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INTRODUCTION

WHEN V. S. NAIPAUL WON the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2001, each country responded in its own way. The president of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago sent a letter of congratulation on heavy writing paper; an Iranian newspaper denounced him for spreading venom and hatred; the Spanish prime minister invited him to drop by; India’s politicians sent adulatory letters, with the president addressing his to “Lord V. S. Naipaul” and the Bollywood superstar Amitabh Bachchan sending a fax of congratulation from Los Angeles; the New York Times wrote an editorial in praise of “an independent voice, skeptical and observant”; the British minister for “culture, media and sport” sent a dull, late letter on photocopying paper; and BBC Newsnight concentrated on Inayat Bunglawala of the Muslim Council of Britain, who thought the award “a cynical gesture to humiliate Muslims.”1 At this point in British history, when the sensational and immediate mattered above all else and fame was becoming more important than the achievements that might give rise to fame, Naipaul’s half-century of work as a writer seemed less significant than his reputation for causing offence.

“My background is at once exceedingly simple and exceedingly confused,” he suggested in his Nobel lecture.2 When slavery was abolished across the British empire, workers were still needed for the sugar plantations, and in India his destitute forebears were sent to the Caribbean as bonded labourers; it was slavery by another name, slavery with an expiry date. Vidia Naipaul, born in rural poverty in colonial Trinidad in 1932, would rise from this unpromising setting to become one of the great writers of the twentieth century. This achievement does not mean that all his writing was good, or that his behaviour was exemplary, but rather that his cumulative accomplishment outstripped his contemporaries’, and altered the way in which writers and readers perceived the world. Using simple sentences, he would look at complex modern subjects: extremism, global migration, political and religious identity, ethnic difference, the implosion of Africa, the resurgence of Asia and the remaking of the old European dispensation in the aftermath of empire. His achievement was an act of will, in which every situation and relationship would be subordinated to his ambition. His public position as a novelist and chronicler was inflexible at a time of intellectual relativism: he stood for high civilization, individual rights and the rule of law.

This was not an unusual position for someone of his background to be taking, but in Europe in the early twenty-first century it became extraordinary, aided by Naipaul’s tendency to caricature himself in public, outside his books. He said, or was said to have said, that Africa had no future, Islam was a calamity, France was fraudulent and interviewers were monkeys. If Zadie Smith of White Teeth fame—optimistic and presentable—was a white liberal’s dream, V. S. Naipaul was the nightmare. Rather than celebrate multiculturalismi, he denounced it as “multi-culti,” made malign jokes about people with darker skin than himself, blamed formerly oppressed nations for their continuing failure and attacked Prime Minister Tony Blair as a pirate who was imposing a plebeian culture on Britain. The only Blacks he associated with now were Conrad and Barbara. For a successful immigrant writer to take such a position was seen as a special kind of treason, a betrayal of what should be a purely literary genius. The critic Terry Eagleton complained “Great art, dreadful politics” while the reggae poet Linton Kwesi Johnson said, “He’s a living example of how art transcends the artist ‘cos he talks a load of shit but still writes excellent books.”3 Naipaul’s outrageous denunciations were less interesting than the work which preceded them. A parallel might be drawn with Albert Einstein when he discoursed on socialism rather than concentrating on science, or with Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who identified the crimes of Soviet communism at a time when serious people were seeking to ignore them but in old age took to railing against amorphous ills, like consumerism. Solzhenitsyn once commented: “In the West, one must have a balanced, calm, soft voice; one ought to make sure to doubt oneself, to suggest that one may, of course, be completely wrong. But I didn’t have the time to busy myself with this.”4

Naipaul was initially unwilling to take the call from Stockholm, since he was cleaning his teeth. When the secretary of the Nobel committee got him on the line, he enquired, “You’re not going to do a Sartre on us, and refuse the prize?” Naipaul accepted, and put out a statement that the Nobel was “a great tribute to both England, my home, and India, the home of my ancestors.” There was no mention of Trinidad. Asked why not, he said it might “encumber the tribute,” which provoked the Barbadian writer George Lamming, an ancient rival, to suggest Naipaul was “playing ole mas,” meaning he was masquerading or making trouble for his own entertainment, a Trinidadian trait. I noticed that when he was being rude or provocative in this way, Naipaul was full of glee. Creating tension, insulting his friends, family or whole communities left him in excellent spirits. He might for instance, on the basis of a photograph in the Daily Mail, denounce Queen Elizabeth’s granddaughter Zara Phillips for having a “criminal face,” or say that a friend’s daughter was “a fat girl, and she did what fat girls do, she married a Zulu,” or accuse a journalist of “doing disreputable things like mixing with Bengalis—and other criminals.”5 Later, after I had visited Trinidad, I realized this style of conversation was not rare in the Caribbean. It was what Trinidadians call “picong,” from the French “piquant,” meaning sharp or cutting, where the boundary between good and bad taste is deliberately blurred, and the listener sent reeling.

Around this time, I was asked to write V. S. Naipaul’s biography. I was hesitant; I was finishing another book, and saw it would be a big and potentially fraught project, perhaps the last literary biography to be written from a complete paper archive. His notebooks, correspondence, handwritten manuscripts, financial papers, recordings, photographs, press cuttings and journals (and those of his first wife, Pat, which he had never read) had in 1993 been sold to the University of Tulsa in Oklahoma, a place famous for its hurricanes and the worst race riot in America’s history.6 The archive ran to more than 50,000 pieces of paper. I told V. S. Naipaul that I would only want to write a biography if I could use material at Tulsa that was closed to public access, and quote from it freely. I would need to interview him at length. My intention was to end the biography in 1996 as he entered his sixty-fifth year, a few months after Pat’s death, rather than come too close to the distorting lens of the present. There was silence; then some months later a letter of acceptance came, written as if unwillingly in a fast, cramped hand, in violet ink. Over the five years since that letter, Naipaul has stuck scrupulously to our agreement; I have had no direction or restriction from him. He had the opportunity to read the completed manuscript, but requested no changes. When he was in Tulsa in 1994, Naipaul said in a speech, “The lives of writers are a legitimate subject of inquiry; and the truth should not be skimped. It may well be, in fact, that a full account of a writer’s life might in the end be more a work of literature and more illuminating—of a cultural or historical moment—than the writer’s books.”7

I had met Naipaul a few times before this, once in England and later in Delhi while writing an article for the New Yorker magazine. Tarun Tejpal, a friend who worked as a journalist, telephoned and invited me to a press conference, saying he would collect me from my hotel in ten minutes. His car, shabby against the grand hotel limousines, drew up under a colonnade. I climbed into the back and noticed that I was sitting beside Sir Vidia Naipaul. He was wearing many layers of clothing and a tweed jacket, despite the heat. He held a trilby hat carefully in his lap. A roll-neck sweater merged with his beard, completing the impression that he was fully covered. Nadira, the second Lady Naipaul, was sitting in the front beside Tarun. She asked me about the article I was writing, and I mentioned some trouble I was having with the magazine’s celebrated fact-checkers. “Don’t let the New Yorker worry you,” said Naipaul, enunciating each syllable of each word in his modulating voice, part West Indian, part Queen’s English. “The New Yorker knows nothing about writing. Nothing. Writing an article there is like posting a letter in a Venezuelan postbox; nobody will read it.” He paused, and continued, “We were talking about the funeral of Princess Diana.” The princess had died some months earlier. “What were your thoughts about it?”

From everything I knew of Naipaul, I imagined he would hate the sentiment swirling around the dead princess, and view her as another Evita Perón. He was watching me through narrowed eyes with a would-be benign smile—“playin’ dead to catch corbeau alive,” to use the Caribbean phrase. We were in a Delhi traffic jam by now, horns honking. I was jet-lagged; I thought I might be honest.

“I found it moving. I liked seeing the British express their emotion in public.”

There was silence.

“Oh,” he said in a distraught voice. His face went dark. “Patrick, Patrick, Patrick.”

Tarun looked at me nervously in the driver’s mirror.

“Why, what did you think about it?” I asked.

He contemplated the question before answering.

“It filled me with shame—shame and disgust. The sort of disgust one feels after visiting a prostitute, if you know what I mean. They had a man, Mr. John, doing the singing.” (I realized later that he was referring to Elton John.) “I had to walk across Kensington Gardens to my flat before the funeral. I saw the flowers for her, wrapped in plastic, rotting in the sun. I saw shrines. There were Negroes at the shrines, weeping, openly. Why were they weeping? Why? Why were they weeping?”

He was almost shouting. Tarun was trying to stop himself from laughing. Nadira seemed both amused and exasperated. She turned and held her husband by the arm.

“That will do.”

She spoke to him as if he were a mischievous boy, and she were his mother.

It was, I came to see, a typically Naipauline performance: outrageous, funny, impossible.

If you reject the land that formed you, as Naipaul began to do actively in his thirties, you become defined by that rejection. It provides you with a struggle. “You were born in Trinidad?” Bernard Levin asked in an interview in 1983. “I was born there, yes,” came the reply, “I thought it was a great mistake.”8 Naipaul’s dismissal of his homeland became part of his persona, a persona he invented in order to realize his early ambition to escape the periphery for the centre, to leave the powerless for the powerful, and to make himself a great writer. I sometimes thought of him as a man running up a beach with the advancing tide behind him, managing to stay a bare step ahead of the water. In order to become what he wanted to be, he had to make himself someone else. He could not remain regional. His ambition was linked to fear, as it often is in an author or creative artist: fear of failure, fear of not being able to write, fear of disappearance, fear of mental or physical breakdown, fear that people were trying to do him down, fear of being faced down, fear of losing face, fear of being found out. Repeatedly he had to recreate or mask himself, clearing away his past, in order to become the apparently stateless, hyper-perceptive global observer who could, as a book reviewer once put it, look into the mad eye of history and not blink. This took its psychological toll. In 1971 he told an interviewer that he had made a vow at an early age never to work for anyone. “That has given me a freedom from people, from entanglements, from rivalries, from competition. I have no enemies, no rivals, no masters; I fear no one.”9 Everyone has entanglements and rivalries, and Naipaul was to have many during the 1970s: his attempt to avoid them and become solely “the writer” was itself an act of pre-emptive rejection, which arose from anxiety and fear.

His attempts to separate himself from the consequences of his own behaviour, and to present himself not as a person but as solely “the writer,” a figure who could in theory be studied objectively, was what made this biography possible. Opposing others, following his unique vision, apparently convinced his literary calling was hereditary and noble, was central to his idea of himself. It may have begun as a pose, but it was a mask that had eaten into the face. He once said to me, “I was not interested and I remain completely indifferent to how people think of me, because I was serving this thing called literature.”10 This remark was, in one sense, true. Intellectually he believed the truth should not be skimped in a biography, yet personally he felt obliged to guard himself. Even when speaking frankly about intensely personal subjects, he wore a shield of self-protection. During these interviews, his replies alternated between statements of absolute self-belief and defensive emotional fragility. Of all the people I spoke to for this book, he was outwardly the frankest. He believed that a less than candid biography would be pointless, and his willingness to allow such a book to be published in his lifetime was at once an act of narcissism and humility.

In Trinidad, V. S. Naipaul appeared to be admired as someone who had got ahead, who had taken on the outside world on his own terms, and won. This is not to suggest that admiration for him in the Caribbean islands was unmitigated. One man described him to me as a “failed calypsonian”; a woman in a business centre threatened to attack me when I said I was writing about him; Anthony Petit, describing himself as “aspiring author and head of the Triniwriters group,” wrote to the Trinidad Guardian in 2003 to say the Nobel Prize winner did not deserve any respect from Trinidadians since, “Anyone can write like Naipaul.” Petit thought that because “the role model in question rejects his heritage, while using said heritage for advancement and accolade, we cannot but shake our heads sadly and turn elsewhere for solace and inspiration.”11

Despite this, and reciprocal barbs over the decades, Naipaul’s achievement was a source of national pride. In Toco, at a hotel by the sea, a pair of calypso singers from Port of Spain were singing fast, funny songs with the aid of a small guitar to entertain the tourists. I asked one of them, Keith Eugene Davis, how he kept his material fresh.

“You feeling for some rum?”

I took the hint and bought him a drink.

“I tell you how. I read the newspapers.”

“Have you heard of a writer called V. S. Naipaul?” I asked.

“Man, course I heard of him.”

“Can you do a song about him?”

At once the guitar was in his hands, and he sang spontaneously:


Now I must tell you after all,

People know about V. S. Naipaul,

But is very sad to explain,

That man don’t live in Trinidad again,

So now the facts I must unfold,

One of the best writers in the world,

But then I give you my view,

He was very international too,

So I think it very wise,

When they give him the Nobel Prize.12



Quotations from my interviews with V. S. Naipaul are threaded through this book. Where his statements are self-serving or eccentric, I have often let them stand without authorial intrusion, figuring the reader should be able to make a judgement. These conversations, conducted on an occasional basis at his house in rural Wiltshire over several years, were the strangest experience of my professional life. He could be angry, acute, open, self-pitying, funny, sarcastic, tearful—but he was always intense. I tended not to contradict him, preferring to let him talk. Early on, I realized that I risked being cast as the house liberal, a role I did not want. I found that a confrontational interview with Naipaul was apt to induce a fruitless hardening of his position or elusive generalization, which was in itself a form of game-playing or manipulation. I have left in his conversational repetitions, what has been called the Naipaul “bis,” after a term used in music (and modem protocols) to denote a repeat. It is not easy to describe the effect of this verbal tic. It has become part of his speech, and can be compelling and comic, arising from his resonant voice and the certitude with which he speaks, until refuted. I remember at a formal dinner after a conference seeing Naipaul being presented with a plate of what appeared to be meat (it was baked endive, hiding beneath a crust of melted cheese) and as the waiter attempted to set it before him, he said: “That is not my food. That is not my food. That is not my food. That is not my food.” Each time he said the words, he altered their implication. When the confusion was explained to him, he accepted the plate meekly, saying “Ah.”

