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    In this landmark tale of early Bengali prose, the quiet rhythms of a prosperous household become the crucible where affection turns into indulgence, indulgence into habit, and habit into a comedy of manners shadowed by moral consequence under the pressures of a changing colonial society.

The Spoilt Child: A Tale of Hindu Domestic Life, by Peary Chand Mitra, is a domestic social satire set in nineteenth-century Bengal, often associated with the urban milieu of Calcutta during the broader cultural ferment sometimes called the Bengal Renaissance. First known in Bengali as Alaler Gharer Dulal and published in the mid-nineteenth century, it is widely regarded as one of the earliest Bengali novels. Mitra wrote under the pseudonym Tekchand Thakur, and the English title signals the period’s interest in household customs as a window onto society at large.

At its core, the novel portrays a pampered son in a well-to-do Hindu family whose upbringing—shaped by caregivers, tutors, flatterers, and anxious elders—becomes a study in how comfort can eclipse character. The narrative unfolds through vivid scenes of domestic routine, social calls, and minor extravagances that accumulate into a larger portrait. Readers encounter a voice that is colloquial, satirical, and often playful, yet alert to ethical stakes. Rather than a melodrama, it offers an episodic, observant experience—part sketchbook of manners, part cautionary tale about the everyday choices that make and unmake a life.

The book’s themes remain strikingly contemporary: education as formation rather than mere schooling; the lure of conspicuous consumption; the prestige of imported fashions and phrases; and the subtle economies of status within the joint family and its satellites. It probes the tension between affection and accountability, asking what elders owe the young and what the young owe themselves. It also considers how imitation—of foreign habits, urban trends, or fashionable speech—can be both a path to opportunity and a mask for insecurity, testing the boundaries between aspiration and self-loss.

Formally, the work is celebrated for advancing a colloquial Bengali prose that shaped subsequent fiction, with an authorial voice that feels intimate, conversational, and wry. Even in English, readers can sense the brisk pace of anecdote, the lightly ironic narrator, and the texture of everyday talk. Satire is present, but it is rarely cruel; Mitra observes the household with skepticism and sympathy in equal measure. The result is a narrative that invites laughter at excess while keeping in view the tenderness—and blindness—of those who enable it.

Historically, the novel sits amid debates over education, domestic reform, and the figure often caricatured as the "babu"—a new urban gentleman navigating colonial institutions and local expectations. It captures the rise of print culture and the expanding bhadralok world, in which the home served as a stage for modern aspirations and anxieties. Without turning didactic, the story uses the familiar drama of family life to reflect on privilege unmoored from discipline, showing how private choices reverberate through the social fabric.

To read The Spoilt Child today is to enter a lively parlor where humor and insight mingle, offering both entertainment and a precise moral lens. The book rewards curiosity about how modernity entered the household—via tutors, tastes, and trifles—while raising durable questions about upbringing, responsibility, and imitation. Its enduring appeal lies in the clarity with which it sees ordinary life: the small gestures that nurture or neglect, the jokes that expose a truth, and the comforts that can, unexamined, become a peril.
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    The Spoilt Child: A Tale of Hindu Domestic Life presents a portrait of a prosperous Bengali household in nineteenth-century Calcutta, centering on the pampered heir whose unchecked indulgence shapes the narrative. The opening chapters sketch the family's lineage, religious observances, and rhythms of domestic management, introducing elders, women of the inner apartments, and a retinue of servants. Through scenes of morning worship, meal preparation, and neighborhood interactions, the book establishes the codes of honor, modesty, and authority governing home life. This domestic canvas frames the boy's earliest years, signaling how affection and leniency, more than discipline, will determine his habits and expectations.

From infancy the child is sheltered by doting caregivers, praised for mischief, and excused from routine demands. The narrator traces small incidents—broken lessons, coaxed meals, thwarted punishments—to show how a pattern of indulgence forms. Tutors are engaged and dismissed; astrologers are consulted; auspicious rites mark growth milestones. The household’s wealth supports a steady stream of visiting mendicants, vendors, and flatterers who benefit from the boy’s whims. Meanwhile, the father’s authority competes with the maternal circle’s protective instincts. This formative environment normalizes comfort and command, encouraging the child to treat caprice as a right while adults reassure themselves that maturity will correct excess.

As the child becomes a schoolboy, academic diligence loses to play, pageantry, and easy applause. The narrative follows excursions to festivals, musical gatherings, and neighborhood theatricals that parade Calcutta’s amusements before impressionable eyes. Lessons are postponed for kite-flying, pet birds, and games; disciplinary threats dissolve into gifts. A succession of tutors illustrates fashionable education without sustained effort, while religious catechism provides form without inward restraint. These episodes combine to show the subtle momentum of habit: pleasures increase, boundaries retreat, and the young master learns how to charm, evade, and command. Early seeds of vanity and extravagance sprout under the shelter of home.

