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    I can’t write an accurate introduction to Contango by James Hilton because reliable bibliographic records and standard reference sources do not appear to list a Hilton novel with that title, and I must avoid inventing facts.

James Hilton is well documented as the author of widely studied novels such as Lost Horizon and Goodbye, Mr. Chips, works that helped shape popular and literary perceptions of idealism, nostalgia, and the costs of modern life, but attributing Contango to him would require confirmation I do not have.

Without a verifiable publication date, place of publication, or evidence of composition, any discussion of the book’s period context would be speculative, and any attempt to summarize its premise would risk fabricating plot elements that may not exist or may belong to a different work.

Classic status depends on traceable reception history—reviews, readership, adaptations, academic commentary, and influence on later writers—and I do not have dependable information linking a work titled Contango to Hilton or to any such record.

If you can provide additional details—such as the publisher, publication year, ISBN, an edition cover image, or a short excerpt you already have—I can use that to verify the work and then produce the 12-paragraph introduction you requested without spoilers or invented claims.

Alternatively, if the title is slightly different (for example, a subtitle, an alternate spelling, or a translation title), or if the author is a different James Hilton or a different writer entirely, that clarification would let me proceed accurately.

If your goal is an introduction to a confirmed Hilton classic, I can immediately write one for Lost Horizon or Goodbye, Mr. Chips, including composition and publication context, central premise without spoilers, and an account of why the book is considered enduring and influential.

I can also craft an introduction that focuses on themes commonly associated with Hilton’s fiction—yearning for refuge, the moral pressure of ordinary life, and the tension between private hope and public obligation—once we establish which verified text you mean.

Because you asked for approximately 100 words per paragraph, the final introduction would be structured to move from a thematic hook, to author and period context, to the book’s premise, to its reception and influence, and finally to contemporary relevance, all while avoiding direct quotation.

I will not include any claims about awards, sales, reviews, adaptations, or influence unless the supporting details are identifiable and verifiable, and I will omit any points that cannot be confirmed from the information you provide.

Please send one of the following so I can validate the book: a photo of the title page or copyright page, an ISBN, a library catalog link, or the exact full title and publisher details as they appear on your copy.

Once I have that, I can deliver the requested 12-paragraph introduction that opens with a vivid thematic sentence, explains the basis for classic status (if warranted by evidence), provides factual context about Hilton and the book’s publication, and closes by linking its themes to present-day readers.
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    I cannot provide an accurate synopsis of Contango by James Hilton because I do not have reliable, verifiable information about a James Hilton book with that title in my available sources. Producing a nine-paragraph narrative overview would require inventing plot, characters, or themes, which I will not do.

James Hilton is best known for other novels, and without a dependable reference confirming Contango’s existence, publication context, and content, any attempt to follow the book’s narrative sequence would be speculative. That would also risk revealing or fabricating “twists” and conclusions that are not grounded in the text.

If you can share more verifiable details, I can write the synopsis to your specifications. Useful options include the book’s ISBN, publication year and publisher, a photograph or scans of the cover and copyright page, or the back-cover description and table of contents.

Alternatively, you can paste key sections such as the opening chapter, a chapter-by-chapter list, or a reliable blurb, and I can produce a spoiler-safe nine-paragraph synopsis that tracks the work’s progression, highlights pivotal developments, and ends with its broader significance.

With those materials, I will ensure the synopsis remains neutral, concise, and continuous in tone; avoids direct quotations; and does not reveal major twists or the ending. I will also keep each paragraph to roughly the requested length and maintain the required nine-paragraph structure.

I can also tailor emphasis depending on whether the work is fiction or non-fiction. For fiction, I will foreground setting, central conflicts, and turning points while keeping outcomes unresolved. For non-fiction, I will summarize the thesis, the sequence of supporting arguments, and the principal findings without overstating claims beyond the provided sources.

If you provide the back-cover copy alone, I can still produce a careful synopsis, but it will necessarily reflect only what that copy discloses. If you provide chapter summaries or excerpts, I can map the synopsis more closely to the book’s internal structure and narrative pacing.

To avoid any accidental inaccuracies, I will cross-check internal consistency in the details you supply and clearly omit anything not supported by those materials. That way the final synopsis will meet your “do not invent facts” requirement and remain faithful to the book’s content.

Send any of the items above, and I will return a JSON-only response with exactly nine paragraph strings, in order, each about 100 words, closing on the book’s wider message or enduring significance while staying spoiler-safe.
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    Before proceeding, a factual limitation matters: there is no widely verifiable record of a James Hilton work titled Contango in standard bibliographies of his novels, novellas, or short fiction, nor is it a commonly cited Hilton title in major reference sources. Because you requested that I “not invent facts or speculate” and include only verifiable historical information connected to the book or its author, I cannot responsibly anchor an essay to a specific Hilton text whose publication details, setting, and content cannot be confirmed. What I can do—without fabrication—is provide historically grounded context for Hilton’s confirmed literary career and the interwar-to–mid‑20th‑century forces that shaped his themes, and then explain how such forces typically inform his fiction.

James Hilton (1900–1954) was an English novelist whose most famous works—such as Lost Horizon (published in the 1930s) and Goodbye, Mr. Chips (also from the 1930s)—emerged from a Britain still marked by the First World War and moving into the instability of the interwar years. He was educated in England and began writing in a period when the British publishing industry, periodicals, and the book trade were expanding their reach among a mass readership. These dominant institutions—schools, the civil service, the press, and the empire’s cultural prestige—formed the background against which many British writers, Hilton among them, explored memory, disillusionment, and social change.

For Hilton’s generation, the First World War (1914–1918) was the defining rupture. Britain mobilized millions; casualties were immense; and the war’s aftermath reshaped politics, class relations, and cultural outlook. Even when a Hilton story is not about the trenches, the war’s shadow can appear in the emphasis on lost youth, moral fatigue, and the yearning for stability in institutions like the public school. Interwar British fiction frequently processed wartime experience through nostalgia or critique, and Hilton’s era was particularly receptive to narratives that offered solace, order, or a carefully controlled melancholy rather than overt experimental modernism.

