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About the Author

Rudyard Kipling was born in Bombay in India on 30 December 1865. He was sent back to England when he was seven years old but returned to India in 1882 to work as the assistant editor of the Civil & Military Gazette in Lahore. He published poetry and stories in newspapers but it was the publication of Plain Tales from the Hills in 1888 that brought him his first major success. His most famous works are Barrack-room Ballads (1892), The Jungle Book (1894), Kim (1901), and Just So Stories (1902). Just So Stories was written for his children and the tales are addressed to his six-year-old daughter Josephine, his ‘best beloved’, who died of pneumonia in 1899. In 1907 Kipling became the first English writer to win the Nobel Prize for Literature. Rudyard Kipling died on 18 January 1936.
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Introduction

When I was about five years old and learning to read, I sat down alone one day with a book I knew well and pretended to read it to myself. I was in a cabin on a ship of the Union-Castle line, bound for Cape Town, and I suppose I was alone because I was thought to be asleep. The book was Kipling’s Just So Stories. I knew it well because my mother had read it to me many times, and I used to mutter or whisper or mouth the words along with her as she read.

The tale I happened to be reading that day in the hot little cabin was ‘How the Camel got his Hump’. Well, I say reading: I wasn’t really reading so much as remembering. But I must have had a notion of what those printed words did, because I remember following them with my finger as I spoke the well-known words:

In the beginning of years, when the world was so new-and-all, and the Animals were just beginning to work for Man, there was a Camel, and he lived in the middle of a Howling Desert because he did not want to work; and besides, he was a Howler himself. So he ate sticks and thorns and tamarisks and milkweed and prickles, most ’scruciating idle; and when anybody spoke to him he said ‘Humph!’ Just ‘Humph!’ and no more.

Something odd was happening as I went along. The marks on the page were becoming transparent. Or not transparent, exactly, so much as – what? Meaningful? At any rate, they were no longer meaningless. I could see what they meant, and whether that meaning was behind them or within them or somewhere else entirely, the shape of the word and my apprehension of the meaning were one and the same thing, or seemed to be so, and most miraculous it was.

I have never stopped reading since.

The reason that revelation happened with Kipling, and not with Enid Blyton, whose first Noddy book I also possessed and enjoyed, is that he was a master of language, and she was not. There was nothing memorable in the language of Noddy Goes to Toyland (though there was quite a good joke: when Noddy and Big-Ears are building a house, it starts to rain, and Noddy suggests that they put the roof up first and shelter under it while they build the walls. That was the sort of joke I could get), there was nothing that made you want to move your mouth along with it as your mother spoke it aloud, nothing that hummed and beat and sang and danced. Noddy was inert and the Just So Stories were throbbing with life, and it was all in the language. As Auden said in his poem on the death of Yeats,

Time that is intolerant

Of the brave and innocent,

And indifferent in a week

To a beautiful physique,

Worships language and forgives

Everyone by whom it lives –

which may not be fair, but it seems to be true. It was the words, those delicious, crunchy, flavoursome words that I so enjoyed, enjoyed well before I knew what they meant. What were tamarisks? I neither knew nor cared. Something to eat, obviously; and they tasted almost as good to say as to eat. What did ’scruciating mean? I hadn’t a clue. But I scruciated up my mouth to say it, and it felt properly important and grown-up.

And that, I think, is the most important lesson I ever learned about literature – poetry in particular, but prose like this is almost poetry – which is this: it doesn’t live only in the eye, it lives in the mouth and in the ear; our senses get the point long before our brain does. ‘Take care of the sense,’ said Lewis Carroll’s Duchess, ‘and the sounds will take care of themselves.’ But the two things can’t be so easily separated: in the best writing each is part of the other, and genuine poetry, as T.S. Eliot pointed out, can communicate before it is understood.

Adults sometimes forget this, and insist on ‘translating’ poetry or poetical prose into simpler English, in the earnest hope that this will take the problems out of it, and that children will enjoy it more. They won’t. Quite the worst way of dealing with that most rhythmical and energetic of all the Just So Stories, ‘The Sing-Song of Old Man Kangaroo’, would be to explain what a salt-pan is, and define spinifex, and find a picture of a blue gum; whereas quite the best way is simply to read it aloud:

He ran through the desert; he ran through the mountains; he ran through the reed-beds; he ran through the blue gums; he ran through the spinifex; he ran till his front legs ached.

He had to!

Rhythm must be the most ancient form of common enjoyment among human beings – clapping, stamping, beating a hollow log; it goes right back to the very dawn of humanity, and it lives again in every baby jogged up and down on a parent’s lap. Children who are lucky enough to meet the Just So Stories before they are old enough to worry about what they mean are profoundly lucky; these tales do what nursery rhymes do, which is to envelop the child in a happy sense that language brings delight, that it’s full of fun and pleasure. How unlucky those children are who never experience this in their earliest childhood, and who know nothing of language except instructions and curses.

