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BEAST (n.)

i. An animal (in a general sense); a creature of the kind that is sentient but not generally considered to have the capacity for rational thought (in implicit or explicit contrast with humans).

ii. A monster; a large, wild, or ferocious animal.

iii. A mythical, fabulous, or imaginary creature of animal (or partly animal) form; a monster.

iv. A devil, a demon, an evil spirit.

v. A brutal, cruel, or wicked person; a stupid or foolish person.

vi. The animal nature in humans; an inherent base or brutish quality in a person.

Oxford English Dictionary
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Introduction

1.

This book is about one of the greatest comic writers in English. It is also about a policeman who lived with a tiger; a decadent dandy who revelled in camp; a journalist who dodged gunfire in the streets of Russia; and a flame-eyed soldier who charged to his death on a muddy battlefield. It is a group biography of one man.

2.

Saki nearly killed my father. One Christmas, in the gloomy lull between presents and turkey, I found my compilation of the short stories and from it I read aloud to my parents. With voices. Saki is one of those few comic writers capable of inspiring not only a wry smile but helpless laughter. The latter is not easily combined with drinking coffee, as my father found to his cost.

There is something appropriate about Saki’s wit having proved lethal, or very nearly. Born Hector Hugh Munro into a Victorian world of gaslight and empire, he grew to become, using the pen name “Saki”, one of the most celebrated wits of the Edwardian age, famous for some two hundred sketches and stories that gleefully broke the edict against working with children or animals. He did both, with a sparkling and dangerous comedy, anarchic and surreal, unleashing an intoxicating untamed savagery into the conventions of society, at which the tales seem always to thumb their nose. To call something or someone a “scream” in the sense of being tremendously funny is an Edwardian coinage. So is the phrase “to die laughing”, as my father very nearly did. It was an age that commingled laughter and fear, and Saki was one of its foremost chroniclers, skewering its pretension and complacency.

On the windowsill of the spare bedroom in my childhood home was a book bound in faded red, without its dust jacket and, on its spine, in large letters, The Bodley Head Saki. Others may remember it from the downstairs loo. As a child I wondered what this strangely titled volume, The Bodley Head Saki, was about. When I was in my teens the BBC adapted a trio of stories for television, and all was revealed. I remember a small boy, staring wide-eyed out of the screen, chanting a prayer to a god of his imagination: “Do one thing for me, Sredni Vashtar …” Eventually I obtained a copy of my own. I say obtained because I recently stumbled across a label on the back: “This Book Belongs to the School Library and Must Not Be Removed.” I soothed myself by thinking there was something apposite about Saki’s stories being stolen goods. I may yet return it.

But Saki seems to have been there forever, part of my family lexicon. His lines lodge themselves in the brain. My mother would quote habitually: “‘If I must, I must,’ said Lady Carlotta to herself with dangerous meekness.” (“Dangerous meekness” is very Saki.) Devotees quietly swop lines from his stories like a secret handshake. “She wore such excellently set rubies with that indefinable air of having more at home that is so difficult to improvise.” Or, most famous of all, “She was a good cook, as cooks go, and as cooks go, she went.” I once met Stephen Fry, who has recorded the stories for audio, and on discovering our mutual enthusiasm, he said simply, “Butter yourself another piece of toast.” We exchanged the knowing smile that creeps over the faces of fans. I fear it might be a superior smile: people speak of their admiration for Saki’s writing as if it bestows membership of an exclusive club, and the problem with exclusive clubs is that too large a membership is usually discouraged. This book is designed to throw wide the doors.

I thought I knew who Saki was. His fiction, made of silk and acid, is populated by beasts and humans equally untameable (his final volume of stories rejoices in the title Beasts and Super-Beasts). He created a series of unforgettably suave and effete young men scattering epigrams like confetti, and his animals take a witty revenge on what little humanity there is in his world. Compilations of the greatest stories in the language rarely omit titles, now classics, such as “The Open Window”, in which a clever little girl torments a nervous adult through sheer imagination, or “Tobermory”, about a talking cat who dishes the dirt on his owners. Read a few of these tales, revel in a handful of his epigrams, and it is easy enough to form some idea of their creator based on the mischievous dandies that seemed to occupy his imagination. Penguin Books chose, for the cover of the complete edition, a picture of an exquisitely youthful and long-faced aesthete in impeccable tailoring, his hat at a jaunty angle, his mouth cruelly sensuous. The photo was actually of the artist Adrian Allinson, yet still it appears on some websites captioned “Hector Munro”.

I still remember the shock when I found out what Hector Munro really looked like: a prematurely balding man with a round, lopsided face and a large dimpled chin jutting over a starched collar and innocuously smart outfit. Another photograph shows a respectable-looking man in an army uniform with a bristling moustache. The distance between Saki’s characters and their creator was larger than I and many others had supposed. Wanting to learn more, I read all I could find, which was not very much. I bought a second-hand copy of the first, hitherto only, book-length biography, which was published nine years before I was born: Saki: A Life of Hector Hugh Munro, by the American writer A. J. Langguth (1933–2014).* Nearly half a century after Langguth’s book, there seemed to be more to say, more to discover, about this elusive figure behind that strange pseudonym, who, quite literally, was not who he said he was.

3.

Biographers often start with “a note on sources”. In Saki’s case this might as well be a “note on no sources”. He had an uncanny ability to disappear, during his life and after it.

Researching this book, I occasionally wondered whether he had existed at all, as if these stories were the result of some ghost or spirit hiding beneath that intriguing nom de plume. He made a habit of simply not being there. The eye travels in vain down the indexes of diaries and memoirs, hunting in the S or the M columns, and not finding him. When he moved to London, in the first year of the twentieth century, and promptly made his name as a leading satirist, he rarely if at all crossed paths with writers whom most authors on the make would have courted with indecent speed. E. M. Forster was still at Cambridge and H. G. Wells was living in Folkestone, but Arnold Bennett, Max Beerbohm, G. K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc, John Galsworthy, Ford Madox Ford … all began their literary or theatrical careers in London, roughly in tandem with Saki, and appear never to have met him. Somerset Maugham lived ten minutes’ walk away from his lodgings in Westminster but, as he remembered later, they saw one another only once, “at a literary party […] I don’t remember that I ever spoke to him, and I don’t even recollect what he looked like.”1 One of Saki’s few writer acquaintances, Maurice Baring, was sure that “nobody sought the suffrages of the literary and artistic circles less […] the chatter of coteries bored him to extinction”.2 The sightings of this rare beast in the wild are startlingly few.