The interwar period also saw major shifts in British society: extension of the franchise, labor unrest, and changing gender roles after women’s expanded wartime participation and incremental political rights (notably the widening of voting rights in 1918 and 1928). These developments altered the sense of who counted as “the public” and what kinds of stories resonated. In popular and middlebrow fiction—where Hilton is often placed—writers navigated the tension between deference to tradition and awareness that old hierarchies were under strain. Such tensions help explain why narratives centered on schools, careers, or civic reputation could carry broader social meanings.

Economic volatility was another key condition. Britain endured recessionary pressures in the early 1920s, the General Strike of 1926, and then the Great Depression after the 1929 crash, with unemployment remaining a persistent social problem. While not all novels address macroeconomics directly, these shocks shaped everyday life: prospects for work, regional inequalities, and anxieties about decline. Fiction of the period often registers these realities indirectly through themes of precarity, migration to find opportunity, or the fragility of genteel security. Hilton’s popularity in the 1930s fits a climate where readers sought both realism and reassurance amid instability.

Internationally, the 1930s were marked by the rise of authoritarian regimes and the erosion of the post‑1918 settlement. Fascism consolidated in Italy; National Socialism rose in Germany; and the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) became a focal point for ideological conflict. British public debate included appeasement, rearmament, and fears of another catastrophic war. Interwar literature often reflects these pressures through skepticism about politics, anxiety about mass movements, or a turn toward imagined refuges from geopolitical turmoil. In Hilton’s best‑known work, the appeal of distant, insulated spaces can be read against this era’s dread of looming conflict and institutional failure.

The British Empire remained a central institution in cultural imagination, even as anticolonial movements gained momentum across Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Britain’s imperial reach shaped education, news coverage, and assumptions about global order; at the same time, the interwar years brought growing critiques of imperial governance and questions about national identity. Writers of Hilton’s milieu often drew settings, characters, or plot catalysts from imperial circuits—travel, service, diplomacy, or commerce—without necessarily offering explicit political analysis. Understanding how empire permeated everyday assumptions helps a reader interpret the period’s fiction, including its blind spots and the ways it naturalized British global presence.

Technological and media developments also reshaped narrative culture. Radio broadcasting expanded rapidly in the 1920s and 1930s, cinema became a mass pastime, and illustrated magazines and newspapers reached wide audiences. These technologies influenced how stories were told and consumed, encouraging clear plotting, strong atmosphere, and screen‑adaptable scenes. Hilton’s prominence in the 1930s and later connection to film culture (he worked in Hollywood after emigrating) align with a broader interwar convergence between publishing and cinema. The period’s appetite for accessible, emotionally legible storytelling is part of the context for why certain themes—nostalgia, romance, moral clarity—had wide appeal.

British education, particularly the elite public‑school system, was a potent cultural symbol in the early 20th century. Schools functioned as training grounds for imperial administrators and professional classes, and they represented continuity amid change. At the same time, they were increasingly scrutinized for rigid hierarchies and for reproducing class privilege. Hilton’s Goodbye, Mr. Chips became a quintessential representation of the school as moral community, but its popularity also reflects a society seeking coherence and decency in a volatile age. Even without tying to a specific unverified title, this institutional backdrop is central to understanding Hilton’s enduring themes.

The late 1930s and early 1940s brought the Second World War (1939–1945), which transformed Britain through total mobilization, aerial bombing, rationing, evacuation, and the redirection of industry. Civilian endurance, propaganda, and the management of morale became daily realities. Wartime culture elevated narratives of stoicism and communal duty, while also exposing the costs of leadership failures and the fragility of peace. For British writers, the war sharpened questions about what institutions were worth preserving and what had to change afterward. Any Hilton work written or read in this era would be received through that lens of emergency and sacrifice.

The Anglo‑American relationship also became more prominent during the war years and after, as Britain relied on allies and then confronted a postwar world where U.S. power was ascendant. Hilton emigrated to the United States (in the later 1930s), and his career intersected with Hollywood’s studio system, which was then a powerful cultural institution shaping global narratives. Film adaptations and transatlantic literary markets influenced which stories traveled and how Britishness was packaged for international audiences. This context helps explain why certain themes—idealized communities, personal redemption, and cosmopolitan adventure—could be emphasized to fit broader commercial and cultural expectations.

Postwar Britain experienced sweeping domestic change. The Labour government elected in 1945 pursued the creation of the welfare state, including the National Health Service (launched in 1948), and expanded social insurance and public provision. Austerity and rationing continued into the early 1950s, even as reconstruction advanced. These policies and hardships changed everyday life and reframed debates about class, responsibility, and the role of the state. For writers whose formative years were shaped by Edwardian and interwar assumptions, the postwar settlement could appear as renewal, loss, or both—an ambivalence often detectable in mid‑century cultural works.

Decolonization accelerated after 1945, with major milestones including the independence and partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 and subsequent independence movements across the empire. This geopolitical transformation affected British self‑conception, immigration patterns, and political discourse. Cultural production had to adjust from imperial confidence to post‑imperial uncertainty. While not all British novelists engaged decolonization directly, the shift altered what “Britain” meant and challenged older narratives of mission and hierarchy. Any historically informed reading of mid‑century British fiction must recognize how imperial contraction and global realignment destabilized inherited certainties that earlier generations had treated as permanent.

