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To G. St. G. T. A.
and the world he loved



I have eaten your bread and salt,

I have drunk your water and wine,

The deaths ye died I have watched beside,

And the lives that ye led were mine.

Was there aught that I did not share

In vigil or toil or ease,

One joy or woe that I did not know,

Dear hearts across the seas?

I have written the tale of our life

For a sheltered people’s mirth,

In jestering guise – but ye are wise,

And ye know what the jest is worth.





Rudyard Kipling, the dedication in Departmental Ditties
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PREFACE TO NEW EDITION

In December 1975 I was travelling in India when I received a cable from my publisher in England. Plain Tales from the Raj, published two months earlier, had rocketed into the bestseller list and was vying with Sir Edward Heath’s Sailing for top place in the charts.

A quarter-century on and Plain Tales from the Raj continues to find new readers. Critics have argued that the reason for its popularity is an unhealthy nostalgia for a lost British Empire, but the book sells well not only in Britain but also in India and other parts of the Commonwealth, with young people as its main readership. The fact is that British India has ceased to be politics and is now history, as fit a subject to be chronicled as the Romans in Britain or the Mughals in India. This was not always the case. For the first quarter of a century after India and Pakistan won their independence in 1947, the British Raj (as British rule in India was known locally) was routinely damned. I recall, as an extreme example, one review of Plain Tales from the Raj in the United States which likened the British in India to the Nazis in Occupied Europe. This hostile view was, in part, a very necessary reaction – particularly within those newly decolonised countries seeking to rediscover national identities. But in the process those associated with colonial rule took on the role of scapegoats, to be vilified as racist oppressors, to be mocked as figures of fun.

Plain Tales from the Raj helped to change those simplistic attitudes – not by glorifying or mythologising the Raj but by allowing voices that had been silent to speak for themselves. It restored a sense of proportion to our view of the British in India. An institution was humanised and revealed itself to be made up of many constituent parts, some negative and damaging, others positive and beneficial. Yes, the British Raj was a self-serving exercise in throwing national weight about – but it was also about people and the gambles they took with their lives, their interaction with other cultures and the subsequent cross-fertilisation which continues to affect us to this day. It is at this human level that Plain Tales has an important story to tell.

It began as a BBC radio series and the brainchild of one man, the BBC radio producer Michael Mason. Over a period that has been called the ‘golden age’ of radio broadcasting Mason devised and produced some of BBC Radio’s most original and imaginative programmes. However, the powers that were within that organisation considered the British Empire a subject of little interest to listeners, and Mason had to fight long and hard before his project – a radio series based on the taped reminiscences of British men and women who had lived in India during British rule – was finally accepted. The initial radio series Plain Tales from the Raj was, I believe, his masterpiece and is now regarded as a radio classic. When first broadcast in 1974 it touched a chord with the listening public in a quite remarkable way. It also revealed what had long been overlooked; that you have only to scratch the surface of an average British family to find any number of links with India or other corners of the world where forebears went to try their luck in one form or another: Uncle Fred who served in India with the Buffs during the War, Great Auntie Nora who was a missionary in China, or a great-grandfather who sailed clippers round the Cape.

It was my good luck to attend Michael Mason, as a chela to his guru, serving my apprenticeship as an oral historian by being sent out with a bulky tape-recorder to interview ‘survivors’ of the British Raj in their homes, former koi-hais and memsahibs whose collective experiences Mason would winnow, sift and blend together for his radio programmes – and which, subsequently, I would draw upon for this book. In this process we were advised by three wise men: Evan Charlton, himself a BBC man but also a former editor of the Calcutta Statesman; Sir Penderel Moon, ex-Indian Civil Service (ICS) but a noted thorn in the flesh of the British administration in India; and Philip Mason, another member of the ‘heaven-born’ but also a historian with the common touch (to understand the ICS read The Men Who Ruled India and to understand the Indian Army read A Matter of Honour). Philip Mason was kind enough to write an Introduction to the first edition to this book. It is a gem among introductions and is reproduced here unchanged.

These were the men who shaped Plain Tales from the Raj, but the real progenitors of both radio programmes and book were our ‘survivors’. Very few are with us today but in 1974 all had sharp, vivid memories. This was how I described them then:



Widely separated by age, rank, occupation, geography and personal character, these Survivors all share the experience of British India in the twentieth century. In this sense they are representatives of their age. Accordingly, I have not always identified quotations where commonly expressed attitudes or experiences are given. Similarly, whether well known or relatively unknown, I have referred to my Survivors in the text as they were then. Brief details of their careers and distinctions may be found in the appended biographical notes.

