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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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1. Concerning Serendipity

For the last twenty years, my life has been dominated by three S’s – Space, Serendip, and the Sea.

Space came first, and indeed led to the others by a roundabout but now apparently inevitable route. In the late 1940s, I realized that the new techniques of free-diving, pioneered by Jacques Cousteau and Hans Hass, gave human beings a cheap and simple way of experiencing the ‘weightlessness’ of space travel – or something very close to it. So I purchased flippers and face mask, clawed my way down into the depths of the local swimming pool, closed my eyes, and tried to imagine that I was in orbit. It worked fairly well – though just how well I do not expect to know until I take my first ride in the space shuttle, sometime in the early 1980s (which will also be my own not-quite-so-early sixties).

I very quickly discovered that water could provide more than pseudo-weightlessness. In sufficiently large quantities, which were readily available over three-quarters of the earth’s surface, it could also supply adventure, beauty, strangeness, wonder – as well as an almost infinite menagerie of strange creatures, which even the most exotic planets might find it difficult to surpass. So I left the swimming pool and rediscovered the sea.

It was a rediscovery because I had been born within a few hundred metres of the sea (at Minehead, Somerset) and had spent much of my youth in or beside the Bristol Channel. Though I have always been under the impression that I was an extremely poor swimmer, this could hardly have been the i case; I used to enjoy bathing in water so rough that spectators gathered along the sea wall, unable to decide whether I was waving or drowning. (Even in those days, I was a show-off, and it’s much too late to do anything about it now.)

In my late teens, however, I abandoned the sea when I moved to London and a life of gentlemanly leisure in the civil service, only slightly distracted by the rantings of Hitler. Yet geographical separation was not the only reason why, for almost ten years, I actually avoided the water; the fact that I could no longer see without spectacles was even more important. It was no fun splashing around in a saline haze; why, I might even lose my sense of direction, and start heading out towards the Welsh coast, fifteen kilometres away …

The invention of face masks changed all that; sea-going spectacles were now perfectly practical, and I could have twenty-twenty vision above and below water. In a remarkably short time, with considerable initial impetus from a disintegrating marriage, I was on my way to the mecca of all undersea explorers, the Australian Great Barrier Reef.

I can recommend the sea voyage from London to Sydney for anyone who wants both to read The Lord of the Rings and to write a novel of his/her own – though I cannot claim to have produced the whole of The City and the Stars aboard the P & O’s venerable Himalaya. A good deal of my time was spent at the bottom of the swimming pool, hoping to improve the capacity of my lungs, since there was no guarantee that underwater breathing equipment would be available in the remoter regions of the Reef. (It wasn’t.) Eventually I was able to stay submerged for almost four minutes, but then gave up out of consideration for the other passengers, who viewed my activities with increasing alarm.

It was, indeed, a foolish exercise, and I am perhaps lucky to have survived. Many divers have killed themselves by this trick of ‘hyperventilation’ – flushing out the C02 in the lungs by taking deep, rapid breaths, thus inhibiting the normal breathing reflex and destroying, for several minutes, any further desire for oxygen. Hyperventilation can also produce permanent brain damage. My God, do you suppose …?

Anyway, in mid-December 1954 I arrived safely in Colombo, the largest city and main port of Ceylon. The Himalaya would be there for half a day, which allowed time for a fair amount of sightseeing. Fortunately, I had already made contact with two people who had promised to show me around.

One of them easily tops my list of (‘The Most Unforgettable Characters I’ve Ever Met.’ Major R. Raven-Hart, OBE, was then a tall, distinguished looking man of sixty-five with a straggly beard which gave him a distinct likeness to Conan Doyle’s Professor Summerlee, FRS. (And if you don’t know Professor Summerlee, gadfly and critic of the immortal Professor George Challenger, run – don’t walk – to The Lost World, which still remains the finest example of pure science-fiction adventure ever written, dammit.)

Raven-Hart had been in the British and French armies in the First World War, and in the Royal Air Force in the Second. In one of them (I’m not sure which) he had erected a radio station on top of the Great Pyramid. He had been given a medal by the Pope (7 know you’re not a Christian, but it won’t do any harm,’ the pontiff had remarked) for rescuing a party of nuns in an enterprise that had also involved T. E. Lawrence.

