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PROLOGUE

IT was in the citadel of Feroz Shah Kotla that I met my first Sufi.

Pir Sadr-ud-Din had weasel eyes and a beard as tangled as a
myna’s nest. The mystic sat me down on a carpet, offered me tea,
and told me about the djinns.

He said that when the world was new and Allah had created
mankind from clay, he also made another race, like us in all things,
but fashioned from fire. The djinns were spirits, invisible to the
naked eye; to see them you had to fast and pray. For forty-one days,
Sadr-ud-Din had sat without eating, half-naked in the foothills of
the Himalayas; later, he had spent forty-one days up to his neck
in the River Jumna.

One night, asleep in a graveyard, he was visited by the King of
the Djinns.

‘He was black, as tall as a tree, and he had one eye in the centre
of his forehead,” said the Pir. ‘The djinn offered me anything I
wanted, but every time I refused.’

‘Could you show me a djinn?’ I asked.

‘Certainly,’ replied the Pir. ‘But you would run away.’

I was only seventeen. After ten years at school in a remote valley
in the moors of North Yorkshire, I had quite suddenly found myself
in India, in Delhi. From the very beginning I was mesmerized by
the great capital, so totally unlike anything I had ever seen before.
Delhi, it seemed at first, was full of riches and horrors: it was a
labyrinth, a city of palaces, an open gutter, filtered light through a
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filigree lattice, a landscape of domes, an anarchy, a press of people,
a choke of fumes, a whiff of spices.

Moreover the city — so I soon discovered — possessed a bottomless
seam of stories: tales receding far beyond history, deep into the
cavernous chambers of myth and legend. Friends would moan
about the touts on Janpath and head off to the beaches in Goa, but
for me Delhi always exerted a stronger spell. I lingered on, and
soon found a job in a home for destitutes in the far north of the
city.

The nuns gave me a room overlooking a municipal rubbish
dump. In the morning I would look out to see the sad regiment of
rag-pickers trawling the stinking berms of refuse; overhead, under
a copper sky, vultures circled the thermals forming patterns like
fragments of glass in a kaleidoscope. In the afternoons, after I had
swept the compound and the inmates were safely asleep, I used to
slip out and explore. I would take a rickshaw into the innards of
the Old City and pass through the narrowing funnel of gullies and
lanes, alleys and cul de sacs, feeling the houses close in around me.

In summer I preferred the less claustrophobic avenues of
Lutyens’s Delhi. Then, under a pulsing sun, I would stroll slowly
along the shady rows of neem, tamarind and arjuna, passing the
white classical bungalows with their bow fronts and bushes of
molten yellow gulmohar.

In both Delhis it was the ruins that fascinated me. However hard
the planners tried to create new colonies of gleaming concrete,
crumbling tomb towers, old mosques or ancient Islamic colleges —
medresses — would intrude, appearing suddenly on roundabouts or
in municipal gardens, curving the road network and obscuring the
fairways of the golf course. New Dethi was not new at all. Its broad
avenues encompassed a groaning necropolis, a graveyard of dyn-
asties. Some said there were seven dead cities of Delhi, and that
the current one was the eighth; others counted fifteen or twenty-
one. All agreed that the crumbling ruins of these towns were
without number.

But where Delhi was unique was that, scattered all around the
city, there were human ruins too. Somehow different areas of Delhi
seemed to have preserved intact different centuries, even different
millennia. The Punjabi immigrants were a touchstone to the present
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day; with their nippy Maruti cars and fascination with all things
new, they formed a lifeline to the 1980s. The old majors you would
meet strolling in the Lodhi Gardens were pickled perhaps half a
century earlier. Their walrus moustaches and Ealing comedy
accents hinted that they had somehow got stuck in about 1946.
The eunuchs in the Old City, some speaking courtly Urdu, might
not have looked so out of place under the dais of the Great Mogul.
The sadhus at Nigambodh Ghat I imagined as stranded citizens of
Indraprastha, the legendary first Delhi of the Mahabharata, the great
Indian epic.

All the different ages of man were represented in the people of
the city. Different millennia co-existed side by side. Minds set in
different ages walked the same pavements, drank the same water,
returned to the same dust.

But it was not until months later, when I met Pir Sadr-ud-Din,
that I learned the secret that kept the city returning to new life.
Delhi, said Pir Sadr-ud-Din, was a city of djinns. Though it had
been burned by invaders time and time again, millennium after
millennium, still the city was rebuilt; each time it rose like a
phoenix from the fire. Just as the Hindus believe that a body will
be reincarnated over and over again until it becomes perfect, so it
seemed Delhi was destined to appear in a new incarnation century
after century. The reason for this, said Sadr-ud-Din, was that the
djinns loved Delhi so much they could never bear to see it empty
or deserted. To this day every house, every street corner was
haunted by them. You could not see them, said Sadr-ud-Din, but
if you concentrated you would be able to feel them: to hear their
whisperings, or even, if you were lucky, to sense their warm breath
on your face.

In Delhi I knew I had found a theme for a book: a portrait of a
city disjointed in time, a city whose different ages lay suspended
side by side as in aspic, a city of djinns.

Five years after I first lived in Delhi I returned, now newly mar-
ried. Olivia and I arrived in September. We found a small top-floor
flat near the Sufi village of Nizamuddin and there set up home.

Our landlady was Mrs Puri.






THE FLAT PERCHED at the top of the house, little more than a
lean-to riveted to Mrs Puri’'s ceiling. The stairwell exuded
sticky, airless September heat; the roof was as thin as corrugated
iron.

Inside we were greeted by a scene from Great Expectations: a thick
pall of dust on every surface, a family of sparrows nesting in the
blinds and a fleece of old cobwebs — great arbours of spider silk —
arching the corner walls. Mrs Puri stood at the doorway, a small,
bent figure in a salwar kameez.

‘The last tenant did not go out much,” she said, prodding the
cobwebs with her walking stick. She added: ‘He was not a tidy
gentleman.” Olivia blew on a cupboard; the dust was so thick you
could sign your name in it.

Our landlady, though a grandmother, soon proved herself to be
a formidable woman. A Sikh from Lahore, Mrs Puri was expelled
from her old home during Partition and in the upheavals of 1947
lost everything. She arrived in Delhi on a bullock cart. Forty-two
years later she had made the transition from refugee pauper to
Punjabi princess. She was now very rich indeed. She owned
houses all over Delhi and had swapped her bullock for a fleet
of new Maruti cars, the much coveted replacement for the old
Hindustan Ambassador. Mrs Puri also controlled a variety of
business interests. These included the Gloriana Finishing School,
India’s first etiquette college, a unique institution which taught
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village girls how to use knives and forks, apply lipstick and make
polite conversation about the weather.

Mrs Puri had achieved all this through a combination of hard
work and good old-fashioned thrift. In the heat of summer she
rarely put on the air conditioning. In winter she allowed herself
the electric fire for only an hour a day. She recycled the newspapers
we threw out; and returning from parties late at night we could
see her still sitting up, silhouetted against the window, knitting
sweaters for export. ‘Sleep is silver,” she would say in explanation,
‘but money is gold.’

This was all very admirable, but the hitch, we soon learned, was
that she expected her tenants to emulate the disciplines she imposed
upon herself. One morning, after only a week in the flat, I turned on
the tap to discover that our water had been cut off, so went down-
stairs to sort out the problem. Mrs Puri had already been up and
about for several hours; she had been to the gurdwara, said her
prayers and was now busy drinking her morning glass of rice water.

‘There is no water in our flat this morning, Mrs Puri.’

‘No, Mr William, and I am telling you why.’

‘Why, Mrs Puri?’

‘You are having guests, Mr William. And always they are going
to the lavatory.’

‘But why should that affect the water supply?’

‘Last night I counted seven flushes,” said Mrs Puri, rapping her
stick on the floor. ‘So I have cut off the water as protest.’

She paused to let the enormity of our crime sink in.

‘Is there any wonder that there is water shortage in our India
when you people are making seven flushes in one night?’

Old Mr Puri, her husband, was a magnificent-looking Sikh gentle-
man with a long white beard and a tin zimmer frame with wheels
on the bottom. He always seemed friendly enough — as we passed
he would nod politely from his armchair. But when we first took
the flat Mrs Puri drew us aside and warned us that her husband
had never been, well, quite the same since the riots that followed
Mrs Gandhi’s death in 1984.

It was a rather heroic story. When some hooligans began to
break down the front door, Mr Puri got Ladoo (the name means
Sweety), his bearer, to place him directly behind the splintering
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wood. Uttering a blood-curdling cry, he whipped out his old service
revolver and fired the entire magazine through the door. The
marauders ran off to attack the taxi rank around the corner and
the Puris were saved.

From that day on, however, the old man had become a fervent
Sikh nationalist. ‘Everyone should have their own home,” he would
snort. ‘The Muslims have Pakistan. The Hindus have Hindustan.
The Punjab is our home. If I was a young man I would join Bhind-
ranwale and fight these Hindu dogs.’

‘It is talk only,” Mrs Puri would reply.

‘Before I die I will see a free Khalistan.’

‘You are daydreaming only. How many years are left?’

‘The Punjab is my home.’

‘He may have been born in the Punjab,” Mrs Puri would say, turn-
ing to me, ‘but now he could not go back to village life. He likes flush
toilet and Star TV. Everybody likes flush toilet and Star TV. How can
you leave these things once you have tasted such luxury?’

Since the riots, Mr Puri had also become intermittently senile.
One day he could be perfectly lucid; the next he might suffer from
the strangest hallucinations. On these occasions conversations with
him took on a somewhat surreal quality:

MR PURI (up the stairs to my flat) Mr William! Get your bloody
mules out of my room this minute!

wbp But Mr Puri, I don’t have any mules.

MR PURI Nonsense! How else could you get your trunks up the
stairs?

During our first month in the flat, however, Mr Puri was on his
best behaviour. Apart from twice proposing marriage to my wife,
he behaved with perfect decorum.

»

It had been a bad monsoon. Normally in Delhi, September is a
month of almost equatorial fertility and the land seems refreshed
and newly-washed. But in the year of our arrival, after a parching
summer, the rains had lasted for only three weeks. As a result dust
was everywhere and the city’s trees and flowers all looked as if
they had been lightly sprinkled with talcum powder.
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Nevertheless the air was still sticky with damp-heat, and it was
in a cloud of perspiration that we began to unpack and to take in
the eccentricities of our flat: the chiming doorbell that played both
the Indian national anthem and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’; the
geyser, which if left on too long, would shoot a fountain of boiling
water from an outlet on the roof and bathe the terrace in a
scalding shower; the pretty round building just below the garden
which we at first took to be a temple, and only later discovered to
be the local sewage works.

But perhaps the strangest novelty of coming to live in India —
stranger even than Mrs Puri — was getting used to life with a sudden
glut of domestic help. Before coming out to Delhi we had lived
impecuniously in a tiny student dive in Oxford. Now we had to
make the transition to a life where we still had only two rooms,
but suddenly found ourselves with more than twice that number
of servants. It wasn't that we particularly wanted or needed ser-
vants; but, as Mrs Puri soon made quite clear, employing staff was a
painful necessity on which the prestige of her household depended.

The night we moved in, we spent our first hours dusting and
cleaning before sinking, exhausted, into bed at around 2 a.m. The
following morning we were woken at 7.30 sharp by ‘Land of Hope
and Glory’. Half asleep, I shuffled to the door to find Ladoo, Mr
Puri’s bearer, waiting outside. He was holding a tray. On the tray
were two glasses of milky Indian chai.

‘Chota hazari, sahib,” said Ladoo. Bed tea.

‘What a nice gesture,’ I said returning to Olivia. ‘Mrs Puri has
sent us up some tea.’

‘l wish she had sent it up two hours later,” said Olivia from
beneath her sheets.

I finished the tea and sank down beneath the covers. Ten seconds
later the Indian national anthem chimed out. I scrambled out of bed
and again opened the door. Outside was a thin man with purple,
betel-stained lips. He had a muffler wrapped around his head and,
despite the heat, a thick donkey-jacket was buttoned tightly over
his torso. I had never seen him before.

‘Mali,” he said. The gardener.

He bowed, walked past me and made for the kitchen. From the
bedroom I could hear him fiddling around, filling abucket with water
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then splashing it over the plants on the roof terrace. He knocked dis-
creetly on the bedroom door to indicate he had finished, then dis-
appeared down the stairs. The mali was followed first by Murti, the
sweeper, then by Prasad, the dhobi, and finally by Bahadur, Mrs
Puri’s Nepali cook. I gave up trying to sleep and went downstairs.

‘Mrs Puri,” I said. ‘There has been a stream of strange people
pouring in and out of my flat since seven-thirty.’

‘1 know, Mr William,’ replied Mrs Puri. ‘These people are your
servants.’

‘But I don’t want any servants.’

‘Everyone has servants,” said Mrs Puri. ‘You must have servants
too. This is what these people are for.”

I frowned. ‘But must we have so many?’

‘Well, you must have a cook and a bearer.’

‘We don’t need a bearer. And both of us enjoy cooking.’

‘In that case you could have one cook-bearer. One man, two
jobs. Very modern. Then there is the mali, the sweeper, and a dhobi
for your washing. Also you must be having one driver.” Mrs Puri
furrowed her brow. ‘It is very important to have good chauffeur,’
she said gravely. ‘Some pukka fellow with a smart uniform.’

‘I haven’t got a car. So it’s pointless having a driver.’

‘But if you have no car and no driver,” said Mrs Puri, ‘how will
you be getting from place to place?’

O ]

Balvinder Singh, son of Punjab Singh, Prince of Taxi Drivers, may
your moustache never grow grey! Nor your liver cave in with
cirrhosis. Nor your precious Hindustan Ambassador ever again
crumple in a collision — like the one we had with the van carrying
Mango Frooty Drink.

Although during my first year in Delhi I remember thinking that
the traffic had seemed both anarchic and alarming, by my second
visit I had come to realize that it was in fact governed by very strict
rules. Right of way belongs to the driver of the largest vehicle.
Buses give way to heavy trucks, Ambassadors give way to buses,
and bicyclists give way to everything except pedestrians. On the
road, as in many other aspects of Indian life, Might is Right.
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Balvinder Singh

Yet Mr Balvinder Singh is an individualist who believes in the
importance of asserting himself. While circumstances may force
him to defer to buses and lorries, he has never seen the necessity
of giving way to the tinny new Maruti vans which, though taller
than his Ambassador, are not so heavily built. After all, Mr Singh
is a kshatriya by caste, a warrior, and like his ancestors he is keen
to show that he is afraid of nothing. He disdains such cowardly acts
as looking in wing mirrors or using his indicators. His Ambassador
is his chariot, his klaxon his sword. Weaving into the oncoming
traffic, playing ‘chicken’ with the other taxis, Balvinder Singh is a
Raja of the Road.

Or rather was. One month after our arrival in Delhi, Mr Singh
and I had an accident. Taking a road junction with more phlegm
than usual, we careered into the Maruti van, impaling it on its bows,
so that it bled Mango Frooty Drink all over Mr Singh’s bonnet. No
one was hurt, and Mr Singh — strangely clated by his ‘kill’ — took
it stoically. ‘Mr William," he said. ‘In my life six times have I crashed.
And on not one occasion have [ ever been killed.’

Although T am devoted to him, Olivia is quick to point out that
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Mr Singh is in many ways an unattractive character. A Punjabi
Sikh, he is the Essex Man of the East. He chews paan and spits the
betel juice out of the window, leaving a red ‘go-fast’ stripe along
the car’s right flank. He utters incoherent whoops of joy as he
drives rickshaws on to the pavement or sends a herd of paper boys
flying into a ditch. He leaps out of his taxi to urinate at traffic lights,
and scratches his groin as he talks. Like Essex Man, he is a lecher.
His eyes follow the saris up and down the Detlhi avenues; plump
Sikh girls riding side-saddle on motorbikes are a particular distrac-
tion. Twice a week, when Olivia is not in the car, he offers to drive
me to G.B. Road, the Delhi red light district: ‘Just looking,” he
suggests. ‘Delhi ladies very good. Having breasts like mangoes.’

Yet he has his principles. Like his English counterpart, he is a
believer in hard work. He finds it hard to understand the beggars
who congregate at the lights. ‘Why these peoples not working?’ he
asks. ‘They have two arms and two legs. They not handicrafted.’

‘Handicrafted?’

‘Missing leg perhaps, or only one ear.’

‘You mean handicapped?’

‘Yes. Handicrafted. Sikh peoples not like this. Sikh peoples work-
ing hard, earning money, buying car.’

Ignoring the bus hurtling towards us, he turns around and winks
an enormous wink. ‘Afterwards Sikh peoples drinking whisky,
looking television, eating tandoori chicken and going G.B. Road.’

N

The house stood looking on to a small square of hot, tropical green:
a springy lawn fenced in by a windbreak of champa and ashok
trees. The square was the scene for a daily routine of almost Vedic
inflexibility.

Early in the morning, under a bald blue sky, the servants would
walk plump dachshunds over the grass, or, duties completed, would
stand about on the pavements exchanging gossip or playing cards.
Then, at about nine o’clock, the morning peace would be broken
by a procession of bicycle-powered vendors, each with his own
distinctive street-cry: the used-newspaper collector (‘Paper-wallah!
Paper-wallah! Paper-wallah!’) would be followed by the fruit seller
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(‘Mangoes! Lychees! Bananas! Papaya!’), the bread boy and the
man with the vegetable barrow. My favourite, the cotton-fluffer,
whose life revolved around the puffing up of old mattresses, would
twang a Jew’s harp. On Sunday mornings an acrobat would come
with his dancing bear; he had a pair of drums and when he beat
them the whole square would miraculously fill with children. Early
that afternoon would follow a blind man with an accordion. He
would sing hymns and sacred gawwalis and sometimes the rich
people would send down a servant with a handful of change.

In the late afternoon, a herd of cattle twenty or thirty strong
could be seen wandering along the lane at the back of the house.
There was never any herder in sight, but they would always rumble
slowly past, throwing up clouds of dust. Occasionally they would
collide with the household servants wobbling along the back lane
on their bicycles, returning from buying groceries in Khan Market.
Then followed the brief Indian dusk: a pale Camembert sun sinking
down to the treeline; the smell of woodsmoke and dung cooking
fires; the last raucous outbursts from the parakeets and the brah-
miny mynas; the first whirring, humming cicadas.

Later on, lying in bed, you could hear the chowkidars stomping
around outside, banging their sticks and blowing their whistles.
There were never any robberies in our part of New Delhi, and the
chowkidars were an entirely redundant luxury.

But, as Mrs Puri said, you had to keep up appearances.

»
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Mr Singh also had strong views about appearances.

‘You are Britisher,” he said, the very first time I hailed him. ‘I
know you are a Britisher.’

It was late afternoon at the end of our first week in Delhi. We
had just moved in and were beginning the gruelling pilgrimage
through Indian government departments that all new arrivals must
perform. We were late for an appointment at the Foreigners
Regional Registration Office, yet Mr Singh'’s assertion could not go
unquestioned.

‘How do you know I'm a Britisher?”

‘Because,” said Mr Singh, ‘you are not sporting.’

‘Actually I am quite sporting,’ I replied. ‘I go for a run every day,
swim in the summer. ..

‘No Britisher is sporting,” said Mr Singh, undaunted.

‘Lots of my countrymen are very keen on sport,’ 1 retorted.

‘No, no,” said Mr Singh. ‘You are not catching me.

‘We are still a force to be reckoned with in the fifteen hundred
metres, and sometimes our cricket team . ..

‘No, no,” said Mr Singh. ‘Still you are not catching me. You
Britishers are not sporting.” He twirled the waxed curlicues of his
moustache. ‘All men should be sporting a moustache, because all
ladies are liking too much.’

He indicated that I should get in.

‘It is the fashion of our days,” he said, roaring off and narrowly
missing a pedestrian.

Mr Singh’s taxi stand lay behind the India International Centre,
after which it took its name: International Backside Taxis. The stand
was run by Punjab Singh, Balvinder’s stern and patriarchal father,
and manned by Balvinder and his two plump brothers, Gurmuck
and Bulwan. There was also a rota of cousins who would fill in
during the weekends and at nights. Over the following months we
got to know them all well, but it was Balvinder who remained our

special friend.

That first week, and the week following it, Balvinder drove Olivia
and myself through a merry-go-round of government departments.
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Together we paid daily visits to the rotting concrete hulk known
as Shastri Bhavan, nerve centre of the Orwellian Indian Ministry
of Information and Broadcasting. Here, in the course of nine visits,
I deposited four faxes, three telexes, two envelopes of passport
photographs (black and white only) and a sheaf of letters from my
editor in London, all in an effort to get accredited as a foreign
correspondent.

In due course, as the slow wheels of bureaucracy turned, my
application did get processed — but not until about a year after the
newspaper I represented had ceased publication. Undaunted, to this
day Shastri Bhavan still refuses to acknowledge the downfall of the
Sunday Correspondent, and continues to send its India representative
daily press releases detailing the reasons for the decline in the pro-
duction of Indian pig iron, or celebrating the success of the Fifth
International Conference on the Goat (theme: The Goat in Rural
Prosperity).

More depressing even than Shastri Bhavan is the headquarters
of Mahanagar Telephone Nigam Limited. The Telephone Nigam is
India’s sole supplier of telecommunications to the outside world.
Without the help of the Telephone Nigam one is stranded. This is
something every person who works for the organization knows;
and around this certainty has been built an empire dedicated to
bureaucratic obfuscation, the perpetration of difficulty, the collec-
tion of bribes and, perhaps more than anything else, the spinning
of great glistening cocoons of red tape.

It was a hot, dusty late September morning when I first entered
room 311, home to Mr Ram Lal. Mr Lal was sitting beneath a poster
of Mahatma Gandhi on which was written: ‘A customer is the most
important visitor to our premises. He is not dependent on us, we
are dependent on him.’

As if in deliberate subversion of the Mahatma’s message, Mr Lal
held in his hands the Times of India, open at its sports page. The
paper formed a barrier between Mr Lal and the asylumful of suppli-
cants who were bobbing up and down in front of him, holding out
chits of paper, arching their hands in a gesture of namaste or wob-
bling their turbans from side to side in mute frustration. A Punjabi
lady sat weeping in a corner, repeating over and over again: ‘But
[ have a letter from the Minister of State for Communications . . .

20



but I have a letter ... a letter . . .” Menials passed silently to and
fro through the door, carrying files and sheaves of xeroxes. Behind
Mr Lal, placed there for apparently purely decorative purposes, sat
a dead computer.

When Mr Lal eventually deigned to lower his paper — which he
did with infinite slowness, folding it into perfect quarters — he rang
a bell and ordered one of his peons to bring him a cup of tea.

‘Right,” he said, looking up for the first time. ‘Who’s first?’

A hundred hands were raised, but one voice stood out: ‘I am.’

The speaker pushed himself forward, holding together his bulging
dhoti with one hand. He was an enormously fat man, perhaps
seventy years old, with heavy plastic glasses and grey stubble on
his chin.

‘My name is Sunil Gupta — please call me Sunny.” He strode
forward and grabbed Mr Lal by the hand, shaking it with great
verve.

‘I am a nationalist,” said Mr Gupta. ‘A nationalist and a freedom
fighter. I am also an independent candidate in the forthcoming
municipal elections. My election office will be opposite Western
Court, adjacent to the paan shop. I want a temporary telephone
connection, and would be most grateful if you could expedite.” He
stroked his belly. ‘Early action would be highly appreciated.’

‘Have you already applied for a connection?’ asked Mr Lal.

‘No, gentleman,” said Sunny Gupta. ‘This is what I am doing
now.’

‘First applications Room 101. Next, please.’

‘But,” said Mr Gupta. ‘I have to maintain contact with my con-
stituents. I need a phone immediately. I would be very grateful if
you would expedite a VVIP connection without delay.’

‘Are you a member of the Lok Sabha?’

‘No. I...

‘In that case you must contact Mr Dharam Vir . . .’

‘Gentleman, please listen . . .’

‘...in Room 101.

With a great flourish, Mr Gupta pulled a much-pawed piece of
paper from his waistcoat pocket. ‘Gentleman,’ he said. ‘Please be
looking here. This is my manifesto.’

Across the top of the piece of paper, in huge red letters, was
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blazoned the slogan: A NATIONALIST TO THE CORE AND
A FREEDOM FIGHTER. Mr Gupta straightened his glasses and
read from the charter:

‘1 was a Founder Member cum Chairman of the Religious and
Social Institute of India, Patna Branch . ..’

Mr Lal was meanwhile studying the application of the weeping
Punjabi lady. He read it twice and, frowning, initialled it at the top
right-hand corner: ‘See Mr Sharma for countersignature. Room
407

The woman broke down in a convulsion of grateful sobs. Beside
her Mr Gupta was still in full flood:

‘... Tam ex-member of the Publicity Committee of the All-India
Congress 1, Bhagalpur division. Ex-Joint Secretary of the Youth
Congress Committee, Chote Nagpur, Bihar. I am a poet and a
journalist. A war hero from the 1965 Indo-Pak war, Jaisalmer
sector . . .’

‘Madam,’ continued Mr Lal. ‘Please make payment with Mr
Surwinder Singh, accounts, Room 521.

‘... I was the founder editor of Sari, the Hindi monthly for
women and Kalidasa, the biannual literary journal of Patna. I have
donated five acres of land for the Chote Nagpur Cow Hospital. Four
times I have been jailed by the Britishers for services to Mother
Bharat.’

‘If you think it is bad now,” said Mr Lal, taking my application.
‘You should see this office on Fridays. That’s the busiest time.’

I left Mr Lal’s office at noon. By four-thirty I had queued inside
a total of nine different offices, waiting in each for the magic letter,
seal, signature, counter-signature, demand note, restoration order
or receipt which would, at some stage in the far distant future, lead
to my being granted a telephone.

‘Phone will be connected within two months,” said Mr Lal as he
shook my hand, the obstacle course completed. ‘Two months no
problem. Or maybe little longer. Backlog is there.’

Mr Gupta was still sitting at the back of Mr Lal’s office. He was
quiet now, though still tightly clutching at his election manifesto.
I gave him a sympathetic wave as I left.

‘To think,” he said, ‘that I was in British prison seven times with
Gandhiji for this.’
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At his desk, Mr Lal had returned to the sports page of the Times

of India.

Although parts of the city still preserved the ways of the Mughal
period or even the early Middle Ages, Delhi was nevertheless
changing, and changing fast.

Mr Gupta’s world — the cosy world of the Freedom Struggle, of
homespun Congress Socialism and the Non-aligned Movement —
all of it was going down; driving around New Delhi you could
almost feel the old order crumbling as you watched, disappearing
under a deluge of Japanese-designed Maruti cars, concrete shop-
ping plazas and high-rise buildings. Satellite dishes now outnumber
the domes of the mosques and the spires of the temples. There was
suddenly a lot of money about: no longer did the rich go up to
Simla for the summer; they closed their apartments and headed
off to London or New York.

The most visible change was in the buildings. When 1 first saw
Delhi it was still a low-rise colonial capital, dominated by long
avenues of white plaster Lutyens bungalows. The bungalows gave
New Delhi its character: shady avenues of jamun and ashupal trees,
low red-brick walls gave on to hundreds of rambling white colonial
houses with their broken pediments and tall Ionic pillars.

One of my strongest memories from my first visit was sitting in
the garden of one of the bungalows, a glass to hand, with my
legs raised up on a Bombay Fornicator (one of those wickerwork
planter’s chairs with extended arms, essential to every colonial ver-
anda). In front lay a lawn dotted with croquet hoops; behind, the
white bow-front of one of this century’s most inspired residential
designs. Over the rooftops there was not a skyscraper to be seen.
Yet I was not in some leafy suburb, but in the very centre of New
Delhi. Its low-rise townscape was then unique among modern capi-
tals, a last surviving reminder of the town planning of a more
elegant age.

Now, perhaps inevitably, it was gradually being destroyed: new
structures were fast replacing the bungalows; huge Legoland blocks
were going up on all the arterial roads radiating from Connaught
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Circus. The seventeenth-century salmon-pink observatory of Rajah
Man Singh ~ the Jantar Mantar — lay dwarfed by the surrounding
high-rise towers that seemed purpose-built to obscure its view of
the heavens. Over the great ceremonial way which led from
Lutyens’s Viceroy’s House to India Gate now towered a hideous
glass and plastic greenhouse called the Meridien Hotel.

Other, still more unsympathetic blocks were already planned. On
Kasturba Gandhi Marg (originally Curzon Road) only two of the
old Italianate villas still survived, and one of these was in severe
disrepair. Its plaster was peeling and its garden lay untended and
overgrown. In front of its gate stood a huge sign:

A PROJECT FROM THE HOUSE OF EROS
ULTRAMODERN DELUXE MULTISTOREYED
RESIDENCE APTS.

COMPLETION DATE 1994.

It was said that not one private Lutyens bungalow would survive

undemolished by the turn of the century.

There were other changes, too. The damburst of western goods
and ideas that were now pouring into India had brought with them
an undertow of western morality. Adulterous couples now filled
the public gardens; condom advertisements dominated the Delhi
skyline. The Indian capital, once the last bastion of the chaperoned
virgin, the double-locked bedroom and the arranged marriage, was
slowly filling with lovers: whispering, blushing, occasionally hold-
ing hands, they loitered beneath flowering trees like figures from
a miniature. Delhi was starting to unbutton. After the long Victorian
twilight, the sari was beginning to slip.

Other changes in the city were less promising. The roads were
becoming clogged; pollution was terrible. Every day the sluggish
waters of the Jumna were spiced with some 350 million gallons of
raw sewage.

Alongside the rapidly growing wealth of the middle class, there
was also a great increase in poverty. Every week, it was said, six
thousand penniless migrants poured into Delhi looking for work.
You could see them at the traffic lights along Lodhi Road, hands
outreached for alms. The jhuggis — the vast sackcloth cities in which
these people lived — had quadrupled in size since 1984. New jhuggi
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outposts were spreading along the dry drainage ditches, filling the
flyovers, sending tentacles up the pavements and the hard shoul-
ders. At night, cooking fires could be seen flickering inside the old
Lodhi tombs.

Attitudes were changing too. A subtle hardening seemed to have
taken place. In the smart drawing-rooms of Delhi, from where the
fate of India’s 880 million people was controlled, the middle class
seemed to be growing less tolerant; the great Hindu qualities of
assimilation and acceptance were no longer highly prized. A mild
form of fascism was in fashion: educated people would tell you
that it was about time those bloody Muslims were disciplined —
that they had been pampered and appeased by the Congress Party
for too long, that they were filthy and fanatical, that they bred like
rabbits. They should all be put behind bars, hostesses would tell
you as they poured you a glass of imported whisky; expulsion was
too good for them.

Strangely, in these drawing-rooms, you never heard anyone
complain about the Sikhs. But of course it was they and not the
Muslims who had most recently suffered the backlash of this hard-
ening, this new intolerance which, like an unstable lump of phos-
phorus, could quite suddenly burst into flames.
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As was HER HABIT, Indira Gandhi had toast and fruit for breakfast.
It was 31 October 1984 and the bougainvillaea was in flower.

At 9.15 she stepped out of the portico of her white bungalow,
crossed the lawns by the lotus pond, then passed into the dim green
shade of the peepul avenue. There she smiled at her Sikh security
guard, Sub-Inspector Beant Singh. Singh did not smile back. Instead
he pulled out his revolver and shot her in the stomach. His friend,
Constable Satwant Singh, then emptied the clip of his sten gun into
her.

Today, Mrs Gandhi’s house is a shrine dedicated to the former
Prime Minister’s memory. Busloads of school children trail through,
licking ice creams and staring at Mrs Gandhi’s rooms, now perma-
nently frozen as they were on the day she died. Her Scrabble set,
a signed photograph from Ho Chi Minh (‘loving greetings to
Indira’), a pair of her knitting needles and her books — an unlikely
selection, including Marx, Malraux and The Diaries of Evelyn Waugh
— all lie behind glass, numbered and catalogued. Outside, in the
middle of the avenue, a strangely tasteless memorial stands on the
spot where she fell: a bouquet of red glass roses on a frosted crystal
plinth, a gift from the people of Czechoslovakia. It is as if it marked
the place of her death. Butin fact as she lay there, pouring with blood
from some twenty bullet wounds, Indira Gandhi was still alive.

An ambulance was waiting outside the gate of her house,
as regulations demanded, but, this being Delhi, the driver had
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disappeared for a tea break. So Indira’s daughter-in-law, Sonia
Gandhi, bundled the Prime Minister into the back of a decrepit
Hindustan Ambassador, and together they drove the three miles to
the All-India Medical Institute.

Indira was probably dead on arrival, but it was not until one
o’clock that the news was broken to the waiting world. The effect
was immediate. When the crowds learned that their leader had
been assassinated, and that a Sikh was responsible, the thin ice of
Delhi’s tenuous peace was shattered. The mourners wanted blood.
Grabbing sticks and stones and whatever else came to hand, they
set off looking for Sikhs.

In those days Mr and Mrs Puri had a house beside the Medical
Institute. They were thus the very first Sikh family to receive the
attentions of the mob. Mrs Puri had just finished her lunch - as
usual, dal, two vegetables and one hot aloo paratha — and was deep
in her customary post-prandial knit, when she looked up from her
woollies, peered out of her window and noticed three hundred
emotional thugs massing around her garden gate and chanting:
‘Khoon ka badla khoon’- blood for blood, blood for blood, blood for
blood.

‘They were very jungli peoples — not from good castes. So I told
Ladoo to lock the door and stop them from coming in,” Mrs Puri
remembers. ‘We could hear them talking about us. They said:
“These people are Sikhs. Let us kill them.” Then they began to
throw some stones and broke all the glasses. We switched off the
lights and pretended no one was at home. We thought we would
be killed. But first we wanted to kill some of them. You see actually
we are kshatriyas, from the warrior caste. My blood was boiling and
I very much wanted to give them good. But they were standing
outside only. What could I do?’

The mob smashed every window in the house, burned the Puris’
car and incinerated their son’s motorbike. Then they attacked the
front door. Luckily, Mr Puri was on the other side, leaning forward
on his zimmer frame, armed to the teeth. He fired three times
through the door with his old revolver and the mob fled. As they
did so, old Mr Puri got Ladoo to kick open the door, then fired the
rest of the round after them.

Three hours later, cruising in his taxi, Balvinder Singh passed
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Green Park, an area not far from the Medical Institute, when he
encountered another mob. They surrounded the taxi and pelted it
with stones. Balvinder was unhurt, but his front windscreen was
shattered. He swore a few choice Punjabi obscenities, then returned
quickly to his taxi stand. The next day, despite growing unrest,
Balvinder and his brothers decided to return to work. For an hour
they sat on their charpoys looking nervously out on to the empty
streets before agreeing the moment had come to hide the cars and
shut up the stand. At five past eleven they received a phone call.
It warned them that the nearby Sujan Singh Park gurdwara was
burning and that a large lynch mob was closing in on them. Leaving
everything, they hastily set off to their house across the Jumna,
twelve cousins in a convoy of three taxis.

They were nearing one of the bridges over the river when they
were flagged down by a police patrol. The policemen told them
that there were riots on the far side and that it was not safe to
proceed. Punjab Singh, Balvinder’s father, said that there were riots
on the near side too, and that it was impossible to go back. More-
over, they could not leave their wives and children without protec-
tion. The police let them through. For five minutes they drove
without difficulty. Then, as they neared Laxmi Nagar, they ran into
a road block. A crowd had placed a burning truck across part of
the road and were massing behind it with an armoury of clubs and
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iron bars. The first two cars, containing Punjab, Balvinder and two
of his brothers, swerved around the truck and made it through.
The third taxi, containing three of Punjab’s young nephews, was
attacked and stopped. The boys were pulled out of the cars, beaten
with the rods, doused with kerosene and set alight.

That night, from their roof, Balvinder and his family could see
fires burning all over Delhi. To save themselves from the fate of
their cousins the brothers decided to cut their hair and shave off
their beards; the first time they had ever done so. Punjab
reminded them of their religion and tried to stop them; afterwards,
in atonement, he refused to eat for a whole week.

In the meantime, the Singhs also took more concrete steps to
protect themselves. The family lived in an entirely Sikh area - a
taxi drivers’ colony — and the residents quickly armed themselves
with kirpans (Sikh ceremonial swords) and formed makeshift
vigilante forces to defend their narrow alleys. Preferring to concen-
trate on less resolutely guarded areas, the mobs left them in peace.
For four days they lived under siege. Then the army was deployed;
and as quickly as they had appeared, the rioters vanished.

Balvinder had lost three cousins in the riots. There were other,
smaller losses too: Bulwan, Balvinder’s elder brother who lived
slightly apart from the others, had his house burned to the
ground; he had left it and taken shelter with his brothers.
Everything he owned was destroyed. Over at the International
Backside, the taxi stand’s shack was broken into; its primus,
telephone and three rope-strung charpoys were all stolen. Some-
one had also discovered Balvinder’s hidden taxi and ran off with
the back seat, the battery and the taxi meter. Yet compared to
many other families of Sikhs in the capital, Balvinder Singh’s
family were extremely lucky.

»

Trilokpuri is the dumping ground for Delhi’s poor.

It was constructed on a piece of waste land on the far side of the
Jumna during the Emergency of 1975. It was intended to house
the squatters whom Sanjay Gandhi evicted from their makeshift
shelters on the pavements of Central Delhi; the area remains prob-
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ably the most desperately poor neighbourhood in the whole
city. During 1984 it was here, well away from the spying eyes
of the journalists, the diplomats and the middle classes, that
the worst massacres took place: of the 2150 Sikhs murdered in
the capital during the three days of rioting, the great majority were
killed here.

