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‘Child Rowland to the dark tower came, His word was still,—Fie, foh, and fum, I smell the blood of a British man.’


—Edgar, Act III, Scene IV, King Lear
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The Marwari’s head was magnificent. His ears flared up in two graceful arches, the tips meeting with geometric precision above the forelock. His neck, from the withers to the ears, was straight and noble. His skewbald flanks glistened in the early morning sun, testament to good breeding and a careful diet. As he raised his head from the wooden feeding pail and looked into the distance, poised and perfect, there was a moment when the world was without blemish.


Only Mirza Akhtar saw the horse at that moment, because he had been looking at it for a while. Akhtar was sitting on a charpai in the sarai’s backyard after breakfast, while his men were overseeing arrangements before they began the day’s journey. It was a brief moment: the horse standing just so in the light, convinced of its nobility and pride, its place in the world and its purpose. Akhtar sought for a moment a kind of kinship with the beast, a shared sense of self-regard, of focus, of privilege and aristocracy, of an ability to wrap their immediate environment around themselves and become the centre of a tableau vivant.


The horse could claim all this. Akhtar knew he could not. But the main reason he had been looking at the horse just then was he had been reminded of its poise in the stance of a man across the yard, on the far corner of the stables.


If Akhtar imagined a shared nobility with the Marwari, the other man would not have had to. He was a thoroughbred, tall and well-proportioned, with handsome, even delicate features. He had long limbs and slender calves of the kind  which would, in an earlier age, have fitted well within steel and leather armour. He stood with the grace of a born equestrian. His beard, reddish in the morning light, had been trimmed with care by a barber who valued his craft. Silver threads ran in intricate patterns on his choga. His silk turban was embroidered, as were his shoes. And to wear all that in a village sarai in the middle of nowhere, on what must have been a long journey, meant the man could afford to change his clothes at a halt. Where he stood he became, like the horse, the centre of events.


He appeared to be in some difficulty, however. Akhtar had been watching him speak to a decrepit old peasant for the past few minutes. In his personality the stranger appeared not to be forceful but seemed to be making a request which the younger man had been trying to refuse without success.


Mirza Akhtar looked down at his stubby butcher’s hands and the thick muscles of his forearms, and then at his frayed old shoes. He understood duty, and orders, and loyalty to the people who gave those orders. He had few illusions about his place in the world, and no hope of ever equalling the likes of the beautiful young man. He sighed, rose from the charpai and walked across the yard.


‘…And I am telling you, abba huzoor, that I wish I could let you travel with us, but I cannot,’ the young man was saying. Akhtar wondered when the old fellow had last been addressed as ‘abba huzoor’ by anyone. He was skin and bone, his face and hands dark and cracked by decades of labour under the sun. His eyes held the accumulated meekness of generations of marginal farmers, an unending line of people who subsisted, and endured, and in whose life there was neither much dignity nor the expectation of it.


‘I request you, malik,’ said the decrepit one, turning towards Akhtar and speaking in a wheedling tone. ‘Please, won’t you fine gentlemen allow my troupe and me to journey with you a short way? It is only a few kos, and we shall keep our distance from your magnificent selves.’


Akhtar held up his hands and said he was not with the younger man, but asked what the matter was.


‘This gentleman wants me to let his group and he travel with me to a village nearby. I cannot allow people I do not know to journey with me, but he seems to be quite difficult to convince,’ said the young man. Even his voice was soft and cultured, as if he just could not give offence.


‘Please go away, abba. I do not want to be rude with someone of your age. Please leave the gentleman alone, as he desires,’ said Akhtar.


‘Huzoor, the two of you have been sent by the Almighty to protect us on this journey. Our blessings shall be with you if you just allow us to follow you to the next village but one from here, to take part in the wedding of the sarpanch’s daughter. The roads are dangerous at any time of the day. There are dacoits. They will not spare even us, although we are poor musicians with nothing worth taking.’


Akhtar was about to say that everybody had something worth taking, but felt it would not be appropriate. The young man had turned to him with a helpless expression, as if he was not used to turning down the requests of the meek.


Akhtar gave him a polite salaam with the courtesy that one nobleman expected from another on a country road, even in times such as these.


‘I am Syed Ameer Ali of Bhopal,’ said the young man, drawing out the words at a gentle cadence. Then he waited.


Akhtar thought he was expected to recognise the name, which he could not. He could see himself through the man’s eyes: a low-ranking official, perhaps, of strong physique but not from a family of any great consequence, education or  culture. There were many such across the land in those times: people descended from great men if they looked back far enough, but with few prospects, and not much chance of advancement through physical bravery in battle, which had been the making of some of their ancestors.


But Akhtar had to live up to the expectations of his family, and conduct himself with pride. So he said, ‘I am honoured to have met you. I am a member of the Maharaja’s court in Ujjain.’ An exaggeration, it was true, perhaps even a fiction under a certain light. But the nature of reality changed between a great city like Ujjain and a humble sarai such as this one.