Adolescence expands the field of temptation. City streets, markets, and pleasure gardens offer new companions and pastimes, from music houses to gambling dens. The boy’s circle widens to include intermediaries who introduce him to expensive habits, while loyal servants facilitate outings and cover traces. The book contrasts homely rituals with nocturnal jaunts, showing how public display and private secrecy begin to diverge. Small debts become customary; credit seems effortless; gifts replace gratitude. Amid this, religious teachers and sober relatives advise moderation, arranging readings and vows. Their influence is intermittent, often yielding to the smoother attractions of novelty, applause, and indulgence.

An early marriage, arranged to anchor the youth, brings a richly detailed account of Hindu rites: negotiations, dowry expectations, wedding processions, and ceremonial hospitality. The bride enters a household ruled by senior women and custom, while the groom, restless and proud, remains more ornament than steward. Domestic adaptability is tested as the women’s quarters balance affection for the boy with concern for the new daughter-in-law. The narrative sketches scenes of veiled conversation, household instruction, and modest companionship. Yet the marriage’s practical aims—regular study, settled routine, fiscal prudence—collide with the groom’s taste for diversion, leaving the couple’s prospects uncertain and fragile.

The young husband’s excursions lengthen and grow costlier. Courtesans, musicians, and gamblers orbit the household budget, fed by advances from lenders and by the prestige of a family name. Intermediaries cultivate dependence with presents and praise, ensuring that luxuries feel necessary rather than optional. At home, small economies begin—quietly reduced portions, delayed purchases, cajoling of staff—to mask strain. Attempts by elders to assert control trigger pride and rebellion, prompting rash displays of generosity outside and sulks within. The narrative maintains a steady, observational tone as amusements harden into habits, and habits into obligations that entangle reputation, affection, and money.

Consequences arrive through familiar channels: creditors, petitions, legal notices, and social whispers. Family councils convene; accounts are examined; property boundaries and inheritances are revisited. The household consults priests, healers, and counselors, seeking both moral leverage and practical remedies. An illness or mishap briefly slows the pace, allowing the women’s fortitude and the wife’s quiet endurance to come forward. Relatives propose reforms—new tutors, stricter allowances, change of residence, rural retreats—each promising a reset. Yet the allure of the city persists, and the youth alternates between contrition and defiance, tracing the unstable curve of someone torn between comfort, obligation, and habit.

A decisive turning point is prepared by tightening finances and frayed trust. A friend or elder relative offers steadfast guidance, contrasting flattery with plain counsel, and the protagonist is pressed to choose between spectacle and stability. The narrative gathers domestic threads—marital tenderness, maternal hopes, paternal worry—into a moment where past indulgence cannot be effortlessly continued. Without disclosing outcomes, the chapters signal a narrowing of options and a reckoning with responsibility. Scenes of household prayer and quiet conversation balance the noise of the city, emphasizing the pull of home as both refuge and test, and setting the stage for resolution.

Across its episodes, the book presents a consistent message about upbringing, household economy, and social change. It links a child’s unchecked preferences to later vulnerabilities, showing how affection, when untempered by boundaries, can imperil dignity and livelihood. Through portraits of festivals, kitchens, courtyards, and marketplaces, it records Hindu domestic life with attention to ritual and routine, while observing how new urban pleasures challenge old disciplines. The narrative avoids polemic, letting incidents suggest their lessons. Its enduring impression is of a home learning, slowly and painfully, that character is shaped by daily choices, and that prosperity demands stewardship as well as love.
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    Set in mid-nineteenth-century Calcutta and its suburban environs along the Hooghly River, The Spoilt Child unfolds within the Bengal Presidency under East India Company rule. Calcutta, the Company’s seat of power until 1858 and later the capital of British India, was a dense mosaic of White Town and Black Town, of merchant palaces in Shovabazar and bustling bazaars in Burrabazar and Chitpur. The novel’s domestic spaces evoke joint-family courtyards, zenana quarters, and ritual kitchens, while the city outside surges with palanquins, theatres, and courts. Its time frame aligns with the transformative decades from the 1820s to the 1850s, when wealth, reform, and imperial bureaucracy reshaped Hindu household life.

A foundational backdrop is the Permanent Settlement of 1793 under Governor-General Lord Cornwallis, which fixed land revenues and empowered zamindars as hereditary landlords. This regime spawned an urban rentier elite: rural agrarian surplus flowed into Calcutta, funding palatial mansions, ornate Durga Puja festivities, nautch entertainments, and conspicuous consumption. Frequent estate auctions due to revenue arrears also redistributed land, concentrating fortunes among nouveau riche families. The cultural figure of the babu emerged from this fiscal-legal order, a gentleman sustained by rents and clerkly incomes. The Spoilt Child satirizes this class’s prodigality and idleness, tracing how a pampered heir’s extravagance—financed by ancestral land—corrodes domestic discipline and social responsibility.

