Sahib


Should go to his God in state,


With fifty file of Burmans


To open him Heaven’s Gate.


The men of the First Shikaris

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
RUDYARD KIPLING

SELECTED VERSE

‘With an introduction by
Lizzy WELBY

MACMILLAN COLLECTOR'S LIBRARY





OEBPS/html/docimages/flower.jpg






OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