My approach to writing biography is as it was when I began my first book. I wrote then that the aim of the biographer should not be to sit in judgement, but to expose the subject with ruthless clarity to the calm eye of the reader. Since writing about a writer for the first time, I have become more doubtful about the notion that an artistic creator should be expected to explain himself. Anyone who has written imaginatively will know that the process remains mysterious, even to the author, however hard you try to unpick it. Would Conrad, were he alive to answer, be able to say quite what Kurtz meant by “The horror! The horror!”? The best writing can be examined only in its effect. Sometimes, a critic or biographer can see things the author cannot. In his Nobel lecture, V. S. Naipaul said that a writer’s biography can never fully reveal the source of his books: “All the details of the life and the quirks and the friendships can be laid out for us, but the mystery of the writing will remain. No amount of documentation, however fascinating, can take us there. The biography of a writer—or even the autobiography—will always have this incompleteness.”13 I would go further: a biography can never fully reveal the source of its subject. The commonplace that a biographer has found the “key” to a person’s life—usually something arbitrary like the death of a sibling, or moving house—is implausible. People are too complicated and inconsistent for this to be true. The best a biographer can hope for is to illuminate aspects of a life and seek to give glimpses of the subject, and that way tell a story.

Patrick French
London, December 2007



PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE
The New World

THE ISLANDS OF THE CARIBBEAN dot and dash their way through the sea, linking different worlds. Central America joins the southern and northern hemispheres, taking you up through Colombia, Panama and Nicaragua by the land route until you reach Mexico, or down through the shallows of the Atlantic from Florida to the Bahamas, skirting Cuba and Jamaica, passing Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, until you find yourself in the sprayed arc of islands known as the Lesser Antilles, some no more than a few miles across: Anguilla, Sint Maarten, Guadeloupe, Saint Lucia, Martinique, Grenada. At the tip of the chain lies a larger island which, beneath the sea or geologically, is part of the South American mainland. Almost square, with a low promontory at its south-western corner pointing to Venezuela, this is Trinidad.

In the summer of 1498, three ships approached the shores of the island.1 The men on board were exhausted and burned by the sun, surviving off raisins, salt pork and sea biscuits, their supply of water running low. They were led by a white-haired voyager in his forties named Christoforo Colombo, known also as Christóbal Colón or Christopher Columbus. He was ill, his body inflamed and his eyes bleeding. It was Columbus’s third voyage in search of Asia, and the one on which his future depended. A few months earlier, Vasco da Gama had reached Calicut, opening Europe’s sea route to India. Renowned for his acute sense of smell, Columbus would have drunk in the lush, flowering vegetation of the island with its easy, humid, tropical climate, home to rainforests of bamboo and hardwood, flashing birds like the silver-beaked tanager, rivers, waterfalls and an array of caymans, snakes and beasts such as the nine-banded armadillo. There were no cocoa estates, no sugar-cane plantations, no breadfruit trees; Captain Bligh had yet to bring them from Tahiti. The only inhabitants were families of Amerindians who lived by farming and fishing, having paddled across the sea from the Orinoco river delta many centuries before.

Seeing three ranges of mountains running across the island, Columbus named it La Isla de la Trinidad after the Holy Trinity, in the Christian way. Later that day his sailors landed on the south coast to take on fresh water—the moment of first contact. Over the following weeks they navigated neighbouring waters, and became the first Europeans to see the mainland of South America, the fresh green breast of the New World. Columbus suspected as he charted the wide mouth of the Orinoco river that he was on the edge of a continent rather than another island. With his health failing, he ordered his ships to sail north through the stretch of water between Trinidad and the mainland—the Gulf of Paria—until they reached the island of Margarita.

The outbreak of the sixteenth century brought adventurers to the island of Trinidad, who enslaved the indigenous Amerindians and sent them to work in Spanish colonies overseas. The old world disappeared: land was stolen, new settlements were made. The English, Dutch, French and Spanish all battled and schemed for supremacy in the islands of the West Indies. Using the legal formalities of the time, local chiefs lost their inheritance and power. Sir Walter Raleigh, an English marauder who raided Trinidad in 1595, found five desperate, dispossessed men in the custody of the Spaniards. They turned out to be “the last aboriginal rulers of the land, held together on one chain, scalded with hot bacon fat, and broken by other punishments.”2

Nearly three centuries after the appearance of Columbus, Trinidad had barely been colonized. By 1783 it had 126 whites, 259 free coloureds, 310 African slaves and 2,032 Amerindians.3 To encourage settlement, King Charles III of Spain offered land and tax breaks. Roman Catholics of French descent moved from neighbouring islands, accompanied by their slaves, and started farming cocoa, tobacco, cotton and sugar. By 1797, when the Spanish surrendered Trinidad to the British during the French Revolutionary Wars, the population had risen to just under 18,000. In the nineteenth century, migrants flooded in, and by 1900 there were around 300,000 inhabitants. Unlike most other islands in the West Indies, the people of Trinidad came from many different places: there were Africans who spoke French creole or Yoruba, sailors and indentured labourers from China, neighbouring Venezuelans, German and French labourers, Syrian and Lebanese business families, wanderers from Grenada and Barbados, residual Amerindians, visitors from Madeira, demobbed black British army veterans, Portuguese and Spanish-speaking farmers of uncertain ethnicity and free slaves from the United States. Most Caribbean islands were homogenous by comparison, with white planters and black slaves, but Trinidad was uniquely and enduringly ethnically complex. Even its place names were various: Amerindian (Chaguanas), Spanish (San Fernando), French (Sans Souci) and British (Poole).

When slavery was formally abolished across the British empire in 1834 and cheap labour was needed for the sugar-cane plantations, malnourished Indians were shipped over from Calcutta and Madras. While the white planters of the West Indies had grown rich on sugar cane, their cousins in India had made fortunes from land revenues; and many beautiful houses were built in the English countryside. North India, under British control, was awash with dislocated, landless peasants. A voyage across the oceans and a stint as a bonded or indentured labourer was an alternative to destitution. In Trinidad, the newly arrived East Indians were nervous of the alien society in which they found themselves. They feared the island’s black majority: Negroes seemed physically stronger, had rough manners and their dark skin identified them with the lower castes of Hinduism. The Negroes, for their part, came to regard these East Indians as heathens with peculiar customs who kept to themselves, were mean with money, cooked strange food and were servile to the plantation owners. Black agricultural labourers found their wages being undercut. They looked down on the Indians, who had to work long hours in the cane fields, as the “new slaves.”

CHRISTMAS 1894: Picture the tropical island of Trinidad with its sandy beaches, bursting coconuts, leaping howler monkeys and freshwater mangrove swamps teeming with scarlet ibis. A ship approaches Nelson Island, a parched limestone islet overlooking the capital, Port of Spain. The passengers who have survived the three-month sea voyage from Calcutta are loaded into open rowing boats. Quickly, the holding barrack is filled with men, women and children, their names recorded in a ledger under the supervision of a government official, the Protector of Immigrants. Their possessions are fumigated. They are housed, both sexes, in a long shed lined with wooden bunks filled with hay, infested with mosquitoes and sandflies. Most are Hindus, driven to flight by starvation or debt or trickery. All are desperate. They do not even know where they have come to; all they know is the name of the hot place to which they have been shipped, transposed into Hindi as “Chinitat.” Soon, an overseer will come from a plantation and indenture them as estate labourers, or coolies. The Handbook of Trinidad and Tobago states that when visiting the colony, “Elaborate tropical outfits are not necessary … For ladies, the same clothes as would be worn during a hot English summer are suitable all the year round.”4 Photographs of these new arrivals from India show them dressed almost in rags: a kurta and dhoti and light turban for the men, or a sari with the pallu, or tail, of the sari draped over the head in modesty for the women. These broken-down, thin-limbed immigrants with their tiny bundles of possessions can only have made the journey to Trinidad as a last resort.5

One man among the many—his name recorded as Kopil—is a Brahmin, from a family of hereditary pundits in a village near Gorakhpur on the Nepalese border with India. He has pretended to be from a different background, since the recruiter back in India told him he might not be accepted as a labourer if he admits to being from the highest caste. For thirteen generations, Kopil’s family have presided over the religious destiny of their neighbourhood, reading the Sanskrit texts and lecturing on spiritual practice to those who seek enlightenment. Wishing to study, he had walked south to Benares, the sacred Hindu city on the banks of the Ganges, where he met a recruiter who told him stories about the Caribbean, and how in this far-off place he would be given a gold coin each day as a reward for sifting sugar. If Kopil emigrated, he might even want to have a broad canvas belt made in which to store the gold coins. He is brought to a depot in Calcutta, and taken aboard the ship Hereford. At once, he feels his difference from the other immigrants. On board ship, he finds a piece of beef in his food. Although the voyage is terrible (forty people die from an outbreak of cholera, their corpses thrown overboard) Kopil starves himself for two days in horror at this contamination by cow meat, until the surgeon-superintendent intervenes and he is given a separate daily ration of raw potatoes and rice, which he cooks himself.

He reaches an island far from the large country and ancient civilization he has left behind. It is Kopil’s misfortune to be indentured to Woodford Lodge in Chaguanas, an estate in central Trinidad where the regime is especially severe. Each morning, to preserve his caste identity, he sets his own pot of khitchri—rice and spiced lentils—on an earthen oven before going to work. Kopil is assigned to the shovel gang, to digging and planting. It breaks him. He is put on the weeding gang with the women and children, and later made responsible for clearing the dung from the animal pens, a sweeper’s job. Kopil’s health breaks. He is twenty-one years old, alone, a minority within a minority in the most fragmented place on earth. Then, by chance, an Indian sirdar—a driver or overseer—learns that he is a Brahmin and can read Sanskrit. Kopil might have some use; he can read the scriptures. The sirdar, a Bengali called Govinda, has a fifteen-year-old daughter, Soogee. A marriage is arranged, and Kopil is saved from extinction. Govinda “cuts” Kopil—he pays the government a fee to buy him out of his indenture, and installs him in a small house near the Catholic church in Chaguanas. With Soogee, he will manage a general store for his father-in-law.

The shop does well. Decades pass. Kopil adjusts his name to the regalsounding Capildeo Maharaj. He becomes renowned as a pundit, explaining sacred texts and duties at impromptu services, and conducting pujas or ceremonies. Sometimes he takes his congregation on a pilgrimage to the sea for religious bathing, the Atlantic standing in for the Ganges. With Soogee, he has nine surviving daughters and two sons, but spends much of his time alone, reading the scriptures and meditating. He is conscious of his status; once, when an illiterate pundit tries to officiate beside him at a wedding, he has the man sent away. Capildeo Maharaj is a good businessman too, trading goods on a return trip to India. He buys land in Chaguanas and employs labourers to grow rice, peas and eddoes, an edible root. Soogee persuades him to send the children, girls as well as boys, to a local school run by Canadian missionaries, despite his misgivings about Christianity. To display his new wealth, Capildeo Maharaj has a heavy gold necklace made for his son Simbhoonath, and builds a solid white house on the main road in Chaguanas with thick walls and pillars at the front, close to the railway station, the police station and the court house. It has a blank facade, blocking the view of any outsiders on the passing road, and is modelled on a building he remembers from Gorakhpur. He calls it Anand Bhavan, or the Abode of Bliss, after the family mansion of the Nehru family back in Allahabad. In 1926, Capildeo Maharaj sails to India to arrange a holiday for his family. While travelling back to his ancestral village, he is struck by a stomach ailment, and dies.

Not long after this Seepersad Naipaul, a twenty-two-year-old Brahmin from a poor family, is employed to paint a sign at the general store on the ground floor of Anand Bhavan. He likes the look of the sixteen-year-old girl behind the counter, Droapatie Capildeo. Not realizing she is a daughter of the house, he passes her a note. It is discovered, the formidable Soogee intervenes, and on 28 March 1929 Seepersad and Droapatie are married at the warden’s office in Chaguanas.6 They have a daughter, Kamla, the following year, and on 17 August 1932 their son Vidyadhar is born. He is named for a Chandela king, the dynasty which built the magnificent Hindu temples at Khajuraho in northern India. His name means “bearer of knowledge.” Back in the early eleventh century, King Vidyadhar had fought against Mahmud of Ghazni, the first of the infamous Muslim invaders of India. It was an apposite name for the boy. Years later, as V. S. Naipaul, he would say, “It’s such a grand name, a very special name—I cherished it for that reason. I think great things were expected of me.”7

HOW MUCH of Capildeo’s personal story, passed down as family lore, is true? Would this small, shrewd man have been so easily duped by the recruiter? Were his forefathers revered as pundits in their village? Were they even Brahmins? The name Capildeo sounds like a dialect rendition of Kapil Dev (he would have spoken in Bhojpuri, a language similar to Hindi used around Gorakhpur), a name which gives no indication of caste, and the suffix Maharaj was certainly bogus. How would he have cooked rice and potatoes on board ship, where the fire regulations were so strict? Why was Govinda so concerned that Capildeo was a Brahmin, and able to read Sanskrit, when he himself was a convert to Roman Catholicism? Might the marriage to Soogee have been essentially a practical arrangement, a recognition of Capildeo’s talent for business? Was he really planning a holiday in India for his family when he died? Shortly before sailing he had mortgaged much of his land and left Soogee and his children; he was accompanied on the voyage by another woman, Jussodra, who was the wife of a man named Phagoo. Was the story that Seepersad Naipaul told his family about his accidental courtship (which his son Vidyadhar would one day fictionalize in A House for Mr. Biswas) an elaboration or the reality?