Company rule structured everyday urban life through law, policing, and municipal reform. The Regulating Act (1773) and the Supreme Court at Fort William (1774) stabilized colonial adjudication, while the Cornwallis Code (1793) formalized civil and revenue courts. By the 1830s–1840s, Calcutta’s thana-based police and road, lighting, and sanitation boards regularized public order; the Calcutta municipal reforms of 1847 introduced limited civic representation. Spatial segregation between European quarters and Bengali neighborhoods hardened, yet commercial interdependence increased. The novel’s scenes of clerks, petitions, and process-serving reflect this juridical milieu, while its depictions of carriage processions, private theatres, and street spectacles mirror an urban culture sustained by new regulatory and commercial infrastructures.

The education policy turn to English—Macaulay’s Minute of 1835 and the Wood’s Despatch of 1854—expanded a class of Anglophone clerks and professionals. Hindu College (1817), fostered by David Hare and supported by reformers like Rammohun Roy, and later Presidency College, cultivated secular studies; Henry Derozio’s Young Bengal circle (1826–1831) championed rational debate, often scandalizing orthodox society. Scholarships, government service examinations, and the spread of English textbooks reoriented aspirations. With this, a hybrid etiquette and mimicry of European manners grew. The Spoilt Child repeatedly targets shallow anglophilia—fashionable coats, broken babu English, and perfunctory office work—exposing the gap between utilitarian schooling and moral self-discipline within Hindu households.

Nineteenth-century Bengal witnessed intense social reform. The Brahmo Sabha (1828), initiated by Rammohun Roy and later consolidated as the Brahmo Samaj under Debendranath Tagore (from 1842), opposed idolatry and caste barriers; Keshab Chandra Sen joined in 1858. Legislative milestones included the abolition of sati by Bentinck’s Regulation XVII (1829) and the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act (1856), advanced by Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar. Bethune School (1849) pioneered girls’ education. Debates over kulin polygamy, child marriage, and dowry animated Calcutta salons and pulpits. The Spoilt Child renders these conflicts within kitchens, courtyards, and marriage negotiations, staging the friction between ritual orthodoxy, domestic female agency, and a reformist, urban public sphere.

Print and associational life transformed public debate. The Serampore Mission Press (founded 1800) launched the Bengali weekly Samachar Darpan in 1818; Tattvabodhini Patrika (from 1843) furthered reform discourse. Libraries and reading rooms proliferated, notably the Calcutta Public Library (1836), while cheap Battala presses spread chapbooks and moral tracts. Government patronage and private societies standardized textbooks and circulated vernacular knowledge. Peary Chand Mitra, writing as Tekchand Thakur, leveraged this expanding reading public to present domestic satire as social pedagogy. The novel’s colloquial idiom and episodic moral scenes reflect a culture of public lectures, periodical essays, and household read-alouds, in which family morals and civic reform were treated as mutually reinforcing concerns.

The Indian Uprising of 1857 and the subsequent Government of India Act (1858), which transferred power from Company to Crown, altered the political horizon. Near Calcutta, the Barrackpore mutiny of 29 March 1857, associated with Mangal Pandey, signaled unrest, though the city itself remained under firm control. Rumors about greased cartridges and caste defilement revealed anxieties over ritual purity, authority, and loyalty. Published in 1857, The Spoilt Child does not narrate the rebellion, yet its moral alarms and critiques of household disorder echo a contemporaneous fear that social decay weakened the community under imperial pressures, underscoring the need for discipline and reform within Bengali domestic life.

As a social critique, the book exposes the hollowness of rent-fed privilege, the vanity of superficial Westernization, and the inequities of patriarchal domestic regimes. It indicts conspicuous consumption, corrupt clerkship, and exploitative marriage markets that commodified women through dowry and caste prestige. By staging waste, nautch entertainments, and creditor entanglements, it critiques a class complicit with colonial administration yet heedless of civic virtue. The novel’s domestic focus makes structural issues legible: how revenue policies, urban offices, and reform politics reverberated inside kitchens and courtyards. It thus rebukes class arrogance and ritualism while advocating prudence, female education, and ethical responsibility in a rapidly changing colonial society.
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        The author of this novel, Babu Peary Chand Mitter, was born in the year
        1814.
    


        He represented the well-educated, thoroughly earnest, and courteous
        Bengali gentleman of the old school.
    