[image: A book cover of ‘The Complete Saki’, with a black and white photo of a long-faced youthful clean-shaven man in a black hat, cravat and jacket.]
The Saki who wasn’t.

And what of his afterlife? What we know, and what we don’t know, is partly thanks to his sister, Ethel, who survived him for thirty-nine years. In 1924, she wrote a brief and highly sanitised portrait of her brother that remained for nearly half a century the only information available. In 1952, she sent Hector’s “many letters” to Norman Denny, whom she had anointed as her brother’s biographer: “it will be interesting”, she said, “to see what he makes of [Saki’s] life”.3 Denny evidently made nothing at all of Saki’s life, for he returned the letters, left no record of their contents, and abandoned the project. Ethel, who never married or had children, died three years later. The letters died too, either in a bonfire or a dustbin. Everything was gone. No diaries, no jottings, no manuscripts. Anything Ethel could lay her hands on she had apparently destroyed.

On Ethel’s death Saki’s sputtering flame passed to the care of his nieces: it seems only an accident of fate that Felicia and Juniper Munro, the daughters of his older brother, Charles, were not characters in one of his stories. Felicia, born in 1905, was eleven when her uncle died and Juniper, born in 1920, never met him. In Juniper’s attic, next to one of Saki’s notebooks and a set of wine glasses he gifted his brother as a wedding present, was a heart-shaped locket, engraved with a loving message from a man. It was a curious attic comedy, washing up the only flotsam from the life and career of someone who, always mysterious, unreadable even to his friends, had managed a disappearance of feline speed and completeness.4 In the locket lay a possible explanation: that Hector Munro, as any modern reader of his stories might suspect, was homosexual.

Younger members of the family then continued to suppress mention of his private life. In 1958, Saki’s cousin, the novelist Dornford Yates, protested vociferously:

Hector was no more of a homosexual – or whatever the polite word is today – than I am. For that I can vouch. And since I belong to a generation which held such practices in great abhorrence I deeply regret that such a construction should have been placed upon his sister’s jealous behaviour […] Since the point has been raised, let me say that I never saw “a homosexual” among his friends. They were “tough” rather than effeminate and invariably nondescript.5

Saki had not lived, as some in his generation did, to witness the slow beginnings of tolerance that led, in 1967, to the legalisation of homosexuality in England. His nieces spent their lives in what became Northern Ireland, where the law on decriminalisation aligned with the rest of Britain only in 1982. Juniper accepted her uncle’s assumed sexuality and talked of it openly to journalists. But Felicia was married to a priest, Aubrey Aitken Crawshaw, who in 1963 attempted to censor a critical essay: “My primary concern is to defend Hector Munro’s unsullied reputation as a superlatively candid and ‘clean’ writer.” Crawshaw professed to have discovered a new source for Hector’s pseudonym. “I will disclose the outcome of my research provided you will, if you are able to accept it as convincing, eradicate allusions to homosexuality […] I intend to consult […] as to possibilities of copyright.”6 When the critic in question, J. W. Lambert, published a sixty-page introduction to a Saki anthology, the longest biographical sketch then available, allusions to homosexuality were indeed eradicated.

And that would seem to be that: a hidden sexuality leading to the wipe-out of an archive by friends and family. But questions and mysteries still remain. The manner and content of Saki’s stories now seem so clearly to reveal his sexual preferences that it is hard to conjure a time when his unmarried sister, born in 1868, might have read them with a more innocent eye. But it seems to me perfectly probable that she believed him to have been a bachelor born. The destruction of his papers occurred only at the end of her life, which may indicate nothing more calculated than a refusal to allow anyone else to be their custodian. Fear as to discovery of his sexuality does not explain the eradication of her brother’s archive in its entirety, for if there were evidence of a male lover, that is no reason to destroy Saki’s every manuscript. And can she really have spent her life making certain that all her brother’s outgoing letters were returned to her keeping, so as to ensure their disappearance? It is safe to assume that Hector Munro wrote hundreds of letters across his short life; that few if any should have survived even a few decades after his death, when biographers first began to sniff around, is an absence bordering on the uncanny. Maybe the uncanny is after all to blame: when Juniper Munro died suddenly in 1985, and her children scoured the attic for the locket, it was nowhere to be found, and is lost to this day.7 It seems to have been made of smoke.

4.

What remains? One option for this book would have been the literary journey, a hunt for missing manuscripts. But, in the twenty-first century, a biography called The Quest for Saki would be a dull read, mainly featuring me sitting at a desk, squinting grumpily at a computer screen. This grumpy squinting did, in the end, lead to the discovery of twenty letters, hitherto unknown, which I found in various unexpected places: gummed into a society hostess’s album now held by the Garrick Club, or miscatalogued as the writing of someone else entirely in an archive at London University, or sold in bulk at a Christie’s auction. There are now some fifty sides of exquisite handwriting that prove Hector Munro as witty in life as he was in fiction. These, his only surviving writing to friends, considerably extend our knowledge of his character and whereabouts. Another collection of letters is preserved in the archives of his editor and excerpts from other correspondence were published by Ethel before the originals disappeared. So it can now be said, for the first time, that there is a loose “Saki archive” of about one hundred letters: not much, but not nothing.

There is also, thanks to the digitisation of newspaper archives, a great deal more of his journalism available to us than ever before, some thousands of articles documenting in great detail and inimitable style his often startling travels in the first years of the twentieth century. He had more adventures than is usual for a writer, and conducted more experiments in living: in fashionable clubs and plush country houses, yes, but also in jungle and ice and mud.

And, above all, there is his fiction, which is the chief reason to wrestle with the mystery of the man who produced it. My stolen copy contains around 125 stories, some of which, I believe, are among the most brilliant in the language. Recent discoveries of uncollected writing bring this tally closer to two hundred (a fully updated edition is long overdue). Equally intriguing, and perhaps less well known, are two idiosyncratic novels, The Unbearable Bassington and When William Came. Saki has a claim, I believe, not only to be a bridge between, say, Oscar Wilde and interwar comedy, but to be the fons et origo of comic writing in English in the twentieth century. Giants of the next generation – Noël Coward, Roald Dahl, Evelyn Waugh, P. G. Wodehouse – all conceded a huge debt to him. (Coward told anyone who would listen that it was Saki, and not Wilde, who had most influenced his career.) Saki took Wilde’s wit and darkened it, fashioning an atmosphere of macabre camp that has detectible heirs in the present day. It is no surprise to find that Jeremy Dyson, one of the League of Gentlemen, has (like Graham Greene, Will Self and Tom Sharpe) introduced a Saki compilation; there is no better description for the dark humour of the Gentlemen, or of an offshoot series such as Inside No 9, than Saki-esque. This book is an attempt to define the adjective.

