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On	Wings	of	Sleep

On	wings	of	sleep
I	dreamt	I	flew
Across	the	valley	drenched	in	dew
Over	the	roof-tops
Into	the	forest
Swooping	low
Where	the	Sambhur	belled
And	the	peacocks	flew.
And	the	dawn	broke
Rose-pink	behind	the	mountains
And	the	river	ran	silver	and	gold
As	I	glided	over	the	trees
Drifting	with	the	dawn	breeze
Across	the	river,
over	fields	of	corn.
And	the	world	awoke
To	a	new	day,	a	new	dawn.
	
Time	to	fly	home,
As	the	sun	rose,	red	and	angry,
Ready	to	singe	my	wings,
I	returned	to	my	sleeping	form,
Creaking	bed	and	dusty	window-pane,
To	dream	of	flying	with	the	wind	again.



The	Wind	on	Haunted	Hill

hoo,	 whoo,	 whoo,	 cried	 the	 wind	 as	 it	 swept	 down	 from	 the	 Himalayan
snows.	 It	 hurried	 over	 the	 hills	 and	 passes	 and	 hummed	 and	 moaned
through	the	tall	pines	and	deodars.	There	was	little	on	Haunted	Hill	to	stop

the	wind—only	a	few	stunted	trees	and	bushes	and	the	ruins	of	a	small	settlement.
On	the	slopes	of	the	next	hill	was	a	village.	People	kept	large	stones	on	their	tin

roofs	to	prevent	them	from	being	blown	off.	There	was	nearly	always	a	strong	wind
in	these	parts.	Three	children	were	spreading	clothes	out	to	dry	on	a	low	stone	wall,
putting	a	stone	on	each	piece.

Eleven-year-old	 Usha,	 dark-haired	 and	 rose-cheeked,	 struggled	 with	 her
grandfather's	long,	loose	shirt.	Her	younger	brother,	Suresh,	was	doing	his	best	to
hold	down	a	bedsheet,	while	Usha's	friend,	Binya,	a	slightly	older	girl,	helped.

Once	 everything	was	 firmly	 held	 down	 by	 stones,	 they	 climbed	 up	 on	 the	 flat
rocks	and	sat	there	sunbathing	and	staring	across	the	fields	at	the	ruins	on	Haunted
Hill.

"I	must	go	to	the	bazaar	today,"	said	Usha.
"I	wish	I	could	come	too,"	said	Binya.	"But	I	have	to	help	with	the	cows."
"I	can	come!"	said	eight-year-old	Suresh.	He	was	always	ready	to	visit	the	bazaar,

which	was	three	miles	away,	on	the	other	side	of	the	hill.
"No,	you	can't,"	said	Usha.	"You	must	help	Grandfather	chop	wood."
"Won't	you	feel	scared	returning	alone?"	he	asked.	"There	are	ghosts	on	Haunted

Hill!"
"I'll	be	back	before	dark.	Ghosts	don't	appear	during	the	clay."
"Are	there	lots	of	ghosts	in	the	ruins?"	asked	Binya.
"Grandfather	 says	 so.	He	 says	 that	 over	 a	 hundred	 years	 ago,	 some	Britishers

lived	on	 the	hill.	But	 the	 settlement	was	 always	being	 struck	by	 lightning,	 so	 they
moved	away."

"But	if	they	left,	why	is	the	place	visited	by	ghosts?"
"Because—Grandfather	says—during	a	terrible	storm,	one	of	the	houses	was	hit

by	lightning,	and	everyone	in	it	was	killed.	Even	the	children."



"How	many	children?"
"Two.	 A	 boy	 and	 his	 sister.	 Grandfather	 saw	 them	 playing	 there	 in	 the

moonlight."
"Wasn't	he	frightened?"
"No.	Old	people	don't	mind	ghosts."
Usha	set	out	for	the	bazaar	at	two	in	the	afternoon.	It	was	about	an	hour's	walk.

The	path	went	through	yellow	fields	of	flowering	mustard,	then	along	the	saddle	of
the	hill,	and	up,	straight	through	the	ruins.	Usha	had	often	gone	that	way	to	shop	at
the	bazaar	or	to	see	her	aunt,	who	lived	in	the	town	nearby.

Wild	flowers	bloomed	on	the	crumbling	walls	of	the	ruins,	and	a	wild	plum	tree
grew	straight	out	of	the	floor	of	what	had	once	been	a	hall.	It	was	covered	with	soft,
white	blossoms.	Lizards	scuttled	over	the	stones,	while	a	whistling	thrush,	 its	deep
purple	plumage	glistening	 in	 the	sunshine,	 sat	on	a	window-sill	 and	sang	 its	heart
out.

Usha	sang	too,	as	she	skipped	lightly	along	the	path,	which	dipped	steeply	down
to	the	valley	and	led	to	the	little	town	with	its	quaint	bazaar.

Moving	 leisurely,	Usha	bought	 spices,	 sugar	 and	matches.	With	 the	 two	 rupees
she	 had	 saved	 from	 her	 pocket-money,	 she	 chose	 a	 necklace	 of	 amber-coloured
beads	for	herself	and	some	marbles	for	Suresh.	Then	she	had	her	mother's	slippers
repaired	at	a	cobbler's	shop.

Finally,	Usha	went	to	visit	Aunt	Lakshmi	at	her	flat	above	the	shops.	They	were
talking	and	drinking	cups	of	hot,	sweet	tea	when	Usha	realized	that	dark	clouds	had
gathered	over	the	mountains.	She	quickly	picked	up	her	things,	said	good-bye	to	her
aunt,	and	set	out	for	the	village.

Strangely,	 the	 wind	 had	 dropped.	 The	 trees	 were	 still,	 the	 crickets	 silent.	 The
crows	flew	round	in	circles,	then	settled	in	an	oak	tree.

'I	must	get	home	before	dark,'	thought	Usha,	hurrying	along	the	path.
But	the	sky	had	darkened	and	a	deep	rumble	echoed	over	the	hills.	Usha	felt	the

first	heavy	drop	of	rain	hit	her	cheek.	Holding	the	shopping	bag	close	to	her	body,
she	quickened	her	pace	until	 she	was	almost	 running.	The	raindrops	were	coming
down	 faster	 now—cold,	 stinging	 pellets	 of	 rain.	 A	 flash	 of	 lightning	 sharply
outlined	the	ruins	on	the	hill,	and	then	all	was	dark	again.	Night	had	fallen.

'I'll	 have	 to	 shelter	 in	 the	 ruins,'	 Usha	 thought	 and	 began	 to	 run.	 Suddenly	 the
wind	sprang	up	again,	but	she	did	not	have	to	fight	it.	It	was	behind	her	now,	helping
her	along,	up	the	steep	path	and	on	to	the	brow	of	the	hill.	There	was	another	flash
of	lightning,	followed	by	a	peal	of	thunder.	The	ruins	loomed	before	her,	grim	and
forbidding.

Usha	remembered	part	of	an	old	roof	that	would	give	some	shelter.	It	would	be
better	than	trying	to	go	on.	In	the	dark,	with	the	howling	wind,	she	might	stray	off
the	path	and	fall	over	the	edge	of	the	cliff.



Whoo,	whoo,	whoo,	howled	the	wind.	Usha	saw	the	wild	plum	tree	swaying,	its
foliage	thrashing	against	the	ground.	She	found	her	way	into	the	ruins,	helped	by	the
constant	 flicker	 of	 lightning.	Usha	 placed	 her	 hands	 flat	 against	 a	 stone	wall	 and
moved	sideways,	hoping	to	reach	the	sheltered	corner.	Suddenly,	her	hand	touched
something	 soft	 and	 furry,	 and	 she	 gave	 a	 startled	 cry.	 Her	 cry	 was	 answered	 by
another—half	snarl,	half	screech—as	something	leapt	away	in	the	darkness.

With	a	sigh	of	relief	Usha	realized	that	it	was	the	cat	that	lived	in	the	ruins.	For	a
moment	 she	had	been	 frightened,	but	now	she	moved	quickly	along	 the	wall	until
she	heard	the	rain	drumming	on	a	remnant	of	a	tin	roof.	Crouched	in	a	corner,	she
found	some	shelter.	But	the	tin	sheet	groaned	and	clattered	as	if	it	would	sail	away
any	moment.

Usha	remembered	that	across	this	empty	room	stood	an	old	fireplace.	Perhaps	it
would	be	drier	there	under	the	blocked	chimney.	But	she	would	not	attempt	to	find	it
just	now—she	might	lose	her	way	altogether.

Her	 clothes	 were	 soaked	 and	 water	 streamed	 down	 from	 her	 hair,	 forming	 a
puddle	at	her	feet.	She	thought	she	heard	a	faint	cry—the	cat	again,	or	an	owl?	Then
the	storm	blotted	out	all	other	sounds.

There	had	been	no	 time	 to	 think	of	ghosts,	but	now	 that	 she	was	 settled	 in	one
place,	Usha	remembered	Grandfather's	story	about	the	lightning-blasted	ruins.	She
hoped	and	prayed	that	lightning	would	not	strike	her.

Thunder	boomed	over	the	hills,	and	the	lightning	came	quicker	now.	Then	there
was	 a	 bigger	 flash,	 and	 for	 a	moment	 the	 entire	 ruin	was	 lit	 up.	A	 streak	 of	 blue
sizzled	along	the	floor	of	the	building.	Usha	was	staring	straight	ahead,	and,	as	the
opposite	wall	lit	up,	she	saw,	crouching	in	front	of	the	unused	fireplace,	two	small
figures—children!

The	 ghostly	 figures	 seemed	 to	 look	 up	 and	 stare	 back	 at	 Usha.	 And	 then
everything	was	dark	again.

Usha's	 heart	was	 in	 her	mouth.	 She	 had	 seen	without	 doubt,	 two	 ghosts	 on	 the
other	side	of	the	room.	She	wasn't	going	to	remain	in	the	ruins	one	minute	longer.

She	ran	towards	the	big	gap	in	the	wall	through	which	she	had	entered.	She	was
halfway	across	 the	open	space	when	something—someone—fell	 against	her.	Usha
stumbled,	got	up,	and	again	bumped	into	something.	She	gave	a	frightened	scream.
Someone	 else	 screamed.	 And	 then	 there	 was	 a	 shout,	 a	 boy's	 shout,	 and	 Usha
instantly	recognized	the	voice.

"Suresh!"
"Usha!"
"Binya!"
They	fell	into	each	other's	arms,	so	surprised	and	relieved	that	all	they	could	do

was	laugh	and	giggle	and	repeat	each	other's	names.
Then	Usha	said,	"I	thought	you	were	ghosts."



"We	thought	you	were	a	ghost,"	said	Suresh.
"Come	back	under	the	roof,"	said	Usha.
They	huddled	together	in	the	corner,	chattering	with	excitement	and	relief.
"When	it	grew	dark,	we	came	looking	for	you,"	said	Binya.	"And	then	the	storm

broke."
"Shall	we	run	back	together?"	asked	Usha.	"I	don't	want	to	stay	here	any	longer."
"We'll	have	to	wait,"	said	Binya.	"The	path	has	fallen	away	at	one	place.	It	won't

be	safe	in	the	dark,	in	all	this	rain."
"We'll	have	to	wait	till	morning,"	said	Suresh,	"and	I'm	so	hungry!"
The	storm	continued,	but	they	were	not	afraid	now.	They	gave	each	other	warmth

and	confidence.	Even	the	ruins	did	not	seem	so	forbidding.
After	an	hour	the	rain	stopped,	and	the	thunder	grew	more	distant.
Towards	dawn	the	whistling	thrush	began	to	sing.	Its	sweet,	broken	notes	flooded

the	 ruins	 with	 music.	 As	 the	 sky	 grew	 lighter,	 they	 saw	 that	 the	 plum	 tree	 stood
upright	again,	though	it	had	lost	all	its	blossoms.

"Let's	go,"	said	Usha.
Outside	the	ruins,	walking	along	the	brow	of	the	hill,	they	watched	the	sky	grow

pink.	When	they	were	some	distance	away,	Usha	looked	back	and	said,	"Can	you	see
something	behind	the	wall?	It's	like	a	hand	waving."

"It's	just	the	top	of	the	plum	tree,"	said	Binya.
"Good-bye,	good-bye	..."	They	heard	voices.
"Who	said	'good-bye'?"	asked	Usha.
"Not	I,"	said	Suresh.
"Not	I,"	said	Binya.
"I	heard	someone	calling,"	said	Usha.
"It's	only	the	wind,"	assured	Binya.
Usha	looked	back	at	the	ruins.	The	sun	had	come	up	and	was	touching	the	top	of

the	wall.
"Come	on,"	said	Suresh.	"I'm	hungry."
They	hurried	along	the	path	to	the	village.
"Good-bye,	good-bye	..."	Usha	heard	them	calling.	Was	it	just	the	wind?



Mother	Hill

t	 is	 hard	 to	 realize	 that	 I've	 been	 here	 all	 these	 years—twenty-five	 summers,
winters	and	Himalayan	springs.	When	I	look	back	to	the	time	of	my	first	coming
here,	it	does	seem	like	yesterday.
That	probably	sums	it	all	up.	Time	passes,	and	yet	 it	doesn't	pass;	people	come

and	go,	the	mountains	remain.	Mountains	are	permanent	things.	They	are	stubborn,
they	refuse	to	move.	You	can	blast	holes	out	of	them	for	their	mineral	wealth,	strip
them	of	their	trees	and	foliage,	or	dam	their	streams	and	divert	their	currents.	You
can	make	tunnels	and	roads	and	bridges;	but	no	matter	how	hard	they	try,	humans
cannot	actually	get	rid	of	the	mountains.	That's	what	I	like	about	them;	they	are	here
to	stay.

I	like	to	think	that	I	have	become	a	part	of	these	mountains,	this	particular	range,
and	that	by	living	here	for	so	long,	I	am	able	to	claim	a	relationship	with	the	trees,
wild	flowers,	and	even	the	rocks	that	are	an	integral	part	of	it.

Yesterday	at	twilight,	when	I	passed	beneath	a	canopy	of	oak	leaves,	I	felt	 that	I
was	a	part	of	the	forest.	I	put	out	my	hand	and	touched	the	bark	of	an	old	tree,	and	as
I	turned	away,	its	leaves	brushed	against	my	face	as	if	to	acknowledge	me.

One	day,	I	thought,	if	we	trouble	these	great	creatures	too	much,	and	hack	away
at	 them	 and	 destroy	 their	 young,	 they	 will	 simply	 uproot	 themselves	 and	 march
away,	whole	forests	on	the	move,	over	the	next	range	and	next,	far	from	the	haunts
of	man.	I	have	seen	many	forests	and	green	places	dwindle	and	disappear.	Now	there
is	 an	 outcry.	 It	 is	 suddenly	 fashionable	 to	 be	 an	 environmentalist.	 That's	 all	 right.
Perhaps,	it	is	not	too	late	to	save	the	little	that	is	left.

By	and	large,	writers	have	to	stay	in	the	plains	to	make	a	living.	Hill	people	have
their	work	cut	out	trying	to	wrest	a	livelihood	from	their	thin,	calcinated	soil.	And
as	for	mountaineers,	they	climb	their	peaks	and	move	on	in	search	of	other	peaks.

But	 to	 me,	 as	 a	 writer,	 mountains	 have	 been	 kind.	 They	 were	 kind	 from	 the
beginning,	when	I	left	a	job	in	Delhi	and	rented	a	small	cottage	on	the	outskirts	of
the	hill-station.	Today,	most	hill-stations	are	rich	men's	playgrounds,	but	years	ago
they	were	 places	where	 people	 of	modest	means	would	 live	 quite	 cheaply.	 There



were	few	cars	and	everyone	walked	about.
The	cottage	was	on	the	edge	of	an	oak	and	maple	forest	and	I	spent	eight	or	nine

years	 in	 it,	 most	 of	 them	 happy,	 writing	 stories,	 essays,	 poems	 and	 books	 for
children.	I	think	this	had	something	to	do	with	Prem's	children.	He	and	his	wife	had
taken	 on	 the	 job	 of	 looking	 after	 the	 house	 and	 all	 practical	 matters	 (I	 remain
helpless	with	fuses,	clogged	cisterns,	leaking	gas	cylinders,	ruptured	water	pipes,	tin
roofs	that	blow	away	when	there	is	a	storm,	and	the	do-it-yourself	world	of	small-
town	India).

Naturally,	 I	grew	attached	 to	 them	and	became	a	part	of	 the	 family,	 an	adopted
grandfather.	 For	Rakesh,	 I	wrote	 a	 story	 about	 a	 cherry	 tree	 that	 had	 difficulty	 in
growing	up.	For	Mukesh,	who	liked	upheavals,	I	wrote	a	story	about	an	earthquake
and	put	him	in	it,	and	for	Dolly	I	wrote	rhymes.

'Who	goes	to	the	Hills,	goes	to	his	Mother',	wrote	Kipling,	and	he	seldom	wrote
truer	 words.	 For	 living	 in	 the	 hills	 was	 like	 living	 in	 the	 bosom	 of	 a	 strong,
sometimes	proud,	but	always	a	comforting	mother.	And	every	time	I	went	away,	the
homecoming	would	be	tender	and	precious.	It	became	increasingly	difficult	for	me
to	go	away.

It	has	not	always	been	happiness	and	light	though.	There	were	times	when	money
ran	out.	Editorial	doors	sometimes	close;	but	when	one	door	closes	another	has,	for
me,	almost	immediately,	miraculously	opened.

When	you	have	received	love	from	people	and	the	freedom	that	only	mountains
can	give,	then	you	have	come	very	near	the	borders	of	Heaven.



The	Whistling	Schoolboy

From	the	gorge	above	Gangotri
Down	to	Kochi	by	the	sea,
The	whistling	thrush	keeps	singing
That	same	sweet	melody.
	
He	was	a	whistling	schoolboy	once,
Who	heard	god	Krishna's	flute,
And	tried	to	play	the	same	sweet	tune,
But	touched	a	faulty	note.
	
Said	Krishna	to	the	errant	youth—
A	bird	you	must	become,
And	you	shall	whistle	all	your	days
Until	your	song	is	done.



Song	of	the	Whistling	Thrush

	had	 been	 in	 the	 hills	 for	 a	 few	days	when	 I	 heard	 the	 song	 of	 the	Himalayan
whistling	thrush.	I	did	not	see	the	bird	that	day.	It	kept	to	the	deep	shadows	of	the
ravine	below	the	old	stone	cottage.	I	was	sitting	at	the	window,	gazing	out	at	the

new	 leaves	on	 the	walnut	and	wild	pear	 trees.	All	was	 still;	 the	wind	was	at	peace
with	 itself,	 the	 mountains	 brooded	 massively	 under	 the	 darkening	 sky.	 Then,
emerging	 from	 the	 depths	 of	 the	 forest	 like	 a	 dark,	 sweet	 secret,	 came	 the
indescribably	beautiful	call	of	the	whistling	thrush.

It	is	a	song	that	never	fails	to	thrill	me.	The	bird	starts	with	a	hesitant	schoolboy
whistle,	as	 though	 trying	out	 the	melody;	 then,	confident	of	 the	 tune,	 it	bursts	 into
full	 song,	 a	 crescendo	 of	 sweet	 notes	 and	 variations	 that	 ring	 clearly	 across	 the
hillside.	Then	suddenly	the	song	breaks	off,	right	in	the	middle	of	a	cadenza,	and	the
enchanted	 listener	 is	 left	wondering	what	 happened	 to	 the	 bird	 to	make	 it	 stop	 so
suddenly.	Nothing,	really,	because	a	few	moments	later	the	song	is	taken	up	again.

At	 first	 the	 bird	was	heard	but	 never	 seen.	Then	one	day	 I	 found	 the	whistling
thrush	perched	on	the	garden	fence.	He	was	a	deep,	glistening	purple,	his	shoulders
flecked	 with	 white;	 he	 had	 sturdy	 black	 legs	 and	 a	 strong	 yellow	 beak;	 rather	 a
dapper	fellow,	who	could	have	looked	well	in	a	top	hat	dancing	with	Fred	Astaire.
When	he	saw	me	coming	down	 the	path	he	uttered	a	 sharp	kree-ee—unexpectedly
harsh	when	one	remembered	his	singing—and	flew	away	into	the	shadowed	ravine.

But	as	the	months	passed	he	grew	used	to	my	presence	and	became	less	shy.	One
of	my	rainwater	pipes	had	blocked,	resulting	in	an	overflow	and	a	small	permanent
puddle	under	 the	stone	steps.	This	became	 the	 thrush's	 favourite	bathing	place.	On
sultry	summer	afternoons,	while	I	was	taking	a	siesta	upstairs,	I	would	hear	the	bird
flapping	about	in	the	rainwater	pool.	A	little	later,	refreshed	and	sunning	himself	on
the	tin	roof,	he	would	treat	me	to	a	little	concert,	performed,	I	cannot	help	feeling,
especially	for	my	benefit.

It	 was	 Prakash,	 the	 man	 who	 brought	 my	milk,	 who	 told	 me	 the	 story	 of	 the
whistling	thrush,	or	the	Kastura	or	Kaljit,	as	the	hillmen	called	the	bird.	According
to	legend,	the	god	Krishna	fell	asleep	near	a	mountain	stream,	and	while	he	slept,	a



small	boy	made	off	with	his	famous	flute.	On	waking	up	and	finding	his	flute	gone,
Krishna	was	so	angry	that	he	changed	the	culprit	into	a	bird;	but	the	boy	had	played
on	the	flute	and	learned	some	of	Krishna's	wonderful	music,	and	even	as	a	bird	he
continued,	 in	 his	 disrespectful	 fashion,	 to	 whistle	 the	 music	 of	 the	 gods,	 only
stopping	now	and	then	(as	the	whistling	thrush	does)	when	he	couldn't	remember	the
right	tune.

It	wasn't	long	before	my	thrush	was	joined	by	a	female,	who	was	exactly	like	him
(in	 fact,	 I	 have	never	 been	 able	 to	 tell	 one	 from	 the	 other).	The	pair	 did	 not	 sing
duets,	 like	 Nelson	 Eddy	 and	 Jeanette	 MacDonald,*	 but	 preferred	 to	 give	 solo
performances,	waiting	for	each	other	to	finish	before	bursting	into	song.	When,	as
sometimes	happened,	they	started	off	together,	the	effect	was	not	so	pleasing	to	my
human	ear.

These	were	love	calls,	no	doubt,	and	it	wasn't	long	before	the	pair	were	making
forays	into	the	rocky	ledges	of	the	ravine,	looking	for	a	suitable	nesting	site;	but	a
couple	of	years	were	to	pass	before	I	saw	any	of	their	young.

After	almost	two	years	in	the	hills,	I	came	to	realise	that	these	were	birds	"for	all
seasons".	They	were	liveliest	in	midsummer,	but	even	in	the	depths	of	winter,	with
snow	 lying	 on	 the	 ground,	 they	would	 suddenly	 start	 singing	 as	 they	 flitted	 from
pine	to	oak	to	naked	chestnut.

As	 I	write,	 there	 is	 a	 strong	wind	 rushing	 through	 the	 trees	and	bustling	 in	 the
chimney,	while	distant	thunder	threatens	a	summer	storm.	Undismayed,	the	whistling
thrushes	are	calling	to	each	other	as	they	roam	the	wind-threshed	forest.

At	other	times	I	have	heard	them	clearly	above	the	sound	of	rushing	water.	And
sometimes	they	leave	the	vicinity	of	 the	cottage	and	fly	down	to	the	stream,	half	a
mile	 away,	 sending	 me	 little	 messages	 on	 the	 wind.	 Down	 there,	 they	 are	 busy
snapping	up	snails	and	insects,	the	chief	items	on	their	menu.

Whistling	thrushes	usually	nest	on	rocky	ledges,	near	water,	but	my	overtures	of
friendship	 may	 have	 given	 my	 visitors	 other	 ideas.	 Recently	 I	 was	 away	 from
Mussoorie	for	about	a	fortnight.	When	I	 returned	I	was	about	 to	open	 the	window
when	 I	 noticed	 a	 large	 bundle	 of	 ferns,	 lichen,	 grass,	 mud	 and	 moss	 balanced
outside	on	the	window	ledge.	Peering	through	the	glass,	I	was	able	to	recognise	this
untidy	basket	as	a	nest.	Could	such	 tidy	birds	make	such	untidy	nests?	 Indeed	 they
could,	because	they	arrived	and	proved	their	ownership	a	few	minutes	later.

Well,	of	course	that	meant	I	couldn't	open	the	window	any	more—the	nest	would
have	gone	over	the	ledge	if	I	had.	Fortunately,	the	room	has	another	window	and	I
kept	this	one	open	to	let	in	sunshine,	fresh	air,	and	the	music	of	birds,	cicadas,	and
the	ever	welcome	postman.

And	 now,	 this	 very	 day,	 three	 pink,	 freckled	 eggs	 lie	 in	 the	 cup	 of	 moss	 that
forms	the	nursery	in	this	jumble	of	a	nest.	The	parent	birds,	both	male	and	female,
come	and	go,	bustling	about	very	efficiently,	fully	prepared	for	the	great	day	that's



coming	about	a	fortnight	hence.
One	small	thought	occurs	to	me.	The	song	of	one	thrush	was	bright	and	cheerful.

The	song	of	 two	thrushes	was	loud	and	joyful.	But	won't	a	choir	of	five	whistling
thrushes	 be	 a	 little	 too	 much	 for	 a	 solitary	 writer	 trying	 to	 concentrate	 at	 his
typewriter?	Will	I	have	to	make	a	choice	between	writing	or	listening	to	the	birds?
Will	I	have	to	hand	the	cottage	to	other	denizens	of	the	forest?	Well,	we	shall	have	to
wait	and	see.	If	readers	do	not	hear	from	me	again,	they	will	know	who	to	blame!

	
	

_______________________
	
*Famous	singers	from	my	boyhood



The	Night	the	Roof	Blew	Off

e	are	used	 to	sudden	storms,	up	here	on	 the	 first	 range	of	 the	Himalayas.
The	 old	 building	 in	 which	 we	 live	 has,	 for	 more	 than	 a	 hundred	 years,
received	 the	 full	 force	 of	 the	wind	 as	 it	 sweeps	 across	 the	 hills	 from	 the

east.
We'd	lived	in	the	building	for	more	than	ten	years	without	a	disaster.	It	had	even

taken	 the	 shock	 of	 a	 severe	 earthquake.	 As	 my	 granddaughter	 Dolly	 said,	 "It's
difficult	to	tell	the	new	cracks	from	the	old!"

It's	a	two-storey	building,	and	I	live	on	the	upper	floor	with	my	family:	my	three
grandchildren	 and	 their	 parents.	 The	 roof	 is	 made	 of	 corrugated	 tin	 sheets,	 the
ceiling	 of	wooden	 boards.	 That's	 the	 traditional	Mussoorie	 roof.	 (Mussoorie	 is	 a
popular	resort	town	perched	on	the	side	of	a	steep	mountain	in	northern	India.)

Looking	 back	 at	 the	 experience,	 it	 was	 the	 sort	 of	 thing	 that	 should	 have
happened	in	a	James	Thurber	story,	like	the	dam	that	burst	or	the	ghost	who	got	in.
But	 I	 wasn't	 thinking	 of	 Thurber	 at	 the	 time,	 although	 a	 few	 of	 his	 books	 were
among	the	many	I	was	trying	to	save	from	the	icy	rain	pouring	into	my	bedroom.

Our	roof	had	held	fast	in	many	a	storm,	but	the	wind	that	night	was	really	fierce.
It	 came	 rushing	 at	 us	 with	 a	 high-pitched,	 eerie	 wail.	 The	 old	 roof	 groaned	 and
protested.	 It	 took	 a	 battering	 for	 several	 hours	 while	 the	 rain	 lashed	 against	 the
windows	and	the	lights	kept	coming	and	going.

There	 was	 no	 question	 of	 sleeping,	 but	 we	 remained	 in	 bed	 for	 warmth	 and
comfort.	The	fire	had	long	since	gone	out,	as	the	chimney	had	collapsed,	bringing
down	a	shower	of	sooty	rainwater.

After	 about	 four	 hours	 of	 buffeting,	 the	 roof	 could	 take	 it	 no	 longer.	 My
bedroom	faces	east,	so	my	portion	of	the	roof	was	the	first	to	go.

The	wind	got	under	it	and	kept	pushing	until,	with	a	ripping,	groaning	sound,	the
metal	sheets	shifted	and	slid	off	the	rafters,	some	of	them	dropping	with	claps	like
thunder	on	to	the	road	below.

So	that's	it,	I	thought.	Nothing	worse	can	happen.	As	long	as	the	ceiling	stays	on,
I'm	not	getting	out	of	bed.	We'll	collect	our	roof	in	the	morning.



Icy	 water	 splashing	 down	 on	 my	 face	 made	 me	 change	 my	 mind	 in	 a	 hurry.
Leaping	 from	 the	 bed,	 I	 found	 that	much	of	 the	 ceiling	had	gone,	 too.	Water	was
pouring	on	my	open	typewriter	as	well	as	on	the	bedside	radio	and	bed	cover.

Picking	up	my	precious	 typewriter	 (my	companion	for	 thirty	years)	 I	stumbled
into	the	front	sitting	room	(and	library),	only	to	find	a	similar	situation	there.	Water
was	 pouring	 through	 the	 slats	 of	 the	 wooden	 ceiling,	 raining	 down	 on	 the	 open
bookshelves.

By	now	 I	 had	been	 joined	by	 the	 children,	who	had	 come	 to	my	 rescue.	Their
section	 of	 the	 roof	 hadn't	 gone	 as	 yet.	 Their	 parents	 were	 struggling	 to	 close	 a
window	that	had	burst	open,	letting	in	lashings	of	wind	and	rain.

"Save	the	books!"	shouted	Dolly,	the	youngest,	and	that	became	our	rallying	cry
for	the	next	hour	or	two.

Dolly	and	her	brother	Mukesh	picked	up	armfuls	of	books	and	carried	them	into
their	 room.	But	 the	 floor	was	 awash,	 so	 the	 books	 had	 to	 be	 piled	 on	 their	 beds.
Dolly	was	helping	me	gather	some	of	my	papers	when	a	large	field	rat	jumped	on	to
the	desk	in	front	of	her.	Dolly	squealed	and	ran	for	the	door.

"It's	all	right,"	said	Mukesh,	whose	love	of	animals	extends	even	to	field	rats.	"It's
only	sheltering	from	the	storm."

Big	brother	Rakesh	whistled	for	our	dog,	Tony,	but	Tony	wasn't	interested	in	rats
just	then.	He	had	taken	shelter	in	the	kitchen,	the	only	dry	spot	in	the	house.

Two	 rooms	were	 now	practically	 roofless,	 and	we	 could	 see	 the	 sky	 lit	 up	 by
flashes	of	lightning.

There	 were	 fireworks	 indoors,	 too,	 as	 water	 spluttered	 and	 crackled	 along	 a
damaged	wire.	Then	the	lights	went	out	altogether.

Rakesh,	at	his	best	in	an	emergency,	had	already	lit	two	kerosene	lamps.	And	by
their	 light	 we	 continued	 to	 transfer	 books,	 papers,	 and	 clothes	 to	 the	 children's
room.

We	noticed	that	the	water	on	the	floor	was	beginning	to	subside	a	little.
"Where	is	it	going?"	asked	Dolly.
"Through	the	floor,"	said	Mukesh.	"Down	to	the	flat	below!"
Cries	of	concern	from	our	downstairs	neighbours	told	us	that	they	were	having

their	share	of	the	flood.
Our	feet	were	freezing	because	there	hadn't	been	time	to	put	on	proper	footwear.

And	besides,	shoes	and	slippers	were	awash	by	now.	All	chairs	and	tables	were	piled
high	with	books.	I	hadn't	realized	the	extent	of	my	library	until	that	night!

The	available	beds	were	pushed	into	the	driest	corner	of	the	children's	room,	and
there,	 huddled	 in	 blankets	 and	 quilts,	 we	 spent	 the	 remaining	 hours	 of	 the	 night
while	the	storm	continued.

Toward	morning	 the	wind	 fell,	 and	 it	 began	 to	 snow.	Through	 the	 door	 to	 the
sitting	room	I	could	see	snowflakes	drifting	through	the	gaps	in	the	ceiling,	settling



on	picture-frames.	Ordinary	 things	 like	 a	glue	bottle	 and	a	 small	 clock	 took	on	a
certain	beauty	when	covered	with	soft	snow.

Most	of	us	dozed	off.
When	dawn	came,	we	 found	 the	windowpanes	encrusted	with	 snow	and	 icicles.

The	rising	sun	struck	through	the	gaps	in	the	ceiling	and	turned	everything	golden.
Snow	crystals	glistened	on	the	empty	bookshelves.	But	the	books	had	been	saved.

Rakesh	went	out	 to	 find	 a	 carpenter	 and	a	 tinsmith,	while	 the	 rest	 of	us	 started
putting	things	in	the	sun	to	dry.	By	evening	we'd	put	much	of	the	roof	back	on.

It's	 a	 much-improved	 roof	 now,	 and	 we	 look	 forward	 to	 the	 next	 storm	 with
confidence!



The	Cherry	Tree

ne	day,	when	Rakesh	was	 six,	 he	walked	home	 from	 the	Mussoorie	 bazaar
eating	 cherries.	 They	 were	 a	 little	 sweet,	 a	 little	 sour;	 small,	 bright	 red
cherries,	which	had	come	all	the	way	from	the	Kashmir	Valley.

Here	 in	 the	Himalayan	foothills	where	Rakesh	 lived,	 there	were	not	many	fruit
trees.	The	soil	was	stony,	and	the	dry	cold	winds	stunted	the	growth	of	most	plants.
But	on	the	more	sheltered	slopes	there	were	forests	of	oak	and	deodar.

Rakesh	lived	with	his	grandfather	on	the	outskirts	of	Mussoorie,	 just	where	the
forest	began.	His	father	and	mother	lived	in	a	small	village	fifty	miles	away,	where
they	grew	maize	and	rice	and	barley	in	narrow	terraced	fields	on	the	lower	slopes
of	the	mountain.	But	there	were	no	schools	in	the	village,	and	Rakesh's	parents	were
keen	that	he	should	go	to	school.	As	soon	as	he	was	of	school-going	age,	they	sent
him	to	stay	with	his	grandfather	in	Mussoorie.

He	had	a	little	cottage	outside	the	town.
Rakesh	was	on	his	way	home	from	school	when	he	bought	the	cherries.	He	paid

fifty	paise	for	 the	bunch.	 It	 took	him	about	half-an-hour	 to	walk	home,	and	by	 the
time	he	reached	the	cottage	there	were	only	three	cherries	left.

'Have	 a	 cherry,	Grandfather,'	 he	 said,	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 saw	his	 grandfather	 in	 the
garden.

Grandfather	took	one	cherry	and	Rakesh	promptly	ate	the	other	two.	He	kept	the
last	seed	in	this	mouth	for	some	time,	rolling	it	round	and	round	on	his	tongue	until
all	the	tang	had	gone.	Then	he	placed	the	seed	on	the	palm	of	his	hand	and	studied	it.

Are	cherry	seeds	lucky?'	asked	Rakesh.
'Of	course.'
'Then	I'll	keep	it.'
'Nothing	is	lucky	if	you	put	it	away.	If	you	want	luck,	you	must	put	it	to	some	use.
'What	can	I	do	with	a	seed?'
'Plant	it.'
So	Rakesh	found	a	small	space	and	began	to	dig	up	a	flowerbed.
'Hey,	not	 there,'	 said	Grandfather.	 'I've	sown	mustard	 in	 that	bed.	Plant	 it	 in	 that



shady	corner,	where	it	won't	be	disturbed.'
Rakesh	went	to	a	corner	of	the	garden	where	the	earth	was	soft	and	yielding.	He

did	not	have	to	dig.	He	pressed	the	seed	into	the	soil	with	his	thumb	and	it	went	right
in.

Then	he	had	his	lunch,	and	ran	off	to	play	cricket	with	his	friends,	and	forgot	all
about	the	cherry	seed.

When	it	was	winter	in	the	hills,	a	cold	wind	blew	down	from	the	snows	and	went
whoo-whoo-whoo	 in	 the	 deodar	 trees,	 and	 the	 garden	 was	 dry	 and	 bare.	 In	 the
evenings	 Grandfather	 and	 Rakesh	 sat	 over	 a	 charcoal	 fire,	 and	 Grandfather	 told
Rakesh	stories—stories	about	people	who	turned	into	animals,	and	ghosts	who	lived
in	trees,	and	beans	that	jumped	and	stones	that	wept—and	in	turn	Rakesh	would	read
to	him	from	the	newspaper,	Grandfather's	eyesight	being	rather	weak.	Rakesh	found
the	newspaper	very	dull—especially	 after	 the	 stories—but	Grandfather	Wanted	 all
the	news...

They	knew	it	was	spring	when	the	wild	duck	flew	north	again,	to	Siberia.	Early	in
the	morning,	 when	 he	 got	 up	 to	 chop	wood	 and	 light	 a	 fire,	 Rakesh	 saw	 the	V–
shaped	 formation	 streaming	 northward,	 the	 calls	 of	 the	 birds	 carrying	 clearly
through	the	thin	mountain	air.

One	morning	in	the	garden	he	bent	to	pick	up	what	he	thought	was	a	small	twig
and	found	to	his	surprise	that	it	was	well	rooted.	He	stared	at	it	for	a	moment,	then
ran	 to	 fetch	Grandfather,	calling,	 'Dada,	 come	and	 look,	 the	cherry	 tree	has	come
up!'

'What	cherry	tree?'	asked	Grandfather,	who	had	forgotten	about	it.	 'The	seed	we
planted	last	year—look,	it's	come	up!'

Rakesh	went	down	on	his	haunches,	while	Grandfather	bent	 almost	double	 and
peered	down	at	the	tiny	tree.	It	was	about	four	inches	high.

'Yes,	it's	a	cherry	tree,'	said	Grandfather.	'You	should	water	it	now	and	then.'
Rakesh	ran	indoors	and	came	back	with	a	bucket	of	water.
'Don't	drown	it!'	said	Grandfather.
Rakesh	gave	it	a	sprinkling	and	circled	it	with	pebbles.
'What	are	the	pebbles	for?"	asked	Grandfather.
'For	privacy,'	said	Rakesh.
He	looked	at	the	tree	every	morning	but	it	did	not	seem	to	be	growing	very	fast,

So	he	stopped	looking	at	it	except	quickly,	out	of	the	corner	of	his	eye.	And,	after	a
week	or	 two,	when	he	allowed	himself	 to	 look	at	 it	properly,	he	 found	 that	 it	had
grown—at	least	an	inch!

That	year	the	monsoon	rains	came	early	and	Rakesh	plodded	to	and	from	school
in	 raincoat	 and	gumboots.	Ferns	 sprang	 from	 the	 trunks	of	 trees,	 strange-looking
lilies	came	up	 in	 the	 long	grass,	and	even	when	it	wasn't	 raining	 the	 trees	dripped
and	mist	came	curling	up	the	valley.	The	cherry	tree	grew	quickly	in	this	season.



It	was	about	two	feet	high	when	a	goat	entered	the	garden	and	ate	all	the	leaves.
Only	the	main	stem	and	two	thin	branches	remained.

'Never	mind,'	said	Grandfather,	seeing	that	Rakesh	was	upset.	'It	will	grow	again,
cherry	tree?	are	tough.'

Towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 rainy	 season	 new	 leaves	 appeared	 on	 the	 tree.	 Then	 a
woman	cutting	grass	scrambled	down	the	hillside,	her	scythe	swishing	through	the
heavy	monsoon	foliage.	She	did	not	try	to	avoid	the	tree:	one	sweep,	and	the	cherry
tree	was	cut	in	two.

When	Grandfather	saw	what	had	happened,	he	went	after	the	woman	and	scolded
her;	but	the	damage	could	not	be	repaired.

'Maybe	it	will	die	now,'	said	Rakesh.
'Maybe,'	said	Grandfather.
But	the	cherry	tree	had	no	intention	of	dying.
By	the	 time	summer	came	round	again,	 it	had	sent	out	several	new	shoots	with

tender	green	 leaves.	Rakesh	had	grown	taller	 too.	He	was	eight	now,	a	sturdy	boy
with	 curly	 black	 hair	 and	 deep	 black	 eyes.	 'Blackberry	 eyes,'	 Grandfather	 called
them.

That	monsoon	Rakesh	went	 home	 to	his	 village,	 to	help	his	 father	 and	mother
with	 the	planting	and	ploughing	and	sowing.	He	was	 thinner	but	stronger	when	he
came	back	to	Grandfather's	house	at	the	end	of	the	rain,	to	find	that	the	cherry	tree
had	grown	another	foot.	It	was	now	up	to	his	chest.

Even	when	there	was	rain,	Rakesh	would	sometimes	water	the	tree.	He	wanted	it
to	know	that	he	was	there.

One	day	he	found	a	bright	green	praying-mantis	perched	on	a	branch,	peering	at
him	 with	 bulging	 eyes.	 Rakesh	 let	 it	 remain	 there;	 it	 was	 the	 cherry	 tree's	 first
visitor.

The	next	visitor	was	a	hairy	caterpillar,	who	started	making	a	meal	of	the	leaves.
Rakesh	removed	it	quickly	and	dropped	it	on	a	heap	of	dry	leaves.

'Come	back	when	you're	a	butterfly,'	he	said.
Winter	came	early.	The	cherry	tree	bent	low	with	the	weight	of	snow.	Field-mice

sought	shelter	in	the	roof	of	the	cottage.	The	road	from	the	valley	was	blocked,	and
for	several	days	there	was	no	newspaper,	and	this	made	Grandfather	quite	grumpy.
His	stories	began	to	have	unhappy	endings.

In	 February	 it	was	Rakesh's	 birthday.	He	was	 nine—and	 the	 tree	was	 four,	 but
almost	as	tall	as	Rakesh.

One	morning,	when	 the	sun	came	out,	Grandfather	came	 into	 the	garden	 to	 'let
some	warmth	get	into	my	bones,'	as	he	put	it.	He	stopped	in	front	of	the	cherry	tree,
stared	at	it	for	a	few	moments,	and	then	called	out,	'Rakesh!	Come	and	look!	Come
quickly	before	it	falls!'

Rakesh	and	Grandfather	gazed	at	the	tree	as	though	it	had	performed	a	miracle.



There	was	a	pale	pink	blossom	at	the	end	of	a	branch.
The	following	year	there	were	more	blossoms.	And	suddenly	the	tree	was	taller

than	Rakesh,	 even	 though	 it	was	 less	 than	half	his	age.	And	 then	 it	was	 taller	 than
Grandfather,	who	was	older	than	some	of	the	oak	trees.

But	Rakesh	 had	 grown	 too.	He	 could	 run	 and	 jump	 and	 climb	 trees	 as	well	 as
most	 boys,	 and	 he	 read	 a	 lot	 of	 books,	 although	 he	 still	 liked	 listening	 to
Grandfather's	tales.

In	the	cherry	tree;	bees	came	to	feed	on	the	nectar	in	the	blossoms,	and	tiny	birds
pecked	 at	 the	 blossoms	 and	 broke	 them	 off.	 But	 the	 tree	 kept	 blossoming	 right
through	the	spring,	and	there	were	always	more	blossoms	than	birds.

That	summer	there	were	small	cherries	on	the	tree.	Rakesh	tasted	one	and	spat	it
out.

'It's	too	sour,'	he	said.
'They'll	be	better	next	year,'	said	Grandfather.
But	 the	 birds	 liked	 them—especially	 the	 bigger	 birds,	 such	 as	 the	 bulbuls	 and

scarlet	minivets—and	they	flitted	in	and	out	of	the	foliage,	feasting	on	the	cherries.
On	 a	 warm	 sunny	 afternoon,	 when	 even	 the	 bees	 looked	 sleepy,	 Rakesh	 was

looking	for	Grandfather	without	finding	him	in	any	of	his	favourite	places	around
the	 house.	 Then	 he	 looked	 out	 of	 the	 bedroom	 window	 and	 saw	 Grandfather
reclining	on	a	cane	chair	under	the	cherry	tree.

'There's	 just	 the	 right	 amount	 of	 shade	 here,'	 said	 Grandfather.	 'And	 I	 like
looking	at	the	leaves.'

'They're	 pretty	 leaves,'	 said	 Rakesh.	 'And	 they	 are	 always	 ready	 to	 dance.	 If
there's	breeze.'

After	Grandfather	had	come	indoors,	Rakesh	went	into	the	garden	and	lay	down
on	the	grass	beneath	the	tree.	He	gazed	up	through	the	leaves	at	the	great	blue	sky;
and	turning	on	his	side,	he	could	see	the	mountain	striding	away	into	the	clouds.	He
was	still	 lying	beneath	the	tree	when	the	evening	shadows	crept	across	 the	garden.
Grandfather	came	back	and	sat	down	beside	Rakesh,	and	they	waited	in	silence	until
the	stars	came	out	and	the	nightjar	began	to	call.	In	the	forest	below,	the	crickets	and
cicadas	began	tuning	up;	and	suddenly	the	trees	were	full	of	the	sound	of	insects.

'There	are	so	many	trees	in	the	forest,'	said	Rakesh.	'What's	so	special	about	this
tree?	Why	do	we	like	it	so	much?'

'We	planted	it	ourselves,'	said	Grandfather.	That's	why	it's	special.'
'Just	one	small	seed,'	said	Rakesh,	and	he	touched	the	smooth	bark	of	the	tree	that

had	grown.	He	ran	his	hand	along	the	trunk	of	the	tree	and	put	his	finger	to	the	tip	of
a	leaf.	'I	wonder,'	he	whispered.	'Is	this	what	it	feels	to	be	God?'



From	the	Pool	to	the	Glacier

1.	My	Boyhood	Pool
t	was	going	to	rain.	I	could	see	the	rain	moving	across	the	foothills,	and	I	could
smell	 it	 on	 the	 breeze.	 But	 instead	 of	 turning	 homewards	 I	 pushed	 my	 way
through	the	leaves	and	brambles	that	grew	across	the	forest	path.	I	had	heard	the

sound	of	running	water	at	 the	bottom	of	the	hill,	and	I	was	determined	to	find	this
hidden	stream.

I	had	to	slide	down	a	rock-face	into	a	small	ravine	and	there	I	found	the	stream
running	over	a	bed	of	shingle,	I	removed	my	shoes	and	started	walking	upstream.	A
large	 glossy	 black	 bird	 with	 a	 curved	 red	 beak	 hooted	 at	 me	 as	 I	 passed;	 and	 a
Paradise	 Flycatcher—this	 one	 I	 couldn't	 fail	 to	 recognise,	 with	 its	 long	 fan-tail
beating	the	air—swooped	across	the	stream.	Water	trickled	down	from	the	hillside,
from	amongst	 ferns	and	grasses	and	wild	 flowers;	and	 the	hills,	 rising	steeply	on
either	 side,	 kept	 the	 ravine	 in	 shadow.	 The	 rocks	 were	 smooth,	 almost	 soft,	 and
some	of	them	were	gray	and	some	yellow.	A	small	waterfall	came	down	the	rocks
and	formed	a	deep	round	pool	of	apple-green	water.

When	I	saw	the	pool	I	turned	and	ran	home.	I	wanted	to	tell	Anil	and	Kamal	about
it.	It	began	to	rain,	but	I	didn't	stop	to	take	shelter,	I	ran	all	the	way	home—through
the	sal	forest,	across	the	dry	river-bed	through	the	outskirts	of	the	town.

Though	Anil	usually	chose	the	adventures	we	were	to	have,	the	pool	was	my	own
discovery,	and	I	was	proud	of	it.

"We'll	 call	 it	Rusty's	Pool,"	 said	Kamal.	 "And	 remember,	 it's	 a	 secret	 pool.	No
one	else	must	know	of	it."

I	think	it	was	the	pool	that	brought	us	together	more	than	anything	else.
Kamal	was	the	best	swimmer.	He	dived	off	rocks	and	went	gliding	about	under

the	water	 like	a	 long	golden	 fish.	Anil	had	 strong	 legs	and	arms,	 and	he	 threshed
about	with	much	 vigour	 but	 little	 skill.	 I	 could	 dive	 off	 a	 rock	 too,	 but	 I	 usually
landed	on	my	stomach.

There	were	slim	silver	fish	in	the	stream.	At	first	we	tried	catching	them	with	a



line,	but	they	soon	learnt	the	art	of	taking	the	bait	without	being	caught	on	the	hook.
Next	we	tried	a	bedsheet	(Anil	had	removed	it	from	his	mother's	laundry)	which	we
stretched	across	one	end	of	the	stream;	but	the	fish	wouldn't	come	anywhere	near	it.
Eventually,	Anil	without	telling	us,	procured	a	stick	of	gunpowder.	And	Kamal	and	I
were	startled	out	of	an	afternoon	siesta	by	a	flash	across	the	water	and	a	deafening
explosion.	Half	 the	 hillside	 tumbled	 into	 the	 pool,	 and	Anil	 along	with	 it.	We	got
him	out,	along	with	a	large	supply	of	stunned	fish	which	were	too	small	for	eating.
Anil,	however,	didn't	want	all	his	work	to	go	to	waste;	so	he	roasted	the	fish	over	a
fire	and	ate	them	himself.

The	effects	of	 the	explosion	gave	Anil	 another	 idea,	which	was	 to	enlarge	our
pool	by	building	a	dam	across	one	end.	This	he	accomplished	with	our	combined
labour.	But	he	had	chosen	a	week	when	there	had	been	heavy	rain	in	the	hills,	and	we
had	barely	finished	the	dam	when	a	torrent	of	water	came	rushing	down	the	bed	of
the	stream	and	burst	our	earthworks,	flooding	the	ravine.	Our	clothes	were	carried
away	by	the	current,	and	we	had	to	wait	until	it	was	night	before	creeping	into	town
through	the	darkest	alley-ways.	Anil	was	spotted	at	a	street	corner,	but	he	posed	as	a
naked	 Sadhu	 and	 began	 calling	 for	 alms,	 and	 finally	 slipped	 in	 through	 the	 back
door	 of	 his	 house	 without	 being	 recognised.	 I	 had	 to	 lend	 Kamal	 some	 of	 my
clothes,	 and	 these,	 being	 on	 the	 small	 side,	made	 him	 look	 odd	 and	 gangly.	 Our
other	activities	at	the	pool	included	wrestling	and	buffalo-riding.

We	wrestled	on	a	strip	of	sand	that	ran	beside	the	stream.	Anil	had	often	attended
wrestling	akharas	and	was	something	of	an	expert.	Kamal	and	I	usually	combined
against	 him,	 and	 after	 five	 or	 ten	 minutes	 of	 furious	 unscientific	 struggle,	 we
usually	succeeded	in	flattening	Anil	into	the	sand.	Kamal	would	sit	on	his	head,	and	I
would	 sit	on	his	 legs	until	he	admitted	defeat.	There	was	no	 fun	 in	 taking	him	on
singly,	because	he	knew	too	many	tricks	for	us.

We	rode	on	a	couple	of	buffaloes	 that	sometimes	came	 to	drink	and	wallow	in
the	more	muddy	parts	of	the	stream.	Buffaloes	are	fine,	sluggish	creatures,	always
in	search	of	a	soft,	 slushy	resting	place.	We	would	climb	on	 their	backs,	and	kick
and	yell	and	urge	them	forward;	but	on	no	occasion	did	we	succeed	in	getting	them
to	 carry	 us	 anywhere.	 If	 they	 tired	 of	 our	 antics,	 they	would	merely	 roll	 over	 on
their	backs,	taking	us	with	them	into	a	bed	of	muddy	water.

Not	that	it	mattered	how	muddy	we	got,	because	we	had	only	to	dive	into	the	pool
to	get	rid	of	it	all.	The	buffaloes	couldn't	get	to	the	pool	because	of	its	narrow	outlet
and	the	slippery	rocks.

If	it	was	possible	for	Anil	and	me	to	leave	our	homes	at	night,	we	would	come	to
the	pool	for	a	swim	by	moonlight.	We	would	often	find	Kamal	there	before	us.	He
wasn't	afraid	of	the	dark	or	the	surrounding	forest,	where	there	were	panthers	and
jungle	 cats.	We	 bathed	 silently	 at	 nights,	 because	 the	 stillness	 of	 the	 surrounding
jungle	seemed	to	discourage	high	spirits;	but	sometimes	Kamal	would	sing—he	had



a	 clear,	 ringing	 voice—and	 we	 would	 float	 the	 red,	 long-fingered	 poinsettias
downstream.

The	 pool	was	 to	 be	 our	 principal	meeting-place	 during	 the	 coming	months.	 It
was	not	that	we	couldn't	meet	in	town.	But	the	pool	was	secret,	known	only	to	us,	and
it	gave	us	a	feeling	of	conspiracy	and	adventure	to	meet	there	after	school.	It	was	at
the	pool	that	we	made	our	plans:	it	was	at	the	pool	that	we	first	spoke	of	the	Glacier:
but	several	weeks	and	a	few	other	exploits	were	to	pass	before	the	particular	dream
materialised.

2.	Ghosts	on	the	Verandah
Anil's	mother's	memory	was	stored	with	an	incredible	amount	of	folklore,	and	she
would	sometimes	astonish	us	with	her	stories	of	spirits	and	mischievous	ghosts.

One	 evening,	 when	 Anil's	 father	 was	 out	 of	 town,	 and	 Kamal	 and	 I	 had	 been
invited	to	stay	the	night	at	Anil's	upper-storey	flat	in	the	bazaar,	his	mother	began	to
tell	 us	 about	 the	 various	 types	 of	 ghosts	 she	 had	 known.	 Mulia,	 a	 servant-girl,
having	just	taken	a	bath,	came	out	on	the	verandah,	with	her	hair	loose.

"My	girl,	you	ought	not	to	leave	your	hair	loose	like	that,"	said	Anil's	mother.	"It
is	better	to	tie	a	knot	in	it."

"But	I	have	not	oiled	it	yet,"	said	Mulia.
"Never	mind,	but	you	should	not	leave	your	hair	loose	towards	sunset.	There	are

spirits	called	jinns	who	are	attracted	by	long	hair	and	pretty	black	eyes	like	yours.
They	may	be	tempted	to	carry	you	away!"

"How	dreadful!"	exclaimed	Mulia,	hurriedly	tying	a	knot	in	her	hair,	and	going
indoors	to	be	on	the	safe	side.

Kamal,	Anil	and	I	sat	on	a	string	cot,	 facing	Anil's	mother,	who	sat	on	another
cot.	She	was	not	much	older	than	thirty-two,	and	had	often	been	mistaken	for	Anil's
elder	sister;	she	came	from	a	village	near	Mathura,	a	part	of	the	country	famous	for
its	gods	and	spirits	and	demons.

"Can	you	see	Jinns,	aunty-ji?"	I	asked.
"Sometimes,"	 she	 said.	 "There	 was	 an	 Urdu	 teacher	 in	Mathura,	 whose	 pupils

were	about	the	same	age	as	you.	One	of	the	boys	was	very	good	at	his	lessons.	One
day,	while	he	sat	at	his	desk	in	a	corner	of	the	classroom,	the	teacher	asked	him	to
fetch	a	book	 from	 the	cupboard	which	stood	at	 the	 far	end	of	 the	 room.	The	boy,
who	felt	 lazy	that	morning,	didn't	move	from	his	seat.	He	merely	stretched	out	his
hand,	took	the	book	from	the	cupboard,	and	handed	it	to	the	teacher.	Everyone	was
astonished,	 because	 the	 boy's	 arm	had	 stretched	 about	 four	 yards	 before	 touching
the	book!	They	realised	that	he	was	a	jinn;	that	was	the	reason	for	his	being	so	good
at	games	and	exercises	which	required	great	agility."

"Well,	I	wish	I	was	a	jinn,"	said	Anil.	"Especially	for	volleyball	matches."



Anil's	mother	then	told	us	about	Munjia,	a	mischievous	ghost	who	lives	in	lonely
peepul	 trees.	When	 a	Munjia	 is	 annoyed,	 he	 rushes	 out	 from	 his	 tree	 and	 upsets
tongas,	 bullock-carts	 and	 cycles.	 Even	 a	 bus	 is	 known	 to	 have	 been	 upset	 by	 a
Munjia.

"If	 you	 are	 passing	 beneath	 a	 peepul	 tree	 at	 night,"	warned	Anil's	mother,	 "be
careful	not	to	yawn	without	covering	your	mouth	or	snapping	your	fingers	in	front
of	it.	If	you	don't	remember	to	do	that,	the	Munjia	will	jump	down	your	throat	and
completely	ruin	your	digestion!"

In	 an	 attempt	 to	 change	 the	 subject,	 Kamal	mentioned	 that	 a	 friend	 of	 his	 had
found	a	snake	in	his	bed	one	morning.

"Did	he	kill	it?"	asked	Anil's	mother	anxiously.
"No,	it	slipped	away,"	said	Kamal.
"Good,"	she	said.	"It	is	lucky	if	you	see	a	snake	early	in	the	morning."
"It	won't	bite	you	if	you	let	it	alone,"	she	said.
By	eleven	o'clock,	after	we	had	finished	our	dinner	and	heard	a	few	more	ghost

stories—including	 one	 about	 Anil's	 grandmother,	 whose	 spirit	 paid	 the	 family	 a
visit—Kamal	and	I	were	most	reluctant	 to	 leave	 the	company	on	 the	verandah	and
retire	to	the	room	which	had	been	set	apart	for	us.	It	did	not	make	us	feel	any	better
to	be	told	by	Anil's	mother	that	we	should	recite	certain	magical	verses	to	keep	away
the	more	mischievous	spirits.	We	tried	one,	which	went—

	
Bhoot,	pret,	pisach,	dana
Chhoo	mantar,	sab	nikal	jana,
Mano,	mano,	Shiv	ka	kahna...
which,	roughly	translated,	means—
Ghosts,	spirits,	goblins,	sprites,
Away	you	fly,	don't	come	tonight,
Or	with	great	Shiva	you'll	have	to	fight!
	
Shiva,	the	Destroyer,	is	one	of	the	three	major	Hindu	deities.
But	the	more	we	repeated	the	verse,	the	more	uneasy	we	became,	and	when	I	got

into	bed	(after	carefully	examining	it	for	snakes),	I	couldn't	lie	still,	but	kept	twisting
and	turning	and	looking	at	the	walls	for	moving	shadows.	Kamal	attempted	to	raise
our	spirits	by	singing	softly,	but	this	only	made	the	atmosphere	more	eerie.	After	a
while	 we	 heard	 someone	 knocking	 at	 the	 door,	 and	 the	 voices	 of	 Anil	 and	 the
maidservant.	 Getting	 up	 and	 opening	 the	 door,	 I	 found	 them	 looking	 pale	 and
anxious.	 They,	 too,	 had	 succeeded	 in	 frightening	 themselves	 as	 a	 result	 of	Anil's
mother's	stories.

"Are	you	 all	 right?"	 asked	Anil.	 "Wouldn't	 you	 like	 to	 sleep	 in	 our	 part	 of	 the
house?	It	might	be	safer.	Mulia	will	help	us	to	carry	the	beds	across!"



"We're	 quite	 all	 right,"	 protested	 Kamal	 and	 I,	 refusing	 to	 admit	 we	 were
nervous;	but	we	were	hustled	along	to	the	other	side	of	the	flat	as	though	a	band	of
ghosts	 was	 conspiring	 against	 us.	 Anil's	 mother	 had	 been	 absent	 during	 all	 this
activity	but	suddenly	we	heard	her	screaming	from	the	direction	of	the	room	we	had
just	left.

"Rusty	and	Kamal	have	disappeared!"	she	cried.	"Their	beds	have	gone,	too!"
And	then,	when	she	came	out	on	the	verandah	and	saw	lis	dashing	about	in	our

pyjamas,	she	gave	another	scream	and	collapsed	on	a	cot.
After	that,	we	didn't	allow	Anil's	mother	to	tell	us	ghost	stories	at	night.

3.	To	the	Hills
At	the	end	of	August,	when	the	rains	were	nearly	over,	we	met	at	the	pool	to	make
plans	for	the	autumn	holidays.	We	had	bathed,	and	were	stretched	out	in	the	shade	of
the	 fresh,	 rain-washed	 sal	 trees,	 when	 Kamal,	 pointing	 vaguely	 to	 the	 distant
mountains,	said:	"Why	don't	we	go	to	the	Pindari	Glacier?"

"The	Glacier!"	exclaimed	Anil.	"But	that's	all	snow	and	ice!"
"Of	course	it	is,"	said	Kamal.	"But	there's	a	path	through	the	mountains	that	goes

all	the	way	to	the	foot	of	the	glacier.	It's	only	fifty-four	miles!"
"Do	you	mean	we	must—walk	fifty-four	miles?"
"Well,	there's	no	other	way,"	said	Kamal.	"Unless	you	prefer	to	sit	on	a	mule.	But

your	legs	are	too	long,	they'll	be	trailing	along	the	ground.	No,	we'll	have	to	walk.	It
will	take	us	about	ten	days	to	get	to	the	glacier	and	back,	but	if	we	take	enough	food
there'll	be	no	problem.	There	are	dak	bungalows	to	stay	in	at	night."

"Kamal	gets	all	the	best	ideas,"	I	said.	"But	I	suppose	Anil	and	I	will	have	to	get
our	parents'	permission.	And	some	money."

"My	 mother	 won't	 let	 me	 go,"	 said	 Anil.	 "She	 says	 the	 mountains	 are	 full	 of
ghosts.	And	she	thinks	I'll	get	up	to	some	mischief.	How	can	one	get	up	to	mischief
on	a	lonely	mountain?"

"I'm	sure	it	won't	be	dangerous,	people	are	always	going	to	the	glacier.	Can	you
see	 that	 peak	 above	 the	 others	 on	 the	 right?"	 Kamal	 pointed	 to	 the	 distant	 snow-
range,	barely	visible	against	the	soft	blue	sky.	"The	Pindari	Glacier	is	below	it.	It's	at
12,000	feet,	I	think,	but	we	won't	need	any	special	equipment.	There'll	be	snow	only
for	 the	 final	 two	or	 three	miles.	Do	you	 know	 that	 it's	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 river
Sarayu?"

"You	mean	our	river?"	asked	Anil,	thinking	of	the	little	river	that	wandered	along
the	outskirts	of	the	town,	joining	the	Ganges	further	downstream.

"Yes.	But	it's	only	a	trickle	where	it	starts."
"How	much	money	will	we	need?"	I	asked,	determined	to	be	practical.
"Well,	I've	saved	twenty	rupees,"	said	Kamal.



"But	won't	you	need	that	for	your	books?"	I	asked.
"No,	 this	 is	 extra.	 If	 each	 of	 us	 brings	 twenty	 rupees,	we	 should	 have	 enough.

There's	 nothing	 to	 spend	money	on,	 once	we	 are	 up	 on	 the	mountains.	There	 are
only	one	or	two	villages	on	the	way,	and	food	is	scarce,	so	we'll	have	to	take	plenty
of	food	with	us.	I	learnt	all	this	from	the	Tourist	Office."

"Kamal's	been	planing	this	without	our	knowledge,"	complained	Anil.
"He	always	plans	in	advance,"	I	said,	"but	it's	a	good	idea,	and	it	should	be	a	fine

adventure."
"All	right,"	said	Anil.	"But	Rusty	will	have	to	be	with	me	when	I	ask	my	mother.

She	thinks	Rusty	is	very	sensible,	and	might	let	me	go	if	he	says	it's	quite	safe."	And
he	ended	the	discussion	by	jumping	into	the	pool,	where	we	soon	joined	him.

Though	 my	 mother	 hesitated	 about	 letting	 me	 go,	 my	 father	 said	 it	 was	 a
wonderful	 idea,	 and	 was	 only	 sorry	 because	 he	 couldn't	 accompany	 us	 himself
(which	was	a	relief,	as	we	didn't	want	our	parents	along);	and	though	Anil's	father
hesitated—or	rather,	because	he	hesitated—his	mother	said	yes,	of	course	Anil	must
go,	 the	 mountain	 air	 would	 be	 good	 for	 his	 health.	 A	 puzzling	 remark,	 because
Anil's	 health	 had	 never	 been	 better.	The	 bazaar	 people,	when	 they	 heard	 that	Anil
might	 be	 away	 for	 a	 couple	 of	weeks,	 were	 overjoyed	 at	 the	 prospect	 of	 a	 quiet
spell,	and	pressed	his	father	to	let	him	go.

On	a	cloudy	day,	promising	rain,	we	bundled	ourselves	into	the	bus	that	was	to
take	 us	 to	 Kapkote	 (where	 people	 lose	 their	 caps	 and	 coats,	 punned	 Anil),	 the
starting	point	of	our	trek.	Each	of	us	carried	a	haversack,	and	we	had	also	brought
along	a	good-sized	bedding-roll	which,	apart	from	blankets,	also	contained	rice	and
flour	thoughtfully	provided	by	Anil's	mother.	We	had	no	idea	how	we	would	carry
the	bedding-roll	once	we	started	walking;	but	an	astrologer	had	told	Anil's	mother	it
was	a	good	day	for	travelling,	so	we	didn't	worry	much	over	minor	details.

We	were	soon	in	the	hills,	on	a	winding	road	that	took	us	up	and	up,	until	we	saw
the	valley	and	our	town	spread	out	beneath	us,	 the	river	a	silver	ribbon	across	the
plain.	 Kamal	 pointed	 to	 a	 patch	 of	 dense	 sal	 forest	 and	 said,	 "Our	 pool	 must	 be
there!"	We	took	a	sharp	bend,	and	the	valley	disappeared,	and	the	mountains	towered
above	us.

We	had	dull	headaches	by	the	time	we	reached	Kapkote;	but	when	we	got	down
from	the	bus	a	cool	breeze	freshened	us.	At	the	wayside	shop	we	drank	glasses	of
hot,	 sweet	 tea,	 and	 the	 shopkeeper	 told	 us	we	 could	 spend	 the	 night	 in	 one	 of	 his
rooms.	 It	 was	 pleasant	 at	 Kapkote,	 the	 hills	 wooded	with	 deodar	 trees,	 the	 lower
slopes	 planted	with	 fresh	 green	 paddy.	At	 night	 there	was	 a	wind	moaning	 in	 the
trees,	and	it	found	its	way	through	the	cracks	in	the	windows	and	eventually	through
our	blankets.	Then,	right	outside	the	door,	a	dog	began	howling	at	the	moon.	It	had
been	a	good	day	for	travelling,	but	the	astrologer	hadn't	warned	us	that	it	would	be	a
bad	night	for	sleep.



Next	morning	we	washed	our	faces	at	a	small	stream	about	a	hundred	yards	from
the	 shop,	 and	 filled	our	water-bottles	 for	 the	day's	march.	A	boy	 from	 the	nearby
village	sat	on	a	rock,	studying	our	movements.

"Where	are	you	going?"	he	asked,	unable	to	suppress	his	curiosity.
"To	the	glacier,"	said	Kamal.
"Let	me	come	with	you,"	said	the	boy.	"I	know	the	way."
"You're	 too	 small,"	 said	Anil.	 "We	need	 someone	who	 can	 carry	 our	 bedding-

roll."
"I'm	small,"	said	the	boy,	"but	I'm	strong.	I'm	not	a	weakling	like	the	boys	in	the

plains."	Though	he	was	shorter	than	any	of	us,	he	certainly	looked	sturdy,	and	had	a
muscular	well-knit	body	and	pink	cheeks.	"See!"	he	said;	and	picking	up	a	rock	the
size	of	a	football,	he	heaved	it	across	the	stream.

"I	think	he	can	come	with	us,"	I	said.
And	 the	 boy,	 whose	 name	was	 Bisnu,	 clashed	 off	 to	 inform	 his	 people	 of	 his

employment—we	had	agreed	to	pay	him	a	rupee	a	day	for	acting	as	our	guide	and
'sherpa'.

And	then	we	were	walking—at	first,	above	the	little	Sarayu	river,	then	climbing
higher	along	the	rough	mule-track,	always	within	sound	of	the	water.	Kamal	wanted
to	bathe	 in	 the	river.	 I	said	 it	was	 too	far,	and	Anil	said	we	wouldn't	 reach	the	dak
bungalow	before	dark	if	we	went	for	a	swim.	Regretfully,	we	left	the	river	behind,
and	marched	on	through	a	forest	of	oaks,	over	wet,	rotting	leaves	that	made	a	soft
carpet	 for	our	 feet.	We	ate	 at	noon,	under	 an	oak.	As	we	didn't	want	 to	waste	 any
time	making	a	fire—not	on	this	first	crucial	day—we	ate	beans	from	a	tin	and	drank
most	of	our	water.

In	 the	afternoon	we	came	 to	 the	 river	again.	The	water	was	swifter	now,	green
and	bubbling,	still	far	below	us.	We	saw	two	boys	in	the	water,	swimming	in	an	inlet
which	reminded	us	of	our	own	secret	pool.	They	waved,	and	invited	us	to	join	them.
We	returned	 their	greeting;	but	 it	would	have	 taken	us	an	hour	 to	get	down	 to	 the
river	and	up	again;	so	we	continued	on	our	way.

We	walked	fifteen	miles	on	the	first	day—our	speed	was	to	decrease	after	this—
and	we	were	 at	 the	dak	 bungalow	 by	 six	 o'clock.	Bisnu	 busied	 himself	 collecting
sticks	 for	 a	 fire.	Anil	 found	 the	bungalow's	watchman	asleep	 in	 a	patch	of	 fading
sunlight,	and	roused	him.	The	watchman,	who	hadn't	been	bothered	by	visitors	for
weeks,	grumbled	at	our	intrusion,	but	opened	a	room	for	us.	He	also	produced	some
potatoes	from	his	quarters,	and	these	were	roasted	for	dinner.

It	became	cold	after	 the	 sun	had	gone	down,	and	we	 remained	close	 to	Bisnu's
fire.	The	damp	sticks	burnt	fitfully.	But	Bisnu	had	justified	his	inclusion	in	our	party.
He	had	balanced	the	bedding-roll	on	his	shoulders	as	though	it	were	full	of	cotton
wool	instead	of	blankets.	Now	he	was	helping	with	the	cooking.	And	we	were	glad
to	have	him	sharing	our	hot	potatoes	and	strong	tea.



There	 were	 only	 two	 beds	 in	 the	 room,	 and	 we	 pushed	 these	 together,
apportioning	 out	 the	 blankets	 as	 fairly	 as	 possible.	Then	 the	 four	 of	 us	 leapt	 into
bed,	 shivering	 in	 the	 cold.	 We	 were	 already	 over	 5,000	 feet.	 Bisnu,	 in	 his	 own
peculiar	way,	had	wrapped	a	scarf	round	his	neck,	though	a	cotton	singlet	and	shorts
were	all	that	he	wore	for	the	night.

"Tell	us	a	story,	Rusty,"	said	Anil.	"It	will	help	us	to	fall	asleep."
I	 told	 them	 one	 of	 his	mother's	 stories,	 about	 a	 boy	 and	 a	 girl	 who	 had	 been

changed	into	a	pair	of	buffaloes;	and	then	Bisnu	told	us	about	the	ghost	of	a	Sadhu,
who	was	to	be	seen	sitting	in	the	snow	by	moonlight,	not	far	from	the	glacier.	Far
from	putting	us	to	sleep,	this	story	kept	us	awake	for	hours.

"Aren't	you	asleep	yet?"	I	asked	Anil	in	the	middle	of	the	night.
"No,	you	keep	kicking	me,"	he	lied.
"We	don't	have	enough	blankets,"	complained	Kamal,	"It's	too	cold	to	sleep."
"I	never	sleep	till	it's	very	late,"	mumbled	Bisnu	from	the	bottom	of	the	bed.
No	one	was	prepared	to	admit	that	our	imaginations	were	keeping	us	awake.
After	a	 little	while	we	heard	a	 thud	on	 the	corrugated	 tin	sheeting,	and	 then	 the

sound	of	someone—or	something—scrambling	about	on	the	roof.	Anil,	Kamal	and
I	sat	up	in	bed,	startled	out	of	our	wits.	Bisnu,	who	had	been	winning	the	race	to	be
fast	asleep,	merely	turned	over	on	his	side	and	grunted.

"It's	 only	 a	 bear,"	 he	 said.	 "Didn't	 you	notice	 the	 pumpkins	 on	 the	 roof?	Bears
love	pumpkins."

For	half	an	hour	we	had	to	listen	to	the	bear	as	it	clambered	about	on	the	roof,
feasting	on	the	watchman's	ripening	pumpkins.	Finally	there	was	silence.	Kamal	and
I	crawled	out	of	our	blankets	and	went	to	the	window.	And	through	the	frosted	glass
we	saw	a	black	Himalayan	bear	ambling	across	the	slope	in	front	of	the	bungalow,	a
fat	pumpkin	held	between	its	paws.

4.	To	The	River
It	was	raining	when	we	woke,	and	the	mountains	were	obscured	by	a	heavy	mist.	We
delayed	our	departure,	playing	football	on	 the	verandah	with	one	of	 the	pumpkins
that	had	fallen	off	the	roof.	At	noon	the	rain	stopped,	and	the	sun	shone	through	the
clouds.	As	the	mist	lifted,	we	saw	the	snow	range,	the	great	peaks	of	Nanda	Kot	and
Trisul	stepping	into	the	sky.

"It's	different	up	here,"	said	Kamal.	"I	feel	a	different	person."
"That's	the	altitude,"	I	said.	"As	we	go	higher,	we'll	get	lighter	in	the	head."
"Anil	is	light	in	the	head	already,"	said	Kamal.	"I	hope	the	altitude	isn't	too	much

for	him."
"If	you	two	are	going	to	be	witty,"	said	Anil,	"I	shall	go	off	with	Bisnu,	and	you'll

have	to	find	the	way	yourselves."



Bisnu	grinned	at	 each	of	us	 in	 turn	 to	 show	us	 that	he	wasn't	 taking	 sides;	 and
after	a	breakfast	of	boiled	eggs,	we	set	off	on	our	trek	to	the	next	bungalow.

Rain	had	made	the	ground	slippery,	and	we	were	soon	ankle-deep	in	slush.	Our
next	 bungalow	 lay	 in	 a	 narrow	 valley,	 on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	 rushing	 Pindar	 river,
which	twisted	its	way	through	the	mountains.	We	were	not	sure	how	far	we	had	to
go,	but	nobody	seemed	in	a	hurry.	On	an	impulse,	I	decided	to	hurry	on	ahead	of	the
others.	I	wanted	to	be	waiting	for	them	at	the	river.

The	 path	 dropped	 steeply,	 then	 rose	 and	 went	 round	 a	 big	 mountain.	 I	 met	 a
woodcutter	and	asked	him	how	far	it	was	to	the	river.	He	was	a	short,	stocky	man,
with	gnarled	hands	and	a	weathered	face.

"Seven	miles,"	he	said.	"Are	you	alone?"
"No,	the	others	are	following,	but	I	cannot	wait	for	them.	If	you	meet	them,	tell

them	I'll	be	waiting	at	the	river."
The	path	descended	steeply	now,	and	I	had	to	run	a	little.	It	was	a	dizzy,	winding

path.	The	hillside	was	covered	with	lush	green	ferns,	and,	in	the	trees,	unseen	birds
sang	 loudly.	 Soon	 I	 was	 in	 the	 valley,	 and	 the	 path	 straightened	 out.	 A	 girl	 was
coming	from	the	opposite	direction.	She	held	a	long,	curved	knife,	with	which	she
had	been	cutting	grass	and	fodder.	There	were	rings	in	her	nose	and	ears,	and	her
arms	were	covered	with	heavy	bangles.	The	bangles	made	music	when	she	moved
her	hands—it	was	as	though	her	hands	spoke	a	language	of	their	own.

"How	far	is	it	to	the	river?"	I	asked.
The	girl	had	probably	never	been	near	the	river,	or	she	may	have	been	thinking

of	another	one,	because	she	replied,	"Twenty	miles,"	without	any	hesitation.
I	laughed,	and	ran	down	the	path.	A	parrot	screeched	suddenly,	flew	low	over	my

head—a	flash	of	blue	and	green—and	took	the	course	of	the	path,	while	I	followed
its	dipping	flight,	until	the	path	rose	and	the	bird	disappeared	into	the	trees.

A	trickle	of	water	came	from	the	hillside,	and	I	stopped	to	drink.	The	water	was
cold	and	sharp	and	very	refreshing.	I	had	walked	alone	for	nearly	an	hour.	Presently
I	saw	a	boy	ahead	of	me,	driving	a	few	goats	along	the	path.

"How	far	is	it	to	the	river?"	I	asked,	when	I	caught	up	with	him.
The	boy	said,	"Oh,	not	far,	just	round	the	next	hill."
As	I	was	hungry,	I	produced	some	dry	bread	from	my	pocket	and,	breaking	it	in

two,	offered	half	to	the	boy.	We	sat	on	the	grassy	hillside	and	ate	in	silence.	Then	we
walked	on	together	and	began	talking;	and	talking,	I	did	not	notice	the	smarting	of
my	feet	and	the	distance	I	had	covered.	But	after	some	time	the	boy	had	to	diverge
along	another	path,	and	I	was	once	more	on	my	own.

I	missed	the	village	boy.	I	looked	up	and	down	the	path,	but	I	could	see	no	one,
no	sign	of	Anil	and	Kamal	and	Bisnu,	and	the	river	was	not	in	sight	either.	I	began	to
feel	discouraged.	But	I	couldn't	turn	back;	I	was	determined	to	be	at	the	river	before
the	others.



And	so	I	walked	on,	along	the	muddy	path,	past	 terraced	fields	and	small	stone
houses,	until	there	were	no	more	fields	and	houses,	only	forest	and	sun	and	silence.

The	 silence	 was	 impressive	 and	 a	 little	 frightening.	 It	 was	 different	 from	 the
silence	of	a	room	or	an	empty	street.	Nor	was	there	any	movement,	except	for	the
bending	 of	 grass	 beneath	my	 feet,	 and	 the	 circling	 of	 a	 hawk	 high	 above	 the	 fir
trees.

And	then,	as	I	rounded	a	sharp	bend,	the	silence	broke	into	sound.
The	sound	of	the	river.
Far	down	in	the	valley,	the	river	tumbled	over	itself	in	its	impatience	to	reach	the

plains.	I	began	to	run,	slipped	and	stumbled,	but	continued	running.
And	the	water	was	blue	and	white	and	wonderful.
When	Anil,	Kamal	and	Bisnu	arrived,	the	four	of	us	bravely	decided	to	bathe	in

the	 little	 river.	The	 late	afternoon	sun	was	still	warm,	but	 the	water—so	clear	and
inviting—proved	to	be	ice-cold.	Only	twenty	miles	upstream	the	river	emerged	as	a
little	trickle	from	the	glacier,	and	in	its	swift	descent	down	the	mountain	slopes	it	did
not	give	the	sun	a	chance	to	penetrate	its	waters.	But	we	were	determined	to	bathe,	to
wash	away	the	dust	and	sweat	of	our	two	days'	 trudging,	and	we	leapt	about	in	the
shallows	like	startled	porpoises,	slapping	water	on	each	other,	and	gasping	with	the
shock	 of	 each	 immersion.	 Bisnu,	 more	 accustomed	 to	 mountain	 streams	 than
ourselves,	 ventured	 across	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 catch	 an	 otter,	 but	wasn't	 fast	 enough.
Then	we	were	on	the	springy	grass,	wrestling	each	other	in	order	to	get	warm.

The	bungalow	stood	on	a	ledge	just	above	the	river,	and	the	sound	of	the	water
rushing	 down	 the	 mountain	 defde	 could	 be	 heard	 at	 all	 times.	 The	 sound	 of	 the
birds,	which	we	had	grown	used	to,	was	drowned	by	the	sound	of	the	water;	but	the
birds	themselves	could	be	seen,	many-coloured,	standing	out	splendidly	against	the
dark	green	 forest	 foliage:	 the	 red-crowned	 jay,	 the	paradise	 flycatcher,	 the	purple
whistling-thrush,	others	we	could	not	recognise.

Higher	up	 the	mountain,	above	some	 terraced	 land	where	oats	and	barley	were
grown,	stood	a	small	cluster	of	huts.	This,	we	were	told	by	the	watchman,	was	the
last	village	on	the	way	to	the	glacier.	It	was,	in	fact,	one	of	the	last	villages	in	India,
because	 if	 we	 crossed	 the	 difficult	 passes	 beyond	 the	 glacier,	 we	 would	 find
ourselves	in	Tibet.	We	told	the	watchman	we	would	be	quite	satisfied	if	we	reached
the	glacier.

Then	Anil	made	the	mistake	of	mentioning	the	Abominable	Snowman,	of	whom
we	had	been	reading	in	the	papers.	The	people	of	Nepal	believe	in	the	existence	of
the	Snowman,	and	our	watchman	was	a	Nepali.

"Yes,	I	have	seen	the	Yeti,"	he	told	us.	"A	great	shaggy	flat-footed	creature.	In	the
winter,	when	 it	 snows	heavily,	he	passes	by	 the	bungalow	at	night.	 I	have	seen	his
tracks	the	next	morning."

"Does	 he	 come	 this	 way	 in	 the	 summer?"	 I	 asked	 anxiously.	 We	 were	 sitting



before	another	of	Bisnu's	fires,	drinking	tea	with	condensed	milk,	and	trying	to	get
through	a	black,	sticky	sweet	which	the	watchman	had	produced	from	his	tin	trunk.

"The	yeti	doesn't	come	here	in	the	summer,"	said	the	old	man.	"But	I	have	seen
the	Lidini	sometimes.	You	have	to	be	careful	of	her."

"What	is	a	Lidini?"	asked	Kamal.
"Ah!"	 said	 the	 watchman	 mysteriously.	 "You	 have	 heard	 of	 the	 Abominable

Snowman,	 no	 doubt,	 but	 there	 are	 few	 who	 have	 heard	 of	 the	 Abominable
Snowwoman!	And	yet	she	is	far	the	more	dangerous	of	the	two!"

"What	is	she	like?"	asked	Anil,	and	we	all	craned	forward.
"She	is	of	the	same	height	as	the	Yeti—about	seven	feet	when	her	back	is	straight

—and	 her	 hair	 is	 much	 longer.	 She	 has	 very	 long	 teeth	 and	 nails.	 Her	 feet	 face
inwards,	but	she	can	run	very	fast,	especially	downhill.	If	you	see	a	Lidini,	and	she
chases	you,	always	run	away	in	an	uphill	direction.	She	tires	quickly	because	of	her
feet.	But	when	running	downhill	she	has	no	trouble	at	all,	and	you	have	to	be	very
fast	to	escape	her!"

"Well,	we're	 all	 good	 runners,"	 said	Anil	with	 a	 nervous	 laugh,	 "but	 it's	 just	 a
fairy	story,	I	don't	believe	a	word	of	it."

"But	you	must	believe	fairy	stories,"	I	said,	remembering	a	performance	of	Peter
Pan	 in	London,	when	 those	 in	 the	 audience	who	believed	 in	 fairies	were	 asked	 to
clap	their	hands	in	order	to	save	Tinker	Bell's	life.	"Even	if	they	aren't	true,"	I	added,
deciding	there	was	a	world	of	difference	between	Tinker	Bell	and	the	Abominable
Snowwoman.

"Well,	I	don't	believe	there's	a	Snowman	or	a	Snow-woman!"	declared	Anil.
The	watchman	was	most	offended	and	refused	to	tell	us	anything	about	the	Sagpa

and	Sagpani;	but	Bisnu	knew	about	them,	and	later,	when	we	were	in	bed,	he	told	us
that	 they	were	similar	 to	Snowmen	but	much	smaller.	Their	 favourite	pastime	was
sleeping,	 and	 they	 became	 very	 annoyed	 if	 anyone	 woke	 them,	 and	 became
ferocious,	and	did	not	give	one	much	 time	 to	 start	 running	uphill.	The	Sagpa	and
Sagpani	sometimes	kidnapped	small	children,	and	taking	them	to	their	cave,	would
look	 after	 the	 children	 very	 carefully,	 feeding	 them	 on	 fruits,	 honey,	 rice	 and
earthworms.

"When	 the	 Sagpa	 isn't	 looking,"	 he	 said,	 "you	 can	 throw	 the	 earthworms	 over
your	shoulder."

5.	The	Glacier
It	was	 a	 fine	 sunny	morning	when	we	 set	 out	 to	 cover	 the	 last	 seven	miles	 to	 the
glacier.	We	 had	 expected	 this	 to	 be	 a	 stiff	 climb,	 but	 the	 last	 dak	 bungalow	 was
situated	 at	 well	 over	 10,000	 feet	 above	 sea	 level,	 and	 the	 ascent	 was	 to	 be	 fairly
gradual.