        His life was devoted to the good of his fellow-countrymen, and he was
        especially eager in the cause of female education. In the preface to
        one of hisworks, written with that object in view, he writes:—
        “I was born in the year 1814. While a pupil of the
        Páthshálá at home,
        I found my grandmother, mother, and aunts reading Bengali books. They
        could write in Bengali and keep accounts. There were no female schools
        then, nor were there suitable books for the females. My wife was very
        fond of reading, and I could scarcely supply her with instructive books.
        I was thus forced to think how female education could be promoted in a
        substantial way. The conclusion I came to was that, unless womanhood
        were placed on a spiritual basis, education would never be productive of
        real good. For the furtherance of this end I have been humbly working.
        ”



        Amongst the books he published with this end in view are the
        ‘Ramaranjika,’
        the ‘Abhedi,’
        and the ‘Adhyátwiká.’
        The ‘Ramaranjika’
        deals with female education under different aspects, and gives examples
        drawn from the lives of eminent Englishwomen, as well as biographical
        sketches of distinguished Hindu women, drawn from history and tradition.
        Of the ‘Abhedi’ the
        author says:—

        “It is a spiritual novel in Bengali, in which the hero and heroine
        have been described as earnest seekers after the knowledge of the soul,
        and as obtaining spiritual light by the education of pain.”

        Of the ‘Adhyátwiká,’ the author tells us:—

        “It brings before its readers the conversation and manners of
        different classes of people, in different circumstances, which have
        been pourtrayed in different styles, and which may perhaps be useful to
        foreigners wishing to acquire a colloquial knowledge of the Bengali
        language.”



        Babu Peary Chand Mitter was a man who keenly felt the evils in society
        around him, and he used his pen in the cause of temperance and the
        purity of thedomestic circle as against drunkenness and debauchery;
        amongst his writings having this object in view is the
        ‘Mada Kháoya bara dáya,’ or
        ‘The great evils of dram-drinking.’

        It is a novel marked by great humour, and shows the author to have been
        a satirist of no mean power.
    


        Besides these novels he wrote
        ‘The Life of David Hare’
        both in Bengali and in English. He also contributed essays to
        The Calcutta Review,
        and an American publication called
        The Banner of Light,
        besides writing articles for the Agri-Horticultural Society of India.
    


        Babu Peary Chand Mitter died in 1883.
    


        The novel ‘Alaler Gharer Dulál,’ or
        ‘The Spoilt Darling of an Ill-regulated House,’
        was written more than forty years ago, and was
        very well received, as the criticisms of the day show.

         The Calcutta Review  of the day says:—
        “We hail this book as the first novel in the Bengali language. Tek
        Chand Thakur has written a tale the like of which is not to be found
        within the entire range of Bengali literature. Our author’s quiet
        humour reminds us of Goldsmith, while his livelier passages bring to our
        recollection the treasures of Fielding’s wit. He seems to be
        familiar with Defoe, Fielding, Scott, Dickens, Bulwer, Thackeray, and
        other masters of fiction.”



        Other critics of the day compared him to a Moliére or a Dickens.
    


        Mr. John Beames, in his ‘Modern Aryan Languages of India,’
        writes:—

        “Babu Peary Chand Mitter, who writes under the
         nom de plume
        of Tek Chand Thakur, has produced the best novel in the language
        ‘Alaler Gharer Dulál.’

        He has had many imitators, and certainly stands high as
        a novelist. His story might fairly claim to be ranked with some of the
        best comic novels in our own language for wit, spirit, and clever
        touches of nature. He puts into the mouth of each of his characters the
        appropriate method of talking, and thus exhibits to the full the
        extensive range of vulgar idioms which his language possesses.”



        In an introductory essay on Bengali novels, in his translation of Babu
        Bunkim Chandra Chatterjee’s novel
        ‘Kopal Kundala,’
        Mr. Phillips writes:—

        “The position and character of Bengali literature is peculiar. A
        backward people have, so to speak, rushed into civilization at one bound:
        old customs and prejudices have been displaced,
        uno ictu,
        by a state of enlightenment and advanced ideas. The educated classes
        have suddenly found themselves face to face with the richest gems of
        Western learning and literature. The clash of widely divergent stages of
        civilization, the juxtaposition of the most advanced thought with
        comparative barbarism, has produced results which, though perhaps to be
        expected, are somewhat curious. If one tries to close a box with more
        than it can hold the lid may be unhinged,— new wine may burst
        old bottles. The colliding forces of divergent stages of civilization
        have produced a literature that for want of a better expression may be
        called a hybrid compromise between Eastern and Western ideas. So we
        find that the Bengali novel is to a great extent an exotic. It is a
        hot-house plant which has been brought from a foreign soil; but even
        crude imitations are better than the farragos of original nonsense,
        lists of which appear from time to time in the pages of the 
        Calcutta Gazette.”



        The above remarks are merely general, and there exist of course, bright
        and notable exceptions, among whom may be mentioned the names of Peary
        Chand Mitter (the father of Bengali novelists), Bunkim Chandra
        Chatterjea, Romesh Chandra Dutt, and Tarak Nath Ganguli.
    