The British imperial obsession with records and taxonomy means that a few facts about Capildeo Maharaj can be fixed. A man named Kopil arrived in Trinidad on the ship Hereford in 1894, and was indentured as a coolie at Woodford Lodge estate; someone paid for him to be “cut” from his indenture. He gained a reputation as a pundit, and was an office-holder in the East Indian National Congress, a fledgling organization inspired by the rise of nationalism in India.8 In 1913 he was listed on his daughter Droapatie’s birth certificate as “Capildoe Maraje, Hindoo Priest.”9 He or his wife Soogee owned agricultural land around Chaguanas. Astonishingly, some lines of Capildeo’s actual conversation survive, spoken in creolized English and recorded by a member of his congregation, a man named Shiva: “Siewah, just as a man haveam own mudder, man mus haveam own lan. You na have am own lan and house, you na own man at all. [Shiva, just as a man has his own mother, a man must have his own land. If you don’t have land and a house, you are not a man.]”10 It was a sentiment that might have been spoken, in standard English, by Mr. Biswas.

In a society where everyone has been uprooted and people can invent their own past, many things become unstable. It is possible, though, to build up some sort of picture of the world in which Capildeo and Vidyadhar’s other three grandparents lived. Caste had given a structure to Indian society for thousands of years. It was based on the Hindu idea of karma, where past actions in previous lives determined a person’s status in the present. Pundits, learned Brahmin men with a knowledge of the Sanskrit teaching traditions, performed ritual duties in order to safeguard social order. At its best, caste gave a sense of identity and community; at its worst, it condemned people to a degraded life based on an inherited social position, and provided an excuse for inhuman cruelty. British classifications of the people of India in the eighteenth century gave rigidity to an ancient and flexible concept. The principal categories—Brahmins (priests, scholars), Kshatriyas (warriors, rulers), Vaishyas (traders), Shudras (labourers) and Untouchables (outcastes)—disguised fluidity between regions, centuries and subcastes. Local cultural variants, focusing for example on a particular deity, now appeared to be part of a larger, graded philosophy called Hinduism. Nor was caste an exclusively Hindu phenomenon: Indian Muslims, Sikhs and Christians all came to use it as a form of social stratification.

The first indentured Indian immigrants docked in Port of Spain in 1845. They were unpopular: a creole town councillor collected a petition against “immoral heathens,” saying they would be a drain on the taxpayer and might discourage Negro migration from neighbouring islands and the U.S.A.11 Trinidad’s superintendent of prisons wrote that many coolies were guilty of “gross idolatry” and cruel to their wives: “As a general rule they have few good qualities, and are faithless, unprincipled, immoral, lazy, and fond of wandering … they are filthy in their habits, and have little care in regard to clothing.”12 As an undeveloped plantation colony, the island needed labour if the sugar industry was to survive. The island’s African slaves had moved to the towns and set up as tradesmen, dockers and domestic workers after emancipation.

Most indentured Indians came from parts of north India that were suffering famine, drought or social upheaval, such as Bihar, Punjab and the United Provinces (Awadh). The spread of European manufactured goods and changes in land-ownership after the decline of the Mughal empire meant that agricultural labourers, weavers and potters were often left destitute, particularly on the plains of the Ganges. In these uncertain times, caste affiliation became a means of securing a position. After their role in the Mutiny of 1857, Brahmins came to be perceived by the British as clever but pernicious, and less malleable than other groups.13 At the time Capildeo was recruited, around 15 per cent of immigrants were from higher castes (Brahmin, Thakur, Rajput and Khatri), 34 per cent were from farming or artisan castes, 37 per cent were from lower or backward castes and 14 per cent were Muslim.14 Whatever a person’s background, migration overseas was never an easy choice: it would mean the end of village or community life, possible death during the three- to four-month sea voyage and theoretical loss of caste caused by crossing the kala pani, or black water.

A recruiter would pass through poor villages looking for those with no future; many recruits had stories of being coerced or drugged. They would be transported either on foot or by train to the Indian capital, Calcutta, where they would be sold to a sub-agent, who was often a Muslim or Jewish shopkeeper. The recruits were mustered at a high-walled depot by the Hooghly river, fed, inspected for disease and given clothes and a red woollen hat for the sea voyage. Often they would not understand each other: speakers of Marathi, Kashmiri, Telugu, Punjabi had no common tongue. Most single women who chose to emigrate were recruited from urban areas rather than villages, and in many cases they had already run away from home or a bad husband, or been expelled for a social transgression, and were seeking to avoid prostitution. At the dock in Calcutta a registering officer, usually a junior magistrate, recorded the migrant’s name, sex, caste, village and occupation. It was a casual act of lasting significance: the name, written in roman script probably for the first time, would provide a label for their descendants. Each migrant would sign or thumbprint a document agreeing to be indentured. Their names were written down as they spoke them, and since there were no standard transliterations for Indian names, the spelling might indicate the regional pronunciation of the speaker or the ignorance of the registering officer. To someone with a knowledge of Indian names, these transliterations now seem bizarre and anglicized: thus (some of this is guesswork) Lutchman was Laxman, Beharry was Bihari, Gopaul was Gopal, Permanand was Prem Anand, Teeluck was Tilak, Ramkissoon was Ram Krishna, Sammy was Swami, Gobin was Govinda, Capildeo was Kapil Dev and Seepersad was Shiv Parshad or Shiv Prasad.

Life on board the three-masted sailing ship meant a hundred days of torment. Leaving everything they knew, this first wave of the modern Indian diaspora sailed through the Bay of Bengal, round the rough sea at the Cape of Good Hope, past St. Helena and through the Doldrums towards the West Indies. Hundreds of passengers might die from a contagious disease during a single voyage. They lived below decks in three compartments—men, women and couples—lit by fixed coconut-oil lamps, and in the daytime were allowed to come to the upper deck to walk, wrestle or engage in stick-fighting. Flogging was the standard punishment for disobedience. Discipline was enforced by the surgeon-superintendent, a British medical officer who was also responsible for supplying food, protecting the passengers’ health and making sure the sailors, most of whom were Indian, did not molest them. The surgeon-superintendent received “head money” for each migrant landed alive, and was answerable to the protector of immigrants.15 On the plantation, coolies would start work at six in the morning, stop for breakfast at ten-thirty and continue work until four in the afternoon. They were paid a token wage of two to four shillings a week. At Woodford Lodge estate they would cut sugar cane, a rough, sharp, brutal crop, haul it to the refinery on ox-carts and move casks of sugar by barge to the road. Lack of women during the early days of indenture led to fights between men, often involving a cutlass, and rum-fuelled violence against women—including murder—became known as an Indian trait. Daily life was controlled by the sirdar, usually a physically imposing figure who spoke a little English and doubled as a moneylender. The barracks had wooden partitions: a 10- by 12-foot room was expected to house a married couple and children. Cooking was done out on a step. The plantation was a discrete world, without privacy or individuation. Wandering more than two miles from your designated estate was a criminal offence punishable by imprisonment. The Indian government retained a duty of care for indentured labourers, and the protector of immigrants issued an annual report on their condition. Although he was meant to represent their interests, court records show that the protector’s loyalty usually lay with the planters, particularly regarding the brutal way in which discipline was enforced on the estates.16

Indenture differed from the formally defunct African slave trade in several vital respects. It was theoretically voluntary, and it was time-limited: after a period of five to ten years, the recruit would be given a small plot of land or a return passage to India. Crucially, families stayed together: under an ordinance from the Indian government, they were not allowed to be split up when they landed. This gave Indians a monumental historical advantage over Trinidadians of African descent. The emphasis in Indian culture on strong family and caste ties enabled them to retain and build a sense of community abroad. When their period of indenture expired, many Indians preferred to remain in Trinidad and take a grant of land, even if it was swamp. They worked the land and grew rice, sugar cane and coconuts; some kept cows, some sold milk. One witness at a Royal Commission in 1897 said the ambition of Indians in Trinidad was “to buy a cow, then a shop, and say: ‘We are no niggers to work in cane fields.’ ”17 The agent of the Tennant family estates complained that a time-expired Indian employee would seek work wherever wages were highest: “you cannot rely upon him with the certainty that you can rely on the indentured labourer.”18

When Capildeo Maharaj set sail for Trinidad in 1894, British rule was less than a hundred years old and Queen Victoria, the Empress of India, was approaching the end of her reign. In the crisp words of the Handbook of Trinidad and Tobago, “The Colony does not possess responsible government. The government is administered by the Governor advised by an Executive Council, which consists of three ex officio members and such other members as may from time to time be appointed by the Governor.”19 Security was provided by the paramilitary Trinidad Constabulary and the Trinidad Light Horse, which consisted of managers and sirdars from the estates. J. H. Collens, a British school superintendent who published A Guide to Trinidad, wrote that “the Coolie is well shaped, with regular features, wiry, though not over-muscular, and possessing considerable powers of endurance. He is frugal and saving to a fault, living on the plainest and coarsest of diet, often denying himself sufficient even of this fare to gratify his love of hoarding.”20 This emphasis on planning for the future was contrasted by colonial writers with the Negro tradition of living for the moment. Remarkably in 1889, a year after Collens published his guide to Trinidad, 12,549 Indian savers had between them deposited over £250,000 in local banks.21

Shortly before the First World War, the Indian government commissioned a survey on the condition of indentured labourers in Trinidad, British Guiana, Jamaica and Fiji. It found that barracks were made of wood with corrugated-iron roofing, and that the only drinking water was rainwater collected in tanks. There were few latrines, and people had to defecate in nearby fields. In rural Trinidad, disease was rife, particularly hookworm, malaria, dysentery and skin infections.22 There was already growing opposition in India from Mohandas Gandhi and others to the practice of indenture. In a speech to the Indian National Congress, the nationalist politician G. K. Gokhale observed that indentured labour had been banned elsewhere, and asked: “Why should India be marked out for this degradation?”23 In 1917, after sending 144,000 people to Trinidad, the Indian government ended the system of indenture. Ethnic tensions grew now as their descendants asserted themselves economically and politically. Black soldiers had returned to Trinidad after the First World War inspired by the Universal Negro Improvement Association, founded by the Jamaican campaigner and racial separatist Marcus Garvey; Indians were stirred by Gandhi’s freedom movement. From 1925, there was some elected representation on Trinidad’s Legislative Council.

At the time of Vidyadhar’s birth, the population of Trinidad stood at a little over 400,000, of whom about one-third were Indians, employed as agricultural labourers, merchants, spirit-vendors, clerks and shopkeepers. Few were lawyers, teachers or in government service. Indians had a higher death rate and a higher birth rate than any other social group. Unlike Chinese immigrants, they did not intermarry. The number of “Indian Creoles”—meaning people with one Indian parent—was minuscule outside Port of Spain. Literacy in Trinidad stood at 57 per cent, balanced almost evenly between men and women; among Indians it stood at a pathetic 23 per cent, and among Indian women at 13 per cent. Only Christian converts had average levels of literacy, thanks to a Canadian Presbyterian mission which had the aim of “Christianizing and educating” the Indians of Trinidad.24 In popular legend in 1930s Trinidad, Indians were depicted as poor, mean, rural, heathen, aggressive, ethnically exclusive and illiterate. This, then, was the rough world into which Vidyadhar Naipaul was born.


CHAPTER TWO
In the Lion House

VIDYADHAR’S EARLIEST MEMORIES WERE imagistic, fleeting, possibly imagined: the mauve uniform of a Negro nurse at the colonial hospital in Port of Spain as he was treated for pneumonia at the age of two, his hand held before an oil lamp with his young cousins to make the solid flesh turn transparent in the light, walking with his mother outside Anand Bhavan and seeing chickens in a ditch, pointing to them and saying, too young to pronounce the words, “Mama, chiti!” Where, if anywhere, did he live as a child? After they married, his parents had moved to the market town of Tunapuna where his father worked as a sign-painter. Now, there was a hut behind his father’s shop in Chase Village, but it was scarcely a home. Solidity was provided by Anand Bhavan, his birthplace, known as the “Lion House” by the family because of the beastly sculpted shapes on the front balcony. Since the death of the patriarch Capildeo Maharaj, Soogee had made it a base for her nine daughters and their husbands and children, and for her two sons, Simbhoonath and Rudranath, of whom much was expected. Vidyadhar remembered moving between the shop in Chase Village and the Lion House in Chaguanas, standing by the roadside with his sister Kamla listening to a bus, wondering from the sound of the engine whether it was coming or going.

