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What is the mark that distinguishes the good from the bad, in works as in men? Holiness is the only word for it.

 

    Eric Gill
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Prologue



Praise the broken world for it will vanish in a day and in a day be replaced by nothing. That was the city’s message for the rainy season. A fire truck raced somewhere, followed by police jeeps, their beacons flashing on the store windows of Electric House. In the hush that followed, a horse carriage clattered to the seafront and a bus went past and the conductor blew his whistle. Under the covered arcades of Colaba Causeway the pavement shops pulled their shutters for the night and the street sleepers prepared their bedding. The lamps glowed dull and gold among the skinny trees in their dented metal skirts. Then the rain came again, dropping like pebbles against the tin roof of the verandah. Inside the apartment a woman’s unceasing tirade rose to its usual pitch of anguish. It was his wife shouting at the neighbours as she did most evenings; but tonight Newton Francis Xavier heard his mother’s voice not his wife’s and he felt his skin prickle with fear.

He stood at the bookcase and found his notebook and made a quick pencil sketch of a young woman in an untidy hotel room. He worked roughly, from memory, using a Japanese marker with a fine 0.1 tip, listening all the while to the sound of his wife’s voice, Lula’s famous Swiss-schooled voice coarsened now by smoke and drink and Hindi curses. He was ready to hide the sketch if he heard her footsteps approach from the next room, but she did not come. The tirade continued. When he was finished he put the notebook away at the back of a shelf stocked with history and biography, books he knew his wife would not disturb. In the notebook were fifty pages of drawings of the young woman in different rooms and moods, in poses both explicit and demure.

Later that night after his wife had gone to sleep he would transfer the notebook to the drawer of her bedside table where household bills lay among manuals and warranties. The sketches were preliminary efforts at a painting he was working on; they were expendable. In a day or two, after he had gone, she would open the drawer to look for the month’s electricity and water bills. She would find the notebook and the sketches and understand: after eighteen years of marriage, after threatening to do so a hundred times, he had finally left her.

Early the next morning he will shower and dress and Kuthalingam will take his suitcase and typewriter to the waiting taxi. He will leave the books collected over decades and he will leave the paintings his friends the artists have presented to him. He will leave on the shelf in the bedroom the copies of his own books and the magazines, anthologies, and art journals that have featured his work. He will leave most of his clothes and his shoes, his shelf of bronze sculpture and his collection of Russian icons painted on wood. Before his wife is fully awake he will leave the house. He will not kiss her or take her leave. He does not trust himself to do this without mishap. He will shut the door and take the lift two floors down to the street and there he will tip Kuthalingam for the last time and step into the taxi that will take him on the first leg of his journey out of Bombay. His flight will land in Delhi in the afternoon and the young woman in the drawings will be waiting at the airport. They will drive into the city and check into an overpriced hotel with an unashamedly colonial past and name. Over the next few days they will discuss the immediate future as they have done off and on for a year. Again he will ask her to accompany him to New York where he owns an apartment and a reputation. She will agree.

But all of that is yet to happen. For now, Sunday night lies before him. As the voice falls silent in the next room he returns to the window and the blank rain that breaks on the dead street; and because the young woman’s name is a talisman that will get him through the night he says it to himself, very softly, and then he says it once more.

Goody Lol.









BOOK ONE

From Those to Whom Much Is Given















Saint Mummy

the Lonely; flew things from buildings,

her flightless birds; could not abide

people, for sin she smelled inside;

knew knives & loud forebodings;




her bird bones bundled in aspic;

dragged by doctors; immune to harms;

held at distance her husband’s charms;

holy woman preached Joan of Arc;




soul in extremis; hunter of devils

or flatly insane; maker of insane

son, whose company of brown saints

she rebuked; starved herself for thrills;




physician who could not heal herself;

poor memsahib who died in debt

one summer when the power died;

girl who wished she was someone else.




from The Book of Chocolate Saints: Poems (Unpublished)
















Paulita Ribeiro, neighbour, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Forgottem, Goa, February 2005

Until the day she went after him with a bread knife we thought his mother was the most ordinary woman in the world.

We called her Burial because she was always so cold and formal. My husband’s joke, her real name was Beryl. She thought she was better than the rest of us poor camponês because she was descended from a long line of doctors. She said her mother or maybe her grandmother was the first female doctor in the country. We didn’t know she was mad until much later. The first time I thought about it, about her sanity I mean, was when she force-fed the poor old cook, shoved a tube into her mouth and poured in a mixture of honey and mustard. She did it quietly so the neighbours, meaning me, wouldn’t hear. But Cook told the whole countryside. She said Burial would go from room to room, anything breakable she smashed to the ground or threw out the window. Cook said the servants locked themselves in the kitchen. After that bit of news nobody wanted to work at crazy Burial’s house, believe you me.

Karma bites you in the backside, doesn’t it? These Hindu chaps get it right sometimes.

We weren’t friends to begin with. I suppose we became friends without meaning to, accidentally, you might say. She called me when she needed help with the house, or the servants, or finding the right butcher or liquor supplier. Once she had rats in the eaves. I told my youngest and he went up with a stick. Goa’s old houses are like old people, there’s always something that needs taking care of. Sometimes she came over just to look at my floor, just sit with that long ago and faraway look on her face, counting her rosary. Or cry for no reason, endless tears, a reservoir of tears, and not a word of why.

She took lemonade with salt, not sugar. She’d sit on the bench at the kitchen table and sip her salt. Her eyes were the colour of very dark chocolate, and she had a birthmark on her neck that always reminded me of Australia or the United States or maybe the Black Sea.

I asked her once, “Ber, do you think we Indians are qualified to run the country? At least the British knew what they were doing. They were qualified to administer. Look at what-all they gave us.”

She was Portuguese so I knew it was safe to say such things. If she was some true blue Indian I would have kept my trap shut.

“What did they give us, Paulita?” she said. “My husband says they robbed us for two hundred years.”

“That’s when he’s in editor mode. He also has good things to say about them, no?”

“I’m not sure. Around guests he is so charming, so brilliant is the conversation. Otherwise it’s silence as unto the grave, just like his son.”

She was quiet for a time and then she tells me, “What did they give us, Paulita? The British?”

“So many things,” I tell her. “Tarred roads, the law, Victorian architecture, the steam engine, the watch, the language we speak.”

“Frank says these are double-edged swords. He says the question we should be asking is, what did they take from us?”

“But what do you say, Ber?”

“They took everything from us and Frank took everything from me.”

“Ber, we are in the midst of a war for independence. This is your war also. You are allowed to have an opinion.”

If she had one she kept it quiet. Some people are born secretive. Even when she went crazy she went crazy quietly. For example, when she punished the cook there was no shouting. She admonished the woman softly and held her down with those medical practitioner’s hands. The shouting was a later development in her life and once it started it didn’t stop. She would shout for hours, always at the same pitch, controlled but crazy. She’d shout at her son, at the cleaning woman, and also when she was alone at home. She’d stand at the window and shout. One day it came to me, who she was shouting at from the window. Me! The only one she didn’t shout at was her husband, Frank the Great. Some days she’d shout and some days she smashed things. Once I saw her in action at the top-floor window, throwing clothes, shoes, a cut-glass vase, framed photos, beautiful porcelain. I stood at my window and watched everything smash on the lawn. She didn’t shout then. She did the smashing silent.

What she did to the cook was terrible but what she did to her son was much worse, believe you me. Probably I should have done something or said something, but what?

What happens when a mother goes mad? I’ve thought about it a lot because of Burial and poor Newton. An only child grows up thinking his parents are the world. This is what it means to be an adult, he thinks. What he knows of reality he learns from them. But what if one of his parents is insane? And not his father who is mostly absent but the mother who gave birth to him, who fed him, who never smiled or laughed whole-heartedly, who never relaxed because she didn’t trust anyone, not even her own son. What does that do to a boy?

Fr Joseph Pereira, former principal of Saint Britto High School, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Mapusa, Goa, February 2005

In my experience it’s always the brightest that you have to watch. They cause the most trouble. As you must know, my experience is vast. Incredibly vast. I retired as principal after fifty years. I served through Partition and Independence and the terrible years that followed, and through the time of Indira Gandhi’s Emergency, which in my opinion was a brave and necessary measure, and through the years of regulated liberalisation introduced by her son. Half a century of experience! So I think I can safely say that when it comes to young students my judgement is simply impeccable.

He was a scholarship boy who arrived directly from the village of Forgottem. We published a few of his poems in the school magazine. He called them sixteen-line sonnets, strange formal inventions that featured wizards and damsels and swords. In other words they were the kind of English poems that the English no longer wrote. I tried to tell him that India also was a fit subject for poetry, that Indian birds, the crow, for instance, or the kite, or the saddest bird in the world, the grief-stricken monsoon koel, these birds were as worthy of poems as robins and doves. But it was no use. His imagination was soaked in English literature. He couldn’t hear me, not then. Years later, he heard loud and clear. I found him a far more interesting poet after he dropped the Englishness and turned to India as the source of his torment and material. It gave him a second wind. I’d say it brought him back to life.

