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  Preface




  THE ARTICLES or pieces in this compilation were an important part of my education. Many of the pieces were travel pieces or, more

  properly, about places I didn’t know; so they could be said to have rounded off my travel experience, adding to the bigger journeys I made for what I called my books of inquiry. In those days

  I usually travelled on commission, to write, and what I had to write, about varied places, may have challenged or extended my powers.




  In this matter what is said about other spheres of human activity also applies: you take out only in proportion to what you put in. These pieces mattered to me, and fed me, because I put a lot

  in to them. There is a good way of doing these ‘foreign’ pieces, and there is also an easy way. For the easy way (preferred by editors, because it is what they know) you travel to your

  far-off location, get in touch with the local English-language newspaper, and there you have all the news you need. In two days you can turn in intelligent and appetizing copy, if that is your

  talent. But I cannot imagine the experience or the knowledge staying with you.




  I had no guide or exemplar; I could only do what seemed best to me. I tried to enter the country, so to speak. I read the local newspapers minutely, down to the classified advertisements. I

  thought of themes I might pursue and then people I might seek out, allowing one interest to open out from another. It was a way that took time; newspapers didn’t care for it; but the

  knowledge that came to me lasted. It became a personal possession; it could feed a book later, even a work of the imagination. And if newspapers didn’t want to subsidize this kind of

  writer’s research, it was hard for the writer too. After the fatigue of a book this research could cause a head to hurt, could leave a writer prostrate; and perhaps the work done wasn’t

  always a writer’s best. But for a young man it was often exciting. The proposal for this kind of journalistic piece was usually made towards the end of a book, when

  this higher journalism seemed (and the travel and the new sights, and the chance to meet new people) wonderfully free after the constrictions of book-writing. But then, in my own case, age made

  itself felt, and the freedom of journalism began to seem like an illusion. I had to give it up; after the labour of a book I couldn’t find the energy for what good journalism required. It was

  just as well: the London newspapers began at this time to change: they decided they didn’t need outside contributors, and a whole freelance side of a writer’s income fell away. It was

  good while it lasted, and the reader of these pages can contemplate a souvenir of that time.
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  In the Middle of the Journey




  COMING from a small island—Trinidad is no bigger than Goa—I had always been fascinated by size.

  To see the wide river, the high mountain, to take the twenty-four-hour train journey: these were some of the delights the outside world offered. But now after six months in India my fascination

  with the big is tinged with disquiet. For here is a vastness beyond imagination, a sky so wide and deep that sunsets cannot be taken in at a glance but have to be studied section by section, a

  landscape made monotonous by its size and frightening by its very simplicity and its special quality of exhaustion: poor choked crops in small crooked fields, under-sized people, under-nourished

  animals, crumbling villages and towns which, even while they develop, have an air of decay. Dawn comes, night falls; railway stations, undistinguishable one from the other, their name-boards

  cunningly concealed, are arrived at and departed from, abrupt and puzzling interludes of populousness and noise; and still the journey goes on, until the vastness, ceasing to have a meaning,

  becomes insupportable, and from this endless repetition of exhaustion and decay one wishes to escape.




  To state this is to state the obvious. But in India the obvious is overwhelming, and often during these past six months I have known moments of near-hysteria, when I have wished to forget India,

  when I have escaped to the first-class waiting-room or sleeper not so much for privacy and comfort as for protection, to shut out the sight of the thin bodies prostrate on railway platforms, the

  starved dogs licking the food-leaves clean, and to shut out the whine of the playfully assaulted dog. Such a moment I knew in Bombay, on the day of my arrival, when I felt India only as an assault

  on the senses. Such a moment I knew five months later, at Jammu, where the simple, frightening geography of the country becomes plain—to the north the hills, rising in range after ascending

  range; to the south, beyond the temple spires, the plains whose vastness, already experienced, excited only unease.




  Yet between these recurring moments there have been so many others, when fear and impatience have been replaced by enthusiasm and delight, when the town, explored beyond what one sees from the

  train, reveals that the air of exhaustion is only apparent, that in India, more than in any other country I have visited, things are happening. To hear the sounds of hammer on metal in a small

  Punjab town, to visit a chemical plant in Hyderabad where much of the equipment is Indian-designed and manufactured, is to realize that one is in the middle of an industrial revolution, in which,

  perhaps because of faulty publicity, one had never really seriously believed. To see the new housing colonies in towns all over India was to realize that, separate from the talk of India’s

  ancient culture (which invariably has me reaching for my lathi), the Indian aesthetic sense has revived and is now capable of creating, out of materials which are international, something

  which is essentially Indian. (India’s ancient culture, defiantly paraded, has made the Ashoka Hotel one of New Delhi’s most ridiculous buildings, outmatched in absurdity only by the

  Pakistan High Commission, which defiantly asserts the Faith.)




  I have been to unpublicized villages, semi-developed and undeveloped. And where before I would have sensed only despair, now I feel that the despair lies more with the observer than the people.

  I have learned to see beyond the dirt and the recumbent figures on string beds, and to look for the signs of improvement and hope, however faint: the brick-topped road, covered though it might be

  with filth; the rice planted in rows and not scattered broadcast; the degree of ease with which the villager faces the official or the visitor. For such small things I have learned to look: over

  the months my eye has been adjusted.




  Yet always the obvious is overwhelming. One is a traveller and as soon as the dread of a particular district has been lessened by familiarity, it is time to move on again, through vast tracts

  which will never become familiar, which will sadden; and the urge to escape will return.




  Yet in so many ways the size of the country is only a physical fact. For, perhaps because of the very size, Indians appear to feel the need to categorize minutely, delimit, to reduce to

  manageable proportions.




  “Where do you come from?” It is the Indian question, and to people who think in terms of the village, the district, the province, the community, the caste, my answer that I am a

  Trinidadian is only puzzling.




  “But you look Indian.”




  “Well, I am Indian. But we have been living for several generations in Trinidad.”




  “But you look Indian.”




  Three or four times a day the dialogue occurs, and now I often abandon explanation. “I am a Mexican, really.”




  “Ah.” Great satisfaction. Pause. “What do you do?”




  “I write.”




  “Journalism or books?”




  “Books.”




  “Westerns, crime, romance? How many books do you write a year? How much do you make?”




  So now I invent: “I am a teacher.”




  “What are your qualifications?”




  “I am a B.A.”




  “Only a B.A.? What do you teach?”




  “Chemistry. And a little history.”




  “How interesting!” said the man on the Pathankot-Srinagar bus. “I am a teacher of chemistry too.”




  He was sitting across the aisle from me, and several hours remained of our journey.




  In this vast land of India it is necessary to explain yourself, to define your function and status in the universe. It is very difficult.




  If I thought in terms of race or community, this experience of India would surely have dispelled it. An Indian, I have never before been in streets where everyone is Indian, where I blend

  unremarkably into the crowd. This has been curiously deflating, for all my life I have expected some recognition of my difference; and it is only in India that I have recognized how necessary this

  stimulus is to me, how conditioned I have been by the multi-racial society of Trinidad and then by my life as an outsider in England. To be a member of a minority community has always seemed to me

  attractive. To be one of four hundred and thirty-nine million Indians is terrifying.




  A colonial, in the double sense of one who had grown up in a Crown colony and one who had been cut off from the metropolis, be it either England or India, I came to India expecting to find

  metropolitan attitudes. I had imagined that in some ways the largeness of the land would be reflected in the attitudes of the people. I have found, as I have said, the psychology of the cell and the hive. And I have been surprised by similarities. In India, as in tiny Trinidad, I have found the feeling that the metropolis is

  elsewhere, in Europe or America. Where I had expected largeness, rootedness and confidence, I have found all the colonial attitudes of self-distrust.




  “I am craze phor phoreign,” the wife of a too-successful contractor said. And this craze extended from foreign food to German sanitary fittings to a possible European wife for her

  son, who sought to establish his claim further by announcing at the lunch table, “Oh, by the way, did I tell you we spend three thousand rupees a month?”




  “You are a tourist, you don’t know,” the chemistry teacher on the Srinagar bus said. “But this is a terrible country. Give me a chance and I leave it

  tomorrow.”




  For among a certain class of Indians, usually more prosperous than their fellows, there is a passionate urge to explain to the visitor that they must not be considered part of poor, dirty India,

  that their values and standards are higher, and they live perpetually outraged by the country which gives them their livelihood. For them the second-rate foreign product, either people or

  manufactures, is preferable to the Indian. They suggest that for them, as much as for the European “technician,” India is only a country to be temporarily exploited. How strange to

  find, in free India, this attitude of the conqueror, this attitude of plundering—a frenzied attitude, as though the opportunity might at any moment be withdrawn—in those very people to

  whom the developing society has given so many opportunities.




  This attitude of plundering is that of the immigrant colonial society. It has bred, as in Trinidad, the pathetic philistinism of the renonçant (an excellent French word that

  describes the native who renounces his own culture and strives towards the French). And in India this philistinism, a blending of the vulgarity of East and West—those sad dance floors, those

  sad “Western” cabarets, those transistor radios tuned to Radio Ceylon, those Don Juans with leather jackets or check tweed jackets—is peculiarly frightening. A certain glamour

  attaches to this philistinism, as glamour attaches to those Indians who, after two or three years in a foreign country, proclaim that they are neither of the East nor of the West.




  The observer, it must be confessed, seldom sees the difficulty. The contractor’s wife, so anxious to demonstrate her Westernness, regularly consulted her astrologer and made daily trips to

  the temple to ensure the continuance of her good fortune. The schoolteacher, who complained with feeling about the indiscipline and crudity of Indians,

  proceeded, as soon as we got to the bus station at Srinagar, to change his clothes in public.




  The Trinidadian, whatever his race, is a genuine colonial. The Indian, whatever his claim, is rooted in India. But while the Trinidadian, a colonial, strives towards the metropolitan, the Indian

  of whom I have been speaking, metropolitan by virtue of the uniqueness of his country, its achievements in the past and its manifold achievements in the last decade or so, is striving towards the

  colonial.




  Where one had expected pride, then, one finds the spirit of plunder. Where one had expected the metropolitan one finds the colonial. Where one had expected largeness one finds narrowness. Goa,

  scarcely liberated, is the subject of an unseemly inter-State squabble. Fifteen years after Independence the politician as national leader appears to have been replaced by the politician as village

  headman (a type I had thought peculiar to the colonial Indian community of Trinidad, for whom politics was a game where little more than PWD contracts was at stake). To the village headman India is

  only a multiplicity of villages. So that the vision of India as a great country appears to be something imposed from without and the vastness of the country turns out to be oddly fraudulent.




  Yet there remains a concept of India—as what? Something more than the urban middle class, the politicians, the industrialists, the separate villages. Neither this nor that, we are so often

  told, is the “real” India. And how well one begins to understand why this word is used! Perhaps India is only a word, a mystical idea that embraces all those vast plains and rivers

  through which the train moves, all those anonymous figures asleep on railway platforms and the footpaths of Bombay, all those poor fields and stunted animals, all this exhausted plundered land.

  Perhaps it is this, this vastness which no one can ever get to know: India as an ache, for which one has a great tenderness, but from which at length one always wishes to separate oneself.
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  Jamshed into Jimmy




  “YOU’VE come to Calcutta at the wrong time,” the publisher said. “I very much fear that the dear old

  city is slipping into bourgeois respectability almost without a fight.”




  “Didn’t they burn a tram the other day?” I asked.




  “True. But that was the first tram for five years.”




  And really I had expected more from Calcutta, the “nightmare experience” of Mr. Nehru, the “pestilential behemoth” of a recent, near-hysterical American writer, a city

  which, designed for two million people, today accommodates more than six million on its pavements and in its bastees, in conditions which unmanned the World Bank Mission of 1960 and sent it

  away to write what the Economic Weekly of Bombay described as a “strikingly human document.”




  Like every newspaper-reader, I knew Calcutta as the city of tram-burners and students who regularly “clashed” with the police. A brief news item in The Times in 1954 had

  hinted memorably at its labour troubles: some disgruntled workers had tossed their manager into the furnace. And during my time in India I had been following the doings of its Congress-controlled

  Corporation, which, from the progressive nationalist citadel of the twenties, has decayed into what students of Indian affairs consider the most openly corrupt of India’s multitudinous

  corrupt public bodies: half the Corporation’s five hundred and fifty vehicles disabled, many of them stripped of saleable parts, repair mechanics hampered, accounts four years in arrears,

  every obstacle put in the way of “interference” by State Government, New Delhi and a despairing Ford Foundation.




  At every level I found that Calcutta enjoyed a fabulous reputation. The Bengali was insufferably arrogant (“The pan-seller doesn’t so much as look at you if you don’t

  talk to him in Bengali”); the Bengali was lazy; the pavements were dyed red with betel-juice and the main park was littered with used sanitary towels (“very untidy people,” had

  been the comment of the South Indian novelist). And even in Bombay, the seat of gastro-enteritis, they spoke of Calcutta’s inadequate (thirteen out of twenty-two

  Corporation tubewells not working) and tainted water supply with terror.