As he moved into comprehension, his memories became more complex. He was now known as Vido (pronounced vee-doe). Someone offered him a sweet. It looked like one of the glass marbles used to stop soda bottles in his father’s shop, and he said no; but it was a real sweet. An image: friends of his father playing with loose gravel on a country road, squatting and pretending to find coins in the gravel; Vido knew the men were playing, and was captivated. Or: Vido and Kamla taking a length of sugar cane; he asked her to cut him a piece, and held the cane while she took a sickle or “grass-knife” and cut. She nicked his thumb, blood flowed, and Kamla was punished by their father. Why did Pa punish his big sister when she had been doing what he asked? “It was completely unfair.” Another memory: after visiting his father’s “peasant relations,” Vido was laughed at by his cousins for speaking in dialect when he came back to the Lion House: “I did bin there,” he said. Vido had an immediate sensitivity to language. Men were building a hut near his father’s shop. “They are treading the clay or earth for the walls. I think the clay would have been trodden with a mixture of grass to bind it, I’m not sure, and it was in a pit next to my father’s house and one of the men said that he was very tired, he was feeling mashed up. And I associated that with the mashing that he was doing that day, with the treading of the clay.”1

“To Vidyadhar,” Pa wrote in a book of sentimental poetry for children, inscribing it self-consciously like a Victorian paterfamilias: “From his father. Today you have reached the span of 3 years 10 months and 15 days. And I make this present to you with this counsel in addition. Live only to the estate of man, follow Truth, be kind & gentle and trust God.”2 But Pa was not himself; he was in the midst of a breakdown. Four months after giving his son The School of Poetry, he took a copy of Lessons in Truth: A Course of Twelve Lessons in Practical Christianity (designated “No. E.2” in “The Naipaul Library”) and drew a sketch of himself in the front of it, looking strange. “Among deeds that man counts for greatness and nobility, there is none greater than being a man,” he wrote to himself in biblical prose. “Why should one be vexed with anyone else?” Mystical quotations from Epictetus, Kabir and Plotinus followed, and a line from Tagore: “O fool, to try to carry thyself upon thy own shoulders! O beggar, to come to beg at thy own door!” Seepersad was wrestling with mental disturbance, trying to find a way forward from the village Hinduism of his childhood with its poorly educated pundits and half-understood rituals. As well as Christianity, he studied the texts of the late nineteenth-century reform movement the Arya Samaj, which rejected superstition, animal sacrifice and the caste system in favour of a modern, rational Hindu philosophy based on dharma or duty. What, after all, did caste amount to but an accident of birth? He read widely: J. S. Mill, Gustave Flaubert, Mulk Raj Anand, Mary Wollstonecraft and J. S. van Teslaar on psychoanalysis. He corresponded with a Scottish woman called Margaret Sheldon, the wife of an estate manager, about religion and theosophy. “I am God’s child and He loves me. All my health and strength and intelligence are from God,” Seepersad concluded.3

At the age of five, Vido joined Kamla at the school in the country town of Chaguanas, a simple establishment where discipline was strict. He said years later in his Nobel lecture, “I walked from my grandmother’s house—past the two or three main-road stores, the Chinese parlour, the Jubilee Theatre, and the high-smelling little Portuguese factory that made cheap blue soap and cheap yellow soap in long bars that were put out to dry and harden in the mornings—every day I walked past these eternal-seeming things—to the Chaguanas government school. Beyond the school was sugar-cane, estate land, going up to the Gulf of Paria.”4 He liked his teacher, Miss Hotaing, “a Negro lady, so kind and nice.”5 One of his first lessons concerned the coronation of Trinidad and Tobago’s new monarch, King George VI. Vido took to schoolwork, and was captivated by the rhythms of Nelson’s West Indian Readers, influential books with distinctive blood-red covers compiled by the local inspector of schools, Captain James Cutteridge. He learned pages of the Readers by heart. “Dan is the man in the van. A pan is in the van.” The pictures were plain and elegant, done in red, black and white: A was for apple, Q was for queen, Y was for yam. The illustrations showed a pair of white children, Tim and Tot, making sandcastles on a beach with a bucket and spade. “The ox is big. Tim is not so big. Tim is on a box by the ox. A dog is by the box.” In the second primer, more children appeared, looking most unlike the children of the West Indies: Jim, Jack, Jane, Dick, Pam, Peggy, their names chosen, according to Captain Cutteridge, because common West Indian names were too long. “The ox gives meat too, said the cow. He gives beef,” a statement that might have given pause to the more orthodox junior Hindu students of Nelson’s West Indian Readers.6 Later, in A House for Mr. Biswas, a boy reads aloud from a level-four Reader about an escape from a German prison camp in 1917. “This education is a helluva thing,” says the proud father. “Any little child could pick up. And yet the blasted thing does turn out so damn important later on.”7

One day Vido saw a teacher from his school, Mr. Sinanan, pushing a stacked box-cart along the road outside the Lion House. Mr. Sinanan said to Pa, who was at Chaguanas for the day, “Well, you know, I’m moving. I’m moving and instead of getting a cart or some van or jitney [shared taxi] to come and move and pay all that money, I’m moving it myself. Let people look at me. Let them laugh that I’m moving it myself.”8 It was, for Vido, an early lesson in social gradation and the humiliations of poverty.

Seepersad and Droapatie had more children, rapidly. By the time he was five years old, Vido had another two sisters: Sati and Mira, spaced at two-year intervals. Pa, though, remained tormented: his dreams of being a journalist had fallen apart when he was in his late twenties, and now he was stuck in the middle of nowhere, unable even to support his family. He shifted between his shop in Chase Village, the Lion House and his relations. The shop was, in Trinidad parlance, a “parlour”—a store selling refreshments. Kamla remembered it as “a shop that looked more like it was going out of business than in business, because so few things were in the shop. All the shelves weren’t solidly packed with stuff.”9 Pa kept a cow for milk. He preferred to read or wander off and do some sketching, or fly kites with Vido and Kamla rather than work. In retrospect, the children realized he had been mentally disturbed. Ma held everyone and everything together, aided by her own family, the Capildeos, whom Pa despised even while he relied on their charity. When he was prescribed Sanatogen tonic for his breakdown, his mother-in-law refused to give him money to pay for it, a slight he always remembered. In Kamla’s view, “While he lavished love and affection on his children, as a husband he left much to be desired. My mother took the brunt of his bad tempers which took the form of scathing attacks on her family, making her accountable and even responsible for all that he regarded as their shortcomings. Occasionally she did answer but more often than not she ignored him … Temperamental, impractical, facetious, he gave her no emotional support. Fiercely independent, she made no attempt at compromise. She neither saw nor supported his point of view about anything.”10 Despite their conflict, Seepersad was not violent to Droapatie. His depictions of casual, almost ritualistic violence in his writings drew not on his own behaviour, but on what he had observed during his childhood.

Seepersad Naipaul was intelligent and ambitious, but he had lost his way. Unlike Droapatie, he came from a family that had barely thrown off the shackles of indenture: his siblings were Hindi-speaking cane-cutters. Family tradition suggests that his grandmother had brought his father to Trinidad in the 1870s as a baby, fleeing disgrace or abandonment in the area around Ayodhya. She said she came from a Brahmin family with the name of Parain, Parray or Panday. The boy, known as Naipaul Maharaj, was apprenticed as a pundit in the village of Diego Martin, and became an agricultural labourer and dealer in religious goods. He was a tough man, and kept his wife and three children—Ramparsad, Seepersad and Prabharan—on a starvation diet. His brutality led his wife to repeatedly run away to her family in Chandernagore (including when she was heavily pregnant with Seepersad), and she finally left him to live with another man, also violent, with whom she had a third son, Hariprasad. Young Seepersad was shunted between relations, and lived for a time on El Dorado Road in Tunapuna with his mother’s sister and her husband, Sookdeo Misir. He had to tend cows and goats before going off to school, barefoot. There was talk of him becoming a pundit, and he learned some Sanskrit. Sookdeo Misir, who ran a successful private bus company plying the route between Port of Spain and the north-east of the island, became Seepersad’s mentor. He taught him how to paint the livery on the side of the buses—like the Ramdin Special Number One—and gave him a basic education, but no more.11 Vido remembered, “My father’s people were physically quite different from my mother’s. They had this slightly Nepali cast of face. One of my father’s grandparents was Nepalese. I have a clear memory of my father’s mother’s sister. She was very much someone from the hills.”12

The remarkable thing about Pa, so remarkable as to be almost incredible, is that by the time he was in his late teens, he had escaped from a likely future as an agricultural labourer in the grim depths of the rural Indian community. He had taught himself how to read and write English, and had conceived the idea of becoming a journalist, a profession that was open usually to whites and Negroes. He began with some stilted but opinionated articles in the East Indian Weekly, an intermittent paper published by a Chaguanas man. In 1928, a prominent Muslim barrister, F.E.M. Hosein, had spoken out against those Indians who thought it “the highest piece of wisdom to seek as suitable life partners ladies of a lighter hue and of a different race.” The idea of racial annihilation and miscegenation became a theme for his generation of young, nationalist Indians. Seepersad Naipaul wrote that mixed marriages were a “perversity responsible for race-dissolution” and that if they continued, the Indian community in Trinidad would “waste its identity in the universal throng of an alien population.” The outer self reflected the inner man: he complained about the adoption of Western dress, a trend known then in Trinidad as “Bobism.” Wearing trousers, jackets and ties was, Seepersad believed, one of the “many symptoms of demoralization among westernized Indians.” Almost the only person to publicly oppose this view was Krishna Deonarine, who wrote in the same paper that intermarriage was good, Bobism was to be applauded as a sign of modernity and that India was still ground down by social tradition and “excessive religiosity.”13 The following year Deonarine went a step further and, delving into Roman history, changed his name to Adrian Cola Rienzi; he would become an influential figure in Trinidad politics in the 1930s and 1940s.

In 1929, the year of his marriage, Seepersad began work as a freelance reporter on the Trinidad Guardian, one of the two principal newspapers in Port of Spain, on a salary of $4 a week, or around £34 in today’s terms.14 In this new, urban setting he succumbed to Bobism, dressing in a tie, shirt and cotton blazer, sometimes even wearing an ostentatious bow tie. It was an unusual job for an Indian to be doing: the heads of department were white and the rest of the staff were black or mixed. The Guardian office was a busy, masculine environment at 22 St. Vincent Street in the heart of the little city. Wireless operators took down news from the Associated Press and Reuters in Morse code; editorial and advertising were based upstairs, linked to production and the press room on the ground floor by a spiral staircase; edited copy was sent by a wooden chute to the composing room, to be set in hot metal on a linotype machine. The paper’s editor, Gault MacGowan, had been a respected foreign correspondent on the London Times. Since his arrival in Trinidad, the thrill of news had chased the heavy advertisements off the front page, and the layout of the paper was now modelled on the London Daily Express. Political and social events in Britain and the West Indies were covered in detail, as were sports, illustrated by half-tone photographs. The Guardian was surrounded by the competitive hum of the capital: a lawyers’ office, a rum shop with separate “salons” for professionals and street people, Trinidad’s chamber of commerce, some brothels and a little cafe which sold sugar-cakes—coloured confections of grated coconut, redeemable against the tram tickets that came with the job of reporter. A jangling tramcar ran the length of St. Vincent Street.15

Intrigued, perhaps, by the ambitions of a rustic Indian from the sugar belt, Gault MacGowan gave Seepersad a weekly column on Indian affairs. In later years, Pa would say that MacGowan had taught him how to write. The endearing relationship between the two men was closely fictionalized in A House for Mr. Biswas. Here is Mr. Burnett, editor of the Trinidad Sentinel, offering Mr. Biswas the sort of advice that every writer needs but rarely gets: “ ‘Considerably’ is a big word meaning ‘very,’ which is a pointless word any way. And look. ‘Several’ has seven letters. ‘Many’ has only four and oddly enough has exactly the same meaning.”16 Seepersad’s buoyant column, cheekily signed “The Pundit,” soon stirred up resentment among his fellow Indians. The idea of the feuds, fights, festivals and private quirks of the community being revealed to a public beyond Chaguanas was a new and disturbing notion. At first, Seepersad reported the activities of his in-laws and their local political activities in a complimentary way, but inevitably his professional obligations caused problems. He was obliged to mention the conviction of two of his brothers-in-law for violence during an election.17 The rapidly expanding Capildeo clan disliked the activities of this young son-in-law; his nom de plume looked like a mocking reference to the late Capildeo Maharaj, whose Brahminical stature was rising with each year that passed, his scandalous elopement with Jussodra now consigned to silent memory.

MacGowan liked the sensational, and Seepersad delivered. He was soon writing under his own name about buried treasure, boys stealing oranges, a revolt by young Hindu men against matchmaking, and despair in Chaguanas at the arrest of Mahatma Gandhi on his salt march in India. “CENTRAL T’DAD HUNT FOR CARONI DEATH TRAGEDY CLUE” ran one headline, and underneath it, “INDIAN SHOT DEAD WHILE READING A HINDU EPIC. By S. Naipaul, Trinidad Staff Correspondent.” He milked this story: the island was being “combed” by police who were “on the alert.” The dead man, Sagan Maraj, “was shot while he was reading the Hindu epic—the Ramayan—which tells of a fierce battle between Rama, an Indian prince and a King of Ceylon … Sagan began reading aloud, when suddenly in the lone still silence of the night three shots rang out in rapid succession … Who shot him and why was he shot?”18 He told of violence at a Muslim festival in the village of Charlieville, and of the distress of a group of Indians who had visited their homeland: “Khemraj told me yesterday … ‘A bull that has fallen by the wayside will be given quick aid, but a real colonial-born Indian will be shunned. A maze of conventions rule the heart of the Hindus.’ ”19 A powerful reformist social message underlay Seepersad’s writing. In June 1933 he described the “amazing superstitious practices” of rural Indians who interpreted outbreaks of smallpox and rabies in animals as “an unmistakable sign of the wrath of Kali, a female deity.” To propitiate the deity, women would collect alms and purchase a goat to be sacrificed, rather than treat the livestock, and the disease would continue to spread.20

This report was his undoing. Like a good newspaperman, he became part of the story. “GUARDIAN REPORTER THREATENED WITH DEATH UNLESS HE MAKES A GOAT SACRIFICE—ALLEGED VILIFYING OF A HINDU GODDESS—GRUESOME LETTER. By S. Naipaul” was the headline. “Next Sunday I am doomed to die. Kali, the Hindu deity and a species of Indian ju-ju will cause the end of me. I am to develop ptomaine poisoning on Saturday, will die on Sunday and will be buried on Monday. The amazing prophecy is contained in an anonymous letter written in Hindi and addressed to me.” Seepersad was full of scorn and excitement about the letter: what was his response to those who demanded goat-slaughter to satisfy the local “Kali cult” (which he linked to African “ju-ju” or witchcraft)? “Briefly and explicitly I say bunkum. Frankly I don’t believe in Kalis, deities or ju-jus, and so, I won’t sacrifice a goat.”21 Two days later, the joke went bad. The story made the front page, though this time it had to be reported by a colleague. “WIFE OF THREATENED REPORTER URGES SACRIFICE TO HINDU GODDESS—POLICE PROTECTION OFFERED TO MR. S. NAIPAUL—MORE LIGHT ON SANITARY INSPECTOR’S END—YOUNG JOURNALIST SLEEPS WELL DESPITE ‘SENTENCE OF DEATH’—ALL TRINIDAD IS TALKING OF THE SENSATIONAL DEATH THREAT TO MR. S. NAIPAUL, CHAGUANAS CORRESPONDENT OF THE ‘GUARDIAN.’”