And	suddenly,	abruptly,	there	were	no	more	trees.	As	the	bungalow	dropped	out
of	sight,	the	trees	and	bushes	gave	way	to	short	grass	and	little	blue	and	pink	alpine
flowers.	The	snow	peaks	were	close	now,	ringing	us	 in	on	every	sicle.	We	passed
waterfalls,	cascading	hundreds	of	feet	down	precipitous	rock	faces,	thundering	into
the	little	river.	A	great	golden	eagle	hovered	over	us	for	some	time.

"I	feel	different	again,"	said	Kamal.
"We're	very	high	now,"	I	said.	"I	hope	we	won't	get	headaches."
"I've	got	one	already,"	complained	Anil.	"Let's	have	some	tea."
We	had	 left	our	cooking	utensils	at	 the	bungalow,	expecting	 to	 return	 there	 for

the	night,	and	had	brought	with	us	only	a	few	biscuits,	chocolate,	and	a	thermos	of
tea.	We	finished	the	tea,	and	Bisnu	scrambled	about	on	the	grassy	slopes,	collecting
wild	strawberries.	They	were	tiny	strawberries,	very	sweet,	and	they	did	nothing	to
satisfy	 our	 appetites.	 There	 was	 no	 sign	 of	 habitation	 or	 human	 life.	 The	 only
creatures	to	be	found	at	that	height	were	the	gurals—sure-footed	mountain	goats—
and	an	occasional	snow-leopard,	or	a	bear.

We	 found	 and	 explored	 a	 small	 cave,	 and	 then,	 turning	 a	 bend,	 came
unexpectedly	upon	the	glacier.

The	hill	fell	away,	and	there,	confronting	us,	was	a	great	white	field	of	snow	and
ice,	cradled	between	two	peaks	that	could	only	have	been	the	abode	of	the	gods.	We
were	 speechless	 for	 several	 minutes.	 Kamal	 took	 my	 hand	 and	 held	 on	 to	 it	 for
reassurance;	perhaps	he	was	not	sure	that	what	he	saw	was	real.	Anil's	mouth	hung
open.	Bisnu's	eyes	glittered	with	excitement.

We	 proceeded	 cautiously	 on	 the	 snow,	 supporting	 each	 other	 on	 the	 slippery
surface;	but	we	could	not	go	far,	because	we	were	quite	unequipped	for	any	high-
altitude	climbing.	It	was	pleasant	to	feel	that	we	were	the	only	boys	in	our	town	who
had	climbed	so	high.	A	few	black	rocks	jutted	out	from	the	snow,	and	we	sat	down
on	them,	to	feast	our	eyes	on	the	view.	The	sun	reflected	sharply	from	the	snow,	and
we	felt	surprisingly	warm.

"Let's	sunbathe!"	said	Anil,	on	a	sudden	impulse.
"Yes,	let's	do	that!"	I	said.
In	 a	 few	minutes	we	 had	 taken	 off	 our	 clothes	 and,	 sitting	 on	 the	 rocks,	were

exposing	ourselves	 to	 the	elements.	 It	was	delicious	 to	 feel	 the	 sun	crawling	over
my	skin.	Within	half	an	hour	I	was	post	box	red,	and	so	was	Bisnu,	and	the	two	of	us
decided	 to	 get	 into	 our	 clothes	 before	 the	 sun	 scorched	 the	 skin	 off	 our	 backs.
Kamal	 and	 Anil	 appeared	 to	 be	 more	 resilient	 to	 sunlight,	 and	 laughed	 at	 our
discomfiture.	Bisnu	and	I	avenged	ourselves	by	gathering	up	handfuls	of	snow	and
rubbing	it	on	their	backs.	We	dressed	quickly	enough	after	that,	Anil	leaping	about
like	a	performing	monkey.

Meanwhile,	 almost	 imperceptibly,	 clouds	 had	 covered	 some	 of	 the	 peaks,	 and
white	 mist	 drifted	 down	 the	 mountain-slopes.	 It	 was	 time	 to	 get	 back	 to	 the



bungalow;	we	would	barely	make	it	before	dark.
We	 had	 not	 gone	 far	 when	 lightning	 began	 to	 sizzle	 about	 the	 mountain-tops

followed	by	waves	of	thunder.
"Let's	run!"	shouted	Anil.	"We	can	shelter	in	the	cave!"
The	 clouds	 could	 hold	 themselves	 in	 no	 longer,	 and	 the	 rain	 came	 down

suddenly,	stinging	our	faces	as	it	was	whipped	up	by	an	icy	wind.	Half-blinded,	we
ran	 as	 fast	 as	 we	 could	 along	 the	 slippery	 path,	 and	 stumbled,	 drenched	 and
exhausted,	into	the	little	cave.

The	 cave	was	mercifully	 dry,	 and	 not	 very	 dark.	We	 remained	 at	 the	 entrance,
watching	 the	 rain	 sweep	 past	 us,	 listening	 to	 the	 wind	 whistling	 down	 the	 long
gorge.

"It	will	take	some	time	to	stop,"	said	Kamal.
"No,	it	will	pass	soon,"	said	Bisnu.	"These	storms	are	short	and	fierce."
Anil	produced	his	pocket	knife,	and	to	pass	the	time	we	carved	our	names	in	the

smooth	rock	of	the	cave.
"We	will	 come	 here	 again,	when	we	 are	 older,"	 said	Kamal,	 "and	 perhaps	 our

names	will	still	be	here."
It	had	grown	dark	by	the	time	the	rain	stopped.	A	full	moon	helped	us	find	our

way,	we	went	slowly	and	carefully.	The	rain	had	loosened	the	earth,	and	stones	kept
rolling	down	the	hillside.	I	was	afraid	of	starting	a	landslide.

"I	hope	we	don't	meet	the	Lidini	now,"	said	Anil	fervently.
"I	thought	you	didn't	believe	in	her,"	I	said.
"I	don't,"	replied	Anil.	"But	what	if	I'm	wrong?"
We	 saw	 only	 a	 mountain-goat,	 the	 gural,	 poised	 on	 the	 brow	 of	 a	 precipice,

silhouetted	against	the	sky.
And	then	the	path	vanished.
Had	it	not	been	for	the	bright	moonlight,	we	might	have	walked	straight	into	an

empty	 void.	The	 rain	 had	 caused	 a	 landslide,	 and	where	 there	 had	 been	 a	 narrow
path	there	was	now	only	a	precipice	of	loose,	slippery	shale.

"We'll	have	to	go	back,"	said	Bisnu.	"It	will	be	too	dangerous	to	try	and	cross	in
the	dark."

"We'll	sleep	in	the	cave,"	I	suggested.
"We've	 nothing	 to	 sleep	 in,"	 said	 Anil.	 "Not	 a	 single	 blanket	 between	 us	 and

nothing	to	eat!"
"We'll	 just	 have	 to	 rough	 it	 till	 morning,"	 said	 Kamal.	 "It	 will	 be	 better	 than

breaking	our	necks	here."
We	returned	to	the	cave,	which	did	at	least	have	the	virtue	of	being	dry.	Bisnu	had

matches,	and	he	made	a	fire	with	some	dry	sticks	which	had	been	left	in	the	cave	by
a	previous	party.	We	ate	what	was	left	of	a	loaf	of	bread.

There	 was	 no	 sleep	 for	 any	 of	 us	 that	 night.	 We	 lay	 close	 to	 each	 other	 for



comfort,	but	the	ground	was	hard	and	uneven.	And	every	noise	we	heard	outside	the
cave	made	us	think	of	leopards	and	bears	and	even	the	Abominable	Snowmen.

We	got	 up	 as	 soon	 as	 there	was	 a	 faint	 glow	 in	 the	 sky.	The	 snow-peaks	were
bright	pink,	but	we	were	too	tired	and	hungry	and	worried	to	care	for	the	beauty	of
the	 sunrise.	We	 took	 the	 path	 to	 the	 landslide,	 and	 once	 again	 looked	 for	 a	 way
across.	Kamal	ventured	to	take	a	few	steps	on	the	loose	pebbles,	but	the	ground	gave
way	immediately,	and	we	had	to	grab	him	by	the	arms	and	shoulders	to	prevent	him
from	sliding	a	hundred	feet	down	the	gorge.

"Now	what	are	we	going	to	do?"	I	asked.
"Look	for	another	way,"	said	Bisnu.
"But	do	you	know	of	any?"
And	we	all	turned	to	look	at	Bisnu,	expecting	him	to	provide	the	solution	to	our

problem.
"I	have	heard	of	a	way,"	 said	Bisnu,	 "but	 I	have	never	used	 it.	 It	will	be	a	 little

dangerous,	 I	 think.	 The	 path	 has	 not	 been	 used	 for	 several	 years—not	 since	 the
traders	stopped	coming	in	from	Tibet."

"Never	mind,	we'll	try	it,"	said	Anil.
"We	will	have	to	cross	the	glacier	first,"	said	Bisnu.	"That's	the	main	problem."
We	looked	at	each	other	in	silence.	The	glacier	didn't	look	difficult	to	cross,	but

we	know	that	it	would	not	be	easy	for	novices.	For	almost	two	furlongs	it	consisted
of	hard,	slippery	ice.

Anil	was	the	first	to	arrive	at	a	decision.
"Come	on,"	he	said.	"There's	no	time	to	waste."
We	were	soon	on	the	glacier.	And	we	remained	on	it	for	a	long	time.	For	every

two	steps	forward,	we	slid	one	step	backward.	Our	progress	was	slow	and	awkward.
Sometimes,	after	advancing	several	yards	across	the	ice	at	a	steep	incline,	one	of	us
would	slip	back	and	 the	others	would	have	 to	slither	down	to	help	him	up.	At	one
particularly	 difficult	 spot,	 I	 dropped	 our	water	 bottle	 and,	 grabbing	 at	 it,	 lost	my
footing,	fell	full-length	and	went	sliding	some	twenty	feet	down	the	ice-slope.

I	had	sprained	my	wrist	and	hurt	my	knee,	and	was	to	prove	a	liability	for	the	rest
of	the	trek.

Kamal	tied	his	handkerchief	round	my	hand,	and	Anil	took	charge	of	the	water-
bottle,	 which	 we	 had	 filled	 with	 ice.	 Using	 my	 good	 hand	 to	 grab	 Bisnu's	 legs
whenever	I	slipped,	I	struggled	on	behind	the	others.

It	was	almost	noon,	and	we	were	quite	famished,	when	we	put	our	feet	on	grass
again.	And	then	we	had	another	steep	climb,	clutching	at	roots	and	grasses,	before
we	reached	the	path	that	Bisnu	had	spoken	about.	It	was	little	more	than	a	goat-track,
but	it	took	us	round	the	mountain	and	brought	us	within	sight	of	the	dak	bungalow.

"I	could	eat	a	whole	chicken,"	said	Kamal.
"I	could	eat	two,"	I	said.



"I	could	eat	a	Snowman,"	said	Bisnu.
"And	I	could	eat	the	chowkidar,"	said	Anil.
Fortunately	 for	 the	 chowkidar,	 he	 had	 anticipated	 our	 hunger;	 and	 when	 we

staggered	into	the	bungalow	late	in	the	afternoon,	we	found	a	meal	waiting	for	us.
True,	 there	 was	 110	 chicken—but,	 so	 ravenous	 did	 we	 feel,	 that	 even	 the	 lowly
onion	tasted	delicious!

We	had	Bisnu	to	thank	for	getting	us	back	successfully.	He	had	brought	us	over
mountain	 and	 glacier	 with	 all	 the	 skill	 and	 confidence	 of	 a	 boy	 who	 had	 the
Himalayas	in	his	blood.

We	took	our	time	getting	back	to	Kapkote;	fished	in	the	Sarayu	river;	bathed	with
the	village	boys	we	had	seen	on	our	way	up;	collected	straw-berries	and	ferns	and
wild	flowers;	and	finally	said	good-bye	to	Bisnu.

Anil	wanted	to	take	Bisnu	along	with	us,	but	the	boy's	parents	refused	to	let	him
go,	saying	that	he	was	too	young	for	the	life	of	a	city;	but	we	were	of	the	opinion
that	Bisnu	could	have	taught	the	city	boys	a	few	things.

"Never	mind,"	said	Kamal.	"We'll	go	on	another	trip	next	year,	and	we'll	take	you
with	us,	Bisnu.	We'll	write	and	let	you	know	our	plans."

This	promise	made	Bisnu	happy,	and	he	saw	us	off	at	the	bus	stop,	shouldering
our	bedding	to	the	end.	Then	he	skimmed	up	the	trunk	of	a	fir	tree	to	have	a	better
view	 of	 us	 leaving,	 and	we	 saw	 him	waving	 to	 us	 from	 the	 tree	 as	 our	 bus	went
round	the	bend	from	Kapkote,	and	the	hills	were	left	behind	and	the	plains	stretched
out	below.



The	Last	Truck	Ride

[Twice	 a	 day	 Pritam	 Singh	 takes	 his	 battered,	 old	 truck	 on	 the	 narrow,
mountainous	roads,	to	the	limestone	quarry.	He	is	in	the	habit	of	driving	fast.
The	brakes	of	his	truck	are	in	good	condition.	What	happens	when	a	stray	mule
suddenly	appears	on	the	road?]

	horn	blared,	shattering	the	silence	of	the	mountains,	and	a	truck	came	round
the	bend	in	the	road.	A	herd	of	goats	scattered	to	left	and	right.

The	 goat-herds	 cursed	 as	 a	 cloud	 of	 dust	 enveloped	 them,	 and	 then	 the
truck	had	left	them	behind	and	was	rattling	along	the	stony,	unpaved	hill	road.

At	 the	 wheel	 of	 the	 truck,	 stroking	 his	 gray	 moustache,	 sat	 Pritam	 Singh,	 a
turbaned	 Sikh.	 It	 was	 his	 own	 truck.	 He	 did	 not	 allow	 anyone	 else	 to	 drive	 it.
Everyday	 he	 made	 two	 trips	 to	 the	 limestone	 quarries,	 carrying	 truckloads	 of
limestone	back	to	the	depot	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	He	was	paid	by	the	trip,	and	he
was	always	anxious	to	get	in	two	trips	everyday.

Sitting	 beside	 him	was	Nathu,	 his	 cleaner-boy.	Nathu	was	 a	 sturdy	 boy,	with	 a
round	cheerful	face.	It	was	difficult	to	guess	his	age.	He	might	have	been	twelve	or
he	might	have	been	 fifteen—he	did	not	know	himself,	 since	no	one	 in	his	village
had	 troubled	 to	 record	 his	 birthday—but	 the	 hard	 life	 he	 led	 probably	made	 him
look	older	than	his	years.	He	belonged	to	the	hills,	but	his	village	was	far	away,	on
the	next	range.

Last	 year	 the	 potato	 crop	 had	 failed.	As	 a	 result	 there	was	 no	money	 for	 salt,
sugar,	soap	and	flour—and	Nathu's	parents,	and	small	brothers	and	sisters	couldn't
live	entirely	on	the	onions	and	artichokes	which	were	about	the	only	crops	that	had
survived	the	drought.	There	had	been	no	rain	that	summer.	So	Nathu	waved	good-
bye	 to	 his	 people	 and	 came	 down	 to	 the	 town	 in	 the	 valley	 to	 look	 for	 work.
Someone	 directed	 him	 to	 the	 limestone	 depot.	 He	 was	 too	 young	 to	 work	 at	 the
quarries,	breaking	stones	and	loading	them	on	the	trucks;	but	Pritam	Singh,	one	of
the	older	drivers,	was	looking	for	someone	to	clean	and	look	after	his	truck.	Nathu
looked	like	a	bright,	strong	boy,	and	he	was	taken	on—at	ten	rupees	a	day.



That	 had	 been	 six	 months	 ago,	 and	 now	 Nathu	 was	 an	 experienced	 hand	 at
looking	after	trucks,	riding	in	them	and	even	sleeping	in	them.	He	got	on	well	with
Pritam	 Singh,	 the	 grizzled,	 fifty-year-old	 Sikh,	 who	 had	 well-to-do	 sons	 in	 the
Punjab,	 but	 whose	 sturdy	 ii	 dependence	 kept	 him	 on	 the	 road	 in	 his	 battered	 old
truck.

Pritam	Singh	pressed	hard	on	his	horn.	Now	there	was	no	one	on	the	road—no
animals,	no	humans—but	Pritam	was	fond	of	his	horn	and	liked	blowing	it.	It	was
music	to	his	ears.

'One	more	year	on	this	road,'	said	Pritam.	'Then	I'll	sell	my	truck	and	retire.'
'Who	 will	 buy	 this	 truck?	 said	 Nathu.	 'It	 will	 retire	 before	 you	 do.'	 'Don't	 be

cheeky,	boy.	She's	only	twenty-years-old—there	are	still	a	few	years	left	in	her!	And
as	 though	 to	 prove	 it,	 he	 blew	 his	 horn	 again.	 Its	 strident	 sound	 echoed	 and	 re-
echoed	down	the	mountain	gorge.	A	pair	of	wild	fowl,	disturbed	by	the	noise,	flew
out	from	the	bushes	and	glided	across	the	road	in	front	of	the	truck.

Pritam	Singh's	thoughts	went	to	his	dinner.
'Haven't	had	a	good	meal	for	days,'	he	grumbled.
'Haven't	had	a	good	meal	for	weeks,'	said	Nathu,	although	he	looked	quite	well-

fed.
'Tomorrow	I'll	give	you	dinner,'	said	Pritam.	'Tandoori	chicken	and	pilaf	rice.'
'I'll	believe	it	when	I	see	it,'	said	Nathu.
Pritam	 Singh	 sounded	 his	 horn	 again	 before	 slowing	 down.	 The	 road	 had

become	narrow	and	precipitous,	and	trotting	ahead	of	them	was	a	train	of	mules.	As
the	 horn	 blared,	 one	mule	 ran	 forward,	 one	 ran	 backwards.	One	went	 uphill,	 one
went	downhill.	Soon	there	were	mules	all	over	the	place.

'You	can	never	tell	with	mules,'	said	Pritam,	after	he	had	left	them	behind.
The	hills	were	bare	and	dry.	Much	of	the	forest	had	long	since	disappeared.	Just	a

few	scraggy	old	oaks	still	grew	on	the	steep	hillside.	This	particular	range	was	rich
in	limestone,	and	the	hills	were	scarred	by	quarrying.

'Are	your	hills	as	bare	as	these?'	asked	Pritam.
'No,	they	have	not	started	blasting	there	as	yet,'	said	Nathu.
'We	still	have	a	few	trees.	And	there	is	a	walnut	tree	in	front	of	our	house,	which

gives	us	two	baskets	of	walnuts	every	year'.
'And	do	you	have	water?'
'There	is	a	stream	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	But	for	the	fields,	we	have	to	depend

on	the	rainfall.	And	there	was	no	rain	last	year.'
'It	will	rain	soon.'	said	Pritam.	'I	can	smell	rain.	It	is	coming	from	the	north.'
'It	will	settle	the	dust.'
The	dust	was	everywhere.	The	truck	was	full	of	it.	The	leaves	of	the	shrubs	and

the	few	trees	were	thick	with	it.	Nathu	could	feel	the	dust	near	his	eyelids	and	on	his
lips.	As	they	approached	the	quarries,	the	dust	increased—but	it	was	a	different	kind



of	 dust	 new—whiter,	 stinging	 the	 eyes,	 irritating	 the	 nostrils—limestone	 dust,
hanging	in	the	air.

The	blasting	was	in	progress.
Pritam	Singh	brought	the	truck	to	a	halt.
'Let's	wait	a	bit,'	he	said.
They	sat	 in	silence,	staring	 through	the	windscreen	at	 the	scarred	cliffs	about	a

hundred	yards	down	the	road.	There	was	no	sign	of	life	around	them.
Suddenly,	 the	 hillside	 blossomed	 outwards,	 followed	 by	 a	 sharp	 crack	 of

explosives.	Earth	and	rock	hurtled	down	the	hillside.
Nathu	watched	in	awe	as	shrubs	and	small	trees	were	flung	into	the	air.	It	always

frightened	him—not	so	much	the	sight	of	 the	rocks	bursting	asunder,	but	 the	 trees
being	flung	aside	and	destroyed.	He	thought	of	his	own	trees	at	home—the	walnut,
the	pines—and	wondered	if	one	day	they	would	suffer	the	same	fate,	and	whether	the
mountains	would	all	become	a	desert	like	this	particular	range.	No	trees,	no	grass,
no	water—only	the	choking	dust	of	the	limestone	quarries.

Pritam	Singh	pressed	hard	on	his	horn	again,	to	let	the	people	at	the	site	know	he
was	coming.	Soon	they	were	parked	outside	a	small	shed,	where	the	contractor	and
the	overseer	were	sipping	cups	of	tea.	A	short	distance	away	some	labourers	were
hammering	at	chunks	of	rock,	breaking	them	up	into	manageable	blocks.	A	pile	of
stones	stood	ready	for	loading,	while	the	rock	that	had	just	been	blasted	lay	scattered
about	the	hillside.

'Come	and	have	a	cup	of	tea,'	called	out	the	contractor.
'Get	on	with	 the	 loading,'	 said	Pritam.	 'I	can't	hang	about	all	afternoon.	There's

another	trip	to	make—and	it	gets	dark	early	these	days.'
But	he	 sat	 down	on	a	bench	and	ordered	 two	cups	of	 tea	 from	 the	 stall-owner.

The	overseer	strolled	over	to	the	group	of	labourers	and	told	them	to	start	loading.
Nathu	let	down	the	grid	at	the	back	of	the	truck.

Nathu	stood	back	while	 the	men	 loaded	 the	 truck	with	 limestone	 rocks.	He	was
glad	that	he	was	chubby:	thin	people	seemed	to	feel	 the	cold	much	more—like	the
contractor,	a	skinny	fellow	who	was	shivering	in	his	expensive	overcoat.

To	keep	himself	warm,	Nathu	began	helping	the	labourers	with	the	loading.
'Don't	expect	to	be	paid	for	that,'	said	the	contractor,	for	whom	every	extra	paise

spent	was	a	paisa	off	his	profits.
'Don't	worry,'	said	Nadhu,	'I	don't	work	for	contractors.	I	work	for	Pritam	Singh.'
'That's	right,'	called	out	Pritam.	'And	mind	what	you	say	to	Nathu—he's	nobody's

servant!'
It	 took	 them	almost	 an	hour	 to	 fill	 the	 truck	with	 stones.	The	contractor	wasn't

happy	until	there	was	no	space	left	for	a	single	stone.	Then	four	of	the	six	labourers
climbed	on	the	pile	of	stones.	They	would	ride	back	to	the	depot	on	the	truck.	The
contractor,	his	overseer,	and	the	others	would	follow	by	jeep.	'Let's	go!'	said	Pritam,



getting	behind	 the	 steering	wheel.	 'I	want	 to	be	back	here	 and	 then	home	by	eight
o'clock.	I'm	going	to	a	marriage	party	tonight!'

Nathu	 jumped	in	beside	him,	banging	his	door	shut.	 It	never	opened	at	a	 touch.
Pritam	always	joked	that	his	truck	was	held	together	with	Sellotape.

He	was	in	good	spirits.	He	started	his	engine,	blew	his	horn,	and	burst	into	a	song
as	the	truck	started	out	on	the	return	journey.

The	labourers	were	singing	too,	as	the	truck	swung	round	the	sharp	bends	of	the
winding	mountain	road.	Nathu	was	feeling	quite	dizzy.	The	door	beside	him	rattled
on	its	hinges.

'Not	so	fast,'	he	said.
'Oh,'	said	Pritam,	'And	since	when	did	you	become	nervous	about	fast	driving?'
'Since	today,'	said	Nathu.
'And	what's	wrong	with	today?'
'I	don't	know.	It's	just	that	kind	of	day,	I	suppose.'
'You	are	getting	old,'	said	Pritam.	That's	your	trouble.'
'Just	wait	till	you	get	to	be	my	age,'	said	Nathu.
'No	more	cheek,'	said	Pritam,	and	stepped	on	the	accelerator	and	drove	faster.
As	they	swung	round	a	bend,	Nathu	looked	out	of	his	window.
All	he	saw	was	the	sky	above	and	the	valley	below.
They	were	very	near	the	edge.	But	it	was	always	like	that	on	this	narrow	road.
After	a	few	more	hairpin	bends,	the	road	started	descending	steeply	to	the	valley.
'I'll	just	test	the	brakes,'	said	Pritam	and	jammed	down	on	them	so	suddenly	that

one	of	the	labourers	almost	fell	off	at	the	back.
They	called	out	in	protest.
'Hang	on!'	shouted	Pritam.	'You're	nearly	home!'
'Don't	try	any	short	cuts,'	said	Nathu.
Just	 then	 a	 stray	 mule	 appeared	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 road.	 Pritam	 swung	 the

steering	wheel	over	to	his	right;	but	the	road	turned	left,	and	the	truck	went	straight
over	the	edge.

As	 it	 tipped	 over,	 hanging	 for	 a	 few	 seconds	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 cliff,	 the
labourers	leapt	from	the	back	of	the	truck.

'The	truck	pitched	forward,	bouncing	over	the	rocks,	turning	over	on	its	side	and
rolling	over	twice	before	coming	to	rest	against	the	trunk	of	a	scraggy	old	oak	tree.
Had	it	missed	the	tree,	the	truck	would	have	plunged	a	few	hundred	feet	down	to	the
bottom	of	the	gorge.

Two	labourers	sat	on	the	hillside,	stunned	and	badly	shaken.
The	other	two	had	picked	themselves	up	and	were	running	back	to	the	quarry	for

help.
Nathu	 had	 landed	 in	 a	 bed	 of	 nettles.	 He	 was	 smarting	 all	 over,	 but	 he	 wasn't

really	hurt.



His	first	impulse	was	to	get	up	and	run	back	with	the	labourers.	Then	he	realized
that	 Pritam	 was	 still	 in	 the	 truck.	 If	 he	 wasn't	 dead,	 he	 would	 certainly	 be	 badly
injured.

Nathu	 skidded	 down	 the	 steep	 slope,	 calling	 out,	 'Pritam,	 Pritam,	 are	 you	 all
right?

There	was	no	answer.
Then	he	saw	Pritam's	arm	and	half	his	body	jutting	out	of	the	open	door	of	the

truck.	 It	 was	 a	 strange	 position	 to	 be	 in,	 half	 in	 and	 half	 out.	When	 Nathu	 came
nearer,	 he	 saw	Pritam	was	 jammed	 in	 the	 driver's	 seat,	 held	 there	 by	 the	 steering
wheel	which	was	pressed	hard	against	his	chest.	Nathu	thought	he	was	dead.	But	as
he	was	 about	 to	 turn	 away	 and	 clamber	 back	up	 the	hill,	 he	 saw	Pritam	open	one
blackened	swollen	eye.	It	looked	straight	up	at	Nathu.

'Are	you	alive?'	whispered	Nathu,	terrified.
'What	do	you	think?'	muttered	Pritam.
He	closed	his	eye	again.
When	the	contractor	and	his	men	arrived,	it	took	them	almost	an	hour	to	get	him

to	 a	 hospital	 in	 the	 town.	He	 had	 a	 broken	 collarbone,	 a	 dislocated	 shoulder,	 and
several	fractured	ribs.	But	the	doctors	said	he	was	repairable—which	was	more	than
could	be	said	for	his	truck.

'The	truck's	finished,'	said	Pritam,	when	Nathu	came	to	see	him	a	few	days	later.
'Now	'I'll	have	to	go	home	and	live	with	my	sons.	But	you	can	get	work	on	another
truck.'

'No,'	said	Nathu.	'I'm	gong	home	too.'
'And	what	will	you	do	there?'
'I'll	work	on	the	land.	It's	better	to	grow	things	on	the	land	than	to	blast	things	out

of	it.'
They	were	silent	for	some	time.
'Do	you	know	something?'	said	Pritam	finally.	'But	for	that	tree,	the	truck	would

have	ended	up	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill	and	I	wouldn't	be	here,	all	bandaged	up	and
talking	to	you.	It	was	the	tree	that	saved	me.	Remember	that,	boy.'

I'll	remember,'	said	Nathu.



A	Walk	through	Garhwal

	wake	to	what	sounds	like	the	din	of	a	factory	buzzer,	but	is	in	fact	the	music	of	a
single	vociferous	cicada	in	the	lime	tree	near	my	window.

Through	the	open	window,	I	focus	on	a	pattern	of	small,	glossy	lime	leaves;
then	 through	 them	 I	 see	 the	 mountains,	 the	 Himalayas,	 striding	 away	 into	 an
immensity	of	sky.

"In	a	thousand	ages	of	the	gods	I	could	not	tell	thee	of	the	glories	of	Himachal".
So	confessed	a	Sanskrit	poet	at	the	dawn	of	Indian	history	and	he	came	closer	than
anyone	 else	 to	 capturing	 the	 spell	 of	 the	Himalayas.	The	 sea	 has	 had	Conrad	 and
Stevenson	and	Masefield,	but	 the	mountains	continue	 to	defy	 the	written	word.	We
have	 climbed	 their	 highest	 peaks	 and	 crossed	 their	most	 difficult	 passes,	 but	 still
they	 keep	 their	 secrets	 and	 their	 reserve;	 they	 remain	 remote,	 mysterious,	 spirit-
haunted.

No	wonder	 then,	 that	 the	 people	who	 live	 on	 the	mountain	 slopes	 in	 the	mist-
filled	 valleys	 of	 Garhwal,	 have	 long	 since	 learned	 humility,	 patience	 and	 a	 quiet
resignation.	 Deep	 in	 the	 crouching	 mist	 lie	 their	 villages,	 while	 climbing	 the
mountain	slopes	are	 forests	of	 rhododendron,	 spruce	and	deodar,	 soughing	 in	 the
wind	 from	 the	 ice-bound	passes.	Pale	women	plough,	 they	 laugh	at	 the	 thunder	as
their	 men	 go	 down	 to	 the	 plains	 for	 work;	 for	 little	 grows	 on	 the	 beautiful
mountains	in	the	north	wind.

When	I	think	of	Manjari	village	in	Garhwal	I	see	a	small	river,	a	tributary	of	the
Ganga,	rushing	along	the	bottom	of	a	steep,	rocky	valley.	On	the	banks	of	the	river
and	 on	 the	 terraced	 hills	 above,	 there	 are	 small	 fields	 of	 corn,	 barley,	 mustard,
potatoes	 and	 onions.	 A	 few	 fruit	 trees	 grow	 near	 the	 village.	 Some	 hillsides	 are
rugged	and	bare,	 just	masses	of	quartz	or	granite.	On	hills	exposed	 to	wind,	only
grass	and	small	shrubs	are	able	to	obtain	a	foothold.

This	landscape	is	typical	of	Garhwal,	one	of	India's	most	northerly	regions	with
its	massive	snow	ranges	bordering	on	Tibet.	Although	thinly	populated	it	does	not
provide	much	of	a	living	for	its	people.	Most	Garhwali	cultivators	are	poor,	some
are	very	poor.	"You	have	beautiful	scenery,"	I	observed	after	crossing	the	first	range



of	hills.
"Yes,"	said	my	friend,	"but	we	cannot	eat	the	scenery."
And	 yet	 these	 are	 cheerful	 people,	 sturdy	 and	 with	 wonderful	 powers	 of

endurance.	Somehow	they	manage	to	wrest	a	precarious	living	from	the	unhelpful,
calcinated	soil.	I	am	their	guest	for	a	few	days.

My	friend	Gajadhar	has	brought	me	 to	his	home,	 to	his	village	above	 the	 little
Nayar	 river.	We	 took	a	 train	 into	 the	 foothills	and	 then	we	 took	a	bus	and	 finally,
made	dizzy	by	the	hairpin	bends	devised	in	the	last	century	by	a	brilliantly	diabolical
road-engineer,	we	alighted	at	 the	small	hill	 station	of	Lansdowne,	chief	 recruiting
centre	for	the	Garhwal	Regiment.

Lansdowne	is	just	over	six	thousand	feet	high.	From	there	we	walked,	covering
twenty-five	 miles	 between	 sunrise	 and	 sunset,	 until	 we	 came	 to	 Manjari	 village,
clinging	to	the	terraced	slopes	of	a	very	proud,	very	permanent	mountain.

'And	this	is	my	fourth	morning	in	the	village.
Other	 mornings	 I	 was	 woken	 by	 the	 throaty	 chuckles	 of	 the	 red-billed	 blue

magpies,	 as	 they	 glided	 between	 oak	 trees	 and	medlars;	 but	 today	 the	 cicada	 has
drowned	all	bird	song.	It	is	a	little	out	of	season	for	cicadas	but	perhaps	this	sudden
warm	 spell	 in	 late	 September	 has	 deceived	 him	 into	 thinking	 it	 is	mating	 season
again.

Early	though	it	is	I	am	the	last	to	get	up.	Gajadhar	is	exercising	in	the	courtyard,
going	 through	 an	odd	 combination	of	Swedish	 exercises	 and	yoga.	He	has	 a	 fine
physique	with	the	sturdy	legs	that	most	Garhwalis	possess.	I	am	sure	he	will	realise
his	 ambition	 of	 joining	 the	 Indian	 Army	 as	 a	 cadet.	 His	 younger	 brother
Chakradhar,	 who	 is	 slim	 and	 fair	 with	 high	 cheek-bones,	 is	 milking	 the	 family's
buffalo.	Normally,	he	would	be	on	his	 long	walk	to	school,	 five	miles	distant;	but
this	is	a	holiday,	so	he	can	stay	at	home	and	help	with	the	household	chores.

His	mother	 is	 lighting	a	fire.	She	is	a	handsome	woman,	even	though	her	ears,
weighed	 down	 by	 heavy	 silver	 earrings,	 have	 lost	 their	 natural	 shape.	 Garhwali
women	usually	invest	their	savings	in	silver	ornaments.	And	at	the	time	of	marriage
it	is	the	boy's	parents	who	make	a	gift	of	land	to	the	parents	of	an	attractive	girl;	a
dowry	 system	 in	 reverse.	There	 are	 fewer	women	 than	men	 in	 the	 hills	 and	 their
good	looks	and	sturdy	physique	give	them	considerable	status	among	the	men-folk.

Chakradhar's	father	is	a	corporal	in	the	Indian	Army	and	is	away	for	most	of	the
year.

When	Gajadhar	marries,	his	wife	will	stay	in	the	village	to	help	his	mother	and
younger	brother	 look	after	 the	 fields,	house,	goats	and	buffalo.	Gajadhar	will	 see
her	only	when	he	comes	home	on	leave.	He	prefers	it	that	way;	he	does	not	think	a
simple	hill	girl	should	be	exposed	to	the	sophisticated	temptations	of	the	plains.

The	village	is	far	above	the	river	and	most	of	the	fields	depend	on	rainfall.	But
water	must	be	fetched	for	cooking,	washing	and	drinking.	And	so,	after	a	breakfast



of	hot	sweet	milk	and	thick	chapaties	stuffed	with	minced	radish,	the	brothers	and	I
set	off	down	the	rough	track	to	the	river.

The	sun	has	climbed	the	mountains	but	it	has	yet	to	reach	the	narrow	valley.	We
bathe	in	the	river.	Gajadhar	and	Chakradhar	dive	off	a	massive	rock;	but	I	wade	in
circumspectly,	 unfamiliar	with	 the	 river's	 depths	 and	 currents.	The	water,	 a	milky
blue	has	come	from	the	melting	snows;	it	is	very	cold.	I	bathe	quickly	and	then	dash
for	a	strip	of	sand	where	a	little	sunshine	has	split	down	the	mountainside	in	warm,
golden	pools	 of	 light.	At	 the	 same	 time	 the	 song	of	 the	whistling-thrush	 emerges
like	a	dark	secret	from	the	wooded	shadows.

A	little	later,	buckets	filled	we	toil	up	the	steep	mountain.	We	must	go	by	a	better
path	this	time	if	we	are	not	to	come	tumbling	down	with	our	buckets	of	water.	As	we
climb	we	are	mocked	by	a	barbet	which	sits	high	up	in	a	spruce	calling	feverishly	in
its	monotonous	mournful	way.

We	call	 it	 the	mewli	bird,"	says	Gajadhar,	"there	 is	a	story	about	 it.	People	say
that	the	souls	of	men	who	have	suffered	injuries	in	the	law	courts	of	the	plains	and
who	have	died	of	 their	disappointments,	 transmigrate	 into	the	mewli	birds.	That	 is
why	 the	 birds	 are	 always	 crying	 un-nee-ow,	 un-nee-ow,	 which	 means	 "injustice,
injustice!"

The	 path	 leads	 us	 past	 a	 primary	 school,	 a	 small	 temple,	 and	 a	 single	 shop	 in
which	it	 is	possible	to	buy	salt,	soap	and	a	few	other	necessities.	It	 is	also	the	post
office.	And	today	it	is	serving	as	a	lock-up.

The	 villagers	 have	 apprehended	 a	 local	 thief,	 who	 specialises	 in	 stealing
jewellery	from	women	while	they	are	working	in	the	fields.	He	is	awaiting	escort	to
the	Lansdowne	 police	 station,	 and	 the	 shop-keeper-cum-postmaster-cum-constable
brings	 him	 out	 for	 us	 to	 inspect.	 He	 is	 a	mild-looking	 fellow,	 clearly	 shy	 of	 the
small	crowd	that	has	gathered	round	him.	I	wonder	how	he	manages	to	deprive	the
strong	hill-women	of	their	jewellery;	it	could	not	be	by	force!	In	any	case	crimes	of
violence	are	rare	in	Garhwal;	and	robbery	too,	is	uncommon	for	the	simple	reason
that	there	is	very	little	to	rob.

The	 thief	 is	 rather	 glad	 of	 my	 presence,	 as	 it	 distracts	 attention	 from	 him.
Strangers	 seldom	 come	 to	Manjari.	 The	 crowd	 leaves	 him,	 turns	 to	me,	 eager	 to
catch	a	glimpse	of	the	stranger	in	its	midst.	The	children	exclaim,	point	at	me	with
delight,	chatter	among	themselves.	I	might	be	a	visitor	from	another	planet	instead
of	just	an	itinerant	writer	from	the	plains.

The	postman	has	yet	 to	arrive.	The	mail	 is	brought	 in	 relays	 from	Lansdowne.
The	Manjari	 postman	who	has	 to	 cover	 eight	miles	 and	delivers	 letters	 at	 several
small	 villages	 on	 his	 route,	 should	 arrive	 around	 noon.	 He	 also	 serves	 as	 a
newspaper,	bringing	the	villagers	news	of	the	outside	world.	Over	the	years	he	has
acquired	a	reputation	for	being	highly	inventive,	sometimes	creating	his	own	news;
so	much	so	that	when	he	told	the	villagers	that	men	had	landed	on	the	moon,	no	one



believed	him.	There	are	still	a	few	sceptics.
Gajadhar	 has	 been	 walking	 out	 of	 the	 village	 every	 day,	 anxious	 to	 meet	 the

postman.	 He	 is	 expecting	 a	 letter	 giving	 the	 results	 of	 his	 army	 entrance
examination.	If	he	is	successful	he	will	be	called	for	an	interview.	And	then,	if	he	is
accepted,	he	will	 be	 trained	as	 an	officer-cadet.	After	 two	years	he	will	 become	a
second	lieutenant.	His	father,	after	twelve	years	in	the	army	is	still	only	a	corporal.
But	his	 father	never	went	 to	school.	There	were	no	schools	 in	 the	hills	during	 the
father's	youth.

The	Manjari	school	is	only	up	to	Class	five	and	it	has	about	forty	pupils.	If	these
children	(most	of	them	boys)	want	to	study	any	further,	then,	like	Chakradhar,	they
must	walk	the	five	miles	to	the	high	school	at	the	next	big	village.

"Don't	you	get	tired	walking	ten	miles	every	day?"	I	ask	Chakradhar.
"I	am	used	to	it,"	he	says.	"I	like	walking."
I	know	that	he	only	has	two	meals	a	day—one	at	seven	in	the	morning	when	he

leaves	 home	 and	 the	 other	 at	 six	 or	 seven	 in	 the	 evening	 when	 he	 returns	 from
school—and	I	ask	him	if	he	does	not	get	hungry	on	the	way.

"There	is	always	the	wild	fruit,"	he	replies.
It	 appears	 that	 he	 is	 an	 expert	 on	 wild	 fruit:	 the	 purple	 berries	 of	 the	 thorny

bilberry	bushes	ripening	in	May	and	June;	wild	strawberries	like	drops	of	blood	on
the	dark	green	monsoon	grass;	small	sour	cherries	and	tough	medlars	in	the	winter
months.	 Chakradhar's	 strong	 teeth	 and	 probing	 tongue	 extract	 whatever	 tang	 or
sweetness	 lies	hidden	 in	 them.	And	 in	March	 there	 are	 the	 rhododendron	 flowers.
His	mother	makes	them	into	jam.	But	Chakradhar	likes	them	as	they	are:	he	places
the	petals	on	his	tongue	and	chews	till	the	sweet	juice	trickles	down	his	throat.

He	has	never	been	ill.
"But	what	happens	when	someone	is	ill?"	I	ask	knowing	that	in	Manjari	there	are

no	medicines,	no	dispensary	or	hospital.
"He	 goes	 to	 bed	 until	 he	 is	 better,"	 says	 Gajadhar.	 "We	 have	 a	 few	 home

remedies.	 But	 if	 someone	 is	 very	 sick,	 we	 carry	 the	 person	 to	 the	 hospital	 at
Lansdowne."	He	pauses	as	though	wondering	how	much	he	should	say,	then	shrugs
and	says:	"Last	year	my	uncle	was	very	ill.	He	had	a	terrible	pain	in	his	stomach.	For
two	 days	 he	 cried	 out	 with	 the	 pain.	 So	 we	 made	 a	 litter	 and	 started	 out	 for
Lansdowne.	We	had	 already	 carried	 him	 fifteen	miles	when	he	died.	And	 then	we
had	to	carry	him	back	again."

Some	 of	 the	 villages	 have	 dispensaries	 managed	 by	 compounders	 but	 the
remoter	areas	of	Garhwal	are	completely	without	medical	aid.	To	the	outsider,	life
in	the	Garhwal	hills	may	seem	idyllic	and	the	people	simple.	But	the	Garhwali	is	far
from	being	simple	and	his	life	is	one	long	struggle,	especially	if	he	happens	to	be
living	 in	 a	 high	 altitude	 village	 snowbound	 for	 four	 months	 in	 the	 year,	 with
cultivation	 coming	 to	 a	 standstill	 and	 people	 having	 to	 manage	 with	 the	 food



gathered	and	stored	during	the	summer	months.
Fortunately,	 the	clear	mountain	air	and	 the	simple	diet	keep	 the	Garhwalis	 free

from	most	diseases,	and	help	them	recover	from	the	more	common	ailments.	The
greatest	dangers	come	from	unexpected	disasters,	such	as	an	accident	with	an	axe	or
scythe,	or	an	attack	by	a	wild	animal.	A	few	years	back,	several	Manjari	children	and
old	women	were	killed	by	a	man-eating	leopard.	The	leopard	was	finally	killed	by
the	 villagers	 who	 hunted	 it	 down	 with	 spears	 and	 axes.	 But	 the	 leopard	 that
sometimes	prowls	round	the	village	at	night	looking	for	a	stray	dog	or	goat,	slinks
away	at	the	approach	of	a	human.

I	do	not	see	the	leopard	but	at	night	I	am	woken	by	a	rumbling	and	thumping	on
the	roof.	I	wake	Gajadhar	and	ask	him	what	is	happening.

"It	is	only	a	bear,"	he	says.
"Is	it	trying	to	get	in?"
"No,	It's	been	in	the	cornfield	and	now	it's	after	the	pumpkins	on	the	roof."
A	little	later,	when	we	look	out	of	the	small	window,	we	see	a	black	bear	making

off	like	a	thief	in	the	night,	a	large	pumpkin	held	securely	to	his	chest.
At	the	approach	of	winter	when	snow	covers	the	higher	mountains	the	brown	and

black	Himalayan	bears	descend	 to	 lower	altitudes	 in	 search	of	 food.	Because	 they
are	shortsighted	and	suspicious	of	anything	that	moves,	they	can	be	dangerous;	but,
like	most	wild	 animals,	 they	will	 avoid	men	 if	 they	 can	 and	 are	 aggressive	 only
when	accompanied	by	their	cubs.

Gajadhar	advises	me	to	run	downhill	if	chased	by	a	bear.	He	says	that	bears	find
it	easier	to	run	uphill	than	downhill.

I	am	not	 interested	in	being	chased	by	a	bear,	but	 the	following	night	Gajadhar
and	I	stay	up	to	try	and	prevent	the	bear	from	depleting	his	cornfield.	We	take	up	our
position	 on	 a	 highway	 promontory	 of	 rock,	 which	 gives	 us	 a	 clear	 view	 of	 the
moonlit	field.

A	 little	 after	midnight,	 the	 bear	 comes	 down	 to	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 field	 but	 he	 is
suspicious	and	has	probably	smelt	us.	He	is,	however,	hungry;	and	so,	after	standing
up	as	high	as	possible	on	his	hind	legs	and	peering	about	to	see	if	the	field	is	empty,
he	comes	cautiously	out	of	the	forest	and	makes	his	way	towards	the	corn.

When	 about	 half-way,	 his	 attention	 is	 suddenly	 attracted	 by	 some	 Buddhist
prayer-flags	which	have	been	strung	up	recently	between	two	small	trees	by	a	band
of	 wandering	 Tibetans.	 On	 spotting	 the	 flags	 the	 bear	 gives	 a	 little	 grunt	 of
disapproval	and	begins	 to	move	back	 into	 the	forest;	but	 the	fluttering	of	 the	 little
flags	 is	 a	 puzzle	 that	 he	 feels	 he	 must	 make	 out	 (for	 a	 bear	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most
inquisitive	animals);	so	after	a	few	backward	steps,	he	again	stops	and	watches	them.

Not	satisfied	with	this,	he	stands	on	his	hind	legs	looking	at	the	flags,	first	at	one
side	and	then	at	the	other.	Then	seeing	that	they	do	not	attack	him	and	so	not	appear
dangerous,	he	makes	his	way	right	up	to	the	flags	taking	only	two	or	three	steps	at	a



time	and	having	a	good	look	before	each	advance.	Eventually,	he	moves	confidently
up	to	the	flags	and	pulls	them	all	down.	Then,	after	careful	examination	of	the	flags,
he	moves	into	the	field	of	corn.

But	Gajadhar	has	decided	that	he	is	not	going	to	lose	any	more	corn,	so	he	starts
shouting,	and	the	rest	of	the	village	wakes	up	and	people	come	out	of	their	houses
beating	drums	and	empty	kerosene	tins.

Deprived	of	his	dinner,	the	bear	makes	off	in	a	bad	temper.	He	runs	downhill	and
at	 a	 good	 speed	 too;	 and	 I	 am	 glad	 that	 I	 am	 not	 in	 his	 path	 just	 then.	Uphill	 or
downhill	an	angry	bear	is	best	given	a	very	wide	berth.

For	Gajadhar,	impatient	to	know	the	result	of	his	army	entrance	examination,	die
following	clay	is	a	trial	of	his	patience.

First,	we	hear	that	there	has	been	a	landslide	and	that	the	postman	cannot	reach	us.
Then,	 we	 hear	 that	 although	 there	 has	 been	 a	 landslide,	 the	 postman	 has	 already
passed	 the	 spot	 in	 safety.	 Another	 alarming	 rumour	 has	 it	 that	 the	 postman
disappeared	with	the	landslide.	This	is	soon	denied.	The	postman	is	safe.	It	was	only
the	mail-bag	that	disappeared.

And	then,	at	two	in	the	afternoon,	the	postman	turns	up.	He	tells	us	that	there	was
indeed	 a	 landslide	 but	 that	 it	 took	 place	 on	 someone	 else's	 route.	 Apparently,	 a
mischievous	urchin	who	passed	him	on	the	way	was	responsible	for	all	the	rumours.
But	we	suspect	the	postman	of	having	something	to	do	with	them....

Gajadhar	had	passed	his	examination	and	will	leave	with	me	in	the	morning.	We
have	to	be	up	early	in	order	to	reach	Lansdowne	before	dark.	But	Gajadhar's	mother
insists	 on	 celebrating	 her	 son's	 success	 by	 feasting	 her	 friends	 and	 neighbours.
There	 is	 a	 partridge	 (a	 present	 from	 a	 neighbour	who	 had	 decided	 that	Gajadhar
will	make	 a	 fine	 husband	 for	 his	 daughter),	 and	 two	 chickens:	 rich	 fare	 for	 folk
whose	normal	diet	consists	mostly	of	lentils,	potatoes	and	onions.

After	dinner,	there	are	songs,	and	Gajadhar's	mother	sings	of	the	homesickness
of	those	who	are	separated	from	their	loved	ones	and	their	home	in	the	hills.	It	is	an
old	Garhwali	folk-song:

	
Oh,	mountain-swift,	you	are	from	my	father's	home;
Speak,	oh	speak,	in	the	courtyard	of	my	parents,
My	mother	will	hear	you;	She	will	send	my	brother	to	fetch	me.
A	grain	of	rice	alone	in	the	cooking	pot
Cries,	"I	wish	I	could	get	out!"
Likewise	I	wonder:
"Will	I	ever	reach	my	father's	house?"
	
The	 hookah	 is	 passed	 round	 and	 stories	 are	 told.	 Tales	 of	 ghosts	 and	 demons

mingle	with	legends	of	ancient	kings	and	heroes.	It	is	almost	midnight	by	the	time



the	 last	guest	has	gone.	Chakradhar	approaches	me	as	 I	am	about	 to	 retire	 for	 the
night.

"Will	you	come	again?"	he	asks.
"Yes,	 I'll	 come	again,"	 I	 reply.	 "If	not	next	year,	 then	 the	year	after.	How	many

years	are	left	before	you	finish	school?"
"Four".
"Four	years.	If	you	walk	ten	miles	a	day	for	four	years,	how	many	miles	will	that

make?"
"Four	 thousand	 and	 six	 hundred	 miles,"	 says	 Chakradhar	 after	 a	 moment's

thought,	 "but	we	 have	 two	month's	 holiday	 each	 year.	 That	means	 I'll	 walk	 about
twelve	thousand	miles	in	four	years."

The	moon	has	not	yet	risen.	Lanterns	swing	in	the	dark.
The	lanterns	flit	silently	over	the	hillside	and	go	out	one	by	one.	This	Garhwali

day,	which	is	just	like	any	other	day	in	the	hills,	slips	quietly	into	the	silence	of	the
mountains.

I	stretch	myself	out	on	my	cot.	Outside	the	small	window	the	sky	is	brilliant	with
stars.	As	I	close	my	eyes,	someone	brushes	against	the	lime	tree,	brushing	its	leaves;
and	the	fresh	fragrance	of	limes	comes	to	me	on	the	night	air,	making	the	moment
memorable	for	all	time.



Haikus	and	Other	Short	Verses

Whenever	I	am	in	a	pensive	or	troubled	state	of	mind,	I	read	(or	write)	a	Haiku.	It
helps	to	clear	and	calm	my	mind.	Here	are	a	few	that	I	wrote	last	year...
	
	

Sweet-scented	jasmine	in	this	fold	of	cloth,
I	give	to	you	on	this	your	bridal	day,
That	you	forget	me	not.
	

	
There's	a	begonia	in	her	cheeks,
Pink	as	the	flush	of	early	dawn
On	Sikkim's	peaks.
	

	
Her	beauty	brought	her	fame
But	only	the	wild	rose	flowering	beside	her	grave
Is	there	to	hear	her	whispered	name:
Gulabi.
	

	
Bright	red
The	poinsettia	flames
As	autumn	and	the	old	year	wanes.
	

	
Petunias	I	will	praise,



Their	soft	perfume
Takes	me	by	surprise!
	

	
The	Indian	Pink	keeps	flowering	without	end,
Sturdy	and	modest,
A	loyal	friend.
	

	
Shaded	in	a	deep	ravine,
The	ferns	stand	upright,	dark	and	green.
	

	
One	fine	day	my	kite	took	wing,
Then	came	a	strong	wind—
I	was	left	with	the	string.
	

	
To	the	temple	on	the	mountain	top
We	climbed.	Forgot	to	pray!
But	got	home	anyway.
	

	
Antirrhinums	line	the	wall,
Sturdy	little	dragons	all!
	

	
While	I	was	yet	a	boy,	I	dreamt	of	power	and	fame;
And	now	I'm	old,	I	dream	of	being	a	boy	again.
	

	
Spider	running	up	the	wall
Means	that	rain	is	going	to	fall.
	



	
Spider	running	down	the	wall
Means	the	house	is	going	to	fall!
	

	
Jasmine	flowers	in	her	hair,
Languid	summer	days	are	here,
And	sweet	longing	scents	the	air.



A	Long	Walk	for	Bina

1
	Leopard,	lithe	and	sinewy,	drank	at	the	mountain	stream,	and	then	lay	down
on	 the	 grass	 to	 bask	 in	 the	 late	 February	 sunshine.	 Its	 tail	 twitched
occasionally	and	the	animal	appeared	to	be	sleeping.	At	 the	sound	of	distant

voices	it	raised	its	head	to	listen,	then	stood	up	and	leapt	lightly	over	the	boulders	in
the	stream,	disappearing	among	the	trees	on	the	opposite	bank.

A	minute	or	 two	 later,	 three	children	came	walking	down	 the	 forest	path.	They
were	a	girl	and	two	boys,	and	they	were	singing	in	their	 local	dialect	an	old	song
they	had	learnt	from	their	grandparents.

	
Five	more	miles	to	go!
We	climb	through	rain	and	snow.
A	river	to	cross...
a	mountain	to	pass...
Now	we've	four	more	miles	to	go!
	
Their	 school	 satchels	 looked	 new,	 their	 clothes	 had	 been	washed	 and	 pressed.

Their	 loud	 and	 cheerful	 singing	 startled	 a	 Spotted	 Forktail.	 The	 bird	 left	 its
favourite	rock	in	the	stream	and	flew	down	the	dark	ravine.

'Well,	we	have	only	three	more	miles	to	go,'	said	the	bigger	boy,	Prakash,	who
had	been	this	way	hundreds	of	times.	'But	first	we	have	to	cross	the	stream.'

He	was	a	sturdy	twelve-year-old	with	eyes	like	blackcurrants	and	a	mop	of	bushy
hair	 that	 refused	 to	 settle	 down	on	 his	 head.	The	 girl	 and	 her	 small	 brother	were
taking	this	path	for	the	first	time.

'I'm	feeling	tired,	Bina,'	said	the	little	boy.
Bina	smiled	at	him,	and	Prakash	said,	 'Don't	worry,	Sonu,	you'll	get	used	to	the

walk.	There's	 plenty	 of	 time.'	He	 glanced	 at	 the	 old	watch	 he'd	 been	 given	 by	 his
grandfather.	It	needed	constant	winding.	'We	can	rest	here	for	five	or	six	minutes.'



They	sat	down	on	a	smooth	boulder	and	watched	the	clear	water	of	the	shallow
stream	 tumbling	 downhill.	 Bina	 examined	 the	 old	 watch	 on	 Prakash's	 wrist.	 The
glass	was	badly	scratched	and	she	could	barely	make	out	the	figures	on	the	dial.	'Are
you	sure	it	still	gives	the	right	time?'	she	asked.

'Well,	 it	 loses	 five	minutes	 every	 day,	 so	 I	 put	 it	 ten	minutes	 forward	 at	 night.
That	means	by	morning	it's	quite	accurate!	Even	our	teacher,	Mr.	Mani,	asks	me	for
the	time.	If	he	doesn't	ask,	I	tell	him!	The	clock	in	our	classroom	keeps	stopping.'

They	 removed	 their	 shoes	 and	 let	 the	 cold	mountain	water	 run	 over	 their	 feet.
Bina	was	the	same	age	as	Prakash.	She	had	pink	cheeks,	soft	brown	eyes,	and	hair
that	 was	 just	 beginning	 to	 lose	 its	 natural	 curls.	 Hers	 was	 a	 gentle	 face,	 but	 a
determined	little	chin	showed	that	she	could	be	a	strong	person.	Sonu,	her	younger
brother,	was	 ten.	He	was	 a	 thin	 boy	who	 had	 been	 sickly	 as	 a	 child	 but	was	 now
beginning	to	fill	out.	Although	he	did	not	 look	very	athletic,	he	could	run	like	 the
wind.

	
Bina	had	been	going	to	school	in	her	own	village	of	Koli,	on	the	other	side	of	the
mountain.	But	it	had	been	a	Primary	School,	finishing	at	Class	Five.	Now,	in	order
to	study	in	the	Sixth,	she	would	have	to	walk	several	miles	every	day	to	Nauti,	where
there	was	a	High	School	going	up	to	the	Eighth.	It	had	been	decided	that	Sonu	would
also	shift	to	the	new	school,	to	give	Bina	company.	Prakash,	their	neighbour	in	Koli,
was	already	a	pupil	at	 the	Nauti	school.	His	mischievous	nature,	which	sometimes
got	him	into	trouble,	had	resulted	in	his	having	to	repeat	a	year.

But	this	didn't	seem	to	bother	him.	 'What's	 the	hurry?'	he	had	told	his	 indignant
parents.	 'You're	 not	 sending	me	 to	 a	 foreign	 land	 when	 I	 finish	 school.	 And	 our
cows	aren't	running	away,	are	they?'

'You	would	prefer	to	look	after	the	cows,	wouldn't	you?'	asked	Bina,	as	they	got
up	to	continue	their	walk.

'Oh,	school's	all	right.	Wait	till	you	see	old	Mr.	Mani.	He	always	gets	our	names
mixed	up,	 as	well	 as	 the	 subjects	he's	 supposed	 to	be	 teaching.	At	our	 last	 lesson,
instead	of	maths,	he	gave	us	a	geography	lesson!'

'More	fun	than	maths,'	said	Bina.
'Yes,	 but	 there's	 a	 new	 teacher	 this	 year.	 She's	 very	young	 they	 say,	 just	 out	 of

college.	I	wonder	what	she'll	be	like.'
Bina	walked	 faster	 and	Sonu	had	 some	 trouble	keeping	up	with	 them.	She	was

excited	 about	 the	 new	 school	 and	 the	 prospect	 of	 different	 surroundings.	 She	 had
seldom	been	outside	her	own	village,	with	its	small	school	and	single	ration	shop.
The	day's	routine	never	varied—helping	her	mother	in	the	fields	or	with	household
tasks	like	fetching	water	from	the	spring	or	cutting	grass	and	fodder	for	the	cattle.
Her	father,	who	was	a	soldier,	was	away	for	nine	months	in	the	year	and	Sonu	was
still	too	small	for	the	heavier	tasks.



As	 they	neared	Nauti	village,	 they	were	 joined	by	other	 children	coming	 from
different	directions.	Even	where	there	were	no	major	roads,	the	mountains	were	full
of	little	lanes	and	short	cuts.	Like	a	game	of	snakes	and	ladders,	these	narrow	paths
zigzagged	around	the	hills	and	villages,	cutting	through	fields	and	crossing	narrow
ravines	 until	 they	 came	 together	 to	 form	 a	 fairly	 busy	 road	 along	 which	 mules,
cattle	and	goats	joined	the	throng.

Nauti	was	a	fairly	large	village,	and	from	here	a	broader	but	dustier	road	started
for	Tehri.	There	was	a	small	bus,	several	 trucks	and	(for	part	of	 the	way)	a	road-
roller.	The	road	hadn't	been	completed	because	the	heavy	diesel	roller	couldn't	take
the	steep	climb	to	Nauti.	It	stood	on	the	roadside	half	way	up	the	road	from	Tehri.

Prakash	knew	almost	everyone	in	the	area,	and	exchanged	greetings	and	gossip
with	other	children	as	well	as	with	muleteers,	bus-drivers,	milkmen	and	 labourers
working	 on	 the	 road.	 He	 loved	 telling	 everyone	 the	 time,	 even	 if	 they	 weren't
interested.

'It's	 nine	 o'clock,'	 he	 would	 announce,	 glancing	 at	 his	 wrist.	 'Isn't	 your	 bus
leaving	today?'

'Off	with	you!'	the	bus-driver	would	respond,	'I'll	leave	when	I'm	ready.'
As	the	children	approached	Nauti,	the	small	flat	school	buildings	came	into	view

on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 the	 village,	 fringed	with	 a	 line	 of	 long-leaved	 pines.	 A	 small
crowd	had	assembled	on	the	one	playing	field.	Something	unusual	seemed	to	have
happened.	Prakash	 ran	 forward	 to	 see	what	 it	was	 all	 about.	Bina	 and	Sonu	 stood
aside,	waiting	in	a	patch	of	sunlight	near	the	boundary	wall.

Prakash	soon	came	running	back	to	them.	He	was	bubbling	over	with	excitement.
'It's	Mr.	Mani!'	 he	 gasped.	 'He's	 disappeared!	People	 are	 saying	 a	 leopard	must

have	carried	him	off!'
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Mr.	Mani	wasn't	really	old.	He	was	about	fifty-five	and	was	expected	to	retire	soon.
But	 for	 the	 children,	 most	 adults	 over	 forty	 seemed	 ancient!	 And	 Mr.	 Mani	 had
always	been	a	bit	absent-minded,	even	as	a	young	man.

He	 had	 gone	 out	 for	 his	 early	 morning	 walk,	 saying	 he'd	 be	 back	 by	 eight
o'clock,	in	time	to	have	his	breakfast	and	be	ready	for	class.	He	wasn't	married,	but
his	sister	and	her	husband	stayed	with	him.	When	it	was	past	nine	o'clock	his	sister
presumed	he'd	stopped	at	a	neighbour's	house	for	breakfast	(he	loved	tucking	into
other	people's	breakfast)	and	that	he	had	gone	on	to	school	from	there.	But	when	the
school	bell	 rang	at	 ten	o'clock,	and	everyone	but	Mr.	Mani	was	present,	questions
were	asked	and	guesses	were	made.

No	 one	 had	 seen	 him	 return	 from	 his	 walk	 and	 enquiries	made	 in	 the	 village
showed	 that	he	had	not	 stopped	at	anyone's	house.	For	Mr.	Mani	 to	disappear	was



puzzling;	for	him	to	disappear	without	his	breakfast	was	extraordinary.
Then	 a	 milkman	 returning	 from	 the	 next	 village	 said	 he	 had	 seen	 a	 leopard

sitting	on	a	rock	on	the	outskirts	of	the	pine	forest.	There	had	been	talk	of	a	cattle-
killer	in	the	valley,	of	leopard	and	other	animals	being	displaced	by	the	construction
of	a	dam.	But	as	yet	no	one	had	heard	of	a	leopard	attacking	a	man.	Could	Mr.	Mani
have	 been	 its	 first	 victim?	 Someone	 found	 a	 strip	 of	 red	 cloth	 entangled	 in	 a
blackberry	bush	and	went	running	through	the	village	showing	it	 to	everyone.	Mr.
Mani	had	been	known	 to	wear	 red	pyjamas.	Surely,	he	had	been	seized	and	eaten!
But	where	were	his	remains?	And	why	had	he	been	in	his	pyjamas?

Meanwhile,	 Bina	 and	 Sonu	 and	 die	 rest	 of	 the	 children	 had	 followed	 their
teachers	 into	 the	 school	 playground.	 Feeling	 a	 little	 lost,	Bina	 looked	 around	 for
Prakash.	She	found	herself	facing	a	dark	slender	young	woman	wearing	spectacles,
who	must	have	been	in	her	early	twenties—just	a	little	too	old	to	be	another	student.
She	had	a	kind	expressive	face	and	she	seemed	a	little	concerned	by	all	that	had	been
happening.

Bina	noticed	that	she	had	lovely	hands;	it	was	obvious	that	the	new	teacher	hadn't
milked	cows	or	worked	in	the	fields!

'You	must	be	new	here,'	said	the	teacher,	smiling	at	Bina.	 'And	is	this	your	little
brother?'

'Yes,	we've	come	from	Koli	village.	We	were	at	school	there.'
'It's	a	long	walk	from	Koli.	You	didn't	see	any	leopards,	did	you?	Well,	I'm	new

too.	Are	you	in	the	Sixth	class?'
'Sonu	is	in	the	Third.	I'm	in	the	Sixth.'
'Then	I'm	your	new	teacher.	My	name	is	Tania	Ramola.	Come	along,	let's	see	if

we	can	settle	down	in	our	classroom.'
	

Mr.	Mani	turned	up	at	twelve	o'clock,	wondering	what	all	the	fuss	was	about.	No,	he
snapped,	he	had	not	been	attacked	by	a	leopard;	and	yes,	he	had	lost	his	pyjamas	and
would	someone	kindly	return	them	to	him?

'How	did	you	lose	your	pyjamas,	Sir?'	asked	Prakash.
'They	were	blown	off	the	washing	line!'	snapped	Mr.	Mani.
After	much	questioning,	Mr.	Mani	admitted	that	he	had	gone	further	than	he	had

intended,	and	that	he	had	lost	his	way	coming	back.	He	had	been	a	bit	upset	because
the	new	teacher,	a	slip	of	a	girl,	had	been	given	charge	of	 the	Sixth,	while	he	was
still	with	the	Fifth,	along	with	that	troublesome	boy	Prakash,	who	kept	on	reminding
him	of	the	time!	The	Headmaster	had	explained	that	as	Mr.	Mani	was	due	to	retire	at
the	end	of	the	year,	 the	school	did	not	wish	to	burden	him	with	a	senior	class.	But
Mr.	Mani	 looked	upon	the	whole	thing	as	a	plot	 to	get	rid	of	him.	He	glowered	at
Miss	Ramola	whenever	he	passed	her.	And	when	she	smiled	back	at	him,	he	looked
the	other	way!



Mr.	 Mani	 had	 been	 getting	 even	 more	 absent-minded	 of	 late—putting	 on	 his
shoes	 without	 his	 socks,	 wearing	 his	 homespun	 waistcoat	 inside	 out,	 mixing	 up
people's	names,	and	of	course,	eating	other	people's	lunches	and	dinners.	His	sister
had	made	a	mutton	broth	for	the	postmaster,	who	was	down	with	'flu'	and	had	asked
Mr.	Mani	to	take	it	over	in	a	thermos.	When	the	postmaster	opened	the	thermos,	he
found	 only	 a	 few	 drops	 of	 broth	 at	 the	 bottom—Mr.	 Mani	 had	 drunk	 the	 rest
somewhere	along	the	way.

When	sometimes	Mr.	Mani	spoke	of	his	coming	retirement,	it	was	to	describe	his
plans	for	 the	small	field	he	owned	just	behind	the	house.	Right	now,	 it	was	full	of
potatoes,	which	did	not	 require	much	 looking	after;	but	he	had	plans	for	growing
dahlias,	roses,	French	beans,	and	other	fruits	and	flowers.

The	next	time	he	visited	Tehri,	he	promised	himself,	he	would	buy	some	dahlia
bulbs	 and	 rose	 cuttings.	 The	monsoon	 season	would	 be	 a	 good	 time	 to	 put	 them
down.	And	meanwhile,	his	potatoes	were	still	flourishing.
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Bina	enjoyed	her	first	day	at	the	new	school.	She	felt	at	ease	with	Miss	Ramola,	as
did	most	of	the	boys	and	girls	in	her	class.	Tania	Ramola	had	been	to	distant	towns
such	as	Delhi	and	Lucknow—places	they	had	only	heard	about—and	it	was	said	that
she	had	a	brother	who	was	a	pilot	and	flew	planes	all	over	the	world.	Perhaps	he'd
fly	over	Nauti	some	day!

Most	 of	 the	 children	 had	 of	 course,	 seen	 planes	 flying	 overhead,	 but	 none	 of
them	had	seen	a	 ship,	 and	only	a	 few	had	been	 in	a	 train.	Tehri	mountain	was	 far
from	the	 railway	and	hundreds	of	miles	 from	the	sea.	But	 they	all	knew	about	 the
big	dam	that	was	being	built	at	Tehri,	just	forty	miles	away.

Bina,	Sonu	and	Prakash	had	company	for	part	of	the	way	home,	but	gradually	the
other	 children	went	 off	 in	 different	 directions.	Once	 they	 had	 crossed	 the	 stream,
they	were	on	their	own	again.

It	was	 a	 steep	 climb	 all	 the	way	 back	 to	 their	 village.	 Prakash	 had	 a	 supply	 of
peanuts	which	he	shared	with	Bina	and	Sonu,	and	at	a	small	 spring	 they	quenched
their	thirst.

When	 they	 were	 less	 than	 a	 mile	 from	 home,	 they	 met	 a	 postman	 who	 had
finished	his	round	of	the	villages	in	the	area	and	was	now	returning	to	Nauti.

'Don't	waste	time	along	the	way,'	he	told	them.	'Try	to	get	home	before	dark.'
'What's	the	hurry?'	asked	Prakash,	glancing	at	his	watch.	'It's	only	five	o'clock.'
'There's	a	leopard	around.	I	saw	it	this	morning,	not	far	from	the	stream.	No	one

is	sure	how	it	got	here.	So	don't	take	any	chances.	Get	home	early.'
'So	there	really	is	a	leopard,'	said	Sonu.
They	took	his	advice	and	walked	faster,	and	Sonu	forgot	to	complain	about	his



aching	feet.
They	were	home	well	before	sunset.
There	was	a	smell	of	cooking	in	the	air	and	they	were	hungry.
'Cabbage	 and	 roti,'	 said	 Prakash	 gloomily.	 'But	 I	 could	 eat	 anything	 today.'	He

stopped	outside	his	 small	 slate-roofed	house,	and	Bina	and	Sonu	waved	good-bye
and	 carried	 on	 across	 a	 couple	 of	 ploughed	 fields	 until	 they	 reached	 their	 small
stone	house.

'Stuffed	tomatoes,'	said	Sonu,	sniffing	just	outside	the	front	door.
'And	 lemon	 pickle,'	 said	 Bina,	 who	 had	 helped	 cut,	 sun	 and	 salt	 the	 lemons	 a

month	previously.
Their	mother	was	 lighting	 the	kitchen	 stove.	They	greeted	her	with	great	 hugs

and	demands	for	an	immediate	dinner.	She	was	a	good	cook	who	could	make	even
the	simplest	of	dishes	taste	delicious.	Her	favourite	saying	was,	'Home-made	bread
is	better	than	roast	meat	abroad,'	and	Bina	and	Sonu	had	to	agree.

Electricity	had	yet	to	reach	their	village,	and	they	took	their	meal	by	the	light	of	a
kerosene	 lamp.	After	 the	meal,	 Sonu	 settled	 down	 to	 do	 a	 little	 homework,	while
Bina	stepped	outside	to	look	at	the	stars.

Across	the	fields,	someone	was	playing	a	flute.	'It	must	be	Prakash,'	thought	Bina.
'He	 always	 breaks	 off	 on	 the	 high	 notes.'	 But	 the	 flute	 music	 was	 simple	 and
appealing,	and	she	began	singing	softly	to	herself	in	the	dark.

4
Mr.	Mani	was	 having	 trouble	with	 the	 porcupines.	They	 had	 been	 getting	 into	 his
garden	at	night	and	digging	up	and	eating	his	potatoes.	From	his	bedroom	window
—left	open,	now	that	 the	mild-April	weather	had	arrived—he	could	 listen	 to	 them
enjoying	the	vegetables	he	had	worked	hard	to	grow.	Srunch,	scrunch!	Katar,	katar,
as	their	sharp	teeth	sliced	through	the	largest	and	juiciest	of	potatoes.	For	Mr.	Mani
it	 was	 as	 though	 they	were	 biting	 through	 his	 own	 flesh.	 And	 the	 sound	 of	 them
digging	 industriously	 as	 they	 rooted	 up	 those	 healthy,	 leafy	 plants,	 made	 him
tremble	with	rage	and	indignation.	The	unfairness	of	it	all!

Yes,	Mr.	Mani	hated	porcupines.	He	prayed	 for	 their	destruction,	 their	 removal
from	the	face	of	the	earth.	But,	as	his	friends	were	quick	to	point	out,	 'The	creator
made	porcupines	 too,'	 and	 in	 any	case	you	could	never	 see	 the	 creatures	or	 catch
them,	they	were	completely	nocturnal.

Mr.	Mani	got	out	of	bed	every	night,	torch	in	one	hand,	a	stout	stick	in	the	other,
but	as	soon	as	he	stepped	into	the	garden	the	crunching	and	digging	stopped	and	he
was	greeted	by	the	most	infuriating	of	silences.	He	would	grope	around	in	the	dark,
swinging	wildly	with	the	stick,	but	not	a	single	porcupine	was	to	be	seen	or	heard.
As	 soon	 as	 he	was	 back	 in	 bed—the	 sounds	would	 start	 all	 over	 again.	 Scrunch,



scrunch,	katar,	katar....
Mr.	Mani	came	to	his	class	tired	and	dishevelled,	with	rings	beneath	his	eyes	and

a	 permanent	 frown	 on	 his	 face.	 It	 took	 some	 time	 for	 his	 pupils	 to	 discover	 the
reason	for	his	misery,	but	when	they	did,	they	felt	sorry	for	their	teacher	and	took	to
discussing	ways	and	means	of	saving	his	potatoes	from	the	porcupines.

It	was	Prakash	who	came	up	with	 the	 idea	of	a	moat	or	waterditch.	 'Porcupines
don't	like	water,'	he	said	knowledgeably.

'How	do	you	know?'	asked	one	of	his	friends.
'Throw	water	on	one	and	see	how	it	runs!	They	don't	like	getting	their	quills	wet.'
There	was	no	one	who	could	disprove	Prakash's	theory,	and	the	class	fell	in	with

the	idea	of	building	a	moat,	especially	as	it	meant	getting	most	of	the	day	off.
'Anything	 to	 make	 Mr.	 Mani	 happy,'	 said	 the	 Headmaster,	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the

school	watched	with	envy	as	the	pupils	of	Class	Five,	armed	with	spades	and	shovels
collected	 from	 all	 parts	 of	 the	 village,	 took	 up	 their	 positions	 around	Mr.	Mani's
potato	field	and	begun	digging	a	ditch.

By	 evening	 the	moat	was	 ready,	 but	 it	 was	 still	 dry	 and	 the	 porcupines	 got	 in
again	that	night	and	had	a	great	feast.

'At	this	rate,'	said	Mr.	Mani	gloomily,	'there	won't	be	any	potatoes	left	to	save.'
But	next	day	Prakash	and	 the	other	boys	and	girls	managed	 to	divert	 the	water

from	a	stream	that	flowed	past	the	village.	They	had	the	satisfaction	of	watching	it
flow	gently	 into	 the	ditch.	Everyone	went	home	in	a	good	mood.	By	nightfall,	 the
ditch	 had	 overflowed,	 the	 potato	 field	 was	 flooded,	 and	Mr.	Mani	 found	 himself
trapped	 inside	 his	 house.	 But	 Prakash	 and	 his	 friends	 had	 won	 the	 day.	 The
porcupines	stayed	away	that	night!

	
A	month	had	passed,	and	wild	violets,	daisies	and	buttercups	now	sprinkled	the	hill
slopes,	and	on	her	way	to	school	Bina	gathered	enough	to	make	a	 little	posy.	The
bunch	of	 flowers	 fitted	 easily	 into	 an	old	 ink-well.	Miss	Ramola	was	delighted	 to
find	this	little	display	in	the	middle	of	her	desk.

'Who	put	these	here?'	she	asked	in	surprise.
Bina	kept	quiet,	and	the	rest	of	the	class	smiled	secretively.	After	that,	they	took

turns	bringing	flowers	for	the	classroom.
On	her	long	walks	to	school	and	home	again,	Bina	became	aware	that	April	was

the	 month	 of	 new	 leaves.	 The	 oak	 leaves	 were	 bright	 green	 above	 and	 silver
beneath,	and	when	they	rippled	in	the	breeze	they	were	clouds	of	silvery	green.	The
path	was	strewn	with	old	leaves,	dry	and	crackly.	Sonu	loved	kicking	them	around.

Clouds	 of	 white	 butterflies	 floated	 across	 the	 stream.	 Sonu	 was	 chasing	 a
butterfly	when	he	stumbled	over	something	dark	and	repulsive.	He	went	sprawling
on	 the	 grass.	When	 he	 got	 to	 his	 feet,	 he	 looked	 down	 at	 the	 remains	 of	 a	 small
animal.



'Bina!	Prakash!	Come	quickly!'	he	shouted.
It	was	part	of	a	sheep,	killed	some	days	earlier	by	a	much	larger	animal.
'Only	a	leopard	could	have	done	this,'	said	Prakash.
'Let's	get	away,	then,'	said	Sonu.	'It	might	still	be	around!'
'No,	 there's	 nothing	 left	 to	 eat.	The	 leopard	will	 be	 hunting	 elsewhere	 by	 now.

Perhaps	it's	moved	on	to	the	next	valley.'
'Still,	I'm	frightened,'	said	Sonu.	'There	may	be	more	leopards!'
Bina	took	him	by	the	hand.	'Leopards	don't	attack	humans!'	she	said.
'They	will,	if	they	get	a	taste	for	people!'	insisted	Prakash.
'Well,	this	one	hasn't	attacked	any	people	as	yet,'	said	Bina,	although	she	couldn't

be	 sure.	Hadn't	 there	been	 rumours	of	 a	 leopard	 attacking	 some	workers	near	 the
dam?	But	she	did	not	want	Sonu	to	feel	afraid,	so	she	did	not	mention	the	story.	All
she	said	was,	'It	has	probably	come	here	because	of	all	the	activity	near	the	dam.'

All	the	same,	they	hurried	home.	And	for	a	few	days,	whenever	they	reached	the
stream,	 they	crossed	over	very	quickly,	unwilling	 to	 linger	 too	 long	at	 that	 lovely
spot.
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A	few	days	later,	a	school	party	was	on	its	way	to	Tehri	to	see	the	new	dam	that	was
being	built.

Miss	Ramola	had	arranged	to	take	her	class,	and	Mr.	Mani,	not	wishing	to	be	left
out,	insisted	on	taking	his	class	as	well.	That	meant	there	were	about	fifty	boys	and
girls	taking	part	in	the	outing.	The	little	bus	could	only	take	thirty.	A	friendly	truck-
driver	 agreed	 to	 take	 some	 children	 if	 they	 were	 prepared	 to	 sit	 on	 sacks	 of
potatoes.	And	Prakash	persuaded	the	owner	of	the	diesel-roller	to	turn	it	round	and
head	it	back	to	Tehri—with	him	and	a	couple	of	friends	up	on	the	driving	seat.

Prakash's	 small	 group	 set	 off	 at	 sunrise,	 as	 they	 had	 to	walk	 some	 distance	 in
order	to	reach	the	stranded	road-roller.	The	bus	left	at	9	a.m.	with	Miss	Ramola	and
her	class,	and	Mr.	Mani	and	some	of	his	pupils.	The	truck	was	to	follow	later.

It	was	Bina's	first	visit	to	a	large	town,	and	her	first	bus	ride.
The	 sharp	curves	along	 the	winding,	downhill	 road	made	 several	 children	 feel

sick.	The	bus-driver	seemed	to	be	in	a	tearing	hurry.	He	took	them	along	at	rolling,
rollicking	speed,	which	made	Bina	feel	quite	giddy.	She	rested	her	head	on	her	arms
and	refused	to	look	out	of	 the	window.	Hairpin	bends	and	cliff	edges,	pine	forests
and	 snowcapped	 peaks,	 all	 swept	 past	 her,	 but	 she	 felt	 too	 ill	 to	 want	 to	 look	 at
anything.	 It	 was	 just	 as	 well—those	 sudden	 drops,	 hundreds	 of	 feet	 to	 the	 valley
below,	were	quite	frightening.	Bina	began	to	wish	that	she	hadn't	come—or	that	she
had	joined	Prakash	on	the	road-roller	instead!

Miss	Ramola	and	Mr.	Mani	didn't	seem	to	notice	the	lurching	and	groaning	of	the



old	bus.	They	had	made	this	journey	many	times.	They	were	busy	arguing	about	the
advantages	and	disadvantages	of	large	dams—an	argument	that	was	to	continue	on
and	off	for	much	of	the	day.

Meanwhile,	 Prakash	 and	 his	 friends	 had	 reached	 the	 roller.	 The	 driver	 hadn't
turned	up,	but	they	managed	to	reverse	it	and	get	it	going	in	the	direction	of	Tehri.
They	were	soon	overtaken	by	both	bus	and	truck	but	kept	moving	along	at	a	steady
chug.	 Prakash	 spotted	 Bina	 at	 the	 window	 of	 the	 bus	 and	 waved	 cheerfully.	 She
responded	feebly.

Bina	 felt	 better	when	 the	 road	 levelled	 out	 near	 Tehri.	As	 they	 crossed	 an	 old
bridge	over	 the	wide	 river,	 they	were	startled	by	a	 loud	bang	which	made	 the	bus
shudder.	A	cloud	of	dust	rose	above	the	town.

'They're	blasting	the	mountain,'	said	Miss	Ramola.
'End	of	a	mountain,'	said	Mr.	Mani,	mournfully.
While	they	were	drinking	cups	of	tea	at	the	bus	stop,	waiting	for	the	potato	truck

and	the	road-roller,	Miss	Ramola	and	Mr.	Mani	continued	their	argument	about	the
dam.	 Miss	 Ramola	 maintained	 that	 it	 would	 bring	 electric	 power	 and	 water	 for
irrigation	 to	 large	areas	of	 the	 country,	 including	 the	 surrounding	area.	Mr.	Mani
declared	that	it	was	a	menace,	as	it	was	situated	in	an	earthquake	zone.	There	would
be	a	 terrible	disaster	 if	 the	dam	burst!	Bina	 found	 it	 all	very	confusing.	And	what
about	the	animals	in	the	area,	she	wondered,	what	would	happen	to	them?

The	argument	was	becoming	quite	heated	when	 the	potato	 truck	arrived.	There
was	 no	 sign	 of	 the	 road-roller,	 so	 it	 was	 decided	 that	Mr.	Mani	 should	 wait	 for
Prakash	and	his	friends	while	Miss	Ramola's	group	went	ahead.	Some	eight	or	nine
miles	before	Tehri	 the	 road-roller	 had	broken	down,	 and	Prakash	 and	his	 friends
were	forced	to	walk.	They	had	not	gone	far,	however,	when	a	mule	train	came	along
—five	or	six	mules	that	had	been	delivering	sacks	of	grain	in	Nauti.	A	boy	rode	on
the	first	mule,	but	the	others	had	no	loads.

'Can	you	give	us	a	ride	to	Tehri?"	called	Prakash.
'Make	yourselves	comfortable,'	said	the	boy.
There	were	 no	 saddles,	 only	 gunny	 sacks	 strapped	 on	 to	 the	mules	with	 rope.

They	had	a	rough	but	jolly	ride	down	to	the	Tehri	bus	stop.	None	of	them	had	ever
ridden	mules;	but	they	had	saved	at	least	an	hour	on	the	road.

Looking	 around	 the	 bus	 stop	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 party,	 they	 could	 find	 no	 one
from	 their	 school.	 And	 Mr.	 Mani,	 who	 should	 have	 been	 waiting	 for	 them,	 had
vanished.

6
Tania	Ramola	and	her	group	had	taken	the	steep	road	to	the	hill	above	Tehri.	Half	an
hour's	 climbing	 brought	 them	 to	 a	 little	 plateau	 which	 overlooked	 the	 town,	 the



river	and	the	dam-site.
The	 earthworks	 for	 the	 dam	were	 only	 just	 coming	 up,	 but	 a	wide	 tunnel	 had

been	 bored	 through	 the	 mountain	 to	 divert	 the	 river	 into	 another	 channel.	 Down
below	 the	 old	 town	was	 still	 spread	 out	 across	 the	 valley	 and	 from	 a	 distance	 it
looked	quite	charming	and	picturesque.

'Will	the	whole	town	be	swallowed	up	by	the	waters	of	the	dam?'	asked	Bina.
'Yes,	all	of	it,'	said	Miss	Ramola.	'The	clock	tower	and	the	old	palace.	The	long

bazaar,	and	the	temples,	the	schools	and	the	jail,	and	hundreds	of	houses,	for	many
miles	up	the	valley.	All	those	people	will	have	to	go—thousands	of	them!	Of	course,
they'll	be	resettled	elsewhere.'

'But	 the	 town's	 been	 here	 for	 hundreds	 of	 years,'	 said	 Bina.	 'They	 were	 quite
happy	without	the	dam,	weren't	they?'

'I	suppose	they	were.	But	the	dam	isn't	 just	for	them—	it's	for	the	millions	who
live	further	downstream,	across	the	plains.'