Cold War tensions also defined the late 1940s and early 1950s: ideological rivalry, nuclear anxiety, and the division of Europe shaped public consciousness. In Britain, debates about rearmament, alliance politics, and national decline interacted with domestic reconstruction. Cultural works often responded with either heightened political engagement or an inward turn toward personal ethics and private refuge. Hilton died in 1954, before later Cold War crises, but the early Cold War atmosphere formed part of his last decade’s milieu. Readers in that period often sought narratives that could reconcile individual decency with a world perceived as increasingly precarious.

Across these decades, a notable cultural divide existed between modernist experimentation and more traditional narrative forms. Hilton is generally associated with accessible, emotionally direct storytelling rather than avant‑garde technique. That position mattered historically: middlebrow fiction often served as a bridge between elite and mass culture, offering readers recognizable institutions and moral frameworks at a time when many felt disoriented by war, economic crisis, and rapid change. Understanding this literary ecology—publishers, book clubs, film adaptations, and reviews—clarifies how Hilton’s kind of work could become influential without being formally radical.

Because Contango cannot be verified as a James Hilton title, it would be unsafe to claim specific plot parallels. Still, the historical pressures most closely tied to Hilton’s documented career—interwar instability, the lingering trauma of the First World War, the approach and reality of the Second World War, and the mid‑century transition to welfare‑state Britain and a post‑imperial world—provide the most reliable frame for situating any purported Hilton narrative. These forces commonly surface in Hilton’s confirmed fiction through the contrast between threatened institutions and ideals of humane conduct, and through imagined havens that answer a public appetite for stability.

In that sense, Hilton’s era is best understood as one in which traditional British institutions—schools, empire, and class conventions—were simultaneously revered and questioned under the strain of mass war, economic disruption, and political extremism. His popularity reflects a readership negotiating loss and change, often looking for stories that could preserve moral continuity without denying modern pressures. If Contango is indeed a Hilton work, a historically careful approach would read it less as isolated invention and more as a product of these verifiable contexts: the search for order after catastrophe, the reshaping of Britain’s global role, and the desire for ethical clarity in an unsettled century. If you can provide the book’s publication year, a quote, or a cover image, I can tailor the context precisely without speculation.
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    James Hilton (1900–1954) was an English novelist best known for popular, elegantly crafted fiction that blended realism, romance, and moral fable. Writing mainly between the 1920s and the 1940s, he reached a wide international readership and helped shape interwar and wartime literary tastes with stories attentive to dislocation, idealism, and social change. His name remains closely associated with two enduring books, Lost Horizon and Goodbye, Mr. Chips, which became cultural reference points through their themes of refuge, memory, and humane education. Hilton’s career also intersected with the film industry, extending his influence beyond the page.


Hilton was born in Lancashire, England, and was educated at Leys School and Christ’s College, Cambridge. At Cambridge he came into contact with a tradition of English literary study and writing that informed his clear prose style and preference for accessible narrative structures. After university he worked in journalism and teaching before turning fully to fiction, experiences that fed his interest in institutions, class mobility, and the ethical responsibilities of adults toward the young. His early formation placed him within a broadly middlebrow interwar milieu that valued readable storytelling and emotional restraint, while still accommodating satire and social observation.


His early novels appeared in the 1920s, when he began establishing himself as a professional writer. These works built a foundation in conventional narrative craft—plot-driven episodes, sharply sketched settings, and character arcs shaped by duty and temptation. Though not all of these early titles remained equally prominent, they demonstrated Hilton’s capacity to write across social registers, from domestic and professional worlds to more adventurous or cosmopolitan environments. During this period he developed a reputation for polished, film-friendly storytelling, with dialogue and pacing well suited to adaptation. The momentum of these years positioned him for a major breakthrough in the next decade.


That breakthrough came with Lost Horizon (1933), a novel that introduced the hidden Himalayan community of Shangri-La and gave the language a lasting metaphor for an idealized refuge. The book’s success made Hilton internationally famous, and its mixture of adventure, philosophical reflection, and modern disillusionment resonated with readers facing economic and political uncertainty. Lost Horizon is often read as a parable about the costs of modernity and the allure of withdrawal, yet it also depends on careful narrative suspense and vivid travel writing. Its enduring legacy lies in the adaptability of its central idea across literature, politics, and popular culture.


Soon after, Hilton published Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1934), a shorter, warmly nostalgic work centered on a schoolteacher’s long career and quiet personal transformation. The book became one of his most widely loved texts, celebrated for its humane tone and its focus on ordinary virtue rather than heroic spectacle. Without relying on sensational plot turns, it uses accumulated episodes and changing institutional life to explore time, memory, and service. Its popularity was reinforced by successful screen versions, which helped fix the story’s emotional contours in public memory. Together with Lost Horizon, it established Hilton as a leading popular novelist of the 1930s.


In the later 1930s and 1940s, Hilton continued to write novels that engaged with contemporary anxieties and moral choices. Notable titles from this broader period include We Are Not Alone (1937), Random Harvest (1941), and So Well Remembered (1945), each reflecting his interest in character under pressure and in the ways private lives are redirected by social upheaval. Several of these works were adapted for film, and Hilton also worked as a screenwriter, further entwining his literary reputation with cinematic storytelling. Critical reception typically emphasized his readability and emotional appeal, even as some commentators placed him within mainstream rather than avant-garde traditions.


Hilton spent much of his later life in the United States and remained professionally active into the postwar years. He died in 1954, leaving a body of work that continues to be read, reprinted, and discussed, particularly through the lasting prominence of Lost Horizon and Goodbye, Mr. Chips. His influence persists in the durability of “Shangri-La” as a concept and in the continuing appeal of narratives that find dignity in everyday commitment. Contemporary readers often return to Hilton for his combination of narrative clarity, moral seriousness, and accessible sentiment—qualities that helped define a significant strand of twentieth-century popular fiction.
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“Curious, the way things do jump out of nothing. This
  affair seems to have been begun by a hat blowing off.”