Soon after the original story about smallpox and rabies had run in the paper, the resident sanitary inspector for Chaguanas, Mr. H. L. Thompson, fell ill. In the blackmailing letter, the author blamed Thompson for giving the story to the press, and suggested Seepersad might suffer a similar fate. Now Thompson was dead, probably poisoned. The police put Seepersad under guard and relocated him to another district. The Guardian pursued the story, discovering that Mr. Thompson had been prosecuting men who were selling milk from smallpox-ridden cows. The paper reported that the previous year Seepersad had been the victim of “foul play” when “he was ambushed and beaten because he published the truth regarding a local Indian dispute. Chaguanas and surrounding villages are notorious for gang violence and sinister conspiracies frequently resulting in injury to persons.” Droapatie wanted her husband to back off. “In an agitated tone and with visible signs of worry and anxiety on her face, Mrs. S. Naipaul, the pretty Indian wife of the Guardian reporter said this … ‘For his own sake and the safety of his family, I have advised my husband to make the goat sacrifice to appease the wrath of the goddess. But he believes that ju-ju—to use his own words—is all bunkum.’ ” The report concluded: “Mr. and Mrs. Naipaul’s two children [Kamla and Vidyadhar] are aged four and 18 months.” Creative as ever, Gault McGowan ran an accompanying piece asking whether any local company would give his reporter life insurance: two would, two would not, and one “refused to express any opinion except to Mr. Naipaul himself.”22

Before the week was out, Seepersad’s world had been undone; he undid it for himself. Under intense pressure from his wife and her extended family, he agreed to execute a goat. The rationalist, the reformer, the Arya Samajist, the dapper journalist, the modern man, the scorner of ju-ju, succumbed to a Hindu tradition linked to sacrifice that even in India was associated with the more extreme Tantric practitioners. It went against everything that Seepersad believed in and, inevitably, was reported in lurid detail in the Guardian; the story was even picked up by the Herald Tribune in New York as a piece of exotica. One of his colleagues, clearly appalled, described the scene: the improvised altar in a backyard, the flower garlands, the offerings of sweet bananas and coconuts for the goddess, the blameless little white goat, the cutlass resting on a tree stump, Seepersad squatting beside the pundit who was dressed “in a loincloth, with the shining mahogany of his skin uncovered,” the goat anointed with oil and vermilion powder and suddenly beheaded, its legs convulsing even as the severed head was placed on a brass tray and offered to furious Kali. At the centre of the ceremony crouched the sorry figure of Seepersad Naipaul, dressed all in white, bedecked like the goat in a garland of scarlet hibiscus flowers, throwing cloves on a fire and dutifully following each muttered command of the pundit.

Seepersad wrote his own piece for the newspaper about what had taken place. It contained flashes of rebellion, but was the work of a broken man. He would “rather believe in a single God, than a thousand Kalis … Kali may again threaten my life, but I am certain I will never again make a sacrifice.” The former scourge of Bobism even boasted that, after representations to the pundit, he had been allowed to keep wearing his shirt and trousers rather than dress in a dhoti or loincloth. “More than once during the ceremony,” he wrote, “I asked myself whence came the moral feebleness in Hinduism?”23 The next day he wrote a jaunty front-page story which began, “Good morning everybody! As you behold, Kali has not got me yet.”24 But it was a false or failing bravado now. Seepersad was profoundly, even fatally, humiliated. The sequence of what followed is unclear, but his byline disappeared from the paper, and he stopped reporting from Chaguanas. Some months later, Gault MacGowan left the Guardian after a dispute with the management; Seepersad was taken off the staff by the new editor, and made a stringer. He broke down. Helped by his in-laws, he started the “parlour” in Chase Village; it failed. In late 1935, the Capildeos sent him to be an overseer on a cocoa estate in nearby Cunupia, where he had a mental collapse.

Nearly forty years later, when Vido discovered the complete story of the goat sacrifice by looking through back copies of the Guardian, he asked Ma, “What form did my father’s madness take?” She replied, “He looked in the mirror one day and couldn’t see himself. And he began to scream.”25

•  •  •

SOOGEE CAPILDEO, now called Soogee Capildeo Maharaj, though she had been born and baptized Rosalie Gobin, was known to her forty-odd grandchildren as Nanie (the Hindi and Bhojpuri word for a maternal grandmother) and behind her back as Queen Victoria. A Roman Catholic of unspecified caste, she became a born-again promoter of her late husband’s Brahminism. Nanie hoped that through their developing status, the Capildeo clan might reach a commanding position within the island’s Indian community. Ma and her siblings endorsed these attitudes. As Vido realized later, “We were given in the Lion House which my grandfather built, some idea of a kind of caste inheritance. The [family members] who came afterwards, they can’t understand that. They wouldn’t understand my concern and my pride in India or my interest in Indian art and architecture … Growing up in these conditions, I was full of self-esteem. I think it came from many contradictory sources. It came from the very strong caste sense in my grandmother’s family.”26

In the New World, caste had become a bulwark against the dominant religion of the other ethnic groups: Christianity. Hindu temples were constructed, and coloured flags erected on bamboo poles outside a building after a puja, a common practice at the time in parts of north India. Religious customs evolved and transmuted just as the Indian diet began to incorporate the yam and sweet potato. Relations between Indian Muslims and Hindus were good; from the 1850s, Trinidad’s Hindus had taken part in “Hosay,” the annual Shia festival commemorating the martyrdom of the Imam Hussein, known demeaningly locally as the “coolie carnival.” With few high-caste Indians in Trinidad, those who carried the scriptural knowledge of the old world were valuable. Families of Brahmin descent took to using an identifiable Brahmin name such as Panday, Mishra or Tewari as a surname, while others appropriated such names out of social ambition. When pundits were called to plantation villages to perform marriage and death rites, there were rumours about the ones who were less ascetic or plausible than they claimed to be. A supposedly pukka pundit who ate meat in secret would be called a “Pork Brahmin,” while a man who clearly knew nothing about the tradition he was supposed to be propagating was known as a “Brahmin-by-boat,” meaning that he must have acquired his caste during the sea voyage from India.

The three surviving photographs of Capildeo Maharaj show him looking distinctly Brahminical. In one picture he ostentatiously carries a book; in another he stands with Soogee by his side, her hand resting on his shoulder in Caribbean informality; in the third he sits with his little son Simbhoo standing beside him. Capildeo’s fair skin, sharp nose, shaped moustache, plump cheeks and high forehead all mark him as a Brahmin of the United Provinces. He wears white clothing befitting his caste, his shoes are unlaced to indicate that he has not touched leather with his hand, his dhoti is tied in a respectable way, and around his neck is what looks like a japmala, or 108-bead rosary. This physical evidence, combined with the certainty that he knew Sanskrit, make his claimed family lineage highly plausible. The region around his home town of Gorakhpur had many poor Brahmins, so many that merchants would sometimes employ them as talismanic companions when travelling.27 Without this caste background, it would have been impossible for Capildeo to have obtained his linguistic and scriptural knowledge by the time he sailed for Trinidad in 1894.

Seepersad Naipaul’s antecedents are vaguer; he never liked to discuss his childhood. His rejection of orthodox Hinduism and its superstitions matched his uncertainty about his origins and his antipathy towards the memory of his violent father. Did his grandmother, a wronged woman of high birth, leave India with a baby boy, Naipaul Maharaj? There is no record of these two in the archives in Trinidad. A Nepaliah arrived on the indenture ship Essex in 1875, a Napaul on the Foyle in the same year, a Nepaul followed on the Jura in 1878, and a Napaul sailed on the Sheila in 1879.28 On Seepersad’s birth certificate (which states that he is illegitimate—only in 1945 were informal Indian marriages conducted “under bamboo” recognized as legal) his father is given as “Nyepaul, labourer.” Instead of a signature, he has marked the birth certificate with an “X,” suggesting that he was illiterate and had not been educated as a pundit.29 There is no way of knowing whether this man—Nyepaul, X—was a Brahmin; like Kopil or Capildeo, his name gives no indication of caste. The strongest assertion of his status comes from the deathbed recollection of his daughter Prabharan, recounted in solemn tones by V. S. Naipaul in his “Prologue to an Autobiography”:


She wanted me to know now, before the knowledge vanished with her, what she—and my father—had come from. She wanted me to know that the blood was good … Her father was a pundit, she said. And he was fussy; he didn’t like having too much to do with the low. And here—since her face was too old to be moulded into any expression save one of great weariness—the old lady used her shrivelled little hand to make a gentle gesture of disdain. The disdain was for the low among Hindus.30



Vido’s account of his aunt’s terminal conversation may be accurate, but it does not make his paternal grandfather a Brahmin. Nyepaul may have been a pure Brahmin, a Brahmin-by-boat, or he may have come from another caste background altogether. Since caste is patrilineal, and traditionally a Hindu woman takes on the caste of her husband at marriage, Vido and his siblings may not have been Brahmin either. V. S. Naipaul never addressed this inconsistency, preferring to embrace the implied “caste sense” of his mother’s family, the Capildeos, whose legacy he otherwise claimed to reject. “My father’s background,” he admitted later, “is confused in my mind.”31

SOOGEE, THE POWERFUL MATRIARCH of the Lion House, was a small, stout, fierce, dark-skinned woman who spoke rarely and was listened to with awe. After Capildeo Maharaj’s death, penniless because he had mortgaged much of their land in order to elope with Jussodra, she arranged the marriage of her teenage daughters without paying a dowry; the chosen husbands (each known to Vido as Mausa—the Hindi word for a maternal aunt’s husband) were said to be Brahmins from poor families. Using the Mausas as her workforce, she grew and traded rice, sugar cane and later cocoa. Each daughter (Rajdaye, Ramdoolarie, Dhan, Koonta, Ahilla, Kalawatee, Droapatie, Tara and Binmatie—known as Mausi, the word for a maternal aunt) had a room of her own at the Lion House, where she could sleep with her husband and children: the husband in the bed, the children on the floor. Vegetarian food from their own land—pigeon peas, okra, rice, pumpkin, potato, spinach, green fig, chick peas, breadfruit, all spiced with masala in an approximation of north Indian cuisine—was cooked communally by the Mausis in a dingy, blackened kitchen. Men and boys dressed in shorts and shirts, the shirts usually made from flour bags, and wore long trousers when working in the fields. Barefoot around the house and yard, outside they wore “washekongs”—Salim collects a pair in A Bend in the River: “from caoutchouc, the French word for rubber, being patois for canvas shoes.”32 The women wore long white or yellow cotton skirts with a bodice. Kurta pyjamas and saris were worn only for religious ceremonies and festivals, or when the in-house pundit Hargovind Mausa publicly read sacred texts such as the Ramayana in the large hall downstairs.

What Nanie said, went. “At the Lion House,” Kamla remembered, “we were just told what to do, and we did what we were told to do, whatever was commanded. There was no encouragement of a thinking process. It was an emotionally restricted way of bringing up children.”33 Her cousin Brahm saw Nanie as “very demanding, very strict. Nanie believed in the Hindu way of life but the irony of it is, she would help with the churches and celebrate all the Catholic festivals because she didn’t believe in putting all your stones in one basket. She told us that she wanted us to speak in English, not Hindi, because we had to be educated.” Nanie made it clear in graphic terms to her children and grandchildren that they were not part of a wider Trinidadian community. Brahm remembered: “When I went to school I was told by my grandmother, ‘You can’t associate with niggers.’ Only Indians were accepted. She had bright, piercing eyes—she could see through your soul with one glance.”34

During the 1930s, Nanie navigated her family’s financial position by buying and selling real estate. The land registries of Trinidad contain no fewer than twenty-eight transactions involving Soogee Capildeo Maharaj during the period 1929 to 1946, mainly in land in the sugar belt such as Cacandee, Endeavour village and Chandernagore. Some deals were simple, and some were complex; it appears that during the early part of the Second World War she made a healthy profit by dividing her agricultural land into parcels and selling it to small farmers, most of whom appear to have been Indian (with names like Seemungal Mahabir, Dukhanee Rambhoras and Dhanradge Mungaree).35 She also negotiated with some of the larger colonial estates. In 1933, she sold a large field in Carapichaima in west-central Trinidad to Stephens Ltd., and three years later purchased a similar-sized plot from them near Chaguanas.36 In 1934 she sold ten acres of land to Woodford Lodge Ltd., and in 1940 bought a large agricultural structure in Charlieville from J.G. Henriques & Company.37 No figures are recorded to show the value of these sales and purchases, but it can be presumed that Soogee kept a tight grip on the profits. However much wealth she had tied up in land, she still had to pay off mortgages and loans, and to run a large family. The importance of money was instilled in all her grandchildren at an early age.