'And	it	doesn't	matter	what	happens	to	this	place?'
'The	local	people	will	be	given	new	homes,	somewhere	else.'	Miss	Ramola	found

herself	 on	 the	 defensive	 and	 decided	 to	 change	 the	 subject.	 'Everyone	 must	 be
hungry.	It's	time	we	had	our	lunch.'

Bina	kept	quiet.	She	didn't	think	the	local	people	would	want	to	go	away.	And	it
was	a	good	thing,	she	mused,	that	there	was	only	a	small	stream	and	not	a	big	river
running	past	her	village.	To	be	uprooted	like	this—a	town	and	hundreds	of	villages
—and	put	down	somewhere	on	the	hot,	dusty	plains—seemed	to	her	unbearable.

'Well,	I'm	glad	I	don't	live	in	Tehri,'	she	said.
She	did	not	know	it,	but	all	the	animals	and	most	of	the	birds	had	already	left	the

area.	The	leopard	had	been	among	them.
	

They	 walked	 through	 the	 colourful,	 crowded	 bazaar,	 where	 fruit-sellers	 did
business	beside	silversmiths,	and	pavement	vendors	sold	everything	from	umbrellas
to	glass	bangles.	Sparrows	attacked	sacks	of	grain,	monkeys	made	off	with	bananas,
and	 stray	 cows	 and	 dogs	 rummaged	 in	 refuse	 bins,	 but	 nobody	 took	 any	 notice.
Music	blarred	from	radios.	Buses	blew	their	horns.	Sonu	bought	a	whistle	to	add	to
the	general	din,	but	Miss	Ramola	told	him	to	put	it	away.	Bina	had	kept	five	rupees
aside,	and	now	she	used	it	to	buy	a	cotton	head-scarf	for	her	mother.

As	 they	were	about	 to	enter	a	 small	 restaurant	 for	a	meal,	 they	were	 joined	by
Prakash	and	his	companions;	but	of	Mr.	Mani	there	was	still	no	sign.

'He	 must	 have	 met	 one	 of	 his	 relatives,'	 said	 Prakash.	 'He	 has	 relatives
everywhere.'

After	 a	 simple	 meal	 of	 rice	 and	 lentils,	 they	 walked	 the	 length	 of	 the	 bazaar
without	seeing	Mr.	Mani.	At	 last,	when	they	were	about	 to	give	up	the	search,	 they
saw	him	emerge	from	a	by-lane,	a	large	sack	slung	over	his	shoulder.



'Sir,	 where	 have	 you	 been?'	 asked	 Prakash.	 'We	 have	 been	 looking	 for	 you
everywhere.'

On	Mr.	Mani's	face	was	a	look	of	triumph.
'Help	me	with	this	bag,'	he	said	breathlessly.
'You've	bought	more	potatoes,	sir,'	said	Prakash.
'Not	potatoes,	boy.	Dahlia	bulbs!'
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It	 was	 dark	 by	 the	 time	 they	 were	 all	 back	 in	 Nauti.	Mr.	Mani	 had	 refused	 to	 be
separated	from	his	sack	of	dahlia	bulbs,	and	had	been	forced	to	sit	in	the	back	of	the
truck	with	Prakash	and	most	of	the	boys.

Bina	did	not	feel	so	ill	on	the	return	journey.	Going	uphill	was	definitely	better
than	going	downhill!	But	by	the	time	the	bus	reached	Nauti	it	was	too	late	for	most
of	 the	children	 to	walk	back	 to	 the	more	distant	villages.	The	boys	were	put	up	 in
different	homes,	while	the	girls	were	given	beds	in	the	school	verandah.

The	night	was	warm	and	still.	Large	moths	fluttered	around	the	single	bulb	that
lit	the	verandah.	Counting	moths,	Sonu	soon	fell	asleep.	But	Bina	stayed	awake	for
some	 time,	 listening	 to	 the	 sounds	 of	 the	 night.	 A	 nightjar	 went	 tonk-tonk	 in	 the
bushes,	 and	 somewhere	 in	 the	 forest	 an	 owl	 hooted	 softly.	 The	 sharp	 call	 of	 a
barking-deer	travelled	up	the	valley,	from	the	direction	of	the	stream.	Jackals	kept
howling.	It	seemed	that	there	were	more	of	them	than	ever	before.

Bina	was	not	 the	only	one	 to	hear	 the	barking-deer.	The	 leopard,	 stretched	 full
length	on	a	 rocky	 ledge,	heard	 it	 too.	The	 leopard	 raised	 its	head	and	 then	got	up
slowly.	The	deer	was	its	natural	prey.	But	there	weren't	many	left,	and	that	was	why
the	leopard,	robbed	of	its	forest	by	the	dam,	had	taken	to	attacking	dogs	and	cattle
near	the	villages.

As	the	cry	of	the	barking-deer	sounded	nearer,	the	leopard	left	its	look-out	point
and	moved	swiftly	through	the	shadows	towards	the	stream.
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In	 early	 June	 the	 hills	were	 dry	 and	 dusty,	 and	 forest	 fires	 broke	 out,	 destroying
shrubs	and	trees,	killing	birds	and	small	animals.	The	resin	in	the	pines	made	these
trees	burn	more	 fiercely,	and	 the	wind	would	 take	 sparks	 from	 the	 trees	and	cany
them	into	the	dry	grass	and	leaves,	so	that	new	fires	would	spring	up	before	the	old
ones	had	died	out.	Fortunately,	Bina's	village	was	not	in	the	pine	belt;	the	fires	did
not	 reach	 it.	But	Nauti	was	surrounded	by	a	 fire	 that	 raged	for	 three	days,	and	 the
children	had	to	stay	away	from	school.

And	then,	towards	the	end	of	June,	the	monsoon	rains	arrived	and	there	was	an



end	to	forest	fires.	The	monsoon	lasts	three	months	and	the	lower	Himalayas	could
be	drenched	in	rain,	mist	and	cloud	for	the	next	three	months.

The	first	rain	arrived	while	Bina,	Prakash	and	Sonu	were	returning	home	from
school.	Those	first	few	drops	on	the	dusty	path	made	them	cry	out	with	excitement.
Then	the	rain	grew	heavier	and	a	wonderful	aroma	rose	from	the	earth.

'The	best	smell	in	the	world!'	exclaimed	Bina.
Everything	suddenly	came	to	life.	The	grass,	the	crops,	the	trees,	the	birds.	Even

the	leaves	of	the	trees	glistened	and	looked	new.
That	 first	wet	weekend,	Bina	 and	Sonu	 helped	 their	mother	 plant	 beans,	maize

and	cucumbers.	Sometimes,	when	the	rain	was	very	heavy,	they	had	to	run	indoors.
Otherwise	they	worked	in	the	rain,	the	soft	mud	clinging	to	their	bare	legs.

Prakash	now	owned	a	dog,	a	black	dog	with	one	ear	up	and	one	ear	down.	The
dog	ran	around	getting	in	everyone's	way,	barking	at	cows,	goats,	hens	and	humans,
without	frightening	any	of	them.	Prakash	said	it	was	a	very	clever	dog,	but	not	one
else	 seemed	 to	 think	 so.	 Prakash	 also	 said	 it	 would	 protect	 the	 village	 from	 the
leopard,	but	others	said	the	dog	would	be	the	first	to	be	taken—he'd	run	straight	into
the	jaws	of	Mr.	Spots!

In	Nauti,	Tania	Ramola	was	 trying	 to	 find	a	dry	spot	 in	 the	quarters	she'd	been
given.	It	was	an	old	building	and	the	roof	was	leaking	in	several	places.	Mugs	and
buckets	were	scattered	about	the	floor	in	order	to	catch	the	drip.

Mr.	 Mani	 had	 dug	 up	 all	 his	 potatoes	 and	 presented	 them	 to	 the	 friends	 and
neighbours	who	had	given	him	lunches	and	dinners.	He	was	having	the	time	of	his
life,	planting	dahlia	bulbs	all	over	his	garden.

'I'll	have	a	field	of	many-coloured	dahlias!'	he	announced.	'Just	wait	till	the	end	of
August!'

'Watch	out	for	those	porcupines,'	warned	his	sister.	'They	eat	dahlia	bulbs	too!'
Mr.	Mani	made	 an	 inspection	 tour	 of	 his	moat,	 no	 longer	 in	 flood,	 and	 found

everything	in	good	order.	Prakash	had	done	his	job	well.
	

Now,	when	the	children	crossed	the	stream,	they	found	that	the	water-level	had	risen
by	about	a	foot.	Small	cascades	had	turned	into	water-falls.	Ferns	had	sprung	up	on
the	banks.	Frogs	chanted.

Prakash	 and	 his	 dog	 dashed	 across	 the	 stream.	 Bina	 and	 Sonu	 followed	more
cautiously.	The	current	was	much	stronger	now	and	the	water	was	almost	up	to	their
knees.	Once	they	had	crossed	the	stream,	they	hurried	along	the	path,	anxious	not	to
be	caught	in	a	sudden	downpour.

By	the	time	they	reached	school,	each	of	them	had	two	or	three	leeches	clinging
to	 their	 legs.	 They	 had	 to	 use	 salt	 to	 remove	 them.	 The	 leeches	 were	 the	 most
troublesome	part	of	the	rainy	season.	Even	the	leopard	did	not	like	them.	It	could	not
lie	in	the	long	grass	without	getting	leeches	on	its	paws	and	face.



One	day,	when	Bina,	Prakash	and	Sonu	were	about	to	cross	the	stream	they	heard
a	low	rumble,	which	grew	louder	every	second.	Looking	up	at	the	opposite	hill,	they
saw	several	trees	shudder,	tilt	outwards	and	begin	to	fall.	Earth	and	rocks	bulged	out
from	the	mountain,	then	came	crashing	down	into	the	ravine.

'Landslide!'	shouted	Sonu.
'It's	carried	away	the	path,'	said	Bina.	'Don't	go	any	further.'
There	 was	 a	 tremendous	 roar	 as	 more	 rocks,	 trees	 and	 bushes	 fell	 away	 and

crashed	down	the	hillside.
Prakash's	dog,	who	had	gone	ahead,	came	running	back,	tail	between	his	legs.
They	remained	rooted	to	the	spot	until	the	rocks	had	stopped	falling	and	the	dust

had	settled.	Birds	circled	the	area,	calling	wildly.	A	frightened	barking-deer	ran	past
them.

'We	can't	go	to	school	now,'	said	Prakash.	'There's	no	way	around.'
They	turned	and	trudged	home	through	the	gathering	mist.
In	Koli,	Prakash's	parents	had	heard	the	roar	of	the	landslide.	They	were	setting

out	 in	 search	 of	 the	 children	when	 they	 saw	 them	 emerge	 from	 the	mist,	waving
cheerfully.
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They	had	to	miss	school	for	another	three	days,	and	Bina	was	afraid	they	might	not
be	 able	 to	 take	 their	 final	 exams.	Although	Prakash	was	not	 really	 troubled	 at	 the
thought	of	missing	exams,	he	did	not	like	feeling	helpless	just	because	their	path	had
been	 swept	 away.	 So	 he	 explored	 the	 hillside	 until	 he	 found	 a	 goat-track	 going
around	the	mountain.	It	joined	up	with	another	path	near	Nauti.	This	made	their	walk
longer	by	a	mile,	but	Bina	did	not	mind.	It	was	much	cooler	now	that	the	rains	were
in	full	swing.

The	only	trouble	with	the	new	route	was	that	it	passed	close	to	the	leopard's	lair.
The	animal	had	made	this	area	its	own	since	being	forced	to	leave	the	dam	area.

One	day	Prakash's	dog	ran	ahead	of	them,	barking	furiously.	Then	he	ran	back,
whimpering.

'He's	always	running	away	from	something,'	observed	Sonu.	But	a	minute	 later
he	understood	the	reason	for	the	dog's	fear.

They	rounded	a	bend	and	Sonu	saw	the	leopard	standing	in	their	way.	They	were
struck	 dumb—too	 terrified	 to	 run.	 It	was	 a	 strong,	 sinewy	 creature.	A	 low	 growl
rose	from	its	throat.	It	seemed	ready	to	spring.

They	stood	perfectly	still,	afraid	 to	move	or	say	a	word.	And	 the	 leopard	must
have	 been	 equally	 surprised.	 It	 stared	 at	 them	 for	 a	 few	 seconds,	 then	 bounded
across	the	path	and	into	the	oak	forest.

Sonu	was	 shaking.	 Bina	 could	 hear	 her	 heart	 hammering.	 Prakash	 could	 only



stammer:	'Did	you	see	the	way	he	sprang?	Wasn't	he	beautiful?'
He	forgot	to	look	at	his	watch	for	the	rest	of	the	day.
A	few	days	later	Sonu	stopped	and	pointed	to	a	large	outcrop	of	rock	on	the	next

hill.
The	 leopard	 stood	 far	 above	 them,	 outlined	 against	 the	 sky.	 It	 looked	 strong,

majestic.	Standing	beside	it	were	two	young	cubs.
'Look	at	those	little	ones!'	exclaimed	Sonu.
'So	it's	a	female,	not	a	male,'	said	Prakash.
'That's	why	she	was	killing	so	often,'	said	Bina.	'She	had	to	feed	her	cubs	too.'
They	remained	still	 for	several	minutes,	gazing	up	at	 the	 leopard	and	her	cubs.

The	leopard	family	took	no	notice	of	them.
'She	knows	we	are	here,'	said	Prakash,	'but	she	doesn't	care.	She	knows	we	won't

harm	them.'
'We	are	cubs	too!'	said	Sonu.
'Yes,'	said	Bina.	'And	there's	still	plenty	of	space	for	all	of	us.	Even	when	the	dam

is	ready	there	will	still	be	room	for	leopards	and	humans.'
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The	 school	 exams	were	 over.	 The	 rains	were	 nearly	 over	 too.	 The	 landslide	 had
been	cleared,	and	Bina,	Prakash	and	Sonu	were	once	again	crossing	the	stream.

There	was	a	chill	in	the	air,	for	it	was	the	end	of	September.
Prakash	had	learnt	to	play	the	flute	quite	well,	and	he	played	on	the	way	to	school

and	then	again	on	the	way	home.	As	a	result	he	did	not	look	at	his	watch	so	often.
One	morning	they	found	a	small	crowd	in	front	of	Mr.	Mani's	house.
'What	could	have	happened?'	wondered	Bina.	'I	hope	he	hasn't	got	lost	again.'
'Maybe	he's	sick,'	said	Sonu.
'Maybe	it's	the	porcupines,'	said	Prakash.
But	it	was	none	of	these	things.
Mr.	Mani's	first	dahlia	was	in	bloom,	and	half	the	village	had	turned	out	to	look

at	it!	It	was	a	huge	red	double	dahlia,	so	heavy	that	it	had	to	be	supported	with	sticks.
No	one	had	ever	seen	such	a	magnificent	flower!

Mr.	Mani	was	a	happy	man.	And	his	mood	only	improved	over	the	coming	week,
as	 more	 and	 more	 dahlias	 flowered—crimson,	 yellow,	 purple,	 mauve,	 white—
button	 dahlias,	 pompom	 dahlias,	 spotted	 dahlias,	 striped	 dahlias	 ...	 Mr.	 Mani	 had
them	all!	A	dahlia	even	turned	up	on	Tania	Romola's	desk—he	got	quite	well	with
her	now—and	another	brightened	up	the	Headmaster's	study.

A	week	later,	on	their	way	home—it	was	almost	the	last	day	of	the	school	term—
Bina,	Prakash	and	Sonu	talked	about	what	they	might	do	when	they	grew	up.

'I	 think	 I'll	 become	 a	 teacher,'	 said	 Bina.	 'I'll	 teach	 children	 about	 animals	 and



birds,	and	trees	and	flowers.'
'Better	than	maths!'	said	Prakash.
'I'll	be	a	pilot,'	said	Sonu.	'I	want	to	fly	a	plane	like	Miss	Ramola's	brother.'
'And	what	about	you	Prakash?'	asked	Bina.
Prakash	just	smiled	and	said,	'Maybe	I'll	be	a	flute-player,'	and	he	put	the	flute	to

his	lips	and	played	a	sweet	melody.
'Well,	 the	world	needs	flute-players	 too,'	said	Bina,	as	 they	fell	 into	step	beside

him.
The	 leopard	 had	 been	 stalking	 a	 barking-deer.	 She	 paused	when	 she	 heard	 the

flute	and	the	voices	of	the	children.	Her	own	young	ones	were	growing	quickly,	but
the	girl	and	the	two	boys	did	not	look	much	older.

They	had	started	singing	their	favourite	song	again.
	
Five	more	miles	to	go!
We	climb	through	rain	and	snow,
A	river	to	cross—
A	mountain	to	pass—
Now	we've	four	more	miles	to	go!
	
The	 leopard	 waited	 until	 they	 had	 passed,	 before	 returning	 to	 the	 trail	 of	 the

barking-deer.



These	Simple	Things

The	simplest	things	in	life	are	best—
A	patch	of	green,
A	small	bird's	nest,
A	drink	of	water,	fresh	and	cold,
The	taste	of	bread,
A	song	of	old;
These	are	the	things	that	matter	most.
The	laughter	of	a	child,
A	favourite	book,
Flowers	growing	wild,
A	cricket	singing	in	a	shady	nook.
A	ball	that	bounces	high!
A	summer	shower,
A	rainbow	in	the	sky,
The	touch	of	a	loving	hand,
And	time	to	rest—
These	simple	things	in	life	are	best.



Mussoorie's	Landour	Bazaar

s	in	most	north	Indian	bazaars,	here	too	there	is	a	clock	tower.	And,	like	most
clocks	 in	clock	 towers,	 this	one	works	 in	 fits	and	starts;	 listless	 in	 summer,
sluggish	during	the	monsoon,	stopping	altogether	when	it	snows	in	January.

Almost	every	year	the	tall	brick	structure	gets	a	coat	of	paint.	It	was	pink	last	year.
Now	it's	a	livid	purple.

From	 the	 clock	 tower	 at	 one	 end	 to	 the	 mule	 sheds	 at	 the	 other,	 this	 old
Mussoorie	bazaar	is	a	mile	long.	The	tall,	shaky	three-storey	buildings	cling	to	the
mountainside,	shutting	out	the	sunlight.	They	are	even	shakier	now	that	heavy	trucks
have	started	rumbling	down	the	narrow	street,	originally	made	for	nothing	heavier
than	 a	 rickshaw.	 The	 street	 is	 narrow	 and	 damp,	 retaining	 all	 the	 bazaar	 smells;
sweetmeats	 frying,	 smoke	 from	 wood	 or	 charcoal	 fires,	 the	 sweat	 and	 urine	 of
mules,	petrol	fumes,	all	of	which	mingle	with	the	smell	of	mist	and	old	building	and
distant	pines.

The	bazaar	sprang	up	about	150	years	ago	to	serve	the	needs	of	British	soldiers
who	 were	 sent	 to	 the	 Landour	 convalescent	 depot	 to	 recover	 from	 sickness	 or
wounds.	The	old	military	hospital,	built	in	1827,	now	houses	the	Defence	Institute	of
Management.

The	Landour	Bazaar	 today	 serves	 the	 local	population.	There	 are	 a	number	of
silversmiths	 in	 Landour.	 They	 fashion	 silver	 nose-rings,	 ear-rings,	 bracelets	 and
anklets,	which	are	bought	by	the	women	from	the	surrounding	Jaunpuri	village.	One
silversmith	had	a	chestfull	of	old	silver	 rupees.	These	rupees	are	sometimes	hung
on	thin	silver	chains	and	worn	as	pendants.

At	 the	other	extreme	 there	are	 the	kabari	 shops,	where	you	can	pick	up	almost
anything—a	taperecorder	discarded	by	a	Woodstock	student,	or	a	piece	of	furniture
from	grandmother's	time	in	the	hill-station.	Old	clothes,	Victorian	bric-a-brac,	and
bits	of	modern	gadgetry	vie	for	your	attention.

The	 old	 clothes	 are	 often	 more	 reliable	 than	 the	 new.	 Last	 winter	 I	 bought	 a
pullover	marked	'Made	in	Nepal'	from	a	Tibetan	pavement	vendor.	I	was	wearing	it
on	 the	 way	 home	 when	 it	 began	 to	 rain.	 By	 the	 time	 I	 reached	 my	 cottage,	 the



pullover	had	shrunk	 inches	and	I	had	some	difficulty	getting	out	of	 it!	 It	was	now
just	 the	 right	 size	 for	 Bijju,	 the	 milkman's	 12-year-old	 son.	 But	 it	 continued	 to
shrink	 at	 every	wash,	 and	 it	 is	 now	being	worn	 by	Teju,	Bijju's	 younger	 brother,
who	is	eight.

At	the	dark	windy	corner	in	the	bazaar	one	always	found	an	old	man	bent	over
his	charcoal	fire,	roasting	peanuts.	He	was	probably	quite	tall,	but	I	never	saw	him
standing	up.	One	 judged	his	height	 from	his	 long,	 loose'	 limbs.	He	was	very	 thin,
probably	 tubercular,	 and	 the	 high	 cheekbones	 added	 to	 the	 tautness	 of	 his	 tightly
stretched	skin.

His	peanuts	were	always	fresh,	crisp	and	hot.	They	were	popular	with	small	boys
who	had	a	few	coins	to	spend	on	their	way	to	and	from	school.

No	 one	 seemed	 to	 know	 the	 old	 man's	 name.	 One	 just	 took	 his	 presence	 for
granted.	He	was	as	fixed	a	 landmark	as	 the	clock	tower	or	 the	old	cherry	tree	that
grew	 crookedly	 from	 the	 hillside.	 He	 seemed	 less	 perishable	 than	 the	 tree,	more
dependable	 than	 the	 clock.	 He	 had	 no	 family,	 but	 in	 a	 way	 all	 the	world	was	 his
family	because	he	was	in	continuous	contact	with	people.	And	yet	he	was	a	remote
sort	 of	 being;	 always	 polite,	 even	 to	 children,	 but	 never	 familiar.	He	was	 seldom
alone,	but	he	must	have	been	lonely.

Summer	 nights	 he	 rolled	 himself	 up	 in	 a	 thin	 blanket	 and	 slept	 on	 the	 ground
beside	 the	dying	embers	of	his	 fire.	During	winter	he	waited	until	 the	 last	 cinema
show	 was	 over	 before	 retiring	 to	 the	 rickshaw	 coolies'	 shelter	 where	 there	 was
protection	from	the	freezing	wind.

He	died	last	summer.
That	 corner	 remained	very	 empty,	 very	dark,	 and	 every	 time	 I	 passed	 it,	 I	was

haunted	by	visions	of	the	old	peanut	vendor,	troubled	by	the	questions	I	did	not	ask;
and	I	wondered	if	he	was	really	as	indifferent	to	life	as	he	appeared	to	be.

Then,	a	few	weeks	ago,	there	was	a	new	occupant	of	the	corner,	a	new	seller	of
peanuts.	No	relative	of	the	old	man,	but	a	boy	of	13	or	14.	The	human	personality
can	 impose	 its	 own	nature	 on	 its	 surroundings.	 In	 the	 old	man's	 time	 it	 seemed	 a
dark,	 gloomy	 corner.	Now	 it's	 lit	 up	 by	 sunshine—	 a	 sunny	 personality,	 smiling,
chattering.	Old	age	gives	way	to	youth;	and	I'm	glad	I	won't	be	alive	when	the	new
peanut	vendor	grows	old.	One	shouldn't	see	too	many	people	grow	old.

Leaving	 the	main	 bazaar	 behind,	 I	 walk	 some	way	 down	 the	Mussoorie-Tehri
road,	 a	 fine	 road	 to	walk	on,	 in	 spite	of	 the	dust	 from	an	occasional	bus	or	 jeep.
From	Mussoorie	to	Chamba,	a	distance	of	some	35	miles,	the	road	seldom	descends
below	 7,000	 ft.	 and	 there	 is	 a	 continual	 vista	 of	 the	 snow	 range	 to	 the	 north	 and
valleys	 and	 rivers	 to	 the	 south.	 Dhanaulti	 is	 one	 of	 the	 lovelier	 spots,	 and	 the
Garhwal	Mandal	Vikas	Nigam	has	a	rest	house	here,	where	one	can	spend	an	idyllic
weekend.

Leaving	the	Tehri	Road,	one	can	also	trek	down	to	the	little	Aglar	river	and	then



up	 to	Nag	Tibba,	9,000	 ft.,	which	has	an	oak	 forest	and	animals	 ranging	 from	 the
barking-deer	 to	 the	Himalayan	 bear;	 but	 this	 is	 an	 arduous	 trek	 and	 you	must	 be
prepared	to	spend	the	night	in	the	open.

On	 this	 particular	 day	 I	 reach	 Suakholi,	 and	 rest	 in	 a	 teashop,	 a	 loose	 stone
structure	with	 a	 tin-roof	 held	 down	 by	 stones.	 It	 serves	 the	 bus	 passengers,	mule
drivers,	milkmen	and	others	who	use	this	road.

I	find	a	couple	of	mules	tethered	to	a	pine	tree.	The	mule	drivers,	handsome	men
in	 tattered	clothes,	 sit	on	a	bench	 in	 the	shade	of	 the	 tree,	drinking	 tea	 from	brass
tumblers.	The	shopkeeper,	a	man	of	indeterminate	age—the	cold	dry	winds	from	the
mountain	passes	having	crinkled	his	face	like	a	walnut—greets	me	enthusiastically.
He	even	produces	a	chair,	which	looks	a	survivor	from	one	of	Wilson's	rest	houses
and	may	even	be	a	Sheration.	Fortunately,	the	Mussoorie	kabaris	do	not	know	about
it	or	they'd	have	snapped	it	up	long	ago.	In	any	case	the	stuffing	has	come	out	of	the
seat.	The	shopkeeper	apologises	for	its	condition:	"The	rats	were	nesting	in	it."	And
then,	to	reassure	me:	"But	they	have	gone	now."

I	would	just	as	soon	be	on	the	bench	with	the	Jaunpuri	mule-drivers,	but	I	do	not
wish	to	offend	Mela	Ram,	the	teashop	owner;	so	I	take	his	chair.

"How	long	have	you	kept	this	shop?"
"Oh,	10–15	years,	I	do	not	remember."
He	hasn't	 bothered	 to	 count	 the	years.	Why	 should	he,	 outside	 the	 towns	 in	 the

isolation	of	the	hills,	life	is	simply	a	matter	of	yesterday,	today	and	tomorrow.
Unlike	Mela	 Ram,	 the	 mule	 drivers	 have	 somewhere	 to	 go	 and	 something	 to

deliver:	sacks	of	potatoes!	From	Jaunpur	to	Jaunsar,	the	potato	is	probably	the	crop
best	 suited	 to	 these	 stony,	 terraced	 fields.	 They	 have	 to	 deliver	 their	 potatoes	 in
Landour	Bazaar	and	return	to	their	village	before	nightfall;	and	soon	they	lead	their
pack	animals	away,	along	the	dusty	road	to	Mussoorie.

"Tea	or	lassi?"	Mela	Ram	offers	me	a	choice,	and	I	choose	the	curd	preparation,
which	 is	 sharp	 and	 sour	 and	 very	 refreshing.	 The	wind	 sighs	 gently	 in	 the	 upper
branches	of	the	pine	trees,	and	I	relax	in	my	Sheration	chair	like	some	eighteenth-
century	nawab	who	has	brought	his	own	furniture	into	the	wilderness.

Having	wandered	 some	way	down	 the	Tehri	 road,	 it	 is	 quite	 late	 by	 the	 time	 I
return	 to	 the	Landour	Bazaar.	Lights	 still	 twinkle	on	 the	hills,	 but	 shop	 fronts	 are
shuttered	 and	 the	 little	 bazaar	 is	 silent.	 The	 people	 living	 on	 either	 side	 of	 the
narrow	street	can	hear	my	footsteps,	and	I	hear	their	casual	remarks,	music,	a	burst
of	laughter.

Through	 a	 gap	 in	 the	 rows	 of	 buildings,	 I	 can	 see	 Pari	 Tibba	 outlined	 in	 the
moonlight.	A	greenish	phosphorescent	glow	appears	to	move	here	and	there	about
the	hillside.	This	is	the	"fairy	light"	that	gives	the	hill	its	name	Pari	Tibba,	Fairy	Hill.
I	 have	 no	 explanation	 for	 it,	 and	 I	 don't	 know	 anyone	 else	who	 has	 been	 able	 to
explain	 it	 satisfactorily;	 but	 often	 from	 my	 window	 I	 see	 this	 greenish	 light



zigzagging	about	the	hill.
A	three-quarter	moon	is	up,	and	the	tin	roofs	of	the	bazaar,	drenched	with	drew,

glisten	in	the	moonlight.	Although	the	street	is	unlit,	I	need	no	torch.	I	can	see	every
step	of	 the	way.	I	can	even	read	the	headlines	on	the	discarded	newspaper	 lying	in
the	gutter.

Although	I	am	alone	on	the	road,	1	am	aware	of	the	life	pulsating	around	me.	It	is
a	 cold	 night,	 doors	 and	 windows	 are	 shut;	 but	 through	 the	many	 chinks,	 narrow
fingers	of	light	reach	out	into	the	night.	Who	could	still	be	up?	A	shopkeeper	going
through	his	accounts,	a	college	student	preparing	for	his	exams,	someone	coughing
and	groaning	in	die	dark.

A	jackal	slinks	across	the	road,	looking	right	and	left	he	knows	his	road-drill	to
make	sure	the	dogs	have	gone;	A	field	rat	wriggles	through	a	hole	in	a	rotting	plank
on	its	nightly	foray	among	sacks	of	grain	and	pulses.

Yes,	 this	 is	 an	 old	 bazaar.	 The	 bakers,	 tailors,	 silversmith	 and	 wholesale
merchants	are	the	grandsons	of	those	who	followed	the	mad	sahibs	to	this	hilltop	in
the	30s	and	40s	of	 the	 last	 century.	Most	of	 them	are	plainsmen,	quite	prosperous
even	though	many	of	their	houses	are	crooked	and	shaky.

Although	the	shopkeepers	and	tradesmen	are	fairly	prosperous,	 the	hill	people,
those	who	come	from	the	surrounding	Tehri	and	Jaunpur	villages,	are	usually	poor.
Their	small	holdings	and	rocky	fields	do	not	provide	them	with	much	of	a	living,
and	men	and	boys	have	often	to	come	into	the	hill	station	or	go	down	to	the	cities	in
search	of	a	livelihood.	They	pull	rickshaws	or	work	in	hotels	and	restaurants.	Most
of	them	have	somewhere	to	stay.

But	as	I	pass	along	the	deserted	street,	under	the	shadow	of	the	clock	tower,	I	find
a	boy	huddled	 in	a	 recess,	a	 thin	shawl	wrapped	around	his	 shoulders.	He	 is	wide
awake	and	shivering.

I	pass	by,	my	head	down,	my	thoughts	already	on	the	warmth	of	my	small	cottage
only	a	mile	away.	And	then	I	stop.	 It	 is	almost	as	 though	the	bright	moonlight	has
stopped	me,	holding	my	shadow	in	thrall.

	
'If	I	am	not	for	myself
who	will	be	for	me?
And	if	I	am	not	for	others,
what	am	I?
And	if	not	now,	when	?'
	
The	words	of	an	ancient	 sage	beat	upon	my	mind.	1	walk	back	 to	 the	 shadows

where	the	boy	crouches.	He	does	not	say	anything,	but	he	looks	up	at	me,	puzzled
and	apprehensive.	All	 the	warnings	of	well-wishers	crowd	in	upon	me—stories	of
crime	by	night,	of	assault	and	robber,	"ill	met	by	moonlight."



But	this	is	not	Northern	Ireland	or	the	Lebanon	or	the	streets	of	New	York.	This
is	Landour	in	the	Garhwal	Himalayas.	And	the	boy	is	no	criminal.	I	can	tell	from	his
features	that	he	comes	from	the	hills	beyond	Tehri.	He	has	come	here	looking	for
work	and	he	has	yet	to	find	any.

"Have	you	somewhere	to	stay?"	I	asked.
He	 shakes	 his	 head;	 but	 something	 about	 my	 tone	 of	 voice	 has	 given	 him

confidence,	because	there	is	a	glimmer	of	hope,	a	friendly	appeal	in	his	eyes.
I	have	committed	myself.	I	cannot	pass	on.	A	shelter	for	the	night—that's	the	very

least	one	human	should	be	able	to	expect	from	another.
"If	you	can	walk	some	way,"	I	offer,	"I	can	give	you	a	bed	and	blanket."
He	gets	up	immediately,	a	thin	boy,	wearing	only	a	shirt	and	part	of	an	old	track-

suit.	He	follows	me	without	any	hesitation.	I	cannot	now	betray	his	trust.	Nor	can	I
fail	to	trust	him.



The	Old	Lama

	meet	him	on	the	road	every	morning,	on	my	walk	up	to	the	Landour	post	office.
He	is	a	lean	old	man	in	a	long	maroon	robe,	a	Tibetan	monk	of	uncertain	age.
I'm	told	he's	about	85.	But	age	is	really	immaterial	in	the	mountains.	Some	grow

old	at	their	mother's	breasts,	and	there	are	others	who	do	not	age	at	all.
If	you	are	like	this	old	Lama,	you	go	on	forever.	For	he	is	a	walking	man,	and

there	is	no	way	you	can	stop	him	from	walking.
Kim's	Lama,	rejuvenated	by	the	mountain	air,	strode	along	with	"steady,	driving

strokes,"	 leaving	 his	 disciple	 far	 behind.	My	Lama,	 older	 and	 feebler	 than	Kim's,
walks	very	 slowly,	with	 the	 aid	of	 an	old	walnut	walking-stick.	The	 ferrule	keeps
coming	off	 the	end	of	the	stick,	but	he	puts	it	back	with	coal-tar	 left	behind	by	the
road	repairers.

He	plods	and	shuffles	along.	In	fact,	he	is	very	like	the	tortoise	in	the	story	of	the
hare	 and	 the	 tortoise.	 I	 see	 him	walking	 past	 my	 window,	 and	 five	 minutes	 later
when	I	start	out	on	the	same	road,	I	feel	sure	of	overtaking	him	half	way	up	the	hill.
But	invariably	I	find	him	standing	near	the	post-office	when	I	get	there.

He	smiles	when	he	sees	me.	We	are	always	smiling	at	each	other.	His	English	is
limited,	and	I	have	absolutely	no	Tibetan.	He	has	a	few	words	of	Hindi,	enough	to
make	his	needs	known,	but	 that	 is	about	all.	He	 is	quite	happy	to	converse	silently
with	all	the	creatures	and	people	who	take	notice	of	him	on	the	road.

It	is	the	same	walk	he	takes	every	morning.	At	nine	o'clock,	if	I	look	out	of	my
window,	I	can	see	a	 line	of	Tibetan	prayer-flags	fluttering	over	an	old	building	in
the	cantonment.	He	emerges	from	beneath	the	flags	and	starts	up	the	steep	road.	Ten
minutes	later	he	is	below	my	window,	and	sometimes	he	stops	to	sit	and	rest	on	my
steps,	or	on	a	parapet	 further	along	 the	 road.	Sooner	or	 later,	coming	or	going,	 I
shall	pass	him	on	the	road	or	up	near	the	post-office.	His	eyes	will	twinkle	behind
thick-lensed	glasses,	and	he	will	raise	his	walking-stick	slightly	in	salutation.	If	I	say
something	to	him,	he	just	smiles	and	nods	vigorously	in	agreement.

An	agreeable	man.	He	was	one	of	those	who	came	to	India	in	1959,	fleeing	the
Chinese	occupation	of	Tibet.	His	Holiness	the	Dalai	Lama	found	sanctuary	in	India,



and	lived	in	Mussoorie	for	a	couple	of	years;	many	of	his	followers	settled	here.	A
new	 generation	 of	 Tibetans	 has	 grown	 up	 in	 the	 hill-station,	 and	 those	 under	 30
years	 have	 never	 seen	 their	 homeland.	But	 for	 almost	 all	 of	 them—and	 there	 are
several	 thousand	in	 this	district	alone—Tibet	 is	 their	country,	 their	real	home,	and
they	 are	 quick	 to	 express	 their	 determination	 to	 go	 back	 when	 their	 land	 is	 free
again.

Even	 a	 20-year-old	 girl	 like	 Tseten,	 who	 has	 grown	 up	 knowing	 English	 and
Hindi,	 speaks	 of	 the	 day	 when	 she	 will	 return	 to	 Tibet	 with	 her	 parents.	 She	 has
given	 me	 a	 painting	 of	 Milarepa,	 the	 Buddhist	 monk-philosopher,	 meditating
beneath	 a	 fruit-laden	 peach	 tree,	 the	 eternal	 snows	 in	 the	 background.	 This	 is,
perhaps,	 her	 vision	 of	 the	Tibet	 she	would	 like	 to	 see,	 some	day.	Meanwhile,	 she
works	as	a	typist	in	the	office	of	the	Tibetan	Homes	Foundation.

My	old	Lama	will,	I	am	sure,	be	among	the	first	to	return,	even	if	he	has	to	walk
all	the	way,	over	the	mountain	passes.	Maybe,	that's	why	he	plods	up	and	around	this
hill	 every	day.	He	 is	practising	 for	 the	 long	walk	back	 to	Tibet.	Here	he	 is	 again,
pausing	at	the	foot	of	my	steps.	It's	a	cool,	breezy	morning,	and	he	does	not	feel	the
need	to	sit	down.

"Tashi-tilay!"	(Good	day!)	I	greet	him,	in	the	only	Tibetan	I	know.
"Tashi-tilay!"	he	responds,	beaming	with	delight.
"Will	you	go	back	to	Tibet	one	day?"	I	ask	him	for	the	first	time.
In	 spite	 of	 his	 limited	 Hindi,	 he	 understands	 me	 immediately,	 and	 nods

vigorously.
"Soon,	soon!"	he	exclaims,	and	raises	his	walking	stick	to	emphasise	his	words.
Yes,	if	the	Tibetans	are	able	to	return	to	their	country,	he	will	be	among	the	first

to	go	back.	His	heart	 is	 still	on	 that	high	plateau.	And	 like	 the	 tortoise,	he	will	be
there	waiting	for	the	young	hare	to	catch	up	with	him.

If	he	goes,	I	shall	certainly	miss	him	on	my	walks.



Visitors	from	the	Forest

hen	 mist	 fills	 the	 Himalayan	 valleys,	 and	 heavy	 monsoon	 rain	 sweeps
across	 the	 hills,	 it	 is	 natural	 for	 wild	 creatures	 to	 seek	 shelter.	 And
sometimes	my	cottage	in	the	forest	is	the	most	convenient	refuge.

There	is	no	doubt	I	make	things	easier	for	all	concerned	by	leaving	most	of	my
windows	 open.	 I	 like	 plenty	 of	 fresh	 air	 indoors,	 and	 if	 a	 few	 birds,	 beasts	 and
insects	 come	 in	 too,	 they're	 welcome,	 provided	 they	 don't	 make	 too	 much	 of	 a
nuisance	of	themselves.

I	must	 confess,	 I	 did	 lose	 patience	with	 a	 bamboo	beetle	who	blundered	 in	 the
other	 night	 and	 fell	 into	 the	 water	 jug.	 I	 rescued	 him	 and	 pushed	 him	 out	 of	 the
window.	A	few	seconds	later	he	came	whirring	in	again,	and	with	unerring	accuracy
landed	with	a	plop	in	the	same	jug.	I	fished	him	out	once	more	and	offered	him	the
freedom	of	 the	night.	But	attracted	no	doubt	by	 the	 light	and	warmth	of	my	small
sitting-room,	he	came	buzzing	back,	circling	the	room	like	a	helicopter	looking	for
a	place	to	land.	Quickly	I	covered	the	water	jug.	He	landed	in	a	bowl	of	wild	dahlias,
and	I	allowed	him	to	remain	there,	comfortably	curled	up	in	the	hollow	of	a	flower.

Sometimes	 during	 the	 day	 a	 bird	 visits	 me—a	 deep	 blue	 whistling	 thrush,
hopping	 about	 on	 long,	 dainty	 legs,	 too	 nervous	 to	 sing.	 She	 perches	 on	 the
window-sill,	looking	out	at	the	rain.	She	does	not	permit	any	familiarity.	But	if	I	sit
quietly	 in	my	chair	she	will	sit	quietly	on	my	window	sill,	glancing	quickly	at	me
now	 and	 then	 to	 make	 sure	 I	 am	 keeping	 my	 distance.	When	 the	 rain	 stops,	 she
glides	away,	and	it	is	only	then,	confident	in	her	freedom,	that	she	bursts	into	full-
throated	song,	her	broken	but	haunting	melody	echoing	down	the	ravine.

A	squirrel	comes	sometimes,	when	his	home	in	the	oak	tree	gets	water-logged.
Apparently	 he	 is	 a	 bachelor;	 anyway,	 he	 lives	 alone.	 He	 knows	 me	 well,	 this
squirrel,	and	is	bold	enough	to	climb	on	to	the	dining	table	looking	for	titbits	which
he	always	finds	because	I	leave	them	there	deliberately.	Had	I	met	him	when	he	was
a	youngster,	he	would	have	learnt	 to	eat	from	my	hand;	but	I	have	only	been	here
for	 a	 few	months.	 I	 like	 it	 this	 way.	 I	 am	 not	 looking	 for	 pets;	 these	 are	 simply
guests.



Last	week,	as	I	was	sitting	down	at	my	desk	to	write	a	long-deferred	article,	I	was
startled	 to	 see	 an	 emerald-green	 praying	 mantis	 sitting	 on	 my	 writing-pad.	 He
peered	at	me	with	his	protuberant	glass-bead	eyes,	and	I	stared	clown	at	him	through
my	glasses.	When	I	gave	him	a	prod,	he	moved	off	in	a	leisurely	way.	Later,	I	found
him	examining	 the	binding	of	Leaves	of	Grass;	 perhaps	he	had	 found	 a	 succulent
bookworm.	 He	 disappeared	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 days,	 and	 then	 I	 found	 him	 on	 my
dressing-table,	preening	himself	before	the	mirror.

Out	in	the	garden,	I	spotted	another	mantis,	perched	on	the	jasmine	bush.	Its	arms
were	 raised	 like	 a	 boxer's.	 Perhaps	 they	 are	 a	 pair,	 I	 thought,	 and	 went	 indoors,
fetched	my	mantis	and	placed	him	on	the	jasmine	bush	opposite	his	fellow	insect.	He
did	not	like	what	he	saw—no	comparison	with	his	own	image!—and	made	off	in	a
hurry.

My	most	interesting	visitor	comes	at	night,	when	the	lights	are	still	burning—a
tiny	bat	who	prefers	to	fly	in	through	the	open	door,	and	will	use	the	window	only	if
there	 is	 no	 alternative.	 His	 object	 is	 to	 snap	 up	 the	moths	 who	 cluster	 round	 the
lamps.

All	 the	 bats	 I	 have	 seen	 fly	 fairly	 high,	 keeping	 near	 the	 ceiling;	 but	 this
particular	bat	flies	in	low	like	a	dive	bomber,	zooming	in	and	out	of	chair	legs	and
under	tables.	Once	he	passed	straight	between	my	legs.	Has	his	radar	gone	wrong,	I
wondered,	or	is	he	just	plain	mad?

I	went	 to	my	 shelves	 of	 natural	 history	 and	 looked	 up	 bats,	 but	 could	 find	 no
explanation	for	this	erratic	behaviour.	As	a	last	resort	I	turned	to	an	ancient	volume,
Sterndale's	Indian	Mammalia	(Calcutta,	1884),	and	in	it,	to	my	delight,	found	what	I
was	 looking	for:	"A	bat	 found	near	Mussoorie	by	Captain	Hutton,	on	 the	southern
range	of	hills	at	1,800	metres;	head	and	body	about	three	centimetres,	skims	close	to
the	 ground,	 instead	 of	 flying	 high	 as	 bats	 generally	 do.	Habitat,	 Jharipani,	 north-
west	Himalayas."	Apparently,	the	bat	was	rare	even	in	1884.

Perhaps	 I	 have	 come	 across	 one	of	 the	 few	 surviving	members	 of	 the	 species.
Jharipani	 is	 only	 three	 kilometres	 from	 where	 I	 live.	 I	 am	 happy	 that	 this	 bat
survives	in	my	small	corner	of	 the	woods,	and	I	undertake	to	celebrate	it	 in	prose
and	verse.	Once,	I	found	it	suspended	upside	down	from	the	railing	at	the	foot	of	my
bed.	I	decided	to	leave	it	there.	For	a	writer	alone	in	the	woods,	even	an	eccentric	bat
is	welcome	company.

Sanctuary	Features



A	Bouquet	of	Love

he	 Oaks,	 Hunter's	 Lodge,	 The	 Parsonage,	 The	 Pines,	 Dumbarnie,
Mackinnon's	 Hall	 and	 Windamere—these	 are	 names	 of	 some	 of	 the	 old
houses	 that	 still	 stand	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 our	 hill-stations.	 They	were	 built

over	a	hundred	years	ago	by	British	settlers	who	sought	relief	from	the	searing	heat
of	the	plains.	Most	have	fallen	into	decay	and	are	now	inhabited	by	wild	cats,	owls,
goats,	and	the	occasional	mule-driver.

But	 among	 these	 neglected	 mansions	 stands	 a	 neat,	 white-washed	 cottage,
Mulberry	Lodge.	And	in	it	lived	an	elderly	English	spinster	named	Miss	Mackenzie.
She	was	well	over	eighty,	but	no	one	would	have	guessed	it.	She	was	sprightly	and
wore	 old-fashioned	 but	well-preserved	 dresses.	Once	 a	week,	 she	walked	 to	 town
and	bought	butter,	jam,	soap	and	sometimes	a	bottle	of	eau-de-cologne.

Miss	Mackenzie	had	lived	there	since	her	teens,	before	World	War	I.	Her	parents,
brother	 and	 sister	were	 dead.	 She	 had	 no	 relatives	 in	 India,	 and	 lived	 on	 a	 small
pension	 and	 gift	 parcels	 sent	 from	 a	 childhood	 friend.	 She	 had	 few	 visitors—the
local	padre,	the	postman,	the	milkman.	Like	other	lonely	old	people,	she	kept	a	pet,
a	large	black	cat	with	bright,	yellow	eyes.

In	 a	 small	 garden	 she	 grew	 dahlias,	 chrysanthemums,	 gladioli	 and	 a	 few	 rare
orchids.	 She	 knew	 a	 great	 deal	 about	 wild	 flowers,	 trees,	 birds	 and	 insects.	 She
never	seriously	studied	them,	but	had	an	intimacy	with	all	that	grew	and	flourished
around	her.

It	 was	 September,	 and	 the	 rains	 were	 nearly	 over.	 Miss	 Mackenzie's	 African
marigolds	 were	 blooming.	 She	 hoped	 the	 coming	 winter	 wouldn't	 be	 too	 severe
because	 she	 found	 it	 increasingly	 difficult	 to	 bear	 the	 cold.	 One	 day,	 as	 she	 was
pottering	 about	 in	 her	 garden,	 she	 saw	a	 schoolboy	plucking	wild	 flowers	 on	 the
slope	above	the	cottage.	"What're	you	up	to,	young	man?"	she	called.

Alarmed,	 the	boy	 tried	 to	dash	up	 the	hillside,	 but	 slipped	on	pine	needles	 and
slid	 down	 the	 slope	 into	Miss	Mackenzie's	 nasturtium	 bed.	 Finding	 no	 escape	 he
gave	a	bright	smile	and	said,	"Good	morning,	Miss."

He	attended	the	local	English	medium	school,	and	wore	a	blazer	and	a	tie.	Like



most	polite	schoolboys,	he	called	every	woman	'Miss'.
"Good	morning,"	said	Miss	Mackenzie	severely.	'Would	you	mind	moving	out	of

my	flower	bed?"
The	 boy	 stepped	 gingerly	 over	 the	 nasturtiums	 and	 looked	 at	Miss	Mackenzie

with	appealing	eyes.
"You	ought	to	be	in	school,"	she	said.	"What're	you	doing	here?"
"Picking	flowers,	Miss."	He	held	up	a	bunch	of	ferns	and	wild	flowers.
"Oh,"	Miss	Mackenzie	was	disarmed.	It	had	been	a	long	time	since	she	had	seen	a

boy	taking	an	interest	in	flowers.
"Do,	you	like	flowers?"	she	asked.
"Yes,	Miss.	I'm	going	to	be	a	botan	...	a	botanitist?"
"You	mean	a	botanist?"
"Yes,	Miss."
"That's	unusual.	Do	you	know	the	names	of	these	flowers?"
"No,	Miss."
"This	 is	a	buttercup,"	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	"And	 that	purple	stuff	 is	Salvia.	Do

you	have	any	books	on	flowers?"
"No,	Miss."
"Come	in	and	I'll	show	you	one."
She	led	the	boy	into	a	small	front	room	crowded	with	furniture,	books,	vases	and

jam	jars.	He	sat	awkwardly	on	the	edge	of	a	chair.	The	cat	jumped	on	to	his	knees
and	settled	down,	purring	softly.

"What's	 your	 name?"	 asked	 Miss	 Mackenzie,	 as	 she	 rummaged	 through	 her
books.

"Anil,	Miss."
"And	where	do	you	live?"
"When	school	closes,	I	go	to	Delhi.	My	father	has	a	business	there."
"Oh,	and	what's	that?"
"Bulbs,	Miss."
"Flower	bulbs?"
"No.	Electric	bulbs."
"Ah,	 here	 we	 are!"	 she	 said	 taking	 a	 heavy	 volume	 from	 the	 shelf.	 "Flora

Himaliensis,	 published	 in	 1892,	 and	 probably	 the	 only	 copy	 in	 India.	 This	 is	 a
valuable	 book,	 Anil.	 No	 other	 naturalist	 has	 recorded	 as	 many	 wild	 Himalayan
flowers.	But	there	are	still	many	plants	unknown	to	the	botanists	who	spend	all	their
time	at	microscopes	instead	of	in	the	mountains.	Perhaps	you'll	do	something	about
that	one	day."

"Yes,	Miss."
She	lit	the	stove,	and	put	the	kettle	on	for	tea.	And	then	the	old	English	lady	and

the	small	Indian	boy	sat	side	by	side,	absorbed	in	the	book.	Miss	Mackenzie	pointed



out	many	 flowers	 that	 grew	 around	 the	 hill-station,	 while	 the	 boy	made	 notes	 of
their	names	and	seasons.

"May	I	come	again?"	asked	Anil,	when	finally	he	rose	to	go.
"If	 you	 like,"	 said	Miss	Mackenzie.	 "But	 not	 during	 school	 hours.	You	mustn't

miss	your	classes."
After	 that,	 Anil	 visited	Miss	Mackenzie	 about	 once	 a	week,	 and	 nearly	 always

brought	 a	wild	 flower	 for	 her	 to	 identify.	 She	 looked	 forward	 to	 the	 boy's	 visits.
Sometimes,	when	more	than	a	week	passed	and	he	didn't	come,	she	would	grumble
at	the	cat.

By	the	middle	of	October,	with	only	a	fortnight	left	before	school	closed,	snow
fell	 on	 the	 distant	 mountains.	 One	 peak	 stood	 higher	 above	 the	 others,	 a	 white
pinnacle	against	an	azure	sky.	When	the	sun	set,	the	peak	turned	from	orange	to	pink
to	red.

"How	high	is	that	mountain?"	asked	Anil.
"It	must	be	over	12,000	feet,"	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	"I	always	wanted	to	go	there,

but	there	is	no	proper	road.	At	the	height,	there'll	be	flowers	that	you	don't	get	here
—blue	gentian,	purple	columbine."

The	 day	 before	 school	 closed,	Anil	 came	 to	 say	 goodbye.	As	 he	was	 about	 to
leave,	Miss	Mackenzie	thrust	the	Flora	Himaliensis	into	his	hands.

"It's	so	valuable!"	he	said.
"That's	why	I'm	giving	it	to	you.	Otherwise,	it	will	fall	into	the	hands	of	the	junk

dealers."
"But,	Miss..."
"Don't	argue."
The	boy	tucked	the	book	under	his	arm,	stood	at	attention,	and	said,	"Good-bye,

Miss	Mackenzie."	It	was	the	first	time	he	had	spoken	her	name.
Strong	winds	soon	brought	rain	and	sleet,	killing	the	flowers	in	the	garden.	The

cat	stayed	indoors,	curled	up	at	the	foot	of	the	bed.	Miss	Mackenzie	wrapped	herself
in	old	shawls	and	mufflers,	but	still	felt	cold.	Her	fingers	grew	so	stiff	that	it	took
almost	an	hour	to	open	a	can	of	baked	beans.	Then	it	snowed,	and	for	several	days
the	milkman	did	not	come.

Tired,	she	spent	most	of	her	time	in	bed.	It	was	the	warmest	place.	She	kept	a	hot-
water	bottle	against	her	back,	and	the	cat	kept	her	feet	warm.	She	dreamed	of	spring
and	summer.	In	three	months,	the	primroses	would	be	out,	and	Anil	would	return.

One	 night	 the	 hot-water	 bottle	 burst,	 soaking	 the	 bed.	 The	 sun	 didn't	 shine	 for
several	 days,	 and	 the	blankets	 remained	damp.	Miss	Mackenzie	 caught	 a	 chill	 and
had	to	keep	to	her	cold,	uncomfortable	bed.

A	 strong	wind	 sprang	up	one	night	 and	blew	 the	 bedroom	window	open.	Miss
Mackenzie	was	 too	weak	 to	get	up	and	close	 it.	The	wind	swept	 the	 rain	and	sleet
into	 the	room.	The	cat	snuggled	close	 to	 its	mistress's	body.	Toward	morning,	 the



body	lost	its	warmth,	and	the	cat	left	the	bed	and	started	scratching	about	the	floor.
As	sunlight	streamed	through	the	window,	the	milkman	arrived.	He	poured	some

milk	into	the	saucer	on	the	doorstep,	and	the	cat	jumped	down	from	the	window-sill.
The	 milkman	 called	 a	 greeting	 to	 Miss	 Mackenzie.	 There	 was	 no	 answer.

Knowing	she	was	always	up	before	sunrise,	he	poked	his	head	in	the	open	window
and	called	again.

Miss	Mackenzie	did	not	 answer.	She	had	gone	 to	 the	mountain,	where	 the	blue
gentian	and	purple	columbine	grow.



	
	
	

THE	INDIA	I	LOVE



Preface
	
	

The	India	that	I	love	does	not	make	the	headlines.	The	India	that	I	love	comprises	the
goodwill	and	good	humour	of	ordinary	people;	a	tolerance	for	all	customs;	a	non-
interference	 in	 others'	 private	 lives;	 a	 friendly	 reciprocation	 at	 all	 times;	 a
philosophical	acceptance	of	hardships;	love	and	affection,	especially	in	children.

That	is	on	the	human	side.	And	there's	the	land	itself	Forest	and	plain,	mountain
and	desert,	river	and	sea,	all	mean	different	things	to	me.	The	sea	brings	memories
of	 collecting	 seashells	 along	 palm-fringed	 beaches.	 The	 rivers	—	 some	 of	 them
described	in	 these	pages	—	represent	 the	continuity,	 the	 timelessness	of	India.	The
grandeur	of	the	mountains,	the	changing	colours	of	the	desert,	the	splendours	of	the
forest,	and	the	riches	of	the	fertile	plains;	all	these	I	have	loved,	and	have	attempted
to	celebrate	over	the	years,	in	the	way	I	know	best,	using	the	words	I	know	best.

The	essays	and	poems	in	this	collection	will	tell	the	reader	something	of	what	I
feel	 for	 people,	 places	 and	 things.	 Some	 of	 those	 feelings	 emanate	 from	 my
childhood,	some	from	the	present.

Although	I	have	occasionally	had	to	cover	old	ground,	the	writing	has	been	new,
the	approach	still	fresh	and	eager	for	love	and	understanding.

Of	 the	 ten	 essays	 in	 this	 collection,	 seven	 were	 written	 during	 the	 last	 two
months.	Three	are	taken	from	unpublished	material	in	my	journals.

Most	 of	 these	 essays	 are	 of	 a	 personal	 nature;	 not	 embarrassingly	 so,	 I	 hope.
Young	Kapish	Mehra	of	Rupa	 and	Company	wanted	me	 to	write	 about	 the	 family
who	chose	to	adopt	me	(or	was	it	the	other	way	round),	and	some	of	the	people	and
places	that	have	been	dear	to	me.	I	have	enjoyed	writing	about	them,	and	about	some
of	the	things	that	have	happened	to	me	on	the	way	to	becoming	(and	remaining)	a
writer.

I	 do	 think	 I	 hold	 a	 record	 of	 sorts	 for	 having	 had	 the	 largest	 number	 of
publishers,	at	least	for	a	writer	in	India.	A	number	of	the	smaller	ones	have	fallen	by
the	 wayside	 —	 still	 owing	 me	 royalties,	 of	 course!	 Others,	 like	 Rupa,	 have
continued	to	grow	and	put	up	with	me.	The	encouraging	thing	is	that	publishing	in
India	has	finally	come	of	age.	Even	in	this	age	of	televised	entertainment,	people	are
picking	 up	 books	 perhaps	 due	 to	 the	 wide	 range	 that	 publishers	 offer.	More	 and
more	writers	are	getting	published,	and	some	are	even	making	money.	No	 longer
do	I	have	 to	hawk	my	books	and	stories	 in	other	 lands.	My	readership	has	always
been	here,	and	now	I	can	write	exclusively	for	the	Indian	reader,	without	having	to



Ruskin	Bond
Landour,	Mussoorie

make	the	compromises	that	are	often	necessary	in	order	to	get	published	in	the	UK
or	 USA.	 So	 away	 with	 sensationalism,	 away	 with	 the	 exotic	 East,	 away	 with
maharajas,	beggars,	spies	and	shikaris,	away	with	romantic	Englishwomen	and	their
far	 pavilions.	No	 longer	 do	we	 have	 to	write	 for	 the	 'foreign	 reader'.	 I	 can	write
about	the	people	living	across	the	road,	and	behold,	the	people	across	the	road	are
sometimes	reading	my	books.

It	also	gives	me	a	 thrill	when	I	 find	 that	something	I	have	written	 turns	up	 in	a
Hindi	 translation,	 or	 in	Bengali	 or	Marathi	 or	Kannada	or	one	of	 the	many	great
languages	 with	 which	 this	 country	 is	 blessed.	 The	 potential	 for	 a	 writer	 is
tremendous.	Multilingual	 publishing	 is	 still	 in	 its	 infancy,	 but	 this	 creative	 energy
has	only	 to	be	harnessed	and	properly	channelled,	 and	a	 literary	explosion	 is	 just
around	the	corner.

In	 the	West,	 the	 fate	 of	 a	 book	 is	 now	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 agents,	 the	 publicity
men,	the	prize-winning	committees,	the	media	—	almost	everyone	but	the	reader!

I	like	to	think	that	in	India,	a	book	can	still	make	its	way	into	the	hearts	and	minds
of	readers	without	all	the	ballyhoo	and	beating	of	drums	that	goes	with	the	release
of	the	most	mundane	creations,	especially	those	written	by	celebrities.

I	like	to	think	that	there	is	still	a	certain	mystery	about	the	success	of	a	book;	that,
like	Jane	Eyre	or	Leaves	of	Grass,	it	can	be	ignored	by	the	critics	and	publicists,	and
still	 find	a	niche	 for	 itself,	 and	 that	you	can	never	be	 certain	what	may	happen	 to
your	 creation.	 In	 other	words,	 that	 the	 fate	 of	 a	 book	 is	 still	 on	 the	 knees	 of	 the
Gods.

	
December	23,	2003	



One

Come	Roaming	With	Me

Out	of	the	city	and	over	the	hill,
Into	the	spaces	where	Time	stands	still,
Under	the	tall	trees,	touching	old	wood,
Taking	the	way	where	warriors	once	stood;
Crossing	the	little	bridge,	losing	my	way,
But	finding	a	friendly	place	where	I	can	stay.
Those	were	the	days,	friend,	when	we	were	strong
And	strode	down	the	road	to	an	old	marching	song
When	the	dew	on	the	grass	was	fresh	every	morn,
And	we	woke	to	the	call	of	the	ring-dove	at	dawn.
The	years	have	gone	by,	and	sometimes	I	falter,
But	still	I	set	out	for	a	stroll	or	a	saunter,
For	the	wind	is	as	fresh	as	it	was	in	my	youth,
And	the	peach	and	the	pear,	still	the	sweetest	of	fruit,
So	cast	away	care	and	come	roaming	with	me,
Where	the	grass	is	still	green	and	the	air	is	still	free.



	
	
	



Two

Children	of	India

THEY	 PASS	 ME	 EVERYDAY,	 ON	 THEIR	WAY	 TO	 SCHOOL	—	 BOYS	 AND
girls	from	the	surrounding	villages	and	the	outskirts	of	the	hill	station.	There	are	no
school	buses	plying	for	these	children:	they	walk.

For	many	of	them,	it's	a	very	long	walk	to	school.
Ranbir,	who	is	ten,	has	to	climb	the	mountain	from	his	village,	four	miles	distant

and	two	thousand	feet	below	the	town	level.	He	comes	in	all	weathers,	wearing	the
same	pair	of	cheap	shoes	until	they	have	almost	fallen	apart.

Ranbir	 is	a	cheerful	soul.	He	waves	to	me	whenever	he	sees	me	at	my	window.
Sometimes	 he	 brings	 me	 cucumbers	 from	 his	 father's	 field.	 I	 pay	 him	 for	 the
cucumbers;	he	uses	the	money	for	books	or	for	small	things	needed	at	home.

Many	of	 the	 children	 are	 like	Ranbir	—	poor,	 but	 slightly	better	 off	 than	what
their	parents	were	at	the	same	age.	They	cannot	attend	the	expensive	residential	and
private	schools	that	abound	here,	but	must	go	to	the	government-aided	schools	with
only	basic	facilities.	Not	many	of	their	parents	managed	to	go	to	school.	They	spent
their	lives	working	in	the	fields	or	delivering	milk	in	the	hill	station.	The	lucky	ones
got	into	the	army.	Perhaps	Ranbir	will	do	something	different	when	he	grows	up.

He	 has	 yet	 to	 see	 a	 train	 but	 he	 sees	 planes	 flying	 over	 the	mountains	 almost
every	day.

"How	far	can	a	plane	go?"	he	asks.
"All	over	the	world,"	I	tell	him.	"Thousands	of	miles	in	a	day.	You	can	go	almost

anywhere."
"I'll	go	round	the	world	one	day,"	he	vows.	"I'll	buy	a	plane	and	go	everywhere!"
And	maybe	he	will.	He	has	a	determined	chin	and	a	defiant	look	in	his	eye.
The	 following	 lines	 in	my	 journal	 were	 put	 down	 for	my	 own	 inspiration	 or

encouragement,	but	they	will	do	for	any	determined	young	person:
We	get	out	of	life	what	we	bring	to	it.	There	is	not	a	dream	which	may	not	come

true	if	we	have	the	energy	which	determines	our	own	fate.	We	can	always	get	what
we	want	if	we	will	 it	 intensely	enough...	So	few	people	succeed	greatly	because	so
few	people	conceive	a	great	end,	working	towards	it	without	giving	up.	We	all	know



that	the	man	who	works	steadily	for	money	gets	rich;	the	man	who	works	day	and
night	 for	 fame	or	power	 reaches	his	goal.	And	 those	who	work	 for	deeper,	more
spiritual	achievements	will	find	them	too.	It	may	come	when	we	no	longer	have	any
use	for	it,	but	if	we	have	been	willing	it	long	enough,	it	will	come!

Up	to	a	few	years	ago,	very	few	girls	in	the	hills	or	in	the	villages	of	India	went
to	school.	They	helped	in	the	home	until	they	were	old	enough	to	be	married,	which
wasn't	 very	 old.	But	 there	 are	 now	 just	 as	many	 girls	 as	 there	 are	 boys	 going	 to
school.

Bindra	 is	 something	 of	 an	 extrovert	 —	 a	 confident	 fourteen	 year	 old	 who
chatters	 away	 as	 she	 hurries	 down	 the	 road	with	 her	 companions.	Her	 father	 is	 a
forest	guard	and	knows	me	quite	well:	I	meet	him	on	my	walks	through	the	deodar
woods	behind	Landour.	And	I	had	grown	used	 to	seeing	Bindra	almost	every	day.
When	she	did	not	put	in	an	appearance	for	a	week,	I	asked	her	brother	if	anything
was	wrong.

"Oh,	nothing,"	he	says,	"she	is	helping	my	mother	cut	grass.	Soon	the	monsoon
will	 end	 and	 the	 grass	will	 dry	 up.	 So	we	 cut	 it	 now	 and	 store	 it	 for	 the	 cows	 in
winter."

"And	why	aren't	you	cutting	grass	too?"
"Oh,	 I	have	a	cricket	match	 today,"	he	says,	and	hurries	away	 to	 join	his	 team-

mates.	Unlike	his	sister,	he	puts	pleasure	before	work!
Cricket,	once	the	game	of	the	elite,	has	become	the	game	of	the	masses.	On	any

holiday,	 in	any	part	of	 this	vast	country,	groups	of	boys	can	be	seen	making	 their
way	 to	 the	 nearest	 field,	 or	 open	 patch	 of	 land,	 with	 bat,	 ball	 and	 any	 other
cricketing	 gear	 that	 they	 can	 cobble	 together.	Watching	 some	 of	 them	 play,	 I	 am
amazed	at	the	quality	of	talent,	at	the	finesse	with	which	they	bat	or	bowl.	Some	of
the	local	teams	are	as	good,	if	not	better,	than	any	from	the	private	schools,	where
there	 are	 better	 facilities.	 But	 the	 boys	 from	 these	 poor	 or	 lower	 middle-class
families	will	never	get	the	exposure	that	is	necessary	to	bring	them	to	the	attention
of	those	who	select	state	or	national	teams.	They	will	never	get	near	enough	to	the
men	of	influence	and	power.	They	must	continue	to	play	for	the	love	of	the	game,	or
watch	their	more	fortunate	heroes'	exploits	on	television.

	

	
As	winter	approaches	and	the	days	grow	shorter,	those	children	who	live	far	away
must	quicken	 their	pace	 in	order	 to	get	home	before	dark.	Ranbir	 and	his	 friends
find	that	darkness	has	fallen	before	they	are	halfway	home.

"What	 is	 the	 time,	 Uncle?"	 he	 asks,	 as	 he	 trudges	 up	 the	 steep	 road	 past	 Ivy
Cottage.

One	gets	used	 to	being	called	 'Uncle'	by	almost	every	boy	or	girl	one	meets.	 I
wonder	 how	 the	 custom	began.	Perhaps	 it	 has	 its	 origins	 in	 the	 folktale	 about	 the



tiger	who	refrained	from	pouncing	on	you	if	you	called	him	'uncle'.	Tigers	don't	eat
their	 relatives!	 Or	 do	 they?	 The	 ploy	may	 not	 work	 if	 the	 tiger	 happens	 to	 be	 a
tigress.	Would	you	call	her	'Aunty'	as	she	(or	your	teacher!)	descends	on	you?

It's	dark	at	six	and	by	then,	Ranbir	likes	to	be	out	of	the	deodar	forest	and	on	the
open	road	to	the	village.	The	moon	and	the	stars	and	the	village	lights	are	sufficient,
but	not	in	the	forest,	where	it	is	dark	even	during	the	day.	And	the	silent	flitting	of
bats	and	flying-foxes,	and	the	eerie	hoot	of	an	owl,	can	be	a	little	disconcerting	for
the	hardiest	of	children.	Once	Ranbir	and	the	other	boys	were	chased	by	a	bear.

When	he	told	me	about	it,	I	said,	"Well,	now	we	know	you	can	run	faster	then	a
bear!"

"Yes,	 but	 you	 have	 to	 run	 downhill	 when	 chased	 by	 a	 bear."	 He	 spoke	 as	 one
having	long	experience	of	escaping	from	bears.	"They	run	much	faster	uphill!"

"I'll	remember	that,"	I	said,	"thanks	for	the	advice."	And	I	don't	suppose	calling	a
bear	'Uncle'	would	help.

Usually	Ranbir	has	 the	company	of	other	boys,	and	 they	sing	most	of	 the	way,
for	 loud	 singing	 by	 small	 boys	 will	 silence	 owls	 and	 frighten	 away	 the	 forest
demons.	 One	 of	 them	 plays	 a	 flute,	 and	 flute	 music	 in	 the	 mountains	 is	 always
enchanting.

Not	only	in	the	hills,	but	all	over	India,	children	are	constantly	making	their	way	to
and	from	school,	in	conditions	that	range	from	dust	storms	in	the	Rajasthan	desert
to	blizzards	in	Ladakh	and	Kashmir.	In	the	larger	towns	and	cities,	there	are	school
buses,	but	in	remote	rural	areas	getting	to	school	can	pose	a	problem.

Most	 children	 are	more	 than	 equal	 to	 any	 obstacles	 that	may	 arise.	 Like	 those
youngsters	in	the	Ganjam	district	of	Orissa.	In	the	absence	of	a	bridge,	they	swim	or
wade	 across	 the	 Dhanei	 river	 everyday	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 their	 school.	 I	 have	 a
picture	of	them	in	my	scrapbook.	Holding	books	or	satchels	aloft	in	one	hand,	they
do	 the	breast	 stroke	or	dog	paddle	with	 the	other;	 or	 form	a	 chain	 and	help	 each
other	across.

Wherever	you	go	 in	 India,	you	will	 find	children	helping	out	with	 the	 family's
source	of	livelihood,	whether	it	be	drying	fish	on	the	Malabar	Coast,	or	gathering
saffron	buds	 in	Kashmir,	 or	 grazing	 camels	 or	 cattle	 in	 a	 village	 in	Rajasthan	or
Gujarat.

Only	 the	more	 fortunate	 can	 afford	 to	 send	 their	 children	 to	 English	medium
private	or	'public'	schools,	and	those	children	really	are	fortunate,	for	some	of	these
institutions	are	excellent	schools,	as	good,	and	often	better,	 than	their	counterparts
in	Britain	or	USA.	Whether	it's	in	Ajmer	or	Bangalore,	New	Delhi	or	Chandigarh,
Kanpur	 or	 Kolkata,	 the	 best	 schools	 set	 very	 high	 standards.	 The	 growth	 of	 a
prosperous	middle-class	has	led	to	an	ever-increasing	demand	for	quality	education.
But	as	private	schools	proliferate,	standards	suffer	too,	and	many	parents	must	settle
for	the	second-rate.



The	 great	 majority	 of	 our	 children	 still	 attend	 schools	 run	 by	 the	 state	 or
municipality.	These	vary	 from	 the	good	 to	 the	bad	 to	 the	ugly,	depending	on	how
they	are	 run	and	where	 they	are	situated.	A	classroom	without	windows,	or	with	a
roof	 that	 lets	 in	 the	 monsoon	 rain,	 is	 not	 uncommon.	 Even	 so,	 children	 from
different	communities	learn	to	live	and	grow	together.	Hardship	makes	brothers	of
us	all.

The	census	tells	us	that	two	in	every	five	of	the	population	is	in	the	age-group	of
five	to	fifteen.	Almost	half	our	population	is	on	the	way	to	school!

And	 here	 I	 stand	 at	my	window,	watching	 some	 of	 them	 pass	 by	—	 boys	 and
girls,	big	and	small,	 some	scruffy,	 some	smart,	 some	mischievous,	 some	serious,
but	all	going	somewhere	—	hopefully	towards	a	better	future.



Three

Boy	In	A	Blue	Pullover

Boy	in	a	faded	blue	pullover,
Poor	boy,	thin	smiling	boy,
Ran	down	the	road	shouting,
Singing,	flinging	his	arms	wide.
I	stood	in	the	way	and	stopped	him.
"What's	up?"	I	said.	"Why	are	you	happy?"
He	showed	me	the	shining	five	rupee.
"I	found	it	on	die	road,"	he	said.
And	he	held	it	to	the	light
That	he	might	see	it	shining	bright.
	
"And	how	will	you	spend	it,
Small	boy	in	a	blue	pullover?"
	
"I'll	buy	—	I'll	buy	—
I'll	buy	a	buckle	for	my	belt.	I"
Slim	boy,	smart	boy,
Would	buy	a	buckle	for	his	belt...
Coin	clutched	in	his	hot	hand,
He	ran	off	laughing,	bright.
The	coin	I'd	lost	an	hour	ago;
But	better	his	that	night.



Four

Our	Local	Team

Here	comes	our	batting	hero;
Salutes	the	crowd,	takes	guard;
And	out	for	zero.
	
He's	in	again
To	strike	a	ton;
A	lovely	shot	—
Then	out	for	one.
	
Our	demon	bowler
Runs	in	quick;
He's	really	fast
Though	hit	for	six.
	
In	came	their	slogger:
He	swung	his	bat
And	missed	by	inches;
Our	wicketkeeper's	getting	stitches.
	
Where's	our	captain?
In	the	deep.
What's	he	doing?
Fast	asleep.
	
Last	man	in:
He	kicks	a	boundary	with	his	pad.
L.B.W.!	Not	out?
The	ump's	his	dad!



	



Five

And	Now	We	Are	Twelve

PEOPLE	OFTEN	ASK	ME	WHY	I'VE	CHOSEN	TO	LIVE	IN	MUSSOORIE	for	so
long	—	almost	forty	years	without	any	significant	breaks.

"I	forgot	to	go	away,"	I	tell	them,	but	of	course,	that	isn't	the	real	reason.
The	people	here	are	friendly,	but	then	people	are	friendly	in	a	great	many	other

places.	The	hills,	 the	valleys	are	beautiful;	but	they	are	just	as	beautiful	in	Kulu	or
Kumaon.

"This	is	where	the	family	has	grown	up	and	where	we	all	live,"	I	say,	and	those
who	don't	know	me	are	puzzled	because	the	general	impression	of	the	writer	is	of	a
reclusive	old	bachelor.

Unmarried	I	may	be,	but	single	I	am	not.	Not	since	Prem	came	to	live	and	work
with	me	 in	1970.	A	year	 later,	he	was	married.	Then	his	 children	came	along	and
stole	my	heart;	and	when	they	grew	up,	their	children	came	along	and	stole	my	wits.
So	now	I'm	an	enchanted	bachelor,	head	of	a	family	of	twelve.	Sometimes	I	go	out
to	bat,	sometimes	to	bowl,	but	generally	I	prefer	to	be	twelfth	man,	carrying	out	the
drinks!

In	the	old	days,	when	I	was	a	solitary	writer	living	on	baked	beans,	the	prospect
of	my	suffering	from	obesity	was	very	remote.	Now	there	is	a	little	more	of	author
than	 there	 used	 to	 be,	 and	 the	 other	 day	 five-year	 old	 Gautam	 patted	 me	 on	 my
tummy	(or	balcony,	as	I	prefer	to	call	it)	and	remarked:	"Dada,	you	should	join	the
WWF."

"I'm	already	a	member,"	I	said,	"	I	joined	the	World	Wildlife	Fund	years	ago."
"Not	that,"	he	said.	"I	mean	the	World	Wrestling	Federation."
If	I	have	a	tummy	today,	it's	thanks	to	Gautam's	grandfather	and	now	his	mother

who,	over	the	years,	have	made	sure	that	I	am	well-fed	and	well-proportioned.
Forty	years	ago,	when	I	was	a	lean	young	man,	people	would	look	at	me	and	say,

"Poor	chap,	he's	definitely	undernourished.	What	on	earth	made	him	take	up	writing
as	a	profession?"	Now	they	look	at	me	and	say,	"You	wouldn't	think	he	was	a	writer,
would	you?	Too	well	nourished!"

	



	
It	was	a	cold,	wet	and	windy	March	evening	when	Prem	came	back	from	the	village
with	his	wife	and	first-born	child,	then	just	four	months	old.	In	those	days,	they	had
to	walk	to	the	house	from	the	bus	stand;	it	was	a	half	hour	walk	in	the	cold	rain,	and
the	 baby	 was	 all	 wrapped	 up	 when	 they	 entered	 the	 front	 room.	 Finally,	 I	 got	 a
glimpse	of	him,	and	he	of	me,	and	it	was	friendship	at	first	sight.	Little	Rakesh	(as
he	was	to	be	called)	grabbed	me	by	the	nose	and	held	on.	He	did	not	have	much	of	a
nose	to	grab,	but	he	had	a	dimpled	chin	and	I	played	with	it	until	he	smiled.

The	little	chap	spent	a	good	deal	of	his	time	with	me	during	those	first	two	years
of	 his	 in	Maplewood	—	 learning	 to	 crawl,	 to	 toddle,	 and	 then	 to	walk	 unsteadily
about	 the	 little	 sitting-room.	 I	 would	 carry	 him	 into	 the	 garden,	 and	 later,	 up	 the
steep	gravel	path	to	the	main	road.	Rakesh	enjoyed	these	little	excursions,	and	so	did
I,	because	in	pointing	out	trees,	flowers,	birds,	butterflies,	beetles,	grasshoppers,	et
al,	I	was	giving	myself	a	chance	to	observe	them	better	instead	of	just	taking	them
for	granted.

In	particular,	there	was	a	pair	of	squirrels	that	lived	in	the	big	oak	tree	outside	the
cottage.	Squirrels	are	rare	in	Mussoorie	though	common	enough	down	in	the	valley.
This	 couple	must	have	come	up	 for	 the	 summer.	They	became	quite	 friendly,	 and
although	 they	 never	 got	 around	 to	 taking	 food	 from	 our	 hands,	 they	 were	 soon
entering	the	house	quite	freely.	The	sitting	room	window	opened	directly	on	to	the
oak	 tree	whose	 various	 denizens	—	 ranging	 from	 stag-beetles	 to	 small	 birds	 and
even	an	acrobatic	bat	—	took	to	darting	in	and	out	of	the	cottage	at	various	times	of
the	day	or	night.

Life	 at	Maplewood	was	 quite	 idyllic,	 and	when	Rakesh's	 baby	 brother,	 Suresh,
came	into	the	world,	it	seemed	we	were	all	set	for	a	long	period	of	domestic	bliss;
but	 at	 such	 times	 tragedy	 is	 often	 lurking	 just	 around	 the	 corner.	 Suresh	was	 just
over	a	year	old	when	he	contracted	tetanus.	Doctors	and	hospitals	were	of	no	avail.
He	suffered	—	as	any	child	would	from	this	terrible	affliction	—	and	left	this	world
before	he	had	a	chance	of	getting	to	know	it.	His	parents	were	brokenhearted.	And	I
feared	for	Rakesh,	 for	he	wasn't	a	very	healthy	boy,	and	 two	of	his	cousins	 in	 the
village	had	already	succumbed	to	tuberculosis.

It	was	to	be	a	difficult	year	for	me.	A	criminal	charge	was	brought	against	me	for
a	 slightly	 risque	 story	 I'd	 written	 for	 a	 Bombay	 magazine.	 I	 had	 to	 face	 trial	 in
Bombay	and	this	involved	three	journeys	there	over	a	period	of	a	year	and	a	half,
before	 an	 irate	 but	 perceptive	 judge	 found	 the	 charges	 baseless	 and	 gave	 me	 an
honourable	acquittal.

It's	the	only	time	I've	been	involved	with	the	law	and	I	sincerely	hope	it	is	the	last.
Most	 cases	 drag	 on	 interminably,	 and	 the	main	 beneficiaries	 are	 the	 lawyers.	My
trial	would	have	been	much	longer	had	not	the	prosecutor	died	of	a	heart	attack	in
the	middle	of	the	proceedings.	His	successor	did	not	pursue	it	with	the	same	vigour.



His	 heart	 was	 not	 in	 it.	 The	 whole	 issue	 had	 started	 with	 a	 complaint	 by	 a	 local
politician,	 and	when	he	 lost	 interest	 so	did	 the	prosecution.	Nevertheless	 the	 trial,
once	 begun,	 had	 to	 be	 seen	 through.	 The	 defence	 (organized	 by	 the	 concerned
magazine)	marshalled	its	witnesses	(which	included	Nissim	Ezekiel	and	the	Marathi
playwright	Vijay	Tendulkar).	I	made	a	short	speech	which	couldn't	have	been	very
memorable	 as	 I	 have	 forgotten	 it!	And	 everyone,	 including	 the	 judge,	was	 bored
with	 the	whole	business.	After	 that,	 I	 steered	 clear	 of	 controversial	 publications.	 I
have	never	set	out	to	shock	the	world.	Telling	a	meaningful	story	was	all	that	really
mattered.	And	that	is	still	the	case.

I	was	 looking	forward	 to	continuing	our	 idyllic	existence	 in	Maplewood,	but	 it
was	 not	 to	 be.	 The	 powers-that-be,	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 the	 Public	Works	 Department
(PWD),	had	decided	to	build	a	'strategic'	road	just	below	the	cottage	and	without	any
warning	 to	 us,	 all	 the	 trees	 in	 the	 vicinity	were	 felled	 (including	 the	 friendly	 old
oak)	 and	 the	 hillside	 was	 rocked	 by	 explosives	 and	 bludgeoned	 by	 bulldozers.	 I
decided	it	was	time	to	move.	Prem	and	Chandra	(Rakesh's	mother)	wanted	to	move
too;	not	because	of	the	road,	but	because	they	associated	the	house	with	the	death	of
little	 Suresh,	 whose	 presence	 seemed	 to	 haunt	 every	 room,	 every	 corner	 of	 the
cottage.	His	little	cries	of	pain	and	suffering	still	echoed	through	the	still	hours	of
the	night.

I	 rented	 rooms	 at	 the	 top	 of	 Landour,	 a	 good	 thousand	 feet	 higher	 up	 the
mountain.	Rakesh	was	now	old	enough	to	go	to	school,	and	every	morning	I	would
walk	with	him	down	to	the	little	convent	school	near	the	clock	tower.	Prem	would
go	to	fetch	him	in	the	afternoon.	The	walk	took	us	about	half-	an-hour,	and	on	the
way	Rakesh	would	ask	for	a	story	and	I	would	have	to	rack	my	brains	in	order	to
invent	one.	I	am	not	the	most	inventive	of	writers,	and	fantastical	plots	are	beyond
me.	My	forte	is	observation,	recollection,	and	reflection.	Small	boys	prefer	action.
So	I	invented	a	leopard	who	suffered	from	acute	indigestion	because	he'd	eaten	one
human	too	many	and	a	belt	buckle	was	causing	an	obstruction.

This	went	down	quite	well	until	Rakesh	asked	me	how	the	leopard	got	around	the
problem	of	the	victim's	clothes.

"The	secret,"	I	said,	"is	to	pounce	on	them	when	their	trousers	are	off!"
Not	 the	 stuff	 of	 which	 great	 picture	 books	 are	 made,	 but	 then,	 I've	 never

attempted	 to	 write	 stories	 for	 beginners.	 Red	 Riding	 Hood's	 granny-eating	 wolf
always	scared	me	as	a	small	boy,	and	yet	parents	have	always	found	it	acceptable	for
toddlers.	Possibly	they	feel	grannies	are	expendable.

Mukesh	was	 born	 around	 this	 time	 and	Savitri	 (Dolly)	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 later.
When	 Dolly	 grew	 older,	 she	 was	 annoyed	 at	 having	 been	 named	 Savitri	 (my
choice),	which	is	now	considered	very	old	fashioned;	so	we	settled	for	Dolly.	I	can
understand	a	child's	dissatisfaction	with	given	names.

My	first	name	was	Owen,	which	in	Welsh	means	"brave".	As	I	am	not	in	the	least



brave,	 I	have	preferred	not	 to	use	 it.	One	given	name	and	one	surname	should	be
enough.

When	my	granny	said,	"But	you	should	try	to	be	brave,	otherwise	how	will	you
survive	in	this	cruel	world?"	I	replied:	"Don't	worry,	I	can	run	very	fast."

Not	 that	 I've	 ever	 had	 to	 do	 much	 running,	 except	 when	 I	 was	 pursued	 by	 a
lissome	Australian	lady	who	thought	I'd	make	a	good	obedient	husband.	It	wasn't	so
much	the	lady	I	was	running	from,	but	the	prospect	of	spending	the	rest	of	my	life	in
some	remote	cattle	station	in	the	Australian	outback.	Anyone	who	has	tried	to	drag
me	away	from	India	has	always	met	with	stout	resistance.