Lack of biographical information is a triumph for those who would argue that a writer’s life is distraction from appreciation of his writing; it is also a trap for anyone determined always to read that writing as coded biography. This is a biography rather than literary criticism, and I have tried not to confuse the two. But the aim of any book about Saki should be to make a case for his work. Explanation of humour risks breakage, but is worth the attempt. His stories, it is sometimes said, are not to be taken in large doses. He has been described as a writer who did one small thing to perfection, and who kept on doing it. And at first glance the stuff of his humour is obvious enough: post-Wildeian epigrams, louche young men, a neat satire of Edwardian society. But there is more to him than this. He is witty and funny and satirical, both politically and socially; he is clever and he is silly. There is knockabout physical comedy (he is among the few who can write farce in prose, without descending into a series of stage directions) and there are surreal flights of invention. The most frequently employed leitmotifs of his comedy are toast, wolves, open windows, Boy Scouts, asparagus and the Rape of the Sabine Women.

But “comedy” insufficiently encompasses his dark allure, his shadows, his wildness, his sheer eldritch oddity. His first novel contains some of the saddest stretches of prose in Edwardian literature. There are tales of dark and menacing violence, of mythical beasts and innocent children who turn out not to be so innocent after all. There is also exquisite prose. His comic inventiveness and memorable aphorisms speak for themselves (“the people of Crete unfortunately make more history than they can consume locally”), but have blotted out the quiet precise lyricism of which he is capable. He can encapsulate a movement or a moment in a single perfect phrase, as when he speaks of a swan’s “mournful listlessness”, of a “gruesome whirligig of dying birds”, of a man’s face breaking into a “wrinkled network of laughter”, or of a woman followed by a “long brown ripple of Pekingese spaniel trailing in her wake”.

You can find him in the most unexpected places. His position in the literary pantheon has arguably been dimmed on account of his rarely appearing among names venerated by modernist giants; his brand of wit does not immediately come to mind when considering Ulysses or The Waste Land. And yet. One of my favourite Saki stories is “The Stalled Ox”, which appeared in 1914:

Theophil Eshley had conceived and executed a dainty picture of two reposeful milch-cows in a setting of walnut tree and meadow-grass and filtered sunbeam, and the Royal Academy had duly exposed the same on the walls of its Summer Exhibition. The Royal Academy encourages orderly, methodical habits in its children. Eshley had painted a successful and acceptable picture of cattle drowsing picturesquely under walnut trees, and as he had begun, so, of necessity, he went on. His “Noontide Peace”, a study of two dun cows under a walnut tree, was followed by “A Midday Sanctuary”, a study of a walnut tree, with two dun cows under it. In due succession there came “Where the Gad-Flies Cease from Troubling”, “The Haven of the Herd”, and “A Dream in Dairyland”, studies of walnut trees and dun cows. His two attempts to break away from his own tradition were signal failures: “Turtle Doves Alarmed by Sparrow-Hawk” and “Wolves on the Roman Campagna” came back to his studio in the guise of abominable heresies, and Eshley climbed back into grace and the public gaze with “A Shaded Nook Where Drowsy Milkers Dream.”8

Reading Virginia Woolf at night while working on Saki by day, I stumbled across this, in Mrs Dalloway and realised it wasn’t just me in whom he inspired kleptomania. Or was it that I had just started seeing traces of Saki in everything?

“Dear Sir Harry!” she said, going up to the fine old fellow who had produced more bad pictures than any other two Academicians in the whole of St. John’s Wood (they were always of cattle, standing in sunset pools absorbing moisture, or signifying, for he had a certain range of gesture, by the raising of one foreleg and the toss of the antlers, “the Approach of the Stranger” – all his activities, dining out, racing, were founded on cattle standing absorbing moisture in sunset pools).

He gets around, does Saki.

5.

But there is still more to him, a flipside to the urbane wit. His second novel and a handful of roughly contemporaneous stories challenge his admirers in their evident prejudice and literal belligerence. Those startling photographs, of the haunted-looking man in his neat suit, or the moustachioed soldier, suddenly seem less of a surprise. Hector Munro was a man split: between anarchy and convention, openness and inhibition. From one point of view he seems a wild comic figure, delighting in homoeroticism and camp. But look at him from another angle, and it is possible to see him as repressed and repressing, moving politically into a dismaying jingoism and a fervent belief that only war could heal a society lost to the decadence that once thrilled him. Was it that two characters jostled within this one figure, a fight between the decadent and the puritan? Hector Munro versus Saki? He proves to be more complex even than that (hence my decision to refer to him in the main text mostly as “Hector”, taking my cue from his friends).

Nevertheless, as the world moved inexorably into global warfare, Hector Munro, believing the sword mightier than the pen, seemed to banish much of his former life and personality. And here is the simplest potential solution to the mystery of his archive’s disappearance. Beyond that single reference to Ethel’s owning letters, there is no solid proof that her brother had left her an extensive archive to eliminate. The battle between the conflicting sides of his character had a triumphant victor who may have pursued a scorched-earth policy. If there is little trace of Saki left to us, was it simply that Hector Munro had killed him stone dead, and destroyed the evidence?

This book is an attempt to hunt down a man who seemed to connive in his own disappearance. No biographer could claim that they had “solved” the mystery of Saki; part of his intrigue is his determination to be unsolvable. What follows is a series of glimpses and guessing games, pursuing the curious tracks and cooling trails of this rare beast, and trying to understand how his contradictions and elusiveness resulted from the mindset of his times: that often forgotten interlude of the Edwardians, during which the world into which he was born disintegrated into a pile of uniformed bodies rotting in the mud.