  I had therefore expected much. And Howrah station was promising. The railway officials were more than usually non-committal and lethargic; the cigarette-seller didn’t look at me; and in

  the station restaurant a smiling waiter drew my attention to a partly depilated rat that was wandering languidly about the tiled floor. But nothing had prepared me for the red-brick city on the

  other bank of the river which, if one could ignore the crowds, the stalls, the rickshaw-pullers and the squatting pissers, suggested, not a tropical or Eastern city, but central Birmingham. Nothing

  had prepared me for the Maidan, tree-dotted, now in the early evening blurred with mist and suggesting Hyde Park, with Chowringhee as a brighter Oxford Street. And nothing had prepared me for the

  sight of General Cariappa in the Maidan, dark-suited, English-erect, addressing a small relaxed crowd on the Chinese invasion in Sandhurst-accented Hindustani, while the trams, battleship-grey,

  with wedge-shaped snouts, nosed through the traffic at a steady eight miles an hour, the celebrated Calcutta tram, ponderous and vulnerable, bulging at entrances and exits with white-clad

  office workers, the neon lights beyond the Maidan gay in the mist: the invitations to espresso bars, cabarets, air travel. Here, unexpectedly and for the first time in India, one was in the midst

  of the big city, the recognizable metropolis, with street names—Elgin, Allenby, Park, Lindsay—that seemed oddly at variance with the brisk crowds, incongruity that deepened as the mist

  thickened to smog and as, travelling out to the suburbs, one saw the factory chimneys smoking among the palm trees.




  And where in that bright heart, forgetting the pissers, were the piles of filth and refuse I had been told about, and the sanitary towels? In fact, as the publisher said, I had come to Calcutta

  at the wrong time. The city had recently been subjected to a brief and frenzied clean-up by the “volunteers” of the new Chief Minister of Bengal; it had been hoped that this would fill

  the Corporation’s professionals with “enthusiasm.” An “Operation Bull” had sought to clear the main streets of bulls which the devout Hindu releases into central

  Calcutta to service the holy cow. The idea was that the cows would follow the bulls. As it turned out, the cows had stayed; the bulls were returning. And no inhabitant of Calcutta doubted that with the withdrawal of the volunteers, and with so many things in India suspended because of the Emergency—suspension and prohibition being the

  administration’s current substitute for action—the filth too would return. But for the moment some of the unfamiliar gloss remained.




  All the four main cities in India were developed by the British, but none has so British a stamp as Calcutta. Lutyens’s New Delhi is a disaster, a mock-imperial joke, neither British nor

  Indian, a city built for parades rather than people, and today given a correctly grotesque scale by the noisy little scooter-rickshaws that scurry about its long avenues and endless roundabouts.

  Madras, though possessing in Fort St. George one of the finest complexes of eighteenth-century British architecture outside Britain, is elsewhere lazily colonial. Bombay owes much to its Parsi

  community, enterprising, civic-minded, culturally ambiguous; the hysterical American already quoted speaks of Bombay’s “bandbox architecture,” and indeed this city, the best-run

  in India, is cosmopolitan to the point of characterlessness. Calcutta alone appears to have been created in the image of England, the British here falling, unusually, into the imperialist practice

  of the French and the Portuguese. And what has resulted in Calcutta is a grandeur more rooted than that of New Delhi: “the city of palaces” they called Calcutta, the palaces, Indian or

  British, built in a style which might best be described as Calcutta Corinthian: Calcutta, for long the capital of British India, the second city of the British Empire.




  In India the confrontation of East and West was nowhere more violent than in Calcutta, and two buildings, both now regarded as monuments, speak of this violence: the Mullick Palace and the

  Victoria Memorial. Decaying now, with servants cooking in the marble galleries, the Mullick Palace still looks like a film set. It is dominated by tall Corinthian columns; Italian fountains play in

  the grounds; its excessively chandeliered marble rooms are crowded out with the clutter of a hundred nineteenth-century European antique shops, this dusty plaster cast of a Greek nymph hiding that

  faded, unmemorable painting of red-coated soldiers repulsing some native attack. In the courtyard four marble figures represent the major continents; and on the lower floor the monumental statue of

  a youthful Queen Victoria makes a big room small. None of the dusty treasures of the Mullick Palace is Indian, save perhaps for a portrait of the collector: the original Bengali babu, anxious to

  prove to the supercilious European his appreciation of European culture. And on the Maidan stands the Victoria Memorial, Curzon’s answer to the Taj Mahal, as studiedly

  derivative as the Mullick Palace, here recalling the Taj, there recalling the Salute. “Passing through the Queen’s vestibule into the Queen’s Hall under the dome,” says

  Murray’s Handbook, which characteristically gives twice as much space to this Raj Taj as to the Kailasa Temple at Ellora,




  

    

      

        one sees the dignified statue of Queen Victoria at the age when she ascended the throne (the work of Sir Thomas Brock RA); this gives the keynote to the whole edifice.


      


    


  




  Yet out of this confrontation there emerged something new in India, an explosive mixture of East and West, a unique culture which, however despised by the non-Calcutta Bengali

  as jumped-up and camp-following, gave Indian nationalism many of its prophets and heroes. The Bengali will tell you that British officials were urged to treat the South Indian as a slave, the

  Punjabi as a friend, and the Bengali as an enemy. But when the Bengali tells you this he is speaking as of lost glories, for today, with Independence and the partition of Bengal (in Calcutta the

  words are synonymous), the heart has gone out of Calcutta. It is a city without a hinterland, a dying city. Even the Hooghly is silting up, and everyone agrees that Calcutta has ceased to grow

  economically, however much it might spread physically. Though there are endearing vestiges of the Mullick Palace mentality in, say, the literary criticism of Professor Sadhan Kumar Ghosh

  (compassionately dealt with in the New Statesman by Malcolm Muggeridge), Calcutta is exhausted, its people withdrawn. It has Satyajit Ray, the film director; it has in Sunil Janah a

  photographer of world stature; Bengali typography, nervously elegant, is perhaps the best in India. But the glory lies in the past, in Tagore, in Bankim Chandra Chatterji, in the terrorists, in

  Subhas Chandra Bose. (1962 was a good year for the Bose legend: one libel action brought by a member of the family against an Englishwoman, and another reported reappearance, this time as a sadhu

  in the Himalayas.)




  Calcutta remains what it always has been through growth, creative disorder, quiescence. It is still, despite the strong challenge of Bombay, India’s principal commercial city, and the

  element of Calcutta culture which might be said to be dominant is that represented by the business buildings of Dalhousie Square and the squat business houses of Imperial Tobacco and Metal Box on Chowringhee. There in air-conditioned offices may be found the young Indian business executives, the box-wallahs, the new Indian élite. A generation ago

  such positions would not have been acceptable to any Indian of birth; and he almost certainly would not have been accepted. But the Indian genius for compromise is no less than that of the British.

  The box-wallah culture of Calcutta is of a peculiar richness, and if it has not yet been explored by Indian writers this is because they have been too busy plagiarizing, or writing harrowing

  stories about young girls drifting into prostitution to pay the family’s medical bills and stories about young girls, poor or pretty, who inexplicably die. This culture, though of Calcutta,

  is not necessarily Bengali. Commerce is controlled by the British and increasingly since Independence by the Marwaris—it is almost with pride that the Bengali tells you there is no Bengali

  businessman worth the name. The Marwaris are Indian but are spoken of throughout India as a community even more alien than the British: the feeling against them in Calcutta is something you can cut

  with a knife. No one of standing wishes to be directly employed by the Marwaris. The conditions are not as good as those offered by the British who are reputable; in the public mind Marwari

  businessmen are associated with black-marketing and speculation. No one who works for the Marwaris can therefore properly be considered a box-wallah—your true box-wallah works only for the

  best British firms. (“Tell me,” they were asked at Imperial Tobacco, “was that very large painting of the Queen put up especially for the Queen’s visit?”

  “No,” was the box-wallah reply. “It is always there.”)




  No one in Calcutta is sure of the origin of the word box-wallah. It has been suggested that it comes from the street pedlar’s box; but in Calcutta the word has too grand and restricted a

  significance, and it seems to me more likely to have been derived from the Anglo-Indian office-box of which Kipling speaks so feelingly in Something of Myself. Perhaps the office-box, like

  the solar topee (still worn with mournful defiance by those ICS officers who despair of further promotion), was a symbol of authority; and though the symbols have changed, the authority has been

  transferred and persists.




  The Calcutta box-wallah comes of a good family, ICS, Army or big business; he might even have princely connections. He has been educated at an Indian or English public school and at one of the

  two English universities, whose accent, through all the encircling hazards of Indian intonation, he rigidly maintains. When he joins his firm his first name is changed. The

  Indian name of Anand, for example, might become Andy; Dhandeva will become Danny, Firdaus Freddy, Jamshed Jimmy. Where the Indian name cannot be adapted, the box-wallah will most usually be known

  as Bunty. It is a condition of Bunty’s employment that he play golf; and on every golf course he can be seen with an equally unhappy Andy, both enduring the London-prescribed mixture of

  business and pleasure.




  Bunty will of course marry well, and he knows it will be counted in his favour if he contracts a mixed marriage; if, say, as a Punjabi Hindu he marries a Bengali Muslim or a Bombay Parsi. Bunty

  and his wife will live in one of the company’s luxury flats; they will be called Daddy and Mummy by their two English-speaking children. Their furnishings will show a happy blend of East and

  West (Indian ceramics are just coming in). So too will their food (Indian lunch followed by Western-style dinner), their books, their records (difficult classical Indian, European chamber music)

  and their pictures (North Indian miniatures, Ganymed reproductions of Van Gogh).




  Freed of one set of caste rules, Bunty and his wife will adopt another. If his office has soft furnishings he will know how to keep his distance from Andy, whose furnishings are hard; and to

  introduce Andy, who shares an air-conditioned office with Freddy, into the home of Bunty, who has an office to himself, is to commit a blunder. His new caste imposes new rituals on Bunty. Every

  Friday he will have lunch at Firpo’s on Chowringhee, and the afternoon-long jollity will mark the end of the week’s work. In the days of the British this Friday lunch at Firpo’s

  celebrated the departure of the mail-boat for England. Such letters as Bunty sends to England go now by air, but Bunty is conscious of tradition.




  It is impossible to write of Bunty without making him appear ridiculous. But Bunty is the first slanderer of his group; and enough has been said to show how admirable, in the Indian context, he

  is. Where physical effort is regarded as a degradation and thick layers of fat are still to many the marks of prosperity, Bunty plays golf and swims. Where elections are won on communal campaigns,

  Bunty marries out of his community. Bunty is intelligent and well-read; like most educated Indians, he talks well; though he has abandoned the social obligations of the Indian joint family, he is

  generous and hospitable; he supports the arts. Not least of his virtues is that he keeps a spotless lavatory. East and West blend easily in him. For him, who has grown up in

  an independent India, Westernization is not the issue it was to his grandfather and even his father. He carries no chip on his shoulder; he does not feel the need to talk to the visitor about

  India’s ancient culture.




  Occasionally, very occasionally, the calm is disturbed. “These damned English!” Bunty exclaims. “When are they going to learn that 1947 really happened?” The words are

  like an echo from the Mullick Palace. But it is a passing mood. Soon Bunty will be out on the golf course with Andy. And golf is a game they both now love.
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  A Second Visit




  I




  

    Tragedy: The Missing Sense


  




  THE RAJA RECLINES below a broken chandelier in a dark narrow room right at the back of the palace. The room is in the third courtyard, the only part of

  the palace that still works. The raja’s armchair belongs to an extensive “sofa-set”—English suburban, 1930—distributed down the length of the room; the magenta

  upholstery is grimy. A rag-carpet completely covers the floor. It has been cut out from a more enormous piece, and is folded under where it doesn’t fit. It is in a violent pattern of yellow

  and green that camouflages the million flies that buzz in and out of the rags. A photograph of the raja’s father hangs forward from the wall; flat against the wall are a photograph of a

  family group, a hunting print in a rustic frame, and, at the top, in the yellowing colours of an unsuccessful reproduction process, a row of misty European landscapes.




  Against this the raja sits, young, plump, cool in loose white cotton, and listens without expression to his last courtier, who sits at his feet on the rag-carpet and, holding a creased

  typewritten memorandum of many pages, outlines once again the complications of the inter-family litigation about the property that remains. The courtier is gaunt, his bony face finer than his

  master’s; his clothes are dingier. He is a B.A.—the achievement is still fresh in his mind. He entered the service of the raja’s family nearly fifty years ago, and now—his

  own son is dead—he has nowhere else to go.




  Lunch is ordered for the visitors. The raja’s younger brother, lean, elegant in movement—he is an attractive badminton player—offers to show the sights. The palace is in the

  nondescript Lucknow style, and not old. Most of what we see was built in the 1920s, at a cost of half a million pounds. The family’s revenue then was £60,000. An oval-shaped garden in

  the forecourt, overgrown. Tall carved wooden doors from a provincial exhibition of 1911 (the Raj then in its glory, with at least two society magazines in Calcutta, the

  capital). The clock-tower courtyard, with crude roundels down the archway: an English couple between the Hindu and the Muslim: he in broad-lapelled jacket and sun-helmet, she in the loose lines of

  the 1920s. Beyond, the apartments, miniature palaces, of the former raja’s wives: the source of the present litigation.




