
[image: image]


AN INKY PARADE


[image: img]


First published in 2023 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: Images]

This ebook published in 2023

Copyright © 2024 Pradeep Sebastian

Pradeep Sebastian asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

Cover image courtesy American Bookbindings in the Library of Henry William Poor (1903) in a highly decorated fine binding by Alfred William Launder; image courtesy Philip R. Bishop.

Cover design by Pia Alizé Hazarika

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

The views and opinions expressed in this book are the author’s own or as credited in the text, and the facts are as reported by him and have been verified to the extent possible. Sources have been referenced and quotes acknowledged to the best of the author’s ability. The publishers are not in any way liable for the same. Any inadvertent omissions brought to our attention in writing will be remedied in future editions.

Subsequent edition/reprint specifications may be subject to change, including but not limited to cover or inside finishes, paper, text colour and/or colour sections.

Hardback ISBN 978-93-5731-387-2

Ebook ISBN 978-93-5731-419-0)

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre,

Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram 122003, India

Originally typeset in Sorts Mill Goudy 10.5/14

by R. Ajith Kumar, New Delhi


For Mooch

who first showed me how to look at a book

&

Ferose

bibliophile-friend and fellow book hunter


‘Books, to be interesting, must at least be second-hand.’

Christopher Sclater Millard, in his Christmas 1919 Wildeana catalogue

‘One of the many beauties of book collecting is that it is an activity that can be enjoyed, and mastered, at any level. We can all admire private libraries that are assembled with the backing of small fortunes, but just as impressive in my eyes are the collections that emerge from connoisseurship and perception deployed in the field, nudged along by serendipity and good old-fashioned luck.’

Nicholas A. Basbanes, Foreword in Rare Books Uncovered
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PREFACE

I could have hardly dreamt that those manic visits to private circulating libraries and second-hand bookshops in Bangalore that I used to eagerly bicycle to as a fierce reader in the 1970s, would make me a bibliophile-writer and then turn me into a book collector, immersing me into the rare book world. Those little libraries have long vanished (and we don’t really miss them, though we’d like some of that leafy city back) while Bengaluru’s second-hand bookshops have, well, blossomed, and made bookworms out of all of us. But – and this goes for the whole country, not just my hometown – what is still lacking here are antiquarian bookshops, auction houses, serious book collectors and a functioning rare book trade.

More disappointing and even puzzling is the absence, with a few exceptions, of books on bibliophily from Indian writers. There’s a lot of literary non-fiction – essays, reviews – on our bookstore shelves, but that’s not exactly hardcore bibliophily. One of the sections in this book is titled ‘All Kinds of Bibliophilia’, and that just about describes An Inky Parade: writing that looks at varied aspects of book-love, bibliomania and the different stripes of book dealers, bibliophiles and book collectors out there. There is a further reading list at the end, of the best and most enjoyable memoirs of rare book dealers and collectors, and other must-read books on bibliophily.

An Inky Parade: Tales for Bibliophiles has some of my favourite previously published pieces, while several other essays have been written fresh for the book. Also in the book are: vignettes of the few Indian antiquarian bookshops and collectors, then and now; biblio spoofs and hoaxes, book crime, rare book hunting, underrated bibliomysteries, reviews of books on books, tales for bibliophiles and more of my adventures in book collecting, ending with my current focus: collecting Persian and Mughal manuscript miniatures. For those who know or have such intimacy with books and bookshops – whether ardent reader, devout bibliophile or irrepressible collector – I hope you will find something here to enjoy.


PART ONE

TALES FOR BIBLIOPHILES


‘OLD-TYPE BOOKS ONLY’

I first heard of the itinerant book peddler, aka The Book Prince of Kolkata, from Madhava Rao, who had once been a reclusive and rather fussy antiquarian dealer in Bengaluru. I was grumbling to Rao one day about how seldom you see genuine antiquarian editions of any kind in our second-hand market and he said quite casually, ‘Oh, there’s a man from Kolkata in town hawking old books.’

I dismissed it right away. ‘By old, they usually mean stuff from the forties and fifties.’

‘No, no, he says most of what he has is from the eighteenth century, perhaps even older. Why don’t you go and have a look?’

‘Won’t you be coming?’ I asked, surprised. He looked up from marking prices on his books and said, ‘See, I say there is no end to such things, you know.’

I knew. I hoped, though, that the end was still far away for me: that way of feeling about looking far and wide for books.

‘So, where can I find him?’