He was a remarkable linguist, reading a dozen languages and speaking five, and had published translations, from Dutch, German, French, Swabian-German, and several Pacific tongues. Between the wars, he explored at least three continents by canoe, producing a series of books which were illustrated by his own drawings and photographs. He was also a sculptor, and once presented me with a small clay model of such embarrassing ambiguity that I was relieved when it mysteriously disappeared. Some idea of his range of interests may be gathered from the titles of his books: Canoe Errant on the Nile; Down the Mississippi; Ceylon: History in Stone; Canoe in Australia; Germans in Dutch Ceylon; The Pybus Embassy to Kandy 1762; Where the Buddha Trod. He also published a humorous book about the Royal Air Force: RAF’ing It.

In many ways, Raven-Hart reminded me of that much more famous traveller, Sir Richard Burton. He had similar linguistic abilities, coupled with a love of exotic places, cultures, and mores; the notorious scandal that terminated Burton’s Indian career would have fascinated him. And a later writer with whom he had much in common – including scientific interests – was Norman Douglas; if they ever met, which seems quite probable, they must have recognized each other as kindred souls.

Major Raven-Hart was over eighty when he died, but he was still translating and editing, having spent the last years of his life in Durban, exiled (apparently for financial reasons) from the land he loved. Certainly his fondness for Ceylon was apparent on that bright December afternoon in 1954, when we hired a cab and saw the sights of Colombo together. It was my first introduction to the fabulous East; the novelty has worn off, but the appeal remains unabated.

That same busy day I met my other Ceylon contact, zoologist-diver-artist Rodney Jonklaas, then assistant director of Colombo’s magnificent zoo. Rodney suggested that, if I survived the perils of the Great Barrier Reef, I should come back to explore the seas of Ceylon. At that time I was making no long-range plans; Jaws, perhaps fortunately, was still twenty-one years in the future, but I was acutely aware of the reputation of Australian sharks. Ironically, I met very few on the Reef; it was not until I got to Ceylon that I encountered these magnificent creatures face to face. So I made no promises, either to Rodney or to the major, when I sailed out of Colombo harbour, heading for the adventures I later recorded in The Coast of Coral, but by the time that volume was published, in 1956, I was already in the process of being Serendipidized.

It is curious how words that have always been around, lurking obscurely in the undergrowth, are suddenly discovered and become positively hackneyed. ‘Serendipity’ does not even appear in the excellent 1936 Longmans, Green edition of Roget’s Thesaurus which still serves me well; yet I have come across it recently in articles on engineering and astronomy by authors who would certainly not consider themselves to be literary stylists. However, though the word is usually employed in its correct meaning – of something useful or valuable discovered by a happy chance – I have found that very few people know its actual origin.

Serendip (or Serendib) is one of the many ancient names of Ceylon; it derives from the Muslim traders’ Sarandib. The Greeks and Romans called the island Taprobane; the indigenous name was Sri Lanka (‘the Resplendent Land’), and since 1972 this has been its official designation, though the national airline is still Air Ceylon, and no one ever talks of Sri Lankan tea.

So much for Serendip. Now Serendipity.

The word was invented, or at least put on paper, by the essayist Horace Walpole in 1754 – exactly two hundred years before I myself set foot in Serendip. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, Walpole told one of his numerous correspondents that ‘he had formed it upon the title of the fairy-tale The Three Princes of Serendip, the heroes of which were always making discoveries, by accident and sagacity, of things they were not in quest of.’ (Note that Walpole, like Churchill, was not afraid of ending a sentence with a preposition.)

Whether The Three Princes is a genuine folk tale, or whether Walpole made it up, I do not know. But the exotically melodious word’ serendipity’ obviously filled a gap in the English language, though it seems to have taken two centuries to get into general circulation. I doubt if I had ever heard of it, when my own life provided a perfect example of its application.

The Great Barrier Reef had been my objective when, almost by accident, I paused at Serendip for a single afternoon and saw it briefly through the eyes of two of its residents. Even when, a year later, I returned to write The Reefs of Taprobane (1957), I still did not know what I had discovered, for the excitements and distractions of the outside world (indeed, outside worlds) clouded my eyes. Though I became steadily more involved with the country, returning as a tourist at least once a year, it was not until the late sixties that I found it more and more painful to say good-bye, and felt completely happy nowhere else on earth.