Ameer Ali considered Akhtar’s clothes, which were a little threadbare and a little loose, as if stitched for somebody else but only borrowed, which was true. Under his gaze, Akhtar felt like a charlatan, a parvenu of modest ambitions, and an ill-prepared one at that. Ameer Ali was polite, but made it clear that he was nobody’s courtier. He gave the impression that he held court himself, and had darwaans to deal with peasants.


Mirza Akhtar hoped the man would like the idea he was about to propose.


‘Syed Ameer, since we are travelling in the same direction, perhaps I could make a suggestion? There would be no harm in letting this old fellow and his men journey on foot behind us, if we set out together. With our two groups travelling as one, with our matchlocks and swords, we need not fear anyone on the road, and can give protection to these men, which would be a gracious act.’


Ameer Ali was not inclined to agree. He seemed to have the notion that strangers would inveigle themselves with his group and rob him. The old village musician and his troupe of ten men were thin and elderly. If they had ever possessed the capacity to offer violence, or the will, such a time had passed. If this was the mettle of thieves and robbers on the road to Bhopal, thought Mirza Akhtar, sheltered young men like Ameer Ali should have no fears about venturing abroad.


And so Ameer Ali, faced with the wheedling musician and the experienced Mirza Akhtar, gave in and agreed. There were fifteen men with him, but they were lightly armed with spear and sword, on horseback, compared to the twenty with Mirza Akhtar, who in addition to sword and spear also carried matchlocks and had been trained well in their use. Mirza Akhtar himself had two swords, one on each side of his saddle, and could use both quite well on horseback. Not that he was expecting to use them on this journey.


The two noblemen wanted to make the most of an early start and reach the next big town by dusk. About thirty paces behind their retinue and themselves went the old musicians, trying to keep pace with the trotting horses.


It was a beautiful day, one of those just before summer begins in earnest in the foothills of the Satpuras, when the traveller can almost forget that there is such a thing as a scorching midday sun. North and east from the sarai, the group entered a quiet valley and passed through a forest, with the dappled sunlight on its floor. Unknown varieties of birds called in the distance. The horses’ legs crunched the leaves and twigs on the path.


‘Syed Ameer, where are you coming from?’ asked Akhtar.


Ameer Ali thought about this, as if he was not used to people asking him such questions. Akhtar thought perhaps he had been rude. A nobleman was not expected to be rude. He did not want the young man to take offence and part ways so early in the journey.


‘We had some work in Akola,’ said Ameer Ali, after a while.  Akhtar felt he had to explain where he was coming from. It would not do if Ameer Ali thought he was of little account.


‘My men and I have been travelling a long distance. We come from Poona, where we had to perform an important task. And we take a horse as a gift to the young Maharaja,’ said Akhtar.


Ameer Ali said, ‘It is a fine horse. I was wondering why you would not ride it.’ He said this with the air of somebody who had seen many fine horses every day of his life, and did not wish to be impolite towards somebody who had not. Akhtar felt even more of an imposter. His father would have said he was not trying hard enough.


‘How is the young Maharaja?’ said Ameer Ali.


‘He is well, although there have been difficulties with his mother,’ said Akhtar. He knew of matters in the higher circles of the court only through indirect means.


‘Life in court is full of such incidents. It can be difficult to deal with in the best of times,’ said Ameer Ali.


‘And how are matters in Bhopal?’


‘The Nawab Begum rules with assurance and dignity. The city flourishes, as much as it can in such times. People like us are happier in Bhopal than in Ujjain, Mirza sahib,’ said Ameer Ali.


Akhtar was not sure if he meant Muslim noblemen in general or descendants of the Mughal aristocracy.


‘It has been a long time since I visited Poona. My father used to go often in his youth, when he was a wrestler. This was before he went to live in the domains of the Nawab of Bhopal. The Peshwa had lauded his skills on the wrestling floor. But in my own sight, the city changed. Once it was the greatest in the land. Now all you will see are fine houses and establishments of British army officers. All you will find a mention of is their name,’ said Ameer Ali.


Mirza Akhtar could hear the regret and anger in his voice, almost a lament for a world that had been, and now was not. He did not know enough of that world—he suspected his father’s family had been involved in a small way in its demise—but he could not doubt the pain and sorrow that the young man felt. This was a man of honour, a man who saw and understood things in the world far greater than himself. There was little place in Akhtar’s world for such men, but he could recognise them when he saw them. They did not last for very long when left to fend for themselves.


Towards the early afternoon the travellers emerged from the valley and passed a small path which appeared to lead to the first village after the sarai. A short distance later, around the shoulder of a rock-strewn hill, they came across a large group of men resting by the side of the road.


Ameer Ali was tense, and remarked on this. Akhtar too saw the men, and knew he need not worry. Around thirty in number, mostly clad in loincloths, they were farmers from someplace nearby and greeted the musicians with cheer. The old musician walked up to the noblemen, accompanied by one of the farmers, and bowed. It was clear that aristocrats seldom passed by this sliver of the countryside, and they were treated like celebrities. Even Mirza Akhtar was touched.