To Gathergood, as he said this, sitting on his bungalow verandah at Cuava
  with the temperature over a hundred in the shade and his whole body
  perspiring with the slightest movement, there came the sudden realisation of
  unpopularity. He had been conscious of it, at times, before; but never quite
  so definitely[1q]. He wondered if the planters had been telling tales against
  him, but he did not trouble himself much with the possibility; it was far too
  hot—an hour for anything rather than unpleasant speculation. He added,
  stiffening his glance as he met the eyes of the man across the table-top:
  “Of course it’s bad enough, in the result, but I’m not so
  sure that as much underlies it as you think.”

“You mentioned something about a hat blowing off?”

“Yes, Morrison’s hat. He was walking down from the club after
  tiffin[1], and just there”—he pointed with a jerk of the
  head—“where the path curves round the cliff his hat blew into
  the sea. He called to a native down below on the quayside to get it for
  him—a young Cuavanese named Naung Lo—but the fellow
  didn’t hear him, apparently. Morrison then scrambled down the cliff
  himself and made a scene. That’s as far as we can get before the
  evidence begins to be conflicting.”

“A planter named Franklyn was with Morrison, I
  understand?”

“Yes. Of course it’s on Franklyn’s evidence that Naung
  Lo was arrested. He says Naung Lo pushed Morrison into the sea.”

“Well, is there any doubt of it?”

“Naung Lo says he didn’t push him. He says he didn’t
  hear what Morrison had shouted, that Morrison then came down and hit him,
  that there was a bit of a struggle on the edge of the quay, and that Morrison
  suddenly toppled over. He also says that Morrison was drunk.”

“And I take it you accept this version of what happened in
  preference to Franklyn’s?”

“No, not altogether. I daresay Naung Lo may have pushed—I
  don’t see how, if there was a struggle, he could have avoided
  it.”

“Franklyn says Naung Lo hit first.”

Gathergood was silent a moment. Then he replied, rather slowly:
  “It’s too hot to take you to the scene of the affair or
  you’d realise that Franklyn, being thirty yards away at least, may not
  have been in the best position for seeing exactly what did happen. Naturally
  he was indignant about the death of his friend.”

“You wish me to infer that his evidence is false?”

“By no means, Humphreys,” answered Gathergood sharply.
  “I don’t suggest anything of the kind. But Franklyn admits that
  he stayed on the path up above, while Morrison climbed down to the edge of
  the quay where the whole thing took place.”

“But he doesn’t admit that Morrison was drunk.”

“No. Drunkenness is perhaps a matter of opinion. I can only say that
  I should have called him drunk when he left the club—I was there and I
  saw him. But that, of course, was half an hour earlier. Some men quickly
  throw off the effects.”

A long silence followed, which Gathergood broke by adding: “I think
  I should point out also that Naung Lo is slight in build, while Morrison was
  a six-footer. It seems unlikely, on the face of it, that the smaller man
  would begin the attack, without weapons— and no weapons were found on
  or near him afterwards.... And, of course, Morrison’s death was in some
  sense an accident, anyhow—he certainly wouldn’t have drowned if
  his head hadn’t struck a stone that stunned him.”

“Franklyn went to the rescue, didn’t he?”

“Yes. And Naung Lo stood by and gave what help he could. A point in
  his favour, I should be inclined to think.”

“Well, now we’ve had all the points in his
  favour—unless there are some more—perhaps we can consider those
  against him. He’s been in prison, they tell me?”

“Yes, several times—for theft. I don’t claim that
  he’s a highly moral character in any way.”

“And he was once in the employ of Morrison, but got the
  sack?”

“Yes, Morrison had to sack a good many natives. So have all the
  planters round here, with rubber down to fourpence a pound[3]. The biggest item
  of evidence against the youth—I’ll tell you to save you the
  trouble of finding it out for yourself—is that he’s undoubtedly
  been heard to utter threats against Morrison. Morrison thrashed him once, and
  he swore to get even with him. He probably deserved the
  thrashing—though, on the other hand, Morrison was rather noted for
  that sort of thing.”

“Well, it establishes a motive, doesn’t it?”

“Certainly.”

The two men, Gathergood the Agent and Humphreys the Vice-Consul from the
  mainland, faced each other again in a lengthy silence. Then Humphreys said:
  “Of course, Gathergood, people are rather expecting you to do something
  about it.”

The Agent replied quietly, scarcely moving a muscle in the almost
  intolerable noonday heat: “I’m doing what I can, Humphreys.
  I’m trying to find out if there were other witnesses of the
  affair.”

“Still, you know, witnesses or not, the awkward fact remains that
  here you have an Englishman dead and a native somehow or other responsible.
  These things have a way of leading to trouble if they’re not smartly
  dealt with. What’s the present position?”

“Naung Lo’s in jail awaiting trial, or perhaps I should rather
  say, awaiting sentence. Cuavanese law is primitive, but quite brisk on these
  occasions. As soon as the Sultan decides that he’s guilty, he gets his
  head chopped off right away.”

Humphreys raised his eyebrows with a certain blandness. “And may I
  enquire if you have seen fit to offer His Highness any advice in the
  matter?”

Gathergood answered, still without movement: “The Sultan asked me if
  I thought the youth should be put to death and I said not yet, at any rate,
  because it seemed to me there were doubts.”

“Well, I suppose you know your own business best—or should
  do. But in these days, with all these political crimes everywhere—
  India, Burma—”

“Yes, quite, but I don’t think this has anything to do with
  it.”

“You’re by nature an optimist, perhaps?”

Gathergood half-smiled. “No, I wouldn’t say that. I
  wouldn’t call myself a pessimist, either. I just think one ought to
  preserve one’s sense of proportion, that’s all....”

Humphreys stayed on for a few days and then took the coastal boat back to
  the mainland.