Auden’s poem on the death of Yeats, which I quoted above, goes on to mention Kipling directly. Time, he says, which worships language –

Pardons cowardice, conceit,

Lays its honours at their feet.

Time that with this strange excuse

Pardoned Kipling and his views …

The views that in Auden’s opinion needed pardoning were, of course, the imperialist ideas which Kipling championed, and which were so closely identified with him in the public mind. It was always more complicated than mere jingoistic bluster; one of Kipling’s great gifts was his understanding of and sympathy for human beings, no matter how different their circumstances from that of an Englishman. His portraits of the various Indian characters in Kim, not least the saintly lama, are warm and richly varied; and one of the best-known lines in English verse is ‘You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din!’

Do these ‘views’ – does this imperialism – show up in the Just So Stories? The Ethiopian in ‘How the Leopard got his Spots’ is referred to more than once as a nigger, but he is represented as an intelligent, amiable and eloquent individual. For the Kipling who wrote this book, human beings are human beings, and so are animals. The clearest sign that it was the work of a child of the British Empire comes not in the stories but in the verses between them, which are full of references to what was a rich strand of common experience in colonial family life: the sea voyages from Southampton or Tilbury to Aden, Bombay, Colombo, Calcutta, Cape Town, and every other port where the map was coloured pink:

But it’s hot – too hot from Suez

For the likes of you and me

Ever to go

In a P. and O.

And call on the Cake-Parsee!

The verse that follows ‘The Crab that Played’ is full of the names and initials of shipping lines, including the U.C.S. which owned the Edinburgh Castle, on board which I read ‘How the Camel got his Hump’. I must be one of the last children to have those shipping lines in my memory, and to have that sort of Imperial experience, and to know exactly what it felt like

When the cabin port-holes are dark and green

Because of the seas outside;

When the ship goes wop (with a wiggle between)

And the steward falls into the soup-tureen,

And the trunks begin to slide …

It’s all gone now.

* * *

The tales I cared for least when I was young are the two about Tegumai and his daughter Taffy: ‘How the First Letter was Written’ and ‘How the Alphabet was Made’. They are different in feeling from the other stories – there are no animals in them, for a start; and the overlong explanation of how the first letters were formed seemed to me, even when I was five, far-fetched in a way that the story of how the elephant got his trunk didn’t. Not that I thought that was true: but these two tales were a different kind of story-telling, and I was impatient with it.

Now that I am very much older, I can see what was going on, and feel more sympathy with it. They still, for my taste, drift too far in the direction of the whimsy that tempted Kipling elsewhere to perpetrate such horrors as Thy Servant a Dog, and the view of childhood carries a whiff of that nursery-nostalgia that was such a strong presence in late Victorian and early Edwardian culture, and which was still hanging around the pages of Punch in the 1920s, like a stale and sickly scent.

But Kipling was writing about his own daughter, Josephine, who had died of pneumonia, aged six, three years before Just So Stories was published. The verse that follows these two tales is more revealing than anything else in the whole book:

In mocassins and deer-skin cloak,

Unfearing, free and fair she flits,

And lights her little damp-wood smoke

To show her Daddy where she flits.

For far – oh, very far behind,

So far she cannot call to him,

Comes Tegumai alone to find

The daughter that was all to him.

Coming on that unexpectedly, especially when you are a parent, is to be reminded that behind the wit, the boundless invention, the unforgettable phrase-making and mastery of language, runs a vein of deep and true feeling. Like much of Kipling’s real life, it was not on open display, but it is all the more moving for that.

Just So Stories is, for me, the best children’s book to come out of what is often called the Golden Age of children’s literature – the period that followed Alice, and finished with Winnie-the-Pooh. The stories are creation tales to rank with the finest ever invented by that greatest storyteller of all, the anonymous maker of folk tales in cave or castle or cottage; and they are funny. What more could any reader want, whether at five or at ninety-five? So I now give thanks to whoever decided to put that book in my hands when I was learning to read, and make sure that my children, and my grandchildren, have it in their turn.

Philip Pullman, 2008


How the Whale Got His Throat

[image: image]N THE SEA, once upon a time, O my Best Beloved, there was a Whale, and he ate fishes. He ate the starfish and the garfish, and the crab and the dab, and the plaice and the dace, and the skate and his mate, and the mackereel and the pickereel, and the really truly twirly-whirly eel. All the fishes he could find in all the sea he ate with his mouth – so! Till at last there was only one small fish left in all the sea, and he was a small ’Stute Fish, and he swam a little behind the Whale’s right ear, so as to be out of harm’s way. Then the Whale stood up on his tail and said, ‘I’m hungry.’ And the small ’Stute Fish said in a small ’stute voice, ‘Noble and generous Cetacean, have you ever tasted Man?’

