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THIS book consists of a selection of Indian writing in English published in the five issues of the journal Civil Lines: New Writing from India that appeared between 1994 and 2001. Given its origins in that most superior journal, this ought certainly to be seen by one and all as the finest anthology of Indian writing in English that it is humanly possible to produce, the defining and definitive work in its field, the lodestar in a milky way strewn with stardust and rubble. The only worthwhile alternative to this summum bonum of the anthology world is all five issues of Civil Lines. But you can’t get hold of all five issues. They’re out of print, more or less. So this selection is also the world’s sole remaining antidote to despair when surveying the vast field of such prose in English, within which inferior writing sells immoderately and superior writing sells poorly or, more infrequently, only modestly well, causing this greatest of literary catastrophes— the death in its infancy of the country’s sui generis Civil Lines.

The pieces in this book are the ones I liked without reservations after I’d read the full set of this most rare journal (I have a full set). What went in and what was kept out were dictated by personal prejudice. If, for example, I had taken an irrational dislike to a piece, I kept that piece out for no fault of the author’s. Some pieces I kept out for reasons I can’t myself fathom. I think this is more or less how all anthologies are made. Other editors may have felt compunctions saying this that I have failed to feel.

The idea of putting out this selection came from Mala Dayal. I am grateful to her for pushing me into getting it done. A major objective of the exercise is to keep alive her husband’s memorable imprint: Ravi Dayal Publisher.

For her sweet insanity I thank Biscoot; for sane suggestions and animated discussions Anuradha Roy; for their warmth and friendship Ivan Hutnik, Teteii Tochhawng, Indivar Kamtekar, and Partho Datta; for his invisible presence Brijraj Singh.

The phrase ‘India’s silent revolution’ in the Introduction that follows was coined by Christophe Jaffrelot.

Dharma Kumar and Ravi Dayal were always in my thoughts while selecting the pieces in this anthology. I missed the company of Ivan Hutnik and Mukul Kesavan: they outsourced to me what should have been our collective effort.

Material which appeared in the five issues of Civil Lines was given to it by contributors on the understanding that their pieces had never before been published, and that the journal had right of use over them. The present anthology, which is in the nature of a special issue of Civil Lines, reprints all contributions in their original form. Small typographical and syntactical corrections have been made in ‘Partial Recall’ by Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, ‘Bougainvillea’ by Shashank Kela, ‘O.K. TATA’ by Dilip Simeon, ‘Liver Is Not Mutton’ by Kai Friese, and ‘A Stranger in My Native Land’ by Tenzing Sonam.


Introduction

Civility, Civilization, and
Chivas Regal

Rukun Advani



ABOUT twenty years back the now famous historian Ramachandra Guha seemed to his chief mentor something between a scamp and a disappointment. Guha’s chief mentor was a formidable professorial Tambram aunt called Dharma Kumar whose gaze, though usually benign, could also, like that of the fabled basilisk, make grown men wither and shrivel into the dust. She was a teacher of economic history but the moment she opened her mouth you knew you were in the company of someone who had lived a lot of her life in Bloomsbury advising Virginia Woolf. She was an intellectual memsahib—one half pure intellectual, the other half pure memsahib—who managed to carry off that contradiction without the slightest sign of unease. Her perfect blend of vigour, charm, and sarcasm swept most people off their feet: she belonged to that rarest category of Indians who can say ‘How droll!’ without it sounding practised. Her accent was so discreetly posh, her wit so subtly acerbic, and her English thoughts so supremely elevated it made you instinctively look around the room to check when Lytton Strachey, Morgan Forster, and Roger Fry would shimmer out of the woodwork, slap her on the back, and whisk her straight back to their commune for the ultimately articulate in the general vicinity of King’s College.