Now, more than twenty years after I first set foot on the island, I have at last been able to arrange my life so that I need no longer leave. How I managed this – and, more important, why – is one of the themes of this book.


2. Dawn of the Space Age

Towards the end of 1957, my love affair with Ceylon and its seas was interrupted by a persistent beeping at 20.00$ megahertz.

There are some traumatic experiences that remain frozen in time, so that every man remembers to the end of his life exactly where he was when he heard, for example, of the assassination of John F. Kennedy or the attack on Pearl Harbor. In my case, I can add the dropping of the first A bomb and the orbiting of the first Sputnik.

In the small hours of 5 October, on the opening day of the Eighth International Astronautical Congress, I was awakened in my Barcelona hotel room by a phone call from London; the Daily Express wanted my comments on the new Russian satellite. Being as surprised as everyone else, I was hardly in a position to make any informed statement; after the initial exhilaration, I realized that I would have to hurry back to the typewriter. The previous month I had published The Making of a Moon: The Story of the Earth Satellite Program, and it was now obvious that the United States Navy’s Vanguard – to which my book had been largely devoted – was not going to be first into space.

Actually, it was not even second, since Dr Wernher von Braun’s Army team, which had been waiting impatiently in the wings, put the first American satellite into orbit within eighty days of getting the go-ahead. But those people who still refer to Vanguard as a failure do not know what they are talking about; launch vehicles derived from it – at a cost which now seems ludicrous – have been the workhorses of NASA’s scientific and applications programmes for almost twenty years. Vanguard was one of the best bargains the hard-pressed American taxpayers ever got.

As soon as I returned from Barcelona, I hastily (in three days!) revised The Making of a Moon in time for a new printing in January 1958. Meanwhile, Sputnik II, carrying the dog Laika, had gone into orbit. Not only was this satellite six times as large as Sputnik I, and three hundred times the weight of Vanguard I, but it also carried a living creature, a clear indication of Russian hopes. Yet not even the most optimistic could have dreamed that Yuri Gagarin’s flight was only four years ahead.

The Making of a Moon ended with these words:

The tiny, swiftly moving satellites of today are only a beginning; soon they will be joined by more sedately travelling companions, swinging on wider orbits round the Earth. Many of these will not merely be visible to the naked eye – they will be spectacular objects, far enough out in space: to miss Earth’s shadow, and able to outshine many of the stars.

Our sister planets average more than three moons apiece; Earth is a freak in possessing only one. No one can guess how many satellites our world will have, or how large they will be, when this century draws to its close. Yet even if they are nothing more than plastic balloons covered with reflecting paint, they will change the pattern of the night sky.

This is an awe-inspiring thought, that should bring humility as well as pride. For when the story of our age comes to be told, we will be remembered as the first of all men to put their sign among the stars.

Those words were actually written a year before any satellites had been launched. Sputnik II was sailing silently through the constellations, brighter than all but a few of the stars, when I added this paragraph to the revised edition of The Making of a Moon.

For the first time in history, something man-made has become celestial, has passed beyond the realm of mundane affairs into a region which once seemed reserved for the gods. ‘Men come and go, but Earth abides.’ So it will be with these new creations of our minds and hands. Some of the fragile metal spheres now lying on laboratory benches in Washington and Moscow will still be orbiting this planet ages hence, when the nations which launched them are no more than faint and distant echoes in the memory of Man.

Only fourteen years later (see Chapter 14) I returned to this same thought. And by then, it was already both absurdly unimaginative and hopelessly geocentric.

So the Space Age, of which I had dreamed since childhood but had never really expected to see in my lifetime, had now well and truly begun, and the next twelve years were to climax in Neil Armstrong’s first footsteps on the moon. Since I had now put down more than tentative roots in Ceylon and was sharing a small house with a large stockpile of diving gear, this led to a somewhat schizophrenic existence. I tried to straighten matters with my essay, ‘Which Way Is Up?’ (The Challenge of the Spaceship, 1960; reprinted in Report on Planet Three, 1972). After pointing out the numerous parallels between the sea and space, I concluded:

In the final analysis, I went undersea because I liked it there, because it opened up to me a new, strange world as fantastic and magical as the one which Alice discovered behind the looking glass. And perhaps I did it because, after hearing people call me a space-travel expert for twenty years, I felt I was getting into a rut. As Hollywood stars know very well, it is fatal to become typed; if you want to progress, to continue your mental and emotional growth, every so often you must surprise yourself (and your friends) by changing the pattern of your life and interests … When there’s nothing more to be said about you, you’re already dead.