  The raja’s younger brother says there are six hundred rooms in all. The statement is disturbing. It is surely an exaggeration. Exaggeration does not belong to tragedy; it destroys the

  mood. And once, just twenty-five, thirty years ago, five hundred servants looked after the twenty-five members of the family. Round figures again, no doubt. But the palace had its own generating

  plant, stables for horses and elephants, its own zoo, its own reservoir. All this is shown from the clock-tower, the English machinery broken, the plaster broken. But the view from the clock-tower

  also shows no other building of consequence. It shows only the grass roofs of the bazaar settlement just outside the palace gates, and the flat scorched fields.




  The eagerness of the raja’s brother denies sadness. And there can be no sadness. Because there was no true grandeur. There was only excess and exaggeration, dying at the stroke of the

  legislator’s pen that abolished large estates. The palace rose out of this dust; it expressed this dust, nothing more; it is returning to dust again; and the cycle had been unfruitful (the

  sofa-set, the landscape prints). Peasant, briefly prodigal, is turning to peasant again, as the kitchens of the third courtyard show. There is no vacuum; litigation totally engages the calm mind.

  There is no tragedy. There is, as perhaps there always has been, drabness. In this plain landscape wealth itself had been just another simplicity, an event, like decay.




  

    THIS IS THE HOAX OF INDIA. We take the country too personally. We go with a sense of tragedy and urgency, with the habit of

    contemplating man as man, with ideas of action; and we find ourselves unsupported.




    There was a famine in Bihar. It had taken some time to prepare; and in this time the wits of Delhi had called it the “shamine.” Now it was real: thirty million people were

    starving, bodies wrecked beyond redemption. But famine was never the subject of conversation; there was more about it in foreign newspapers than in Indian newspapers, which continued to be occupied with the post-election manoeuvring and speeches of politicians. The Films Division made a film about the famine; in Bombay and Delhi it was discussed as a film, a

    documentary breakthrough. The famine was like something in a foreign country, like the war in Vietnam. It was something you went to; it tested the originality of artists.


  




  The civil servant in Calcutta said: “Famine? Can that be news to us?” The editor in Delhi said: “Famine? Can I turn that into news every day?”




  It was the pattern of Indian conversation. After the frenzy, the reasoned catalogue of disasters and threats—China, Pakistan, corruption, no leaders, devaluation, no money, no

  food—after this the frenzy burnt itself out, and the statement was made that it didn’t really matter, that it wasn’t news. The young poet I met in Delhi had made the statement in

  a long English poem on which he had been working for months. The poem was a dialogue between historical India and spiritual India; its subject was “the metaphysical timelessness” of

  India. The absurd words had a meaning. The poet was saying, with the civil servant and the editor, that there was no disaster, no news, that India was infinitely old and would go on. There was no

  goal and therefore no failure. There were only events. There was no tragedy.




  It was what, in his own stylish way, the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi was telling the inaugural meeting of his Spiritual Regeneration Movement. The red-and-black cotton banner hung out on the Delhi

  Ring Road, next to the Indian Institute of Public Administration; and inside, in the shuttered gloom, the Maharishi, small, black-locked, bearded, in a cream silk gown, flowers and garlands about

  him, sat cross-legged before the microphone, backed on the platform by his American, Canadian and other white disciples on chairs, the men in dark suits, the women and girls in silk saris: India,

  it might be said, getting a dose of her own medicine from the West.




  The Maharishi reproved his reverential middle-class Indian audience for running after “isms” and failing to keep in tune with the infinite which lay below flux. No wonder the country

  was in a mess. The reproof was rubbed in by the glamorous figures on the platform who went one by one to the microphone, now raised, and gave witness to the powers of Indian meditation, the key to

  the infinite. A youngish, grey-haired Canadian was described by the Maharishi as a man who had given up drilling for oil to drill for truth. He gave his witness; and then,

  apparently on behalf of the world, thanked India. So that at the end it was all right. Everybody had just been talking; there was no problem; everything was as before.




  The infinite, metaphysical timelessness: it always came to this. From whatever point they started—the Maharishi had even mentioned Bihar and glancingly attacked the folly of giving land to

  ignorant peasants, as though that would solve the food problem—there always came a moment when Indians, administrator, journalist, poet, holy man, slipped away like eels into muddy

  abstraction. They abandoned intellect, observation, reason; and became “mysterious.”




  It is in that very area that separates India from comprehension that the Indian deficiency lies. To see mysteriousness is to excuse the intellectual failure or to ignore it. It is to fall into

  the Indian trap, to assume that the poverty of the Indian land must also extend to the Indian mind. It is to deal in Bengal Lancer romance or Passage to India quaintness. It is,

  really, to express a simple wonder.




  Because it is the simplicity of India which disappoints and in the end fatigues. There is a hoax in that quaintness. The barbaric religious rites of Hinduism are barbaric; they belong to the

  ancient world. The holy cow is absurd; it is, as Nirad Chaudhuri suggests in The Continent of Circe, an ignorant corruption of an ancient Aryan reverence. The caste-marks and the turbans

  belong to a people who, incapable of contemplating man as man, know no other way of defining themselves. India lies all on the surface. Once certain basic lessons are learnt, it is possible to make

  everything up, to chart conversations, to gauge the limit of comprehension. It was even possible for me to anticipate much of what was said at the inaugural meeting of the Spiritual Regeneration

  Movement. Where there is no play of the intellect there is no surprise.




  The beatniks of America, Australia and other countries have now recognized India as their territory. Their instinct is true. Five years ago Ginsberg left America to make an initial exploration.

  He found the local Indians friendly; they were flattered by the attention of someone with a name so bright and modern; it was another tribute to the East from the West. Now the beatniks are

  everywhere, withdrawn, not gay, and sometimes in moving little domestic groups: papa beatnik, mama beatnik, baby beatnik, the man protected by his beard and jeans, the thin young woman more

  exposed, the dirt showing on her sandalled feet and on the tanned but pale skin of her bony, finely wrinkled face. They are guests in temples (the Sikhs feed everybody); they

  thumb lifts on the highways and travel third on the railways; sometimes they compete with the beggars in cities; they attach themselves to the camps of holy men, like the one I heard about in

  Hyderabad, whose big trick was to pull a prick (I never found out whose) out of his mouth. In India they have rediscovered the wayfaring life of the Middle Ages.




  There is a difference, of course. The maimed to the maimed, the West returning mysteriousness and negation to the East, while the humiliating deals are made in New Delhi and Washington for arms

  and food: it is like a cruel revenge joke played by the rich, many-featured West on the poor East that possesses only mystery. But India does not see the joke. In March the glossy Indian

  Hotelkeeper and Traveller introduced a “Seers of India” series:




  

    

      

        India’s seers and sages have something to offer to the world outside. To some of the materially affluent but psychologically sick and spiritually rudderless

        foreigners from far-flung corners of the world, India’s saints and sadhus provide irresistible magnets of attraction. India, steeped in spirituality, has a singularly unique facet to

        project to the world outside which at once commands attention and admiration.


      


    


  




  The absurdity of India can be total. It appears to ridicule analysis. It takes the onlooker beyond anger and despair to neutrality.




  

    WE WERE FAR FROM THE DROUGHT and famine area. But even here no rain had fallen for some time, and on the leafless trees in the administrator’s

    compound the sharp spring sun had brought out the bougainvillaea like drops of blood. Twenty miles away hailstones destroyed a village’s crops. The villagers, relishing the drama, the

    excuse for a journey, came in a body to report. We went to have a look. On the way we made surprise stops.


  




  We stopped first at a primary school, a small three-room brick shelter beside a banyan tree. Two brahmins in spotless white cotton, each washed and oiled, each with his top-lock of caste, each

  “drawing” ninety rupees a month, were in charge. Twenty-five children sat on the broken brick floor with their writing boards, reed pens and little pots of liquid

  clay. The brahmins said there were 250 children at the school. The administrator said:




  “But there are only twenty-five here.”




  “We have an attendance of a hundred and twenty-five.”




  “But there are only twenty-five here.”




  “What can you do, sahib?”




  Beyond the road some of the children not at school rolled in the dusty fields. Even with twenty-five children the two rooms of the school were full. In the third room, protected from sun and

  theft, were the teachers’ bicycles, as oiled and cared for as their masters.




  At the next school, a few miles down the road, the teacher was asleep in the shade of a tree, a small man stretched out on his tiny teacher’s table, his feet balanced on the back of the

  chair, so that he looked like a hypnotist’s subject. His pupils sat in broken rows on strips of matting that had been soaked and pressed into the earth and was of its colour. The teacher was

  so soundly asleep that though our jeep stopped about eight feet away from his table he did not immediately awaken. When he did—the children beginning to chant their lessons in the Indian

  fashion as soon as they saw us—he said he was not well. His eyes were indeed red, with illness or sleep. But redness disappeared as he came to life. He said the school had 360 pupils; we saw

  only sixty.




  “What is the function of a schoolteacher?”




  “To teach.”




  “But why?”




  “To create better citizens.”




  His pupils were in rags, unwashed except by snot, their hair, red from sun and malnutrition, made stiff and blond with dust.




  Two or three and stop. The Hindi slogan on the walls of the family planning centre looked businesslike, but the centre itself was empty except for charts and more slogans and a desk and

  chair and calendar, and it was some time before the officer came out, a good-looking young man in white with a neat line moustache and a wrist-watch of Indian manufacture. He said he spent twelve

  days a month on family planning. He led discussions and “motivated” people to undergo vasectomy. The administrator asked:




  “How many people did you motivate last month?”




  “Three.”




  “Your target is one hundred.”




  “The people here, sahib, they laugh at me.”




  “How many discussions did you lead last month?”




  “One.”




  “How many people were there?”




  “Four.”




  “What were you doing when we came?”




  “I was taking food and a little rest.”




  “What did you do this morning?”




  “Nothing.”




  “Show me your diary.”




  Loose forms for travelling expenses fell out of his diary. The diary itself hadn’t been filled for two months. The young man had been holding down the job for two years; every month he

  drew 180 rupees.




  “Try to motivate me,” the administrator said. “Come on. Tell me why I should go in for family planning.”




  “To raise the standard of living.”




  “How would family planning raise the standard of living?”




  It was an unfair question, because concrete, and because it hadn’t been put to him before. He didn’t answer. He had only the abstraction about the standard of living.




  Birth control here; and, not so far away, the artificial insemination centre. A peasant sat on the concrete culvert of an abandoned flower-bed, holding his white cow by a rope. In a stall at the

  other end of the garden was the black zebu bull. Contraception, insemination: whatever the aim, nature was taking her own way in this district. It was clear what was about to happen wasn’t

  going to be artificial: the male villagers were gathering to watch. And the centre was well equipped. It had a refrigerator; it had all the obscene paraphernalia of artificial insemination. But the

  bull, the officer said, had lost its taste for artificial stimuli; which was not surprising. The bull itself was running down. Certain potent rations had been fixed for it by the authorities, but

  the rations hadn’t been collected. Seventy natural inseminations had taken place in the last year. But no one could tell the percentage of success, in spite of the ledgers in filing cabinets

  and the multi-coloured charts on the walls. It hadn’t occurred to the follow-up officer that he had to follow up.




  “What is the purpose of artificial insemination?”




  “It allows one bull to cover many cows.”




  This explained everything. The larger purpose—the gradual improvement of cattle in the district—had escaped him. Where the mind did not deal in abstractions, it

  dealt, out of its bewilderment, in the literal and the immediate.




  To abstraction itself, then: to the district degree college, the humanities, and the Professor of Literature. He was a tiny man in a white shirt and flagrant yellow trousers belted without

  tightness over a gentle little paunch bespeaking total contentment. He looked very frightened now: the visit wasn’t fair. His mouth was open over his projecting top teeth, which were short,

  fitted squarely one against the other, and made a perfect ivory arc. He said he taught the usual things. “We begin with Eshakespeare. And—” Then he went shy.




  “The Romantics?” the head prompted, turning it into a supporting inquiry.




  “Yes, yes, the Romantics. Eshelley.”




  “No moderns?” asked the administrator. “Ezra Pound, people like that.”




  The Professor grunted. Shoulder against the head’s table, he leaned forward over his little paunch, his mouth collapsed, his eyes terrified. But he kept up with modern writing. “Yes,

  yes. I have been reading so much Esomerset Maugham.”




  “What do you think is the point of teaching literature in a country like ours, Professor?”




  “Self-culture.” He had been asked that before. “Even if there is dirt and filth, the cultured mind, as Aristotle says, gets this purge. And this catharsis, as they call it,

  helps the self-culture. Because it is the cultured mind that even from all this dirt and filth gets the education the lower sort of mind cannot get.”




  “Lady Chatterley?” the head interrupted. He had, mysteriously, understood.




  The Professor cast him a swift look of gratitude and ended with relief, “This is the value of literature.”




  

    POOR PROFESSOR, poor India. Yet not poor—that was only the estimate of the onlooker. The Professor, and the other

    officers we had met, considered themselves successful. In the midst of insecurity, they drew their rupees. The rupees were few but regular; they set a man apart. All of

    India that was secure was organized on this tender basis of mutual protection; no one would apply to others the sanctions he feared might one day be applied to himself. Survival—the

    regularity of the rupees—was all that mattered. Standards, of wealth, nourishment, comfort, were low; and so, inevitably, were those of achievement. It took little to make a man happy and

    free him of endeavour. Duty was irrelevant; the last thing to ask in any situation of security was why. A colleague of the Professor’s had said that the problems of teachers in the

    district were two: “Estatus and emolument.” (But he liked alliteration; he described his pupils as “rustics or ruffians.”)