It was a warm, early October afternoon when I set off to see
Trilokpuri. I had never been across the Jumna before and did not
know what to expect. Balvinder Singh drove past the battlements
of the Old Fort of Humayun, over the Ring Road and headed on
across the lower Jumna bridge — exactly the route that he and his
cousins had taken in October 1984.

Across the bridge, quite suddenly everything changed. If you
took Lutyens’s city to be the eighth city of Delhi, we had crossed
zones into a ninth, a sort of counter-Delhi: a Metropolis of the
Poor. Here there were no tree-lined avenues, few advertising hoard-
ings, still fewer cars. We passed alongside a rubbish dump crawling
with rag-pickers. Thin chickens pecked around a litter of sagging
roadside shacks. Women palmed buffalo-dung into chapattis of
cooking fuel. Over everything hung a choking grey smog: fly-ash
from a nearby power station. Here for the first time you got an
impression of a fact which Delhi seemed almost purpose-built to
hide: that the city is the capital not just of a resurgent regional
power, formerly the jewel in Britain’s Imperial crown, but that it
is also the chief metropolis of a desperately poor Third World
country; a country whose affluent middle class is still outnumbered
four or five to one by the impoverished rural masses.

When the outside world first discovered the Trilokpuri massacres,
long after the rioters had disappeared, it was Block 32 that domi-
nated the headlines. Dogs were found fighting over piles of purple
human entrails. Charred and roasted bodies lay in great heaps in
the gullies; kerosene fumes still hung heavy in the air. Piles of
hair, cut from the Sikhs before they were burned alive, lay on the
verandas. Hacked-off limbs clogged the gutters.

Yet, as the journalists soon discovered, it was difficult to find
anyone who admitted to being present during the madness. Every-
one was vague and noncommittal: the killers were men from out-
side; we were asleep; we saw nothing. Trying to find witnesses or
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survivors proved no easier five years later. I passed from block to
block. What had once been a largely Sikh area was now entirely
Hindu. The Sikhs had all moved, I was told. No, none of us were
there at the time. We were visiting our villages when it happened.
No, no one had seen anything. And the men sat cross-legged on
their charpoys, gravely shaking their heads from side to side.

It was Balvinder who, while chatting in a chai shop, discovered
that there was one solitary Sikh family left, in Block 30. They had
been there at the time, he said, and had survived by hiding in a
hole. Moreover, they were also witnesses; through a small chink
they had seen everything.

Sohan Singh Sandhu was an old man in a cream-coloured salwar
kameez. He had the bushiest eyebrows I have ever seen: they seemed
to join with his mutton-chop whiskers and full, Babylonian beard
so as to give the impression of a face peeping out through thick
undergrowth. He sat cross-legged on a rope bed, backed by a frieze
of Sikh holy pictures: icons of beards and swords and haloes filled
the wall. Sohan Singh Sandhu was the granthi (reader) of the local
gurdwara. He gave us his card, and while we settled ourselves down
on his charpoy he shouted through to the kitchen, telling his wife
— whom we had not yet seen — to bring us some tea.

His family had originally lived in a pukka house in Shastri Nagar,
on the rich bank of the Jumna. Butin 1975, during the Emergency,
bulldozers flattened their home; they were given half an hour to
move their valuables. According to the police, the demolitions were
necessary to make way for a line of new electricity pylons, but the
last time he had visited the site of his old house the land was still
lying vacant. Much later they had received a plot in Trilokpuri,
along with a government loan to cover building materials. His three
sons and he had built the house with their own hands. It wasn't a
bad area, he said. A little out of the way, but quite tolerable. And
their neighbours, who had suffered the same evictions as they, had
always been friendly.

The troubles began quite suddenly on 1 November 1984. They
had been anxiously listening to the news on the radio when a Sikh
boy came running down the gully shouting that a mob, four or
five thousand strong, was massing nearby.

"About 150 of us assembled on the waste land at the edge of the
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block,’ said Sandhu. ‘The mob stoned us and we stoned them back.
It was during the stoning that my son was hit.’

He pointed to a charpoy in a dark corner of the room. There, so
silent that we had failed to notice him, lay a boy of about my own
age. Like his father he had a full, uncut beard and a powerful
physique. But he was behaving oddly. Although he could obviously
hear that we were talking about him he still lay on his back on the
rope bed, admiring himself in a rickshaw wing-mirror that he held
in his hand.

‘He had bad head injuries,” said his father quietly. ‘Now he has
some mental problem.’

The boy ignored us and continued to stare at the mirror. As we
watched, his face suddenly suffused with child-like happiness, and
still looking at the mirror he burst into a fit of high-pitched giggles.
His father frowned and looked away.

‘After the stone throwing had been going on for two hours the
police suddenly intervened. They escorted the mob away, then
returned and collected all our weapons: they took all our lathis
(sticks) and kirpans (swords); they even took away the stones and
the bricks that were lying around our houses. They said: “There
is a curfew. Lock yourselves up.” When we had followed their
instructions and retreated inside our houses, they let the mob
loose.’

Groups of forty or fifty thugs descended on a single gully, flailing
around them with their iron bars: ‘They would knock on a door.
If it wasn’t opened they’d beat it down. Sometimes, when people
had managed to barricade themselves in, they would climb up on
the roof, break open the ceiling and pour in kerosene. Then they
would burn everyone inside alive.’

‘They used our own kerosene,” said Sandhu’s wife, appearing
now with the tray of tea. She gave us each a glass and sat down
on the bed beside her husband. ‘They stole it from us then used it
to murder us.’

‘Once they shouted: ““Send out the men and we won’t harm
them.” A couple of doors opened and some of our neighbours gave
themselves up. They took them away. It was only later that we
discovered they had taken them to the edge of the block, made
them drink kerosene then set them alight.’
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‘How did you manage to escape?’ I asked.

‘Look,” said Sandhu. And getting up from the charpoy he pulled
back a drape which covered the top of one wall. Behind lay a tiny
cubby-hole filled with a metal trunk and two packing-cases laid
end to end. ‘Ranjit,” he indicated the son still lying in the corner,
‘Ranjit and I hid in there for three days.’

‘But you couldn’t possibly have fitted,” I said.

‘We managed,” replied Sandhu. ‘There was no other choice.’

‘Did they never think of looking behind the drapes?’ I asked.

‘We scattered all our jewellery and valuables at the front of the
house. Most of the mob were interested only in looting. They took
the jewellery and forgot about us.” Sandhu smiled: ‘Once one of
their leaders — a local Congress politician — came inside and
rebuked them: “You are just looting,” he said. “You should be
killing.” He flicked back the drape and saw our attic but we had
placed the cases and mattresses in front of us. He said: “It is too
small. Nobody can hide there.”

‘That was the worst moment. I whispered to Ranjit: ‘Do not be
afraid. It will be a quick pain, then it will be over.” And I told him
that he was a Sikh and that he must be brave. I said: ““They have
to kill you. When the moment comes do not beg them for your
life.”””

‘You were very lucky,’ I said.

‘I was,” replied Sandhu. ‘But my other two sons were less fortu-
nate. On the second day they were discovered hiding in the shop
of some Hindu friends. The mob burned the shop. Then they put
rubber tyres around the necks of my sons, doused them with petrol
and burned them too.’

The old man was sitting cross-legged beside his wife. His voice
was lowered yet he spoke almost matter-of-factly. Up to that point
he had hardly mentioned his other two sons at all.

‘God is behind every act,” he said. ‘There must have been some-
thing wrong that we did in the past.’

‘Yet you were spared.’

‘It was not our turn,” he replied. ‘That was why we were saved.’
He shrugged and pointed to the ceiling: ‘He is the one who saves.’

There was a halt in the conversation. There was nothing more
to say.
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Ssandhu brought out an album of old photographs: the two dead
boys — formal black and white studio photographs, two youths in
turbans staring straight at the camera, one with heavy plastic
glasses, the other with a slight squint; a shot of the wreckage in
the house after the looting — clothes strewn everywhere, smashed
crockery, a half-burned charpoy; a snap of a smashed-up autorick-
shaw, a lump of buckled metal with a frosted windscreen.

‘That was Ranjit’s,” said his father. ‘He used to be a driver.’

For a few seconds no one spoke. Then I asked: ‘Aren’t you fright-
ened it might happen again?’

‘No: now we are no longer worried. I am still the granthi of the
gurdwara. I give langoor (food) to the poor Hindus; the rich Hindus
give us offerings. These wounds are healed now.’

‘But isn’t it upsetting to stay on in the same street? To live where
your children were murdered?’

‘Personally I would like to leave. To return to the Punjab. It is
my wife who wishes to stay. She says: “This is where my children
used to eat, to sleep, to play, to laugh...””’

‘I feel they are still here,” said Mrs Sandhu. ‘They built this house
with their hands. They fitted the bricks and the mud.” She shook
her head. ‘Since they died not for one day have I left this place. I
will die here.’

On the bed in the corner, her one surviving son suddenly broke
out laughing again. We all turned towards him. He was still staring
at himself in the wing-mirror of his old rickshaw.

O, ]

Delhi had many failings, but I had never felt it was a violent city.
In all the time I had spent in the dark mohallas (quarters) of the
old walled city I had never once felt threatened. There were no
areas that I felt uneasy to visit after sunset. Instead I had always
found Delhi-wallahs, particularly the poor, remarkable for their
gentleness and elaborate courtesy. Wherever we went, complete
strangers would invite Olivia and me to sit and talk and share a
glass of tea with them. To one brought up on a diet of starchy
English reserve this habitual kindness of the Delhi-wallah was as
touching as it was strange.
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Yet as Balvinder and Sandhu could witness, when provoked the
inhabitants of this mild town could rise up and commit acts of
extreme brutality. Men would avert their eyes as next door neigh-
bours were burned alive or disembowelled. The same people who
would invite you to share their last plate of food could, with equal
spontaneity, lose control and run amok. Then, with equal ease they
could return to their bazaars and shops, factories and offices and
carry on as if nothing had happened. It was difficult to understand.

Moreover, despite Delhi’s historic reputation as the most cultured
town in India, the city’s history was punctuated with many such
flashes of terrible, orgiastic violence. It was not just invaders who
put the people of Delhi to the sword. During the Middle Ages and
throughout the long Mughal twilight the town was continually rent
with bloody riots, even small civil wars. Out of the first twelve
Sultans, only two died peacefully in their beds; the rest were killed,
usually in a horrible manner and almost always by their courtiers
or subjects. Invaders like Timur the Lame were able to storm the
high walls of the city only because the inhabitants were already
busy cutting each others’ throats. The death toll from bazaar dis-
putes such as the eighteenth-century Shoe Sellers’ Riot could run
into tens of thousands.

The last great conflagration was Partition. In the dying days of
the British Raj, when the subcontinent was split into Muslim-only
Pakistan and Hindu-majority India, twelve million people were
made refugees. Hordes of non-Muslims — Sikhs and Hindus — fled
their ancestral villages in Pakistan; India’s displaced Muslims struck
out in the opposite direction. It was the greatest migration the
modern world had ever seen. Yet again Delhi was consigned to the
flames. Following some of the worst rioting in its history, nearly
half of its ancient Muslim population — the descendants of the
people who had erected the Qutab Minar and lined the streets to
cheer the Great Mogul — packed their bags and headed off to a
new country. Their place was taken by refugees from the Western
Punjab, among them Mr and Mrs Puri and Punjab Singh. Delhi
was transformed from a small administrative capital of 900,000
people to a Punjabi-speaking metropolis half the size of London.

Of the two peoples who had ruled Delhi during the previous
thousand years, the British disappeared completely while the
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Indian Muslims were reduced to an impoverished minority. In the
space of a few months, the face of the city was probably changed
more radically than at any other time since the Muslims first came
to India, a millennium before.
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‘OuR VILLAGE was famous for its sweets,” said Punjab Singh. ‘People
would come for miles to taste the jalebis our sweet-wallahs pre-
pared. There were none better in the whole of the Punjab.’

We were sitting on a charpoy at International Backside Taxi
Stand. For weeks I had been begging Balvinder’s father to tell me
the story of how he had come to Delhi in 1947. A stern and sombre
man, Punjab would always knit his eyebrows and change the sub-
ject. It was as if Partition were a closed subject, something embar-
rassing that shouldn’t be raised in polite conversation.

It was only after a particularly persistent bout of badgering, in
which Balvinder took my side, that Punjab had agreed to relent.
But once started, he soon got into the swing of his story.

‘Samundra was a small and beautiful village in District Lyallpur,’
he said. ‘It was one of the most lovely parts of the whole of the
Punjab. We had a good climate and very fertile land. The village
stood within the ruins of an old fort and was surrounded on four
sides by high walls. It was like this.’

With his hands, the old man built four castle walls. From the
details that he sketched with his fingers you could see he
remembered every bastion, every battlement, each loophole.

‘Our village was all Sikh apart from a few Hindu sweepers. Our
neighbours were Mahommedan peoples. We owned most of
the land but before 1947 we lived like brothers. There were no
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differences between us . . .” Punjab stroked his beard. He smiled as
he recalled his childhood.

‘On the 15th of August 1947 the Government announced Par-
tition. We were not afraid. We had heard about the idea of Pakistan,
but we thought it would make no difference to us. We realized a
Mahommedan government would take over from the Britishers.
But in our Punjab governments often come and go. Usually such
things make no difference to the poor man in his village.

‘Then, quite suddenly, on the 10th of September, we got a mes-
sage from the Deputy Commissioner in Lyallpur. It said: ““You
people cannot stay. You must leave your house and your village
and go to India.” Everyone was miserable but what could we do?
All the villagers began loading their goods into bullock carts. The
old men were especially sad: they had lived their whole lives in
the village. But we were young and could not understand why our
grandfathers were crying.

‘In the villages round about the Mahommedans heard we were
being forced to move. Many came and said: ‘“You must stay, do
not go,” but others were thinking dirty thoughts. They wanted to
take our possessions.

‘At about six or seven o’clock on the morning we were due to
leave, too many Muslim peoples — perhaps five or six thousand -
suddenly appeared outside our fort, waving their swords and calling
us dogs and infidels. The watchmen shut the gates. Inside, there
were only nine hundred of us, including old women and childrens.
We had no weapons. We thought we would be killed.

‘Then the Pradhan [head] of the Sweet-Makers said: “We have
no guns but we have our pans and our sugar and our water. Let
us make jalebis for our Muslim friends.”” Some of our people
thought that the Sweet-Maker had gone mad, and they shook their
heads and tore the bristles from their beards. They said: “‘This is
crazy man. The Mahommedan peoples will not go away when they
taste our delicious jalebis. Instead they will come inside and kill
us.” These old men were very sad and went off to the gurdwara
to say their prayers.

‘But the Sweet-Maker took his assistants up on to the battlements
and he built a big fire. He boiled the water in a pan and he added
the sugar. He stirred the mixture until it was thick and flies were
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buzzing all around. He told the other mithai-wallahs to take their
pans and to make jalebis over the other three gates. His assistants
did as he said.

‘Down below, the Mahommedans had a tree trunk and were
running with it against the great gates of the fort, but the gates still
held. Eventually the mixture was ready, and the Pradhan shouted
down: ““You like our jalebis?”” and he tilted his pan over the parapet.
The boiling sugar poured over the wicked Muslims and they were
all burned alive.’

Punjab beamed a bright smile: ‘All day and all night these dirty
Mahommedans tried to find a way to enter the fort, but whenever
they tried to get near the gates the sweet-makers gave them a
taste of our celebrated jalebis. Then, some time about two a.m. the
second night, our peoples saw headlights coming towards us across
the fields. It was the British army. They had seen the fires of the
sweet-makers burning on the battlements and had come to investi-
gate. The convoy was led by an English colonel. He fired six shots
into the air and the Mahommedan fellows ran off into the night
as if their Shaitan [satan] was after them.

‘The next day the English colonel evacuated us in his trucks. We
were only able to take one small bag each, and we had to leave all
our carts and goats and sheep and buffalo and oxen. This made us
very sad, but at least we were alive. The colonel took us to Amritsar
and from there we caught the train to Delhi. Ah! To me Delhi was
a wonderful town. I was amazed by all the beautiful cars in the
streets. All the Mahommedan tonga-wallahs had gone to Pakistan,
so I decided to become a taxi-wallah. This is the job I have been
doing ever since.

‘After that day, for good luck, my brother Kulwinder began
to make jalebis. He still has a shop in Begampur and I have
heard some people say that he makes the best jalebis in all of

Delhi .. .’

I had been living in Delhi for some months before I began to realize
quite how many of the people I met every day were Partition refu-
gees. Even the most well-established Delhi figures — newspaper
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editors, successful businessmen, powerful politicians — had tales to
tell of childhoods broken in two, of long journeys on foot over the
Punjab plains, of houses left behind, of sisters kidnapped or raped:
the ghastly but familiar litany of Partition horrors.

The Puris’ story was fairly typical. Before Partition they had a
large town house in Lahore. When the riots came they packed a
couple of suitcases, bought their bullock cart and headed off
towards Delhi. Their possessions they left locked up in the havel;,
guarded by Muslim servants. Like the Palestinians a year later, they
expected to come back within a few months when peace had been
restored. Like the Palestinians, they never returned.

On arrival in Delhi they found a gutted house in Subzi Mandi,
the vegetable bazaar of the Old City. It had belonged to a Muslim
family that had fled weeks before. The Puris simply installed a new
door and moved in. There were still killings, and occasionally stray
bullets ricocheted around the bazaar, but gradually the Puris began
to find their feet.

‘We acquired slowly by slowly,” Mrs Puri remembers. ‘My hus-
band started a business making and selling small houses. I knitted
woollens. At first it was very hard.’

After a year of carrying water in leaky buckets, the house was
connected to the water mains; later the Puris got electricity
installed. By 1949 they had a fan; by 1956 a fridge. In the late
1960s the Puris moved to a smart new house in South Extension.
They had arrived.

We heard the same story repeated over and over again. Even the
most innocuous of our neighbours, we discovered, had extraordi-
nary tales of 1947: chartered accountants could tell tales of single-
handedly fighting off baying mobs; men from grey government
ministries would emerge as the heroes of bloody street battles.
Everything these people now possessed was built up by their own
hard labour over the last few years.

Mr Seth, our next door neighbour, was a retired official in the
Indian Railways. A safari-suited civil servant, he was polite, timid
and anonymous. After passing out of Walton Railway Training
School, Seth’s first posting came in 1946: he was made Assistant
Ticket Inspector at Sheikhapura near Lahore. One year later there
came the great divide and Mr Seth, a Hindu, found himself on the
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wrong side of the border. The killing had started. Sikhs and Hindus
stopped trains carrying refugees to Pakistan and killed all the Mus-
lims. Muslims stopped trains going to India and killed all the Sikhs
and Hindus.

‘Every train from India that passed our station was totally
smashed,” remembers Mr Seth. ‘Women, children, old, young: all
were killed. Blood was pouring from the bogies [carriages].’

Then one day, a refugee train from Rawalpindi under the custody
of the Gurkhas passed through Sheikhapura. Nervous of being
attacked by Muslims, the Gurkhas — all Hindus — let off a barrage
of shots through the train windows. A stray bullet hit the wife of
the Muslim station master. The station master, unhinged with grief,
tried to shoot the only Hindu in the station — his Assistant Ticket
Inspector, Mr Seth. He missed. But Mr Seth realized that the
moment had come to flee Pakistan. He jumped off the platform
and ran down the line towards India. There, a little later, he was
ambushed by a party of Muslims heading in the opposite direction.
They took everything he owned, including his shoes, his shirt and
his trousers.

‘I travelled barefoot down the lines having only a knicker,” said
Mr Seth. ‘Four times I escaped death. Four times! I arrived at
Amritsar station at midnight, and got a new uniform from the
station master. The next day I reported for duty at nine a.m.
exactly.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Promotion!” said Mr Seth, beaming a red betel-nut smile. ‘I
became Commercial Accountant bracket Parcel Clerk, Booking
Clerk, Goods Clerk etcetera unbracket. Later I was transferred to
Delhi and was given a temporary house in Lodhi Colony. It was
previously owned by a Muslim. I was told he had been shot dead
on the veranda.’

The violence totally gutted many of the poorer parts of Delhi,
but even the very richest districts were affected. While shoppers
looked on, Hindu mobs looted the smart Muslim tailors and bou-
tiques in Connaught Place; passers-by then stepped over the mur-
dered shopkeepers and helped themselves to the unguarded stocks
of lipstick, handbags and bottles of face cream. In Lodhi Colony,
Sikh bands burst into the white Lutyens bungalows belonging to
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senior Muslim civil servants and slaughtered anyone they found at
home.

In some areas of the Old City, particularly around Turkman Gate
and the Jama Masjid, the Muslims armed themselves with mortars
and heavy machine guns. From their strongpoints in the narrow
alleyways they defied not only the rioters but also the Indian Army.
Many of the Muslim families who remain in Delhi today survived
by barricading themselves into these heavily defended warrens.

Meanwhile, refugees poured into India: ‘300,000 Sikh and Hindu
refugees are currently moving into the country,” stated one small
page three report in a 1947 edition of the Hindustan Times. ‘Near
Amritsar 150,000 people are spread 60 miles along the road. It is
perhaps the greatest caravan in human history.” It was this steady
stream of Punjabi refugees who, despite the great exodus of Mus-
lims, still managed to swell the capital’s population from 918,000 in
1941 to 1,800,000 in 1951. The newspaper stories were illustrated
with pictures showing the dead lying like a thick carpet on New
Delhi Railway Station. Other photographs depicted the refugee
camps on the ridge, the white tent cities in which Punjab Singh
had stayed on his arrival. There were also shots of some fire-
blackened and gutted houses standing in the rubble of the Subzi
Mandi. It was in a house such as this that Mr and Mrs Puri had
taken shelter for their first months in their new city.

The more I read, the more it became clear that the events of
1947 were the key to understanding modern Delhi. The reports
highlighted the city’s central paradox: that Delhi, one of the oldest
towns in the world, was inhabited by a population most of whose
roots in the ancient city soil stretched back only forty years. This
explained why Delhi, the grandest of grand old aristocratic dowa-
gers, tended to behave today like a nouveau-riche heiress: all show
and vulgarity and conspicuous consumption. It was a style most
unbecoming for a lady of her age and lineage; moreover it jarred
with everything one knew about her sophistication and culture.

This paradox also exposed the principal tensions in the city. The
old Urdu-speaking élite who had inhabited Delhi for centuries —
both Hindu and Muslim - had traditionally looked down on the
Punjabis as boorish yeoman farmers. With their folk memories of
the mushairas (levees) of the old Mughal court and the mehfils (liter-
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ary evenings) of the great Delhi poets, with their pride in the
subtlety and perfection of Delhi Urdu and Delhi cooking, they
could never reconcile themselves to the hardworking but (in their
eyes) essentially uncivilized Punjabi colonizers. It was as if Blooms-
bury were made to absorb a deluge of mud-booted Yorkshire
farmers. To these people, of course, Mrs Puri’s finishing school
was the ultimate presumption: a Punjabi immigrant using western
textbooks to teach etiquette to Delhi-wallahs — and this in a city
which for centuries had regarded itself as the last word in refine-
ment and courtly behaviour.

In their turn, the Punjabis despised the old Delhi-wallahs as
effeminate, slothful and degenerate: ‘Maybe these Delhi people are
not always lazy,” Punjab Singh once said to me. ‘But they are not
too active either. Punjabi people are good at earning money and
also at spending it. They enjoy life. Delhi peoples are greedy and
mean. They expect to live well, but never they are working for it.’

Today the two worlds, Mughal Old Delhi and Punjabi New Delhi,
mix but rarely. Each keeps to itself, each absolutely certain of its
superiority over the other. Even on common festivals such as
Dusshera, in Delhi traditionally celebrated by the Hindu and Mus-
lim communities without distinction, entirely separate ceremonies
are now held, one set around the Red Fort and the Ram Lila
Grounds of Old Delhi, the other in the parks and gardens of Punjabi
residential colonies south of Lutyens’s city.

Despite all that politicians of both faiths have done to create a
division between Hindu and Muslim, from the early days of the
Muslim League to the recent sudden rise of the Hindu fundamental-
ist Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP, in Delhi that communal chasm
is still far less marked than the gap separating the Old Delhi-wallah

from the Punjabi immigrant.

Dusshera is the Hindu feast celebrating the victory of Lord Ram
over the demon Ravanna; the feast also marks the incipient victory
of the cool season over summer’s heat.

According to the legend, Ravanna kidnapped Sita, Ram’s bride,
and carried her off to Lanka, his island fortress. There he tried a
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number of strategies to enrol her into his splendid harem. But with
the help of Hanuman, the Monkey God, Ram leaped across the
straits to Lanka, rescued Sita, and after an epic struggle lopped off
all ten of the demon’s heads.

For the last two weeks of September, in the Delhi parks and
maidans, huge wickerwork effigies of Ravanna and his two mon-
strous brothers, Meghnath and Kumbhakaran, were being erected:
workmen clung like sparrows to rickety bamboo scaffolding, busily
hammering noses and ears into place. On the feast day, amid a
flurry of celebrations, all the effigies were to be burned.

The day of Dusshera — hot, dusty and humid — burned out into
a fine warm evening. A Delhi journalist friend had invited Olivia
and me to celebrate the festival with him in South Extension.
Together we walked to a park near his house. Ravanna was a giant
corn dolly 120 feet high, dressed in bright pink pyjamas. He was
held upright by six straining guy-ropes. In some of the big gardens
in Old Delhi whole circles of hell had been erected — ten or eleven
demons, Ravanna’s whole family, all lined up in menacing rows,
black moustaches curled — but our friend was very proud of his
single pink devil, and there was no denying that he was a very fine
demon indeed.

Beside Ravanna’s ankles a marquee had been erected, and in it
a band of Goan boys were playing songs from recent Hindi movies.
We took a seat and listened to a number called ‘Ding Dong’ -
apparently a great hit a few months before. A plump man in a
dhoti passed a collection plate around.

Then, to the great excitement of the two hundred children pre-
sent, the sun set and the pyrotechnics began. Some Roman candles
spluttered between Ravanna’s legs. A volley of rockets arched above
his shoulders. With a small pirouette, the plump man in the dhoti
took a burning torch and touched both Ravanna’s feet. A slow blue
flame licked up his legs and hovered around his waist. Suddenly
his pink pyjama top took light; and in a trice the whole effigy was
in flames. We could feel the heat like a furnace in our faces. Then
a canister of Chinese crackers secreted in Ravanna’s chest blew up
with a deafening roar. The crowds cheered; and a full moon rose
over the demon’s smouldering carcass.

That October was a season of strange and fiery sunsets: great
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twilight infernos blazing in the heavens. Sometimes, just as the sun
was going down, the evening fumes would mingle with the dung
fires of the jhuggi-dwellers to form a perfectly straight sheet of mist
along Lodhi Road. Beyond, the thick and dusty air would turn
weird, unnatural colours in the gloaming: vivid, luminous mauves;
dark, dingy crimsons; deep, bloody reds. Once 1 saw the great onion
dome of Safdarjang’s Tomb illuminated by a beam from the doomed
sun. The light remained constant for less than a minute, but it
picked out the great Mughal tomb with an unearthly brightness,
spot-lit against an abattoir sky.

Compared with the months before the temperature was suddenly
quite bearable. Up in the high Himalayas the first snows had begun
to fall and cool winds were blowing down, quenching the fires of
the plains. Though it was still very warm, the bottled-up irritations,
suppressed during the previous six months of white heat, came
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bubbling out in a burst of righteous indignation. Delhi suddenly
blossomed with dittle encampments: every traffic island had some-
one fasting to death; every day a new pressure group would march
on Parliament. You could see them trotting along in a great croco-
dile, banners held aloft, or else sitting sweating under canopies in
Rajpath: there were the teachers and the Tibetans, the blood donors
and the dog owners; once, to Balvinder Singh’s delight, there was
even a delegation of prostitutes from G.B. Road. All the sit-ins,
walk-outs and protest marches were remarkably good-humoured;
even the hunger strikers seemed strangely to be enjoying them-
selves.

It was now cool enough for Olivia to go out painting in the
mornings. Every day she would get up at eight and disappear with
her brushes and her watercolours. She had given up her place at
art school to come out to Delhi and she was determined to make
the most of the opportunity. For the rest of the cold season she
toured Old Delhi’s kuchas and mohallas sketching the people, the
buildings and the ruins. Some days she would not return until
dusk.

The new season also brought about changes downstairs in the
Puri household. From the middle of October, Mr Puri embarked
on his winter routine of taking a morning walk around the square
below the house. Though the square was only half the size of a
football pitch, getting Mr Puri around it was quite an operation,
and a new servant was contracted to oversee the business of his
daily perambulation. He was a tiny Nepali boy, clearly not a day
older than eight. I said as much to Mrs Puri.

‘He is nineteen,” she replied.

‘But he is only three and a half feet tall.’

‘He is Nepali,” said Mrs Puri. ‘Nepali people are small.’

‘But he has no beard. His voice hasn’t broken. He should be at
primary school.’

Mrs Puri considered this. ‘They have bad food in Nepal,’ she
explained. She wobbled her head: ‘In a year, when he has eaten
our nutritious dal and rice, he will double in size. Then he will
have a moustache and maybe a beard also.’

Every day the boy, Nickoo, performed the tricky task of winding
a new white turban around Mr Puri’s head and winching the can-
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tankerous old man down the stairs. He then had to push Mr Puri
around the square — the old man all the time raving or prop-
ositioning passers-by — before pushing him back up again. There
was no doubt, however, that Mr Puri clearly enjoyed the whole
thing enormously. His spirits rose in anticipation of his daily treat,
and if crossed while on tour he could be positively frisky.

‘Good morning, Mr Puri,” Olivia once ventured on meeting him
and Nickoo half-way around the square.

‘My darling, my sweetheart,” replied Mr Puri, somewhat
unexpectedly. ‘Be my wife.’

‘You've picked the wrong girl, Mr Puri,” replied Olivia, marching
off, brushes in hand.

This put-down, like the others before it, failed to put Mr Puri off
the scent, although he did initiate enquiries, through Nickoo, as to
whether Olivia and I really were married. In the meantime he
continued to shoot around the flat on his zimmer, chasing Olivia
if ever she ventured downstairs to borrow some milk. Finally he
got caught.

One day Olivia was standing in the doorway chatting to Mrs Puri
when Mr Puri appeared at the bottom of the stairs. He had just
returned from his morning walk and did not realize his wife was
the other side of the door.

‘My sweetheart: are you damsel or madam?’ he asked.

Olivia turned round to see Mr Puri advancing towards her.

‘This man,” he said pointing to Nickoo, ‘says you are madam. I
say you are damsel.’

Mrs Puri flung open the door and fired a burst of rapid-shot
Punjabi at her husband. Then she turned to Olivia.

‘He means you are married now so you are ‘‘madam”’,” she said,
glowering at her husband, ‘while before you were ‘“damsel”".’

‘Are you damsel or madam?’ repeated Mr Puri, undaunted,
grabbing hold of Nickoo and propelling himself upwards towards
Olivia.

Olivia held up her wedding ring like garlic to a vampire. ‘Mr
Puri,” she said. ‘I am madam.’

»
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That October I often accompanied Olivia on her expeditions into
the alleys of Old Delhi, once Shahjehanabad, the capital of the
Empire of the Great Mogul. It was an area I had always loved, but
there was no denying that it had fallen on hard times. The Old City
had been built at the very apex of Delhi’s fortunes and had been
in slow decline virtually from the moment of its completion. The
final and most dramatic wrecking of its fortunes had, however,
taken place in 1947.

Just as Partition resulted in prosperity and growth for the new
Delhi, it led to impoverishment and stagnation for the old. The
fabulous city which hypnotized the world travellers of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, the home of the great poets Mir,
Zauq and Ghalib; the city of nautch girls and courtesans; the seat
of the Emperor, the Shadow of God, the Refuge of the World,
became a ghetto, a poor relation embarrassingly tacked on to the
metropolis to its south. Since 1947 the Old City has survived only
by becoming one enormous storehouse for North India’s wholesale
goods; one by one the old palaces and mansions have been con-
verted into godowns (warehouses) and stores. It has become more
remarkable for its junk markets and car parts bazaars than for any
fraying beauty or last lingering hints of sophistication. The crafts
and skills developed over the centuries for the tastes of the old
Urdu-speaking Delhi élite either adjusted to the less sophisticated
Punjabi market, or simply died out.

Near the Ajmeri Gate lies the old Cobblers’ Bazaar. Most of the
Muslim shoemakers who worked here fled to Karachi in 1947, and
today the Punjabis who replaced them sell mostly locks and chains
and hardware. But a few of the old shopkeepers remain, and among
them is the shop of Shamim and Ali Akbar Khan. Despite the
position of their workshop, the father of Shamim and Ali was no
cobbler; he was one of the most famous calligraphers in Delhi.
Shamim continues his father’s trade and still lives by producing
beautifully inscribed title deeds, wills and marriage documents.

I met Shamim in a chai shop outside the Ajmeri Gate mosque.
He was a tall and elegant man in his early fifties, dressed in an
immaculate sherwani frock coat and a tall lambskin cap. He had
high cheekbones, fair skin, and narrow, almond-shaped eyes that
hinted at a Central Asian ancestry. On his chin he sported a neat
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goatee beard. He sat down beside me at a table in the rear of the
shop and over a glass of masala tea we began to talk.

‘My forebears were writers at the Mughal court,” said Shamim.
‘And before that we were calligraphers in Samarkand. My family
have always been in this business.’

‘And you illuminate your documents in exactly the way your
father taught you?’

‘My father was a very accomplished man. He knew the shikastah
script as well as the nastaliq; he could write both Persian and Urdu.
I learned only the nastalig. Slowly the skills are dying. Today there
are only two other calligraphers in Delhi and they are of inferior
quality.’

Shamim called the chai-boy over and asked for the bill. When it
finally came he totted it up, checking all the figures in a slightly
pedantic manner.

‘Today most of the work is in Hindi,” he said. ‘Because of this
there is little demand for our skills.

‘Can you not learn the Hindi script?’ I asked.

‘I know it. But with the change from Urdu has come a loss of
prestige. Earlier it was a highly respected job that few people were
qualified to perform: you had to be familiar with Islamic law, had
to know the old Delhi customs, and most of all you had to be a
talented calligrapher. Now I am just a clerk; most of the work is
done quickly on typewriters.’

He downed the rest of the tea in a single swallow and swirled
the dregs around in his glass: ‘It is because of the newcomers.
They have a very different culture; they have no interest in fine
calligraphy.’

We walked together through the jostling crowds to his office;
and while we walked he told me about Ali. With his share of
the inheritance, the raffish younger brother had, it seemed,
started some sort of shady photography studio at the front of the
shop.

‘My brother cannot write in Urdu,’ said Shamim. ‘Like many of
the young men he has no knowledge of his own culture. Only he
is interested in photography.” The calligrapher’s face set in a deep
frown. ‘Ali got involved with men of very bad character,” he
whispered. “Photography was the only way we could divert his
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attention from even worse occupations. Still I am very ashamed.
How can you explain these pictures?’

We had arrived at the shop - little more than a small cavity in the
street-frontage — and Shamim was pointing to a frieze of pin-ups cut
from Indian magazines. It was quite a collection: voluptuous
actresses lying scantily-clad on tiger-skins, topless white girls posing
on the beaches of Goa, a selection of portly Egyptian belly-dancers
covered with earrings and bracelets; diamonds flashed from the folds
around their belly-buttons. Beyond the counter in the studio I could
see Ali taking passport photographs with a new Japanese camera. He
was dressed in cream-coloured slacks and a polyester shirt.

‘These pictures are the concern of my brother,” whispered
Shamim, still grimacing at the pin-ups. ‘They are not my business.
But because of them I cannot invite to this office any of my
religious-minded relatives. Because of these pictures no good Mus-
lim will come near this shop. It is all most unIslamic.’

‘Maybe in time Ali will take them down,’ I said.

‘Maybe,” agreed Shamim. ‘When men are young they are getting
involved in photography, beer-drinking and nudity. But,” he con-
tinued, ‘when they are older they return to Islam.’

‘When people get older they decide to wear the long beard and
to look very pious,” said Ali. He had come over to the counter and
overheard the end of our conversation. ‘But people do not change.
I know several men who look like Shamim — with beards and
sherwani — yet they run brothels in G.B. Road.’

Shamim frowned, but Ali had not finished.

‘The problem with people around here is narrow thinking,” he
said airily. ‘They are not broadminded. They are not reading maga-
zines from Bombay. They do not know what is happening in the
world.’

‘You obviously read a lot of Bombay magazines,” 1 replied,
pointing at the pin-ups.

‘You like them?’

‘I'm not sure about the Egyptian ladies.’

‘I put them up to attract the customers,’ replied Ali. ‘My brother
is unhappy with me only because I am doing much better business

than he. Today no one wants a calligrapher. Even in a town like
Delhi.’
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Ali stepped out on to the pavement and made a disdainful gesture
out over the street: ‘Look! This city is now so dirty. Everything is
old and falling down. Why should I stay in a place like this? One
day I will leave and go to Bombay. Delhi is finished.’

A black silk bundle walked into the shop accompanied by her
heavily bearded husband. The man talked to Ali and all three
headed off into the curtained booth reserved for taking passport
pictures of women in chador.