When he came to us he was about ten or nine, already such a serious boy. I don’t think I ever heard him laugh or smile in a natural way. His presence was ghostly but also photogenic, as if he was smiling for a camera hidden behind the bushes, as if he was already in apprenticeship to the future. The only inkling of his later career was the poem about his mother, ‘Saint Mummy’, which, as it turned out, was the last of his poems to be published in The Brittoan. I was gratified to see that there were no elves or kestrels or gratuitous Merlin references. Do you know that a koel makes an appearance in one of the later poems? For this important development I must take a modicum of credit.

Beryl Xavier, mother, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at the Bangalore Institute of Mental Health, Bangalore, June 1998

I remember everything. Believe me it’s a catastrophic condition. You develop the long view whether you like it or not. You see the future as one side of a coin and the past as the other, a coin in which both sides are heads, or tails if you prefer – the past and the future, the same! In between, separating them and holding them together, is the narrow edge of the present. For example, you see me here and now, a woman well past her prime in a questionable institution in the shallow south of India, but I am at the same time a young doctor and mother and wife in Bombay and Delhi, and my knowledge and experience are all of a piece. Do you see? Good, it’s such a relief to speak to one’s equals. Some of the people here, goodness me, I have no idea what kind of accreditation process they underwent. Were they vetted at all? It’s a mystery willed by the Good Lord in his inscrutable wisdom. The Virgin Mother herself would be hard put to keep her patience! In my hospital they would have been dismissed for incompetence, if not prosecuted for malpractice. Things here are a little different, as you will see. Look at the personnel. The boys are like inadequately tamed animals, and the girls, goodness, just look at the girls! Let me tell you something about this so-called Institute of Mental Health. Every girl here says she likes Audrey. They say: I’m so Audrey! Let them say what they want about Audrey, it doesn’t matter. But the minute someone says, I’m so Holly! I say, oh no you’re not. They love Holly because they love Audrey. Do they even know that Holly was a prostitute?

When I first got here they called it a lunatic asylum. I thought it was a good enough name for a place where lunatics are given asylum from the world. I didn’t see anything wrong with it. Neither did any of the other lunatics. But they changed lunatic asylum to mental hospital. In those days there were no bars on the windows and the doors were always left open. The driveway was a dirt path. You could leave the building and walk through the dirt and slip right out of the gates if you felt like it. I didn’t feel like it then. I liked Dr Feroze who used to see me on Tuesdays and Fridays. He lent me detective stories. That’s what I like to read, thrillers, the bloodier the better. Dr Feroze liked them too. Sometimes he’d lend me a book I had already read and I’d remember some of it, but the whodunit I would forget. I think that’s one of my gifts. I am able to remember everything and forget some things but only if I put some work into it. Especially the forgetting part! For example, I borrowed Gaudy Night from Dr Feroze, which was one of the first Dorothy Sayers books I’d ever read. That was the book that made me want to read everything she’d written, including the poetry. And I am no fan of poetry, I can tell you. I saw how miserable it made my son. In any case I read it again, Gaudy Night, and I made myself not remember the mechanics of the plot. Not remembering is an art and I’m a master of it. Sometimes Dr Feroze and I discussed the books he lent me. What do you think, Beryl, he said. What do you think of Gaudy Night, is it any good? It’s better than good, Dr Feroze, I replied. In fact I do believe it may be the first feminist detective story ever written. And then Dr Feroze looked at me as if I had said something terrible and the Fear came to me. I thought I had exposed myself to a mortal enemy who would use the information to kill me. Instead of murdering me, he said, I see why you would come to that conclusion, Beryl, and I think you’re absolutely right.

When he told me he was leaving I wrote my address on a piece of notepaper. Of course he knew the address. That isn’t why I did it. It was a way of asking him to write to me if he felt like it. He never did. Psychiatrists are not allowed to write to their patients, did you know that? It’s unfortunate, yes?

Paulita Ribeiro, neighbour, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Forgottem, Goa, February 2005

She was outnumbered. Her husband was a writer and so was her son. Two writers versus a doctor, do you see what I mean? They excluded her. If you keep treating a woman like an alien, soon she’ll begin to act like one. They’d talk about some writer or painter, some Delhi artist whose lovers numbered in the hundreds, whose affairs were common knowledge but only to people like them. And they would leave her out of it. She read a lot of crime novels, which was the only thing she and her son had in common other than God. But they would discuss things she knew nothing about. As a woman I understood. Women know what it means to be silent. We know what it means to be cancelled, to not exist.

Not long before she was sent to the asylum she asked me to accompany her to Fontainhas in the old part of Panjim. There was some sort of gallery in a church there that she liked to visit but she didn’t want to go alone. It was a good day for a drive, hazy, one of those rare days when the sun wasn’t blazing in your eyes. Still, I put on sunglasses and a scarf on my head. I like to wear sunglasses and a scarf when I’m going for a drive. We got into her Premier Padmini, sky blue it was, with tan leather seats that stuck to your skin. As soon as we set off I knew I had made a mistake. She drove so fast. There wasn’t much traffic but there are always animals wandering around the roads of Goa. You don’t see them until it’s too late and then you’re upside down.

We sped off on that road crowded with buses and trucks and bikes and bullock carts and every once in a while she would turn to say something to me and I would see her black eyes focused on a spot above my shoulder. Those were the worst moments. Eyes on the road, Ber, I’d say, not that it made a difference. At first she wanted to talk about prayer. She said it helped her cope with almost every kind of situation in life. She said it calmed her down to talk to God when she was confused. I told her she was lucky. Nothing calmed me down when I was in a tizzy, not even God. Then we talked about the rainy season in Goa, which is not easy to adjust to even for people who have lived here their whole lives. She asked how I got bed sheets dry in the rain. Nobody can dry bed sheets in the Goa rains, I told her, give them to the dry cleaners. But keep your eyes on the road, Ber, I said. Then I told her the story of my nephew, Mario, a wonderful singer who had formed his own a cappella band. He was riding home one night and a cow crossed the road and he didn’t see the tether. The motorbike landed on his head. He was in hospital for a year. He forgot how to sing.

I said all this but she didn’t slow down and after a while I decided to trust her and let the day unfold as it would. Then something came to me, an insight, you might call it. I saw a system in the way she accelerated into clusters of traffic. I decided her style of driving was similar to the technique of Zen meditation, which I once tried. She drives in a state of no mind, I thought, which she achieves by minimum use of the brake and horn. Instead of slowing down, she speeds into turns even with traffic approaching and then somehow she finds an opening and pushes the small car into it and out the other side.

The usual scenery flew past, the dusty brown trees and people of Goa. We kept overtaking State Transport buses, which you should never do if you are a woman driver. But there was no point telling Burial these things. She was silent, lost in her Zen meditation. And then she said, I think it’s important that family members have fun with each other. Don’t you think so, Paulita? No, I really don’t, Ber, I replied. Families are there to help each other. Burial shook her head. You don’t understand anything, Paulita. Your husband will support you whether you are wrong or right. There’s someone on your side no matter what. Do you see, Paulita? This is why you don’t understand a thing, said Burial. I was about to say, look, Beryl, you may be right or I may be right but whatever is the truth of it, do you mind keeping your eyes on the godforsaken road? But then another thought occurred to me. What if saying this made things worse? I held my peace.

She slowed down when we neared the old city. She had no choice, no? The streets are too narrow for fancy driving. We took the old Patto Bridge over the Querem creek and she parked in a shaded spot near a church and then we stepped out of the car and stretched our legs. Burial led the way to a room above the main building and when my eyes adjusted to the darkness I picked out life-size figures of wooden saints with smudged pieces of paper stuck to their arms and legs. A female saint stood guard near the door. She wore a cape and she was bleeding from terrible wounds in her neck. A note was pinned to her sleeve, “Saint Catherine TORTURED on the wheel & DECAPITATED.” A thin-faced man was slumped against the wall with his torn head in his hands. Two children knelt on the floor and reached for their missing eyes. Francis Xavier was in the back of the room where he regarded the wreck of his body that was missing toes and fingers and whatnot. In his one remaining hand he held the earth. As we watched, people came up to the wooden saint and touched him and kissed their fingers to their lips. They left small pieces of lined notepaper on a makeshift shrine. Burial unfolded one and passed it to me:




Tell me, O Lord, how does the penitent child pass?

Only on his knees.

Why, dear O Lord? Why must he pass on his knees?

For if he pass on his feet he surely must be decapitated.