  




  So the abstractions and good intentions of New Delhi—the dangerous administrative capital, all words and buildings, where chatterers flourished and misinterpreted the interest of the

  world, where analysts who had never considered the vacuum in which they operated reduced the problems of India to the day-to-day scheming of politicians, and newspapers, which had never analyzed

  their function, reported these schemings at length and thought they had done their duty to a country of five hundred million—so the abstractions of New Delhi remained abstractions, growing

  progressively feebler, all the way down. Insecurity merged with the Indian intellectual failure and became part of the Indian drabness.




  And the physical drabness itself, answering the drabness of mind: that also held the Indian deficiency. Poverty alone did not explain it. Poverty did not explain the worn carpets of the

  five-star Ashoka Hotel in New Delhi, the grimy armchairs in the serviceless lounge, the long-handled broom abandoned there by the menial in khaki who had been cleaning the ventilation grilles.

  Poverty did not explain the general badness of expensive, over-staffed hotels, the dirt of first-class railway carriages and the shantytown horror of their meals. Poverty did not explain the

  absence of trees: even the Himalayan foothills near the resort of Naini Tal stripped to brown, heat-reflecting desert. Poverty did not explain the open stinking sewers of the new middle-class Lake

  Gardens suburb in Calcutta. This was at the level of security, the rupees regularly drawn. It did not speak only of an ascetic denial of the senses or of the sands blowing in from the encroaching

  desert. It spoke of a more general collapse of sensibility, of a people grown barbarous, indifferent and self-wounding, who, out of a shallow perception of the world, have no

  sense of tragedy.




  It is what appals about India. The palace crumbles into the dust of the countryside. But prince has always been peasant; there is no loss. The palace might rise again; but, without a revolution

  in the mind, that would not be renewal.




  

    2


  




  

    Magic and Dependence


  




  A YEAR OR SO AGO AN INDIAN holy man announced that he had fulfilled an old ambition and was at last able to walk on water. The

  holy man was claimed by a progressive Bombay weekly of wide circulation. A show was arranged. Tickets were not cheap; they went to among the highest in the land. On the day there were film teams.

  The water tank was examined by distinguished or sceptical members of the audience. They found no hidden devices. At the appointed time the holy man stepped on the water, and

  sank.




  There was more than embarrassment. There was loss. Magic is an Indian need. It simplifies the world and makes it safe. It complements a shallow perception of the world, the Indian intellectual

  failure, which is less a failure of the individual intellect than the deficiency of a closed civilization, ruled by ritual and myth.




  In Madras State the Congress had been overthrown in the elections. The red-and-black flags of the Dravidian party were out everywhere, and it was at first like being in a colony celebrating

  independence. But this was a victory that could be fully understood only in Hindu terms. It was the revenge of South on North, Dravidian on Aryan, non-brahmin on brahmin. Accounts had been squared

  with the Hindu epics themselves, sacred texts of Aryan victory: no need now to rewrite them from the Dravidian side, as had been threatened.




  The students of a college held a meeting to “felicitate”—the Indian English word—a minister-designate. “The evening is cool and mild winds are tickling us,” a

  student said in his speech of welcome. He was heckled; the evening was hot. But we had moved away from reality already: the student was inviting the minister-designate to drown the audience

  “in the honey of his oration.” The minister-designate responded with pieces of advice. A cunning man never smiled; at the same time it was wrong for anyone to keep on laughing all the

  time. Some people could never forget the loss of a small coin; others could lose six argosies on the ocean and be perfectly calm. Reality was now destroyed, and we were deep in the world of old

  fairytale: the folk-wisdom, the honey, that was the satisfying substitute, even among politically active students, for observation, analysed experience and inquiry.




  The national newspaper that reported this reception also reported a religious discourse:




  

    MEDITATION ON GOD ONLY WAY TO REDEMPTION




    Madras, 9 March


  




  

    

      

        Even an exceptionally intellectual and astute person is likely to falter and indulge in a forbidden act and perform a suicidal act under the influence of destiny. One has

        to suffer the consequences of his errors in previous life . . .


      


    


  




  This, in South India, was still news. There had been an election, though, a process of the twentieth century. And here, on the main news page of another newspaper, were

  post-election headlines:




  

    MASSES MUST BE EDUCATED TO MAKE DEMOCRACY A SUCCESS




    —Prof. Ranga


  




  

    PAST MISTAKES RESPONSIBLE FOR CURRENT PROBLEMS




    —Ajoy Mukherjee


  




  

    CONGRESS REVERSES ATTRIBUTED TO LACK OF FORESIGHT


  




  

    A nation ceaselessly exchanging banalities with itself: it was the impression Indians most frequently gave when they attempted analysis. At one moment they were expressing the

    old world, of myth and magic, alone; at another they were interpreting the new in terms of the old.


  




  

    



    THERE is an 1899 essay, Modern India, in which Swami Vivekananda, the Vedantist, takes us closer to the Indian bewilderment and simplicity. Vivekananda came from

    Bengal, the quickest province of India. He was pained by the subjection of his country and his own racial humiliation. He was also pained by the caste divisions of Hinduism, the holy contempt of

    the high for the low, the “walking carrion” of Aryan abuse. Vivekananda himself was of the Kayastha caste, whose status is still in dispute. In religion Vivekananda later found

    compensation enough: he exported the Vedas to the West itself, and found admirers. Modern India can be seen as a link between Vivekananda’s political distress and its religious

    resolution. It is an interpretation of Indian history in apocalyptic Hindu terms which barely conceal ideas borrowed from the West.


  




  Every country, Vivekananda states axiomatically, is ruled in succession by the four castes of priests, warriors, merchants and shudras, the plebs. India’s top castes have decayed.

  They have failed in their religious duties, and they have also cut themselves off from the source of all power, the shudras. India is therefore in a state of

  “shudra-hood,” which perfectly accommodates the rule of the vaishya or merchant power of Britain. Shudra rule, though, is about to come to the West; and there is

  the possibility, in India as well as in the West, of a “rising of the shudra class, with their shudra-hood.” The emphasis is Vivekananda’s; and from his

  curious position he appears to welcome the prospect, while saying at the same time that shudra-hood can be rejected by India, just as “Europe, once the land of shudras enslaved

  by Rome, is now filled with kshatriya [warrior] valour.”




  So, out of mock-Western historical inquiry, out of borrowed ideas and personal pain, Vivekananda reduces the condition of his country to a subject for simple, though slightly distorted, Hindu

  religious contemplation. Failure was religious; redemption can come only through religion, through a rediscovery by each caste of its virtuous duty and—at the same time—through a

  discovery by India of the brotherhood of all Indians.




  Modern India is part of the unread but steadily reprinted literature of Indian nationalism. It is not easy to read. It wanders, is frequently confused, and is full of the technicalities

  of Hindu metaphysics. It could never have been easily understood. But with Indian sages like Vivekananda, utterance is enough; the message is not important. A nation exchanging banalities with

  itself: it cannot be otherwise, when regeneration is believed to come, not through a receptiveness to thought, however imperfect, but through magic, through reverential

  contact with the powerful, holy or wise. The man himself is the magic.




  There is a whole department of the Central Government at work on The Complete Works of Mahatma Gandhi; they have an entry, under that name, in the Delhi telephone directory. But The Hindu

  newspaper of Madras reported in March that 90 per cent of high-school students in one district knew nothing of Gandhi except that he was a good man who had fought for independence. In a southern

  city I met a twenty-year-old Dravidian student. He was a product of independence, privileged; and we met at, of all twentieth-century things, an air show. The uncertain native, of Jabalpur or

  Gerrard’s Cross, seeks to establish his standing in the eyes of the visitor by a swift statement of his prejudices. And all this student’s social attitudes were anti-Gandhian. This was

  news to him. He reverenced the name. It was the name alone, the incantatory magic, that had survived.




  Mind will not be allowed to play on the problems of India. It is part of the Indian frustration.




  

    BUT NOW INDIANS have a sense of wrongness. They have begun to feel, like the Spaniards, that they are an inadequate people;

    and, like the Spaniards, they feel they are inadequate only because they are uniquely gifted. “Intelligent” is the word Indians use most often to describe themselves, and the romantic

    view is gaining ground that they might be intelligent to the point of insanity. In India self-examination is abortive. It ends only in frenzy or in generalities about the Indian

    “character.”


  




  The humanities are borrowed disciplines that always turn discussions about famine or bankruptcy into university tutorials. There can be no effective writing. The ritual of Indian life smothers

  the imagination, for which it is a substitute, and the interpretation of India in the Indian novel, itself a borrowed form, is at a low, unchanging level. “I don’t wait for another

  novel,” Graham Greene says of the Indian writer he admires; he waits for an encounter with another stranger, “a door on to yet another human existence.” The Delhi novelist

  R. Prawer Jhabvala has moved away from the purely Indian themes with which she started; she feels unsupported by the material.




  In such a situation the novel is almost part of autobiography, and there have been many Indian autobiographies. These—always with the exception of the work of Nirad

  Chaudhuri—magnify the Indian deficiency. Gandhi drops not one descriptive word about London in the 1880s, and even Mr. Nehru cannot tell us what it was like to be at Harrow before 1914. The

  world in these books is reduced to a succession of stimuli, and the reacting organism reports codified pleasure or pain: the expression of an egoism so excluding that the world, so far from being

  something to be explored, at times disappears, and the writers themselves appear maimed and incomplete. All Indian autobiographies appear to be written by the same incomplete person.




  So the sense of wrongness remains unresolved. But it is possible now for the visitor to raise the question and at times to tease out a little more, especially from men under thirty-five. At a

  dinner party in Delhi I met a young businessman who had studied in America and had felt himself at a disadvantage. He said, “I felt that intellectually”—the Indian pride!—“they were far below me. But at the same time I could see they had something which I didn’t have. How shall I say it? I felt they had something which had been excised out of me.

  A sort of motivational drive, you might call it.”




  The jargon was blurring, but I felt that, for all his businessman’s adventurousness, he was like the peasants I had met some hundreds of miles away. It was a late afternoon of dust and

  cane-trash, and golden light through the mango trees. The peasants were boiling down sugarcane syrup into coarse brown sugar. The bullocks turned the mill; a black cauldron simmered over a

  fire-pit. A bare-backed, well-built young man scraped up sugar from the shallow brick trough level with the ground and pressed it into balls. His father chewed pan and watched. He said, just

  giving information, that his son had to write an examination in the morning. He would fail, of course; another son had written an examination six months before and had failed. In his mind, and

  perhaps in his son’s mind, there was no link between failure and this labour in the fields. The peasants were Kurmis, a caste who claim Rajput ancestry. The British-compiled gazetteers of the

  last century are full of praise for the Kurmis as diligent and adaptable cultivators; they are praised in exactly the same way by Indian officials today. But they have remained Kurmis, demanding

  only to have their Rajput blood acknowledged.




  What had been excised out of the Kurmis had been excised out of the businessman: “motivational drive,” that profound apprehension of cause and effect, which is

  where magic ends and the new world begins.




  

    CAUSATION: it was the theme of the Buddha 2,500 years ago in the distressed land of Bihar. It was the theme 150 years ago of Raja Rammohun Roy, the first

    British-inspired Indian reformer. It is the necessary theme today. It is depressing, this cycle of similar reform and similar relapse. Reform doesn’t alter; it temporarily revives. Ritual

    and magic forever claim the world, however new its structure.


  




  The process of relapse can be charted in our own time in the work of Vinoba Bhave, the Gandhian land-reformer of Bihar, who fifteen years ago made the cover of Time magazine. “I

  have come,” Time reported him saying, “to loot you with love.” His programme was simple: he would ask landowners to give away land to the landless. It was the spiritual way

  of India. “We are a people wedded to faith in God and do not give ourselves to the quibblings of reason. We believe in what our Rishis [sages] have taught us. I have the feeling that the

  present-day famines and other calamities are all due to our sins.” It was not therefore his business to think in any practical way of the food problem or of creating economic units of land.

  “Fire merely burns; it does not worry whether anyone puts a pot on it, fills it with water and puts rice into it to make a meal. It burns and that is the limit of its duty. It is for others

  to do theirs.”




  With this there went ideas about education. “Human lives are like trees, which cannot live if they are cut off from the soil . . . Therefore, everyone must have the opportunity to tend the

  soil . . .” Agricultural work will also keep the population down, because it takes the mind off sex. Care has to be taken in choosing a craft for a school, though. Fishing, for example,

  wouldn’t do, because “I have to show [the children] how to deceive the fish”; poultry-keeping is better. Literature should not be neglected. “It is a fault in the Western

  system of education that it lays so little stress on learning great lines by heart.” But the best education is the one Krishna, the mythological-religious figure, received. “Shri

  Krishna grazed cattle, milked them, cleaned the cowshed, worked hard, hewed firewood . . . ; later, as Arjuna’s charioteer, he not only drove his horses but also cared for them.”