In structure this anthology follows the general experience of the great majority of its contributors, most of whom were born at the turn of this century, many into the India of Curzon and Minto, with forebears whose service in India already stretched back a hundred years and more. Exiled from India as children, they returned as adults – together with the newcomers to India – after the Great War, which stands as a divide between the old imperial India of the Edwardian age and the newly self-conscious India of the 1920s. They grew to their maturity in the inter-war years and saw the Raj through to its decline and sudden end with their late middle-age.

Not all these Survivors fit this pattern. Some were already in India as adults long before the First World War: Claude Auchinleck, whose father fought in the Indian Mutiny and who himself rose to preside over the bisection of the Indian Army, came out in 1903; H. T. Wickham joined the Indian police in the Punjab in 1904; Kenneth Warren followed family footsteps into Assam as a tea-planter in 1906. Outdating them all is Mrs Grace Norie – ninety-nine years old at the time of writing – who was born in Roorkee in 1876 and retired to England in 1919 – only one year after the youngest Survivor represented here was born. Young and old, in India they lived out their lives – as we all do – without self-conscious regard to their times and the great events that shaped them – and this is how I have presented them. It is not a romantically idealised picture; the speakers themselves have been remarkably frank and self-critical – and yet, when told about it ‘warts and all’, I for one find their Raj no less impressive.

Charles Allen, London, October 1999






INTRODUCTION

PHILIP MASON

It is now nearly thirty years since the partition and independence of India. That means that any Briton who was once accustomed to drinking the toast of the King-Emperor is likely to be over fifty. Two generations have grown up in Britain who have no first-hand knowledge of the life their countrymen lived in that strangely alien part of the Crown’s dominions, not even that second-hand knowledge from brothers, sisters and cousins that was once widespread. It was therefore an admirable idea of the BBC’s to record on tape the memories of as many as possible of the survivors.

There have, it is true, been quite a few books in the last fifteen years which attempt to reconstruct some aspect of British life in India. But most of those that have come my way have had their origin in a post-graduate thesis; they are usually heavily tied to written sources – and such sources tend to recount the breaks in routine, whereas it is the everyday detail that is so fascinating to a later generation. ‘Strange encounter with a bandicoot’ will go in the memoir-writer’s chapter heading but what we really want to know is what he had for breakfast. Nor have the kind of books I am thinking of always been written with much concern for the general reader. A most distinguished member of my former service once remarked with dry realism: ‘No one will ever read anything that I write unless he is paid to.’ And some of the recent academic books have been rather like that.

Charles Allen’s pot-pourri from the conversations he recorded with survivors of the Empire – I cannot bring myself to use the expression ‘Raj’ of which the BBC are so enamoured – has come down firmly on the side of being readable rather than pedantic. I am sure this is right. The purpose of his book is to give the general reader some feeling of the flavour of a life that has gone for ever. A serious historian can go to the tapes themselves where he will identify each remark in its context. And in the same spirit I think he is right to use what he calls ‘basic’ spelling of Indian words rather than be phonetically accurate. I was taught Urdu at Oxford by a most accomplished linguist who hated the use of English words in Indian languages and prided himself on the accuracy of his pronunciation. He was an examiner in Urdu (and other languages) and it was said that he once found himself sitting at lunch at the Naini Tal Club next to a subaltern whom he had that morning failed in Urdu. He wanted a tomato but there is no word for tomato of Arabic, Persian or Sanscritic origin so he used an expression of the purest linguistic respectability meaning ‘a round red fruit that grows on a small plant not a tree’ and the khidmatgar was puzzled. ‘Can I help you, sir?’ asked the subaltern politely. ‘Want a tomato? Oh, yes, I see. Boy! Tamata lao.’ And of course it came at once.

This book would have been less readable if it had been arranged by provinces or periods – although either method would have been more helpful to a historian. Arranged, as it is, by subjects, it has to blur the differences between different parts of India and different periods. And the very fact that Charles Allen was so successful at getting the confidence of the people he talked to has encouraged them, talking at their unbuttoned ease, to utter generalities that they would not have put in writing. We, who served in a particular district at a particular moment, are bound to grumble at something; it wasn’t, we are bound to say at some point, like that in my time and in my province. For example, I am astonished to find someone saying that many posts in the police were reserved for Anglo-Indians. I don’t think there was one Anglo-Indian in the police in Bareilly, a fairly average UP district. It is asserted that it was a rule of pig-sticking never to hunt alone – and I remember one of my first commissioners who maintained that hunting a pig alone when in camp was the cream of the sport. I am shocked to hear of a memsahib who allowed a sweeper to handle bacon which she meant to eat – but I suppose we were more infected by Hindu prejudice than most.

None the less, I think this book, in which most of the talking is done by people who were actually there, gives a total effect much more like the India we knew than any of the more learned productions I have referred to. It is sometimes a trifle Turneresque – but then Rail, Steam and Speed is alive, while a drawing of a locomotive in a shed by a mechanical engineer is likely to be dead.