I could make no sense of it but Burial gazed at the note for a long time. By now I was ready to leave and I wondered how long this mad adventure would take. I had to get home and attend to life. Come on, Ber, I said, some of us have work to do. She didn’t say a thing. She didn’t even smile, just kept staring at a painting of Saint Xavier on his back with a bottle of whisky between his feet. The painter had made his skin bright yellow and the eyes were lit red. There was not an ounce of extra flesh to be seen. The face was like a mask of one who had suffered the terrors of hell. Beside it was a painting titled The Last Journey, in which a sickly Saint Xavier clutched at a cross that was beyond his grasp. A small boy massaged his feet and a Chinese monk held a candle and cried a single tear. A sticker on the painting said, “I am watching night and day for the return of the merchant who has agreed for 20 pices to convey me to Canton.”

Poor Burial looked as if she too had become a statue, except for her hands, which were always moving. What was she looking at? I was about to rouse her when she said, what do you think pices are, Paulita? Do you think it is a misspelling of pesos or a misspelling of pieces? I don’t know, I replied, and I had never said a truer thing. I had no clue. How could I? Those paintings were like nothing I had ever seen. I wondered who had painted them and how had he got away with depicting the patron saint of Goa as a homeless fellow and alcoholic? Burial examined the canvases from every angle, lost in her own thoughts. In the car, we sat in our seats and neither of us said a thing. When she turned the key in the ignition I steeled myself.

But the return trip was better. She wasn’t driving so fast. We stopped at a courtyard restaurant in Candolim where we ordered tea and sugar biscuits. I balanced my sunglasses on top of my head. The air had turned balmy and it was almost enjoyable to be sitting there sipping tea like two leisurely ladies. We talked about the Congress Party, about Jinnah, about what India would be like after Independence. My husband and I were thinking of moving to Portugal, I said, though most likely we would stay right there in Goa. And what about you, Beryl, I asked. She sipped her tea and nodded. She didn’t know what she would do, she said, or where she would go. She said she liked Berlin because the weather was so terrible that you could stay home and never feel like you were missing out on life. And then she talked about the cemeteries of Montparnasse and Père Lachaise and Montmartre, and how they were like miniature cities. She mentioned the trees of New York and in passing she described the dirt and noise of Rome, which she found more welcoming than the clean streets of Geneva. These were cities she had visited with her husband when they were young and childless, when they were newly and happily married. She knew the names of the streets and the names of the rivers and central stations and she even listed some of the restaurants and hotels they had visited. She was an encyclopaedia. Beryl, I said, you’re better than a travel book. I was going to tell her how lucky she was to have travelled the world but I noticed that her black eyes were wet. Never mind, I said, everything will be fine. She shook her head. Nothing would be fine again, she said, the tears streaming down her face. She pulled the note out of her pocket then and smoothed it on the table, the wretched note about the penitent child and decapitation. This is for Newton, she said through her sobs. He used to love visiting churches with me. We had a game. Whenever we saw a brown saint, not a white saint but a brown one, and there are several if you know where to look, then the one who saw it first would give the other a pinch. He’s forgotten the game now that he’s growing up and away from his mother. She smoothed the horrid typewritten note. I’ll give it to him for his ninth birthday, she said. I saw her wet black eyes and I saw the black birthmark on her neck and right there and then I knew something terrible would happen, and the hair on my arms, I’m not joking, my hair stood on end.

Fr Joseph Pereira, former principal of Saint Britto High School, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Mapusa, Goa, February 2005

Frank Xavier was well known for his peppery editorials during the Independence movement. We used to quote them verbatim! The boy would have been about ten at the time, or less, nine maybe. Ten years later after the Annexation of Goa he too would make peppery statements in the press that made him unwelcome in his own country. His grandmother was famous, the first female surgeon of the state. His mother too was a well-known doctor. To me she did not seem disturbed but withdrawn. We had no inkling. Not then. The boy was bright, as I say, among the best I’ve taught but also the worst, a natural ringleader. Even at the age of nine he married his talent to negativity. In my mind he was a boy nihilist. I had no choice but to do what I did.

We started as the Sacred Heart School for boys and girls. When the school was handed over to the Jesuits Goa was still under Portuguese rule. The Jesuits renamed it Saint Britto High School and made it exclusively for boys. Good thing it wasn’t co-ed when Xavier got here, if you follow me. He would have imploded in a worse fashion than he did. Of course I did not know then that his mother was going through her troubles. I thought he was a natural born ruffian and nuisance.

In his first week, during the morning recess, Vic Menezes was laughing about something, excited to be talking to a group of the older boys. Menezes was telling a story or a joke and nodding at Xavier. At lunch Xavier cornered Trev Coutinho in the hall and asked what Menezes had been saying.

“I don’t know,” Coutinho said.

“You were laughing and you don’t know why?”

Poor Coutinho had already begun to sweat.

“Tell or I shall kick you.”

Coutinho was a crier, a delicate child. When anxious he’d hold his breath until he turned blue. Xavier grabbed him by the collar and out it all came, that Menezes had said Xavier’s mother was as funny as a three-cornered jam tin. She acted like a great aristo but actually she was an upstart bag lady. Xavier went directly to Menezes and called him a filthy bugger and banged the older boy’s head against the wall. They were on him in a minute, Menezes and his friends. They roughed him up and I think they would have caused some damage if I hadn’t put a stop to it. The strangest thing was that Xavier was having the best time. He was egging them on. He wanted them to hit him. Go on, is that the best you can do, a big fellow like you? Are you a sissy boy? I should mention that Menezes was a senior at the time. He was two years and a few months older than the Xavier boy and bigger in every way.

The drawing appeared a month or so later, a line drawing on the wall of the boys’ toilet, the outer wall, mind you. So perfectly detailed, such an accurate anatomical study I knew immediately who had done it. He was the best draughtsman in the school. The drawing was art, of course, but explicit in a way that was decidedly vulgar, if not pornographic: a red-haired giantess with red nipples and red eyes and a black phallus-shape in her belly.

He didn’t deny it. If anything he took some pride in the work.

“Where did you get the paint?” I asked him.

“From the workroom. I had to make do with black and red because there were no other colours.”

“Are you quite pleased with yourself?”

“No, Father,” he said. “I think there is far too much red. I should have been more sparing with the colour.”

I would have let it go. We whitewashed the wall and forgot about the incident and one morning there was a new drawing, a woman in a hat and a sundress through which you could see her naked figure. I took Xavier to the scene and asked him if he had done it. He said someone else had done it and he had tried to correct it. He pointed out which lines were his. He said he hated bad drawing.

How could I have allowed it? I had to do something. It was a calculated slap in the face of our authority and it didn’t end there. Certain members of the faculty had no hesitation in expressing their grievances in writing. In short I had no alternative but to expel him. I wrote a discreet recommendation and I made a call to a former student of mine at Saint Mary’s in Bombay. I suppose I should mention that the caption to the pornographic drawing was something I taught him, a saying of Saint Francis’s that the body is a cell and the soul a hermit who lives therein. The rascal had the nerve to sign it with the school motto, Facta non Verba, followed by a single letter that announced the culprit’s name. X.

I don’t mean to brag but I think I may be able to take some credit for the religious nature of his art. I may deserve a footnote in the story of his life. Do you remember the epigram that accompanied his Chocolate Jesus exhibition? Thirty boys in the class were told the quote and it registered only with one. I remember it well. I’ve always had a photographic memory for those moments in which I have felt myself inspired or moved by the highest calling, if you will. The summer months in Goa are the schoolmaster’s nightmare. The fans are clicking overhead and not a thing moves in the room, certainly not their brains. I told them the quote and I watched the twitch of thirty hands. I heard thirty pens scratching on paper and I knew exactly what the writing was worth. I looked at their hands and for a moment I thought of the tiny fishes that swim together in the wake of bigger fish. I looked at their eyes and I saw ghastly fish eyes, glassy undersea minnow eyes, spherical eyes without feeling or intelligence.

What was the quote? Good, that is the correct question. Revelation, Chapter Ten, Verse Ten, such a lovely symmetry, ten colon ten: “And I took the little book out of the Angel’s hand, and ate it up; and it was in my mouth sweet as honey; and as soon as I had eaten it, my belly was bitter.” It was a game I played against myself. Throw a thought among them and see what happens. Would one of the minnows bite? Or would they toddle on without a thought in their heads? I hoped for the former and expected the latter. I recited the quote and told them it was not the only instance in the Book in which a prophet ate the words of the Lord and reported a taste in his mouth as of honey for sweetness, a sweetness that cannot last. What I hoped to communicate to the boys was that success in this world is a passing thing. Only Newton heard.