‘You can’t. He’ll find you.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘He’s in some old hotel in the city, he won’t say which. This week, he will be in Bengaluru, next week in Chennai, after that, perhaps, Hyderabad. I’ll pass on your number to him and he’ll get in touch if he wants you to look at his books.’

I learnt not long after that this itinerant dealer would move with his wares from city to city, staying a few months in one decrepit lodge after another, calling up second-hand booksellers and their customers to come look at his books. No one knows when he’ll be in your city or where – a phone call comes out of the blue to say he’s arrived and he gives you the name of a lodge in Kalasipalayam or off Avenue Road.

The call from the Book Prince came the next day, giving me the name of a lodge in Russell Market, with a forewarning: ‘No new books, only old-type books’. The voice was surprisingly soft, even gentle. The whole thing seemed shady, so I rang up a younger, fitter bibliophile friend (who sometimes book hunts with me) to see if he’d join me. ‘Should I bring along a pistol?’ he asked.

‘It would be unwise not to,’ I replied.

‘It sounds like something right out of a Holmes story – like in “The Red-Headed League”,’ he replied, adding, ‘Perhaps we should call up some Russell Market Baker Street Irregulars to stand watch until we manage to exit safely.’

‘Make the call,’ I said, and hung up.

We found the lodge quickly enough; a passageway with welders tinkering and raising sparks led to a staircase with an empty reception desk. But adjoining the desk were two little rooms with their doors open, and outside one of them stood a man in a glittering gold shirt and a printed lungi, smoking. He was in his forties, thickset, with jet-black hair shiny from gel. A whiff of strong perfume drifted off him. ‘Prince,’ he said, smiling and gestured with his cigarette for us to enter. Oh, so his name was Prince.

We paused briefly at the landing, exchanging a quick glance with each other (for there were no Russell Market Irregulars looking out for us and my bibliophile companion only had a pen or two tucked somewhere in his shirt) and then cautiously stepped into the room. A double bed took up almost all the space inside, besides a tiny bathroom. Where the hell are the books? we wondered. Prince glided in, but kept the door open. ‘What are you looking for?’ he asked, waving his cigarette around the room. ‘Anything,’ I replied, slowly looking around the room and finally spotting two stacks of books in a corner, just behind the door. ‘You can take the books and put them on the bed and look. I’ll just be outside.’ He left us alone, pacing up and down the floor, smoking and occasionally exchanging a few words with his fellow lodgers.

The books were old but none were eighteenth-century, mostly late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century, and without exception in poor condition. Several of the books seemed to have come out of the library of the same gentleman – obviously a Freemason, because most of the titles dealt with the Lodge. There was even a handwritten notebook – a record of the proceedings of a Mason meeting. Of the hundred or so books we shuffled through, only five or six were in (just about) acceptable condition. While the books weren’t rare or even scarce, they were certainly not common. We were disappointed, annoyed and puzzled that such uncommon volumes had been so poorly preserved. ‘Finished so quickly? Want to see more?’ He had stepped back into the room, seeing we had stopped browsing. But where was more?

Under the bed, as it turned out. He flipped his bedsheet up to show books shoved underneath. ‘Are all the books in more or less the same condition?’ we asked. ‘Same, same,’ he said. There wasn’t much point in browsing more. My point was doubly proven: not only are antiquarian books hard to find in our market, when they do occasionally turn up, they are ruined, many beyond the scope of restoration. Well, we thought, at least he can’t ask too much for the books.

‘That’s too much,’ I blurted out, taken completely by surprise when he quoted what seemed like a fantastic sum for the six books we had picked. I could see negotiating would get us nowhere. The Book Prince didn’t really want to sell – he wanted browsers.

In the end, there wasn’t any mystery to the transaction, so why all the secrecy and fuss? We had to wonder. We later figured it was his way of luring customers – book-loving fools like us. Declining his offer, we made our way out, thanking him for his time. He was quite sporting about it, saying, ‘no problem’. I couldn’t resist pausing at the door to turn around and say, ‘You seem to know the books are valuable; why don’t you take care of them?’

‘Why should I take care of them? They should take care of me,’ he snapped, glaring at us in disbelief. We forgot all about the books and could talk about nothing on our way back except The Book Prince of Kolkata and his enigmatic, hilarious answer.


