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Preface: Blowing the Family Trumpet

Immodest as it sounds, I was born to write this book. My most formative years were spent in an India not so far removed from Rudyard Kipling’s as the place and time might suggest – Assam and Bihar in the 1940s. The Just So Stories and The Jungle Book were real to me to a degree denied most children: I suffered malaria, dhobi itch and snakes in the bathroom; I rode elephants, played on tiger skins, was spoiled rotten by servants unstinting in their affection, watched my father dispense justice on the verandah, was lulled to sleep under mosquito nets by my ayah to the creak and swish of the punkah and the howling of jackals. Like the boy Ruddy, I became an orphan of the Raj, cast out of Paradise at an early age and seemingly abandoned by my parents in an alien land among unknown people, although in my case they were my paternal grandparents, who themselves had been born in India and had gone through the same cycle – as, indeed, had my parents.

At my grandparents’ home in East Sussex I grew up surrounded by Kiplingiana. Hanging among the watercolours of Simla and the Himalayan foothills in the dining room were two of ten plaster plaques made by John Lockwood Kipling for his son to illustrate the first edition of Kim. One I remember was of the Pathan horse-trader Mahbub Ali who befriends the boy Kim and initiates him into the ‘Great Game’; the other of the old Sikh soldier identified as ‘the Ressaldar’. Just outside the dining room stood a garishly painted chest bearing an inscription which declared it to be the property of J. L. Kipling, made for him by his students at the Mayo School of Art and Industry in Lahore. In my grandfather’s library an entire shelf was packed with Kipling first editions, many carrying inscriptions on the title page with the author’s name crossed out in black ink and signed with the initials ‘R. K.’ – among them a nondescript tome with dull olive-green covers which I’m told is one of half a dozen surviving copies of the first edition of Plain Tales from the Hills.

As I grew older I became more aware of the Kipling connection. Two of the oil paintings in my grandfather’s house were of his father, always spoken of as ‘Sir George’. One was painted in 1851 before his departure for India and showed a dandified twenty-one-year-old at a game of cricket; the other, painted half a century later, was of the same man, returned, now a stern, white-whiskered patriarch. The illegitimate son of an Islington solicitor, George Allen had been packed off to India to seek his fortune, which he achieved twice over, initially as a newspaper magnate and then as an industrialist. In the former capacity he gave journalistic employment first of all to John Lockwood Kipling as a special correspondent of the Pioneer in Bombay and subsequently to his sixteen-year-old son as an assistant editor of the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore.

The fortune made by Sir George in India was subsequently lost in India by his youngest son, my grandfather and namesake Charles Allen. ‘C. T.’, as he was always called, was born of Sir George’s second wife, Maud, the daughter of an Indian Civil Service judge and of a very different social class from that of his first wife, a sixteen-year-old seamstress whom George Allen had met on Delhi Ridge in 1857, when both were in fear for their lives. I remember C. T.’s irritation when Charles Carrington’s Rudyard Kipling: His Life and Work was first published in 1955. Carrington’s was the first proper biography of Kipling, but in my grandfather’s view he had been hoodwinked by the playwright Sir Terence Rattigan, who had exaggerated the role played by his barrister grandfather, William Rattigan. Subsequent biographers followed suit, with the result that George Allen was all but written out of the Kipling story. Andrew Lycett’s masterly and monumental life, Rudyard Kipling, published in 1999, restored the balance, placing Allen as primus inter pares in a triumvirate made up of himself, William Rattigan and the Simla banker James Walker, joint owners of the Pioneer and the Civil and Military Gazette.

The George Allen that Rudyard Kipling knew was a somewhat Olympian figure, presiding over an extensive business empire of which his newspaper interests formed only a part, a man with strong political views, used to getting his way and prepared to spend large sums of money to buy the best, whether it was influence, news or journalists. Rudyard Kipling once described Allen as a ‘full mouthed man’, which suggests that he spoke his mind. And although he wrote of loving him and of being willing to do anything for him, yet he lived in awe of him and never felt at ease with him. James Walker, by contrast, was kind-hearted and approachable, as was Mrs Walker, who made something of a pet of the adolescent Kipling whenever he stayed with them in Simla. At that time James Walker was very much the burra sahib in Simla and only slightly less influential than the Viceroy and the Commander-in-Chief, just as George Allen was the burra sahib of Allahabad, the plains city where Rudyard Kipling was based for the last sixteen months of his six and a half years as a working journalist in India.

My grandfather claimed to have played with Rudyard Kipling in Simla in 1884 when he was five and the latter eighteen. But in truth, his contacts with his father’s famous protégé were few. Their last communication took place in 1936, a matter of months before Kipling’s death, when C. T. appealed to him for financial help to keep his old newspaper, the Civil and Military Gazette, going. Three months later Kipling was dead and the CMG passed into the hands of a group of talukdars in Lucknow who ran it into bankruptcy.