During this, the third decade of the twenty-first century, we are often said to be living through another 1930s. Writing this book, I was struck by the relevance of Saki’s age to our own. It was a tremulous era of transition as one century seeped into the next; it emerged from a long period of peace and prosperity named for a long-reigning queen and was torn between the perceived securities of the past and the frightening technological advance of the future. Antipathy to refugees inspired widespread racism and parliamentary efforts to expel “aliens” from Britain. The country was divided as to what protest was justified in demands for political and social change. European maps were being violently redrawn, not in the name of ideology (communist or fascist) but with the aim of imperial expansion. The perceived liberality and loosening of the late nineteenth century led many to feel that a return to traditional values was devoutly to be wished, and a war might be just the thing. Parliament argued over whether Britain were honour-bound to defend a country invaded by a belligerent European power. Such divisive topics, hideously pertinent to our own times, are all contained within Saki’s contradictions and mysteries: within a single figure he enacts a wider historical tussle, between periods of liberating rebellion and a consequent repressive reaction. Incorporeal, he can be transparent: a window to his age, and a warning to our own.

Most of all, I want to convey the brilliance and significance of his creative power. His is not only an enjoyable wit; it is wit as a way of life, his means of survival in a world which he had every reason to believe cruel, frightening, lonely and violent. Hooked on Saki, you can cut yourself on him. He does not tickle but bash the funny bone. His cruelty and prejudices must be faced head-on, without smoothing over the discomfort that is his stock in trade, or dismissing his offensiveness from a lofty position of moral high ground. To read him in sanctimonious mood is to fall into the trap he sets: outrage will not illumine his outrageousness. Reviewing Saki’s best and still most famous collection of stories, The Chronicles of Clovis, a contemporary critic suggested, in awed approval, “there is probably no more fundamentally immoral talent at large than Saki’s”.9 That “at large” is the right phrase: Saki’s fiction results from a talent on the run, and on the rampage. “Immoral” is more of a challenge.

His writing fails when attempting righteousness. What survives of him is his wit, in all its cruel frivolity and frivolous cruelty. He fits neatly into almost all of Susan Sontag’s “Notes on Camp”, which outline camp’s aesthetic and comic vision of the world, its determination to “dethrone the serious”. But he can also help refine her definitions. His was an attempt to recalibrate what is deserving of seriousness, and to abide by his own ethical framework: he takes to monstrously funny extremes the importance of being earnest about the trivial and flippant about the grave. The proper way to serve asparagus is a question of right and wrong. Death and violence – with which he had an unusually close acquaintance – not so much. (“Waldo”, says one character of another, “is one of those people who would be enormously improved by death.”) His lasting wit is a result of his scattering conventional morality to the winds and can help formulate another Note on Camp: camp is gleefully amoral.

And so this is a book about a writer who, despite his piling offence upon outrage, cruelty upon heartlessness, it is somehow hard not to adore. The novelist Naomi Alderman calls him simply “my hero”. There is a frisson, equal parts guilt and audacity, in expressing admiration, because to admit Saki amuses me, to concede he cheers me up, is to reveal the pleasure I take in a writer whose humour is the height of schadenfreude. But this is the dangerous, even sexy, appeal that lies in wait for those yet to make his acquaintance: the liberating permission he gives his reader to abide by his own skew-whiff philosophy; to behave badly; to side with the devilish and even with the devil; to disdain – as much good comedy does – the codes and conventions of polite society. This may be his most significant influence on his successors, as the twenty-first century debates afresh the fraught relation between humour and offence. Piecing together the fragments of his life that survive is an attempt to see the world through those mischievous and haunted eyes, and to hear the persistent lupine howl that sounds beneath his brilliance, a howl of fear and warning, savagery and pain.

Saki was super and he was beastly, and he knew about the wildness lying dormant beneath the polished veneer that calls itself civilised life. Much possessed by death, he saw the beast beneath the tweed. Reading him, and reading about him, you can nearly die laughing.



* At this point, traditionally, a new biographer lists the fatal flaws of his predecessors and the seismic nature of his own discoveries and, yes, while I salute Langguth’s pre-internet research, I believe it contains errors and omissions.



Hector in Youth



The Death of Munro

In late December 1792, a man called Hector Munro wandered into the jungle during a picnic and was attacked by a tiger. Sailing with the British East India Company for what was then Madras, he had gone ashore with three others on Sagar Island, off the coast of West Bengal. One of the picnickers suddenly heard a roar, and turned to see “an immense royal tiger spring on the unfortunate Munro, who was sitting down. In a moment his head was in the beast’s mouth, and he rushed into the jungle with him, with as much ease as I could lift a kitten.” This account neglected to mention what local newspapers gleefully reported: that the unfortunate Munro was sitting down because he had wandered into some bushes in search of a makeshift toilet. Gunfire persuaded the tiger to drop his catch, who staggered up to the other men, “all over blood”. They got him back to the boat, still pursued by the animal. It took Munro a day to die of his wounds, during which he was “in the extreme of torture, his head and skull were torn, and broke in pieces, and he was wounded by the jaws all over his neck and shoulders”.1

This was not an unusual fate for an eighteenth-century traveller to India. But Hector Munro’s father was a famous politician who had served as commander-in-chief of Bengal and been responsible for several victories as the East India Company gradually conquered Indian territories. Spurred by this celebrity, the tiger’s attack on Munro became legend, written and rewritten, dramatised, illustrated, and included in volumes of natural history and books telling young people what happens if you get too close to tigers. The infamous story was about a distant cousin of Saki’s paternal grandfather, but by the time of Saki’s childhood it had become so famous that even a loose family connection would have been one to boast of. A decade into the nineteenth century Staffordshire potteries began to issue ceramic figures called “The Death of Munrow”, with a man in military uniform, sometimes with two legs, sometimes just the one, prone beneath a ravening yellow beast with flaming eyes and a coat painted in curls of black by a potter who had obviously never seen a tiger.

*

In 1803, eleven years after the tiger attack, Hector Munro’s younger brother, Alexander, also in the East India Company, decided to swim in the sea off Bombay. He was eaten by a shark.

*

In March 1872, the North Devon Journal printed news of “the death of Mrs Munro, wife of our respected townsman, Captain Charles Munro, which took place on Monday morning, after a brief but severe illness”.2 Mrs Munro was just twenty-nine. Pregnant with her fourth child, she had travelled to England to have the baby away from the climate and disease of Burma, where she had been living with her family. Her death certificate gives the cause as “vomiting during pregnancy” and “tuberculosis”.3 Her husband, who worked for the Indian Imperial Police, had stayed in Burma with their three young children, all under the age of four, and the youngest – who in adulthood would write short stories under the name of “Saki” – just fourteen months. The Munro brood were promptly sent back to England and the care of their aunts. Perhaps it was they who told their wide-eyed wards what, if family legend is to be believed, had actually happened to their mother: that, walking in the Devon countryside, she had been charged by a cow.4

*

The aunts who raised the infant Saki did not go in for treats or expeditions, but one piece of biographical fantasy with which to plug the gaps of the patchy record would be to imagine the little boy taken, a small hand in an aunt’s firm grip, to see “Tipu’s Tiger”: a near life-sized automaton, carved from wood, showing a tiger eating a British infantryman.