‘This family were clients of my father’s,” said Shamim, trying to
explain why any decent Muslim families would dream of using his
brother’s services.

‘Don’t your father’s old customers support you too?’ I asked.

‘There was much bloodshed in this area in 1947,” replied
Shamim. ‘Most of my father’s customers are either dead or living
in Karachi. The old Delhi-wallahs continue to come here, but now
they are so few.’

‘So your skill will die?’

‘My son does not want to learn the trade. He wants to become
a businessman or to join some modern profession.’

‘But you will carry on?’

Shamim’s face fell. ‘Inshallah 1 will continue,” he replied.
‘There is no money in it — but this is my craft, the craft of my
fathers.’

He said: ‘I must be loyal to it.’

»

Since I had first explored the labyrinths of Shahjehanabad five years
previously, I had read some of the descriptions of the area penned
by the seventeenth-century writers and poets: ‘Its towers are the
resting place of the sun,” wrote Chandar Bhan Brahman in 1648.
‘Its avenues are so full of pleasure that its lanes are like the roads
of paradise.” ‘It is like a Garden of Eden that is populated,” echoed
Ghulam Mohammed Khan. ‘It is the foundation of the eighth
heaven.’ ‘It is the seat of Empire . . . the centre of the great circle
of Islam .. .’

For all the Old City’s considerable charm, it was impossible
to reconcile the earthly paradise praised by the poets with the
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melancholy slum that today squatted within the crumbling Mughal
walls. Even allowing for the conventions of Persian hyperbole (and
for the fact that most of the writers were professional flatterers
— sycophancy being throughout history the pervasive vice of the
ambitious Delhi-wallah), the chasm between the two visions
seemed unbridgeable.

The greatest disappointment was Chandni Chowk. In the poems
and travelogues, the Moonlight Bazaar is praised as a kind of Orien-
tal Faubourg St Honoré, renowned for its wide avenues, its elegant
caravanserais and its fabulous Mughal gardens. Having read the
descriptions of this great boulevard, once the finest in all Islam,
as you sit on your rickshaw and head on into the labyrinth you
still half-expect to find its shops full of jasper and sardonynx for
the Mughal builders, mother-of-pearl inlay for the pietra dura crafts-
men; you expect to see strings of Bactrian camels from Kashgar
and logs of cinnamon from Madagascar, merchants from Ferghana,
and Khemer girl concubines from beyond the Irrawady; perhaps
even a rare breed of turkey from the New World or a zebra to fill
the Imperial menagerie and amuse the Emperor.

But instead, as you sit stranded in a traffic jam, half-choked by
rickshaw fumes and the ammonia-stink of the municipal urinals,
you see around you a sad vista of collapsing shop fronts and broken
balustrades, tatty warehouses roofed with corrugated iron and
patched with rusting duckboards. The canal which ran down the
centre of the bazaar has been filled in; the trees have been uprooted.
Allis tarnished, fraying at the edges. On the pavement, a Brahminy
cow illicitty munches vegetables from the sack of a vendor; a Mus-
lim ear-cleaner squats outside the Sis Ganj gurdwara and peers
down the orifices of a Sikh nihang (gurdwara guard). A man grabs
your arm and stage-whispers: ‘Sahib, you want carpets hashish
smack brown sugar change money blue film sexy ladies no
problem!’

Another vendor waves some cheap plastic trinkets in your face.
‘Hello, my dear,” he says. ‘You want?’

His brother joins the scrum, his arms full of posters: ‘Whatyou-
want? | have everything! Guru Gobind Singh, Alpine meadow

scene, Arnold Swartznegger, two little kittens, Saddam Hussein,
Lord Shiva, Charlie Chaplin . .
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A crowd gathers.

‘Your mother country?’

‘This lady your wife?’

‘How many childrens?”

The gridlock tightens; it is time to jettison the stationary rickshaw
and beat a retreat.

Turkman Gate on the south of the Old City is less crowded, but
even more depressing. The area is named after an eleventh-century
Turkoman nomad who turned Sufi and built his hermitage here;
but the Punjabis who moved here in 1947 have confused the name,
and it is now known as Truckman Gate after the lorry drivers who
come to eat in the roadside restaurants.

The streets here are narrow and full of goats being fattened
for Bakri Id. Pack-donkeys trot past carrying saddlebags full of
rubble. As you pass into the Sita Ram bazaar and take in the
grand old gateways tumbling down on either side of you, you be-
gin to realize what has happened here. The same walls that now
form the rickety paan shops and dirty godowns once supported
sprawling mansions and the lovely Delhi courtyard houses known
as havelis. You can see it for yourself: the slum was once a city of
palaces.

In Shahjehanabad the town houses were so planned that a plain
fagade, decorated only with an elaborate gatehouse, would pass
into a courtyard; off this courtyard would lead small pleasure gar-
dens, the zenanas (harems), a guardhouse or a miniature mosque,
the haveli library and the customary shish mahal or glass palace.
The haveli was a world within a world, self-contained and totally
hidden from the view of the casual passer-by. Now, however, while
many of the great gatehouses survive, they are hollow fanfares
announcing nothing. You pass through a great arch and find
yourself in a rubble-filled car-park where once irrigation runnels
bubbled. The shish mahals are unrecognizable, partitioned up
into small factories and workshops; metal shutters turn zenana
screens into locked store rooms; the gardens have disappeared
under concrete. Only the odd arcade of pillars or a half-buried
fragment of finely-carved late Mughal ornament indicates what
once existed here.

The desolation is even sadder when a haveli is associated with a
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known piece of history. At the end of the Sita Ram Bazaar stands
the Haksar Haveli. Here, little more than seventy years ago, India’s
first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, married his wife Kamla.
The house belonged to one of the most distinguished of the Kash-
miri Pandit families in Delhi, the Haksars, and was famed for its
size and magnificence. The gatehouse survives still as a witness to
this grandeur: with its Dholpur sandstone facade, its delicate jharo-
kha balconies and its fine fish-tail mouldings it is still a magnificent
sight. But the interior is a gutted ruin. Through the locked grille
you can see the desolation: collapsed rafters now act as a sort of
walkway for the cook who squats in the rubble frying his samosas;
the cellars are gradually overflowing with his kitchen refuse and
old potato peelings. Cusped sandstone arches are buried up to their
capitals in rubble; vaults hang suspended in a litter of disintegrating
brickwork. No one seems to care. It is as if the people of Delhi had
washed their hands of the fine old mansions of the Old City in
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their enthusiasm to move into the concrete bunkers of the New.

There is still continuity here, a few surviving traditions, some
lingering beauty, but you have to look quite hard to find it.

One day in late October, Olivia and I stumbled across Ali Manzil,
the home of Begum Hamida Sultan. It was one of the last havelis
still occupied in the old style. A narrow passageway led from the
gatehouse into a shady courtyard planted with neem and mul-
berries; the open space was flanked by a pair of wooden balconies
latticed as intricately as a lace ruff. Ahead lay an arcade of cusped
Shahjehani arches. This was recently the house of the former Indian
President Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed and so was saved from the rapid
eclipse that had blacked out many similar households. Yet even
here, the inevitable decay had set in. The outer courtyard had
recently been destroyed and its space given over for shops. The
balconies were collapsing, the paint was flaking. The veranda lay
unswept.

Begum Hamida Sultan sat with her silent younger sister at a large
teak table. She was dressed in tatty cotton pyjamas. She was old and
frail, with white hair and narrow wrists, but she sat bolt upright, as
if still animated by some lingering, defiant pride of her Mughal
blood. She had fair skin, but her fine aristocratic face — obviously
once very beautiful — was now lined with frown-marks.

‘I am sorry,” she said, indicating the litter on the floor and the
unswept dust. ‘We have no servants. The last one died two years
ago.’

As girls, she said, she and her sister used to be driven from Ali
Manzil to Queen Mary’s School in a horse-drawn landau. In those
days the house was full of writers, musicians, politicians and poets;
you needed to have an appointment to be let into even the outer
courtyard.

‘We had fifty visitors a day. Now...” Her voice tailed off.
‘It was Partition that destroyed our Delhi.’

‘Can you remember it?’ I asked.

‘We were in Shillong. When we returned we found the house
had been ransacked. The cook had run away. The gardener had
been killed. Of my relations, the Loharus, only the Nawab [of
Pataudi] was left. Everyone else had fled to Pakistan.’

She shook her head. ‘I loved Delhi. But now Delhi is dead.’
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‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Hardly any of the original inhabitants are left. The outsiders have
taken over. Even our language is dead.’

‘But many people in Delhi still speak Urdu.’

‘Urdu is an aristocratic language. It was not the language of the
working classes. Those who are left — the artisans — speak Karkhana
[factory] Urdu. The Urdu of the poets is dead.’

An emaciated cat which had been mewing hungrily at the
Begum'’s feet jumped up on to the table. Flirtatiously it smoothed
itself against her bony fingers. The Begum brushed it away.

‘Partition was a total catastrophe for Delhi,” she said. ‘Those who
were left behind are in misery. Those who were uprooted are in
misery. The Peace of Delhi is gone. Now it is all gone.’

Olivia asked whether we could come back and visit her again,
and whether she needed anything from New Delhi.

‘I do not need anything,” replied the Begum haughtily. ‘Do not
come back.” She paused; then added huskily, almost in a whisper:

‘1 just want to be forgotten.’

The best impression of the Shahjehanabad of Hamida Sultan — of
the city that was destroyed in 1947 — can be found not in photo-
graphs or pictures, nor even in the jaded memories of the survivors,
but in a slim first novel published to some critical acclaim in 1940.

Although the brilliance of Twilight in Delhi by Ahmed Ali was
immediately recognized by both E.M. Forster and Virginia Woolf,
most copies of the book were lost when the warehouse of the
Hogarth Press was destroyed during the Blitz. There was no reprint,
and the book was overlooked first during the trauma of the Second
World War, then in the holocaust of Partition. Only now with the
recent publication of a paperback has the book begun to receive
the recognition it deserved. For although (until recently) forgotten
even in the city it immortalized, Twilight in Delhi is not only a very
fine novel, it is also an irreplaceable record of the vanished life
and culture of pre-war Delhi. Written only seven years before the
catastrophe of 1947, its gloomy tone and pessimistic title were more
visionary than Ahmed Ali could ever have imagined.
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The novel follows the fortunes of a traditional Muslim family
living in a haveli very like Ali Manzil. At the opening of the book
a cloud is looming over the house: the patriarch, an old Mughal
named Mir Nihal, disapproves of his son courting a low-born girl
named Bilgeece. As the love of Ashgar and Bilgeece first grows,
blossoms, then decays, the whole dying world of Shahjehanabad
is evoked: the pigeon-fliers and the poets, the alchemists and the
Sufis, the beggars and the tradesmen.

Beyond Kashmiri Gate the British usurp the mantle of the
Mughal emperors, enforcing their authority but rarely deigning to
mix with the ordinary Delhi-wallahs. The First World War and the
influenza epidemic strike down the young; vultures circle omin-
ously overhead. Yet inside the walls of the havelis and the lattice
screens of the zenana, life goes on as it always did. Births follow
upon marriages, love affairs decay, middle age gives way to crumb-
ling senility — but all the time the stories and traditions are passed
on:

‘Cover your head, daughter, or some evil spirit may harm
you...

‘If you put a broom under the leg of a bed, the wind-storm
abates . . .

‘When a dust storm blows it means the djinns are going to cele-
brate a marriage ...’ ‘

Up on the roof the men discuss the different breeds of racing
pigeon: the golays that fly low over the roofs, but in a perfectly
straight line; the fast and high flying Kabuli kabooter; or the slow but
beautiful fan-tailed nisarays. Elsewhere, the fakirs and alchemists
discuss the herbs and rituals which can turn tin into molten gold;
and they talk in hushed voices of the alchemist’s vital ingredient,
the luminous flower called ‘Lamp of the Night’ which at dusk
flickers like a firefly on the parched hillsides of Rajputana.

Twilight in Delhi survived Partition to represent the life of Old
Delhi to a new readership today, but what, I wondered, had hap-
pened to its author? My edition of the book gave no clue; and 1
scanned the bookshops in vain to find other, later works by the
same hand. It was a Delhi publisher friend who told me that Ali
was in fact still alive, now an old man living in obscurity in Karachi.
This only made it more intriguing: why would anyone who so
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obviously loved Delhi with a passion opt to leave it? And why had
he not gone on to write other even better books?

Karachi seemed to hold the key to many of the unanswered
questions of 1947. Not only did the city contain some 200,000
refugees who had fled from Delhi to Pakistan in the upheavals of
that year, it also contained their most distinguished chronicler. The
moment had come for me to visit Karachi for myself.

»

In Delhi I had been given an introduction to Shanulhaq Haqqee, a
pipe-smoking Urdu poet and the direct descendant of Abdul Hagq,
a famous literary figure at the court of Shah Jehan. Shanulhagq fled
from Delhi in 1947. He left to escape the rioting and meant to
return as soon as order was re-established. He was never allowed
to except much later, for a week, as a tourist from a foreign country.
It was almost exactly seven hundred years since the first of his line
arrived in Delhi from Turkestan to fight in the Deccani wars of the
thirteenth-century Sultan, Ala-ud-Din Khalji.

Shanulhaq was the only person I had been able to find who was
actually a friend of Ahmed Ali. ‘Ali doesn’t mix much,’ a Pakistani
friend had told me. ‘He never really fitted in in Karachi.” ‘He’s a
bit abrupt,” said someone else. ‘You know . . . rather bitter.’

Shanulhaq Haqgee offered to drive me over to see Ahmed Ali
the evening of my arrival. But first, he said, I should come and
meet some other Delhi exiles. He would expect me at his house in
time for tea.

The exiles — now elderly and respectable figures — sat sipping
jasmine tea from porcelain cups while they nibbled pakoras and
cucumber sandwiches. On the wall hung a faded sepia photograph
of Shanulhaq’s family in their haveli near the Ajmeri Gate around
1912; beside it hung another of a very small boy dressed in late
Mughal court dress: a brocaded sherwani, baggy white pyjamas, and
on his head, a tiny red fez. It was Shanulhaq as an infant.

‘Of course Karachi Urdu is really pure Delhi Urdu,” explained
a judge, biting a pakora. ‘Now that they have Sanskritized

all the dialects in India, this is the last place you can hear it
spoken.’
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Outside, you could hear the dull drone of the Karachi traffic. The
city kept reminding me of the Gulf: the new motorways, the glossy
high-rise buildings, the Japanese cars. But when you talked to the
exiles it was the Palestinians who came to mind. Each one treasured
his childhood memories like a title-deed. Each one knew by heart
the stories of the catastrophe, the massacres and the exodus; the
forty-year-old tales of exile flowed from everyone’s lips like new
gossip. Each one talked about the old city as if it remained
unchanged since the day they had departed.

‘Have you ever been to Gulli Churiwallan?’ asked the judge,
referring to a dirty ghetto now full of decaying warehouses. ‘The
havelis there are the most magnificent in all Delhi. The stonework,
the fountains . ..’

It reminded me of a conversation I had had two years before in
a camp near Ramallah on the West Bank. Did I know the orange
groves at Biddya near Jaffa, Usamah had asked me. They grew the
best oranges in Palestine at Biddya, he said. As a boy he could
remember creeping in and shinning up the trees and the juice
running down his face afterwards ... How could I tell him that
his orange groves now lay under one of the ugliest suburbs of Tel
Aviv?

‘Have you been to Burns Road?’ asked a civil servant’s wife,
breaking into my thoughts. ‘It’s just around the corner from your
hotel. All the sweetmeat vendors from the Delhi Jama Masjid set
up their stalls there. Sometimes I just go there to listen. I sit in a
dhaba and close my eyes and then there is a whiff of shammi kebab
and I think: Ah! The smell of my childhood.’

‘Do they still teach Ghalib in the schools?’ asked the newsreader,
referring to the great Urdu poet. ‘Or is it just Kalidasa and the
Ramayana?’

‘I bet no one even knows who Ghalib is in Delhi these days,’
said the judge. ‘They probably think he’s a cricketer.’

Later, Shanulhaq drove me slowly through the streets of Karachi.
As we went, he pointed out the shops which had once filled the
streets of Delhi: the English Boot House, once of Connaught Place;
Abdul Khaliq, the famous sweet-seller of Chandni Chowk; Nihari'’s,
the kebab-wallah from the steps of the Delhi Jama Masjid.
He pointed out how such and such an area still preserved the
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distinctive idiom or the distinctive cut of kurta pyjamas unique to
such and such an area of Delhi.

Even the streets were like a Delhi Dictionary of Biography. While
the roads of modern Delhi are named after a dubious collection of
twentieth-century politicians — Archbishop Makarios Marg, Tito
Marg and so on — the streets of Karachi are named after the great
Delhi-wallahs of history: to get to Ahmed Ali we passed through a
litany of Delhi sufis and sultans, poets and philosophers, before
turning left into Amir Khusroe Drive.

Ahmed Ali was there to meet us. He wore severe black-rimmed
glasses above which sprouted a pair of thin grey eyebrows. He
slurred his consonants and had the slightly limp wrist and effete
manner of one who modelled himself on a Bloomsbury original.
His hair was the colour of wood-ash. For a man once seen as a
champion of Delhi’s culture, a bulwark of eastern civilization
against the seepage of western influence, Ahmed Ali now cut an
unexpectedly English figure: with his clipped accent and tweed
jacket with old leather elbow-patches he could have passed off
successfully as a clubland character from a Noél Coward play.

But despite his comfortable, well-to-do appearance Ahmed Ali
was an angry man. Over the hours I spent with him, he spluttered
and spat like a well-warmed frying pan. The first occasion was when
I inadvertently mentioned that he was now a citizen of Pakistan.

‘Poppycock! Balderdash!’ he said. ‘I was always against Jinnah.
Never had any interest in Pakistan.’

‘Steady on,’ said Shanulhaq.

‘The devil!” said Ali. ‘Pakistan is not a country. Never was. It’s a
damn hotchpotch. It's not your country or my country.” He was
shouting at Shanulhaq now. ‘It’s the country of a damn bunch of
feudal lords . . . robbers, bloody murderers, kidnappers . . .’

The outburst spluttered out into silence.

‘But,’ [ ventured. ‘Didn’t you opt for Pakistan? Surely you could
have stayed in Delhi had you wanted to.’

There was another explosion.

‘I opted for Pakistan? I did not! I was the Visiting Professor in
Nanking when the blasted Partition took place. The bloody swine
of Hindus wouldn't let me go back home so . . .’

‘What do you mean?’
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‘1 went and saw the Indian ambassador in Peking. Bloody ...
bloody swine said I couldn’t return. Said it was a question of Hindu
against Muslim and that there was nothing he could do. I was
caught in China and had nowhere to go.’

‘Careful,” said Shanulhagq, seeing the state his friend had worked
himself up into.

‘So how did you end up in Karachi?’ I asked.

‘When my salary in Nanking was stopped I found my way to
some friends in Hong Kong. They put me on an amphibious plane
to Karachi. Where else could I have gone if I couldn’t go back to
Delhi?’

Ali had ceased to quiver with rage and was now merely very
Cross.

‘I never opted for Pakistan,” he said, gradually regaining his poise.
‘The civilization I belong to — the civilization of Delhi — came into
being through the mingling of two different cultures, Hindu and
Muslim. That civilization flourished for one thousand years undis-
turbed until certain people came along and denied that that great
mingling had taken place.’

‘Views like that can hardly have made you popular here.’

‘They never accepted me in Pakistan, damn it. I have been
weeded out. They don’t publish my books. They have deleted my
name. When copies of Twilight in Delhi arrived at the Karachi cus-
toms from India, they sent them back: said the book was about the
““forbidden”’ city across the border. They implied the culture was
foreign and subversive. Ha!’

‘In that case can’t you go back to Delhi? Couldn’t you re-apply
for Indian citizenship?’

‘Now no country is my country,” said Ali. ‘Delhi is dead; the city
that was ... the language ... the culture. Everything I knew is
finished.’

‘It’s true,” said Shanulhaq. ‘I went back thirteen years after Par-
tition. Already everything was different. I stayed in a new hotel —
the Ambassador — which I only later realized had been built on top
of a graveyard where several of my friends were buried. In my
mohalla everyone used to know me, but suddenly I was a stranger.
My haveli was split into ten parts and occupied by Punjabis. My
wife’s house had become a temple. Delhi was no longer the abode
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of the Delhi-wallah. Even the walls had changed. It was very
depressing.’

‘Before Partition it was a unique city,” said Ali. ‘Although it was
already very poor, still it preserved its high culture. That high cul-
ture filtered down even to the streets, everyone was part of it: even
the milk-wallahs could quote Mir and Dagh . . .

‘The prostitutes would sing Persian songs and recite Hafiz . . ’

‘They may not have been able to read and write but they could
remember the poets ...

‘And the language,” said Shanulhaq. ‘You cannot conceive how
chaste Delhi Urdu was. ..’

‘And how rich,” added Ali. ‘Every mohalla had its own
expressions; the language used by our ladies was quite distinct from
that used by the men. Now the language has shrunk. So many
words are lost.’

We talked for an hour about the Delhi of their childhood and
youth. We talked of the eunuchs and the sufis and the pigeons and
the poets; of the monsoon picnics in Mehrauli and the djinn who
fell in love with Ahmed Ali’s aunt. We talked of the sweetmeat
shops which stayed open until three in the morning, the sorcerers
who could cast spells over a whole mohalla, the possessed woman
who used to run vertically up the zenana walls, and the miraculous
cures effected by Hakim Ajmal Khan. The old men swam together
through great oceans of nostalgia before finally coming ashore on
a strand of melancholy.

‘But all of that is no more,” said Ali. ‘All that made Delhi special
has been uprooted and dispersed.’

‘Now it is a carcass without a soul,” said Shanulhaq.

‘I am a fossil,” said Ali. ‘And Shanulhagq is on his way to becoming
a fossil.’

‘But nevertheless,” I insisted. ‘If you both loved Delhi so much
wouldn’t you like to see it just one more time?’

‘I will never see that town again,” said Ali. ‘Once I was invited
to give some lectures in Australia. There was some mechanical fault
and the plane was diverted to Delhi. The plane landed but I refused
to get out. I said: *“I am not getting out. I don’t have to. You call
your damned Chairman. But I'm not putting my foot on that soil
which was sacred to me and which has been desecrated.”
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‘They got the entire staff of the airport there to get me out, but
I didn’t move. How could I? How could I revisit that which was
once mine and which was now no longer mine? When they asked
why I was behaving as I was, I simply sat in my seat and quoted
Mir Taqi Mir at them:

What matters it, O breeze,
If now has come the spring
When I have lost them both
The garden and my nest?’

‘What happened?’ I asked.
‘The swine were all Punjabis,” said Ali. ‘Tell you the truth, I don’t
think they could understand a bloody word I said.’

65






My FIRST ACTION on returning from Karachi was to retrieve from
the Delhi Customs Shed my computer, printer, ghetto blaster and
precious electric kettle. How they got there is a long and harrowing
story.

Five days before, I had arrived at Delhi International Airport
in good time for the Karachi flight. Getting thus far had taken a
week of hard work, for in Delhi the simple matter of leaving the
country can turn into some sort of mediaeval penitential exercise.
For four days I spent my waking hours pacing the corridors of
Hans Bhavan, headquarters of the Immigration Authorities, in
the quest for exit permits; waited patiently in a queue outside
the Pakistani Embassy Visa Section in search of an entry
permit; then underwent five long, dull hours sitting in the Air
India office while their ticketing computer lay disembowelled on
the desk, undergoing emergency surgery at the hands of a com-
puter ‘expert’,

As I strode through Immigration on the way to Customs, I con-
gratulated myself on having got everything achieved: I had a board-
ing pass and a seat number; the tickets were in my hand; the
appropriate stamps were in my passport. Proudly I handed it to the
customs officer:

OFFICER (leafing through passport) Good day, sahib. I am thinking
you are new in our India.
wp Yes. I've just moved here.
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OFFICER But now you are planning to leave?

wp (cheerily) That’s right. Not for long though!

offricER (suddenly severe) When you arrived in our India, I am
thinking you brought in one computer, one printer, one piece cas-
sette recorder and one Swan electric kettle.

wp That's very clever of you. Oh, I see! (The truth dawns) Your
colleagues wrote them in the back of my passport when I arrived.
offICER Sahib, I do not understand. You are planning to leave our
India but I am not seeing one computer, one printer (reads out list
from passport).

wbD (nervous now) No — but I'm not going for long. I won’t be
needing the kettle. I'm going to be staying in a hotel. Ha! Ha!
ofFfricER Ha! Ha! But sahib. You cannot leave India without your
computer and other assorted import items.

wp Why not?

offICER This is regulation.

wp But this is absurd.

OFFICER (wobbling head) Yes, sahib. This is regulation.

wp But I'm only going for five days.

ofriceR This has no relevance, sahib. One day, one year it is same
thing only.

wp (losing cool) Do you understand? I AM ONLY GOING
AWAY FOR FIVE DAYS. My things are all at home. Of course
I won't bring my bloody kettle with me when I go away for a short
trip. Any more than bring my fridge, my pots and pans or my air
conditioning unit.

ofFfICER Sahib — you are having imported air conditioning
unit?

wp (backtracking fast) No, no. It was just a figure of speech ...
offICER Sahib. Point is this. Maybe you have broken number one
tip-top most important regulation and have sold your kettle or one
piece cassette recorder.

wp (desperate) I promise you I haven’t sold anything. They are
all in my flat. Please, I just want to go to Karachi.

officer Sahib. I cannot see your items. So I cannot let you go.
It took twenty minutes of wrangling, pleading, cajoling and threats
before we patched up a compromise. I would rush home and bring
my ‘assorted items’ to the airport. I would show them to the officer.
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He would hold them as surety for my return. When I got back they
would be returned.

On my return from Karachi the officer, Mr Prakash Jat, was true
to his word. He was waiting for me, items safely secreted in his
customs pound. I handed over the receipt.

‘You are lucky man,’ said Mr Jat. ‘We are breaking all regulations
letting you out of India without your items.” Then he added: ‘By the
way, much am I liking your [reads from label] Discoblast Cassette
Recorder with Anti-Woof and Flutter Function.’

Mr Jat gave my cassette recorder a loving caress, held it in his
hands and admired its sleek lines and sturdy build. Then, casting a
shady look on either side, he added in a lowered voice: ‘Sahib, you
are wanting to sell? I give you good price.’

»

Outside, I was both pleased and surprised to see Balvinder Singh
waiting for me. I say surprised because during the weeks prior to
my departure, Balvinder had been playing truant. It had all begun
in the middle of October when Balvinder was thrown out of his
house by his wife and he had been forced to take refuge with the
whores on G.B. Road. My friend feigned a lack of interest in his
domestic drama — ‘No problem, Mr William. Paying forty-fifty
rupees, spending whole night. Too much fun, everyone too much
happy’ — but despite this bravado, as the month progressed Bal-
vinder Singh began to show distinct signs of wear and tear. Absent
from International Backside most of the morning, he would appear
still unshaven in the early afternoon. No longer would he point
out pretty girls in the street with a cheerful ‘You like, Mr William?’
More ominously, he began to discharge himself from duty promptly
at five-thirty and head off at some speed towards the Khan Market
Beer Shop.

Balvinder’s preferred tipple had always been a strong local brand
called German Beer, whose large litre bottles were distinguished
by the enormous swastika which decorated their labels. Balvinder
had always been apt to down a litre or two of German Beer an
evening, but through October his intake rose dramatically. Over
the month empty beer bottles piled up in the taxi, so that every
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time we turned a corner a monumental crash of broken glass woulq
be heard in the boot.

‘lam having some breakable items in my dickie,” Balvinder would
explain, a touch shamefaced.

Whether it was his spending on German Beer or Rajasthani
whores that landed him in debt, one day towards the end of October
Balvinder confronted me and asked whether he could borrow one
thousand rupees. His creditors were after him, he said. A month
earlier he had borrowed money from a friend, a local gunda; now
the gunda was threatening to perform some impromptu surgery
unless he could pay up. It all sounded a bit of a tall story, but
I lent Balvinder the money. The next day he disappeared to the
Punjab.

Now, a month later, the upsets seemed forgotten and he cheerily
handed back all the money he owed. When I asked my friend about
his gunda and his debts he just shrugged.

‘Big man, big problem,” he said. ‘Small man, small problem.’

‘What do you mean, Balvinder?’

‘Rajiv Gandhi has big problem, Balvinder Singh has small
problem.’

What he actually meant, I later discovered, was that his father,
Punjab Singh, had bailed him out of trouble in exchange for a
promise of future good behaviour. It lasted about a fortnight. In
the meantime, for the first couple of weeks of November, Olivia
and [ enjoyed the new-leaf, clean-shaven, fresh-smelling Balvinder
and the novel sensation of riding in a taxi that didn’t reek of
brewery.

Two days after I returned from Karachi, I called Balvinder and
asked him to take me up to Coronation Park.

»

When I first came to Delhi I had expected to find much that was
familiar. I knew that India had been influenced by England since
the Elizabethan period, and that the country had been forcibly
shackled to Britain, first in the form of the East India Company,
then the British Crown, for nearly two hundred years.
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Moreover, in the mid-1980s, Britain was in the grip of a Raj
revival. The British public wallowed in a nostalgic vision of the Raj
as some sort of extended colonial soap opera — Upstairs, Downstairs
writ large over the plains of Asia. The Jewel in the Crown was being
shown on television, and the correspondence columns of The Times
were full of complaints from old India hands about the alleged
inaccuracies in Attenborough’s Gandhi. Academic presses were
churning out books on the buildings of the Empire while the Booker
shortlist could be counted on to include at least two books whose
plot revolved around the Raj: The Siege of Krishnapur, Heat and Dust,
Staying On and Midnight's Children had all been winners in recent
years.

Such was the enthusiasm at home for things Imperial Indian that
I had assumed that India would be similarly obsessed with things
Imperial British. Nothing, of course, could have been further from
the truth. Instead, visiting the subcontinent less than forty years
after the last sahib set sail back to Britain, I was intrigued by the
degree to which India had managed to shed its colonial baggage.
True, people spoke English, played cricket and voted in West-
minster-style elections. Nevertheless, far from encountering the
familiar, I was astonished how little evidence remained of two cen-
turies of colonial rule. In the conversation of my Indian contempor-
aries, the British Empire was referred to in much the same way as
I referred to the Roman Empire. For all the fond imaginings of the
British, as far as the modern Delhi-wallah was concerned, the
Empire was ancient history, an age impossibly remote from our
own.

Nowhere was this distance clearer than at Coronation Park. The
park stands on the site of the three great Delhi Durbars, the cer-
emonial climaxes of the entire Imperial pageant. Today, as Bal-
vinder and I discovered after a long search, the site lies far north
of the northernmost suburb of Old Delhi, stranded now amid a
great flooded wilderness. As the eye sweeps over the plain, it seems
a flat and uninteresting expanse, so level that a single bullock cart
inching its way across the land appears as tall as some towering
temple chariot. Then, to one side of the horizon, erupting suddenly
from the marshy flatlands, there appears a vast marble image, an
Indian Ozymandias.
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The statue is sixty feet
tall, a king enthroned
with orb and sceptre;
around him stands a cres-
cent of stone acolytes, an
ossified court marooned
in an Arthurian waste-
land of swamp, mud and
camel-thorn.  Creepers
tangle through the folds
in the robes; grass greens
the Crown Imperial. At
first it is possible to mis-
take the Ozymandias-
image for a displaced
Egyptian Pharaoh or a
lost Roman Emperor.
Only on closer examin-
ation does it become clear
that it is George V, the
King Emperor,  sur-
rounded by his viceroys.

The statue originally
surmounted the central
roundabout  of  New
Delhi, the climax of
the  Kingsway  (now
Rajpath). It was hauled
into retirement soon after
Independence and now
stands forgotten and unloved, an unwanted reminder of a period
few Indians look back to with any nostalgia. Although the statue
is only sixty years old, the world it came from seems as distant as

that of Rameses II.
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Perhaps it is language, the spoken word, which is the greatest
indication of the distance travelled since 1947.

The English spoken by Indians — Hinglish — has of course followed
its own idiosyncratic journey since the guardians of its purity
returned home. Like American English, likewise emancipated by
Britain’s colonial retreat, it has developed its own grammatical
rules, its own syntax and its own vocabulary.

One of the great pleasures of our life in India has always been
being woken on the dot of 7.30 every morning by Ladoo bearing
‘bed tea’ and the Times of India. The news is inevitably depressing
stuff (‘400 Killed in Tamil Train Crash’, ‘150 Garrotted by Assam
Separatists’ and so on), yet somehow the jaunty Times of India prose
always manages to raise the tone from one of grim tragedy. There
may have been a train crash, but at least the Chief Minister has
air-dashed to the scene. Ten convented (convent-educated) girls may
have been gang-raped in the Punjab, but thousands of students
have staged a bandh (strike) and a dharna (protest) against such
eve-teasing (much nicer than the bland Americanese ‘sexual harass-
ment’). And so what if the protesters were then /athi (truncheon)
charged by police jawans (constables)? In the Times of India such
miscreants are always charge-sheeted in the end.

My favourite item is, however, the daily condoling. If the Times is
to be believed, Indian politicians like nothing better than a quick
condole; and certainly barely a day passes without a picture of, say,
the Chief Minister of Haryana condoling Mrs Parvati Chaudhuri
over the death of Mr Devi Chaudhuri, the director-general of All-
India Widgets. Indeed, condoling shows every sign of becoming a
growth industry. If a businessman has died but is not considered
important enough to be condoled by the Chief Minister, it is becom-
ing fashionable for his business colleagues to take out an illustrated
advertisement and condole him themselves. The language of these
advertisements tends to be even more inspired than that of the
Times news columns. In my diary, I copied down this example from
a November 1989 issue:

SAD DEMISE

With profound grief we have to condole the untimely pass-
ing of our beloved general manager MISTER DEEPAK
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MEHTA, thirty four years, who left us for heavenly abode
in tragic circumstances (beaten to death with bedpost). Con-
dole presented by bereft of Mehta Agencies (Private)
Limited.

Perhaps the most striking testament to the sea-change in Indian
English in the forty years since Independence lies not in what has
survived — and been strangely, wonderfully mutated — but in what
has died and completely disappeared.

The best guide to such linguistic dodos is Hobson Jobson: A Glossary
of Anglo-Indian Colloquial Words and Phrases, originally published by
John Murray in 1903. The book was written as a guide to those
words which had passed from Sanskrit, Urdu, Persian and Arabic
into English, and the list is certainly extraordinary: every time you
wear pyjamas or a cummerbund; if ever you sit on the veranda of
your bungalow reading the pundits in the newspapers or eat a stick
of candy; indeed even if you are haunted by ghouls or have your
cash stolen by thugs — then you are using a branch of English that
could never have developed but for the trading and colonizing
activities of the East India Company.

Yet perhaps the most interesting aspect of Hobson Jobson is how
many of its words and phrases are stone cold dead, now utterly
incomprehensible to a modern reader. In 1903 an Englishman
could praise a cheroot as ‘being the real cheese’ (from the Hindi
chiz, meaning thing) or claim his horse was the ‘best goont in Tibet’
(from the Hindi gunth, meaning a pony); and whether he was in
the middle of some shikar (sport) relaxing with his friends in their
chummery (bachelor quarters) or whoring with his rum-johny (mis-
tress, from the Hindi ramjani, a dancing girl) he might reasonably
expect to be understood.

Half of Hobson Jobson is filled with these dead phrases: linguistic
relics of a world so distant and strange that it is difficult to believe
that these words were still current in our own century. Yet clearly,
in 1903, if a Jack (sepoy) did anything wrong he could expect to
receive some pretty foul galee (abuse); if he were unlucky his chopper
(thatched hut) might fall down in the mangoes (April showers); and
if he forgot his goglet (water bottle) on parade he might well have
been thrown out of the regiment for good.
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To us, the vocabulary of the Raj now seems absurd, distant and
comical, like the pretensions of the rotting statues in Coronation
Park. Yet many who actually spoke this language are still alive in
England. For them, the world of Hobson Jobson is less linguistic
archaeology than the stuff of fraying memory.

Before I went to India I went to Cambridge to see a friend of my
grandmother. Between the twenties and the forties, Iris Portal’s
youth had been spent in that colonial Delhi that now seemed so
impossibly dated. I wanted to hear what she remembered.

"

It was the last weekend of summer. Over the flat steppe of East
Anglia tractors were beginning to plough the great wide plains of
fenland stubble. A sharp wind gusted in from the coast; cloud-
shadows drifted fast over the fields. On the Backs, the trees were
just beginning to turn.

‘Welcome to my rabbit hutch,” said Iris. ‘It’s not very big, but I
flatter myself that it’s quite colourful.’

She was an alert and well-preserved old lady: owlish and intelli-
gent. Her grey hair was fashionably cut and her voice was attract-
ively dry and husky. Iris’s family had been Cambridge dons and
although she had broken out and married into the army, there was
still something residually academic in her measured gaze.

She sat deep in an armchair in her over-heated flat in a sheltered
housing complex off the M11. OQutside, beyond the car park, you
could see the pavements and housing estates of suburban Girton.
But inside, a small fragment of another world had been faithfully
recreated. All around, the bookshelves were full of the great
Imperial classics — Todd, Kipling, Fanny Parkes and Emily Eden —
some riddled with the boreholes of bookish white ants. On one
wall hung a small oil of houseboats on the Dal Lake; on another,
a print of the Mughal Emperor Muhammed Shah Rangilla in the
Red Fort. Beside it was an old map of 1930s Delhi.