Beryl Xavier, mother, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at the Bangalore Institute of Mental Health, Bangalore, June 1998

He didn’t listen. The taller he got the less he heard. I had information that might have lifted his life into the blessed radiance if only he had listened. I was forced to resort to drastic measures. What else could I do? I am a mother and I did what mothers must, I entreated the Virgin. I spent the days in my room and on my knees I prayed to the Virgin Mother. I asked for guidance and I begged and after many hours of pain and entreaty I found my answer. Raise your voice, she told me, raise your voice without anger and then he will hear you. One morning when I went to wake him for school I stood at the doorway and addressed him in a loud even tone. I said, wake up, Newton, I wish to tell you about your ancestors. I thought I’d got the tone exactly right but he continued to lie there with his eyes closed, pretending to be asleep. If only he had listened. I told him about Joan of Arc, our direct ancestor, about the links between the Goddess Kali and the Black Madonna of Byzantium. I told him to pay no mind to the pale scientists who speculate that the Black Madonna and Black Child had turned that colour from the accumulated grime of votive candles. If that were the case why were the vestments not black as well? My Black Madonna is the true Madonna, I told him. Was she not a woman from the east? I told him and he did not listen and then I did not speak any more. But I am a mother and I cannot give up. I gave him other opportunities to correct himself. For example, the following Sunday after church we had lunch at a restaurant in Panjim, just he and I. His father was travelling. I told him about a recurring dream in which God came in disguise to give me secret information about the origins of man and his likely demise. When I told him this he looked at me the way he looked at his father when they discussed poetry, that is to say he looked at me with great interest. But then he went back to his chorise and pau. He didn’t say a word. I remember I had dressed him in a white shirt and bow tie, with pressed long shorts and shined black shoes. I like to dress up for church and I like my son to dress up too. He was drawing in the margins of a book, faces, always faces and busts, knights and maidens, dragons and wizards. He drew our cook and a schoolmate of his from Saint Britto’s and his Sunday school teacher (a horrible woman I had never liked) and a portrait of his father in a suit and a portrait of Nehru; in other words, anybody and everybody, except for me. He had never painted a portrait of his mother. I was cutting my roast beef and suddenly it came to me that he had never tried to be a proper son. At least I had tried to be a mother. I looked at the meat leaking on my plate and I put down my knife and fork. I thought of Nehru and his daughter, his clever daughter who had always resented me. She had a soft spot for Frank and she was exceedingly kind to my son. I was nothing more than the fly in her ointment. When we got home I told Newton to draw a picture of me, his one mother. What kind of a picture, he asked. Draw me the way you see me, darling, I said. 

Paulita Ribeiro, neighbour, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Forgottem, Goa, February 2005

We all know the story of his expulsion. How did he know to draw a picture like that at such a young age? He was eight years old when his mother came after him with the knife, and she’s a doctor, you getting me? She knows how to use a knife. Then he watched her being dragged off to the asylum. It was the best asylum in India of course, goes without saying. My kids say I should call it a mental institution. I say, call it what you want and it’s still a loony bin. Personally? I think his mother traumatised him into art. I’m not saying artists need trauma but it helps, believe you me.

Even after they put her in the bin, sorry, mental institution, she was swanning around saying she was a doctor and her fellow inmates were her patients. Imagine! I felt sorry for her, no? By then I thought of her as my friend. But one thing, it’s true what they say about doctors. They have no feelings. When they look at us they don’t see a friend or husband or son. They see case histories, contagions, ailments. His mother was that kind of doctor.

He drew a picture on the wall of his room. I saw it after she was taken away and I helped Frank wrap up the house. What a sight the boy’s room was. It seemed to me that nobody was living there because there were no toys or books or clutter. Just a desk against the wall and a narrow bed with a single pillow and above the bed a wooden cross. Like a monk’s cell it was. And there was the picture near the window of his mother naked in a tub, beehive hair and strawberry breasts and skinny arms, oh it was her all right, believe you me. I could see it right away and I knew he had the gift. No wonder she hated it. I heard her shouting. This is the picture the devil loves! Even in her madness she was fully Catholic. She cursed him with hellfire. Stinking brimstone upon your head! We heard nothing more for a long time and then I heard her screaming and the boy ran to my house. She has a knife, he said. What knife, I said. I felt stupid to ask but it came out of my mouth. He said it was the bread knife from the kitchen, of all things. I saw a cigarette burn on his wrist and I asked if she had done it and his reply made me sad. Yes, he said, but it was his own fault. Afterwards he had locked himself in his room as his father had taught him and when he saw his chance he left the house. I called Frank and told him what had happened. In the meanwhile, Burial had stopped shrieking. There was a moment of respite and we all took a breath thinking the worst was over, but it was not. There was a crash and a marble side table came sailing through the window to the lawn. Even then the boy was calm. He had a cup of tea and waited for his father.

After the men in white coats took her away father and son went to Bombay and then out to the wide world. Goa was too small for them. Snobs they were, snobs to the end. Be that as it may the point is the boy is eight when his mother tries to kill him with a knife. And the next year three things happen. His mother is committed to a loony bin, his father takes him to Bombay, and India becomes Independent. How can you not see the significance of these dates? Why do you think he had such a love for English history and literature? He knew more about London than most Londoners. It was his way of belonging to something. More important, it was his way of escaping his mad mother. I think he hated India because of her and once he left he wished never to return.

Fr Fo Hernandez, former teacher at Saint Mary’s School, interviewed by Dismas Bambai in Byculla, Bombay, July 1998

It was old Father Joseph who asked me to take in that Xavier fellow. Father Joseph, what can you do when he booms at you? What a voice! What a stentorian instrument! Booming, booming, for no reason at all and one thing you don’t do when that voice booms in your ear and your spine straightens of its own accord and you know you’re done for, the one thing you don’t do is say no. He’d be after you like a trio of blasted Furies. So of course I accepted the Xavier fellow although he’d missed a term and I knew from the outset he would be trouble. But let me be clear. I had no blasted choice in the matter!

And by the way, I knew this would happen. I’m only surprised it took so long. I knew someone would come nosing around wanting to know about his school days. There’s no getting away from the fact that we schooled him and we must be responsible in some way for the cock-up that followed. I’d say some self-examination is in order, some extended soul searching. Fact: he attended three Jesuit schools before leaving India for the United Kingdom. I myself am a Jesuit born and bred, so I think I may be allowed some leeway here. We teach by example. And what is that example? One, personal freedom, tempered by, two, an awareness of one’s social responsibility, and, three, an understanding of what it means to be fully human. With some of our students this teaching may have unforeseeable consequences. In effect they turn to the opposite end of the spectrum. Sensation, nihilism, excess. They turn against their training.

The day I got the call from old Father Joseph I felt a kind of stench blowing down the line from Goa to my office in Byculla, a wind-borne stench I could not identify. I will describe it as a combination of rotting fish and fresh flowers. And at that moment I knew the voice would bring only bad tidings.

“I’ve written him a recommendation,” said Father Joseph. “His father is a friend. See what you can do, will you?”

So loud I had to hold the phone away from my ear. And I knew the old man well enough to know that in Father Joseph’s world “see what you can do” means “you better get to it right away, boyo”. I held the phone away and still the voice boomed and the ill wind blew and I caught a whiff of fish and desperation. I told myself, you do what you must do.

I took him, missed term and all I took him. And the minute he arrived in my office and took a seat, his chin sunk into his neck, silent as the grave of the martyrs, the minute I saw him I knew. Something about the exceedingly slouchy posture and the shifty gaze that would not hold one’s own and his way of speaking as if each word issued from a mouth full of marbles, I knew only bad luck would follow. You see how right I was!

The first time I called him in was about a week after he got here. He refused to speak in class. When it came to written assignments he was good enough, perhaps even exemplary, but he refused to speak and so I called him into my office. At the time we still used corporal punishment. I believe it can be useful when used judiciously and I knew that one of my colleagues had marked his palm with a ruler. Not that it did any good.

I asked him to sit and when I saw the expression on his face, those resentful eyes, dear lord, I knew I was in for it. I thought of Father Joseph’s overbearing voice and I wished I had had the gumption to tell him no. No, I should have said, this Xavier fellow sounds like a bad customer to me. I don’t want him. You keep him. But it was too late to wallow in regret. Here we were, the miscreant and I, and we had to play our respective roles. So I asked him what he hoped to achieve with silence. Tell me, I said, I have an abiding interest in the circus of personality. He had no reply, of course. Whereupon I had an idea born from bitter experience. I’ve dealt with my share of bad apples and I’ve learned a thing or two. I called for tea for the both of us and placed sugar and milk near his cup. Then, as if I didn’t have a worry in the world, I went to work on drafting the speech I was going to make at a schools meeting the following week. In other words I left him alone and minded my own business in a companionable way. He added sugar but no milk and drank his tea and sat quiet for a time. Just as I was getting used to the silence and hoping it would continue blessedly all day, he said something in that infuriatingly soft voice I had learned to distrust, a voice that was the opposite of Father Joseph’s ear-splitting boom. I didn’t catch it because I wasn’t expecting it. I’m sorry, I said, what did you say? As if it was the most natural thing, as if we were two old friends having a bit of a natter. I had to pull my chair closer to the table. I had to lean forward to hear him.