Tipu Sultan, ruler of the Kingdom of Mysore in Southern India and enemy of the British East India Company, had taken the tiger as his emblem, and the symbolism of the automaton, thought to be derived from “The Death of Munrow”, is obvious. The top half of the casing can be removed to reveal an eighteen-note pipe organ with a keyboard of ivory; a handle pokes through a flap in the tiger’s side which, when turned, pushes air through the instrument and makes the soldier’s arm jerk up and down, while producing a ghostly wail that competes with the animal’s roar. The noise emerges through holes hidden within the tiger’s stripes, to keep a drowsy Sultan awake. The imagery was thought so treacherous that serious consideration was given to imprisoning the instrument in the Tower of London. In the end, it was displayed at East India House in London, and the public were invited to turn the handle and use the organ to play “Rule, Britannia” or “God Save the King”. By 1874, it was on show at the India Museum; in 1880, it was acquired by the South Kensington Museum, as the Victoria & Albert then was, where it remains, still a popular exhibit, though a glass case prevents impromptu performances of the national anthem.

As ever, a biographer cannot prove what he would most like to be the case: that a little boy stood before a wooden beast, delighted by its gruesome comedy and undeniable beauty, its convergence of man and animal and machine. This toy of the tiger, toying with its prey, is at least evidence that the Munro ancestry, however distant, was one of beasts and blood, bound to the conquest of India, the maintenance of Empire, and the beasts’ revenge. Unlike his namesake, the little boy was not destined to be killed by a tiger, but would for a time keep one as a pet. Perhaps he thought the taming of the beast his birth right, taking vengeance on the animals who had mauled his family. But no. He was on their side.

[image: A carved-wooden automaton of a tiger crouched over a prone man in 18th-c army uniform; a small pipe-organ can be seen through a flap in the side.]
“Tipu’s Tiger”.

[image: A ceramic sculpture of a tiger with an army officer half its size in its jaws, on a decorated pedestal that says ‘The Death of Munrow’.]
“The Death of Munrow”.



The Captain

In August 1857, thirteen years before the birth of his youngest surviving child, who was christened Hector and would christen himself Saki, Lieutenant Charles Augustus Munro had been on a ship sailing down the Ganges. There was a major uprising against the rule of the East India Company. At Lucknow, the largest city in Uttar Pradesh, some two thousand British officers and civilians had retreated into the British Residency where, joined by seven hundred Indian loyalists, they were living under siege, surrounded by eight thousand Indian troops, bombarded by musket and cannon fire, and battling not only bullets but the ravages of cholera and smallpox.

Charles Munro had been raised in Devon but he knew Northern India. He was the son of a lieutenant colonel (Charles Adolphus) in the East India Company’s Bengal Army, and was born at Chunar, a little further south from Lucknow. He had been in the army for just over two years when, having joined the 25th Bengal Native Infantry, he sailed in HMS Shannon as part of a rescue brigade sent to Lucknow. Proficient in Urdu, he was on the ship as an interpreter. On 18 August, he joined a column marching overland to help end the siege and took part in the fighting that recaptured the Palace of Alumbagh from the mutineers’ control. On 31 October, his brigade won a victory at the Battle of Kudjwa and Munro then set out for Lucknow, where the evacuation began on 17 November. Soon after, he fought in the Second Battle of Cawnpore, a nearby city that was successfully taken from the rebels.5

It had been a bloody campaign, with atrocities against civilians on both sides. The British sustained thousands of fatalities in the relief of Lucknow alone, including Charles’s older brother George, also among the British forces and twenty-six years old. The Indian losses are unknown. Charles Munro was decorated for his service, receiving the Indian Mutiny Medal. In June 1858, the rule of the East India Company was transferred to the Crown: the time of the British Raj had begun, its violent birth tightly woven into the Munros’ history. Distinguished service at the Relief of Lucknow was a hefty example of military glory to bequeath any son, not least a boy whose infancy was shared with the Raj, just twelve years his senior, and whose uncle had made the ultimate sacrifice at the time of its foundation.

Charles’s military career, which outflanked his own father’s, sprinkled some glory onto the family, which made up for the fact that they were, where Clan Munro was concerned, the poor relations. A military family in India was, to some extent, outside of the class system, but Charles Munro was a grammar-school boy. One of eight children, he was raised in a modest terraced house in Devon. (His father, who died in 1859, left “effects under £100”, not long before the Spectator claimed that entry to the “comfortable” class required an annual income of eight times that.) Charles earned well, and the style in which he spent his retirement indicates provident savings, but his army pension amounted to an annual £20. At his death he would leave a sum equivalent, in today’s values, to £300,000: sizeable, but not riches.

Charles worked his way up the ranks, becoming a captain in March 1867, just four months after he had married Mary Frances Mercer at St Stephen’s Church in Dum Dum, Bengal. A Devon neighbour and the daughter of a naval captain, Mary braved the climate and the cholera first of India and then of British Burma, the Second Anglo-Burmese War having brought the lower portion of the country under British control in 1852. Captain Munro joined the Indian Imperial Police and was made District Superintendent of Akyab District in Lower Burma, living with his wife in the town of Akyab (now Sittwe), on the seacoast at the mouth of the Kaladan river.

A small fishing village when the British conquered Burma, the town of Akyab was expanded by colonial rule into an important maritime base, and it became one of the biggest rice ports in the world. To the east were the Arakan Mountains, with the Bay of Bengal to the south and west. Captain Munro, with five hundred men under him, was faced with protecting the inhabitants of the town from attacks and raids by tribes living in the nearby hills. Akyab was known for its temperate climate, sea breezes gratefully enjoyed, although residents lived in fear of cyclones and tsunamis which, as in 1867, could leave tens of thousands dead. There was no railway. Given the lack of qualified doctors and clean hospitals, childbirth in the area was an often fatal risk. Nevertheless, Mary gave birth to Ethel Mary in April 1868; to Charles Arthur the following summer; and, on 18 December 1870, to Hector Hugh. When news of Mary’s death reached Akyab in the spring of 1872, Captain Munro had to find a home for his three children. He wrote to his sisters.