        The ‘Alaler Gharer Dulál’
        of Peary Chand Mitter may be called a truly indigenous novel, in which
        some of the reigning vices and follies of the time are held up to scorn
        and derision. A deep vein of moral earnestness runs through all the
        writings of Peary Chand Mitter, and he takes the opportunity to
        interweave with the incidents of his story disquisitions on virtue and
        vice, truthfulness and deceit, charity and niggardliness, hypocrisy and
        straight-forwardness. Not only general vices, such as drinking and
        debauchery, but particular customs, such as a Kulin[1]’s marrying a
        dozen wives, and living at their expense, are condemned in no measured
        terms.  The book is written in a plain colloquial style, which,
        combined with a quiet humour, procured for it a considerable degree of
        popularity.
    


        As further evidence, if such were wanting, of the popularity of this
        novel, it may be mentioned that it has been dramatized, having been
        published in the form of a
        natak
        or play, by Babu Hira Lall Mitter.
    


        The leading characteristics of the novel, as they have appeared to the
        translator, are the humour, pathos, and satire that pervade almost every
        page of it.
    


        The humour, though it may occasionally be broad, can never be called
        coarse, and much of it is the cultured humour that might be expected
        from a writer well acquainted with his own ancient classics. If
        Thackeray is the type of the cultured humorist of the West, Peary Chand
        Mitter is the type of the cultured humorist of the East.
    


        The pathos is especially noticeable in some of the scenes which the
        author has pourtrayed for us with such vivid reality where the poor
        are brought before us. We see the utter dependence of the poor upon
        the generosity of the rich, a generosity that is rarely appealed to
        in vain: there is pathos too in the scene that brings before us the
        ryot
        and his landlord; and in the scenes in the
        zenana and the
        bathing-ghât[3]
        where we have an insight into the lives and the thoughts of both the
        upper and lower classes of the women of the country. There is a deep
        pathos in the scene that brings before us the old man at Benares,
        spending the evening of his days in reading and meditation, in
        “The Holy City:” it is a scene that gives us an insight into the
        deeper religious side of the Hindu character.
    


        The satire is only merciless where it is directed against the vices of
        drinking and debauchery, or against the custom of the much marrying of
        Kulins, or the marrying of old men to young girls, or solely for money.
        In other cases it is not unkindly, especially where it is directed
        against that not uncommon failing both in the West and the East, which
        Shakespeare has immortalized as
        ‘too much respect upon the world,’
        and which is largely exhibited in the East in the form of lavish
        expenditure, regardless of debt, upon social and religious ceremonies.
    


        Amongst other characteristics of this novel may be noted that deep vein
        of moral earnestness, already referred to, which runs through the whole
        book, and which is chiefly exhibited in the form of moral reflections,
        such as are so common in many of the Sanscrit tales.
    


        Dramatic vividness is another noticeable feature of the book: a few
        strokes of the pen suffice to bring before us, as living realities,
        characters that are drawn from every class of life, and scenes that
        deal with almost every incident of life in Bengal. In fact a far
        more vivid picture of social life in Bengal, both in its inner and
        outer aspects, is presented to us in the pages of this book, than
        is presented in the pages of many books purporting to give us an
        account of that life.
    


        And, with this dramatic vividness, there is a general faithfulness to
        reality that will be appreciated by those who have lived for any time
        amidst the scenes described; for, though the book describes life in
        Bengal as it appeared to the eyes of an acute observer writing more than
        forty years back, the picture, in its general outlines, is as true of
        the life of the people now as it was then.
    


        Another noticeable feature of the book is the rhythmic flow which marks
        its language. This is a feature which appears to characterize all books
        written for the people in the language best understood of the people, no
        matter what that language is.
    


        As regards the language in which Peary Chand Mitter wrote this novel,
        the Calcutta Review
        of the day writes:—
        “Endowed, as he was, with strong common sense, as well as high
        culture, he saw no reason why this idol of unmixed diction should
        receive worship at his hands, and he set about writing
        ‘Alaler Gharer Dulál’
        in a spirit at which the Sanscritists stood aghast, and shook their
        heads. Going to the opposite extreme in point of style, he vigorously
        excluded from his works, except on very rare occasions, every word and
        phrase that had a learned appearance. His own works suffered from the
        exclusion, but the movement was well-timed. He scattered to the winds
        the time-honoured commonplaces, and drew upon nature and life for his
        materials. His success was eminent and well-deserved.”



        One feature that has especially struck the translator in transferring
        this novel from its original Bengali into English, is that he has found
        it necessary to omit nothing, on the score of indelicacy, or bad
        taste,— a remark which could not be made of every Bengali novel.
        The author has written with the maxim of the old Roman satirist
        ever before his eyes,—
        maxima debetur puero reverentia.
    