‘Huzoor, these men are from our biradari, and are on their way to the wedding. They wish to thank you for letting us travel in your shadow.’


Ameer Ali too was touched, and accepted their thanks.


‘We are about to begin our lunch, huzoor. It is nothing, a little gosht and some rice, poor fare for gentlemen like you. But it is part of the wedding feast which we are taking to the village, and it would mean a lot to us if we could share it with you before you continue on your journey,’ said the other farmer.  Ameer Ali was in two minds. He was unwilling to eat the food of strangers, even more when they were not of his rank or position. He reined his horse in towards Akhtar and murmured, ‘Mirza sahib, I defer to your knowledge of such matters, but we have heard of Dhaturias, who would feed poison to unwary travellers and leave them insensate, robbed of everything. It is vital that we not eat from the hands of strangers, but I do not wish to appear rude in front of these poor people.’


Of such material were high aristocrats made. The Nawab Begum’s future was not bright if Ameer Ali was any indication. The man might subscribe to lofty ideals, but could not seem to take a decision in the real world for fear of peril, real or imagined.


Akhtar said, ‘Perhaps if only some of us were to eat, while the others stood guard, we could be seen as polite without being vulnerable. Although I do not see any reason to suspect these men, who appear to be just poor farmers.’


Ameer said, ‘That is an excellent idea.’ He smiled in gratitude. He might have been familiar with kings, but he had much to learn about the road.


The two farmers, who had been standing to attention and ignoring the murmurs of the aristocrats, now came back to life and began shouting instructions to their fellow villagers.


The two noblemen got off their horses and walked beyond the road, through the trees, to a clearing in a grove where the farmers had already begun preparing their food. The armed retinue followed them.


‘You do not travel often, I think, Syed Ameer,’ said Akhtar.


‘It is true,’ admitted Ameer Ali. ‘Therefore I appear suspicious and perhaps impolite. But one simply does not know who to trust.’


‘One should be careful indeed, but if one travels long enough and often, one knows a thing or two. Just as one nobleman can trust another, we must also be gracious towards poor peasants such as these, even though they have little,’ said Akhtar.


Thus they arrived at the clearing, and began their unexpected feast. The food was spicy and flavourful, and if it was hewn too rough for the delicate palates and constitutions of Ameer Ali or even Mirza Akhtar, they gave no sign of it, and neither did some of their soldiers who were allowed to eat in the first sitting. The old musicians now declared they would sing a song in honour of the huzoors. It was loud music, full of drumbeats which echoed in the grove and earthy, peasant words. Akhtar felt Ameer was more comfortable with Urdu poetry in a quiet room, but bore the din with grace.


The day wore on. The two men finished their meal.


‘I must say that was unexpected and satisfying, Mirza Akhtar. I am thankful that I met you,’ said Ameer Ali, rinsing his fingers with water and running them across his mouth. Akhtar found his gratitude touching.


‘In fact, I am feeling a little sleepy,’ said Ameer Ali.


Mirza Akhtar smiled. ‘You must really travel more often, Syed Ameer. Perhaps you could go on a much longer journey,’ he said, and tried to rise. His legs gave out under him and he fell back.


Ameer Ali smiled at Akhtar, and gestured to the farmers. ‘Dhar dal,’ he said.


Akhtar could not understand what that meant. He wondered what dialect it was. But there were other questions crowding his mind. Strong hands had snaked a piece of cloth around his neck. Other hands now clasped his arms to the ground, and yet others his body and legs. How had they appeared with such speed? He could not tell.  Akhtar was a strong man in his prime. Even when drugged and sitting, he could have been a formidable adversary. But the ruhmal around his neck was held by a man with an iron grip. Akhtar was kept immobile as the scarf tightened. His body began to spasm, but even that was reduced by the grip of the hands on his limbs.


Around the clearing, Akhtar’s matchlock men, both sitting and standing, were being strangled at the same time by their hosts and Ameer Ali’s men. One after the other, the thrashing victims lay still. Finally, the musicians ended their wails and drumbeats and a silence fell on the grove.


‘The chisa was too sure of himself, but his possessions are worth it, huzoor,’ said the old musician. His task, and those of the other old men, was now to bury the bodies. One of them carried the sacred pick-axe for this purpose.


‘We must be thankful for those who are too sure of themselves and the world,’ said the man who called himself Syed Ameer Ali.


‘And the Goddess was kind to have given them to us.’


Ameer Ali smiled. ‘Yes, one could say that. Please divide the loot as is customary. You will find that the chisa was carrying several valuable items. Dispose of them with care, for some may be easy to identify. And make sure that the sarai owner is rewarded for informing us of the travellers.’


The old musician and the leader of the farmers saluted.


‘Huzoor, surely you will take a share of the valuables?’ said the farmer.


‘I do not seek anything. I will now take your leave and continue,’ said Ameer Ali, and turned away, but stopped. They were only poor farmers and did not know much about the world, but they knew of and respected tradition. And without tradition, without myth, what was anyone? He had to accept a morka, and he could choose on his own.