The 1960 edition of Challenge of the Spaceship (a title inspired by Arnold Toynbee’s ‘challenge and response’ theory of history) ended with a brief postscript, which again demonstrates how difficult it is to predict the rate of progress in an exploding field:

Across the gulf of centuries, the blind smile of Homer is turned upon our age. Along the echoing corridors of time, the roar of the rockets merges now with the creak of the wind-taut rigging. For somewhere in the world today, still unconscious of his destiny, walks the boy who will be the first Odysseus of the Age of Space …

Only three years after Sputnik I that still seemed a highly optimistic remark. But in 1960, Neil Armstrong, far from being a boy, was already thirty years old!

Fortunately, I was completely unspecific about the particular odyssey I had in mind. And it has just occurred to me that, right now, Dave Bowman is about ten years old …


3. Servant Problem – Oriental Style*

Yet despite the distractions of space in the late fifties, I managed to keep a toe dipped in the sea. Using the photographs my partner, Mike Wilson, had accumulated in our decade of underwater activity together, I assembled two juvenile books: Boy Beneath the Sea (1958) and The First Five Fathoms (1960). Both still enjoy modest sales, and I am eternally grateful to Jacques Cousteau for taking time out from all his simultaneous careers to write a charming preface to F.F.F.

At that time, Mike, his wife, Elizabeth, and I were sharing a small bungalow only a short distance from the sea in Colpetty, a suburb of Colombo which had know better days. I am able to date the period of residence very accurately, for I have vivid memories of watching the moon from the garden through my Questar telescope at 21 hours 02m 23s on 13 September 1959 – the instant Luna 2 impacted. (I saw nothing; nor did anyone else, though most of the telescopes on the sublunar hemisphere must then have been focused on the Mare Imbrium.)

A more down-to-earth record of our life in Rhineland Place (the Colombo Municipal Council has not yet marked the historic building with a plaque) is provided by an article I wrote a couple of years later, when we had moved to a somewhat larger house in Cinnamon Gardens. Here it is, just as it appeared in 1961, with no alterations. In fact, surprisingly little has altered – see the postscript following.

During the past five years, by the most modest estimate, at least twenty house-servants of assorted sizes, colours, religions, and races have entered my employment, and all but three (at the time of going to press) have left it again. This gives me a background of experience which few Western householders can match, and many may envy. Perhaps they will not envy it quite so much if I relate some of the episodes of my domestic saga.

When Mike Wilson and I arrived in Ceylon, back in 1950, one of the first orders of business was to find a reliable house-boy who would purchase our food, cook our meals, and generally look after our modest establishment. In the East, of course, a servant is not a luxury but a necessity. The time and money saved by a houseboy who knows the best places to go shopping can more than pay his wages; the local shopkeepers would have made quite a killing had we two scrutable Occidentals dealt With them directly. (Not that this was beneath our dignity, as it would have been with many pukka sahibs. We didn’t give a hoot for the prestige of the slightly moribund raj.)

We are still very grateful to the Ceylonese friend who sent us our first boy; despite certain flaws which will be mentioned later, Appuhamy was a pearl beyond price. He turned up, neat and nervous, early one morning at the hotel which we had made our base until we could find a suitable flat, and modestly proffered a document which in the years to come was to be very familiar to us. This was his ‘Servant’s Pocket Register.’

A government-issued booklet in Sinhalese, English, and Tamil, the register looks very much like a passport and serves a similar purpose. It: was invented by the British for self-protection back in the 1870s, and every servant was once supposed to have one. This rule, like many of the other good ideas of the departed imperialists, is no longer rigidly enforced; but a wise employer still views with suspicion any applicant without a register. It is a means of identification in case of trouble, and when you sign on a new servant you take possession of his register as a kind of informal hostage. As it contains references from all his previous employers, it is one of his most valuable possessions and he won’t leave suddenly without it.