“Father, why are there no museums in Goa?”

I may have spluttered a little. The fellow was asking a serious question. Well. All my training collected in my spine and I sat up straight. This was a real question even if it had been asked so softly it would take a bleeding superhuman to hear it.

“Of course there are museums in Goa,” I responded. “What makes you think there are not?”

But he had again lapsed into that impermeable, that irredeemable silence and soon I went back to my draft. I was using a red pen to correct and highlight before I made a fair copy. About ten minutes later he spoke again.

“Father, why are there no non-Christian museums in Goa?”

“Because Goa is predominantly Christian,” I replied.

For one thing I wasn’t sure about museums in Goa. I would have to investigate but of course I wasn’t going to tell him that. The more I looked at him sitting on the office chair where a hundred boys had sat, still and silent in his white shirt and blue tie, the more certain I was. I knew he was bad medicine. I could smell it just as I had smelled the stench of rotten fish and wildflowers the day this merry imbroglio had begun. I realised he had more to say and this time I knew how to get it out of him. I went back to my speech. I pretended that ghastly boy wasn’t staring at me. When he started to talk I didn’t look up and I didn’t lean over. I let him speak.

“There is no sense of history in Goa,” he said, “that goes back further than five hundred years. For Goans the idea of time begins with the Portuguese and the advent of Christianity: there is no notion of a pre- Christian civilisation though there must have been one, wouldn’t you say? Is the idea of living history tied to the idea of religion and picked from the air as casually as we take our sense of sunshine or moisture?”

I was astonished. It was the longest speech I had ever heard him make and as it turned out I would never hear another that was comparable, at least in length. I should have ignored it. I should have made him sit outside. I should never have offered him tea. And once he made the speech I should never have asked him to write it up. And after he’d written it up I should never have sent it to a newspaper I knew.

If I had ignored it I might have saved us a lot of trouble.

Subir Sonalkar, journalist, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at Gokul Permit Room, Colaba, Bombay, July 1998

Poets, man! They’re the same all over. Mendicants, martyrs, lapsed monks convinced the world owes them an explanation or an apology or a meal, wine included. But fuck the dumb shit. I tell you this, if you’re planning a revolution or founding a new religion go to the poets. Don’t waste your time with fucking scriveners. Go to the source, the bards. At least you can count on them to be true to their essential nature. And what is this nature? Ruthlessness, I say! Enlist the poets and expect blood. There will be a lot of it. Enlist the poets and stay away from the novelists because novelists are feckless. They have no feck at all. They are yes-men hungry for approval and patronage, always looking out for their own best interests. As for playwrights, all they do is talk, talk, talk about the revolution and social justice, women’s empowerment, humanism, anarchism, but it never goes anywhere because that’s all it is, big talk, back talk, chitchat, gossip. They’re good at it because this is how they gather material. When it comes to putting words into action? They’ll be the first to disappear. You will also come across scriptwriters and screenplay doctors. Be warned. They live in their own reality and it rarely coincides with anyone else’s. I advise you to tread carefully with those bastards. Walk among them as if you’re in a den of goddamn vipers. Count on nothing and you’ll be okay. The only ones you can trust are the short-story writers because they’re like poets in at least one respect. They shoot their shot in one go and this leads to an understanding of luck and discipline. They learn early that discipline lies in waiting and allowing the circumstances for luck to arise. The point I am trying to make is that poets are born with certain unenviable traits. For example, paranoia. For example, they believe in persecution by persons of lesser sensibility. For example, they admire self-sabotage and the perverse. And for a last example, they are born with a capacity for cruelty, followed by an infinite capacity for remorse.

How do I know this in such intimate detail? Because for a time in the seventies I was a poet too, though I was never a good one. No good. I knew that and it might have been the thing that fucking saved me. Or it might be the thing that brought me to this table, sitting with you, lifting my endless glass of Old Monk to the murky afternoon light of Gokul.

I know it’s hard to imagine but once when I was young I wrote poems. I fancied myself a Maoist. I joined the CPI-M-fucking-L. I read Proudhon and as if I had come up with the idea all by myself I announced that property is theft is property is goddamn fucking theft. I read the usual poets. Baudelaire of course, or should I say Rimbaudelaire? Because Baudelaire led me to Rimbaud who led me to Mallarmé and inevitably I found Verlaine and Villon, to continue with the theme of theft, and Michel Butor, although I only read L’emploi du temps, I couldn’t find anything else, and Blaise Cendrars, Tristan Tzara, Robert Desnos, Jean Follain, Francis Ponge, and finally, unavoidably, Alfred Jarry, because Ubu Roi from its first word, “Shit”, is poetry, also Isidore Ducasse, obviously, which young poet does not read Monsieur Ducasse? Also, René Char, André Salmon, Max Jacob, and so on, the usual lot, as I said, and I read them exclusively for two years and more. It was my French phase. All poets have one but that’s hardly new and it’s not the point of this speech. What I’m trying to say is that once upon a time the weight of the world rested on my slender underfed shoulders. You see, I wrote poems.

Let’s say I gave the poetry life a go. Or the poetry life gave me a go and found me wanting. Ezekiel published me in the Illustrated Weekly of India though not in Quest and I did some reviews and opinion pieces for the newspapers. I was living in a one-room chawl at Crawford Market, a proper Bombay tenement with shared bathrooms and balconies where you saw entire families live their lives in a single room. I lived in a chawl named poverty. For me that is the essence of the goddamn poetry life. There’s a reason those words are so similar in sound and spelling and separated only by a V pronounced the Indian way, we.

POETRY = POVERTY.

I was half a name in the cultural life of the city and Frank Xavier was the editor of the best newspaper, the Back-Bay Dispatch. I wrote a weekly column for his paper and we became friends. This was after his wife had been committed to an asylum somewhere in the south. For a while he took as mistress an American photographer who tried to be a mother to the boy, except Newton was not interested in acquiring a new mother.

When the father showed me the son’s poems the first question I asked was about his age. Fifteen, he said, and I said, come on, Frank, pull the other one. Frank said he was not joking: Newton had just turned fifteen. I asked if he had helped edit the poems. Everybody asks that, said Frank, a handsome man who was always in a suit and tie, always elegantly provided with a glass of good whisky at his elbow. Come to dinner, he said, and judge for yourself.

They lived in one of those new apartments near Navy Nagar, wall-to-wall windows and a view of the sea. We had a drink and then Frank sent for his son, who arrived wearing a summery short-sleeved white shirt. I remember it was beautifully pressed. I noticed that kind of thing because I didn’t press my clothes. I was a communist. I also remember that he was smoking an unfiltered local brand called Cavenders. Frank smoked imported cigarettes and used a holder. They were quite a sight, father and son, perfectly poised and smoking in harmony.

How do you do? Newton said, like the perfect English gentleman he wasn’t. He was a skinny Indian kid who’d never been out of the country. It was unnerving to say the least, as unnerving as the heavy fucking silence he brought with him. Nobody said anything for a while and then, just to lighten the air a bit, I told him I liked his poems. He nodded and stared at the floor as if I had asked him to promise me, on pain of death, that he would never again write another word. He hung his head and smoked and stayed completely silent. I feel I should say a word about the quality of that silence. It was not the kind of silence that allows sweet meditation to flower and neither was it companionable. He was only a boy but his silence felt like oppression, a sense of the slave ship, the sharp stink of the lash below decks, also a sense of aphasic fucking bewilderment. He smoked and looked into the distance of the floor. Perhaps he was shy but I don’t think so. For me there was a kind of violence in that silence, a torturer’s sly pleasure. I felt it was up to me to say something because clearly the kid was beyond speech. So I asked how many poems he’d written. He looked stricken, as if I had said something unforgivable, as if I had asked a question about his mad mother or enquired as to whether or not he was a virgin (there was no doubt that he was, you could tell from the way the poems idealised women). He said nothing for a long time. How long I don’t know but it was an interminable stretch of murderous goddamn silence. Then he lit yet another unfiltered fucking Cavender. He said, about a dozen, maybe ten that I’m sure of. That’s not bad for someone your age, I said, relieved now that there was some semblance of a conversation. He nodded in a solemn way and said with an old man’s gravity that he would have had more but he’d just completed a book on cricket. A small press was bringing it out. I forget the title, something like The Green Grass of Home or How Green the Grass. Frank said the boy was thirteen when he started writing the cricket book and that was when it struck me. I said, are you the Xavier who writes the cricket commentary with the line drawings and Yeats epigraphs? Yes, said Frank, that’s him. First I was surprised and then it made sense to me and all of a sudden I knew he had written the poems himself with no assistance from his father or anyone else. I was a fan of his cricket pieces but I didn’t know how to say so without embarrassing us both. We talked about poetry. He said he was reading the Symbolists and we had a long conversation about the French poets and after that he said nothing more for the rest of the night. When we moved to the dining table his father allowed him a glass of beer. The food was Goan, pork and rice, cutlets and a salad and a heavy bebinca to finish. He smoked during the meal and sipped silently at his beer. I’ll tell you what else I remember. He had the most delicate hands and he knew it. And he had a way of holding a cigarette as if to show off his hands. It was the only sign of vanity I noticed.