After my grandfather’s death in 1958 the Brighton dealers descended, and much of the family’s Kipling material was dispersed. In the process, some vandal worked his way through the Kipling first editions with a razor blade, slicing out the autographed title pages, which rendered them all but valueless. Most of George Allen’s papers had already been lost, either in a shipwreck in 1887 or in the London Blitz, so that from that point on the Kipling connection was effectively severed.

Then fate intervened. In 1974 the distinguished radio producer Michael Mason asked me to work for him on a new oral-history project for BBC Radio 4. Plain Tales from the Raj was eventually broadcast in eleven episodes, and it made an enormous impact. The book that followed was briefly a best-seller and gave me a start as an oral historian. The magic that illuminated the radio series was Mason’s alone, my role being limited to that of researcher and field-interviewer. But in the process of gathering material I travelled the length and breadth of England listening to elderly men and women who had spent most of their working lives in British India. None had known Rudyard Kipling personally, but in many instances their parents had belonged to the generation of sahibs and memsahibs whose lives Kipling had chronicled in his short stories and satirised in his verses. Indeed, some considered Kipling a cad: a vulgar, socially inferior interloper who had abused the Anglo-Indian community’s hospitality by writing about the seamier side of the British Raj (the term ‘Anglo-Indian’ being used by them to describe the British in India, as it is throughout this book). One of my interviewees even assured me that the reason why Kipling could write so well about the borderline between the British and the Indians was because he was ‘eight annas to the rupee’ – a derogatory term for a person of mixed British and Indian ancestry (‘Eurasians’ as they were called then; confusingly, ‘Anglo-Indians’ as they are now). Despite these lingering prejudices the spirit of Kipling invested the radio series, and the knowledge I gained at the feet of Mason and our ‘survivors’ gave me a new and more sympathetic understanding of the British in India. So began a process of learning about India, past and present, that continues to this day.

In 1987 I was lucky enough to be given my head in assembling an anthology of the best of Kipling’s Indian stories. While researching and writing the accompanying text to Kipling’s Kingdom I made two important discoveries: first, that a large corpus of Kipling’s early writing remained unread and awaiting rediscovery, and, secondly, that he wrote as much about Indian India as British India. The notion of writing a biography of Kipling in India and India in Kipling entered my head, and it has taken the best part of two decades to bring that idea to fruition; that I have finally done so is thanks in large part to the encouragement initially of Tim Whiting at Little, Brown, subsequently of his successor Steve Guise.

During my research a great many authorities on Kipling and his India have given me invaluable assistance, directly and indirectly. Among them two stand head and shoulders above the rest: first, the eminent Professor of English at Pomona College, Claremont, California, Thomas Pinney, who has devoted much of his professional life to tracking down and setting in context the letters of Rudyard Kipling; secondly, Andrew Lycett, author of the definitive biography of Rudyard Kipling, referred to above. Scores of biographies, critical studies and literary deconstructions, ancient and modern, have been consulted, and among these I must highlight four as being particularly valuable in cutting paths through the jungle – or the rukh, to use Kipling’s preferred word: Charles Carrington’s pioneering model of how to assemble a ‘life and work’ (with Lord Birkenhead’s suppressed earlier biography Rudyard Kipling, finally published in 1978, serving as a model of how not to go about it); Louis Cornell’s all too slim Kipling in India, published in 1966, which first demonstrated the diversity of Kipling’s early writing and first set it in context; Andrew Rutherford’s scholarly Early Verse by Rudyard Kipling 1879–1889, published in 1986, which showed that in addition to the collected verse, ballads and poems and the supposedly definitive editions authorised by Kipling in his later years, there was a mass of ‘Unpublished, Uncollected and Rarely Collected Poems’ from Kipling’s Indian years; and, lastly, Judith Flanders’s delightful book about the four Macdonald sisters and their families, A Circle of Sisters, published in 2001, which set Rudyard Kipling’s parents Alice Macdonald and John Lockwood Kipling in their social and artistic contexts.

However, all these biographers would be quick to acknowledge the invaluable assistance to their researches provided by that extraordinary band of devotees who make up the backbone of the Kipling Society, and who since 1927 have worked collectively to publish each quarter, in the pages of the Kipling Journal, the latest research into the life and work of Rudyard Kipling. Each generation of members has provided its leading lights: enthusiastic collectors, dogged compilers, learned scholars and meticulous editors united in their devotion to ‘R. K.’. McMunn, Martindale and Harbord are just three of the many names that come up time and again as one thumbs through past copies of the Kipling Journal, runs one’s hand along the shelves of the Kipling Society Library at the City University or scrolls through the New Readers’ Guide on the Society’s scrupulously maintained website: www.kipling.org.uk. However, the present generation of movers and shakers within the Kipling Society merits equal gratitude from those of us who make use of their industry freely given. My thanks, in particular, to (in strictly alphabetical order): Roger Ayers, Sir John Chapple, Sir George Engle, Norman Entract, Emanul Karim, Jane and Sharad Keskar, Lisa Lewis, John McGivering, David Page, John Radcliffe, John Sherwood, John Slater, Mike Smith, John Walker, George Webb and Alasdair Wilson – and my apologies to anyone inadvertently left out.