Apart from details, the aspect in which this picture differs most from my own experience is in regard to the lives of women. No doubt there were many who did find life dull; perhaps it is inevitable that those I remember best should be those who always found plenty to do. I recall for instance one formidable old lady – she seemed old in those days – who after her morning ride and her inspection of the stables and the garden, the cook-house and the cook, would then be off to her maternity centre and child welfare clinic in the city and would fit in a purdah party for Indian ladies before her dinner party for the brigadier. She told the cook exactly what to do; she saw that his pans were properly scoured and the kitchen table scrubbed; she inspected the dishcloths. She told me that when the camping season began, the first thing to start was the cold weather stock-pot – a huge iron pot into which must go a hare, a duck, a quail, a snipe and a partridge; it travelled from camp to camp every other day in a bullock cart and it must be brought to a simmer every day – and she must see it simmer, just as she saw the water boiled and the cow milked. She had done twenty-five Hot Weathers in the plains – and I silently resolved that my still problematical wife should not! She really was the platonic idea of a memsahib. And another, who always comes to mind very elegant in camping or riding clothes, made herself a most accomplished water-colourist and experimented with coloured lino-cuts. And another, an army wife, took as a ruling passion her clinic for soldiers’ wives. But it is odd that so few ladies since Fanny Parks – who was interested in everything – have left lively memoirs.

The life of the British in India, even in 1939, was still Victorian. Clothes had changed, some customs a little, but the framework of life had been settled in the last years of the old Queen. And since it was a country ruled by an official hierarchy, it was socially conservative. Seniority played a big part in promotion and senior officials do not usually undervalue the wisdom that experience has brought them. In social matters they are likely to prefer the standards of their youth and long before the young men of their day have become old enough to change things they too have accepted the standards of their seniors. Of course this was not the same everywhere; Delhi was less behind the times than a provincial capital and broadly speaking the further you went from headquarters the more Victorian survivals you would find. Here and there in the UP in the thirties you might find a little old lady, altogether Indian in features and complexion, a descendant of the Hearseys, the Skinners or the Gardners, heroes of the early days of the Company. She might be ruling two or three villages with feudal autocracy but in her front parlour she would sit among her sofas and antimacassars, modelling herself on the Great Queen. And again, the time-lag was greater with the ICS and the Indian Army than with officers of the British service, who were often more aware of modifications in the social climate in England – but then they seldom stayed in India long enough to have much influence.

The time has come, I think, to look at this fragment of the Victorian world – stranded in time, like a lost world – with some attempt at a more kindly understanding. The Victorians themselves were inclined to be contemptuous of other cultures and often took it for granted that any custom different from their own was wrong or barbarous or even wicked. Today anthropologists have taught us to look more enquiringly at the habits of other people and also of ourselves. What exactly is it that they do, we begin to ask, and why do they do it? What is the effect of this custom on their society and economy? And surely it is with no less sympathy that we should look at fragments of our own past too.

In the fifties, even in the thirties, it was enough to raise a guffaw to mention dressing for dinner in the jungle. But there were three good reasons for keeping up in India a custom which was obsolescent in Esher or Weybridge. For a great part of the year, it was a matter of elementary comfort and cleanliness to change clothes in the evening and, since the bearer, who put them out for you, had nothing like enough to do, it was no more trouble to put on one kind of clothes than another. But there was also the more complex feeling that it was necessary to ‘keep up standards’. This of course did influence us a good deal and it is easy to make fun of it. But there was a good reason. Aldous Huxley, on a tourist’s visit, noticed that many of the inhabitants of India might have sat as models for the old man of Thermopylae who never did anything properly. And in a sense it was by doing things properly – more often at least than most Indians – that the British had established themselves in India and that so few ruled so many with so slight a use of overt force. There was a subconscious awareness of this that involved us in continual effort and expressed itself in all kinds of ways – from insisting on absolute precision in military drill to the punctilious observance of outdated etiquette, or a meticulous insistence on a knife-edge crease to khaki shorts.