The register starts off in a businesslike manner with a set of fingerprints, then follows a pretty comprehensive inventory. Here are the items of information that have to be listed: Full Name; Father’s Name; Village; District; Race, Caste, and Religion; Trade or Profession; Property; Age; Height; Make; Complexion; Nose; Mouth; Eyes – colour and shape; Hair – colour and texture, and how arranged; Teeth; Description of hair on face; Usual expression of countenance. Any permanent peculiarity, scars, or marks on the head, face, hands, feet, body, or limbs? Any further peculiarity? General residence; Present residence-and date. Married or single and what family and where living?

Some of these headings must be very baffling to a simple villager. ‘Make’ means ‘build,’ and I have yet to see an entry under ‘Any further peculiarity,’ though heaven knows there have been cases when I could think of some. ‘Usual expression of countenance’ seems a little unfair, for who is at his best when being fingerprinted and inspected for scars or marks? In the case of poor Appuhamy, the single word ‘Morose’ had been written here by the registrar who had made the entries more than twenty years before. It is, incidentally, no longer necessary to give caste, but this is a tricky subject we had better leave alone.

After the inventory, like the space for visas in a passport, follow twenty pages in which particulars of employment can be listed. In some cases, needless to say, this is nothing like enough, and one may be presented with a whole bound volume of registers containing the interesting comments of dozens and dozens of employers. In each case, the record gives the name and address of the employer, the capacity in which the servant was hired and the amount of pay, the date of engagement and discharge, and – most important of all – the cause of discharge and the testimonial (if any).

In Appuhamy’s case, the testimonials were remarkably good. They began with one that concluded regretfully: ‘He leaves me to try and get better pay. Present salary 20 rupees [that is, four dollars] a month.’ This was, admittedly, written quite a few years ago; we were considerably more generous, offering 100 rupees as a start with the promise of more later if he proved to be satisfactory. This, I might say, was a very fair figure, and in practice Appuhamy did much better than this. Possibly much, much better; we often suspected so. Not that we doubted his honesty, but it is the accepted practice to make a little commission on the daily marketing, and there must have been quite a flow of ‘surplus’ food from our kitchen to Appuhamy’s own household.

For our ‘boy’ was over forty when he started to work for us and already had nine children. He was an alert, dark little Sinhalese who barely topped the five-foot mark, and looked rather like Popeye without the muscles. (Or L’il Abner’s Ma, now that I come to think of it.) While other servants came and went, Appuhamy survived in our eccentric but not very exacting household. Altogether he was with us for over four years – a record which, alas, I do not imagine will ever be broken.

Every morning he presented us with the accounts for the previous day, neatly drawn up in a cashbook. If you ever saw the movie Elephant Walk, which was shot in Ceylon, you may remember that Elizabeth Taylor’s implacable cook (also called Appuhamy) baffled her by keeping the kitchen accounts in Sinhalese. We did not have to cope with this beautiful but impenetrable script, as one of our Appuhamy’s numerous sons did the job very neatly in English. I cannot help reproducing one of the pages from this document, even though I have already quoted it in the book of our adventures, The Reefs of Taprobane. If you divide the figures by five, you have a rough idea of the values in dollars and cents. US supermarkets, please copy.

To Cash Rupees 10


	One pinapple


	90




	5 pairs


	50




	I lb Coly flour


	1.50




	Soup vegitable


	40




	6 grapes fruit


	1.50




	½ lb kindneys


	75




	1½ lb pork chups


	2.25




	1 tin corn mutton


	2.75




	Spents


	10.55







I want’s balance 55

Appuhamy was an excellent cook and we became quite attached to him. We trunk that he was also fond of us; he should have been, for we let him have very much his own way. In the matter of Nona for instance …

I have already mentioned that Appuhamy had a wife and nine children (ten by the end of his first year with us). However, all was not well at home, which was in a rather tough quarter of Colombo. One morning Appuhamy arrived on his ancient bike in a state of some excitement to tell us that his next-door neighbour had hacked his wife (the neighbour’s, not Appuhamy’s) into several pieces. But such things can happen in any neighbourhood, and it was not this that worried Appuhamy. His trouble was that his wife, very unreasonably, objected to sharing the house with his girl friend, Nona.