‘No,’ said the Whale. ‘What is it like?’

‘Nice,’ said the small ’Stute Fish. ‘Nice but nubbly.’

‘Then fetch me some,’ said the Whale, and he made the sea froth up with his tail.

‘One at a time is enough,’ said the ’Stute Fish. ‘If you swim to latitude Fifty North, longitude Forty West (that is Magic), you will find, sitting on a raft, in the middle of the sea, with nothing on but a pair of blue canvas breeches, a pair of suspenders (you must not forget the suspenders, Best Beloved), and a jack-knife, one shipwrecked Mariner, who, it is only fair to tell you, is a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity.’

So the Whale swam and swam to latitude Fifty North, longitude Forty West, as fast as he could swim, and on a raft, in the middle of the sea, with nothing to wear except a pair of blue canvas breeches, a pair of suspenders (you must particularly remember the suspenders, Best Beloved), and a jack-knife, he found one single, solitary shipwrecked Mariner, trailing his toes in the water. (He had his Mummy’s leave to paddle, or else he would never have done it, because he was a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity.)

Then the Whale opened his mouth back and back and back till it nearly touched his tail, and he swallowed the shipwrecked Mariner, and the raft he was sitting on, and his blue canvas breeches, and the suspenders (which you must not forget), and the jack-knife – He swallowed them all down into his warm, dark, inside cupboards, and then he smacked his lips – so, and turned round three times on his tail.

But as soon as the Mariner, who was a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity, found himself truly inside the Whale’s warm, dark, inside cupboards, he stumped and he jumped and he thumped and he bumped, and he pranced and he danced, and he banged and he clanged, and he hit and he bit, and he leaped and he creeped, and he prowled and he howled, and he hopped and he dropped, and he cried and he sighed, and he crawled and he bawled, and he stepped and he lepped, and he danced hornpipes where he shouldn’t, and the Whale felt most unhappy indeed. (Have you forgotten the suspenders?)

So he said to the ’Stute Fish, ‘This man is very nubbly, and besides he is making me hiccough. What shall I do?’

‘Tell him to come out,’ said the ’Stute Fish.

So the Whale called down his own throat to the shipwrecked Mariner, ‘Come out and behave yourself. I’ve got the hiccoughs.’

‘Nay, nay!’ said the Mariner. ‘Not so, but far otherwise. Take me to my natal-shore and the white-cliffs-of-Albion, and I’ll think about it.’ And he began to dance more than ever.

‘You had better take him home,’ said the ’Stute Fish to the Whale. ‘I ought to have warned you that he is a man of infinite-resource-and-sagacity’
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THIS is the picture of the Whale swallowing the Mariner with his infinite-resource-and-sagacity, and the raft and the jack-knife and his suspenders, which you must not forget. The buttony-things are the Mariner’s suspenders, and you can see the knife close by them. He is sitting on the raft, but it has tilted up sideways, so you don’t see much of it. The whity thing by the Mariner’s left hand is a piece of wood that he was trying to row the raft with when the Whale came along. The piece of wood is called the jaws-of-a-gaff. The Mariner left it outside when he went in. The Whale’s name was Smiler, and the Mariner was called Mr. Henry Albert Bivvens, A.B. The little ’Stute Fish is hiding under the Whale’s tummy, or else I would have drawn him. The reason that the sea looks so ooshy-skooshy is because the Whale is sucking it all into his mouth so as to suck in Mr. Henry Albert Bivvens and the raft and the jack-knife and the suspenders. You must never forget the suspenders.


So the Whale swam and swam and swam, with both flippers and his tail, as hard as he could for the hiccoughs; and at last he saw the Mariner’s natal-shore and the white-cliffs-of-Albion, and he rushed half-way up the beach, and opened his mouth wide and wide and wide, and said, ‘Change here for Winchester, Ashuelot, Nashua, Keene, and stations on the Fitchburg Road’; and just as he said ‘Fitch’ the Mariner walked out of his mouth. But while the Whale had been swimming, the Mariner, who was indeed a person of infinite-resource-and-sagacity, had taken his jack-knife and cut up the raft into a little square grating all running criss-cross, and he had tied it firm with his suspenders (now you know why you were not to forget the suspenders!), and he dragged that grating good and tight into the Whale’s throat, and there it stuck! Then he recited the following Sloka, which, as you have not heard it, I will now proceed to relate –
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