According to Keynes’s biographer Robert Skidelsky, ‘In the 1960s a group of Cambridge economists was discussing Bergson’s aphorism that time is a device to stop everything happening at once, when one of them, Dharma Kumar, quipped, “And I suppose space is a device to stop everything happening in Cambridge” ’ (John Maynard Keynes 1883–1946, Pan Macmillan, 2003, p. 464). This was more than just a quip: Dharma Kumar, like many affluent Nehruvian intellectuals educated at Oxbridge in those years, wanted to make things happen beyond Cambridge too. Since her descent to Delhi from that miniature paradise by the Cam, she had had to make do with a vast bungalow next to the Delhi zoo, where her morning alarm clock was the lion’s roar, as well as the Delhi School of Economics, where she was in the professional company of tigers like Amartya Sen, Mrinal Datta-Chaudhuri, and miscellaneous Big Bongs who kept the Indian academic world entertained by regularly running away with each other’s wives. Sometimes, the ladies would run right back to their husbands and then go off again for a fresh bout of high-minded adultery. Dharma Kumar never ran away with anyone. Her mansion included a doting husband, a cellar full of fine whiskey, and a library groaning with the weight of every sort of book: she read Ricardo and Ruth Rendell with equal ardour. Her secret passion, if she had any, seemed to lie in being the mother hen to a succession of student protégés. She spotted budding geniuses in a trice, tucked them under her wing, and whispered such sweet knowledge into their ears that they were snapped up straight by the Ivy League. In the early 1990s, secretly, and unbeknownst to any in this vibrant universe of fast hatching savants, Dharma Kumar nursed the hope that her young nephew Ram Guha, despite his retrograde interest in cricket and his failure to ‘go up’ for the Economics Tripos, would see the light someday soon and become the new Mahalanobis.

This was looking less and less likely, though. At times Aunt Dharma wondered if she wasn’t Aunt Dahlia betting with misplaced fervour on her Bertie Wooster actually doing something intellectually sound. She had hoped that by giving him regular talkings-to about Marx, Mill, Malthus, and Malinowski he would come around. But nothing had worked. The dolt was immune to academic sanity. Already, he had written a book on a corner of a forbidden field— cricket in India—and his proclivities continued, despite all her ministrations, to suggest that he would persist in the general direction of Lord Emsworth rather than Lord Kaldor.

So, in this state of despair, one day in 1992, Dharma Kumar decided to ask Ram Guha if he would at least edit a journal that she was willing to finance. No, he needn’t worry, she was not asking him to take over editorship of the famous journal she already ran—the Indian Economic and Social History Review—she had run that thing the past few decades and was not about to hand it over to someone with such proven credentials for incompetence in economics. He might turn out all right, however, as the editor of something lighter weight—a literary journal, for example. To give the devil his due, she reasoned, this recalcitrant nephew, even if sorely lacking the elegance of Sraffa’s thought, had shown he could sometimes turn a phrase or two within the inconsequential books he had managed to write. Editing a literary journal might distract him from his obsession with flannelled fools and make him look more fondly upon Maynard Keynes than Gundappa Vishwanath. She was clutching at straws.

Ram Guha declined her offer, proving once and for all, if further proof were required, that he was beyond the academic pale. She decided to give up on him: he hadn’t had the sense to be an economist and now he hadn’t the foresight to be literary. Well, all right then— she said to him exasperated—but I still have the money. Have you at least any ideas on who might work as the editor of a literary journal?

A new kind of Indian writing in English was in the air. Vikram Seth, Amitav Ghosh, I. Allan Sealy, and Upamanyu Chatterjee had written their early books, and, like many readers of Indian fiction who had had their fill of Malgudi, Dharma Kumar sniffed the promising new current and was excited. As the editor of India’s finest academic journal she was also smelling possibilities: England had Granta, the USA had the New Yorker, and even the Wasafirians, wherever they lived, had kept their Wasafiri going for nearly a decade. Every small island state with an average population of ten souls seemed to have a journal devoted to ferreting out its best new literary writing, often by paying its writers well. India had, as usual, been caught napping. She would sort it out.