Somehow the pictures and the books — and especially the dusty,
old-buckram, yellow-paged library-scent of the books — succeeded
in giving the thoroughly modern flat a faint whiff of the Edwardian,
a distant hint of the hill-station bungalow.
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‘You must give my love to dear old Delhi,’ said Iris. ‘Ah! Even
now when I close my eyes I see...” For a minute she left the
sentence incomplete, then: ‘Pots of chrysanthemums!” she said
quite suddenly. ‘Rows and rows of chrysanthemums in little red
pots! That’s what I remember best. Those and the ruins: riding out
through the bazaars and out into the country. The Qutab Minar
and moonlight picnics in Hauz Khas — a place we all thought was
madly romantic. The tombs everywhere all tumbling down and
black buck and peacocks and monkeys . . . Is it still like that?’

‘Up to a point,’ I said.

‘Dear, dear, dear old Delhi,” she said. ‘How I envy you living
there.’

She smiled a contented smile and rearranged herself in the
armchair.

‘So,” I ventured. ‘You were born in Delhi?’

‘No, no, no.’ Iris closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. ‘Cer-
tainly not. I was born in Simla in 1905 in a house called Newstead.
It was immediately behind Snowdon, the Commander-in-Chief’s
house. Curzon was then the Viceroy and Kitchener the Com-
mander-in-Chief.’

Now she had mentioned Simla, I remembered that in the biogra-
phy of Iris’s brother, the great Rab Butler, I had seen a sepia photo-
graph of the two of them at a children’s party in the Simla Viceregal
Lodge. In the image you could clearly see Iris’s plump little face
peeping out from a Victorian cocoon of taffeta and white silk.

‘So you spent your childhood in Simla?’

‘No. I only spent the first five summers of my life in Simla,” she
said, correcting me again. ‘Then I was brought back to England. I
went to school in a madhouse on the beach of Sandgate under the
Folkestone cliffs. It was a sort of avant-garde Bedales-type place.
Perfectly horrible. We were supposed to be a Greek Republic. We

made our own rules, wore aesthetic uniforms and I don’t know
what else.’

‘Did you miss India?’

‘I thought of nothing else. India was home.” She shrugged her
shoulders. ‘All I wanted was India, a horse of my own and a dashing
cavalry escort. When my mother and I arrived back in Bombay we
immediately caught the train up to Delhi. I remember vividly the
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joy of coming in the driveway and seeing all those rows and rows
of chrysanthemums in their pots and thinking: “Ah! I'm back!”

‘Everything was as I remembered it. My father’s bearer, Gokhul,
was a little fatter than before. He had been with my father since
he was a boy and was now a rather grand figure: he used to walk
around with a great brass badge on his front. Otherwise everything
was unchanged.’

Iris spoke slowly and precisely as if making a mental effort to
relay her memories with absolute accuracy.

‘It was ... 1922, I suppose. The Government of India was in
Delhi by that time, waiting for New Delhi to be completed. We
were all living in the Civil Lines [of Old Delhi]. There was no
Secretariat and all the Government offices were in Nissen huts. But
the officials’ bungalows were all in beautiful gardens. You know
how things grow in Delhi. The jacarandas . ..’

‘Had you come out to work?’ I asked.

‘No, no. My life was extremely frivolous. I had been very high-
brow at school. No one ever talked about anything except Brown-
ing. But in Delhi people would have been horrified if they
discovered you read poetry. The English in India were not a very
cultured lot. The atmosphere was too giddy: it was all riding, pic-
nics, clubs, dances, dashing young men and beautiful polo
players . . .” She smiled. ‘Looking back of course, the whole set-up
was very odd. There was such snobbery. Everyone was graded off
into sections. One would never have dreamt of going anywhere
with someone from the Public Works Department . . .” She blinked
with mock horror.

‘The most snobbish event of all was the polo, though the Delhi
Hunt was rather wonderful in its own way. All the Viceregal staff
— who were usually rather interesting and attractive — came out in
their Ratcatcher — black coats and so on: in Ooty everyone wore
pink, but in Delhi it was only the whippers-in and the master who
were allowed to. It was taken very seriously. The hounds — rather
dapper ones — were imported from England. I used to get up before
dawn and motor down to the Qutab Minar in my father’s T-model
Ford. A syce would have been sent down the night before with the
pony. Then, as soon as the sun rose, we would gallop about this
dry countryside chasing after the jackals.
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‘But much more worthwhile than hunting the poor old jackal
was going hawking with Umer Hyat Khan of the Tiwana clan. |
expect you know all about him. He was a big landowner from the
Northern Punjab: rather like a Highland laird. Umer Hyat was a
member of the first legislative assembly and whenever the
Assembly was in session he would come down to Delhi with his
horses, his hawks and his hounds . . . Before dawn we would canter
over the Jumna by the Bridge of Boats. The horses were sent ahead.
There were all these splendid tribesmen with hawks on their wrists
and greyhounds straining on the leash. We rode out like a medi-
aeval company. When the hounds had stirred up the hares, the
hawks were let fly.

‘After I had been in Delhi for a while I began to sober up a little.
My father set me down at a table to learn Urdu with a bearded
Munshi. Soon afterwards I met Sir John Thompson at a big dinner
at Viceregal Lodge. He was Commissioner for Delhi and an old
friend of my father. A very intelligent man: he could speak several
Indian languages, understood Sanskrit and so on. He said to me:
“What do you do with yourself all day?” and I replied: “I sleep
late because I've been to a party then I go for a ride and . ..” He
said, a little severely: ‘“Has it never occurred to you to study Indian
history?” I said *“No” and he replied: “T'll lend you a book on the
history of Delhi. You read that and see if it doesn’t inspire you to
look around” — which indeed it did.

‘From that moment onwards, wherever I went, I was poking my
nose about, looking at the ruins. Most afternoons I used to ride
down to the Purana Qila — I loved the Purana Qila — and sit at the
top of the Sher Mandal thinking of poor old Humayun tripping
down those stairs and killing himself. I always used to come down
very carefully. Of course it was all so lonely then. Humayun'’s Tomb
was absolutely out in the blue. It was open land, strewn with
tumbledown tombs and the rubble of ages. Beyond the plains were
dotted with black buck and peacocks. You could ride anywhere . .

‘So this was all before Lutyens’s Delhi went up?’ I interrupted.

‘Well, T suppose the building was just about beginning.’

‘Did you ever meet the man himself?’

‘Who? Lutyens? Oh yes. He was a great friend of my parents.’
‘What was he like?’
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The Viceroy's House

‘Well, he was very taken with my mother. Because my father’s
name was Monty, he used to call her Carlo. That was typical

Lutyens. Always making these rather childish jokes.

- ‘He took me around Viceroy’s House when it was only two to
three feet high. What I will always remember was going to one of
the staff bungalows. He said: ‘‘Look — I planned this with a central
space in the middle and eight doors leading off.”” Some of these
doors just led into housemaid’s cupboards. I thought it would be
terribly funny,” said old Lutyens — he was absolutely thrilled with
this, “‘that if people had had too much to drink at a big party, they’d
come home and they wouldn’t know which was their door. They’d
all end up in the cupboards.”’

Iris frowned. ‘He was such a silly man. But of course I greatly
admire his work. I love New Delhi. I always thought it was so much
better than Washington. And you know, people forget that that
magnificent city of Delhi was built on such a flimsy basis — both
human and material. There was no proper scaffolding or any of the
equipment that they have now: no cranes or mechanical things to
help with the lifting of weights . .. I can remember seeing them,
these little wizened people carrying great hods of bricks and vast
bags of cement. There were myriads of them: climbing up rickety
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bamboo ladders tied together with string, and all of it getting more
precarious as it got higher. ..

‘Of course, people of my father’s generation hated the whole
thing. He and my uncle Harcourt thought it was frightfully extrava-
gant, and that those lakhs of money could have been far better
used elsewhere. Moreover they always felt that the prophecy -
whoever builds a new city in Delhi will lose it — would come true.
If ever anybody raised the subject of New Delhi my father would
always quote the Persian couplet in a most gloomy voice. And of
course it did come true. Whoever has built a new city in Delhi has
always lost it: the Pandava brethren, Prithviraj Chauhan, Feroz
Shah Tughluk, Shah Jehan ... They all built new cities and they
all lost them. We were no exception.’

I could see Iris was tiring. It was now dark outside and I knew I
was soon going to have to leave her. But before I went I wanted
to ask one last question.

‘In retrospect,” I said. ‘Do you think British rule was justified?

Iris mulled over the question before answering.

‘Well, at the time we certainly didn’t think of ourselves as wicked
imperialists,” she said, answering slowly. ‘Of course not. But you
see, although people of my generation were very keen on Gandhi
and Indian Independence, we were still very careless. We didn't
give much thought to the question of what on earth we were doing
to that country and its people.

‘That said, I can’t forget the sacrifices made by the ““wicked”
imperialists over the centuries — the graves, so many very young,
the friends I have had, and what good people many of them were.

‘But on balance I think you must never take land away from a
people. A people’s land has a mystique. You can go and possibly
order them about for a bit, perhaps introduce some new ideas, build
a few good buildings, but then in the end you must go away and
die in Cheltenham.’ Iris sighed. ‘And that, of course, is exactly what

we did.’

I walked around Lutyens’s Delhi that November, thinking of Iris.
It seemed incredible that someone who had been taken around the
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foundations of the Viceroy’s House — now the President’s Palace —
by Lutyens himself could still be alive and well. The buildings
appeared so solid, so timeless, so ancient. It was like meeting some-
one who had been taken around the Parthenon by Pericles.

To best appreciate New Delhi I used to walk to it from the Old
City. Leaving behind the press and confusion of Shahjehanabad —
the noise and the heat, the rickshaws and the barrow-boys, the
incense and the sewer-stink — I would find myself suddenly in a
gridiron of wide avenues and open boulevards, a scheme as
ordered and inevitable as a Bach fugue. Suddenly the roads would
be empty and the air clean. There was no dust, no heat: all was
shaded, green and cool. Ahead, at the end of the avenue, rose the
great chattri which once held the statue of George V. Arriving there
at the end of the green tunnel, I would turn a right angle and see
the cinnamon sky stretching out ahead, no longer veiled by
a burqga of buildings or trees. It was like coming up for air.

This was Rajpath — once the Kingsway — one of the great cer-
emonial ways of the world. It was planned as an Imperial Champs
Elysées — complete with India Gate, its own butter-coloured Arc
de Triomphe. But it was far wider, far greener, far more magnificent
than anything comparable in Europe. On either side ran wide lawns
giving on to fountains and straight avenues of eucalyptus and casua-
rina. Beyond, canals running parallel to the road reflected the sur-
roundings with mirror-like fidelity.

Ahead, high on Raisina Hill, crowning an almost infinite perspec-
tive, rose a silhouette of domes, towers and cupolas. As I drew near,
Herbert Baker’s two Secretariats would rise precipitously out of the
plain, their projecting porticoes flanking the hemispheric dome of
the Viceroy’s House. East fused with West. Round arches and classi-
cal Greek colonnades were balanced by latticework stone screens
and a ripple of helmet-like chattris. At the very centre of the com-
plex, the resolution of every perspective in New Delhi, stood Luty-
ens’s staggering neo-Buddhist dome.

However many times I revisited the complex, I would always be
amazed by the brilliantly orchestrated flirtation of light and shade
- the dim colonnades offset by massive walls of sun-blasted
masonry. Yet the most startling conceit of all lay in the use of
colour: the play of the two different shades of pink Agra sandstone;
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one pale and creamy; the other a much darker burnt crimson. The
two different colours were carefully arranged, the darker at the
bottom as if it was somehow heavier, yet with the two contrasting
tones blending as effortlessly into one another as they once did in
the quarry.

It was superb. In the dusk, as the sun sank behind the great dome
of the Viceroy’s House, the whole vista would turn the colour of
attar of roses. I would realize then, without hesitation, that I was
looking at one of the greatest marriages of architecture and urban
planning ever to have left the drawing board.

Nevertheless, the more often I came and looked, the more I felt
a nagging reservation. This had less to do with aesthetics than with
comparisons with other massive schemes of roughly similar date
that the complex brought to mind. Then one evening, as I pro-
ceeded up the cutting and emerged to find Baker’s Secretariats
terminating in the wide portico of the Viceroy’s House, with this
great imperial mass of masonry towering all around me I suddenly
realized where I had seen something similar, something equally
vast, equally dwarfing, before: Nuremberg.

In its monstrous, almost megalomaniac scale, in its perfect sym-
metry and arrogant presumption, there was a distant but distinct
echo of something Fascist or even Nazi about the great acropolis of
Imperial Delhi. Certainly it is far more beautiful than anything
Hitler and Mussolini ever raised: Lutyens, after all, was a far, far
greater architect than Albert Speer. Yet the comparison still seemed
reasonable. For, despite their very many, very great differences,
Imperial India, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany all belonged to com-
parable worlds. All were to different extents authoritarian; all made
much of magnificent display; all were built on a myth of racial
superiority and buttressed in the last resort by force. In the cer-
emonial buildings of all three, it was an impression of the might
and power of the Imperial State that the architects aimed above all
to convey.

To do so they used the same architectural vocabulary: great
expanses of marble, a stripped-down classicism, a fondness for long
colonnades and a love of Imperial heraldic devices: elephants’
heads, lions couchant, massive eagles with outstretched wings. Of
course, much of the similarity is due to the fact that Speer and
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Lutyens were commissioned to build monuments of state at roughly
the same time. Moreover, Speer appears to have drawn on
Lutyens’s experience and style. Yet there can be no doubt that
New Delhi was very deliberately built as an expression of the
unconquerable might of the Raj. As Lord Stamfordham, Private
Secretary to George V, wrote in a letter articulating the King
Emperor’s views on his new capital: ‘We must let [the Indian] see
for the first time the power of Western civilization . . .’

In New Delhi, as in Fascist Milan or Nazi Berlin, the individual
is lost; the scale is not human, but super-human; not national, but
super-national: it is, in a word, Imperial. The impression of the
architect as bully receives confirmation in the inscription that
Lutyens ordered to be raised above the great recessed ivan gateway
of the Secretariats.

For those who like to believe in the essential benevolence of the
British Empire it is a depressing discovery, for it must be one of the
most patronizing inscriptions ever raised in a public place:

LIBERTY WILL NOT DESCEND TO A PEOPLE;
A PEOPLE MUST RAISE THEMSELVES TO LIBERTY;
ITIS A BLESSING WHICH MUST BE EARNED
BEFORE IT CAN BE ENJOYED.

™

I had brought out to Delhi with me a copy of the collected letters
of Lutyens. One evening in November I sat in the shade of the
chattris beside the two Secretariats, facing down the Rajpath towards
India Gate and reading through them. As I did so, I tried to bring
the creator of Imperial Delhi into focus in my own mind.

The picture that the letters give of their author is a mixed one.
There are certainly elements of the joker and buffoon that Iris
had described: Lutyens incessantly doodles on the writing paper,
turning the P & O crests on successive letterheads into a tiger, a
man with a turban and an elephant. His first action after arriving
in India is to play a game of musical chairs (‘Mrs Brodie who weighs
20 stone or more was the most energetic of the party and broke
two chairs entirely [amid] many a scrimmage and wild shriek . . .").
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Later, on seeing the hideous government buildings of Simla,
Lutyens writes that they are ‘a piece of pure folly such as only
Englishmen can achieve: if one were told the monkeys had built
them one would have said what wonderful monkeys, they must
be shot in case they do it again.’

This playfulness is balanced by ample evidence of Lutyens’s ten-
acity and stubbornness; a stubbornness which in the end saved
New Delhi from both the aesthetic whims of successive philistine
Viceroys — Lord Hardinge was determined to build the entire
scheme in the Indian version of Victorian mock-Gothic, the horrible
Indo-Saracenic style — and from the cost-cutting penny-pinching
interference of the civil servants.

But the letters also confirmed my hunch concerning Lutyens’s
autocratic tendencies. Like some other of his English contempor-
aries, he was clearly disillusioned with Parliamentary democracy
and found in the Raj what he regarded as an ideal — an enlightened
despotism: ‘I am awfully impressed by the Civil Service,” he wrote
to his wife, early on in his Indian travels. ‘I wish they would abolish
the House of Commons and all representative government and start
the system in England.’ Later, in a moment of fury with a negligent
workman, he expressed his opinion that the Empire’s subjects
‘ought to be reduced to slavery and not given the rights of man at
all . .~

Yet perhaps the overwhelming surprise of the letters is Lutyens'’s
extraordinary intolerance and dislike of all things Indian. Even by
the standards of the time, the letters reveal him to be a bigot,
though the impression is one of bumbling insularity rather than
jack-booted malevolence. Indians are invariably referred to as
‘blacks’, ‘blackamoors’, ‘natives’ or even ‘niggers’. They are ‘dark
and ill-smelling’, their food is ‘very strange and frightening’ and
they ‘do not improve with acquaintance’. The helpers in his archi-
tect’s office he describes as ‘odd people with odd names who do
those things that bore the white man’. On another occasion he
writes of the ‘sly slime of the Eastern mind’ and ‘the very low
intelligence of the natives’. ‘I do not think it possible for the Indians
and whites to mix freely’, he concludes. ‘They are very, very differ-
ent and I cannot admit them on the same plane as myself.’

Considering that Lutyens managed to fuse Eastern and Western
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aesthetics more successfully than any other artist since the anony-
mous sculptors of Gandhara (who produced their Indo-Hellenic
Buddhas in the wake of Alexander the Great), his dislike of Indian
art and architecture is particularly surprising: ‘Moghul architecture
is cumbrous ill-constructed building,” he writes in one letter. ‘It is
essentially the building style of children [and] very tiresome to
the Western intelligence.” At one stage, after visiting Agra, he is
grudgingly forced to admit that ‘some of the work is lovely’, but
he attributes these qualities to an (imaginary) Italian influence.

In the end one is left with the same paradox confronted by lovers
of Wagner: how could someone with such objectionable views and
so insular a vision have managed to produce such breathtaking
works of art? Here was a man capable of building some of the
most beautiful structures created in the modern world, but whose
prejudices blinded him to the beauty of the Taj Mahal; a man who
could fuse the best of East and West while denying that the Eastern
elements in his own buildings were beautiful.

Authoritarian regimes tend to leave the most solid souvenirs; art
has a strange way of thriving under autocracy. Only the vanity of
an Empire — an Empire emancipated from democratic constraints,
totally self-confident in its own judgement and still, despite every-
thing, assured of its own superiority — could have produced
Lutyens’s Delhi.

Pandit Nehru wrote: ‘New Delhi is the visible symbol of British
power, with all its ostentation and wasteful extravagance.” He was
right, of course, but that is only half the story. It is also the finest
architectural artefact created by the British Empire, and preferable
in every way to Nehru’s disastrous commission of a hideous new
city by Le Corbusier at Chandigarh. Chandigarh is now an urban
disaster, a monument to stained concrete and discredited modern-
ism; but Imperial Delhi is now more admired and loved than per-
haps ever before. Nevertheless, in its patronizing and authoritarian
after-taste, Lutyens’s New Delhi remains as much a monument to
the British Empire’s failings as to its genius.

™

That month I began to make enquiries to try and track down British
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stayers-on from Imperial Delhi. For a while I failed to come up
with anything: those few who had chosen to remain after 1947
seemed to have either died or recently emigrated. But for the transi-
tory diplomatic community, the British had totally disappeared
from Delhi.

Then, in mid-November, I was told about two old English ladies
who now lived in the mountains above Simla. They had moved to
the hills in the sixties, I was told, but before then they had spent
their working lives in Delhi. If I wanted reminiscences of Imperial
Delhi, said my informer, then Phyllis and Edith Haxby were
exactly what I was looking for. In the event, when I flew up to
see them, the two old ladies produced few Delhi memories. But
their attitudes gave a sad insight into the fate of those Britons
who not so long ago had dominated Raj Delhi, and who had
opted to stay on in India after the Empire which created them
had dissolved.

Their house had once been quite grand — a rambling halif-
timbered affair with a wide veranda and cusped Swiss gables. But
the Haxbys’ estate had clearly fallen on hard times. A lint of with-
ered spiders’ webs hung from the beams of the veranda. Only thin,
peeling strips of burnt sienna indicated that the house had ever
been painted. A tangle of thorns had overcome the near-side of the
building and docks and ragwort grew from between the paving
stones of the path.

At first I thought no one was at home. But after ten minutes of
knocking on doors and peering through windows, I was rewarded
with the sight of one of the sisters hobbling across her sitting-room.
She undid the multiple bolts of the door and slumped down in one
of the wickerwork chairs of the veranda.

‘And who are you?’ she asked.

I explained, and to make conversation complimented her on the
view from her front door.

‘It may be beautiful to you,’ she said abruptly. ‘But it’s not beauti-
ful to us. We want to go back home.’

Phyllis Haxby was a frail old woman with mottled brown skin
and thin, toothpick legs. Her tweed skirt was extravagantly darned
and her thick brown stockings were shredded with a jigsaw of
tears and ladders.
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‘We want to sell up,” she continued. ‘We’ve been through a very
bad time. There are prostitutes living all over the place, making life
hell for us. They say we’re English and shouldn’t be here. After
seventy-eight years!’

Phyllis grunted angrily and began rapping on the front door with
her stick: ‘Edith! Edith! There’s a boy here to see us. Says he’s
British. He wants to know about Delhi.’

Then she turned around and began talking to me in a stage
whisper: ‘She had a fall today. The prostitutes put dope down the
chimney. It makes her want to sleep. She fell on the fender —
bleeding from eight a.m. until after lunch. They’re trying to drive
us out, you see.’

‘It’s not just dope down the chimney,” said Edith, who had at
this point appeared at the door. ‘They come through the floorboards
at night.’

‘Through the floorboards? Are you sure?’ I asked.

‘Of course I'm sure. When we’re asleep they put stuff in our eyes
to make us go blind. Every day my sight gets a little worse. You've
no idea what we’'ve gone through.’

‘You know something,” said Phyllis, leaning forward towards me
and continuing to speak in her conspiratorial stage whisper.
‘They’re all Jews. All of ‘'em. They're as fair as lilies but they wear
these brown masks to pass off as natives. They’'ve been persecuting
us for twenty years.’

‘Thirty years, Phyllis.’

‘Since Partition, in fact.’

‘But we’re not going to give in, are we, darling? We're not going
to cut and run.’

At this point the drizzle which had followed me to the bungalow
turned into a downpour. The water dripped through the roof of
the veranda and we decided to move inside. From the sitting-room
I could see the half-lit bedroom. To one side of the bed was an
upturned chest of drawers, on the other an inverted ironing
board.

‘That’s to stop the Jewish prostitutes from coming in through the
floorboards,’ said Phyllis, seeing where I was looking.

‘But they still come down the chimney,’ said Edith.

‘Oh - they’ll do anything to drive us out. They’ve even started
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to watch us bathe. They peer through the window as if we were
some sort of ha’penny peep show.’

We arranged ourselves around a table and Phyllis poured the
tea.

‘Just look at my hands shake,’ she said.

‘It’s the prostitutes’ dope,” said Edith.

‘Makes me shake like a Quaker and dribble like a dog. I used to
be hale and hearty, too.’

‘Very hale and hearty, my sister. Those prostitutes should be shot
on sight.’

The two sisters fussed around with their teacups, trying to spoon
in the sugar and the powdered milk before their shakes sprinkled
the stuff over the table. At length, when this was achieved and
they had relaxed, I turned the conversation towards their memories
of Delhi in the old days.

‘Oh it was such fun. We were young and blond and had admirers.
The Delhi season lasted from October until March. At night we
went to dances and drank champagne — real champagne — and by
day we would sit outside and watch the soldiers riding past, four
abreast. Those were the days.’

‘But my God have things changed. Imagine — I now do my own
sweeping . . .

‘...and the cooking and the cleaning and the laundry. Us -
Colonel’s daughters.’

‘Our father was the Colonel of the 23rd Punjabis. I told the
grocery boy last week. The Twenty-Thirds! He couldn’t believe such
pecple lived in such ... in such.. .

‘Simplicity,” said Edith.

‘Exactly,’ said Phyllis. ‘Simplicity. You know, Mr Dalrymple, you
people today can have no idea what India was like before. It was
... just like England.’

‘Shut up, darling! The prostitutes — they’ll report us. They’ve got
microphones. Speak softly.’

‘I will not. The wickedness! Tell them to go to the devil.’

The two sisters sipped angrily at their tea. They were silent for a
second, and I again tried to turn the conversation back towards
Delhi.

‘Did you ever meet Lutyens?’ [ asked.
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Phyllis wasn't listening: ‘And you know the worst thing. Those
Jewish prostitutes. They tried to . ..

‘Don’t Phyllis.

‘I will. You can’t gag a Haxby of Haxby. They tried to put us in
a madhouse. We went out for a walk and they started to drag us
down the road. And I said: “‘This isn’t the way home.”"’

‘Damn cheek. A colonel’s daughter.’

‘The warders were very nice to us. We stayed there for two
weeks. Then a young police officer came and said: ““Who put you
here?”” He went to the I.G. — the Inspector General — and by four
o’clock we were back here. The 1.G. ordered us to be brought home.
All the other inmates were very jealous.’

Tl say.’

‘Imagine putting two elderly people in a madhouse. Those prosti-
tutes — they’re from Baghdad, you see. They were able to do it
because they have a money-minting machine and were able to
bribe the inspectors.’

‘They use us as a respectable cover for their operations. That's
why we’re going to leave this place — as soon as we can sell the
house. We've had enough of Simla.’

‘More than enough. We’ve had an offer for one lakh rupees
[about £2000] from this man. If we can find someone to give us
two lakhs we’ll be off home.’

‘We thought we’d try Ooty first. Get a taxi to Delhi. ..’

‘Dear old Delhi.’

‘... then a flight to Coimbatore, then a car up to the Nilgiris.’

‘It used to be lovely in Ooty. Just like England.’

‘But if we have no luck there we thought we'd try Wales.
With two lakhs you could get a nice house in Wales I'd have
thought.’

Looking at my watch I saw it was time to leave: my train back
was leaving in less than an hour. I got up, said my goodbyes, and
promised to send them the English brassieres and stockings they
had asked for — they seemed to have trouble with domestic Indian
brands: ‘Indian women have the strangest shaped breasts,’
explained Edith.

Both of the sisters heaved themselves up and saw me to the door.
But just as I was setting off down the garden path, Phyllis called
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me back. I thought that maybe she had finally remembered some
forgotten snippet of Delhi gossip.

‘One last thing,” she said, clenching my hand in her claw-like
grip. ‘Just watch out.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, surprised.

‘Look after yourself,” she said earnestly. ‘Don’t drink anything
strange — or anything bitter. Watch out for the smell of bitter
almonds. The Jews will all be after you now — after you've tried
to help the Haxbys. You won'’t be safe anywhere.’

I thanked her again and opened the wicket gate. As I closed it,
I heard her shouting behind me.

‘Take it,” she called, ‘from a colonel’s daughter.’
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IN NovEMBER, on the first night of the new moon of Kartika, Delhi
celebrates Diwali, the Hindu Festival of Lights.

In the markets trestles go up selling little clay lamps and moun-
tains of honey-soaked Bengali sweets. Postmen, telephone
engineers and chowkidars tour the streets, knocking on doors and
asking politely for their Diwali baksheesh. (Balvinder Singh, it must
be said, opted for a more confrontational approach: ‘Mr William,
tomorrow is holiday. Today you give me 200 rupees extra.’)

Every night during the week leading up to the festival the sky
reverberates with a crescendo of thunderflash and fireworks. The
pyrotechnics culminate in an ear-splitting, blitz-like barrage the
night of Diwali itself. That evening every Hindu and Sikh house in
Delhi is lit up with a blaze of candles; even the jhuggi-dwellers place
one small nightlight outside their corrugated-iron doors. You can
smell the thick cordite-smoke of the fireworks billowing in over
the kitchen spices and the scent of dung fires.

Although it is a Hindu festival, many Muslims join in too; over
centuries of co-existence the holidays of the two faiths have long
become confused and mingled. On my way back from the Lodhi
Gardens at dusk I saw two heavily-bearded men bowed in prayer
on a small masonry dais by the roadside. Though it lay beside a
path I walked along every day I had never previously noticed the
tomb, hidden as it was by a thick covering of weeds and thorns.

The two men had cleared the undergrowth, covered their heads
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with pocket handkerchiefs, and were now busy placing a series of
little oil lamps over its breadth; on the raised grave marker they
hung a garland of marigolds. I asked the men whom the tomb
commemorated. They replied that it belonged to Khwaja Nazir-ud-
Din, a great Sufi from the time of the Emperor Akbar.

‘Are you imams?’ I asked.

‘No, no,’ replied one of the men, lighting another low, wide oil
lamp of prehistoric design. ‘We are working for Electricity Board.’

More comprehensible celebrations were being conducted around
the square outside our house. Mrs Puri’s numberless grandchildren
were scattered outside her gate throwing sparklers and Catherine
wheels at each other. Next door, Mr Seth was letting off a volley
of roman candles for the benefit of a gathering of portly-looking
retired railway officials.

My landlady, however, refused to have anything to do with such
extravagance. ‘Actually these fireworks are too costly,” she
explained when I met her on the stairs. ‘Money is not for burning.’

Mrs Puri, it emerged, adhered to a characteristically monetary
interpretation of the Diwali festival. Most Hindus agree that Diwali
marks the triumphant return of Ram and Sita to their north Indian
capital, Ayodhya, following their successful war against Ravanna
in Lanka; hence the festival’s date, some three weeks after the
victory commemorated at Dusshera. But Mrs Puri would have none
of it.

‘Mr William,” she said. ‘You must understand that Diwali is a
very important night for us.’

‘Why is that, Mrs Puri?’

‘Diwali is not about burning money,’ said my landlady, her eyes
glinting. ‘It is about accumulating it.’

‘Oh?’

‘Diwali is the festival of Laxmi, the Goddess of Wealth,” explained
Mrs Puri. ‘If we light candles and leave our front door open, on this
night Laxmi will come into our house and count all our moneys.’

‘Why does she do that?’ I asked, intrigued by the idea of Laxmi
parking her lotus outside the gate and paying a visit in her avatar
as divine auditor.

‘Actually Laxmi likes too much hard work,” replied Mrs Puri. ‘If
we have said our prayers to Laxmi — performed the money puja —
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we believe Laxmi will reward us by doubling all our savings.’
‘But I thought the festival celebrated the return of Ram and
Sita . . .’
‘No, no,’ said Mrs Puri very firmly. ‘That is for poor people only.’

L]

Diwali saw the last great burst of the autumnal exuberance
unleashed a month earlier at Dusshera. Within a month of the last
Diwali rocket vanishing into the Delhi skies, the city seemed to curl
its tail between its legs and disappear into a state of semi-
hibernation for the duration of the cold season.

The brief but bitter Delhi winter came as suddenly as an under-
taker: dark-clad, soft-footed, unannounced and unwelcomed.
There is no snow in Delhi — the winters are too dry — but white
winds from the snow peaks still sweep down the slopes, freezing
the plains of the Punjab and shattering the brittle buds, before
raking through the streets of the capital and brushing the narrow
Delhi alleyways clear of people. The Delhi-wallahs withdraw into
themselves. They lift up their knees to their chins and pull their
heavy Kashmiri blankets tightly around. Over their heads they
wind thick woollen mufflers. If you look into the dark of the road-
side restaurant-shacks you see only the whites of their eyes peering
out into the cold.

The sky is grey, the air is grey, and the dull, cold greyness seeps
into the ground, the stones and the buildings. The only colours are
the red and yellow silk flags flying over the new Muslim graves in
Nizamuddin. The trees in the gardens stand shrouded in a thin
wrap of mist. In Old Delhi, the goats fattening for slaughter huddle
together under sackcloth coats; some are given old cardigans to
wear, with their front legs fitted through the sleeves. Winter smoke
winds slowly out of the chimneys; bonfires crackle outside the
Jhuggi clusters. As you look through the window panes you can see
winter lying curled like a cobra across the land.

Olivia now spent her mornings in the warmth of our flat; it was
too cold and misty to paint until the sun had reached its zenith at
midday. If she ventured out she would return early, before a sudden
dusk brought to a close the brief winter afternoon. Brisk evenings
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were followed by cold nights. We muffled ourselves in our new
shawls — we had not considered packing jerseys or overcoats when
we set off to India — and sat warming ourselves in front of the
heaters. My reading was mostly historical. I had become fascinated
with that period of Delhi’s history known as the Twilight. It was
an epoch whose dark melancholy perfectly reflected the cold, misty
scenes outside our own windows.

"™

The Twilight is bounded by two of the greatest disasters in Delhi’s
history: the Persian massacres of 1739 and the equally vicious hang-
ings and killings which followed the British recapture of Delhi after
the 1857 Indian Mutiny.

The first massacre took place in the wake of an unexpected
invasion of India by the Persian ruler, Nadir Shah. At Karnal in the
Punjab the newly-crowned Shah defeated the Mughal army and
advanced rapidly on Delhi. He encamped at the Shalimar Gardens,
five miles north of the city. Having been invited into Delhi by the
nervous populace, Nadir Shah ordered the massacre after a group
of Delhi-wallahs attacked and killed 900 of his soldiers in a bazaar
brawl. At the end of a single day’s slaughter 150,000 of the city’s
citizens lay dead.

Nadir Shah’s massacre exacerbated the decline of the Mughal
Empire which had been steadily contracting since the death of Aur-
angzeb, the last Great Mogul, in 1707. By the end of the eighteenth
century Delhi, shorn of the empire which gave it life, had sunk
into a state of impotent dotage. The aristocracy tried to maintain
the life-style and civilization of the empire, but in a ruined and
impoverished city raped and violated by a succession of invaders.
The destruction created a mood conducive to elegy, and the great
Urdu writers made the most of the opportunity. ‘There is no house
from where the jackal’s cry cannot be heard,” wrote Sauda. ‘The
mosques at evening are unlit and deserted. In the once beautiful
gardens, the grass grows waist-high around fallen pillars and the
ruined arches. Not even a lamp of clay now burns where once the
chandeliers blazed with light . . .’

On the throne in the Hall of Audience in the Qila-i-Mualla, the
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Exalted Fort, sat the Emperor Shah Alam. He was a brave, cultured
and intelligent old man, still tall and commanding, his dark com-
plexion offset by a short white beard. He spoke four languages and
maintained a harem of five hundred women; but for all this, he
was sightless — years before, his eyes had been gouged out by
Ghulam Qadir, an Afghan marauder whom he had once kept as his
catamite. Like some symbol of the city over which he presided, Shah
Alam was a blind emperor ruling from a ruined palace.

At his court, the elaborate etiquette of Mughal society was scru-
pulously maintained; poetry, music and the arts flourished. But
beneath the surface lustre, all was rotten. Servants prised precious
stones from the pietra dura inlay on the walls to sell in Chandni
Chowk. The old court costumes were threadbare; the plaster was
peeling. Mountains of rubbish accumulated in the city streets and
amid the delicate pavilions of the Exalted Palace.

Unable to see the decay around him, Shah Alam still could not

escape its stench.

With Iris Portal and the Haxby sisters I had heard the testimonies of
the last British in Delhi. Now, in the cold of early December I visited
the chilly Delhi libraries searching for the accounts of the first English
to penetrate the city’s walls in the late eighteenth century.

The most detailed of the early descriptions was that written by
Lieutenant William Franklin. Franklin had been sent to Delhi by the
directors of the East India Company to survey the then unknown
heartlands of the empire of the Great Mogul. Franklin’s account of
his discoveries, published in Calcutta in the 1795 Asiatick Researches
(the journal of the newly founded Royal Asiatic Society) painted a
melancholy picture of the once-great capital.

Franklin had approached the city on horseback from the north-
west. His first glimpse was of a landscape littered with crumbling
ruins: ‘The environs are crowded with the remains of spacious
gardens and the country-houses of the nobility,” he wrote in his
report. ‘The prospect towards Delhi, as far as the eye can reach, is
covered with the remains of gardens, pavilions, mosques and bury-
ing places. The environs of this once magnificent and celebrated
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city appear now nothing more than a shapeless heap of ruins . . .’
Inside the city walls, the decay was equally apparent. Shacks had
been erected in the middle of the grandest streets of Delhi ‘so that
it is only with difficulty [that] a person can discover their former
situation’. The bazaars were ‘indifferently furnished’ and their com-
merce ‘very trifling’.

Most dramatic of all were the crumbling remains of the vast
palaces of the omrahs (great nobles) of the empire. Though now in
ruins and often occupied by squatters, it was still possible to see
their extraordinary size and grandeur; that of Qamar-al-Din Khan
‘occupied the whole length of one side of a considerable street’.
Franklin was impressed:

All these palaces are surrounded with high walls and take
up a considerable space of ground. Their entrances are
through lofty arched gateways, at the top of which are the
galleries for music; before each is a spacious court for the
elephants, horses and attendants ... All of the palaces
fonce] had gardens with stone reservoirs and fountains in
the centre ... Each palace was likewise provided with a
handsome set of baths and a teh khana [a set of domed
marble cool-rooms] underground . ..

Other travellers were equally amazed by the size of these palaces.
Another Englishman, James Forbes, arrived in Shahjehanabad a
few months later to find that the Emperor had arranged for him
to be quartered in the crumbling palace of Safdar Jung, once the
most magnificent private palace in the city. Having explored the
enormous edifice in which he and his companions had spent their
first night, Forbes suddenly realized that their lodgings represented
only a fraction of the whole palace.