Gathergood was forty-nine, and had spent a quarter of a century in various
  parts of the East. He had never married, nor had rumour ever associated him
  with a woman, white or coloured. He was aware that women did not particularly
  care for him, and he had never found their indifference hard to endure. With
  men, individual men, he had sometimes wished he could become more intimate,
  but even the wish for this had rarely been enough to make for keen
  disappointment. He knew, as indeed it was impossible not to know, that his
  intrusion into Cuavanese society had scarcely been a social success. He was
  neither gallant enough for the planters’ wives nor sufficiently
  alcoholic to be considered a good fellow by the planters themselves; whilst
  among the natives a reputation for fair dealing was outweighed by an
  unwillingness to give a dollar tip when half a dollar was ample. Moreover,
  all these negations were much emphasised by his having come to Cuava in 1927,
  after Bullenger, whose reputation for hard drinking and hard wenching had
  fitted easily into the spacious prosperity of the rubber boom, so that those
  golden years were still remembered in some such phrase as: “Ah, that
  was in poor old Bullenger’s time.” A tribute, wistfully
  inaccurate, since the man had been neither poor nor old, but had died wealthy
  and prematurely of cirrhosis of the liver; and a censure, by implication, on
  the stiff, more difficult fellow whose succeeding regime had coincided with
  Cuava’s decline from affluence to penury.

In appearance Gathergood was tall, spare, and nearly as brown-
  complexioned as some of the Malays; he had fine teeth and a strong chin, but
  was not otherwise good-looking; his chill blue eyes repelled more often than
  they attracted. In speech he was decisive, but rather slow; indeed, his eyes
  more often commanded than his voice.

After the departure of Humphreys he went on with his job, which was not
  normally very onerous, and was decidedly not among the plums of the service;
  apart from acting as go-between for British merchants doing trade with Cuava,
  giving occasional advice to the Sultan, and attending to such matters as
  quarantine and the immigration of British Chinese from Hong-Kong, there was
  not a great deal to do. His bungalow, which included an office, stood on a
  spit of land just above the water-front, and was chiefly built of reed and
  thatch after the local fashion. A few of the planters had been able to afford
  Europeanised bungalows out of the profits of the boom years, but on the whole
  Cuava was still primitive in these matters—owing chiefly, no doubt, to
  the fact that it remained a native state, under a Sultan who enjoyed a more
  than technical independence of the authorities at Singapore and Batavia,
  though faintly compelling eyes were often cast upon him from those
  quarters.

Cuava, capital of the island and state of the same name, was the only
  white settlement, and its white population, due to the slump in rubber, was
  rather rapidly decreasing. Perhaps forty or fifty survivors of a once
  prosperous community lived on the two hills that lay behind and above the
  native kampong; a few of them had their wives, but most were considerate
  enough to make do with the resources of the locality. There was a Welsh
  doctor who shared his activities between Cuava and another island a
  day’s journey distant; and there had once been an American missionary
  who had been converted from missionary work by the superior opportunities of
  buying up rubber estates. Occasionally a European sea-captain came ashore and
  spent a few days drinking and yarning at the club. This latter institution,
  inevitable where two or three Englishmen are gathered together, was the
  centre of Cuavanese society, the fount of its corporate wisdom, the source of
  its rumours, and the sounding- board of its various opinions. It stood on the
  hill nearest the estuary, adjacent also to the plantations, and surrounded by
  billowy land which enthusiastic new-comers always dreamed of turning into a
  golf-course until they had their first experience of the sweltering Cuavanese
  summer.

Down in the native kampong on the water-front there was reckoned to be a
  mixed population of some ten thousand Malays, Chinese, and Sikhs. Many of
  them had been attracted from overseas when work and pay on the plantations
  were both plentiful; now, with these conditions at an end, an existence not
  far above the starvation line was somehow contrived. They lived in ramshackle
  huts on the edge of the river-mud, and except when they caught cholera or
  smuggled gin authority was glad enough to leave them alone.

Authority, indeed, resided five miles inland, well removed from the
  commercial and maritime atmosphere. There, enclosed by primeval jungle, was
  situated the Sultan’s palace, with its private apartments, its imperial
  harem, and its government offices, council chamber, prison, and military
  arsenal; a mysterious and legendary place to the white planter who rarely or
  never visited it.

Gathergood had acted for four years as a species of liaison officer in
  this complicated and peculiarly balanced society, and that he had not
  achieved the personal popularity of his predecessor did not by any means
  signify his failure at the job. On the contrary, he had comfortably
  surmounted all the various minor difficulties that had arisen from time to
  time; his relations with the Sultan were good, and his periodic reports to
  Singapore models of humdrum neatness. His job was not the kind that all men
  would have envied, but he himself had no particular complaint to make of it.
  The Sultan’s government was strong and fairly free from corruption; his
  own health was excellent; he was used to loneliness; and, perhaps most
  fortunately of all, he had no investments in the local estates and his salary
  did not depend on the price of rubber. Yet, during the days that followed the
  departure of Humphreys, he was aware of a changed note, a feeling of tension
  in the air, not lessened, he guessed, by talks which Humphreys had had with
  the leading planters during his visit. As he dictated business letters to his
  one Eurasian clerk he did not fail to observe the look of feverish enquiry in
  the violet-brown eyes that stared above the typewriter-roller. Recent events
  had provided sensation for bungalow and kampong alike; already the dead
  Englishman was beginning to acquire among the planters the legendary
  habiliments of martyrdom. And among the natives, too, there were hints,
  rather than evidences, of trouble; wage reductions on the estates had
  prepared a soil well suited to the flowering of unrest. All this Gathergood
  sensed with an involuntary stirring of distaste; he lacked sympathy with the
  jingo impulsiveness of the planters nearly as much as with the Bolshevist
  nonsense that was beginning to permeate the mob.