Ram Guha came up rather fast with two names so he could get off further caustic scorching from the dreaded aunt. His first suggestion as editor for a literary journal was, as far as I know, the historian Mukul Kesavan because the academic resemblance between Mukul Kesavan and Dharma Kumar was as obvious to him as to anyone who had ever heard Kesavan speak, debate, converse, or lecture. If there was a man either side of the holy River Cam that could out-articulate, out-converse, and out-repartee Dharma Kumar, that man was Mukul Kesavan. He too could say ‘How droll!’ without batting an eyelid and make it sound like a short poem by Philip Larkin. He had written a novel published to great acclaim. His intellectual pedigree was good and his caste credentials better: he had been punted for two years on the same river as Dharma Kumar and his research degree was from Trinity Hall, a college founded in AD 1350 which, Dharma knew, had a satisfactorily wide front abutting the Backs; this anglophilic genealogy was supplemented by Kesavan’s descent from an Iyengar father of immense learning who had written a multi-volume history of Indian publishing and been Director of the National Library in Calcutta. Guha could not have suggested a name more amenable than Kesavan’s to his aunt.

Mine was, as far as I know, the second name Guha proffered. My greatest virtue was listening carefully, staying silent, playing the amanuensis, and getting things done while the others were busy talking—a bit like the parvenu Lopakhin sneaking in from the back and taking over the cherry orchard while his betters were caught up discussing dachas and Dostoevsky.

Shortly after Guha’s suggestion Dharma Kumar phoned—I should say summoned, Aunt Dahlias never just phone—and a meeting was fixed at her bungalow near the zoo. I trembled when I thought of all the wise things I would need to effortlessly spout. There are certain sorts of people in whose company if you don’t sound like Socrates you are in the dock. The very thought of such company makes me tongue-tied, and the anticipation of meeting them and having to say something continuously intelligent to keep them from seeing me as a low form of bacterium strikes terror in the pit of my stomach. But I decided to give it a go anyway: people’s knowledge of her cellar was widespread, their access to it rare. If Dharma Kumar invited you home, you just went. At worst, I thought, I would get to drink a barrel of Scotch and be provided with a ringside view of Dara Singh circling King Kong when Mukul Kesavan and Dharma Kumar got their coffee-table wit firing on all cylinders.

I remember the Scotch we drank at the first meeting. It was an old Chivas Regal flashing a guarantee of extreme antiquity and the bucket of ice which accompanied it had, I’m willing to swear, ‘Hand crafted by Tony Wedgwood Benn by Appointment to Her Majesty’, or some such thing etched on it in silver and gold. Ram Guha was invited to the meeting as the Expendable Honorary Guest who could be kicked out at any time if he was found to be contributing insufficiently to the good cheer and lofty thoughts by being a teetotalling wet blanket Tamilian addicted to orange juice. He left fairly soon and later claimed he was feeling out of his depth.

Well, so was I. In fact the feeling of outofdepthfulness was, as Inky would have said to Billy Bunter, terrific. Between them, Kesavan and Kumar had read everything from Kingsley Amis to Kurt Vonnegut and were soon busy casting Lucky Jim as a character in Slaughterhouse 5. Just so the great Europeans didn’t feel left out, and to show I also knew a thing or two, I ventured the profoundest literary insight I’d ever had, which was that, like Goldilocks and the Three Bears, the best Russian novels often sounded like sweet bedtime stories focused on close relatives: there was the one about three brothers called The Brothers Karamazov, the one about three sisters called Three Sisters, the one about fathers and sons called Fathers and Sons, the one about forefathers called Dead Souls, and the one about plain old mum called Mother. A sudden chill in the immediate environs gave me the feeling I’d failed to impress: Kumar’s brow had arched. More Scotch was poured and the bonhomie restored to its correct level with discussions between the top two in our committee on why the vulnerability of beautiful women made them so universally attractive when they fell victim to predatory males in pre-Bolshevik Moscow. It was, I think, roughly when they started giving each other the lowdown on similarities and differences between Anna Karenina, Nastassia Fillipovna, and someone called Grushenka that Ram Guha muttered he’d best call it a day and push off to brush up on his Trobrianders. Lara’s Theme had begun playing in my head meanwhile, and I decided that if I was going to be left high and dry as the sole mute spectator of these riveting literary proceedings at future meetings, not even Chivas Regal swilling out of oaken casks would get me to them. I needed someone sufficiently unelevated by my side for protection.