  It isn’t only that so much of this is absurd, or that Bhave was taken seriously until recently. It is that Bhave’s sweetness adds up to a subtle but vital

  distortion of the Mahatma’s teaching. The stoic call to action and duty becomes, with Bhave, an exercise in self-perfection, an act of self-indulgence and holy arrogance. He will not see his

  responsibility through to the end; it is the duty of fire only to burn. He separates, in a way the Mahatma never did, the private religious act from its social purpose. He misapplies the doctrine

  of bread-labour by which the Mahatma hoped to ennoble all labour, including that of the untouchables. Bhave says that the untouchables do work which is “not worthy of human dignity”;

  they must become tillers and landowners. He leaves them, in effect, where he finds them. And he does nothing to solve the food problem which, in India, is related to the ignorant use of land.




  Bhave goes back again and again to the scriptures: their rediscovery becomes an end in itself. So, in the name of reform, the Mahatma and goodness, Bhave slips into reaction. The old world

  claims its own.




  Indians are proud of their ancient, surviving civilization. They are, in fact, its victims.




  

    REFORM this time will be more brutal. China presses; Pakistan threatens; non-alignment collapses and America drives hard bargains. The new world cannot

    be denied. Incapable of lasting reform, or of a correct interpretation of the new world, India is, profoundly, dependent. She depends on others now both for questions and answers; foreign

    journalists are more important in India than in any other country. And India is fragmented; it is part of her dependence. This is not the fragmentation of region, religion or caste. It is the

    fragmentation of a country held together by no intellectual current, no developing inner life of its own. It is the fragmentation of a country without even an idea of a graded but linked

    society.


  




  There is no true Indian aristocracy, no element that preserves the graces of a country and in moments of defeat expresses its pride. There have been parasitic landowners, tax-farmers; there have

  been rulers. They represented a brute authority; they were an imposed element on a remote peasantry; in moments of stress they have—with exceptions—proclaimed only their distance. They are

  the aptly named “native princes”; and though here and there their brute authority, of money or influence, has been reasserted, they have disappeared and nothing marks their passing. In Hyderabad you wouldn’t have known that the Nizam had just died, that a dynasty older than Plassey had expired. Every Indian, prince or peasant, is a villager.

  All are separate and, in the decay of sensibility, equal.




  There are contractors and civil servants in Delhi, where a “society lady” is usually a contractor’s wife. There are business executives in Calcutta, which still has an

  isolated, ageing set with British titles. There are the manufacturers and advertising men and film people of Bombay, where “suave,” “sophisticated,” and

  “prestigious” are words of especial approval. But these are trade guilds; they do not make a society. There is an absence of that element, to which all contribute and by which all are

  linked, where common standards are established and a changing sensibility appears to define itself. Each guild is separate. Even the politicians, with the state withering away for lack of ideas,

  are sterilized in their New Delhi reserve. And each trade—except the entertainment trade—is borrowed.




  Every discipline, skill and proclaimed ideal of the modern Indian state is a copy of something which is known to exist in its true form somewhere else. The student of cabinet government looks to

  Westminster as to the answers at the back of the book. The journals of protest look, even for their typography, to the New Statesman. So Indians, the holy men included, have continually to

  look outside India for approval. Fragmentation and dependence are complete. Local judgment is valueless. It is even as if, without the foreign chit, Indians can have no confirmation of their own

  reality.




  But India, though not a country, is unique. To its problems imported ideas no longer answer. The result is frenzy. The journals of revolt are regularly started; they are very private ventures,

  needing almost no readership and having responsibility to no one; within weeks they are exhausted and futile, part of the very thing they are revolting against. Manners deteriorate. Each Indian

  wishes to be the only one of his sort recognized abroad: like Mr. Nehru himself, who in the great days was described, most commonly, by visiting writers as the lonely Indian aristocrat—his

  own unexplained word—presiding over his deficient but devoted peasantry. Each Indian, looking into himself and discovering his own inadequacy, attributes inadequacy to every other Indian; and

  he is usually right. “Charlatan” is a favourite word of Indian abuse. The degree of this self-destructive malice startles and depresses the visitor. “The

  mutual hatred of men of their own class—a trait common to shudras”: the words are Vivekananda’s; they describe a dependent people.




  This dependent frenzy nowadays finds its expression in flight. Flight to England, Canada, anywhere that lets Indians in: more than a flight to money: a flight to the familiar security of

  second-class citizenship, with all its opportunities for complaint, which implies protection, the other man’s responsibility, the other man’s ideas.




  

    IT WAS WRITTEN, of course. It was the price of the independence movement.


  




  The movement, as it developed under Gandhi, became a reforming religious movement, and it was in the Indian tradition that stretched back to the Buddha. Gandhi merged the religious emphasis on

  self-perfection in the political assertion of pride. It was a remarkable intuitive achievement. But it was also damaging. It was not concerned with ideas. It committed India to a holy philistinism,

  which still endures.




  At the beginning of the nineteenth century Raja Rammohun Roy had said that forty years of contact with the British would revivify Indian civilization. He spoke before the period of imperialist

  and racialist excess; the technological gap was not as wide as it later became; the West, to the forward-looking Indian, was then less the source of new techniques than the source of a New

  Learning. But the gap widened and the mood changed. The independence movement turned away, as it had to, from people like Roy. It looked back to the Indian past. It made no attempt to evaluate that

  past; it proclaimed only glory. At the same time the imaginative probing of the West was abandoned. It has never been resumed. The fact escapes notice. The West, so much more imitable today than in

  1800, might be pillaged for its institutions and technology; its approval is valuable. But the political-religious-philistine rejection still stands. The West is “materially affluent but

  psychologically sick”; the West is a sham. No Indian can say why. But he doesn’t need to; that battle has been won; independence is proof enough.




  A scholar in Delhi reminded me that Macaulay had said that all the learning of India was not worth one shelf of a European library. We had been talking of aboriginal Africa, and Macaulay was

  brought in to point out the shortsightedness of a certain type of obvious comment. Later it occurred to me, for the first time, that Macaulay had not been disproved by the

  Indian revolution. He had only been ignored. His statement can be reaffirmed more brutally today. The gap between India and the West is not only the increasing gap in wealth, technology and

  knowledge. It is, more alarmingly, the increasing gap in sensibility and wisdom. The West is alert, many-featured and ever-changing; its writers and philosophers respond to complexity by

  continually seeking to alter and extend sensibility; no art or attitude stands still. India possesses only its unexamined past and its pathetic spirituality. The Indian philosopher specializes in

  exegesis; the holy man wishes to rediscover only what has been discovered; in 1967 as in 1962 the literary folk squabble like schoolmen, not about writing, but about the proprieties of translation

  from all their very ancient languages. India is simple; the West grows wiser.




  Her revolution did not equip India for a twentieth-century independence. When that came, it existed within an assumption of a continuing dependence: an accommodating world, of magic, where

  Indian words had the power Indians attributed to them. The bluff had to be called; the disaster had to come.




  

    ONE BY ONE INDIA has had to shed ideas about herself and the world. Pain and bewilderment can no longer be resolved by the

    magical intervention of a Vivekananda, a Gandhi, a Nehru, a Vinoba Bhave. Fifteen years ago Bhave said, more or less, that his aim was the withering away of the state. He called it “the

    decentralized technique of God,” and even the pious dismissed him as a dreamer. The state has now withered away. Not through holiness; it is just that the politicians, homespun villagers in

    New Delhi, no longer have an idea between them. Magic can no longer simplify the world and make it safe. India responds now only to events; and since there can be no play of the mind each

    disagreeable event—the Chinese attack, the Pakistan war, devaluation, famine and the humiliating deals for food with the United States—comes as a punishing lesson in the ways of the

    real world. It is as if successive invasions, by the reaction they provoked, that special Indian psychology of dependence, preserved an old world which should have been allowed to decay centuries

    ago; and that now, with independence, the old world has at last begun to disintegrate.


  




  The crisis of India is not political: this is only the view from Delhi. Dictatorship or rule by the army will change nothing. Nor is the crisis only economic. These are

  only aspects of the larger crisis, which is that of a decaying civilization, where the only hope lies in further swift decay. The present frenzy cannot be interpreted simply as a decline from

  stability. That was the stability of a country ruled by magic, by slogans, gestures and potent names. It was the stability of a deficient civilization that thought it had made its peace with the

  world and had to do no more. The present mood of rejection has dangers. But it alone holds the possibility of life. The rejection is not religious, even when its aims are avowedly the protection of

  a religion. It does not attempt reform through self-perfection. The mode is new, and of the new world.




  It may be that I exaggerate; that I forget the holy man putting his thumb in his mouth and pulling out a prick, to applause; that I forget the pious who, in a time of famine, pour hundreds of

  gallons of milk over a monumental idol while an Air Force helicopter drops flowers. But magic endures only when it appears to work. And it has been proved that man, even in India, can no longer

  walk on water.
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  The Election in Ajmer




  

    I


  




  WHOM TO VOTE FOR? the English-language poster in New Delhi asked. And when, in mid-February, a fortnight before the first polling day, I went

  south to Ajmer in Rajasthan, it seemed that the half a million voters of this Indian parliamentary constituency, part urban, part rural, part desert, had a problem. The Congress had won freedom for

  India, and for more than twenty years, through four election victories, it had ruled. Now the Congress had split. The split had led to this mid-term election. But both sides continued to use the

  name. Kangrace ko wote do, the posters of both sides said: Vote Congress. And the same saffron, white and green flag flew from rival campaign jeeps: the jeep the favoured campaign vehicle,

  authoritative and urgent in the dusty streets of Ajmer, among the two-wheeled tonga carriages, the battered buses, bicycles by the hundred, handcarts and bullockcarts.




  Both sides would have liked to use the old election-winning Congress symbol of the pair of yoked bullocks. But the courts had decided that the yoked bullocks shouldn’t be used at all; and

  both sides had devised complicated and naturalistic symbols of their own. A cow licking a sucking calf: that was the Congress that was with Mrs. Gandhi, the Prime Minister. A full-breasted woman at

  a spinning-wheel (the fullness of the breasts always noticeable, even in stencilled reproductions): that was the old or Organization Congress, that had gone into opposition. Both symbols, in India,

  were of equal weight. The spinning-wheel was Gandhian, the cow was sacred. Both symbols proclaimed a correct, Congress ancestry.




  It was in some ways like a family quarrel, then. And, as it happened, for this Ajmer seat the candidates of the two Congresses were related. There were five candidates in all. Three were

  independents and of no great consequence. “They are only contesting by way of their hobby,” a man from the Election Department said. “They will put down their security of five hundred rupees. They will get a few thousand votes and forfeit their deposit and sit quietly, that is all. It is only their hobby.”




  The main candidates were Mr. Mukut Bharvaga and Mr. Bishweshwar Bhargava. Mr. Mukut was standing for the old Congress and all its opposition associates. He was the uncle of Mr. Bishweshwar, who

  was defending his seat for the Indira Congress. And here—a local reflection of the national quarrel about legitimacy—was the first issue in Ajmer: who was morally in the wrong? The

  uncle, for fighting the nephew? Or the nephew, for fighting the uncle?




  Mr. Mukut, the uncle, was sixty-eight years old, a lawyer, and blind. He was famous in Rajasthan for his prodigious memory and his skill in matters of land revenue. His fees were said to be as

  high as one thousand rupees a day, about £50; his earnings were put at two lakhs a year, about £10,000. But Mr. Mukut was also known for his free services to peasants, who still came to

  Ajmer to look for “the lawyer without eyes.” Mr. Mukut was an old Congressman and freedom fighter and he had gone to jail in 1942. His political career since independence had been

  unspectacular, but steady and without blemish: he was perhaps best known for his campaign to have clarified butter easily distinguishable from its groundnut-based substitute. He had won the Ajmer

  seat for Congress in 1952, 1957 and 1962. In 1967, at the age of sixty-four, he had retired, handing over the Ajmer seat to his thirty-six-year-old nephew and protégé, Mr.

  Bishweshwar. Now, with the Congress split, Mr. Mukut wanted his seat back; and, to get it, he had allied himself with all his old political enemies. Was Mr. Mukut right? Was Mr. Bishweshwar wrong,

  for resisting?




  The answer, overwhelmingly, was that Mr. Bishweshwar was wrong. He should have withdrawn; he should not have fought his uncle, to whom he owed so much. It was what Mr. Mukut’s son, who was

  Mr. Mukut’s election agent, said; and it was what Mr. Bishweshwar’s agent said. Mr. Mukut himself always spoke of the contest with a sense of injury. “The State Congress chose the

  meanest weapon,” he said, “setting my own nephew to fight me. They know I’m a man of strong family feeling and they were hoping I would withdraw.” The Maharana of

  Udaipur, who was supporting Mr. Mukut, told an election meeting, “The Indira Congress is dividing the country, and not only ideologically. They are breaking up families.” And the Rajput

  village headman, loyal to his Maharana, agreed. “A nephew who cannot love the members of his own family, how can he love the public?”




  But wasn’t the uncle also wrong to try to pull down his nephew? “I didn’t want my father to fight this election,” Mr. Mukut’s son said.

  “I said, ‘Bapuji you are old now, you are disabled.’ But then I was overwhelmed by his answer. It brought tears to my eyes. He said, ‘This is a time for sacrifice.’