The effort was all-pervading and probably more exhausting than we realized at the time. My first responsible job was as sub-divisional magistrate in Bareilly. When I went in to the court room where I was to try cases I saw that the immensely lofty ceiling – perhaps thirty feet high – was draped and festooned with cobwebs – stalactites and stalagmites of cobweb, hanging curtains of cobweb six feet deep. I told the clerk of the court to see that they were removed and he said that of course it should be as I wished. Three days later it was just the same. The court clerk had passed my orders to the nazir, who was a kind of quartermaster to the headquarters of the district. I sent for the nazir; he, too, had passed on the order, to the head messenger. I told him to make sure it was carried out. Three days later, the cobwebs still stirred sluggishly in the increasing heat of March. I sent for the head messenger; he too had duly passed on my order to someone else. It took about a fortnight to reach the final link in the chain of command. This man, I resolved grimly, would have to be punished. But they led in an old, old man, hardly able to walk. He had been a messenger fifty years, on ten rupees a month, and since his pension was only two rupees a month he had been given the job of dusting the court for another two rupees. It would be only the walls of the court he was expected to dust and the furniture; no one but a sweeper could do the floor and messengers were often men of high caste. But even that was beyond him and probably a grandson actually did dust the court for eight annas. Of course, the old man couldn’t be punished, so we found a contractor with ladders and strong young men and made a special occasion of it.

That was the kind of thing that made us a little fussy about doing things properly. But there was another side to it. Most of us – soldiers and civilians alike – had far more responsible jobs than we could have expected at our age anywhere else in the world and off duty – out of our own district, away from the regiment – we were sometimes a trifle irresponsible. Even the ICS played rugger in the ballroom after their annual dinner in Lucknow; two young officers from Delhi who had to wait at a wayside railway station on their way to my Christmas camp in Garhwal passed the time with rifle practice at the insulators on the telegraph posts – but it was outside my district and I conveniently forgot that they had told me. Youthful high spirits often merged subtly into middle-aged eccentricity – both perhaps as a reaction against too much insistence on doing things properly. Eccentricity indeed – as Ian Stephens says in this book – was one of the pillars of the Empire. It was the lubricant that enabled the machine to work. It sprang from confidence; you can afford to be eccentric if you know that you can get away with it and that is why it was common among English aristocrats and Indian bureaucrats. I have perhaps in other books told enough stories about eccentrics in India but I have so often been asked about something to which I merely alluded – the Gambit of the Second Reminder, said to have been an infallible recipe for disobeying the orders of higher authority – that perhaps it should now be released.

Huish Edye, who invented the device, was a determined district officer, well known for his witticisms at the expense of the secretariat. But when he received instructions of a general kind of which he did not approve, he would – he alleged – write an effusive letter to the chief secretary congratulating him on this far-sighted measure but adding in a postscript: ‘Of course I assume this is not meant to apply in this district.’ Warmed by the unexpected tribute, the chief secretary would mildly ask the reason for the exemption. This letter should be left unanswered, and preferably concealed in some unlikely place. The secretariat clerks had precise instructions as to the interval before they should send a reminder; when it elapsed, off would go the first reminder. This Edye would ruthlessly destroy. After the prescribed interval, the secretariat clerks would send the second reminder. The head clerk in the district would be puzzled that he had no first reminder and would feel his professional efficiency aspersed. He would indignantly point out that there had been no first reminder – and he and his colleague in the secretariat office could be trusted – Edye maintained – to argue about that for a couple of years. He cannot really have used the ploy very often but it does illustrate that humorous, confident, essentially aristocratic aspect of British rule in India which sweetened the whole and might not – one suspects – have been so much in evidence if the officials had been French or German or Japanese.

No one who wasn’t there will ever really understand what it was like – but this book may be a step on the way towards understanding.


1

THE SHRINE OF THE ‘BABA-LOG’



She will be zealous in guarding her children from promiscuous intimacy with the native servants, whose propensity to worship at the shrine of the Baba-log is unhappily apt to demoralize the small gods and goddesses they serve … The sooner after the fifth year a child can leave India, the better for its future welfare. One after one the babies grow into companionable children. One after one England claims them, till the mother’s heart and house are left unto her desolate.

MAUD DIVER The Englishwoman in India 1909





‘I grew up in bright sunshine, I grew up with tremendous space, I grew up with animals, I grew up with excitement, I grew up believing that white people were superior.’ Every chota sahib or missy baba whose first years were spent in India would echo such sentiments – be they the sons and daughters of state governors or, as in this instance, the son of a British army corporal. The extra dimensions of India took immediate effect. First memories are of mosquito nets, of ponies rather than prams, of a father ‘killing a snake in my bathroom,’ of ‘nanny getting smallpox’. The youngest in a distinguished line of Napiers, Rosamund Napier, is admonished with, ‘Soldiers’ daughters never cry!’ and the infant John Rivett-Carnac, whose family is mentioned by Kipling, is informed by servants that ‘without doubt the captain’s little son will be an officer in the army’. Their first common image is of ayah.