I took my Guha-replacement along at the next Chivas Regalia a week or so later. His name was Ivan Hutnik, he was a half-Brit-half-Ukrainian married to a Malayali psychologist, and he was in love with all things Indian. He was also an editorial colleague of mine at the publishing company in which I worked. His range of interests was astounding. He knew all about ornithology, flora and fauna, the history of technology, the operatic careers of Giuseppe Verdi and Giacomo Puccini, the novels of Anthony Powell, other varieties of arcana and things no one had ever thought about, and more or less the whole history of mankind from the Big Bang to 2001: A Space Odyssey. He also had long years’ experience running a computer journal before switching to mainstream book publishing and was keen to wash off the sin of protracted immersion in technical jargon by helping any sort of literary endeavour specializing in the use of normal vocabulary. My additional reason for taking Hutnik along was that he carried a pure blue-blood British passport, which I thought was required of at least one editor in a journal that intended to encourage use of the Queen’s English in its Indian incarnations; my primary reason was that he, like me, was often content to lie low and seem humanly uneloquent. In the event, bringing Hutnik along to this second meeting proved worthwhile for a very different reason, because it was during that meeting, when possible names for journals were being tossed about, that he came up with the brainwave which we all greatly envied him for having. ‘What about calling it CIVIL LINES?’ he asked.

It was the perfect pun. Indians who could write beautiful English were all people of privilege. They either lived in the Civil Lines areas or had gone to Civil Lines missionary schools or had close social connections with the upper-class civilities that had given rise to the Ghosh Generation of new writers. It would be politically correct here to admit to some feeling of guilt at not even considering a journal for subalterns, Dalits, women, and other varieties of the oppressed, but it would be untrue, apart from being irrelevant. Not even Subaltern Studies, which had been going since 1982, was written for the oppressed: it was written to sensitize the academic universe by Marxist pukka sahibs who themselves mostly inhabited Civil Lines bungalows and who had moved from there to Paris, Canberra, Vienna, Chicago, and New York—any Western metropolis that guaranteed the high life—in order to spread the Word according to St Gramsci. This thought made us soldier on in subaltern Delhi feeling safe and comprehensively guiltless.

This is a rough summary of how Civil Lines began. The journal came into being entirely within an unashamedly Civil Lines ethos. Dharma Kumar was its founder-mother and de facto president, Mukul Kesavan its presiding genius, Hutnik and I the genies that would appear to get things done when they rubbed us in the right way, and the Chivas Regal supplemented by red wine—often doled out by Dharma’s generous husband when the khansamas were awol—our constant lubricant. Now we only needed some written material to get it going, and a publisher who would press it all into shape and make it ready for sale.

The obvious choice of publisher was Ravi Dayal. Apart from the fact that he was socially as high as you could be in the League of How Drollers, he had pioneered Indian academic publishing from the 1970s to the mid-1980s as head of Oxford University Press and was now running his own imprint which focused on new fiction and Indian writing in English. Girish Karnad, Nirmal Verma, Khushwant Singh, Mukul Kesavan, and Amitav Ghosh had given him some of their books, and so had various others marginally less illustrious. He was a pal of Dharma Kumar’s husband on the committee that selected Rhodes Scholars, he was a pal of Dharma Kumar’s from the time he was ‘up at Oxford’ and she was ‘up at Cambridge’, he was fond of Kesavan, he had been my boss in publishing, and he responded with instinctive warmth to Hutnik’s aura of immense but understated learning. Dayal was as enthusiastic about the new venture as the four of us and agreed to finance the first two issues via generous outlays towards the contributions that we would acquisition.

Those were the days before email and cheap air conditioners, so we fanned out and wrote off to the writerly people we knew, asking them to send us anything fresh they happened to be writing that connected in some loosely literary or imaginative way with India and that hadn’t already been published. Lots of people wrote back to say it was a terrific idea, this kind of journal was badly needed, we were all geniuses for thinking it up, and how much would we pay? We made the right reassuring noises, I suppose, because after a few months we found we had material for more than the first issue. We handed it all over to Ravi Dayal, and before the first issue appeared Ram Guha achieved some form of resurrection in his aunt’s eyes by volunteering his wife’s services as the journal’s cover designer. Sujata Keshavan designed an arresting cover using a picture provided by the photographer-flautist Sanjeev Saith; Saith also provided the cover pictures for the second, third, and fifth issues. There is no doubt that the physical attractiveness of the journal owed much to the deployment of Saith’s strikingly iconoclastic cover pictures. (The fourth issue’s cover picture, also nicely spoofy, was by Laurent de Gaulle, a grand-nephew of the French president posted in Delhi as the French Embassy’s cultural attaché to India.)