        The translator has had three classes of readers before his eyes, in
        making this translation.
    


        It seemed to him that so excellent a picture of social life in Bengal
        could not but be interesting to those Englishmen and Englishwomen who
        are interested in the lives of their fellow-subjects in India.
    


        It also occurred to him that as the rising generation of Bengalis no
        longer read Bengali literature as of old, it might interest them to
        see, in an English dress, a novel that has been so popular amongst
        their older compatriots.
    


        English students of the Bengali language and its literature may also
        find the translation of use, as it has been made literal as far as was
        possible.
    


        The task of translation, though it has been a pleasant one, has not been
        easy; owing to the many difficulties in the way of adequately rendering
        into English, without the qualities of the original suffering in the
        transfer, a book so essentially colloquial and idiomatic in style and
        character. The fact that Professor Cowell at one time contemplated a
        translation of this novel, but abandoned the idea owing to this very
        difficulty, has made the translator still more diffident of success,
        and he can only leave it to the indulgence of his Bengali readers to
        decide how far he has succeeded in his translation, in doing justice
        to the spirit of the original.
    


        The translator’s thanks are due to Babu Mohiny Mohun Chatterjea,
        Solicitor, Calcutta, for his kindness in revising the translation for
        him, and to Babu Amrita Lall Mitter, the Honorary Secretary to the
        Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in Calcutta, and
        son of the author, for allowing him to publish it.
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        BABURAM BABU, a resident of Vaidyabati, was a man of large experience in
        business affairs: he was famous for his long service in the Revenue
        and Criminal Courts. Now to walk uprightly without taking bribes when
        engaged in the public service, is not a very long-established custom.
        Baburam Babu’s procedure was in accordance with the old style,
        and being skilful at his work, he had succeeded, by servility and
        cringing, in imposing on his superior officers; as a consequence of
        which he had acquired considerable wealth within a very short time. In
        this country a man’s reputation keeps pace with the increase of
        his riches or with his advancement: learning and character have not
        anything like the same respect paid to them. There had been a time when
        Baburam Babu’s position had been a very inferior one, and when
        only a few individuals in his village had paid him any attention; but
        later, as he came into the possession of fine buildings, gardens,
        estates, and a good deal of influence in many ways, he found himself
        with a host of friends as his followers and advisers. Whenever during
        his intervals of leisure he went to his house, his reception-room would
        be crowded with people. It is always the case that when a man has a
        sudden accession of wealth there is a rush of people to him, just as
        the shop of a sweetmeat seller will become full of flies as long as
        there are sweetmeats to be had. At whatever time you might visit
        Baburam Babu’s house you would always find people with him: rich
        and poor, they would all sit round and flatter him, the more
        intelligent among them in indirect fashion only, the lesser folk
        outright and unblushingly, agreeing with everything he said. After
        some time spent in the way we have described, Baburam Babu took his
        pension, and remained at home occupied in the management of his
        estates and in trade.
    


        Now in this world, entire happiness is the lot of hardly any one, and it
        is rare to find intelligence displayed in all the concerns of life.
        Baburam Babu had turned his attention solely to amassing wealth: the
        questions which had alone exercised his mind had been how to increase
        his resources, how to make the whole village aware of his importance, so
        that all might salute him properly, and how to celebrate his religious
        festivals on a larger scale than those of his neighbours. He had a son
        and two daughters: being himself a descendant of the great
        Kulin[1],
        Balaram Thakur, he had, with a view to the preservation of his caste,
        married the two girls at great expense almost immediately after their
        birth; but their husbands, being Kulins, had taken to themselves wives
        in a number of places, and would not so much as peep into the house of
        their father-in-law of Vaidyabati, except on condition of receiving a
        handsome remuneration for their trouble.
    


        His son, Matilall, having been indulged in every possible way from his
        boyhood, was exceedingly self-willed; at times, he would say to his
        father:
        “Father, I want to catch hold of the moon!”
“Father, I want to eat a cannon-ball!”

        Now and then he would roar and cry, so that all the neighbours would
        say: “We cannot get any sleep owing to that dreadful boy.”

        Having been so spoilt by his parents, the boy would not tolerate the
        bare idea of going to school, and thus it was that the duty of teaching
        him devolved upon the house clerk. On his very first visit to his
        teacher, Matilall howled aloud, and scratched and bit him. His tutor
        therefore went to the master of the house and said to him:
        “Sir, it is quite beyond my power to instruct your
        son[2].”

        The master of the house replied: “Ah, he is my only darling, my
        Krishna! use flattery and caresses if you will, only do teach him.”