‘In the evening, on taking a more complete view of this Mogul
mansion, [we] were surprised to find the apartments just men-
tioned formed only a very small part of this immense pile, which
occupied six squares corresponding with that in which we immedi-
ately resided. Its magnitude,” he concluded, ‘exceeded [that of ] any
of the palaces belonging to the nobility in Europe.’

There was stabling and accommodation for five thousand
mounted troops; beyond stretched extensive gardens and large
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bathing tanks paved with white marble. All the ceilings were con-
structed from carved wood and were magnificently painted, giving
the whole a ‘peculiar light and airy appearance’. The harem apart-
ments were lined with looking-glass, while in the marble expanse
of the teh khana, three fountains were set within arches to ‘cool
the atmosphere when the ladies were there assembled, such places
being generally appropriated to the pleasures of the voluptuous
Mogul and his favourites in the harem.’

Franklin published his account of the Mughal capital in 1795,
Eight years later, following a British victory at the Battle of Delhi,
a permanent British Resident was installed within the ruins of
another palace, a little to the north of the Red Fort. Just as Delhi
was no longer the focal point of India — like the rest of India, it
now looked nervously over its shoulder to British Calcutta - so
within the city the focus shifted from the Red Fort to the British
Residency. As the first half of the nineteenth century progressed
and the power and arrogance of the British grew, so the Resident
came to act less and less like ambassador to the Great Mogul, and
more and more like the Mogul’s paymaster and overlord.

Nevertheless the Emperor continued to hold court as he had
always done, and at first the charade of Mughal power was main-
tained with the express approval of the British residents. These
early residents were a series of sympathetic and slightly eccentric
Scotsmen, whose love and respect for India was reflected by their
adoption of Indian modes of dress and Indian ways of living.

The first, Sir David Ochterlony, set the tone. With his fondness
for hookahs and nautch girls and Indian costumes, Ochterlony was
decidedly different from the normal run of starch-shirted, stiff-
lipped burra sahibs. Although known to the common peoples as
‘Loony Akhtar’ (or Crazy Star), when in the capital he liked to be
addressed by his proper Mughal title, Nasir-ud-Daula (Defender of
the State), and to live the life of a Mughal gentleman. Every evening
all thirteen of his Indian wives used to process around Delhi behind
their husband, each on the back of her own elephant.

Yet perhaps the most fascinating of all the British in Delhi was
not Ochterlony but another Scot, William Fraser, a young Persian
scholar from Inverness. In 1805, Fraser was sent up to Delhi from
Calcutta where he had just won a gold medal at the Company’s
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Fort William College. He was to be the Resident’s Assistant; it was
his first job.

within a few years, Fraser had changed beyond all recognition
from the callow youth who left Calcutta on a steam boat heading
nervously upstream along the jungly banks of the Ganges. Given
responsibility for subjugating the unruly brigand-country around
Delhi - living continually on the move and under canvas, isolated
from his compatriots, commanding his own private force of Indian
auxiliaries — Fraser gradually turned into a great bear of a man.
Like Mr Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, he saw himself as a
European potentate ruling in a pagan wilderness; like Kurtz, he
would brook no challenge to his authority. Like Kurtz, many con-
sidered him insane.

He pruned his moustaches in the Rajput manner and fathered
‘as many children as the King of Persia’ from his harem of Indian
wives. His favourite relaxation was hunting the Asian lion, often
on foot with a spear. He had ‘a perfect monomania for fighting” and
would always throw up his usual duties as an East India Company
servant whenever a war broke out in the subcontinent. While he
slept, his bodyguard of Indian tribals would unroll their mattresses
and sleep around his couch.

Fraser’s enemies, like the Resident Charles Metcalfe, had serious
reservations about him. ‘He is masterly and self-willed to so great
a degree that no power can be entrusted to him without some risk
of it being abused,” Metcalfe wrote in a confidential report to the
Governor General in Calcutta. Yet Fraser was no brute. A more
brilliant scholar than Metcalfe, he was a metaphysician and a phil-
osopher. He loved to discuss ancient Sanskrit texts and he composed
Persian couplets as a form of relaxation. He was the first European
to take a serious interest in the ruins of Delhi. He befriended and
helped Ghalib, the greatest of all Urdu poets; along with his brother
James he commissioned the Fraser Album, the finest collection of
Company paintings ever executed.

Fraser remains a strange and enigmatic figure — misanthropic,
antisocial and difficult to fathom — part severe Highland warrior,
part Brahminized philosopher, part Conradian madman. He was
also, as chance would have it, a forebear and kinsman of my wife,
Olivia. Moreover, Moniack House, his remote Highland home, was
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still in the hands of her Fraser cousins; and every year for a fort-
night, Olivia’s family hired it from them for their summer holidays.

»

The house was like a memory of childhood, or a dream. There were
long, dimly lit passages ending in locked doors. On the walls hung
dark family portraits and old, early nineteenth-century prints of
the Himalayas. Outside, the long, formal Georgian fagade was
framed by shallow pilasters and overhung with virginia creeper.
Inside it was dark, with the grey Scottish light filtering in through
the weathered skylights or partially obscured windows. In the
evenings, when the temperature dropped, everyone gathered
around the blazing log fire in the kitchen.

It was the end of August, the best season: that high, clear, sharp
early Highland autumn which suddenly sweeps in while the rest
of the country is still enjoying late summer. The harvest is collected;
the fields are empty. The landscape appears deserted: there are no
people and no sounds, but for the occasional cackle of a cock-
pheasant breaking cover in the woods.

In the month before we first went out to Delhi, Olivia and I spent
ten days relaxing at Moniack. As we were preparing to leave the
house for Inverness station, I went to say goodbye to our landlord,
Malcolm Fraser. [ found him practising his reels in the basement.
I thanked him, and happened to mention that I was soon planning
to visit Register House in Edinburgh to see if any of William Fraser’s
Indian letters had survived there.

‘There are some letters,” he said. ‘But you won’t find them in
Edinburgh.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘Because,” said Malcolm, ‘they’re all upstairs in the library.’

Leaving Malcolm to his piano, I ran straight upstairs. The library
lay at the top of the house, immediately beside the room where I
had been sleeping. I had passed it several times every day, but the
door was always locked and I had never thought to look inside.
Now a quick search revealed the key to be hidden in the dust above

the doorframe. The wards creaked, and at a slight press the door
swung open.
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Inside it was pitch dark. The windows were shuttered. It seemed
as if the thick, musty smell of buckram and old leather had hung
undisturbed in the library air for centuries. When my eyes had
begun to adjust to the light, I saw that the walls were covered with
mahogany cabinets full of old leather-bound books; the remaining
space was filled with woodcuts of eighteenth-century Highland
lairds,including one without a head which was labelled Lord Lovat’s
Ghost. Around the room, among piles of lumber, stood a great
mountain of shoe boxes. I walked in and lifted the lid of the topmost
box.

There were piles of letters, bound up in separate groups of ten
or fifteen. The epistles were written on thick parchment in a wild
early nineteenth-century scrawl. The writer had used his old quill
pen the way a conductor uses his baton. There were frequent
underlinings and a jungle of exclamation marks. The elaborate
downstroke curlicues kept getting caught in mid-flourish and
scratching the parchment. Taking a letter directly under the lamp
and looking more closely, I was just able to decipher the erratic
copperplate:

Dehlee 20 March 1806.

My dear father and mother,

Yesterday the memory of the gallant and victorious
Nelson was drunk with enthusiasm in the capital of
Hindustan . . .

The other boxes and the chests revealed the complete correspon-
dence of Fraser and his four brothers: several volumes of diaries
and more than a thousand letters, all written from in or around
Delhi. Alongside the Fraser letters lay a whole archive of other
material about Twilight Delhi: letters from the various British Resi-
dents and other Delhi characters such as Colonel James Skinner,
the founder of the legendary Skinner's Horse. There was also a
series of notes from some of the great travellers of the period:
Victor Jacquemont, the pioneering French botanist, and William
Moorcroft, the self-appointed British spy who penetrated Central
Asia to play some of the opening moves in the Great Game.

The entire archive had been rediscovered by Malcolm a few years
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earlier languishing in the Moniack cellar; it lay inside a trunk
marked, in large letters:

THE PAPERS IN THIS BOX
ARE TO BE STORED AS CAREFULLY AS POSSIBLE,
THEY ARE OF GREAT INTEREST.

Beneath the letters lay the book subsequently known as the Fraser
Album. The album contained a series of superb Company paintings
— vignettes of early nineteenth-century Delhi life, and portraits of
the Frasers’ staff, soldiers and friends. The pictures were drawn by
Delhi artists to commissions from William and his elder brother
James. Malcolm Fraser later sold most of these paintings at
Sotheby’s, and after their importance had become clear, the art
historians Toby Falk and Mildred Archer had worked through much
of the Moniack archive looking for material relating to the pictures.
But as a historical source for Twilight Delhi the Moniack letters
were still virgin material. I had spent three summer holidays in the
house, yet it was only by an accident that I found the treasure trove
that had been sitting all the time less than ten yards from my
bedroom.

That same afternoon I postponed my flight to India and got Mal-
colm’s permission to trawl methodically through his great-great-
great-uncle’s letters. I spent the following fortnight cloistered in
the Moniack library, holding in my hands letters written in the
British Residency in Shahjehanabad at a time when Delhi was the
Empire’s North-West Frontier — a remote and dangerous outpost,
flying the only Union Jack between Bengal and the British Embassy
in Moscow. The letters were all addressed to William’s father,
Edward Satchwell Fraser. As I read, I pictured him sitting down to
read them at the same old desk in the same dark Moniack library
where [ was sitting, 183 years later.

»

In the late eighteenth century, Northern Scotland was still suffering
from the pillage of the Highlands that followed the defeat of Bonny
Prince Charlie at Culloden in 1745. Moniack lay only a few miles
away from the site of the battle, and the Frasers had fought in it
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on the losing side. Their lands lay on poor and marshy ground
(Moniack actually means ‘little bog’ in Gaelic). There was no pros-
pect for industry in the area. Like many Scots landowners the
Frasers found that if they were to pay off their debts and maintain
themselves in their cold, echoing houses there was no alternative
but to send the younger sons out to make their fortunes in the
colonies.

william Fraser’s grandfather, James Fraser, had worked in India
as a young man and on his return had sat in the Moniack library
writing the first history in English of the Persian marauder, Nadir
Shah. Forty years later, as the debts at Moniack mounted, Edward
Satchwell Fraser was forced to revive his father’s Indian connec-
tions. One by one William and his four brothers all received postings
in the subcontinent; one by one they caught a ship to Edinburgh,
where they had their portraits painted by Raeburn, before continu-
ing their journey on to London and the waiting ship in East India
Dock. Of the five who left for the subcontinent, only one ever made
it back to Moniack.

After leaving Calcutta in June 1805, William’s steamer up the
Ganges finally terminated at Allahabad, a last British outpost. The
remaining stretch of the journey to Delhi was overland through
some 400 miles of the most anarchic country in India. ‘On the
road I passed several parties of armed men whom I knew to be
plunderers,” William later wrote to his father. ‘I always passed any
who I met at a very quick pace . . . They generally keep about 100
yards [away] and fire with their matchlocks and are so expert that
your only chance is in moving about to avoid their fire or riding
straight upon them with your pistol. I talk of them when mounted;
footmen robbers never show themselves but fire from some
ambush.’

Nights were worse. The servants were kept constantly on the
alert until dawn for fear of losing both horses and baggage to foot-
pads and thugs. It was a ragged and exhausted party which, several
weeks later, entered the Turkman Gate of Shahjehanabad and
headed for the Residency. William rode into the compound,
mounted the steps, and breakfasted with Ochterlony, ‘six months
and a day since I left Calcutta’.

Delhi cannot have been very different from the grand but
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crumbling slum described by Forbes and Franklin; yet for all its
decay the city soon cast its spell on William. Its remoteness must
have been perfectly familiar to anyone brought up in eighteenth-
century Inverness, while its literary and historical associations must
have appealed to the prize-winning Orientalist. ‘My situation is as
desirable as any one I could hold,” William wrote in his first letter
home, ‘nor should I care if I lived here during the whole period of
my sojournment in India.’

It was a prophetic letter. In the course of a career lasting thirty
years, William refused all appointments which would take him
away from the city. Like many other Britons after him, William
had become completely hypnotized by the great capital.

His early letters gave detailed descriptions of the court of Shah
Alam and the palaces of the preceding dynasties which lay scattered
among the ruins to the south of the city. William’s duties -
attending the Mughal court, hearing petitions at the Residency,
establishing the Delhi criminal courts — seemn to have been flexible
enough to allow him to pursue his growing interest in Delhi’s
history.

‘The business of my situation generally takes up five hours [a
day].” he explained to his parents. ‘[Afterwards] I read and study
with pleasure the [local) languages. They are the chief source of my
amusement, [although] Delhi affords much [other] food besides.
Learned natives there are a few, and [they] in poverty, but those
I have met with are real treasures. I am also making a collection
of good oriental manuscripts.’

The miniatures William gathered in Delhi are probably the group
now known as the Emperor’s (or Kevorkian) Album which today
forms the core of the oriental manuscript collection of the Metro-
politan Museum in New York. The bound book which contained
these miniatures was discovered in a Scottish antique shop in 1929
by Jack Rolfe, an American tourist. He bought the book for less
than £100 and resold it in Sotheby’s a few months later for £10,500.
The album is now recognized as one of the finest collections of
Imperial Mughal manuscripts in existence and today each leaf from
its folios would be worth at least a six-figure sum.

Whether or not the Emperor’s Album is his collection, William’s
artistic interests went far beyond the stockpiling of manuscripts.
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‘1 wish to ascertain historically,” he wrote, ‘the account of every
remarkable place or monument of antiquity, or building erected in
commemoration of singular acts of whatever nature. The traditional
accounts I receive from natives are generally absurd or contradic-
tory. I must first know how they obtained credence, and then
search for the origins of the story ...’

In later years, few would deny that Fraser knew the people and
country in and around Delhi better than any other Briton. Accord-
ing to the French botanist Victor Jacquemont, ‘his mode of life has
made him more familiar, perhaps than any other European, with
the customs and ideas of the native inhabitants. He has, I think, a
real and profound understanding of their inner life.” Even Fraser’s
enemy, the resident Charles Metcalfe, admitted that William had
no ‘difficulty dealing with the highest order of natives, with some
of [whom] he has been more intimate than most Europeans.’

Yet it was less his intellectual and linguistic gifts than his devil-
may-care bravery which moulded William’s career. A few years
after his arrival, Fraser was forced to abandon his sedentary pursuits
in the city in favour of a nomadic life-style around its periphery.
Since Mughal authority had collapsed, the hinterland of the capital
had become the refuge of robbers and brigands who occupied the
crumbling tombs to the south and the decaying Mughal gardens to
the north. They made the city unsafe after dark and travel outside
the walls impossible, even in broad daylight, without a large armed
escort. Fraser had suffered from the brigands on his ride from
Allahabad; now he was given the job of flushing them out from their
nests and replacing their terror with his own.

William raised and trained a force of irregular cavalry. There are
several pictures of his men in the Fraser Album. They are shown
both as recruits fresh from the villages with their naked torsos and
homespun dhotis and later as fully equipped cavalrymen in Fraser’s
service. He dressed them not in contemporary Company red coats,
but in a theatrical uniform of old-fashioned Napoleonic inspiration,
with gleaming cavalry boots, brocaded doublets, and cummerbunds
striped gold and scarlet; the uniform was topped with a tall brown
busby. Strapped across the chest of each man is a silver plate bearing
a hart’s head, the Fraser crest.

Fraser’s force often faced serious opposition — squadrons of
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Mabhratta cavalry were still at large in the Delhi plains — and soon
William’s letters home had begun to assume a tone of chilling non-
chalance. ‘I never saw a Mahratta yet whom I would dread to meet
single handed,” he wrote in June 1806:

The other day I had an opportunity of seeing how they
would fight. Two or three rebellious villages within the
district of Dehli we were obliged to cut up, and besides
storming the villages, we had to disperse parties [of Mah-
ratta cavalry] who came to their assistance. They advance
gradually, firing their matchlocks till within one hundred
yards, when they sling them over their shoulder with a belt
and take to the sword and spear. If you have a pistol the
matter is easily settled, and you shoot them just when
within the length of their spears.

Although such skirmishing earned him ‘two fine sabre cuts on the
arms, a wound in the back from a pike, and an arrow in the neck
which almost killed him’ such warfare seems to have greatly excited
William. According to his friend Jacquemont, ‘to him the most
keenly pleasurable emotion is that aroused by danger: such is the
explanation of what people call his madness.” Certainly his letters
of 1806-7 are full of remarks about his well-being and content-
ment: ‘My health is robust and uninterruptedly good, which I owe
to constant exercise and stout temperance. I seldom have but one
meal in the day and never exceed two glasses of Madeira. For
occasional recreation I keep horses & hawks and borrow an ele-
phant when I wish to shoot.’

Fraser had taken on the customs and dress of the Indians from
the very beginning of his residence in the subcontinent. An early
picture shows him sitting in a long Indian robe, a sash around his
waist, while on his head he sports a curious Scottish tam o’shanter.
One of his first notes home thanks his parents for a letter, using a
turn of phrase that could rarely have been heard before on the
Beauly Firth — ‘to use a Persian hyperbole,” he wrote, ‘was [ your
letter] divided into a thousand parts, my double tongued pen could
not obey my heart in expressing and writing one of them.” But
now, isolated in the wilds of Haryana, controlling an area the size
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of Wales with only his Mewatti bodyguards for company, Fraser
began to ‘go native’ with a vengeance.

In eighteenth-century India such behaviour was the norm among
the more intelligent and open-minded of the Company’s servants.
But by 1810, the days of the Brahminized Englishmen had long
passed and in the more severe and self-righteous atmosphere of
nineteenth-century Calcutta such eccentricities had become far
from fashionable. When Lady Nugent, the wife of the British Com-
mander-in-Chief, visited Delhi, she was genuinely shocked to dis-
cover that Fraser had given up eating pork and beef and had grown
a thick Rajput beard. She thought Fraser was as much ‘Hindoo as
Christian’ and felt it necessary to remind him sharply ‘of the religion
(he] was brought up to".

Rumours about William’s strange ways soon reached Bengal,
where his younger brother Aleck was studying at Fort William
College. ‘T have heard several funny stories of William’s whimsical
disposition,” Aleck wrote home towards the end of 1808. ‘In the
district of Mewat [immediately west of Delhi], which he was sta-
tioned in, to civilize it, he built a fort and called it “‘Fraser Ghur”’
in which he maintained 1000 seypoys of his own raising and disci-
plining. There he lived like a Nawab, being [as] absolute in his
domain as Bonaparte in France. [It is said that] long residence so
distant from the principal European stations has made William half
a Hindoostanee.’

Later, when Aleck was sent to join his brother in Delhi, he found
William unrecognizable: ‘His countenance is certainly materially
altered. He is [now] iron in constitution and bodily force . .. his
chest is wonderfully broad and round, his limbs full and
well-turned . . ." Nor was the change merely physical. At the time,
Aleck’s letters home were full of cheerful remarks about how well
he and his brother were getting on. There are only occasional hints
that William had become ‘proud, fiery and impetuous’ and ‘too
fond of exposing himself to danger’. Only much later, in the private
confession that Aleck wrote as he was dying, did he tell the truth.
William, he wrote, had become wild, manic and obsessive, a differ-
ent man to the brother he had known in Scotland: ‘He would not
either talk, or shoot or read with me ... this hurt my pride so
much that a considerable coldness took place between us.’

107



Elsewhere in his letters Aleck complains of William’s ‘excessive
rashness’: ‘frequently he has ridden, unarmed saving a sword, into
crowds of desperadoes whose only chance was to fight to the last
— and this although he had plenty of soldiers with him,” and also
of his ‘too great attachment to, and trust in, the natives of this
country; and a fondness for their customs’.

Perceptions of India had changed dramatically in the few years
that separated William’s and Aleck’s respective training in Calcutta,
and on his arrival in Delhi, Aleck brought with him the new set of
more imperious racial prejudices. From his point of view, William
and his friend, Charles Seton, were both ‘romantically fond of pleas-
ing the natives’ and he was ‘offended by the concessions in respect,
and almost servility’ that he was expected to pay to the Mughal
princes. No less odd, to Aleck’s eyes, was the strange retinue with
which his brother went about. It was very different from anything
that had ever been seen in Inverness — and yet there were some

lingering similarities. ‘He is surrounded by Goojurs,” wrote
Aleck,

formerly Barbarians, now like [Scottish] Highlanders; inde-
pendent to equals, fiery and impetuous, but faithful and
obedient . .. When Willie civilized the wild inhabitants of
the region [around] Dehlie, he took hostages from the chief
inhabitants of the most turbulent districts as security for
the good conduct of the rest.

The most ferocious have become the most faithful. These
men — formerly robbers and perhaps murderers, certainly
the relations of such — now sleep by our couches and would
at any time risk their lives for us.

Aleck went on to list William’s staff. Apart from the Mewatti body-
guards, there was a set of Muslim table servants, ten palanquin
bearers (who also cleaned William's shoes), four tent-men, a dog
keeper, three water carriers, an elephant driver and his assistants,
the cook and his staff, two washermen, two tailors, two errand
boys and a barber; in addition there was a groom and a grass cutter
attached to each of William’s five horses and seven camels. The
total must have added up to about seventy household servants.
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william’s irregular cavalry may have numbered ten or twenty times
this many again.

One thing neither Aleck nor William wrote home about was the
latter’s harem. According to Jacquemont, Fraser had ‘six or seven
legitimate wives’ who all lived together ‘some 50 leagues from Delhi
and do as they like’. His children were without number but were
all ‘Hindus and Muslims according to the religion and caste of their
mamas and are shepherds, peasants, mountaineers etc, according
to the occupation of their mother’s families.’

A picture of William’s chief wife survives in the Fraser Album.
It shows a tall and exquisite Indian woman, dressed in a slight
close-fitting bodice and a long pleated Rajasthani skirt. Her torso is
swathed in a jamevar shawl, her hair is worn loose, and her arms
are steeled with torcs and tribal bracelets. Her slippers have up-
curled toes. Beside her stands a single boy, aged perhaps six years
old. Although he is dressed in Mughal court pyjamas, there is a
distinctly European look to his features. The inscription, in Persian,
reads simply: ‘Amiban, a Jat woman of Rania, the chosen one of
Fraser Sahib, whose delicate beauty was beyond compare . . .’

»

While William Fraser was touring the area around Delhi, the British
Residency in Shahjehanabad was his base and headquarters. Here,
on his return from his expeditions he would dine with the Resident,
catch up on the political news and watch performances by Delhi’s
celebrated dancing girls. The building, I had been told, still survived
in Old Delhi as a warehouse for the Archaeological Survey of India.
One day in early December, as a foggy winter morning turned into
an unexpectedly bright afternoon, Olivia and 1 decided to go out
and see for ourselves what was left of the building.

The Residency stands today in one of the most depressing and
impoverished parts of Old Delhi. Even sixty years ago, Lothian Road
had been a smart shopping area, but the flight of the middle class
to Lutyens’'s New Delhi had left the area to the cycle rickshaw
men and the beggars. Now, while we wandered around trying to
establish the whereabouts of the Residency, we passed on the pave-
ment the sad detritus of Delhi's development: huddled couples
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crouching on sackcloth beneath the railway arches; rag-pickers
bringing in their bulging hessian bags of rubbish for weighing;
long lines of donkey-jacketed cobblers and filthy roadside shoe-
blacks.

Amid the squalor, the old ochre-coloured mansion was immedi-
ately recognizable. It lay behind a high wall, surrounded by a wind-
break of ancient neem and ashok trees. Its front was formed by a
flat colonnade of lonic pillars which supported a partly-collapsed
architrave. Wickerwork slats were fitted between the pillars, and a
small flight of steps led up, through a shady veranda, to the front
door.

Although the mansion has survived virtually in its entirety, it
has fallen on hard times. Rubbish and dirt spilled into the Residency
compound from the fly-blown streets outside. Scaffolding propped
up one side of the main fagade. The space in front of the mansion
— the place where Fraser’s troops would have paraded, where the
Resident’s carriage would have jolted to a halt after audiences in

the Red Fort — was left neglected by the civil servants who now
occupied the building.
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At the rear of the mansion, where once the Residency gardens
sloped down to a terrace overlooking the Jumna waterfront, a new
concrete block, an engineering college, had been erected. Discarded
stoves, an old lawnmower and piles of kitchen rubbish lay scattered
around the old orchards. Monkeys scampered about the debris.
Saddened by the decay and neglect, we began to turn away from
the building when, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted something
which made me stop. At the back of the Residency, the plaster-
covered British masonry rested on a plinth not of brick, as else-
where in the building, but of mottled pink Agra sandstone. The
stonework was broken by a line of cusped Mughal blind-arches.
The work was unmistakably from the period of Shah Jehan.

Although the building was locked and deserted, it was still poss-
ible to peer in through the old Residency windows. What lay within
confirmed the hint given by the plinth. Behind the classical fagade
lay the earlier frontage of a Mughal pavilion: a double row of blind
arches leading up to a central portal. The entire building was erected
on the foundations of a much earlier mansion. It all made sense:
when the Emperor gave the British the ruins of the library of Dara
Shukoh, Shah Jehan’s eldest son, they saw no need to knock down
the existing work and start afresh; instead they merely erected a
classical fagade over a Mughal substructure. It was just like Ochter-
lony: in public establishing the British presence; but inside, in pri-
vate, living the life of a Nawab.

[ remembered the famous miniature of Ochterlony hosting an
evening’s entertainment at the Residency. He is dressed in full
Indian costume, and reclines on a carpet, leaning back against a
spread of pillows and bolsters. To one side stands a servant with a
fly-whisk; on the other stands Ochterlony’s elaborate glass hubble-
bubble. Above, from the picture rail, the Resident’s Scottish ances-
tors — kilted and plumed colonels from Highland regiments,
grimacing ladies in stiff white taffeta dresses — peer down disapprov-
ingly at the group of nautch girls swirling immodestly below them.
Ochterlony, however, looks delighted. The picture summed up the
period, to my mind perhaps the most attractive interlude in the
whole long story of the British in India. There is a quality of
the naughty schoolboy about Ochterlony and his contemporaries
in Delhi: away from the disapproving gaze of the Calcutta memsah-
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ibs they gather their harems and smoke their hookahs; there is
none of the depressing arrogance or self-righteousness that infects
the tone of so much of Raj history.

In the background of the Ochterlony miniature you can see a
double doorway topped by a half-moon fan window; outside, the
branches of a large tree announce the Residency gardens. The door-
way, the window and the tree remain, but inside, everything has
changed. Dusty filing cabinets stand where the nautch girls once
danced. Doors hang loose on their hinges. Everywhere paint and
plaster is peeling. So total is the transformation that it is difficult
now, even with the aid of the miniature, to people the empty
corridors with the bustling Company servants, glittering Mughal
omrahs (noblemen) and celebrated courtesans. To aid the imagina-
tion, I got out my copies of the Fraser letters and diaries that I had
brought with me.

By the time William's elder brother James came to Delhi in 1815,
the Residency had come to form the centre of the city’s society.

112



James was particularly intrigued by the endless round of nautches
that the Resident hosted, and he frequently wrote about them in
his diary: ‘[The nautch girls] were very fair — and their dresses very
rich. Some sang extremely well . . . This morning,” he adds, ‘[I] am
lying late from the effects of the nautch ...’

Occasionally guests would bring their own musicians to dinner
with them. The most accomplished band in Delhi belonged to the
Begum Sumroe, a Kashmiri dancing girl who converted to Christi-
anity, married two European mercenary-adventurers in succession
and inherited from one of them a small principality at Sardhana
near Meerut, to the north of Delhi.

‘The Begum today dined at the residency,” wrote James in his
diary on 24 August, ‘and we had her band to play to us — this
consisting of four or five singing men who play on different instru-
ments — the sitar, the tambour — and sing well. They sang God save
The King, taught them by an English officer, and the Marseillaise
hymn [taught] by a French officer. The words were kept so well
that I could hardly have known that they were foreigners had I
kept from looking at them. They also sang many fine Persian and
Hindoostanee airs.’

There were other diversions too. There was a table for ‘billyards’,
and at one stage the Residency dining-room was enlivened by the
presence of a pair of Asian lion cubs. Soon after their arrival, Aleck
wrote home about them in a state of great excitement: ‘These ani-
mals have only been known to us since our conquest of Hurriana
in 1809 . .. [The cubs are] as large as a common spaniel, and yet
quite tame. They played about Seton’s dining room with perfect
good humour, and were not surly unless much teazed.’

As the British tightened their grip on North India, the Residency
staff grew quickly to keep pace with the work. Moreover, numbers
at Residency entertainments could increasingly be supplemented
by the small but curious European community which had settled
in the Civil Lines, the European suburb which was beginning to
take shape immediately north of Shahjehanabad.

This community consisted of men like Dr Ross (‘short and corpu-
lent and very ugly . . . a shocking bad doctor’), whose three stan-
dard prescriptions were leeches, senna packed in dirty ‘black beer
bottles and huge pills sent in a rough wooden box’; or Dr Sprengler,
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the Principal of the new Delhi College, whose wife (‘worthy but
common’) used to hide her husband’s trousers to prevent him going
out in the evening and leaving her alone. Most of the new residents,
however, were Scots. ‘Would you suppose it?’ wrote Aleck at this
time. ‘We usually sit down 16 or 18 at the Residency table, of
whom near a half, sometimes more, are always Scotsmen — about
a quarter Irish, the rest English. The Irish do not always maintain
their proportion — the Scotch seldom fail.’

Increasingly, however, William was not among the diners. Not
only did he prefer to be on the move with his troops in the wilds
of Haryana or fighting the Gurkhas in the hills above Gangotri, he
also found Metcalfe and the bores of the European community
intolerable. When in Delhi, he was happy to mix freely with his
friends from the Mughal aristocracy, but the likes of Dr Sprengler’s
wife were not for him.

‘He is a thinker,” wrote Jacquemont in his memoir, ‘who finds
nothing but solitude in that exchange of words without ideas which
is dignified by the name of conversation in the society of this land.’

™

I met Norah Nicholson in 1984, the first time I lived in Delhi.

Norah was an old lady with white hair and narrow wrists and
she lived in an old shack. On my way to and from the Mother
Teresa Home I would sometimes look in and have a cup of tea with
her. Even then I remember thinking she was like a survivor from
a different age. But it was only later that I was able to place her
definitively in my mind as a sort of living fossil of the Twilight, a
Civil Lines eccentric who really should have shared a bungalow
with Dr Ross or Mrs Sprengler, rather than spend her old age
in a tatty shack behind the Old Secretariat.

‘But you see there was nothing I could do,’ she would say. ‘They
cut off my pension and I found I couldn't afford to rent even quite
basic chambers. So I ended up here, with my books, furniture, two
packing cases and a grand piano — all under this tree.’

Not, of course, that she ever complained. ‘It would be a perfectly
nice place to live,” she would insist, ‘if it weren’t for the cobra. He’s
taken to having his afternoon snooze under my bed. Every day I
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spray his hole with Flit [insecticide] but it never seems to bother
him. Then there are those damned pigs which come and nose
around my larder. They belong to the Anglo-Indians over the road.’
There was an enormous crash behind us.

‘And it would be nice if the roof was a bit stronger. Then the
peacocks wouldn’t keep falling through. I don’t mind during the
day, but I hate waking up at night to find a peacock in bed with
me.’

It was always slightly difficult to establish the truth about Norah
Nicholson. She claimed to be a great-niece of Brigadier General
John Nicholson, ‘the Lion of the Punjab’, who was killed in the
storming of Delhi in 1857 but who was still worshipped long after-
wards as a hero by the British and as a god by a Punjabi sect called
the Nikalsini.

Although the British High Commission quietly insisted that she
was an Anglo-Indian and so ineligible for automatic British citizen-
ship, Norah would have none of it. She maintained that she was a
full-blooded Englishwoman, was once a great friend of Lady
Mountbatten, and that she had briefly been the nanny of Rajiv and
Sanjay Gandhi. What was absolutely certain was that she had never
been to Britain, had no living relations there, and that in her old
age she had fallen on hard times in a quite spectacular manner.

In 1960 some bureaucratic tangle had led to her being thrown
out of her government lodgings and, as she would proudly tell you,
she had refused to pull any strings to save herself.

‘I am an Englishwoman with a little pride,” she would say. ‘I'm
not one of these people to take advantage and I never like to force
myself on anyone.’

She would gather herself up, and with a slight nod of her head
give you one of her knowing looks: ‘Nevertheless all my friends
did help. They clubbed together and bought me some tin sheets,
while dear Sir Robert, the High Commissioner, contributed some
plywood. Darling Indira [Gandhi] gave me a new tarpaulin. I had
such a lovely time putting it all together.

Norah was very independent, and hated above all to be patron-
ized. If ever you sounded over-concerned about her in the cold or
during a monsoon, she would quickly bring you up short.

‘Young man, I'll have you know that actually I have a very nice
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life here. It may get a little bit wet during the rains, but normally
it’s lovely to live out with my Creator and his creatures.” She would
point to the menagerie around her: ‘I have four dogs to look after
me and a fluctuating number of cats. I think there are twelve
at the moment. Then I've got my peahens, partridges and
babbler-birds . . .’

Only if you pressed her about the future would she eventually
admit to some anxieties.

‘My only fear is that they will throw me off my little plot. I've
been here twenty-four years and have applied for the land, but
they ignore me because I refuse to give them a bribe. The boy
wants my camera, but I'm damned if I'm going to pander to their
corruption. There is no law and order and still less justice since the
British left.’

‘Have they ever tried to evict you?’

‘They have a go every so often. In 1968 they came around and
I set the dogs on them. Then the following year they tried to make
me pay dog tax. They didn’t know that I spoke Hindustani and this
fellow — thought he was being so clever — said to his friend: “If she
doesn’t pay tomorrow we’ll come along and shoot the dogs.”

‘l waited until they had finished and then said, in Hindustani:
“If you try to shoot my dogs, you’ll have to shoot me first and
before you do that I'll have your throats cut and your bodies in
the Jumna . . .”” That was 1969 and no one has bothered me about
dog tax since.’

‘So you don’t have any bother with the authorities any more?’

‘Well there was one incident. In 1975, during the Emergency,
they were trying to clear up Delhi. All the dirty work was being
done by this nasty young Indian police captain. He was beating
people up and burning down their houses. Well, one day I was in
the queue for milk when the young officer came up and broke the
queue. [ was jolly well not going to put up with this. So I told
him that he should go to the back and that he had no right to
queue-barge.

‘All my neighbours were terrified. They said: ““This man will do
you in.” Anyway, the next day, just as they said, he came around
here. Those Anglo-Indians next door barricaded themselves into
their houses and turned off the lights. But I said: ““How are you?”
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and gave him a cup of tea and some Patience Strong tracts. They
were on Christianity and how to love people. After that he was
very nice to me and came back the following month for more
books. You see, William, it’s all in the way you approach people . . .’

I had this conversation with Norah in June 1984. When I
returned to Delhi five years later, I went straight up to her little
plot of land to look for her. But there was no sign of her and her
shack had been dismantled.

‘Are you looking for Norah?’ asked a voice from behind me.

I turned round. It was Norah’s Anglo-Indian neighbour.

‘Yes,” I said. “Where is she?’

‘She’s dead, I'm afraid,” he replied. ‘She’s been dead and buried
a while now. The monsoon before last.’

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘It was her cobra,” he said matter-of-factly. ‘He finally got her.
She’d given up trying to gas him out and had begun feeding him
bowls of milk.’

‘What?’

‘We all tried to reason with her, but she wouldn’t listen. She
kept repeating that cobras were God's creatures too.” The man
shrugged his shoulders. ‘We found her the next day. My wife went
over straight away because we knew something was up.’

‘How?’ I asked.

‘It was her dogs,” said the man. ‘They were howling like the end

of the world had come.’

Norah was dead, but that month as I explored the area around the
Residency, I found many other characters who seemed, like her,
to be bits of stranded flotsam left over from the Delhi of William
Fraser.

A little to the south of the Residency compound lay the old
Magazine, the British arsenal blown up in the Mutiny. Beside that,
tucked away off the main road, lay the original British cemetery. I
had expected the graveyard to be as dirty and neglected as the
Residency, but was surprised to find it spotlessly clean. It did not
take long to work out why. The graveyard had become a rather
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smart housing estate. The marble grave slabs were kept scrubbed
until they shone; the Palladian chamber tombs had been restored
and rebuilt. Washing was strung up between obelisks and television
aerials were attached to the higher crosses.

Many of the pavement-wallahs and jhuggi-dwellers in Delhi com-
plain of police protection rackets, so I asked one of the men in the
graveyard whether they had had any trouble.

‘Good heavens, no,” he replied in a clipped Anglo-Indian accent.
‘They can’t harm us. We're all Christians here.’

‘I am sorry,” I said, seeing that I had caused offence.

‘It’s our churchyard,” continued the man, straightening his tie.
‘The Andrews family has been here for three generations. These
Hindus don’t like Christian monuments so we are guarding it. You
will have tea?”

Tea was brought and we settled down on the grave of a British
auditor-general. A plate of Indian sweets and a wedding album was
brought out from beneath a slab.

‘Since I retired from the railways in 1985 I've turned my hand
to a little gardening,” continued Mr Andrews. ‘Now we try to
grow most of our own vegetables here. And that was my poultry
farm.’