The figure of the native nurse dominates the ‘Anglo-Indian’* nursery, usually in sari and blouse and ‘covered in nose-rings with bangles on her wrists and ankles: when she was moving about you could hear her a mile off’. Archetypal ayahs are always ‘very gentle, sweet-natured women with beautiful hands, very gentle and beautiful in their movements’. They had their own hierarchy, headed by the Madrassi ayah, the cream of ayahs, mission-educated and thus given ‘a good many civilized ideas’. The virtues of the trained ayah were considerable. ‘They had this capacity to completely identify with the children they looked after,’ explains Vere Birdwood, ‘and it seemed as if they could switch on love in an extraordinary way. They were so dedicated to their work, in a sense so possessive of their children that it was almost impossible for a good ayah to yield up her charge even for a few hours.’ One such paragon was Lewis Le Marchand’s ayah in South India:



She was very fat and Madrassi and very, very oily about the hair. Her toes were quite enormous and cracked like dry wickets that had had the sun on them for a few days. If the day chokidar didn’t give me another biscuit with my early morning tea or if there was any sort of trouble, I used to go to her and she usually managed to solve it. I didn’t know her name; I called her ayah. Sometimes, being a fairly naughty boy, I would anger her, but she’d never show it. She’d turn her back and go and sit down cross-legged on the floor of the verandah and take out her knitting, and the more I called her or the more I was naughty or rude, the more she ignored me, until finally I would come along and say, ‘Ayah, I’m sorry,’ and then all would be well.

Ayah ministered after me during the day and very often during the evening, but it was mother’s privilege – heaven knows why – to bath me and put me to bed. Ayah used to wait and, if necessary, sleep outside the doors of her children’s rooms, lying down outside on the mat until such time as my mother would come along and say, ‘You can go, ayah, little master’s asleep.’





Ayah was the open door through which contact with India was made. ‘One of the most charming things I’ve ever seen,’ declares Reginald Savory, ‘was the ayah squatting down on her haunches on the verandah with a little child, saying their rhymes together. Most of them they had translated into a kind of curious Anglo-Indian patois. There was “Pussy-cat, pussycat where have you been? I’ve come out from under the Ranee’s chair”. Another one was “Humpti-tumpti gir giya phat”. Then there was “Mafti-mai”: Muffety mother was eating her curds and whey on the grass …’ There were also the Urdu songs and rhymes that ayahs sang to put their charges to sleep and which many never forgot: ‘Roti, makan, chini, chota baba nini’ [Bread, butter, sugar, little baby sleep] and:







	Talli, talli badja baba,
	Clap, clap hands baby,



	Ucha roti schat banaya.
	They make good bread in the market.



	Tora mummy kido.
	Give some to your mummy.



	Tora daddy kido.
	Give some to your daddy.



	Jo or baki hai.
	What is left over



	Burya ayah kido.
	Give to your old ayah.




As well as nursery rhymes there were the stories that began ‘Ecco burra bili da …’ [There was a large cat then] and, for older children, tales that took a more sinister turn. John Rivett-Carnac remembers a story about a leg-eater which lived under one’s bed, and if a small boy got out of bed the leg-eater snapped off his leg. We were terrified of getting out of bed and once we’d been put to bed we stayed there. The other story was about an old man of the wood, black and hairy, who used to come from the jungle into small children’s bedrooms and tickle them to death. This proved even more frightening than the leg-eaters and one evening we got so terrified that we leapt from our beds – jumping as far as possible away from the bed so as not to lose our legs – and dashed into the dining room where my parents were having a big dinner party. We took a great deal of persuading to go back to bed.’

More often it was the children who had the upper hand: ‘Ayah would pat us gently until she thought we were asleep and then creep silently to the door, and just as she reached the door we would open our eyes and say, “Ayah!” and she had to come back and pat us again.’

If ayahs had a fault it was that they spoilt their charges, that they never said no. Nor was this lack of discipline confined to ayahs. ‘This is the one thing over which the Indian fell out badly. Because he loved children he was quite incapable of exercising any sort of discipline over them, and therefore children brought up entirely by Indian servants were reputed to be extremely undisciplined.’ There was also the largely unspoken fear – a hangover from Victorian ‘curry and rice’ days – that an ayah would give a child some opium on the tip of her finger to make it go to sleep.

England provided both temporary and final solutions; imported nannies or governesses … and exported children. But before this last drastic step there were the years of temporary reprieve. Outside the nursery a host of followers stood ready to serve and spoil: ‘If nanny or mummy was busy, one of the Indian manservants was detailed to look after us, which meant that he would devote the whole of his time to entertaining us, to making sandpies or whatever it was that we were doing, and this of course was simply wonderful because boredom was completely eliminated from our lives.’ Indian servants had the capacity ‘to become children at the time they were playing with children’, and to forget their own differences. Radclyffe Sidebottom recalls seeing his ‘six foot four Pathan bearer and the sweeper, who was of a different religion, each carrying a child on his shoulders, with the sweeper chasing the Pathan round the drawing room’.