‘I think I shall take the horse as my share. It is beautiful.’


So, the man who called himself Syed Ameer Ali of Bhopal placed his own saddle on the skewbald stallion and mounted gracefully. Followed by his men, he turned and trotted away, heading north and east.


The farmers stood by the side of the road watching horse and rider, both erect, proud and certain in their self-regard, about their place in the order of life. And for a moment, for the watchers, the world seemed to be without blemish.
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He had brought a shovel, as he always did on these visits, although he had not used it for some time. The layer of rock which he had reached was not suitable for shovels. He had also brought a pick-axe, although it was unkind to his back. The box of much smaller tools, including several types of horse brushes and trowels, would be carried on other days by his wife, who was also the person to wield them. He had never mastered the fine touch and dexterity the smaller tools demanded, or the sculptor’s awareness his wife had, the knowledge of what kind and degree of pressure to apply on which kind of stone or soil.


But today the man laboured alone. Neither his wife nor Dr Spilsbury, the other regular visitors to this face of the hill, were present. His wife was at home preparing for the journey to come, and Spilsbury, civil surgeon of the district, had been called away to help a medical officer at a village.


It was evening on a Sunday. The man was on his knees on a broad ledge of the western face of Bada Simla Hill. To his north and west, the ridges of the Satpura range extended beyond the horizon. Behind him the ground fell in undulating, rocky stages to a level meadow, beyond which were the first houses and structures of the Jabalpur Camp. It was a ‘camp’ for people like him, of a certain time and social class. For others, who viewed the world from the back of a metaphorical horse and whose ancestors had seen the same world from the back of literal ones, it was a ‘cantonment’. The man on his knees knew of this distinction, but it had long ago ceased to matter for him.


He was digging in the limestone bed of the ledge with a trowel. Upon a faded cloth on the ground behind him were two irregular pieces of bone, each as wide as his thigh. Neither was complete; only an expert in anatomy would have been able to identify their location on the body. A person unused to cadavers would still not have felt the frisson of revulsion caused by the sight of exhumed remains. Time and untold geological processes had drained the fragments; there was little to distinguish them from the layer of rock in which they had been embedded, and which still covered them in places. They were bone only in shape and structure. They were bone not because they carried on them the sign of once having been the frame of a living creature, but because they could not be rock.


He dug with the trowel along a straight line of thirty feet, marked by thin ropes tied to four sticks at either end, in a rectangle. Other lengths of rope extended from the sticks, creating rectangular grids wherever they intersected. At some spots on the rock bed within these grids were other sticks which marked places.


The grid and the diggings had been the result of two years of patient and slow work by William Henry Sleeman, his wife Amelie Josephine and Spilsbury. But today Sleeman worked alone and was thus slower and more careful than usual. He was in an unfortunate middle ground: he was neither the type who could take a shovel to a rock and terrify it into submission, nor a delicate craftsman who could make the rock reveal its secrets at his pace.


The creature in the hill would have slumbered undisturbed if Brigadier General Joseph O’Halloran, commanding officer of the Sagar division, had not ordered a road to be driven along the western shoulder of Bada Simla, for the passage of gun carriages. On a rather similar early winter afternoon,  Sleeman and Spilsbury were riding past when they found that the work had not been going well. The fickle layers of sandstone and basalt of which Bada Simla was made had slid down the western face after attempts to cut through the shoulder of the hill. Amid the rubble, Sleeman had found the first of the bone fragments, and had started digging on the side of the hill. The gun carriage road was finished to the satisfaction of the general, who had no interest in petrified creatures. The hill became a mild obsession for Sleeman and Spilsbury, more so because it was miserly in giving up its secrets. For each piece of bone they found, for each layer of rock they explored, there were countless geological culs-de-sac.


What the creature was, they did not know. The only safe guess they could hazard was its size, which was gargantuan, and its antiquity. The only point on which Amelie and they agreed was Bada Simla could not be the sole resting place of these giants. Spilsbury said he had found a likely candidate in Narsinghpur, while Sleeman had his eye on another hill spur nearer home.


The afternoon signalled it was about to end with a sudden breeze along the western face. Sleeman, sweaty in his undershirt and long johns, halted his work and put the small tools away, his movements slow. He washed his hands with water from a small goatskin bag, and wrapped the two bone fragments in the cloth. Even a find as paltry as this was rewarding. There had been weeks when they had found nothing at all.


He walked down the hill to where his horse was tethered. His legs were stiff and his hands ached. He was hungry. Lunch had not been satisfying. The days before a long journey always affected him thus. Each monsoon left him weaker, and although still capable of exertions and intense bouts of physical activity, he had become slow and deliberate in his movements. The older he became in his body, and the more frail, the more intensely he wanted to focus on the powers of his mind, as a form of compensation. At least that is what he told Amelie. She was twenty years younger to him, and found such a necessary transaction incredible.


He had never been a natural horseman, but had at least been competent in his youth. Now it was a mode of transport he used with reluctance, for it was not kind on all the joints and limbs which had been worn down the most. He tied the implements and the pouch of bones to the saddle, picked up an old army coat, wore it and climbed on the horse.