The Oyster

In the London Library, a short walk from the club on Pall Mall where as an adult Hector Munro spent much of his time, there is a copy of his novel The Unbearable Bassington. The edition is one from 1947 introduced by Evelyn Waugh, who mentions in passing, of Hector’s childhood, “the intense misery of these years”. This sentence has been thickly struck through, and beneath them is written, by hand, “Saki had a very happy childhood. E. M. Munro (Saki’s sister).”

It was a line from which she would not deviate. In 1952, in her eighties, she told a young scholar that she was “having a correspondence in the Spectator concerning the delusion some English writers have had” – the source of her ire this time was Graham Greene – “that [Hector] had a ‘miserable childhood’, which is exactly the opposite case; he and his brother and I managed to have a happy and often a very amusing childhood.”6 Her fervour is bizarre, because she is the source of the longest account of the Munro siblings’ upbringing, which may well have been amusing but was not happy (for Hector, at least, the two states were rarely synonymous). Old age and family pride led her to protect the legacy of the women in whose care the children were placed.

Aunts, it has been pointed out, “do not exist in the animal world”, which may have been one of its attractions for Hector.7 Ethologists are mainly uninterested in them: their role in the raising of young is exclusive to humans. They came into their own in the Victorian age, when phrases of surprise or consternation such as “my aunt” or “my giddy aunt” entered the language. Aunthood was the inevitable destiny of women from large families who were unmarried, widowed or childless, and in families who had made their lives in the Empire, they could be put to use as substitute parent. Victorian literature was the aunt’s heyday. Fictional aunts are almost as popular as fictional orphans, the latter often left in the charge of the former, as with Jane Eyre (raised by bullying Aunt Reed) or David Copperfield (rescued by glorious Betsey Trotwood). Even Wilde’s Lady Bracknell is, to those of whom she approves, Aunt Augusta.

In Hector’s stories aunts appear by the dozen. One is taken hostage and her captors demand regular ransom money not to release her. In his literary wake there followed P. G. Wodehouse (aunts Agatha and Dahlia), Roald Dahl (aunts Sponge and Spiker) and Graham Greene (another Augusta). These post-war aunts are comic gargoyles; with literary aunts from an earlier generation severity is often the order of the day. Aunt Glegg, in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, worships a trinity of thrift, rules, and duty, and speaks to children in a “loud, emphatic way, as if she considered them deaf, or perhaps rather idiotic; it was a means, she thought, of making them feel that they were accountable creatures, and might be a salutary check on naughty tendencies”. Naughtiness was the sin against the Holy Ghost for a Victorian infant in the care of an aunt, and woe betide the naughty child, who may just find themselves eaten by a tiger. Take Mrs Pipchin, in Dombey and Son, who is not an aunt but who might as well be, and in whose care the motherless Paul Dombey is placed.

About noon Mrs. Pipchin presided over some Early Readings. It being a part of Mrs Pipchin’s system not to encourage a child’s mind to develop and expand itself like a young flower, but to open it by force like an oyster, the moral of these lessons was usually of a violent and stunning character: the hero – a naughty boy – seldom, in the mildest catastrophe, being finished off by anything less than a lion, or a bear.

Such were the cautionary tales parodied by Hilaire Belloc in 1907 (“Jim: Who ran away from his Nurse, and was eaten by a Lion”). The children in Hector’s fiction have no time for moral fables; in “The Storyteller” a boy prefers blood and guts accounts of wolves eating good girls.

Hector, at two, was as good as orphaned, and aunts had come to the rescue. His father, back in Burma, could not think of raising three children single-handed in the climate of Akyab. He was not yet forty and his career was progressing: in 1875 he would become a major, in 1881 a lieutenant colonel, and he was eventually promoted, in the police force, to inspector general, the highest rank in the service. Two of his unmarried sisters elected to raise the children in England. Like so many children of Empire, one among many “Raj orphans”, Hector was sent “home” to a country he had never seen and to family he did not know. Palm trees were replaced with oak, hot rain became cold. The journey from Burma to England had been reduced, by the newly opened Suez Canal, from eight to four weeks, still an arduous trip for one so young.

Captain Munro set them all up in the village of Pilton in North Devon, taking a large house, Broadgate Villa, with fields behind that sloped down to Bradiford Water. The villa had been built half a century before and to a grand Georgian scale, with three storeys of tall sash windows, a veranda running along the central floor supported by tall iron pillars, and an octagonal entrance hall with a spiral staircase and banister, down which no Munro child would be permitted to slide. The villa was built on the grounds of Broadgate House, where lived a Crimean war hero, Colonel Hugh Hibbert; military heroism was held up early as an example. So was making a living as an artist: Hibbert’s father-in-law, who lived nearby and owned much of the local land, was the eminent painter Frederick Lee.

One aunt was called Charlotte. The other was (naturally) Augusta. They were not the elderly harridans of fairy tale. When the three Munro children arrived from Burma in need of raising, Charlotte was forty-four and Augusta only in her late twenties. Captured in youth by a Victorian camera before the crinolines of the sixties shrank to the bustles of the seventies, Charlotte seems to have been a beauty. Augusta was not. The household was completed by their mother, the children’s paternal grandmother, Lucy, widowed since 1859, kindly, reserved, devoutly religious, and almost completely without authority in the house, which was in the control of the aunts. And the aunts loathed one another.

With some fifteen years between them, and after very different upbringings (Charlotte was raised in India, Augusta in England), they had different temperaments, with buried jealousies from long-forgotten rivalries. The children were caught in the crossfire. Aunt Charlotte, known to all as Tom, cared only for the four Gs: God, Gossip, Gardening, and Getting Things Done. She could tell a good story and was never happier than when relating some goings-on with the neighbours, rarely letting mere facts get in the way of a denouement. As long as he behaved, she doted on her youngest charge.

Aunt Augusta was a different prospect. Ethel wrote about her, many decades later, with no mercy: “a woman of ungovernable temper, of fierce likes and dislikes, imperious, a moral coward, possessing no brains worth speaking of”.8 She was never merely irritated, always furious. The children could never behave well, because one aunt’s idea of good behaviour contradicted the other’s. The atmosphere was mainly one of interdiction. Don’t go to a party and eat the food, in case of poison. Don’t go to the top floor of the house, leading Hector to make his way there as soon as he could. Don’t play on the grass, said one aunt, but don’t play on the gravel, said the other, so where to play? Play, discouraged in general, was permitted only in the front garden.