Glory Pande, former live model, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at Bangalore Club, Bangalore, March 2005

I was one of the first women in India to model nude. I come from a family of writers and artists on both sides. My aunt streaked on Juhu Beach in 1974. She caused a scandal and she was invited to the best parties in Bombay. My uncle was a novelist and poet, three novels, four books of poetry, and a collection of essays. In his sixties he was accused of sedition for a novel he had written thirty years earlier, a novel that had known only moderate success until some right-wing busybodies discovered literature. My uncle said the charge of sedition was the best thing that ever happened to him. It restarted his career, made him a legend. My mother wore bell-bottom jeans in 1972 when nobody else had them. It was the first time anyone had seen an Indian woman in groovy pants. My father says she stopped the traffic on Flora Fountain, including the double-decker buses. So when I began modelling nude it really was not a big thing. The work was “artistic” as we used to call it. In other words, it was tame and tasteful. Until Newton came along, that is. I was live modelling once a week in the evenings and he was the youngest student in the class. He painted a series of pictures that were similar in a way, fully dressed women around a naked man. Eerie. I was nude, he painted me fully dressed, and it was the first time I felt as if someone had seen me naked. He was a boy and already there was something in the way he depicted the female form. Oh, I know what some people will say. I was treated like a sex object. I was a repository for male leering. The truth is simpler and more complex. I was in my twenties, yes, but he was in his teens and if I was objectified then so was the man in the paintings and the man was always Newton and he always painted himself with so much self-loathing, such violence directed against his own person, the blemishes placed under a magnifying glass as if he saw himself in the future when his youth and talent had faded. In one picture he made himself an old man with a broken nose and white beard. Uncanny when you think about it. I saw a photo a few weeks ago of Newton with a broken nose and shaggy beard, as if the early work was some kind of prophecy. And another thing about the “Portraits of a Ladie” series, he made himself ugly and he made me beautiful. If that’s objectification I have no objection.

Subir Sonalkar, journalist, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at Gokul Permit Room, Colaba, Bombay, July 1998

He was a master of manipulation. He understood the necessity of style. Nothing else matters in our line of work. Style is all there is, the image, you get me? He worked at being obscure the way other people work at being rich or disciplined. He fucking worked it, mainly because he was a manipulator but also because he did not want to be found. No, wait. First he wanted to be found. When he was doing those jagged geometric hallucinations that were like no landscapes anyone had seen? At that time he wanted to be known. He wanted to be a name and a face. Then he tried something ambitious, what they came to call his Chocolate Jesus Period, and the moment he became a face and a name he didn’t want it any more. He was like that. If he knew you admired him and liked his work he treated you badly. If you cared nothing for him he would turn on the charm. The show that followed the Chocolate Jesus pictures was the biggest thing he had ever attempted. The Forest of Knowledge, do you remember? No, nobody does, except those of us who were there. A forest of trees infested with termites or poison and primed to disintegrate over a period of one or two years. It was his comment on the annihilation of the planet and it was long before everybody began to talk of climate change. The critics crushed it, all of them panned it, they didn’t get it and they flattened him and in my opinion that was when he decided he would give them substandard work, give them shit and see what happens. We know what happened. They liked it. They fucking loved it. That was the impetus behind the Any Colour You Like show, the work painted in whichever colour his buyers wanted, whichever disgusting colour matched their disgusting living rooms. They loved it and he hasn’t looked back since. That, in my opinion, is the single event that determined all that was to follow, the nihilism, the world-weary world wandering, the reclusiveness and contempt for critics and the general public. This is my take on the matter, of course. You don’t have to agree.

The day Frank invited me over to meet his son I walked in the room and found a copy of Les Chants de Maldoror on the bar. I held up the book and I asked Frank what was going on. I was going to offer my condolences, right? Oh poetry is quite beyond me, said Frank. That’s Newton. He’s a bit of a genius. When the genius arrived in his pressed white shirt, I said something flippant. I said a boy of fourteen should not be allowed to read the good goddamn Count of Lautréamont-Ducasse. He smiled at this sad witticism, smiled sadly as if he were humouring me. Much later in the evening he told me he had translated some of the French poets as a way of learning French. I asked if I could hear one of his translations. At this point, Frank, discreetly I thought, vanished into the kitchen to confer with the cook. The boy said nothing for a long time. Oh the quality of that oppression, the steamy depths of that silence. How it weighed upon one’s head and how it leaked malaise into the room. A long silence and then he recited from memory a poem that sounded familiar to me. I pretended to know who it was because I did not want to expose my ignorance to the kid, but in my head I made some educated guesses. I knew it was a sonnet so I thought there was a good chance it might be Baudelaire. But it didn’t sound like him. I thought of Verlaine or even Apollinaire, though I should have known that it could not be goddamn Apollinaire. Not Apollinaire and certainly not Victor fucking Hugo! I gave up trying to guess who it was but I liked the translation and I asked for a copy. At home I looked up my French poets. It was Rimbaud of course. I noticed that he had mistaken right for left in the last line and I called and pointed it out with some pleasure. The following week I sent the poem to Nissim Ezekiel who published it in Quest and became a friend and role model to Newton. (Isn’t it strangely fucking interesting that both of Newton’s early mentors were poets who edited magazines funded by the CIA? I mean, his first publishers were Stephen Spender’s Encounter and Nissim Ezekiel’s Quest, serious literary journals, and also, as we now know, secret ‘cultural freedom’ weapons of the cold war.) Ezekiel’s mentoring technique in those days was to take you out for a cup of coffee where he looked at your poems and then he would take you for a walk on Apollo Bunder or Marine Drive or some other sea-struck cityscape and he would be extremely critical about said poems. Then, seeing the look of defeat on your face, he would drop two or three well-chosen words of hope into your misery. “Work harder.” Or, “We must labour to be beautiful.” In any case it was young Xavier’s first poetry publication in a national magazine. I have a copy if you’re interested: 




Lush green hollow and crackling river

Where the mountain sun, brighter than our sun,

Throws to the grass crazy rags of silver:

The little valley brims with light and sound.




A young soldier, head bare and mouth open,

Neck bathed in watercress of latest blue,

Lies asleep, stretched out under the heavens,

Pale in his bed of green; the light eddies true.




His feet in swordgrass, he sleeps. The smile

Of a sick child on his lips, he rests a while.

Mother, lull him warm – he is very cold.




No plant makes his nostrils quiver, no scent.

He sleeps in the sun, hand upon his silent

Chest. In his right side are two red holes.







Glory Pande, former live model, interviewed by Dismas Bambai at Bangalore Club, Bangalore, March 2005

I try to remember those days and it isn’t easy, let me tell you. It’s like the seventies. If you remember, you were not there, or you were in the wrong place. I mean, it’s true too that my memory falls short in general. What happened yesterday? For the life of me I cannot remember. I want to say nothing happened but this can’t be true. Then let it be said like this, yesterday nothing happened that was worth recording. I remember the old days better, when we were young and the world was beautiful.

This is before he became a citizen of everywhere, before London and New York and Paris, before alcohol claimed him like an only child. He was fifteen or so, awkward around people. The only time he seemed confident was when he was working. Getting a word out of him was like squeezing blood from a stone. Impossible. He would just look at you with those big eyes and if he was moved for some reason or trying to communicate without words, which I often felt he was trying to do, then he’d vibrate. I’d feel him vibrating.

He was called the Genius of Saint Mary’s. That was the first thing I heard about him. He wrote poems, I wrote poems. He painted, I modelled nude. It was only natural we would be drawn to one another. I was older and wiser in the way girls are wiser and he liked to follow me around. I suspect he was a bit star-struck. I think he liked it that my family was famous for its poets and writers.

One day he asked me out. He said, would you care to join me for luncheon tomorrow at the Taj? And I realised two things. One, it was the first complete sentence I had heard him utter. Two, he had an English accent though he had not been to England. But how could I have refused, a boy with perfect manners asking me out? I said yes, yes, of course. By luncheon he meant dinner. He arrived on the dot of six in a taxi and held the door for me. We drove from Walkeshwar all the way down Marine Drive to the Gateway of India. He didn’t say a thing. At the restaurant we ate and drank in complete silence. But I felt it throughout, the vibrations that came off him like waves of static. He spoke with his hands and he smoked continually.