The coat’s colour had faded from its original bright scarlet to an indifferent red, but Sleeman still found, or thought he did, some kind of meaning in wearing it while riding. He could not quite explain why. Perhaps it was just the residual habit of a former army officer.


He rode down the hill and across the meadow, passing the skeleton of a cannon carriage rusting under the sun, a discarded remnant from one of the Bengal Army’s artillery units which practiced on the cantonment range, of which the meadow was a part.


Sleeman’s modest house was on the northern edge of the cantonment, between the officers’ houses and the civilians’, symbolic in the position he occupied: he was the head of the civil administration of Jabalpur district, and assistant to the governor-general’s agent who was in charge of the twelve districts which comprised Sagar and Narmada Agency, of which Jabalpur was the capital. Beyond the eastern side of the grounds lay the forest, and spotted deer often grazed near the house.


The first traces of dusk were falling when Sleeman dismounted and entered the house, carrying the tools and the cloth bundle. He stood for a few moments at the  entrance to the inner courtyard, listening to Amelie talking to an old woman. Amelie had been visiting the villages near Jabalpur and enquiring about the folk music of these parts. She was compiling an account of the oral musical traditions of the province. The house saw village singers visiting to talk to Amelie, and now that she had finished supervising the household’s preparations for the long journey east, she had been revisiting her notes and had more questions for the singers.


It was an animated conversation. Amelie’s knowledge of music, or at least the Western classical tradition, was substantial, the result of an education in the Continent in the years of Louis the Desired. She had brought to her studies in Indian folk music the kind of sensibilities that learning classical music required. She still used the same technical terms in her writings, for instance, although she admitted that there were fundamental differences. But she was thorough in her inquiries and her knowledge of Hindi was almost as good as his own, even though he had been in India since before she was even born. Sleeman wished he could understand more of music than he did, but he had long ago come to terms with his limitations. It was enough if he could understand the direction of Amelie’s studies.


She looked up when she saw him step into the courtyard, and the old woman stood up. Amelie smiled and pointed to the bundle in Sleeman’s hands. He held up two fingers and walked towards her to show the finds.


‘They are identical in size. They must be from the lower spine, but the doctor can confirm it,’ said Amelie, holding up one of the fragments in the twilight.


‘Yes, they must be. I hope your musicians have told you everything you needed to know.’


‘Oh, not everything. I should hope not. But the lyrics of some of the songs she remembers from her village and the neighbourhood are similar to what the Bundelas sing in Orchha. Do you recall those songs?’


Sleeman did, or at least the tunes. He had heard them first from some Bundelas in the army: songs about a long-dead prince-saint.


They were to start out early the next morning for Calcutta. It was going to be a long journey, and Sleeman was already exhausted at the thought of it. But he had to go, to present his report to Government House in the absence of the agent, who was unwell. And there had been a letter from the secretary to the governor-general, requesting a meeting in person when he was in Calcutta.


He loved Calcutta as much as he could love any city after all the places he had seen. He would even have agreed with those who considered it the greatest city in the world, a repository of the finest and most murky tendencies of the human species, a great cauldron of activity and purpose. But it wasn’t so much the Byzantine corridors of Government House that attracted him as his friends and correspondents in Calcutta. He would go because he had been summoned, but he was pleased with the prospect of the journey only because he would meet people with whom he had been corresponding about the bones for a long time. As far as Government House went, he would have avoided a visit if he could. It was never a good sign when the powerful asked if one would be kind enough to meet them. Great changes were afoot in the establishment at Calcutta, from what he had heard. Such changes often resulted in martyrs, and such martyrs were often drawn from the ranks of the inordinately ambitious, which he was not, or the indifferent, which he was.


The lamps had been lit by the time he had washed the grime off his hands and feet and gone to the study, deposited  the bundle on the desk and lit his pipe. He took out one of the bone fragments and turned them around in his hands. The size of the fragments lately had been much smaller than the first few finds. This could be, he had told Amelie, for two reasons. First, because the largest fragments were the easiest to discover. Or second, the bone fragments were part of a whole and tapered in one direction. He knew enough about bones to agree with her that the first finds had resembled a long section of vertebrae not attached to the ribs. Therefore, these were likely to be the bones of a giant animal with a tail, an animal far larger than the largest elephant he had ever seen.


He opened his journal, where he had written about their impressions of the finds and the geological structure of Bada Simla. At a very early point in the excavations he had decided to locate the finds in grids based on letters and numbers. Now, the journal showed the distribution of the bone fragments, the depth at which they had been found and their relative distance from one another. He wished he had studied more geology, if not animal taxonomy. He would have to wait for Amelie to join him. Spilsbury was sure to visit sometime in the evening. He could no more stay away from the creature in the hill than Sleeman or Amelie.