	

	
Up	 on	 the	 heights	 of	 Landour	 lived	 a	 motley	 crowd.	 My	 immediate	 neighbours
included	a	Frenchwoman	who	played	the	sitar	(very	badly)	all	through	the	night;	a
Spanish	 lady	 with	 two	 husbands.	 One	 of	 whom	 practised	 acupuncture	 —	 rather
ineffectively	 as	 far	 as	 he	 was	 concerned,	 for	 he	 seemed	 to	 be	 dying	 of	 some
mysterious	debilitating	disease.	The	other	came	and	went	 rather	mysteriously,	and
finally	ended	up	in	Tihar	Jail,	having	been	apprehended	at	Delhi	airport	carrying	a
large	amount	of	contraband	hashish.

Apart	from	these	and	a	few	other	colourful	characters,	 the	area	was	inhabitated
by	some	very	respectable	people,	retired	brigadiers,	air	marshals	and	rear	admirals,
almost	 all	 of	 whom	were	 busy	 writing	 their	 memoirs.	 I	 had	 to	 read	 or	 listen	 to
extracts	from	their	literary	efforts.	This	was	slow	torture.	A	few	years	before,	I	had
done	a	stint	of	editing	for	a	magazine	called	Imprint.	It	had	involved	going	through
hundreds	of	badly	written	manuscripts,	 and	 in	 some	cases	 (friends	of	 the	owner!)
rewriting	some	of	them	for	publication.	One	of	life's	joys	had	been	to	throw	up	that
particular	job,	and	now	here	I	was,	besieged	by	all	the	top	brass	of	the	Army,	Navy
and	Air	Force,	 each	one	determined	 that	 I	 should	 read,	 inwardly	digest,	 improve,
and	if	possible	find	a	publisher	for	their	outpourings.	Thank	goodness	they	were	all
retired.	 I	 could	 not	 be	 shot	 or	 court-martialled.	But	 at	 least	 two	 of	 them	 set	 their
wives	 upon	 me,	 and	 these	 intrepid	 ladies	 would	 turn	 up	 around	 noon	 with	 my
'homework'	—	typescripts	 to	read	and	edit!	There	was	no	escape.	My	own	writing
was	of	no	consequence	to	them.	I	told	them	that	I	was	taking	sitar	lessons,	but	they
disapproved,	saying	I	was	more	suited	to	the	tabla.

When	Prem	discovered	a	set	of	vacant	 rooms	further	down	 the	Landour	slope,
close	to	school	and	bazaar,	I	 rented	them	without	hesitation.	This	was	Ivy	Cottage.
Come	up	and	see	me	sometimes,	but	leave	your	manuscripts	behind.

When	we	came	to	Ivy	Cottage	in	1980,	we	were	six,	Dolly	having	just	been	born.
Now,	 twenty-four	years	 later,	we	 are	 twelve.	 I	 think	 that's	 a	 reasonable	 expansion.
The	 increase	has	been	brought	 about	by	Rakesh's	marriage	 twelve	years	 ago,	 and
Mukesh's	marriage	two	years	ago.	Both	precipitated	themselves	into	marriage	when



they	were	barely	twenty,	and	both	were	lucky.	Beena	and	Binita,	who	happen	to	be
real	 sisters,	 have	 brightened	 and	 enlivened	 our	 lives	 with	 their	 happy,	 positive
natures	 and	 the	wonderful	 children	 they	 have	 brought	 into	 the	world.	More	 about
them	later.

Ivy	Cottage	has,	on	the	whole,	been	kind	to	us,	and	particularly	kind	to	me.	Some
houses	 like	 their	occupants,	others	don't.	Maplewood,	set	 in	 the	shadow	of	 the	hill
lacked	a	natural	cheerfulness;	there	was	a	settled	gloom	about	the	place.	The	house
at	the	top	of	Landour	was	too	exposed	to	the	elements	to	have	any	sort	of	character.
The	 wind	 moaning	 in	 the	 deodars	 may	 have	 inspired	 the	 sitar	 player	 but	 it	 did
nothing	for	my	writing.	I	produced	very	little	up	there.

On	the	other	hand,	Ivy	Cottage	—	especially	my	little	room	facing	the	sunrise	—
has	 been	 conducive	 to	 creative	work.	 Novellas,	 poems,	 essays,	 children's	 stories,
anthologies,	 have	 all	 come	 tumbling	on	 to	whatever	 sheets	of	paper	happen	 to	be
nearest	me.	As	I	write	by	hand,	I	have	only	to	grab	for	the	nearest	pad,	loose	sheet,
page-proof	or	envelope	whenever	the	muse	takes	hold	of	me;	which	is	surprisingly
often.

I	came	here	when	I	was	nearing	fifty.	Now	I'm	seventy,	and	instead	of	drying	up,
as	some	writers	do	in	their	later	years,	I	find	myself	writing	with	as	much	ease	and
assurance	as	when	 I	was	 twenty.	And	 I	enjoy	writing.	 It's	not	a	burdensome	 task.	 I
may	not	have	anything	of	earth-shattering	significance	to	convey	to	the	world,	but	in
conveying	my	sentiments	to	you,	dear	readers,	and	in	telling	you	something	about
my	relationship	with	people	and	the	natural	world,	I	hope	to	bring	a	little	pleasure
and	sunshine	into	your	life.

Life	isn't	a	bed	of	roses,	not	for	any	of	us,	and	I	have	never	had	the	comforts	or
luxuries	 that	wealth	 can	 provide.	But	 here	 I	 am,	 doing	my	own	 thing,	 in	my	own
time	and	my	own	way.	What	more	can	I	ask	of	life?	Give	me	a	big	cash	prize	and	I'd
still	be	here.	I	happen	to	like	the	view	from	my	window.	And	I	like	to	have	Gautam
coming	 up	 to	me,	 patting	me	on	 the	 tummy,	 and	 telling	me	 that	 I'll	make	 a	 good
goalkeeper	one	day.

It's	 a	 Sunday	 morning,	 as	 I	 come	 to	 the	 conclusion	 of	 this	 chapter.	 There's
bedlam	 in	 the	 house.	 Siddharth's	 football	 keeps	 smashing	 against	 the	 front	 door.
Shrishti	 is	 practising	 her	 dance	 routine	 in	 the	 back	 verandah.	Gautam	 has	 cut	 his
finger	 and	 is	 trying	 his	 best	 to	 bandage	 it	 with	 cellotape.	 He	 is,	 of	 course,	 the
youngest	of	Rakesh's	three	musketeers,	and	probably	the	most	independent-minded.
Siddharth,	now	ten,	is	restless,	never	quite	able	to	expend	all	his	energy.	 'Does	not
pay	enough	attention,'	says	his	teacher.	It	must	be	hard	for	anyone	to	pay	attention	in
a	class	of	sixty!	How	does	the	poor	teacher	pay	attention?

If	you,	dear	reader,	have	any	ambitions	to	be	a	writer,	you	must	first	rid	yourself
of	any	notion	that	perfect	peace	and	quiet	is	the	first	requirement.	There	is	no	such
thing	 as	 perfect	 peace	 and	 quiet	 except	 perhaps	 in	 a	 monastery	 or	 a	 cave	 in	 the



mountains.	And	what	would	you	write	about,	living	in	a	cave?	One	should	be	able	to
write	in	a	train,	a	bus,	a	bullock-cart,	in	good	weather	01	bad,	on	a	park	bench	or	in
the	middle	of	a	noisy	classroom.

Of	course,	 the	best	place	 is	 the	 sun-drenched	desk	 right	next	 to	my	bed.	 It	 isn't
always	sunny	here,	but	on	a	good	day	 like	 this,	 it's	 ideal.	The	children	are	getting
ready	for	school,	dogs	are	barking	in	the	street,	and	down	near	the	water	tap	there's
an	altercation	between	two	women	with	empty	buckets,	the	tap	having	dried	up.	But
these	 are	 all	 background	 noises	 and	 will	 subside	 in	 due	 course.	 They	 are	 not
directed	at	me.

Hello!	Here's	Atish,	Mukesh's	little	ten-month	old	infant,	crawling	over	the	rug,
curious	 to	 know	why	 I'm	 sitting	 011	 the	 edge	 of	my	bed	 scribbling	 away,	when	 I
should	be	playing	with	him.	So	I	shall	play	with	him	for	five	minutes	and	then	come
back	 to	 this	 page.	Giving	 him	my	 time	 is	 important.	After	 all,	 I	 won't	 be	 around
when	he	grows	up.

Half-an-hour	later.	Atish	soon	tired	of	playing	with	me,	but	meanwhile	Gautam
had	absconded	with	my	pen.	When	I	asked	him	to	return	it,	he	asked,	"Why	don't	you
get	a	computer?	Then	we	can	play	games	on	it."

"My	 pen	 is	 faster	 than	 any	 computer,"	 I	 tell	 him,	 "I	 wrote	 three	 pages	 this
morning	without	getting	out	of	bed.	And	yesterday	I	wrote	two	pages	sitting	under
Billoo's	chestnut	tree."

"Until	a	chestnut	fell	on	your	head,"	says	Gautam,	"Did	it	hurt?"
"Only	a	little,"	I	said,	putting	on	a	brave	front.
He	had	saved	the	chestnut	and	now	he	showed	it	to	me.	The	smooth	brown	horse-

chestnut	shone	in	the	sunlight.
"Let's	stick	it	in	the	ground,"	I	said.	"Then	in	the	spring	a	chestnut	tree	will	come

up."
So	we	went	outside	and	planted	the	chestnut	on	a	plot	of	wasteland.	Hopefully	a

small	tree	will	burst	through	the	earth	at	about	the	time	this	little	book	is	published.
	



Six

Spell	Broken

We	crouched	before	die	singing	fire
As	die	green	wood	writhed	and	bled
And	the	orange	flames	leapt	higher
And	your	cheeks	in	the	dark	glowed	red.
Alone	in	the	forest,	you	and	I;	and	then,
Came	an	old	gypsy	to	warm	his	feet,
And	shouting	children,	and	two	young	men,
And	pots	and	pans	and	a	hunk	of	meat,
And	a	woman	who	shivered	and	sang	to	herself,
And	a	dog	of	enormous	size!
	
You	were	laughing	and	singing	an	old	love	song,
Sweet	as	the	whistling-thrush	at	dawn.
Swift	as	the	running	days	of	November,
Lost	like	a	dream	too	brief	to	remember.



	



Seven

Simply	Living

THESE	 THOUGHTS	 AND	 OBSERVATIONS	 WERE	 NOTED	 IN	 MY	 DIARIES
through	the	1980s,	and	may	give	readers	some	idea	of	the	ups	and	downs,	highs	and
lows,	during	a	period	when	I	was	still	trying	to	get	established	as	an	author.

	
March	1981

	
After	a	gap	of	twenty	years,	during	which	it	was,	to	all	practical	purposes	forgotten,
The	Room	on	the	Roof	(my	first	novel)	gets	reprinted	in	an	edition	for	schools.

(This	 was	 significant,	 because	 it	 marked	 the	 beginning	 of	 my	 entry	 into	 the
educational	field.	Gradually,	over	 the	years,	more	of	my	work	became	familiar	 to
school	children	throughout	the	country.)

Stormy	 weather	 over	 Holi.	 Room	 flooded.	 Everyone	 taking	 turns	 with	 septic
throats	and	fever.	While	in	bed,	read	Stendhal's	Scarlet	and	Black.	I	seem	to	do	my
serious	reading	only	when	I'm	sick.

	

	
Felt	well	enough	 to	 take	a	 leisurely	walk	down	the	Tehri	Road.	Trees	 in	new	leaf.
The	fresh	light	green	of	the	maples	is	very	soothing.

I	 may	 not	 have	 contributed	 anything	 towards	 the	 progress	 of	 civilisation,	 but
neither	have	I	robbed	the	world	of	anything.	Not	one	tree	or	bush	or	bird.	Even	the
spider	on	my	wall	is	welcome	to	his	(her)	space.	Provided	he	(she)	stays	on	the	wall
and	does	not	descend	on	my	pillow.

	
April

	
Swifts	are	busy	nesting	in	the	roof	and	performing	acrobatics	outside	my	window.
They	do	 everything	on	 the	wing,	 it	 seems	—	 including	 feeding	 and	making	 love.
Mating	in	midair	must	be	quite	a	feat.

Someone	complimented	me	because	 I	was	 'always	 smiling'.	1	 thought	better	of



(H.M.Tomlinson,	Tide	Marks)

him	for	the	observation	and	invited	him	over.	Flattery	will	get	you	anywhere!
(This	is	followed	by	a	three-month	gap	in	my	diary,	explained	by	my	next	entry.)
Shortage	of	cash.	Muddle	,	muddle,	toil	and	trouble.	I	don't	see	myself	smiling.
Learn	to	zig-zag.	Try	something	different.
	

August
	
Kept	up	an	article	a	day	for	over	a	month.	Grub	Street	again!

DARE
WILL
KEEP	SILENCE

These	words	helped	Napoleon,	but	will	they	help	me?
Try	Cursing!
I	curse	the	block	to	money.
I	curse	the	thing	that	takes	all	my	effort	away.
I	curse	all	that	would	make	me	a	slave.
I	curse	those	who	would	harm	my	loved	ones.
And	now	stop	cursing	and	give	thanks	for	all	the	good	things	you	have	enjoyed

in	life.
'We	should	not	spoil	what	we	have	by	desiring	what	we	have	not,	but	remember

that	what	we	have	was	the	gift	of	fortune.'	(Epicurus)
	

	
'We	ought	to	have	more	sense,	of	course,	than	to	try	to	touch	a	dream,	or	to	reach
that	place	which	exists	but	in	the	glamour	of	a	name.'

	
October

	
A	good	year	for	the	cosmos	flower.	Banks	of	them	everywhere.	They	like	the	day-
long	sun.	Clean	and	fresh	—	my	favourite	flower	en-masse.

But	by	itself,	the	wild	commelina,	sky-blue	against	dark	green,	always	catches	at
the	heart.

	

	
A	 latent	 childhood	 remains	 tucked	 away	 in	our	 subconscious.	This	 I	 have	 tried	 to
explore...

A...	stretches	out	on	the	bench	like	a	cat,	and	the	setting	sun	is	trapped	in	his	eyes,
golden	brown,	glowing	like	tiger's	eyes.

(Oddly	enough,	this	beautiful	youth	grew	up	to	become	a	very	sombre-looking



padre.)
	

December
	

A	kiss	in	the	dark...	warm	and	soft	and	all-encompassing...	 the	moment	stayed	with
me	for	a	long	time.

Wrote	a	poem,	 "Who	kissed	me	 in	 the	dark?"	but	 it	 could	not	do	 justice	 to	 the
kiss.	Tore	it	up!

On	 the	 night	 of	 the	 7th,	 light	 snowfall.	 The	 earliest	 that	 I	 can	 remember	 it
snowing	 in	 Landour.	 Early	morning,	 the	 hillside	 looked	 very	 pretty,	 with	 a	 light
mantle	 of	 snow	 covering	 trees,	 rusty	 roofs,	 vehicles	 at	 the	 bus	 stop	 —	 and
concealing	our	garbage	dump	for	a	couple	of	hours,	until	it	melted.

	
January	1982

	
Three	days	of	wind,	rain,	sleet	and	snow.	Flooded	out	of	my	bedroom.	We	convert
dining-room	 into	 dormitory.	 Everything	 is	 bearable	 except	 the	 wind,	 which	 cuts
through	 these	 old	 houses	 like	 a	 knife	—	 under	 the	 roof,	 through	 flimsy	 veranda
enclosures	and	ill-fitting	windows,	bringing	the	icy	rain	with	it.

Fed	 up	with	 being	 stuck	 indoors.	Walked	 up	 to	Lai	Tibba,	 in	 flurries	 of	 snow.
Came	back	and	wrote	the	story	The	Wind,	on	Haunted	Hill.

I	invoke	Lakshmi,	who	shines	like	the	full	moon.
Her	fame	is	all-pervading.
Her	benevolent	hands	are	like	lotuses.
I	take	refuge	in	her	lotus	feet.
Let	her	destroy	my	poverty	forever.
Goddess,	I	take	shelter	at	your	lotus	feet.
	

February
	

My	boyhood	was	difficult,	but	I	had	my	dreams	to	sustain	me.	What	does	one	dream
about	now?

But	sometimes,	when	all	else	fails,	a	sense	of	humour	comes	to	the	rescue.
And	the	children	(Raki,	Muki,	Dolly)	bring	me	joy.	All	children	do.	Sometimes	I

think	 small	 children	 are	 the	 only	 sacred	 things	 left	 on	 this	 earth.	 Children	 and
flowers.

Further	blasts	of	wind	and	snow.	In	spite	of	the	gloom,	wrote	a	new	essay.
	

March
	



Blizzard	 in	 the	 night.	 Over	 a	 foot	 of	 snow	 in	 the	 morning.	 And	 so	 it	 goes	 on...
unprecedented	 for	March.	 The	 Jupiter	 effect?	At	 least	 the	 snow	 prevents	 the	 roof
from	blowing	away,	as	happened	last	year.	Facing	east	(from	where	the	wind	blows)
doesn't	help.	And	it's	such	a	rickety	old	house.
	

	
Mid-March	 and	 the	 first	 warm	 breath	 of	 approaching	 summer.	 Risk	 a	 haircut.
Ramkumar	does	his	best	to	make	me	look	like	a	1930s	film	star.	I	suppose	I	ought	to
try	another	barber,	but	he's	too	nice.	"I	look	rather	strange,"	I	said	afterwards.	(Like
Wallace	Beery	in	Billy	the	Kid).	"Don't	worry,"	he	said.	'You'll	get	used	to	it."	"Why
don't	you	give	me	an	Amitabh	Bachchan	haircut?"	'You'll	need	more	hair	for	that,"
he	says.
	

	
Bus	goes	down	the	khud,	killing	several	passengers.	Death	moves	about	at	random,
without	discriminating	between	the	innocent	and	the	evil,	the	poor	and	the	rich.	The
only	difference	is	that	the	poor	usually	handle	it	better.
	
Late	March

	
The	 blackest	 cloud	 I've	 ever	 seen	 squatted	 over	 Mussoorie,	 and	 then	 it	 hailed
marbles	for	half-an-hour.	Nothing	like	a	hailstorm	to	clear	the	sky.	Even	as	I	write,	I
see	a	rainbow	forming.

And	Goddess	Lakshmi	smiles	on	me.	An	unprecedented	flow	of	cheques,	mainly
accrued	royalties	on	Angry	River	and	The	Blue	Umbrella.	A	welcome	change	from
last	year's	shortages	and	difficulties.

	
Perfection

	
The	smallest	insect	in	the	world	is	a	sort	of	fairy-fly	and	its	body	is	only	a	fifth	of	a
millimetre	long.	One	can	only	just	see	it	with	the	naked	eye.	Almost	like	a	speck	of
dust,	yet	it	has	perfect	little	wings	and	little	combs	on	its	legs	for	preening	itself.
	
Late	April

	
Abominable	cloud	and	chilly	rain.	But	Usha	brings	bunches	of	wild	roses	and	irises.
And	her	own	gentle	smile.
	
Mid-May



	
Raki	(after	reading	my	bio-data):	"Dada,	you	were	born	in	1934!	And	you	are	still
here!"	After	a	pause:	'You	are	very	lucky."

I	guess	I	am,	at	that.
	

June
	

Did	my	sixth	essay	for	The	Monitor	this	year.
(Have	 written	 off	 and	 on,	 for	 The	 Christian	 Science	Monitor	 of	 Boston	 from

1965	to	2002).
Wrote	an	article	for	a	new	magazine,	Keynote,	published	in	Bombay,	and	edited

by	 Leela	Naidu,	Dom	Moraes	 and	David	Davidar.	 It	 was	 to	 appear	 in	 the	August
issue.	Now	 I'm	 told	 that	 the	magazine	 has	 folded.	 (But	David	Davidar	went	 on	 to
bigger	things	with	Penguin	India!)

If	at	first	you	don't	succeed,	so	much	for	sky-diving.
	

July
	

Monsoon	 downpour.	Bedroom	wall	 crumbling.	Landslide	 cuts	 off	my	walk	 down
the	Tehri	road.

Usha:	A	complexion	like	apricot	blossom	seen	through	a	mist.
	

September
	
Two	dreams:

A	constantly	recurring	dream	or	rather,	nightmare	—	I	am	forced	to	stay	longer
than	I	had	intended	in	a	very	expensive	hotel	and	know	that	my	funds	are	insufficient
to	meet	the	bill.	Fortunately,	I	have	always	woken	up	before	the	bill	is	presented!

Possible	 interpretation:	 Fear	 of	 insecurity.	 My	 own	 variation	 of	 the	 dream,
common	to	many,	of	falling	from	a	height	but	waking	up	before	hitting	the	ground.

Another	occasional	dream:	Living	in	a	house	perched	over	a	crumbling	hillside.
This	one	is	not	far	removed	from	reality!

	

	
Glorious	day.	Walked	up	and	around	the	hill,	and	got	some	of	 the	cobwebs	out	of
my	head.

That	man	is	strongest	who	stands	alone!
Some	epigrams	(for	future	use)
A	well-balanced	person:	someone	with	a	chip	on	both	shoulders.
Experience:	The	 knowledge	 that	 enables	 you	 to	 recognise	 a	mistake	when	 you



make	it	the	second	time.
Sympathy:	What	one	woman	offers	another	in	exchange	for	details.
Worry:	The	interest	paid	on	trouble	before	it	becomes	due.
	

October
	

Some	disappointment,	as	usual	in	connection	with	films	(the	screenplay	I	wrote	for
someone	who	wanted	 to	 remake	Kim),	but	 if	 I	were	 to	 let	 disappointments	get	me
down,	I'd	have	given	up	writing	twenty-five	years	ago.

A	walk	in	the	twilight.	Soothing.	Watched	the	winter-line	from	the	top	of	the	hill.
Raki	first	in	school	races.
Savitri	(Dolly)	completes	two	years.	Bless	her	fat	little	toes.
Advice	to	myself:	Conserve	energy.	Talk	less!
'Better	 to	 have	 people	 wondering	 why	 you	 don't	 speak	 than	 to	 have	 them

wondering	why	you	speak.'	(Disraeli)
	

	
Wrote	The	Funeral.	One	of	my	better	stories,	and	thus	more	difficult	to	place.

'If	death	was	a	thing	that	money	could	buy,
The	rich	they	would	live,	and	the	poor	they	would	die.'
In	 California,	 you	 can	 have	 your	 body	 frozen	 after	 death,	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 a

hundred	years	from	now	some	scientist	will	come	along	and	bring	you	to	life	again.
You	pay	in	advance,	of	course.

	
December

	
I	never	have	much	luck	with	films	or	film-makers.	Mr.	K.S.	Varma	finally	(after	five
years)	 completed	 his	 film	 of	 my	 story	 The	 Last	 Tiger,	 but	 could	 not	 find	 a
distributor	for	it.	I	don't	regret	the	small	sum	I	received	for	the	story.	He	ran	out	of
money	—	and	tigers!	—	and	apparently	went	to	heroic	lengths	to	complete	the	film
in	 the	 forests	 of	 Bihar	 and	 Orissa.	 He	 used	 a	 circus	 tiger	 for	 the	 more	 intimate
scenes,	but	this	tiger	disappeared	one	day,	along	with	one	of	the	actors.	Tom	Alter
played	a	shikari	and	went	on	to	play	other,	equally	hazardous	roles:	he's	still	around,
the	tiger	having	spared	him,	but	the	film	was	never	seen	(and	hasn't	been	seen	to	this
day.)

	

	
A	last	postcard	from	an	old	friend:	'Ruskin,	dear	friend	—	but	you	won't	be,	unless
you	 keep	 your	word	 about	 lunching	with	 us	 on	Xmas	Day.	 PLEASE	DO	COME,



both	Kanshi	and	I	need	your	presence.	It	will	be	a	small	party	this	time	as	most	of
our	friends	are	either	hors-de-combat	or	dead!	Bring	Rakesh	and	Mukesh.	Please	let
me	know.	I	have	been	in	bed	for	two	days	with	a	chill.	Please	don't	disappoint.

Love,
Winnie'

(We	 did	 go	 to	 the	Christmas	 party,	 but	 sadly,	 the	 chill	 became	 pneumonia	 and
there	were	no	more	parties	with	Winnie	and	Kanshi,	who	were	such	good	company.
I	still	miss	them.)

	
January	1984

	
To	Maniram's	home	near	Lai	Tibba.	He	was	brought	up	by	his	grandmother	—	his
mother	died	when	he	was	one.	Keeps	two	calves,	two	cows	(one	brindled),	and	a	pup
of	indeterminate	breed.	Made	me	swallow	a	glass	of	milk.	Haven't	touched	milk	for
years,	can't	stand	the	stuff,	but	drank	it	so	as	not	to	hurt	his	feelings.	(Mani	and	his
Granny	turned	up	in	my	children's	story	Getting	Granny's	Glasses.)
	

	
On	the	6th	it	was	bitterly	cold,	and	the	snow	came	in	through	my	bedroom	roof.	Not
enough	money	to	go	away,	but	at	least	there's	enough	for	wood	and	coal.	I	hate	the
cold	—	but	 the	children	 seems	 to	 enjoy	 it.	Raki,	Muki	 and	Dolly	 in	 constant	high
spirits.
	

	
February
	
Two	days	and	nights	of	blizzard	—	howling	winds,	hail,	sleet,	snow.	Prem	bravely
goes	out	for	coal	and	kerosene	oil.	Worst	weather	we've	ever	had	up	here.	Sick	of	it.
	

	
March

	
Peach,	plum	and	apricot	trees	in	blossom.	Gentle	weather	at	last.	Schools	reopen.

Sold	German	and	Dutch	translation	rights	in	a	couple	of	my	children's	books.	I
wish	I	could	write	something	of	lasting	worth.	I've	done	a	few	good	stories	but	they
are	so	easily	lost	in	the	mass	of	wordage	that	pours	forth	from	the	world's	presses.

Here	are	some	statistics	which	I	got	from	the	U.K.	a	couple	of	years	ago:
There	are	over	nine	million	books	in	the	British	Museum	and	they	fill	86	miles



of	shelving.
There	 are	 over	 50,000	 living	 British	 authors.	 They	 don't	 get	 rich.	 The	 latest

Society	of	Authors	survey	shows	that	only	55%	of	those	whose	main	occupation	is
writing	earn	over	£700	a	year.

Britan	has	8,500	booksellers,	as	well	as	many	other	shops	where	books	are	sold.
The	 first	 book	 to	 be	 printed	 in	 Britain	 was	 The	 Dictes	 and	 Sayings	 oj	 the

Philosophers,	which	was	translated	and	printed	by	William	Caxton	in	1477.
As	many	books	were	published	in	Britain	between	1940	and	1980	as	in	the	five

centuries	from	Caxton's	first	book.
Who	says	the	reading	habit	is	dying?
	

April
	

The	 'adventure	wind'	of	my	boyhood	—	I	felt	 it	again	 today.	Walked	five	miles	 to
Suakholi,	to	look	at	an	infinity	of	mountains.	The	feeling	of	space	—	limitless	space
—	can	only	be	experienced	by	living	in	the	mountains.

It	is	the	emotional,	the	spiritual	surge,	that	draws	us	back	to	the	mountains	again
and	again.	It	was	not	altogether	a	matter	of	mysticism	or	religion	that	prompted	the
ancients	to	believe	that	their	gods	dwelt	in	the	high	places	of	this	earth.	Those	gods,
by	whatever	name	we	know	them,	still	dwell	there.	From	time	to	time	we	would	like
to	be	near	them,	that	we	may	know	them	and	ourselves	more	intimately.

	
May

	
Completed	my	half-century	and	launched	into	my	51st	year.

Fifty	is	a	dangerous	age	for	most	men.	Last	year	there	was	nothing	to	celebrate,
and	 at	 the	 end	 of	 it	 my	 diary	 went	 into	 the	 dustbin.	 There	 was	 an	 abortive	 and
unhappy	 love	 affair	 (dear	 reader,	 don't	 fall	 in	 love	 at	 fifty!),	 a	 crisis	 in	 the	 home
(with	Prem	missing	 for	weeks),	conflicts	with	publishers,	 friends,	myself.	So	skip
being	fifty.	Become	fifty-one	as	soon	as	possible;	you	will	find	yourself	in	calmer
waters.	 If	 you	 fall	 in	 love	 at	 the	 age	 of	 fifty,	 inner	 turmoil	 and	 disappointment	 is
almost	guaranteed.	Don't	listen	to	what	the	wise	men	say	about	love.	P.G.	Wodehose
said	the	whole	thing	more	succinctly:	"You	know,	the	way	love	can	change	a	fellow
is	really	frightful	to	contemplate."	Especially	when	a	fifty-year	old	starts	behaving
like	a	sixteen-year	old!

Most	of	my	month's	earnings	went	to	the	dentist.	And	I	notice	he's	wearing	a	new
suit.

	
June

	



A	name	—	a	lovely	face	—	turn	back	the	years:	45	years	to	be	exact,	when	I	was	a
small	 boy	 in	 Jamnagar,	 where	my	 father	 taught	 English	 to	 some	 of	 the	 younger
princes	and	princesses	—	among	them	M	—,	whose	picture	I	still	have	in	my	album
(taken	by	my	father).	She	wrote	to	me	after	reading	something	I'd	written,	wanting
to	know	if	I	was	the	same	little	boy,	i.e.,	Mr.	Bond's	mischievous	son.	I	responded,	of
course.	A	link	with	my	father	is	so	rare;	and	besides,	I	had	a	crush	on	her.	My	first
love!	So	long	ago	—	but	it	seems	like	yesterday...
	

Monsoon	breaks.
Money-drought	breaks.
And	if	there's	a	connection,	may	the	rain	gods	be	generous	this	year.
(The	 rest	 of	 the	 year's	 entries	 were	 fairly	 mundane,	 implying	 that	 life	 at	 Ivy

Cottage,	Landour,	went	on	pretty	smoothly.	But	the	rain	gods	played	a	trick	or	two.
Although	they	were	fairly	generous	to	begin	with,	the	year	ended	with	a	drought,	as
my	 mid-December	 entry	 indicates:	 'Dust	 covers	 everything,	 after	 nearly	 two	 and
half	 months	 of	 dry	 weather.	 Clouds	 build	 up,	 but	 disperse.'	 Always	 receptive	 to
Nature's	unpredictability,	I	wrote	my	story	Dust	on	the	Mountain.)

	
1985

	
On	the	flyleaf	of	 this	year's	diary	are	written	 two	maxims:	 'Pull	your	own	strings'
and	 'Act	 impeccably'.	 I'm	not	 sure	 that	 I	did	either	with	much	 success,	but	 I	did	at
least	try.	And	trying	is	what	it's	all	about...

	
January

	
My	book	of	 poems	 and	prayers	 finally	 published	by	Thomson	Press,	 seven	 years
after	 acceptance.	 Received	 a	 copy.	 Hope	 it	 won't	 be	 the	 only	 one.	 Splendid
illustrations	 by	 Suddha.	 (Shortly	 afterwards	 Thomson	 Press	 closed	 down	 their
children's	book	division	and	my	book	vanished	too!)

Can	thought	(consciousness)	exist	outside	the	body?	Can	it	be	trained	to	do	so?
Can	 its	 existence	 continue	 after	 the	 body	 has	 gone?	 Does	 it	 need	 a	 body?	 (but
without	a	body	it	would	have	nothing	to	do.)

Of	 course	 thoughts	 can	 travel.	 But	 do	 they	 travel	 of	 their	 own	 volition,	 or
because	of	the	bodily	energy	that	sustains	them?

We	 have	 the	 wonders	 of	 clairvoyance,	 of	 presentiments,	 and	 premonitions	 in
dreams.	How	to	account	for	these?

Our	thinking	is	conditioned	by	past	experience	(including	the	past	experience	of
the	human	race),	and	so,	as	Bergson	said:	"We	 think	with	only	a	small	part	of	 the
past,	 but	 it	 is	with	our	 entire	 past,	 including	 the	original	 bent	 of	 the	 soul,	 that	we



desire,	will,	and	act."
"The	 original	 bent	 of	 the	 soul..."	 I	 accept	 that	man	 has	 a	 soul,	 or	 he	would	 be

incapable	of	compassion.
	

February
	

We	move	from	mind	to	matter:
Tried	a	pizza	—	seemed	to	take	an	hour	to	travel	down	my	gullet.
Two	 days	 later:	 Swiss	 cheese	 pie	 with	 Mrs	 Goel	 who's	 Swiss	 —	 and	 more

adventures	of	the	digestive	tract.
Next	day:	Supper	with	the	Deutschmanns	from	Australia.	Australian	pie.
Following	day:	Rest	and	recovery.	Then	reverted	to	good	old	dal-bhaat.
Accompanied	N	—	to	Dehra	Dun	and	ended	up	paying	for	our	lunch.	The	trouble

with	rich	people	is	that	they	never	seem	to	have	any	money	on	them.	That's	how	they
stay	rich,	I	suppose.

	
March

	
Sold	A	Crow	for	All	Seasons	 to	 the	Children's	Film	Society	for	a	small	sum.	They
think	it	will	make	a	good	animated	film.	And	so	it	will.	But	I'm	pretty	sure	they	won't
make	it.	They	have	forgotten	about	the	story	they	bought	from	me	five	years	ago!
(Neither	film	was	ever	made.)
	
April

	
The	wind	in	the	pines	and	deodars	hums	and	moans,	but	in	the	chestnut	it	rustles	and
chatters	 and	 makes	 cheerful	 conversation.	 The	 horse-chestnut	 in	 full	 leaf	 is	 a
magnificent	sight.
	

	
Children	down	with	mumps.	I	go	down	with	a	viral	fever	for	two	days.	Recover	and
write	three	articles.	Hope	for	the	best.	It	is	not	in	mortals	to	command	success.
	

	
Men	get	 their	 sensual	natures	 from	 their	mothers,	 their	 intellectual	make-up	 from
their	fathers;	women,	the	other	way	round,	(or	so	I'm	told!)
	
June

	



Not	many	years	ago	you	had	to	walk	for	weeks	to	reach	the	pilgrim	destinations	—
Badrinath,	Gangotri,	Kedarnath,	Tungnath...	Last	week,	within	a	few	days,	I	covered
them	all,	as	most	of	them	are	now	accessible	by	motorable	road.	I	liked	some	of	the
smaller	places,	such	as	Nandprayag,	which	are	still	unspoilt.	Otherwise,	I'm	afraid
the	dhaba-culture	of	urban	India	has	followed	the	cars	and	buses	into	the	mountains
and	up	to	the	shrines.
	
July
	
The	 deodar	 (unlike	 the	 pine)	 is	 a	 hospitable	 tree.	 It	 allows	 other	 things	 to	 grow
beneath	it,	and	it	tolerates	growth	upon	its	trunk	and	branches	—	moss,	ferns,	small
plants.	The	tiny	young	cones	are	like	blossoms	on	the	dark	green	foliage	at	this	time
of	the	year.
	

	
Slipped	and	cracked	my	head	against	 the	grid	of	a	 truck.	Blood	gushed	forth,	so	I
dashed	 across	 to	Dr.	 Joshi's	 little	 clinic	 and	 had	 three	 stitches	 and	 an	 anti-tetanus
shot.	Now	you	know	why	I	don't	travel	well.
	

	
M.C.	Beautiful,	seductive.	"She	walks	in	beauty	like	the	night..."
	
August
	
Endless	rain.	No	sun	for	a	week.	But	M.C.	playful,	loving.	In	good	spirits,	I	wrote	a
funny	story	about	cricket.	I'd	find	it	hard	to	write	a	serious	story	about	cricket.	The
farcical	 element	 appeals	 to	me	more	 then	 the	 'nobler'	 aspects	 of	 the	 game.	Uncle
Ken	made	more	runs	with	his	pads	 than	with	his	bat.	And	out	of	every	 ten	catches
that	came	his	way,	he	took	one!
	
October

	
Paid	rent	in	advance	for	next	year;	paid	school	fees	to	end	of	this	year.	Broke,	but
don't	 owe	 a	 paisa	 to	 a	 soul.	 Ice	 cream	 in	 town	 with	 Raki.	 Came	 home	 to	 find	 a
couple	of	cheques	waiting	for	me!
	

	
M.	C.	Quick	as	a	vixen,	but	makes	the	chase	worthwhile.



We	walk	in	the	wind	and	the	rain.	Exhilarating.
Frantic	kisses.
Time	to	say	goodbye!
When	love	is	swiftly	stolen,
It	hasn't	time	to	die.

When	in	love,	I'm	inspired	to	write	bad	verse.
Teilhard	de	Chardin	said	it	better:
"Some	day,	after	we	have	mastered	the	winds,	the	waves,	the	tides	and	gravity,	we

shall	harness	for	God	the	energies	of	love.	Then	for	the	second	time	in	the	history
of	the	world,	man	will	have	discovered	fire."

	
February	1986

	
Destiny	is	really	the	strength	of	our	desires.
	

	
Raki	back	from	the	village.	I'm	happy	he	has	made	himself	popular	there,	adapted	to
both	worlds,	the	comparative	sophistication	of	Mussoorie	and	the	simple	earthiness
of	 village	 Bachhanshu	 in	 the	 remoteness	 of	 Garhwal.	 Being	 able	 to	 get	 on	 with
everyone,	rich	or	poor,	old	or	young,	makes	life	so	much	easier.	Or	so	I've	found!
My	parents'	broken	marriage,	father's	early	death,	and	the	difficulties	of	adapting	to
my	stepfather's	home,	resulted	in	my	being	something	of	a	loner	until	I	was	thirty.
Now	I've	become	a	family	person	without	marrying.	Selfish?
	

	
Returned	 to	 two	 great	 comic	 novels	 —	 H.	 G.	 Wells's	 History	 of	 Mr.	 Polly	 and
George	and	Weedon	Grossmith's	Diary	of	a	Nobody.	Polly	has	some	marvellous	set-
pieces,	while	Nobody	never	fails	to	make	me	laugh.
	

	
M.	C.	 returns	with	a	spring	 in	 the	Springtime.	The	same	good	nature	and	sense	of
humour.

'Three	things	in	love	the	foolish	will	desire:
Faith,	constancy,	and	passion;	but	the	wise
Only	an	hour's	happiness	require
And	not	to	look	into	uncaring	eyes.'

(Kenneth	Hopkins)
	



March
	

Getting	Granny's	Glasses	received	a	nomination	for	the	Carnegie	Medal.	Cricket	for
the	Crocodile	makes	friends.

After	a	cold	wet	spell,	Holi	brings	warmer	days,	ladybirds,	new	friends.
	

May
	

So	now	I'm	52.	Time	to	pare	life	down	to	the	basics	of	doing.
a)	what	I	have	to	do
b)	what	I	want	to	do
Much	prefer	the	latter.
	

June
	

Blood	pressure	up	and	down.
Writing	for	a	living:	it's	a	battlefield!
People	do	ask	funny	questions.	Accosted	on	the	road	by	a	stranger,	who	proceeds

to	cross-examine	me,	starting	with:	"Excuse	me,	are	you	a	good	writer?"	For	once,
I'm	stumped	for	an	answer.

Muki	no	better.	Bangs	my	study	door,	sees	me	give	a	start,	and	says:	"This	door
makes	a	lot	of	noise,	doesn't	it?"

	
August

	
Thousands	converge	on	the	town	from	outlying	villages,	for	local	festival.	By	late
evening,	 scores	of	drunks	 staggering	about	on	 the	 road.	A	 few	 fights,	 but	 largely
good-natured.

The	women	dress	very	attractively	and	colourfully.	But	for	most	of	the	menfolk,
the	 height	 of	 fashion	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 new	 pyjama-suit.	 But	 I'm	 a	 pyjama	 person
myself.	Pyjamas	are	comfortable,	I	write	better	wearing	pyjamas!

	
September
	
Month	 began	 with	 a	 cheque	 that	 bounced.	 Refrained	 from	 checking	 my	 blood
pressure.
	

	
Monsoon	growth	at	its	peak.	The	ladies'	slipper	orchids	are	tailing	off,	but	I	noticed
all	 the	 following	 wild	 flowers:	 balsam	 (two	 kinds),	 commelina,	 agrimony,	 wild



geranium	(very	pretty),	sprays	of	white	flowers	emanating	from	the	wild	ginger,	the
scarlet	 fruit	 of	 the	 cobra	 lily	 just	 forming	 tiny	 mushrooms	 set	 like	 pearls	 in	 a
retaining	wall;	 ferns	still	green,	which	means	more	 rain	 to	come;	escaped	dahlias
everywhere;	wild	begonias	and	much	else.	The	best	time	of	year	for	wild	flowers.
	
February	1987

	
Home	 again,	 after	 five	 days	 in	 hospital	 with	 bleeding	 ulcers.	 Loving	 care	 from
Prem.	Support	from	Ganesh	and	others.	Nurse	Nirmala	very	caring.	I	prefer	nurses
to	doctors.

Milk,	hateful	milk!
After	 a	week,	 back	 in	 hospital.	Must	 have	 been	 all	 that	milk.	Or	maybe	Nurse

Nirmala!
	

March
	

To	Delhi	for	a	check-up.	Public	gardens	ablaze	with	flowers.	Felt	much	better.
"A	merry	heart	does	good	like	a	medicine,	but	a	broken	spirit	dries	the	bones."
"He	who	tenderly	brings	up	his	servant	from	a	child,	shall	have	him	become	his

son	at	the	end."

(Book	of	Proverbs)
	

May
	

Lines	for	future	use:
Lunch	 (at	 my	 convent	 school)	 was	 boiled	 mutton	 and	 overcooked	 pumpkin,

which	made	death	lose	some	of	its	sting.
Pictures	on	the	wall	are	not	just	something	to	look	at.	After	a	time,	they	become

company.
Another	bus	accident,	and	a	curious	crowd	gathered	with	disaster-inspired	speed.
He	(Upendra)	has	a	bonfire	of	a	laugh.
(Forgot	to	use	these	lines,	so	here	they	are!)
	

May
	

Ordered	 a	 birthday	 cake,	 but	 it	 failed	 to	 arrive.	 Sometimes	 I	 think	 inertia	 is	 the
greatest	force	in	the	world.

Wrote	a	ghost	story,	something	I	enjoy	doing	from	time	to	time,	although	I	must
admit	that,	 try	as	I	might,	I	have	yet	to	encounter	a	supernatural	being.	Unless	you
can	count	dreams	as	being	supernatural	experiences.



	
August

	
After	the	drought,	the	deluge.

Landslide	near	 the	house.	It	rumbled	away	all	night	and	I	kept	getting	up	to	see
how	close	it	was	getting	to	us.	About	twenty	feet	away.	The	house	is	none	too	stable,
badly	in	need	of	repairs.	In	fact,	it	looks	a	bit	like	the	Lucknow	Residency	after	the
rebels	had	finished	shelling	it.

(It	did,	however,	survive	the	landslide,	although	the	retaining	wall	above	our	flat
collapsed,	filling	the	sitting-room	with	rubble.)

	
November

	
To	Delhi,	 to	 receive	 a	 generous	 award	 from	 Indian	Council	 for	Child	Education.
Presented	 to	 me	 by	 the	 Vice-President	 of	 India.	 Got	 back	 to	 my	 host's	 home	 to
discover	that	the	envelope	contained	another	awardee's	cheque.	He	was	due	to	leave
for	 Ahmedabad	 by	 train.	 Rushed	 to	 railway	 station,	 to	 find	 him	 on	 the	 platform
studying	my	cheque	which	he	had	just	discovered	in	his	pocket.	Exchanged	cheques.
All's	well	that	ends	well.
	
A	Delhi	Visit

	
A	long	day's	taxi	journey	to	Delhi.	It	gets	tiring	towards	the	end,	but	I	have	always
found	 the	 road	 journey	 interesting	 and	 at	 times	quite	 enchanting	—	especially	 the
rural	 scene	 from	outside	Dehra	Dun,	 through	Roorkee	and	various	small	wayside
towns,	 up	 to	 Muzzafarnagar	 and	 the	 outskirts	 of	 Meerut:	 the	 sugar-cane	 being
harvested	 and	 taken	 to	 the	 sugar	 factories	 (by	 cart	 or	 truck);	 the	 fruit	 on	 sale
everywhere	(right	now,	its	the	season	for	bananas	and	'chakotra'	lemons);	children
bathing	in	small	canals;	the	serenity	of	mango	groves...

Of	course	there's	the	other	side	to	all	this	—	the	litter	that	accumulates	wherever
there	are	 large	centres	of	population;	 the	blaring	of	horns;	 loudspeakers	here	and
there.	It's	all	part	of	the	picture.	But	the	picture	as	a	whole	is	a	fascinating	one,	and
the	colours	can't	be	matched	anywhere	else.

Marigolds	 blaze	 in	 the	 sun.	 Yes,	 whole	 fields	 of	 them,	 for	 they	 are	 much	 in
demand	on	all	sorts	of	ceremonial	occasions:	marriages,	temple	pujas,	and	garlands
for	dignitaries	—	making	the	humble	marigold	a	good	cash	crop.

And	 not	 so	 humble	 after	 all.	 For	 although	 the	 rose	 may	 still	 be	 the	 queen	 of
flowers,	 and	 the	 jasmine	 the	 princess	 of	 fragrance,	 the	 marigold	 holds	 its	 own
through	sheer	sturdiness,	colour	and	cheerfulness.	It	is	a	cheerful	flower,	no	doubt
about	that	—	brightening	up	winter	days,	often	when	there	is	little	else	in	bloom.	It



doesn't	really	have	a	fragrance	—	simply	an	acid	odour,	not	to	everyone's	liking	—
but	it	has	a	wonderful	range	of	colour,	from	lower	yellow	to	deep	orange	to	golden
bronze,	especially	among	the	giant	varieties	in	the	hills.

Otherwise	 this	 is	 not	 a	 great	 month	 for	 flowers,	 although	 at	 the	 India
International	Centre	 (IIC)	 in	Delhi,	where	 I	 am	 staying,	 there	 is	 a	 pretty	 tree	with
fragile	pink	flowers	—	the	Chorisnia	speciosa,	each	bloom	having	five	large	pink
petals,	with	long	pistula.



Eight

Garhwal	Himalaya

Deep	in	the	crouching	mist	lie	the	mountains.
Climbing	the	mountains	are	forests
Of	rhododendron,	spruce	and	deodar	—
Trees	of	God,	we	call	them	—	sighing
In	the	wind	from	the	passes	of	Garhwal;
And	the	snow-leopard	moans	softly
Where	the	herdsmen	pass,	their	lean	sheep	cropping
Short	winter	grass.
	
And	clinging	to	the	sides	of	the	mountains,
The	small	stone	houses	of	Garhwal;
Then	thin	fields	of	calcinated	soil	torn
From	the	old	spirit-haunted	rocks;
Pale	women	plough,	they	laugh	at	the	thunder,
And	their	men	go	down	to	the	plains:
Little	grows	on	the	beautiful	mountains
In	the	north	wind.
	
There	is	hunger	of	children	at	noon;	yet
There	are	those	who	sing	of	sunsets
And	the	gods	and	glories	of	Himachal,
Forgetting	no	one	eats	sunsets.
Wonder,	then,	at	the	absence	of	old	men;
For	some	grow	old	at	their	mother's	breasts,
In	cold	Garhwal.



	



Nine

The	India	I	Carried	with	Me

I	 AM	NOW	GOING	BACK	 IN	 TIME,	 TO	A	 PERIOD	WHEN	 I	WAS	CAUGHT
between	East	and	West,	and	had	 to	make	up	my	mind	 just	where	 I	belonged.	 I	had
been	 away	 from	 India	 for	 barely	 a	 month	 before	 I	 was	 longing	 to	 return.	 The
insularity	 of	 the	 place	where	 I	 found	myself	 (Jersey,	 in	 the	 Channel	 Islands)	 had
something	to	do	with	it,	I	suppose.	There	was	little	there	to	remind	me	of	India	or
the	East,	not	one	brown	face	to	be	seen	in	the	streets	or	on	the	beaches.	I'm	sure	it's	a
different	 sort	 of	 place	now;	but	 fifty	 years	 ago	 it	 had	nothing	 to	 offer	 by	way	of
companionship	 or	 good	 cheer	 to	 a	 lonely,	 sensitive	 boy	 who	 had	 left	 home	 and
friends	in	search	of	a	'better	future'.

I	had	come	 to	England	with	a	dream	of	sorts,	and	I	was	 to	 return	 to	 India	with
another	kind	of	dream;	but	in	between	there	were	to	be	four	years	of	dreary	office
work,	lonely	bed-sitting	rooms,	shabby	lodging	houses,	cheap	snack	bars,	hospital
wards,	and	the	struggle	to	write	my	first	book	and	find	a	publisher	for	it.

I	 started	 work	 in	 a	 large	 departmental	 store	 called	 Le	 Riche.	 At	 eight	 in	 the
morning,	 when	 I	 walked	 to	 the	 store,	 it	 was	 dark.	 At	 six	 in	 the	 evening,	 when	 I
walked	 home,	 it	was	 dark	 again.	Where	were	 all	 those	 sunny	 beaches	 Jersey	was
famous	for?	I	would	have	to	wait	for	summer	to	see	them,	and	a	Saturday	afternoon
to	take	a	dip	in	the	sea.

Occasionally,	after	an	early	supper,	I	would	walk	along	the	deserted	seafront.	If
the	tide	was	in	and	the	wind	approaching	gale-force,	the	waves	would	climb	the	sea
wall	 and	drench	me	with	 their	 cold	 salt	 spray.	My	aunt,	with	whom	I	was	 staying,
thought	I	was	quite	mad	to	take	this	solitary	walk;	but	I	have	always	been	at	one	with
nature,	even	in	its	wilder	moments,	and	the	wind	and	the	crashing	waves	gave	me	a
sense	of	freedom,	strengthened	my	determination	to	escape	from	the	island	and	go
my	own	way.

When	I	wasn't	walking	along	the	seafront,	I	would	sit	at	the	portable	typewriter	in
my	 small	 attic	 room,	 and	hammer	out	 the	 rough	chapters	of	 the	book	 that	was	 to
become	my	first	novel.	These	were	characters	and	incidents	based	on	the	journal	I
had	kept	during	my	last	year	in	India.	It	was	1951,	recalled	in	late	1952.	An	eighteen-



year	old	looking	back	on	incidents	in	the	life	of	a	seventeen-year	old!	Nostalgia	and
longing	suffused	those	pages.	How	I	longed	to	be	back	with	my	friends	in	the	small
town	of	Dehra	Dun	—	a	 leafy	place,	sunny,	fruit-laden,	easy-going	every	familiar
corner	etched	clearly	in	my	memory.	Somehow,	it	had	been	that	last	year	in	Dehra
that	had	brought	me	closer	to	the	India	that	I	had	so	far	only	taken	for	granted.	An
India	of	close	and	sometimes	sentimental	friendships.	Of	striking	contrasts:	a	small
cinema	 showing	 English	 pictures	 (a	 George	 Formby	 comedy	 or	 an	 American
musical)	and	only	a	couple	of	hours	away	thousands	taking	a	dip	in	the	sacred	water
of	the	Ganga.	Or	outside	the	station,	hundreds	of	pony-drawn	tongas	waiting	to	pick
up	passengers,	while	the	more	affluent	climbed	into	their	Ford	Convertibles,	Morris
Minors,	Baby	Austins	or	flashy	Packards	and	Daimlers.

But	of	course	Dehra	in	the	'fifties'	was	a	town	of	bicycles.	Students,	shopkeepers,
Army	cadets,	 office	workers,	 all	 used	 them.	The	 scooter	 (or	Lambretta)	 had	only
just	 been	 invented,	 and	 it	 would	 be	 several	 years	 before	 it	 took	 over	 from	 the
bicycle.	It	was	still	unaffordable	for	the	great	majority.

I	 was	 awkward	 on	 a	 bicycle	 and	 frequently	 fell	 off,	 breaking	my	 arm	 on	 one
occasion.	But	this	did	not	prevent	me	from	joining	my	friends	on	cycle	rides	to	the
Sulphur	 springs,	 or	 to	 Premnagar	 (where	 the	Military	 Academy	was	 situated)	 or
along	the	Hardwar	road	and	down	to	the	riverbed	at	Lachiwala.

In	Jersey,	I	found	an	old	cycle	belonging	to	my	cousin,	and	I	rode	from	St.	Helier
where	we	lived,	to	St	Brelade's	Bay,	at	the	other	end	of	the	island.	But	returning	after
dark,	I	was	hauled	up	for	riding	without	lights.	I	had	no	idea	that	cycles	had	also	to
be	equipped	with	lights.	Back	in	Dehra,	we	never	used	them!

The	attic	room	had	no	view,	so	one	of	my	favourite	occupations,	gazing	out	of
windows,	came	to	a	stop.	But	perhaps	this	was	helpful	in	that	it	made	me	concentrate
on	the	sheet	of	paper	in	my	typewriter.	After	about	six	months,	I	had	a	book	of	sorts
ready	for	submission	to	any	publisher	who	was	prepared	to	look	at	it.	Meanwhile,	I
had	been	through	at	least	three	jobs	and	had	even	been	offered	a	post	in	the	Jersey
Civil	Service,	having	successfully	taken	the	local	civil	service	exam	—	something	I
had	done	out	of	sheer	boredom,	as	I	had	no	intention	of	settling	permanently	on	the
island.

I	had	been	keeping	a	diary	of	sorts	and	in	some	of	the	entries	I	had	expressed	my
desire	 to	get	back	 to	 India,	and	my	discontent	at	having	 to	stay	with	relatives	who
were	unsympathetic,	not	only	to	my	feelings	for	India	but	also	to	my	ambitions	to
become	a	writer.	The	diary	fell	into	my	uncle's	hands.	He	read	it,	and	was	naturally
upset.	We	had	a	row.	I	was	contrite;	but	a	few	days	later	I	packed	my	suitcases	(all
two	of	 them)	and	 stepped	on	 to	 the	 ferry	 that	was	 to	 take	me	 to	Southampton	and
then	to	London.	Lesson	One:	don't	leave	your	personal	diaries	lying	around!

But	perhaps	it	was	all	for	the	best,	otherwise	I	might	have	hung	around	in	Jersey
for	another	year	or	two,	to	the	detriment	of	my	personal	happiness	and	my	writing



ambitions.
I	arrived	in	London	in	the	middle	of	a	thick	yellow	November	fog	—	those	were

the	days	of	the	killer	London	fogs	—	and	after	a	search	found	the	Students'	Hostel
where	 I	 was	 given	 a	 cubicle	 to	 myself.	 But	 I	 did	 not	 stay	 there	 very	 long;	 the
available	food	was	awful.	As	soon	as	I	got	an	office	job	—	not	too	difficult	in	the
1950s	—	I	rented	an	attic	room	in	Belsize	Park,	 the	first	of	many	bed-sitters	that	I
was	to	live	in	during	my	three-year	sojourn	in	London.

From	Belsize	Park	I	was	to	move	to	Haverstock	Hill	(close	to	Hampstead	Heath),
then	 to	 South	London	 for	 a	 short	 time,	 and	 finally	 to	 Swiss	Cottage.	Most	 of	my
landladies	were	 Jewish	—	 refugees	 from	persecution	 in	 pre-war	Europe	—	and	 I
too	was	a	refugee	of	sorts,	still	very	unsure	of	where	I	belonged.	Was	it	England,	the
land	of	my	father,	or	India,	the	land	of	my	birth?	But	my	father	had	also	been	born
in	India,	had	grown	up	and	made	a	living	there,	visiting	his	father's	land,	England,
only	a	couple	of	times	during	his	life.

The	 link	with	Britain	was	 tenuous,	based	on	heredity	 rather	 than	upbringing.	 It
was	more	in	the	mind.	It	was	a	literary	England	I	had	been	drawn	to,	not	a	physical
England.	 And	 in	 fact,	 I	 took	 several	 exploratory	 walks	 around	 'literary'	 London,
visiting	houses	or	streets	where	famous	writers	had	once	lived;	in	particular	the	East
End	 and	 dockland,	 for	 I	 had	 grown	 up	 on	 the	 novels	 and	 stories	 of	 Dickens,
Smollett,	 Captain	 Marryat,	 and	 W.W.Jacobs.	 But	 I	 did	 not	 make	 many	 English
friends.	If	they	were	a	reserved	race,	I	was	even	more	reserved.	Always	shy,	I	waited
for	others	to	take	the	initiative.	In	India,	people	will	take	the	initiative,	they	lose	no
time	in	getting	to	know	you.	Not	so	in	England.	They	were	too	polite	to	look	at	you.
And	in	that	respect,	I	was	more	English	than	the	English.

The	gentleman	who	lived	on	the	floor	below	me	occasionally	went	so	far	as	to
greet	me	with	the	observation,	"Beastly	weather,	isn't	it?"

And	I	would	respond	by	saying,	"Oh,	perfectly	beastly,"	and	pass	on.
How	different	it	was	when	I	bumped	into	a	Gujarati	boy,	Praveen,	who	lived	on

the	basement	floor.	He	gave	me	a	winning	smile,	and	I	remember	saying,	"Oh,	to	be
in	Bombay	now	that	winter's	here,"	and	immediately	we	were	friends.

He	was	only	seventeen,	a	year	or	 two	younger	than	me,	and	he	was	studying	at
one	 of	 the	 polytechnics	 with	 a	 view	 to	 getting	 into	 the	 London	 School	 of
Economics.	 At	 that	 time,	 most	 of	 the	 Indians	 in	 London	 were	 students,	 the	 great
immigration	 rush	was	 still	 a	 long	way	off,,	 and	 racial	 antagonisms	were	directed
more	at	the	recently	arrived	West	Indians	than	at	Asians.

Praveen	 took	me	 on	 the	 rounds	 of	 the	 coffee	 bars,	 then	 proliferating	 all	 over
London,	 and	 introduced	 me	 to	 other	 students,	 among	 them	 a	 Vietnamese,	 called
Thanh,	who	cultivated	my	friendship	because,	as	he	said,	"I	want	to	speak	English."
When	he	discovered	that	my	accent	was	very	un-English	(you	could	have	called	it
Welsh	with	 an	Anglo-Indian	 interaction),	 he	 dropped	me	 like	 a	 hot	 brick.	He	was



very	 frank,	 he	 was	 not	 interested	 in	 friendship,	 he	 said,	 only	 in	 improving	 his
accent.	I	heard	later	that	he'd	attached	himself	to	a	young	journalist	from	up	north,
who	spoke	broad	Yorkshire.

Most	evenings	I	remained	in	my	room	and	worked	on	my	novel.	From	being	a
journal	it	had	become	a	first	person	narrative,	and	now	I	was	turning	it	into	fiction
in	the	third	person.	The	title	had	also	undergone	a	few	changes,	but	finally	I	settled
on	The	Room	on	the	Roof.

Into	 it	 I	 put	 all	 the	 love	 and	 affection	 I	 felt	 for	 the	 friends	 I	 had	 left	 behind	 in
Dehra.	 It	 was	 more	 than	 nostalgia,	 it	 was	 a	 recreation	 of	 the	 people,	 places	 and
incidents	of	that	last	year	in	India.	I	did	not	want	it	to	fade	away.	The	riverbanks	at
Hardwar,	 the	 mango-groves	 of	 the	 Doon,	 the	 poinsettias	 and	 bougainvillaea,	 the
games	 on	 the	 parade	 ground,	 the	 chaat	 shops	 near	 the	Clock	 Tower,	 the	 summer
heat,	 the	 monsoon	 downpours,	 romping	 naked	 in	 the	 rain,	 sitting	 on	 railway
platforms,	gnawing	at	a	stick	of	sugar	cane,	 listening	 to	street	cries....	All	 this	and
more	came	crowding	upon	me	as	I	sat	writing	before	the	gas	fire	in	my	little	room.

When	it	grew	very	cold,	I	used	an	old	overcoat	given	to	me	by	Diana	Athill,	the
junior	partner	at	Andre	Deutsch,	who	had	promised	to	publish	The	Room	if	I	rewrote
it	 as	 a	novel.	Another	who	encouraged	me	was	a	BBC	producer,	Prudence	Smith,
who	 got	me	 to	 give	 a	 couple	 of	Talks	 on	Radio's	 Third	 Programme.	 I	 felt	 I	was
getting	 somewhere;	 and	when	 I	 found	myself	 confined	 to	 the	Hampstead	General
Hospital	 for	 almost	 a	 month,	 with	 a	 mysterious	 disease	 which	 had	 affected	 the
vision	 in	my	 right	 eye,	 I	 used	 the	 left	 to	 catch	 up	 on	my	 reading	 and	 to	 write	 a
couple	of	short	stories.

A	nurse	brought	a	tray	of	books	around	the	ward	every	afternoon,	and	thanks	to
this	courtesy,	I	was	able	to	discover	the	delightful	stories	of	William	Saroyan,	and
Denton	 Welch's	 sensitive	 first	 novel	 Maiden	 Voyage.	 Saroyan,	 a	 Pulitzer	 Prize
winner	 for	his	play	The.	Time	of	Your	Life,	was	 then	very	 successful	 and	popular.
Denton's	promising	career	had	been	cut	short	by	a	terrible	accident.	Out	cycling	on
a	country	road,	he	had	been	knocked	down	by	a	speeding	motorist.	He	had	lived	for
several	 years,	 struggling	 against	 crippling	 injuries	 and	 almost	 completing	 his
sensitive	 autobiography	 A	 Voice	 in	 the	 Clouds.	 He	 was	 thirty-one	 when	 he	 died.
Towards	 the	 end,	 he	 could	 only	 work	 for	 three	 or	 four	 minutes	 at	 a	 time.
Complications	set	in,	and	the	left	side	of	his	heart	started	failing.	Even	then	he	made
a	terrific	effort	to	finish	his	book.	His	friend	Eric	wrote	—	"Denton	was	upheld	by
the	high	courage	which	seemed	somehow	the	fruit	of	his	rare	intelligence."

The	work	of	these	writers,	together	with	the	bottle	of	Guinness	I	was	given	every
day	as	a	tonic	(they	had	found	me	somewhat	undernourished),	meant	that	I	walked
out	of	the	hospital	with	a	spring	in	my	step	and	a	determination	to	succeed.

But	Andre	Deutsch	was	still	dithering	over	my	book.	The	firm	was	doing	well,
but	he	didn't	like	taking	risks.	No	publisher	likes	losing	money.	And	he	wasn't	going



to	make	much	out	of	my	novel,	a	subjective	and	unsensational	work.
But	I	resented	his	indecision.	So	I	returned	the	small	amount	he'd	paid	me	by	way

of	an	option,	and	demanded	the	return	of	my	manuscript.	Back	came	an	apologetic
letter	and	an	advance	(then	£50)	against	publication.

Today,	 almost	 fifty	 years	 later,	 the	 firm	 of	 Andre	 Deutsch	 has	 gone,	 but	 The
Room	on	the.	Roof	is	still	in	print,	still	making	friends.	This	is	not	something	that	I
gloat	over,	it	only	goes	to	show	that	books	are	unpredictable	commodities,	and	that
the	most	successful	authors	and	publishers	often	fall	by	the	wayside.	Publishers	go
out	of	business,	writers	fade	from	the	public	mind.	Even	Saroyan	is	forgotten	now.
I'll	be	forgotten	too,	some	day.

There	were	to	be	further	delays	before	The	Room	was	published,	and	I	was	back
in	India	when	it	did	come	out.	By	then	I'd	almost	forgotten	about	the	book	!	But	it
picked	up	the	John	Llewellyn	Rhys	Prize,	an	award	that	also	went	to	V.S.	Naipaul	a
year	 later,	 for	 his	 first	 book.	 It	 was	 then	 worth	 only	 £50.	 There	 were	 no	 big
sponsors	 in	 those	 days.	 It	 is	 now	 sponsored	 by	 a	British	 newspaper	 and	 is	worth
£5000.	This	was	turned	down	last	year	by	another	Indian	writer,	who	disagreed	with
the	paper's	policies.

Meanwhile,	in	London,	there	were	other	distractions.	I	loved	stage	musicals,	and
if	 I	had	a	 little	money	 to	spare	 I	went	 to	 the	 theatre,	 taking	 in	such	productions	as
Porgy	and	Bess,	Paint	Your	Wagon,	Pal	Joey,	Teahouse	of	the	August	Moon,	and	the
occasional	review.	And	of	course	the	annual	presentation	of	Peter	Pan	at	the	Scala
theatre,	not	far	from	where	I	worked.	I	had	grown	up	on	Peter	Pan,	first	read	to	me
by	my	father	in	distant	Jamnagar,	and	at	school	I	had	read	Barrie's	other	plays	and
been	charmed	by	them;	but,	like	operetta,	they	had	gone	out	of	fashion	and	only	the
ageless	Peter	remained.	"Do	you	believe	in	fairies?"	he	asks	in	the	play.	And	to	save
Tinker	Bell	from	extinction,	I	clapped	with	the	rest	of	the	audience.	But	did	I	really
believe	 in	 fairies?	 I	 looked	 for	 them	 in	 Kensington	 Gardens,	 where	 Peter	 Pan's
statue	stood,	and	found	a	few	mothers	pushing	 their	perambulators,	but	no	fairies.
And	I	looked	in	Hyde	Park,	but	found	only	courting	couples.	And	I	looked	all	over
Leicester	Square,	but	 instead	of	 fairies	 I	 found	prostitutes	soliciting	business.	As	I
was	still	looking	for	romance,	I	crept	back	to	my	room	and	my	portable	typewriter
—	I	would	have	to	create	my	own	romance.

The	 small	 portable	had	been	 in	 the	windows	of	 a	 Jersey	department	 store,	 and
every	time	I	passed	the	store	I	glanced	at	the	window	to	see	if	the	typewriter	was	still
there.	It	seemed	to	be	waiting	for	me	to	come	in	and	take	it	away.	I	longed	to	buy	it,
partly	 because	 I	 had	 to	 type	 out	 the	 final	 drafts	 of	my	 book,	 and	 also	 because	 it
looked	very	dainty	and	attractive.	It	was	definitely	out	to	seduce	me.	Finally,	with	the
help	of	a	loan	from	Mr	Bromley,	a	kindly	senior	clerk,	I	bought	the	machine.	It	cost
only	 £12,	 but	 that	 was	 three	 month's	 wages	 at	 the	 time.	 It	 accompanied	 me	 to
London,	and	then	a	couple	of	years	later	to	India,	giving	me	good	service	in	Dehra



Dun,	 New	 Delhi,	 and	 then	 Mussoorie	 where	 it	 finally	 succumbed	 to	 the	 damp
monsoon	climate.

My	worldly	possessions	had	increased,	not	only	by	the	typewriter,	but	also	by	a
record	player	which	I	had	bought	secondhand	from	a	Thai	student.	I	had	become	an
ardent	fan	of	the	black	singer,	Eartha	Kitt,	and	had	bought	all	her	records;	but	they
were	 no	 good	 without	 a	 player	 until	 the	 Thai	 boy	 came	 to	 my	 rescue.	 Then	 the
sensual,	 throaty	voice	of	Eartha	reverberated	 through	 the	 lodging	house,	bringing
complaints	 from	 the	 landlady	 and	 the	 gentleman	 downstairs.	 I	 had	 to	 keep	 the
volume	low,	which	wasn't	much	fun.

I	 was	 also	 fond	 of	 the	 clarinet	 (turj)	 playing	 of	 an	 Indian	 musician,	 Master
Ibrahim,	and	I	had	some	of	his	recordings	which	transported	me	back	to	the	streets
and	bazaars	of	 small-town	India.	Light,	 lilting	and	 tuneful,	 I	preferred	 this	 sort	of
flute	music	to	the	warblings	of	the	more	popular	songsters.

Praveen	 liked	 gangster	 films	 and	 wanted	 me	 to	 accompany	 him	 to	 anything
which	 featured	 Humphrey	 Bogart,	 James	 Cagney,	 George	 Raft	 and	 other	 tough
guys.	Praveen	wanted	to	be	a	tough	guy	himself	and	often	struck	a	Bogart-like	pose,
cigarette	 dangling	 from	 the	 side	 of	 his	 mouth.	 There	 was	 nothing	 tough	 about
Praveen,	 who	 was	 really	 rather	 delicate,	 but	 his	 affectations	 were	 charming	 and
risible.

One	day	he	 announced	 that	 he	was	 returning	 to	 India	 for	 a	 few	months,	 as	 his
ailing	mother	was	anxious	to	see	him.	He	asked	me	to	come	along	too,	to	give	him
company	during	the	three	week	voyage.	To	do	so,	I	would	have	to	throw	up	my	job,
but	I	had	already	thrown	up	several	 jobs.	They	were	simply	stopgaps	until	 I	could
establish	myself	 as	 a	writer.	 I	 hadn't	 the	 slightest	 intention	or	 ambition	of	being	a
senior	 clerk	 or	 even	 an	 executive	 for	 the	 firm	 in	which	 I	was	working.	The	only
problem	in	leaving	England	then	was	that	I	would	have	to	leave	my	book	in	limbo,
as	there	was	still	no	guarantee	that	Deutsch	would	publish	it.	But	it	was	time	I	went
on	to	write	other	things;	time	to	strike	out	on	my	own,	to	take	a	chance	with	India.
The	 ships	 were	 full	 of	 British	 and	 Anglo-Indian	 families	 coming	 to	 England,	 to
make	a	'better	future'	for	themselves.	I	would	do	the	opposite,	go	into	reverse,	and
make	my	future,	for	good	or	ill,	in	the	land	of	my	birth.

My	 passport	 was	 in	 order,	 and	 I	 had	 only	 to	 give	 a	 week's	 notice	 to	 my
employers.	 I	 had	 saved	 up	 about	 £200,	 and	 of	 this	 £50	 went	 on	 the	 cost	 of	 my
passage,	London	to	Bombay.	Praveen	and	I	boarded	the	S.S.	Batory,	a	Polish	 liner
with	a	reputation	for	running	into	trouble.	We	had	no	difficulty	in	securing	berths	in
tourist	 class.	Praveen	had	every	 intention	of	 returning	 to	England	 to	 complete	his
studies.	My	own	intentions	were	very	vague.	I	knew	there	would	be	no	job	for	me	in
India,	but	I	was	quietly	confident	 that	I	could	make	a	 living	from	writing,	and	that
too	in	the	English	language.

The	Batory	lived	up	to	its	reputation.	Some	of	the	crew	went	missing	at	Gibraltar.



A	passenger	fell	overboard	in	the	Red	Sea.	Lifeboats	were	lowered,	but	he	could	not
be	found.

Praveen	fell	in	love	with	an	Egyptian	girl	who	disembarked	at	Aden.	He	followed
her	ashore,	and	I	had	to	run	after	him	and	get	him	back	to	the	ship.	As	we	docked	at
Ballard	Pier,	a	fire	broke	out	in	one	of	the	holds,	but	by	then	we	were	safely	ashore.
Praveen	was	swamped	by	relatives	who	carried	him	off.	to	the	suburbs	of	Bombay.	I
made	my	way	to	Victoria	Terminus	and	boarded	the	Dehra	Dun	Express.

It	was	a	slow	passenger	train,	which	went	chugging	through	several	states	in	the
general	 direction	 of	 northern	 India.	 Two	 days	 and	 two	 nights	 later	 we	 crawled
through	the	eastern	Doon.	It	was	early	March.	The	mango	trees	were	in	blossom,	the
peacocks	were	calling,	and	Belsize	Park	was	far	away.



	



Ten

Friends	of	My	Youth

1	
SUDHEER

FRIENDSHIP	 IS	 ALL	 ABOUT	 DOING	 THINGS	 TOGETHER.	 IT	 MAY	 BE
climbing	a	mountain,	 fishing	 in	a	mountain	stream,	cycling	along	a	country	road,
camping	 in	 a	 forest	 clearing,	 or	 simply	 travelling	 together	 and	 sharing	 the
experiences	that	a	new	place	can	bring.

On	 at	 least	 two	 of	 these	 counts,	 Sudheer	 qualified	 as	 a	 friend,	 albeit	 a
troublesome	one,	given	to	involving	me	in	his	adolescent	escapades.

I	 met	 him	 in	 Dehra	 soon	 after	 my	 return	 from	 England.	 He	 turned	 up	 at	 my
room,	saying	he'd	heard	I	was	a	writer	and	did	I	have	any	comics	to	lend	him?

"I	don't	write	comics,"	I	said;	but	there	were	some	comics	lying	around,	left	over
from	my	 own	 boyhood	 collection	 so	 I	 gave	 these	 to	 the	 lanky	 youth	 who	 stood
smiling	in	the	doorway,	and	he	thanked	me	and	said	he'd	bring	them	back.	From	my
window	I	saw	him	cycling	off	in	the	general	direction	of	Dalanwala.

He	 turned	 up	 again	 a	 few	 days	 later	 and	 dumped	 a	 large	 pile	 of	 new-looking
comics	on	my	desk.	"Here	are	all	the	latest,"	he	announced.	"You	can	keep	them	for
me.	I'm	not	allowed	to	read	comics	at	home."

It	 was	 only	 weeks	 later	 that	 I	 learnt	 he	 was	 given	 to	 pilfering	 comics	 and
magazines	 from	 the	 town's	bookstores.	 In	no	 time	at	all,	 I'd	become	a	 receiver	of
stolen	goods!

My	landlady	had	warned	me	against	Sudheer	and	so	had	one	or	 two	others.	He
had	acquired	a	certain	notoriety	for	having	been	expelled	from	his	school.	He	had
been	 in	charge	of	 the	 library,	 and	before	a	consignment	of	newly-acquired	books
could	 be	 registered	 and	 library	 stamped,	 he	 had	 sold	 them	 back	 to	 the	 bookshop
from	 which	 they	 had	 originally	 been	 purchased.	 Very	 enterprising	 but	 not	 to	 be
countenanced	 in	a	very	pukka	 public	 school.	He	was	now	 studying	 in	 a	municipal
school,	too	poor	to	afford	a	library.

Sudheer	was	an	amoral	scamp	all	right,	but	I	found	it	difficult	to	avoid	him,	or	to



resist	his	undeniable	and	openly	affectionate	manner.	He	could	make	you	laugh.	And
anyone	who	can	do	that	is	easily	forgiven	for	a	great	many	faults.

One	day	he	produced	a	couple	of	white	mice	from	his	pockets	and	left	them	on
my	desk.

"You	keep	them	for	me,"	he	said.	"I'm	not	allowed	to	keep	them	at	home."
There	were	a	great	many	things	he	was	not	allowed	to	keep	at	home.	Anyway,	the

white	 mice	 were	 given	 a	 home	 in	 an	 old	 cupboard,	 where	 my	 landlady	 kept
unwanted	dishes,	pots	and	pans,	and	they	were	quite	happy	there,	being	fed	on	bits	of
bread	or	 chapati,	 until	 one	day	 I	heard	 shrieks	 from	 the	 storeroom,	 and	charging
into	 it,	 found	 my	 dear	 stout	 landlady	 having	 hysterics	 as	 one	 of	 the	 white	 mice
sought	refuge	under	her	blouse	and	the	other	ran	frantically	up	and	down	her	back.

Sudheer	 had	 to	 find	 another	 home	 for	 the	 white	 mice.	 It	 was	 that,	 or	 finding
another	home	for	myself.

Most	young	men,	boys,	 and	quite	 a	 few	girls	used	bicycles.	There	was	a	 cycle
hire	shop	across	the	road,	and	Sudheer	persuaded	me	to	hire	cycles	for	both	of	us.
We	cycled	out	of	town,	through	tea	gardens	and	mustard	fields,	and	down	a	forest
road	until	we	discovered	a	small,	shallow	river	where	we	bathed	and	wrestled	on	the
sand.	 Although	 I	 was	 three	 or	 four	 years	 older	 than	 Sudheer,	 he	 was	 much	 the
stronger,	being	about	six	foot	tall	and	broad	in	the	shoulders.	His	parents	had	come
from	Bhanu,	a	rough	and	ready	district	on	the	North	West	Frontier,	as	a	result	of	the
partition	of	the	country.	His	father	ran	a	small	press	situated	behind	the	Sabzi	Mandi
and	brought	out	a	weekly	newspaper	called	The	Frontier	Times.

We	came	to	the	stream	quite	often.	It	was	Sudheer's	way	of	playing	truant	from
school	without	being	detected	in	the	bazaar	or	at	the	cinema.	He	was	sixteen	when	I
met	 him,	 and	 eighteen	when	we	 parted,	 but	 I	 can't	 recall	 that	 he	 ever	 showed	 any
interest	in	his	school	work.

He	took	me	to	his	home	in	the	Karanpur	bazaar,	then	a	stronghold	of	the	Bhanu
community.	 The	 Karanpur	 boys	 were	 an	 aggressive	 lot	 and	 resented	 Sudheer's
friendship	with	an	angrez.	To	avoid	a	confrontation,	I	would	use	the	back	alleys	and
side	streets	to	get	to	and	from	the	house	in	which	they	lived.

Sudheer	 had	 been	 overindulged	 by	 his	 mother,	 who	 protected	 him	 from	 his
father's	wrath.	Both	parents	felt	I	might	have	an	'improving'	influence	on	their	son,
and	encouraged	our	friendship.	His	elder	sister	seemed	more	doubtful.	She	felt	he
was	 incorrigible,	beyond	 redemption,	and	 that	 I	was	not	much	better,	 and	she	was
probably	right.

The	 father	 invited	me	 to	 his	 small	 press	 and	 asked	me	 if	 I'd	 like	 to	work	with
him.	I	agreed	to	help	with	the	newspaper	for	a	couple	of	hours	every	morning.	This
involved	 proofreading	 and	 editing	 news	 agency	 reports.	 Uninspiring	 work,	 but
useful.

Meanwhile,	Sudheer	had	got	hold	of	a	pet	monkey,	and	he	carried	it	about	in	the



basket	attached	to	the	handlebar	of	his	bicycle.	He	used	it	to	ingratiate	himself	with
the	girls.	 'How	sweet!	How	pretty!'	they	would	exclaim,	and	Sudheer	would	get	the
monkey	to	show	them	its	tricks.

After	 some	 time,	 however,	 the	 monkey	 appeared	 to	 be	 infected	 by	 Sudheer's
amorous	nature,	and	would	make	obscene	gestures	which	were	not	appreciated	by
his	former	admirers.	On	one	occasion,	the	monkey	made	off	with	a	girl's	dupatta.	A
chase	ensued,	and	 the	dupatta	 retrieved,	but	 the	outcome	of	 it	all	was	 that	Sudheer
was	accosted	by	the	girl's	brothers	and	given	a	black	eye	and	a	bruised	cheek.	His
father	took	the	monkey	away	and	returned	it	to	the	itinerant	juggler	who	had	sold	it
to	the	young	man.

Sudheer	soon	developed	an	insatiable	need	for	money.	He	wasn't	getting	anything
at	 home,	 apart	 from	 what	 he	 pinched	 from	 his	 mother	 and	 sister,	 and	 his	 father
urged	me	not	to	give	the	boy	any	money.	After	paying	for	my	boarding	and	lodging
I	 had	 very	 little	 to	 spare,	 but	 Sudheer	 seemed	 to	 sense	 when	 a	 money	 order	 or
cheque	 arrived,	 and	 would	 hang	 around,	 spinning	 tall	 tales	 of	 great	 financial
distress	until,	in	order	to	be	rid	of	him,	I	would	give	him	five	to	ten	rupees.	(In	those
days,	a	magazine	payment	seldom	exceeded	fifty	rupees.)

He	was	becoming	something	of	a	 trial,	constantly	 interrupting	me	in	my	work,
and	even	picking	up	confectionery	from	my	landlady's	small	shop	and	charging	it	to
my	account.	I	had	stopped	going	for	bicycle	rides.	He	had	wrecked	one	of	the	cycles
and	the	shopkeeper	held	me	responsible	for	repairs.

The	sad	thing	was	that	Sudheer	had	no	other	friends.	He	did	not	go	in	for	team
games	or	for	music	or	other	creative	pursuits	which	might	have	helped	him	to	move
around	with	 people	 of	 his	 own	 age	 group.	He	was	 a	 loner	with	 a	 propensity	 for
mischief.	Had	he	entered	a	bicycle	race,	he	would	have	won	easily.	Forever	eluding
a	variety	of	pursuers,	he	was	extremely	fast	on	his	bike.	But	we	did	not	have	cycle
races	in	Dehra.

And	 then,	 for	a	blessed	 two	or	 three	weeks,	 I	 saw	nothing	of	my	unpredictable
friend.

I	discovered	later,	that	he	had	taken	a	fancy	to	a	young	schoolteacher,	about	five
years	his	senior,	who	lived	in	a	hostel	up	at	Rajpur.	His	cycle	rides	took	him	in	that
direction.	 As	 usual,	 his	 charm	 proved	 irresistible,	 and	 it	 wasn't	 long	 before	 the
teacher	 and	 the	 acolyte	were	 taking	 rides	 together	down	 lonely	 forest	 roads.	This
was	all	right	by	me,	of	course,	but	it	wasn't	the	norm	with	the	middle	class	matrons
of	 small	 town	 India,	 at	 least	 not	 in	 1957.	 Hostel	 wardens,	 other	 students,	 and
naturally	 Sudheer's	 parents,	 were	 all	 in	 a	 state	 of	 agitation.	 So	 I	 wasn't	 surprised
when	Sudheer	turned	up	in	my	room	to	announce	that	he	was	on	his	way	to	Nahan,
to	study	at	an	Inter-college	there.

Nahan	was	a	small	hill	town	about	sixty	miles	from	Dehra.	Sudheer	was	banished
to	the	home	of	his	mama,	an	uncle	who	was	a	sub-inspector	in	the	local	police	force.



He	had	promised	to	see	that	Sudheer	stayed	out	of	trouble.
Whether	he	succeeded	or	not,	I	could	not	tell,	for	a	couple	of	months	later	I	gave

up	my	rooms	in	Dehra	and	left	for	Delhi.	I	lost	touch	with	Sudheer's	family,	and	it
was	 only	 several	 years	 later,	 when	 I	 bumped	 into	 an	 old	 acquaintance,	 that	 I	was
given	news	of	my	erstwhile	friend.

He	had	apparently	done	quite	well	 for	himself.	Taking	off	 for	Calcutta,	he	had
used	his	charm	and	his	fluent	English	to	land	a	job	as	an	assistant	011	a	tea-estate.
Here	 he	 had	 proved	 quite	 efficient,	 earning	 the	 approval	 of	 his	 manager	 and
employers.	But	his	roving	eyes	soon	got	him	into	trouble.	The	women	working	in
the	 tea	 gardens	 became	 prey	 to	 his	 amorous	 and	 amoral	 nature.	 Keeping	 one
mistress	 was	 acceptable.	 Keeping	 several	 was	 asking	 for	 trouble.	 He	 was	 found
dead,	early	one	morning	with	his	throat	cut.

	

2	
THE	ROYAL	CAFÉ	SET

Dehra	was	going	 through	a	 slump	 in	 those	days,	 and	 there	wasn't	much	work	 for
anyone	—	least	of	all	for	my	neighbour,	Suresh	Mathur,	an	Income	Tax	lawyer,	who
was	broke	for	two	reasons.	To	begin	with,	there	was	not	much	work	going	around,
as	those	with	taxable	incomes	were	few	and	far	between.	Apart	from	that,	when	he
did	get	work,	he	was	slow	and	half-hearted	about	getting	it	done.	This	was	because
he	seldom	got	up	before	eleven	in	the	morning,	and	by	the	time	he	took	a	bus	down
from	Rajpur	 and	 reached	 his	 own	 small	 office	 (next	 door	 to	my	 rooms),	 or	 the
Income	Tax	office	a	little	further	on,	it	was	lunch-time	and	all	the	tax	officials	were
out.	 Suresh	 would	 then	 repair	 to	 the	 Royal	 Cafe	 for	 a	 beer	 or	 two	 (often	 at	 my
expense)	and	this	would	stretch	into	a	gin	and	tonic,	after	which	he	would	stagger	up
to	 his	 first	 floor	 office	 and	 collapse	 on	 the	 sofa	 for	 an	 afternoon	 nap.	He	would
wake	up	at	six,	after	the	Income	Tax	office	had	closed.

I	occupied	two	rooms	next	to	his	office,	and	we	were	on	friendly	terms,	sharing
an	 enthusiasm	 for	 the	 humorous	 works	 of	 P.G.	Wodehouse.	 I	 think	 he	 modelled
himself	 on	Bertie	Wooster	 for	 he	would	 often	 turn	 up	wearing	mauve	 or	 yellow
socks	 or	 a	 pink	 shirt	 and	 a	 bright	 green	 tie	 —	 enough	 to	 make	 anyone	 in	 his
company	feel	quite	liverish.	Unlike	Bertie	Wooster,	he	did	not	have	a	Jeeves	to	look
after	him	and	get	him	out	of	various	scrapes.	I	tried	not	to	be	too	friendly,	as	Suresh
was	in	the	habit	of	borrowing	lavishly	from	all	his	friends,	conveniently	forgetting
to	 return	 the	 amounts.	 I	 wasn't	 well	 off	 and	 could	 ill	 afford	 the	 company	 of	 a
spendthrift	friend.	Sudheer	was	trouble	enough.