  ”




  Sacrifice: it wasn’t a claim Mr. Bishweshwar could make, and for much of the campaign he looked harassed and uncertain and sometimes hunted. Unlike his uncle, who always spoke freely, even

  elaborately, Mr. Bishweshwar had little to say; and his manner discouraged conversation. He stared blankly through his glasses, like a man alerted not to say anything that might be used against

  him. Once he said, “I cannot understand how my uncle can go against all those principles I imbibed from him.” It was the only comment on his uncle I heard him make, and it was spoken

  very quickly, like a prepared line.




  Mr. Bishweshwar wasn’t a popular man. He suffered from all comparisons with his uncle. Mr. Mukut was small and lean and brown, an ascetic politician of the old school, with a jail-record.

  Mr. Bishweshwar was as tall and plump as a film star. He was a post-independence politician, an organization man. People in his own party said of him: “Politics is his profession.” And:

  “If politics were taken away from him he would hardly be having two square meals a day.” And: “His uncle massacred hundreds of party workers for him.” But that wasn’t

  held against the uncle; that was held against Mr. Bishweshwar.




  “I’m not working for Bishweshwar,” his campaigners said. “I’m working for Indira.” And this was what they said even on polling day, waiting in the brightly

  coloured party tents for voters. “The people aren’t voting for Bishweshwar. They’re voting for Indira.”




  Which, as everybody said, was what the election was about: Indira, Mrs. Gandhi, that formidable lady in New Delhi, who had done a de Gaulle on the Congress and taken over, who had abolished the

  old consensus politics of the Congress. She had declared war on privilege; her appeal was to the poor, the untouchables, the minorities. She had nationalized the banks; she had

  “de-recognized” the princes; and, to deprive the princes of their privy purses, she intended to change the constitution.




  Indiscipline, people like old Mr. Mukut said, grieving for all those old members of the party who had fallen. Indira Hatao, the opposition posters said: Remove Indira. And on the other

  side: Garibi Hatao, Remove Poverty. The rich, the poor: the wonder was that, in India, this basic division had taken such a long time to be politically formulated. The

  socialists and communists hadn’t done that: they offered theologies. And this was the first election in Ajmer in which the parties had issued manifestoes.




  

    RICH AND POOR. But there was a regional complication. Rajasthan is a land of princes. Ajmer itself, though in the centre of Rajasthan, hadn’t been a princely

    state and had no maharaja. But the Ajmer constituency was vast: two hundred miles, mainly of desert, rock and jagged brown hills, between Ajmer and Char Bazaar: more than six hours in a jeep. Two

    of its districts belonged to the former state of Udaipur; and the Maharana of Udaipur, who had supported Mr. Bishweshwar at the last election, had declared for Mr. Mukut in this. The princes of

    Rajasthan, “de-recognized” by the government, their privy purses threatened, were in their different ways up in arms against the government. And they could take their case to the

    people and get a hearing, because they were princes.


  




  For other people in the opposition, supporters of Mr. Mukut, it wasn’t so easy. Mr. Kaul, an old Congressman of Mr. Mukut’s age, was now a member of the Indian Upper House. Mr. Kaul

  ate only one meal a day and he said he had acquired the habit during his time in jail in 1932. But there was no jail-taint to him now; the post-independence years of power, honour and politicking

  had worn him smooth; and Mr. Kaul thought that personal canvassing should be banned.




  “We issue our manifestoes. Why should we go to the people personally? By canvassing the way is found for bribing them. Our people are poor; they don’t understand what we are fighting

  for. Their ignorance is being exploited. The Indira Congress is spending crores of rupees, spoiling them, the peasants, the villagers, the uneducated and the labour classes. Giving them slogans.

  All slogans. It’s our national character.”




  I asked him about the national character.




  “Our people don’t think in terms of country first.”




  “What do they think of?”




  “Nothing.” He laughed. “Haven’t you noticed? They’re indifferent.”




  

    



    AND ON THAT FIRST day in Ajmer the election seemed far away. The tongas carried advertisements for the Apollo Circus; walls everywhere were painted

    with family-planning slogans in Hindi. It was a Tuesday, the day of the weekly service at the Hanuman temple; and monkeys from the temple hopped from tree to tree on the nearby Circuit House

    hill. At the top of the hill there was a view of the clear lake beside which Ajmer is built, the water a surprise after the dust of the streets. On the black rocks at the lake-edge scores of

    washermen were beating the cotton clothes of the poor to death, swinging the twisted wet hanks with a steady circular motion and grunting competitively at every blow.


  




  The sun rose higher. The brown mist lifted over the brown hills. The washermen spread out their lengths of cotton, white and coloured, and went away. Hawks hovered over the lake, at whose margin

  clouds of midges swirled and thinned like cigarette smoke in a wind, and then re-formed. From the flat-roofed white-and-ochre town below there came the sound of a loudspeaker: cinemas announcing

  their attractions. In the late afternoon there was music: a wedding procession.




  The Ajmer calendar was full. On Saturday there was the eighty-ninth prize-giving of Mayo College, one of India’s important English-style public schools, founded for the education of the

  sons of princes. Three days later came the Hindu festival of Shivratri and the opening of the Ajmer Flower Show. So, quickly, after the disorder of the main street—the mixed traffic, the

  cows, the rubble, the dust, the exposed food-stalls—Ajmer revealed itself as excessively ordered. There was the railway town with its great locomotive workshops and its severely graded

  housing. There was the medieval, narrow-laned town around the famous Muslim shrine, an object of pilgrimage. There were the newer residential areas; there was the bazaar, an extension of the

  disorder of the main street; and there were the ordered acres of Mayo College, where only the servants’ quarters spoke of India.




  Beyond the brown hills were the smaller towns and the thousand villages that made up the constituency, each village as fragmented and ordered as Ajmer itself: every man in his caste, his

  community, his clan: divisions not strictly racial and not strictly social: more as if, in an English village, where everyone more or less looked alike, spoke the same language and had the same

  religion, every man yet remembered that he was a Dane or Saxon or Jute and stuck to his kind. Cow-and-calf, spinning-wheel: poor and rich, left and right: how could these

  divisions apply?




  In the evening I went to the Honeydew, one of the three recognizable cafés that Ajmer, with a population of 300,000, just about supports. It was air-conditioned and dim and the waiters

  were in white. A young man I fell in with told me that the Honeydew was for the young and “modern” of Ajmer. He spoke sardonically but he too wanted it known that he was modern.

  “My father was a semi-literate. He joined the Railways in 1920 and retired thirty-seven years later. Then he died. At the end of his life he was making three hundred rupees a month. For my

  father it was his luck, his karma. What he had sown in a past life he was reaping in this. I am not like that. I am only making four hundred. But let people look at my suit and tie and see

  me spending in the Honeydew and think I’m rich.”




  A cup of Honeydew coffee cost about three pennies. You could ask the waiter for a cigarette; he would place an open packet on your table and you paid only for those you took. Luxuries were small

  in India and little gestures were fundamental acts of defiance. To wear a tie, when money was immemorially scarce, to have a coffee in the Honeydew: that was more than extravagance. That was to

  deny one’s karma, to challenge the basis of one’s father’s faith.




  And it was of defiance that Mr. Desai, once Mrs. Gandhi’s Deputy Prime Minister, now in the opposition and supporting Mr. Mukut, was speaking in Naya Bazaar that evening. In the bazaar

  lanes the narrow shops, raised on platforms, glittered with electric light, tempting custom. In the wide open area of Naya Bazaar itself, beyond the heads of the crowd, beyond the flags and bunting

  and posters strung across the street, and at the end of two little colonnades of fluorescent tubes, there was another platform, very clean and very bright, and there—with Mr. Mukut and Mr.

  Kaul and others no doubt sitting at his feet—Mr. Desai, not looking his seventy-four years, was talking about “the Indira psychosis,” nationalization and the danger to the

  constitution.




  At first it seemed, to use the Indian word, “sophisticated.” But an election address, in that street, before that crowd, without an analysis of the distress that was so visible,

  without a promise for the future! An election address, about economic and legal matters, cast in terms of personal injury! And when Mr. Desai was talking of nationalization he was talking of more

  than an economic issue. He was talking of an act of defiance, a threat to order and dharma, an impious shaking of the world. In the place of that defiance he was

  offering himself: his Gandhi-cap, his white homespun, his simple brown waistcoat, his well-known asceticism, his Gandhian habit of spinning: all his personal merit built up through many years of

  service. Religion, dharma, the Hindu “right way” given a political expression: the crowd was in tune with what was being said. They listened respectfully; there was even some

  slight applause.




  Garibi Hatao, Remove Poverty: it was possible to understand why no one before Mrs. Gandhi had raised this simple political slogan. And it was also possible to understand why it was said

  in Ajmer that the issues of the election—Remove Poverty, Remove Indira—were too abstract and remote. There would have been more interest, people said, in elections for the State

  Assembly, when the politicians could play on the more immediate issues of caste and community and offer tangible rewards: a tarred road, a water-tank, electricity.




  But that evening, less than twenty miles away, on the Jaipur road, the forty-six-year-old Maharaja of Kishangarh, politically active on the opposition side, a member of the State Assembly, was

  murdered.




  

    KISHANGARH was part of the neighbouring constituency. It is one of the lesser names of princely Rajasthan—the state, as it existed in 1947, was

    just over 650 square miles—but the Maharaja was linked by blood to the great houses. He was well known in Ajmer. He played badminton at the Ajmer Club and tennis on the Mayo College

    courts.


  




  That evening he and the Maharani were going to a wedding. They were about to leave when the telephone rang. Kishangarh took the call himself. Then he told the Maharani he had to go out for a

  little and would be back in ten minutes. When he left the palace, driving himself in a little Indian-made Fiat, he had a revolver and many rounds of ammunition; he also had about 1,500 rupees. A

  few miles from the palace, on a straight stretch of the Jaipur-Ajmer road, the car stopped or was made to stop; and Kishangarh was shot in the right ear. His revolver was taken; his money

  wasn’t touched.




  This was the story that broke the next morning. And it was strange, at eleven, in the bright desert light, neem trees and cactus beside the road, thorn trees scattered about the dug-out brown

  land, to see the little “champagne-green” Fiat, not princely or tragic, not a dent anywhere, not a window cracked, only a finger-wipe of blood on the driving door, at rest on the sandy verge with its front bumper against a tall clump of the ker shrub, by whose red flowers the strength of the monsoon can be foretold. The princely

  licence-plate, white on red, said: Kishangarh No. 11. A line of stones marked the course of the car as it had come off the road. On the other side of the road were the jeeps of the district

  police and a crowd of dhoti-clad, turbanned peasants.




  Some local politicians were also there, among them Mr. Makrana, small and fat and grim, with dusty trousers, a worn green pullover and a very white muslin turban the size and shape of a scooter

  tyre. “I am a Marwari,” he said, “and we Marwaris wear these turbans, white or khaki, at sad deaths, funerals.” Mr. Makrana was a member of the State Assembly and the whip

  of the party to which the Maharaja had belonged. “The Maharaja was having a very nice influence for us. Some big person is behind this killing.” Once Mr. Makrana had owned about 2,500

  acres of land. “I lost my land when the jagir system went out.” Under this system his tenants used to give him a third or a half of what they made. “With that percentage we

  used to manage our establishment. Now I am in the marble business. I couldn’t survive if I had to depend on politics. I live from the marble. Politics is only my hobby.” And, leaving

  me, he began again to walk up and down the road before the still peasants, his plump face set and petulant, his white turban on his head, very visibly mourning a member of his party.




  The Ajmer District Magistrate, in a suit, and two senior police officers, in khaki, came in a black saloon which flew a blue police pennant. The peasants watched; Mr. Makrana himself stopped to

  watch. A smiling, green-bereted sub-inspector from the Jaipur Dog Squad arrived and reported. And then Mr. Kaul, the member of the Indian Upper House, turned up. He scrambled briskly out of his

  car—tight trousers stylishly creased, long brown coat—and hurried across the road to the officials, like a man used to being well received everywhere; and then gravely, as though

  looking at the corpse itself, he examined the Fiat.




  Mr. Kaul wasn’t a man for white turbans and country mourning. His manner was of New Delhi; and very soon he was to issue a statement, in English: “. . . dastardly murder . . .

  general atmosphere of lawlessness and violence . . . leaders of the Ruling Party from the Prime Minister downwards . . . using such derogatory epithets against the so-called capitalist,

  industrialist and feudal order . . . inciting the feelings and sentiments of the masses, particularly of the Youth of the lower rungs of Society . . .”




  In Kishangarh the shops were shut, but the streets were full of people, stunted, thin-limbed peasants from the interior who, as soon as the news had broken that morning, had begun to make their

  way on foot or cycle to the palace. It was a ramshackle Indian country town, the new concrete buildings all balconies and balustrades at the top, slum at road-level, with rough additional lean-tos

  roofed with canvas or thatch. The asphalt road was like an irregular black path through dust and dung, unpaved sidewalks, heaps of rubble and old gravel. Then, unexpectedly, there was a lake, and

  in the centre of the lake an old stone building, possibly a summer pavilion; and at the end of the lakeside road the high walls of Kishangarh fort and the old town.




  Inside, the procession had started to the cremation ground and the waiting pyre, prepared with sandalwood and other scents. The road and the city walls were packed, ablaze with the colours of

  peasant Rajasthan, red and orange and saffron. The open jeep with the body came out of the palace gate. The relations of the dead Maharaja were in white. White here the terrible colour of

  mourning.