Appuhamy’s sensible suggestion was that, since we had plenty of room and could do with some extra help, he and Nona should take up residence with us. Nona would help with the laundry and housework, and we would pay her a small wage. Perhaps I should explain that in Ceylon all houses have separate and self-contained servants’ quarters, so that such an arrangement would be quite in order from the point of view of everyone except Mrs Appuhamy.

Indeed, it worked admirably until Nona became conspicuously pear-shaped and departed for a short vacation in her home village. She returned to duty a few weeks later with a lovely baby boy, of whom Appuhamy was extremely proud. We, however, had reservations. To our suspicious minds, little Bevis bore a remarkable resemblance, not to Appuhamy, but to our junior houseboy, Jinadasa, whom I had better introduce.

Jinadasa was about nineteen, and a lad with ambition. You will be able to visualize him exactly when I tell you that he looked like an Asian Elvis Presley. Since rock-’n’-roll hit Ceylon, a lot of Sinhalese youths have started to look like Elvis Presley, done medium-rare.

To this day we have never decided whether Jinadasa was extremely simple or extremely clever. One day, for instance, he produced a roll of Ektachrome film which he said he’d exposed in his camera and asked if I would process it for him. I was not too surprised about the camera, but I was surprised by the colour film, which represented about a week’s wages for Jinadasa. (Like all our servants, before and after, he was overpaid.) However, we had a considerable stock of Ektachrome for our own use in the darkroom, and I wondered …

Consumed with curiosity, I processed the film. (The pictures were lousy.) As I expected, the emulsion number on the edge was the same as for our stock; presumably it had not occurred to Jinadasa that one could identify a roll of film. But when I charged him with theft, he was quite indignant and completely unabashed. ‘Then where did you get it?’ I asked sceptically. Without a moment’s hesitation, he named a local photographer. Hot on the trail, I took Jinadasa and film, to the shop, where my suspect immediately engaged the proprietor in such fluent and confident Sinhalese that I retired baffled, giving him the benefit of the doubt. Not that there could have been much doubt, since we had brought our film stock direct from the States, and the chance that anyone else in Ceylon had Ektachrome with the same emulsion number was infinitesimal. By this time, however, I was so lost in admiration of Jinadasa’s sheer cheek at stealing my film and giving it back to me to process that I let him get away with it.

Perhaps encouraged by this supineness, Jinadasa then made a much more ambitious move. One morning there arrived through the post this amazing letter; I have it in front of me at the moment and am copying it word for word:

Dear Sir,

I desire to product a Sinhalese Aim, but I have no money. Can you give me money to product a Aim. If you give me money. When I finished my Aim, I will returning your money. Please help me.

Thank you

Your obedient servant

Jinadasa

When I had digested this, I called for Jindasa. For once, he looked a little sheepish.

‘Do you know what it costs to make a Aim – I mean a film?’ I asked him. ‘How much did you expect me to lend you?’

He calculated for a few seconds; one could almost see the wheels going round.

‘About three lakhs, master.’

As a matter of interest, three lakhs (300,000 rupees, or, say, $60,000) is just about what it does cost to produce a Sinhalese film; we happen to know now, because we are making one at the moment. But we didn’t know in those days, and I still wonder if Jinadasa’s figure was just a hopeful guess.

In any event, I did not leave him in suspense, but quickly informed him that he had overestimated both my gullibility and my bank balance. We never heard any more about his film-making ambitions, but to keep temptation out of the way we put a new lock on the darkroom door.

Jinadasa finally departed when it was obvious that he could not save three lakhs from his pay, and that even if he did his lunch break would not be long enough to allow him to produce anything except a Grade B quickie. The separation was quite amicable, and we wished Jinadasa luck in his attempts to get financial backing. We also gave him a reference that would not discourage future employers – and that, I might say, required considerable ingenuity. For now it is time to discuss the fascinating section of the Servant’s Pocket Register devoted to the cause of discharge – and the employer’s testimonial.

Every time we had a change of staff, I had to wrestle with this – twice, in fact. The incoming man’s document had to be subjected to a most searching form of literary criticism, and I had to compose an epitaph for the one who was departing. As far as the last problem is concerned, I can say at once that some of my finest creative work has been doomed to blush unseen in the pocket registers of sundry Ceylonese cooks and houseboys. For unless he has actually burned the house down, one does not like to damn a man – perhaps for thirty or forty years to come – by condemning him outright. A bad reference, in a country with a high level of unemployment, is a sentence of economic death.