Dehra,	in	those	days,	was	full	of	people	living	on	borrowed	money	or	no	money



at	all.	Hence,	the	large	number	of	disconnected	telephone	and	electric	lines.	I	did	not
have	 electricity	myself,	 simply	 because	 the	 previous	 tenant	 had	 taken	 off,	 leaving
me	with	outstandings	of	over	a	thousand	rupees,	 then	a	princely	sum.	My	monthly
income	 seldom	 exceeded	 five	 hundred	 rupees.	 No	 matter.	 There	 was	 plenty	 of
kerosene	available,	and	the	oil	lamp	lent	a	romantic	glow	to	my	literary	endeavours.

Looking	back,	I	am	amazed	at	the	number	of	people	who	were	quite	broke.	There
was	 William	 Matheson,	 a	 Swissjournalist,	 whose	 remittances	 from	 Zurich	 never
seemed	 to	 turn	 up;	 my	 landlady,	 whose	 husband	 had	 deserted	 her	 two	 years
previously;	Mr.	Madan,	who	 dealt	 in	 second-hand	 cars	which	 no	 one	wanted;	 the
owner	of	the	corner	restaurant,	who	sat	in	solitary	splendour	surrounded	by	empty
tables;	and	the	proprietor	of	the	Ideal	Book	Depot,	who	was	selling	off	his	stock	of
unsold	books	and	becoming	a	departmental	store.	We	complain	that	few	people	buy
or	read	books	today,	but	I	can	assure	you	that	there	were	even	fewer	customers	in
the	fifties	and	sixties.	Only	doctors,	dentists,	and	the	proprietors	of	English	schools
were	making	money.

Suresh	 spent	 whatever	 cash	 came	 his	 way,	 and	 borrowed	 more.	 He	 had	 an
advantage	 over	 the	 rest	 of	 us	—	 he	 owned	 an	 old	 bungalow,	 inherited	 from	 his
father,	up	at	Rajpur	 in	 the	 foothills,	where	he	 lived	alone	with	an	old	manservant.
And	 owning	 a	 property	 gave	 him	 some	 standing	with	 his	 creditors.	 The	 grounds
boasted	of	a	mango	and	lichi	orchard,	and	these	he	gave	out	on	contract	every	year,
so	 that	 his	 friends	 did	 not	 even	 get	 to	 enjoy	 some	 of	 his	 produce.	 The	 proceeds
helped	 him	 to	 pay	 his	 office	 rent	 in	 town,	 with	 a	 little	 left	 over	 to	 give	 small
amounts	on	account	to	the	owner	of	the	Royal	Café.

If	 a	 lawyer	 could	 be	 hard	 up,	what	 chance	 had	 a	 journalist?	And	 yet,	William
Matheson	had	everything	going	for	him	from	the	start,	when	he	came	out	to	India	as
an	assistant	 to	Von	Hesseltein,	correspondent	for	some	of	the	German	papers.	Von
Hesseltein	passed	on	some	of	the	assignments	to	William,	and	for	a	 time,	all	went
well.	William	lived	with	Von	Hesseltein	and	his	family,	and	was	also	friendly	with
Suresh,	often	paying	for	the	drinks	at	the	Royal	Cafe.	Then	William	committed	the
folly	(if	not	the	sin)	of	having	an	affair	with	Von	Hesseltein's	wife.	Von	Hesseltein
was	 not	 the	 understanding	 sort.	 He	 threw	William	 out	 of	 the	 house	 and	 stopped
giving	him	work.

William	hired	an	old	typewriter	and	set	himself	up	as	a	correspondent	in	his	own
right,	 living	and	working	 from	a	 room	 in	 the	Doon	Guest	House.	At	 first	he	was
welcome	 there,	 having	 paid	 a	 three-month	 advance	 for	 room	 and	 board.	 He
bombarded	the	Swiss	and	German	papers	with	his	articles,	but	there	were	very	few
takers.	 No	 one	 in	 Europe	 was	 really	 interested	 in	 India's	 five	 year	 plans,	 or
Corbusier's	Chandigarh,	or	the	Bhakra-Nangal	Dam.	Book	publishing	in	India	was
confined	to	 textbooks,	otherwise	William	might	have	published	a	vivid	account	of
his	experiences	in	the	French	Foreign	Legion.	After	two	or	three	rums	at	the	Royal



Cafe,	he	would	regale	us	with	tales	of	his	exploits	in	the	Legion,	before	and	after	the
siege	 of	 Dien	 Bien-Phu.	 Some	 of	 his	 stories	 had	 the	 ring	 of	 truth,	 others
(particularly	his	 sexual	exploits)	were	obviously	 tall	 tales;	but	 I	was	happy	 to	pay
for	the	beer	or	coffee	in	order	to	hear	him	spin	them	out.

Those	were	glorious	days	for	an	unknown	freelance	writer.	 I	was	realizing	my
dream	of	 living	by	my	pen,	 and	 I	was	doing	 it	 from	a	 small	 town	 in	north	 India,
having	turned	my	back	on	both	London	and	New	Delhi.	I	had	110	ambitions	to	be	a
great	writer,	or	even	a	famous	one,	or	even	a	rich	one.	All	I	wanted	to	do	was	write.
And	I	wanted	a	few	readers	and	the	occasional	cheque	so	I	could	carry	on	living	my
dream.

The	 cheques	 came	 along	 in	 their	 own	 desultory	way	—	 fifty	 rupees	 from	 the
Weekly,	or	thirty-five	from	The	Statesman	or	the	same	from	Sport	and	Pastime,	and
so	 on	 —just	 enough	 to	 get	 by,	 and	 to	 be	 the	 envy	 of	 Suresh	 Mathur,	 William
Matheson,	 and	 a	 few	 others,	 professional	 people	 who	 felt	 that	 I	 had	 no	 business
earning	more	then	they	did.	Suresh	even	declared	that	I	should	have	been	paying	tax,
and	offered	to	represent	me,	his	other	clients	having	gone	elsewhere.

And	there	was	old	Colonel	Wilkie,	living	on	a	small	pension	in	a	corner	room	of
the	 White	 House	 Hotel.	 His	 wife	 had	 left	 him	 some	 years	 before,	 presumably
because	of	his	drinking,	but	he	 claimed	 to	have	 left	 her	because	of	her	obsession
with	 moving	 the	 furniture	 —	 it	 seems	 she	 was	 always	 shifting	 things	 about,
changing	rooms,	throwing	out	perfectly	sound	tables	and	chairs	and	replacing	them
with	 fancy	 stuff	 picked	 up	 here	 and	 there.	 If	 he	 took	 a	 liking	 to	 a	 particular	 easy
chair	and	showed	signs	of	setting	down	in	it,	it	would	disappear	the	next	day	to	be
replaced	by	something	horribly	ugly	and	uncomfortable.

"It	was	a	form	of	mental	 torture,"	said	Colonel	Wilkie,	confiding	 in	me	over	a
glass	of	beer	on	die	White	House	verandah.	"The	sitting	room	was	cluttered	with	all
sorts	of	ornamental	junk	and	flimsy	side	tables,	so	that	I	was	constantly	falling	over
the	damn	things.	It	was	like	a	minefield!	And	the	mines	were	never	in	the	same	place.
You've	noticed	that	I	walk	with	a	limp?"

"First	World	War?"	I	ventured.	"Wounded	at	Ypres?	or	was	it	Flanders?"
"Nothing	of	the	sort,"	snorted	the	colonel.	"I	did	get	one	or	two	flesh	wounds	but

they	 were	 nothing	 as	 compared	 to	 the	 damage	 inflicted	 on	 me	 by	 those	 damned
shifting	tables	and	chairs.	Fell	over	a	coffee	table	and	dislocated	my	shoulder.	Then
broke	an	ankle	negotiating	a	 stool	 that	was	 in	 the	wrong	place.	Bookshelf	 fell	 on
me.	Tripped	on	a	rolled	up	carpet.	Hit	by	a	curtain	rod.	Would	you	have	put	up	with
it?"

"No,"	I	had	to	admit.
"Had	 to	 leave	her,	 of	 course.	She	went	 off	 to	England.	Send	her	 an	 allowance.

Half	my	pension!	All	spent	on	furniture!"
"It's	a	superstition	of	sorts,	I	suppose.	Collecting	things."



The	colonel	 told	me	that	 the	final	straw	was	when	his	favourite	spring	bed	had
suddenly	been	replaced	by	a	bed	made	up	of	hard	wooden	slats.	It	was	sheer	torture
trying	 to	 sleep	 on	 it,	 and	 he	 had	 left	 his	 house	 and	moved	 into	 the	White	House
Hotel	as	a	permanent	guest.

Now	he	couldn't	allow	anyone	 to	 touch	or	 tidy	up	anything	 in	his	 room.	There
were	 beer	 stains	 on	 the	 tablecloth,	 cobwebs	 on	 his	 family	 pictures,	 dust	 on	 his
books,	 empty	medicine	 bottles	 on	 his	 dressing	 table,	 and	mice	 nesting	 in	 his	 old,
discarded	 boots.	 He	 had	 gone	 to	 the	 other	 extreme	 and	 wouldn't	 have	 anything
changed	or	moved	in	his	room.

I	didn't	see	much	of	the	room	because	we	usually	sat	out	on	the	verandah,	waited
upon	by	one	of	the	hotel	bearers,	who	came	over	with	bottles	of	beer	that	I	dutifully
paid	for,	the	colonel	having	exhausted	his	credit.	I	suppose	he	was	in	his	late	sixties
then.	He	never	went	anywhere,	not	even	for	a	walk	in	the	compound.	He	blamed	this
inactivity	 on	 his	 gout,	 but	 it	 was	 really	 inertia	 and	 an	 unwillingness	 to	 leave	 the
precincts	of	the	bar,	where	he	could	cadge	the	occasional	drink	from	a	sympathetic
guest.	I	am	that	age	now,	and	not	half	as	active	as	I	used	to	be,	but	there	are	people	to
live	for,	and	tales	to	tell,	and	I	keep	writing.	It	is	important	to	keep	writing.

Colonel	 Wilkie	 had	 given	 up	 on	 life.	 I	 suppose	 he	 could	 have	 gone	 off	 to
England,	but	he	would	have	been	more	miserable	 there,	with	no	one	 to	buy	him	a
drink	(since	he	wasn't	likely	to	reciprocate),	and	the	possibility	of	his	wife	turning
up	again	to	rearrange	the	furniture.

	

3	
'BIBIJI'

My	landlady	was	a	remarkable	woman,	and	this	little	memoir	of	Dehra	in	the	1950s
would	be	incomplete	without	a	sketch	of	hers.

She	would	often	say,	"Ruskin,	one	day	you	must	write	my	life	story,"	and	I	would
promise	to	do	so.	And	although	she	really	deserves	a	book	to	herself,	I	shall	try	to
do	justice	to	her	in	these	few	pages.

She	was,	in	fact,	my	Punjabi	stepfather's	first	wife.	Does	that	sound	confusing?	It
was	certainly	complicated.	And	you	might	well	ask,	why	on	earth	were	you	living
with	your	stepfather's	first	wife	instead	of	your	stepfather	and	mother?

The	answer	 is	simple.	I	got	on	rather	well	with	 this	rotund,	well-built	 lady,	and
sympathised	 with	 her	 predicament.	 She	 had	 been	 married	 at	 a	 young	 age	 to	 my
stepfather,	who	was	something	of	a	playboy,	and	who	ran	the	photographic	saloon
he	had	received	as	part	of	her	dowry.	When	he	left	her	for	my	mother,	he	sold	the
saloon	and	gave	his	first	wife	part	of	 the	premises.	In	order	 to	sustain	herself	and



two	small	children,	she	started	a	small	provision	store	and	thus	became	Dehra's	first
lady	shopkeeper.

I	had	just	started	freelancing	from	Dehra	and	was	not	keen	on	joining	my	mother
and	stepfather	in	Delhi.	When	'Bibiji'	—	as	I	called	her	—	offered	me	a	portion	of
her	flat	on	very	reasonable	terms,	I	accepted	without	hesitation	and	was	to	spend	the
next	two	years	above	her	little	shop	on	Rajpur	Road.	Almost	fifty	years	later,	the	flat
in	still	there,	but	it	is	now	an	ice	cream	parlour!	Poetic	justice,	perhaps.

'Bibiji'	 sold	 the	 usual	 provisions.	Occasionally,	 I	 lent	 a	 helping	 hand	 and	 soon
learnt	the	names	of	the	various	lentils	arrayed	before	us	—	moong,	malka,	masoor,
arhar,	 channa,	 rajma,	 etc.	 She	 bought	 her	 rice,	 flour,	 and	 other	 items	 wholesale
from	the	mandi,	and	sometimes	I	would	accompany	her	on	an	early	morning	march
to	 the	mandi	 (about	 two	miles	 distant)	 where	we	would	 load	 a	 handcart	 with	 her
purchases.	She	was	immensely	strong	and	could	lift	sacks	of	wheat	or	rice	that	left
me	gasping.	 I	can't	 say	 I	blame	my	rather	 skinny	stepfather	 for	 staying	out	of	her
reach.

She	had	a	helper,	a	Bihari	youth,	who	would	trundle	the	cart	back	to	the	shop	and
help	with	the	loading	and	unloading.	Before	opening	the	shop	(at	around	8	a.m.)	she
would	 make	 our	 breakfast	—parathas	With	 my	 favourite	 shalgam	 pickle,	 and	 in
winter,	a	delicious	kanji	made	from	the	juice	of	red	carrots.	When	the	shop	opened,
I	would	go	upstairs	to	do	my	writing	while	she	conducted	the	day's	business.

Sometimes	she	would	ask	me	to	help	her	with	her	accounts,	or	in	making	out	a
bill,	 for	 she	 was	 barely	 literate.	 But	 she	 was	 an	 astute	 shopkeeper;	 she	 knew
instinctively,	who	was	good	for	credit	and	who	was	strictly	nakad	(cash).	She	would
also	 warn	 me	 against	 friends	 who	 borrowed	 money	 without	 any	 intention	 of
returning	 it;	 warnings	 that	 I	 failed	 to	 heed.	 Friends	 in	 perpetual	 need	 there	 were
aplenty	—	Sudheer,	William,	Suresh	and	a	couple	of	others	—	and	I	am	amazed	that
I	didn't	have	to	borrow	too,	considering	the	uncertain	nature	of	my	income.	Those
little	cheques	and	money	orders	from	magazines	did	not	always	arrive	in	time.	But
sooner	or	later	something	did	turn	up.	I	was	very	lucky.

	

	
Bibiji	had	a	friend,	a	neighbour,	Mrs.	Singh,	an	attractive	woman	in	her	thirties	who
smoked	a	hookah	and	regaled	us	with	tales	of	ghosts	and	chudails	from	her	village
near	Agra.	We	did	not	see	much	of	her	husband	who	was	an	excise	inspector.	He	was
busy	making	money.

Bibiji	and	Mrs.	Singh	were	almost	 inseparable,	which	was	quite	understandable
in	view	of	the	fact	that	both	had	absentee	husbands.	They	were	really	happy	together.
During	 the	 day	Mrs.	 Singh	 would	 sit	 in	 the	 shop,	 observing	 the	 customers.	 And
afterwards	she	would	entertain	us	to	clever	imitations	of	the	more	odd	or	eccentric
among	them.	At	night,	after	the	shop	was	closed,	Bibiji	and	her	friend	would	make



themselves	comfortable	on	the	same	cot	(creaking	beneath	their	combined	weights),
wrap	 themselves	 in	a	 razai	or	blanket	and	 invite	me	 to	sit	on	 the	next	charpai	and
listen	to	their	yarns	or	tell	them	a	few	of	my	own.	Mrs.	Singh	had	a	small	son,	not
very	 bright,	who	was	 continually	 eating	 laddoos,	 jalebis,	 barfis	 and	 other	 sweets.
Quite	appropriately,	he	was	called	Laddoo.	And	I	believe,	he	grew	into	one.

Bibiji's	 son	 and	 daughter	 were	 then	 at	 a	 residential	 school.	 They	 came	 home
occasionally.	So	did	Mr.	Singh,	with	more	sweets	for	his	son.	He	did	not	appear	to
find	anything	unusual	 in	his	wife's	 intimate	 relationship	with	Bibiji.	His	mind	was
obviously	on	other	things.

Bibiji	 and	Mrs.	 Singh	 both	 made	 plans	 to	 get	 me	 married.	When	 I	 protested,
saying	I	was	only	twenty-three,	they	said	I	was	old	enough.	Bibiji	had	an	eye	on	an
Anglo-Indian	schoolteacher	who	sometimes	came	to	the	shop,	but	Mrs.	Singh	turned
her	down,	saying	she	had	very	spindly	legs.	Instead,	she	suggested	the	daughter	of
the	local	padre,	a	glamourous-looking,	dusky	beauty,	but	Bibiji	vetoed	the	proposal,
saying	the	young	lady	used	too	much	make-up	and	already	displayed	too	much	fat
around	 the	 waistline.	 Both	 agreed	 that	 I	 should	 marry	 a	 plain-looking	 girl	 who
could	cook,	use	a	sewing	machine,	and	speak	a	little	English.

"And	be	strong	in	the	legs,"	I	added,	much	to	Mrs.	Singh's	approval.
They	did	not	know	it,	but	I	was	enamoured	of	Kamla,	a	girl	from	the	hills,	who

lived	 with	 her	 parents	 in	 quarters	 behind	 the	 flat.	 She	 was	 always	 giving	 me
mischievous	 glances	 with	 her	 dark,	 beautiful,	 expressive	 eyes.	 And	 whenever	 I
passed	her	on	the	landing,	we	exchanged	pleasantries	and	friendly	banter;	it	was	as
though	we	had	known	each	other	for	a	long	time.	But	she	was	already	betrothed,	and
that	 too	to	a	much	older	man,	a	widower,	who	owned	some	land	outside	the	town.
Kamla's	 family	was	 poor,	 her	 father	was	 in	 debt,	 and	 it	was	 to	 be	 a	marriage	 of
convenience.	There	was	nothing	much	I	could	do	about	it	—	landless,	and	without
prospects	—	but	 after	 the	marriage	 had	 taken	 place	 and	 she	 had	 left	 for	 her	 new
home,	I	befriended	her	younger	brother	and	through	him	sent	her	my	good	wishes
from	time	to	time.	She	is	just	a	distant	memory	now,	but	a	bright	one,	like	a	forget-
me-not	blooming	on	a	bare	rock.	Would	I	have	married	her,	had	I	been	able	to?	She
was	simple,	unlettered;	but	I	might	have	taken	the	chance.

Those	two	years	on	Rajpur	Road	were	an	eventful	time,	what	with	the	visitations
of	Sudheer,	 the	 company	of	William	and	Suresh,	 the	participation	 in	Bibiji's	 little
shop,	 the	evanescent	 friendship	with	Kantia.	 I	did	a	 lot	of	writing	and	even	sold	a
few	stories	here	and	there;	but	the	returns	were	modest,	barely	adequate.	Everyone
was	urging	me	to	try	my	luck	in	Delhi.	And	so	I	bid	goodbye	to	sleepy	little	Dehra
(as	it	 then	was)	and	took	a	bus	to	the	capital.	I	did	no	better	there	as	a	writer,	but	I
found	a	job	of	sorts	and	that	kept	me	going	for	a	couple	of	years.

But	to	return	to	Bibiji,	I	cannot	just	leave	her	in	limbo.	She	continued	to	run	her
shop	for	several	years,	and	it	was	only	failing	health	that	forced	her	to	close	it.	She



sold	the	business	and	went	to	live	with	her	married	daughter	in	New	Delhi.	I	saw	her
from	 time	 to	 time.	 In	 spite	 of	 high	 blood	 pressure,	 diabetes,	 and	 eventually
blindness,	she	lived	on	into	her	eighties.	She	was	always	glad	to	see	me,	and	never
gave	up	trying	to	find	a	suitable	bride	for	me.

The	 last	 time	I	saw	her,	shortly	before	she	died,	she	said,	"Ruskin,	 there	 is	 this
widow	—	 lady	who	 lives	down	 the	 road	and	comes	over	 sometimes.	She	has	 two
children	but	they	are	grown	up.	She	feels	lonely	in	her	big	house.	If	you	like,	I'll	talk
to	her.	Its	time	you	settled	down.	And	she's	only	sixty."

"Thanks,	Bibiji,"	I	said,	holding	both	ears.	"But	I	think	I'll	settle	down	in	my	next
life."



Eleven

Midwinter,	Deserted	Hill	Station

I	see	you	every	day
Walk	barefoot	on	the	frozen	ground.
I	want	to	be	your	friend,
But	you	look	the	other	way.
	
I	see	you	every	day
Go	hungry	in	the	bitter	cold;
I'd	gladly	share	my	food,
But	you	look	the	other	way.
	
I	hear	you	every	night
Cough	desolately	in	the	dark;
I'd	share	my	warmth	with	you,
But	you	look	the	other	way.
	
I	see	you	every	day
Pass	lonely	on	my	lonely	way.
I'd	gladly	walk	with	you;
But	you	turn	away.



	



Twelve

Adventures	in	Reading

1	
BEAUTY	IN	SMALL	BOOKS

YOU	 DON'T	 SEE	 THEM	 SO	 OFTEN	 NOW,	 THOSE	 TINY	 BOOKS	 AND
almanacs	 —	 genuine	 pocket	 books	 —	 once	 so	 popular	 with	 our	 parents	 and
grandparents;	much	smaller	than	the	average	paperback,	often	smaller	than	the	palm
of	the	hand.	With	the	advent	of	coffee-table	books,	new	books	keep	growing	bigger
and	bigger,	 rivalling	 tombstones!	And	one	day,	 like	Alice	after	drinking	 from	 the
wrong	bottle,	 they	will	 reach	 the	ceiling	and	won't	have	anywhere	else	 to	go.	The
average	 publisher,	 who	 apparently	 believes	 that	 large	 profits	 are	 linked	 to	 large
books,	must	 look	upon	 these	old	miniatures	with	amusement	or	 scorn.	They	were
not	 meant	 for	 a	 coffee	 table,	 true.	 They	 were	 meant	 for	 true	 book-lovers	 and
readers,	for	they	took	up	very	little	space	—	you	could	slip	them	into	your	pocket
without	any	discomfort,	either	to	you	or	to	the	pocket.

I	have	a	small	collection	of	these	little	books,	treasured	over	the	years.	Foremost
is	 my	 father's	 prayer-book	 and	 psalter,	 with	 his	 name,	 "Aubrey	 Bond,	 Lovedale,
1917",	inscribed	on	the	inside	back	cover.	Lovedale	is	a	school	in	the	Nilgiri	Hills
in	south	India,	where,	as	a	young	man,	he	did	his	teacher's	training.	He	gave	it	to	me
soon	 after	 I	 went	 to	 a	 boarding	 school	 in	 Shimla	 in	 1944,	 and	my	 own	 name	 is
inscribed	on	it	in	his	beautiful	handwriting.

Another	beautiful	little	prayer-book	in	my	collection	is	called	The	Finger	Prayer
Book.	Bound	in	soft	 leather,	 it	 is	about	 the	same	length	and	breadth	as	 the	average
middle	finger.	Replete	with	psalms,	it	is	the	complete	book	of	common	prayer	and
not	an	abridgement;	a	marvel	of	miniature	book	production.

Not	much	larger	is	a	delicate	item	in	calf-leather,	The	Humour	oj	Charles	Lamb.
It	fits	into	my	wallet	and	often	stays	there.	It	has	a	tiny	portrait	of	the	great	essayist,
followed	by	some	thirty	to	forty	extracts	from	his	essays,	such	as	this	favourite	of
mine:	"Every	dead	man	must	take	upon	himself	to	be	lecturing	me	with	his	odious
truism,	that	'Such	as	he	is	now,	I	must	shortly	be'.	Not	so	shortly	friend,	perhaps	as



thou	imaginest.	In	the	meantime,	I	am	alive.	I	move	about.	I	am	worth	twenty	of	thee.
Know	thy	betters!"

No	fatalist,	Lamb.	He	made	no	compromise	with	Father	Time.	He	affirmed	that	in
age	we	must	be	as	glowing	and	tempestuous	as	in	youth!	And	yet	Lamb	is	thought	to
be	an	old-fashioned	writer.

Another	 favourite	 among	my	"little"	books	 is	 The	Pocket	 Trivet,	An	Anthology
for	Optimists,	 published	 by	 The	 Morning	 Post	 newspaper	 in	 1932.	 But	 what	 is	 a
trivet?	 the	unenlightened	may	well	 ask.	Well,	 it's	 a	 stand	 for	a	 small	pot	or	kettle,
fixed	securely	over	a	grate.	To	be	right	as	a	trivet	is	to	be	perfectly	right.	Just	right,
like	 the	 short	 sayings	 in	 this	 book,	 which	 is	 further	 enlivened	 by	 a	 number	 of
charming	 woodcuts	 based	 on	 the	 seventeenth	 century	 originals;	 such	 as	 the
illustration	of	a	moth	hovering	over	a	candle	 flame	and	below	 it	 the	 legend	—	"I
seeke	mine	owne	hurt."

But	the	sayings	are	mostly	of	a	cheering	nature,	such	as	Emerson's	"Hitch	your
wagon	 to	a	 star!"	or	 the	West	 Indian	proverb:	"Every	day	no	Christmas,	an'	every
day	no	rainy	day."

My	 book	 of	 trivets	 is	 a	 happy	 example	 of	 much	 concentrated	 wisdom	 being
collected	 in	 a	 small	 space	—	 the	 beauty	 separated	 from	 the	 dross.	 It	 helps	me	 to
forget	 the	 dilapidated	 building	 in	 which	 I	 live	 and	 to	 look	 instead,	 at	 the	 ever-
changing	cloud	patterns	as	seen	from	my	bedroom	windows.	There	is	no	end	to	the
shapes	made	by	the	clouds,	or	to	the	stories	they	set	off	in	my	head.	We	don't	have	to
circle	the	world	in	order	to	find	beauty	and	fulfilment.	After	all,	most	of	living	has
to	 happen	 in	 the	mind.	 And,	 to	 quote	 one	 anonymous	 sage	 from	my	 trivet,	 "The
world	is	only	the	size	of	each	man's	head."

2	
WRITTEN	BY	HAND

Amongst	 the	 current	 fraternity	 of	 writers,	 I	 must	 be	 that	 very	 rare	 person	—	 an
author	who	actually	writes	by	hand!

Soon	 after	 the	 invention	 of	 the	 typewriter,	 most	 editors	 and	 publishers
understandably	refused	to	look	at	any	mansucript	that	was	handwritten.	A	decade	or
two	 earlier,	 when	 Dickens	 and	 Balzac	 had	 submitted	 their	 hefty	 manuscrips	 in
longhand,	no	one	had	raised	any	objection.	Had	their	handwriting	been	awful,	their
manuscripts	would	still	have	been	read.	Fortunately	for	all	concerned,	most	writers,
famous	or	 obscure,	 took	pains	 over	 their	 handwriting.	For	 some,	 it	was	 an	 art	 in
itself,	and	many	of	those	early	manuscripts	are	a	pleasure	to	look	at	and	read.

And	 it	 wasn't	 only	 authors	 who	 wrote	 with	 an	 elegant	 hand.	 Parents	 and
grandparents	of	most	of	us	had	distinctive	styles	of	their	own.	I	still	have	my	father's
last	letter,	written	to	me	when	I	was	at	boarding	school	in	Shimla	some	fifty	years



ago.	He	used	large,	beautifully	formed	letters,	and	his	thoughts	seemed	to	have	the
same	flow	and	clarity	as	his	handwriting.

In	his	letter	he	advises	me	(then	a	nine-year-old)	about	my	own	handwriting;	"I
wanted	 to	write	before	about	your	writing.	Ruskin....	Sometimes	 I	get	 letters	 from
you	in	very	small	writing,	as	if	you	wanted	to	squeeze	everything	into	one	sheet	of
letter	paper.	It	is	not	good	for	you	or	for	your	eyes,	to	get	into	the	habit	of	writing
too	 small...	 Try	 and	 form	 a	 larger	 style	 of	 handwriting	 —	 use	 more	 paper	 if
necessary!"

I	did	my	best	to	follow	his	advice,	and	I'm	glad	to	report	that	after	nearly	forty
years	of	the	writing	life,	most	people	can	still	read	my	handwriting!

Word	 processors	 are	 all	 the	 rage	 now,	 and	 I	 have	 no	 objection	 to	 these
mechanical	aids	any	more	than	I	have	to	my	old	Olympia	typewriter,	made	in	1956
and	 still	 going	 strong.	 Although	 I	 do	 all	 my	 writing	 in	 longhand,	 I	 follow	 the
conventions	by	typing	a	second	draft.	But	I	would	not	enjoy	my	writing	if	I	had	to
do	 it	 straight	on	 to	a	machine.	 It	 isn't	 just	 the	pleasure	of	writing	 longhand.	 I	 like
taking	my	notebooks	and	writing-pads	to	odd	places.	This	particular	essay	is	being
written	on	the	steps	of	my	small	cottage	facing	Pari	Tibba	(Fairy	Hill).	Part	of	the
reason	for	sitting	here	is	that	there	is	a	new	postman	on	this	route,	and	I	don't	want
him	to	miss	me.

For	a	freelance	writer,	the	postman	is	almost	as	important	as	a	publisher.	I	could,
of	course,	sit	here	doing	nothing,	but	as	I	have	pencil	and	paper	with	me,	and	feel
like	using	them,	I	shall	write	until	the	postman	comes	and	maybe	after	he	has	gone,
too!	There	is	really	no	way	in	which	I	could	set	up	a	word-processor	on	these	steps.

There	are	a	number	of	favourite	places	where	I	do	my	writing.	One	is	under	the
chestnut	 tree	 on	 the	 slope	 above	 the	 cottage.	Word	 processors	were	 not	 designed
keeping	mountain	slopes	in	mind.	But	armed	with	a	pen	(or	pencil)	and	paper,	I	can
lie	 on	 the	 grass	 and	write	 for	 hours.	On	 one	 occasion,	 last	month,	 I	 did	 take	my
typewriter	into	the	garden,	and	I	am	still	trying	to	extricate	an	acorn	from	under	the
keys,	while	the	roller	seems	permanently	stained	yellow	with	some	fine	pollen-dust
from	the	deodar	trees.

My	friends	keep	telling	me	about	all	the	wonderful	things	I	can	do	with	a	word
processor,	but	they	haven't	got	around	to	finding	me	one	that	I	can	take	to	bed,	for
that	 is	another	place	where	 I	do	much	of	my	writing	—	especially	on	cold	winter
nights,	when	it	is	impossible	to	keep	the	cottage	warm.

While	the	wind	howls	outside,	and	snow	piles	up	on	the	window-sill,	I	am	warm
under	my	quilt,	writing	pad	on	my	knees,	ballpoint	pen	at	the	ready.	And	if,	next	day,
the	 weather	 is	 warm	 and	 sunny,	 these	 simple	 aids	 will	 accompany	me	 on	 a	 long
walk,	 ready	 for	 instant	 use	 should	 I	 wish	 to	 record	 an	 incident,	 a	 prospect,	 a
conversation,	or	simply	a	train	of	thought.

When	 I	 think	of	 the	 great	 eighteenth	 and	nineteenth	 century	writers,	 scratching



away	with	their	quill	pens,	filling	hundreds	of	pages	every	month,	I	am	amazed	to
find	 that	 their	 handwriting	 did	 not	 deteriorate	 into	 the	 sort	 of	 hieroglyphics	 that
often	make	up	the	average	doctor's	prescription	today.	They	knew	they	had	to	write
legibly,	if	only	for	the	sake	of	the	typesetters.

Both	Dickens	and	Thackeray	had	good,	clear,	flourishing	styles.	(Thackeray	was
a	 clever	 illustrator,	 too.)	 Somerset	 Maugham	 had	 an	 upright,	 legible	 hand.
Churchill's	neat	handwriting	never	wavered,	even	when	he	was	under	stress.	 I	 like
the	 bold,	 clear,	 straighforward	 hand	 of	 Abraham	 Lincoln;	 it	 mirrors	 the	 man.
Mahatma	 Gandhi,	 another	 great	 soul	 who	 fell	 to	 the	 assassin's	 bullet,	 had	 many
similarities	of	both	handwriting	and	outlook.

Not	 everyone	 had	 a	 beautiful	 hand.	King	Heniy	VIII	 had	 an	 untidy	 scrawl,	 but
then,	he	was	not	a	man	of	much	refinement.	Guy	Fawkes,	who	tried	to	blow	up	the
British	Parliament,	had	a	very	shaky	hand.	With	such	a	quiver,	no	wonder	he	failed
in	 his	 attempt!	 Hitler's	 signature	 is	 ugly,	 as	 you	 would	 expect.	 And	 Napoleon's
doesn't	seem	to	know	where	to	stop;	how	much	like	the	man!

I	think	my	father	was	right	when	he	said	handwriting	was	often	the	key	to	a	man's
character,	and	that	large	well-formed	letters	went	with	an	uncluttered	mind.	Florence
Nightingale	had	a	lovely	handwriting,	the	hand	of	a	caring	person.	And	there	were
many	like	her,	amongst	our	forebears.

3	
WORDS	AND	PICTURES

When	 I	was	 a	 small	 boy,	 no	Christmas	was	 really	 complete	 unless	my	Christmas
stocking	contained	several	recent	 issues	of	my	favourite	comic	paper.	If	 today	my
friends	complain	 that	 I	 am	 too	voracious	 a	 reader	of	books,	 they	have	only	 these
comics	 to	 blame;	 for	 they	 were	 the	 origin,	 if	 not	 of	 my	 tastes	 in	 reading,	 then
certainly	of	the	reading	habit	itself.

I	like	to	think	that	my	conversion	to	comics	began	at	the	age	of	five,	with	a	comic
strip	on	the	children's	page	of	The	Statesman.	 In	 the	 late	1930s,	Benji,	whose	head
later	 appeared	 only	 on	 the	 Benji	 League	 badge,	 had	 a	 strip	 to	 himself;	 I	 don't
remember	 his	 adventures	 very	 clearly,	 but	 every	 day	 (or	 was	 it	 once	 a	 week?)	 I
would	 cut	 out	 the	 Benji	 strip	 and	 paste	 it	 into	 a	 scrapbook.	 Two	 years	 later	 this
scrapbook,	 bursting	 with	 the	 adventures	 of	 Benji,	 accompanied	 me	 to	 boarding
school,	where,	of	course,	it	passed	through	several	hands	before	finally	passing	into
limbo.

Of	course	comics	did	not	 form	 the	only	 reading	matter	 that	 found	 its	way	 into
my	Christmas	stocking.	Before	I	was	eight,	I	had	read	Peter	Pan,	Alice,	and	most	of
Mr.	Midshipman	Easy;	but	 I	 had	also	 consumed	 thousands	of	 comic-papers	which
were,	after	all,	slim	affairs	and	mostly	pictorial,	"certain	little	penny	books	radiant



with	gold	and	rich	with	bad	pictures",	as	Leigh	Hunt	described	the	children's	papers
of	his	own	time.

But	 though	 they	 were	 mostly	 pictorial,	 comics	 in	 those	 days	 did	 have	 a	 fair
amount	 of	 reading	 matter,	 too.	 The	 Hostspur,	 Wizard,	 Magnet	 (a	 victim	 of	 the
Second	World	War)	and	Champion	contained	stories	woven	round	certain	popular
characters.	In	Champion,	which	I	read	regularly	right	through	my	prep	school	years,
there	 was	 Rockfist	 Rogan,	 Royal	 Air	 Force	 (R.A.F.),	 a	 pugilist	 who	 managed	 to
combine	 boxing	 with	 bombing,	 and	 Fireworks	 Flynn,	 a	 footballer	 who	 always
scored	the	winning-goal	in	the	last	two	minutes	of	play.

Billy	Bunter	has,	of	course,	become	one	of	 the	 immortals,	—	almost	a	 subject
for	 literary	 and	 social	 historians.	 Quite	 recently,	 The	 Times	 Literary	 Supplement
devoted	its	first	two	pages	to	an	analysis	of	the	Bunter	stories.	Eminent	lawyers	and
doctors	still	 look	back	nostalgically	 to	 the	arrival	of	 the	weekly	Magnet;	 they	 are
now	the	principal	customers	for	the	special	souvenir	edition	of	the	first	issue	of	the
Magnet,	recently	reprinted	in	facsimile.	Bunter,	'forever	young',	has	become	a	folk-
hero.	He	is	seen	on	stage,	screen	and	television,	and	is	even	quoted	in	the	House	of
Commons.

From	this,	I	take	courage.	My	only	regret	is	that	I	did	not	preserve	my	own	early
comics	—	not	because	of	any	bibliophilic	value	which	they	might	possess	today,	but
because	of	my	sentimental	regard	for	early	influences	in	art	and	literature.

The	first	venture	 in	children's	publishing,	 in	1774	was	a	comic	of	sorts.	 In	 that
year,	John	Newberry	brought	out	:

According	to	Act	of	Parliament	(neatly	bound	and	gilt):	A	Little	Pretty	Pocket-
Book,	 intended	 for	 the	 Instruction	 and	Amusement	 of	Little	Master	Tommy
and	Pretty	Miss	Polly,	with	an	agreeable	Letter	 to	read	from	Jack	 the	Giant-
Killer...

The	 book	 contained	 pictures,	 rhymes	 and	 games.	 Newberry's	 characters	 and
imaginary	 authors	 included	Woglog	 the	 Giant,	 Tommy	 Trip,	 Giles	 Gingerbread,
Nurse	Truelove,	Peregrine	Puzzlebrains,	Primrose	Prettyface,	and	many	others	with
names	similar	to	those	found	in	the	comic-papers	of	our	own	century.

Newberry	was	also	the	originator	of	the	'Amazing	Free	Offer',	so	much	a	part	of
American	comics.	At	the	beginning	of	1755,	he	had	this	to	offer:

Nurse	Truelove's	New	Year	Gift,	or	the	Book	of	Books	for	children,	adorned
with	Cuts	and	designed	as	a	Present	for	every	little	boy	who	would	become	a
great	Man	 and	 ride	 upon	 a	 fine	 Horse;	 and	 to	 eveiy	 little	 Girl	 who	 would
become	a	great	Woman	and	ride	in	a	Lord	Mayor's	gilt	Coach.	Printed	for	the
Author,	who	has	ordered	these	books	to	be	given	gratis	to	all	little	Boys	in	St.
Paul's	churchyard,	they	paying	for	the	Binding,	which	is	only	Two	pence	each



Book.

Many	 of	 today's	 comics	 are	 crude	 and,	 like	many	 television	 serials	 violent	 in
their	appeal.	But	I	did	not	know	American	comics	until	I	was	twelve,	and	by	then	I
had	 become	 quite	 discriminating.	 Superman,	 Bulletman,	 Batman,	 and	 Green
Lantern,	 and	 other	 super	 hexoes	 all	 left	 me	 cold.	 I	 had,	 by	 then,	 passed	 into	 the
world	 of	 real	 books	 but	 the	 weakness	 for	 the	 comic-strip	 remains.	 I	 no	 longer
receive	comics	in	my	Christmas	stocking;	but	I	do	place	a	few	in	the	stockings	of
Gautam	and	Siddharth.	And,	needless	to	say,	I	read	them	right	through	beforehand.



Thirteen

To	Light	a	Fire

To	light	a	fire
We	must	kneel.
To	change	a	tyre,
We	must	descend;
To	pluck	a	flower,
We	bend;
To	lift	a	child,
We	bend	again;
To	touch	an	cider's	feet
We	do	the	same.
For	prayer,	or	play,	or	just	plain	mending,
There's	something	to	be	said	for	bending!



	



Fourteen

A	Song	of	Many	Rivers

WHEN	I	LOOK	DOWN	FROM	THE	HEIGHTS	OF	LANDOUR	TO	THE	broad
valley	of	 the	Doon	 far	below,	 I	 can	 see	 the	 little	Suswa	 river,	 silver	 in	 the	 setting
sun,	 meandering	 through	 fields	 and	 forests	 on	 its	 way	 to	 its	 confluence	 with	 the
Ganga.

The	Suswa	is	a	river	I	knew	well	as	a	boy,	but	it	has	been	many	years	since	I	took
a	dip	in	its	quiet	pools	or	rested	in	the	shade	of	the	tall	spreading	trees	growing	on
its	 banks.	Now	 I	 see	 it	 from	my	windows,	 far	 away,	 dream-like	 in	 the	mist,	 and	 I
keep	promising	myself	that	I	will	visit	it	again,	to	touch	its	waters,	cool	and	clear,
and	feel	its	rounded	pebbles	beneath	my	feet.

It's	a	little	river,	flowing	down	from	the	ancient	Siwaliks	and	running	the	length
of	the	valley	until,	with	its	sister	river	the	Song,	it	slips	into	the	Ganga	just	above	the
holy	city	of	Hardwar.	I	could	wade	across	(except	during	the	monsoon	when	it	was
in	spate)	and	the	water	seldom	rose	above	the	waist	except	in	sheltered	pools,	where
there	were	shoals	of	small	fish.

There	 is	 a	 little	 known	 and	 charming	 legend	 about	 the	 Suswa	 and	 its	 origins,
which	I	have	always	t	easured.	It	tells	us	that	the	Hindu	sage,	Kasyapa,	once	gave	a
great	feast	to	which	all	the	gods	were	invited.	Now	India,	the	God	of	Rain,	while	on
his	way	 to	 the	 entertainment,	 happened	 to	meet	 60,000	 'balkhils'	 (pygmies)	 of	 the
Brahmin	caste,	who	were	trying	in	vain	to	cross	a	cow's	footprint	filled	with	water
—	to	them,	a	vast	lake!

The	god	could	not	restrain	his	amusement.	Peals	of	thunderous	laughter	echoed
across	the	hills.	The	indignant	Brahmins,	determined	to	have	their	revenge,	at	once
set	 to	work	 creating	 a	 second	 Indi	 a,	who	 should	 supplant	 the	 reigning	 god.	This
could	 only	 be	 done	 by	 means	 of	 penance,	 fasting	 and	 self-denial,	 in	 which	 they
persevered	 until	 the	 sweat	 flowing	 from	 their	 tiny	 bodies	 created	 the	 'Suswa'	 or
'flowing	waters'	of	the	little	river.

India,	 alarmed	 at	 the	 effect	 of	 these	 religious	 exercises,	 sought	 the	 help	 of
Brahma,	the	creator,	who	taking	on	the	role	of	a	referee,	interceded	with	the	priests.
Indi	a	was	able	to	keep	his	position	as	the	rain-god.



I	 saw	 no	 pygmies	 or	 fairies	 near	 the	 Suswa,	 but	 I	 did	 see	many	 spotted	 deer,
cheetal,	 coming	 down	 to	 the	water's	 edge	 to	 drink.	 They	 are	 still	 plentiful	 in	 that
area.

	

2	
THE	NAUTCH	GIRL'S	CURSE

At	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the	Doon,	 far	 to	 the	west,	 the	Yamuna	 comes	 down	 from	 the
mountains	and	forms	the	boundary	between	the	states	of	Himachal	and	Uttaranchal.
Today,	 there's	 a	 bridge	 across	 the	 river,	 but	 many	 years	 ago,	 when	 I	 first	 went
across,	it	was	by	means	of	a	small	cable	car,	and	a	very	rickety	one	at	that.

During	 the	 monsoon,	 when	 the	 river	 was	 in	 spate,	 the	 only	 way	 across	 the
swollen	river	was	by	means	of	this	swaying	trolley,	which	was	suspended	by	a	steel
rope	to	two	shaky	wooden	platforms	on	either	bank.	There	followed	a	tedious	bus
journey,	during	which	 some	 sixty-odd	miles	were	 covered	 in	 six	hours.	And	 then
you	were	at	Nahan,	a	small	town	a	little	over	3,000	feet	above	sea	level,	set	amidst
hill	slopes	thick	with	sal	and	shisham	trees.	This	charming	old	town	links	the	sub-
tropical	Siwaliks	to	the	first	foothills	of	the	Himalaya,	a	unique	situation.

The	road	from	Dagshai	and	Shimla	runs	into	Nahan	from	the	north.	No	matter	in
which	direction	you	 look,	 the	view	 is	 a	 fine	one.	To	 the	 south	 stretches	 the	grand
panorama	of	 the	plains	of	Saharanpur	and	Ambala,	 fronted	by	 two	 low	 ranges	of
thickly	forested	hills.	 In	 the	valley	below,	 the	pretty	Markanda	river	winds	 its	way
out	of	the	Kadir	valley.

Nahan's	main	 street	 is	 curved	 and	narrow,	but	well-made	and	paved	with	good
stone.	To	the	left	of	the	town	is	the	former	Raja's	palace.	Nahan	was	once	the	capital
of	the	state	of	Sirmur,	now	part	of	Himachal	Pradesh.	The	original	palace	was	built
some	three	or	four	hundred	years	ago,	but	has	been	added	to	from	time	to	time,	and
is	now	a	large	collection	of	buildings	mostly	in	the	Venetian	style.

I	suppose	Nahan	qualifies	as	a	hill	station,	although	it	can	be	quite	hot	in	summer.
But	unlike	most	hill	 stations,	which	are	 less	 than	 two	hundred	years	old,	Nahan	 is
steeped	in	legend	and	history.

The	old	capital	of	Sirmur	was	destroyed	by	an	earthquake	some	seven	 to	eight
hundred	years	ago.	It	was	situated	some	twenty-four	miles	from	present	day	Nahan,
on	the	west	bank	of	the	Giri,	where	the	river	expands	into	a	lake.	The	ancient	capital
was	totally	destroyed,	with	all	its	inhabitants,	and	apparently	no	record	was	left	of	its
then	ruling	family.	Little	remained	of	the	ancient	city,	just	a	ruined	temple	and	a	few
broken	stone	figures.

As	to	the	cause	of	the	tragedy,	the	traditional	story	is	that	a	nautch	girl	happened



to	visit	Sirmur,	and	performed	some	wonderful	feats.	The	Raja	challenged	the	girl
to	walk	 safely	 over	 the	Giri	 on	 a	 rope,	 offering	 her	 half	 his	 kingdom	 if	 she	was
successful.

The	girl	accepted	the	challenge.	A	rope	was	stretched	across	the	river.	But	before
starting	out,	the	girl	promised	that	if	she	fell	victim	to	any	treachery	on	the	part	of
the	Raja,	 a	 curse	would	 fall	 upon	 the	 city	 and	 it	would	be	destroyed	by	 a	 terrible
catastrophe.

While	 she	 was	 on	 her	 way	 to	 successfully	 carrying	 out	 the	 feat,	 some	 of	 the
Raja's	 people	 cut	 the	 rope.	She	 fell	 into	 the	 river	 and	was	drowned.	As	predicted,
total	destruction	came	to	the	town.

The	founder	of	the	next	line	of	the	Sirmur	Raja	came	from	the	Jaisalmer	family
in	Rajasthan.	He	was	on	a	pilgrimage	to	Hardwar	with	his	wife	when	he	heard	of	the
catastrophe	that	had	immolated	every	member	of	the	state's	ancient	dynasty.	He	went
at	once	with	his	wife	into	the	territory,	and	established	a	Jaisalmer	Raj.	The	descent
from	 the	 first	 Rajput	 ruler	 of.	 Jaisalmer	 stock,	 some	 seven	 hundred	 years	 ago,
followed	 from	 father	 to	 son	 in	 an	 unbroken	 line.	And	 after	much	 intitial	moving
about,	Nahan	was	fixed	upon	as	the	capital.

The	 territory	was	 captured	by	 the	Gurkhas	 in	1803,	but	 twelve	years	 later	 they
were	expelled	by	 the	British	after	 some	severe	 fighting,	 to	which	a	 small	English
cemetery	bears	witness.	The	territory	was	restored	to	the	Raja,	with	the	exception	of
the	Jaunsar	Bawar	region.

Six	or	seven	miles	north	of	Nahan	lies	the	mountain	of	Jaitak,	where	the	Gurkhas
made	 their	 last	desperate"stand.	The	place	 is	worth	a	visit,	not	only	 for	seeing	 the
remains	 of	 the	 Gurkha	 fort,	 but	 also	 for	 the	 magnificent	 view	 the	 mountain
commands.

From	the	northernmost	of	the	mountain's	twin	peaks,	the	whole	south	face	of	the
Himalayas	may	be	seen.	From	west	to	north	you	see	the	rugged	prominences	of	the
Jaunsar	Bawar,	flanked	by	the	Mussoorie	range	of	hills.	It	is	wild	mountain	scenery,
with	a	few	patches	of	cultivation	and	little	villages	nestling	on	the	sides	of	the	hills.
Garhwal	 and	Dehra	Dun	 are	 to	 the	 east,	 and	 as	 you	 go	 downhill	 you	 can	 see	 the
broad	sweep	of	the	Yamuna	as	it	cuts	its	way	through	the	western	Siwaliks.

	

3	
GENTLY	FLOWS	THE	GANGA

The	 Bhagirathi	 is	 a	 beautiful	 river,	 gentle	 and	 caressing	 (as	 compared	 to	 the
turbulent	Alaknanda),	 and	pilgrims	 and	others	 have	 responded	 to	 it	with	 love	 and
respect.	The	god	Shiva	released	the	waters	of	Goddess	Ganga	from	his	locks,	and



she	sped	towards	the	plains	in	the	tracks	of	Prince	Bhagirath's	chariot.
He	held	the	river	on	his	head
And	kept	her	wandering,	where
Dense	as	Himalaya's	woods	were	spread
The	tangles	of	his	hair.

Revered	by	Hindus	and	 loved	by	all,	Goddess	Ganga	weaves	her	spell	over	all
who	come	to	her.

Some	 assert	 that	 the	 true	 Ganga	 (in	 its	 upper	 reaches)	 is	 the	 Alaknanda.
Geographically,	this	may	be	so.	But	tradition	carries	greater	weight	in	the	abode	of
the	Gods	 and	 traditionally	 the	Bhagirathi	 is	 the	Ganga.	Of	 course,	 the	 two	 rivers
meet	at	Devprayag,	in	the	foothills,	and	this	marriage	of	the	waters	settles	the	issue.

Here,	at	the	source	of	the	river,	we	come	to	the	realisation	that	we	are	at	the	veiy
centre	and	heart	of	things.	One	has	an	almost,	primaeval	sense	of	belonging	to	these
mountains	 and	 to	 this	 valley	 in	 particular.	 For	me,	 and	 for	many	who	 have	 been
here,	the	Bhagirathi	is	the	most	beautiful	of	the	four	main	river	valleys	of	Garhwal.

The	Bhagirathi	seems	to	have	everything	—	a	gentle	disposition,	deep	glens	and
forests,	the	ultravision	of	an	open	valley	graced	with	tiers	of	cultivation	leading	up
by	degrees	to	the	peaks	and	glaciers	at	its	head.

At	 Tehri,	 the	 big	 dam	 slows	 clown	 Prince	 Bhagirath's	 chariot.	 But	 upstream,
from	Bhatwari	to	Harsil,	there	are	extensive	pine	forests.	They	fill	the	ravines	and
plateaus,	before	giving	way	to	yew	and	cypress,	oak	and	chestnut.	Above	9,000	feet
the	deodar	(devdar,	tree	of	the	gods)	is	the	principal	tree.	It	grows	to	a	little	distance
above	Gangotri,	and	then	gives	way	to	the	birch,	which	is	found	in	patches	to	within
half	a	mile	of	the	glacier.

It	was	 the	valuable	 timber	of	 the	deodar	 that	 attracted	 the	 adventurer	Frederick
'Pahari'	Wilson	 to	 the	 valley	 in	 the	 1850s.	He	 leased	 the	 forests	 from	 the	Raja	 of
Tehri,	and	within	a	few	years	he	had	made	a	fortune.	From	his	home	and	depot	at
Harsil,	he	would	float	the	logs	downstream	to	Tehri,	where	they	would	be	sawn	up
and	despatched	to	buyers	in	the	cities.

Bridge-building	was	another	of	Wilson's	ventures.	The	most	famous	of	these	was
a	 350	 feet	 suspension	 bridge	 at	 Bhaironghat,	 over	 1,200	 feet	 above	 the	 young
Bhagirathi	where	it	thunders	through	a	deep	defile.	This	rippling	contraption	was	at
first	a	source	of	terror	to	travellers,	and	only	a	few	ventured	across	it.	To	reassure
people,	Wilson	would	mount	his	horse	and	gallop	 to	and	 fro	across	 the	bridge.	 It
has	 since	 collapsed,	 but	 local	 people	 will	 tell	 you	 that	 the	 ghostly	 hoof	 beats	 of
Wilson's	 horse	 can	 still	 be	 heard	 on	 full	 moon	 nights.	 The	 supports	 of	 the	 old
bridge	were	massive	deodar	trunks,	and	they	can	still	be	seen	to	one	side	of	the	new
road	bridge	built	by	engineers	of	the	Northern	Railway.

Wilson	married	a	local	girl,	Gulabi,	the	daughter	of	a	drummer	from	Mukbha,	a
village	 a	 few	 miles	 above	 Harsil.	 He	 acquired	 properties	 in	 Dehra	 Dun	 and



Mussoorie,	and	his	wife	lived	there	in	some	style,	giving	him	three	sons.	Two	died
young.	 The	 third,	 Charlie	Wilson,	 went	 through	most	 of	 his	 father's	 fortune.	 His
grave	lies	next	to	my	grandfather's	grave	in	the	old	Dehra	Dun	cemetery.	Gulabi	is
buried	in	Mussoorie,	next	to	her	husband.	I	wrote	this	haiku	for	her:

Her	beauty	brought	her	fame,
But	only	the	wild	rose	growing	beside	her	grave
Is	there	to	hear	her	whispered	name—
Gulabi.

I	remember	old	Mrs.	Wilson,	Charlie's	widow,	when	I	was	a	boy	in	Dehra.	She
lived	next	door	in	what	was	the	last	of	the	Wilson	properties.	Her	nephew,	Geoffrey
Davis,	went	to	school	with	me	in	Shimla,	and	later	joined	the	Indian	Air	Force.	But
luck	never	went	the	way	of	Wilson's	descendants,	and	Geoffrey	died	when	his	plane
crashed.

In	 the	 old	 days,	 before	motorable	 roads	 opened	 up	 the	 border	 states,	 only	 the
staunchest	of	pilgrims	visited	the	shrines	at	Gangotri	and	elsewhere.	The	footpaths
were	rocky	and	dangerous,	ascending	and	descending	the	faces	of	deep	precipices
and	ravines,	at	times	leading	along	banks	of	loose	earth	where	landslides	had	swept
the	original	path	away.	There	are	no	big	towns	above	Uttarkashi,	and	this	absence	of
large	 centres	 of	 population	 could	 be	 the	 main	 reason	 why	 the	 forests	 are	 better
preserved	here	than	at	lower	altitudes.

Uttarkashi	 is	a	sizeable	town	but	situated	between	two	steep	hills,	 it	gives	one	a
cramped,	shut-in	feeling.	Fifteen	years	ago	it	was	devastated	by	a	major	earthquake,
and	in	recent	months	it	has	suffered	from	repeated	landslides.	Somehow	its	situation
seems	far	from	ideal.

Gangotri,	far	more	secure,	is	situated	at	just	over	10,300	feet.	On	the	right	bank
of	the	river	is	the	principal	temple,	a	small	neat	shrine	without	much	ornamentation.
It	 was	 built	 by	 Amar	 Singh	 Thapa,	 a	 Nepali	 general,	 in	 the	 early	 1800s.	 It	 was
renovated	by	the	Maharaja	of	Jaipur	in	1920.	The	rock	on	which	it	stands	is	called
Bhagirath	Shila	and	 is	 said	 to	be	 the	place	where	Prince	Bhagirath	did	penance	 in
order	that	Ganga	be	brought	down	from	her	abode	of	eternal	snow.

Here	the	rocks	are	carved	and	polished	by	ice	and	water,	so	smooth	that	in	places
they	 look	 like	 rolls	of	 silk.	The	 fast	 flowing	waters	of	 this	mountain	 torrent	 look
very	different	from	the	huge,	sluggish	river	that	joins	the	Yamuna	at	Allahabad.

The	Ganga	emerges	from	beneath	a	great	glacier,	thickly	studded	with	enormous
loose	rocks	and	earth.	The	glacier	is	about	a	mile	in	width	and	extends	upwards	for
many	miles.	The	chasm	in	the	glacier,	from	which	the	stream	rushes	forth	into	the
light	of	day,	is	named	Gaumukh,	the	cow's	mouth,	and	is	held	in	deepest	reverence
by	Hindus.	This	region	of	eternal	frost	was	the	scene	of	many	of	their	most	sacred
mysteries.

At	Gangotri,	 the	Ganga	is	no	puny	stream,	but	is	already	a	river	thirty	or	forty



yards	wide.	At	Gauri	Kund,	below	 the	 temple,	 it	 falls	over	a	 rock	of	considerable
height,	and	continues	tumbling	over	a	succession	of	small	cascades	until	it	enters	the
Bhaironghat	gorge.

	

	
A	night	 spent	beside	 the	 river	 is	an	eerie	experience.	After	 some	 time	 it	begins	 to
sound,	not	like	one	fall	but	a	hundred,	and	this	sound	is	ever-present	both	in	one's
dreams	and	waking	hours.

Rising	early	to	greet	the	dawn	proved	rather	pointless,	as	the	surrounding	peaks
did	 not	 let	 the	 sun	 in	 till	 after	 9	 a.m.	 Everyone	 rushed	 about	 to	 keep	 warm,
exclaiming	delightedly	at	what	they	described	as	gulabi	thand,	 literally	 'rosy	cold'.
Guaranteed	 to	 turn	 the	 cheeks	 a	 rosy	pink!	A	 charming	 expression,	 but	 I	 prefer	 a
rosy	 sunburn	 and	 remained	 beneath	 a	 heavy	 quilt	 until	 the	 sun	 came	 up	 over	 the
mountain	to	throw	its	golden	shafts	across	the	river.

This	 is	 mid-October,	 and	 after	 Diwali	 the	 shrine	 and	 the	 small	 township	 will
close	for	the	winter,	the	pandits	retreating	to	the	relative	warmth	of	Mukbha.	Soon
snow	will	cover	everything,	and	even	the	hardy	purple	plumaged	whistling	thrushes
(known	here	as	kastura),	who	are	lovers	of	deep	shade,	will	move	further	down	the
valley.	And	further	down,	below	the	forest	line,	the	hardy	Garhwali	farmers	will	go
about	harvesting	their	terraced	fields	which	form	patterns	of	yellow,	green	and	gold
above	the	deep	green	of	the	river.

Yes,	 the	 Bhagirathi	 is	 a	 green	 river.	 Although	 deep	 and	 swift,	 it	 has	 a	 certain
serenity.	 At	 no	 place	 does	 it	 look	 hurried	 or	 confused	 —	 unlike	 the	 turbulent
Alaknanda,	 fretting	 and	 fuming	 as	 it	 crashes	 down	 its	 boulder-strewn	 bed.	 The
Bhagirathi	 is	 free-flowing,	 at	 peace	 with	 itself	 and	 its	 devotees.	 At	 all	 times	 and
places,	it	seems	to	find	a	true	and	harmonious	balance.

	

4	
FALLING	FOR	MANDAKINI

A	great	river	at	its	confluence	with	another	great	river	is,	for	me,	a	special	moment
in	time.	And	so	it	was	with	the	Mandakini	at	Rudraprayag,	where	its	waters	 joined
the	waters	 of	 the	Alaknanda,	 the	 one	 having	 come	 from	 the	 glacial	 snows	 above
Kedarnath,	 the	 other	 from	 the	 Himalayan	 heights	 beyond	 Badrinath.	 Both	 sacred
rivers,	destined	to	become	the	holy	Ganga	further	downstream.

I	fell	 in	 love	with	 the	Mandakini	at	 first	sight.	Or	was	 it	 the	valley	 that	 I	 fell	 in
love	with?	I	am	not	sure,	and	it	doesn't	really	matter.	The	valley	is	the	river.



While	 the	 Alaknanda	 valley,	 especially	 in	 its	 higher	 reaches,	 is	 a	 deep	 and
narrow	 gorge	 where	 precipitous	 outcrops	 of	 rock	 hang	 threateningly	 over	 the
traveller,	 the	 Mandakini	 valley	 is	 broader,	 gentler,	 the	 terraced	 fields	 wider,	 the
banks	of	the	river	a	green	sward	in	many	places.	Somehow,	one	does	not	feel	 that
one	 is	 at	 the	mercy	 of	 the	Mandakini	 whereas	 one	 is	 always	 at	 the	mercy	 of	 the
Alaknanda	with	its	sudden	floods.

Rudraprayag	is	hot.	It	is	probably	a	pleasant	spot	in	winter,	but	at	the	end	of	June,
it	 is	 decidedly	 hot.	 Perhaps	 its	 chief	 claim	 to	 fame	 is	 that	 it	 gave	 its	 name	 to	 the
dreaded	 man-eating	 leopard	 of	 Rudraprayag	 who,	 in	 the	 course	 of	 seven	 years
(1918-25),	accounted	for	more	than	300	victims.	It	was	finally	shot	by	Jim	Corbett,
who	recounted	 the	saga	of	his	 long	hunt	 for	 the	killer	 in	his	 fine	book,	The	Man-
eating	Leopard	of	Rudraprayag.

The	place	at	which	the	leopard	was	shot	was	the	village	of	Gulabrai,	 two	miles
south	of	Rudraprayag.	Under	a	 large	mango	 tree	stands	a	memorial	 raised	 to	Jim
Corbett	 by	 officers	 and	 men	 of	 the	 Border	 Roads	 Organisation.	 It	 is	 a	 touching
gesture	 to	one	who	 loved	Garhwal	and	 India.	Unfortunately,	 several	buffaloes	are
tethered	close	by,	and	one	has	to	wade	through	slush	and	buffalo	dung	to	get	to	the
memorial	 stone.	 A	 board	 tacked	 on	 to	 the	 mango	 tree	 attracts	 the	 attention	 of
motorists	who	might	pass	without	noticing	the	memorial,	which	is	off	to	one	side.

The	killer	leopard	was	noted	for	its	direct	method	of	attack	on	humans;	and,	in
spite	of	being	poisoned,	trapped	in	a	cave,	and	shot	at	innumerable	times,	it	did	not
lose	 its	 contempt	 for	man.	Two	English	 sportsmen	 covering	 both	 ends	 to	 the	 old
suspension	 bridge	 over	 the	Alaknanda	 fired	 several	 times	 at	 the	man-eater	 but	 to
little	effect.

It	was	not	long	before	the	leopard	acquired	a	reputation	among	the	hill	folk	for
being	an	evil	spirit.	A	sadhu	was	suspected	of	turning	into	the	leopard	by	night,	and
was	only	saved	from	being	 lynched	by	 the	 ingenuity	of	Philip	Mason,	 then	deputy
commissioner	of	Garhwal.	Mason	kept	the	sadhu	in	custody	until	the	leopard	made
his	 next	 attack,	 thus	 proving	 the	 man	 innocent.	 Years	 later,	 when	 Mason	 turned
novelist	and	(using	the	pen	name	Philip	Woodruffe)	wrote	The	Wild	Sweet	Witch,	he
had	 one	 of	 the	 characters,	 a	 beautiful	 your:g	woman	who	 apparently	 turns	 into	 a
man-eating	leopard	by	night.

Corbett's	host	at	Gulabrai	was	one	of	the	few	who	survived	an	encounter	with	the
leopard.	It	left	him	with	a	hole	in	his	throat.	Apart	from	being	a	superb	story	teller,
Corbett	displayed	great	compassion	for	people	from	all	walks	of	life	and	is	still	a
legend	in	Garhwal	and	Kumaon	amongst	people	who	have	never	read	his	books.

In	June,	one	does	not	linger	long	in	the	steamy	heat	of	Rudraprayag.	But	as	one
travels	up	the	river,	making	a	gradual	ascent	of	the	Mandakini	valley,	there	is	a	cool
breeze	coming	down	from	the	snows,	and	the	smell	of	rain	is	in	the	air.

The	 thriving	 little	 township	 of	 Agastmuni	 spreads	 itself	 along	 the	 wide	 river



banks.	 Further	 upstream,	 near	 a	 little	 place	 called	 Chandrapuri,	 we	 cannot	 resist
breaking	our	journey	to	sprawl	on	the	tender	green	grass	that	slopes	gently	down	to
the	 swift	 flowing	 river.	 A	 small	 rest-house	 is	 in	 the	 making.	 Around	 it,	 banana
fronds	sway	and	poplar	leaves	dance	in	the	breeze.

This	is	no	sluggish	river	of	the	plains,	but	a	fast	moving	current,	tumbling	over
rocks,	 turning	and	 twisting	 in	 its	 efforts	 to	discover	 the	 easiest	way	 for	 its	 frothy
snow-fed	waters	to	escape	the	mountains.	Escape	is	the	word!	For	the	constant	plaint
of	many	a	Garhwali	is	that,	while	his	hills	abound	in	rivers,	the	water	runs	down	and
away,	 and	 little	 if	 any	 reaches	 the	 fields	 and	 villages	 above	 it.	 Cultivation	 must
depend	on	the	rain	and	not	on	the	river.

The	road	climbs	gradually,	still	keeping	to	the	river.	Just	outside	Guptakashi,	my
attention	is	drawn	to	a	clump	of	huge	trees	sheltering	a	small	but	ancient	temple.	We
stop	here	and	enter	the	shade	of	the	trees.

The	temple	is	deserted.	It	is	a	temple	dedicated	to	Shiva,	and	in	the	courtyard	are
several	river-rounded	stone	lingams	on	which	leaves	and	blossoms	have	fallen.	No
one	seems	to	come	here,	which	is	strange,	since	it	is	on	the	pilgrim	route.	Two	boys
from	a	neighbouring	field	 leave	 their	yoked	bullocks	 to	come	and	 talk	 to	me,	but
they	cannot	tell	me	much	about	the	temple	except	to	confirm	that	it	is	seldom	visited.
"The	buses	do	not	stop	here."	That	seems	explanation	enough.	For	where	the	buses
go,	the	pilgrims	go;	and	where	the	pilgrims	go,	other	pilgrims	will	follow.	Thus	far
and	no	further.

The	 trees	seem	to	be	magnolias.	But	 I	have	never	seen	magnolia	 trees	grow	to
such	 huge	 proportions.	 Perhaps	 they	 are	 something	 else.	 Never	 mind;	 let	 them
remain	a	mystery.

Guptakashi	 in	 the	 evening	 is	 all	 a	 bustle.	A	 coachload	of	 pilgrims	 (headed	 for
Kedarnath)	 has	 just	 arrived,	 and	 the	 tea-shops	 near	 the	 bus-stand	 are	 doing	 brisk
business.	Then	the	'local'	bus	from	Ukhimath,	across	the	river	arrives,	and	many	of
the	passengers	head	for	a	tea	shop	famed	for	its	samosas.	The	local	bus	is	called	the
Bhook-Hartal,	the	'Hunger-strike'	bus.

"How	did	it	get	that	name?"	I	asked	one	of	the	samosa-eaters.
"Well,	it's	an	interesting	story.	For	a	long	time	we	had	been	asking	the	authorities

to	provide	a	bus	service	for	the	local	people	and	for	the	villagers	who	live	off	the
roads.	 All	 the	 buses	 came	 from	 Srinagar	 or	 Rishikesh,	 and	 were	 taken	 up	 by
pilgrims.	The	 locals	couldn't	 find	 room	in	 them.	But	our	pleas	went	unheard	until
the	whole	town,	or	most	of	it,	decided	to	go	on	hunger-strike."

"They	 nearly	 put	me	 out	 of	 business	 too,"	 said	 the	 tea	 shop	 owner	 cheerfully.
"Nobody	ate	any	samosas	for	two	days!"

There	is	no	cinema	or	public	place	of	entertainment	at	Guptakashi,	and	the	town
goes	to	sleep	early.	And	wakes	early.

At	 six,	 the	 hillside,	 green	 from	 recent	 rain,	 sparkles	 in	 the	morning	 sunshine.



Snowcapped	Chaukhamba	(7,140	meters)	is	dazzling.	The	air	is	clear;	no	smoke	or
dust	up	here.	The	climate,	I	am	told,	is	mild	all	the	year	round	judging	by	the	scent
and	 shape	 of	 the	 flowers,	 and	 the	 boys	 call	 them	 Champs,	 Hindi	 for	 champa
blossom.	Ukhimath,	on	the	other	side	of	the	river,	lies	in	the	shadow.	It	gets	the	sun
at	nine.	In	winter,	it	must	wait	till	afternoon.

Guptakashi	has	not	yet	been	rendered	ugly	by	 the	barrack	 type-architecture	 that
has	come	up	in	some	growing	hill	towns.	The	old	double	storeyed	houses	are	built
of	 stone,	 with	 gray	 slate	 roofs.	 They	 blend	 well	 with	 the	 hillside.	 Cobbled	 paths
meander	through	the	old	bazaar.

One	of	these	takes	up	to	the	famed	Guptakashi	temple,	tucked	away	above	the	old
part	of	the	town.	Here,	as	in	Benaras,	Shiva	is	worshipped	as	Vishwanath,	and	two
underground	streams	representing	the	sacred	Jamuna	and	Bhagirathi	rivers	feed	the
pool	 sacred	 to	 the	 God.	 This	 temple	 gives	 the	 town	 its	 name,	 Gupta-Kashi,	 the
'Invisible	Benaras',	just	as	Uttarkashi	on	the	Bhagirathi	is	'Upper	Benaras.'

Guptakashi	and	its	environs	have	so	many	lingams	that	the	saying	 'Jitne	Kankar
Utne	Shankar'	—	 'As	many	 stones,	 so	many	 Shivas'	—	 has	 become	 a	 proverb	 to
describe	its	holiness.

From	 Guptakashi,	 pilgrims	 proceed	 north	 to	 Kedarnath,	 and	 the	 last	 stage	 of
their	journey	—	about	a	day's	march	—	must	be	covered	on	foot	or	horseback.	The
temple	of	Kedarnath,	situated	at	a	height	of	11.753	feet,	is	encircled	by	snowcapped
peaks,	and	Atkinson	has	conjectured	that	"the	symbol	of	the	linga	may	have	arisen
from	the	pointed	peaks	around	his	(God	Shiva's)	original	home".

The	 temple	 is	 dedicated	 to	 Sadashiva,	 the	 subterranean	 form	of	 the	God,	who,
"fleeing	from	the	Pandavas	took	refuge	here	in	the	form	of	a	he-buffalo	and	finding
himself	hard-pressed,	dived	into	the	ground	leaving	the	hinder	parts	on	the	surface,
which	continue	to	be	the	subject	of	adoration."	(Atkinson).

The	 other	 portions	 of	 the	 God	 are	 worshipped	 as	 follows	 —	 the	 arms	 at
Tungnath,	at	a	height	of	13,000	feet,	the	face	at	Rudranath	(12,000	feet),	the	belly	at
Madmaheshwar,	 18	 miles	 northeast	 of	 Guptakashi;	 and	 the	 hair	 and	 head	 at
Kalpeshwar,	near	Joshimath.	These	five	sacred	shrines	form	the	Panch	Kedars	(five
Kedars).

We	leave	the	Mandakini	 to	visit	Tungnath	on	the	Chandrashila	range.	But	I	will
return	to	this	river.	It	has	captured	my	mind	and	heart.



	



Fifteen

My	Far	Pavilions

Bright	red
The	poinsettia	flames,

As	autumn	and	the	old	year	wanes.

WHEN	 I	 HAVE	 TIME	 ON	 MY	 HANDS,	 I	 WRITE	 HAIKUS,	 LIKE	 THE	 one
above.	This	one	brings	back	memories	and	images	of	my	maternal	grandmother's
home	in	Dehra	Dun,	in	the	early	1940s.	I	say	grandmother's	home	because,	although
grandfather	built	the	house,	he	had	passed	on	while	I	was	still	a	child	and	I	have	no
memories	of	him	that	I	can	conjure	up.	But	he	was	someone	about	whom	everyone
spoke,	 and	 I	 learnt	 that	 he	 had	 personally	 supervised	 the	 building	 of	 the	 house,
partially	 designing	 it	 on	 the	 lines	 of	 a	 typical	 Indian	Railways	 bungalow	—	neat,
compact,	 and	 without	 any	 frills.	 None	 of	 those	 Doric	 pillars,	 Gothic	 arches,	 and
mediaeval	turrets	that	characterized	some	of	the	Raj	house	for	an	earlier	period.	But
instead	of	the	customary	red	bricks,	he	used	the	smooth	rounded	stones	from	a	local
river	bed,	and	this	gave	the	bungalow	a	distinctive	look.

In	all	 the	sixty-five	years	that	I	have	lived	in	India,	my	grandparents	abode	was
the	only	house	 that	gave	me	a	 feeling	of	some	permanence,	as	neither	my	parents
nor	I	were	ever	to	own	property.	But	India	was	my	home,	and	it	was	big	enough.

Grandfather	 looked	after	 the	mango	and	lichi	orchard	at	 the	back	of	 the	house,
grandmother	looked	after	the	flower	garden	in	front.	English	flowers	predominated
—	 philox,	 larkspur,	 petunias,	 sweetpeas,	 snapdragons,	 nasturtiums;	 but	 there	 was
also	 a	 jasmine	 bush,	 poinsettias,	 and	 of	 course,	 lots	 of	 colourful	 bougainvillaea
climbing	 the	 walls.	 And	 there	 were	 roses	 brought	 over	 from	 nearby	 Saharanpur.
Saharanpur	had	become	a	busy	railway	junction	and	an	industrial	town,	but	its	roses
were	still	famous.	It	was	the	home	of	the	botanical	survey	in	northern	India,	and	in
the	 previous	 century	 many	 famous	 botanists	 and	 explorers	 had	 ventured	 into	 the
Himalayas	using	Saharanpur	as	their	base.

Grandfather	had	retired	from	the	Railways	and	settled	in	Dehra	around	1905.	At
this	 period,	 the	 small	 foothills	 town	was	 becoming	 quite	 popular	 as	 a	 retreat	 for
retiring	 Ango-Indian	 and	 domiciled	 Europeans.	 The	 bungalows	 had	 large



compounds	and	gardens,	and	Dehra	was	to	remain	a	garden	town	until	a	few	years
after	 Independence.	 The	 Forest	 Research	 Institute,	 the	 Survey	 of	 India,	 the	 Indian
Military	Academy,	and	a	number	of	good	schools,	made	the	town	a	special	sort	of
place.	By	 the	mid-fifties,	 the	 pressures	 of	 population	meant	 a	 greater	 demand	 for
housing,	and	gradually	 the	 large	compounds	gave	way	 to	housing	estates,	and	 the
gardens	and	orchards	began	 to	disappear.	Most	of	 the	estates	were	now	owned	by
the	prospering	 Indian	middle	 classes.	Some	of	 them	strove	 to	maintain	 the	 town's
character	 and	 unique	 charm	—	 flower	 shows,	 dog	 shows,	 school	 fetes,	 club	 life,
dances,	garden	parties	—	but	gradually	these	diminished;	and	today,	as	the	capital	of
the	 new	 state	 of	 Uttaranchal,	 Dehra	 is	 as	 busy,	 congested	 and	 glamorous	 as	 any
northern	town	or	New	Delhi	suburb.

My	father	was	always	on	the	move.	As	a	young	man,	he	had	been	a	schoolteacher
at	Lovedale,	in	the	Nilgiris,	then	an	assistant	manager	on	a	tea	estate	in	Travancore-
Cochin	(now	Kerala).	He	had	also	worked	in	the	Ichhapore	Rifle	Factory	bordering
Calcutta.	At	the	time	I	was	born,	he	was	employed	in	the	Kathiawar	states,	setting	up
little	schools	for	the	state	children	in	Jamnagar,	Pithadia	and	Jetpur.	I	grew	up	in	a
variety	 of	 dwellings,	 ranging	 from	 leaky	 old	 dak	 bungalows	 to	 spacious	 palace
guesthouses.	Then,	during	the	Second	World	War,	when	he	enlisted	and	was	posted
in	Delhi,	we	moved	from	tent	 to	Air	Force	hutment,	 to	a	 flat	 in	Scindia	House,	 to
rented	rooms	on	Hailey	Road,	Atul	Grove,	and	elsewhere!	When	he	was	posted	to
Karachi,	and	then	Calcutta,	I	was	sent	to	boarding-school	in	Shimla.

Father	had,	 in	 fact,	grown	up	 in	Calcutta,	 and	his	mother	 still	 lived	at	14,	Park
Lane.	She	outlived	all	her	children	and	continued	to	live	at	Park	Lane	until	she	was
almost	ninety.	Last	year,	when	I	visited	Calcutta,	I	found	the	Park	Lane	house.	But	it
was	boarded	up.	Nobody	seemed	to	live	there	any	more.	Garbage	was	piled	up	near
the	entrance.	A	billboard	hid	most	of	the	house	from	the	road.

Possibly	my	 boarding	 school,	 Bishop	Cotton's	 in	 Shimla,	 provided	me	with	 a
certain	feeling	of	permanence,	especially	after	 I	 lost	my	father	 in	1944.	Known	as
the	 'Eton	of	 the	East',	and	 run	on	English	public	school	 lines,	Bishop	Cotton's	did
not	 cater	 to	 individual	 privacy.	Everyone	knew	what	 you	kept	 in	 your	 locker.	But
when	 I	became	a	 senior,	 I	was	 fortunate	enough	 to	be	put	 in	charge	of	 the	 school
library.	I	could	use	it	in	my	free	time,	and	it	became	my	retreat,	where	I	could	read
or	write	or	just	be	on	my	own.	No	one	bothered	me	there,	for	even	in	those	pre-TV
and	 pre-computer	 days	 there	 was	 no	 great	 demand	 for	 books!	 Reading	 was	 a
minority	pastime	then,	as	it	is	now.

After	school,	when	I	was	trying	to	write	and	sell	my	early	short	stories,	I	found
myself	ensconced	in	a	tiny	barsati,	a	room	on	the	roof	of	an	old	lodging	house	in
Dehra	 Dun.	 Alas!	 Granny's	 house	 had	 been	 sold	 by	 her	 eldest	 daugher,	 who	 had
gone	 'home'	 to	 England;	 my	 stepfather's	 home	 was	 full	 of	 half-brothers,
stepbrothers	and	sundry	relatives.	The	barsati	gave	me	privacy.



A	bed,	a	 table	and	a	chair	were	all	 that	 the	room	contained.	 It	was	all	 I	needed.
Even	today,	almost	fifty	years	later,	my	room	has	the	same	basic	furnishings,	except
that	the	table	is	larger,	the	bed	is	slightly	more	comfortable,	and	there	is	a	rug	on	the
floor,	designed	to	nip	me	up	whenever	I	sally	forth	from	the	room.

Then,	as	now,	the	view	from	the	room,	or	from	its	windows,	has	always	been	an
important	factor	in	my	life.	I	don't	think	I	could	stay	anywhere	for	long	unless	I	had
a	window	from	which	to	gaze	out	upon	the	world.

Dehra	Dun	isn't	very	far	from	where	I	live	today,	and	I	have	passed	granny's	old
bungalow	quite	often.	It	is	really	half	a	house	now,	a	wall	having	been	built	through
the	centre	of	 the	compound.	Like	 the	country	 itself,	 it	 found	 itself	partitioned,	and
there	are	two	owners;	one	has	the	lichi	trees	and	the	other	the	mangoes.	Good	luck
to	both!

I	 do	 not	 venture	 in	 at	 the	 gate,	 I	 shall	 keep	 my	 memories	 intact.	 The	 only
reminders	of	the	past	are	a	couple	of	potted	geraniums	on	the	veranda	steps.	And	I
shall	sign	off	with	another	little	haiku:

Red	geranium
Gleaming	against	the	rain-bright	floor...

Memory,	hold	the	door!



Sixteen

Return	To	Dehra

This	is	old	Dehra
Of	mangoes	and	lemons
Where	I	grew	up
Beside	the	jacaranda
Planted	by	my	father
On	the	sunny	side
Of	the	long	veranda.
This	is	the	house
Since	sold
To	Major-General	Mehra.
	
The	town	has	grown,
None	knows	me	now
Who	knew
My	mother's	laughter.
Most	men	come	home	as	strangers.
And	yet,
The	trees	my	father	planted	here	—
These	spreading	trees	—
Are	still	at	home	in	Dehra.



	



Seventeen

Joyfully	I	Write

I	AM	A	FORTUNATE	PERSON.	FOR	OVER	FIFTY	YEARS	I	HAVE	BEEN	able	to
make	a	living	by	doing	what	I	enjoy	most	—	writing.

Sometimes	I	wonder	if	I	have	written	too	much.	One	gets	into	the	habit	of	serving
up	the	same	ideas	over	and	over	again;	with	a	different	sauce	perhaps,	but	still	the
same	 ideas,	 themes,	memories,	 characters.	Writers	 are	 often	 chided	 for	 repeating
themselves.	Artists	and	musicians	are	given	more	latitude.	No	one	criticized	Turner
for	 painting	 so	 many	 sunsets	 at	 sea,	 or	 Gauguin	 for	 giving	 us	 all	 those	 lovely
Tahitian	women;	or	Husain,	 for	 treating	us	 to	so	many	horses,	or	Jamini	Roy	for
giving	us	so	many	identical	stylized	figures.

In	the	world	of	music,	one	Puccini	opera	is	very	like	another,	a	Chopin	nocturne
will	return	to	familiar	themes,	and	in	the	realm	of	lighter,	modern	music	the	same
melodies	 recur	with	only	 slight	variations.	But	 authors	 are	often	 taken	 to	 task	 for
repeating	themselves.	They	cannot	help	this,	for	in	their	writing	they	are	expressing
their	personalities.	Hemingway's	world	 is	very	different	 from	Jane	Austen's.	They
are	 both	 unique	 worlds,	 but	 they	 do	 not	 change	 or	 mutate	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 their
author-creators.	Jane	Austen	spent	all	her	life	in	one	small	place,	and	portrayed	the
people	she	knew.	Hemingway	roamed	the	world,	but	his	characters	remained	much
the	same,	usually	extensions	of	himself.

In	 the	 course	 of	 a	 long	 writing	 career,	 it	 is	 inevitable	 that	 a	 writer	 will
occasionally	repeat	himself,	or	return	to	themes	that	have	remained	with	him	even
as	 new	 ideas	 and	 formulations	 enter	 his	 mind.	 The	 important	 thing	 is	 to	 keep
writing,	observing,	listening,	and	paying	attention	to	the	beauty	of	words	and	their
arrangement.	And	like	artists	and	musicians,	the	more	we	work	on	our	art,	the	better
it	will	be.

Writing,	 for	 me,	 is	 the	 simplest	 and	 greatest	 pleasure	 in	 the	 world.	 Putting	 a
mood	or	an	idea	into	words	is	an	occupation	I	truly	love.	I	plan	my	day	so	that	there
is	time	in	it	for	writing	a	poem,	or	a	paragraph,	or	an	essay,	or	part	of	a	story	or
longer	 work;	 not	 just	 because	 writing	 is	 my	 profession,	 but	 from	 a	 feeling	 of
delight.



The	world	around	me	—	be	it	the	mountains	or	the	busy	street	below	my	window
—	is	teeming	with	subjects,	sights,	thoughts,	that	I	wish	to	put	into	words	in	order	to
catch	the	fleeting	moment,	 the	passing	image,	 the	laughter,	 the	joy,	and	sometimes
the	sorrow.	Life	would	be	intolerable	if	I	did	not	have	this	freedom	to	write	every
day.	 Not	 that	 everything	 I	 put	 down	 is	 worth	 preserving.	 A	 great	 many	 pages	 of
manuscripts	have	found	their	way	into	my	waste-paper	basket	or	into	the	stove	that
warms	 the	 family	 room	on	cold	winter	evenings.	 I	do	not	always	please	myself.	 I
cannot	always	please	others	because,	unlike	the	hard	professionals,	the	Forsyths	and
the	 Sheldons,	 I	 am	 not	 writing	 to	 please	 everyone,	 I	 am	 really	 writing	 to	 please
myself!