Although many of her transactions would have been fronted by her two favoured sons-in-law, and by her son Simbhoonath when he grew older, Nanie retained control of the family’s finances. The sons-in-law who worked for her directly were not paid, and had to come to her if they needed money for clothing, shoes or household goods. One Mausa would be played off against another, and the family seethed with bitter feuds. Furious arguments between the adults would be conducted in the Bhojpuri-inspired Hindi that was common among descendants of Indian indentured labourers across the region, half-understood by the children. Sahadeo Mausa, an uneducated man who worked a regular fourteen-hour day as a farmer for the family, challenged Nanie about being treated like a coolie; he got nowhere. Knowing he faced greater poverty if he left the extended family, he took out his frustration on his son Brahm, slapping and punching him for the smallest misdemeanour. The sisters would compete to see who could discipline their children most forcefully. Relationships in the household were often callous, and Vido learned an early lesson that remained with him for life:


Children were beaten with a strap or with a stick. Outside, we were surrounded by language that came from the days of slavery. Parents would say: “I will peel your backside. I will beat you till you pee. I will make you fart fire.” You can hear the language of the plantation. I think there is a lot of violence in Indian peasant families. But my father and mother didn’t punish people too often, though we were surrounded by people being punished … What happens in that kind of awful set-up is that lots of quarrels break out between people, and those quarrels were my training for life, my training in life and society—propaganda, alliances, betrayals—all these things. So, in a way, nothing that happened later ever really shocked me.38



For the first six, formative years of Vido’s life, his father was often absent, mentally and physically. The central figures in his early days were women: his grandmother, his mother, his aunts, his teacher and his big sister. The men in the Lion House, with the exception of the two pampered sons of the family, were emasculated, having been chosen for the role of son-in-law because they were nominally of high caste but poor enough for their parents not to expect a dowry. Although Ma was conscious of her role and duties as a traditional Hindu woman, cooking and caring for her husband and children, she was tough; her mother was powerful in a way that can have been matched by few Indian women in Trinidad at this time. Kamla remembered Ma being “a strong woman with a strong personality. Vain, proud and conceited, she needed all of these qualities for her survival.”39 Their brother Shiva noted that she had rigid ideas about history: “my mother has always found it hard to forgive the Muslims for their numerous invasions of India and for forcing the partition of the subcontinent.”40

In his own presentation of the past, Vido would concentrate subsequently on the virtues of his father, with the result that Ma’s voice can be hard to hear. An academic who interviewed her in 1988 for a study of Trinidadian Indian women noted: “Her answers are always alert, sometimes aggressively so; she is a confident and self-assured woman.” When asked why her mother had sent her daughters to school at a time when other Indian women were illiterate, Ma replied, “Don’t ask me that question again. She decided to educate them and I think she was very correct in educating them.” To an enquiry about her non-Indian neighbours, she answered: “Don’t ask me anything about other people, ask me nothing about other people … my husband can’t come home and see me gossiping on the street … You see a woman has a place in this world and when she abuse that place, she has lost the thing they call womanhood because she is no more that woman.”41 Ma’s bright, certain, robust, slightly mocking tone of voice would be inherited by Vido; without the impetus of Ma and her family, his later achievements would have been impossible.


CHAPTER THREE
“Like Oliver Twist in the Workhouse”

THE NEAR HALF-MILLION PEOPLE of Trinidad were given three scholarships each year to a university in Great Britain. Innumerable children would compete for the chance to have a free education overseas, and to change their own and their family’s future. In a colonial society where the opportunities for advancement were so restricted, island scholarships, like places in the better cricket teams, were fought over fiercely. Success marked you as a person of intellectual ability, part of a new group that was being groomed for the day when Trinidad gained self-government.1 Jean-Paul Sartre put it this way: “The European elite undertook to manufacture a native elite. They picked out promising adolescents; they branded them, as with a red-hot iron, with the principles of western culture, they stuffed their mouths full with high-sounding phrases, grand glutinous words that stuck to the teeth. After a short stay in the mother country they were sent home, whitewashed.”2 In 1938, Ma’s younger brother Rudranath won an island scholarship to study medicine, an achievement that had the potential to shift the status of the Capildeo family from being big in Chaguanas to being big in Trinidad. He was one of the first Indian winners, defying expectations. Half a century earlier, the Governor of the newly united colony of Trinidad and Tobago had told a group of Indian schoolchildren: “Now all you children, all of you little boys and girls can never hope, of course, can never hope to occupy any very high social position in life—it would be very foolish and over-ambitious on your part to expect to do so.”3 With nationalism flourishing after strikes and riots the previous year in the oilfields of Fyzabad, led by the splendidly named Tubal Uriah “Buzz” Butler, a Grenadian small-church preacher, the prospect of constitutional reform was imminent. Butler’s “British Empire Citizens and Workers Home Rule Party”—backed by the trade-union leader Adrian Cola Rienzi—was attracting popular support.

In order to give her son Rudranath a home near his school while he was studying for the scholarship, Nanie had bought a house, 17 Luis Street, in the Port of Spain suburb of Woodbrook, a mixed-race area distinct from St. James, the down-at-heel quarter known as “coolie town” which was occupied mainly by people of south Indian descent who had left Hinduism far behind. During the week, Nanie would stay in Port of Spain to look after Rudranath and make sure he did his school work. She bought other properties too, and needed a family member to administer them and collect the rents. This coincided with Seepersad’s recovery from his breakdown, and his success in 1938 in regaining his job as a Guardian journalist. It was decided that the Naipaul family, now including a baby girl named Savi or Savitri, would move to Luis Street. With Trinidad in a state of unrest and the Second World War looming, Ma, Pa and the children had a moment of respite. The family took the steam train from the station at Chaguanas for the slow twenty-mile journey to Port of Spain, and began afresh.

Pa’s confidence revived, and he began to write stories for his own entertainment. George John, a young black sports reporter on the Guardian, found Seepersad to be “a very quiet man who didn’t mix very much. He was basically a rural Indian, not a town Indian. He came from the sugar belt. Naipaul would not go drinking with other journalists.” Although there were now two other Indians working on the paper, their community was still associated by the citizens of Port of Spain with low status activities such as street-vending, carrying head-loads and collecting garbage. Indians were looked down on. In all professions, according to John, “There was a definite bias in favour of the lighter-skinned. Not only in newspapers. It was like that in the civil service, in the higher ranks of the police. You entered the banks and all the people you saw, the tellers and so on, were white girls or white men.”4 “White” or “lighter-skinned” in this context in Trinidad in the 1940s might mean British expatriate, Portuguese, “French creole” (someone of European appearance, usually descended from plantation owners), “Spanish” (mixed ethnic descent with fair skin and “good”—meaning straight—hair) or “Red” (African features with light skin and hair). The gradation was strict and instinctive, part of a way of thinking that was instilled early in this ethnically diverse colonial setting, although people might try to “pass” as something they were not. There was even a Bajan rhyme about skin shades: “white, fusty, dusty, musty, tea, coffee, cocoa, black, dark black.”

In Luis Street, Vido came to know and appreciate the qualities of his father. These were, in retrospect, idyllic days for him. Woodbrook had been built on an old sugar estate near the harbour owned by the makers of Angostura Bitters, the Siegert family, with its streets laid out on a grid and named after members of the family such as Alberto, Luis and Ana. For the first time, Vido encountered electric lights, pavements and running water. The capital had cinemas, rum shops and cricket pitches, and on Sunday afternoons the police band would play for the crowds near the Queen’s Park Savannah. The Naipaul family appeared to have a home of their own. The house was a three-bedroomed wooden building raised on pillars, with a verandah, a yard and an outdoor latrine. A Negro carpenter lived in the “servant room” in the yard; when Vido asked him one day what he was making, he replied “the thing without a name.”5 At the end of the road was the harbour and the reclaimed area of land known as Docksite. Vido’s uncle Rudranath, preparing for his departure for England, had one bedroom, and another was rented to a mulatto couple, Mr. and Mrs. Guy, who were friendly to Vido. The children usually slept out on the verandah. For Vido, “This whole thing unrolled every day in front of my eyes: the life of the street.”6 It would give him the material for his first book, Miguel Street.

For a term, he went to Woodbrook Canadian Mission School, where his teacher was Mr. Dairy. Vido liked “the writing and the paper and the pencils and shaping letters. It was at Mr. Dairy’s school that I began to make the letter J, the capital J, endless curls in my J, you know, out of pleasure indeed in the shape of letters. And I took this one day and showed it to my father, and he told me, ‘No, no, too many curls.’ So I lost that little bit of style.” In 1939 he joined his cousin Boysie at Tranquillity, which had a strong academic reputation. Former students included the pan-African theorist George Padmore and the sprinter McDonald Bailey, who would be the first black athlete to win an Olympic medal for Britain. At Tranquillity Boys’ Intermediate School, Vido made friends across cultures, despite Nanie’s racial injunctions: Winston A. G. Springer, known as WAGS; Kenneth Cazabon, related to the painter Michel Jean Cazabon; and Yip Young, a “very bright and delicate boy who was half-Negro and half-Chinese.”7 He would swap his morning snack with a Negro boy named Tanis. “He was excited by the food I brought to school. I was a ready swapper. I gave Tanis my stuff. There would have been curried potatoes, in a little tiffin carrier. He gave me a kind of parlour cake, with coconut inside. I have a clear memory of that.”8

In the middle of the day, Tranquillity children walked home for lunch. Kamla went to the girls’ branch of the school. One day Vido stopped to read a street sign, Cipriani Boulevard. “Cipriani Boul Edward,” he said, “and a Negro man there, he was very amused and he told me how to pronounce it. Big word and I’m quite young.” Most of the pupils and all the teachers were black or mixed, and it was a new experience for Vido to be surrounded by many people who came from a different culture. He stood out: “I was an object of great curiosity to people. I was very small, and they couldn’t have been nicer. There were few Indians, almost no Indians in the school. It was the first time we were coming out [of the countryside]. If I had gone to a rough place, it might have been different. I have to record how nice people were to me, as an unprotected little boy.”9 He was now called Vidia on paper, a shorter and more modern version of Vidyadhar, and he was placed second out of thirty-six in the class at the end of his first term. His teacher Mr. Romilly noted in the school report that he was “an intelligent pupil.”10 At Tranquillity he was given a solid grounding in grammar, spelling, vocabulary, arithmetic and geography, and on Empire Day the children all sang “God Save the King” and “Land of Hope and Glory,” including the immortal line “Britons never, never, never shall be slaves.”11

At home, Vido made friends with Mr. Guy, the lodger, who “made the world very, very exciting. I was six or seven. He must have had some talent for getting on with children.” One day the two of them were standing on the verandah at 17 Luis Street when a decrepit Indian man came past pushing a handcart packed with steaming ice, selling ice lollies or palettes at a cent each. He was calling out “Palette! Palette!” Vido wanted to run out and buy an ice lolly. But: “Mr. Guy said to me, ‘No. He will bring it to you.’ ” To Vido, this was no simple message: “It was an important kind of instruction to me, meaning, once you’re spending money, you have certain rights. It was a training in the ways of the world—you don’t run after that barefoot man in the street; he must come to you. I remember it to this day.”12

The idyll could not last. In 1940, Seepersad and Droapatie were told by Nanie that they would be moving to a new family commune at a place called Petit Valley.

COOL AND SHADY, with savannah and plenty of snakes, Petit Valley was unfamiliar land, an estate of three hundred acres to the north of Port of Spain. An old colonial house built by one of Trinidad’s respected “high brown” families, the Maillards, stood on a verdant, forested hillside. Around it were oranges, shaddocks (a citrus fruit, like a grapefruit), cacao trees, nutmeg, zabocas (avocado pears), tangerines and mangoes. The people in the village near the house were “panyol” or “cocoa panyol”—coming from the word Español, or Spanish, meaning they were of mixed ethnicity, although probably their ancestors would have come from Venezuela. The local patois had many French words, from the days when the owners of the cocoa estates had brought slaves from neighbouring islands. The long-established overseer at Petit Valley was called Metti, from the French métis, meaning half-caste, a name Vido would use when he came to write A Bend in the River. The Mausis, Mausas and cousins all moved there, although some would travel back and forth to Port of Spain or to Chaguanas, where Nanie remained in the Lion House. Her elder son, Simbhoonath, now aged twenty-six and studying to be a lawyer in the town of San Fernando, was the guiding force behind the project. The family would develop the land at Petit Valley. When Vido heard about the move, he was distraught: “I think I must have made a great scene about it, and my grandmother began to talk to me. I don’t know why she took the care. She told me how beautiful it was, how lovely the house was, how lovely the big trees were—so I was primed to love these things.”13

Coming from the cane fields and rough dwellings of Chaguanas, the Capildeo family led by Simbhoo had little idea what to do with their new domain, which had been sold to them cheap by the Maillards because it was unprofitable. To the dismay of people in the local village, the area around the house became squalid, in its beautiful setting. “They did a kind of peasant agriculture,” said Vido later, “burning down the hillsides and planting corn, maize and peas. They pillaged the oranges from the orange trees, took the avacadoes. They planted nothing. They were camping … It was all so improvised, all so dreadful. We were given a very low idea of human needs. I think without anybody knowing, this was coming from Mother India, from a beaten-down, broken-down people.”14 Trees were uprooted and the house reworked. A big, unfamiliar brick oven was taken apart, and the area beside it roofed over in corrugated iron and tree branches. The verandah was used to store crops and old bread, which Nanie would buy in bulk from a baker in Port of Spain. The indoor water closet with its European cistern and chain was dismantled, and an outdoor latrine built in the woods, to which a sodden path was soon worn. “I think the WC offended the Hindu sense of cleanliness and so it was destroyed. It became a room where people sewed … I am talking about people who were close to immemorial peasantry.”15 An ornamental cherry tree by the tennis court on the side of the main drive was turned into logs. “There was no reason to chop it down. It was just something to do, something to chop down. Where we come from ancestrally, there are no trees—they think spirits hide in trees.”16 While the children watched in excitement, Uncle Simbhoo supervised the destruction of the electricity generator, the leaves of lead being melted in a large pot and tipped into Ovaltine tins; pipes were put between the tins and the molten metal hardened, creating dumb-bells for the Mausas to use for exercise. “I think they played with them for a while and then forgot them.”17 The house was lit by oil lamps now, like the Lion House. Vido’s retrospective cynicism was matched by the memory of Margaret Maillard, the granddaughter of the vendor, who visited. “It was a roomy house. The Capildeos were very gracious to us when we came but we were horrified by the way they had partitioned it.”18