He pointed at the marble cot at my feet, once the tomb of a
Colonel Nixon from County Tyrone. A makeshift wire mesh had
been strung from the corners, but the grave was empty of all
chickens.

‘We’ve eaten all the hens,” he explained, seeing my glance. ‘Now
I plan to keep fishes in there.’

Mr Andrews told us about his visit to Scotland with the 1948
All-India hockey team. He liked Inverness, he said, though he
thought it a little cold. Then he asked Olivia what we were do-
ing in Old Delhi. She explained about our trip to the Residency
and he tut-tutted when she mentioned about the neglect of the
building.

‘The trouble with these people,” he said, ‘is that they have no
sense of history.’

As we were talking, an amazingly chic woman stepped out of

one of the larger tombs and strutted past us, swinging her leather
shoulder bag.
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‘That’s my niece,” said Mr Andrews proudly. ‘She’s an estate

agent.’

We returned to our flat to find Mr Puri, wrapped up as if for the
Antarctic, berating Nickoo, his unfortunate Nepali servant. The two
of them were standing in the middle of the road near the house,
surrounded by a crowd of curious passers-by. Nickoo, it emerged,
had been taking Mr Puri on his daily constitutional when the old
man had suddenly begun raving:

MR PURI (waving his stick) This man’s a bloody scoundrel.
Nickoo I am good boy.

wp He’s a good boy, Mr Puri.

MR PURI Nonsense! He’s from the sweeper caste.

oLivia He’s still a good boy.

MR PURI Madam. We are kshatriyas. We are warriors. We fought
the British. We fought the Pathans. Now we fight the Hindus.

wD I'm sure there’s no need to fight Nickoo.

MR PURI No need! This sweeper is a bloody scoundrel! Take him
back to Britain with you! Let him look after your bloody mules!
wp But Mr Puri. I've told you before. I don’t have any mules. Here
or in England.

MR PURI Nonsense! All Britishers have mules. How else did you
Britishers defeat our great Sikh armies? How else did you come to

rule our India?

As December progressed, the mercury continued to sink. It was as
if a grey shadow had fallen over the town.

Although the winter temperatures were much warmer than
those at home in Scotland, the cold seemed every bit as severe
because the Delhi houses were so ill-equipped to deal with it.
Designed to fight the heat, they proved spectacularly useless at
fending off the cold. They never had central heating or open fires.
In our barsati, in the absence of radiators or a fireplace, we were
forced to go out and buy a great battery of bar heaters to keep
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ourselves warm. We kept them burning most of the day, and took
it in turns to replace the fuses when, as happened with exciting
frequency. Mrs Puri’s antiquated electrics blew up with a fantastic
blue flash.

Over at International Backside, Balvinder Singh decided it was
now too cold to shave in the mornings, and began to grow back
the beard he had shaved off in 1984. Punjab, his father, was
delighted. But because of the cold, we now saw rather less of our
friends than usual. In fact by mid-December, we began to consider
it rather a triumph if ever we succeeded in summoning a taxi from
International Backside, especially after sunset. In the hot season,
the night shift at the stand would always lie out under the stars on
their charpoys. Unable to sleep, they would appear at our door
within minutes of us ringing for them. But in winter Balvinder
and his brothers retreated into their taxis, under mountains of old
blankets, and greatly disliked answering the telephone which lay
outside, six freezing feet away in the taxi-stand tent. On the rare
occasions we did manage to rouse one of the brothers that winter,
we were treated to a ride in a taxi sweetly scented with sleeping
Sikh.

On those winter nights, Delhi took on an eerily deserted aspect.
Occasionally there would be a chowkidar outside some rich man’s
house, wrapped and muffled as if on the Retreat from Moscow.
Otherwise, as the milky-white fog swirled through the avenues of
the city, you would see only ghostly herds of cows patrolling the
broad boulevards. Turning a corner, the coils of mist would sud-
denly part to reveal forty or fifty head of cattle, their eyes shining
red in the taxi headlights, plodding resolutely north in a long line.

During his first winter in Delhi, Aleck Fraser was also surprised
by the temperature. ‘It is now the cold weather,” he wrote home
on 3 January 1811. ‘So cold that I am glad to be in my bed until
8 a.m. in the morning .. ." (this from a man who usually rose at
five-thirty).

Aleck had moved in with his elder brother William, and was now
living surrounded by William’s vast household, supplemented at
any moment by crowds of petitioners and favour-seekers. Aleck’s
letters frequently express his impatience with the number of people
milling around his house: ‘[I am writing this letter] in a room
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like a thoroughfare; a dozen people and half a dozen languages
resounding in my ear all the time . . . Willie has not since my arrival
been for one hour free from the interruptions of natives . . . From
morning until night he is troubled by these tiresome visits and

forced to keep up a conversation ... the weather, personal and
mutual flattery, perhaps horses and cattle make up the common
subjects.’

Not only was the house packed with William’s curious retinue;
it was also unconventionally furnished.

‘William’s room was a curiosity,” wrote James Fraser when he
visited the house in 1815, ‘tygres skins, caps of tygres heads, saddle
cloths of ditto, quantities of saddlery, matchlocks, bows and arrows,
quivers, belts, armours, guncases . . . Persian books and Indian curi-
osities of all sorts filled up the place. I shall certainly seize hold of
some of these things and convey them from India to Inverness.’

Much of the clutter did make it back to Moniack, including
William'’s extraordinary collection of Mughal weaponry. But as I
read James’s description, I realized that I had no idea where the
strange bungalow had stood and whether, like the Residency, any-
thing of it had survived. Searching again through my copies of the
Fraser correspondence, I eventually found the answer to the first
question in a letter of Aleck’s in which he quite accurately sketches
the whereabouts of the house:

‘It is now nine o’clock evening, and I am sitting by a fine fire in
our house, on the bank of a branch of the Jumna. The main branch
is within sight of the windows; and beyond it stretch the plains of
the Doab. A little down the river, or rather this little branch of it,
lies the grand palace of Shah Jehan, and across the stream, connec-
ted by a bridge (a very fine one) the frowning Bastille of Dehli,
called Selim Gurh.’

Piecing together details from several different letters, it was poss-
ible to pinpoint pretty accurately where the house must have stood.
Marking the area on a map of Old Delhi, I got Balvinder Singh to
drive me slowly up along the Ring Road, which today follows the
old course of the river. We passed the salmon-coloured curtain wall
of the Red Fort and curved around the great bastions of Selim Gurh.
We crossed under the British railway bridge which replaced the
earlier Mughal structure described by Aleck. The road led on, past
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the remains of the British Residency and continued along the line
of the ramparts for another three or four minutes. Then, quite
suddenly, I saw what I knew immediately must be the building.

It stood high above the city walls, now partially obscured by a
recent flyover, a single-storey bungalow of exactly the right period.
The building now supported a curious melon-shaped dome which
even from a distance looked like a later addition. Far below, on the
wall beneath the ramparts, you could see the blocked-up arch of
the old water gate. Through this the occupants would once have
been able to reach their own jetty on the Jumna, and from there
take a barge downstream to the Red Fort or beyond to Agra and
the Taj. Turning left through the old city walls we soon found the
bungalow down a lane near St James’s Church. So far everything
had proved deliciously easy. This being Delhi, I knew the state of
affairs could not continue. It didn’t.

As a notice at the gate prominently announced, the bungalow
was now the Office of the Chief Engineer of the Northern Railways
Board (Construction Department), Government of India. Presum-
ably suspecting me of being a Pakistani agent intent on sabotage -
the famous Foreign Hand invoked by Indian politicians to explain
all manner of Indian disasters from train crashes and burst water
mains to late monsoons and lost test matches — the heavily armed
guards at the gate refused even to let me set foot within the gates.
It took an entirely separate visit the following evening as the Chief
Engineer was leaving his office before I was able to ambush Mr Raj
Prashad and arrange a third visit when Olivia and I were (finally)
to be allowed to see inside the premises.

At the time arranged, we turned up at the now familiar gates.
In our hands we held our written invitation from Mr Prashad. The
guards grudgingly escorted us — at gunpoint — down the drive. As
we drew near, we were able to take in the house properly for the
first time. Two entirely separate structures seemed to have been
joined together to form the building as it stood today.

In the first block, a porte-cochére gave on to a low rectangular
building flanked by four octagonal corner turrets. Although much
altered in a late Victorian Indo-Saracenic style — perhaps after dam-
age in the Indian Mutiny - the building seemed originally to have
been a gatehouse. Then came the later dome chamber. Beyond that
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stood the second and larger of the two original structures, the Fraser
bungalow, with its bow-fronted veranda facing back on to the
Jumna waterfront. It was here that Aleck must have sat looking
down the river, smoking his hookah while he scribbled the letters
I had read in Moniack.

After we had toured the building, we sat in Mr Prashad’s office
sipping sweet Indian tea and discussing the merits of the ‘famous
Railway Engineering Institute of Watford’, where Mr Prashad had
once attended a course. During our conversation, it emerged that
Mr Prashad had actually been responsible for saving the house from
destruction ten years previously. After some bad subsidence, the
department had been ordered to destroy Fraser’s house and build
a modern office block on the site. Mr Prashad had persuaded his
superiors to keep the existing building, but the most difficult part
of the whole business, he maintained, had been getting the authori-
ties to spend money to save and restore the old basement which
was causing the subsidence in the first place.

Several ideas clicked into place. When I had first read through
the Fraser correspondence, I had noticed that the letters — generally
full of observations about the passage of the seasons — were curi-
ously mute about the terrible heat inside Delhi houses during the
summer. From my own experience of the hot season, I knew this
to be an extraordinary omission. Even with the use of an electric
ceiling fan, the Delhi summer is pure torture; it is inevitably the
first thing every letter writer mentions when he puts pen to paper.
How could William and Aleck have written as they did, I had won-
dered, unless like the Mughals, they had built themselves a tykhana
(underground cool room) to keep themselves sane? In one letter
Aleck ambiguously remarks how in the hot season it is best to
spend as much time as possible inside ‘a cool house’. By this did
he mean a tykhana? And was it possible that the basement described
by Mr Prashad was the remains of such a structure?

Mr Prashad pressed a bell on his old mahogany desk and a few
minutes later an old moustachioed janitor appeared, furiously
clanking a ringful of keys. He led us outside to a small wooden
shed with a corrugated iron roof, like a sentry box or an outdoor
lavatory. The janitor turned the key in the lock; the door swung
open to reveal a steep flight of steps disappearing deep down into
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the ground. He turned on his flashlight and led the way into the
darkness. The steps were narrow, damp and slippery. Water dripped
from the ceiling, generating soft growths of strange yellow lichens
on the steps and on the walls. The temperature sank lower, and |
began to regret that I had not wrapped up more warmly.

The plaster on the walls had long since flaked off, and as we
descended you could see that the brickwork was changing. The
large and solid British bricks which indicated Residency-period
work gave way to the smaller and more delicate bricks favoured
by Mughal builders. Within a few seconds of reaching the bottom
the janitor’s flashlight fell on a moulding that was unmistakably of
Shah Jehan’s period.

The underground passage reached a T-junction. Bowing our
heads under a low, cusped Mughal arch, we entered an anteroom
which in turn led into a large, echoing underground chamber. The
air was old and used and smelt of damp rot. Roots spiralled down
from the roof like curvilinear stalactites. It was pitch dark, but as
the flashlight passed over the walls you could see that its surface
was decorated with beautiful ogee-shaped arched niches. Although
it was difficult to see clearly, in some of the arches you could faintly
make out traces of Mughal murals, perhaps originally of flowers
inside filigree vases.

We picked our way through the puddles to the far end of the
room, stepping carefully to avoid any lurking snakes. Here a passage
led off to two further shallow-domed chambers of identical size
and shape. The only sound in the whole underground complex was
our own breathing and the echoing drip-drip-drip of falling water.
When we spoke, we found ourselves whispering as if in a church,
or a graveyard.

We retraced our way back to the steps and took a left turn. The
vaulted passageway led on ten feet, then split in three directions.
One route headed off east in the direction of the Jumna waterfront,
presumably to the blocked-up water gate we had seen from the
road. Another headed off west as if to run under St James’s Church.
The third headed south, in the direction of the Red Fort. All three
underground passages had been walled up during the recent ‘restor-
ation’, a precaution, Mr Prasad later explained, against ‘the ever-
present terrorist threat’.
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It took little research to work out what we had stumbled across.
The ‘basement’ Mr Prasad had saved from destruction seems in fact
to have been the largest and best preserved Mughal tykhana to have
survived in Delhi up to the present day; it is also perhaps the most
important piece of domestic architecture from Shah Jehan’s Delhi
to have survived anywhere outside the Red Fort. Yet, as my
enquiries soon made clear, no one apart from the Railway Engineer-
ing Department seemed to be aware of its existence.

But what was a seventeenth-century Mughal tykhana doing
under Fraser’s house in the first place? According to the records,
the Jumna waterfront near the Kashmiri Gate was known in the
1650s to have been the site of the palace of Ali Mardan Khan, Shah
Jehan’s senior general and one of the most important omrahs in
the Mughal Empire at the peak of its power. In 1803, when the
British first came to Delhi, just as the Resident was given the
remains of the Palace of Dara Shukoh, so — although it is not
recorded in any of the sources — the Deputy Resident must have
been given the palace of Ali Mardan Khan, the crumbling remains
of the next most important property in Shahjehanabad. But rather
than building his house around the shell of the old Mughal struc-
ture as Ochterlony had done, Fraser seems to have made a clean
break with the past and razed the ruins of Ali Mardan Khan's
palace, preserving only the vast tykhana which ran underneath it.
In the course of Mr Prashad’s restoration, much of the marble was
covered with concrete while steel girders were raised to prop up
some of the arches. Yet it is still easy to see how the subterranean
chambers must once have been cool and inviting, especially during
the terrible heat of midsummer.

Yet perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the whole affair is the
matter of the three vaulted passages leading away from the tykhana.
Delhi is alive with legends of secret passages — there are old wives’
tales of underground ways linking Feroz Shah Kotla with the Ridge
and of others passing from under the Qutab Minar to Tughlukabad
— but the passages underneath Fraser’s House are, as far as I know,
the first substantial remains of anything of this sort to have come to
light.

Was the passage heading towards the Red Fort some sort of
Imperial Mughal escape route linking the royal apartments in the
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Fort, the library of Dara Shukoh and the palace of Ali Mardan
Khan? Did the branch heading off underneath St James’s Church
pass outside the city walls to safety? Or did the passages merely
lead to other now lost suites of rooms in the tykhana? This last
option seems the least likely explanation because, according to Mr
Prashad, the narrow vaulted passages extended on underground as
far as any of his workmen had dared to follow them.

Today the passages are only blocked with a small plug of concrete;
it should not be difficult to remove that plug and investigate what
lies beyond. The problem would be to motivate India’s impover-
ished and bureaucratic Archaeological Survey to take an interest
in the matter. As Mr Prashad explained when we were leaving:
‘You see actually in India today no one is thinking too much about
these old historical places. India is a developing country. Our people
are looking to the future only.’

»

Facing the entrance gates of William Fraser’s bungalow, directly
across what was then an open park, stood the haveli of Colonel
James Skinner, the legendary founder of Skinner’s Horse. Like Och-
terlony, Skinner had received a title from the Mogul Emperor:
Nasir-ud-Dowlah Colonel James Skinner Bahadur Ghalib Jang.
Nevertheless, Skinner was always known to Delhi-wallahs simply
as Sikander Sahib: to the people of the capital he was a reincar-
nation of Alexander the Great.

Skinner’s irregular cavalry — into which William’s personal army
was eventually absorbed — enabled the East India Company to
secure great chunks of North India for the Union Jack. With their
scarlet turbans, silver-edged girdles, black shields and bright yellow
tunics, Skinner’s cavalrymen were, according to Bishop Heber, ‘the
most showy and picturesque cavaliers 1 have seen’. Moreover,
another contemporary wrote that they were ‘reckoned, by all the
English in this part of the country, [to be] the most useful and
trusty, as well as the boldest body of men in India.’

But Skinner was more than some starchy military caricature: he
was also an engaging companion, an entertaining conversationalist,
a builder of churches, temples and mosques, and the host of some
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of the most magnificent nautches ever held in the Indian capital.
‘I have seldom met a man who on so short an acquaintance gained
so much on the heart and goodwill as this man,” wrote James Fraser
soon after their first meeting in 1815. ‘He has seen a great deal and
run many risks and consequently has much anecdote and many
adventures to relate . . . yet there is the most total absence of all
affectation, pretention, pride or vanity.’

Skinner and William Fraser were best friends, business partners
and brothers-in-arms. Fraser became the second-in-command of
Skinner’s Horse while Skinner joined Fraser and another Mughal
nobleman, Ahmed Baksh Khan, in a partnership which imported
stallions from Afghanistan and TransOxiana for sale in the Delhi
bazaars. The ruins of the stud farm which Skinner built for the
business, complete with its wonderful baroque gatehouse - all
fluted columns and Corinthian capitals — still survive two miles to
the south of Skinner’s country estate at Hansi, north-west of Delhi.

In the National Army Museum in London there is a picture of
Skinner and Fraser, the latter heavily bearded, sitting side by side
on their favourite chargers. They are dressed in full regimental
doublet and busby; behind them Skinner’s Horse can be seen per-
forming complicated training exercises in the Hansi plains. These
same exercises greatly impressed James Fraser when he saw them
being performed on the outskirts of Delhi in 1815.

This morning we went out to see Skinner’s Horse practice
their matchlocks at full speed — and as no bottle was forth-
coming I put down my hat to be fired at and consequently
got several shot holes in it, which has made it worse than
it was . . . The practice was really wonderful . . . these men
have been known not uncommonly to shoot a hare coming
at them at speed . . . [They have] galloped along with her
[the hare] and loaded their guns [on horseback] and killed
her. This really is having command of seat, hand and eye.

But even more entertaining than watching Skinner’s Horse was
chatting with Skinner himself. As James recorded in his diary later
the same week:

Skinner arrived and afterwards we had a dish of the usual
conversation relating battles and sieges and accidents . ..



Skinner is really an enchanting fellow, and the number of
anecdotes he has, and the knowledge which may be
obtained of native manners and character, is very great . . .
Skinner, Ferguson and I practised with the Bow and Arrow
— at which the former excels; afterwards we all dined
together.

Skinner’s father, the Scottish mercenary Hercules Skinner, was the
son of a former Provost of Montrose. When James Skinner raised
his cavalry regiment he had the Skinner clan emblem - the bloody
hand - tattooed on the bellies of his Hindu recruits. But Skinner
had Indian as well as Scottish blood in his veins; his mother was a
Rajput princess (known to her Scottish in-laws as Jeannie), and
according to Fraser, in his looks Skinner was ‘quite a Moor, not a
negro, but a Desdemona Moor, a Moor of Venice'. It was this mixed
racial inheritance that determined Skinner’s career.

By 1792 it had already become impossible for anyone with even
one Indian parent to receive a commission in the East India Com-
pany army. So, although he had been brought up in an English
school in British Calcutta, the eighteen-year-old James Skinner was
forced to leave westernized Bengal and accept service in the army
of the Company’s principal rivals in India.

During the course of the eighteenth century, the Hindu Mahratta
confederacy had extended its power over much of the subcontinent,
from the fastness of the Deccan to the borders of the fertile Punjab.
One reason for the Mahrattas’ success had been their skilful use of
European and Eurasian mercenaries. Skinner was quickly wel-
comed into their ranks and before long was even permitted to raise
his own irregular cavalry force.

For seven years he fought a series of battles in Rajasthan and
Haryana using military techniques that were virtually unchanged
since mediaeval times. Although one of Skinner’s cousins was, at
the same time, founding the modern Bombay Chamber of Com-
merce, two hundred miles away in the deserts of North-West India,
the rhythms of warfare followed much the same course as they did
in the campaigns depicted in the miniatures of the great Mughal
manuscripts: sieges of Chittor and the vast forts of Rajputana were
interspersed with intrigues, ambushes and charges of heavily
armoured cavalry.
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Reading Skinner’s Military Memoirs, you sometimes become con-
fused as to which century Skinner is describing. One of Skinner’s
typical anecdotes relates how, in the Battle of Malpura, his regiment
managed to kill the richly caparisoned war elephant of the Mah-
araja of Jaipur. Seeing this the Maharajah’s massed troops fled in
panic, leaving Skinner’s Horse to plunder the camp. ‘I marched
into the encampment,” wrote Skinner. ‘It was the largest and best I
had ever seen but was totally deserted. Here were the most beautiful
tents, and large bazaars, filled with everything imaginable . . . The
Rajah’s wooden bungalow was covered with embroidery and crim-
son velvet. I entered and saw nothing but gold and silver.” The
scene has echoes of the Crusades; yet the setting is the nineteenth,
not the twelfth century.

Skinner’s spectacular career in the ranks of the Mahrattas was,
however, brought to an abrupt close. In 1803 the great Confederacy
prepared to take on the British. Despite their proven loyalty, Skin-
ner and the other Anglo-Indians in the Mahrattas’ service were
summarily dismissed and given only twenty-four hours to quit
Mahratta territory. Just as Skinner’s mixed blood had barred him
from the Company army, so the same disability came to block his
career in the ranks of their rivals; his birth acted, as James Fraser
put it, ‘like a two-edged blade, made to cut both ways against him'’.
Although Skinner’s Horse was still ineligible to join the British
army, Lord Lake, the British Commander in North India, eventually
permitted the troop to fight as an irregular unit under the Company
flag. Their job was to act as mounted guerrillas: to scout ahead of
the main force; to harass a retreating enemy; to cut supply lines
and to perform covert operations behind Mahratta lines.

In the years that followed there were several humiliating rebuffs
by the British establishment: Skinner’s estates, given to him by the
Mahrattas, were revoked; his pay and rank were limited; the size
of his regiment cut by a third. It was only much later, after a
series of astonishing victories over the Sikhs and the Gurkhas, that
Skinner’s Horse was officially absorbed into the Company army
and Skinner made a Lieutenant Colonel and a Companion of the
Bath.

William Fraser remained the regiment’s second-in-command,
and appropriately it was William'’s brother James who edited and
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translated (from their original Persian) Skinner’s Military Memoirs.
James also looked after Skinner’s children in the holidays when
they came to Edinburgh to receive their education. Yet even here
Skinner was to be humiliated. On his return home James married
his cousin, Jane Tytler. Brought up entirely in Scotland, Jane had
no love for or interest in India and she certainly did not want her
house full of Skinner’s ‘half-castes’.

The message got back to Delhi. In his last letter to Moniack,
Skinner thanked his friend for looking after his ‘poor black chil-
dren’, but adds that James should not go to see them again as he
knew James’s wife harboured ‘a great aversion to children of that
description’. Seeking comfort in religion, Skinner wrote that he
could now only trust in ‘Him who gave them birth, where I hope
black or white will not make much difference before His presence.’

Even in the home of his closest friend, Skinner was unable to
escape the growing colour prejudice of the British.

»

In the Spanish Americas it was military heroes of mixed Indian and
colonial parentage — men like Bolivar — who came to dominate
and rule the colonies. But India was different. As Skinner’s career
demonstrated, Hindus and British were both too proud of their
blood for ‘half-castes’ ever to be really successful. As the nineteenth
century progressed, such horrible prejudice only increased. Any
hint of ‘black blood’” brought out the worst of Victorian bigotry,
and in Delhi, Skinner’s children became the butt of snide British
jokes.

‘The whole [Skinner] family was a marvellous revelation to any-
one fresh from England,” wrote Emily Bayley sometime in the
1870s. ‘[They] were very dark in complexion and spoke English
with an extraordinary accent . . . although they looked upon them-
selves as English people and held a prominent position in Delhi
society, they had very little education and were more native than
English in their ways . ..

‘[Joe Skinner] was a marvellous creation . .. his visiting dress
consisted of a green coat with gilt buttons, claret coloured trousers,
patent leather boots, white waistcoat and necktie. He always carried
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a gold-mounted Malacca cane and talked of the time when he was
in the Guards, though he has never been out of India ... [His}]
children are named after the Royal Family, but are all black.’

The Skinners remained in Delhi, filling first the pews, then the
graveyard of St James's, the great mustard-coloured church which
Sikander Sahib built late in his life next to his haveli in
Shahjehanabad.

The Skinners at least had some place in Delhi society, but year
by year things only became more difficult for most other Anglo-
Indians. Increasingly they came to suffer the worst racial prejudices
of both Indians and British: the Indians refused to mix with them;
and despite their fierce and unwavering loyalty to the Union Jack,
the English rigidly excluded them from their clubs and drawing-
rooms. Behind their backs they were cruelly ridiculed as ‘chee-
chees’, ‘Blackie Whities’ or ‘Chutney Marys’. They were given the
railways and the telegraphs to look after and achieved some modest
prosperity, but they remained effectively ostracized by both rulers
and ruled. As Independence approached, an idea was mooted for
an Eurasian homeland — a kind of Anglo-Indian Israel — in the
Chote Nagpur hills in southern Bihar; but the scheme never came
to anything and MacLuskie Ganj, the putative Tel Aviv of the home-
land, today lies desolate and impoverished, little more than a run-
down and outsize old folks’ home.

Realizing there was no longer any secure place for them in India,
the Anglo-Indians emigrated en masse. Some 25,000 made new
homes in America, Canada and Australia, where their hockey team,
the Harlequins, gained brief celebrity. Many more emigrated to
England. There, ‘back home’, their distinct character became lost
in the post-war melting pot; some, like Engelbert Humperdinck
(born Gerald Dorsey from Madras) and Cliff Richard (born Harry
Webb, the son of an Anglo-Indian train driver from Lucknow)
became famous — though not until they had thrown away their old
names and identities like a set of unwanted and unfashionable
clothes.

The rump who had remained in India - the optimistic, the old
or the nostalgic — stayed on in the face of some Indian resentment,
and an increasing degree of poverty. The younger generation,
especially the girls, tended to intermarry and were able to blend
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St James’s Church

in; but others, particularly the older ones, found it hard to change
their ways.

I heard about two households of retired Anglo-Indians in Old
Delhi. As chance would have it, their bungalows lay in a small
back street only a stone’s throw away from the site of the great
neo-classical mansion Skinner built for himself during the twilight
of the Mughals, the Anglo-Indian’s forgotten heyday.

»

‘It was the lavatories that did it. They were the final straw.’

‘That’s right. The lavatories.’

‘They put in Indian ones.’

‘His daughter and my son. Our own children.’

‘You’ve got to draw the line somewhere.’

‘That you have.’

‘There’s not one of those Indian lavatories you can sit on
properly.’

‘And one thing I'll never do is squat on my haunches.’

‘Never.’
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‘Not on my haunches.’

‘You’ve got to draw the line somewhere.’

Henry Smith and Bert Brown were sitting outside on Mr Brown'’s
veranda when I went to see them. Despite the incipient evening
chill, they were both sipping cold ginger beer. Mr Brown made it
himself, with a Boots kit brought back by his son Thomas from a
trip to England.

Mr Smith and Mr Brown are related now, by marriage: Mr
Smith’s Thomas is married to Mr Brown’s Edith. Driven out by
their children’s plumbing, they have taken shelter side by side in
two old-fashioned English-style bungalows. During the day they
tend their gardens, pruning their roses and straightening the holly-
hocks. Each evening they meet for a drink on Mr Brown'’s veranda.
There they talk about the steam trains they used to drive between
Lucknow and Calcutta.

‘I always say you can’t beat a train for seeing a country,’ said Mr
Jones removing his heavy black glasses and cleaning them on the
bottom edge of his shirt.

‘Aye, that’s right,” agreed Mr Smith. ‘Up on the fender. There’s
nothing like it.’

‘It was a good healthy life on the railways. Plenty of fresh air.’

‘Have you visited the Taj Mahal?’ asked Mr Smith turning to me.
‘That’s a lovely place, the Taj Mahal.’

‘Up on the fender you get to know a place,’ continued Mr Brown.

‘The languages,” said Mr Smith, ‘the people, the habits . . .’

‘And they’re a fascinating people, the Indians. I'll say that for
them.’

‘I've always had friendly relations with them, mind. It’s their
country. That’s what my father always used to say.’

‘That’s right. The Indians are a nice people. Provided you treat
them as human beings.’

‘Treat them as you would expect to be treated. That’s my motto.’

‘But they never could drive trains, in my experience. Those new
diesel ones perhaps. But not the old steam trains.’

‘A bit too laz . . . sleepy, some of them Indian drivers. With all
due respect.’

‘You have to be awake on a steam train.’

‘Always something to do. Never time to be idle.’
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‘That's where we came in. The Anglo-Indians. The locomotives
were our responsibility. If anything went wrong we could mend it.
Do it up and get it moving.’

I asked Mr Smith and Mr Brown whether they had ever wanted
to emigrate, but they both shook their heads.

‘My brothers are both in England,” said Mr Smith. ‘The eldest
went in 1953 and the youngest followed in ’63. Still I said: “No. I
am not going.”"”’

‘But if your brothers have all gone . . .’

‘This is my home,” said Mr Smith. ‘I grew up here. I'm happier
here than what I would’ve been had I gone anywhere foreign.’

‘Do the Indians accept that this is your home?’

‘Sometimes the people this side are inclined to be a bit rough,’
said Mr Brown. ‘They never tell us: ““Go back home to England.”
They’re just not always that friendly.’

‘There’s this fellah in the market gets nasty sometimes,” said Mr
Smith. T just say: "“My roots are deeper here than what yours are.
Don’t look at my skin. Look at my heart.”’

‘That shuts them up,” said Mr Brown, chuckling. ‘Oooh. That
shuts them up good and proper.’

‘You see we’re not Britishers,” said Mr Smith. ‘We’re something
different.’

‘Of course we sing the British songs: Daisy Daisy . ..

‘... Apple Blossom Time. ..’

‘... When Irish Eyes are Smiling . . .’

‘...Bless Them All..

‘All the old songs. And we wear the English clothes. Speak the
English language. But we're different. England’s not our home . . ./

‘... though our people have done very well for themselves over
there,” added Mr Smith proudly. ‘Done better in their exams than
the English, some of them.’

‘And then there’s that Clifford Richards from Lucknow. Very
popular singer at the moment I'm told.’

‘Tknew his uncle,” said Mr Smith. ‘Old Pete Webb. A very spiritual
man he was. Knew the Bible like he’d written it himself.’

As we were talking, Mr Brown spotted a large rhesus monkey
moving stealthily towards the fruit bowl on the table between us.

‘Get on! Out! Bloody animal.’
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Mr Smith heaved himself up from his chair and threw a pebble
at the intruder. The monkey loped off, into Mr Brown'’s hollyhocks.

‘Never trust a monkey. That’s what my father used to say.’

1t’s because of that Hindu temple down the road,” explained Mr
Brown. ‘They’ve started giving their monkeys bananas. Now they
all want them.’

‘He’s coming back. This fellah’s after something. He’s after these
plantains.’

‘In British times they used to export the monkeys for laboratory
experiments,” said Mr Brown with a sigh. ‘But they worship them

now.’

Marion and Joe Fowler live in a similar bungalow nearby. They
have a front room and a back room, and in the back room stand
their two single beds, side by side. On the wall above, hanging from
a peg, is a picture of the Queen from The Royal Family Calendar
of 1977. Marion sat in the front room in a canary yellow dress
clearly modelled on that of her sovereign.

‘We got that calendar from UK,’ said Marion. ‘On our visit.’

‘Very picturesque is England,’ said Joe. ‘It was our first visit, but
we both felt quite at home there.’

‘They eat all the food we like. All the recipes we were taught by
our parents.’

‘Steaks.’

‘Old English stew.’

‘Mixed fruit pudding. Apple crumble.’

‘None of this curry and rice.’

‘The dish I like is that Kentucky Fried Chicken,’ said Joe Fowler.
‘It’s a very popular dish over there, that Kentucky Fried Chicken
is. A delightful dish.’

‘And the shops! Ooh! They’ve got everything in the shops in
England. Even special food for diabetics . . .’

‘A diabetic is our Marion.’

. Diabetic jam. And a variety of diabetic chocolates with soft
and hard centres.’

We talked about their visit to the promised land. Joe and Marion'’s
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eldest daughter Elizabeth moved there in 1973 (‘although of course
we called her Betty in those days’). Now she was living in a
detached house in Surrey. Two years previously, when she had
saved up enough, Elizabeth sent her parents a return ticket with
British Airways.

‘They treat everyone the same in England. Not like here.’

‘Of course we expected it to be a nice place. A little drizzle and
rain perhaps but . . . nice.’

‘Ye oldy England. That’s what they called it in the brochure.’

‘But to be honest with you we were a bit surprised to see so
many Indians there. After we had our visas refused twice.’

‘The second time we applied for citizenship we really thought
we’d make it. We were fully prepared to go. Then we had to unpack
all over again.’

‘All her people and all my people are over there. But when we
applied they said: ““No. You're Indians. You have to stay here.”’

‘It was that Mrs Thatcher. She never liked the Anglo-Indians.
She made it very hard for us. All her rules and regulations.’

‘Colour prejudice. That’s what it was. Colour prejudice pure and
simple.’

‘Yet she let the Indians in.’

‘We did feel it about the Indians,” said Marion. ‘There weren’t
so many in Stratford on Avon. Or in Surrey. But in London! There’s
more of them on that London Underground than there are in
Delhi.’

‘When we saw that we felt very let down. They played us dirty,
the British. I don’t mind saying that.’

‘After they left in 1947 it became very hard for us.’

‘It was impossible to find a job. If you did go for a job the Indians
would put some high degree of obstacle in your way. We lost all
the high positions in the posts and the telegraphs.’

‘And the railways.’

‘Our status went down. Right down.’

‘They should have made provisions for us. We’d served them all
our days.’

‘We ran their railways and their mines. We sang in their canteens.
You've probably never heard of Tony Brent, the singer?’

‘I don’t think so.”
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‘You’d be too young,’ said Marion. ‘Tony Brent: “The Singing
Engineer”’ they called him. He had a wonderful voice, Tony Brent
did. He was one of our boys — from Bombay.’

‘Very popular was Tony Brent.’

‘And handsome! I'd say. Used to give me quite a flutter when I
was a girl at Kolar Gold Fields.’

‘1 was in the Auxiliary Force — like the TA,’ said Joe, changing the
subject. ‘Served the British for forty years. A loyal citizen of Her Maj-
esty. Never sympathized with the Congress. Not for one day.’

‘And then they give them Indians the visas to run all those ruddy
grocery stores — and tell us we must stay here. It doesn’t seem just.’

Outside darkness had fallen. Joe turned on the bedside light. It
was suddenly very cold.

‘It was born and bred in us that the British Empire would last
for ever. They promised us that they would stay.’

‘It was quite a shock in 1947 when they suddenly said they would
hand over to the Indians. We never thought they’d do that.’

‘Them Indians should have got their freedom. I'm not saying
they shouldn’t. They were giving freedom to all sorts of countries.
But before the British went, they should have made sure that there
was some sort of guarantee we’d be looked after.’

‘After they went, the young all emigrated .. .’

‘...to Australia mostly ...’

‘...and the UK.

A long silence followed. Somewhere a clock chimed, Big Ben
chimes. I got up; Joe saw me out.

‘I still worry for Marion,” he said as we stood by the taxi. ‘When
I die I don’t know what will happen to her. She’s twenty years
younger than me. She’ll be left on her own. She doesn’t know a
word of any Indian language.’ He shrugged his shoulders, helpless.

We shook hands. As I got back into Balvinder Singh’s taxi, Joe
saluted his old Auxiliary Force salute.

‘Long live Her Majesty the Queen,’ said Joe.

The taxi pulled away. In the car’s headlights, I could see the
nightjars swooping down after the moths.

»
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During the 1830s and 1840s the new increasingly racist and puri-
tanical attitudes which had made Skinner’s life so painful were
beginning to spread. The world which William Fraser and Ochter-
lony knew — the world of the Scottish Nawabs with their Indian
harems and Mughal wardrobes — was passing.

If Ochterlony symbolized the beginning of the period, so Sir
Thomas Metcalfe (the nephew of William’s old enemy Sir Charles
Metcalfe) represented its close. A fastidious Englishman, he would
have blanched at even the thought of a ‘native’ mistress. Indeed
so refined were his feelings, according to his daughter Emily Bayley,
that he could not bear to see women eat cheese. Moreover he
believed that if the fair sex insisted on eating oranges or mangoes,
they should at least do so in the privacy of their own bathrooms.

He would never have dreamt of dressing as Ochterlony had.
Instead, he arranged that his London tailors, Pulford of St James's
Street, should regularly send out to Delhi a chest of sober but
fashionable English clothes. A trunk of the latest English books was
likewise dispatched twice every year. His one concession to Indian
taste was to smoke a silver hookah. This he did every day after
breakfast, for exactly thirty minutes. If ever one of his servants
failed to perform properly and efficiently his appointed duty, Met-
calfe would call for a pair of white kid gloves. These he would pick
up from their silver salver and pull on over his long white fingers.
Then, ‘with solemn dignity’, having lectured the servant on his
failing, he ‘proceeded to pinch gently but firmly the ear of the
culprit, and then let him go — a reprimand that was entirely effi-
cacious’.