On the other hand, it is dishonest – or at least unfair – to send out an ex-servant with a testimonial that he does not deserve. It is also liable to backfire; sooner or later a friend will accost you in great indignation with: ‘Look here – I took on this fellow Gunadasa because you said he was honest, and he’s just left with all my silver.’

It is therefore necessary, in sheer self-defence, to acquire the technique of composing – and interpreting – the ‘ambiguous reference. This hints at the truth without actually saying it; I can best explain by giving a few examples, with free translations.

‘Good plain cook.’ (You’ll need plenty of magnesia.)

‘Appears honest.’ (We could never prove anything, but you’ve been warned.)

‘Needs more experience.’ (But not at the expense of our stomachs.)

‘Leaves to better his prospects.’ (Hopes to find a bigger sucker.)

‘Not overfond of work.’ (Time-lapse photography might reveal signs of movement.)

‘Works well under supervision.’ (We’ll be glad to lend you our rhinoceros-hide whip.)

‘Leaves at own request.’ (He just beat us to it.)

‘Left because of disagreement with other servants.’ (The charge was reduced to manslaughter.)

And, most ominous of all, the two little words: ‘Means well.’

With Jinadasa’s departure, there was a succession of faces. Some are blurred together, others mercifully forgotten; I will mention only the highlights.

The midnight shriek with which Banda gave his notice woke up the whole neighbourhood. That was really a piece of bad luck for which no one (except possibly Mike) was to blame. Here is the improbable sequence of events.

Banda slept in the garage, among the aqualungs, air compressors, and other tools of our trade. In the middle of the night, a strange noise disturbed him; it was merely, we deduced later, something sparking inside a battery charger we had left running. Nervously, Banda switched on the flashlight he kept beside his bed and sprayed the beam around the garage.

It was unfortunate that Mike has a macabre and somewhat juvenile sense of humour. A few years before he had bought, in a New York joke shop, a couple of imitation shrunken heads – very realistic. When the novelty wore off, he had hung them up in the garage, and had quite forgotten them. But Banda’s flashlight found them again, and he swore that one was twirling its straggly moustache. Just how a head sans body could do this he was unable to explain, during the short while it took him to pack his possessions.

Some time after Banda came Gamini, who was a very pretty boy with soulful eyes and an enigmatic smile. He was not much good in the kitchen and seemed to spend most of his time combing his hair and arranging flowers in the living room. When some of our friends started looking at us a little oddly, we decided that Gamini should decorate another household. We passed him on to a fashion-designer friend in whose elegant establishment, we were sure, he would be very happy.

Then there was Piyadasa, who was caught red-handed stealing some marked rupee bills and shipped back to his village in tears and disgrace. And Sirisena, who suddenly refused to work but stood for hours quite motionless, looking as if someone had bewitched him. As was perhaps the case, for charms and spells are still endemic in Ceylon, and only the other day we had to call in an exorcist to deal with an enchanted air conditioner. We never found the cure for Sirisena and grew a little tired of sharing the house with a waxwork, so he had to leave.

Undoubtedly the most spectacular departure was Ari’s. At the time, we owned a small but completely fearless monkey named Liz, who was quite good tempered – as monkeys go. Soon after the arrival of Ari, however, she became very highly strung and sensitive to unintended slights; we were sure that Ari was teasing her but were unable to prove it. All that was certain was that she hated him and flew into paroxysms of fury whenever he approached her cage.

Liz was quite an escape artist, and she bided her time. When she was ready, she staged a gaol break and took off after Ari, waving her arms and chittering with rage. After one glance at his approaching two-foot-high nemesis, Ari fled from the house and took refuge with the neighbours. Liz went in after him.

For about ten seconds there was one of those breathless pauses that you see in the movies when you’re waiting for the bridge to blow up, or the avalanche to start moving. Then the house next door erupted. Our shrieking neighbours – we had no idea there were so many of them – fled out of every door and several windows. There was no alternative but for me to go in, with many apologies, and capture the simian Clytemnestra. When I found Liz, she was dancing round on a dressing table waving a powder puff and leaving a trail of overturned scent bottles. She surrendered without a fight, but it was a long time before we were on speaking terms with our neighbours. Muslims do not appreciate strange men and stranger animals invading the boudoirs of their womenfolk.