Ma and Pa were given a space in the servants’ quarters to the back of the house, overlooking the hillside. Seepersad hated being part of the extended family again, and took to demanding meals in his bedroom. There were frequent, angry disputes with his brothers-in-law. Vidia noted later that his father avoided touching the ground at Petit Valley, and linked it mentally with his supposed Brahminism. “I don’t think my father ever let his foot touch the ground. He couldn’t go to have a shower barefoot. He always had to wear wooden sandals. He never let his foot touch the ground.”19 The children had little contact with their uncles, aunts or cousins on the Naipaul side of the family. Ma cooked, cleaned, washed and looked after the five of them with the occasional help of her sisters. Vido took his mother’s care and support as his right, in the manner of a boy in a Hindu joint family. In Kamla’s opinion, “Our vanity, our conceit, our resilience, our tenacity, our strength—these things we got from our mother. Words, the sound of words, our love of books, our sense of humour, our passion, our occasionally neurotic behaviour, our physical frailties—these things we got from our father.”20 Vido’s own view in later life was: “My mother would cry because she thought my father was being awkward. Her loyalties were really to her clan, her sisters. She was part of the mess, you know.” When pressed, he said, “I adored her as a child. She was a beautiful lady. Carried herself very well … I think my father was a weak man, a suffering man who could only work when people loved him. My mother was very tough and strong. I think I got my strength from her.”21

As the atmosphere at Petit Valley worsened, Pa built a plain, pretty timber house for himself in the forest, standing on stilts. When he burned heaps of leaves and wood that he had cleared, a fire began and lingered in the undergrowth. At night it flared up, as Kamla remembered:


Vidia and I were awakened and told to run to the big house to get help. There was a forest fire at the back of the house and it was spreading. A patch of forest separated us from the big house. In the daytime it was no problem to run through it, following a path we naturally made going from one house to the other. But it was night and it was dark. Vidia and I were terrified of the fire, of the dark and of the forest on either side of the lonely road. Stories of forest spirits became very real in that setting, of La Diablesse, the enchantress with the cloven hoof who led men astray, of Soucouyants, who were women who could turn themselves into balls of fire [and become vampires]. Holding each other’s hands, Vidia and I took the road. I was calling upon the name of Rama, the only name that came to me at that time and I was encouraging Vidia to do the same as a means of keeping these evil forest creatures at bay. Once aroused the family came immediately to our assistance.22



They beat down the flames with branches, and Pa was left without a house again.

The cousins—boys and girls of all ages—were not encouraged to associate with people who lived nearby, such as the mulatto family who lived by the road and worked on the estate, or the Indian Muslim family who kept a parlour and had a pretty daughter. There were no friends, only family. Although the status of the Naipaul children was complicated by Pa’s chronic disputes, they were in a stronger position than some of their cousins, such as the children of the widowed Tara Mausi, whose husband, Ramjattan, had been gored to death by a bull. Tara’s daughter Phoola remembered being entirely dependent on the goodwill of Nanie and Simbhoo. “We had to respect the aunts and uncles, even when they were wrong. The aunts were smart people. On reflection, I would say anyone who had a father had more security than us.”23 More unfortunate still were the children of the oldest Mausi, Rajdaye. Her husband, Aknath, had been the overseer on the family sugar-cane plantations in Chaguanas and Nanie’s enforcer in many of her business ventures. When Rajdaye died, there was a feud which led to Aknath Mausa being purged. His children became virtual orphans, living in a shack in Petit Valley. One of them, Jai, remembered: “We were 200 yards from the main house. I was twelve, my brothers were nine and six. I had to cook for them and look after them. My grandmother wouldn’t allow my father’s name to be spoken. I feel we were really, really badly treated. There was no compassion from her.”24

The children made their own entertainment, outdoors and indoors. Each morning each child would take the crushed end of a fresh stick to use as a toothbrush, then split it and use it as a tongue-scraper. They husked corn and harvested coffee, cocoa, oranges and bananas for market. One day they put on a play of the trial scene from Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice in the drawing room, and Vido was struck by the beauty of his female cousins. In later years, he “found it very hard to think of making love to an Indian girl. It had an incestuous sense to it.” A little before this he had his first sexual experience, when he was seduced by his cousin Boysie. The encounter was unwanted. As he put it: “I was myself subjected to some sexual abuse by an older cousin. I was corrupted, I was assaulted. I was about six or seven. It was done in a sly, terrible way and it gave me a hatred, a detestation of this homosexual thing. I never went through a period of liking the same sex.”25 Molestation continued intermittently over the next two or three years, usually in the area where the boys slept. Vidia never mentioned it to anyone, at the time or later. He insisted he was never a willing participant, although his denial is not wholly convincing given the similarity in age of the two boys. He feared the idea that he was a participant in sexual experimentation between male cousins. “It was an outrage, but it was not a defining moment. I was very young. This thing was over before I was ten. I was always coerced. Of course he was ashamed too later. It happened to other cousins. I think it is part of Indian extended family life, which is an abomination in some ways, a can of worms … After an assault one is very ashamed—and then you realize it happens to almost everybody. All children are abused. All girls are molested at some stage. It is almost like a rite of passage.”26 The Mausis were alert to any hint of burgeoning sexuality between male and female cousins. “If we sat boy and girl in a hammock together, it was a grievous thing. An aunt would come and say, ‘What are you doing there?’ ” Savi remembered.27

Vido spent much of his time at Petit Valley with Pa, who would read to him and sometimes to the other children: extracts from Julius Caesar, Nicholas Nickleby, Three Men in a Boat, Charles Kingsley’s retelling of the Perseus myth in The Heroes, and later from Gandhi’s Autobiography, Conrad’s The Lagoon, Maupassant’s The Necklace and Maugham’s Cakes and Ale. Although such authors described unfamiliar worlds, the stories lingered: “I still remember Cakes and Ale begins with the narrator going back to his lodgings, and there is a message from his landlady Mrs. Fellows saying Mr. Kear rang up twice. ‘He says it’s important.’ And Maugham observes in the Maugham-like way, which stays with me to this day, ‘I know that when people say things are important, it doesn’t mean it is important to you; it’s important to them.’ So one was being trained early in this way. The effect was to introduce me to the romantic idea of this world outside, and to the romantic idea of writing.”28 Representations of the West Indies were to be found mainly in books by white visitors, like Alec Waugh writing of indolent bellboys and “the inevitable negroes” in The Coloured Countries, or Edmund Whitman using chapter titles like “Banana Escapades” and “Jamaica Ginger Snaps” in Those Wild West Indies.29

Pa and Vido positioned themselves in an ordered fantasy world derived from European literature, far from the noise, squalor and their own powerlessness in Petit Valley. At school, Vido might read an extract from Martin Chuzzlewit in his New Royal Reader, containing place names that would one day become familiar: “The coach was none of your steady-going, yokel coaches … It cared no more for Salisbury than if it had been a hamlet. It rattled noisily through the best streets, defied the cathedral, took the worst corners sharpest …”30 Aspiration and ambition became an alternative to daily life in Petit Valley. “I suffered like hell in this place,” Vido said later. “It has given me all kinds of things [for my writing]: my understanding of the ease with which civilizations can be destroyed. When I was in Africa [in 1975] and saw in the Congo the ruins of Belgian cities, when I saw the same thing in Rwanda in 1966, I knew about people camping in houses and not knowing what to do with the things, just stripping it apart.”31 At Petit Valley, Vido began to keep a diary, written in pencil in a Guardian reporter’s notebook. He wrote about the death of his paternal grandmother and Pa’s distress, but after a while the diary “became very affected and melodramatic. I was melancholic, and I had a slight wallow, as a child. I remember writing, ‘I feel like Oliver Twist in the workhouse.’ I knew it wasn’t true, but I had no other means of expressing what I felt.”32

At Christmas 1941, the local school in the village at Petit Valley held a concert. The family walked through the tropical night to the school, which was full of lights and people singing songs. Vido was excited by the glamour of the occasion. “One of the songs had a little Negro boy, nattily dressed in a suit. Clearly his parents had dressed him up for this occasion. Whether he did a little dance or whether he just came out dressed in this way, he looked so cute in that suit. But he sang, ‘Oh, I’m a happy little nigger.’ It was the most successful number of the evening. I remember people laughing till they almost cried with pleasure at the little boy. ‘Oh, I’m a happy little nigger and my name is John.’ The chorus was, ‘I can sleep on a cotton bale or roost up a tree, tell you what it is boys, nothing hurts me.’ I think it goes: ‘I like cake, I like honey, I’m not the boy to refuse any money. Once I went a courting with my little black sioux’—or it might be, ‘my saucy black sioux’—‘her brother Tom insulted me and peppered me too.’ It was only years later that I understood what we’d heard. Clearly it’s written by an American white man, out of a kind of love for the little black boy, but within this love is complete contempt.”33 The song would stick in Vido’s formidable memory, to be pondered over subsequent years, and used to show the way in which culture and meaning change in a different historical setting: the American south, a “panyol” village in colonial Trinidad, the independent Caribbean. It resurfaced in 1967 in The Mimic Men, where Browne is humiliated to have been a “singer of coon songs” as a child, and indirectly in A Way in the World in 1994, where Lebrun tells a similar story and concludes, “ ‘Every educated black man is eaten away quietly by a memory like that.’ ”34 This was how V. S. Naipaul’s fiction would work: a moment would be stored, remembered, examined and retold through the decades.

At weekends, Simbhoo would arrive and take command of the family. Each Sunday evening, he gathered the children and taught them Hindu mantras, or gave a talk on Indian civilization and the epics. They had to learn the Hindi alphabet and some vocabulary, but never learned how to connect the words and speak the language. Later, as “Pandit Simbhoonath Capildeo,” he would self-publish 100 Questions and Answers on the Hindu Religion, a book that his nephew Vido would proceed to satirize in The Mystic Masseur.35 He expected deference from his nephews and nieces, and his brothers-in-law were always aware that he held the purse strings. According to Brahm, “Power corrupts—and it was an accepted fact in the family that Rudranath and Simbhoonath were the gods, so [as children] you had to bow down to them and literally put your hand down to their feet, so they could bless you. Simbhoo was given full rein to do anything and everything he wished to do. From my point of view, he was a tyrant. Our grandmother would always defer to him, to both her sons.”36

For Vido, Kamla and their cousins of a similar age, travelling the five miles to and from school each day was a complicated manoeuvre. Like her brother, Kamla worked hard and was an academic succcess at Tranquillity. Sometimes they would take the Sam Super Service bus, at other times they would travel in an old Ford motor car with running boards which Nanie had bought, but it broke down and nobody knew how to repair it. Pa would cycle to work at the Guardian, and sometimes stay in Port of Spain overnight. When the Americans came to Trinidad in 1941 and built the Churchill–Roosevelt Highway and a deep-water naval base at Chaguaramas (under the Lend-Lease agreement, which exchanged British empire bases for American ships) an uncle bought a truck to rent. It had to be at the new base that was being built at Docksite by six o’clock each morning. The truck was driven by Sahadeo Mausa, known as Power Mausa by the children because of his interest in mechanics, who would drop them at Luis Street with an aunt to wait for school to start each day. He continued to assault his son Brahm. “He would punish me with strapping, slapping, depriving me of food, he would hit me with whatever was at hand. My father was mentally and emotionally unstable.”37 Vido remembered this period as a time of unhappiness and hunger. He started to get asthma, gasping for missing breath, sucking in air, wheezing his way through the long, hot nights. Often, there would be no proper food available, and he would go to school or to bed on an empty stomach. In Kamla’s view, this was the result of wartime food shortages rather than neglect, and she thought Vido’s claim of being starved was “a ridiculous memory, it is a damn stupid memory.”38

Full-bellied or hungry, he kept up his studies at Tranquillity, encouraged by Nanie, who would appear in Petit Valley from time to time for an inspection, usually accompanied by her black servant Miss Blackie. When classes ended, Vido would remain behind for extra tuition with a teacher from the school. In 1942, although ranked fifth in a class of forty-five, he won an exhibition to his Uncle Rudranath’s old school, Queen’s Royal College, where the government now paid his fees and gave an annual grant for the cost of books.39 Although physically weaker than his contemporaries, he was marked out as an achiever, one of twenty children across the island who had won an exhibition. “He was brilliant,” said his cousin Jai, a view shared by Brahm: “Every day for school we had to learn twenty Latin words. So we’d come from school and study, and after five, ten minutes he would say, test me and everything was bang on. Amazing. He said to me at Petit Valley he would like to become a writer.”40 Vido’s own view was that his cousins had been told to revere academic success, “I suppose because they respected my brightness. I was always treated with regard. And I could make jokes. Very good jokes too.”41 He never felt completely part of the world of his cousins. “There was a distant relation who came to stay with us in order to go to school, an elegant boy, and he was mocked and mocked. They told terrible stories about his personal habits, eating the scabs of his sores. I was horrified. Reason told me it was wrong. I couldn’t run with them.”42

In the vacation, Pa would take Vido to Tunapuna to stay with his old mentor Sookdeo Misir, now a rich man from his Arima Bus Company. Vido liked the atmosphere at Sookdeo’s more wealthy household, and the food that came from its kitchen. A cousin there had a less affectionate memory of the precocious scholar. Sookdeo’s grandson Romesh recollected Vidia, aged about ten, lording it over the other children: “Instead of joining us playing cricket, he would stay reading. He would wait until my grandfather came home from the estate, and would sit there on the back porch and read newspapers very impressively. He was able to pronounce and understand every word in the newspaper. The old man was very enamoured with him because of his brilliance.” Sookdeo was himself uneducated. “Of course we were pitted against Vidia by our grandfather saying, ‘See what you all are doing, playing football and cricket. Why don’t you learn to read and write properly, like Vidia?’ ”43 Margaret Maillard, who went to school with Kamla and would marry another future Nobel laureate, Derek Walcott, remembered his academic talent. “We knew he was bright. He had to do a French exam, and he learnt in full the answer for a question—in French.”44

In 1943, Seepersad could stand it no longer at Petit Valley and the Naipaul family moved in desperation to 17 Luis Street. Once again, Pa was relying on Nanie’s network of support, even while he railed against it. Over the next year they were joined by more family members, and the little house became crowded. Each branch of the extended family used its own kerosene stove to cook. For Vido, school seemed to be an alternative world where he could find a footing. Queen’s Royal College, or QRC, had been set up in 1859 by the colonial government to counter “French” influence on the island. It was a substantial late-Victorian colonial building done in multicoloured stone and fringed by palm trees, located on the edge of the Queen’s Park Savannah by the Anglican bishop’s residence. QRC was modelled on an English boys’ public school, and offered a high standard of education. It was rivalled by St. Mary’s or the College of the Immaculate Conception, which was run by Roman Catholic priests. No other Caribbean island had the same rivalry between two schools of such academic excellence.45 Like Tranquillity, QRC had few Indian pupils, and they were mainly Christian or Muslim.