My	 theory	of	writing	 is	 that	 the	conception	should	be	as	clear	as	possible,	 and
that	words	should	flow	like	a	stream	of	clear	water,	preferably	a	mountain-stream!
You	 will,	 of	 course,	 encounter	 boulders,	 but	 you	 will	 learn	 to	 go	 over	 them	 or
around	 them,	so	 that	your	 flow	 is	unimpeded.	 If	your	stream	gets	 too	sluggish	or
muddy,	it	is	better	to	put	aside	that	particular	piece	of	writing.	Go	to	the	source,	go
to	the	spring,	where	the	water	is	purest,	your	thoughts	as	clear	as	the	mountain	air.

I	do	not	write	for	more	than	an	hour	or	two	in	the	course	of	the	day.	Too	long	at
the	desk,	and	words	lose	their	freshness.

Together	with	clarity	and	a	good	vocabulary,	there	must	come	a	certain	elevation
of	 mood.	 Sterne	 must	 have	 been	 bubbling	 over	 with	 high	 spirits	 when	 he	 wrote
Shandy.	The	sombre	intensity	of	Wuthering	Heights	reflects	Emily	Bronte's	passion
for	life,	fully	knowing	that	it	was	to	be	brief.	Tagore's	melancholy	comes	through	in
his	 poetry.	Dickens	 is	 always	 passionate;	 there	 are	 no	 half	measures	 in	 his	work.
Conrad's	prose	takes	on	the	moods	of	the	sea	he	knew	and	loved.

A	 real	physical	 emotion	accompanies	 the	process	of	writing,	 and	great	writers
are	those	who	can	channel	this	emotion	into	the	creation	of	their	best	work.

"Are	you	a	serious	writer?"	a	schoolboy	once	asked.
"Well,	I	try	to	be	serious,"	I	said,	"but	cheerfulness	keeps	breaking	in!"
Can	a	cheerful	writer	be	taken	seriously?	I	don't	know.	But	I	was	certainly	serious

about	making	writing	the	main	occupation	of	my	life.
In	order	to	do	this,	one	has	to	give	up	many	things	—	a	job,	security,	comfort,

domesticity	 —	 or	 rather,	 the	 pursuit	 of	 these	 things.	 Had	 I	 married	 when	 I	 was
twenty-five,	I	would	not	have	been	able	to	throw	up	a	good	job	as	easily	as	I	did	at
the	 time;	 I	 might	 now	 be	 living	 on	 a	 pension!	 God	 forbid.	 I	 am	 grateful	 for
continued	 independence	 and	 the	 necessity	 to	 keep	 writing	 for	my	 living,	 and	 for
those	who	share	their	lives	with	me	and	whose	joys	and	sorrows	are	mine	too.	An
artist	must	not	 lose	his	hold	on	 life.	We	do	 that	when	we	settle	 for	 the	safety	of	a
comfortable	old	age.

Normally	writers	do	not	 talk	much,	because	 they	are	 saving	 their	 conversation
for	 the	 readers	 of	 their	 books	—	 those	 invisible	 listeners	with	whom	we	wish	 to



strike	 a	 sympathetic	 chord.	Of	 course,	we	 talk	 freely	with	our	 friends,	but	we	are
reserved	with	people	we	do	not	know	very	well.	If	I	talk	too	freely	about	a	story	I
am	going	to	write,	chances	are	it	will	never	be	written.	I	have	talked	it	to	death.

Being	alone	is	vital	for	any	creative	writer.	I	do	not	mean	that	you	must	live	the
life	of	a	recluse.	People	who	do	not	know	me	are	frequently	under	the	impression
that	I	live	in	lonely	splendour	on	a	mountain-top,	whereas	in	reality,	I	share	a	small
flat	with	a	 family	of	 twelve	—	and	I'm	 the	 twelfth	man,	occasionally	bringing	out
refreshments	for	the	players!

I	 love	my	extended	 family,	 every	 single	 individual	 in	 it,	 but	 as	 a	writer	 I	must
sometimes	get	a	little	time	to	be	alone	with	my	own	thoughts,	reflect	a	little,	talk	to
myself,	laugh	about	all	the	blunders	I	have	committed	in	the	past,	and	ponder	over
the	future.	This	is	contemplation,	not	meditation.	I	am	not	very	good	at	meditation,
as	 it	 involves	 remaining	 in	 a	 passive	 state	 for	 some	 time.	 I	 would	 rather	 be	 out
walking,	 observing	 the	 natural	 world,	 or	 sitting	 under	 a	 tree	 contemplating	 my
novel	or	navel!	I	suppose	the	latter	is	a	form	of	meditation.

When	I	casually	told	a	journalist	that	I	planned	to	write	a	book	consisting	of	my
meditations,	he	reported	that	I	was	writing	a	book	on	Meditation	per	se,	which	gave
it	a	different	connotation.	I	shall	go	along	with	die	simple	dictionary	meaning	of	the
verb	meditate	—	to	plan	mentally,	to	exercise	the	mind	in	contemplation.

So	I	was	doing	it	all	along!
	

	
I	 am	not,	 by	 nature,	 a	 gregarious	 person.	Although	 I	 love	 people,	 and	 have	 often
made	friends	with	complete	strangers,	I	am	also	a	lover	of	solitude.	Naturally,	one
thinks	better	when	one	is	alone.	But	I	prefer	walking	alone	to	walking	with	others.
That	 ladybird	 on	 the	 wild	 rose	 would	 escape	my	 attention	 if	 I	 was	 engaged	 in	 a
lively	conversation	with	a	companion.	Not	that	the	ladybird	is	going	to	change	my
life.	But	by	acknowledging	 its	presence,	stopping	 to	admire	 its	beauty,	 I	have	paid
obeisance	to	the	natural	scheme	of	things	of	which	I	am	only	a	small	part.

It	is	upon	a	person's	power	of	holding	fast	to	such	undimmed	beauty	that	his	or
her	 inner	 hopefulness	 depends.	 As	 we	 journey	 through	 the	 world,	 we	 must
inevitably	 encounter	 meanness	 and	 selfishness.	 As	 we	 fight	 for	 our	 survival,	 the
higher	visions	and	ideals	often	fade.	It	is	then	that	we	need	ladybirds!	Contemplating
that	tiny	creature,	or	the	flower	on	which	it	rests,	gives	one	the	hope	—	better,	the
certainty	—	that	 there	 is	more	 to	 life	 than	 interest	 rates,	dividends,	market	 forces,
and	infinite	technology.

As	 a	 writer,	 I	 have	 known	 hope	 and	 despair,	 success	 and	 failure;	 some
recognition	but	also	long	periods	of	neglect	and	critical	dismissal.	But	I	have	had	no
regrets.	 I	 have	 enjoyed	 the	writer's	 life	 to	 the	 full,	 and	one	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 that
living	 in	 India	 has	 given	 me	 certain	 freedoms	 which	 I	 would	 not	 have	 enjoyed



elsewhere.	Friendship	when	needed.	Solitude	when	desired.	Even,	at	times,	love	and
passion.	 It	 has	 tolerated	me	 for	what	 I	 am	—	a	bit	 of	 a	drop-out,	 unconventional,
idiosyncratic.	 I	 have	 been	 left	 alone	 to	 do	my	 own	 thing.	 In	 India,	 people	 do	 not
censure	you	unless	you	start	making	a	nuisance	of	yourself.	Society	has	its	norms
and	its	orthodoxies,	and	provided	you	do	not	flaunt	all	the	rules,	society	will	allow
you	to	go	your	own	way.	I	am	free	to	become	a	naked	ascetic	and	roam	the	streets
with	 a	 begging	 bowl;	 I	 am	 also	 free	 to	 live	 in	 a	 palatial	 farmhouse	 if	 I	 have	 the
wherewithal.	For	 twenty-five	years,	 I	 have	 lived	 in	 this	 small,	 sunny	 second-floor
room	looking	out	on	the	mountains,	and	no	one	has	bothered	me,	unless	you	count
the	neighbour's	dog	who	prevents	 the	postman	and	courier	boys	 from	coming	up
the	steps.

	

	
I	may	write	for	myself,	but	as	I	also	write	to	get	published,	it	must	follow	that	I	write
for	others	too.	Only	a	handful	of	readers	might	enjoy	my	writing,	but	they	are	my
soul	mates,	my	 alter	 egos,	 and	 they	 keep	me	 going	 through	 those	 lean	 times	 and
discouraging	moments.

Even	 though	 I	 depend	upon	my	writing	 for	 a	 livelihood,	 it	 is	 still,	 for	me,	 the
most	delightful	thing	in	the	world.

I	did	not	 set	out	 to	make	a	 fortune	 from	writing;	 I	knew	I	was	not	 that	kind	of
writer.	But	it	was	the	thing	I	did	best,	and	I	persevered	with	the	exercise	of	my	gift,
cultivating	 the	 more	 discriminating	 editors,	 publishers	 and	 readers,	 never	 really
expecting	huge	rewards	but	accepting	whatever	came	my	way.	Happiness	is	a	matter
of	 temperament	 rather	 than	 circumstance,	 and	 I	 have	 always	 considered	 myself
fortunate	in	having	escaped	the	tedium	of	a	nine	to	five	job	or	some	other	form	of
drudgery.

Of	course,	 there	comes	a	 time	when	almost	every	author	asks	himself	what	his
effort	 and	 output	 really	 amounts	 to?	We	 expect	 our	work	 to	 influence	 people,	 to
affect	 a	 great	 many	 readers,	 when	 in	 fact,	 its	 impact	 is	 infinitesimal.	 Those	 who
work	on	a	large	scale	must	feel	discouraged	by	the	world's	indifference.	That	is	why
I	am	happy	to	give	a	little	innocent	pleasure	to	a	handful	of	readers.	This	is	a	reward
worth	having.

As	a	writer,	 I	have	difficulty	 in	doing	justice	 to	momentous	events,	 the	wars	of
nations,	 the	politics	of	power;	I	am	more	at	ease	with	the	dew	of	the	morning,	 the
sensuous	delights	of	the	day,	the	silent	blessings	of	the	night,	the	joys	and	sorrows
of	children,	the	strivings	of	ordinary	folk,	and	of	course,	the	ridiculous	situations	in
which	we	sometimes	find	ourselves.

We	cannot	prevent	sorrow	and	pain	and	tragedy.	And	yet,	when	we	look	around
us,	we	find	that	the	majority	of	people	are	actually	enjoying	life!	There	are	so	many
lovely	 things	 to	 see,	 there	 is	 so	much	 to	do,	 so	much	 fun	 to	be	had,	and	so	many



charming	and	interesting	people	to	meet...	How	can	my	pen	ever	run	dry?



Eighteen

His	Last	Words

Seeing	Ananda	weeping,	Gautama	said,
'Do	not	weep,	Ananda.	This	body	of	ours
Contains	within	itself	the	powers
Which	renew	its	strength	for	a	time
But	also	that	which	leads	to	its	destruction.
Is	there	anything	put	together
Which	shall	not	dissolve?'
And	turning	to	his	disciples,	lie	said
'When	I	am	110	longer	with	you,
I	will	still	be	in	your	midst.
You	have	my	laws,	my	words,	my	very	essence.
Beloved	disciples,
If	you	love	my	memory,	love	one	another.
I	called	you	to	tell	you	this.'
	
These	were	the	last	words	of	the	Buddha
As	he	stretched	himself	out
And	slept	the	final	sleep
Under	the	great	Sal	tree
At	Kusinagara.



	



Nineteen

Thoughts	on	Approaching	Seventy

"WHAT	DOES	IT	FEEL	LIKE	TO	BE	SEVENTY?"	ASKED	A	YOUNG	friend,
just	the	other	day.

"No	 different	 to	 what	 it	 felt	 like	 to	 be	 seventeen,"	 I	 replied.	 And,	 as	 an
afterthought,	added,	"Except	that	I	can't	climb	trees	any	more."

Not	 that	 I	was	ever	much	good	at	climbing	 trees,	or	 riding	bicycles	or	ponies,
doing	the	high	jump,	climbing	ropes,	or	doing	the	swallow	dive.	My	best	effort	at
the	swimming	pool	was	a	belly-flop	which	emptied	half	the	pool.

No,	 I	was	never	very	supple	or	acrobatic.	But	 I	could	walk	 long	distances,	and
still	can	on	a	fine	day,	and	it	was	probably	this	ability	to	plod	on,	over	hill	and	dale,
that	has	enabled	me	to	be	here	today,	at	the	fast	approaching	age	of	three	score	and
ten.

I	have	never	been	a	fitness	freak,	and	my	figure	would	not	get	me	into	the	chorus
line	of	a	Bollywood	musical.	I	won't	bore	the	reader	with	details	of	my	eating	habits
except	to	say	that	1	eat	and	drink	what	I	like,	and	if	I	am	still	functioning	reasonably
well	 at	 seventy,	 it	 has	more	 to	 do	with	 the	good	 fresh	 air	 of	 the	hills	 than	 to	 any
regimen	of	diet	and	exercie.	"Honour	your	food,"	said	Manu	the	law-giver,	"receive
it	thankfully,	do	not	hold	it	in	contempt."

Living	forever	is	not	one	of	my	ambitions.	Life	is	wonderful	and	one	would	like
to	have	as	much	of	it	as	possible.	But	there	comes	a	time	when	mind	and	body	must
succumb	 to	 the	 many	 years	 of	 strife	 and	 struggle.	 When	 I	 look	 in	 the	 mirror
(something	that	 is	 to	be	avoided	as	much	as	possible),	I	see	definite	signs	of	wear
and	tear.	This	is	only	natural.	Flowers	fade,	wither	away.	So	must	humans.	But	if	the
seed	is	good,	other	flowers,	other	people	will	take	our	place.

Beware	of	second-hand	mirrors.	I	bought	one	once,	from	Vinod's	antique	shop.
He	told	me	it	had	belonged	to	a	wicked	old	Begum	or	Maharani	who	had	done	away
with	several	of	her	paramours.	As	a	result,	whenever	I	 looked	in	 the	mirror,	 I	did
not	see	my	own	reflection	but	rather	the	wicked,	gloating	eyes	of	its	former	owner,
looking	 at	me	 as	 though	 determined	 that	 1	 should	 be	 her	 next	 victim.	 I	 gave	 the
mirror	to	Professor	Ganesh	Saili.	He's	immune	to	witches	and	spirits	from	the	past.



I	am	a	 fearful,	 supernatural	person,	and	I	keep	a	horseshoe	over	my	bed	and	a
laughing	Buddha	 on	my	desk.	 I	 love	 life,	 but	 I	 do	 not	 expect	 it	 to	 go	 on	 forever.
Immortality	is	for	the	gods.

Judging	 from	 some	 of	 the	 movies	 I	 see	 on	 television,	 the	 Americans	 are
obsessed	with	aliens,	creatures	from	outer	space	who	are	immortal,	 indestructible.
These	are	really	projections	of	themselves,	wishful	thinking	for	they	would	love	to
be	 indestructible,	 forever	 young,	 perpetually	 in	 charge,	 running	 the	 show	 and
turning	 us	 all	 into	 their	 own	burger-eating	 images.	Even	now,	 there	 are	 scientists
working	on	ways	and	means	of	extending	human	life	indefinitely,	even	bringing	the
privileged	few	back	from	the	dead.	But	nature	has	a	 few	 tricks	of	her	own	up	her
sleeve.	Greater	than	human	or	alien	is	the	underground	force	of	nature	that	brings
earthquake,	tidal	wave	and	typhoon	to	remind	us	that	we	are	just	puny	mortals	after
all.

The	 pleasure,	 as	well	 as	 the	 pathos	 of	 life,	 springs	 from	 the	 knowledge	 of	 its
transitory	 nature.	 All	 our	 experiences	 are	 coloured	 by	 the	 thought	 that	 they	 may
return	no	more.	Those	who	have	opted	for	perpetual	life	might	find	that	the	pleasure
of	loving	has	vanished	along	with	the	certainty	of	death.	We	are	in	no	hurry	to	leave
the	world,	but	we	like	to	know	that	there	is	an	exit	door.

It	is	rather	like	being	a	batsman	at	the	wicket.	He	does	not	want	to	get	out.	When
he	has	made	his	fifty,	he	strives	to	make	his	100,	and	when	he	has	made	his	100,	he
is	 just	 as	 anxious	 to	 make	 200.	 Who	 wouldn't	 want	 to	 be	 a	 Rahul	 Dravid	 or
Tendulkar?	But	it	is	the	knowledge	that	the	innings	will	end,	that	every	ball	may	be
his	last,	that	gives	the	game	its	zest.	If	you	knew	that	you	never	could	get	out,	that	by
some	perversion	of.	nature	you	were	to	be	at	the	wicket	for	the	rest	of	your	life,	you
would	turn	round	and	knock	the	stumps	down	in	desperation.

The	 other	 day,	when	 I	was	 having	 a	 coffee	 at	 a	 little	 open-air	 cafe	 on	 Rajpur
Road,	I	noticed	a	heavily-built	man,	bald,	limping	slightly	come	in	and	sit	down	at
an	adjoining	 table.	There	was	 something	 familiar	about	him,	but	 it	 took	me	some
time	to	place	him.	And	then	it	was	the	way	he	raised	his	eyebrows	and	gestured	with
his	hands	 that	gave	him	away.	 It	was	an	old	 schoolfellow,	Nanda,	who	had	been	a
star	centre-forward	in	the	school	football	team	while	I	had	been	a	goalkeeper.	All	of
fifty	 years	 ago!	 The	 passing	 of	 time	 had	 left	 a	 criss-cross	 of	 rail	 and	 roadways
across	 his	 cheeks	 and	 brows.	 I	 thought,	 'How	 old	 he	 looks.'	 But	 refrained	 from
saying	so.

He	 looked	up	 from	his	 table,	 stared	hard	at	me	 for	 a	moment,	 recognized	me,
and	exclaimed,	"Bond!	After	all	these	years....	How	nice	to	see	you!	But	how	old	you
look!"

It	struck	me	then	that	the	cartwheels	of	time	had	left	their	mark	on	me	too.
"You	 look	 great!"	 I	 said	 with	 admirable	 restraint.	 "But	 what	 happened	 to	 the

knee?"



"All	 that	 tennis,	 years	 ago",	 he	 explained.	 "Made	 it	 to	 Wimbledon,	 if	 you
remember."

"Sure,"	I	said,	although	I'd	forgotten.	 'You	athletic	types	usually	give	way	at	the
knees."

'You've	got	at	least	three	chins	now,"	he	commented,	getting	his	own	back.
"Bee	stung	me,"	I	said.
"Ha!"
After	a	further	exchange	of	pleasantries	and	mutual	insults,	we	parted,	promising

to	meet	 again.	But	of	 course,	we	never	did.	Too	many	years	had	passed	 and	we'd
never	really	had	much	in	common	except	football.

How	 does	 one	 keep	 the	 passing	 of	 time	 at	 bay?	One	 can't,	 really.	Ageing	 is	 a
natural	process.	But	some	people	age	quicker	than	others.	Heredity,	lifestyle,	one's
mental	 outlook,	 all	 play	 a	 part.	A	merry	 heart	makes	 for	 a	 cheerful	 countenance.
That	old	chestnut	still	rings	true.

And	of	course,	it	helps	to	stay	active	and	to	continue	doing	good	work.	An	artist
must	not	abandon	his	canvas,	a	writer	his	habit	of	writing,	a	singer	his	song....

About	 five	 years	 ago,	 there	 was	 a	 knock	 on	 my	 door,	 I	 opened	 it	 cautiously,
hoping	it	wasn't	another	curious	tourist,	and	in	bounced	a	little	man,	looking	rather
like	a	hobbit,	who	clasped	my	hand,	shook	it	vigorously	and	introduced	himself	as
Mulk	Raj	Anand.

I	was	astounded.	Here	was	one	of	the	idols	of	my	youth,	a	writer	whose	books	I'd
read	while	I	was	still	at	school.	Alive	and	in	the	flesh!

I	did	not	ask	him	his	age.	I	knew	he	was	ninety-five	or	thereabouts.	But	of	course,
he	was	ageless.	And	brimming	with	ideas,	curiosity,	and	joie-de-vivre.	We	talked	for
over	an	hour.	When	he	left,	he	stuffed	a	note	into	Siddhartha's	pocket.	He	was	still
writing,	he	told	me,	even	if	some	of	his	work	wasn't	getting	published.

This	 rather	 saddened	 me.	 Some	 of	 his	 finest	 novels	 (The	 Big	 Heart,	 Seven
Summer,	and	others)	were	out	of	print,	only	Untouchable	and	Coolie	were	available.
And	this	at	a	 time	when	dozens	of	 lesser	 talents	were	being	published	all	over	 the
place.

But	that's	the	way	of	the	world.	You're	up	today	and	down	tomorrow.	Some	of	the
finest	 writers	 of	 the	 last	 century	 —J.B.	 Priestley,	 Compton	 Mackenzie,	 John
Galsworthy,	 Sinclair	 Lewis—	 are	 neglected	 by	 today's	 publishers	 and	 literary
pundits.

This	 is	 the	day	of	 the	 literary	agent,	and	you	don't	get	published	abroad	unless
you	are	represented	by	one	of	these	middlemen,	who	like	to	think	they	know	what's
good	 for	 the	 reading	 public.	 In	 India,	 we	 are	 fortunate	 to	 be	 without	 them.	 The
relationship	between	publisher	and	author	is	still	important.	But	Indian	publishing	is
making	great	strides,	and	as	authors	start	making	more	money,	 the	agents	will	get
into	the	act.



Where	 there's	 life	 there's	 hope	 (or	 is	 it	 the	 either	 way	 round?)	 and	Mulk	 Raj
Anand's	 confidence	 in	 the	 future	 and	 in	his	own	 skills	give	me	hope.	He	has	now
touched	his	century,	and	although	frail	and	in	failing	health,	I	am	sure	he	reaches	for
his	pen	whenever	the	creative	urge	possesses	him.

Creative	people	don't	age.	Their	bodies	may	let	them	down	from	time	to	time,	but
as	long	as	their	brains	are	ticking,	they	are	good	for	another	poem	or	tale	or	song.

And	 what	 of	 happiness,	 that	 bird	 on	 the	 wing,	 that	 most	 elusive	 of	 human
conditions?

It	has	nothing	to	do	with	youth	or	old	age.	Religion	and	philosophy	provide	little
or	 no	 relief	 for	 a	 toothache,	 and	 we	 are	 all	 equally	 grumpy	 when	 it	 comes	 to
moving	about	in	a	heat	wave	or	getting	out	of	bed	on	a	freezingly	cold	morning.	I
am	a	happy	and	reasonably	contented	man	when	I	am	sitting	in	the	sun	after	a	good
breakfast;	but	at	6.30	a.m.	when	I	step	onto	the	icy	floor	of	the	bathroom	and	turn	on
the	 tap	 to	 find	 the	water	 in	 the	 pipe	 has	 frozen,	 I	 am	not	 the	 cheerful	 person	 that
people	imagine	me	to	be.

External	conditions	do	play	dieir	part	 in	 individual	happiness.	But	our	essential
happiness	 or	 unhappiness	 is	 really	 independent	 of	 these	 things.	 It	 is	 a	 matter	 of
character,	 or	 nature,	 or	 even	 our	 biological	 make-up.	 There	 are	 prosperous,
successful	 people,	 who	 are	 constantly	 depressed	 and	 miserable.	 And	 the	 less
fortunate,	 those	 who	 must	 put	 up	 with	 discomfort,	 disability,	 and	 other
disadvantages,	who	manage	to	be	cheerful	and	good-natured	in	spite	of	everything.
Some	effort	of	course,	is	needed.	To	take	life	lightly	and	in	good	humour,	is	to	get
the	most	 fun	out	 of	 it.	But	 a	 sense	of	 humour	 is	 not	 something	you	 can	 cultivate.
Either	you	have	it	or	you	don't.

Mr	Pickwick,	with	his	innocent	good	nature,	would	be	happy	at	any	time	or	place
or	era.	But	the	self-doubting,	guilt-ridden	Hamlet?	Never.

If	 you	 have	 the	 ability,	 or	 rather	 the	 gift	 of	 being	 able	 to	 see	 beauty	 in	 small
things,	then	old	age	should	hold	no	terrors.

I	do	not	have	to	climb	a	mountain	peak	in	order	to	appreciate	the	grandeur	of	this
earth.	There	are	wild	dandelions	flowering	on	the	patch	of	wasteland	just	outside	my
windows.	 A	wild	 rose	 bush	will	 come	 to	 life	 in	 the	 spring	 rain,	 and	 on	 summer
nights	the	honeysuckle	will	send	its	fragrance	through	the	open	windows.

I	do	not	have	to	climb	the	Eiffel	Tower	to	see	a	city	spread	out	before	me.	Every
night	 I	 see	 the	 lights	 of	 the	 Doon	 twinkling	 in	 the	 valley	 below;	 each	 night	 is	 a
festive	occasion.

I	do	not	have	to	travel	to	the	coast	to	see	the	ocean.	A	little	way	down	the	Tehri
road	there	is	a	tiny	spring,	just	a	freshet	of	cool,	clear	water.	Further	down	the	hill	it
joins	 a	 small	 stream,	 and	 this	 stream,	 gathering	 momentum	 joins	 forces	 with
another	 stream,	 and	 together	 they	plunge	down	 the	mountain	 and	become	a	 small
river	and	this	river	becomes	a	bigger	river,	until,	it	joins	the	Ganga,	and	the	Ganga,



singing	its	own	song,	wanders	about	the	plains	of	India,	attracting	other	rivers	to	its
bosom,	until	it	finally	enters	the	sea.	So	this	is	where	the	ocean,	or	part	of	it,	began.
At	that	little	spring	in	the	mountain.

I	do	not	have	to	take	passage	to	the	moon	to	experience	the	moonlight.	On	full
moon	nights,	the	moon	pours	through	my	windows,	throwing	my	books	and	papers
and	desk	into	relief,	caressing	me	as	I	lie	there,	bathing	in	its	glow.	I	do	not	have	to
search	for	the	moon.	The	moon	seeks	me	out.

There's	 a	 time	 to	 rove	 and	 a	 time	 to	 rest,	 and	 if	 you	 have	 learnt	 to	 live	 with
nature's	magic,	you	will	not	grow	restless.

All	this,	and	more	is	precious,	and	we	do	not	wish	to	lose	any	of	it.	As	long	as
our	faculties	are	intact,	we	do	not	want	to	give	up	everything	and	everyone	we	love.
The	presentiment	of	death	is	what	makes	life	so	appealing;	and	I	can	only	echo	the
sentiments	of	the	poet	Ralph	Hodgson	—

Time,	you	old	gypsy	man,
Will	you	not	stay,
Put	up	your	caravan
Just	for	one	day?
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Ruskin	Bond
August	1,	2004

foreword

Every	now	and	then	I	indulge	myself	with	a	little	poetry	or	light	verse—something
that	I	enjoy	doing,	even	if	the	results	are	not	always	published.	It	is	very	hard	to	sell
books	 of	 poetry,	 and	 publishers	 are	 naturally	 reluctant	 to	 take	 them	 on.	Over	 the
years,	I	have	slipped	my	poems	into	collections	of	stories	and	essays—one	way	of
getting	them	published!

For	a	couple	of	months	last	summer,	I	gave	myself	up	to	this	favourite	pastime
of	mine,	and	wrote	the	verses—all	new—that	appear	in	this	slim	volume.	Some	of
the	poems	are	for	children;	others	for	older	readers.

I	 enjoyed	 writing	 every	 one	 of	 them,	 and	 I	 hope	 that	 enjoyment	 will	 prove
infectious,	and	that	you,	dear	reader,	will	derive	some	pleasure	from	them	too.

	
	



don't	be	afraid	of	the	dark

Don't	be	afraid	of	the	dark,	little	one,
The	earth	must	rest	when	the	day	is	done.
The	sun	may	be	harsh,	but	moonlight	—	never!
And	those	stars	will	be	shining	forever	and	ever,
Be	friends	with	the	Night,	there	is	nothing	to	fear,
Just	let	your	thoughts	travel	to	friends	far	and	near.
By	day,	it	does	seem	that	our	troubles	won't	cease,
But	at	night,	late	at	night,	the	world	is	at	peace.



	



look	for	colours	of	life

Colours	are	everywhere,
Bright	blue	the	sky,
Dark	green	the	forest
And	light	the	fresh	grass;
Bright	yellow	the	lights
From	a	train	sweeping	past,
The	Flame	trees	glow
At	this	time	of	year,
The	mangoes	burn	bright
As	the	monsoon	draws	near.
	
A	favourite	colour	of	mine
Is	the	pink	of	the	candy-floss	man
As	he	comes	down	the	dusty	road,
Calling	his	wares;
And	the	balloon-man	soon	follows,
Selling	his	floating	bright	colours.
	
It's	early	summer
And	the	roses	blush
In	the	dew-drenched	dawn,
And	poppies	sway	red	and	white
In	the	invisible	breeze.
Only	the	wind	has	no	colour:
	
But	if	you	look	carefully
You	will	see	it	teasing
The	colour	out	of	the	leaves.
And	the	rain	has	no	colour
But	it	turns	the	bronzed	grass
To	emerald	green,
And	gives	a	golden	sheen
To	the	drenched	sunflower.
Look	for	the	colours	of	life—



They	are	everywhere,
Even	in	your	dreams.



remember	the	old	road

Remember	the	old	road,
The	steep	stony	path
That	took	us	up	from	Rajpur,
Toiling	and	sweating
And	grumbling	at	the	climb,
But	enjoying	it	all	the	same.
At	first	the	hills	were	hot	and	bare,
But	then	there	were	trees	near	Jharipani
And	we	stopped	at	the	Halfway	House
And	swallowed	lungfuls	of	diamond-cut	air.
Then	onwards,	upwards,	to	the	town,
Our	appetites	to	repair!
	
Well,	no	one	uses	the	old	road	any	more.
Walking	is	out	of	fashion	now.
And	if	you	have	a	car	to	take	you
Swiftly	up	the	motor-road
Why	bother	to	toil	up	a	disused	path?
You'd	have	to	be	an	old	romantic	like	me
To	want	to	take	that	route	again.
But	I	did	it	last	year,
Pausing	and	plodding	and	gasping	for	air—
Both	road	and	I	being	a	little	worse	for	wear!
	
But	I	made	it	to	the	top	and	stopped	to	rest
And	looked	down	to	the	valley	and	the	silver	stream
Winding	its	way	towards	the	plains.
And	the	land	stretched	out	before	me,	and	the	years

fell	away,
And	I	was	a	boy	again,
And	the	friends	of	my	youth	were	there	beside	me,
And	nothing	had	changed.



all	is	life

Whether	by	accident	or	design,
We	are	here.
Let's	make	the	most	of	it,	my	friend.
Make	happiness	our	pursuit,
Spread	a	little	sunshine	here	and	there.
Enjoy	the	flowers,	the	breeze,
Rivers,	sea,	and	sky,
Mountains	and	tall	waving	trees.
Greet	the	children	passing	by,
Talk	to	the	old	folk.	Be	kind,	my	friend.
Hold	on,	in	times	of	pain	and	strife:
Until	death	comes,	all	is	life.



	



a	plea	for	bowlers

Cricket	never	will	be	fair
Till	bowlers	get	their	rightful	share
For	toiling	in	the	mid-day	sun.
What	should	be	done?
It's	simple	——
Make	those	wickets	broader,	taller!
That	should	make	it	much	more	fun
For	the	poor	perspiring	bowler.
	
	
P.S.	And	in	the	interests	of	the	game

The	size	of	the	bat	remains	the	same.



	



butterfly	time

April	showers
Bring	swarms	of	butterflies
Streaming	across	the	valley
Seeking	sweet	nectar.
Yellow,	gold,	and	burning	bright,
Red	and	blue	and	banded	white.
To	my	eyes	they	bring	delight!
Theirs	a	long	and	arduous	flight,
Here	today	and	off	tomorrow,
Floating	on,	bright	butterflies,
To	distant	bowers.
For	Nature	does	things	in	good	order:
And	birds	and	butterflies	recognize
No	man-made	border.



dandelion

I	think	it's	an	insult
To	Nature's	generosity
That	many	call	this	cheerful	flower
A	'common	weed'.
How	dare	they	so	degrade
A	flower	divinely	made!
Sublimely	does	it	bloom	and	seed
In	sunshine	or	in	shade,
Thriving	in	wind	and	rain,
On	stony	soil
On	walls	or	steps
On	strips	of	waste;
Tough	and	resilient,
Giving	delight
When	other	flowers	are	out	of	sight.
And	when	its	puff-ball	comes	to	fruit
You	make	a	wish	and	blow	it	clean	away:
'Please	make	my	wish	come	true,'	you	say.
And	if	you're	kind	and	pure	of	heart,
Who	knows?	This	magic	flower	might	just	respond
And	help	you	on	your	way.
Good	dandelion,
Be	mine	today.



the	last	flower

If,	in	this	dying	world,
Only	one	flower	could	be	left,
Which	one	would	you	choose?
The	rose,	or	some	sweet	violet,
Or	would	you	prefer	the	fragrant
Mignonette?
Of	flowers	not	yet	extinct,
You	might	just	settle	for	the	Indian	Pink.
But	my	first	choice,	I	like	to	think,
Is	the	red	geranium
Standing	on	my	desk	all	year,
Far,	like	a	scarlet	chanticleer,
It	stands	up	tall
And	makes	a	statement	loud	and	clear.



to	the	indian	foresters

You	are	the	quiet	men	who	do	not	boast
Although	you've	done	much	more	than	most
To	make	this	land	a	sea	of	green
From	here	to	far	Cape	Comorin.
Without	your	help	to	Nature's	thrust,
This	land	would	be	a	bowl	of	dust.
A	land	without	its	forest	wealth
Must	suffer	a	decline	in	health,
For	herbs	and	plants	all	need	green	cover
Before	they	help	the	sick	recover.
And	we	need	trees	to	hold	together
Beasts,	and	birds	of	every	feather,
And	leaves	to	help	the	air	smell	sweet;
All	this	and	more	is	no	mean	feat.
Dear	foresters,	you	have	not	sought	for	fame	or

favour,
Yours	has	been	a	love	of	labour.
Our	thanks!	Instead	of	desert	sand
You've	given	us	this	green	and	growing	land.
	

_____________
(Composed	and	read	to	a	gathering	of	young	forest	officers	at	the	Forest	Research	Institute,	on	April	10,	2004)



night	thoughts

This	mountain	is	my	mother,
My	father	is	the	sea,
This	river	is	the	fountain
Of	all	that	life	may	be...
Swift	river	from	the	mountain,
Deep	river	to	the	sea,
Take	all	my	words	and	leave	them
Where	the	west	wind	sets	them	free.
So,	piper	on	the	lonely	hill,
Play	no	sad	songs	for	me;
The	day	has	gone,	sweet	night	comes	on,
Its	darkness	helps	me	see.



in	this	workaday	world

It's	a	busy	world,	I	know,
And	we	must	hurry	here	and	there
And	not	ask	who	or	why	or	where,
For	fear	our	credits	fall	too	low.
But	here	upon	this	hilly	crest
There's	some	respite;	and	when
The	fretting	day	is	done,
Beneath	the	cherry	tree	there's	rest.



love's	sad	song

There's	a	sweet	little	girl	lives	down	the	lane,
And	she's	so	pretty	and	I'm	so	plain,
She's	clever	and	smart	and	all	things	good,
And	I'm	the	bad	boy	of	the	neighbourhood.
But	I'd	be	her	best	friend	forever	and	a	day
If	only	she'd	smile	and	look	my	way.



	



we	are	the	babus

Soak	the	rich	and	harry	the	poor,
That's	our	motto	and	our	law;
We	are	the	rulers	of	this	land,
We	are	the	babus,	a	merry	band,
Under	the	table,	or	through	the	back	door,
We'll	empty	your	pockets	and	ask	for	more!
We	are	the	babus,	this	is	our	law—
Soak	the	rich	and	harry	the	poor!



this	land	is	mine

This	land	is	mine
Although	I	do	not	own	it,
This	land	is	mine
Because	I	grew	upon	it.
This	dust,	this	grass,
This	tender	leaf
And	weathered	bark
All	in	my	heart	are	finely	blended
Until	my	time	on	earth	is	ended.



phantom	lover

Night	unto	night
When	the	world's	asleep,
You	come	to	me,
Our	tryst	to	keep.
Held	captive,	in	thrall,
As	the	stars	look	down,
Body	and	soul
From	night	unto	dawn.
Silent	you	come
And	softly	you	go,
Ours	is	a	love
That	none	must	know.



	



wild	is	tbe	wind

Wild	is	the	wind	tonight,
Deep	is	the	thunder,
Lightning	across	the	sky
Splits	it	asunder.
Witches	will	ride	tonight,
Ranging	the	sky,
Wizards	will	cast	their	spells—
Great	men	will	die.
Who'll	be	my	guide	tonight,
Starless	the	sky;
Who'll	brave	the	demons
Now	riding	so	high.
I'll	take	the	road	alone,
I'll	reach	my	goal;
Witches	and	wizards
Must	yield	to	man's	soul.



	



slum	children	at	play

Imps	of	mischief,
Barefoot	in	the	dust,
Grinning,	mocking,	even	as
They	beg	you	for	a	crust.
No	angels	these,
Just	hungry	eyes
And	eager	hands
To	help	you	sympathise...
They	don't	want	love,
They	don't	seek	pity,
They	know	there's	nothing
In	this	heartless	city
But	a	kindred	need
In	those	who	strive
For	power	and	pelf
Though	only	just	alive!
They	know	your	guilt,
They'll	take	your	money,
And	if	you	give	too	much
They'll	find	you	funny.
Because	that's	what	you	are—
You're	just	a	joke—
Your	life	is	soft
And	theirs	all	grime	and	smoke.
And	yet	they	shout	and	sing
And	do	not	thank	your	giving,
You'll	fuss	and	fret	through	life
While	they	do	all	the	living.
	

________________
(Delhi,	May	1,	2004)



do	you	believe	in	ghosts?

'Do	you	believe	in	ghosts?'
Asked	the	passenger
On	platform	number	three.
'I'm	a	rational	man,'	said	I,
'I	believe	in	what	I	can	see—
Your	hands,	your	feet,	your	beard!'
'Then	look	again,'	said	he,
And	promptly	disappeared!



we	must	love	someone

We	must	love	someone
If	we	are	to	justify
Our	presence	on	this	earth.
We	must	keep	loving	all	our	days,
Someone,	anyone,	anywhere
Outside	our	selves;
For	even	the	sarus	crane
Will	grieve	over	its	lost	companion,
And	the	seal	its	mate.
Somewhere	in	life
There	must	be	someone
To	take	your	hand
And	share	the	torrid	day.
Without	the	touch	of	love
There	is	no	life,	and	we	must	fade	away.



the	pool

Where	has	it	gone,
the	pool	on	the	hill?

The	pool	of	our	youth,
when	Time	stood	still,

Where	we	romped	in	its	shallows
and	wrestled	on	sand,

Closer	than	brothers,	a	colourful	band.
	
Gone	is	the	pool,	now	filled	in	with	rocks,
Having	made	way	for	the	builders'	blocks.
But	sometimes,	at	dawn,

you	will	hear	us	still,
And	that's	why	they	call	this

the	Haunted	Hill.



	



don't	go	to	war,	my	son

Blood	drying	in	the	fierce	sun
Vultures	feasting	on	the	dead
Mangled	limbs	and	severed	heads
Battles	lost	or	battles	won
Must	end	in	madness	when	they're	done.
Don't	go	to	war,	my	son.



love	is	a	law

Who	shall	set	a	law	to	lovers?
Love	is	a	law	unto	itself
	
Love	gained	is	often	lost
And	love	that's	lost	is	found	again
	
It's	love	that	makes	the	world	go	round
Love	that	keeps	us	closely	bound
	
Take	this	power	to	love	away
We	would	be	just	beasts	of	prey
	
If	Love	should	lose	its	hold	on	us
Discord	would	rule	the	Universe.



a	little	night	music

Open	the	window
Let	in	the	Night
All	that	is	lovely
Comes	at	this	hour
Moonlight	and	moonbeam
And	fragrance	of	flower
Blossoming	Champa
And	Queen	of	the	Night—
And	sometimes	a	field	mouse
Drops	in	for	a	bite.
High	in	the	tree-tops
An	owl	strikes	a	note
And	the	frogs	in	their	pond
Sing	out	as	they	float
Along	on	their	lily-pads...
The	Brain-fever	bird
Is	calling	on	high
'Brain	fever,	brain	fever!'
Its	monotonous	cry.
The	Nightjar	plays	trombone
The	crickets	join	in
An	out-of-tune	orchestra
Making	a	din!
I	lie	awake	listening
	
To	the	wild	duck	in	flight
As	they	fly	to	the	north
For	their	annual	respite;
And	a	star	in	the	heavens
Sweeps	past	as	it	falls,
A	leopard's	out	hunting—
The	swamp	deer	calls.
A	breeze	has	spring	up,
It	hums	in	the	trees



The	window	is	rattling
And	I	must	cease
From	my	Nocturne
And	shut	out	the	Night.
	
Goodnight,	birds
Goodnight,	frogs
Goodnight,	stars
Goodnight	sweet	Night.



dare	to	dream

Build	castles	in	the	air
But	first,	give	them	foundations.
Hold	fast	to	all	your	dreams,
Make	perfect	your	creations.
	
All	glory	comes	to	those	who	dare.
	
Failed	works	are	sad	lame	things.
Act	impeccably,	sing
Your	own	song,	but	do	not	take
Another's	song	from	her	or	him;
Look	for	your	art	within,
You'll	find	your	own	true	gift,
For	you	are	special	too.
And	if	you	try,	you'll	find
There's	nothing	you	can't	do.



	



the	demon	driver

At	driving	a	car	I've	never	been	good—
I	batter	the	bumper	and	damage	the	hood—
'Get	off	the	road!'	the	traffic	cops	shout,
'You're	supposed	to	go	round	that	roundabout!'
'I	thought	it	was	quicker	to	drive	straight	through.'
'Give	us	your	license	—	it's	time	to	renew.'
I	took	their	advice	and	handed	a	fee
To	a	Babu	who	looked	on	this	windfall	with	glee.
'No	problem,'	he	said,	'Your	license	now	pukka,
You	may	drive	all	the	way	from	here	to	Kolkata.'
	
So	away	I	drove,	at	a	feverish	pitch,
Advancing	someway	down	an	unseen	ditch.
Once	back	on	the	highway,	I	soon	joined	the	fray
Of	hundreds	of	drivers	who	wouldn't	give	way:
I	skimmed	past	a	truck	and	revolved	round	a	van
(Good	drivers	can	do	anything	that	they	can)
Then	offered	a	lift	to	a	man	with	a	load—
'Just	a	little	way	down	to	the	end	of	this	road,'
As	I	pressed	on	the	pedal,	the	car	gave	a	shudder:
He'd	got	in	at	one	door,	got	out	at	the	other.
'God	help	you!'	he	said,	as	he	hurried	away,
'I'll	come	for	a	drive	another	fine	day!'
I	came	to	that	roundabout,	round	it	I	sped
	
Eager	to	get	to	my	dinner	and	bed.
Round	it	I	went,	and	round	it	once	more
'Get	off	the	road!'	That	cop	was	a	bore.
I	swung	to	the	left	and	went	clean	through	a	wall,
My	neighbour	stood	there	—	he	looked	menacing,

tall—
'This	will	cost	you	three	thousand,'	he	quietly	said,
'And	send	me	your	cheque	before	you're	in	bed!'
Alas!	my	new	car	was	sent	for	repair,



But	my	friends	gathered	round	and	said,	never	despair!
'We	are	all	going	to	help	you	to	make	a	fresh	start.'
And	next	day	they	gave	me	a	nice	bullock-cart.



summer	fruit

Summer	is	here,	and	mangoes	too
And	fruit	of	every	taste	and	hue;
And	given	a	choice	of	juice	or	berry,
I'll	settle	for	the	humble	cherry.
I	know	your	favourite	on	this	planet
Is	the	red	and	rosy	pomegranate;
But	that's	a	winter	fruit,	my	child,
So	wait	until	the	weather's	mild.
But	if	you	like	a	simple	khana,
There's	nothing	like	a	good	banana.
No?	Something	more	exotic?
Maybe	some	lichis	in	your	pockets.
Or	would	you	like	a	large	tarbuj—
Its	sweeter	than	a	good	kharbuj—
Tarbuj,	kharbuja	—	oh,	what's	the	difference?
Tell	me,	children,	and	your	preference



	



the	message	of	the	flowers

Apple	BlossomIt's	Spring,	and	apple	blossom	time	Stands	for	temptation,	Give	in
to	it!	

	
Bluebells	 Stand	for	constancy	and	calm.
	 For	troubled	souls	they	act	as	balm	Ring	out	 the	old,	ring	in	the

new!
	
Carnation	 Ah,	a	woman's	love	comes	with	this
	 flower.
	 Cherish	the	moment!
	
CrysanthemumWhen	red,	it's	love.
	 When	white,	it's	youth.
	 When	bronze,	it	has	the	ring	of	truth.
	
Cornflower	 How	delicate	you	are!
	
Daisy	 The	power	of	innocence.
	
Daffodils	 You	purify	the	air.
	 You're'	chivalry,	gratitude	and	care.
	
Eglantine	 Sweet	brier-rose,	the	flower	of	poets.
	 Keats	called	you	rain-scented,
	 dew-sweet.
	
Forget-me-not Your	name	says	it	all.
	 And	I'll	remember	to	remember.
	
Geranium	 Especially	the	scarlet	kind,
	 They	say	scarlet	is	a	sign	of	folly.



	 In	that	case,	you're	my	folly.
	
Honeysuckle Who	can	resist	your	sweet	fragrance?
	 I	want	to	be	near	you.
	
Ivy	 You	are	friendship,	fellowship	and
	 fidelity
	 You	stand	for	permanence.
	
Jasmine	 Flower	of	perfection,
	 You	stand	high	in	my	affection.
	
Lemon	BlossomWhat	made	me	think	of	you	today?
	 You	stir	up	memories	of	love	and	play.
	
Magnolia	 Champa,	Queen	of	the	garden
	 You	bring	good	fortune.
	
Nasturtium How	can	I	forget	you,	humble	friend?
	 You	gladden	my	heart	to	winter's	end.
	
Oleander	 Red	or	white
	 You're	the	poet's	delight.
	
Poppy	 You're	my	scarlet	lady—
	 Extravagant,	effervescent,	evanescent!
	
Quercus	 Q	had	me	in	a	quandary
	 Until	I	looked	out	of	my	window
	 And	saw	my	old	friend	the	oak	tree
	 staring	hard	at	me!
	
Roses	 Of	roses	there	are	many	kinds—
	 The	moss,	the	musk,	the	Eglantine;
	 Roses	speak	of	faithfulness,
	 The	red	rose	of	voluptuousness.
	



Snapdragon Your	sweet	scent	fills	the	air	and
	 draws	me	to	you;
	 I'd	follow	you	anywhere.
	
Tulips	 I	was	offered	a	tulip,	they	said	it
	 stood	for	fame
	 I'll	settle	for	the	Thorn-Apple,	if	to
	 you	it's	just	the	same.
	
Urtica	 The	common	nettle:
	 You	ignore	it	at	your	peril!
	
Violet	 Modest	and	sweet—
	 I	look	for	you	in	quiet	corners.
	
Wallflower	 Wallflower	bright	against	my	wall,
	 You	are	the	sturdiest	flower	of	all!
	
Xerophyte	 You	thought	you'd	fool	me,	Mr.	X
	 I	looked	you	up,	I	must	confess
	 In	the	desert	you	exist
	 Where	other	plants	like	you	persist...
	
Yellow	Iris	 You	speak	of	passion	—	love's	dream
	 ends.
	
Zinnia	 You	bring	me	thoughts	of	absent
	 friends.



granny's	proverbs

A	hungry	man	is	an	angry	man,
Said	dear	old	Gran

As	she	prepared	an	Irish	stew
For	the	chosen	few
(Gran'dad,	my	cousins	and	me).
But	then	she'd	turn	to	me	and	emote—
'Don't	be	greedy,	or	your	tongue	will	cut	your	throat!'
And	if	I	asked	for	more	of	my	favourite	fish,
'That	small	fish,'	she'd	say,	'is	better	than

an	empty	dish!'
Like	Mann,	she	taught	us	to	honour	our	food,
She	was	the	law-giver,	seeking	all	good.
Gran'dad	and	I,	we'd	eat	what	we	were	given

(Irish	stew	and	a	tart)
But	sometimes	we'd	sneak	away	to	the	bazaar
To	feast	on	tikkees	and	chaat

—And	that	was	heaven!
	

__________________
(You	can	read	more	about	my	grandparents	in	'Grandfather's	Private	Zoo'	in	my	children's	omnibus.)



foot	soldiers

'Where's	Solan?'	the	private	was	asking.
'Somewhere	in	Tibet,	I	should	think.'
'There's	a	brewery	there,
And	it's	brimming	with	beer,
But	we	can't	get	a	mouthful	to	drink!'
	
So	we	route-march	from	Delhi	to	Solan
In	the	dust	and	the	devilish	sun,
And	we're	cursing	away	like	Hades,
'Cause	there	ain't	any	ladies
To	hear	every	son-of-a-gun!
	
And	when	we	have	climbed	up	to	Solan
Our	language	continues	profane,
For	right	well	we	know
We	shall	soon	have	to	go.
Down	from	Solan	to	Delhi	again.
	

______________
(Based	on	an	old	ditty	my	soldier-grandfather	used	to	sing.	The	Solan	Brewery	is	150	years	old.)



out	of	the	darkness

Out	of	darkness	we	came,	into	darkness	we	go,
Out	of	the	sea	to	the	land	we	know,
Out	of	the	trembling	hills	and	its	streams,
From	night	unto	day	we	come	with	our	dreams.
	
The	wind	and	the	water	gave	form	to	our	lives;
After	thousands	of	aeons	mankind	still	survives,
And	beyond	those	great	spaces,	those	planets	and	stars,
Who	knows,	there	are	heart-beats	and	children	like

ours.



	



a	nightmare

Cupid,	with	his	famous	dart,
Struck	me	just	above	the	heart—
'Life'	he	said,	'is	just	a	gamble,
You'll	take	to	her	without	preamble.
And	so	there	came,	all	bent	and	grey,
This	withered	crone,	and	she	did	sway
Backwards	and	forwards,	as	though	she'd	seen
The	phantom	lover	of	a	dream.
She	hypnotised	me	with	one	glance
And	there	and	then	began	to	dance,
Then	tossed	me	in	her	waiting	carriage
And	promised	me	her	hand	in	marriage.
She	took	me	to	her	home	in	state,
And	chortling,	said,	'There's	no	escape,
I'll	keep	you	in	my	empty	cupboard;
You	know	my	name	—	it's	Mother	Hubbard!
I'll	feed	you	frogs	and	make	you	fat—
A	kofta	for	my	favourite	cat.'
Her	cat?	The	thing	she	called	her	darling
Was	a	monstrous	tiger,	fiercely	snarling,
Its	eyes	were	burning	bright	and	red.

It	pounced!	I	woke	up	in	my	bed.
No	tiger	lady	in	my	cupboard...
But	when	I	opened	my	front	door
I	found	the	brass	plate	bore
My	name:	Mr.	Hubbard.



lines	written	on	a	sleepless	night

I'm	unfamiliar	with	statistics,
I	wouldn't	know	what	to	do
With	a	book	on	Mathematics
Or	a	girl	of	ninety-two.
	
I	really	can't	tell	the	difference
Between	a	man	from	Kalamazoo*
And	the	kind	of	endangered	species
That	you	only	find	in	a	zoo.
	
I'm	hopeless	at	Nuclear	Physics—
Don't	ask	me	to	make	you	a	bomb—
But	if	you	would	like	me	to	bake	you	a	cake,
I'll	do	it	with	great	aplomb.
	
I'm	not	very	good	at	book-keeping,
My	accounting,	they	say,	is	too	lax.
I	can't	trace	my	Income,	or,	credit	my	debit,
So	how	can	I	pay	Income	Tax?
	
I'm	really	not	bad	at	prognosis,
Consult	me	—	I	won't	take	a	fee—
I'll	soon	let	you	know	if	your	calcium	is	low
Or	if	it's	just	Housemaid's	Knee.
	
I'm	not	very	good	with	a	Nurse
And	I	feel	more	at	ease	writing	verse—
I'm	inclined	to	convulse	when	she	feels	for	my	pulse,
And	if	I	feel	hers,	she	gets	terse!
	
I'm	hopeless	at	counting	those	sheep—
I'd	rather	be	off	with	Bo-Peep!
If	she'd	leave	them	alone
And	take	me	straight	home



I	wouldn't	mind	losing	more	sleep.
	

_____________
On	the	night	before	my	70th	Birthday,	I	 just	couldn't	sleep.	Whenever	I	was	on	the	verge	of	dozing	off,	one	of
these	silly	verses	would	pop	into	my	head.	On	each	occasion	I'd	get	up,	put	it	down	on	paper,	and	go	hack	to	bed.
It	might	have	been	better	if	I'd	forgotten	them.	On	the	other	hand,	Gautam	says	publish	and	be	damned.
______________
*	There	is	such	a	place	—	or	used	to	be.



what	can	we	give	our	children?

What	can	we	give	our	children?
Knowledge,	yes,	and	honour	too,
And	strength	of	character
And	the	gift	of	laughter.
What	gold	do	we	give	our	children?
The	gold	of	a	sunny	childhood,
Open	spaces,	a	home	that	binds
Us	to	the	common	good...
These	simple	things
Are	greater	than	the	gold	of	kings.



the	duck	is	seventy

This	year,	'04,	I'm	70	years	old,
And	so	is	Donald	Duck,	I'm	told.
At	writing	verse	he's	rather	slack,
I'm	not	much	better	when	I	quack!
So	here,	dear	Donald,	is	my	boast—
Roast	duck	is	best	with	buttered	toast.
Says	Donald,	'Friend,	don't	push	your	luck,
You	might	be	born	again	a	duck!'
	
	
(For	Shubhadarshini)



	
	
	

ROADS	TO	MUSSOORIE



Backward

Instead	of	a	Foreword	I'm	writing	a	Backward,	because	that's	the	kind	of	person	I've
always	been....	Very	backward.	I	write	by	hand	instead	of	on	a	computer.	I	 listen	to
the	radio	instead	of	watching	television.	I	don't	know	how	to	operate	a	cellphone,	if
that's	what	it's	still	called.	Sometimes	I	read	books	upside-down,	just	for	the	hell	of
it.	 If	 I	have	 to	read	a	modern	novel,	 I	will	 read	 the	 last	chapter	 first;	usually	 that's
enough.	Sometimes	 I	walk	backwards.	And	 in	 this	book	 I	 take	a	backward	 look	at
people	I've	known,	and	interesting	and	funny	things	that	have	happened	to	me	on	the
way	up	to	the	hills	or	down	from	the	hills.

In	fact,	I	urge	my	readers	to	start	this	book	with	the	last	chapter	and	then,	if	they
haven't	 thrown	 their	 hands	 up	 in	 despair,	 to	 work	 their	 way	 forwards	 to	 the
beginning.

For	over	forty	years	I've	been	living	in	this	rather	raffish	hill-station,	and	when
people	ask	me	why,	I	usually	say	'I	forgot	to	go	away.'

That's	only	partly	true.	I	have	had	good	times	here,	and	bad,	and	the	good	times
have	predominated.	There's	something	 to	be	said	for	a	place	 if	you've	been	happy
there,	and	it's	nice	to	be	able	to	record	some	of	the	events	and	people	that	made	for
fun	and	happy	living.

I	have	written	about	my	writing	life	and	family	life	in	The	India	I	Love	and	other
books.	The	stories,	anecdotes	and	reminiscences	 in	 this	book	deal	with	 the	 lighter
side	 of	 life	 in	 the	 hill-station,	 with	 the	 emphasis	 on	 my	 own	 escapades	 and
misadventures.	Over	the	years,	Mussoorie	has	changed	a	little,	but	not	 too	much.	I
have	changed	too,	but	not	too	much.	And	I	think	I'm	a	better	person	for	having	spent
half	my	life	up	here.

Like	 Mussoorie,	 I'm	 quite	 accessible.	 You	 can	 find	 me	 up	 at	 Sisters	 Bazaar
(walking	 backwards),	 or	 at	 the	 Cambridge	 Book	 Depot	 (reading	 backwards),	 or
climbing	 backwards	 over	 Ganesh	 Saili's	 gate	 to	 avoid	 the	 attentions	 of	 his	 high-
spirited	Labrador.	You	are	unlikely	to	find	me	at	my	residence.	I	am	seldom	there.	I
have	a	secret	working-place,	at	a	haunted	house	on	the	Tehri	road,	and	you	can	only



'Bunskin	Rond'
Ledur	 (the	 village	 behind
Landour)

find	 it	 if	 you	 keep	 driving	 in	 reverse.	 But	 you	must	 look	 backwards	 too,	 or	 you
might	just	go	off	the	edge	of	the	road.

I	shall	sign	off	with	the	upside-down	name	given	to	me	by	the	lady	who'd	had	one
gin	too	many—

	
	



ONE

Breakfast	Time

I	like	a	good	sausage,	I	do;
It's	a	dish	for	the	chosen	and	few.
Oh,	for	sausage	and	mash,
And	of	mustard	a	dash
And	an	egg	nicely	fried—maybe	two?
At	breakfast	or	lunch,	or	at	dinner,
The	sausage	is	always	a	winner;
If	you	want	a	good	spread
Go	for	sausage	on	bread,
And	forget	all	your	vows	to	be	slimmer.

'In	Praise	of	the	Sausage'

(Written	for	Victor	and	Maya	Banerjee,	
who	excel	at	making	sausage	breakfasts)

	

There	is	something	to	be	said	for	breakfast.
If	you	take	an	early	morning	walk	down	Landour	Bazaar,	you	might	be	fortunate

enough	 to	 see	 a	 very	 large	 cow	 standing	 in	 the	 foyer	 of	 a	 hotel,	munching	 on	 a
succulent	 cabbage	 or	 cauliflower.	The	 owner	 of	 the	 hotel	 has	 u	 soft	 spot	 for	 this
particular	cow,	and	invites	it	in	for	breakfast	every	morning.	Having	had	its	fill,	the
cow—very	 well-behaved—backs	 out	 of	 the	 shop	 and	 makes	 way	 for	 paying
customers.

I	am	not	one	of	them.	I	prefer	to	have	my	breakfast	at	home—a	fried	egg,	two	or
three	buttered	toasts,	a	bit	of	bacon	if	I'm	lucky,	otherwise	some	fish	pickle	from	the
south,	 followed	by	a	cup	of	strong	coffee—and	I'm	a	happy	man	and	can	 take	 the
rest	of	the	day	in	my	stride.



I	don't	think	I	have	ever	written	a	good	story	without	a	good	breakfast.	There	are
of	course,	writers	who	do	not	eat	before	noon.	Both	they	and	their	prose	have	a	lean
and	 hungry	 look.	 Dickens	 was	 good	 at	 describing	 breakfasts	 and	 dinners—
especially	Christmas	repasts—and	many	of	his	most	rounded	characters	were	good-
natured	people	who	were	fond	of	their	food	and	drink—Mr	Pickwick,	the	Cheeryble
brothers,	 Mr	 Weller	 senior,	 Captain	 Cuttle—as	 opposed	 to	 the	 half-starved
characters	 in	 the	works	 of	 some	other	Victorian	writers.	And	 remember,	Dickens
had	an	impoverished	childhood.	So	I	took	it	as	a	compliment	when	a	little	girl	came
up	to	me	the	other	day	and	said,	'Sir,	you're	Mr	Pickwick!'

As	 a	 young	man,	 I	 had	 a	 lean	 and	 hungry	 look.	After	 all,	 I	was	 often	 hungry.
Now,	if	I	look	like	Pickwick,	I	take	it	as	an	achievement.

And	all	those	breakfasts	had	something	to	do	with	it.
It's	 not	 only	 cows	 and	 early-to-rise	 writers	 who	 enjoy	 a	 good	 breakfast.	 Last

summer,	Colonel	Solomon	was	out	 taking	his	pet	Labrador	 for	an	early	morning
walk	near	Lai	Tibba	when	a	leopard	sprang	out	of	a	thicket,	seized	the	dog	and	made
off	with	 it	down	 the	hillside.	The	dog	did	not	even	have	 time	 to	yelp.	Nor	did	 the
Colonel.	Suffering	from	shock,	he	left	Landour	the	next	day	and	has	yet	to	return.

Another	 leopard—this	 time	 at	 the	 other	 end	 of	Mussoorie—entered	 the	 Savoy
hotel	at	dawn,	and	finding	nothing	 in	 the	kitchen	except	chicken's	 feathers,	moved
on	to	the	billiard-room	and	there	vented	its	frustration	on	the	cloth	of	the	billiard-
table,	clawing	it	to	shreds.	The	leopard	was	seen	in	various	parts	of	the	hotel	before
it	made	off	in	the	direction	of	the	Ladies'	Block.

Just	a	hungry	leopard	in	search	of	a	meal.	But	three	days	later,	Nandu	Jauhar,	the
owner	of	the	Savoy,	found	himself	short	of	a	lady	housekeeper.	Had	she	eloped	with
the	 laundryman,	or	 had	 she	become	a	good	breakfast	 for	 the	 leopard?	We	do	not
know	till	this	day.

English	breakfasts,	unlike	continental	breakfasts,	are	best	enjoyed	in	India	where
you	don't	have	to	rush	off	to	catch	a	bus	or	a	train	or	get	to	your	office	in	time.	You
can	linger	over	your	scrambled	egg	and	marmalade	on	toast.	What	would	breakfast
be	without	some	honey	or	marmalade?	You	can	have	an	excellent	English	breakfast
at	 the	 India	 International	 Centre,	 where	 I	 have	 spent	 many	 pleasant	 reflective
mornings....	And	a	super	breakfast	at	the	Raj	Mahal	Hotel	in	Jaipur.	But	some	hotels
give	very	inferior	breakfasts,	and	I	am	afraid	that	certain	Mussoorie	establishments
are	great	offenders,	specializing	in	singed	omelettes	and	burnt	toasts.

	



	
Many	people	are	under	the	erroneous	impression	that	the	days	of	the	British	Raj

were	 synonymous	with	 huge	meals	 and	 unlimited	 food	 and	 drink.	This	may	 have
been	 the	 case	 in	 the	 days	 of	 the	 East	 India	 Company,	 but	 was	 far	 from	 being	 so
during	the	last	decade	of	British	rule.	Those	final	years	coincided	with	World	War
II,	when	food-rationing	was	 in	force.	At	my	boarding	school	 in	Shimla,	omelettes
were	made	 from	powdered	eggs,	 and	 the	contents	of	 the	occasional	 sausage	were
very	mysterious—so	much	so,	that	we	called	our	sausages	'sweet	mysteries	of	life!'
after	a	popular	Nelson	Eddy	song.

Things	were	not	much	better	at	home.	Just	porridge	(no	eggs!)	bread	and	jam	(no
butter!),	and	tea	with	ghur	instead	of	refined	sugar.	The	ghur	was,	of	course,	much
healthier	than	sugar.

Breakfasts	 are	 better	 now,	 at	 least	 for	 those	who	 can	 afford	 them.	 The	 jam	 is
better	than	it	used	to	be.	So	is	the	bread.	And	I	can	enjoy	a	fried	egg,	or	even	two,
without	feeling	guilty	about	 it.	But	good	omelettes	are	still	hard	to	come	by.	They



shouldn't	be	made	in	a	hurried	or	slapdash	manner.	Some	thought	has	to	go	into	an
omelette.	And	a	little	love	too.	It's	like	writing	a	book—done	much	better	with	some
feeling!



TWO

On	the	Delhi	Road

Road	 travel	 can	 involve	 delays	 and	 mishaps,	 but	 it	 also	 provides	 you	 with	 the
freedom	to	stop	where	you	like	and	do	as	you	like.	I	have	never	found	it	boring.	The
seven-hour	 drive	 from	Mussoorie	 to	Delhi	 can	 become	 a	 little	 tiring	 towards	 the
end,	but	as	I	do	not	drive	myself,	I	can	sit	back	and	enjoy	everything	that	the	journey
has	to	offer.

I	have	been	to	Delhi	five	times	in	the	last	six	months—	something	of	a	record	for
me—and	 on	 every	 occasion	 I	 have	 travelled	 by	 road.	 I	 like	 looking	 at	 the
countryside,	 the	 passing	 scene,	 the	 people	 along	 the	 road,	 and	 this	 is	 something	 I
don't	see	any	more	from	trains;	those	thick	windows	of	frosted	glass	effectively	cut
me	off	from	the	world	outside.

On	my	last	trip	we	had	to	leave	the	main	highway	because	of	a	disturbance	near
Meerut.	 Instead	we	had	 to	drive	 through	about	 a	dozen	villages	 in	 the	prosperous
sugarcane	belt	that	dominates	this	area.	It	was	a	wonderful	contrast,	leaving	the	main
road	with	its	cafes,	petrol	pumps,	factories	and	management	institutes	and	entering
the	 rural	 hinterland	 where	 very	 little	 had	 changed	 in	 a	 hundred	 years.	 Women
worked	 in	 the	 fields,	 old	 men	 smoked	 hookahs	 in	 their	 courtyards,	 and	 a	 few
children	 were	 playing	 guli-danda	 instead	 of	 cricket!	 It	 brought	 home	 to	 me	 the
reality	of	India—urban	life	and	rural	life	are	still	poles	apart.

These	journeys	are	seldom	without	incident.	I	was	sipping	a	coffee	at	a	wayside
restaurant,	when	a	foreign	woman	walked	in,	and	asked	the	waiter	if	they	had	 'à	la
carte'.	Roadside	stops	seldom	provide	menus,	nor	do	they	go	in	for	French,	but	our
waiter	wanted	to	be	helpful,	so	he	led	the	tourist	outside	and	showed	her	the	way	to
the	 public	 toilet.	 As	 she	 did	 not	 return	 to	 the	 restaurant,	 I	 have	 no	 idea	 if	 she
eventually	found	à	la	carte.

My	driver	on	a	recent	trip	assured	me	that	he	knew	Delhi	very	well	and	could	get
me	to	any	destination.	I	 told	him	I'd	been	booked	into	a	big	hotel	near	 the	airport,



and	gave	him	 the	name.	Not	 to	worry,	he	 told	me,	 and	drove	confidently	 towards
Palam.	There	he	got	confused,	and	after	 taking	several	unfamiliar	 turnings,	drove
straight	 into	 a	 large	 piggery	 situated	 behind	 the	 airport.	We	were	 surrounded	 by
some	fifty	or	sixty	pigs	and	an	equal	number	of	children	from	the	mohalla.	One	boy
even	asked	me	if	I	wanted	to	purchase	a	pig.	I	do	like	a	bit	of	bacon	now	and	then,
but	unlike	Lord	Emsworth	I	do	not	have	any	ambition	to	breed	prize	pigs,	so	I	had
to	decline.	After	 some	arguments	over	 right	 of	way,	we	were	 allowed	 to	proceed
and	finally	made	it	to	the	hotel.

Occasionally	 I	 have	 shared	 a	 taxi	with	 another	 passenger,	 but	 after	 one	or	 two
disconcerting	experiences	I	have	taken	to	travelling	alone	or	with	a	friend.

The	last	time	I	shared	a	taxi	with	someone,	I	was	pleased	to	find	that	my	fellow
passenger,	a	large	gentleman	with	a	fierce	moustache,	had	bought	one	of	my	books,
which	was	lying	on	the	seat	between	us.

I	thought	I'd	be	friendly	and	so,	to	break	the	ice,	I	remarked	'I	see	you	have	one
of	my	books	with	you,'	glancing	modestly	at	the	paperback	on	the	seat.

'What	do	you	mean,	your	book?'	he	bridled,	giving	me	a	dirty	look.	'I	just	bought
this	book	at	the	news	agency!'

'No,	no,'	I	stammered,	'I	don't	mean	it's	mine,	I	mean	it's	my	book—er,	that	is,	I
happened	to	write	it!'

'Oh,	so	now	you're	claiming	to	be	the	author!'	He	looked	at	me	as	though	I	was	a
fraud	of	the	worst	kind.	'What	is	your	real	profession,	may	I	ask?'

'I'm	just	a	typist,'	I	said,	and	made	no	further	attempt	to	make	friends.
Indeed,	I	am	very	careful	about	trumpeting	my	literary	or	other	achievements,	as

I	am	frequently	misunderstood.
Recently,	at	a	book	reading	in	New	Delhi,	a	little	girl	asked	me	how	many	books

I'd	written.
'Oh,	about	sixty	or	seventy,'	I	said	quite	truthfully.
At	which	another	child	piped	up:	'Why	can't	you	be	a	little	modest	about	it?'
Sometimes	you	just	can't	win.
My	author's	ego	received	a	salutary	beating	when	on	one	of	my	earlier	 trips,	 I

stopped	at	a	small	book-stall	and	looked	around,	hoping	(like	any	other	author)	to
spot	 one	 of	 my	 books.	 Finally,	 I	 found	 one,	 under	 a	 pile	 of	 books	 by	 Deepak
Chopra,	Khushwant	Singh,	William	Dalrymple	and	other	luminaries.	I	slipped	it	out
from	the	bottom	of	the	pile	and	surreptitiously	placed	it	on	top.

Unfortunately	the	bookseller	had	seen	me	do	this.
He	 picked	 up	 the	 offending	 volume	 and	 returned	 it	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 pile,

saying	'No	demand	for	this	book,	sir'.
I	wasn't	going	to	tell	him	I	was	the	author.	But	just	to	prove	him	wrong,	I	bought

the	poor	neglected	thing.
'This	is	a	collector's	item,'	I	told	him.



'Ah,'	he	said,	'At	last	I	meet	a	collector.'
	

	
The	number	of	interesting	people	I	meet	on	the	road	is	matched	only	by	the	number
of	interesting	drivers	who	have	carried	me	back	and	forth	in	their	chariots	of	fire.

The	 last	 to	do	so,	 the	driver	of	a	Qualis,	must	have	had	ambitions	 to	be	an	air
pilot.	He	used	the	road	as	a	runway	and	was	constantly	on	the	verge	of	taking	off.
Pedestrians,	cyclists,	and	drivers	of	smaller	vehicles	scattered	to	left	and	right,	often
hurling	 abuse	 at	 my	 charioteer,	 who	 seemed	 immune	 to	 the	 most	 colourful
invectives.	Trucks	did	not	give	way	but	he	simply	swerved	around	them,	adopting	a
zigzag	 approach	 to	 the	 task	 of	 getting	 from	 Delhi	 to	 Dehradun	 in	 the	 shortest
possible	time.

'There's	no	hurry,'	I	told	him	more	than	once,	but	his	English	was	limited	and	he
told	me	later	that	he	thought	I	was	saying	'Please	hurry!'

Well,	he	hurried	and	he	harried	until	at	a	railway-crossing	where	we	were	forced
to	stop,	an	irate	scooterist	came	abreast	and	threatened	to	turn	the	driver	over	to	the
.police.	A	long	and	heated	argument	followed,	and	it	appeared	that	there	would	soon
be	 a	 punch-up,	 when	 the	 crossing-gate	 suddenly	 opened	 and	 the	 Qualis	 flew
forward,	leaving	the	fuming	scooterist	far	behind.

As	I	do	not	drive	myself,	I	am	normally	the	ideal	person	to	have	in	the	front	seat;
I	repose	complete	confidence	in	the	man	behind	the	wheel.	And	sitting	up	front,	I	see
more	of	the	.	road	and	the	passing	scene.

One	 of	Mussoorie's	 better	 drivers	 is	 Sardar	Manmohan	 Singh	 who	 drives	 his
own	taxi.	He	is	also	a	keen	wildlife	enthusiast.	It	always	amazes	me	how	he	is	able	to
drive	through	the	Siwaliks,	on	a	winding	hill	road,	and	still	be	able	to	keep	his	eye
open	for	denizens	of	the	surrounding	forest.

'See	that	cheetal!'	he	will	exclaim,	or	'What	a	fine	sambhar!'	or	'Just	look	at	that
elephant!'

All	 this	 at	 high	 speed.	 And	 before	 I've	 had	 time	 to	 get	 more	 than	 a	 fleeting
glimpse	of	one	of	these	creatures,	we	are	well	past	them.

Manmohan	 swears	 that	 he	 has	 seen	 a	 tiger	 crossing	 the	 road	 near	 the	Mohand
Pass,	and	as	he	is	a	person	of	some	integrity,	I	have	to	believe	him.	I	think	the	tiger
appears	especially	for	Manmohan.

Another	wildlife	enthusiast	is	my	old	friend	Vishal	Ohri,	of	State	Bank	fame.	On
one	occasion	he	drove	me	down	a	forest	road	between	Hardwar	and	Mohand,	and
we	did	indeed	see	a	number	of	animals,	cheetal	and	wild	boar.

Unlike	our	car	drivers,	he	was	 in	no	hurry	 to	 reach	our	destination	and	would
stop	every	now	and	 then,	 in	order	 to	examine	 the	 footprints	of	 elephants.	He	also
pointed	out	large	dollops	of	fresh	elephant	dung,	proof	that	wild	elephants	were	in
the	vicinity.	I	did	not	think	his	old	Fiat	would	out-run	an	angry	elephant	and	urged



him	 to	 get	 a	 move	 on	 before	 nightfall.	 Vishal	 then	 held	 forth	 on	 the	 benefits	 of
elephant	dung	and	how	it	could	be	used	to	reinforce	mud	walls.	I	assured	him	that	I
would	try	it	out	on	the	walls	of	my	study,	which	was	in	danger	of	falling	down.

Vishal	was	well	ahead	of	his	time.	Only	the	other	day	I	read	in	one	of	our	papers
that	elephant	dung	could	be	converted	into	good	quality	paper.	Perhaps	they'll	use	it
to	make	bank	notes.	Reserve	Bank,	please	note.

	

	
Other	good	drivers	who	have	taken	me	here	and	there	include	Ganesh	Saili,	who	is
even	 better	 after	 a	 few	 drinks;	 Victor	 Banerjee	 who	 is	 better	 before	 drinks;	 and
young	Harpreet	who	is	a	fan	of	Kenny	G's	saxophone	playing.	On	the	road	to	Delhi
with	Harpreet,	I	had	six	hours	of	listening	to	Kenny	G	on	tape.	On	my	return,	two
days	later,	I	had	another	six	hours	of	Kenny	G.	Now	I	go	into	a	frenzy	whenever	I
hear	a	saxophone.

My	publisher	has	an	experienced	old	driver	who	also	happens	 to	be	quite	deaf.
He	blares	 the	 car	 horn	vigorously	 and	without	 respite.	When	 I	 asked	him	why	he
used	the	horn	so	much,	he	replied,	'Well,	I	can't	hear	their	horns,	but	I'll	make	sure
they	hear	mine!'	As	good	a	reason	as	any.

It	is	sometimes	said	that	women	don't	make	good	drivers,	but	I	beg	to	differ.	Mrs
Biswas	was	an	excellent	driver	but	a	dangerous	woman	to	know.	Her	husband	had
been	a	well-known	shikari,	and	he	kept	a	stuffed	panther	in	the	drawing	room	of	his
Delhi	farm-house.	Mrs	Biswas	spent	the	occasional	weekend	at	her	summer	home	in
Landour.	I'd	been	to	one	or	two	of	her	parties,	attended	mostly	by	menfolk.

One	day,	while	I	was	loitering	on	the	road,	she	drove	up	and	asked	me	if	I'd	like
to	accompany	her	down	to	Dehradun.

'I'll	come	with	you,'	I	said,	'provided	we	can	have	a	nice	lunch	at	Kwality.'
So	down	the	hill	we	glided,	and	Mrs	Biswas	did	some	shopping,	and	we	lunched

at	Kwality,	and	got	back	into	her	car	and	set	off	again—but	in	a	direction	opposite	to
Mussoorie	and	Landour.

	



	
'Where	are	we	going?'	I	asked.
'To	Delhi,	of	course.	Aren't	you	coming	with	me?'
'I	didn't	know	we	were	going	to	Delhi.	I	don't	even	have	my	pyjamas	with	me.'
'Don't	worry,'	said	Mrs	B.	'My	husband's	pyjamas	will	fit	you.'
'He	may	not	want	me	to	wear	his	pyjamas,'	I	protested.
'Oh,	don't	worry.	He's	in	London	just	now.'
I	persuaded	Mrs	Biswas	to	stop	at	the	nearest	bus	stop,	bid	her	farewell,	and	took

the	bus	back	to	Mussoorie.	She	may	have	been	a	good	driver	but	I	had	no	intention
of	ending	up	stuffed	alongside	the	stuffed	panther	in	the	drawing	room.



THREE

Cold	Beer	at	Chutmalpur

Just	outside	 the	 small	market	 town	of	Chutmalpur	 (on	 the	way	back	 from	Delhi)
one	 is	 greeted	 by	 a	 large	 signboard	 with	 just	 two	 words	 on	 it:	 Cold	 Beer.	 The
signboard	is	almost	as	large	as	the	shop	from	which	the	cold	beer	is	dispensed;	but
after	a	gruelling	five-hour	drive	from	Delhi,	in	the	heat	and	dust	of	May,	a	glass	of
chilled	beer	is	welcome—except,	of	course,	to	teetotallers	who	will	find	other	fizzy
ways	to	satiate	their	thirst.

Chutmalpur	 is	 not	 the	 sort	 of	 place	 you'd	 choose	 to	 retire	 in.	 But	 it	 has	 its
charms,	not	the	least	of	which	is	its	Sunday	Market,	when	the	varied	produce	of	the
rural	interior	finds	its	way	on	to	the	dusty	pavements,	and	the	air	vibrates	with	noise,
colour	 and	 odours.	 Carpets	 of	 red	 chillies,	 seasonal	 fruits,	 stacks	 of	 grain	 and
vegetables,	cheap	toys	for	the	children,	bangles	of	lac,	wooden	artifacts,	colourful
underwear,	sweets	of	every	description,	churan	to	go	with	them...
'Lakar	 hajam,	 pather	 hajam!'	 cries	 the	 churan-seller.	 Translated:	 Digest	 wood,

digest	stones!	That	is,	 if	you	partake	of	this	particular	digestive	pill	which,	when	I
tried	it,	appeared	to	be	one	part	hing	(asafoetida)	and	one	part	gunpowder.

Things	 are	 seldom	 what	 they	 seem	 to	 be.	 Passing	 through	 the	 small	 town	 of
Purkazi,	 I	 noticed	 a	 sign-board	which	 announced	 the	 availability	 of	 'Books'—just
that.	 Intrigued,	 I	 stopped	 to	 find	 out	more	 about	 this	 bookshop	 in	 the	wilderness.
Perhaps	I'd	find	a	rare	tome	to	add	to	my	library.	Peeping	in,	I	discovered	that	the
dark	interior	was	stacked	from	floor	to	ceiling	with	exercise	books!	Apparently	the
shop-owner	was	the	supplier	for	the	district.

Rare	 books	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 Roorkee,	 in	 the	 University's	 old	 library.	 Here,	 not
many	 years	 ago,	 a	 First	 Folio	 Shakespeare	 turned	 up	 and	 was	 celebrated	 in	 the
Indian	Press	as	a	priceless	discovery.	Perhaps	it's	still	there.

Also	 in	 the	 library	 is	a	bust	of	Sir	Proby	Cautley,	who	conceived	and	built	 the
Ganga	Canal,	which	starts	at	Hardwar	and	passes	through	Roorkee	on	its	way	across



the	Doab.	Hardly	anyone	today	has	heard	of	Cautley,	and	yet	surely	his	achievement
outstrips	 that	 of	 many	 Englishmen	 in	 India—soldiers	 and	 statesmen	who	 became
famous	for	doing	all	the	wrong	things.

Cautley's	Canal
Cautley	 came	 to	 India	 at	 the	 age	 of	 seventeen	 and	 joined	 the	Bengal	Artillery.	 In
1825,	he	assisted	Captain	Robert	Smith,	 the	engineer	 in	charge	of	constructing	the
Eastern	Yamuna	Canal.	By	1836	he	was	Superintendent-General	of	Canals.	From	the
start,	he	worked	towards	his	dream	of	building	a	Ganga	Canal,	and	spent	six	months
walking	 and	 riding	 through	 the	 jungles	 and	 countryside,	 taking	 each	 level	 and
measurement	 himself,	 sitting	 up	 all	 night	 to	 transfer	 them	 to	 his	 maps.	 He	 was
confident	that	a	500-kilometre	canal	was	feasible.	There	were	many	objections	and
obstacles	 to	 his	 project,	 most	 of	 them	 financial,	 but	 Cautley	 persevered	 and
eventually	persuaded	the	East	India	Company	to	back	him.

Digging	 of	 the	 canal	 began	 in	 1839.	 Cautley	 had	 to	 make	 his	 own	 bricks—
millions	 of	 them—his	 own	 brick	 kiln,	 and	 his	 own	 mortar.	 A	 hundred	 thousand
tonnes	of	lime	went	into	the	mortar,	the	other	main	ingredient	of	which	was	surkhi,
made	 by	 grinding	 over-burnt	 bricks	 to	 a	 powder.	 To	 reinforce	 the	 mortar,	 ghur,
ground	lentils	and	jute	fibres	were	added	to	it.

Initially,	opposition	came	from	the	priests	in	Hardwar,	who	felt	that	the	waters	of
the	holy	Ganga	would	be	imprisoned.	Cautley	pacified	them	by	agreeing	to	leave	a
narrow	gap	in	the	dam	through	which	the	river	water	could	flow	unchecked.	He	won
over	 the	 priests	 when	 he	 inaugurated	 his	 project	 with	 aarti,	 and	 the	 worship	 of
Ganesh,	 God	 of	 Good	 Beginnings.	 He	 also	 undertook	 the	 repair	 of	 the	 sacred
bathing	 ghats	 along	 the	 river.	The	 canal	 banks	were	 also	 to	 have	 their	 own	ghats
with	steps	leading	down	to	the	water.

The	headworks	of	 the	Canal	are	at	Hardwar,	where	 the	Ganga	enters	 the	plains
after	 completing	 its	 majestic	 journey	 through	 the	 Himalayas.	 Below	 Hardwar,
Cautley	had	to	dig	new	courses	for	some	of	the	mountain	torrents	that	threatened	the
canal.	He	collected	them	into	four	steams	and	took	them	over	the	Canal	by	means	of
four	 passages.	Near	Roorkee,	 the	 land	 fell	 away	 sharply	 and	 here	Cautley	 had	 to
build	 an	 aqueduct,	 a	 masonry	 bridge	 that	 carries	 the	 Canal	 for	 half	 a	 kilometre
across	 the	 Solani	 torrent—a	 unique	 engineering	 feat.	 At	 Roorkee	 the	 Canal	 is
twenty-five	metres	higher	than	the	parent	river	which	flows	almost	parallel	to	it.

Most	of	the	excavation	work	on	the	canal	was	done	mainly	by	the	Oads,	a	gypsy
tribe	who	were	professional	diggers	for	most	of	northwest	India.	They	took	great
pride	 in	 their	 work.	 Through	 extremely	 poor,	 Cautley	 found	 them	 a	 happy	 and
carefree	lot	who	worked	in	a	very	organized	manner.

When	the	Canal	was	formally	opened	on	the	8th	April	1854,	its	main	channel	was



348	miles	 long,	 its	 branches	 306	 and	 the	 distributaries	 over	 3,000.	Over	 767,000
acres	 in	 5,000	 villages	 were	 irrigated.	 One	 of	 its	 main	 branches	 re-entered	 the
Ganga	at	Kanpur;	it	also	had	branches	to	Fatehgarh,	Bulandshahr	and	Aligarh.

Cautley's	 achievements	 did	 not	 end	 there.	He	was	 also	 actively	 involved	 in	Dr
Falconer's	fossil	expedition	in	the	Siwaliks.	He	presented	to	the	British	Museum	an
extensive	 collection	 of	 fossil	 mammalia—including	 hippopotamus	 and	 crocodile
fossils,	evidence	that	the	region	was	once	swampland	or	an	inland	sea.	Other	animal
remains	 found	 here	 included	 the	 sabre-toothed	 tiger;	 Elephis	 ganesa,	 an	 elephant
with	a	trunk	ten-and-a-half	feet	long;	a	three-toed	ancestor	of	the	horse;	the	bones	of
a	 fossil	 ostrich;	 and	 the	 remains	 of	 giant	 cranes	 and	 tortoises.	 Exciting	 times,
exciting	finds.

Nor	 did	Cautley's	 interests	 and	 activities	 end	 in	 fossil	 excavation.	My	 copy	 of
Surgeon	General	Balfour's	Cyclopedia	of	India	(1873)	lists	a	number	of	fascinating
reports	 and	 papers	 by	 Cautley.	 He	 wrote	 on	 a	 submerged	 city,	 twenty	 feet
underground,	near	Behut	in	the	Doab;	on	the	coal	and	lignite	in	the	Himalayas;	on
gold	washings	in	the	Siwalik	Hills,	between	the	Jamuna	and	Sutlej	rivers;	on	a	new
species	of	snake;	on	the	mastodons	of	the	Siwaliks;	on	the	manufacture	of	tar;	and
on	Panchukkis	or	corn	mills.