Outside the bungalow there was the compound and yet more followers. Nancy Foster, the youngest of three sisters, remembers that ‘the malis, the gardeners, were always getting into difficulties with my parents for coming and helping us build houses in trees or set up a bazaar or to make wreaths from flowers that they would never normally think of picking – or perhaps for pulling up vegetables and bringing them to us to sell in mock bazaars’. There was also the man at the gate: ‘The dewan was perhaps one of our greatest friends and he used to join us in our games whenever he possibly could. One of the games that we used to have again and again was collecting various flowers and making up a brew and dyeing things, and he joined in to such an extent that he let us have all his clothes and his white uniform, which was dyed yellow – and he got into great trouble for this.’

When the children ventured beyond the compound there were eager escorts, as Nancy Vernede remembers from her childhood in Allahabad: ‘The syce was probably the servant I knew best, because I used to ride my pony every day. All I really did was either walk or trot or canter slowly up and down the road outside our house while the syce either walked or jogged along by my side. I think we carried on a non-stop conversation. I learnt nearly all my languages from him and he was one of my best friends.’

For the baba-log language was the least of barriers: ‘We used to talk to our servants in Hindustani. In fact most children learnt Hindustani before they learnt English.’ Adults had their reasons for wishing their children to speak to Indians in their own language: ‘My parents always told the servants to speak to us in their own language,’ explains Nancy Vernede, ‘partly so that we could learn the language, and partly because they didn’t want us to keep the chee-chee English accent, a singsong accent rather like Welsh which I believe originated from the original missionaries in India who were Welsh and were the first people to teach English.’

For all the familiarity and affection there remained ‘a friendly barrier between us and the servants’, so that ‘you were always treated with respect. You were called little master and you just took it for granted.’ The chota sahib, in particular, enjoyed a special status: ‘In talking to a small English boy the Indian servants used to use the same word that they themselves used when speaking to an old man, particularly a religious old man or a saddhu.’ Not surprisingly, such respect led to abuse. The young George Carroll remembers ruefully how he kicked his chaprassi, an ex-soldier who had served with Lord Roberts at Kandahar, ‘just to show that I was master’. Being born of the sahib-log had given him strange notions: ‘I remember my utter disappointment when I learnt that the great Queen Victoria, who was known as the Great White Queen to all Indians, was not omnipotent and she could not, of her own will, order any person to be shot or killed or hanged.’

For John Rivett-Carnac this early deference ‘made me have a great opinion of myself. There were many servants and orderlies who treated me as if I was an adult, with the same respect as they treated my father. The result was that I got a very great idea of my own importance, so much so that in later life it never crossed my mind that I could be killed or be in any danger from an Indian.’ Even when playing the chota sahib could not forget his privileged status: ‘Games were rigged so that we always won,’ recalls Terence ‘Spike’ Milligan, whose first years were spent in the Poona military cantonments. If the games were not rigged the results were always the same: ‘Even though I had a fine hockey stick from Timothy Whites, the English stores in Poona, they would win the game with a stick taken out of a tree. They beat me at everything – yet I never thought of anything else except the Indians being inferior. I was born to believe that we were the top people.’

But even subordinates had rights and chief among them was caste, as the young Joan Allen discovered when she attempted to water her garden: ‘Outside the gardener’s hut I saw a nice little earthenware bowl so I picked it up. The mali came rushing out of his hut and he was furious. He picked this bowl out of my hands and dashed it to the ground. This was his bowl, and by touching it I had made it untouchable for him, and so he broke it.’

Other restrictions had also to be observed. Neither parents nor children would think of entering the servants’ quarters without warning or permission. The native bazaar was also out of bounds and was thus a constant source of fascination to all European children, as Deborah Dring asserts:



Our parents always thought we’d catch something if we went down to the bazaar. But my brothers and I always looked upon the bazaar as being too exciting. All those lovely stalls covered with sticky sweets and silver paper and piles of fruit and those little flares they lit, the old boys sitting stitching clothes or boiling things in huge dekshis. I’ll never forget the smell – partly a very strong spice, an incensy smell – and all the heat and the movement and the people and the colour. There was a little temple which had rows and rows of little brass bells all round. If you were a good Hindu you jingled all the bells as you passed, and I remember thinking, ‘Now that’s marvellous! If only I could go past and jangle a few bells.’ But no, the bazaar was a forbidden land when I was a child.





Daily routines were always well established. The children woke early to the sound of crows, had their chota hazri – a banana, perhaps, or a glass of fruit juice – and took morning exercise. Prams were soon abandoned. Instead: ‘You were placed in a saddle which had a ring round it so you couldn’t fall out, and you were led by a syce and taken out for a walk.’ After an hour’s ride there was a bath and a change of clothes – a complicated process if you were a girl. ‘White starchy petticoats, white starchy knickers, starchy cotton frock, all of which were pulled up on tapes round one’s neck and were so hot. Hats made of cotton or muslin which were starched and then hauled up like a mob cap on a string to fit over your topee. When they got the slightest bit damp they flopped all over your face.’

