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Charles Allen was born in India, where six generations of his family served under the British Raj. During the early years of his childhood he lived in Assam, where his father was a Political Officer on the North-West Frontier until 1953. After being educated in England he returned to the Indian sub-continent in 1966 to work with Voluntary Service Overseas in Nepal. He ended his service with a long walk through the Himalayas that won him the Sunday Telegraph Traveller of the Year trophy in 1967. Since then he has trekked and climbed extensively in the Himalayas and in other corners of the world.

A writer and oral historian specialising in colonial and military subjects, Charles Allen is the author of several other books including Tales from the Dark Continent, Tales from the South China Seas, The Search for Shangri-La, and Kipling Sahib, a biography of Rudyard Kipling in India.
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To G. St. G. T. A.
and the world he loved



I have eaten your bread and salt,

I have drunk your water and wine,

The deaths ye died I have watched beside,

And the lives that ye led were mine.

Was there aught that I did not share

In vigil or toil or ease,

One joy or woe that I did not know,

Dear hearts across the seas?

I have written the tale of our life

For a sheltered people’s mirth,

In jestering guise – but ye are wise,

And ye know what the jest is worth.





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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

Charles Allen, London, October 1999






INTRODUCTION

PHILIP MASON

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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