The first issue of Civil Lines was published in 1994 and the fifth in 2001. The average issue ran to 175 pages, or about 50,000 words, in the standard Indian Demy Octavo book size which allows roughly 300 words per page. This was considered the bare minimum to achieve respectability in paperback format and at the price that a good number of Indian buyers would find attractive. The first issue was priced Rs 90, the second and third each Rs 125, the fourth Rs 195, the last Rs 250. The first three issues, published by Ravi Dayal, were deliberately underpriced, Dayal being well known for a publishing philosophy which suggested that lowering prices and cutting profit margins to the bone would result in a massive increase in sales. But high quality reading material does not respond in India to low prices along the same curve as telephone conversations—Indians want to talk much more than they want to read—so in the end Dayal earned more accolades than revenue. The fourth issue appeared under the joint imprints of Permanent Black, The Hindu, and Ravi Dayal Publisher; the fifth was published by IndiaInk.

Five issues in seven years is not a lot, but everyone who has read the introductions to those issues—all reproduced within the present anthology—will agree that the editors never promised a regular periodical. On the contrary, irregularity as a guarantee of quality was part of the journal’s stated credo: in this sense, Civil Lines was true to its word. Sixty-one individual contributions by thirty-eight contributors were published in its five issues. Some of the contributors were far from being well known as writers when the journal published them, and to the extent that editorial claims over ‘discovering’ a writer are sustainable at all—personally, I don’t think they are very sustainable—Civil Lines could be said to have discovered a few new writers in the very broad sense of giving them a leg up towards greater subsequent fame. Sheila Dhar, Susan Visvanathan, Raj Kamal Jha, Ruchir Joshi, Siddhartha Deb, Suketu Mehta, Amitava Kumar, and Manjula Padmanabhan fall under this lot: the fuller-length works for which they are now best known appeared after Civil Lines had published their smaller pieces. Dilip Simeon, who contributed a hilariously incisive memoir of his days as a Naxalite to the third issue, was so plagued by requests to write a long account that he has finally succumbed and written it up as a novel which will soon be published. Ram Guha’s first brilliant essay—a five-finger exercise in literary anthropology which seems with hindsight to presage his later work on Verrier Elwin—also appeared in the inaugural issue. So the journal could plausibly lay claim to flagging off his career as an essayist and giving him the space to do some initial groundwork for biographical writing. A little-known aspect of Amitav Ghosh was also first made evident by Civil Lines: his interest in the short story. Ghosh contributed two pieces to the journal—a reflective essay on the Indian practice of the short story and a wonderfully fluent translation of one of Tagore’s most famous stories.

Rereading all five issues now, several years after they were published, it strikes me, first, that these are collector’s items. Very little in them has dated, there is virtually nothing here to suggest the work of journalists or workaday hacks. The prose is always better than good and often glows. In the majority of the pieces it has lost none of its original shine. You can read earlier issues of Granta and the New Yorker and get the feeling they were written long back for ever after. But the people writing in those book-mags were mostly born speaking high-class idiomatic Anglo-American English, brought up in cultures well stocked with libraries and literary wealth, and probably getting paid hundreds of dollars to write—in rooms of their own, each with a view. The English skills of the Indians who contributed to Civil Lines were, in most cases, acquired within circumstances of greater cultural, linguistic, and economic difficulty, so there seems special cause for pride looking now on this whole short-lived and maverick enterprise. It strikes me also, as a corollary to this, that while there is no shortage of English-medium Indians who can write both journalism and what could be called Shobhaa Denglish—that pedestrian, slangy, colloquial, and trivially clever idiom which accounts for the tabloidization of our newspapers as well as the new middle-class common sense that anyone who can string two straight sentences can also write a novel—there is in fact a great lack of Indians who can write superior, literary English of the kind published in these five issues of Civil Lines.