How	did	he	 find	 time	for	all	 this,	 I	wonder.	Most	of	his	 life	was	spent	 in	 tents,
overseeing	the	canal	work	or	digging	up	fossils.	He	had	a	house	in	Mussoorie	(one
of	the	first),	but	he	could	not	have	spent	much	time	in	it.	It	is	today	part	of	the	Manav
Bharti	School,	and	there	is	still	a	plaque	in	the	office	stating	that	Cautley	lived	there.
Perhaps	he	wrote	some	of	his	reports	and	expositions	during	brief	sojourns	in	the
hills.	It	is	said	that	his	wife	left	him,	unable	to	compete	against	the	rival	attractions
of	canals	and	fossils	remains.

I	wonder,	too,	if	there	was	any	follow	up	on	his	reports	of	the	submerged	city—
is	it	still	there,	waiting	to	be	rediscovered—or	his	findings	on	gold	washings	in	the
Siwaliks.	Should	my	royalties	ever	dry	up,	I	might	just	wonder	off	into	the	Siwaliks,
looking	 for	 'gold	 in	 them	 thar	 hills'.	Meanwhile,	whenever	 I	 travel	 by	 road	 from
Delhi	to	Hardwar,	and	pass	over	that	placid	Canal	at	various	places	en-route,	I	think
of	 the	 man	 who	 spent	 more	 than	 twenty	 years	 of	 his	 life	 in	 executing	 this
magnificent	 project,	 and	 others	 equally	 demanding.	 And	 then,	 his	 work	 done,
walking	away	from	it	all	without	thought	of	fame	or	fortune.

	

A	Jungle	Princess
From	Roorkee	 separate	 roads	 lead	 to	Hardwar,	 Saharanpur,	Dehradun.	And	 from
the	Saharanpur	road	you	can	branch	off	to	Paonta	Sahib,	with	its	famous	gurudwara
glistening	above	the	blue	waters	of	the	Yamuna.	Still	blue	up	here,	but	not	so	blue	by



the	time	it	enters	Delhi.	Industrial	affluents	and	human	waste	soon	muddy	the	purest
of	rivers.

From	Paonta	you	can	turn	right	to	Herbertpur,	a	small	township	originally	settled
by	an	Anglo-Indian	family	early	in	the	nineteenth	century.	As	may	be	inferred	by	its
name,	Herbert	was	the	scion	of	the	family,	but	I	have	been	unable	to	discover	much
about	him.	When	I	was	a	boy,	the	Carberry	family	owned	much	of	the	land	around
here,	but	by	the	time	Independence	came,	only	one	of	the	family	remained—Doreen,
a	 sultry,	 dusky	 beauty	who	 become	 known	 in	Dehra	 as	 the	 'Jungle	 Princess'.	 Her
husband	had	deserted	her,	but	 she	had	a	 small	daughter	who	grew	up	on	 the	 land.
Doreen's	income	came	from	her	mango	and	guava	orchards,	and	she	seemed	quite
happy	 living	 in	 this	 isolated	 rural	 area	near	 the	 river.	Occasionally	 she	came	 into
Dehra	 Dun,	 a	 bus	 ride	 of	 a	 couple	 of	 hours,	 and	 she	 would	 visit	 my	 mother,	 a
childhood	friend,	and	occasionally	stay	overnight.

	



	
On	one	occasion	we	went	 to	Doreen's	 jungle	home	for	a	couple	of	days.	 I	was

just	 seven	 or	 eight	 years	 old.	 I	 remember	 Doreen's	 daughter	 (about	 my	 age)
teaching	me	 to	 climb	 trees.	 I	managed	 the	 guava	 tree	 quite	well,	 but	 some	 of	 the
others	were	too	difficult	for	me.

How	did	this	jungle	queen	manage	to	live	by	herself	in	this	remote	area,	where
her	house,	orchard	and	fields	were	bordered	by	forest	on	one	side	and	the	river	on
the	other?

Well,	 she	had	her	 servants	of	 course,	 and	 they	were	 loyal	 to	her.	And	 she	also
possessed	several	guns,	and	could	handle	 them	very	well.	 I	 saw	her	bring	down	a
couple	of	pheasants	with	her	 twelve-bore	spread	shot.	She	had	also	killed	a	cattle-
lifting	 tiger	which	 had	 been	 troubling	 a	 nearby	 village,	 and	 a	marauding	 leopard



that	had	taken	one	of	her	dogs.	So	she	was	quite	capable	of	taking	care	of	herself.
When	I	last	saw	her,	some	twenty-five	years	ago,	she	was	in	her	seventies.	I	believe
she	sold	her	land	and	went	to	live	elsewhere	with	her	daughter,	who	by	then	had	a
family	of	her	own.



FOUR

The	Kipling	Road

Remember	the	old	road,
The	steep	stony	path
That	took	us	up	from	Rajpur,
Toiling	and	sweating
And	grumbling	at	the	climb,
But	enjoying	it	all	the	same.
At	first	the	hills	were	hot	and	bare,
But	then	there	were	trees	near	Jharipani
And	we	stopped	at	the	Halfway	House
And	swallowed	lungfuls	of	diamond-cut	air.
Then	onwards,	upwards,	to	the	town,
Our	appetites	to	repair!
	
Well,	no	one	uses	the	old	road	any	more.
Walking	is	out	of	fashion	now.
And	if	you	have	a	car	to	take	you
Swiftly	up	the	motor-road
Why	bother	to	toil	up	a	disused	path?
You'd	have	to	be	an	old	romantic	like	me
To	want	to	take	that	route	again.
But	I	did	it	last	year,
Pausing	and	plodding	and	gasping	for	air—
Both	road	and	I	being	a	little	worse	for	wear!
But	I	made	it	to	the	top	and	stopped	to	rest
And	looked	down	to	the	valley	and	the	silver	stream
Winding	its	way	towards	the	plains.
And	the	land	stretched	out	before	me,	and	the	years	fell



away,
And	I	was	a	boy	again,
And	the	friends	of	my	youth	were	there	beside	me,
And	nothing	had	changed.

'Remember	the	Old	Road'
	

As	boys	we	would	often	 trudge	up	from	Rajpur	 to	Mussoorie	by	 the	old	bridle-
path,	 the	 road	 that	used	 to	 serve	 the	hill-station	 in	 the	days	before	 the	motor	 road
was	built.	Before	1900,	the	traveller	to	Mussoorie	took	a	tonga	from	Saharanpur	to
Dehradun,	spent	the	night	at	a	Rajpur	hotel,	and	the	following	day	came	up	the	steep
seven-mile	path	on	horseback,	or	on	 foot,	or	 in	a	dandy	 (a	crude	palanquin)	held
aloft	by	two,	sometimes	four,	sweating	coolies.

The	railway	came	to	Dehradun	in	1904,	and	a	few	years	later	the	first	motor	car
made	it	 to	Mussoorie,	 the	motor	road	following	the	winding	contours	and	hairpin
bends	 of	 the	 old	 bullock-cart	 road.	 Rajpur	 went	 out	 of	 business;	 no	 one	 stopped
there	any	more,	 the	hotels	became	 redundant,	 and	 the	bridlepath	was	 seldom	used
except	by	those	of	us	who	thought	it	would	be	fun	to	come	up	on	foot.

For	the	first	two	or	three	miles	you	walked	in	the	hot	sun,	along	a	treeless	path.	It
was	 only	 at	 Jharipani	 (at	 approximately	 4,000	 ft.)	 that	 the	 oak	 forests	 began,
providing	shade	and	shelter.	Situated	on	a	spur	of	its	own,	was	the	Railways	school,
Oakgrove,	still	 there	today,	providing	a	boarding-school	education	to	the	children
of	Railway	personnel.	My	mother	and	her	sisters	came	from	a	Railway	family,	and
all	of	them	studied	at	Oakgrove	in	the	1920's.	So	did	a	male	cousin,	who	succumbed
to	 cerebral	 malaria	 during	 the	 school	 term.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 salubrious	 climate,
mortality	was	high	amongst	school	children.	There	were	no	cures	then	for	typhoid,
cholera,	malaria,	dysentery	and	other	infectious	diseases.

Above	Oakgrove	was	Fairlawn,	the	palace	of	the	Nepali	royal	family.	There	was
a	sentry	box	outside	the	main	gate,	but	there	was	never	any	sentry	in	it,	and	on	more
than	one	occasion	I	took	shelter	there	from	the	rain.	Today	it's	a	series	of	cottages,
one	 of	 which	 belongs	 to	 Outlook's	 editor,	 Vinod	 Mehta,	 who	 seeks	 shelter	 there
from	the	heat	and	dust	of	Delhi.

From	Jharapani	we	climbed	to	Barlowganj,	where	another	venerable	institution
St	George's	College,	crowns	the	hilltop.	Then	on	to	Bala	Hissar,	once	the	home-in-
exile	of	an	Afghan	king,	and	now	the	grounds	of	Wynberg-Allen,	another	school.	In
later	years	I	was	to	live	near	this	school,	and	it	was	its	then	Principal,	Rev	W.	Biggs,
who	told	me	that	the	bridle-path	was	once	known	as	the	Kipling	Road.

Why	was	 that,	 I	 asked.	Had	Kipling	 ever	 come	 up	 that	way?	Rev	Biggs	wasn't
sure,	but	he	referred	me	to	Kim,	and	the	chapter	in	which	Kim	and	the	Lama	leave
the	plains	for	the	hills.	It	begins	thus:



They	 had	 crossed	 the	 Siwaliks	 and	 the	 half-tropical	 Doon,	 left	 Mussoorie
behind	them,	and	headed	north	along	the	narrow	hill-roads.	Day	after	day	they
struck	deeper	into	the	huddled	mountains,	and	day	after	day	Kim	watched	the
lama	return	to	a	man's	strength.	Among	the	terraces	of	the	Doon	he	had	leaned
on	the	boy's	shoulder,	ready	to	profit	by	wayside	halts.	Under	the	great	ramp
to	 Mussoorie	 he	 drew	 himself	 together	 as	 an	 old	 hunter	 faces	 a	 well
remembered	bank,	and	where	he	should	have	sunk	exhausted	swung	his	long
draperies	 about	 him,	 drew	 a	 deep	 double-lungful	 of	 the	 diamond	 air,	 and
walked	as	only	a	hillman	can.

This	description	 is	accurate	enough,	but	 it	 is	not	evidence	 that	Kipling	actually
came	this	way,	and	his	geography	becomes	quite	confusing	in	the	subsequent	pages
—as	 Peter	 Hopkirk	 discovered	 when	 he	 visited	 Mussoorie	 a	 few	 years	 ago,
retracing	Kim's	journeys	for	his	book	Quest	for	Kim.	Hopkirk	spent	some	time	with
me	in	this	little	room	where	I	am	now	writing,	but	we	were	unable	to	establish	the
exact	route	that	Kim	and	the	Lama	took	after	traversing	Mussoorie.	Presumably	they
had	come	up	the	bridle-path.	But	then?	After	that,	Kipling	becomes	rather	vague.

	



	
Mussoorie	 does	 not	 really	 figure	 in	 Rudyard	 Kipling's	 prose	 or	 poetry.	 The

Simla	Hills	were	his	beat.	As	a	journalist	he	was	a	regular	visitor	to	Simla,	then	the
summer	seat	of	the	British	Raj.

But	last	year	my	Swiss	friend,	Anilees	Goel,	brought	me	proof	that	Kipling	had
indeed	 visited	Mussoorie.	Among	 his	 unpublished	 papers	 and	 other	 effects	 in	 the
Library	of	Congress,	there	exists	an	album	of	photographs,	which	includes	two	of
the	 Charleville	 Hotel,	Mussoorie,	 where	 he	 had	 spent	 the	 summer	 of	 1888.	 On	 a
photograph	of	the	office	he	had	inscribed	these	words:

	
And	there	were	men	with	a	thousand	wants
And	women	with	babes	galore
But	the	dear	little	angels	in	Heaven	know



That	Wutzler	never	swore.
	

Wutzler	was	 the	patient,	 long-suffering	manager	of	 this	 famous	hotel,	 now	 the
premises	of	the	Lai	Bahadur	Shastri	National	Academy	of	Administration.

A	 second	photograph	 is	 inscribed	with	 the	 caption	 'Quarters	 at	 the	Charleville,
April-July	88,'	and	carries	this	verse:

	
A	burning	sun	in	cloudless	skies

and	April	dies,
A	dusty	Mall—three	sunsets	splendid

and	May	is	ended,
Grey	mud	beneath—grey	cloud	o'erhead

and	June	is	dead.
A	little	bill	in	late	July

And	then	we	fly.
	
Pleasant	 enough,	but	hardly	great	 verse,	 and	 I'm	not	 surprised	 that	Kipling	did

not	publish	these	lines.
However,	we	now	know	 that	 he	 came	 to	Mussoorie	 and	 spent	 some	 time	here,

and	 that	 he	 would	 have	 come	 up	 by	 the	 old	 bridle-path	 (there	 was	 no	 other	 way
except	 by	 bullock-cart	 on	 the	 long	 and	 tortuous	 cast	 road),	 and	 Rev	 Biggs	 and
others	were	right	in	calling	it	 the	Kipling	Road,	although	officially	that	was	never
its	name.

As	you	climb	up	from	Barlowganj,	you	pass	a	number	of	pretty	cottages—May
Cottage,	Wakefield,	 Ralston	Manor,	Wayside	Hall—and	 these	 old	 houses	 all	 have
stories	 to	 tell,	 for	 they	have	 stood	mute	witness	 to	 the	 comings	 and	goings	of	 all
manner	of	people.

Take	 Ralston	 Manor.	 It	 was	 witness	 to	 an	 impromptu	 cremation,	 probably
Mussoorie's	first	European	cremation,	in	the	late	1890's.	There	is	a	small	chapel	in
the	grounds	of	Ralston,	and	 the	story	goes	 that	a	Mr	and	Mrs	Smallman	had	been
living	 in	 the	house,	and	Mr	Smallman	had	expressed	a	wish	 to	be	cremated	at	his
death.	When	he	died,	his	widow	decided	to	observe	his	wishes	and	had	her	servants
build	a	funeral	pyre	in	the	garden.	The	cremation	was	well	underway	when	someone
rode	by	and	looked	in	to	see	what	was	happening.	The	unauthorised	cremation	was
reported	 to	 the	 authorities	 and	 Mrs	 Smallman	 had	 to	 answer	 some	 awkward
questions.	However,	she	was	 let	off	with	a	warning	(a	warning	not	 to	cremate	any
future	husbands?)	and	later	she	built	the	little	chapel	on	the	site	of	the	funeral	pyre—
in	gratitude	or	as	penance,	or	as	a	memorial,	we	are	not	told.	But	the	chapel	is	still
there,	and	this	little	tale	is	recorded	in	Chowkidar	(Autumn	1995),	the	journal	of	the
British	Association	for	Cemeteries	in	South	Asia	(BACSA).



As	we	move	further	up	the	road,	keeping	to	the	right,	we	come	to	Wayside	Hall
and	Wayside	Cottage,	which	have	the	advantage	of	an	open	sunny	hillside	and	views
to	the	north	and	east.	I	lived	in	the	cottage	for	a	couple	of	years,	back	in	1966-67,	as
a	tenant	of	the	Powell	sisters	who	lived	in	the	Hall.

There	were	three	sisters,	all	in	their	seventies;	they	had	survived	their	husbands.
Annie,	 the	 eldest,	 had	 a	 son	 who	 lived	 abroad,	Martha,	 the	 second,	 did	 not	 have
children;	Dr	Simmonds,	the	third	sister,	had	various	adopted	children	who	came	to
see	her	 from	 time	 to	 time.	They	were	God-fearing,	 religious	 folk,	but	not	bigots;
never	chided	me	for	not	going	to	church.	Annie's	teas	were	marvellous;	snacks	and
savouries	in	abundance.

They	kept	a	beautiful	garden.
'Why	go	to	church?'	I	said.	'Your	garden	is	a	church.'
In	 spring	 and	 summer	 it	 was	 awash	 with	 poppies,	 petunia,	 phlox,	 larkspur,

calendula,	 snapdragons	 and	 other	 English	 flowers.	 During	 the	 monsoon,	 the
gladioli	 took	 over,	 while	 magnificent	 dahlias	 reared	 up	 from	 the	 rich	 foliage.
During	 the	autumn	came	zinnias	and	marigolds	and	cosmos.	And	even	during	 the
winter	months	there	would	be	geraniums	and	primulae	blooming	in	the	verandah.

Honeysuckle	climbed	the	wall	outside	my	window,	filling	my	bedroom	with	its
heady	scent.	And	wisteria	grew	over	the	main	gate.	There	was	perfume	in	the	air.

Annie	herself	smelt	of	freshly	baked	bread.	Dr	Simmonds	smelt	of	Pears'	baby
soap.	Martha	smelt	of	apples.	All	good	smells,	emanating	from	good	people.

Although	they	lived	on	their	own,	without	any	men	on	the	premises,	they	never
felt	threatened	or	insecure.	Mussoorie	was	a	safe	place	to	live	in	then,	and	still	is	to
a	great	extent—much	safer	than	towns	in	the	plains,	where	the	crime	rate	keeps	pace
with	the	population	growth.

Annie's	son,	Gerald,	then	in	his	sixties,	did	come	out	to	see	them	occasionally.	He
had	been	 something	of	 a	 shikari	 in	his	youth—or	 so	he	claimed—and	 told	me	he
could	call	up	a	panther	from	the	valley	without	any	difficulty.	To	do	this,	he	made	a
contraption	 out	 of	 an	 old	 packing-case,	 with	 a	 hole	 bored	 in	 the	middle,	 then	 he
passed	a	length	of	thick	wire	through	the	hole,	and	by	moving	the	wire	backwards
and	forward	produced	a	sound	not	dissimilar	to	the	sawing,	coughing	sound	made
by	a	panther	during	the	mating	season.	(Incidentally,	a	panther	and	a	leopard	are	the
same	animal.)

Gerry	invited	me	to	join	him	on	a	steep	promontory	overlooking	a	little	stream.	I
did	 so	 with	 some	 trepidation.	 Hunting	 had	 never	 been	 my	 forte,	 and	 normally	 I
preferred	 to	 go	 along	 with	 Ogden	 Nash's	 dictum,	 'If	 you	 meet	 a	 panther,	 don't
anther!'

However,	Gerry's	gun	looked	powerful	enough,	and	I	believed	him	when	he	told
me	he	was	a	crack	shot.	I	have	always	taken	people	at	their	word.	One	of	my	failings
I	suppose.



Anyway,	 we	 positioned	 ourselves	 on	 this	 ledge,	 and	 Gerry	 started	 producing
panther	 noises	 with	 his	 box.	 His	 Master's	 Voice	 would	 have	 been	 proud	 of	 it.
Nothing	happened	 for	 about	 twenty	minutes,	 and	 I	was	beginning	 to	 lose	patience
when	we	were	 answered	 by	 the	 cough	 and	 grunt	 of	what	 could	 only	 have	 been	 a
panther.	 But	 we	 couldn't	 see	 it!	 Gerry	 produced	 a	 pair	 of	 binoculars	 and	 trained
them	 on	 some	 distant	 object	 below,	which	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 a	 goat.	 The	 growling
continued—and	then	 it	was	 just	above	us!	The	panther	had	made	a	detour	and	was
now	 standing	 on	 a	 rock	 and	 staring	 down,	 no	 doubt	wondering	which	 of	 us	was
making	such	attractive	mating	calls.

Gerry	swung	round,	raised	his	gun	and	fired.	He	missed	by	a	couple	of	feet,	and
the	panther	bounded	away,	no	doubt	disgusted	with	the	proceedings.

We	returned	to	Wayside	Hall,	and	revived	ourselves	wirh	brandy	and	soda.
'We'll	get	 it	next	 time,	old	chap,'	 said	Gerry.	But	although	we	 tried,	 the	panther

did	not	put	in	another	appearance.	Gerry's	panther	call	sounded	genuine	enough,	but
neither	he	nor	I	nor	his	wired	box	looked	anything	like	a	female	panther.



FIVE

At	the	End	of	the	Road

Choose	your	companions	carefully	when	you	are	walking	in	the	hills.	If	you	are
accompanied	 by	 the	 wrong	 person—by	 which	 I	 mean	 someone	 who	 is
temperamentally	 very	 different	 to	 you—that	 long	 hike	 you've	 been	 dreaming	 of
could	well	turn	into	a	nightmare.

This	has	happened	to	me	more	than	once.	The	first	time,	many	years	ago,	when	I
accompanied	 a	 businessman-friend	 to	 the	 Pindari	 Glacier	 in	 Kumaon.	 He	 was	 in
such	 a	 hurry	 to	 get	 back	 to	 his	 executive's	 desk	 in	 Delhi	 that	 he	 set	 off	 for	 the
Glacier	as	though	he	had	a	train	to	catch,	refusing	to	spend	any	time	admiring	the
views,	 looking	for	birds	or	animals,	or	greeting	 the	 local	 inhabitants.	By	 the	 time
we	had	left	the	last	dak	bungalow	at	Phurkia,	I	was	ready	to	push	him	over	a	cliff.	He
probably	felt	the	same	way	about	me.

On	 our	way	 down,	we	met	 a	 party	 of	Delhi	University	 boys	who	were	 on	 the
same	 trek.	They	were	 doing	 it	 in	 a	 leisurely,	 good-humoured	 fashion.	They	were
very	 friendly	 and	 asked	 me	 to	 join	 them.	 On	 an	 impulse,	 I	 bid	 farewell	 to	 my
previous	companion—who	was	only	too	glad	to	dash	off	downhill	to	where	his	car
was	parked	 at	Kapkote—while	 I	made	 a	 second	 ascent	 to	 the	Glacier,	 this	 time	 in
better	company.

Unfortunately,	my	previous	companion	had	been	the	one	with	the	funds.	My	new
friends	fed	me	on	the	way	back,	and	in	Naini	Tal	I	pawned	my	watch	so	that	I	could
have	 enough	 for	 the	 bus	 ride	 back	 to	 Delhi.	 Lesson	 Two:	 always	 carry	 enough
money	with	you;	don't	depend	on	a	wealthy	friend!

Of	 course,	 it's	 hard	 to	 know	 who	 will	 be	 a	 'good	 companion'	 until	 you	 have
actually	hit	the	road	together.	Sharing	a	meal	or	having	a	couple	of	drinks	together
is	not	the	same	as	tramping	along	on	a	dusty	road	with	the	water	bottle	down	to	its
last	drop.	You	can't	tell	until	you	have	spent	a	night	in	the	rain,	or	lost	the	way	in	the
mountains,	 or	 finished	 all	 the	 food,	 whether	 both	 of	 you	 have	 stout	 hearts	 and	 a



readiness	for	the	unknown.
I	like	walking	alone,	but	a	good	companion	is	well	worth	finding.	He	will	add	to

the	 experience.	 'Give	me	 a	 companion	 of	my	way,	 be	 it	 only	 to	mention	 how	 the
shadows	lengthen	as	the	sun	declines,'	wrote	Hazlitt.

Pratap	was	one	such	companion.	He	had	invited	me	to	spend	a	fortnight	with	him
in	his	village	above	the	Nayar	river	 in	Pauri-Garhwal.	In	those	days,	 there	was	no
motor-road	beyond	Lansdowne	and	one	had	to	walk	some	thirty	miles	to	get	to	the
village.

But	first,	one	had	to	get	to	Lansdowne.	This	involved	getting	into	a	train	at	Dehra
Dun,	 getting	out	 at	Luxor	 (across	 the	Ganga),	 getting	 into	 another	 train,	 and	 then
getting	out	again	at	Najibabad	and	waiting	for	a	bus	to	take	one	through	the	Tarai	to
Kotdwara.

Najibabad	must	have	been	one	of	the	least	inspiring	places	on	earth.	Hot,	dusty,
apparently	lifeless.	We	spent	two	hours	at	the	bus-stand,	in	the	company	of	several
donkeys,	also	quartered	there.	We	were	told	that	the	area	had	once	been	the	favourite
hunting	ground	of	a	notorious	dacoit,	Sultana	Daku,	whose	fortress	overlooked	the
barren	plain.	I	could	understand	him	taking	up	dacoity—what	else	was	there	to	do	in
such	a	place—and	presumed	that	he	looked	elsewhere	for	his	loot,	for	in	Nazibabad
there	was	nothing	worth	 taking.	 In	due	course	he	was	betrayed	and	hanged	by	 the
British,	when	they	should	instead	have	given	him	an	OBE	for	stirring	up	the	sleepy
countryside.

There	was	a	short	branch	line	from	Nazibabad	to	Kotdwara,	but	the	train	wasn't
leaving	 that	 day,	 as	 the	 engine	 driver	was	 unaccountably	missing.	 The	 bus-driver
seemed	to	be	missing	too,	but	he	did	eventually	turn	up,	a	little	worse	for	some	late
night	 drinking.	 I	 could	 sympathize	with	 him.	 If	 in	 1940,	Nazibabad	 drove	 you	 to
dacoity,	in	I960	it	drove	you	to	drink.

Kotdwara,	a	steamy	little	town	in	the	foothills,	was	equally	depressing.	It	seemed
to	 lack	 any	 sort	 of	 character.	 Here	 we	 changed	 buses,	 and	 moved	 into	 higher
regions,	and	the	higher	we	went,	the	nicer	the	surroundings;	by	the	time	we	reached
Lansdowne,	at	six	thousand	feet,	we	were	in	good	spirits.

The	small	hill-station	was	a	recruiting	centre	for	the	Garhwal	Rifles	(and	still	is),
and	did	not	cater	to	tourists.	There	were	no	hotels,	just	a	couple	of	tea-stalls	where	a
meal	of	dal	and	rice	could	be	obtained.	I	believe	it	is	much	the	same	forty	years	on.
Pratap	 had	 a	 friend	 who	 was	 the	 caretaker	 of	 an	 old,	 little	 used	 church,	 and	 he
bedded	us	down	 in	 the	vestry.	Early	next	morning	we	set	out	on	our	 long	walk	 to
Pratap's	village.

I	have	covered	longer	distances	on	foot,	but	not	all	 in	one	day.	Thirty	miles	of
trudging	up	hill	and	down	and	up	again,	most	of	 it	along	a	footpath	that	 traversed
bare	 hillsides	 where	 the	 hot	 May	 sun	 beat	 down	 relentlessly.	 Here	 and	 there	 we
found	a	little	shade	and	a	freshet	of	spring	water,	which	kept	us	going;	but	we	had



neglected	 to	 bring	 food	with	 us	 apart	 from	 a	 couple	 of	 rock-hard	 buns	 probably
dating	back	to	colonial	times,	which	we	had	picked	up	in	Lansdowne.	We	were	lucky
to	meet	a	farmer	who	gave	us	some	onions	and	accompanied	us	part	of	the	way.

Onions	for	lunch?	Nothing	better	when	you're	famished.
In	the	West	they	say,	'Never	talk	to	strangers.'	In	the	East	they	say,	'Always	talk	to

strangers.'	It	was	this	stranger	who	gave	us	sustenance	on	the	road,	just	as	strangers
had	given	me	company	on	the	way	to	the	Pindar	Glacier.	On	the	open	road	there	are
no	 strangers.	You	 share	 the	 same	 sky,	 the	 same	mountain,	 the	 same	 sunshine	 and
shade.	On	the	open	road	we	are	all	brothers.

The	stranger	went	his	way,	and	we	went	ours.	'Just	a	few	more	bends,'	according
to	Pratap,	always	encouraging	to	the	novice	plainsman.	But	I	was	to	be	a	hillman	by
the	 time	 we	 returned	 to	 Dehra!	 Hundreds	 of'	 'just	 a	 few	more	 bends,'	 before	 we
reached	the	village,	and	I	kept	myself	going	with	my	off-key	rendering	of	 the	old
Harry	Lauder	song—

	
'Keep	right	on	to	the	end	of	the	road,
Keep	right	on	to	the	end.
If	your	way	be	long,	let	your	heart	be	strong,
So	keep	right	on	round	the	bend.'
	

By	 the	 time	we'd	 done	 the	 last	 bend,	 I	 had	 a	 good	 idea	 of	 how	 the	 expression
'going	round	the	bend'	had	came	into	existence.	A	maddened	climber,	such	as	I,	had
to	negotiate	one	bend	too	many....

But	Pratap	was	 the	 right	 sort	of	 companion.	He	adjusted	his	pace	 to	 suit	mine;
never	 lost	patience;	kept	 telling	me	I	was	a	great	walker.	We	arrived	at	 the	village
just	as	night	fell,	and	there	was	his	mother	waiting	for	us	with	a	tumbler	of	milk.

Milk!	I'd	always	hated	the	stuff	(and	still	do)	but	that	day	I	was	grateful	for	it	and
drank	two	glasses.	Fortunately	it	was	cold.	There	was	plenty	of	milk	for	me	to	drink
during	my	two-week	stay	 in	 the	village,	as	Pratap's	 family	possessed	at	 least	 three
productive	cows.	The	milk	was	supplemented	by	 thick	rotis,	made	from	grounded
maize,	seasonal	vegetables,	rice,	and	a	species	of	lentil	peculiar	to	the	area	and	very
difficult	 to	digest.	Health	food	friends	would	have	approved	of	this	fare,	but	it	did
not	agree	with	me,	and	I	found	myself	constipated	most	of	the	time.	Still,	better	to	be
constipated	than	to	be	in	free	flow.

The	point	I	am	making	is	that	it	is	always	wise	to	carry	your	own	food	on	a	long
hike	or	treks	in	the	hills.	Not	that	I	could	have	done	so,	as	Pratap's	guest;	he	would
have	taken	it	as	an	insult.	By	the	time	I	got	back	to	Dehra—after	another	exhausted
trek,	and	more	complicated	bus	and	train	journeys—I	felt	quite	famished	and	out	of
sorts.	I	bought	some	eggs	and	bacon	rashers	from	the	grocery	store	across	the	road
from	Astley	Hall,	 and	made	myself	 a	 scrumptious	 breakfast.	 I	 am	 not	much	 of	 a



cook,	but	 I	 can	 fry	an	egg	and	get	 the	bacon	nice	and	crisp.	My	needs	are	 simple
really.	To	each	his	own!

On	another	trek,	from	Mussoorie	to	Chamba	(before	the	motor-road	came	into
existence)	I	put	two	tins	of	sardines	into	my	knapsack	but	forgot	to	take	along	a	can-
opener.	Three	days	later	I	was	back	in	Dehra,	looking	very	thin	indeed,	and	with	my
sardine	tins	still	intact.	That	night	I	ate	the	contents	of	both	tins.

Reading	an	account	of	 the	same	trek	undertaken	by	John	Lang	about	a	hundred
years	 earlier,	 I	 was	 awestruck	 by	 his	 description	 of	 the	 supplies	 that	 he	 and	 his
friends	took	with	them.

Here	he	is,	writing	in	Charles	Dickens'	magazine,	Household	Words,	in	the	issue
of	January	30,	1858:

In	front	of	the	club-house	our	marching	establishment	had	collected,	and	the
one	hundred	and	fifty	coolies	were	laden	with	the	baggage	and	stores.	There
were	tents...camp	tables,	chairs,	beds,	bedding,	boxes	of	every	kind,	dozens	of
cases	 of	 wine—port,	 sherry	 and	 claret—beer,	 ducks,	 fowls,	 geese,	 guns,
umbrellas,	great	coats	and	the	like.

He	then	goes	on	to	talk	of	lobsters,	oysters	and	preserved	soups.
I	doubt	if	I	would	have	got	very	far	on	such	fare.	I	took	the	same	road	in	October,

1958,	 a	 century	 later;	 on	 my	 own	 and	 without	 provisions	 except	 for	 the	 afore-
mentioned	sardine	tins.	By	dusk	I	had	reached	the	village	of	Kaddukhal,	where	the
local	shopkeeper	put	me	up	for	the	might.

I	slept	on	 the	floor,	on	a	sheepskin	 infested	by	fleas.	They	were	all	over	me	as
soon	as	I	lay	down,	and	I	found	it	impossible	to	sleep.	I	fled	the	shop	before	dawn.

'Don't	go	out	before	daylight,'	warned	my	host.	'There	are	bears	around.'
But	I	would	sooner	have	faced	a	bear	than	that	onslaught	from	the	denizens	of	the

sheepskin.	And	I	reached	Chamba	in	time	for	an	early	morning	cup	of	tea.
	

	
Most	 Himalayan	 villages	 lie	 in	 the	 valleys,	 where	 there	 are	 small	 streams,	 some
farmland,	 and	 protection	 from	 the	 biting	 winds	 that	 come	 through	 the	 mountain
passes.	The	houses	are	usually	made	of	large	stones,	and	have	sloping	slate	roofs	so
the	 heavy	monsoon	 rain	 can	 run	off	 easily.	During	 the	 sunny	 autumn	months,	 the
roofs	are	often	covered	with	pumpkins,	left	there	to	ripen	in	the	sun.

One	October	 night,	 when	 I	 was	 sleeping	 at	 a	 friend's	 house	 just	 off	 the	 Tehri
road,	I	was	awakened	by	a	rumbling	and	thumping	on	the	roof.	I	woke	my	friend	Jai
and	asked	him	what	was	happening.

'It's	only	a	bear,'	he	said.
'Is	it	trying	to	get	in?'



'No.	It's	after	the	pumpkins.'
A	little	later,	when	we	looked	out	of	a	window,	we	saw	a	black	bear	making	off

through	a	field,	leaving	a	trail	of	half-eaten	pumpkins.
In	winter,	when	snow	covers	the	higher	ranges,	the	Himalayan	bears	descend	to

lower	altitudes	in	search	of	food.	Sometimes	they	forage	in	fields.	And	because	they
are	shortsighted	and	suspicious	of	anything	that	moves,	they	can	be	dangerous.	But,
like	most	wild	animals,	they	avoid	humans	as	much	as	possible.

Village	 folk	 always	 advise	 me	 to	 run	 downhill	 if	 chased	 by	 a	 bear.	 They	 say
bears	find	 it	easier	 to	run	uphill	 than	down.	I	have	yet	 to	be	chased	by	a	bear,	and
will	happily	skip	the	experience.	But	I	have	seen	a	few	of	these	mountain	bears	and
they	are	always	fascinating	to	watch.

Himalayan	bears	enjoy	corn,	pumpkins,	plums,	and	apricots.	Once,	while	I	was
sitting	in	an	oak	tree	on	Pari	Tibba,	hoping	to	see	a	pair	of	pine-martens	that	lived
nearby,	 I	heard	 the	whining	grumble	of	a	bear,	and	presently	a	small	bear	ambled
into	the	clearing	beneath	the	tree.

He	was	little	more	than	a	cub,	and	I	was	not	alarmed.	I	sat	very	still,	waiting	to
see	what	the	bear	would	do.

He	put	his	nose	to	the	ground	and	sniffed	his	way	along	until	he	came	to	a	large
anthill.	Here	he	began	huffing	and	puffing,	blowing	rapidly	in	and	out	of	his	nostrils
so	 that	 the	 dust	 from	 the	 anthill	 flew	 in	 all	 directions.	 But	 the	 anthill	 had	 been
deserted,	and	so,	grumbling,	the	bear	made	his	way	up	a	nearby	plum	tree.	Soon	he
was	perched	high	in	the	branches.	It	was	then	that	he	saw	me.

The	 bear	 at	 once	 scrambled	 several	 feet	 higher	 up	 the	 tree	 and	 lay	 flat	 on	 a
branch.	Since	it	wasn't	a	very	big	branch,	there	was	a	lot	of	bear	showing	on	either
side.	He	tucked	his	head	behind	another	branch.	He	could	no	longer	see	me,	so	he
apparently	was	satisfied	that	he	was	hidden,	although	he	couldn't	help	grumbling.

Like	all	bears,	this	one	was	full	of	curiosity.	So,	slowly,	inch	by	inch,	his	black
snout	appeared	over	the	edge	of	the	branch.	As	soon	as	he	saw	me,	he	drew	his	head
back	and	hid	his	face.

He	did	this	several	times.	I	waited	until	he	wasn't	looking,	then	moved	some	way
down	my	 tree.	When	 the	bear	 looked	over	 and	 saw	 that	 I	was	missing,	he	was	 so
pleased	 that	 he	 stretched	 right	 across	 to	 another	 branch	 and	 helped	 himself	 to	 a
plum.	At	that,	I	couldn't	help	bursting	into	laughter.

The	 startled	young	bear	 tumbled	out	of	 the	 tree,	dropped	 through	 the	branches
some	fifteen	feet,	and	landed	with	a	thump	in	a	pile	of	dried	leaves.	He	was	unhurt,
but	fled	from	the	clearing,	grunting	and	squealing	all	the	way.

Another	time,	my	friend	Jai	told	me	that	a	bear	had	been	active	in	his	cornfield.
We	 took	 up	 a	 post	 at	 night	 in	 an	 old	 cattle	 shed,	which	 gave	 a	 clear	 view	 of	 the
moonlit	field.

A	little	after	midnight,	the	bear	came	down	to	the	edge	of	the	field.	She	seemed	to



sense	 that	we	had	been	about.	She	was	hungry,	however.	So,	after	 standing	on	her
hind	legs	and	peering	around	to	make	sure	the	field	was	empty,	she	came	cautiously
out	of	the	forest.

The	bear's	attention	was	soon	distracted	by	some	Tibetan	prayer	flags,	which	had
been	strung	between	two	trees.	She	gave	a	grunt	of	disapproval	and	began	to	back
away,	but	 the	 fluttering	of	 the	 flags	was	 a	puzzle	 that	 she	wanted	 to	 solve.	So	 she
stopped	and	watched	them.

Soon	the	bear	advanced	to	within	a	few	feet	of	 the	flags,	examining	them	from
various	 angles.	 Then,	 seeing	 that	 they	 posed	 no	 danger,	 she	 went	 right	 up	 to	 the
flags	and	pulled	them	down.	Grunting	with	apparent	satisfaction,	she	moved	into	the
field	of	corn.

	

	



Jai	 had	decided	 that	 he	 didn't	want	 to	 lose	 any	more	 of	 his	 crop,	 so	 he	 started
shouting.	His	children	woke	up	and	soon	came	running	from	the	house,	banging	on
empty	kerosene	tins.

Deprived	of	her	dinner,	the	bear	made	off	in	a	bad	temper.	She	ran	downhill	at	a
good	speed,	and	I	was	glad	that	I	was	not	in	her	way.

Uphill	or	downhill,	an	angry	bear	is	best	given	a	very	wide	path.
	

	
Sleeping	out,	under	the	stars,	is	a	very	romantic	conception.	'Stones	thy	pillow,	earth
thy	 bed,'	 goes	 an	 old	 hymn,	 but	 a	 rolled	 up	 towel	 or	 shirt	 will	 make	 a	 more
comfortable	pillow.	Do	not	 settle	down	 to	 sleep	on	 sloping	ground,	 as	 I	did	once
when	I	was	a	Boy	Scout	during	my	prep-school	days.	We	had	camped	at	Tara	Devi,
on	the	outskirts	of	Shimla,	and	as	it	was	a	warm	night	I	decided	to	sleep	outside	our
tent.	 In	 the	middle	 of	 the	 night	 I	 began	 to	 roll.	Once	 you	 start	 rolling	 on	 a	 steep
hillside,	you	don't	stop.	Had	it	not	been	for	a	thorny	dog-rose	bush,	which	halted	my
descent,	I	might	well	have	rolled	over	the	edge	of	a	precipice.

I	 had	 a	wonderful	 night	 once,	 sleeping	on	 the	 sand	on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	Ganga
above	Rishikesh.	 It	was	a	balmy	night,	with	 just	 a	 faint	breeze	blowing	across	 the
river,	and	as	I	lay	there	looking	up	at	the	stars,	the	lines	of	a	poem	by	R.L.	Stevenson
kept	running	through	my	head:

	
Give	to	me	the	life	I	love,
Let	the	lave	go	by	me,
Give	the	jolly	heaven	above
And	the	byway	nigh	me.
Bed	in	the	bush	with	stars	to	see,
Bread	I	dip	in	the	river—
There's	the	life	for	a	man	like	me,
There's	the	life	for	ever.

	
The	following	night	I	 tried	to	repeat	 the	experience,	but	 the	 jolly	heaven	above

opened	 up	 in	 the	 early	 hours,	 the	 rain	 came	 pelting	 down,	 and	 I	 had	 to	 run	 for
shelter	to	the	nearest	Ashram.	Never	take	Mother	Nature	for	granted!

The	best	kind	of	walk,	and	this	applies	to	the	plains	as	well	as	to	the	hills,	is	the
one	in	which	you	have	no	particular	destination	when	you	set	out.

'Where	are	you	off?'	asked	a	friend	of	me	the	other	day,	when	he	met	me	on	the
road.

'Honestly,	I	have	no	idea,'	I	said,	and	I	was	telling	the	truth.
I	did	end	up	in	Happy	Valley,	where	I	met	an	old	friend	whom	I	hadn't	seen	for

years.	When	we	were	boys,	his	mother	used	to	tell	us	stories	about	the	bhoots	that



haunted	her	village	near	Mathura.	We	reminisced	and	then	went	our	different	ways.	I
took	the	road	to	Hathipaon	and	met	a	schoolgirl	who	covered	ten	miles	every	day
on	her	way	to	and	from	her	school.	So	there	were	still	people	who	used	their	legs,
though	out	of	necessity	rather	than	choice.

Anyway,	she	gave	me	a	story	to	write	and	thus	I	ended	the	day	with	two	stories,
one	a	memoir	and	the	other	based	on	a	fresh	encounter.	And	all	because	I	had	set	out
without	 a	 plan.	 The	 adventure	 is	 not	 in	 getting	 somewhere,	 it's	 the	 on-the-way
experience.	 It	 is	not	 the	expected;	 it's	 the	 surprise.	Not	 the	 fulfilment	of	prophecy,
but	the	providence	of	something	better	than	that	prophesied.



SIX

Sacred	Shrines	Along	the	Way

Nandprayag:	Where	Rivers	Meet

It's	a	funny	thing,	but	long	before	I	arrive	at	a	place	I	can	usually	tell	whether	I	am
going	to	like	it	or	not.

Thus,	while	I	was	still	some	twenty	miles	from	the	town	of	Pauri,	I	felt	it	was	not
going	to	be	my	sort	of	place;	and	sure	enough,	it	wasn't.	On	the	other	hand,	while
Nandprayag	was	still	out	of	sight,	I	knew	I	was	going	to	like	it.	And	I	did.

Perhaps	 it's	 something	 on	 the	 wind—emanations	 of	 an	 atmosphere—that	 are
carried	to	me	well	before	I	arrive	at	my	destination.	I	can't	really	explain	it,	and	no
doubt	it	is	silly	to	make	judgements	in	advance.	But	it	happens	and	I	mention	the	fact
for	what	it's	worth.

As	 for	Nandprayag,	 perhaps	 I'd	 been	 there	 in	 some	 previous	 existence,	 I	 felt	 I
was	 nearing	 home	 as	 soon	 as	we	 drove	 into	 this	 cheerful	 roadside	 hamlet,	 some
little	way	above	the	Nandakini's	confluence	with	the	Alakananda	river.	A	prayag	is	a
meeting	place	of	two	rivers,	and	as	there	are	many	rivers	in	the	Garhwal	Himalayas,
all	 linking	 up	 to	 join	 either	 the	 Ganga	 or	 the	 Jamuna,	 it	 follows	 that	 there	 are
numerous	 prayags,	 in	 themselves	 places	 of	 pilgrimage	 as	 well	 as	 wayside	 halts
enroute	to	the	higher	Hindu	shrines	at	Kedarnath	and	Badrinath.	Nowhere	else	in	the
Himalayas	are	there	so	many	temples,	sacred	streams,	holy	places	and	holy	men.

Some	little	way	above	Nandprayag's	busy	little	bazaar,	 is	 the	tourist	rest-house,
perhaps	 the	 nicest	 of	 the	 tourist	 lodges	 in	 this	 region.	 It	 has	 a	 well-kept	 garden
surrounded	by	fruit	trees	and	is	a	little	distance	from	the	general	hubbub	of	the	main
road.

Above	it	is	the	old	pilgrim	path,	on	which	you	walked.	Just	a	few	decades	ago,	if
you	 were	 a	 pilgrim	 intent	 on	 finding	 salvation	 at	 the	 abode	 of	 the	 gods,	 you
travelled	on	foot	all	the	way	from	the	plains,	covering	about	200	miles	in	a	couple



of	months.	In	those	days	people	had	the	time,	the	faith	and	the	endurance.	Illness	and
misadventure	often	dogged	 their	 footsteps,	but	what	was	a	 little	 suffering	 if	 at	 the
end	of	the	day	they	arrived	at	the	very	portals	of	heaven?	Some	did	not	survive	to
make	the	return	journey.	Today's	pilgrims	may	not	be	lacking	in	devotion,	but	most
of	them	do	expect	to	come	home	again.

Along	the	pilgrim	path	are	several	handsome	old	houses,	set	among	mango	trees
and	 the	 fronds	 of	 the	 papaya	 and	 banana.	 Higher	 up	 the	 hill	 the	 pine	 forests
commence,	but	down	here	it	is	almost	subtropical.	Nandprayag	is	only	about	3,000
feet	above	sea	level—a	height	at	which	the	vegetation	is	usually	quite	lush	provided
there	is	protection	from	the	wind.

In	 one	 of	 these	 double-storeyed	 houses	 lives	 Mr	 Devki	 Nandan,	 scholar	 and
recluse.	He	welcomes	me	 into	his	house	and	plies	me	with	 food	 till	 I	 am	close	 to
bursting.	He	has	a	great	love	for	his	little	corner	of	Garhwal	and	proudly	shows	me
his	collection	of	clippings	concerning	this	area.	One	of	them	is	from	a	travelogue
by	Sister	Nivedita—an	Englishwoman,	Margaret	Noble,	who	became	an	interpreter
of	Hinduism	to	the	West.	Visiting	Nandprayag	in	1928,	she	wrote:

Nandprayag	is	a	place	that	ought	to	be	famous	for	its	beauty	and	order.	For	a
mile	or	 two	before	 reaching	 it	we	had	noticed	 the	 superior	 character	of	 the
agriculture	 and	 even	 some	 careful	 gardening	 of	 fruits	 and	 vegetables.	 The
peasantry	also,	suddenly	grew	handsome,	not	unlike	the	Kashmiris.	The	town
itself	 is	 new,	 rebuilt	 since	 the	 Gohna	 flood,	 and	 its	 temple	 stands	 far	 out
across	the	fields	on	the	shore	of	the	Prayag.	But	in	this	short	time	a	wonderful
energy	has	been	at	work	on	architectural	carvings,	and	the	little	place	is	full
of	 gemlike	 beauties.	 Its	 temple	 is	 dedicated	 to	 Naga	 Takshaka.	 As	 the	 road
crosses	the	river,	I	noticed	two	or	three	old	Pathan	tombs,	the	only	traces	of
Mohammedanism	that	we	had	seen	north	of	Srinagar	in	Garhwal.

Little	 has	 changed	 since	 Sister	 Nivedita's	 visit,	 and	 there	 is	 still	 a	 small	 and
thriving	 Pathan	 population	 in	 Nandprayag.	 In	 fact,	 when	 I	 called	 on	 Mr	 Devki
Nandan,	he	was	in	the	act	of	sending	out	Id	greetings	to	his	Muslim	friends.	Some	of
the	 old	 graves	 have	disappeared	 in	 the	 debris	 from	new	 road	 cuttings:	 an	 endless
business,	 this	 road-building.	 And	 as	 for	 the	 beautiful	 temple	 described	 by	 Sister
Nivedita,	I	was	sad	to	learn	that	it	had	been	swept	away	by	a	mighty	flood	in	1970,
when	 a	 cloudburst	 and	 subsequent	 landslide	 on	 the	 Alakananda	 resulted	 in	 great
destruction	downstream.

Mr	Nandan	remembers	the	time	when	he	walked	to	the	small	hill-station	of	Pauri
to	join	the	old	Messmore	Mission	School,	where	so	many	famous	sons	of	Garhwal
received	their	early	education.	It	would	take	him	four	days	to	get	to	Pauri.	Now	it	is
just	four	hours	by	bus.	It	was	only	after	the	Chinese	invasion	of	1962	that	there	was
a	rush	of	road-building	in	the	hill	districts	of	northern	India.	Before	that,	everyone



walked	and	thought	nothing	of	it!
Sitting	 alone	 that	 same	 evening	 in	 the	 little	 garden	 of	 the	 rest-house,	 I	 heard

innumerable	birds	break	into	song.	I	did	not	see	any	of	them,	because	the	light	was
fading	and	the	trees	were	dark,	but	there	was	the	rather	melancholy	call	of	the	hill
dove,	 the	 insistent	 ascending	 trill	 of	 the	 koel,	 and	much	 shrieking,	 whistling	 and
twittering	that	I	was	unable	to	assign	to	any	particular	species.

Now,	once	again,	while	I	sit	on	the	lawn	surrounded	by	zinnias	in	full	bloom,	I
am	teased	by	that	feeling	of	having	been	here	before,	on	this	 lush	hillside,	among
the	pomegranates	and	oleanders.	Is	it	some	childhood	memory	asserting	itself?	But
as	a	child	I	never	travelled	in	these	parts.

True,	Nandprayag	has	some	affinity	with	parts	of	the	Doon	valley	before	it	was
submerged	 by	 a	 tidal	 wave	 of	 humanity.	 But	 in	 the	 Doon	 there	 is	 no	 great	 river
running	past	your	garden.	Here	there	are	two,	and	they	are	also	part	of	this	feeling
of	belonging.	Perhaps	in	some	former	life	I	did	come	this	way,	or	maybe	I	dreamed
about	 living	 here.	 Who	 knows?	 Anyway,	 mysteries	 are	 more	 interesting	 than
certainties.	 Presently	 the	 room-boy	 joins	me	 for	 a	 chat	 on	 the	 lawn.	He	 is	 in	 fact
running	 the	rest-house	 in	 the	absence	of	 the	manager.	A	coach-load	of	pilgrims	 is
due	at	any	moment	but	until	they	arrive	the	place	is	empty	and	only	the	birds	can	be
heard.	His	name	is	Janakpal	and	he	tells	me	something	about	his	village	on	the	next
mountain,	where	a	leopard	has	been	carrying	off	goats	and	cattle.	He	doesn't	think
much	of	 the	conservationists'	 law	protecting	 leopards:	nothing	can	be	done	unless
the	animal	becomes	a	man-eater!

A	shower	of	rain	descends	on	us,	and	so	do	the	pilgrims.	Janakpal	leaves	me	to
attend	to	his	duties.	But	I	am	not	left	alone	for	long.	A	youngster	with	a	cup	of	tea
appears.	He	wants	me	to	take	him	to	Mussoorie	or	Delhi.	He	is	fed	up,	he	says,	with
washing	dishes	here.

'You	are	better	off	here,'	I	tell	him	sincerely.	'In	Mussoorie	you	will	have	twice	as
many	dishes	to	wash.	In	Delhi,	ten	times	as	many.'

'Yes,	but	there	are	cinemas	there,'	he	says,	 'and	television,	and	videos.'	I	am	left
without	 an	 argument.	 Birdsong	may	 have	 charms	 for	me	 but	 not	 for	 the	 restless
dish-washer	in	Nandprayag.

The	rain	stops	and	I	go	for	a	walk.	The	pilgrims	keep	to	themselves	but	the	locals
are	always	ready	to	talk.	I	remember	a	saying	(and	it	may	have	originated	in	these
hills),	which	goes:	'All	men	are	my	friends.	I	have	only	to	meet	them.'	In	these	hills,
where	 life	 still	moves	 at	 a	 leisurely	 and	 civilized	 pace,	 one	 is	 constantly	meeting
them.

The	Magic	of	Tungnath
The	 mountains	 and	 valleys	 of	 Uttaranchal	 never	 fail	 to	 spring	 surprises	 on	 the



traveller	in	search	of	the	picturesque.	It	 is	impossible	to	know	every	corner	of	the
Himalaya,	 which	means	 that	 there	 are	 always	 new	 corners	 to	 discover;	 forest	 or
meadow,	mountain	stream	or	wayside	shrine.

The	temple	of	Tungnath,	at	a	little	over	12,000	feet,	is	the	highest	shrine	on	the
inner	Himalayan	range.	It	 lies	just	below	the	Chandrashila	peak.	Some	way	off	the
main	pilgrim	routes,	 it	 is	 less	 frequented	 than	Kedarnath	or	Badrinath,	although	 it
forms	 a	part	 of	 the	Kedar	 temple	 establishment.	The	priest	 here	 is	 a	 local	man,	 a
Brahmin	 from	 the	 village	 of	 Maku;	 the	 other	 Kedar	 temples	 have	 South	 Indian
priests,	a	tradition	begun	by	Sankaracharya,	the	eighth	century	Hindu	reformer	and
revivalist.

Tungnath's	lonely	eminence	gives	it	a	magic	of	its	own.	To	get	there	(or	beyond),
one	 passes	 through	 some	 of	 the	most	 delightful	 temperate	 forest	 in	 the	 Garhwal
Himalaya.	 Pilgrim,	 or	 trekker,	 or	 just	 plain	 rambler	 such	 as	 myself,	 one	 comes
away	a	better	person,	forest-refreshed,	and	more	aware	of	what	the	world	was	really
like	before	mankind	began	to	strip	it	bare.

Duiri	Tal,	 a	 small	 lake,	 lies	cradled	on	 the	hill	 above	Okhimath,	at	 a	height	of
8,000	 feet.	 It	 was	 a	 favourite	 spot	 of	 one	 of	 Garhwal's	 earliest	 British
Commissioners,	 J.H.	 Batten,	 whose	 administration	 continued	 for	 twenty	 years
(1836-56).	He	wrote:

The	day	I	reached	there,	 it	was	snowing	and	young	trees	were	laid	prostrate
under	 the	weight	of	snow;	 the	 lake	was	 frozen	over	 to	a	depth	of	about	 two
inches.	 There	 was	 no	 human	 habitation,	 and	 the	 place	 looked	 a	 veritable
wilderness.	 The	 next	morning	when	 the	 sun	 appeared,	 the	Chaukhamba	 and
many	other	peaks	extending	as	far	as	Kedarnath	seemed	covered	with	a	new
quilt	of	snow,	as	if	close	at	hand.	The	whole	scene	was	so	exquisite	that	one
could	not	 tire	of	gazing	at	 it	 for	hours.	 I	 think	a	person	who	has	a	 subdued
settled	despair	in	his	mind	would	all	of	a	sudden	feel	a	kind	of	bounding	and
exalting	cheerfulness	which	will	be	imparted	to	his	frame	by	the	atmosphere
of	Duiri	Tal.

This	 feeling	of	 uplift	 can	be	 experienced	 almost	 anywhere	 along	 the	Tungnath
range.	Duiri	Tal	is	still	some	way	off	the	beaten	track,	and	anyone	wishing	to	spend
the	night	there	should	carry	a	tent;	but	further	along	this	range,	the	road	ascends	to
Dugalbeta	(at	about	9,000	feet)	where	a	PWD	rest	house,	gaily	painted,	has	come	up
like	some	exotic	orchid	in	the	midst	of	a	lush	meadow	topped	by	excelsia	pines	and
pencil	cedars.	Many	an	official	who	has	stayed	here	has	rhapsodised	on	the	charms
of	 Dugalbeta;	 and	 if	 you	 are	 unofficial	 (and	 therefore	 not	 entitled	 to	 stay	 in	 the
bungalow),	you	can	move	on	to	Chopta,	lusher	still,	where	there	is	accommodation
of	a	sort	for	pilgrims	and	other	hardy	souls.	Two	or	 three	little	 tea-shops	provide
mattresses	and	quilts.	The	Garhwal	Mandal	is	putting	up	a	rest-house.	These	tourist



rest-houses	 of	 Garhwal	 are	 a	 great	 boon	 to	 the	 traveller;	 but	 during	 the	 pilgrim
season	(May/June)	 they	are	 fdled	 to	overflowing,	and	 if	you	 turn	up	unexpectedly
you	might	have	to	take	your	pick	of	tea-shop	or	'dharamshala':	something	of	a	lucky
dip,	since	they	vary	a	good	deal	in	comfort	and	cleanliness.

The	 trek	 from	 Chopta	 to	 Tungnath	 is	 only	 three	 and	 a	 half	 miles,	 but	 in	 that
distance	one	ascends	about	3,000	feet,	and	the	pilgrim	may	be	forgiven	for	feeling
that	at	places	he	is	on	a	perpendicular	path.	Like	a	ladder	to	heaven,	I	couldn't	help
thinking.

In	 spite	 of	 its	 steepness,	my	 companion,	 the	 redoubtable	Ganesh	Saili,	 insisted
that	we	take	a	shortcut.	After	clawing	our	way	up	tufts	of	alpine	grass,	which	formed
the	rungs	of	our	ladder,	we	were	stuck	and	had	to	inch	our	way	down	again;	so	that
the	ascent	of	Tungnath	began	to	"esemble	a	game	of	Snakes	and	Ladders.

A	 tiny	 guardian-temple	 dedicated	 to	 the	 god	Ganesh	 spurred	 us	 on.	Nor	was	 I
really	fatigued;	for	the	cold	fresh	air	and	the	verdant	greenery	surrounding	us	was
like	 an	 intoxicant.	Myriads	 of	 wildflowers	 grow	 on	 the	 open	 slopes—buttercups,
anemones,	 wild	 strawberries,	 forget-me-not,	 rock-cress—enough	 to	 rival
Bhyundar's	'Valley	of	Flowers'	at	this	time	of	the	year.

But	 before	 reaching	 these	 alpine	 meadows,	 we	 climb	 through	 rhododendron
forest,	and	here	one	finds	at	least	three	species	of	this	flower:	the	red-flowering	tree
rhododendron	(found	throughout	the	Himalaya	between	6,000	feet	and	10,000	feet);
a	second	variety,	the	almatta,	with	flowers	that	are	light	red	or	rosy	in	colour;	and
the	third	chimul	or	white	variety,	found	at	heights	ranging	from	between	10,000	and
13,000	 feet.	 The	 chimul	 is	 a	 brush-wood,	 seldom	more	 than	 twelve	 feet	 high	 and
growing	slantingly	due	to	the	heavy	burden	of	snow	it	has	to	carry	for	almost	six
months	in	the	year.

These	brushwood	rhododendrons	are	the	last	trees	we	see	on	our	ascent,	for	as
we	approach	Tungnath	the	tree	line	ends	and	there	is	nothing	between	earth	and	sky
except	grass	and	rock	and	tiny	flowers.	Above	us,	a	couple	of	crows	dive-bomb	a
hawk,	 who	 does	 his	 best	 to	 escape	 their	 attentions.	 Crows	 are	 the	 world's	 great
survivors.	They	are	capable	of	 living	at	any	height	and	in	any	climate;	as	much	at
home	in	the	back	streets	of	Delhi	as	on	the	heights	of	Tungnath.

Another	 survivor	 up	 here	 at	 any	 rate,	 is	 the	 pika,	 a	 sort	 of	 mouse-hare,	 who
looks	like	neither	mouse	nor	hare	but	rather	a	tiny	guinea-pig—small	ears,	no	tail,
grey-brown	fur,	and	chubby	feet.	They	emerge	from	their	holes	under	the	rocks	to
forage	for	grasses	on	which	to	feed.	Their	simple	diet	and	thick	fur	enable	them	to
live	in	extreme	cold,	and	they	have	been	found	at	16,000	feet,	which	is	higher	than
any	other	mammal	 lives.	The	Garhwalis	call	 this	 little	creature	 the	runda—	at	any
rate,	that's	what	the	temple	priest	called	it,	adding	that	it	was	not	averse	to	entering
houses	and	helping	itself	to	grain	and	other	delicacies.	So	perhaps	there's	more	in	it
of	mouse	than	of	hare.



These	 little	 rundas	were	with	us	all	 the	way	 from	Chopta	 to	Tungnath;	peering
out	 from	 their	 rocks	or	 scampering	about	on	 the	hillside,	 seemingly	unconcerned
by	our	 presence.	At	Tungnath'they	 live	 beneath	 the	 temple	 flagstones.	The	priest's
grandchildren	were	having	a	game	discovering	their	burrows;	the	rundas	would	go
in	at	one	hole	and	pop	out	at	another—	they	must	have	had	a	system	of	underground
passages.

When	we	arrived,	clouds	had	gathered	over	Tungnath,	as	 they	do	almost	every
afternoon.	The	temple	looked	austere	in	the	gathering	gloom.

To	some,	the	name	'tung'	indicates	'lofty',	from	the	position	of	the	temple	on	the
highest	peak	outside	the	main	chain	of	the	Himalaya;	others	derive	it	from	the	word
'tunga',	 that	 is	 'to	be	 suspended'—an	allusion	 to	 the	 form	under	which	 the	deity	 is
worshipped	here.	The	form	is	the	Swayambhu	Ling.	On	Shivratri	or	Night	of	Shiva,
the	true	believer	may,	'with	the	eye	of	faith',	see	the	lingam	increase	in	size;	but	'to
the	evil-minded	no	such	favour	is	granted'.

The	temple,	though	not	very	large,	is	certainly	impressive,	mainly	because	of	its
setting	and	 the	solid	slabs	of	grey	granite	 from	which	 it	 is	built.	The	whole	place
somehow	puts	me	in	mind	of	Emily	Bronte's	Wuthering	Heights—bleak,	windswept,
open	to	the	skies.	And	as	you	look	down	from	the	temple	at	the	little	half-deserted
hamlet	 that	 serves	 it	 in	 summer,	 the	 eye	 is	 met	 by	 grey	 slate	 roofs	 and	 piles	 of
stones,	with	just	a	few	hardy	souls	in	residence—for	the	majority	of	pilgrims	now
prefer	to	spend	the	night	down	at	Chopta.

Even	the	temple	priest,	attended	by	his	son	and	grandsons,	complains	bitterly	of
the	 cold.	 To	 spend	 every	 day	 barefoot	 on	 those	 cold	 flagstones	 must	 indeed	 be
hardship.	I	wince	after	five	minutes	of	it,	made	worse	by	stepping	into	a	puddle	of
icy	water.	I	shall	never	make	a	good	pilgrim;	no	rewards	for	me,	in	this	world	or
the	 next.	 But	 the	 pandit's	 feet	 are	 literally	 thick-skinned;	 and	 the	 children	 seem
oblivious	to	the	cold.	Still	in	October	they	must	be	happy	to	descend	to	Maku,	their
home	village	on	the	slopes	below	Dugalbeta.

It	 begins	 to	 rain	 as	we	 leave	 the	 temple.	We	 pass	 herds	 of	 sheep	 huddled	 in	 a
ruined	 dharamshala.	 The	 crows	 are	 still	 rushing	 about	 the	 grey	 weeping	 skies,
although	the	hawk	has	very	sensibly	gone	away.	A	runda	sticks	his	nose	out	from	his
hole,	 probably	 to	 take	 a	 look	 at	 the	 weather.	 There	 is	 a	 clap	 of	 thunder	 and	 he
disappears,	 like	the	white	rabbit	 in	Alice	 in	Wonderland.	We	are	halfway	down	the
Tungnath	 'ladder'	when	 it	 begins	 to	 rain	 quite	 heavily.	And	now	we	pass	 our	 first
genuine	 pilgrims,	 a	 group	 of	 intrepid	Bengalis	who	 are	 heading	 straight	 into	 the
storm.	They	are	without	umbrellas	or	raincoats,	but	they	are	not	to	be	deterred.	Oaks
and	 rhododendrons	 flash	 past	 as	 we	 dash	 down	 the	 steep,	 winding	 path.	 Another
short	cut,	and	Ganesh	Saili	takes	a	tumble,	but	is	cushioned	by	moss	and	buttercups.
My	wrist-watch	strikes	a	rock	and	the	glass	is	shattered.	No	matter.	Time	here	is	of
little	 or	 no	 consequence.	 Away	 with	 time!	 Is	 this,	 I	 wonder,	 the	 'bounding	 and



exalting	cheerfulness'	experienced	by	Batten	and	now	manifesting	itself	in	me?
The	tea-shop	beckons.	How	would	one	manage	in	the	hills	without	these	wayside

tea-shops?	Miniature	inns,	they	provide	food,	shelter	and	even	lodging	to	dozens	at
a	 time.	We	 sit	 on	 a	 bench	 between	 a	 Gujar	 herdsman	 and	 a	 pilgrim	 who	 is	 too
feverish	 to	make	 the	climb	 to	 the	 temple.	He	accepts	my	offer	of	an	aspirin	 to	go
with	his	tea.	We	tackle	some	buns—rock-hard,	to	match	our	environment—and	wash
the	pellets	down	with	hot	sweet	tea.

There	is	a	small	shrine	here,	too,	right	in	front	of	the	tea-shop.	It	is	a	slab	of	rock
roughly	 shaped	 like	 a	 lingam,	 and	 it	 is	 daubed	 with	 vermilion	 and	 strewn	 with
offerings	of	wildflowers.	The	mica	in	the	rock	gives	it	a	beautiful	sheen.

I	 suppose	 Hinduism	 comes	 closest	 to	 being	 a	 nature	 religion.	 Rivers,	 rocks,
trees,	 plants,	 animals	 and	 birds,	 all	 play	 their	 part,	 both	 in	 mythology	 and	 in
everyday	worship.	This	harmony	is	most	evident	in	these	remote	places,	where	gods
and	mountains	co-exist.	Tungnath,	as	yet	unspoilt	by	a	materialistic	society,	exerts
its	magic	on	all	who	come	here	with	open	mind	and	heart.



SEVEN

Trees	by	My	Window

Living	at	seven	thousand	feet,	I	am	fortunate	to	have	a	big	window	that	opens	out
on	the	forest	so	that	the	trees	are	almost	within	my	reach.	If	I	jumped,	I	could	land
quite	neatly	in	the	arms	of	an	oak	or	horse	chestnut.	I	have	never	made	that	leap,	but
the	big	langurs—silver-gray	monkeys	with	long,	swishing	tails—often	spring	from
the	trees	onto	my	corrugated	tin	roof,	making	enough	noise	to	frighten	all	the	birds
away.

Standing	on	its	own	outside	my	window	is	a	walnut	tree,	and	truly	this	is	a	tree
for	all	seasons.	In	winter	the	branches	are	bare,	but	beautifully	smooth	and	rounded.
In	 spring	 each	 limb	 produces	 a	 bright	 green	 spear	 of	 new	 growth,	 and	 by
midsummer	 the	entire	 tree	 is	 in	 leaf.	Toward	 the	end	of	 the	monsoon	 the	walnuts,
encased	 in	 their	 green	 jackets,	 have	 reached	 maturity.	When	 the	 jackets	 begin	 to
split,	 you	 can	 see	 the	 hard	 brown	 shells	 of	 the	 nuts,	 and	 inside	 each	 shell	 is	 the
delicious	meat	itself.

Every	 year	 this	 tree	 gives	me	 a	 basket	 of	walnuts.	 But	 last	 year	 the	 nuts	were
disappearing	one	by	one,	and	I	was	at	a	loss	as	to	who	had	been	taking	them.	Could
it	have	been	the	milkman's	small	son?	He	was	an	inveterate	tree	climber,	but	he	was
usually	to	be	found	on	the	oak	trees,	gathering	fodder	for	his	herd.	He	admitted	that
his	 cows	had	enjoyed	my	dahlias,	which	 they	had	eaten	 the	previous	week,	but	he
stoutly	denied	having	fed	them	walnuts.

It	wasn't	the	woodpecker	either.	He	was	out	there	every	day,	knocking	furiously
against	the	bark	of	the	tree,	trying	to	pry	an	insect	out	of	a	narrow	crack,	but	he	was
strictly	non-vegetarian.	As	for	the	langurs,	they	ate	my	geraniums	but	did	not	care
for	the	walnuts.

The	nuts	seemed	to	disappear	early	in	the	morning	while	I	was	still	in	bed,	so	one
day	I	surprised	everyone,	including	myself,	by	getting	up	before	sunrise.	I	was	just
in	time	to	catch	the	culprit	climbing	out	of	the	walnut	tree.	She	was	an	old	woman



who	sometimes	came	 to	cut	grass	on	 the	hillside.	Her	 face	was	as	wrinkled	as	 the
walnuts	she	so	fancied,	but	her	arms	and	legs	were	very	sturdy.

'And	how	many	walnuts	did	you	gather	today,	Grandmother?'	I	asked.
'Just	 two,'	 she	 said	 with	 a	 giggle,	 offering	 them	 to	 me	 on	 her	 open	 palm.	 I

accepted	 one,	 and	 thus	 encouraged,	 she	 climbed	 higher	 into	 the	 tree	 and	 helped
herself	 to	 the	remaining	nuts.	 It	was	 impossible	 for	me	 to	object.	 I	was	 taken	with
admiration	 for	 her	 agility.	 She	must	 have	 been	 twice	my	 age,	 but	 I	 knew	 I	 could
never	get	up	that	tree.	To	the	victor,	the	spoils!

Unlike	 the	 prized	 walnuts,	 the	 horse	 chestnuts	 are	 inedible.	 Even	 the	 rhesus
monkeys	throw	them	away	in	disgust.	But	the	tree	itself	is	a	friendly	one,	especially
in	 summer	when	 it	 is	 in	 full	 leaf.	The	 lightest	breeze	makes	 the	 leaves	break	 into
conversation,	and	their	rustle	is	a	cheerful	sound.	The	spring	flowers	of	the	horse
chestnut	 look	 like	candelabra,	 and	when	 the	blossoms	 fall,	 they	carpet	 the	hillside
with	their	pale	pink	petals.

Another	of	my	favorites	is	the	deodar.	It	stands	erect	and	dignified	and	does	not
bend	with	the	wind.	In	spring	the	new	leaves,	or	needles,	are	a	tender	green,	while
during	 the	monsoon	 the	 tiny	young	cones	 spread	 like	blossoms	 in	 the	dark	green
folds	of	 the	branches.	The	deodar	enjoys	 the	company	of	 its	own	kind:	where	one
deodar	 grows,	 there	will	 be	 others.	A	walk	 in	 a	 deodar	 forest	 is	 awe-inspiring—
surrounded	on	all	sides	by	these	great	sentinels	of	the	mountains,	you	feel	as	though
the	trees	themselves	are	on	the	march.

I	walk	among	the	trees	outside	my	window	often,	acknowledging	their	presence
with	a	touch	of	my	hand	against	their	trunks.	The	oak	has	been	there	the	longest,	and
the	wind	has	bent	 its	upper	branches	and	twisted	a	few	so	that	 it	 looks	shaggy	and
undistinguished.	But	it	 is	a	good	tree	for	 the	privacy	of	birds.	Sometimes	it	seems
completely	 uninhabited	 until	 there	 is	 a	 whirring	 sound,	 as	 of	 a	 helicopter
approaching,	and	a	party	of	long-tailed	blue	magpies	flies	across	the	forest	glade.

	



	
Most	 of	 the	 pines	 near	my	 home	 are	 on	 the	 next	 hillside.	But	 there	 is	 a	 small

Himalayan	blue	a	little	way	below	the	cottage,	and	sometimes	I	sit	beneath	it	to	listen
to	the	wind	playing	softly	in	its	branches.

When	I	open	the	window	at	night,	there	is	almost	always	something	to	listen	to:
the	 mellow	 whistle	 of	 a	 pygmy	 owlet,	 or	 the	 sharp	 cry	 of	 a	 barking	 deer.
Sometimes,	 if	 I	am	 lucky,	 I	will	 see	 the	moon	coming	up	over	 the	next	mountain,
and	two	distant	deodars	in	perfect	silhouette.

Some	night	sounds	outside	my	window	remain	strange	and	mysterious.	Perhaps
they	 are	 the	 sounds	 of	 the	 trees	 themselves,	 stretching	 their	 limbs	 in	 the	 dark,
shifting	a	little,	flexing	their	fingers,	whispering	to	one	another.	These	great	trees	of
the	mountains,	I	feel	they	know	me	well,	as	I	watch	them	and	listen	to	their	secrets,



happy	to	rest	my	head	beneath	their	outstretched	arms.



EIGHT

'Let's	Go	to	the	Pictures!'

My	love	affair	with	the	cinema	began	when	I	was	five	and	ended	when	I	was	about
fifty.	 Not	 because	 I	 wanted	 it	 to,	 but	 because	 all	 my	 favourite	 cinema	 halls	 were
closing	 down—being	 turned	 into	 shopping	malls	 or	 garages	 or	 just	 disappearing
altogether.

There	 was	 something	 magical	 about	 sitting	 in	 a	 darkened	 cinema	 hall,	 the
audience	silent,	completely	focused	on	the	drama	unfolding	on	the	big	screen.	You
could	escape	to	a	different	world—run	away	to	Dover	with	David	Copperfield,	sail
away	to	a	treasure	island	with	Long	John	Silver,	dance	the	light	fantastic	with	Fred
Astaire	or	Gene	Kelly,	sing	with	Saigal	or	Deanna	Durbin	or	Nelson	Eddy,	fall	 in
love	with	Madhubala	or	Elizabeth	Taylor.	And	until	the	lights	came	on	at	the	end	of
the	 show	 you	 were	 in	 their	 world,	 far	 removed	 from	 the	 troubles	 of	 one's	 own
childhood	or	the	struggles	of	early	manhood.

Watching	films	on	TV	cannot	be	the	same.	People	come	and	go,	the	power	comes
and	 goes,	 other	 viewers	 keep	 switching	 the	 channels,	 food	 is	 continually	 being
served	or	consumed,	family	squabbles	are	ever	present,	and	there	is	no	escape	from
those	dreaded	 commercials	 that	 are	 repeated	 every	 ten	or	 fifteen	minutes	 or	 even
between	overs	if	you	happen	to	be	watching	cricket.

No	longer	do	we	hear	that	evocative	suggestion:	'Let's	go	to	the	pictures!'
Living	 in	Mussoorie	 where	 there	 are	 no	 longer	 any	 functioning	 cinemas,	 the

invitation	 is	 heard	 no	more.	 I'm	 afraid	 there	 isn't	 half	 as	much	 excitement	 in	 the
words	'Let's	put	on	the	TV!'

For	one	thing,	going	to	the	pictures	meant	going	out—on	foot,	or	on	a	bicycle,
or	in	the	family	car.	When	I	lived	on	the	outskirts	of	Mussoorie	it	took	me	almost	an
hour	to	climb	the	hill	into	town	to	see	a	film	at	one	of	our	tiny	halls—but	walk	I	did,
in	hot	sun	or	drenching	rain	or	icy	wind,	because	going	to	the	pictures	was	an	event
in	itself,	a	break	from	more	mundane	activities,	quite	often	a	social	occasion.	You



would	meet	friends	from	other	parts	of	the	town,	and	after	the	show	you	would	join
them	in	a	cafe	for	a	cup	of	 tea	and	the	 latest	gossip.	A	stroll	along	the	Mall	and	a
visit	to	the	local	bookshop	would	bring	the	evening	to	a	satisfying	end.	A	long	walk
home	under	 the	stars,	a	drink	before	dinner,	something	 to	 listen	 to	on	 the	radio	 ...
'And	then	to	bed,'	as	Mr	Pepys	would	"have	said.

Not	 that	 everything	 went	 smoothly	 in	 our	 small-town	 cinemas.	 In	 Shimla,
Mussoorie	and	other	hill-stations,	the	roofs	were	of	corrugated	tin	sheets,	and	when
there	was	heavy	rain	or	a	hailstorm	it	would	be	impossible	to	hear	the	sound-track.
You	had	then	to	imagine	that	you	were	back	in	the	silent	film	era.

Mussoorie's	oldest	cinema,	the	Picture	Palace,	did	in	fact	open	early	in	the	silent
era.	This	was	in	1912,	the	year	electricity	came	to	the	town.	Later,	its	basement	floor
was	 also	 turned	 into	 a	 cinema,	 the	 Jubilee,	 which	 probably	 made	 it	 India's	 first
multiplex	hall.	Sadly,	both	closed	down	about	five	years	ago,	along	with	the	Rialto,
the	Majestic	and	the	Capitol	(below	Halman's	Hotel).

In	 Shimla,	 we	 had	 the	 Ritz,	 the	 Regal	 and	 the	 Rivoli.	 This	 was	 when	 I	 was	 a
schoolboy	 at	Bishop	Cotton's.	How	we	 used	 to	 look	 forward	 to	 our	 summer	 and
autumn	breaks.	We	would	be	allowed	into	town	during	these	holidays,	and	we	lost
no	 time	 in	 tramping	 up	 to	 the	 Ridge	 to	 take	 in	 the	 latest	 films.	 Sometimes	 we'd
arrive	 wet	 or	 perspiring,	 but	 the	 changeable	 weather	 did	 not	 prevent	 us	 from
enjoying	 the	 film.	One-and-a-half	hours	escape	 from	the	 routine	and	discipline	of
boarding	 school	 life.	 Fast	 foods	 had	 yet	 to	 be	 invented,	 but	 roasted	 peanuts	 or
bhuttas	would	keep	us	going.	They	were	cheap	too.	The	cinema	ticket	was	just	over
a	rupee.	If	you	had	five	rupees	in	your	pocket	you	could	enjoy	a	pleasant	few	hours
in	the	town.

It	 was	 during	 the	 winter	 holidays—three	months	 of	 time	 on	my	 hands—that	 I
really	caught	up	with	the	films	of	the	day.

New	Delhi,	the	winter	of	1943.	World	War	II	was	still	in	progress.	The	halls	were
flooded	 with	 British	 and	 American	 movies.	 My	 father	 would	 return	 from	 Air
Headquarters,	where	he'd	been	working	on	cyphers	all	day.	'Let's	go	to	the	pictures'
he'd	say,	and	we'd	be	off	to	the	Regal	or	Rivoli	or	Odeon	or	Plaza,	only	a	short	walk
from	our	rooms	on	Atul	Grove	Road.

Comedies	were	my	 favourites.	 Laurel	 and	Hardy,	Abbot	 and	Costello,	George
Formby,	Harold	Lloyd,	 the	Marx	Brothers....	And	 sometimes	we'd	 venture	 further
afield,	 to	 the	 old	Ritz	 at	Kashmere	Gate,	 to	 see	Sabu	 in	 The	 Thief	 of	 Baghdad	or
Cobra	Woman.	 These	Arabian	Nights-type	 entertainments	were	 popular	 in	 the	 old
city.

The	Statesman,	 the	 premier	 newspaper	 of	 that	 era,	 ran	 ads	 for	 all	 the	 films	 in
town,	and	I'd	cut	them	out	and	stick	them	in	a	scrapbook.	I	could	rattle	off	the	cast	of
all	 the	pictures	 I'd	 seen,	and	 today,	 sixty	years	 later,	 I	 can	still	name	all	 the	actors
(and	sometimes	the	director)	of	almost	every	1940's	film.



My.	father	died	when	I	was	ten	and	I	went	to	live	with	my	mother	and	stepfather	in
Dehra	Dun.	Dehra	too,	was	well	served	with	cinemas,	but	I	was	a	lonely	picturegoer.
I	had	no	friends	or	companions	in	those	years,	and	I	would	trudge	off	on	my	own	to
the	Orient	or	Odeon	or	Hollywood,	to	indulge	in	a	few	hours	of	escapism.	Books
were	there,	of	course,	providing	another	and	better	form	of	escape,	but	books	had	to
be	read	in	the	home,	and	sometimes	I	wanted	to	get	away	from	the	house	and	pursue
a	solitary	other-life	in	the	anonymous	privacy	of	a	darkened	cinema	hall.

It	 has	 gone	 now,	 the	 little	 Odeon	 cinema	 opposite	 the	 old	 Parade	 Ground	 in
Dehra.	Many	of	my	age,	 and	younger,	will	 remember	 it	with	 affection,	 for	 it	was
probably	 the	most	popular	meeting	place	for	English	cinema	buffs	 in	 the	 '40s	and
'50s.	You	could	get	a	good	idea	of	the	popularity	of	a	film	by	looking	at	the	number
of	 bicycles	 ranged	 outside.	 Dehra	 was	 a	 bicycle	 town.	 The	 scooter	 hadn't	 been
invented,	and	cars	were	few.	I	belonged	to	a	minority	of	walkers.	I	have	walked	all
over	the	towns	and	cities	I	have	lived	in—Dehradun,	New	and	Old	Delhi,	London,	St
Helier	(in	Jersey),	and	our	hill-stations.	Those	walks	often	ended	at	the	cinema!

The	Odeon	was	a	twenty-minute	walk	from	the	Old	Survey	Road,	where	we	lived
at	 the	 time,	 and	 after	 the	 evening	 show	 I	 would	 walk	 home	 across	 the	 deserted
parade	ground,	the	starry	night	adding	to	my	dreams	of	a	starry	world,	where	tap-
dancers,	 singing	 cowboys,	 swashbuckling	 swordsmen,	 and	 glamorous	 women	 in
sarongs	reigned	supreme	in	the	firmament.	I	wasn't	just	a	daydreamer;	I	was	a	star-
dreamer.

During	 the	 intervals	 (five-minute	 breaks	 between	 the	 shorts	 and	 the	 main
feature),	 the	 projectionist	 or	 his	 assistant	 would	 play	 a	 couple	 of	 gramophone
records	for	the	benefit	of	the	audience.	Unfortunately	the	management	had	only	two
or	three	records,	and	the	audience	would	grow	restless	listening	to	the	same	tunes	at
every	 show.	 I	 must	 have	 been	 compelled	 to	 listed	 to	 Don't	 Fence	Me	 In	 about	 a
hundred	times,	and	felt	thoroughly	fenced	in.

At	 home	 I	 had	 a	 good	 collection	 of	 gramophone	 records,	 passed	 on	 to	me	by
relatives	and	neighbours	who	were	leaving	India	around	the	time	of	Independence.	I
decided	it	would	be	a	good	idea	to	give	some	of	them	to	the	cinema's	management
so	that	we	could	be	provided	with	a	little	more	variety	during	the	intervals.	I	made	a
selection	 of	 about	 twenty	 records—mostly	 dance	 music	 of	 the	 period—and
presented	them	to	the	manager,	Mr	Suri.

Mr	 Suri	was	 delighted.	And	 to	 show	me	 his	 gratitude,	 he	 presented	me	with	 a
Free	Pass	which	permitted	me	to	see	all	the	pictures	I	liked	without	having	to	buy	a
ticket!	 Any	 day,	 any	 show,	 for	 as	 long	 as	Mr	 Suri	 was	 the	 manager!	 Could	 any
ardent	picturegoer	have	asked	for	more?

This	unexpected	bonanza	lasted	for	almost	two	years	with	the	result	that	during
my	school	holidays	I	saw	a	film	every	second	day.	Two	days	was	 the	average	run
for	 most	 films.	 Except	 Gone	With	 the	Wind,	 which	 ran	 for	 a	 week,	 to	 my	 great



chagrin.	I	found	it	so	boring	that	I	left	in	the	middle.
Usually	 I	 did	 enjoy	 films	 based	 on	 famous	 or	 familiar	 books.	 Dickens	 was	 a

natural	 for	 the	 screen.	 David	 Copperfield,	 Oliver	 Twist,	 Great	 Expectations,
Nicholas	 Nickleby,	 A	 Tale	 of	 Two	 Cities,	 Pickwick	 Papers,	 A	 Christmas	 Carol
(Scrooge)	 all	 made	 successful	 films,	 true	 to	 the	 originals.	 Daphne	 du	 Maurier's
novels	also	 transferred	well	 to	 the	screen.	As	did	Somerset	Maugham's	works:	 Of
Human	Bondage,	The	Razor's	Edge,	The	Letter,	Rain	.and	several	others.

	

	
Occasionally	I	brought	the	management	a	change	of	records.	Mr	Suri	was	not	a

very	 communicative	man,	 but	 I	 think	 he	 liked	me	 (he	 knew	 something	 about	my
circumstances)	and	with	a	smile	and	a	wave	of	 the	hand	he	would	indicate	 that	 the
freedom	of	the	hall	was	mine.