        Matilall was afterwards induced by means of many stratagems to attend
        school; and when his teacher was leaning up against the wall, nodding
        drowsily, with his legs crossed and a cane in his hand,
        reiterating—

        “Write boys, write,”

        Matilall would rise from his seat, make contemptuous gestures, and
        dance about the room. The teacher would go on snoring away, ignorant
        of what his pupil was doing, and when he opened his eyes again, Matilall
        would be seated near his writing materials of dry palm-leaves, drawing
        figures of crows and cranes. When later in the afternoon he had
        commenced the repetition lesson, Matilall, amid the confused babel of
        tongues, would utter cries of
        Hori Bol,
        and cleverly outwit his teacher by uttering the last letters only of
        the words that were being recited. Occasionally when his teacher was
        napping, he would tickle his nose or throw a live piece of charcoal
        into his lap, and then dart away like an arrow. When the hour for
        refreshment came, he would occasionally get some boy to give the master
        lime and water to drink, pretending that it was buttermilk. The teacher
        saw that the boy was a thorough good-for-nothing, who had made up his
        mind to have nothing more to do with education; so he concluded that as
        the boy had profited naught from all the canings he had had, but only
        learnt the art of playing tricks upon his teacher, it was high time to
        be released from the hands of such a pupil. The master of the house
        however would not hear of it, so he had to have recourse to stratagem.
        The occupation of clerk seemed to him to be better than that of teacher:
        in the latter occupation his wages were two rupees a month besides
        food and clothing, while his gains over and above that would be merely a
        present of rice and a pair of cloths or so at the time of the
        boy’s being first initiated into
        school-life[3]:
        on the other hand, in the occupation of a clerk who superintended all
        purchases in the market, there were constant pickings. Revolving such
        thoughts in his mind, he went to the master of the house and told him
        that Matilall’s education was complete so far as his writing was
        concerned, and that he had also been thoroughly taught to keep
        accounts, so far as estate-management was concerned. Baburam Babu
        was overwhelmed with joy on receiving this intelligence, and all
        his neighbours in conclave with him said:

        “Why should it not be so? Can a lion’s whelp ever become a
        jackal?”



        Baburam Babu now thought that he ought to have his son taught the
        rudiments of Sanskrit grammar and a smattering of Persian. Having come
        to this determination, he called the priest who was in charge of the
        family worship, and said:

        “You sir! have you any knowledge of grammar?”

        This Brahman was the densest of blockheads, but he thought to himself:
        “I am now getting only rice and plantains, quite insufficient for me:
        here I see at length a means of making a living.”

        So he replied: “Yes, sir, I studied grammar for five years
        continuously in the Sanskrit Tol of Ishvar Chandra
        Vedanta Vagishwar of Kunnimora. But I have been very unlucky: I have
        gained nothing from all my learning: I am no more than your humble
        servant in spite of it all, and my food is but coarse grain and
        water.”

        Baburam Babu thereupon appointed him to teach his son the rudiments of
        Sanskrit grammar from that day. The Brahman, inebriated with hope,
        speedily got by heart a page or two of the
        Mugdha Bodh[2]
        Grammar, and set about teaching the boy.
    


        Thought Matilall to himself:—

        “ I have escaped from the hands of my old teacher; how am I to get
            rid of this rice-and-plantain-eating old Brahman? I am my father
            and mother’s darling, and whether I can write or not, they
            will say nothing to me.  The only object of learning after all is
            to gain money, and my father has boundless wealth: what then is
            the good of my learning? It is quite enough for me to be able to
            sign my name; besides what will my intimate friends have left to
            do if I take to learning? their occupation in ministering to my
            pleasures will be gone! The present is the time for enjoyment:
            has the pain of learning any attractions for me just now? surely
            none!
        ”

        Having come to this determination, Matilall thus addressed his
        preceptor:— “Old Brahman, if you come here any more to plague
        me with this grammatical rubbish, I will throw away the family idol,
        and with it your last hope of a livelihood; and if you go to my father
        and tell him what I have said to you, I will just drop a brick onto you
        from the roof: then your wife will soon become a widow, and have to
        remove her bracelet from her
        wrist[4].”

        The Brahman, distressed by such remarks about his teaching, thought to
        himself: “For six months past I have been labouring at the peril of
        my life, and I have not yet been paid anything: the whole occupation
        is one that is most repugnant to my feelings, and I am in constant
        danger of my life. Let me now only get clear of him and I care not what
        happens to me afterwards.”

        As the Brahman was revolving all this in his mind, Matilall looked in
        his face and said: “Well, what are you in such a brown study about?
        Are you in want of money? Here, take this! But you must go to my
        father, and tell him that I have learned every thing.”

        The Brahman accordingly went to the boy’s father and said to him:
        “Sir, your Matilall is no common boy! he has a most extraordinary
        memory; he will remember for ever what he may have heard only once.”

        There was an astrologer at the time with Baburam, who observed to the
        Babu: “There is no necessity for you to give me an introduction to
        Matilall: he is a boy whose birth was at an auspicious moment; if only
        he lives he is bound to become a very great man”.
    