  In the middle of the afternoon the Fiat was still where it had been, against the ker bush. Some of the marker stones had been scattered. No one watched now. Some distance away two or

  three peasants sat in the shade of a thorn tree. The brown hills were pale in the glare. The private tragedy was over. Mr. Mukut and Mr. Kaul had already addressed a condolence meeting.




  

    THE KISHANGARH affair had upset Mr. Bishweshwar’s schedule, and when I went to his house only his wife was there. The house

    was in an open area at the end of a dirt lane where Mr. Mukut also had his law office. The ambiguous Congress flag hung limp in the little garden where flowers and shrubs grew out of bald

    earth.


  




  I had been told that Mr. Bishweshwar lived simply. The trellis-enclosed veranda where I sat first of all had a dark, tarnished, homely air, with rough-and-ready furniture and a strip of dirty

  matting. The small terrace upstairs was even less formal, with a plain concrete floor, and local five-rupee basket-chairs brought out as required. A servant squatted on the

  floor in a small room near the steps and scoured dishes. A Hindu country interior: there was nothing, except perhaps the telephone, to suggest that this was one of the rising political households

  of Rajasthan and that Mrs. Bishweshwar’s father had been in his time a famous politician, so fierce in faction fights against Mr. Kaul that Mr. Nehru had had to intervene.




  Mrs. Bishweshwar was a pretty woman of thirty-three, pale and slightly pinched, with her head covered modestly with a dark-red sari. At first she spoke only in Hindi. She said she couldn’t

  speak English well; but later she relented, and it turned out that she spoke English impeccably. She had been educated in a pastoral institution that her father had founded. There she had studied

  Indian classical music and had learned to spin. Later she took her B.A. in music and English and Hindi literature. She still spun. “I believe in Gandhiji’s teachings.” But she had

  let the literature go. “I don’t like modern literature. I can’t understand it. I don’t like Hindi modern literature either. I like Shakespeare, Browning, Shelley.”




  She didn’t like political life. “My husband is not a politician. He is a worker.” It was the Gandhian word: a doer of good works. “I too am an ardent believer in

  improving the lot of the downtrodden. But I want to work silently. I don’t want publicity for myself. But I would like a lot more for my husband. People should recognize his ability. If he is

  a sincere and hardworking man, people should know.”




  Mr. Bishweshwar arrived, tall and plump, in trousers and a brown sports shirt. He looked harassed and winded and had clearly been rattled by the Kishangarh affair. He had also missed a meeting

  at a village called Saradhna; and it was for Saradhna that we immediately started, accompanied—perhaps for luck on this unlucky day, perhaps for reasons of piety—by a small, energetic

  sadhu clad from top to toe in saffron. The sadhu seemed about to chatter with cold; it was the effect of his saffron head-dress, which was cunningly tied from one piece of cotton and looked like a

  cross between a mitre and a jester’s cap, with flaps over the ears.




  The Rajasthan village huddles together, a solid built-up mass where space is suddenly scarce. Saradhna was like this. We stopped near the two tea-shacks, their fires glowing in the dark. There

  was no one to receive us and we walked around to the other side of the village. Then, at a great pace, Mr. Bishweshwar began to walk through the village, kicking up dust, the

  rubber-sandalled sadhu running at his heels, ear-flaps sticking out. We raced past stripped trees, over piles of rubble, past broken courtyards, over runnels of filth. The narrow lane twisted and

  turned and opened abruptly into miniature squares. We passed a group of smokers sitting peaceably in the thick warm dust around a brass plate with their smoking things; and then we were out of the

  village and near the tea-shacks again.




  Some men came to Mr. Bishweshwar then and whispered. Unanimous, unanimous: the English word was quite clear in all the Hindi. Not far away a man squatted in the dust, cooking some mess in

  a tiny black pot over an enormous straw blaze.




  Mr. Bishweshwar said, “They held their own meeting. The whole village has decided to support me.”




  “Unanimous,” a black-capped villager said, shaking his head from side to side.




  It was hard to push the matter any further; and our business was therefore, quite unexpectedly, over.




  As we were driving back to Ajmer it occurred to me that Mr. Bishweshwar’s trousers and shirt were unusual for a campaigning Congress politician. I said, “So you don’t wear

  homespun?”




  He thought I was criticizing. He plucked at the sleeve of his brown sports shirt and said, “This is homespun. Sometimes I wear trousers for the convenience. But I often wear the dhoti. I

  like the dhoti.”




  So he was only out of uniform. He wasn’t, as I had thought, the new-style politician, matching Mrs. Gandhi’s new-style campaign. He was a Congressman, aspiring after the old style;

  he had, as he had said, imbibed his principles from his uncle. When the Congress had split, leaving Mrs. Gandhi at the head of a minority government, the leaders of the local State Congress had

  hesitated about which side to join; and Mr. Bishweshwar, as he admitted, had hesitated with them. When they had declared for Mrs. Gandhi, he had gone along with them. The new-style politics was

  Mrs. Gandhi’s, and Mrs. Gandhi’s alone. In Rajasthan the Congress organization, the whole structure of Congress control, remained what it was. It was Mrs. Gandhi who had appeared to

  turn this party, ruling since independence, into the party of protest.




  But for Mr. Bishweshwar it remained a gamble. In 1967 he had got 145,000 votes; his main opponent, from the party known as the Jan Sangh (The National Party) had got 108,000. But in 1967 Mr.

  Bishweshwar had had the support of Mr. Mukut and the Maharana of Udaipur. Now Udaipur and the Jan Sangh were supporting Mr. Mukut. Udaipur could take away Rajput votes from

  Mr. Bishweshwar; the Kishangarh affair could have the same effect.




  Mr. Bishweshwar was going that evening on a two-day country tour. In his campaign headquarters—the ground floor of a villa: a stripped central room with an empty fireplace, high blue walls

  with little oblong windows just below the ceiling, worn rugs on the cracked concrete floor, small side rooms enclosed by latticework and wire netting—among his workers, some paid (forty

  rupees a month, £2, for two hours a day), some minor politicians in their own right, whose rustic manner belied the revolutionary promises of the posters sent out from New Delhi, among the

  barefoot boys sitting on the floor and pasting Vote Bishweshwar posters on cardboard, he looked very harassed indeed.




  

    BUT MR. MUKUT had his problems too. Officially he was the candidate of the opposition or Organization Congress. But the

    Organization Congress had no organization in Ajmer. Mr. Mukut was depending on the organization of the Jan Sangh; and Mr. Mukut and the Jan Sangh had until recently been enemies. The central

    executives of the opposition parties had formed an alliance; they had agreed on a division of seats; and Ajmer had gone to the Organization Congress and Mr. Mukut.


  




  The Jan Sangh in Ajmer had been planning to put up their own man. Now they had to support Mr. Mukut; and Mr. Sharda, the president of the local Jan Sangh, who had contested the seat in 1967,

  didn’t like it. He said, “This is a Jan Sangh seat and some Jan Sangh man should have contested. I would have been a better candidate than the man they chose. Have you seen him?

  He’s an old man of sixty-eight, blind, can’t see. All the time our people come to me asking why Jan Sangh is not contesting, why I am helping this blind old man.”




  And it was an unusual alliance. The Jan Sangh, founded in 1951, had grown in strength, Mr. Sharda said, because the Congress was corrupt; but for most of this time Mr. Mukut was the ruler of the

  Congress in Ajmer. It wasn’t only for its opposition to Congress corruption that the Jan Sangh was known, though. The Congress was non-sectarian; Mr. Mukut had a good record as a defender of

  Muslim rights. The Jan Sangh had come into prominence in North India as the militant Hindu party of the right, rallying Hindus against Muslims, and, within the Hindus, the

  Aryan, Hindi-speaking north against the Dravidian south. It spoke of the pampering of minorities; its slogan was “Indianization.” Latterly, scenting parliamentary power, the Jan Sangh

  had softened its communal, Aryan line; it had decided that the enemy was Communism; but its communal reputation remained its strength.




  “We don’t want to take ideas from Russia and Kosygin,” Mr. Sharda said. “We have a heritage, a culture. We have the Vedas, the first book of the human race. With the

  Vedas’ light other people have developed their cultures. So when we have got such an old heritage we believe that our race is great, is noble. My grandfather, Harbilas Sharda, has written a

  book called Hindu Superiority. In the 1930s. He has given all the facts and figures to show how the Hindu race is superior to others.”




  Mr. Sharda was in his fifties, small, compactly built, in a striped brown suit. He wore tinted glasses; for all his aggrieved talk of the “blind old man” his own eyes were not too

  good. Eye trouble, in fact, had made him give up the practice of law and go into business as a commission agent dealing in cement and cloth. He lived in a new concrete bungalow at the bottom of the

  Circuit House hill, opposite a rock wall plastered with drying cow-dung cakes. He had a glass case of knick-knacks in his drawing-room; bits of vine grew out of whisky bottles, one brown, one

  green. On the white wall there was a portrait, like a tinted photograph, of Harbilas Sharda, the author of Hindu Superiority: a gentle old brahmin with a drooping moustache, in British days

  an elected member of the Central Legislative Assembly, given the title of Dewan Bahadur (one step below the knighthood), and famous in India as the author of the Child Marriage Restraint Act (still

  known as the Sharda Act), which in 1930 had banned child marriage.




  “My family were the first to revolt against the social evils of the country,” Mr. Sharda said. But his party was now committed to the protection of the sacred cow, as it was

  committed to the creation of an Indian nuclear armoury. There was no inconsistency. Like parties of the extreme right elsewhere, the Jan Sangh dealt in anger, simplified scholarship and, above all,

  sentimentality. It spoke of danger and distress—“Our civilization is in danger,” Mr. Sharda said—and from present impotence it conjured up a future of power, as pure as the

  mythical Hindu past, before the British conquest, before the Muslim invasions.




  “We want nuclear bomb for the safety of the country. But this is a matter of our all-India policy. I don’t talk too much about it to our villagers.” The

  cow was different. “We feel that cow is a very important animal in our country, being an agricultural country, and as such should not be slaughtered. There is a candidate in Delhi, Mr. Ram

  Gopal Shalwala, is fighting only on that. Government should give protection and give good bulls to have a better type of animal. Good arrangements of fodder should also be made, because generally

  there is famine in this area and thousands of animals die of famine.”




  He didn’t think Muslims would object. “Muslims who live in villages and are agriculturalists like to live as Hindus do. It is only the educated fanatics who want to create this gulf

  of Hindus and Muslims for their own selfish motives.” But later, when we were talking about the way the forty thousand Muslim votes would go, Mr. Sharda said in his direct, unrancorous way,

  “They will be divided. But generally most of the Muslim votes do not go to Jan Sangh.”




  As I was leaving, a barefoot servant in a torn dhoti brought in the up-country edition of The Motherland, the new English-language Jan Sangh daily published in Delhi. The Kishangarh

  story, and the charge of political murder, was still big on the front page.




  

    THE MUSLIM votes wouldn’t go to the Jan Sangh. But Mr. Mukut thought they would go to him personally, for his past

    services. This was on a day of exaltation when, after an evening of well-received speeches, he seemed to think that by allying himself with his former enemies he had left almost no votes for the

    other side.


  




  We were driving in one of the campaign jeeps from Ajmer to the military town of Nasirabad, through country that had been stripped almost to desert by eight successive years of drought. Between

  the driver and myself Mr. Mukut sat or half-reclined, small, frail, easily tossed about, in a dhoti and a black waistcoat, with his fine head thrown back, his sightless eyes closed, his delicate

  hands occasionally clutching at air. Sometimes, between sentences, his wide, expressive mouth opened and closed wordlessly, and he was then like a man gasping for breath. His gentle manner and

  fragility imposed gentleness on all who came near him; and I occasionally felt, as I leaned close to catch his exalted words, that I was rushing a garrulous invalid to hospital, and not racing with

  one of Rajasthan’s master-politicians to a hard day’s campaigning.




  A leaflet had appeared in Ajmer calling on Jan Sangh supporters to boycott Mr. Mukut. Mr. Mukut said this was another trick of Mr. Bishweshwar’s party; he had, he

  said, been astonished by the loyalty of his Jan Sangh workers. Mr. Mukut spoke, not quite as one who had seen the error of his Congress ways, but as someone who was at last able to speak of the

  errors of the Congress. The Jan Sangh said that the Congress was corrupt. It was true, Mr. Mukut said. “The power corrupted us. Our politicians became Gandhian only in name.” But he

  himself had been helpless; he had never been a minister. And now he saw no moral or political complication in his alliance with the Jan Sangh. His position was simple: it was as a Gandhian that he

  was fighting the Indira Congress, which was illegitimate, Communistic and Westernizing.




  “Gandhiji’s ideology was quite different from the ideology of Western politicians. The foundation of his political tactics is that means should be as fair as the end.” He

  didn’t think this could be said of Mrs. Gandhi. He was also concerned about nationalization. “It will ruin the country. All our state-owned enterprises are so badly run.” His

  support of private enterprise brought him close to the hard anti-Communist line of the Jan Sangh. But Mr. Mukut didn’t appear to be concerned either about efficiency or capitalism. His

  opposition to nationalization was embedded in an over-riding Gandhian doubt about the machine age. The machine had destroyed the West, as Mr. Mukut had heard; the machine would destroy India.