‘There is nothing yet,’ wrote Sleeman in his careful hand in the journal, ‘to indicate the presence of another creature, since all the bone fragments found so far appear to be from the same animal. The sandstone stratum in which the fragments were embedded is of an average uniform depth of…’


He wondered about the age of the creature in the rock, and the age of the rock itself. How much could be known from the bones? When one thought about it, how much could be known from any kind of bone? The ex-soldier in him said: a sword or bullet injury would show in the bones. A cause of death. But what of the detritus of life? If somebody were to study his bones many years after he had been dead and buried, what would they know of him? Not much, beyond his height and gender, and perhaps whether he had been well-fed on an average. What would they know of how he had lived, of his thoughts, or his rise, his fall or how he had striven? Nothing at all. Only the barest signature of his time on earth would remain.


He sat and stared at the bones in the flickering lamplight, waiting for Amelie and the doctor, and for illumination.
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It was a place of fictions at once large and small; harmless and profound; meaningless and pregnant with the shapes of futures.


Sleeman climbed down from a creaking carriage at the steps leading up to Government House, the office and residence of the governor-general in Calcutta. Amelie and he, along with their household staff and office assistants, had made a long, wearying and slow overland journey from Jabalpur to Benares, and then by ferry down the Ganga to Calcutta. The great metropolis was almost directly due east from Jabalpur, but there had been no question of travelling through the forbidding forests of Chhotanagpur to Bengal with unarmed civilians.


The small fiction was the governor of Bengal was now the governor-general of India, and therefore primus inter pares among the governors of Bombay and Madras. The large fiction was the reassurance for visiting princes that they were still masters of their dominions. A yet larger fiction was this empire which was still being forged was of the East India Company. Between the courts of the native princes and the directors of the Company, it could not be said who was more wilful in their delusion.


Standing at the bottom of the steps of Government House, the provincial nature of Sleeman’s station in life was borne upon him. He was willing to deal only with those changes which affected his district, or the small orbit of his life, but was aware that the great workings of the empire had a way of washing up on a distant shore like Jabalpur as well.


He had been in Calcutta for two days, at the lodgings of the political department at Fort William, before being informed in writing to present himself at the office of the governor-general’s secretary. With him were two Indian assistants deputed by the agent, carrying official documents and other effects. The Sagar and Narmada Agency was new, carved out of the debris of Maratha might in central India, but while a portion of the task of restructuring the administration yet remained, it was a tranquil backwater compared to some other places, and the political department had few complaints.


Sleeman walked up the steps, rather stiff in his ceremonial captain’s uniform, wearing a girdle to present a trim figure at the waist because Amelie had insisted, although it was unexpected of her. Sleeman never wore a girdle in Jabalpur. It did not seem to matter there in the mofussil. But in the midst of Calcutta’s finery, he supposed, he had to make some concessions, even though the girdle made it difficult for him to breathe freely. He wondered how his fellow former officers, now on their way to being fat middle-aged Company men in Calcutta, managed this every day.


Reports had to be presented to nameless clerks and writers in ill-lit rooms at the end of interminable corridors. Assurances had to be made, and messages from the agent conveyed, about the settling of Jabalpur and administration of the province, anomalies with taxation and the functioning of the diwani adalats. The numerous grouses and grievances generated by the process of everyday administration, which sound so much the more alarming when they happen seven hundred miles away.


But at last, all contests were settled, all passion spent, and Sleeman was directed to the office of the secretary, where he was asked to wait on a wooden bench in an ante-room.  Around and beyond was the hum of Government House, the workings of the very insides of the imperial machine. The men who garrisoned this floor were fell creatures with implacable expressions and purpose, headquarters men who would have been at home on the Palatine Hill or Ctesiphon or Qaraqorum. They were either vultures who saw much, missed little and were immune to gore, or homunculi with arcane talents and specialties who laboured in dim burrows and emerged with great reluctance, passing around and beyond Sleeman on mysterious errands.


He waited, knowing that if he waited long enough one of the vultures, if not a homunculus, would remember that they had known Amelie’s father in the Continent when they had all been young. He waited, but this did not happen, and he was at last ushered into the secretary’s office along with his assistants, who placed their bags on a side table, saluted the figure sitting behind a large desk, and left.


William Hay Macnaghten had aged considerably in the years since Sleeman had seen him last. He smiled, peering over his spectacles, like a keen breed of owl who would have asked an important question if he had not forgotten it just at that moment. Macnaghten was five years younger than Sleeman, but had begun to look a decade older.


Perhaps it was the cares of high office. Perhaps it was the burdens of a difficult decade. An old India hand, born to a judge in Madras, Macnaghten was now the second most powerful man in Calcutta, and therefore the recipient of much of the crown’s responsibilities and expectations. From what Sleeman had heard of him, Macnaghten should have been thriving, but perhaps the weight of the crown was beginning to tell.


‘Good morning, Captain Sleeman. I believe we last met in Allahabad two years ago,’ said Macnaghten.


‘We did, Mr Macnaghten. Thank you for remembering.’


‘Oh, I would not forget, I would not forget. How is Lady Amelie?’