He wanted to marry me. Perhaps if he’d stayed I would have said yes. It couldn’t have been more of a disaster than his other marriages, though it surely would have been more of a disaster than my one and only marriage. The following year he was gone to Jesus College and then came fame. I didn’t see him again until twenty years later, after his first and second marriages had ended and he returned briefly to India. And then I met him again last year in Bangalore at a wedding reception for the son of a dear friend. He was with his lovely partner, I forget her name, and he was wearing a black straw hat. It was the first time I had seen him in a hat and all of a sudden I realised he was old. And then something far worse occurred to me. I was old too. I mean, it stands to reason. I met him when he was a boy and now here he was in his sixties. It was a shock, I’ll tell you that. We didn’t have much to say to each other. When I looked at him it was like looking into a mirror that had cracked. I’m sure he felt the same way. 

Miss Henry, author, actress, and artist’s model, telephone interview by Dismas Bambai, January 2005

I saw the whole bloody thing, didn’t I? The first thing I noticed? I’ll tell you, darling. It was his way of smoking. So thoroughly affected, do you know what I mean? So affected, but affecting as well. Look at the photos from that period. Look at the cigarette held at the very tip of index and middle fingers, hand up near his face as if he was trying to decipher something written on his palm, some lost or forgotten language, Classical Aramaic or Phrygian or Sumerian or Linear A. That was the first thing I observed, the beautiful hands and doe eyes and total silence at all times.

Most people dream visually, in a stream of pictures. I don’t. I dream in text. Print scrolls in my nightmares and sometimes in my dreams. Words seduce me first, not looks or money, though those qualities certainly help. Oh, my dear! Words are my erogenous trigger, in which case how did this silent boy manage to win me over? Easily explained. I’d seen some of his poems, hadn’t I? Poor Ralph showed me some crumpled pages while I was holding the fort at the bookshop one day. The first thing I noticed was how beautifully the text was shaped, perfect rectangles. The language too was beautiful. I told him so, which pleased him because he wanted to publish a selection in his Archer Press Poets series. That was the point about Ralph. He had no patience for the second bloody rate. I asked him once how he chose the poets he published. I realised I had never seen him reading anything other than newspapers and magazines. Do you know what he told me? He tapped his nose. I can smell them, he said. Not that they smell bad, which some of them do of course, dear me, they haven’t the most scrupulous hygiene. It’s the nose, Miss Henry, never lets me down.

Well, then. I read the poems aloud and to my ears they sounded like the Old Testament, the Song of bloody Solomon transplanted to England’s green and pleasant land. And when Newton came in one day his silence did not unnerve me as it did most people. I heard him in my inner ear and what I heard most clearly was a sort of mute entreaty and immediately I understood. He didn’t so much as say hello. He might have swayed in my general direction and I was ready to go home with him. I was. Of course he was too shy to suggest any such thing. His way was to simply position himself in my general orbit. That was the entirety of his seduction technique in those days. I noticed that he began to spend a lot of time at the bookshop. He would come in early and help me set up for the day and then we’d have lunch and sometimes dinner as well. It was extraordinary. A courtship conducted entirely in silence.

One night I asked him to take me to the cinema. We went to a Peter Sellers film. The Naked Truth or Naked Is the Night, something that had the word ‘naked’ in the title. I was hoping for a racy comedy but it wasn’t a comedy and it wasn’t racy and throughout Newton kept his hands to himself, so proper I realised I should have to make the first move. Afterwards we walked on the streets of the West End, past the tube station and the girls in the doorways, and we might have kept walking all bloody night if I hadn’t taken matters by the lapel, by the scruff of the bloody neck. I told him I’d the key to a friend’s flat. Would he like to go there with me? I thought his reply remarkable but only because it was a complete sentence and most of the time he was given to monosyllables. I couldn’t possibly, he said. And I thought, oh well, it’s only a matter of time.

His father had put him up in an Asiatic boarding house somewhere in Shoreditch, of all places, or it might have been Hackney. Somewhere dire at any rate. Frank knew the owner of the boarding house. It was a way of keeping Newton safe before he went up to Oxford. But daddy couldn’t keep him safe enough, could he, from the likes of me?

When I couldn’t bear it any longer I told him one night that I was going home with him, whatever his thoughts on the matter. We took a taxi to Shoreditch or Hackney or Hoxton, somewhere, and we stumbled up the stairs and he unlocked the door to a room lit by a naked hanging bulb. The bed and dresser were covered in drifts of debris. You see, he couldn’t pack, it was a sort of disability. He could not pack and it goes without saying that he could not unpack. Clothes and books and bottles everywhere and an ashtray on the floor and damp towels on the bed and a smell of old socks and damp. The toilet was not en suite, you’ll be surprised to hear: it was at the end of the filthy corridor. It struck me as appropriate lodgings for a foreign poet and I felt very much at home. My only complaint was that he was much too tender. I had to teach him how to be rough with a woman, how to use his open hand. Once he got over the shock he was a fast learner. I stayed a week and then came an unforeseen piece of luck. It turned out my former husband had left me a house. Newton and I moved in of course.

Call me Miss Henry. I don’t have a second name. I might have had one once but it was so long ago I don’t recall it, really I don’t. For a time I called myself Henry Xavier. But I dropped that soon enough. Didn’t like the ring of it, did I? I mean, there’s nothing sadder than a divorcee using her married name, don’t you think? Although to tell you the truth, to drop a little truth bomb, we never did divorce. We split up, we separated, we became ghosts to each other but we never made it official. It was the sixties, darling, when Newton and I tied the knot, 1962, to be precise, and we didn’t believe in marriage. Nobody did. If you don’t believe in marriage how can you believe in divorce? The point is, his later marriages, the two I know of, they were illegal, weren’t they? Stands to reason. Not to put too fine a point on it, he was a bigamist, a trigamist, a serial bloody matrimonialist.

I saw the whole thing, I did. The transformation of the silent young poet to drunken raconteur, all in the space of a year or two. It began around the time he won the prize, in 1958, at the jaded age of twenty. When he first got to London before going up to Oxford he didn’t say a word. He was so bloody shy. But that lasted for as long as it takes to down a breakfast Bloody. He took to the life as if he’d been rehearsing for it from the age of ten. He was a natural. And do remember, darling, they used to call me the Queen of Soho. I should know.

We needed so little then. Half a crown for a pack of Player’s and a drink and then the day would settle into itself. The days, the days, how I loved them because they were always the same. First thing in the morning, meaning second or third thing, we’d go to the Café Torino on Dean Street for a vol au vent and coffee, if we had the change to spare. Otherwise just the caffeine. It was across the street from the French, Gaston’s pub, which had another name of course, a name nobody bloody used. We called it the French because Gaston was French, just the loveliest man with the most elegant way of lending you money. You’d say, I’ll take a Pernod, please, Gaston, and do you think you might be able to lend me a fiver? And he’d bring you the drink and change from a fiver and you were set for the afternoon. We’d sit at the Torino and watch until the French had filled up and then we’d tumble across the street and fall in, always from the side entrance on the left and always we’d exit from the right. One must have one’s little rituals, must one not? At the French, then, the parade would begin, the endless talk and gossip and innuendo. In the afternoon we’d go to a drinking club and to another in the evening. How rude we all were! Hello cuntie, Muriel said to everyone at the Colony Room, man, woman, and child, meaning Newton, who was always the youngest person in the room, eighteen when we met. The first time someone was rude to him it was as if a cloud had descended. He was mortified. It didn’t last, needless to say. Soon he was ruder than any of us. He could aim an insult from ten paces that would leave you breathless.

Bacon and he had a rivalry, didn’t they? Who could be more of a bastard? It was a rivalry based on the usual thing. First Newton painted me and then Bacon wanted to paint me. Newton didn’t like it but he couldn’t quite bring himself to forbid it, either. Besides, I wouldn’t have bloody obeyed. I was born in Simla but I wasn’t a quiet Indian housewife beholden to her husband. And how on earth could one refuse Bacon when he was always so generous with the champagne? He drank nothing else as we all know. The second time he painted me, and he always painted me nude and spread-eagled on an unmade bed, well, that afternoon we went back to the Colony Room and there was Newton. Bacon asked if he would like a glass of bubbles and Newton said, certainly fucking not! Do I look like a champagne drinker? I told him, darling, don’t be jealous. Bacon doesn’t like girls except as models, don’t you know?

He didn’t know.

Ralph’s Archer Press published Songs for the Tin-Eared when he was nineteen. The next year the book won the biggest poetry prize in England, a prize they hadn’t awarded in fourteen years and certainly not to a non-Englishman, and some time after that we were married. By then I was an old woman of thirty-something, or let’s say twenty-nine, yes, twenty-nine’s better, and he was famous, details of his life, of our life, splashed across the newspapers, and always the same word in the headline, Poet, and none of them knew poor Newton’s secret. The poems were few and far between. I hardly ever saw him working. He tried to write but it was a hard slog and very little came of it and he blamed me. Who knows, maybe it was my fault. I’m the first to admit it. I’m a handful, I am.