        Baburam Babu next set about searching for a Munshi to teach his son
        Persian. After a long search, the grandfather of Aladi the tailor,
        Habibala Hoshan by name, was appointed to the post on a salary of one
        rupee eight annas a month, together with oil and firewood. The Munshi
        Saheb was a man with toothless gums, a grey beard, and a moustache like
        tow: his eyes would get inflamed whenever he was teaching, and when he
        bade his pupils repeat the letters after him, his face became hideously
        distorted in pronouncing the guttural Persian letters
        kaph, gaph, ain, ghain.
        The benefit that Matilall derived from learning Persian was pretty
        much what might have been expected from his possessing no taste
        whatever for the pursuit of knowledge, and having such a preceptor. As
        the Munshi Saheb was one day stooping over his book, repeating the
        maxims of Masnavi in a sing-song manner and keeping time with his hand,
        Matilall seized the opportunity to drop a lighted match from behind
        onto his beard. The poor Munshi’s beard at once flared up,
        crackling as it blazed, upon which Matilall remarked:

        “How now, Mussulman? you will not teach me any more after this, I
        expect.”

        The Munshi Saheb left speedily, shaking his head and exclaiming
        “Tauba! Tauba!”

        Then as the pain of the burn intensified, he shrieked: “Never, never
        have I seen so mad and wicked a boy as this: of a surety field labour
        in my own country were better than such slavery: it is cruel work
        coming to a place like this!
        Tauba! Tauba!”




CHAPTER II.

MATILALL’S ENGLISH EDUCATION.
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        WHEN Baburam heard of the evil plight of the Munshi Saheb, the only
        remark he made was: “My boy, Matilall, is not a boy like that. What
        can you expect from such a low fellow as that Mussulman?”

        He then considered that as Persian was going out of fashion, it might be
        a good thing for the boy to learn English. Just as a madman has
        occasional glimmerings of sense, so even a man lacking in intelligence
        has occasional happy inspirations. When he had come to this decision,
        it occurred to Baburam Babu that he was a very indifferent English
        scholar himself: he only knew one or two English words: his
        neighbours too, he reflected, knew about as much of it as he himself
        did: he must consult with some man of learning and experience. As he
        went over in his mind the list of his kinsmen and relatives, it struck
        him that Beni Babu, of Bally, was a very competent person. Business
        habits generate promptness of action, and he proceeded without delay
        to the Vaidyabati Ghât, taking with him a servant and a messenger.
    


        In the first two months of the rainy season, the months
        Ashar and
        Shravan,
        most of the boatmen occupy themselves in catching
        hilsa
        fish with circular nets, and at midday, are generally busy taking
        their meals.Thus it came about that there was not a boat of any
        description at the Vaidyabati Ghât. Baburam Babu, full-whiskered,
        the sacred mark on his nose, dressed in fine lawn with coloured
        borders, with smart shoes from Phulapukur, a front like the front
        of Ganesh, a delicate muslin shawl neatly folded over his
        shoulders, and his cheeks swollen with
        pán,
        was walking impatiently up and down, calling out to his servant:
        “Ho, there, Hari! I must get to Bally quick; you must hire a passing
        boat for me for fourpice.”

        Rich men’s servants are often very disrespectful, and Hari made
        answer:

        “Sir, that is just like you!  I had only just sat down to take my food
        and I have now had to throw it away and leave it in order to attend to
        your repeated calls. If there had been any boat going down-stream, it
        might have been hired for a small sum, but it is flood-tide just now,
        and the boatmen will have to work hard rowing and steering. You might
        get across for three or four pice if you would arrange to go with
        others. I cannot possibly hire a passing boat for you for four pice; you
        might as well ask me to make barley-meal cakes without water.”

        Baburam Babu scowled and said: “You are a very insolent fellow; if
        you speak like that to me again, you get a sound smacking.”

        Now the lower orders of Bengalees tremble even if they make a slip, so
        Hari endured the rebuke, and quaking all over said to his master:
        “Sir, how can I possibly find a boat? I had no intention of being
        insolent to you”.
    


        While he was still speaking, a green boat that was being towed up the
        river on its return journey, approached the
        ghât
        where they were.  After a long argument with the steersman of the boat
        a bargain was struck, and he agreed to take them across for eight annas.
        Baburam then got into the boat with his servant and his messenger. When
        they had got some way on their journey, he began looking about him in
        every direction, and said to his servant: “Hari, this is a fine boat
        we have got! Hi, steersman! whose house is that over there? Ho! surely
        that is a sugar factory. Ha! Now prepare me a pipe of tobacco, and
        strike me a light.”

        Then he pulled away at the gurgling
        hooka,
        now and again raising himself to look at the porpoises tumbling in the
        water, and hummed a song of the loves of
        Krishna[5].:—
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