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CHAPTER | A Very Young Person
1865— 1878

Give me the first six years of a child’s life and you can have the rest.

LOOKING back from this my seventieth year, it seems to me that every
card in my working life has been dealt me in such a manner that I had but to
play it as it came, Therefore, ascribing all good fortune to Allah the Dispens-
er of Events, 1 begin—

My first impression is of daybreak, light and colour and golden and pur-
ple fruits at the level of my shoulder. This would be the memory of early
morning walks to the Bombay fruit market with my ayah and later with my
sister in her perambulator, and of our returns with our purchases piled high
on the bows of it. Our ayah was a Portuguese Roman Catholic who would
pray—1 beside her—at a wayside Cross. Meeta, my Hindu bearer, would
sometimes go into little Hindu temples where, being below the age of caste, I
held his hand and looked at the dimly-seen, friendly Gods.

Our evening walks were by the sea in the shadow of palm-groves which,
I think, were called the Mahim Woods. When the wind blew the great nuts
would tumble, and we fled—my ayah, and my sister in her perambulator—to
the safety of the open. I have always felt the menacing darkness of tropical e-
ventides, as | have loved the voices of night-winds through palm or banana
leaves, and the song of the tree frogs.

There were far-going Arab dhows on the pearly waters, and gaily dressed

Parsees wading out to worship the sunset. Of their creed I knew nothing, nor
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did I know that near our little house on the Bombay Esplanade were the Tow-
ers of Silence, where their Dead are exposed to the waiting vultures on the rim
of the towers, who scuffle and spread wings when they see the bearers of the
Dead below. 1 did not understand my Mother’s distress when she found “a
child’s hand” in our garden, and said I was not to ask questions about it, I
wanted to see that child’s hand. But my ayah told me.

In the afternoon heats before we’ took our sleep, she or Meeta would tell
us stories and Indian nursery songs all unforgotten, and we were sent into the
dining-room after we had been dressed, with the caution “Speak English now
to Papa and Mamma”. So one spoke “English”, haltingly translated out of the
vernacular idiom that one thought and dreamed in, The Mother sang wonder-
ful songs at a black piano and would go out to Big Dinners. Once she came
back, very quickly, and told me, still awake, that “the big Lord Sahib” had
been killed and there was to be no Big Dinner. This was L.ord Mayo, assassi-
nated by a native. Meeta explained afterwards that he had been “hit with a
knife”. Meeta unconsciously saved me from any night terrors or dread of the
dark. QOur ayah, with a servant’s curious mixture of deep affection and shal-
low device, had told me that a stuffed leopard’s head on the nursery wall was
there to see that I went to sleep. But Meeta spoke of it scornfully as “the head
of an animal”, and I took it off my mind as a fetish, good or bad, for it was
only some unspecified “animal”.

Far across green spaces round the house was a marvellous place filled
with smells of paints and oils, and lumps of clay with which I played. That
was the atelier of my Father’s School of Art, and a Mr. “Terry Sahib” his as-
sistant, to whom my small sister was devoted., was our great friend. Once,
on the way there alone, I passed the edge of a huge ravine a foot deep, where
a winged monster as big as myself attacked me, and I fled and wept. My Fa-

ther drew for me a picture of the tragedy with a rhyme beneath—

There was a small boy in Bombay

4 CHAPTER I A Very Young Person
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Who once from a hen ran away.

When they said : “You're a baby”,

He replied : “Well, I may be:

But I don't like these hens of Bombay”.

This consoled me. I have thought well of hens ever since.

Then those days of strong light and darkness passed, and there was a
time in a ship with an immense semi-circle blocking all vision on each side of
her. (She must have been the old paddie-wheel P. & 0. Ripon. ) There was a
train across a desert (the Suez Canal was not yet opened) and a halt in it, and
a small girl wrapped in a shawl on the seat opposite me, whose face stands out
still. There was next a dark land, and a darker room full of cold, in one wall
of which a white woman made naked fire, and I cried aloud with dread, for I
had never before seen a grate.

Then came a new small house smelling of aridity and emptiness, and a
parting in the dawn with father and mother, who said that I must learn quick-
ly to read and write so that they might send me letters and books.