Two years after the death in 1976 of Kipling’s last surviving child, Mrs Elsie Bambridge, the papers accumulated by her were passed by the National Trust to the University of Sussex, where they were first collated and catalogued by John Burt. Every Kipling scholar knows what riches are there to be pored over in the Library’s Special Collections and what unstinting help is given by its staff, including Karen Watson, Simon Homes and Adam Harwood, under the direction of Fiona Courage, Special Collections Manager. My thanks to them and to the Director and staff at the absurdly renamed Asia, Pacific and Africa Collection (the India Office Library, as was) at the British Library, and the Senior Librarian and staff at the City University (where the Kipling Society’s Library and Archive is housed). My thanks to the National Trust for permission to quote from and use illustrations from material in its ownership, and to the following institutions for permissions to quote from Kipling letters in their collections: the US Library of Congress, Princeton University, Dalhousie University, the Houghton Collection at Harvard University, the Ray Collection at the Morgan Library, the Huntingdon Library, and the Berg Collection at the New York Public Library.

A great many kind persons assisted me with my researches either directly or indirectly as I followed the Kipling trail on a number of journeys through India and Pakistan. My particular thanks to: F. S. Aijazuddin of Lahore, whose scholarly recovery of his city’s past proved invaluable to me; William Dalrymple in Delhi; Professor Srivastava and members of the Department of English at the University of Allahabad; Ram Advani of Advani Books, Lahore; the Indian Army officers and wives who since the 1970s have taken the lead in restoring and maintaining the Gaiety Theatre in Simla as members of the Simla Amateur Dramatic Club (Colonel Ranbir Singh being the Hon. Secretary at the time of my most recent visit); in Bombay, Farooq Issa, and, most especially, my former collaborator and fellow writer Sharada Dwivedi, who dug out of Government of Maharashtra archives a wealth of new information about the Kiplings’ early days in that fair city; in the United States, Ron Rosner and Omar Khan, author of From Kashmir to Kabul; and closer to home, Lindy, Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, and Lola Armstrong, Curator of the Dufferin and Ava Archive at Clandeboye, for access to the Dufferin Collection, Sue Farrington and Merilyn Hywel-Jones for their help with maps of old Lahore and Simla, Helen MacDonald for her kindness in lending me a photograph of Trix Kipling, and Lorna Lee, author of Trix: Kipling’s Forgotten Sister, for her guidance. A special thanks also to the Society of Authors for the writing award which gave me a vital breathing space at an early stage of this project, and, closer to home, Vivien Green, staunchest of agents; Liz Robinson, sternest of defenders of literary standards; Charlotte Purton for providing an editorial long-stop; indexer Patricia Hymans; map artist John Gilkes and Linda Silverman and Iain Hunt, tip of the iceberg of the Little, Brown editorial team, whose combined efforts invariably go unnoticed except when things go wrong. Lastly my loving thanks to my first reader, Liz Allen, best friend, life partner and mother of our children.

Since Carrington, scores of Kipling biographies and critical studies have been written, most recently David Gilmour’s The Long Recessional: The Imperial Life of Rudyard Kipling (2002), which focused on Kipling as the embodiment of the spirit of the British Empire. So what more is there to say about the man that should be said?

My own view is that one area of his life demands closer scrutiny: the five years of his Bombay childhood, and the six and a half years of his apprenticeship as a journalist in Upper India which Kipling termed his ‘seven years hard’. Even the magnificently comprehensive Andrew Lycett could not afford to devote more than five chapters out of twenty to these twelve crucial Indian years. India was where Rudyard Kipling was happiest, where he learned his craft, where he rediscovered himself through his writing and came of age as a writer. India made him, charged his imagination, and after he left India in March 1889 at the age of twenty-three he was most completely himself as an artist when reinhabiting the two Indian worlds he had left behind. He lived thereafter on borrowed time, a state of higher creativity he was unable to maintain once he had exhausted his Indian memories with the writing of his masterwork Kim. For this man who was never emotionally robust, now locked in an increasingly bleak marriage, the death of his beloved eldest daughter Josephine in 1899 accelerated his withdrawal from human intimacy. He became thereafter increasingly, obsessively private, much preferring in his writing to deal with the workings of machinery rather than with human feelings, his undoubted genius sparking only fitfully but sustained by his mastery of his craft.