Eventually,	 school	 finished,	 I	 was	 packed	 off	 to	 England,	 where	 my	 picture-
going	 days	 went	 into	 a	 slight	 decline.	 No	 Free	 Passes	 any	 more.	 But	 on	 Jersey
island,	where	I	lived	and	worked	for	a	year,	I	found	an	out-of-the-way	cinema	which
specialised	 in	showing	old	comedies,	and	here	I	caught	up	with	many	British	film
comedians	 such	 as	 Tommy	 Trinder,	 Sidney	 Howard,	 Max	Miller,	Will	 Hay,	 Old
Mother	Riley	(a	man	in	reality)	and	Gracie	Fields.	These	artistes	had	been	but	names
to	me,	as	their	films	had	never	come	to	India.	I	was	thrilled	to	be	able	to	discover
and	enjoy	their	considerable	talents.	You	would	be	hard	put	to	find	their	films	today;
they	have	seldom	been	revived.

In	London	for	two	years	I	had	an	office	job	and	most	of	my	spare	time	was	spent
in	 writing	 (and	 rewriting)	 my	 first	 novel.	 All	 the	 same,	 I	 took	 to	 the	 streets	 and
discovered	 the	 Everyman	 cinema	 in	 Hampstead,	 which	 showed	 old	 classics,
including	the	films	of	Jean	Renoir	and	Orson	Welles.	And	the	Academy	in	Leicester
Square,	which	showed	the	best	films	from	the	continent.	I	also	discovered	a	couple
of	 seedy	 litte	 cinemas	 in	 the	 East	 End,	 which	 appropriately	 showed	 the	 early
gangster	films	of	James	Cagney	and	Humphrey	Bogart.

I	also	saw	the	first	Indian	film	to	get	a	regular	screening	in	London.	It	was	called
Aan,	and	was	the	usual	extravagant	mix	of	music	and	melodrama.	But	it	ran	for	two
or	three	weeks.	Homesick	Indians	(which	included	me)	flocked	to	see	it.	One	of	its
stars	was	Nadira,	who	specialised	 in	playing	 the	scheming	sultry	villainess.	A	few
years	ago	 she	came	out	of	 retirement	 to	 take	 the	part	of	Miss	Mackenzie	 in	a	TV
serial	based	on	some	of	my	short	stories	set	in	Mussoorie.	A	sympathetic	role	for	a
change.	And	she	played	it	to	perfection.

	

	
It	was	four	years	before	I	saw	Dehra	again.	Mr	Suri	had	gone	elsewhere.	The	little
cinema	had	closed	down	and	was	about	to	be	demolished,	to	make	way	for	a	hotel
and	a	block	of	shops.

We	 must	 move	 on,	 of	 course.	 There's	 no	 point	 in	 hankering	 after	 distant
pleasures	 and	 lost	 picture	 palaces.	 But	 there's	 no	 harm	 in	 indulging	 in	 a	 little
nostalgia.	What	is	nostalgia,	after	all,	but	an	attempt	to	preserve	that	which	was	good
in	the	past?

And	 last	 year	 I	 was	 reminded	 of	 that	 golden	 era	 of	 the	 silver	 screen.	 I	 was
rummaging	 around	 in	 a	 kabari	 shop	 in	 one	 of	Dehradun's	 bazaars	where	 I	 came
across	a	pile	of	old	78	rpm	records,	all	looking	a	little	the	worse	for	wear.	And	on	a
couple	of	them	I	found	my	name	scratched	on	the	labels.	Pennies	from	Heaven	was
the	 title	of	one	of	 the	 songs.	 It	 had	certainly	 saved	me	a	 few	 rupees.	That	 and	 the
goodwill	of	Mr	Suri,	the	Odeon's	manager,	all	those	years	ago.

I	bought	the	records.	Can't	play	them	now.	No	wind-up	gramophone!	But	I	am	a
sentimental	fellow	and	I	keep	them	among	my	souvenirs	as	a	reminder	of	the	days



when	 I	 walked	 home	 alone	 across	 the	 silent,	 moonlit	 parade	 ground,	 after	 the
evening	show	was	over.



NINE

Some	Hill-Station	Ghosts

Shimla	 has	 its	 phantom	 rickshaw	 and	 Lansdowne	 its	 headless	 horseman.
Mussoorie	 has	 its	 woman	 in	 white.	 Late	 at	 night,	 she	 can	 be	 seen	 sitting	 on	 the
parapet	wall	on	the	winding	road	up	to	the	hill-station.	Don't	stop	to	offer	her	a	lift.
She	will	fix	you	with	her	evil	eye	and	ruin	your	holiday.

The	Mussoorie	taxi	drivers	and	other	locals	call	her	Bhoot-Aunty.	Everyone	has
seen	 her	 at	 some	 time	 or	 the	 other.	 To	 give	 her	 a	 lift	 is	 to	 court	 disaster.	Many
accidents	 have	 been	 attributed	 to	 her	 baleful	 presence.	 And	 when	 people	 pick
themselves	up	from	the	road	(or	are	picked	up	by	concerned	citizens),	Bhoot-Aunty
is	nowhere	to	be	seen,	although	survivors	swear	that	she	was	in	the	car	with	them.

Ganesh	Saili,	Abha	and	I	were	coming	back	from	Dehra	Dun	late	one	night	when
we	saw	 this	woman	 in	white	sitting	on	 the	parapet	by	 the	side	of	 the	 road.	As	our
headlights	 fell	 on	 her,	 she	 turned	 her	 face	 away,	 Ganesh,	 being	 a	 thorough
gentleman,	 slowed	 down	 and	 offered	 her	 a	 lift.	 She	 turned	 towards	 us	 then,	 and
smiled	a	wicked	smile.	She	seemed	quite	attractive	except	that	her	canines	protruded
slightly	in	vampire	fashion.

'Don't	stop!'	screamed	Abha.	'Don't	even	look	at	her!	It's	Bhoot-Aunty!'
Ganesh	pressed	down	on	 the	 accelerator	 and	 sped	past	 her.	Next	 day	we	heard

that	 a	 tourist's	 car	 had	 gone	 off	 the	 road	 and	 the	 occupants	 had	 been	 severely
injured.	The	accident	took	place	shortly	after	they	had	stopped	to	pick	up	a	woman
in	white	who	had	wanted	a	lift.	But	she	was	not	among	the	injured.

	

	
Miss	Ripley-Bean,	 an	 old	English	 lady	who	was	my	neighbour	when	 I	 lived	 near
Wynberg-Allen	school,	told	me	that	her	family	was	haunted	by	a	malignant	phantom
head	that	always	appeared	before	the	death	of	one	of	her	relatives.



She	 said	her	 brother	 saw	 this	 apparition	 the	night	 before	her	mother	 died,	 and
both	she	and	her	sister	saw	it	before	the	death	of	their	father.	The	sister	slept	in	the
same	room.	They	were	both	awakened	one	night	by	a	curious	noise	in	the	cupboard
facing	their	beds.	One	of	them	began	getting	out	of	bed	to	see	if	their	cat	was	in	the
room,	when	the	cupboard	door	suddenly	opened	and	a	 luminous	head	appeared.	 It
was	 covered	 with	 matted	 hair	 and	 appeared	 to	 be	 in	 an	 advanced	 stage	 of
decomposition.	Its	fleshless	mouth	grinned	at	the	terrified	sisters.	And	then	as	they
crossed	themselves,	it	vanished.

	

	
The	 next	 day	 they	 learned	 that	 their	 father,	 who	 was	 in	 Lucknow,	 had	 died

suddenly,	at	about	the	time	that	they	had	seen	the	death's	head.
	



	
Everyone	 likes	 to	hear	 stories	about	haunted	houses;	 even	sceptics	will	 listen	 to	a
ghost	story,	while	casting	doubts	on	its	veracity.

Rudyard	 Kipling	 wrote	 a	 number	 of	 memorable	 ghost	 stories	 set	 in	 India—
Imray's	 Return,	 The	 Phantom	 Rickshaw,	 The	 Mark	 of	 the	 Beast,	 The	 End	 of	 the
Passage—his	favorite	milieu	being	the	haunted	dak	bungalow.	But	it	was	only	after
his	 return	 to	 England	 that	 he	 found	 himself	 actually	 having	 to	 live	 in	 a	 haunted
house.	He	writes	about	it	in	his	autobiography,	Something	of	Myself:

The	spring	of'96	saw	us	 in	Torquay,	where	we	found	a	house	for	our	heads
that	 seemed	 almost	 too	 good	 to	 be	 true.	 It	 was	 large	 and	 bright,	 with	 big
rooms	each	and	all	open	to	 the	sun,	 the	ground	embellished	with	great	 trees
and	the	warm	land	dipping	southerly	to	the	clean	sea	under	the	Mary	Church
cliffs.	It	had	been	inhabited	for	thirty	years	by	three	old	maids.

The	 revelation	 came	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 a	 growing	 depression	 which
enveloped	us	both—a	gathering	blackness	of	mind	and	 sorrow	of	 the	heart,
that	 each	 put	 down	 to	 the	 new,	 soft	 climate	 and,	 without	 telling	 the	 other,
fought	against	 for	 long	weeks.	 It	was	 the	Feng-shui—the	Spirit	of	 the	house
itself—that	 darkened	 the	 sunshine	 and	 fell	 upon	 us	 every	 time	 we	 entered,
checking	 the	 very	words	 on	 our	 lips....	We	 paid	 forfeit	 and	 fled.	More	 than
thirty	 years	 later	 we	 returned	 down	 the	 steep	 little	 road	 to	 that	 house,	 and
found,	quite	unchanged,	the	same	brooding	spirit	of	deep	despondency	within
the	rooms.

Again,	thirty	years	later,	he	returned	to	this	house	in	his	short	story,	'The	House
Surgeon,'	 in	 which	 two	 sisters	 cannot	 come	 to	 terms	 with	 the	 suicide	 of	 a	 third
sister,	and	brood	upon	the	tragedy	day	and	night	until	their	thoughts	saturate	every
room	of	the	house.

Many	years	ago,	I	had	a	similar	experience	in	a	house	in	Dehra	Dun,	in	which	an
elderly	English	couple	had	died	 from	neglect	 and	 starvation.	 In	1947,	when	many
European	residents	were	 leaving	the	 town	and	emigrating	 to	 the	UK,	 this	poverty-
stricken	old	couple,	 sick	and	 friendless,	had	been	 forgotten.	Too	 ill	 to	go	out	 for
food	or	medicine,	they	had	died	in	their	beds,	where	they	were	discovered	several
days	later	by	the	landlord's	munshi.

The	house	stood	empty	for	several	years.	No	one	wanted	to	live	in	it.	As	a	young
man,	I	would	sometimes	roam	about	the	neglected	grounds	or	explore	the	cold,	bare
rooms,	now	stripped	of	furniture,	doorless	and	windowless,	and	I	would	be	assailed
by	a	 feeling	of	deep	gloom	and	depression.	Of	course	 I	knew	what	had	happened
there,	and	 that	may	have	contributed	 to	 the	effect	 the	place	had	on	me.	But	when	I
took	 a	 friend,	 Jai	 Shankar,	 through	 the	 house,	 he	 told	me	 he	 felt	 quite	 sick	 with



apprehension	and	fear.	 'Ruskin,	why	have	you	brought	me	to	this	awful	house?'	he
said.	 'I'm	sure	 it's	haunted.'	And	only	 then	did	I	 tell	him	about	 the	 tragedy	 that	had
taken	place	within	its	walls.

Today,	the	house	is	used	as	a	government	office.	No	one	lives	in	it	at	night	except
for	a	Gurkha	chowkidar,	a	man	of	strong	nerves	who	sleeps	 in	 the	back	verandah.
The	atmosphere	of	the	place	doesn't	bother	him,	but	he	does	hear	strange	sounds	in
the	 night.	 'Like	 someone	 crawling	 about	 on	 the	 floor	 above,'	 he	 tells	 me.	 'And
someone	groaning.	These	old	houses	are	noisy	places...'

	

	
A	morgue	is	not	a	noisy	place,	as	a	rule.	And	for	a	morgue	attendant,	corpses	are
silent	companions.

Old	Mr	Jacob,	who	lives	just	behind	the	cottage,	was	once	a	morgue	attendant	for
the	 local	 mission	 hospital.	 In	 those	 days	 it	 was	 situated	 at	 Sunny	 Bank,	 about	 a
hundred	metres	up	the	hill	from	here.	One	of	the	outhouses	served	as	the	morgue:
Mr	Jacob	begs	me	not	to	identify	it.

He	tells	me	of	a	terrifying	experience	he	went	through	when	he	was	doing	night
duty	at	the	morgue.

'The	body	of	a	young	man	was	found	floating	in	the	Aglar	river,	behind	Landour,
and	was	brought	to	the	morgue	while	I	was	on	night	duty.	It	was	placed	on	the	table
and	covered	with	a	sheet.

'I	 was	 quite	 accustomed	 to	 seeing	 corpses	 of	 various	 kinds	 and	 did	 not	 mind
sharing	 the	 same	 room	with	 them,	 even	 after	 dark.	On	 this	 occasion	 a	 friend	 had
promised	 to	 join	me,	and	 to	pass	 the	 time	 I	 strolled	around	 the	 room,	whistling	a
popular	tune.	I	think	it	was	"Danny	Boy,"	if	I	remember	right.	My	friend	was	a	long
time	coming,	and	I	soon	got	tired	of	whistling	and	sat	down	on	the	bench	beside	the
table.	The	night	was	very	still,	and	I	began	to	feel	uneasy.	My	thoughts	went	to	the
boy	who	 had	 drowned	 and	 I	wondered	what	 he	 had	 been	 like	when	 he	was	 alive.
Dead	bodies	are	so	impersonal...

'The	 morgue	 had	 no	 electricity,	 just	 a	 kerosene	 lamp,	 and	 after	 some	 time	 I
noticed	 that	 the	flame	was	very	 low.	As	I	was	about	 to	 turn	 it	up,	 it	 suddenly	went
out.	I	lit	the	lamp	again,	after	extending	the	wick.	I	returned	to	the	bench,	but	I	had
not	been	sitting	there	for	long	when	the	lamp	again	went	out,	and	something	moved
very	softly	and	quietly	past	me.

'I	felt	quite	sick	and	faint,	and	could	hear	my	heart	pounding	away.	The	strength
had	gone	out	of	my	 legs,	otherwise	 I	would	have	 fled	 from	 the	 room.	 I	 felt	quite
weak	and	helpless,	unable	even	to	call	out	....

'Presently	the	footsteps	came	nearer	and	nearer.	Something	cold	and	icy	touched
one	of	my	hands	and	felt	its	way	up	towards	my	neck	and	throat.	It	was	behind	me,
then	it	was	before	me.	Then	it	was	over	me.	I	was	in	the	arms	of	the	corpse!



'I	must	have	fainted,	because	when	I	woke	up	I	was	on	the	floor,	and	my	friend
was	trying	to	revive	me.	The	corpse	was	back	on	the	table.'

'It	may	have	been	a	nightmare,'	I	suggested	'Or	you	allowed	your	imagination	to
run	riot.'

'No,'	said	Mr	Jacobs.	 'There	were	wet,	slimy	marks	on	my	clothes.	And	the	feet
of	the	corpse	matched	the	wet	footprints	on	the	floor.'

After	 this	 experience,	 Mr	 Jacobs	 refused	 to	 do	 any	 more	 night	 duty	 at	 the
morgue.

	

A	Chakrata	Haunting
From	Herbertpur	near	Paonta	you	can	go	up	to	Kalsi,	and	then	up	the	hill	 road	to
Chakrata.

Chakrata	 is	 in	 a	 security	 zone,	 most	 of	 it	 off	 limits	 to	 tourists,	 which	 is	 one
reason	 why	 it	 has	 remained	 unchanged	 in	 150	 years	 of	 its	 existence.	 This	 small
town's	population	of	1,500	is	the	same	today	as	it	was	in	1947—probably	the	only
town	in	India	that	hasn't	shown	a	population	increase.

Courtesy	a	government	official,	I	was	fortunate	enough	to	be	able	to	stay	in	the
forest	rest-house	on	the	outskirts	of	 the	town.	This	 is	a	new	building,	 the	old	rest-
house—a	little	way	downhill—having	fallen	into	disuse.	The	chowkidar	told	me	the
old	 rest-house	was	 haunted,	 and	 that	 this	was	 the	 real	 reason	 for	 its	 having	 been
abandoned.	I	was	a	bit	sceptical	about	this,	and	asked	him	what	kind	of	haunting	look
place	in	it.	He	told	me	that	he	had	himself	gone	through	a	frightening	experience	in
the	old	house,	when	he	had	gone	there	to	light	a	fire	for	some	forest	officers	who
were	expected	 that	night.	After	 lighting	 the	 fire,	he	 looked	 round	and	 saw	a	 large
black	animal,	like	a	wild	cat,	sitting	on	the	wooden	floor	and	gazing	into	the	fire.	'I
called	out	to	it,	thinking	it	was	someone's	pet.	The	creature	turned,	and	looked	full	at
me	with	eyes	that	were	human,	and	a	face	which	was	the	face	of	an	ugly	woman!	The
creature	snarled	at	me,	and	the	snarl	became	an	angry	howl.	Then	it	vanished!'

And	what	did	you	do?'	I	asked.
'I	vanished	too,'	said	the	chowkidar.	I	haven't	been	down	to	that	house	again.'
I	did	not	volunteer	to	sleep	in	the	old	house	but	made	myself	comfortable	in	the

new	one,	where	I	hoped	I	would	not	be	troubled	by	any	phantom.	However,	a	large
rat	 kept	 me	 company,	 gnawing	 away	 at	 the	 woodwork	 of	 a	 chest	 of	 drawers.
Whenever	I	switched	on	the	light	it	would	be	silent,	but	as	soon	as	the	light	was	off,
it	would	start	gnawing	away	again.

This	reminded	me	of	a	story	old	Miss	Kellner	(of	my	Dehra	childhood)	told	me,
of	a	young	man	who	was	desperately	in	love	with	a	girl	who	did	not	care	for	him.
One	day,	when	he	was	following	her	in	the	street,	she	turned	on	him	and,	pointing	to



a	rat	which	some	boys	had	just	killed,	said,	'I'd	as	soon	marry	that	rat	as	marry	you.'
He	 took	her	 cruel	words	 so	much	 to	 heart	 that	 he	 pined	 away	 and	died.	After	 his
death	 the	 girl	was	 haunted	 at	 night	 by	 a	 rat	 and	 occasionally	 she	would	 be	 bitten.
When	 the	 family	 decided	 to	 emigrate	 they	 travelled	 down	 to	Bombay	 in	 order	 to
embark	on	a	ship	sailing	for	London.	The	ship	had	just	 left	 the	quay,	when	shouts
and	 screams	were	 heard	 from	 the	 pier.	 The	 crowd	 scattered,	 and	 a	 huge	 rat	with
fiery	eyes	 ran	down	 to	 the	end	of	 the	quay.	 It	 sat	 there,	 screaming	with	 rage,	 then
jumped	 into	 the	water	and	disappeared.	After	 that	 (according	 to	Miss	Kellner),	 the
girl	was	not	haunted	again.

Old	dak	bungalows	and	 forest	 rest	houses	have	a	 reputation	 for	being	haunted.
And	most	hill-stations	have	their	resident	ghosts—and	ghost	writers!	But	I	will	not
extend	 this	 catalogue	 of	 ghostly	 hauntings	 and	 visitations,	 as	 I	 do	 not	 want	 to
discourage	tourists	from	visiting	Landour	and	Mussoorie.	In	some	countries,	ghosts
are	an	added	attraction	for	tourists.	Britain	boasts	of	hundreds	of	haunted	castles	and
stately	homes,	and	visitors	 to	Romania	seek	out	Transylvania	and	Dracula's	castle.
So	 do	 we	 promote	 Bhoot-Aunty	 as	 a	 tourist	 attraction?	 Only	 if	 she	 reforms	 and
stops	sending	vehicles	off	those	hairpin	bends	that	lead	to	Mussoorie.



TEN

The	Year	of	the	Kissing	and	Other	Good	Times

'Seeds	of	the	potato-berries	should	be	sown	in	adapted	places	by	explorers	of	new
countries.'

So	 declared	 a	 botanically-minded	 empire-builder.	 And	 among	 those	 who	 took
this	advice	was	Captain	Young	of	the	Sirmur	Rifles,	Commandant	of	the	Doon	from
the	end	of	the	Gurkha	War	in	1815	to	the	time	of	the	Mutiny	(1857).

It	has	to	be	said	that	the	good	captain	was	motivated	by	self-interest.	He	was	an
Irishman	and	fond	of	potatoes.	He	liked	his	Irish	stew.	So	he	grew	his	own	potatoes
and	encouraged	the	good	people	of	Garhwal	to	grow	them	too.	In	1823	he	received
a	 supply	of	 superior	 Irish	potatoes	and	was	considering	where	 to	plant	 them.	The
northern	hill	districts	had	been	in	British	hands	for	almost	ten	years,	but	as	yet	no
one	 had	 thought	 of	 resorting	 to	 them	 for	 rest	 or	 relaxation.	 The	 hills	 of	 central
India,	 covered	 with	 jungle,	 were	 known	 to	 be	 extremely	 unhealthy.	 The	 Siwaliks
near	Dehradun	were	malarious.	 It	was	 supposed	 that	 the	Himalayan	 foothills,	 also
forest	 clad,	 would	 be	 equally	 unhealthy.	 But	 Captain	 Young	 was	 to	 discover
otherwise.

Carrying	his	beloved	Irish	potatoes	with	him,	Captain	Young	set	out	on	foot	and
soon	left	the	sub-tropical	Doon	behind	him.	Above	4,000	feet	he	came	to	forests	of
oak	 and	 rhododendron,	 and	 above	 6,000	 feet	 they	 found	 cedars,	 known	 in	 the
Himalayas	as	deodars	or	devdars—trees	of	the	gods.	He	found	a	climate	so	cool	and
delightful	that	not	only	did	he	plant	potatoes,	he	built	himself	a	small	hunting	lodge
facing	the	snows.

Captain	Young	was	to	make	a	number	of	visits	to	his	little	hut	on	the	mountain.
No	 one	 lived	 nearby.	 The	 villages	 were	 situated	 in	 the	 valleys,	 where	 water	 was
available.	Bears,	 leopards	and	wild	boar	roamed	the	forests.	There	were	pheasants
in	 the	 shady	 ravines	 and	 small	 trout	 in	 the	 little	 Aglar	 river.	 Young	 and	 his
companions	 could	 hunt	 and	 fish	 to	 their	 hearts	 content.	 In	 1826	 Young,	 now	 a



colonel,	built	the	first	large	house,	'Mullingar'	(I	see	its	remnants	from	my	window
every	 morning),	 on	 the	 way	 up	 to	 what	 became	 the	 convalescent	 depot	 and
cantonment.	Others	soon	began	to	follow	Young's	example,	settling	as	far	away	as
Cloud	 End	 and	 The	 Abbey.	 By	 1830,	 the	 twin	 hill-stations	 of	 Landour	 and
Mussoorie	had	come	into	being.

Those	 early	 pleasure-seeking	 residents	 took	 little	 or	 no	 interest	 in	 potato
growing,	but	Young	certainly	did,	and	the	slope	beneath	his	house	became	known	as
Colonel	 Young's	 potato	 field.	 You	won't	 find	 potatoes	 there	 now,	 only	 Professor
Saili's	dahlias	and	cucumbers;	but	potato-growing	had	caught	on	with	the	farmers	in
the	surrounding	villages,	and	soon	everyone	in	Garhwal	and	beyond	was	growing
potatoes.

The	potato,	practically	unknown	in	India	before	its	introduction	in	the	nineteenth
century,	 was	 soon	 to	 become	 a	 popular	 and	 vital	 ingredient	 of	 so	 many	 Indian
dishes.	The	humble	aloo	made	 life	much	more	 interesting	 for	 chefs,	 housewives,
gourmands	 and	gourmets.	The	writers	 of	 cookery	 books	would	 have	 a	 hard	 time
filling	out	their	pages	without	the	help	of	the	potato.

	
For	aloo-mutter	and	aloo-dhum,
Our	heartfelt	thanks	to	Captain	Young!
	

	
Shimla	 became	 the	 capital	 of	 British	 India,	 Nainital	 the	 capital	 of	 the	 United
Provinces.	These	towns	were	soon	teeming	with	officials	and	empire-builders.	But
Mussoorie	 remained	 non-official,	 the	 pleasure	 capital	 of	 the	 princes,	 wealthy
Indians,	 European	 entrepreneurs,	 and	 the	 wives	 and	 mistresses	 of	 all	 of	 them.
Mussoorie	was	 smaller	 than	Shimla,	 all	 length	and	not	much	width,	but	 there	was
room	enough	 for	 private	 lives,	 for	 discreet	 affairs	 conducted	 over	 picnic	 baskets
beneath	the	whispering	deodars.

Ah,	 those	picnics!	They	seem	 to	be	a	 thing	of	 the	past,	now	 that	you	can	drive
almost	anywhere	and	find	a	line	of	dhabas	awaiting	you.	Few	people	today	bother	to
prepare	 those	 delicate	 sandwiches	 or	 delicious	 parathas	 when	 packets	 of	 potato
chips	 and	 other	 fast	 foods	 are	 to	 be	 found	 at	 every	 bend	of	 the	 road.	Stop	 at	 any
dhaba	in	the	hills	and	an	instant	meal	of	chow	mein	will	be	ready	for	you.	Professor
Saili	tells	me	that	chow	mein	is	now	the	national	dish	of	Uttaranchal.	I	believe	him.
My	own	family	members	demand	it	whenever	we	are	out	for	the	day.

But	 to	 return	 to	 Mussoorie's	 easy-going	 early	 days,	 before	 the	 missionaries
arrived	 and	 made	 their	 own	 rules,	 imposing	 their	 ideas	 of	 morality	 upon	 the
inhabitants.

The	station's	reputation	was	well	established	as	far	back	as	October	1884,	when
the	local	correspondent	of	the	Calcutta	Statesman	wrote	to	his	paper:	'Last	Sunday,	a



sermon	 was	 delivered	 by	 the	 Rev	Mr	 Hackett,	 belonging	 to	 the	 Church	 Mission
society;	 he	 chose	 for	 his	 text	 Ezekiel	 18th	 and	 2nd	 verse,	 the	 latter	 clause:	 'The
fathers	have	eaten	sour	grapes	and	set	their	children's	teeth	on	edge.'	The	reverend
gentleman	discoursed	upon	 the	highly	 immoral	 tone	of	society	up	here,	 that	 it	 far
surpassed	 any	 other	 hill-station	 in	 the	 scale	 of	morals;	 that	 ladies	 and	 gentlemen
after	 attending	 church	 proceeded	 to	 a	 drinking	 shop,	 a	 restaurant	 adjoining	 the
library	and	there	indulged	freely	in	pegs,	not	one	but	many;	that	at	a	Fancy	Bazaar
held	this	season,	a	lady	stood	up	on	a	chair	and	offered	her	kisses	to	gentlemen	at	Rs
5	each.	What	would	they	think	of	such	a	state	of	society	at	Home?	But	this	was	not
all.	 'Married	 ladies	 and	married	gents	 formed	 friendships	 and	associations,	which
tended	to	no	good	purpose,	and	set	a	bad	example.'

Adultery	 under	 the	 pines?	 Mussoorie	 was	 well	 ahead	 of	 the	 times.	 The	 poor
reverend	preached	to	no	purpose.	And	it	was	just	as	well	that	he	was	not	alive	in	the
year	1933,	when	a	lady	stood	up	at	a	benefit	show	and	auctioned	a	single	kiss,	for
which	a	gentleman	paid	Rs	300,	a	 substantial	 amount	 seventy	years	ago.	 (A	year's
house	rent,	in	fact.)	The	Statesman'%	correspondent	had	nothing	to	say	on	this	latter
occasion;	his	silence	was	in	itself	a	comment	on	the	changing	times.

A	few	years	ago	I	received	a	letter	from	a	reader	in	England,	wanting	to	know	if
there	were	any	Maxwells	 still	 living	 in	Mussoorie.	He	was	a	Maxwell	himself,	he
said,	by	his	father's	first	marriage.	From	what	he	knew	of	the	family	history,	there
ought	to	have	been	several	Maxwells	by	the	second	marriage,	and	he	wanted	to	get
in	touch	with	them.

He	was	very	frank	and	mentioned	that	his	father	had	given	up	a	brilliant	career	in
the	Indian	Civil	Service	to	marry	a	fourteen-year	old	Muslim	girl.	He	had	met	her	in
Madras,	 changed	 his	 religion	 to	 facilitate	 the	 marriage,	 and	 then—to	 avoid
'scandal'—had	made	his	home	with	her	in	Mussoorie.

Although	 there	 are	 no	 longer	 any	Maxwells	 living	 in	 Mussoorie,	 my	 former
neighbour,	Miss	Bean,	confirmed	that	Mr	Maxwell's	children	from	his	second	wife
had	grown	up	on	the	hillside,	each	inheriting	a	considerable	property.	The	children
emigrated,	 but	 one	 grand-daughter	 returned	 to	Mussoorie	 not	 so	 long	 ago,	 on	 a
honeymoon	with	her	fourth	husband,	thus	keeping	up	the	family	tradition.

	



	
Mussoorie	was	 probably	 at	 its	 brightest	 and	 gayest	 in	 the	Thirties.	Ballrooms,

skating-rinks	and	cinema	halls	flourished.	Beauty	saloons	sprang	up	along	the	Mall.
An	old	advertisement	in	my	possession	announces	the	superiority	of	Madame	Freda
in	the	art	of'permanent	waving'.	Another	old	ad	recommends	Holloway's	Ointment
as	a	'certain	remedy	for	bad	legs,	bad	breasts,	and	ulcerations	of	all	kinds.'

Darlington's	Pain-Curer	was	another	certain	remedy	for	all	manner	of	ailments.
It	was	even	recommended	by	His	Highness	Raja	Pratap	Sah	of	Tehri-Garhwal	State,
whose	domains	bordered	Mussoorie:	'It	affords	me	much	pleasure	in	informing	you
that	 the	 two	bottles	 of	Darlington's	Pain-Curer,	which	 I	 took	 from	you,	 has	given
extraordinary	 relief	 from	 the	 rheumatism	 I	 have	 been	 suffering	 since	 last	 six
months.	Therefore	I	request	you	to	send	me	two	bottles	more	(large	size)	as	I	wish
to	take	this	valuable	medicine	with	me	on	my	tour	through	the	Himalaya	mountains.'



Neither	the	ad	nor	his	Highness	tells	us	whether	you	were	supposed	to	apply	the
potion	or	drink	the	stuff.	Perhaps	you	could	do	both.

By	 the	 rime	 Independence	came	 to	 India,	most	of	 the	British	and	Anglo-Indian
residents	of	our	hill-stations	had	sold	their	homes	and	left	the	country.	Only	a	few
stayed	 on—elderly	 folks	 like	 Miss	 Bean	 who	 had	 spent	 all	 their	 lives	 here	 and
whose	meagre	incomes	did	not	allow	them	to	settle	abroad.

I	wonder	what	 really	 brought	me	 to	Mussoorie	 in	 the	 1960's.	True,	 I	 had	 been
here	as	a	child,	and	my	mother's	people	had	lived	in	Dehradun,	in	the	valley	below.
When	 I	 returned	 to	 India,	 still	 a	young	man	 in	my	 twenties	 (I	had	spent	only	 four
years	 in	England),	 I	 lived	 in	Delhi	and	Dehradun	for	a	 few	years;	and	 then,	on	an
impulse,	 I	 found	 myself	 revisiting	 the	 hill-station,	 calling	 on	 the	 oldest	 resident,
Miss	Bean,	and	being	told	by	her	that	the	upper	portion	of	her	cottage,	Maplewood,
was	to	let.	On	another	impulse,	I	rented	it.

Always	 a	 creature	 of	 impulse,	 my	 life	 has	 been	 shaped	 more	 by	 a	 benign
providence	than	by	any	system	of	foresight	or	planning.

Well,	that	was	forty	years	ago,	and	Miss	Bean	has	long	since	gone	to	her	Maker,
and	here	I	am	in	the	midst	of	a	large	family,	living	in	another	cottage	and	doing	my
best	to	keep	it	from	falling	down.

Perhaps	 I	 really	 wanted	 to	 come	 back	 to	 my	 beginnings.	 Because	 it	 was	 in
Mussoorie	 in	 1933	 (the	Year	 of	 the	Kissing!)	 that	my	 parents	met	 each	 other	 and
were	married.

I	have	a	photograph	of	them,	on	horseback,	riding	on	the	Camel's	Back	Road.	He
was	thirty-six	then	and	had	just	given	up	a	tea-estate	manager's	job;	she	was	barely
twenty,	taking	a	nurse's	training	at	the	Cottage	Hospital,	just	below	Gun	Hill.	A	few
months	later	they	were	living	in	the	heat	and	dust	of	Alwar,	 in	Rajasthan,	and	then
Jamnagar	in	Kathiawar,	where	my	father	conducted	a	small	palace	school.	I	was	not
born	in	Mussoorie	but	I	am	pretty	sure	I	had	my	conception	there!

There	 is	 something	 in	 the	 air	 of	 the	 place—especially	 in	 October—that	 is
conducive	 to	 love	 and	 passion	 and	 desire.	Miss	Bean	 told	me	 that	 as	 a	 girl	 she'd
many	suitors,	and	if	she	did	not	marry	it	was	more	from	procrastination	than	from
being	 passed	 over.	 While	 on	 all	 sides	 elopements	 and	 broken	 marriages	 were
making	 hill-station	 life	 exciting,	 and	 providing	 orphans	 and	 illegitimate	 children
for	 the	mission	 schools,	Miss	Bean	 contrived	 to	 remain	 single	 and	 childless.	 She
was	probably	helped	by	 the	fact	of	her	father	being	a	retired	police	officer	with	a
reputation	for	being	a	good	shot	with	the	pistol	and	Lee-Enfield	rifle.

She	 taught	 elocution	 in	 one	 of	 the	 many	 schools	 that	 flourished	 (and	 still
flourish)	in	Mussoorie.	There	is	a	protective	atmosphere	about	a	residential	school,
an	 atmosphere	 which,	 although	 it	 protects	 one	 from	 the	 outside	 would,	 often
exposes	one	to	the	hazards	within	the	system.

The	schools	were	not	without	their	own	scandals.	Mrs	Fennimore,	the	wife	of	a



headmaster	at	Oak	Grove,	got	herself	entangled	in	a	defamation	suit,	each	hearing
of	which	grew	more	and	more	distasteful	to	her	husband.	Unable	to	stand	the	whole
weary	and	sordid	business,	Mr	Fennimore	hit	upon	a	solution.	Loading	his	revolver,
he	moved	 to	his	wife's	bedside	and	shot	her	 through	 the	head.	For	no	accountable
reason	he	put	the	weapon	under	her	pillow—obviously	no	one	could	have	mistaken
the	death	for	suicide—and	then,	going	to	his	study,	he	leaned	over	his	rifle	and	shot
himself.

Ten	years	 later,	 in	 the	same	school,	another	headmaster's	wife	was	arrested	for
attempted	 murder.	 She	 had	 fired	 at,	 and	 wounded	 a	 junior	 mistress.	 The	 motive
remained	obscure	and	the	case	was	hushed	up.

In	the	St.	Fidelis'	School,	circa	1941,	a	boy	asleep	in	the	dormitory	had	his	throat
slit	by	another	boy,	it	was	said	at	the	instigation	of	one	of	the	teachers.	This	too	was
hushed	up,	but	the	school	closed	down	a	year	later.

In	 recent	 years,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 suicide	 in	 one	 public	 school,	 and	 murders
(involving	 students)	 in	 two	 others;	 also	 an	 accidental	 death	 by	 way	 of	 a	 drug
overdose.	Tom	Brown's	school	days	were	pretty	dull	when	compared	to	the	goings-
on	in	some	of	our	residential	schools.

These	 affairs	 usually	 get	 hushed	up,	 but	 there	was	 no	hushing	up	 the	 incidents
that	took	place	on	the	25th	July	1927,	at	the	height	of	the	season	and	in	the	heart	of
the	town—a	double	tragedy	that	set	the	station	agog	with	excitement.	It	all	happened
in	broad	daylight	and	in	a	full	boarding-house,	Zephyr	Hall.

Shortly	after	noon	the	boarders	were	startled	into	brisk	activity	when	a	shot	rang
out	 from	 one	 of	 the	 rooms,	 followed	 by	 screams.	Other	 shots	 followed	 in	 quick
succession.	Those	boarders	who	happened	 to	be	 in	 the	 lounge	or	on	 the	verandah
dived	for	the	safety	of	their	own	rooms	and	bolted	the	doors.	One	unhappy	boarder
however,	 ignorant	 of	 where	 the	 man	 with	 the	 gun	 might	 be,	 decided	 to	 take	 no
chances	and	came	round	the	corner	with	his	hands	held	well	above	his	head—only
to	run	straight	into	the	levelled	pistol!	Even	the	man	who	held	it,	and	who	had	just
shot	his	wife	and	daughter,	couldn't	help	laughing.

Mr	Owen,	the	maniac	with	gun,	after	killing	his	wife	and	wounding	his	daughter
finally	 shot	 himself.	 His	 was	 the	 first	 official	 Christian	 cremation	 in	Mussoorie,
performed	 apparently	 in	 compliance	 with	 wishes	 expressed	 long	 before	 his
dramatic	end.

A	couple	of	years	ago	I	had	a	letter	from	an	old	Mussoorie	resident,	Col.	'Cole,
now	 retired	 in	 Pune,	 who	 recalled	 the	 event:	 'Mrs	 Owen	 ran	 Zephyr	 Hall	 as	 a
boarding-house.	 It	was	 the	 last	 Saturday	 of	 the	month,	 and	Mrs	Owen's	 son	Basil
was	 with	 me	 at	 the	 11am—1	 pm	 session	 at	 the	 skating	 rink	 and	 so	 escaped	 the
tragedy	 that	 took	 place	 about	 mid-day,	 when	Mr	 Owen	 shot	 Mrs	 Owen	 and	 one
daughter	 and	 then	 shot	himself.	 I	 do	not	know	what	happened	 to	Basil	 but	he	was
withdrawn	 from	 school	 and	 an	 uncle	 took	 him	 over.	 This	was	 not	 the	 end	 of	 the



family	 tragedy.	An	older	 sister	of	Basil's	 in	her	early	 twenties	was	boating	on	 the
river	Gumpti	 at	 Lucknow	with	 her	 fiance,	when	 a	 flash	 flood	 took	 place	 and	 the
strong	current	drowned	them	both.'

This	was	not	the	end	of	the	story,	at	least	not	for	me.
A	 few	 summers	 ago,	 while	 I	 was	walking	 along	 the	Mall,	 I	 was	 stopped	 by	 a

stranger,	a	small	man	with	pale	blue	eyes	and	thinning	hair.	He	must	have	been	over
sixty.	Accompanying	him	was	a	much	younger	woman,	whom	he	introduced	as	his
wife.	He	apologized	for	detaining	me,	and	said:	'You	look	as	though	you	have	been
here	a	long	time.	Do	you	know	if	any	of	the	Gantzers	still	live	here?	I	believe	they
look	often	the	cemetery.'

I	 gave	 him	 the	 necessary	 directions	 and	 then	 asked	 him	 if	 he	 was	 visiting
Mussoorie	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 He	 seemed	 to	 welcome	 the	 inquiry	 and	 showed	 a
willingness	to	talk.

'It's	well	over	 fifty	years	 since	 I	was	 last	here',	 he	 said.	 'I	was	 just	 a	boy	at	 the
time'.	And	he	gestured	towards	the	ruins	of	Zephyr	Hall,	now	occupied	by	postmen
and	 their	 families.	 'That	 was	 my	 mother's	 boarding-house.	 That	 was	 where	 she
died....'

'Not—not	Mr	Owen?'	I	ventured	to	ask.
'That's	 right.	 So	 you've	 heard	 about	 it.	My	 father	 had	 a	 sudden	 brainstorm.	He

shot	and	killed	Mother.	My	sister	was	badly	wounded.	I	was	out	at	 the	time.	Now	I
have	come	to	revisit	her	grave.	I	know	she'd	have	wanted	me	to	come.'

He	 took	 my	 telephone	 number	 and	 promised	 to	 look	 me	 up	 before	 he	 left
Mussoorie.	But	I	did	not	see	him	again.	After	a	few	days,	I	began	to	wonder	if	I	had
really	met	a	survivor	of	this	old	tragedy,	or	if	he	had	been	just	another	of	the	hill-
station's	 ghosts.	 But	 one	 day,	 while	 I	 was	 walking	 along	 the	 cemetery's	 lowest
terrace,	 I	 found	confirmation	 that	Mrs	Owen's	son	had	 indeed	visited	his	mother's
grave.	Set	 into	the	tombstone	was	a	new	stone	plaque	with	the	inscription:	 'Mother
Dear,	I	am	Here.'



ELEVEN

Running	for	Cover

The	right	to	privacy	is	a	fine	concept	and	might	actually	work	in	the	West,	but	in
Eastern	lands	it	is	purely	notional.	If	I	want	to	be	left	alone,	I	have	to	be	a	shameless
liar—pretend	 that	 I	 am	 out	 of	 town	 or,	 if	 that	 doesn't	work,	 announce	 that	 I	 have
measles,	mumps	or	some	new	variety	of	Asian	'flu.

Now	I	happen	to	like	people	and	I	like	meeting	people	from	all	walks	of	life.	If
this	were	not	the	case,	I	would	have	nothing	to	write	about.	But	I	don't	like	too	many
people	all	at	once.	They	tend	to	get	in	the	way.	And	if	they	arrive	without	warning,
banging	on	my	door	while	 I	am	in	 the	middle	of	composing	a	poem	or	writing	a
story,	 or	 simply	 enjoying	 my	 afternoon	 siesta,	 I	 am	 inclined	 to	 be	 snappy	 or
unwelcoming.	Occasionally	I	have	even	turned	people	away.

As	I	get	older,	that	afternoon	siesta	becomes	more	of	a	necessity	and	less	of	an
indulgence.	But	its	strange	how	people	love	to	call	on	me	between	two	and	four	in
the	afternoon.	I	suppose	it's	the	time	of	day	when	they	have	nothing	to	do.

'How	do	we	get	through	the	afternoon?'	one	of	them	will	say.
'I	 know!	 Lets	 go	 and	 see	 old	 Ruskin.	 He's	 sure	 to	 entertain	 us	 with	 some

stimulating	conversation,	if	nothing	else.'
Stimulating	conversation	in	mid-afternoon?	Even	Socrates	would	have	balked	at

it.
'I'm	 sorry	 I	 can't	 see	 you	 today,'	 I	 mutter.	 'I	 don't	 feel	 at	 all	 well.'	 (In	 fact,

extremely	unwell	at	the	prospect	of	several	strangers	gaping	at	me	for	at	least	half-
an-hour.)

'Not	well?	We're	so	sorry.	My	wife	here	is	a	homeopath.'
It's	amazing	 the	number	of	homeopaths	who	 turn	up	at	my	door.	Unfortunately

they	 never	 seem	 to	 have	 their	 little	 powders	 on	 them,	 those	 miracle	 cures	 for
everything	from	headaches	to	hernias.

The	 other	 day	 a	 family	 burst	 in—uninvited	 of	 course.	 The	 husband	 was	 an



ayurvedic	physician,	the	wife	was	a	homeopath	(naturally),	the	eldest	boy	a	medical
student	at	an	allopathic	medical	college.

'What	do	you	do	when	one	of	you	falls	ill?'	I	asked,	'Do	you	try	all	three	systems
of	medicine?'

'It	depends	on	the	ailment,'	said	the	young	man.	'But	we	seldom	fall	ill.	My	sister
here	is	a	yoga	expert.'

His	sister,	a	hefty	girl	in	her	late	twenties	(still	single)	looked	more	like	an	all-in
wrestler	than	a	supple	yoga	practitioner.	She	looked	at	my	tummy.	She	could	see	I
was	in	bad	shape.

'I	 could	 teach	 you	 some	 exercises,'	 she	 said.	 'But	 you'd	 have	 to	 come	 to
Ludhiana.'

I	felt	grateful	that	Ludhiana	was	a	six-hour	drive	from	Mussoorie.
'I'll	drop	in	some	day,'	I	said.	'In	fact,	I'll	come	and	take	a	course.'
We	parted	on	excellent	terms.	But	it	doesn't	always	turn	out	that	way.
There	was	this	woman,	very	persistent,	in	fact	downright	rude,	who	wouldn't	go

away	even	when	I	told	her	I	had	bird-flu.
'I	have	to	see	you,'	she	said,	'I've	written	a	novel,	and	I	want	you	to	recommend	it

for	a	Booker	Prize.'
'I'm	 afraid	 I	 have	 no	 influence	 there,'	 I	 pleaded.	 'I'm	 completely	 unknown	 in

Britain.'
'Then	how	about	the	Nobel	Prize?'
I	 thought	 about	 that	 for	 a	 minute.	 'Only	 in	 the	 science	 field,'	 I	 said.	 'If	 it's

something	to	do	with	genes	or	stem	cells?'
She	looked	at	me	as	though	I	was	some	kind	of	worm.	'You	are	not	very	helpful,'

she	said.
'Well,	let	me	read	your	book.'
'I	haven't	written	it	yet.'
'Well,	why	not	come	back	when	it's	finished?	Give	yourself	a	year—two	years—

these	 things	 should	 never	 be	 done	 in	 a	 hurry.'	 I	 guided	 her	 to	 the	 gate	 and
encouraged	her	down	the	steps.

'You	 are	 very	 rude,'	 she	 said.	 'You	 did	 not	 even	 ask	 me	 in.	 I'll	 report	 you	 to
Khushwant	Singh.	He's	a	friend	of	mine.	He'll	put	you	in	his	column.'

'If	Khushwant	Singh	is	your	friend,'	I	said,	'why	are	you	bothering	with	me?	He
knows	all	the	Nobel	and	Booker	Prize	people.	All	the	important	people,	in	fact.'

I	did	not	see	her	again,	but	she	got	my	phone	number	from	someone,	and	now
she	rings	me	once	a	week	to	tell	me	her	book	is	coming	along	fine.	Any	day	now,
she's	going	to	turn	up	with	the	manuscript.

Casual	 visitors	who	bring	me	 their	 books	 or	manuscripts	 are	 the	 ones	 I	 dread
most.	They	ask	me	for	an	opinion,	and	if	I	give	them	a	frank	assessment	they	resent
it.	It's	unwise	to	tell	a	would-be	writer	that	his	memoirs	or	novel	or	collected	verse



would	be	better	off	unpublished.	Murders	have	been	committed	for	 less.	So	I	play
safe	 and	 say,	 'Very	 promising.	 Carry	 on	 writing.'	 But	 this	 is	 fatal.	 Almost
immediately	I	am	asked	to	write	a	foreword	or	introduction,	together	with	a	letter	of
recommendation	 to	 my	 publisher—or	 any	 publisher	 of	 standing.	 Unwillingly	 I
become	a	literacy	agent;	unpaid	of	course.

I	am	all	for	encouraging	the	arts	and	literature,	but	I	do	think	writers	should	seek
out	their	own	publishers	and	write	their	own	introductions.

The	perils	of	doing	this	sort	of	thing	was	illustrated	when	I	was	prevailed	upon
to	write	a	short	introduction	to	a	book	about	a	dreaded	man-eater	who	had	taken	a
liking	to	the	flesh	of	the	good	people	of	Dogadda,	near	Lansdowne.	The	author	of
the	book	could	hardly	write	a	decent	sentence,	but	he	managed	to	string	together	a
lengthy	account	of	 the	 leopard's	depradations.	He	was	so	persistent,	calling	on	me
or	 ringing	me	up	 that	 I	 finally	did	 the	 introduction.	He	 then	wanted	me	 to	 edit	 or
touch	up	his	manuscript;	but	this	I	refused	to	do.	I	would	starve	if	I	had	to	sit	down
and	 rewrite	 other	 people's	 books.	 But	 he	 prevailed	 upon	 me	 to	 give	 him	 a
photograph.

Months	later,	 the	book	appeared,	printed	privately	of	course.	And	there	was	my
photograph,	 and	 a	photograph	of	 the	dead	 leopard	 after	 it	 had	been	hunted	down.
But	the	local	printer	had	got	the	captions	mixed	up.	The	dead	animal's	picture	earned
the	line:	'Well-known	author	Ruskin	Bond.'	My	picture	carried	the	legend:	'Dreaded
man-eater,	shot	after	it	had	killed	its	26th	victim.'

The	printer's	devil	had	turned	me	into	a	serial	killer.
Now	you	know	why	I'm	wary	of	writing	introductions.
'Vanity'	publishers	thrive	on	writers	who	are	desperate	to	see	their	work	in	print.

They	will	print	and	deliver	a	book	at	your	doorstep	and	then	leave	you	with	the	task
of	selling	it;	or	to	be	more	accurate,	disposing	of	it.

One	 of	 my	 neighbours,	 Mrs	 Santra—may	 her	 soul	 rest	 in	 peace—paid	 a
publisher	 forty-thousand	 rupees	 to	bring	out	 a	 fancy	 edition	of	her	 late	husband's
memoirs.	During	his	lifetime	he'd	been	unable	to	get	it	published,	but	before	he	died
he	 got	 his	 wife	 to	 promise	 that	 she'd	 publish	 it	 for	 him.	 This	 she	 did,	 and	 the
publisher	 duly	 delivered	 500	 copies	 to	 the	 good	 lady.	 She	 gave	 a	 few	 copies	 to
friends,	 and	 then	passed	 away,	 leaving	 the	books	behind.	Her	heir	 is	 now	 saddled
with	450	hardbound	volumes	of	unsaleable	memoirs.

I	have	always	believed	that	if	a	writer	is	any	good	he	will	find	a	publisher	who
will	print,	bind,	and	sell	his	books,	and	even	give	him	a	royalty	 for	his	efforts.	A
writer	who	pays	to	get	published	is	inviting	disappointment	and	heartbreak.

Many	people	are	under	the	impression	that	I	live	in	splendour	in	a	large	mansion,
surrounded	by	secretaries	and	servants.	They	are	disappointed	to	find	that	I	live	in	a
tiny	bedroom-cum-study	and	 that	my	 living-room	 is	 so	 full	of	books	 that	 there	 is
hardly	space	for	more	than	three	or	four	visitors	at	a	time.



Sometimes	thirty	to	forty	school	children	turn	up,	wanting	to	see	me.	I	don't	turn
away	children,	if	I	can	help	it.	But	if	they	come	in	large	numbers	I	have	to	meet	and
talk	to	them	on	the	road,	which	is	inconvenient	for	everyone.

If	I	had	the	means,	would	I	live	in	a	splendid	mansion	in	the	more	affluent	parts
of	Mussoorie,	with	a	film	star	or	TV	personality	as	my	neighbour?	I	rather	doubt	it.
All	my	life	I've	been	living	in	one	or	two	rooms	and	I	don't	think	I	could	manage	a
bigger	 establishment.	 True,	my	 extended	 family	 takes	 up	 another	 two	 rooms,	 but
they	see	to	it	that	my	working	space	is	not	violated.	And	if	I	am	hard	at	work	(or	fast
asleep)	they	will	try	to	protect	me	from	unheralded	or	unwelcome	visitors.

And	I	have	learnt	to	tell	lies.	Especially	when	I'm	asked	to	attend	school	functions
as	a	chief	guest	or	in	some	formal	capacity.	To	spend	two	or	three	hours	listening	to
speeches	 (and	 then	being	expected	 to	give	one)	 is	my	 idea	of	hell.	 It's	hell	 for	 the
students	 and	 its	 hell	 for	me.	 The	 speeches	 are	 usually	 followed	 (or	 preceded)	 by
folk	 dances,	musical	 interludes	 or	 class	 plays,	 and	 this	 only	 adds	 to	 the	 torment.
Sports'	days	are	just	as	bad.	You	can	skip	the	speeches	(hopefully),	but	you	must	sit
out	in	the	hot	sun	for	the	greater	part	of	the	day,	while	a	loudspeaker	informs	you
that	 little	 Parshottam	 has	 just	 broken	 the	 school	 record	 for	 the	 under-nine	 high
jump,	or	that	Pamela	Highjinks	has	won	the	hurdles	for	the	third	year	running.	You
don't	 get	 to	 see	 the	 events	 because	 you	 are	 kept	 busy	making	 polite	 conversation
with	the	other	guests.	The	only	occasion	when	a	sports'	event	really	came	to	life	was
when	a	misdirected	discus	narrowly	missed	decapitating	the	Headmaster's	wife.

Former	athletes	and	sportsmen	seldom	visit	me.	They	have	difficulty	making	 it
up	my	 steps.	Most	 of	 them	 have	 problems	 with	 their	 knees	 before	 they	 are	 fifty.
They	hobble	(for	want	of	a	better	word).	Once	their	playing	days	are	over,	they	start
hobbling.	 Nandu,	 a	 former	 tennis	 champion,	 can't	 make	 it	 up	 my	 steps,	 nor	 can
Chand—a	former	wrestler.	Too	much	physical	activity	when	young	has	resulted	in
an	early	breakdown	of	the	body's	machinery.	As	Nandu	says,	'Body	can't	take	it	any
more.'	I'm	not	too	agile	either,	but	then,	I	was	never	much	of	a	sportsman.	Second
last	in	the	marathon	was	probably	my	most	memorable	achievement.

Oddly	 enough,	 some	 of	 the	 most	 frequent	 visitors	 to	 my	 humble	 abode	 are
honeymooners.

Why,	I	don't	know,	but	they	always	ask	for	my	blessing	even	though	I	am	hardly
an	 advertisement	 for	married	 bliss.	A	 seventy-year-old	 bachelor	 blessing	 a	 newly
married	couple?	Maybe	they	are	under	the	impression	that	I'm	a	Brahmachari?.	But
how	would	that	help	them?	They	are	going	to	have	babies	sooner	or	later.

It	is	seldom	that	they	happen	to	be	readers	or	book-lovers,	so	why	pick	an	author,
and	that	too	one	who	does	not	go	to	places	of	worship?	However,	since	these	young
couples	 are	 inevitably	 attractive,	 and	 full	 of	 high	 hopes	 for	 their	 future	 and	 the
future	of	mankind,	I	am	happy	to	talk	to	them,	wish	them	well....	And	if	it's	a	blessing
they	want,	they	are	welcome....	My	hands	are	far	from	being	saintly	but	at	least	they



are	well-intentioned.
I	have,	at	times,	been	mistaken	for	other	people.
'Are	you	Mr	Pickwick?'	asked	a	small	boy.	At	least	he'd	been	reading	Dickens.	A

distant	relative,	I	said,	and	beamed	at	him	in	my	best	Pickwickian	manner.
I	 am	 at	 ease	with	 children,	who	 talk	 quite	 freely	 except	when	 accompanied	 by

their	parents.	Then	it's	mum	and	dad	who	do	all	the	talking.
'My	son	studies	your	book	in	school,'	said	one	fond	mother,	proudly	exhibiting

her	ten-year-old.	'He	wants	your	autograph.'
'What's	the	name	of	the	book	you're	reading?'	I	asked.
'Tom	Sawyer,'	he	said	promptly.
So	I	signed	Mark	Twain	in	his	autograph	book.	He	seemed	quite	happy.
A	schoolgirl	asked	me	to	autograph	her	maths	textbook.
'But	I	failed	in	maths,'	I	said.	'I'm	just	a	story-writer.'
'How	much	did	you	get?'
'Four	out	of	a	hundred.'
She	looked	at	me	rather	crossly	and	snatched	the	book	away.
I	 have	 signed	 books	 in	 the	 names	 of	 Enid	 Blyton,	 R.K.	 Narayan,	 Ian	 Botham,

Daniel	Defoe,	Harry	Potter	and	the	Swiss	Family	Robinson.	No	one	seems	to	mind.
	

The	Postman	Knocks
As	a	freelance	writer,	most	of	my	adult	life	has	revolved	around	the	coming	of	the
postman.	 'A	 cheque	 in	 the	 mail,'	 is	 something	 that	 every	 struggling	 writer	 looks
forward	to.	It	might,	of	course,	arrive	by	courier,	or	it	might	not	come	at	all.	But	for
the	most	past,	the	acceptances	and	rejections	of	my	writing	life,	along	with	editorial
correspondence,	 readers'	 letters,	 page	 proofs	 and	 author's	 copies—how	welcome
they	are!—come	through	the	post.

The	postman	has	 always	 played	 a	 very	 real	 and	 important	 part	 in	my	 life,	 and
continues	to	do	so.	He	climbs	my	twenty-one	steps	every	afternoon,	knocks	loudly
on	my	door—three	raps,	so	 that	I	know	its	him	and	not	some	inquisitive	 tourist—
and	 gives	 me	 my	 registered	 mail	 or	 speed-post	 with	 a	 smile	 and	 a	 bit	 of	 local
gossip.	 The	 gossip	 is	 important.	 I	 like	 to	 what's	 happening	 in	 the	 bazaar—who's
getting	married,	who's	 standing	 for	 election,	who	 ran	 away	with	 the	 headmaster's
wife,	and	whose	funeral	procession	is	passing	by.	He	deserves	a	bonus	for	this	sort
of	information.

The	courier	boy,	by	contrast,	shouts	to	me	from	the	road	below	and	I	have	to	go
down	to	him.	He's	mortally	afraid	of	dogs	and	 there	are	 three	 in	 the	building.	My
postman	 isn't	 bothered	 by	 dogs.	He	 comes	 in	 all	weathers,	 and	 he	 comes	 on	 foot
except	when	someone	gives	him	a	lift.	He	turns	up	when	it's	snowing,	or	when	it's



raining	 cats	 and	 dogs,	 or	 when	 there's	 a	 heat	 wave,	 and	 he's	 quite	 philosophical
about	it	all.	He	meets	all	kinds	of	people.	He	has	seen	joy	and	sorrow	in	the	homes
he	visits.	He	knows	something	about	life.	If	he	wasn't	a	philosopher	to	begin	with,	he
will	certainly	be	one	by	the	time	he	retires.

Of	 course,	 not	 all	 postmen	 are	 paragons	of	 virtue.	A	 few	years	 ago,	we	had	 a
postman	who	never	got	further	than	the	country	liquor	shop	in	the	bazaar.	The	mail
would	pile	up	there	for	days,	until	he	sobered	up	and	condescended	to	deliver	it.	In
due	course	he	was	banished	to	another	route,	where	there	were	no	liquor	shops.

We	 take	 the	 postman	 for	 granted	 today,	 but	 there	 was	 a	 time,	 over	 a	 hundred
years	ago,	when	 the	carrying	of	 the	mails	was	a	hazardous	venture,	and	 the	mail-
runner,	or	hirkara	 as	he	was	called,	had	 to	be	armed	with	 sword	or	 spear.	Letters
were	carried	in	leather	wallets	on	the	backs	of	runners,	who	were	changed	at	stages
of	eight	miles.	At	night,	the	runners	were	accompanied	by	torch-bearers—in	wilder
parts,	by	drummers	called	dug-dugi	wallas—to	frighten	away	wild	animals.

The	tiger	population	was	considerable	at	the	time,	and	tigers	were	a	real	threat	to
travellers	 or	 anyone	 who	 ventured	 far	 from	 their	 town	 or	 village.	 Mail-runners
often	fell	victim	to	man-eating	tigers.	The	mail-runners	(most	of	them	tribals)	were
armed	with	bows	and	arrows,	but	these	were	seldom	effective.

In	the	Hazaribagh	district	(through	which	the	mail	had	to	be	carried,	on	its	way
from	 Calcutta	 to	 Allahabad)	 there	 appears	 to	 have	 been	 a	 concentration	 of	 man-
eating	tigers.	There	were	four	passes	 through	this	district,	and	the	tigers	had	them
well	covered.	Williamson,	writing	in	1810,	tells	us	that	the	passes	were	so	infested
with	 tigers	 that	 the	 roads	 were	 almost	 impassible.	 'Day	 after	 day,	 for	 nearly	 a
fortnight,	some	of	the	dak	people	were	carried	off	at	one	or	other	of	these	passes.'

In	spite	of	these	hazards,	a	letter	sent	by	dak	runner	used	to	take	twelve	days	to
reach	 Meerut	 from	 Calcutta.	 It	 takes	 about	 the	 same	 time	 today,	 unless	 you	 use
speed-post.

At	up	country	stations	the	collector	of	Land	Revenue	was	the	Postmaster.	He	was
given	a	small	postal	establishment,	consisting	of	a	munshi,	a	matsaddi	or	sorter,	and
thirty	 or	 forty	 runners	 whose	 pay,	 in	 1804,	 was	 five	 rupees	 a	 month.	 The
maintenance	of	 the	dak	cost	 the	government	(i.e.,	 the	East	 India	Company)	 twenty-
five	rupees	a	month	for	each	stage	of	eight	miles.	Postage	stamps	were	introduced
in	1854.

My	father	was	an	enthusastic	philatelist,	and	when	I	was	a	small	boy	I	could	sit
and	 watch	 him	 pore	 over	 his	 stamp	 collection,	 which	 included	 several	 early	 and
valuable	 Indian	 issues.	He	would	grumble	at	 the	very	dark	and	smudgy	postmarks
which	obliterated	most	of	Queen	Victoria's	profile	from	the	stamps.	This	was	due	to
the	composition	of	the	ink	used	for	cancelling	the	earlier	stamps.	It	was	composed
of	two	parts	lamp-black,	four	parts	linseed	oil	and	three	and	a	half	of	vinegar.

Letter-distributing	 peons,	 or	 postmen,	 were	 always	 smartly	 turned	 out:	 'A	 red



turban,	a	light	green	chapkan,	a	small	leather	belt	over	the	breast	and	right	shoulder,
with	 a	 chaprass	 attached	 showing	 the	 peon's	 number	 and	 having	 the	words	 "Post
Office	Peon"	 in	English	and	 in	 two	vernaculars,	and	a	bell	suspended	by	a	 leather
strap	from	the	left	shoulder.'

Today's	postmen	are	more	casual	in	their	attire,	although	I	believe	they	are	still
entitled	to	uniforms.	The	general	public	doesn't	care	how	they	are	dressed,	as	long
as	 they	 turn	up	with	 those	 letters	containing	 rakhis	or	money	orders	 from	soldier
sons	and	husbands.	This	is	where	the	postman	still	scores	over	the	fax	and	e-mail.

To	return	to	our	mail-runners,	they	were	eventually	replaced	by	the	dak-ghari	the
equivalent	 of	 the	 English	 'coach	 and	 pair'—which	 gradually	 established	 itself
throughout	the	country.

A	 survivor	 into	 the	 1940s,	 my	 Great-aunt	 Lillian	 recalled	 that	 in	 the	 late
nineteenth	 century,	 before	 the	 coming	 of	 the	 railway,	 the	 only	 way	 of	 getting	 to
Dehra	 Dun	 was	 by	 the	 dak-ghari	 or	 Night	Mail.	 Dak-ghari	 ponies	 were	 difficult
animals,	 she	 told	me—'always	attempting	 to	 turn	around	and	get	 into	 the	carriage
with	 the	 passengers!'	 But	 once	 they	 started	 there	 was	 no	 stopping	 them.	 It	 was	 a
gallop	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 first	 stage,	 where	 the	 ponies	 were	 changed	 to	 the
accompaniment	of	a	bugle	blown	by	the	coachman,	in	true	Dickensian	fashion.

The	 journey	 through	 the	 Siwaliks	 really	 began—as	 it	 still	 does—through	 the
Mohand	Pass.	The	ascent	starts	with	a	gradual	gradient	which	increases	as	the	road
becomes	more	steep	and	winding.	At	this	stage	of	the	journey,	drums	were	beaten	(if
it	 was	 day)	 and	 torches	 lit	 (if	 it	 was	 night)	 because	 sometimes	 wild	 elephants
resented	the	approach	of	the	dak-ghari	and,	trumpeting	a	challenge,	would	throw	the
ponies	into	confusion	and	panic,	and	send	them	racing	back	to	the	plains.

After	1900,	Great-aunt	Lillian	used	the	train.	But	the	mail	bus	from	Saharanpur	to
Mussoorie	still	uses	the	old	route,	through	the	Siwaliks.	And	if	you	are	lucky,	you
may	see	a	herd	of	wild	elephants	crossing	the	road	on	its	way	to	the	Ganga.

And	even	today,	in	remote	parts	of	the	country,	in	isolated	hill	areas	where	there
are	no	motorable	roads,	the	mail	is	carried	on	foot,	the	postman	often	covering	five
or	six	miles	every	day.	He	never	runs,	true,	and	be	might	sometimes	stop	for	a	glass
of	tea	and	a	game	of	cards	en-route,	but	he	is	a	reminder	of	those	early	pioneers	of
the	postal	system,	the	mail-runners	of	India.

	

	
Let	me	not	cavil	at	my	unexpected	visitors.	Sometimes	they	turn	out	to	be	very	nice
people—like	the	gentleman	from	Pune	who	brought	me	a	bottle	of	whisky	and	then
sat	down	and	drank	most	of	it	himself.



TWELVE

Party	Time	in	Mussoorie

It	is	very	kind	of	people	to	invite	me	to	their	parties,	especially	as	I	do	not	throw
parties	 myself,	 or	 invite	 anyone	 anywhere.	 At	 more	 than	 one	 party	 I	 have	 been
known	 to	 throw	 things	 at	 people.	 Inspite	 of	 this—or	 maybe	 because	 of	 it—I	 get
invited	to	these	affairs.

I	can	imagine	a	prospective	hostess	saying	'Shall	we	invite	Ruskin?'
'Would	 it	 be	 safe?'	 says	 her	 husband	 doubtfully.	 'He	 has	 been	 known	 to	 throw

plates	at	people.'
'Oh,	 then	we	must	 have	him!'	 she	 shouts	 in	glee.	 'What	 fun	 it	will	be,	watching

him	throw	a	plate	at——.	We'll	use	the	cheaper	crockery,	of	course....'
Here	I	am	tempted	to	add	that	living	in	Mussoorie	these	forty	odd	years	has	been

one	long	party.	But	if	that	were	so,	I	would	not	be	alive	today.	Rekha's	garlic	chicken
and	Nandu's	shredded	lamb	would	have	done	for	me	long	ago.	They	have	certainly
done	for	my	teeth.	But	 they	are	only	partly	 to	blame.	Hill	goats	are	 tough,	stringy
creatures.	I	remember	Begum	Para	trying	to	make	us	rogan-josh	one	evening.	She
sat	 over	 the	 degchi	 for	 three	 or	 four	 hours	 but	 even	 then	 the	 mutton	 wouldn't
become	tender.

Begum	Para,	did	I	say?
Not	the	Begum	Para?	The	saucy	heroine	of	the	silver	screen?
And	why	 not?	This	 remarkable	 lady	 had	 dropped	 in	 from	Pakistan	 to	 play	 the

part	of	my	grandmother	in	Shubhadarshini's	serial	Ek	Tha	Rusty,	based	on	stores	of
my	 childhood.	 Not	 only	 was	 she	 a	 wonderful	 actress,	 she	 was	 also	 a	 wonderful
person	 who	 loved	 cooking.	 But	 she	 was	 defeated	 by	 the	 Mussoorie	 goat,	 who
resisted	all	her	endeavours	to	turn	it	into	an	edible	rogan-josh.

The	Mussoorie	 goat	 is	 good	 only	 for	 getting	 into	 your	 garden	 and	 eating	 up
your	 dahlias.	 These	 creatures	 also	 strip	 the	 hillside	 of	 any	 young	 vegetation	 that
attempts	to	come	up	in	the	spring	or	summer.	I	have	watched	them	decimate	a	flower



garden	and	cause	havoc	 to	a	vegetable	plot.	For	 this	 reason	alone	 I	do	not	 shed	a
tear	when	I	see	them	being	marched	off	to	the	butcher's	premises.	I	might	cry	over	a
slaughtered	chicken,	but	not	over	a	goat.

One	of	my	neighbours	on	the	hillside,	Mrs	K—,	once	kept	«	goat	as	a	pet.	She
attempted	to	throw	one	or	two	parties,	but	no	one	would	go	to	them.	The	goat	was
given	 the	 freedom	 of	 the	 drawing	 room	 and	 smelt	 to	 high	 heaven.	Mrs	K—	was
known	 to	 take	 it	 to	 bed	 with	 her.	 She	 too	 developed	 a	 strong	 odour.	 It	 is	 not
surprising	 that	 her	 husband	 left	 the	 country	 and	 took	 a	 mistress	 in	 Panama.	 He
couldn't	get	much	further,	poor	man.

Mrs	K—'s	goat	disappeared	one	day,	and	that	same	night	a	feast	was	held	in	Kolti
village,	behind	Landour.	People	say	the	mutton	was	more	tender	and	succulent	than
than	at	most	feasts—the	result,	no	doubt,	of	its	having	shared	Mrs	K—'s	meals	and
bed	for	a	couple	of	years.

One	of	Mrs	K—'s	neighbours	was	Mrs	Santra,	a	kind-hearted	but	rather	tiresome
widow	 in	her	 sixties.	She	was	 childless	 but	 had	 a	 fixation	 that,	 like	 the	mother	 of
John	 the	 Baptist,	 she	 would	 conceive	 in	 her	 sixties	 and	 give	 birth	 to	 a	 new
messenger	of	the	Messiah.	Every	month	she	would	visit	the	local	gynaecologist	for
advice,	and	the	doctor	would	be	gentle	with	her	and	tell	her	anything	was	possible
and	 that	 in	 the	 meantime	 she	 should	 sustain	 herself	 with	 nourishing	 soups	 and
savouries.

Mrs	 Santra	 liked	 giving	 little	 tea	 parties	 and	 I	 went	 to	 a	 couple	 of	 them.	 The
sandwiches,	 samosas,	 cakes	 and	 jam	 tarts	 were	 delicious,	 and	 I	 expressed	 my
appreciation.	But	 then	she	took	to	visiting	me	at	odd	times,	and	I	found	this	rather
trying,	as	she	would	turn	up	while	I	was	writing	or	sleeping	or	otherwise	engaged.
On	one	occasion,	when	I	pretended	I	was	not	at	home,	she	even	followed	me	into	the
bathroom	(where	I	had	concealed	myself)	and	scolded	me	for	trying	to	avoid	her.

She	was	a	good	lady,	but	I	found	it	impossible	to	reciprocate	her	affectionate	and
even	at	times	ardent	overtures,	So	I	had	to	ask	her	to	desist	from	visiting	me,	The
next	day	she	 sent	her	 servant	down	with	a	 small	present—a	 little	pot	with	a	pansy
growing	in	it!

On	that	happy	note,	I	leave	Mrs	Santra	and	turn	to	other	friends.
Such	as	Aunty	Bhakti,	a	tremendous	consumer	of	viands	and	victuals	who,	after	a

more	 than	 usually	 heavy	meal	 at	my	 former	 lodgings,	 retired	 to	my	 Indian	 style
lavatory	 to	 relieve	 herself.	 Ten	 minutes	 passed,	 then	 twenty,	 and	 still	 no	 sign	 of
Aunty!	My	other	 luncheon	guests,	 the	Maharani	Saheba	of	Jind,	writer	Bill	Aitken
and	 local	 pehelwan	Maurice	Alexander,	 grew	 increasingly	 concerned.	Was	Aunty
having	a	heart	attack	or	was	she	just	badly	constipated?

I	went	to	the	bathroom	door	and	called	out:	Are	you	all	right,	Aunty?'
A	silence,	and	then,	in	a	quavering	voice,	'I'm	stuck!'
'Can	you	open	the	door?'	I	asked.



'It's	open,'	she	said,	'but	I	can't	move.'
I	pushed	open	the	door	and	peered	in.	Aunty,	a	heavily-built	woman,	had	lost	her

balance	 and	 subsided	backwards	on	 the	 toilet,	 in	 the	process	 jamming	her	bottom
into	the	cavity!

'Give	me	a	hand,	Aunty,'	I	said,	and	taking	her	by	the	hand	(the	only	time	I'd	ever
been	permitted	to	do	so),	tried	my	best	to	heave	her	out	of	her	predicament.	But	she
wouldn't	budge.

I	went	back	to	the	drawing	room	for	help.	 'Aunty's	stuck,'	I	said,	 'and	I	can't	get
her	out.'	The	Maharani	went	to	take	a	look.	After	all,	 they	were	cousins.	She	came
back	 looking	 concerned.	 'Bill'	 she	 said,	 'get	 up	 and	 help	 Ruskin	 extricate	 Aunty
before	she	has	a	heart-attack!'

Bill	 Aitken	 and	 I	 bear	 some	 resemblance	 to	 Laurel	 and	 Hardy.	 I'm	 Hardy,
naturally.	We	did	our	best	but	Aunty	Bhakti	couldn't	be	extracted.	So	we	called	on	the
expertise	of	Maurice,	our	pehelwan,	and	forming	a	human	chain	or	something	of	a
tug	of	war	team,	we	all	pulled	and	tugged	until	Aunty	Bhakti	came	out	with	a	loud
bang,	wrecking	my	toilet	in	the	process.

I	must	 say	 she	was	not	 the	 sort	 to	 feel	 embarrassed.	Returning	 to	 the	drawing-
room,	she	proceeded	to	polish	off	half	a	brick	of	ice-cream.

	

	
Another	 ice-cream	 fiend	 is	 Nandu	 Jauhar	 who,	 at	 the	 time	 of	 writing,	 owns	 the
Savoy	in	Mussoorie.	At	a	marriage	party,	and	in	my	presence	he	polished	off	thirty-
two	cups	of	ice-cream	and	this	after	a	hefty	dinner.

The	next	morning	he	was	as	green	as	his	favorite	pistachio	ice-cream.
When	admonished,	all	he	could	say	was	'They	were	only	small	cups,	you	know.'
Nandu's	eating	exploits	go	back	to	his	schooldays	when	(circa	1950)	he	held	the

Doon	 School	 record	 for	 consuming	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 mangoes—a	 large
bucketful,	all	of	five	kilos—in	one	extended	sitting.

'Could	you	do	it	again?'	we	asked	him	the	other	day.
'Only	if	they	are	Alfonsos,'	he	said	'And	you	have	to	pay	for	them.'
Fortunately	 for	 our	 pockets,	 and	 for	 Nandu's	 well-being,	 Alfonsos	 are	 not

available	in	Mussoorie	in	December.
	

	
You	must	meet	Rekha	someday.	She	grows	herbs	now,	and	leads	the	quiet	life,	but	in
her	heyday	she	gave	some	memorable	parties,	some	of	them	laced	with	a	bit	of	pot
or	marijuana.	Rekha	was	a	full-blooded	American	girl	who	had	married	into	a	well-
known	 and	 highly	 respected	 Brahmin	 family	 and	 taken	 an	 Indian	 name.	 She	 was
highly	 respected	 too,	 because	 she'd	 produced	 triplets	 at	 her	 first	 attempt	 at



motherhood.
Some	 of	 her	 old	Hippie	 friends	 often	 turned	 up	 at	 her	 house.	 One	 of	 them,	 a

French	sitar	player,	wore	a	red	sock	on	his	left	foot	and	a	green	sock	on	his	right.
His	 shoes	 were	 decorated	 with	 silver	 sequins.	 Another	 of	 her	 friends	 was	 an
Australian	film	producer	who	had	yet	 to	produce	a	film.	On	one	occasion	I	found
the	Frenchman	and	the	Australian	in	Lakshmi's	garden,	standing	in	the	middle	of	a
deep	hole	they'd	been	digging.

I	thought	they	were	preparing	someone's	grave	and	asked	them	who	it	was	meant
for.	 They	 told	me	 they	were	 looking	 for	 a	 short	 cut	 to	Australia,	 and	 carried	 on
digging.	As	I	never	saw	them	again,	I	presume	they	came	out	 in	 the	middle	of	 the
great	Australian	desert.	Yes,	her	pot	was	that	potent!

I	have	never	smoked	pot,	and	have	never	felt	any	inclination	to	do	so.	One	can
get	a	great	'high'	from	so	many	other	things—falling	in	love,	or	reading	a	beautiful
poem,	 or	 taking	 in	 the	 perfume	 of	 a	 rose,	 or	 getting	 up	 at	 dawn	 to	 watch	 the
morning	 sky	 and	 then	 the	 sunrise,	 or	 listening	 to	great	music,	 or	 just	 listening	 to
bird	song—it	does	seen	rather	pointless	having	to	depend	on	artificial	stimulants	for
relaxation;	but	human	beings	are	a	 funny	 lot	and	will	often	go	 to	great	 lengths	 to
obtain	the	sort	of	things	tha't	some	would	consider	rubbish.

I	 have	 no	 intention	 of	 adopting	 a	 patronizing,	moralising	 tone.	 I	 did,	 after	 all,
partake	of	Rekha's	bhang	 pakoras	 one	 evening	 before	Diwali,	 and	 I	 discovered	 a
great	many	stars	that	I	hadn't	seen	before.

I	was	in	such	high	spirits	that	I	insisted	on	being	carried	home	by	the	two	most
attractive	girls	at	the	party—Abha	Saili	and	Shenaz	Kapadia—and	they,	having	also
partaken	of	those	magical	pakoras,	were	only	too	happy	to	oblige.

They	 linked	arms	 to	 form	a	 sort	of	 chariot-seat,	 and	 I	 sat	upon	 it	 (I	was	much
lighter	then)	and	was	carried	with	great	dignity	and	aplomb	down	Landour's	upper
Mall,	stopping	only	now	and	then	to	remove	the	odd,	disfiguring	nameplate	from	an
offending	gate.

On	our	way	down,	we	encountered	a	lady	on	her	way	up.	Well,	she	looked	like	a
lady	to	me,	and	I	took	off	my	cap	and	wished	her	good	evening	and	asked	where	she
was	going	at	one	o'	clock	in	the	middle	of	the	night.

She	sailed	past	us	without	deigning	to	reply.
'Snooty	old	bitch!'	I	called	out.	'Just	who	is	that	midnight	woman?'	I	asked	Abha.
'It's	not	a	woman,'	said	Abha.	'It's	the	circuit	judge.'
'The	circuit	judge	is	taking	a	circuitous	route	home,'	I	commented.	 'And	why	is

he	going	about	in	drag?'
'Hush.	He's	not	in	drag.	He's	wearing	his	wig!'
'Ah	well,'	 I	said	 'Even	judges	must	have	their	secret	vices.	We	must	 live	and	let

live!'
They	got	me	home	in	style,	and	I'm	glad	I	never	had	to	come	up	before	the	judge.



He'd	have	given	me	more	than	a	wigging.
That	was	a	few	years	ago.	Our	Diwalis	are	far	more	respectable	now,	and	Rekha

sends	us	sweets	instead	of	pakoras.	But	those	were	the	days,	my	friend.	We	thought
they'd	never	end.

In	fact,	they	haven't.	It's	still	party-time	in	Landour	and	Mussoorie.
	



	



THIRTEEN

Forward!

Of	 course	 living	 in	Mussoorie	 hasn't	 always	 been	 fun	 and	games.	 Sometimes	 it
was	 a	 struggle	 to	 make	 both	 ends	 meet.	 Occasionally	 there	 were	 periods	 of	 ill-
health.	Friends	went	away.	Some	passed	on.	But	looking	back	over	the	years,	there	is
much	to	recall	with	pleasure	and	gratitude.	Here	are	a	few	bright	memories:

Nothing	 brighter	 than	 the	 rhododendrons	 in	 full	 bloom	 towards	 the	 end	 of
March.	 Their	 scarlet	 blossoms	 bring	 new	 life	 to	 the	 drab	 winter	 hillside.	 In	 the
plains	 it	 is	 the	Dhak,	 or	Flame	of	 the	Forest,	 that	 heralds	 the	 spring.	Here—as	 in
Dalhousie,	Shimla,	and	other	hill-stations—it	is	the	tree	rhododendron.

At	one	time	picnics	were	very	much	a	part	of	hill-station	life.	You	packed	your
lunch	 and	 trudged	 off	 to	 some	 distant	 stream	 or	 waterfall.	 My	 most	 memorable
princes	were	on	Pari	Tibba	or	at	Mossy	Falls,	further	down.	Mossy	Falls,	I	was	told,
was	named	after	Mr	Moss,	director	of	the	Alliance	Bank.	When	the	Bank	collapsed,
Mr	Moss	jumped	off	the	waterfall.	But	there	wasn't	enough	water	in	it	to	drown	him,
and	inspite	of	his	fall	he	lived	to	a	ripe	old	age.

The	years	slip	by	and	we	grow	old,	but	the	days	of	our	youth	remain	fresh	in	our
minds.	 Like	 the	 day	 Sushila	 and	 I	walked,	 or	 rather	 paddled,	 up	 the	 stream	 from
above	the	Falls.	Holding	hands,	partly	to	support	each	other,	but	mainly	because	we
wanted	 to....	Her	 slow,	 enchanting	 smile,	 her	 long	 lustrous	 black	 hair,	 her	 slender
feet,	 all	 remain	 fresh	 in	my	memory.	A	magical	 day,	 a	magical	 year.	And	 today,
some	forty	years	later,	I	cannot	help	feeling	that	if	I	go	down	to	that	stream	again,	I
will	find	our	footprints	embedded	in	the	sand.

Another	clear	memory	is	of	my	first	visit	to	the	hill-station—not	just	forty	years
ago,	when	I	came	to	settle	here,	but	sixty-five	years	ago....	A	small	boy	of	seven,	 I
was	placed	in	a	convent	school,	where	I	was	very	unhappy.	But	my	father	came	to
see	me	during	the	summer	break,	and	kept	me	with	him	in	a	boarding-house	on	the
Mall.	Always	the	best	of	companions,	he	took	me	to	the	pictures	and	for	long	pony
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and	 rickshaw-rides.	 A	 little	 cinema	 below	Hakman's	 was	my	 favourite.	 Hakman's
was	a	great	place	then,	with	a	band	and	a	dance-hall	and	a	posh	restaurant.	Nearby
there	was	 a	 skating-rink,	which	was	 consumed	 by	 a	 fire	 in	 the	 1960s.	We	 had	 no
fire-engine	then.	We	have	one	now,	but	when	Victor	Banerjee's	house	caught	fire	a
few	years	ago,	the	fire-engine	could	not	negotiate	the	narrow	Landour	bazaar,	and
by	the	time	it	arrived	the	house	had	burnt	down.	Victor	was	very	philosophical	about
the	 whole	 thing,	 and	 went	 about	 re-building	 his	 dream	 house	 which	 is	 a	 great
improvement	on	the	old	one.

At	seventy-one	(my	age,	not	Victor's),	it	is	time	to	look	forward,	not	backward,
and	one	should	not	dwell	too	much	on	the	past	but	prepare	oneself	to	make	the	most
of	 whatever	 time	 is	 left	 to	 us	 on	 this	 fascinating	 planet.	 That	 is	 why	 I	 called	my
Foreword	a	Backward,	and	this	epilogue	a	Forward—for	forward	we	must	march,
whatever	our	age	or	declining	physical	prowess.	Life	has	always	got	something	new
to	offer.

As	I	write,	a	small	white	butterfly	flutters	in	at	the	open	window,	reminding	me
of	all	that	Nature	offers	to	anyone	who	is	receptive	enough	to	appreciate	its	delights.
One	of	my	earliest	stories,	written	over	 fifty	years	ago,	was	about	a	small	yellow
butterfly	 settling	 on	my	 grandmother's	 knitting-needles	 and	 setting	 off	 a	 train	 of
reminiscence.	 Now	 I	 have	 done	 with	 reminiscing,	 and	 this	 particular	 butterfly	 is
here	 to	 invite	 me	 outside,	 to	 walk	 in	 the	 sunshine	 and	 revel	 in	 the	 glories	 of	 a
Himalayan	Spring.

The	children	are	watching	Jackie	Chan	on	television.	Their	mother	is	cutting	up
beans	prior	to	preparing	lunch.	Their	grandmother	is	giving	the	dog	a	bath.	These
cheerful	folk	are	members	of	my	extended	family.	It's	a	normal	day	for	them,	and	I
hope	 it	 stays	 that	way.	 I	 don't	want	 too	much	 excitement	 just	 now—not	while	 I'm
trying	to	finish	a	book.

The	butterfly	has	gone,	and	the	sunshine	beckons.	It's	been	a	long	hard	winter	in
the	hills.	But	the	chestnut	trees	are	coming	into	new	leaf,	and	that's	good	enough	for
me.	 I	 have	never	been	a	 fast	walker,	 or	 a	 conqueror	of	mountain	peaks,	but	 I	 can
plod	along	for	miles.	And	that's	what	I've	been	doing	all	my	life—plodding	along,
singing	my	song,	telling	my	tales	in	my	own	unhurried	way.	I	have	lived	life	at	my
own	gentle	pace,	and	if	as	a	result	I	have	failed	to	get	to	the	top	of	the	mountain	(or
of	anything	else),	it	doesn't	matter,	the	long	walk	has	brought	its	own	sweet	rewards;
buttercups	and	butterflies	along	the	way.
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