The upshot of this episode was that we had to make a straight choice between Ari and Liz. We did not hesitate.

Through all these comings and goings, these alarms and excursions, Appuhamy survived. He was, as you may have gathered a durable character and would probably have been with us yet if there had not been a drastic change in the status of our household. It suddenly (as these things happen) ceased to be a purely bachelor establishment. Mike’s wife, Elizabeth, joined us, and the situation depicted in Elephant Walk reproduced itself with uncanny accuracy.

Appuhamy resented his demotion from the head of the house. He also objected to Elizabeth’s gimlet-eyed audit of his accounts, and her constant querying of the price of ‘coly flour’ and ‘pork chups’. The cost of running our establishment dropped sharply, but only at the price of domestic peace.

It would be unfair to both parties to suggest that Elizabeth’s arrival drove Appuhamy to drink; most of the time he was quite abstemious and even a straitlaced person. (I can still remember his indignation when a well-known American author dropped round to see us, leaving the house redolent of hashish. •Very bad, master,’ grumbled Appuhamy.) Yet there were occasions when the whisky bottle showed an extraordinary rate of evaporation, and Appuhamy waited at table with an expression very far from the ‘Morose’ given in his Servant’s Pocket Register.

The climax came on a certain Christmas Eve, when we returned from one party to find that Appuhamy had been having another. He was lying flat on the couch in the main living room, which reeked of arrack. When he saw us arrive, he attempted to rise but couldn’t quite make it. There was a brief exchange of courtesies with Elizabeth, which she refused to translate but obviously never quite forgave. Since it was, after all, Christmas, we registered no more than a mild protest at the time, but I date the final decline and fall of Appuhamy from that moment.

Just before the parting of the ways, I was diffidently presented with the following note:

Sir,

As you are already aware, it is with regret that I will be leaving your services as cook from tomorrow after a period of eight years faithful service. During this period perhaps you will remember that I had a nasty fall and dislocated my arm. I am therefore unable to undertake any heavy work.

Sir I am a familied man and will greatly appreciate it if you can see your way to grant me a bonus for loyal service and since also because of my broken arm for which act of kindness I shall ever be grateful

Yours obediently,

Appuhamy

Despite its faint hint of litigation (the reference was to an incident where for weeks Appuhamy refused to get proper treatment for a fractured wrist, insisting on herbal medicine, until we finally dragged him to our own doctor), we found this letter very touching. I may say at once that we gave Appuhamy a substantial (our friends said ridiculous) bonus, with which he was well satisfied. He still sends us greeting cards on feast days, and last Christmas bicycled round with the glad news that Mrs Appuhamy had produced her eleventh child, and Nona her second.

Appuhamy’s letter, however, contained one curious error that has often puzzled me, the phrase ‘eight years faithful service.’ We won’t argue about the ‘faithful’, but the fact of the matter is that Appuhamy was with us just over four years. I sometimes wonder if the arithmetic in his account book was equally erroneous.

Or did it really seem like eight years to him?

Looking back on this piece from no less than fifteen years later, I am astonished to see how little has changed. Most of the alterations have been quantitative; instead of three servants, there are, I have just been alarmed to discover, thirteen – and Appuhamy is back! Indeed, his absence lasted little more than a year; he returned when Elizabeth Wilson left to set up her own household, and my establishment reverted to its bachelor status.

At least, for most of the time. The various ladies who have occasionally resided here knew better than to pry too deeply into the workings of the kitchen, and – perhaps fortunately – none of them spoke Sinhalese. Thus, when Appuhamy muttered negative endearments under his sometimes alcoholic breath, only the other servants understood, and they were sensible enough to provide no translation.

I have just realized that, in a few months’ time, it will have been twenty years since I met Appuhamy, and some kind, of souvenir would seem to be in order. We have a genuine though guarded affection for each other, and he is largely responsible for the fact that I am two kilos overweight. (Well, three.)

But he has already been provided with a brand-new kitchen, a bicycle, and three assistants. And it seems a little late in the day for a complimentary vasectomy.
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