I am very conscious of what the novelist Martin Amis has called the ‘biographical fallacy’ – the misapprehension that an author’s creation either as a character or as the narrator of a story is a reflection of himself or herself. However, all writers draw from their own experience to a greater or lesser degree, even if they afterwards reshape that experience within their own imagination. With Kipling it is a case of the greater degree. He himself was happy to admit that he had ‘a cold-blooded trick of turning most things and experiences into print’1 and it would be no exaggeration to describe him as one of the great magpies of English literature – although the mynah bird would be a more appropriate comparison, since he was as much a mimic as a borrower.

Exploring and illuminating the sources of Kipling’s literary output and the degree to which he placed himself within his writing is central to our understanding of the man and his work. For example, returning from Simla to Allahabad in late July 1888 at the height of the Rains, Kipling found the River Gugger in flood and had to kick his heels until the waters had abated. He passed the time talking to the crossing-keeper who lived in a shack beside the ford. Kipling the journalist turned the experience into a complaint about the wretched state of the Umballa–Kalka road, published in the Pioneer a few days later on 28 July. A bridge had stood at the crossing point but had been washed away in a flood many years previously, and part of his complaint was that it was high time a new bridge was raised. Kipling the writer then developed the same experience into a short story, ‘In Flood-Time’, which he placed in the Week’s News on 11 August. The form he used was one which he had made his own: a dramatic monologue from the crossing-keeper as he makes his guest comfortable, set within a framework provided by the listening journalist-sahib, the tale gaining verisimilitude by appearing to be jotted down word for word exactly as recounted.

The old man has a story to tell from his youth, which turns out to be a reworking of the classical tale of Hero and Leander. In this Indian version Leander is the Muslim crossing-keeper and his Hero a Hindu widow whom he visits illicitly at night by swimming across the river. Desperate to see her one night, he sets out when the river is in full spate and discovers too late that he has been caught up in ‘the Great Flood about which men talk still’ which has brought down the local bridge. But unlike Leander, the crossing-keeper does not drown. Instead, the author adds his own ‘Kiplingesque’ touch, for as the crossing-keeper is about to be swallowed up by the waters his fingers grasp the knotted hair of his rival in love: ‘He had been dead full two days, for he rode high, wallowing, and was an aid to me. I laughed then, knowing for a surety that I should yet see Her and take no harm; and I twisted my fingers in the hair of the man, for I was far spent, and together we went down the stream – he the dead and I the living.’ Ever the recycler, Kipling hangs on to his crossing-keeper and serves him up again as Gobind, the one-eyed story-teller who provides the Preface to Life’s Handicap. Some years on, the Great Flood reappears as a wrathful manifestation of Mother Ganges in ‘The Bridge-Builders’ – that compelling parable of the old, Gods-fearing Asia pitted against the modern, practical West.

Unlike his friends Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sir Rider Haggard, Kipling was incapable of compartmentalising his life and his work. Taking this as my cue, I have resisted the temptation to deal with him in segments. Everything is set down here in strict chronological order. The disadvantage of this method is that it becomes a juggling act; the huge advantage, that it gives a truer picture of how it came about that the myopic, clumsy school runt ‘Gigger’ was transformed within the space of six and a half years into ‘Ruddy’, the literary prodigy; of how the same Ruddy then became within a second span of six and a half years England’s best-beloved man of letters; and of how Ruddy lost and found and lost again his Daemon and became Kipling, spokesman of Empire, all but done for at thirty-five. To emphasise the difference between these two Kiplings I refer to the younger man as ‘Ruddy’, while the man he became at thirty-five is always ‘Kipling’.

I make no apologies for quoting directly from original sources more liberally than is usual in a biography. Perhaps this comes from having learned my trade as an oral historian, but it seems only proper that the words of a biographer’s subject should always take precedence over his own, particularly in dealing with a man whose entire adult life was built around what he wrote. Young Ruddy stands alongside Byron as one of the great letter-writers of the nineteenth century, besides being far more versatile in his literary output, and my aim has been to let this writing speak for itself as far as possible.

Finally, I have included Anglo-Indian argot wherever appropriate. A number of Anglo-Indian words, such as the Station, the Club, the Rains, the Hills, the Hot Weather, the Cold Weather, Society, Home, Civilians, Natives and Season (as in Simla Season), had their own local meaning, and were always spoken as if written with a capital letter, although not always set down that way. To avoid confusion I have followed suit. A glossary is attached.

Charles Allen,
Spring 2007,
Somerset
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Introduction: ‘Seek not to question’



And for the little, little span

The dead are borne in mind,

Seek not to question other than

The books I leave behind.

Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Appeal’, set down at the end of his final revision of his collected poetry, published posthumously as the Sussex Edition, 1937–9





It is hard to grasp the extent to which Rudyard Kipling dominated the popular imagination of the English-speaking world just over a century ago. It can best be judged by reading what his literary contemporaries thought of him. ‘I’m getting just a wee bit tired of Mr Kipling,’ declared the humorist Jerome K. Jerome in the Sun on 7 May 1900:



He appears to have dominated the universe to the exclusion of all other beliefs. Kipling day by day has grown into a sort of nightmare. ‘Kipling and the Queen’, ‘Kipling and the German Emperor’, ‘Kipling and Tommy Atkins’, ‘Kipling in the Hospital’, ‘Kipling in the train that’s going to the Hospital’, ‘Kipling before he got into the train that went to the Hospital’, ‘Kipling on the Boers’, ‘Kipling on People who dare to express an Opinion on the Boers’, etc.





A more thoughtful account of the phenomenon was given by the socialist writer H. G. Wells, as set down in his novel The New Machiavelli. ‘It is a little difficult now to get back to the feelings of that period,’ Wells has the novel’s hero explain:



The prevailing force of my undergraduate days was not Socialism but Kiplingism … Never was a man so violently exalted and then, himself assisting, so relentlessly called down. But in the middle nineties this spectacled and moustached little figure with … its wild shouts of boyish enthusiasm for effective force, its lyric delight in the sounds and colours, in the very odours of empire … became almost a national symbol. He got hold of us wonderfully, he filled us with tinkling and haunting quotations … he coloured the very idiom of our conversation … He helped to broaden my geographical sense immensely, and he provided phrases for just that desire for discipline and devotion and organised effort the Socialism of our times failed to express.





Throughout the 1890s the editors of middlebrow monthly journals in Britain and America such as Macmillan’s Magazine, Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, McClure’s Magazine, Century Magazine, Ladies Home Journal and St Nicholas Magazine for Children had competed to publish the latest story from Kipling’s pen. His finest work of fiction, Kim, first appeared in serialised form in McClure’s Magazine, beginning at Christmas 1900. Having begun his writing career as a journalist, he continued to use the popular press as his preferred first outlet. In September 1895 Kipling offered The Times some verses in support of the Royal Navy, and such was the popular response that its editor was happy to publish thereafter whatever Kipling sent him. In the following year, after much badgering for something to mark the Queen’s Jubilee, Kipling wrote the five stanzas that came to be known as ‘The Recessional’. From that time onwards the other national dailies joined The Times and the monthlies in the queue, happy to clear a space for whatever Mr Kipling had to offer.

An outpouring of trenchant polemical verses followed, each of which hit the public nerve square on, whether it was a call for America to join Britain as the world’s lawgiver in ‘The White Man’s Burden’ or a reminder of the nation’s duty to look after its soldiery – ‘The Absent-Minded Beggar’ raising the then enormous sum of a quarter of a million pounds for the Daily Mail’s Absent-Minded Beggar Fund. In 1897 Kipling was formally enrolled as a member of the British Establishment when he was elected to the Athenaeum Club, its youngest member at thirty-one. Although he declined the Poet Laureateship and a knighthood, everyone knew that Kipling spoke for England and was Laureate of Empire in all but name.

In February 1899 disaster struck the Kiplings in New York, and the English-speaking world held its collective breath. First their beloved eldest daughter, six-year-old Josephine, died of whooping-cough, then the writer himself developed pneumonia in both lungs. Over ten days of crisis in early March, with Kipling unconscious or in delirium, the newspapers carried daily bulletins charting his progress. Crowds gathered outside his hotel, to stand in silence or kneel in prayer. His illness coincided with that of Pope Leo XIII, so that the news-stands carried the joint banner ‘KIPLING and POPE’. ‘Two nations have watched, by proxy, beside the sick-bed of the man that has so endeared himself to all Anglo-Saxon hearts,’ wrote a contemporary. ‘Knowledge of his fight with Death is the property of the public. He does not belong to himself, as do you and I; he is part of the Country … It is indisputable that, had Rudyard Kipling died, the hearts of millions of men would have ached with an agony of loss … There are thousands that do write; there are dozens that can write; but there is only one Rudyard Kipling.’1 The Times devoted a leader to him, crediting Kipling with having enabled the West to understand the East as never before, and declaring him ‘a patriot poet’ who had ‘sung the pride of Empire’ while also preaching its obligations. The Morning Post paid its own tribute by printing, centre-page across three columns, a facsimile of the manuscript of Kipling’s ‘The English Flag’.2

Never had a writer been accorded such public affection, and when his recovery was known to be certain, telegrams and messages of goodwill poured in from every corner of the globe, their senders ranging from world leaders such as Theodore Roosevelt, Kaiser Wilhelm and Lord Curzon to the Sergeants’ Mess of the Suffolk Regiment and the Soldiers’ Institute at Allahabad. Nevertheless, with the death of his eldest and ‘best-beloved’ the blinds were lowered on the outside world. ‘Much of the beloved Cousin Ruddy of our childhood died with Josephine,’ wrote his niece Angela Thirkell, ‘and I feel I have never seen him as a real person since that year.’3