Breakfast was taken with one’s parents, often on the verandah or under a shady tree. The older children started lessons and the younger ones played in the garden until it got too hot. Out with the sun came – invariably – the topee: ‘We were never allowed out in the sun without a topee on our heads, and we were very severely punished if we forgot our topees. They were very pretty, but very uncomfortable.’

A light lunch would be taken early and then, after a long siesta, more dressing up; ‘It didn’t matter how hot it was in the afternoons,’ continues Nancy Foster, ‘we were always changed into white, frilly dresses, usually starched with big sashes. Very pretty but intolerable in the heat. In the morning we were allowed to have our hair screwed up in a bun on the top of our heads for coolness, but for some reason in the afternoons we had to have our hair hanging down over our shoulders and very well brushed and this was very hot indeed. We were full of envy of the little Indian children running about with almost nothing on.’

At tea time one’s father might be expected to put in an appearance, to ‘collapse into a chair which had legs sticking out and a cane bottom and put his feet up and savour a cup of tea and anchovy on buttered toast, before changing and going off to the club to play his game of squash or tennis’. If the children went out to tea they took their own milk ‘because nobody trusted any other mother to boil the milk properly. Everyone was very germ conscious because of typhoid and dysentery and all the various things you could catch. So all the children used to go out to tea with their bottles of milk wrapped in tissue paper.’ The milk usually came from the nursery cow which, in Iris Portal’s household, ‘was brought round to the verandah every morning by the gai-wallah. He used to milk it in front of our Scottish nanny who was supposed to watch over the milking to make sure first, that his hands were clean and secondly, that he didn’t put water in the milk.’

If the children lived up-country and the station was large enough, tea might be taken at its focal point. ‘We generally used to meet other children at the club. Most English clubs in India had very good gardens so all our nannies used to like going there and chin-wagging to each other outside the club.’ In smaller stations the children might well have only adult company. ‘I think the nearest European child must have been twenty miles away,’ remembers Joan Allen, the only daughter of an indigo planter, ‘with another about thirty miles away. It was very, very seldom that we met. One was a little boy who was about four when I was about nine, and yet I used to be frightfully pleased when he came over and played with me.’ Similarly, there were other children, the sons and daughters of forest officers, perhaps, or of those whose jobs took them deep into the mofussil, who grew up as close to nature as any latter-day Mowgli. John Rivett-Carnac grew up in the jungles of Bengal, surrounded by wild animals: ‘We ran completely wild, climbing trees, shooting small birds, looking for birds’ nests and seeing how far into the forest we could go. We used to set traps for wild cats at night with a hill boy from a jungle tribe who helped to look after us and taught us jungle lore. He showed us what was dangerous and what was not. We used to get a lot of fun turning stones over for dangerous snakes, which we killed.’

Although snakes presented no major threat to Europeans in India, they had still to be avoided. A pet mongoose often helped. Another well-established manner of ridding oneself of snakes was snake-charming. Lewis Le Marchand remembers how a king cobra was once observed under his father’s office and a snake-charmer sent for: ‘I can remember the fellow playing this extraordinary flute instrument for hour after hour after hour. This went on for several days but nothing happened and the servants would say, “Oh, yes, it will happen, we’ll get him out.” Then finally this huge snake, a hamadryad probably about six feet long, was piped out, literally, from its lair underneath my father’s office. It came out swaying to the music and by that time my father and his assistant were both there with 12-bore guns and despatched it.’

A much greater threat to European children was rabies. ‘We were never allowed to stroke dogs; there was always the fear of rabies. For a long time we weren’t allowed to have dogs because of this.’ Sometimes the fear became a reality. F. C. Hart was five when he was bitten: ‘This dog came into our house one morning while I was having breakfast and bit me on the shin under the table. Later in the afternoon it returned and attacked my younger brother, biting him rather severely. Eventually the dog was killed and found to have rabies. We were immediately ordered up to the only Pasteur Institute in India, at Kasauli in the Simla hills, and we left that night. This was a distance of about four hundred miles.’ Treatment lasted three weeks and involved a course of very long hypodermic syringes driven into the stomach. Even then the Hart family’s troubles were far from over. On the day before he was due to leave hospital the younger boy was asked to stay on another night: ‘That night the nurses had some custard pudding for their dinner and, liking my brother, they asked him if he would have some. Being a child he said yes, so they gave him some pudding and some also to the little girl who was in the bed alongside his. That night fourteen nurses and these two children died of Asiatic cholera.’