  “What I particularly admired about Gandhiji was that he went to Buckingham Palace in 1931 in a dhoti.”




  I asked why that was admirable.




  “Because he put the picture of poor India before the world.”




  “Mr. Nehru said that the danger in a country as poor as India was that poverty might be deified.”




  “Did he say that?” Mr. Mukut paused. The idea was new, “Western” and perhaps intellectually unmanageable. “I never heard him say that.” He opened and closed

  his mouth wordlessly; and again, head thrown back, eyes closed, he was like a gasping invalid.




  We passed the new Shiva temple, still with its bamboo scaffolding, that the peasants had built to celebrate the end of the eight-year drought. It stood white in a desolation of young thorn

  bushes. Once there had been woodland here; but towards the end of the drought, at a time of famine, the trees had been cut down for charcoal. And then we were in the military area: barracks old and

  new in the stripped land, soldiers with rifles on their shoulders running in groups of two or three on the asphalt road.




  The main street of Nasirabad was brilliant with stalls of fruit and vegetables. Here we stopped. Many reverential hands helped Mr. Mukut out of the jeep and led him, limp-shouldered, limp-armed,

  between the vegetable-stalls and across the narrow pavement to a dark little office, over the front door of which, on the outside, were dusty framed diplomas from Lucknow University and, on the

  inside, brightly coloured Hindu religious prints. It was a lawyer’s office, with a whole glass-cased wall of Indian law books covered in brown paper, the frame of the case painted yellow,

  with each section roughly labelled in red.




  Mr. Mukut said to me, “He’s one of my disciples.”




  The lawyer, a middle-aged man in a chocolate-purple sports shirt, said very loudly, as though addressing the street, “Everything I am I owe to Mr. Mukut.”




  They made Mr. Mukut sit on a basket-chair. They brought him tea and a large, fly-infested cachoree, a local fried delicacy.




  The lawyer said, “Mr. Mukut made me what I am. He has served many people here without payment. The people of Nasirabad remember these things.”




  And Mr. Mukut, leaning back, his slender legs drawn up onto the seat, his hands fumbling for the cachoree that had been broken for his convenience into little pieces, opened and closed

  his mouth, like a man about to sigh.




  But the lawyer had pointed out the weakness of Mr. Mukut’s campaign. Some of the people in the office were linked to Mr. Mukut by interest. The others were Jan Sangh and they for the most

  part were small shopkeepers. Even the forbidding, kohl-eyed young man in a cream-coloured suit and pointed black shoes, even he, who was a teacher, came from a shopkeeping family. The Jan Sangh was

  an urban party; it had no organization in the villages. The only party with a village organization was the Congress. It was that village organization that had to be captured; and Mr. Mukut’s

  only weapon was his influence. Mr. Bishweshwar’s strength was that he belonged to the ruling party; a ruling party had its ways of exerting pressure.




  “I will tell you how they won the last State Assembly by-election,” the lawyer said. “At that time this area was affected by famine. Rural people were jobless. The government

  machinery opened famine works in a number of places. And these famine-relief workers were given one slogan: ‘If you vote for the other side, famine-relief work will be

  closed down.’ ” And now the ruling party was again up to their old tricks, this time with the untouchables or Harijans, whom they were bribing in all sorts of ways and especially with

  loans from the nationalized banks.




  A prominent Christian in Ajmer had complained to me that as a result of all the political attention the Harijans were getting out of hand. They were being “brought up” too fast,

  before they had a proper “footing”; there had been strikes. “I am even afraid to speak harshly to some of them now,” the Christian said. I thought that the lawyer might be

  trying to say something like this in an indirect, un-Christian way. So I asked him, “They’re behaving badly then, these scheduled castes?”




  “Badly?” The lawyer didn’t understand my question. He was a Hindu; he didn’t have the Christian social sense; he couldn’t share the Christian’s resentment.

  Caste was not class. No one, however successful, denied his caste, however low, or sought to move out of it; no one tried to “pass”; no one’s caste-security was threatened by any

  other caste. So the lawyer floundered. “No,” he said at last, “they are not behaving badly. It’s just that they’re being fooled.”




  But what did Mr. Mukut have to offer? How was he going to balance this powerful appeal of the other side? Was he campaigning, for instance, for cow-protection? Mr. Mukut was astonished that I

  should ask. Everyone in Ajmer knew his record. During his time in parliament he hadn’t only campaigned for a ban on cow-slaughter and the punishment of cow-killers; he had also campaigned for

  free grazing for cows anywhere.




  “We are too Western-oriented,” Mr. Mukut said. He was sitting up now, small and neat and cross-legged in his basket-chair. “Go to the villages. Everybody in the village now

  wants to wear jacket and tie. Look at our own ayurveda medicine. It was only after a long fight that we managed to get it accepted, these remedies that are much cheaper than any modern

  drugs. And then there are the pipelines.”




  I said, “Pipelines, Mr. Mukut?”




  “Even in the villages. The pipelines in the villages is going too far. It’s all right in the cities. But in villages the healthy water from the well is good enough. But they are

  taking piped water now to many villages. For our womenfolk this going to the well and drawing water was one of the ways in which their health was maintained. They now have got no substitute

  exercise for the women. Similarly, we have our own indigenous chakki [a quern] for grinding grain on the floor. Now they have substituted these mills run by electric

  power or oil-fired machines. So now the whole village sends its grain to these mills, with the result that the women are missing this exercise as well. Previously even in cities this grinding with

  chakki was done by small families. But now everything is being Westernized. It is morally bad because it tells upon the health and habits of our womenfolk. And unless some alternative

  employment is found for them it naturally makes them sluggish.”




  In a famine area! From an election candidate! But Mr. Mukut could go into the villages to ask for votes because he was a Gandhian who knew that his own merit was high. He had achieved merit

  through service and sacrifice. Service for its own sake, sacrifice for its own sake. “Since Mr. Kaul and I left the Congress,” Mr. Mukut said, “there is no one there with a record

  of service. Mr. Kaul was in jail; I was in jail.” Democracy, the practice of the law, the concern with rights: one set of virtues had been absorbed into another, into a concept of

  dharma, the Hindu right way; and the distortion that resulted could sometimes be startling.




  

    KISHANGARH was murdered on Tuesday evening. On Friday evening All-India Radio announced that the police had “worked out” the case and

    arrested a student. On Saturday the details of the arrested man’s “confession” were all over Ajmer, and in the afternoon there were Hindi leaflets in the streets:


  




  

    LOVE STORY: A POLITICAL OPERA


  




  

    

      

        Bhim Jat, the killer of the Maharaja of Kishangarh, has confessed, and the whole affair is crystal clear. The Maharaja had a farm a few miles from Kishangarh. Bhim Jat and

        his beautiful sister worked for the Maharaja on this farm. The Maharaja took advantage of the girl’s poverty and for a long time had illicit relations with her. Bhim Jat, a youth of

        nineteen, could not stand this looting of his sister’s honour. He took the law into his own hands and with his country-made pistol shot the Maharaja dead.




        But politics corrupts the truth and deals in lies. Some politicians immediately called a meeting to mourn the Maharaja’s death and with a great show of sorrow

        tried to tell the voter to take his revenge by defeating the Indira Congress.




        Would you vote for a party which plays with the honour of your daughter or sister? There should be rejoicing not tears at the death of these rajas-maharajas whose only princely habit is

        that they know how to take advantage of the poverty of young girls. Rise and utterly crush these debauched people so that never again will they come to you for votes with the name of Gandhi

        on their lips . . .




        Has Mr. Mukut no shame, to be sitting in the lap of the Jan Sangh, who were once his bitter enemies? The election should be fought on policies. Mr. Mukut shouldn’t be misleading the

        voters for his own selfish purposes. Mr. Mukut has used the Maharaja’s funeral-pyre to cook himself a meal of votes.


      


    


  




  Other versions of the story were no less sad. Bhim Jat’s sister had left her husband to become Kishangarh’s mistress; and Bhim Jat had been ostracized by his caste for the dishonour

  his complaisance had brought on them all. Kishangarh had given Bhim a house on the farm; he was paying for Bhim’s education; he had promised Bhim the farm itself. But then a well on the farm

  gushed water. In the desert water was money; and Kishangarh, worried about his “de-recognition” and the possible loss of his privy purse, had sought to go back on his promise.




  Kishangarh was the name of an eighteenth-century school of painting. Now it was linked with a peasant woman, a farm, a well: a peasant drama, far removed from the princely pageantry of the

  prize-giving at Mayo College that afternoon. Kishangarh was remembered there, in the obituary section of the headmaster’s speech, as a distinguished and popular old boy, like the late

  Maharaja of Jaipur, “who died in the U.K., where he had gone to play polo, his favourite sport.”




  The boys were exquisite in tight white trousers, long black coats and pink long-tailed Rajput turbans. They sat on the steps of the Mogul-style Bikaner Pavilion, with a view of the cricket

  field, the blank score-board, the college grounds and, in the distance, the sunlit brown hills of Ajmer. The guest of honour was the Canadian High Commissioner. Prominent among the visitors on the

  lower steps of the pavilion were some of the princes of Rajasthan: the Maharaja of Kotah, a couple from the house of Jodhpur, and the Maharana of Udaipur, whose ancestor had

  been the first to respond to an appeal of the Viceroy, Lord Mayo, for funds for a princely public school and had, a hundred years ago, almost to the day, given a lakh of rupees, then worth about

  £10,000.




  In the open area at the foot of the pavilion were the parents, many of them box-wallahs, business executives, some from as far away as Calcutta. All week they had been gathering in Ajmer:

  India’s modest middle class, products of the new industrial society, as yet with no common traditions or rooted strength, still only with the vulnerability of the middle classes of all very

  poor countries. In the poverty of India their ambition was great, but their expectations were small; they were really very easily pleased. India always threatened to overwhelm them—those

  servants at the edge of the cricket field—as the desert and the peasants and the new politics had overwhelmed Kishangarh and his ancient name.




  

    BUT THE MAHARNA of Udaipur hadn’t come to Ajmer only for the prize-giving. He had been campaigning hard against Mrs. Gandhi and her party

    in a princely freelance way, offering his services wherever they were needed; and he was in Ajmer to give Mr. Mukut a hand. He had come in an open dark-green 1936 Rolls-Royce with a chauffeur, an

    Election Secretary and two bodyguards. He proved his worth almost at once. That very evening, while the Mayo College boys were doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Udaipur addressed a

    meeting in the bazaar area. His name was like magic. Fifteen thousand people came to hear him.


  




  The next day, Sunday, was the big day. Udaipur was going with Mr. Mukut and Mr. Sharda on a tour of those districts of the constituency that had belonged to the former Udaipur State. The little

  convoy started from the red-brick King Edward VII Guest House on Highway 8, not far from the mock-Mogul Queen Victoria Golden Jubilee clock-tower.




  It was such an unlikely alliance. There was Mr. Sharda, “Western” and businesslike in his suit, but with his pastoral Jan Sangh dream of an untouched Hindu world; he was in a jeep,

  packed at the back with bedding and other supplies. Mr. Mukut, the Gandhian and old-time Congressman, but now formally dressed in tight white trousers and a long cream-coloured coat, was in a grey

  saloon. Udaipur was in his open Rolls, a man in his forties, of medium height and build, with a black beret, dark glasses and dark-blue nylon windcheater. The

  thirty-six-year-old Election Secretary, very tall, with a paunch, a corrugated beard and glinting black locks, was all in loose white cotton and looked like a holy man. At the back of the Rolls the

  two khaki-uniformed, orange-turbanned bodyguards sat up high with their rifles: it was like a proclamation of the danger in which, in Rajasthan, princes now lived.




  Udaipur was the star. That was accepted. And so briefly did Mr. Mukut speak at Nasirabad, our first stop, that by the time my own jeep, after a wrong turning, had got to the meeting-place, he

  had finished and was sitting cross-legged on the improvised platform, eyes closed, good and quiet and patient at Udaipur’s suede-shod feet, like a man accepting his own irrelevance. But

  Udaipur remembered him. “People ask me, ‘But isn’t Mr. Mukut a blind man?’ I say, ‘He is blind on the outside, not on the inside. When you go to a temple, mosque or

  church you close your eyes to pray. You can’t see, but you aren’t blind on the inside.’ ”




  Mr. Mukut sat as still as a man meditating in a temple. But a packed day lay ahead. Suddenly—no speech from Mr. Sharda—the meeting was over and the mood of meditation and repose

  vanished. So quickly did Udaipur and Mr. Mukut scramble off the platform, so quickly did they bolt for their vehicles, that I lost them almost at once and didn’t catch up with them again

  until Beawar, thirty miles away.




  After Beawar it was desert; and it was desert after Bhim. No irrigated green patches, no trees, no peasants on bicycles; just rock and sometimes cactus, and the empty road. Sometimes a camel,

  sometimes a peasant in rags with patched leather sandals and a home-made gun: bandit country. But regularly in this wilderness little Rajput groups ran out into the road to stop the convoy and to

  look for the Maharana they had never seen (a Maharana of Udaipur had last been here in 1938). When Udaipur stood up in the Rolls drums beat and sometimes, unexpectedly, a trumpet sounded.
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