With relief, when he had discharged his daily routine of duties, he turned
  as a rule to his botanical specimens, of which during his years in Cuava he
  had made a large and varied collection. It was probably, he sometimes
  thought, the most complete of its kind in the world, since the island seemed
  to have been just as unaccountably neglected by naturalists as by explorers.
  That range of mountains, for instance, barely visible on a very clear day
  from the rubber estates—curious, he thought, that none of the planters
  ever desired to climb or investigate them. Gathergood had done so several
  times, struggling through difficult miles of mangrove swamp and jungle.
  “Was it worth while?” he was once asked on his return. “Did
  you strike any gold reefs, buried treasure, tin deposits?” He had
  answered, with a simplicity so odd that it was misread as a pose:
  “Hardly that, but I did find two quite remarkable things on the
  summit—a small lake that always had ice on it in the early mornings,
  and little blue forget-me-nots, growing just as they do in England.”
  Which was a type of remark that proceeded rather eccentrically from the mouth
  of a British Agent in a club-room of rubber-growers.

One morning, while his enquiries into details of the Morrison case were
  still pending, one of the younger planters, not long out from home, called on
  him and remarked with candid indiscretion that the planters were not at all
  satisfied with the way matters were developing. “And neither was that
  fellow Humphreys,” continued the youth, even more indiscreetly.

“And neither am I,” added Gathergood.

The youth went on: “Not of course that Morrison was a saint, by any
  means, but, still, the poor beggar’s dead, and we’ll have the
  whole pack on top of us if we let ’em get away with a thing like that.
  It’s the example to the rest that’s so damned
  dangerous.”

“I hope not, if we all keep our heads.”

“That won’t help things much, with the tappers already talking
  revolution. Perhaps you heard of the strike of coolies this
  morning?”

“Some small trouble over a shipment. It’s settled now.
  There’s trouble all over the world, for that matter. We mustn’t
  get excited.”

“You keep on saying that, sir, while all the time things are heading
  for a crisis.”

Gathergood smiled, more charmed than displeased by the frankness of the
  outburst. He guessed a little of the resentment smouldering behind the
  youth’s words, that dream of being lordly and prosperous that had
  wilted during a few months’ experience of dragooning natives on a
  nearly bankrupt plantation. Gathergood felt sorry for him. He touched his
  arm—a rare thing for him to do to anyone—and answered:
  “Don’t worry. When I next see the Sultan I’ll indicate to
  him, if I can, the desirability of keeping his kampong hotheads under
  control. He doesn’t want trouble, remember, any more than we
  do.”

“He’ll get it, though, if he’s not mighty careful, sir.
  It’s pretty obvious he’s shielding Morrison’s murderer. It
  can’t go on. Everyone knows these native states are
  ana—ana”—he stumbled over the half-known word and added,
  more confidently—“out-of-date.”

There was a certain pathos, to the Agent, in the triteness of all that. It
  was rather like saying “I do think flowers are lovely” at a
  horticultural show. On the club verandah it was the everlasting small change
  of minor grousing; while in Singapore civil servants had grown grey in
  turning it into Blue Book prose[4]. Gathergood did not conceive it his duty
  either to have or to express an opinion on the subject. Cuava was Cuava; he
  was content to accommodate himself to the system as it existed. He took
  little interest in politics, and had no passionate conviction that direct
  control from Singapore would be an improvement. He said, comfortingly:
  “All the same, I shouldn’t worry, if I were you.”

But the youth’s remarks had made him feel that he might, perhaps,
  expedite his visit to the Sultan. He went that evening.

Gathergood had no car; the lack of roads in Cuava made one an unnecessary
  expense. There was, it is true, a track of sorts leading steeply up to the
  Sultan’s palace, but the Agent preferred the more tranquil if slower
  method of having his native boys paddle him upstream to a point from which
  the palace lay but half an hour’s walk uphill. He had travelled thus on
  many occasions, and had perfected a pleasurable technique in sparing his boys
  as much expenditure of energy as possible. He first let the canoe drift
  across the estuary with the incoming tide; then he steered his way amongst
  the slow channels of the mangrove swamps, thus escaping the force of the
  current in midstream. It was possible, except at the height of the dry
  season, to traverse almost the entire distance in this manner; the journey
  took time, but there was rarely any particular reason for hurry. Nor did
  Gathergood find the scenery tedious as others might have done; the swamps
  were certainly desolate, but he could find plenty of interest in them, the
  more so as their tangles of rotting foliage had often yielded important
  additions to his naturalist’s collection. He liked the play of light,
  especially towards sunset, on the pale, sword-like nippa leaves; and the
  swish of the wind through them amused him sometimes by its likeness to human
  whispering.

That night he arrived at the Sultan’s private landing-place amid the
  warm scents of twilight. He climbed the wooden stairs, crossed the jetties of
  split palm-trunks, and took the ascending path to the palace. When at last he
  reached it, the widespread litter of buildings, with lights here and there,
  was shrouded in mystery, but it did not affect him; he knew it well enough,
  and after a few words to a turbanned sentry was admitted through familiar
  entrances into familiar rooms. Most of them were of the same type, though
  larger than the ordinary Cuavanese but; and only the throne-room, into which
  he was finally ushered, presented any original features. It was a lofty
  wooden apartment, lit with oil-lamps and hung with mats and strips of red
  cotton sheeting; it also exhibited, apparently as an objet d’art, a
  three-year-old business calendar advertising a San Francisco insurance
  company.

Gathergood, thin and ghost-like in his white ducks, waited for several
  moments without impatience. He was a man who did not object to waiting, and
  to whom the mere saving of seconds seemed of little value without some
  definite use for the time saved. It was this attitude of mind which, though
  he had never thought out the question, gave him ease in dealing with
  Orientals and made him often appear stiff and dilatory before the
  quick-dealing Westerner.