Of course Macnaghten would remember who Amelie’s father was. Noblesse, for the secretary, was eternal. Lady Amelie was well, having prepared a long list of excuses to avoid meeting the luminaries of Government House unless her friends in Calcutta compelled her to. She had inherited a dislike for imperators from her father, who remembered Napoleon. Sleeman assured Macnaghten that she was well, and did not mention the list of excuses.


Macnaghten smiled and gestured at an empty chair across the desk from him. Sleeman sat and waited again while the secretary bent to his work and scribbled on the papers at his desk for a few minutes. Then he pushed them away and looked up. Sleeman was not certain if an assistant was expected to materialise and remove the papers.


‘I trust the journey down the river was safe?’


‘Safe.’ What an odd word to use. Comfortable, perhaps. But ‘safe’?


‘It was, Mr Macnaghten.’


‘Good. That is reassuring. And Jabalpur has been kind to you, after Narsinghpur? I remember being told you had a difficult few years in Narsinghpur.’


Macnaghten had a frightening memory when he chose to have one. Sleeman’s two years as magistrate in Narsinghpur had been harrowing, but of no import to anyone except himself, and hardly a matter of interest to Government House.


‘One can’t, of course, choose one’s trials, or know when to expect them,’ said Macnaghten and stared at the wall behind Sleeman, who remained silent. Whether it was meant to be in a prophetic vein or a casual remark, he could not tell. The secretary then stared at his desk, as if looking for something he had misplaced.  ‘So, Jabalpur has been kinder to you. I am glad, I am glad indeed. The mofussils have been administered well, we think. Which is a relief. We have so many concerns on the borders, as it were. We always seem to have unfinished work in Burma, and now we have interests in Afghanistan. It would not do to have restive provinces in the centre, would it?’


Macnaghten peered into the distance again.


‘There will be changes, Sleeman. We are working on them, as you must have heard. We have larger responsibilities now. We need to forge a different relationship with the princes, and we need to administer our provinces better. It is not just about the Company any more, you know. The honour of the Crown is at stake. So there will be changes.’


Since Sleeman did not know how to respond to this, he chose to stay silent.


‘I do not recall ever visiting the northern coast of Cornwall. You were born there, were you not?’ said Macnaghten.


‘Yes, at the town of Stratton.’ Another odd way to lead up to an innocent question.


‘I do hope that part of the coast is doing well.’


‘I do not know. I have not visited it since I came to India.’


‘Have you not? I see. But you have been to England, at least?’


‘No, Mr Macnaghten.’


‘Not even once?’


‘I do not seem to have managed to leave since.’


‘How long ago did you come?’


‘I received my commission just after attending college, in 1806. I left England in 1809.’


Macnaghten was silent for a while.


‘Your service record is exemplary, captain, as is your record in the political department. We have also been impressed with your surveys and reports on the native society of the Agency. You have an interesting approach to administration. We need more people like you. Here I have a report from you about the castes and sub-castes of Jabalpur district. It seems you have divided them by population, occupation and income. Am I correct?’


‘Only by population and income, although we do not know enough about the income of certain jatis, or how to estimate it. There is no difference between caste and occupation among some, particularly the upper castes. We have also found that caste identities are fluid among some lower castes. In some cases, those who we had been given to consider as Hindu are not thought to be so by the upper castes. It is a complex situation, and I understand only a little of it.’


‘Yes, naturally. But you have also, it seems, made extensive studies of the societies in the central provinces, and I am told your knowledge of Hindustani and Persian is encyclopedic. Am I correct in assuming you have the best knowledge of central India among Company officers there?’


‘I wish I could say that, Mr Macnaghten. But there are limitations to how much one can know about or study the princely states and the people who live in them.’


‘Indeed. And that is another matter that I must discuss with you. The existing arrangement with the princely states, Sleeman, means there have to be strict limits to the inquiries we can make within their territories, unless it affects us in a direct manner. And now, to our regret, we have a matter here which does concern us, namely the Company and the Crown.’


For a moment Sleeman wondered whether Macnaghten was deliberately referring to the Company and Crown together, as a hint that the two were to be seen in the same light, at least in India. Then he remembered that he must not  read much into the semantics of Calcutta politicians because their concerns, beyond a point, were not his.


‘We have, of course, no complaints about the administration of the Agency, including your own district. Compared to what is happening along the Irawaddy, Sleeman, central India is an oasis of calm. Even Bombay could not claim that.’


Sleeman had heard of rumours that another rebellion had been launched by the Kolis near Dakor, north of the Gaikwad state. He wondered how bad the situation was.


‘Therefore, no, we do not have a military problem in your parts, Sleeman, or even a political one, except the fact that when you are in my seat you will find most problems are, in the end, political. No, what we have here is an issue of law and, as it were, order.’


Here Macnaghten held up a finger, stood and walked to a shelf of papers to his left, from where he picked up a sheaf of documents and returned.


‘I believe you had written a report about a gang of robbers which were said to strangle people, while you were at Narsinghpur?’


‘I did, Mr Macnaghten. There had been some accounts of what the locals call Phansigars, and there had been a reported incident, with an eyewitness.’