Although Vido was brought up like many Hindus to be aware of his difference from Muslims, there was no obvious communal divide in Trinidad. Watching newsreels of events in India at the cinema, he felt they were engaged in a common struggle: “I thought of Muslims as being part of us, one people. Some Indian Muslims went to school with me. I never thought about it … We were fed Indian nationalism by people [such as Simbhoo] who were doing nothing about it in real life—imagine us as village bigshots. There was a man called Chandra Bahadur Mathura, who ran a wretched little rag of a magazine called The Indian. We were schooled in it: we knew about Gandhi, we knew about Nehru, we knew about Azad [the Muslim president of the Indian National Congress]. I remember seeing the newsreels of the Cripps Mission in 1942, Stafford Cripps talking to the Mahatma … I felt proud.”46

At school, he made no deliberate effort to associate with other Indians. “My friends at QRC would have been black people,” he recalled.47 From Tranquillity came Yip Young and WAGS, who liked his humour. He made friends with Charles John, whose father was a Woodbrook policeman, and William Demas, a tall, gangly, flat-nosed black boy who got free textbooks because his father was a DPO, or deceased public officer. The boys called each other by their surnames, in British style. Each morning Naipaul would walk to school early and run home to Luis Street for lunch, accompanied to the end of the road by Charles John. He never brought friends home, preferring to keep the two worlds separate. “It seemed natural to have the friendship outside the house. You wouldn’t want another boy to see your poverty,” he said later.48 To his sister Savi this seemed odd, particularly as Vido grew older: it appeared to represent a separation arising from social, ethnic or cultural embarrassment.

The school buildings at QRC were “very beautiful” to Vido. “I liked the ritual of the school life. I liked the formality. I liked the spaciousness of the grounds. Every form had its form master, and he did the roll every morning. For me, the school was immeasurably exciting.”49 He enjoyed classes in Latin, French, Spanish and Science. Still small, he was conscious that he was one of the youngest boys in his year. Since it was wartime, many of the British teachers had been called up to fight and replaced by West Indian teachers, making the staff as racially diverse as the pupils. The principal, Mr. Hamer, was English. It was a highly competitive school, with metropolitan values. Caribbean dialect was ironed out in favour of standard English, although the pupils remained bilingual—outside class, they might still say, “Higher monkey climb, more he show he ass,” or, “Cutlass don’t leave mark in water,” or “Play jackass, they go ride ya.” At home, a boy might have a third language, deriving from his parents’ country of origin: Portuguese, Bhojpuri, French, Cantonese. Selby Wooding, who was at QRC a couple of years ahead of Vido, considered it “an honour school. Boys could be depended on to be trustworthy. It is a world that has vanished now.” The happy few were expected to behave like English schoolboys in the tropics. According to Wooding, “You had to wear the mask of the master in order to advance.”50

WHEN SEEPERSAD NAIPAUL CONCEIVED of becoming a writer, in emulation of authors he admired like O. Henry and W. Somerset Maugham, he had few indigenous examples. Herbert de Lisser, a Jamaican, had published a couple of books in London during the First World War, and was followed in the 1930s by Alfred Mendes, a Trinidadian who placed two novels with Duckworth of London, one with a blurb by the writer Anthony Powell.51 Jamaican-born Claude McKay had moved to America and achieved some literary prominence as part of the Harlem Renaissance, and W. Adolphe Roberts published detective novels in the U.S.A. Jean Rhys, a woman from a white creole family in Dominica, had published stories and novels. The nearest thing Pa had to a homegrown model was C.L.R. James, a former QRC student and one of its earliest black teachers. His realistic street novel Minty Alley was published by Secker & Warburg in 1936 after he sailed to London to try his luck in the imperial capital. James wrote a series of letters for the Port of Spain Gazette in the year of Vido’s birth: they told how he liked the “intellectual ferment” of Bloomsbury, enjoyed reading “the delightful Miss Rebecca West in the Daily Telegraph” and claimed he had bested Edith Sitwell at an evening lecture with a clever reference to William Faulkner. Parodying the manner of the European visitors who wrote about the West Indies, James observed that since “the English native is so glum and dull and generally boorish in his manners … any man of colour who is not repulsive in appearance, has good manners, and is fairly intelligent, is a great favourite with the girls.” The habitations of the English he found glum, owing to “the terrible habit of joining all the houses one to another for hundreds of yards.”52 Apart from these rare achievers, aspiring Caribbean writers like Pa faced self-publication, a haphazard activity that was taken less than seriously in this busy, verbal, storytelling culture.

Pa knew he had written good stories, and wanted to see them in print. He needed money, and in 1943 turned to Simbhoo. “My father paid for the publication of his stories,” Simbhoo’s son Suren remembered. “Without that book, Seepersad would have been nothing.”53 A thousand copies of Gurudeva and Other Indian Tales were printed at the Guardian commercial printery, selling at $1 each. Pa brought home the proofs in his jacket pocket each evening. Not realizing the extent of his literary ambition, most people assumed this was a venture to make money. The publisher was listed as Trinidad Publications of 17 Luis Street, and an advertisement to the left of the title page asked for submissions of short stories, essays and novelettes. Gurudeva was like a booklet, seventy-two pages long with a soft blue cover showing the veiled head of an Indian woman above a rural scene: palm trees, the sun, an ajoupa hut, a Hindu temple and prayer flags high on bamboo poles, drawn by a local artist, Alfred Codallo.54 Devotedly, Kamla and Vido stuck an errata slip to the flyleaf of each copy of their father’s treasured book. Over time, the entire print-run sold. There were complaints from Indians who thought the book insulted their community.

In linked short stories, Gurudeva described the picaresque progress of its title character, a rogue who starts out as a juvenile husband, becomes a boastful but cowardly village stick-fighter, gets sent to jail, and ends up as a phoney pundit before sacking his wife, Ratni, in favour of Daisy, who bobs her hair and dumps him. Set in the 1930s and 1940s, it shows the Indian community in Trinidad cut adrift from its origins, coming to terms with a confusing, changing world. Seepersad based Gurudeva on his former brother-in-law Dinanath Tiwari, a gangster and pundit who had given the name “Vidyadhar” to his son, and who was now divorced from Ma’s sister Ramdoolarie.

Gurudeva and Other Indian Tales might be dismissed as a literary curiosity, the work of a famous writer’s father, but is a book of rare quality in its own right, an early text in the tradition of Indian diasporic fiction that was to develop vigorously later in the century. At its best, the writing has a classical quality. Here is Gurudeva collecting and preparing sticks for fighting:


He would take himself into the high woods up in Chickland, three miles away, and cut the pouis that flourished abundantly on the high lands, and gathering them in a bundle, he would tote them home. Out in the yard he would make a blazing fire of dry leaves and bake the sticks in it and beat the barks off them on the ground. Then he would cut each stick into the desired length—from ground level to his lower ribs—and then with cutlass, with broken bottles with razor-sharp edges, and finally with sandpaper, he would impart to each stick the smoothness and uniformity of a ruler. Then he would go to the giant bamboo clump near by and bring forth a length of bamboo, stout and ripe and roomy in its hollowness, and an inch or two longer than his stick; and he would punch out all the compartments but the last, and order Ratni to make enough oil from coconuts and fill the bamboo vessel with it to the very top … Into the bamboo he would immerse as many of his precious sticks as it could hold. Then he would stand the vessel in a corner of his room and would not bring out the sticks from it till ten days or a fortnight when he would let off a whoop of joy. For the sticks would be found to have taken on a rich brown colour and almost twice the weight they had before their protracted bath.55



The prose is economical and illustrative, giving the reader a rapid, intimate glimpse of a completely alien world. Unlike other Caribbean writers of this period, Seepersad Naipaul wrote only about what he knew. Part of his achievement was to shift between rival forms of the English language in order to show his world. The narrative is in standard English. Gurudeva speaks in dialect. When Ratni asks why he needs quite so many sticks, “Gurudeva promptly silenced her with a slap. ‘Mind you’ own business,’ he said. ‘Don’ put goatmouth.’ ”56 Mr. Sohun the schoolmaster, who stands in for Seepersad in the narrative, speaks in educated English. He tells a baffled Gurudeva that Trinidad’s pundits are more concerned with wearing sandalwood paste caste-marks than with learning how to read the scriptures: “Not caste, but the shadow of caste remains in the West Indies,” he tells him. “Its only use here is to inflate some people’s ego.”57 In the final scene, where Gurudeva is hauled before the village council, or panchayat, for taking a second wife, the proceedings are conducted in Hindi. When a man accuses him of beating Ratni, Gurudeva stands up and shouts, “ ‘Why you don’ keep you’ dam mouth shut? Why you ‘terrupting?’ Pundit Shivlochan raised both hands to heaven and said: ‘No Angrezi, please! I do not understand Angrezi.’”58 The shift in language and tone through these stories, written by a man who had taught himself English in early adulthood, is done effortlessly. The humour too is gently done. When fighters from a rival village arrive during Hosay, Gurudeva wraps a handkerchief around his jaw in a pugnacious manner and says he has toothache and a sprained wrist. Scowling in the direction of the enemy, he mutters, “ ‘It is lucky for them, though, that I get sick today. Odderwise I woulda show them.’ ”59

Some writers spend a lifetime finding a style. They experiment, reject their forebears, imitate their contemporaries. Reinventing language is part of their literary ambition. Samuel Beckett, born in the same year as Pa, squeezed words in order to see what they might do. Modernist writers, and the deconstructionists and critical theorists who came in their wake, believed language is necessarily fictive and that its rupture might lead to creation; sometimes, in the work say of Ezra Pound or Virginia Woolf, they were right. Apart from a slight shift around the time he wrote The Mimic Men, V. S. Naipaul never went through a process of linguistic experimentation. He would circumnavigate Modernism, even as he absorbed its implications. His writing style formed early. At the age of only eleven, he was given his own private epic by his father, and took it as his model; his later achievement came out of this restriction. When he was asked—fifty-seven years on—by the Indian website Tehelka for some rules for aspiring writers, V. S. Naipaul’s response owed much to Pa’s instruction:


	Do not write long sentences. A sentence should not have more than 10 or 12 words.

	Each sentence should make a clear statement. It should add to the statement that went before. A good paragraph is a series of clear, linked statements.

	Do not use big words. If your computer tells you that your average word is more than five letters long, there is something wrong. The use of small words compels you to think about what you are writing. Even difficult ideas can be broken down into small words.

	Never use words whose meaning you are not sure of. If you break this rule you should look for other work.

	The beginner should avoid using adjectives, except those of colour, size and number. Use as few adverbs as possible.

	Avoid the abstract. Always go for the concrete.

	Every day, for six months at least, practise writing in this way. Small words; short, clear, concrete sentences. It may be awkward but it’s training you in the use of language. It may even be getting rid of the bad language habits you picked up at the university. You may go beyond these rules after you have thoroughly understood and mastered them.60



Seepersad’s idea of literature, conceived in colonial isolation and arrived at by rejecting the florid Victorian tomes that had impressed him early on, became Vido’s. Language was to be plain; where it became beautiful, it was through simplicity. To describe the process by which Gurudeva might turn a length of bamboo into a vessel for soaking sticks, Pa took only ten words: “he would punch out all the compartments but the last.”

Gurudeva and Other Indian Tales was the prequel to A House for Mr. Biswas, and gave V. S. Naipaul the picaresque character of Ganesh for his first published book, The Mystic Masseur. In old age, he believed his father’s book was under-appreciated, particularly by Indian critics, despite his attempts to promote it: “No one in India knows that it’s good writing. They think it’s purely my sentimentality … They wouldn’t be able to compare it with Tolstoy’s later writing, Master and Man. They wouldn’t be able to compare it with The Odyssey or Gogol. They would think this is just peasant writing about peasant details. The more I look at it, the more I [can] see the actual way I write—very pictorial, very fast, the details. I knew that I had been given a feeling for language, and it was very beautiful, and it was my own epic.”61
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