Soon afterwards Kipling became the first celebrity to acquire a stalker. When he sailed to South Africa to winter there with his family in December 1901, he was tracked by a lunatic armed with a revolver who gained entry to the house in Cape Town lent Kipling by his admirer Cecil Rhodes. Only by administering copious draughts of whisky to the would-be assassin did Britain’s most famous writer avert an untimely death at the age of thirtyfive.4

Had Rudyard Kipling died in December 1901 in South Africa, instead of living on for another thirty-five years, our image of him would have been very different. This book is an account of that first half of his life: from his birth in Bombay on the evening of 30 December 1865 to the completion in 1900 of Kim, his greatest work and his last word on India. By the time Kim appeared in book form in October 1901 Kipling’s extraordinary powers of imagination were already on the wane. The craftsmanship stayed with him for the rest of his life, particularly in his verse, but the spark of genius that gave his writing its sharp, dangerous crackle was almost gone, along with the desire to jolt that had made the best of his early work so electrifying to his Victorian readership.

More importantly, the seams he had mined so thoroughly for the best of his writing were all but exhausted. Long before his death in January 1936 Kipling’s reputation was in eclipse. To liberals and literary figures alike he had become a hate-figure, in George Orwell’s ugly phrasing, the ‘morally insensitive … aesthetically disgusting … gutter patriot’, the very embodiment of Little England jingoism. When his ashes were immured in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner not a single important literary figure troubled to attend. He might almost have been, in the words of the title of his own flawed early novel, The Light that Failed.

And yet today the name of Rudyard Kipling is stuck as firmly in the public mind as that of any of the literary greats of his age, from Tennyson and Hardy at one end of the time frame to T. S. Eliot and D. H. Lawrence at the other, even if part of that familiarity comes second-hand from the Disneyfication of The Jungle Book and the dozens of turns of phrase or memorable lines that are now part of everyday speech: ‘East is East and West is West’, ‘Good hunting’, ‘’satiable curtiosity’, ‘The White Man’s burden’, ‘Steady the Buffs’, ‘He travels the fastest who travels alone’, ‘As immutable as the hills’, ‘The most ancient profession in the world’, ‘The female of the species is deadlier than the male’, ‘The Colonel’s Lady and Judy O’Grady are sisters under their skins’, ‘A woman is only a woman, but a good cigar is a smoke’, ‘You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din’, ‘Words are the most powerful drug used by mankind’, ‘A soldier known only to God’, ‘Lest we forget’ and, above all, the opening lines of what is consistently voted Britain’s most popular poem: ‘If you can keep your head when all about you / Are losing theirs and blaming it on you.’

The last of the half-dozen generations reared on the Just So Stories, The Jungle Book, Puck of Pook’s Hill, Kim and the collections of short stories that appeared under such titles as Land and Sea Tales for Scouts and Guides are now either dead or fast entering their dotage – the present writer among them. Yet, from the steady stream of biographies, critical studies, Kipling anthologies and reprints that continue to be published, it is clear that both the man and his work continue to command an audience.

What made Kipling so hugely popular in the 1890s was his seemingly unerring instinct for saying, not exactly what the public wanted to hear but what most needed to be said, and for saying it directly and in a way that was instantly quotable, if not singable. Among his contemporaries he was the most accessible of writers in what he wrote but, equally, the most private in his personal life, demanding to be judged by his writing alone. ‘When I have anything to say, I write it down and sell it. My brains are my own,’ he once declared to an American newspaper reporter. When he first became a public figure in 1891 he reacted to any perceived breach of his privacy with a hostility that bordered on paranoia, and that distrust grew more pointed with each passing year. The thought of his life and the lives of those closest to him coming under the scrutiny of biographers filled him with horror. In 1934 he was visited at Bateman’s, his home in East Sussex, by his old friend and publisher Frank Doubleday, who found him shovelling piles of his papers on to an open fire. When asked why, he declared that no one was going to make a monkey out of him after his death.

This was only the culmination of a process of covering his tracks which had begun in the 1890s when his old school friends and a fellow journalist from his India days started writing about him. In 1896 his one-time editor from Lahore, Kay Robinson, had written with his grudging approval a series of articles about their early days together in India. But then, when Kipling suffered his double pneumonia in February–March 1899 and seemed at death’s door, Robinson wrote a follow-up, quoting extensively from an early letter in which Kipling had spoken frankly about his future hopes as a writer. Once recovered, Kipling made it plain that he regarded Robinson’s behaviour as a breach of trust, paid him £50 for the return of his letter and never spoke to his old friend again. At much the same time he wrote to his old chum George Beresford (‘M’Turk’ in the Stalky stories), who had been writing articles about the background to the Stalky tales, imploring him to abandon a projected autobiographical account of his schooldays with Kipling: ‘If you love me don’t publish them.’