BIRYANI BHAI

I was once asked to impersonate a wealthy book collector. I had to pose as a collector with deep pockets to help a friend’s friend negotiate the sale of a scarce and expensive Ottoman manuscript. The irony here was lost on the others involved in this tense and strained negotiation, that I was, if anything, an impecunious collector. I was dragged into my friend’s plan because even though I was a bottom-feeder in the collectors’ hierarchy, I was still fairly knowledgeable. But I am getting ahead of myself and should begin with Alexander Velu, the antiquarian book dealer who initiated all this in his dogged pursuit of a beautiful eighteenth-century Turkish calligraphic manuscript.

It must have been in 2017 that Velu first heard, via the antiquarian dealer grapevine, of this fabled calligraphic manuscript that was said to be apparently lying unrecognized – languishing and perhaps even rotting away quietly – in the home of a man, a renowned cook, actually, who ran a catering service in Ambur that specialized in – what else – gourmet biryani. One or two from the antiquarian community had actually seen such a manuscript in his house with their own eyes, and even handled it, when they had called on him to ask if he would cater weddings at short notice. And on one rather odd occasion, during a sahan saapadu banquet – where guests sit around a large common plate and eat from it – the master chef, an amiable, proud man I will simply call Biryani Bhai, had actually removed the book from its tacky glass showcase and casually passed it around for people to handle.

Velu, an art and antiquities dealer, aghast at hearing this, decided he had to rescue this precious and rare book from the clutches of Biryani Bhai. He was a fair-minded dealer and was even willing to offer double the market price. When he finally met Biryani Bhai in Ambur under the pretext of hiring him as a caterer for a family feast, he was impressed at how carefully and delicately the cook handled the manuscript, and even more surprised at how knowledgeable he was. So those accounts of him mishandling the book and his ignorance were plain rumours, possibly started by competitor dealers to keep others away from the prize.

When Alex Velu finally laid eyes on the book, he was completely struck by its beauty and rarity. The Islamic calligraphic manuscripts more commonly found in India were nineteenth-century Kashmiri examples, mostly in the form of unbound leaves. This one was a sophisticated Ottoman beauty that looked older: twelve stitched leaves with sumptuous illumination in gold, and other rich inks. It was decorated with a rectangular gold-and-blue border, at the centre of which was a piece of exquisitely calligraphed text. How had he come by such a wonderful thing? the dealer asked the cook. ‘My wife’s family are partly Turkish and this has been a kind of family heirloom for generations,’ Bhai answered. The dealer now realized there was no chance of acquiring it, but having come this far, asked if he would consider selling it.

‘For the right price,’ the cook replied, surprising Velu. Apparently, his family was in the process of moving to Istanbul, and the money would be handy in relocating. The dealer offered a sufficiently high and tempting price (which he never revealed to me, keeping the transaction confidential), which the Bhai readily accepted. They agreed to firm up the sale later in the week, with the understanding that Velu would return to Ambur after making arrangements for the payment, and then take the manuscript. As the dealer was taking his leave, the cook, perhaps to keep some convivial banter going, remarked, ‘You must really value the manuscript if you are willing to pay my price.’ To which Velu said, on his way out the door, ‘Oh, it’s not for me, Bhai. I’m a dealer, not a collector.’

‘The deal is off,’ said the Bhai abruptly, ‘I’m sorry.’ When a shocked Velu pressed him to reveal why he had changed his mind, the cook said vehemently, ‘I want it to go to a collector, not a trader.’ The dealer pleaded with him, pointing out that he would ensure it went into the hands of a collector who would care for it, but Biryani Bhai would not relent, and Velu returned empty-handed. After this, every other month, Alex Velu would phone the cook from Secunderabad (where he lived at that time), asking after the manuscript, and finally, after nearly a year of phone calls and letters, the Bhai said he would sell if the dealer could produce a knowledgeable manuscript collector with at least some interest in buying this calligraphed beauty. That’s when Velu turned to me and asked if I would at least evince interest in it, if not outright tell the cook I was ready to buy it.

That was easy enough to do, since it seemed like such a lovely thing, going by Velu’s rapturous descriptions, though there was no way I could afford it now or in the future. All I was required to do was speak to Biryani Bhai over the phone and introduce myself as a serious collector (which was true) and murmur the right things about the beauty and rarity of such a manuscript. I probably didn’t do such a bad job of this, because the Bhai sounded mollified enough at the end of the call to say he’d keep an open mind about letting it go. It was only many months later, when the dealer had located an even more (I’m relieved to say) knowledgeable, deep-pocketed manuscript collector who could really afford to buy it, that the two finally completed this rare book transaction. That was the first time I realized how tricky and occasionally intriguing selling or buying a rare book could be.
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