It was the elder boy, Charlie, who suffered most, for Augusta thought nothing of whipping him; she was said by Ethel to enjoy the beatings. (In one of Hector’s stories there is a woman who “hated boys, and she would have liked to have whipped [them] long and often. It was perhaps the yearning of a woman who had no children of her own.”) Hector’s punishment was usually boredom, with frequent room-confinings and toy-confiscatings. He, blond and blue-eyed, cherubic to look at, was the naughty one, the clever one, the daring one. Naughtiness, cleverness, and daring were escape from a life that was often confined, usually solitary, and literally airless. The garden walls of the villa were built high against the sun, and its windows were firmly shut against fresh air. Even vigorous country walks were forbidden by Aunt Augusta, who was by nature a town mouse, longing for shops and society, and offered by Pilton mainly fields and woodland, which she thought best ignored. Mealtimes were taken in silence, which pervaded the stale air of the house until another sororal row erupted. Through the closed windows lay glimpses of forbidden adventure, with a taunting stripe of sea pinned across the middle of the view. On truly wonderful days, Augusta went to bed with a headache.

Religion took second place in the aunts’ lives only to hurting and outwitting the other. The Sabbath was remembered and kept holy, which is to say it was kept boring, free of toys, books, or any fun bar the trudge to church and the learning of scripture. But church meant company and the glimpse of that all too rare phenomenon: other children. Broadgate Villa was only a fifteen-minute walk from Barnstaple, but the three Munro wards had almost no company, and when they did, the perfect behaviour of their playmates was held up as an example, against which they were said to fall short. Hector made it a personal challenge to ensure that any visiting angel was lured into misdeed.

Aunts are one thing, uncles quite another, and Uncle Wellesley (Captain Munro’s brother) made an annual visit in an attempt to improve life for his nephews and niece. Decades later, Hector would find a letter from Wellesley to their father, which referred “in scathing terms to a campaign of abuse which Aunt Augusta seems to have directed against us three”.9 Best of all was the single trip that Captain Munro made to England during their childhood, when for six glorious weeks he was on leave from Burma and the three were, very briefly, parented: picnics, visits to friends, fishing expeditions. Of their mother’s family, fun-loving Grandfather Mercer and his daughters, they saw very little.

[image: A severe-looking woman sitting on an ornately carved chair, with her hair tied back and wearing a dark crinoline bordered with lace.]
Aunt Augusta.

Mischief, for Hector, was a way of channelling unused energy and cleverness. Charlie was sent away to school and Hector became the sole male in a household of five women (there was a live-in maid, Leah Hepper). A governess made six, and she instilled in him a love of history, words, and nature. When he was old or rebellious enough to escape the house, the surrounding countryside, which included a set of historic fields known as Manning’s Pit, offered rich pickings. His collection of birds’ eggs eventually found its way to a local museum, where it was kept for many years with no credit to its youthful donor. The children alleviated boredom by working together on a journal of their own invention, “The Broadgate Paper”, to which Hector contributed some very good illustrations. Drawing, rather than writing, was promising to be his truest gift.

Illness was simultaneously ignored and fetishised. Aunt Tom didn’t believe in it, although there was a certain status in being ill – to say nothing of a reprieve from the doghouse – and the family doctor, whose word was law, relished sickliness, and declared that all three of the Munro children “would never live to grow up”.10 This for a while seemed true of Hector who, when he was nine years old, developed “brain-fever”, possibly meningitis, although Victorians used the term to cover a multitude of sins. If Hector did suffer meningitis at the age of nine, it is amazing he didn’t die of it or develop lasting and serious symptoms, although his aunts’ cossetting of him, however intemperate, may make better sense, as does the choice of a governess over formal schooling until quite an advanced age. The governess, being good with children, frightened Aunt Augusta. The governess was dismissed.

[image: A woman sitting at a desk, with her hair tied back, wearing a striped crinoline and a kindly expression.]
Aunt Charlotte.



The Cockerel

On 4 February 1882, Grandmother Lucy died, and another ally against Aunt Augusta was removed from life.11 Books were more enduring, though Hector’s favourites were disturbing rather than comforting. In the pages of literature animals bared their teeth. Both Alice books were read and re-read (“After glaring at her for a moment like a wild beast, [the Queen] screamed ‘Off with her head!’”). Robinson Crusoe was a loyal companion to three children marooned on the island of Broadgate Villa (“I thought he was pursued by some Savage, or frighted with some wild Beast”). Best of all was Johnnykin and the Goblins, published when Hector was nine by the American satirist Charles Godfrey Leland, full of creatures half-children, half-animal, and with more than its fair share of savagery: “All at once Johnnykin found himself close by the beast […] and drove his spear right at the pig. As he did so it gave a horrible squeal and burst asunder, falling into pieces.”12

It was animals from whom the children sought the affection that the aunts couldn’t or wouldn’t provide. “Animals”, Hector would write in his second novel, “accepted the world as it was and made the best of it, and children […] lived in worlds of their own making.” Cats, of course, but also tortoises and rabbits, mice and birds, including a rook whose snapping beak, as Ethel fed it bread and milk, terrified her younger brother. The sole dog, a retriever, was, oddly, Aunt Augusta’s own pet, which she kept chained in an outhouse for the eight years of his short life, unwalked and unloved.

The Houdan cockerel, with its tuft of punkish feathers, was, Ethel thought, “Hector’s shadow”. So close did the chicken and Hector become that the boy petted it as he might a puppy, feeding it from his hand until the day when, injured in the leg, the animal had to be killed, its neck presumably wrung by a gardener. The injury had been minor and could have been cured by a skilled vet, but the expense was unthinkable. Animals were a deep but impermanent repository for a young boy’s affections. “No one but myself”, Ethel wrote later, “knew what Hector felt at the loss of the bird.”13 The aunts were never to know. Feelings such as that were forbidden. Aunt Augusta’s dog died, too, of a tumour.

Ethel insisted that Hector was mainly docile, but something impish, even demonic, lurked. The ravenous beasts of his fiction, and the comic attitude to death, are both present and correct in the limerick he wrote at eight years old:

She was a young girl called O’brien
Who sang Sunday-school hymns to a lion;
Of this lady there’s some
In the lion’s tum-tum
And the rest is an angel in Zion.