As the nineteenth century progressed, Delhi gradually began to
fill with stiff-lipped English families whose attitudes and prejudices
mirrored those of Sir Thomas. Passing through the city in 1838,
Fanny Eden, sister of the Governor-General Lord Auckland,
described the European community as undistinguished ‘in any way,
except perhaps that the female part of it are addicted to black mit-
tens of their own making, with large brassy-looking bracelets over
them’. Although Fraser was fond of remarking that these people
‘had no rational conversation’ he did every so often dine at the
Residency, and very occasionally managed to find there a stimulat-
ing companion.
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The most interesting was certainly Lady Hood, an aristocratic
tomboy whom Fraser had taken lion-hunting in 1814. Fraser’s let-
ters to Lady Hood are a strange testament to his odd mixture of
machismo and donnishness. In one letter of 1817, having boasted
of his hunting prowess (‘I have killed seven lions lately, five with
the spear’), Fraser goes on to discuss his somewhat idiosyncratic
personal faith. His beliefs seem to have had as much in common
with Hinduism as they did with Christianity; certainly, he appears
to have dropped conventional monotheism in favour of a more
universal metaphysical philosophy.

The mid-nineteenth century was the Golden Age of starched
evangelicalism, and unorthodox beliefs such as Fraser’s, however
unformed, were neither general nor popular; people like Lady Hood
who could appreciate such enquiring open-mindedness were rare.
It must have been partly this intellectual isolation that led Fraser
to sink into bouts of depression; and increasingly his letters home
were filled with thick fogs of gloom and homesickness. ‘Fifteen
years in India is equal to twenty five in Europe’, he wrote from
Hansi in 1817. ‘Indian scenes and subjects get gradually stale . . .
war and politics are both very near their end and India proves daily
less interesting . . . I think there is much greater chance of getting
buried than married in India.’

Nor can Fraser’'s mood have been improved by what appears to
have been an embarrassing bout of gonorrhoea. There is only one
reference to this affliction in the Moniack archive, but the message
seems pretty unambiguous. In a letter addressed to William, one
of his colleagues remarks: ‘I do not understand what kind of a
affliction of the loins you can have to render mercury beneficial.
You have, I dare say, been flourishing your genitals over and above
that which nature requires . . ."

But much more serious for William’s mental health were the
series of family tragedies that befell him after he had been living
in Delhi for some ten years.

In the hot July of 1812, the fourth of the Fraser brothers, Edward,
arrived in Dethi and promptly moved in with William and Aleck.
He had been there only a few weeks when he began to show
symptoms of unusual listlessness. It was Aleck who first noticed
that something was wrong. ‘Towards the end of August,” he wrote
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in his logbook, ‘I began to be uneasy at observing a certain languor
in him which rendered him indifferent to the little excursions of
curiosity and pleasure that were sometimes proposed ... I grew
more and more uneasy, and being regularly all day absent at the
court used to be in the evenings sometimes struck with the lassitude
that appeared in Edward. He omitted his morning exercise — and
addicted himself to sedentary amusements . . . music, with a little
reading.’

One day in early September, Edward was in the bungalow garden
overlooking the Jumna, lazily pruning the orange trees. William
was away bathing at the ghats two miles upstream; Aleck was busy
with his legal work inside the house: ‘I was suddenly alarmed by
a servant who told me Edward was spitting blood. Running out I
found that in stooping to prune a tree, he had been seized with
this alarming symptom. In about an hour it stopped; and he
declared himself much relieved by it. The quantity of blood effused
was small — perhaps a wine glass full in all, pure and florid.’

The doctor was called. He said there was no cause for worry and
prescribed digitalis, abstinence from wine and a vegetarian diet. He
told Edward to rest.

‘For several days after his saliva continued to be tinged with
blood, but his cough was better, and he was, or thought himself,
much better on the whole. About four days after this occurrence,
Edward, without telling us, went out to breakfast with the Com-
manding Officer of our troops on guard in the Palace [the Red
Fort]. There, unfortunately, he was tempted to walk about, and up
several staircases, viewing the curiosities of the Palace, so little was
he aware of the state he was in. On his return, however, he was
again attacked by the spitting of blood, which recurred in small
quantity the day after.’

The doctor was again called; this time he admitted the symptoms
looked very like incipient consumption and advised that Edward
should be taken immediately to Calcutta and from there ‘to sea’.
Aleck volunteered to escort Edward, and the following day they
set off on the long journey to Allahabad and thence down the
Ganges to Calcutta, the capital of British India. On the way
Edward’s health continued to deteriorate and his haemorrhages
became more frequent. Nevertheless, Aleck pressed on. He booked
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a passage on a boat to St Helena and carried the invalid on board.
When the brothers arrived at the island, Edward was clearly dying.
A week later, on 25 April 1813, Edward had a final violent attack
of blood-spitting and expired, ‘quite peacefully’, a couple of hours
later.

Aleck was broken and exhausted. He wearily arranged for his
little brother’s burial and mailed a long, sad account of Edward’s
final hours back to Moniack. Then, packing up his things, he set
sail back to Calcutta, alone. It was on this return journey that he
noticed that his own saliva had started to become very slightly
tinged with blood. A week later he had his first bloody coughing
fit. Realizing immediately what this probably meant, he began to
scribble an apologia in his logbook:

Conceiving myself to be at this moment in a state that,
although susceptible to recovery, is more likely to terminate
in an early death, I have an inclination to commit to paper
while I still have adequate strength to the task, an account
of my life, my character, and of the principles or passions
that have chiefly influenced my actions — as they appear to
myself.

I have always thought it would be a real blessing to man-
kind if everyone, forsaking dissimulation, were to exhibit
himself and his sentiments to the world without disguise

. my life has been undistinguished and unhonoured; I
know, and am indifferent to, the oblivion that will surely
follow my death. It is but a slight mortification to [now]
confess my views, my follies, my weaknesses and my errors,
while the benefit or amusement that might accrue to my
near relations and friends is a full compensation. Should
such advantage accrue, it may procure to the memory of
the weak but harmless author a momentary tribute of com-
passion and regard.

Aleck went on to confess his own laziness at college, what he saw
as his essential selfishness and frivolity, and to describe the friction
between him and William when they shared a house in Delhi:

I had expected much pleasure from the society of a brother
whom I had not seen for seven years. I was disappointed.
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All my pursuits were [too] trifling and frivolous [for Wil-
liam]. Even my reading, when I read, was of the slightest
kind. My brother’s whole mind was devoted to business. A
sober morning’s ride (our horses at a walk) was succeeded
by a long day of business, or silence. It was only with his
servants that he [William] ever chatted or joked.

Most surprising of all was Aleck’s confession of his lack of language
skills, and how this affected his duties as supreme judge of the new
Delhi courts:

In this situation I reaped the bitter fruits of my idleness at
college. I was continually at a loss. Every petition, every
record, was in the Persian language, of which I was almost
totally ignorant. The language of Delhi and its vicinity dif-
fered so materially from that to which I had been accus-
tomed that I could not understand one word in five spoken
by witnesses.

Aleck continued to scribble his confession as he limped back to
Delhi along the same route he had taken with Edward the previous
year. Eventually he became too weak and too confused to continue.
Carried as far as Jokhoulee (on the outskirts of Delhi) on a palan-
quin, he was deemed too ill to continue and was nursed in a road-
side tent by his eldest brother James. After a long and painful illness,
‘his emaciation so great that there is hardly enough to cover bones
and sinews’, Aleck finally died there on 3 June 1816.

‘His sufferings for some days before his death were very great
and immediately preceeding it they were distressing beyond
description,” wrote James in his diary. ‘[But] at last his pulse ceased
to play and the breathing stopped. Only the corps remained before
us. Such was the end of my beloved brother Aleck.’

Together, William and James closed Aleck’s eyes and washed his
body: ‘About six o’clock we wrapped it up in a piece of bedding
and carried it ourselves to the grave. There we restored it to its
native clay.’

Whether through uneasy conscience or genuine grief, it was Wil-
liam, who for so long had ignored and humiliated Aleck, who took
the death most severely. In his diary, James described William’s
rapid deterioration: ‘Poor William has been terribly shocked by this
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day’s blow, and from the time the grave was filled up and the
few people who attended gone, he sat at its head or lay on the
ground along its side the whole day, weeping and groaning most
bitterly.’

Days later, he was still ordering larger and larger doses of

laudanum.

In the years that followed, William Fraser continued to maintain
his distance from the other Europeans in Delhi. ‘He hates the grim-
mace and chatter of society,” wrote James, ‘and to hear his wild
talk would rather be removed to the family of the Usbecks, to
Siberia or some other part of Tartary [where man remains in what]
he considers an unsophisticated and noble state.’

To this end William travelled in the Himalayas, both on business
with Skinner, fighting the Gurkhas, and on his own, for pleasure:
one of the greatest draws of the Indian hills was what William saw
as their great likeness to the Invernessshire he remembered from
his childhood. ‘We now bound China and Tartary,” he wrote to
Lady Hood in 1817, ‘and live in a climate very like Scotland . . . I
can go and lie down under the oak, birch, larch, elm or gather
strawberries and raspberries as at home.’

When in Dethi, William devoted himself to constructing a mass-
ive country house outside the city walls. The house — a kind of
Palladian villa with odd Scotch Baronial features — stood on the
summit of the hogsback ridge which straddled the north-west out-
skirts of Old Delhi, high above the Roshanara Gardens and the
Sadar Bazaar.

In his letters to his father William was understandably reticent
about the project; after all, for many years to come it would suck
up the funds he was supposed to be sending home to Moniack.
Moreover, the house anchored William in Delhi more firmly than
ever — at exactly the time when his age and experience was bringing
him offers of more lucrative postings elsewhere in India. For both
these reasons, William only mentioned his building project once,
and then very briefly in an aside. ‘I [now] go back to Dehlee,” he
wrote on 23 September 1819 from Skinner’s house in Hansi, ‘where
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I have built a large white house on top of a hill, from the top of
which I am getting a large view of Dehlee.

Victor Jacquemont, as usual, is more forthcoming. In one of his
letters to his father in Paris he describes how he is staying in ‘Monsi-
eur Fraser’s enormous house, a sort of Gothic fort which has been
built at great expense on the very spot where Timur once pitched
his tent during the seige of Delhi...” Fraser’s ‘fort’ later became
known as Hindu Rao’s House (after its subsequent owner) and,
although it was badly shelled during the 1857 uprising, the central
part of it survives today as the core of the Hindu Rao Hospital.

In 1820, James Fraser, having conceived a plan to return home
overland via Persia, Mesopotamia and the Ottoman Levant, visited
Delhi for one last time. On 11 November he and William said a
final goodbye to each other at a camp near the Qutab Minar. -

William is not a man to shew his feelings however keen,
nor to give way to common forms on such occasions. We
got up — he gave me his hand & said ‘Well Good Bye — take
care of yourself - gripping it hard — but I did not speak — I
did not trust myself — I took one look — probably I shall see
him no more — & quitted the tent. Such things do not do
to be often felt, particularly when there is no means of
giving way to feelings — but for very long I have not been
able to relieve these by tears on any such occasion. Suffo-
cation may come but tears not.

The Nawab [Ahmed Baksh Khan, William’s business part-
ner and friend] & I mounted & set forward leaving my
brother in the tent — I have requested Skinner to tell me
how he is & how he bears my departure, for though it is
not death he knows as I do too, how many chances there
are of our ever again meeting.

William stayed on in Dethi for another thirteen years and in 1833
finally got the job he had coveted for three decades, the Delhi
Residency. But it was the winning of this position that finally
brought about his own downfall.

In 1834, on the death of his old friend Ahmed Baksh Khan,
Fraser, as Resident, became officially involved in the violent inherit-
ance dispute which broke out between the Nawab’s sons. In the
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course of this controversy, Fraser forcibly ejected from his house
his own ward, Khan's eldest child, Shams-ud-Din, a raffish Mughal
nobleman who had started the dispute by seizing his younger
brothers’ share of the family property.

As well as humiliating Shams-ud-Din by ejecting him without
an audience, there were persistent rumours circulating in Delhi -
rumours still remembered to this day in the bazaars of the Old
City — that Fraser had added insult to injury by making improper
overtures to Sham-ud-Din’s sister. To a young Mughal nobleman,
brought up in the strict courtly etiquette of the Red Fort, this sort
of behaviour was an unforgivable insult. Shams-ud-Din had not
only lost face; he had been dishonoured by his own guardian. He
left Delhi immediately, returned to his Haryana estates and there
began to plot revenge.

Three months later, on 22 March 1835, the young Emily Bayley
was at home in Metcalfe House, north of the Civil Lines. It was
late on a Sunday evening. Emily and her brother George were
sitting with their mother in the bay drawing-room: ‘The whole
house was still and hushed as only an Indian house can be, when
suddenly there were sounds of great stir among the servants, and
my Father came hurriedly into the room where we were sitting
and announced Mr Fraser’s death, and that he was going out to
enquire into the murder.

‘How well I remember clinging to my Mother,” Emily wrote later,
‘and her horror at the news — and our childlike fears for our father’s
safety, because if Mr Fraser had been murdered, perhaps Papa
would be killed too! We heard the carriage drive rapidly away and
we sat by our mother who was silent, and remained there until
Father’s return.’

Holding ﬂaming'torches in front of them, Metcalfe’s runners led
him up on to the Ridge where William'’s body still lay on the steps
of his vast Gothic house.

According to witnesses, Fraser had been returning from an
evening’s entertainment at the house of his friend the Maharaja of
Kishengarh. Just before he reached the turning into his house a
single figure who had been riding in front of him slowed down.
He allowed William to come level, then from point-blank range
fired a single shot from his sawn-off blunderbuss. Metcalfe, with

145



his customary precision, noticed that the slugs had entered the
right-hand side of Fraser’s body; ‘two had perforated as far as the
outer skin of the opposite side,” while one had passed ‘quite
through’. ‘Death,” concluded Metcalfe, ‘[had] instantly ensued.’

Thanks to some extraordinary detective work the murder was
soon solved. Metcalfe and his assistant sleuth, John Lawrence,
noticed that, mysteriously, none of the tracks on the road seemed
to lead in the direction that the assailant had fled. But a search of
a haveli belonging to friends of Shams-ud-Din Khan revealed a
horse whose shoes had recently been reversed — exactly the trick
used by Dick Turpin to outwit his trackers. Within the haveli were
discovered incriminating letters between the assassin and Shams-
ud-Din. A month later, after another accomplice had turned King’s
Evidence, the case was complete. Khan and his henchman were
tried and publicly executed.

William'’s body, originally hastily buried in the British cemetery
near the Residency, was exhumed and reburied in a great white
tomb built by James Skinner at great expense in the churchyard
of St James’s Church. The design, suitably enough, had a European
form, but its substance, Mughal marble inlay, was wholly Indian.
The epitaph, written by James Skinner, read as follows:

THE REMAINS
INTERRED BENEATH THIS MONUMENT
WERE ONCE ANIMATED
BY AS BRAVE AND SINCERE
A SOUL
AS WAS EVER VOUCHSAFED TO MAN
BY HIS
CREATOR.
A BROTHER IN FRIENDSHIP
HAS CAUSED IT TO BE ERECTED
THAT WHEN HIS OWN FRAME IS DUST
IT MAY REMAIN
AS A
MEMORIAL
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FOR THOSE WHO CAN PARTICIPATE IN LAMENTING
THE SUDDEN AND MELANCHOLY LOSS
OF ONE
DEAR TO HIM AS LIFE
WILLIAM FRASER
DIED 22ND MARCH 1835

»

Twenty-two years later the period was brought to a bloody close
by the uprising of 1857.

The hopes of a happy fusion of British and Indian culture,
promised during the Twilight, were forgotten in the massacres
which initiated and the hangings which followed the Indian
Mutiny. The recapture of Delhi by the British on 14 September
1857 led to the wholesale destruction of great areas of the city. The
Red Fort was plundered and much of it razed to the ground; what
remained of one of the world’s most beautiful palaces became a
grey British barracks. It was only by a hair’s-breadth that the great
Mughal Jama Masjid was saved from similar destruction and the
city spared the planned replacement, a hideous Victorian Gothic
cathedral.

Three thousand Delhi-wallahs were tried and executed — either
hanged, shot or blown from the mouths of cannon — on the flimsiest
evidence. British soldiers bribed the hangmen to keep the con-
demned men ‘a long time hanging, as they like to see the criminal’s
dance a ““Pandy’s hornpipe’’ as they termed the dying struggles of
the accused’. The last Emperor was sent off to exile in Rangoon in
a bullock cart; the princes, his children, were all shot. The inhabi-
tants of the city were turned out of the gates to starve in the
countryside outside; and even after the city’s Hindus were allowed
to return, Muslims remained banned for two whole years. The
finest mosques were sold off to Hindu bankers for use as bakeries
and stables.

The behaviour of the British in the weeks following the capture
of the city is extraordinary to read. It is as if in victory all the
most horrible characteristics of the English character — philistinism,
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narrow-mindedness, bigotry, vengefulness — suddenly surfaced all
at once. The account of Hugh Chichester, who visited Delhi at this
time, is not at all untypical:

There are several mosques in the city most beautiful to look
at. But I should like to see them all destroyed. The rascally
brutes desecrated our churches and graveyards and I do not
think we should have any regard for their stinking religion.
One was always supposed to take one’s shoes off before
going to visit one of these mosques, or to have an interview
with the King. But these little affairs we drop now. I have
seen the old Pig of a king. He is a very old man, and just
like an old khitmutgar [waiter].

Similar sentiments were expressed in verse and even hymns.
‘Avenge O Lord Thy Slaughtered Saints’ (a pastiche of a sonnet by
Milton) was published the same month in the Civil and Military
Gazette; the author develops a theme which was becoming increas-
ingly common in the second half of the nineteenth century — that
God was really an Englishman, and subduing the rebellious heathen
was his own special work:

And England now avenge their wrongs,
By vengeance deep and dire,

Cut out this canker with the sword,
And burn it out with fire,

Destroy these traitor legions,

hang every Pariah-hound,

And hunt them down to death,

in all the hills and cities round.

Years later the city had yet to recover. In 1861 the poet Ghalib,
who had earlier written that he felt the death of Fraser ‘like a
father’, now bemoaned the fall of his own people and the des-
ecration of the city he loved: ‘Helpless I watch the wives and chil-
dren of aristocrats literally begging from door to door. One must
have a heart of steel to witness the contemporary scene ... the
moon-faced Begums of the Red Fort wandering around the streets
in filthy clothes, ragged pyjamas and broken shoes.’

Even today, stories about British atrocities in the aftermath of
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the Mutiny are current. In Karachi, Ahmed Ali told me how he
vividly remembered his grandmother describing in hushed tones
how she was thrown out of her haveli and forced to take shelter in
a tomb to the south of the city; later a pair of British ‘Tommies’
found her hiding there. They pulled off her chador and stripped
her naked in their search for the jewels they supposed she was
hiding from them. Up to then she had never once left the family
zenana or revealed even her face to anyone except her maid.

Yet, perversely, the British remembered the siege and capture of
Delhi as one of the great moments of the Empire, one of the golden
bulwarks of the Raj which, along with Plassy and Seringapatam,
had established Britannia’s rule over the Indian waves. Places
associated with the Mutiny were preserved and became popular
late Victorian tourist attractions. Monuments were erected all over
the subcontinent commemorating massacres and last stands. The
most important of these is the Delhi Mutiny Memorial, erected on
the site of the British Camp on the Ridge. A strange, displaced
Gothic spire, illegitimate first cousin to the Albert Memorial, it still
stands today above the swirl of domes, rooftops and bazaar shacks
that is Old Delhi. The original British inscriptions commemorating
the siege and capture of the City remain, though they are now
complemented by another plaque which intends to set the record
right:

THE ‘ENEMY’ OF THE INSCRIPTIONS ON THIS
MONUMENT WERE THOSE WHO ROSE AGAINST
COLONIAL RULE AND FOUGHT BRAVELY FOR
NATIONAL LIBERATION IN 1857. IN MEMORY
OF THE HEROISM OF THESE IMMORTAL MAR-
TYRS FOR INDIAN FREEDOM, THIS PLAQUE
WAS UNVEILED ON THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY OF
THE NATION’'S ATTAINMENT OF FREEDOM,
28TH AUGUST 1972.

But the most striking thing is not either of the two inscriptions; it
is the statistical tables raised by the British to commemorate the
Mutiny’s casualties. Each of the monument’s eight sides has one
of these tables, set in a little Gothic trefoil. Against a list of the
engagements fought in 1857 are three columns: KILLED,
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WOUNDED and MISSING; each of the results are then, inevi-
tably, divided into NATIVE and EUROPEAN. The cold and exact
set of mind which could reduce the human casualties of a bloody
war to the level of bowling averages was a world away from the
attitudes of Ochterlony and William Fraser. The Twilight was
finished; the sun had finally sunk.

Yet, ironically, the Memorial stands only a few feet from the
great white house which William Fraser laboured throughout the
early years of the century to build. One monument with its Mughal
borrowings and position determined by Timur’s camp represents
what the Raj might have been. The Mutiny memorial represents —
crudely and distastefully — what was.
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DECEMBER ENDED as it had begun, both bleak and cold.

On New Year’s night the poor huddled in primeval groups under
the flyovers. You could see them squatting on their hams silhouet-
ted around bonfires; sometimes one of the figures would throw a
lump of dried buffalo-dung on to the flames. Nearby, in Golf Links
and Chanakyapuri, the rich were celebrating. As midnight drew
near, they burst balloons, popped champagne corks and tore around
Delhi honking the horns of their new Marutis. At the traffic lights,
as outstretched palms were thrust through open car windows, the
two worlds briefly met.

That night we went to a party given by a magazine editor. Qutside
the house, alongside the usual mélée of Marutis, stood a line of
imported Mercedes — the ultimate mark of arrival for a nouveau-riche
Punjabi businessman — and a few white ministerial Ambassadors
distinguished by their little red roof beacons. Inside we were greeted
by the sight of a gaggle of top-heavy Sikhs energetically bopping
around the hall to 1970s disco music; beautiful Hindu ladies lilted
delicately from side to side trying to avoid stepping on each other’s
saris. Liveried bearers carried trays of kebabs around the room. On
the walls, spotlights illuminated sensuous Hindu sculptures torn
from the brackets of ruined temples.

At the other Delhi parties we had been to — mostly boring official
events — it had been a struggle to avoid getting cornered by some
grey under-secretary from the Ministry of Fertilizer Distribution.
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Mosque at Safdarjung’s Tomb



But the tone and guest list at this party was very different; here it
seemed were the elusive Delhi jeunesse dorée. Pearl chokers glittered
on every female neck; huge diamonds flashed in the strobe lights.

The disc-jockey put on Earth, Wind and Fire and Olivia was
whisked away by a young columnist from Amritsar; I was left talk-
ing to a rather bulbous Congress MP.

‘You are British?’ he asked.

I nodded.

‘Did you go to Eton?’

‘No.’

‘How sad,’” he replied, moving quickly away.

As I walked forlornly around on my own, I could hear fragments
of different conversations wafting over the music:

‘She thought she was getting a millionaire. What she did get was
five children and two poodles . ..’

‘Actually I think they are saying she was an air hostess before
she met her husband, ya? It was case of trolley to lolly.’

‘... The children are one thing. But imagine having to take on
those disgusting poodles ...

‘I really don’t know where His Highness is. Bapji swore he would
be here before twelve.’

‘... at least her husband bought her a nice little boutique in
Hauz Khas Village. But you should see her new collection. Oh! So
vulgar. ..’

‘... Ya, Rohit is so talented. Really he is Delhi’s Yves St Laurent.’

Most of the guests seemed to be either journalists, politicians, or
fashion designers, the three occupations most favoured by the nasc-
ent New Delhi chattering class. The different cliques stood together
in their separate groups, talking shop: the ethnic collection of
the new Paris-trained designer; the likely winners in the next cabi-
net reshuffle; the latest chapter in the interminable Bofors corrup-
tion scandal. Only the Sikh men seemed to have other things on
their mind as, twirling their moustaches, they downed great tum-
blers of whisky and tried to lure the prettiest girls on to the dance
floor. Around the room the chatterers were still gossiping:

‘Acha. 1t’s true: his grandfather had one hundred vintage cars. He
drove whichever one happened to match his cuff-links.’

‘Rajiv looks really sexy in his shahtoosh, ya? But Sonia — so
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awkward. Really she is just some common bricklayer’s daughter.’

‘Bubbles is nothing but a little tart. You should have seen her at
Neemrana . . . clinging chiffon or some wet sari . . . straight out of
the worst kind of masala movie . . .

‘Did you see Bina at the horse show? Even that Chanel suit she
got in Paris can’t disguise all the weight she’s put on. And she used
to be so pretty ...

At midnight everyone joined hands and tried to sing ‘Auld Lang
Syne’, but despite a spattering of British diplomats, only a pair of
Indian army generals knew the words. The Sikhs bounced off the
dance floor, dripping with sweat, and joined in. After the toasts
and handshakes, the socialites opened their diaries and began to
swap telephone numbers and lunch dates. Then, en masse, they
embraced and staggered off towards their waiting cars and
frozen drivers.

‘It’s the drivers that run this town,” muttered one politician as he
tripped off into the driveway. ‘I was at a party last week. Half-way
through one driver came in and said that the Minister for Human
Resources had spent half an hour longer than he had agreed.’

‘No!’ replied his friend. ‘What happened?’

‘Imagine it. The Minister actually apologized and left without an
argument . ..’

‘Servants these days! They are less reliable even than the tele-
phones.’

‘Unless you give them paan, cigarettes and seven days’ notice,
they won’t do a thing.’

‘I ask you. What is our India coming to?’

Mrs Puri did not see the New Year in, but the following day she
celebrated the event in her own inimitable fashion.

Soon after we had finished our New Year’s lunch, we heard the
familiar sound of the Indian National Anthem chiming defiantly
around the flat. I opened the door to find Mrs Puri standing to
attention outside. As I let her in, she put on her best funeral face.

‘Mr William, Mrs William,” she said. ‘Have you been reading our
Hindustan Times?’

‘Yes,” we replied, noncommittally.

‘In that case you will know that the rupee is in a parlous state.’

Mrs Puri went on to describe, at some length, the trials and
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tribulations currently being faced by the Bombay Stock Exchange.

‘In short,” she concluded, ‘our Indian economy is far from tip-top
condition.’

‘But, Mrs Puri,” we protested, having heard this all several times
before. ‘Indian industry is going from strength to strength.’

‘Ah, you are kind, Mr William. But sadly things are very dire in
our India.” She paused and shook her head: ‘I'm afraid I am forced
to put up your rent.’

There followed protracted negotiations; and it was not until
weeks later that we settled on a permanent arrangement that satis-
fied everyone. Our rent, in pounds sterling, was to be sent monthly
to Mrs Puri’s bank account in deepest Ludhiana. The amount was
to be fixed for one year. Fluctuations in the value of the pound
were, however, to be made up in Marks and Spencer underwear
which we would get our friends to mail out from Britain.

‘You must understand,” explained Mrs Puri, ‘that we are not
having your Marks and Spencer lingerie in India.’

‘No,” we replied, embarrassed. ‘Of course not.’

‘Our Indian lingerie is most unsatisfactory.’

‘Why is that?’ Olivia asked.

‘In India we are having no good viscose. Here we are having
only cotton and silks. For quality modern undergarments you are
needing viscose.” Mrs Puri tapped her stick triumphantly on the
ground.

‘Actually, Mr William, I think you have no head for business,’
she said with unexpected frankness as we shook hands on the deal.
‘Really this arrangement is most satisfactory for me.’

»

Although the early mornings and evenings remained grey and
foggy, the afternoons at the beginning of January became increas-
ingly warm and bright. In the gardens there appeared the first
signs of spring: leaf-buds reappeared on the bougainvillaea and the
poinsettias burst into flower.

One day, inspired by the balmy weather, I decided to go and see
the great onion-domed tomb of Safdarjung, the last really great
Mughal building to be built in India. It was a landmark I had passed
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a thousand times and yet had never properly explored. From my
reading, however, [ knew a little about its occupant. Safdarjung
was a Persian nobleman from Nishapur in Iranian Khorasan. In the
late seventeenth century he came to India, gained a prominent post
in the Imperial army and married into the Mughal aristocracy; a
few years later he succeeded his father-in-law as Nawab (Governor)
of Oudh.

Safdarjung interested me because his life seemed to encapsulate
perfectly the intriguing but cataclysmic half-century that linked the
Mughal high noon at the close of the seventeenth century with the
decay and disintegration of the Twilight fifty years later. When
Safdarjung arrived from Persia, Aurangzeb was still Emperor and
Delhi was still the richest, most magnificent and most populous
city between Istanbul and Edo (Tokyo); with its two million inhabi-
tants it was far larger than either London or Paris. Its army was
invincible; its palaces unparalleled; the domes of its many mosques
quite literally glittered with gold. By the time of Safdarjung’s death,
the Persian Nadir Shah had been and gone, carrying with him the
accumulated riches of eight generations of Empire. Three Emperors
had been murdered (one was, in addition, first blinded with a hot
needle); the mother of one ruler was strangled and the father of
another forced off a precipice on his elephant. Delhi, the great
capital, was left a city of gutted ruins.

To be Emperor during this period was a highly dangerous under-
taking. The longest surviving sovereign of the age, the Emperor
Muhammed Shah (called Rangila, or the Colourful), survived by
the simple ruse of giving up any pretence of ruling: in the morning
he watched partridge and elephant fights; in the afternoon he was
entertained by jugglers, ventriloquists, mime artists and conjurers.
Politics he wisely left to his scheming advisers.

While the empire was being gradually reduced to a fraction of
its former size, the court gave itself over to pleasure and sensuality.
As the aristocracy gradually lost all interest in war and soldiering,
they diverted their remaining funds into frequenting courtesans,
patronizing poets, holding mehfils (literary evenings) and con-
structing pavilions and pleasure gardens. Music, writing and nautch
dancing all flourished; the old military aristocracy complained that
it was now sitar and sarangi players, not generals and cavalrymen,
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who were rewarded with honours and estates. Poets were so highly
esteemed that it was said that a Delhi-wallah visiting a friend in
another part of India would always take with him as a present not
jewels or hookahs or fine weapons but a few of Mir Taqi Mir’s new
verses copied on to a single sheet of paper. A new ghazal (love lyric)
by one of the great Delhi poets was considered the most desirable
gift that any civilized host could wish for.

While Muhammed Shah and his circle busied themselves with
amusement, Safdarjung consolidated his position. From his palace
in Lucknow, the Nawab governed a province which stretched from
Bengal through the rich plains of North India to the Doab. It was
the most fertile land in India; Delhi was far away and the hold of
the Emperors was becoming ever weaker. Safdarjung was the
richest and most powerful man in India; in all but name he had
become an independent ruler. On the death of Muhammed Shah,
Safdarjung moved in to take over. He seized the post of Vizier
(Prime Minister) and within weeks Muhammed Shah’s ineffectual
successor had been effectively excluded from all decisions; he
remained a figurehead, left to console himself with drink, opium
and his harem.

Eventually, however, Safdarjung overplayed his hand. His arro-
gance and bullying alienated the Imperial family; and in their des-
peration they called in the armies of the Hindu Mahratta
Confederacy from the Deccan to help rid them of their troublesome
Vizier. In the Civil War that followed, as rival armies from all over
India converged on Delhi, Safdarjung was finally driven out of
the capital. He returned only in death when his son begged per-
mission to build his father’s tomb in the waste land to the south-
west of Shahjehanabad.

The tomb stands today as a telling memorial to the period. Most
obviously, it demonstrates the strained circumstances of the age.
Compared to the purity of the Taj Mahal - the spotless white
marble, the unfussy shapes, the perfectly balanced design — Safdar-
jung’s tomb with its bulbous dome and stained sandstone walls
seems somehow flawed and degenerate. Every schoolchild the
world over knows the profile of the Taj, and in so far as Safdar-
jung’s tomb is different, it at first sight looks wrong: its lines look
somehow faulty, naggingly incorrect.
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Moreover, the tomb has an unmistakably threadbare quality to
it. As the traditional Delhi quarries near Agra were no longer con-
trolled by the Mughals — the road between Delhi and Agra was
usually blocked by wild and hostile Jat tribesmen — the builders
were forced to strip other Delhi tombs in order to gather the
material for Safdarjung’s memorial. Half-way through the con-
struction, the marble appears to have run out. Prominent strips of
inlay were left unfinished; awkward patches of pink sandstone
intrude into the glistening white of the dome. The effect is like a
courtier in a tatty second-hand livery: the intention grand, but the
actual impression tawdry, almost ridiculous.

Nevertheless, the longer you look, the more the qualities and
character of the tomb become apparent and the clearer it is
that the architect was not simply trying to imitate the Taj and
failing. He had another, quite different aesthetic he was aiming
to achieve — a sort of blowzy Mughal rococo. His design was
the product of another age with very different, more eccentric
tastes. The tomb shows how the aesthetes of the age of Safdar-
jung liked their gateways to be as ornately sculpted as their prose
was purple; how they preferred their onion domes to be over-
extended and tapered; how they thought the interior of a tomb
incomplete unless covered with a rococo riot of elaborate plaster-
work.

For anyone used to the chaste purity of the Taj, it is here in the
interior that the biggest surprises lie: inside, the capitals have turned
almost into cabbages as they curve and curl in vegetable con-
vulsions. They throw up stamens and tendrils past the stalactite
murqanas and squinches, gripping and voluting towards the floral
boss of the low inner dome. Even the pillars have taken root and
become living things, blossoming into lotus filials at the base, cusp-
ing around the voussoirs of the arch, erupting out into little jharokha
balconies at the top. The spirit is fecund, Bacchanalian, almost
orgiastic.

Like some elderly courtesan, the tomb tries to mask its imperfec-
tions beneath thick layers of make-up; its excesses of ornament are
worn like over-applied rouge. Even the little mosque to the side of
the gatehouse has a whiff of degeneracy about it: its three domes
are flirtatiously striped like the flared pyjama bottoms of a nautch
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girl; there is something fundamentally voluptuous in its buxom
curves and poise.

Despite its sad little economies, Safdarjung’s tomb exudes the
flavour of an age not so much decaying miserably into impover-
ished anonymity as one whoring and drinking itself into extinction.
The building tells a story of drunken laughter as the pillars of empire
collapsed in a cloud of dust and masonry; and afterwards, of danc-

ing in the ruins.

If poetry, music and elephant fights were the preferred amusements
of the court, the humbler folk of the age of Safdarjung had their
partridges. Again and again in the letters and diaries of the period
there are references to both partridge and elephant fights; they also
feature prominently in the miniature illustrations of late Mughal
manuscripts.

Both sports were clearly popular and well-established traditions;
but when I asked my Indian friends about their survival in modern
Delhi, they all shook their heads. As far as any of them knew, the
last elephant fights had taken place around the turn of the century
in the princely states of Rajputana; and as for partridge fights,
said my friends, those sorts of Mughal traditions had all died
out at Partition. I might find the odd partridge fight surviving
in Lahore or somewhere in Pakistan, they thought, but not in
Delhi.

It was Balvinder Singh who one day in late January suddenly
announced, quite unprompted, that he would not be on duty on
Sunday as he and his father Punjab Singh were going to watch
what he called a ‘bird challenge’. The fights apparently took place
every Sunday morning in a Muslim cemetery in Old Delhi: ‘Bahot
acha event hai,’ said Balvinder. ‘All very good birds fighting, very
good money making, all very happy people enjoying.’

I asked whether I could come along too; and Balvinder agreed.

The following Sunday at six in the morning the three of us set
off from International Backside into the thick early morning mist.
As we neared the cemetery, the streets began to fill with people, all
heading in the same direction. Some were carrying bulky packages
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covered with thick quilted cloths. Every so often one of the pack-
ages would let out a loud squawk.

The cemetery lay within a high walled enclosure at the back of
the Old Delhi Idgah. Despite the early hour, the arched gateway
into the cemetery was already jammed with chai wallahs and snack
sellers trying to push their barrows through the narrow entrance.
On the far side a crowd of two or three hundred people had already
gathered: craggy old Muslims with long beards and mountainous
turbans; small Hindu shopkeepers in blue striped /ungis; Kashmiri
pandits in long frock coats and Congress hats.

The crowd milled around chatting and exchanging tips, hawking
and spitting, slurping tea and placing bets. As the partridge enthusi-
asts pottered about, three elderly men tried to clear a space in the
centre of the cemetery. They strutted around, sombre and authori-
tative, clearly in charge of the proceedings. These, explained Bal-
vinder in his (characteristically loud) stage whisper, were the
khalifas, the headmen of the partridge fights.

‘Very big men,’ said Balvinder approvingly.

‘How do you become a khalifa?’ 1 asked.

‘Experience and market value,” said Punjab.

‘You must be very good fighter,” added Balvinder, ‘and you must
have too many titar (partridges). This man here has one hundred
fighting birds . . .’

The khalifa whom Balvinder had pointed out came up and intro-
duced himself. He was a very old man; he had blacked his eyelids
with collyrium and his teeth and upper lip were heavily stained
with paan. His name was Azar Khalifa and he lived in Sarai Khalil
in the Churi Wallan Gulli of the OId City.

‘We khalifas live for the bird challenge,” he said. ‘We have no
other occupation.’

Azar and Punjab Singh agreed that Delhi was the best place to
see the partridge challenge in the whole of the subcontinent. ‘I
have seen the partridge fights of Lucknow, Jaipur and Peshawar,’
said Azar. ‘But never have I seen anything like the fights in Delhi.
Khalifas come here from all over India and Pakistan to participate.’

Some of Azar Khalifa’s partridges were fighting in the match
that day, and the old man showed us his birds. From behind the
headstone of an old Muslim grave he produced an oblong parcel
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trussed up in flowery chintz. Unbuckling the fastenings, he
removed the wraps and uncovered a wickerwork cage. Inside, sep-
arated by a dividing trellis, were two fine plump partridges.