At length a door opened and Gathergood made a profound bow. An old, an
  almost incredibly old man was tottering forward. His body, which had once
  been very tall, now stooped to a mere five feet above the ground; his head,
  wrinkled and shaven, was partly covered by a turban of green silk; while the
  rest of his attire revealed itself, to all outward conjecture, as the
  badly-fitting uniform of a liner-steward.

Yet, with every inelegance and incongruity, there was a quality in the old
  man that made Gathergood’s bow a fitting gesture. Pathetic dignity
  reposed in the slowly raised head and in the grim, toothless smile; the nose
  and lips, strong and sensual at one time, had been thinned by age to a
  sharpness which, with the small, gleaming eyes, reminded Gathergood of
  newspaper pictures of Philip Snowden.

Meanwhile the Sultan of Cuava held out his hand with a brave imitation of
  the western salutation. Gathergood offered his own hand, and the old man held
  it limply for a moment. “Your Highness is well?” queried
  Gathergood, and a cracked, scarcely audible voice replied: “Very well,
  Tuan.”

But it was rather obvious that he was not. He was wheezy, asthmatic, and
  unsteady on his legs; only with assistance from Gathergood and two personal
  attendants did he finally seat himself on the royal throne, which was a
  shabby wooden affair, decorated with strips of coloured cloth. He was,
  indeed, immensely old—some said over a hundred, though that was
  probably an exaggeration. It was well established, however, that he had
  feasted on human flesh during his earlier manhood, and that he had begotten
  several children since becoming a great-grandfather; nor was it impossible,
  as legend asserted, that he had once slaughtered with his own hands two
  hundred prisoners captured in battle. One could imagine sometimes that the
  memory of such exploits gleamed in his brilliant eyes; and, in fact, most
  white visitors (such as government officials from Singapore) were so apt to
  imagine things of this sort that they scarcely ever managed to treat him as a
  human being. Gathergood, however, was not a man of imagination, nor, in his
  relations with the Sultan, was he troubled by reflections sinister or
  abstruse. It did not occur to him that His Highness’s nondescript
  clothing and enormously developed stomach made him comic, or, at least, any
  more comic than his own notorious chastity must seem to the Sultan. The two
  of them, one so old and the other no longer young, respected each other.
  Sometimes they talked about plants, birds, and insects; the Sultan was
  interested in Gathergood’s expeditions to the interior and had always
  used his influence to further them. His eyes forgot their years during such
  interviews, and the Agent, shouting the lilting Cuavanese dialect into the
  old man’s ear, chatted with no more difficulty than with some deaf old
  crony in an English bar-parlour.

That evening their talk was protracted longer than usual. Bright-turbaned
  attendants brought the Agent a long ceremonial cigarette, and lit beside him
  two large, beeswax candles. The first question, raised by the Sultan himself,
  concerned a letter he had recently received from an American university,
  offering to confer on him the degree of Doctor of Literature in return for a
  registration fee of a hundred dollars. The Sultan, sincerely proud of the
  distinctions that civilised countries had already granted him, asked
  Gathergood’s advice; and the latter returned a simple negative. It was
  thus that they had dealt with many problems during the past four years.

Then they touched upon the future of Naung Lo, still in the Sultan’s
  prison in connection with the Morrison affair. The Sultan had been deeply
  perturbed by the tragedy, and was willing, indeed eager, to behead somebody.
  Gathergood described his continuing investigations, adding: “It still
  doesn’t seem to me that the case has been proved.”

The Sultan inclined his head. “Very well, Tuan. He shall
  wait.”

Then Gathergood outlined, as well as he could, the difficulties that might
  arise out of unrest in the kampong. He suggested that the Sultan should
  increase the native police force, put an extra tax on the sale of gin, and
  issue an official edict denouncing the doctrines of Russian and Chinese
  communism. The Sultan, who had been very pro-British during the War, and
  whose habit of mind was inclined to be fixed, could not entirely escape the
  conviction that he ought at once to arrest and behead the crew of a German
  sailing-ship loading cutch in the estuary; but at the end of
  Gathergood’s explanation he signified an earnest and cordial agreement
  with all the main points.

After that, as the old man was obviously fatigued, Gathergood made to
  depart. But there was one other matter which the Sultan broached with almost
  a child’s shyness. “Tuan,” he croaked, holding
  Gathergood’s hand again, “I have some pictures for you.” He
  took out of his jacket pocket a small Kodak, from which, with a smile, the
  Agent removed the used film. It was the Sultan’s principal hobby, and
  though many of his snapshots tended to be either obscure or obscene was
  always ready to oblige by developing them in his little improvised dark-room
  at the bungalow. “I will bring them to you next week,” he
  answered, and the Sultan responded, with conventional courtesy: “Good
  night, Tuan Bezar. Your visit has made me very glad.”

Events, however, prevented Gathergood from keeping his promise. That very
  night, while he was asleep under his mosquito-net, a score or more planters,
  fully armed, marched on the Sultan’s palace, forced an entrance,
  kidnapped Naung Lo from his prison-cell, and hanged him from a tree in the
  jungle less than a mile away.

Gathergood did not hear of this till the morning, when his house-boy
  brought him the sensational news. He was, for him, immensely disconcerted. He
  was even, when he had begun to consider it, appalled. In all that the
  Morrison case had so far meant to him, there had been simply the question of
  the accused man’s probable guilt or innocence. Of the tangled interplay
  of motive, racial and political, that might lie beyond that straightforward
  issue, he had been remotely aware, but he had shrunk from it; he lacked
  intricacy of vision, and his instinct was always to ignore the intangible.
  Now, at a stroke, the merely judicial question had been transformed into a
  matter of vaster significance which he took some time to comprehend. He sat
  for over an hour before his office-desk, thinking things out with an entire
  absence of personal passion that concealed, nevertheless, a growing inward
  uneasiness. The day was warming up; clammy and so far sunless, it sent hardly
  a ripple of sea moving over the sandbars of the estuary, and the tops of the
  rubber-planted foothills soared into a creamy haze. Towards midday he sent a
  boy with written messages to all the planters, asking them to meet him in the
  club-house during the afternoon. That done, he deliberately wrote business
  letters as usual and gave the daily orders to his Chinese cook; after which,
  having taken a drink and a sandwich, he walked up the hill to the
  club-house.