Rudyard’s sister Trix was the next to be approached, being warned by letter to be careful what she said about him: ‘When they sound you out about my views, you must not repeat any of the things I told you.’ According to Trix, ‘Ruddy passed through a phase of almost morbid desire to throw veils over his perfectly respectable past. It used to sadden our parents a little – for after all he was not a bastard brought up in a gutter. I think it was the result of living in America and being badgered by the journalists.’5 Whatever the cause, the urge to seek and destroy continued, and in the years that followed Kipling made strenuous efforts to recover his early letters and manuscripts and to warn off anyone who wanted to write about him. In this he was greatly assisted by his wife Carrie, staunchest of proctors.

In May 1910 the death occurred of ‘Uncle Crom’ Price, who had been the boy Ruddy’s mentor and in loco parentis at United Services College in Devon. Six months later his mother, Alice, died, swiftly followed by the complete mental collapse of his sister Trix and then, two months later, the death of his beloved father, John Lockwood Kipling. Mother, father and only sister had made up three of the four corners of what the Kiplings had always called the ‘Family Square’, and the combination of tragedies had an effect scarcely less devastating than the loss of little Josephine a decade earlier. Rudyard Kipling tore up his parents’ wills, broke off all communications with his mother’s surviving sisters, and with the help of his wife Carrie set about burning his parents’ papers over a three-day period – including all his letters to them and theirs to him.

Of the thousands of letters that passed between Ruddy and his parents, just two survive: one from father to son and one from son to father. ‘If Rud had been a criminal,’ wrote Trix of her brother’s behaviour, ‘he could not have been fonder of destroying any family papers that came his way.’ But it was not just the immediate family papers that were destroyed. After the earlier death of his uncle Ned Burne-Jones in 1898 Rudyard had taken the opportunity to destroy the considerable correspondence between the two of them – and, while he was about it, most of his letters to the beloved aunt, Georgie Burne-Jones (née Macdonald), who had nurtured him at her London home every Christmas during his darkest years.

The setting up of a Kipling Society was vigorously opposed by Kipling for many years but in 1927 it was formed with the active support of his oldest friend, Lionel ‘Stalky’ Dunsterville, causing its subject to complain bitterly: ‘As to your damn Society, how would you like to be turned into an anatomical specimen, before you were dead, and shown up on a table once a quarter? … Seriously, old man, when a man has given all that he has to give to the public in his work, he is the keener to keep to himself the little (and it is very little) that remains.’6 In 1931 Kipling’s niece Angela Thirkell published Three Houses, reminiscences of her childhood days at the Burne-Jones’s family house at Rottingdean, East Sussex. She was the daughter of Margaret, youngest of the Burne-Jones cousins, and Ruddy’s confidante as the ‘Wop of Albion’. In Kipling’s eyes it was yet another betrayal and another breach of his privacy.

Eventually Rudyard Kipling felt he had no option but to write about himself, which he did in the last months of his life in a disingenuous autobiography entitled Something of Myself, which might more accurately have been called As Little About Myself As I Can Get Away With. It said a lot about the craft of writing but gave away almost nothing about his private life beyond what was already known or touched on in his fiction. The manuscript was unfinished when Rudyard Kipling died on 18 January 1936. Carrie Kipling read it and declared that as it stood it was ‘too offensive’ for publication and would require the editing out of ‘anything that people can ride off and dispute about’. After extensive cutting and rewriting, first by Carrie and then by Kipling’s close friend H. A. Gwynne working to her instructions, a version was published in February 1937.

Although Carrie donated a number of her late husband’s manuscripts to various libraries, these gifts were bound in some cases by stipulations that made it virtually impossible for scholars to publish any studies based on them; the manuscript of Kim, donated to the British Library, was a notorious case in point. Carrie also felt duty bound to continue the incineration of letters initiated by her husband, buying up his correspondence wherever and whenever the opportunity arose and setting matches to it. She also burned at least one notebook containing unpublished work and, according to their surviving daughter Elsie, also destroyed ‘a large canvas-covered case labelled “Notions”… containing unfinished stories and poems, notes and ideas, collected through the years’.7 Carrie’s last act of faith to her husband was to order in her will that the diaries which she had kept throughout their married life should be destroyed.

By these concerted means a mass of Kipling material was lost to literature, most significantly Ruddy’s letters written between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five to those closest to him. From this period only one cache survived the flames: a bundle of letters mostly written between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-three to Mrs Edmonia Hill, the most doted-on of several older married women to whom the young writer poured out his soul, and the most influential. When Edmonia Hill fell on hard times in her old age she put the letters on the open market and they were bought by an American collector. Carrie Kipling got to hear of it, bought the letters back and destroyed them – unaware that copies had been made.