Sickly, precocious, imaginatively disobedient, he hardly seemed a young pillar of Empire in the making. Aged about eight, he blithely suggested to a neighbour, not long after reading a book on ancient history, that her daughter was “enjoying all kinds of debauchery”.14 Even in childhood he was political, or made a feint at politics, going with his sister to a local public house to hear the results of the 1880 general election, which returned William Gladstone to power. The triumphant local MP was Newton Wallop, eldest son of the Earl of Portsmouth, and a Liberal. Hector, at ten, was a sworn supporter of the Conservative candidate, Sir Robert Carden, and would not alter his political allegiance in adulthood.

The Munro family were dyed-in-the-wool Conservatives. The Liberal reforms of the British Army were unpopular both among the military and among supporters of the British East India Company, which was dissolved in 1874, a year before Benjamin Disraeli purchased nearly half the shares in the Suez Canal. In 1877 he proclaimed Queen Victoria Empress of India, while Gladstone’s Liberal Party had a reputation for strong opposition to imperialism, yet to be reversed by his taking control of Egypt in 1882. But all this lay beyond the high walls and closed windows of Broadgate Villa, which was an empire unto itself, and not without its own small revolutions against the oppressors. Childhood, shorn of parental love, had suffered from the slow drip of boredom, the lack of intellectual outlet, the perpetual promise of temper-loss, and the sheer solitude of sickliness.

Ethel’s earliest memory of Hector was lit by fire. The little boy chased her and Charlie round and around the table, bearing aloft a hearth-brush that he had set alight in the nursery grate. “I’m God!” he shouted. “I’m going to destroy the world.”15

[image: A drawing by a child of a severe woman preaching to a lion near a palm tree, above a handwritten limerick; the lion is then shown slinking away.]
Written and illustrated by Hector, aged eight.



The Ferret

On 26 November 1950, Philip Larkin wrote to his lover Monica Jones: “Saki says that youth is like hors d’oeuvres: you are so busy thinking of the next courses you don’t notice it. When you’ve had them, you wish you’d had more hors d’oeuvres.”16 Larkin was twenty-eight, although the allusion to the author he loved sounds world-weary. The quote he had remembered was from “Reginald at the Carlton”, in which a man far younger than twenty-eight finds a typically florid way of saying that youth is wasted on the young: “Hors d’oeuvres have always a pathetic interest for me. They remind me of one’s childhood that one goes through, wondering what the next course is going to be like – and during the rest of the menu one wishes one had eaten more of the hors d’oeuvres.”

One of Hector’s closest friends said of him that “he always remained youthful”. If the few photographs are anything to go by, this was a matter of manner rather than looks. Hector himself said, “there is one thing I care for and that is youth”, although he could have meant appreciating the youth of others.17 The most famous literary creations of his era would jettison ageing, from Dorian Gray to Peter Pan and Saki’s own adolescent anti-heroes. “To have reached thirty”, says one, “is to have failed in life”, a quip that, on reflection, proves no quip at all, in its haunting prophecy of a generation whom bullets would rob of senescence, the lads who would “die in their glory and never be old”.

This is the first of the innumerable paradoxes that snare his biographers, for the youth that he clung to was a misery even by Victorian standards. Uneaten food was presumably forbidden in Broadgate Villa, or appeared again at breakfast time. But these were hors d’oeuvres which any child would wish speedily over, and which any adult writer would be pleased to have left behind, grateful only for the literary stimulation. Hector, perhaps, loved youth because his own had been knocked out of him. Aunts are as capable as parents of fucking you up, but his stories would have their revenge, by and by.

The unhappy childhoods of “Empire orphans” were literary fodder for a generation of writers, divided from a parent in infancy by an impenetrable stretch of water and time, and taking refuge in a world of their own. P. G. Wodehouse, after two years in Hong Kong, was returned to England and handed into the care of a nanny, whom he found nice enough. Rudyard Kipling in contrast, sent from Bombay to Portsmouth at the age of five, would leave a permanent and lacerating record of childhood in his story “Baa Baa Black Sheep”. He claimed to have used up so much hatred on the cruel woman in whose care he was placed that none was left for others in his life.

Hector had some to spare. In his fiction, children or animals, sometimes in collusion, usually get the better of adults, and the adults are often aunts. Hector Munro cared for anyone with humour and imagination, and these were qualities that for him bound children and animals together. (“To get on with animals you must have a sense of humour.”) Many of his stories were written in vengeance for a childhood that had wounded him. Conversely, in their vengeance rests their compassion, offered to those whose imagination and promise are liberated from the tight grip of the cruelly respectable. The misery of forbidden pleasures, of being pronounced sickly or simply “in disgrace” by earthbound and hypocritical adults, remained with him to an unusual degree; he retained vivid memories of the indignities and powerlessness of infancy and of a child’s capacity for despair and exultation.

He also retained the child’s-eye view of justice and atonement, even when he was well embarked on his literary career. Success did not rid him of childhood’s grudges. In “The Penance”, published by a middle-aged Hector in 1910, three children, two boys and a girl, their parents away in India, enact vengeance on a neighbour who has killed their cat by stealing his daughter and dangling her above the pigsty.

“You killed our cat” […]

“I’m very sorry I did.” […]

“We shall be very sorry when we’ve killed Olivia,” said the girl, “but we can’t be sorry till we’ve done it.”

Olivia is dropped into the muck and slime of the pigsty, and the children agree to save her from suffocation only by extorting a promise that her father will stand in a white sheet by the cat’s grave, holding a candle, and saying, “I’m a miserable Beast.” The Munro siblings were permitted to carry out in fiction what they never were in life.

In 1914, when Aunt Augusta was long dead and Aunt Tom was dying, Hector would publish “The Lumber Room”, a vivid map to a child’s imagination. He had bided his time; it was decades since he himself, like Nicholas in the story, had been “in disgrace”, but the humiliation still rankled. Nicholas, left behind as a punishment while other children are at the seaside, is forbidden the gooseberry garden, although “he felt perfectly capable of being in disgrace and in a gooseberry garden at the same moment”. To amuse himself he steals the key to the lumber room, a world of broken furniture and abandoned belongings that is for him a dusty treasure trove, a sculpture garden of enchantment. An Indian tapestry is full of story and adventure. Tiny goblins, carved in brass, are found in a scented wooden box. Meanwhile, his aunt, a figure of dishonest piety and creative vindictiveness, has fallen into a water tank, and Nicholas refuses to fetch a ladder, accusing her of being the devil: “you may be the Evil One tempting me to be disobedient”. Most of Saki’s young reject the angelic in favour of goblins
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