The planters awaited him there in a mood of sultry, half-shamed
  truculence. It was possible that already, in the light of day, their exploit
  seemed less wholly estimable. But this reaction was itself counterbalanced by
  an intensifying of their feeling towards the Agent; sprawling over the chairs
  and tables, they faced him as if whatever might be unstable in an unstable
  world, their hatred of him was sure. They clung to it, for defence, for
  companionship, for very love of one another; and seeing them, Gathergood
  suddenly felt himself a scapegoat for all the trouble that had visited Cuava
  since his predecessor left it—for untapped trees and rebellious
  labourers and bankrupt companies, for dread movements on distant stock
  exchanges, for doom that could sweep as swiftly as pestilence. He, the Jonah,
  had come to Cuava as a human symbol of unluck, so that upon him, it seemed,
  the rage of men against events must now be concentrated.

He was not a good talker in public, but he had prepared what to say, and
  it was, as he said it, very simple. The night’s escapade, he began,
  without preamble, was as dangerously mistaken as it was utterly
  unjustifiable. At this there was much dissent, and he waited quietly for
  silence. It was typical of him that the arguments he developed had an almost
  legal precision[2q]; Cuava, he reminded them, was the Sultan’s territory,
  and the attack on his palace could only be regarded as equivalent to an act
  of war. Neither the home government nor that at Singapore could or would
  defend them in such a matter. Here a shout of “We can defend
  ourselves” stung him to a retort which, being impromptu, was more
  humanly pungent: “Perhaps, then, you’ll tell me how a few dozen
  whites can hold out against twenty thousand natives if the latter make a
  concerted attack?”

He talked for some time, dealing with interruptions and questions as they
  arose; he was calm throughout, and perhaps this calmness, as much as
  anything, became eventually impressive. He stirred misgiving in their minds,
  then doubt, then a touch of panic, and, last of all, a chastened mood in
  which one of them could ask, almost humbly: “Well, Gathergood, granted
  that there may be something in what you say, what would you recommend us to
  do about it?”

The Agent had his reply ready. “Choose one of yourselves as a
  representative, and let him come with me to the palace immediately—
  we’ll smooth things down as best we can.”

At this, as Gathergood had expected, there was a further uproar of dissent
  and defiance; he stood watching and hearing it emotionlessly, his eyes remote
  and implacable. All he said when the shouting subsided was: “Well,
  gentlemen, it’s for you to decide. You asked my advice and I gave it. I
  know the Sultan is reasonable; if he can be convinced that no personal insult
  was intended, and that you were merely carried away by your feeling about
  Morrison, a good deal of the harm may yet be undone. Think it over.”
  Suddenly, at that, he turned and left them, walked out of the club, and back
  through the oven-heat to his bungalow.

Till evening he rested; then a deputation of planters came to see him. He
  received them on his verandah, offering drinks, which they declined. They
  announced without courtesy, their decision to take his advice, and Franklyn,
  who had been Morrison’s particular friend, was the representative they
  had chosen. He was a tall, sallow-faced man of about fifty; he lived with his
  wife in the largest bungalow on the hill, and had never troubled to disguise
  his dislike of Gathergood. The latter now glanced at him and replied:
  “Very well. If you’re ready, Franklyn, we’d better go up
  now, without delay.”

Franklyn laughed with forced cynicism. “All right, if it’s got
  to be done. You guarantee a safe return, I suppose, Gathergood? No doubt
  you’re in a position to—the old boy’s rather a pal of
  yours by all accounts? So long as I don’t get pushed overboard, like
  Morrison, or stuck by a kris[2].... If I do, you’ll be responsible.
  Personally, it seems to me a damsilly thing to go bootlicking to a
  nigger.”

Gathergood did not reply. He was calling his house-boy and giving orders
  about the journey.

They went, not by canoe, but in Franklyn’s Ford, driven by the
  planter himself up the winding, rutted track amongst the hills. Little was
  spoken; the fact that Franklyn’s apology would be completely insincere
  did not, of course, matter much, but it made for Gathergood an extra discord
  between them. As the journey progressed the Agent became conscious of the
  hairline precariousness of the entire situation, and of the alarming extent
  to which he had personally become involved in it. He tried to think if at any
  point he had taken an incautious step, or had come to an unwise decision; but
  everything he had decided seemed preferable to the likely results of doing
  otherwise. He even in a certain sense looked forward to meeting the Sultan;
  it might be comforting to talk things over quietly with that serene old
  patriarch. A reasonable man, Gathergood stressed to himself; whatever else, a
  REASONABLE man....

But once again the march of events had tragically forestalled. What
  happened is best described in Gathergood’s own phrases, as he had to
  compose them for a later audience. When he and Franklyn arrived at the
  Sultan’s palace they were admitted, not to the Sultan, but to a
  congress of sons and grandsons, by whose orders they were promptly arrested
  and flung into prison, without any chance of explaining their mission. The
  aged Sultan, it appeared, had died of an apoplectic fit caused by the
  excitement of the previous night’s attack on his domain.

The two prisoners were without weapons; they tried the walls in vain for
  any means of escape, and at length lay down on the mud floor in sheer
  weariness. Towards midnight by Gathergood’s watch Franklyn was led out
  by armed guards, with whom the Agent expostulated and struggled in vain. The
  planter’s subsequent fate was never definitely established—the
  exact manner of his death, that is to say. Gathergood, however, was released
  later on during the night—apparently on account of his friendship with
  the late Sultan. To his enquiries, entreaties, and protests about Franklyn,
  he could obtain nothing
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