When Carrie Kipling died in 1937 the Kipling legacy passed to Mrs Elsie Bambridge. Fortunately for literature Elsie did not inherit her parents’ literary pyromania. Indeed, she went to some trouble to preserve and collate her father’s papers, tracking down the copies of her father’s letters to Edmonia Hill and adding other Kipling material to her collection. When in 1940 Trix learned that Elsie had located one of her father’s early notebooks, she wrote to congratulate her and to express delight at its survival: ‘How wonderful to see that black MS book again! I think Mother gave it to him when she went back to India in 1881 – he had it at U. S. Col [United Services College]. And it was known and loved by me when I was 13 or 14. I’m so glad it escaped the frenzy of burning any letters and papers connected with his youth (and mine too, alas) which possessed him directly after Mother’s death.’8 Sadly, Mrs Bambridge felt obliged to carry out her mother’s wishes by destroying the forty-five volumes of her diaries – although not before she had allowed Charles Carrington to read them through and make notes.

As her father’s executor Elsie Bambridge was determined to preserve his good name, and in authorising a biography she demanded of its author, Lord Birkenhead, such stringent conditions that it should have come as no surprise to him when she rejected his first draft and paid him off. When the ‘suppressed’ Birkenhead biography was finally published in 1978 it contained no great revelations, but did show that Mrs Bambridge had been correct in believing that it did no justice to her father. Fortunately, after Birkenhead she turned to the historian Charles Carrington, who, despite the many obstacles, produced a biography that was a milestone of objective truth-gathering. When Elsie Bambridge died in 1976 what remained of the Kipling papers went to the National Trust – and thence to the University of Sussex.

In the event, the purges and the bonfires were not enough. So prolific was ‘Gigadibs the literary man’ that enough survives in the way of manuscripts, lesser works published and long forgotten and, above all, letters and scraps of letters to allow the biographer to put solid flesh on bone – and more than enough to show that the Ruddy who grew prematurely into adulthood in the 1880s and achieved enormous fame in the 1890s was a far more complex, troubled and troubling individual than the man he presented himself to be in Something of Myself. However Kipling may have wished to be remembered, this is Ruddy humanised: his complications are the man; they are, to a great extent, what make him a writer of genius.
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‘Mother of cities’

BOMBAY AND A BEGINNING, 1865–7



Mother of cities to me

For I was born at her gate,

Between the palms and the sea

Where the world-end steamers wait.

Rudyard Kipling, ‘To the City of Bombay’, The Song of the Cities, 1894





The ‘world-end steamers’ that carried generations of Anglo-Indians between Britain and India are long gone, but shipping still crowds the roads in Bombay Harbour, and passengers still disembark at the quay known as the Apollo Bunder, even if most of them are day-trippers returning from Elephanta Island. But apart from the Bunder little remains of the Bombay seafront as it was when its most famous British son was born. To find the Bombay of Rudyard Kipling you must strike inland to the open space in front of the Maharashtra State Police Headquarters, formerly the Royal Alfred Sailors’ Home. Six broad avenues converge here, requiring the traffic to circle a modest fountain erected in the year of Kipling’s birth, 1865. Given the stranglehold now exerted by Maharashtran political lobbies on the city, it is probably just as well that so few people know that the fountain celebrates General Arthur Wellesley’s victories over the Marathas.

Walk on past the Indo-Saracenic domes of what was the Prince of Wales Museum and is now the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya, in honour of the Maratha warlord Shivaji. The museum was built after the city’s craze for Gothic and Romanesque Transitional had begun to subside, but on the opposite side of the road the arcades of Elphinstone College and the David Sassoon Mechanics’ Institute and Library give the first hint of architectural excesses to come. The avenue widens at a section known today as the Kala Ghoda, the Black Horse, after an equestrian statue of another Prince of Wales that stood here before relegation to the Byculla Zoological Gardens, Bombay’s graveyard of the British Raj.

Push on through the traffic along Mahatma Gandhi Road and follow the curve of the ghostly ramparts of Bombay Fort. Time was when no building was allowed within a thousand yards of the Fort’s walls, in order to provide a clear field of fire, so that this was all open land and coconut palms, a grassy crescent known to Bombay’s British residents as the Esplanade and to everyone else as the maidan. Most of the buildings here date from the building spree that followed the levelling of the ramparts in the early 1860s.1

Now we are getting closer to Kipling country, but first another intersection, laid over the foundations of Bombay Fort’s Church Gate, and another fountain: the city’s much-loved Flora Fountain, which only the politicians call Hutatma Chowk. Who remembers today that it was paid for by public subscription to honour the departing Governor, Sir Bartle Frere, the man who more than any other individual created modern Bombay? But press on. From Flora Fountain continue to trace the curve of the old ramparts to the point where Bazaar Gate stood – and where suddenly
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