Things began to fall apart around the time the fourth issue appeared in 2001. Sales of the journal had been vaguely better than modest but too far from spectacular. The average issue had sold between 1500 and 2000 copies. This did not yield enough revenue for the publishers, all by themselves, to pay contributors as generously as the editors had hoped; subsidies were needed for that promise to be kept. Kesavan and I had approached the British Council and Nirmala Lakshman at the Hindu. Both had been sympathetic and stuffed our held-out hat with as much as they could. But it was clear that even their generosity was not going to carry us beyond the next two issues. Dharma Kumar was often abroad and her initial enthusiasm had waned somewhat over the years. At our meetings she was always warmly hospitable but also sometimes mercurial. There had been one or two editorial disagreements over pieces to keep in or leave out—the sort of disagreement that is inevitable when four people with strong opinions have to reach consensus. The difficulty was that Dharma Kumar was a generation older than the other three editors, she had begun the journal, and she had been the hostess at all our meetings. This tilted the balance of power in her favour and made it awkward for us to disagree with her without looking slightly ungrateful. Hutnik had joined McKinsey, an establishment which encourages its employees to sacrifice their entire life in favour of the global advance of accounting practices, so he had no time left over for the journal. Kesavan was writing columns for The Telegraph and attempting a second novel. I had been booted out by my publishing company which had been taken over by jumped-up salesmen and accountants trained by clones of Hutnik’s organization. The journal’s devotion to drifting along and reaching the publishing shore whenever critical mass was reached wasn’t looking like such a sustainable philosophy any more. We had reached critical mess.

Dharma Kumar drifted away and politely called it off from her side around 2000, before the fourth issue. We discovered subsequently that some of her irritation with us was probably caused by the brain tumour which later killed her. Hutnik got transferred to Britain. I got busy setting up my own business and had to opt out. Kesavan was effectively the only one of us left who could take the journal forward; Hutnik and I were delighted that he would. He decided to bring in a journalist friend, Kai Friese, to co-edit the magazine with him. The idea was that the new man would live down his name and unfreeze all our years of editorial lethargy by producing two issues per annum. Kesavan and he began promisingly: the fifth issue of the journal appeared in the same year as the fourth. This fifth issue, published by IndiaInk, came under an imprint owned by Sanjeev Saith: the flautist-photographer had turned publisher and earned fame as the Indian who had originated Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small Things (1997) four years earlier. Yet the fast turnaround time achieved by the new combination of Kesavan, Friese, and Saith proved chimeric: it is now 2009 and the long-awaited sixth issue of Civil Lines is about seven years overdue.

Will further issues of the journal appear? This is a cosmic mystery. In theory, Civil Lines still exists—issue no. 6 is imminent from a new imprint called Tranquebar. But whether subsequent numbers appear or not doesn’t seem to matter much because, as we said in the Introduction to the third issue, editors in quest of deathless prose who have refused by manifesto to put a date on their masthead are always engaged in doing a number for eternity. The promised irregularity seems, all the same, to have overstretched itself as a nice joke because the hungry populace awaiting each issue has taken to muttering that it will reappear, if it does, in the same year as Halley’s Comet. Perhaps the more pertinent thing is to hope that if it does perform a phoenix act yet again it will continue to provide space to Indian English of the kind that has been laid low by blogger-novelists and other such linguistically-challenged and attention-deficient plebs who would never have been allowed entry into the sort of Civil Lines that Dharma Kumar and Ravi Dayal wanted. In the interim, the present volume contains a selection of what I think are the best pieces within the existing five issues. It may have made good sense to gather all five issues into a Collected Civil Lines, because almost nothing published in those five issues is less than pretty good. On the other hand the present book is catholic enough, and, in this age of hand-held devices which have diminished everyone’s attention spans, readers find it easier reaching for their wallets when told they’re getting only the best.