I lived in that house for close on six years. It belonged to a woman who
took in children whose parents were in India. She was married to an old Navy
Captain, who had been a midshipman at Navarino, and had afterwards been
entangled in a harpoon-line while whale-fishing, and dragged down till he mi-
raculously freed himself. But the line had scarred his ankle for life—a dry,
black scar, which I used to look at with horrified interest.

The house itself stood in the extreme suburbs of Southsea, next to a
Portsmouth unchanged in most particulars since Trafalgar—the Portsmouth of
Sir Walter Besant’s By Celia’s Arbour. The timber for a Navy that was only
experimenting with iron-clads such as the Inflexible lay in great booms in the
Harbour. The little training-brigs kept their walks opposite Southsea Castle,
and Portsmouth Hard was as it had always been, Qutside these things lay the

desolation of Hayling Island, L.umps Fort, and the isolated hamlet of Milton,

6 CHAPTER ] A Very Young Person



EEEANEH,
A KM B
TAMH . RRAMDE
BEE. B, BERDE,
ERTEREE .

REFILRBRIEHRER. AHZE, RISOHEREFLT.
MEHFRINOCMKRERBHE FEEZE, BRINKHA BN ERMH
S AT, M EAERK. ¥RBMATE, ENEHXE. X—EERT
BEBEEXSRAFTRMLOANERNNRL RMNERL—-FIFRUEN K
E GREHEGSLENERA B, FHEVDEBETEENEE. £X
FH-NMEEFANDCBEAERNNHE, W45RECEBRKERNK.
RN KFEE - BREKNKH ERTHE, FREREBERT, MA
RWER. ~MNEABAXEERN - ERUERTHA, REFBEXA
HWRTENR, HAENRZAIRABERITEY, ,
FERERBT -MHH/NE, BAEBFILABRREZRMEE. RIFH
AR R IE, MATA N R ZERFTRENE 7, XHEAMAITE B
BERERE. 6.
REMAIBRTREETEAZANE, BEERIEAN, L ITRBE
TEENER/NET . ERAT —MNERFE LR, MU LREVTRELEERE
EEFER, MEE-KREGPHRANKEEET K, BHFEMRMBET
Mk, AIXFBTEMMHREBT T —#THHR——KBE. K
wHGE. BYRE B ER SRS M T F .
EANBEFATRES, WEMKFH —ERERRE - IBFRL
FEMB R /NGB CTORTE B MDY PREMH T — KRB E RN EZ
FEREAZREA. R RAEEENR EEREOREDE, LInREEEE.

-8 —IMERA



1 would go for long walks with the Captain, and once he tock me to see a ship
called the Alert (or Discovery) returned from Arctic explorations, her decks
filled with old sledges and lumber, and her spare rudder being cut up for sou-
venirs. A sailor gave me a piece, but I lost it. Then the old Captain died, and
I was sorry, for he was the only person in that house as far as I can remember
who éver threw me a kind word.

It was .an establishment run with the full vigour of the Evangelical as re-
vealed to the woman. I had never heard of Hell, so I was introduced to it in
all its terrors—1 and whatever luckless little slavey might be in the house,
whom severe rationing had led to steal food. Once I saw the woman beat such
a girl who picked up the kitchen poker and threatened retaliation. Myself 1
was regularly beaten, The woman had an only son of twelve or thirteen as re-
ligious as she. I was a real joy to him, for when his mother had finished with
me for the day he (we slept in the same room) toock me on and roasted the
other side.

1f you cross-examine a child of seven or eight on his day’s doings (special-
ly when he wants to go to sleep) he will contradict himself very satisfactorily.
If each contradiction be set down as a lie and retailed at breakfast, life is not
easy. I have known a certain amount of bullying, but this was calculated tor-
ture—religious as well as scientific, Yet it made me give attention to the lies I
soon found it necessary to tell: and this, I presume, is the foundation of liter-
ary effort,

But my ignorance was my salvation. 1 was made to read without explana-
tion, under the usual fear of punishment. And on a day that I remember it
came to me that “reading” was not “the Cat lay on the Mat”, but a means to
everything that would make me happy. So I read all that came within my
reach. As soon as my pleasure in this was known, deprivation from reading
was added to my punishments. I then read by stealth and the more earnestly.

There were not many books in that house, but father and mother as soon

as they heard I could read sent me priceless volumes. One I have still, a
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