‘Yes. This is your report. I have read it. This is quite exhaustive, given the paucity of evidence. There were similar reports from other districts over the years, but nothing much seems to have been done about it by anybody. Now it appears that there have been what I can only term as complaints, Sleeman. The princes in your neighbourhood have been writing letters and allegations—and directly to my office, mind you—about each other. Ordinarily this would not be surprising, but they have been, we find, accusing one another of harbouring gangs of robbers, including these Phansigars, who have been preying on travellers in the countryside. Just recently we received a letter from the court of the Scindia himself, in Ujjain. It seems a caravan led by a nobleman, travelling from Poona, disappeared on its way north. Nobody seems to know what happened. The caravan was bringing a very expensive horse to the Scindia’s stables, and they are unhappy about it, I am told.’


‘A horse, Mr Secretary?’


‘That is what the letter mentions. Moreover, the nobleman is from an important Mughal family in Delhi, now fallen on hard times. But the tone of the Scindia’s letter suggests the loss of the horse is much worse. And here we have a yaddasht from the Nawab Begum in Bhopal, reminding us of an earlier complaint by her that Phansigars from the state of Gwalior prey on her subjects at will.


‘Therefore the governor-general has decided to take some definite steps about it. You will recall reading that it took our armies some time to uproot the Pindaris. I am not saying this problem requires a similar campaign, of course. Far from it. And we cannot have the army chasing every robber and highwayman in the mofussil. But we have, as I am certain you know, an existing Department for the Suppression of Dacoits. We would like you to work for it. This will be in addition to your duties in Jabalpur. You will have certain powers to investigate and suggest courses of action in the princely states. But not extensive powers, you understand. I leave that to your discretion. You can expect all possible assistance from my office. You can choose your men to assist you in this. I believe you have a junior officer from your former regiment also posted at your office, a Lieutenant Reynolds?’


‘Yes, Mr Secretary.’  ‘You can include him in your departmental team for this purpose.’


It was not as if Sleeman had any choice in the matter, since these decisions had been made much before he had arrived in Calcutta. In any case, he would have placed a request to have Reynolds working with him on this.


‘Mr Macnaghten, what am I expected to do?’


Macnaghten frowned, as if a difficult problem had been posed to him, or an unexpected reversal had occurred. The frown lasted till he had gathered his thoughts.


‘Captain, your province is still being forged out of decades of warfare. There is much we are to learn about it. In this case, the allegations are that the hand of an organised gang of robbers, known for strangling its victims, can be found across the land. These allegations are not new, but we find that nobody has understood the extent of it, or the facts of the matter, or what is to be done about it. The forging of a province cannot happen unless the law, such as it is, can be enforced to the satisfaction of the people. Of interested parties. Therefore, we would like you to understand the problem and explain it to us.’


‘Mr Secretary, in the course of my investigations, will I have the power to make arrests and bring the accused to trial?’


‘Yes, you will, but only within Sagar and Narmada. For accused persons from other provinces, you will have to involve the respective diwani adalats and magistrates for trial, and assist them regarding the gathering of evidence. Please do not hesitate to ask my office for any assistance you require at any point. I hope that answers your question.’


‘It does, Mr Secretary.’


‘Very well. We believe you are the right person for this delicate task. One would like to keep the young Maharaja and the Nawab Begum happy, but one would also like to see the task done properly. Please do keep that in mind in the course of your work.’


‘I will.’


Macnaghten smiled, clapped his hands and stood up. ‘Very well, then. If you would care to accompany me, captain.’


Sleeman was led outside and down the corridor to doors guarded by two sepoys and a dwarf palm of uncertain provenance, which opened onto a broad staircase. The doors shut behind them and they walked upstairs to another set of guarded doors and entered a large, sunlit room with open windows. A man stood with his back towards them, staring out at the gardens. He turned around when he heard them enter and walked towards them.


‘Captain Sleeman. I am delighted to meet you once more,’ said Lord William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck, the former governor of Bengal province and, for the past year-and-ahalf, the first governor-general of India.


In Sleeman’s experience, difficult though it was to believe, extreme privilege could, on occasion, give rise to people of exceptional drive. Bentinck was such a person. However, exceptional privilege also meant people like Bentinck were fated to be surprised that the world was not always prepared to understand their vision. Disappointment, or even failure, did not sit easily with them. Sleeman had found that the world only made sense when it was compelled to do so. The Bentincks he had known often did not understand this.


Sleeman had last met Bentinck during the same Allahabad visit where Macnaghten had been present. Over the years, Sleeman had met Bentinck a few times, with greater frequency when the former had been posted in Calcutta while in the 12th Regiment of the Bengal Army. As Sleeman drifted into civilian posts around the country, he  had followed accounts of Bentinck in Italy and other distant parts of the world.


Power sat with ease on the governor-general, and he had a certain kind of charisma, Sleeman was aware. But it was not the mere fact that the son of a former prime minister had now found himself in the possession of power more concentrated than what any other man in India had wielded since the Great Mughals.
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