The new media and the trends in writing that are now dominant as a consequence of blogs and literary websites also suggest the conclusion that, in some larger sense, the little universe that sustained Civil Lines is over. Globalization, the diaspora, and the international mobility of India’s intellectual aristocracy have collectively suffixed an awkwardly large question mark to the idea of what is specifically Indian. People who were once thought of as Indian writers are now thought of as writers of Indian origin. Where these writers are based—in India or the West—is irrelevant; they can sometimes be spotted on one day at a literary conference in Bombay, the next day at a literary conference in Barcelona. They belong nearly everywhere. This brave new development has been aided by the fact that, once established, they can sell their writing for a good price anywhere. A specifically Indian literary journal can look a bit anachronistic in this context. Penguin India, using Civil Lines as a model, has begun a series for new writing by Indians called First Proof (in contrast, there is a Faber series for international writing called First Fictions), and there is no dearth of Indian anthologies published by other houses, often deriving from blogs, which follow our prototype. All very nice, I’m sure! Or, as Dharma Kumar might have said: ‘How droll!’

Computers had begun to catch on midway through the journal’s brief career—Dharma Kumar struck awe in us when she unveiled her first Apple laptop during a meeting—but metaphorically Civil Lines bloomed in an age when Indian writers were still unaverse to hammering out copy on typewriters and dabbing it with white eraser paint to make it look correct. That typewritten world has been wiped out as systematically as the tree-lined avenues that once sustained Civil Lines: gated housing blocks and the laptops inside them have made it clear, as Lopakhin made it apparent to his former mistresses, that happy days in cherry orchards are over for the old aristocracy. The few bungalows that now remain in Civil Lines areas—within the fewer Indian towns which still have a Civil Lines left at all—have been taken over via India’s silent revolution by the political establishment and the nouveau riche, people whose doorposts are likely to bear names such as Mulayam, Mittal, Mallya, and Mayawati. These are no longer houses in which anyone is eagerly awaiting the next issue of Civil Lines.

In a personal form this is evident to me from the fact that Dharma Kumar and Ravi Dayal, as well as their remarkable friend Sheila Dhar, who embodied the old Civil Lines, are all dead. In some strikingly similar ways, they made a small world I once inhabited unusually vibrant and intellectually alive. They would have approved of this collection.


From Civil Lines 1


Introduction to
Civil Lines 1



CIVIL Lines hopes to appear irregularly, twice a year for a start, later as frequently as the editors can garner enough fine unpublished writing connected with India to warrant an issue. The length and content of future numbers are as uncertain as the periodicity; we’ll play it by ear. At present it seems a relief to put out these few pages of new prose, some of which we were offered, the rest of which we were able to cajole out.

Civil Lines is a literary venture, very loosely speaking. This first issue contains no fiction in the technical sense—neither short stories nor comic tales nor fantasies nor extracts from novels in the making. But it does carry the sort of travel writing, memoirs, and reflective pieces that are sought out by readers of serious fiction for their casual disregard of strict taxonomies. Subsequent numbers of Civil Lines will probably include a range of genres—essays, short stories, self-contained bits from impending novels, durable journalism, poems, parody, satire, new English translations of regional writing— in fact, barring headlines and footnotes, anything at all that the editors believe will endure. Every piece published here will, by Indian standards, be generously paid for.

Civil Lines 1 comprises seven autonomous pieces of unpublished prose. The first, by Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, traces his interest in poetry to certain adolescent episodes and enthusiasms; the second, by Amitav Ghosh, tentatively surveys the nearly spectacular problems of gathering up a representatively Indian collection of short stories; the third, by Radha Kumar, recounts her experiences as a jailbird in post-Carbide Bhopal; the fourth, by Ramachandra Guha, looks at the Marxists of Bengal in the manner of a social anthropologist examining a tribe struggling against extinction (the image of an ethologist examining dodos might be more appropriate here); the fifth, by Bill Aitken, laments the ecologically retrograde attitude of most Indians; the sixth, by Allan Sealy, tells us what the Wild West looks like to a modern traveller; the last, by Khushwant Singh, consists of two self-contained chapters from his forthcoming autobiography.

In brief, diverse fare. The pages that follow offer a taste not of the subject matter or genres that should be anticipated within later issues of Civil Lines—later issues may well consist entirely of pure fiction or pure journalism—but certainly of the sort of quality writing that readers can expect to see.

The editors of Civil Lines welcome submissions from serious writers at the publisher’s address, given on the copyright page.
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