‘This one lady. This one gent,” explained Balvinder.

The birds responded with a loud cry of ‘Ti-lo! Ti-lo!’
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Of the two birds, the male was the more beautiful. It had superb
black markings as precise and perfect as a Bewick wood engraving
running down its spine; lighter, more downy plumage covered its
chest. Half-way along the back of the lower legs you could see the
vicious spur with which the birds fought.

‘I feed my birds on milk, almonds and sugar cane,” said Azar,
sticking his finger through the cage and tickling the female under
its neck. ‘The males I train every day so that they can jump and
run without feeling too much tired.’

As we talked there was a shout from one of the other khalifas;
the first fight was about to begin.

Azar called me over and with a flourish sat me down on a plastic
deckchair at the front of the ring of spectators. The open space in
the middle had been carefully brushed and in its centre squatted
two men about five feet apart; by their sides stood two cages, each
containing a pair of birds. The spectators — now arranged in two
ranks, those at the front squatting, those behind standing upright
- hurriedly finished placing their bets. A hush fell on the graveyard.

At a signal from Azar, the two contestants unhitched the front
gate of the cage; the two cock partridges strutted out. As they did
so, their mates began to squawk in alarm and encouragement.
The males responded by puffing up their chests and circling slowly
towards each other. Again the hens shrieked ‘Ti-lo! Ti-lo!” and again
the males drew closer to one another.

Then, quite suddenly, one of the two cocks lost his nerve. He
turned and rushed back towards the cage; but finding the gate
barred, he skittered off towards the nearest group of spectators,
hotly pursued by his enemy. At the edge of the ring the cock took
off, flying up amid a shower of feathers into the lower branches of
a nearby tree. There he remained, shrieking ‘Ti-lo!’, his chest heav-
ing up and down in fright. The rival male, meanwhile, strutted
around the deserted lady partridge in ill-disguised triumph. The
hen averted her head.

This first short fight obviously disappointed the connoisseurs in
the audience. Balvinder shook his head at me across the ring: ‘This
one very weakling bird,” he shouted. ‘This one very weakling.’

Money was exchanged, the two contestants shook hands, and
their place in the ring was taken by a second pair of fighters: a
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Rajput with a handlebar moustache, and a small but fierce-looking
Muslim who sported a bushy black beard. To my eyes the new pair
of partridges were indistinguishable from any of the other birds I
had seen that day, but the rest of the audience clearly thought
otherwise. A murmur of approval passed through the crowd;
Balvinder got out his wallet and handed two 100-rupee notes to
his neighbour.

At another signal from Azar Khalifa the two gates were pulled
back and again the cocks ran out. This time there was no bluffing.
Encouraged by the raucous shrieks of their mates, the two birds
rushed at each other. Handlebar’s bird, which was the lighter of
the two, gave the Muslim’s bird a vicious switch across its forehead;
the darker bird responded by ripping at its rival’s throat. The two
then fenced at each other with their beaks, each parrying the other’s
thrust. A frisson went around the crowd: this was more like it.
Despite the violence, the blood and the cloud of feathers, I was
surprised to find it strangely thrilling to watch: it was like a minia-
ture gladiator contest.

The two birds had now broken loose from each other and with-
drawn to the vicinity of their respective cages. Then Handlebar’s
cock suddenly jumped into the air, flew the distance that separated
it from its rival and came down on the darker bird with its neck
arched and talons open. The spurs ripped at the Muslim’s bird
and drew blood on its back, just above the wing. The bird rolled
over, but on righting itself managed to give its attacker a sharp
peck on its wing tip as it tried to escape. Then, scampering up
behind Handlebar’s bird it grabbed its rival by the neck, gripped,
and forced it down on to its side. The first bird lay pinioned there
for four or five seconds before it managed to break free and fly
off.

Handlebar’s mate had meanwhile broken out in a kind of par-
tridge death-wail. The cry was taken up by the loser of the previous
fight who was still watching the new contest from his tree. Soon
the whole graveyard was alive with the squawking of excited par-
tridges.

The action had also electrified the crowd who were pressing in
on the ring despite the best efforts of the khalifas to keep them all
back. Someone knocked over the tray of a chai wallah and there
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were loud oaths from the squatting men over whom the tea had
fallen. But the incident was soon forgotten. The Muslim'’s bird had
gone back on to the offensive, swooping down with its spurs and
ripping a great gash along its enemy’s cheek. It followed the attack
up with a vicious peck just above the other bird’s beak. Handlebar’s
bird looked stunned for a second then withdrew backwards towards
its mate.

The ring which had originally been twenty feet across was now
little wider than seven or eight feet; the squatters were now stand-
ing and getting in everyone else’s view. In the middle, Handlebar
was looking extremely agitated. Although the rules laid down that
he could not directly intervene he hissed at the hen who dutifully
shrieked out a loud distress call. This checked her mate’s retreat
and the bird turned around to face the Muslim’s partridge with his
back against her cage.

The proximity to his hen seemed to bring the cock new resol-
ution. For a few seconds the two birds stood facing each other,
chests fully extended; then Handlebar’s bird flew at its rival with
a new and sudden violence. He dealt the Muslim's bird a glancing
blow with the hook of his beak, then rose up, wings arched, and
fell heavily on the lighter bird’s head. As he hopped out of reach
he again cut the darker bird with his spurs.

The reprisal never came. The Muslim’s bird slowly righted itself,
got unsteadily to its feet, then limped off through the legs of the
crowd. There was a great cheer from the spectators. Balvinder
jumped up and down, punched the air, then promptly confronted
the man with whom he had made the bet. The latter grudgingly
handed over a stash of notes. All around the ring wallets were
being slapped open and shut; fingers were being angrily pointed.
Everywhere arguments were breaking out between debtors and
creditors, winners and losers. The outsider had clearly won.

Suddenly there was a cry from the gateway; and the khalifas
started ushering everyone to one side. All the spectators frowned.

‘What'’s happening?’ 1 asked Punjab, who had come up beside
me.

‘This khalifa is saying one dead body is coming. We must leave
the graveyard for an hour.’

‘Now?’
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‘Yes, immediately. Some people are wanting to bury some body
here.’

As we were leaving, we passed the Muslim who had lost the
fight. He was cradling his partridge in his hands and kissing the
bird. He was close to tears, but the bird looked surprisingly perky.

‘Will the bird live?’ I asked Punjab.

‘Yes, yes,” he replied. “This Mahommedan will bandage the
wounds with herbs and feed the titar with special food. In a few
weeks the bird will be back in the fighting ring.’

Outside the cemetery we came across Azar Khalifa.

‘You liked?’ he asked.

‘Very much,’ I said.

‘Everyone likes,’ said Azar. ‘For the people of Delhi this partridge
fighting has always been a happiness.’

‘It is true,” said Punjab Singh. ‘People are coming here drunk,
worried or tired of the chores of the world, but always they leave

this place refreshed.’

I spent the rest of January visiting libraries to research the age of
Safdarjung. The trouble was that, unlike most other periods of
Delhi’s history, there seemed to be very few good primary sources.
There were the usual dubious court chronicles, but the accounts of
the different palace intrigues — the competing factions, the endless
round of murders, blindings, stranglings, stabbings and poisonings
- seemed only to confuse, not in any way to illuminate the age. It
was Mozaffar Alam, the Mughal historian, who told me about a
book which became one of my favourite Delhi texts: the
Muraqqa’-e-Dehli.

The Muragqa’ is a wonderfully gossipy account of Delhi taken
from the diary of an impressionable young visitor named Dargah
Quli Khan. Khan was a Muslim nobleman from the Deccan who
paid an extended visit to Delhi from 1737 to 1741 as part of the
entourage of Safdarjung’s great rival: Asaf Jah, the first Nizam of
Hyderabad.

For all its humiliating decline, Khan still saw Delhi as a vibrant
and sophisticated city, full of glamour and intrigue; the beauty

165



of its palaces and shrines, he thought, was rivalled only by the
strangeness of the city’s society and its dazzling complement of
poets, dancers and mystics. His account brings the whole city alive:
the dry bones of the period are suddenly fleshed out and take on
a recognizable human face. Typical of his account is the picture he
gives of the festival held at the great Sufi shrine of the Qadam
Sharif, which sheltered the supposed Footprint of the Holy Prophet.
‘Every Thursday the courtyard of the Dargah is so full of visitors
that it is difficult even to approach the Place and touch it,” he writes.
‘Pilgrims and ascetics come from countries and cities far and near
to seek the fulfilment of their desires.’

But when Khan goes on to describe the crowds a little more
closely, this picture of prayerful pilgrimage undergoes something
of a transformation: ‘On seeing beautiful women carrying in their
hands porcelain bottles of perfume, the crowds become uncontrol-
lable . . . the ecstatic people move around as though being swept
into a whirlpool ... Gradually the singers gather and the mehfil
(gathering) becomes gay. Men and beautiful women also join in.
Pleasure-seekers retire to the corners and find the privacy to enjoy
their desired company.’

If this sort of thing could take place at the most sacred shrine in
Delhi, then the festivals at the lesser dargahs — such as that which
grew up around the grave of the saintly Emperor Bahadur Shah I
— could be even more lively. Quli Khan is clearly not sure whether
he should be disapproving or excited about the orgy busily going
on all around him:

[At night] chandeliers of all kinds are hung so that the place
dazzles like sunlight and overshadows the moon. Hand in
hand, the lovers roam the streets while [outside] the
drunken and the debauched revel in all kinds of perver-
sities. Groups of winsome lads violate the faith of the
believers with acts which are sufficient to shake the very
roots of piety. There are beautiful faces as far as the eye can
see. All around prevails a world of impiety and immorality.

Both nobles and plebians quench the thirst of their lust
here.

166



Having described the main shrines and Sufi festivals and mystics,
Khan goes on to list the city’s secular personalities: the nobles, the
musicians and the great femmes fatales. These figures range from
Azam Khan, ‘one of the chief nobles of the Empire’ whose principal
claim to fame is his vast harem and his insatiable appetites (‘a
pederast, he is also fond of beautiful girls ... whenever he is
informed of the availability of a lad or a fine wench he endeavours
to be the buyer’); through Taqi, ‘one of the famous eunuchs and
the ringleader of the conjurors of Hindustan’ (‘his house is the
abode of delicate beauties, some as fair as the dawn while others
are as dark as volatile passion’); to great musicians such as the blind
drummer Shah Nawaz who played his own stomach as if it was a
tabla drum; or the disgusting Surkhi, a glutton who ‘snored and
expectorated loudly’ but whose horrible habits were overlooked by
his hosts because of the unique beauty of his voice (‘as melodious
as a nightingale’), his brilliant mimicry and his ready wit.

Best of all were the dancers and courtesans — beautiful women
like Ad Begum whose speciality was to appear naked at parties, but
so cleverly painted that no one noticed: ‘she decorates her legs
with beautiful drawings in the style of pyjamas instead of actually
wearing them; in place of the cuffs she draws flowers and petals
in ink exactly as found in the finest cloth of Rum.’

The most famous of the courtesans was Nur Bai, whose popu-
larity was such that every night the elephants of the great amirs
completely blocked the narrow lanes outside her house. Even the
greatest nobles could only gain admittance by sending in presents
of large sums of money: ‘whosoever gets enamoured of her gets
sucked into the whirlpool of her demands,” writes Dargah Quli
Khan, ‘and brings ruin upon himself and his house. Many people
have become paupers after their association with her but the plea-
sure of her company can only be had as long as one is in possession
of riches to bestow on her.” Meeting Nur Bai was clearly one of the
highlights of Khan's visit to Delhi and at the end of his description
he quietly drops in the fact that he ‘had the good fortune of spend-
ing some time in her company ...

But if it was the courtesans that captured Dargah Quli Khan's
imagination, his real admiration was reserved for the Delhi poets.
One of the most interesting descriptions in the Muragga’ is of the
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famous mehfils, the literary or musical evenings for which the city
was then renowned. ‘Although Hazeen [a Persian Sufi] leads a life
of purity and charm, there is always a large crowd gathered in his
house,” wrote Khan. ‘In the evening, the courtyard of his house is
swept and sprinkled with rosewater and colourful carpets are spread
out on a raised platform. The great poets then start the recitation of
their work. Hazeen’s verses make the audience ecstatic and inspire
them to polish their own skills.’

Other mehfils, however, attracted crowds for non-literary reasons:

[The poet Miran] is humble, well-mannered and hospitable.
[But] he is also a connoisseur in the art of attracting charm-
ing new faces . .. As a result Miran’s mehfils always attract
the beautiful and their lovers. Dancers begin to assemble
from morning onwards . . . A large number of pretty young
lads are lured to the show including both Hindu and Muslim
catamites. Good looking women gather in such large
numbers that the mere sight of them appeases the appetite,
although [of course] for the lecherous this does not suffice.

Khan was in Delhi in 1739, during the Persian invasion, and he
witnessed the bloody massacre when Nadir Shah’s soldiers went
berserk and massacred 150,000 Delhi-wallahs. In most histories the
massacre is said to mark the end of Mughal Delhi’s greatness, yet
Khan clearly sees the invasion as only a temporary setback for the
city. Certainly it dimmed the brightness of some of the mehfils —
one noble was forced to ‘lay his capital at the feet of the Emperor’
during the invasion and afterwards his mehfils are described as ‘sub-
dued’ - but there is no indication that Khan regarded the invasion
as the end of an era; only with hindsight would that become clear.
Instead, despite writing soon after Nadir Shah had returned to
Persia, the overwhelming impression that Khan tries to convey is
still of a bawdy city of joy, a place remarkable for its wild parties,
its lively celebrations and orgiastic festivals.

It is, of course, an image of the city very far removed from the
way most Delhi people conceive of their home today. Modern Delhi
is thought of either as a city of grey bureaucracy, or as the metrop-
olis of hard-working, nouveau-riche Punjabis. It is rarely spoken of
as a lively city, and never as a promiscuous one. Yet, as I discovered
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that December, the bawdiness of Safdar Jung’s Delhi does survive,
kept alive by one particular group of Delhi-wallahs.
You can still find them in the dark gullies of the Old City — if

you know where to look.

Turkman Gate lies on the southern edge of Old Delhi. Most of the
ancient city walls were pulled down twenty years ago and the gate
now stands alone on a traffic island like a great beached whale
washed up on the edge of the city.

One morning in mid-January I jumped over the railings and
climbed up to the parapet of the gate. It was a little before dawn;
the Old City was just getting up. Sweepers raked the dirt and dung
away from the front of stalls; a muezzin called from the minaret
of a nearby mosque; chai wallahs pulled their blankets closer around
them and lit their burners to boil the first tea saucepan of the day.
It was still very cold.

I waited for a full hour before I caught a glimpse of the sight that
I had come to see. Just as the sun was rising, a solitary bicycle
rickshaw jolted out of the labyrinth of the Old City and trundled
underneath the gate. Inside were three figures. They were clad in
brightly coloured silks and muslins, flowing saris edged in glittering
gold brocade. They were heavily made up, with painted cheeks and
scarlet lipstick; each of their noses was pierced with a single dia-
mond stud. They were dressed for the nautch, dressed as women,
yet they were not women. Even at a distance of twenty yards I
could see that their physiognomy was very different from the deli-
cate features of Indian girls. Their faces were too strong, their arms
were too thick, their shoulders were wrong. They smoked. Physi-
cally, they resembled painted men, yet they were not men. Like
Dargah Quli Khan's friend Taqi, the figures in the rickshaw were
all eunuchs.

Eunuchs were once common over the width of Eurasia. They
are fleetingly referred to in ancient Assyrian and Babylonian stelae
and became popular as servants — and as passive sexual playthings
—in the degenerate days of the later Roman Empire. In the Muslim
world their impotence made them perfect harem guards and they
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rose to power as chamberlains, governors and even generals. They
were slaves in Anglo-Saxon England and survived in Italy well into
the nineteenth century, singing castrato roles in opera as well as
in the Vatican Sistine choir.

Yet today eunuchs have apparently died out everywhere except
in the subcontinent. Here they are still not uncommon figures in
the poorer parts of the larger cities. In all there are thought to be
some three-quarters of a million of them surviving. Modern Indian
eunuchs dress as women and arrive uninvited at weddings and
birth celebrations. They dance and sing and make bawdy jokes.
From the poor they extract money in payment for the good luck
and fecundity that their blessings are supposed to impart. From the
rich they take larger sums by threatening to strip naked unless paid
to leave; terrified middle-class party-givers will give them anything
as long as they go quickly. They are volatile, vulgar and can some-
times be violent.

Yet despite their frequent appearances in public, very little is
actually known about the Indian eunuchs. They are fiercely secret-
ive and of their own choice inhabit a dim world of ambiguity and
half-truths. They trust no one, and hate being questioned about
their lives; if they are pressed, at best they will slam their doors in
your face. Only occasionally does a scandal —- a stabbing during a
territorial dispute or rumours of a forcible castration — throw them
into the headlines and into the clear light of day.

For ten days after that first sighting from the top of the Turkman
Gate, I trawled the teeming alleys of Old Delhi, trying to identify
the houses of the eunuchs and attempting to persuade one of them
to talk to me. Sometimes I would receive a monosyllabic answer
to a question, but generally my enquiries were met with either
blank silences or, more often, with graphic expletives.

One fruitless morning, after an unusually rude dismissal from a
eunuch’s house, I retired dispirited to a nearby dhaba for a cup of
chai. There I finally decided to throw in my efforts at making contact
with the Delhi eunuchs; it was taking up a lot of time and there
was still no hint of a breakthrough: after ten days I still knew as
little about them as I had when I had begun. While I was sitting
there, sipping my glass of hot, sweet Indian tea, I was approached
by a shifty-looking man who asked me whether I could help him;
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he had seen me with my camera; could I help him mend his? I
had nothing better to do, so I agreed to try. He led me to his house
and in a few minutes I had diagnosed the trouble — a flat battery.
Zakir thanked me and then quietly revealed that he had been
watching me for several days. He knew what I was looking for;
and he indicated that he might be able to help.

He was, he said, a jeweller. His family had always been Delhi
jewellers — his ancestors had served the Mughal emperors and
before them the Delhi Sultans. At the court they had made the
jewellery for the Imperial eunuchs. When the British evicted the
Mughals from the Red Fort in 1857, some of the court eunuchs
had come to live nearby, a few minutes” walk from the Turkman
Gate. There his family had continued to serve them. He said that
he had known all the local eunuchs since his childhood, and that
he still made all their jewellery. I had helped him, he said, now it
was his obligation to help me. He instructed me to meet him the
next day at the Turkman Gate, soon after dawn. He would see what
he could do.

I was there on time, and Zakir was true to his word. He led me
through the narrow alleys of the Old City until we came to a lane
barely two feet wide. At the end of the lane, round a chicken-leg
turn lay a large haveli of the late Mughal period. He knocked three
times, and the door swung open.

»

Like most things in Delhi, the curious position of the eunuchs in
Indian society can be explained by the head-on collision of two
very different traditions, one Muslim, one Hindu.

Hijras (eunuchs) are referred to in the very earliest of Hindu
texts, the Vedas, written in the second millennium BC. Here cas-
tration was seen as a degrading punishment meted out only to the
very lowest in society. An Untouchable who was caught urinating
near a Brahmin could be castrated, as could any lower-caste Hindu
who had sex with a Brahmin woman. The act of castration brought
the criminal to a level even lower than the Untouchables. By the
time of the Mahabharata, one thousand years later, the position of
eunuchs had improved very little. To be a eunuch was a curse;
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even the sight of them was defiling to a Brahmin. No one was
allowed to accept alms from them, no one was allowed to consume
food prepared by them, they were excluded from all sacrifices. As
a solitary concession, non-Brahmins were permitted to watch them
dance.

The position of eunuchs in Islam was always very different.
Although the Prophet Muhammad forbade castration, eunuchs
were always common in Muslim society and because of their ster-
ility were considered free of the taint of sexuality. They were thus
especially suitable to guard sacred relics and great sanctuaries. The
shirt of Muhammad in Cairo was guarded by eunuchs, as was the
Great Mosque in Mecca. Pilgrims - hajjis — would kiss the eunuchs’
hands on their way to the see the Ka’'ba, the most holy shrine in
all Islam.

Dedicated courtiers, undistracted by families, they soon rose to
powerful positions, first in Mameluk Egypt, then in Ottoman
Turkey, but most prominently of all in Mughal India. ‘The kings,
princes, queens and princesses place great confidence in these
people,” wrote the Italian traveller Niccolao Manucchi. ‘All people
of quality have eunuchs in their service and all the other officials,
servants and slaves are bound to account to the eunuchs for all
they do.” As officials and as singers, dancers and conjurors they
were still prominent figures in Safdar Jung’s Delhi; according to
Dargah Quli Khan, Taqi was a favourite of the Emperor and had
‘access to His Majesty’s private apartments’.

When the Mughal court was disbanded, Muslim hijras were
exposed for the first time to the other, Hindu, tradition of eunuchry.
In typical Delhi fashion the two traditions merged, and the hijras
became subject to a very Indian compromise.

To give birth to a hermaphrodite is still considered by simple
Indians to be one of the most terrible curses that can befall a
woman. At the same time the blessing of a hijra is considered to
be unusually potent. It can make a barren woman fertile. It can
scare off malevolent djinns. It can nullify the evil eye. In the streets
hijras are jeered at, sometimes even pelted with rubbish. Yet at a
poor family’s most crucial and most public celebrations, at a mar-
riage or at the birth of a male child, the absence of a hijra would
almost invalidate the whole ceremony. The eunuchs themselves
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have aided the merging of the two traditions. They no longer guard
harems; instead, as in the Mahabharata, they dance for a living.
They no longer dress like men as they did in the Mughal court;
instead they deck themselves in jewellery and cosmetics and wear
saris. Nevertheless, they retain many of the characteristics of their
courtly forebears.

Manucchi gives a rather patronizing description of characteristics
and temperaments of the eunuchs of Mughal times. ‘Among the
qualities of this sort of animal is their extreme covetousness in
collecting gold, silver, diamonds and pearls,” he writes. ‘They are
afraid to spend money even when it is necessary, fond of receiving,
niggardly in giving. Nevertheless they are anxious to appear well
dressed. They are foul in speech and fond of silly stories. Yet among
Mohammedans they are the strictest observers of the faith.

Manucchi obviously disliked the Delhi eunuchs: ‘They are
baboons,” he wrote, ‘insolent, licentious baboons.” Anyone who
comes across them casually today can easily see why he was so
rude. Yet you do not have to spend very long with them to appreci-
ate how India, then as now, has turned them into what they are,
how it has brutalized them and forced them to anaesthetize their
own sensibilities.

Thrown out of their homes, rejected by their families, they come
together for protection. In the streets they affect the manners of a
pantomime dame to gain attention: they pinch men’s buttocks,
purposely make buffoons of themselves, but are quick to take
offence. With little possibility of much fulfilment in this world, they
look to the next; they are for ever visiting temples and mosques
(for this they are required to revert to their male clothes) and going
on pilgrimage to Hindu and Muslim shrines over the subcontinent.
In this strange mix of piety and bawdiness, they directly recall the
world of Dargah Quli Khan and the Muraqqa’-e-Dehli.

»

The house was a late Mughal haveli off Gulli Mr Shiv Prasad. A

pretty young eunuch in a canary-yellow silk sari led Zakir and me

through a vaulted passageway and out into a small courtyard.
Under a wooden veranda lay a spread of carpets and divans.
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Sprawled over them were two more eunuchs; one was staring at
herself in a mirror, applying lipstick, the other was combing her
hair. Nearby sat two effeminate-looking men; there was also a baby
in a cradle. Despite the early hour, the eunuchs were all dressed
and painted as if they were about to go out to a late-night nautch.
They greeted Zakir warmly, but frowned at me.

‘Who’s the gora [white]?” asked one.

‘This is my friend Mr William,” said Zakir. ‘He’s a writer.’

‘Why have you brought him here?’

‘He would like to meet you all.’

‘You know we can’t talk to any outsiders,” replied the hijra,
‘unless Chaman Guruji gives us permission.”

‘And she won't,” said the other Aijra, pouting defiantly at me.
‘She doesn’t like goras.’

‘Where is Chaman?’ asked Zakir.

‘Upstairs. She’s sick.’

We climbed the rickety wooden stairs that led up to a balcony;
as we did so, one of the eunuchs blew a kiss at me and the others
burst out laughing. At the top of the stairs, Zakir knocked at the
door. A gruff voice commanded us to enter.

As we stepped through the portal, we left the late Mughal haveli
behind and entered a very different world: inside we were con-
fronted by a gleaming pink boudoir that could have been the dress-
ing-room of a 1950s Hollywood film star. Mirror-glass tiles covered
the end walls and the ceiling; pink plastic carnations peeped out
of brass vases; cut-out pictures of actors and actresses were pasted
into a frieze over a glass bookcase filled with Hindi videos. The pink
chintz curtains matched the pink chintz bedspread; underneath it,
prostrate yet fully dressed in a woman'’s blouse and man'’s dhoti,
sprawled the figure of Chaman, the guru of the household.

Chaman’s fingernails were brightly painted and her hair was long
and straggly; she had huge sagging breasts. Yet her face with its
heavy jowls, hangover eyes and early-morning stubble was entirely
that of a man. As we entered the bloated face nodded us a silent
greeting.

‘Chamanji,’ said Zakir. ‘You are unwell?’

‘I'm dying,” said Chaman. Then, groaning: ‘Oh! The pain!’

‘What is wrong with you Chamanji?’ asked Zakir.
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Chaman Guru

‘Nothing works any more. This body . . .’

‘Is it your knees again?’

‘My knees. And my teeth. And my breathing.’

‘Have you seen a doctor?’

‘1 had an injection yesterday. For the asthma. It's like trying to
breathe through a thick chador.’

Chaman held up the pink bedspread against her mouth to dem-
onstrate what she meant.

‘I'm in pain, I'm probably dying, and all my little chelas [disciples]
are leaving me. I had seven, now only three are left to look after
their old mother. Remember Maya? She went off last month and
married a boy from Pakistan. Promised she would come and see
me, but you know what these little chelas are like . ..” Chaman
suddenly began to look rather sad. ‘I can’t even see properly any
more. And as for my teeth ...’

‘What's happened to your teeth?’ asked Zakir.

‘I had them all out last month. Got new ones put in. Look.’
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Chaman pulled out her dentures and flourished them at us. As
she did so she seemed to notice me for the first time.

‘Who's your gora, Zakir?’

‘This is my friend, Mr William.’

I smiled. Chaman frowned.

‘Is he your boyfriend?’

‘No,’ said Zakir. ‘He’s married. To a girl.’

Chaman wrinkled up her nose in disgust.

‘He has brought you a present, Chamanji,” continued Zakir.

From the bottom of my pocket I produced a silver ta’wiz, the Sufi
charm Zakir had suggested I purchase as a gift for Chaman. I handed
it to the guru. A fat hand shot out from the covers and snatched
it from me.

‘Who gave you this?’ asked Chaman.

‘Pir Hassan Nagshbandi,” I said.

‘Nagshbandi, eh?’

Chaman bit the corner of the ta'wiz. This seemed to satisfy her
as to its authenticity.

‘It will make you well again,’ I said hopefully.

‘Nothing will make me well again.” The old eunuch fixed me with
a sharp eye. ‘Are you American? From the land of Hollywood?’

‘No. I'm British.’

‘From London?’

‘From Scotland.’

‘You know Sean Connery? I read in a magazine that he was from
Scotland.’

‘You're right. He is.’

‘In the old times we hijras used to be like your zero zero seven.
We were called khwaja saras, not hijras. We used to live in the
king’s house. In those days we never danced. Our job was to listen
and tell things to the king. We were just like your Sean Connery.’

Somehow I couldn’t imagine Chaman and her household taking
on Goldfinger or seducing Ursula Andress, but I let this pass.

‘I love the movies,’ continued Chaman. ‘When 1 was a girl I
wanted to be an actress. Look!’

From the bedside table Chaman produced a black and white
photograph. It showed a beautiful, heavy-boned girl in a European
dress. She had heavily rouged lips and painted eyebrows. A velvet
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choker was tied around her neck; massive gold earrings hung from
her lobes. The tone was sub-Garbo; only the tikka mark between
the eyebrows gave away that the image was Indian.

‘That was me when I was twenty-five,” said Chaman. ‘I was
beautiful, no?’

‘Unique,’ I said.

Chaman blushed with pleasure: ‘You mean it?’

»

After the breakthrough with Chaman it still took two months of
regular visits with Zakir before I got to know the other eunuchs
properly.

I used to arrive early in the morning before the household had
left on their rounds. They would always be busy putting on their
make-up and brushing their hair. Often there would be some
drama: Razia, the loudest and most ebullient of Chaman's chelas
would be wringing her hands and weeping because her new boy-
friend had gone off to Ajmer or because Chaman had called her a
tart or because her pet goat had gone missing; she always suspected
her neighbours were planning to slaughter it.

Another source of worry was the baby girl that Panna, another
of Chaman’s chelas, had adopted; if ever it wheezed or coughed or
refused its food, Panna would work herself up into an opera of
agitation. The only hijra who always kept her calm was Vimla, the
prettiest and quietest of Chaman'’s chelas. She was in charge of the
kitchen and by seven in the morning would be busy chopping up
chillies and onions ready for lunch.

Razia, Panna and Vimla were all very different — in their back-
grounds, their characters, and their looks. Razia was the most
unlikely of the three. A Kashmiri Muslim, she claimed to have been
to the Doon School (the Indian Eton) and to have completed a
Master’s degree in English at Bombay University. I was never able
to establish whether she was telling the truth — virtually all the
hijras I talked to shrouded the facts of their lives in a thick wrap of
fantasies — but she was certainly from a middle-class background
and spoke fluent English.

‘I became a hijra very late — in my mid-twenties — after my
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mother died,” she once said. ‘I was born with a body that was
masculine but my heart was always feminine. I never fitted in
anywhere, but now I feel good with these people.’

‘Was it very difficult when you first joined the hijras?’ I asked.

‘When [ arrived it was very strange. Everyone lived together;
there was no privacy. The six other chelas were all illiterate and
came from villages. Before I used to be a real reader; but here
there was not one book in the house. None of them even read a
newspaper. But Chaman was very protective and supportive; it was
as if I was still living with my mother.’

She added: ‘Sometimes I wanted desperately to go home, to see
my sisters. Once I went all the way home — but I never went in. I
just looked in the window then went away.’

‘Did the other eunuchs accept you?’ I asked. ‘Didn’t they mind
your posh background?’

‘Not at all. Thanks to Chaman they were kind to me. Besides I
was useful to them. I was able to talk English and to read and write.
We are all happy together. Sometimes when I see Panna with her
baby I wish I was a woman and had a husband and a child. But
Chaman doesn’t like us to have partners. She doesn’t like men in
the house — at least not corrupt men. She’s very jealous of her
daughters.’

Panna, Razia’s friend, was a very different creature. She was a
very large hijra: nearly six feet tall. Her face was covered with the
scars of smallpox and she had a huge protruding belly; a shadow
of light stubble flecked her chin. She would never have won a
beauty contest. But she was one of the shyest of all the hijras I met,
and one of the most gentle; her life revolved entirely around the
baby she had just adopted. Her story emerged only after I had got
to know her very well.

It seems that Panna was born asexual — with no visible sexual
characteristics — into a poor family who lived in a village near
Varanasi. When Panna was just twenty days old, the village midwife
disclosed that she was neither male nor female, that she was a
hijra. The news spread like wildfire. Panna’s mother, fearing the
consequences, left the village with the baby and went to stay with
a cousin fifty kilometres away.

‘In the village, my deformity had become the sole topic of conver-
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sation,” Panna told me. ‘The rest of my family were ostracized. It
was said that we were cursed. The following day a relative came
to the village and said that my mother had died of shock soon after
reaching her cousin’s house.

‘I was brought back along with the body of my mother. The death
did not move the village. Instead they sent a message to Chaman,
who used to visit the village every so often. The curse on the village
had to be removed. Chaman came with two chelas and took me
away. I grew up to be the chela of Chaman, and Chaman became
my guru.

‘Being a hijra was the only possibility for me; there was no other
career I could have pursued with the body that was given to me
at birth. Sometimes I used to be lonely and unhappy, but now with
the baby my life is complete. Now I don’t care what people say: at
times I look at the child and I am so happy I can’t sleep at night.
When she is older I will send the child to a good girls’ school and
see that she is taught English. Maybe one day she will be beautiful
and become a model or film star.’

Panna is unusual in that she was born asexual. The vast majority
of eunuchs, and almost all those I met, were born physically male.
In Europe they would probably describe themselves as transsexuals
and have a full sex change. But in India the technology for this
does not exist. The only choice is between a brutal — and extremely
dangerous — village castration, or, for those who can afford it, a
course in hormone pills followed by an anaesthetized operation.
The operation is illegal in India, but there are several doctors who,
for a fee, are willing to take the risk.

Vimla, the most feminine-looking of the eunuchs, did not have
the money for an operation and voluntarily underwent a village
castration. The son of a Jat farmer outside Delhi, by the age of
thirteen she was already refusing to work in the fields, saying that
she felt more like a woman than a man. ‘I was sure that I did not
have a place in either male or female worlds,” she told me. ‘My
body was that of a man but deep down I had the heart of a woman.
At puberty I started thinking of myself as a hijra.

‘One day a hijra named Benazir came to my village. She was
very beautiful and I fell in love with her. When I was on my own
I would feel sad and would not eat properly. Only when Benazir
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returned did I feel happy. My family began to suspect that I was
in love, but they did not know with whom. But in the village people
who had seen Benazir and me together began to gossip.’

A lucrative marriage settlement that Vimla’s family were negoti-
ating fell through as rumours began to spread. In frustration and
shame, Vimla’s father beat her up. The following day Vimla ran
away to Delhi to look for Benazir.

‘For days I searched for my Benazir, but I did not have an address
or know the name of her guru. I knew no one in Delhi and had
no money. | had to sleep on the pavements and beg for money.
Occasionally I got a free meal from the pirzadas [officials] at the
shrine of Khwaja Nizamuddin, but often I would go to bed hungry.’

Eventually Vimla met and was adopted by Chaman Guru.

‘In those days Chaman was very rich and beautiful. She became
my guru and gave me lots of beautiful saris and gold bangles. I
started to wear women’s clothes and to put on make-up. The fol-
lowing year I was taken to a village in the Punjab. I was dosed with
opium and a string was tied around my equipment. Then the whole
lot was cut off.

‘I knew it would be very painful and dangerous, but I got cut so
that no one would taunt me any more. After I was cut all my male
blood flowed away and with it went my manhood. Before I was
neither one thing nor the other. Now I am a hijra. I am not man
or woman. I am from a different sex.’

»

I once asked Vimla if she ever missed family life.

‘We are a family,” she said. ‘A chela must obey her guru like a
bride obeys her mother-in-law. We chelas must work hard, do the
cooking inside the house, and most of the dancing outside. We
have an obligation to look after our guru when she grows old, just
like we would look after our own mother. In return, when we
first become hijras Chaman Guru teaches us chelas the ways of the
eunuchs.’

The longer [ spent with the eunuchs, the more it became clear
that the whole system was highly structured, both within the
household and outside it. Just as every household of eunuchs has
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its strict rules within its walls, so each household also has a well
defined ‘parish’ where its members are allowed to operate. Viol-
ations — poaching in another household’s area — is referred to a
special council of eunuchs from all over India and Pakistan which
meets once a year.

There is even a Central School of Dance for the hijras. It occupies
a shady campus dotted with bushes of purple bougainvillaea in
Panipat, fifty kilometres to the north of Delhi. Here Prem Hijra, a
bad-tempered old eunuch with a bun and beady black eyes, offers
courses in dancing (folk, Bharat Natyam, Arab belly dancing or
disco) and singing (traditional, ghazals or modern film songs) to
new recruits. She also runs refresher courses for those who want
to perfect a particular style of dancing or learn the latest film songs.

‘She’s very strict,” Vimla once told me, ‘But they say that in her
youth she was the best dancer in North India.’

I pressed Vimla to show me her dancing and eventually, after
first consulting with Chaman, she invited me to join the household
on their rounds, or ‘going on tolly’ as they call it. Every household
of eunuchs has a network of informers — sweepers, dhobis, midwives
— who report back the imminent births and marriages in their dis-
trict. Every day, before setting out on tolly, the guru of the house-
hold prepares a detailed itinerary of addresses to be visited, and the
eunuchs adhere strictly to this list.

We set off at seven in the morning after a particularly frantic
bout of making-up: all three hijras cleaned their teeth with neem
twigs, smudged on great quantities of lipstick and dusted their faces
with blusher. Then we all took a convoy of rickshaws to Lajpath
Nagar, in south Delhi. (Balvinder Singh, in a fit of unusual prud-
ishness, had long since refused to come on my trips to see the
eunuchs in Old Dethi: ‘Mr William. These hijras are very bad and
very dirty ladies,” he had said the first time I tried to give Razia a
lift in his car. “Too much bad and too much dirty.” Since then he
had declared himself busy whenever I rang and asked for a taxi to
take me to the Turkman Gate.)

At Lajpath Nagar we met up with two musicians, a pair of elderly
men, one of whom played a harmonium, the other a pair of tabla
drums. After a quick breakfast we set off to the first address on the
list. As they walked along the streets, the eunuchs clapped their
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hands and made bawdy jokes, behaving quite differently from the
way they did inside their Turkman Gate haveli. Vimla in particular
underwent a radical character change. Sweet, shy and doe-eyed at
home, she woul