Disease and death were a constant preoccupation: ‘There were many, many sights that you never forgot. The armless and legless beggars and the lepers. You would see them and your servant would take you away.’ Sometimes you could not be shielded, as in the year of the world influenza epidemic, when Vere Birdwood rode to school in Simla with the roadside ditches full of unburied corpses: ‘I had a syce of about nineteen of whom I was very fond and we used to chat as we went along the Simla roads to school, and then one day I heard that he had been struck down and, two days later, he was dead. In a strange way the piled-up corpses meant much less to me than the death of my syce.’

Diversions came at regular intervals with the festivals, both Indian and British. ‘We loved the Indian festivals,’ says Nancy Foster. ‘Some were very frightening, like the Holi festivals in which we were never allowed to join. We used to watch from the top of the house, rather fascinated but rather frightened. Some of the goddesses were beautiful, some were terrible. We used to ride out on our ponies and watch them being made in the villages from wire and straw and clay, very cleverly and beautifully modelled. I think the only one that put any terror into us was Kali. We never liked Kali, she was grotesque in our eyes, but the others were very beautiful.’ As well as the spring festival of Holi there was the Mohammedan festival of Mohurram, originally a festival of mourning, but to Deborah Dring and her sisters more in the nature of a carnival: ‘We looked forward to the Mohurram far more than Christmas or Easter. Men used to come gambolling into our garden dressed up as horses and do a most extraordinary dance in front of our house. They used to give us sweets – which was absolutely forbidden – which we used to eat. It seemed quite the most perfect festival.’ After the Rains came Diwali, the festival of light, when the children copied the servants and ‘lit lights in little clay dishes with oil in them and a twist of cotton, and placed these lights on the gateways, along the walls, along the sides of the houses, windows, steps, anywhere’.

Christmas was heralded with catalogues from the big Calcutta emporia, the Army and Navy Stores, Whiteaway’s and Laidlaw’s, Hall and Anderson’s. Best of all, from the young Spike Milligan’s point of view, was the big Army and Navy catalogue:



It used to arrive three months before Christmas which was just enough time for you to rush through it and order things for Christmas. A large part was devoted to the military services and I remember this complete page of how to go on a military picnic. There was the tent and there was a gentleman opposite with this picnic outfit on, which consisted of shorts, gaiters up to the knee, boots and a topee. There was a lady with a hat and a great net over her face to stop the mosquitoes, with two children likewise garbed. And then there was a series of stools, one made very large to take the bustle of the lady. And there was a servant’s tent, much smaller and inferior, with a hole in the side through which you could shout, ‘I want so and so!’

I found it more interesting to look through this book than the Boy’s Own Annual. I used to mark with a red pencil all the toy soldiers I wanted and then on Christmas morning there would be a parcel from the Army and Navy Stores with the band of the Royal Marines in a red box, all with blue and white helmets, a box of Cameron Highlanders charging and Arab horsemen at the gallop.





Attempts to reproduce an English Christmas were rarely a success. In Western India Father Christmas arrived on a camel, elsewhere, on an elephant. In the railway communities he very often came on a loco engine. In the bigger stations there would be picnics and, of course, fancy dress parties, but the one local Christmas tradition that suited India perfectly was the Christmas Camp: ‘The Christmas we liked best of all was when we used to go up into the jungle camping with my father. We used to go out on the elephants and watch the shooting, and we’d camp and fish. That was the best Christmas present.’

Camps were a feature of the cold weather, as were the tours undertaken by a great many fathers in their official duties. Touring in the days before the widespread use of motorcars had a leisurely pace of its own, as Iris Portal recalls from her own childhood:



I can remember the sun just rising, pink on the huge, great plain and being wrapped up in a quilted Rajput dressing-gown and put into the cart pulled by two ponies called Peter and Polly, while my parents rode. We proceeded slowly along because the camp kit had to be put on camels. We had a special nursery camel and the man who drove it had a red puggaree, and there was a terrible day when the nursery camel fell down and everything was broken.

An advance party would have struck a few tents for us at the next stopping place and we would get there in time for a late breakfast. Then my father would set up his table for petitions and we would be turned out with our toys to play among the tents, with nanny keeping an eye on us – although she and my mother also did a lot of first aid and medical work for villagers who came in. We were always told not to slide down the tents but, of course, it was a great temptation to scramble up part of the tent flap and come sliding down.

I can remember watching my father sitting under a tree with this crowd of petitioners around him and thinking what an important person he must be because he had all these people standing round the table. But it was the simplest thing, just a tree in the middle of an open plain and a wooden table underneath it, and that was how a district officer did his job in those days.

Towards the end of the day he and mother would go out with a
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