One morning I went out to buy some Player’s and a pimply-faced git waylaid me, my first paparazzo, clicking away, and there I am unwashed in me pyjamas and he says, Miss Henry, Miss Henry, what’s it like, life with the poet? Is it all it’s cracked up to be, then? I drew myself up to my full height. It might have been my finest moment.

I said: Piss off, darling!

Reggie Ashton, former English tutor, Jesus College, Oxford, telephone interview by Dismas Bambai, February 2005

It was one of those moments, extreme flux in the air, the sixties not quite upon us. One had to keep a wary eye out for the rabid socialist, as you know, who was absolutely everywhere one looked. And the socialists hadn’t yet become Utopians. This may be the main reason one looked the other way at the outré behaviour, because of his background, as it were. The exotic Oriental! The beautiful brown boy fresh off a boat from the tropics! The baby poet! One saw a letter of introduction from Stephen Spender, no less, and Auden had read him and liked him, and Barker and Bacon were his friends, and the Archer Press was about to publish him. It did strike one that he seemed to have no interest whatsoever in the study of English Literature. I’ve seen a number of essays in my years at this hallowed institution, as you may well imagine, and still I recall the first he submitted. Even now, after all these years, when one cannot remember if one has taken one’s morning medication. The wild horses of the mind, what? We are but riders holding on for our lives, if you see what I mean. Let me try to explain about the essays. They were full of the most marvellous and convoluted images, upside-down girl-trees, cadaverous monster-writers feasting on bowls of blood, and so on, but there was no content whatsoever. It was plain to see that he had dashed them off in ten minutes. The first essay he gave me began with this statement, and I am not paraphrasing, “Byron was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Pope was born with a wooden spoon. And Keats was born with no spoon at all.” The essay then went on to discuss in extraordinary detail the comparable tactile qualities of silver versus wood, and it ended with an anthropological interpretation of the use of cutlery and the societal meaning of eating together in a group. There was no further mention of Byron, Pope, or even poor Keats. Still and all, it was apparent to most of us that his only interest was poetry. Fun for him, what? One realised eventually that one had to surrender to the inevitable. From the day that realisation dawned things improved considerably. When Mr Xavier arrived at my rooms I would make myself comfortable in my armchair. I would put my feet up and light a cigarette and rest my eyes upon the green field of the quadrangle. The poet would read aloud from his essays, or he would read his poems, of which one remembers certain phrases even now, much as one recalls a melody one has heard in one’s youth. After some weeks of this I must say I began to enjoy the sessions in the way one enjoys certain types of fiction, or the sound of birdsong in the streets of London. One enjoyed listening to the words as a purely experiential sensation in which one is liberated from the tyranny of meaning. Once I reached this somewhat mystic, not to say profound appreciation of Mr Xavier’s talents, I was able to relax. Thereafter we got along rather famously. I understood him and he understood that I understood. Aut insanit homo, aut versus facit.

He and his friends, the poet Peter and the filmmaker Julian, threw rather interesting luncheon parties. More often than not they were liquid luncheons. But Newton would always cook some one thing, a one-pot meal, coq au vin or pork stew or goulash. His idea of a meal was rather avant-garde to say the least. Bacon and wine in everything. Bacon-wrapped chicken, bacon-wrapped fish, bacon-wrapped bacon. Rashers in the pudding! I jest, but the fact is he could not get enough of the pig. And his future wife was there of course, whose main interest was the rolling and smoking of cannabis cigarettes, who was rather visibly pregnant, who announced one day that she had stopped drinking whisky and switched to vodka and orange juice, for the vitamin C, don’t you know? She was quite the hit. One noticed she was most comfortable when she was the centre of attention and surrounded by a crowd of admiring male faces. That was when she came, so to speak, into her own. She was a one, really. Poor Newton suffered terribly.

Miss Henry, author, actress, and artist’s model, telephone interview by Dismas Bambai, January 2005

A detail. I was pregnant when I first met Newton, and I disappeared for a time. I went to the baby’s father and tried to make a go of it, as one does. Not that it worked. Or it worked for some time and then it did not. I was lucky in that I had an easy time of the delivery, possibly because I was in the Colony Room when my waters broke and Muriel took me upstairs. There was no time to drive to a hospital and she said she had some midwifing experience. Come along, cuntie, she said. Exactly the kind of invitation I could not resist in those days. She put me in the bathtub and she perched on the toilet. And the baby’s father, a man whose name no longer passes my lips, he was on the floor. When it was time I told Muriel, it’s coming, I do believe it’s coming, and she said, well, I better get my suitcase. Back in a moment, cunties, she said, and went downstairs. The baby’s father was of no help whatever. I realised it was all up to me. Isn’t it bloody always, though? I told myself a few things.


	The same energy that puts the baby in will bring the baby out. Harness the womanly energy.

	Breathe: one breath, two breaths, three, four. Relax and count.

	It is like dying, trust and let go.

	It is not enough to experience the door. You must open.

	Travel down into consciousness. All is written inside. The knowing. The future.



I would have liked to stay in the water but the bathtub was too small. At which Muriel said one can rent a birthing pool and put it in the living room. It’s a bit late, isn’t it, darling? I said. My daughter was born at that very spot, in the bathroom where I knelt. Muriel told me to reach down and pull her out with my hands and I did just that. I reached down and pulled. It was so easy. I knew as I pulled out my baby that Newton would find me and we would live together in a house, though I never would have guessed Islington, and I knew too he would leave me, as he did, twice.

The first time he disappeared Nannie and I went to find him. But where do you find someone in London if he does not wish to be found? We tried the obvious places, the Colony Room, the French, the Coach and Horses, Bacon’s studio, a barge on the Thames on which an acquaintance used to live. I thought he might be holed up in somebody’s rooms in Oxford and I resolved to go there. And then we had a bit of luck. I ran into a friend, a cat burglar if you must know, someone who had helped me out on occasion, and she gave me an address in Pimlico. Nannie and I went there and we found a flat without heat or running water. But my cat burglar had come through, for there was Newton in an armchair, nervously smoking a cigarette. He was Nannie’s favourite. She used to call him Newski because he’d read all the Russians. He was pale and unwashed and trembling in a fisherman’s sweater. Newski, said Nannie, what have you done? And we carried him home and fed him and put him to bed and I saw something on the pillow. It looked like a moving spot of blood. Lice. His head was full of lice. Nannie had to get a special shampoo and wash his hair, at which point he mumbled something about how Verlaine’s wife had found lice on a pillow used by Rimbaud. And off he went, a story about Rimbaud and Verlaine in Brussels. How had he landed in that hovel in bloody Pimlico? He never said. Or he had a different story each time I asked. I think that was the thing that drove us finally, finally apart. Newton had a shifting relationship with the truth. He liked to keep a respectful distance. When hemmed in he told the most fantastic lies.

A week later, after he’d recovered, after he’d been fully deloused, he said he was off to the shops to buy cigarettes. Back in ten minutes, darling, is what he said. For a month, for two months, I heard his footsteps on the stairs. I imagined he was lying beside me. I saw him at the newsagents or on the tube. I imagined the worst. Dear, dear dotty me, I thought, I must be losing my tiny mind. Of course I never saw him again.

Gill Temple, sound engineer, telephone interview by Dismas Bambai, January 2005

I know that story. “See you in ten minutes.” It became a kind of catchphrase in their circle. My mother had heard all the stories, true and false, and she had no illusions. She married him and had a baby with him and tried to make a go of it. I take some comfort in the fact that my mother is the only one he did not leave. He didn’t have the chance, really. She left him first.

This was in 1975 when I was about five. Newton had been commissioned to paint the Prime Minister of India and we three went to Delhi. The portrait was never completed. It was the time of the Emergency and Mrs Gandhi was sensitive about her image and I think she had reason to be. Also, the government had just blacklisted Newton’s father, my grandfather, the journalist Frank Xavier, and I think Mrs Gandhi must have been asking herself why she had commissioned the portrait in the first place.

My mother was present at their first meeting. Her job was to take notes while Newton interviewed the prime minister and made preliminary sketches in his notebook. She said it was a complete disaster. Newton would ask a long leading question and Mrs Gandhi would reply in monosyllables. Newton pointed out that India had arrested its intellectuals and politicians for speaking out against the government. Was this not an extreme response to a fairly common democratic tradition? No, said Mrs Gandhi. Newton asked if the Emergency would continue indefinitely despite the fierce criticism it had drawn in India and the world. Yes, said Mrs Gandhi. Did it not bother her that history might judge her as one of the most autocratic of Indian rulers, asked Newton. Mrs Gandhi paused for a moment and regarded the floor with disapproving eyes. She took her time to reply. No, she said. There was only one question to which she did not reply with a monosyllable. Newton asked if her father Jawaharlal had had a great influence on her policies. She looked at him for the first and only time in the interview, frightening him with her eyes, and said, why does everybody who interviews me have to ask the same questions? And that was how the meeting went, according to my mother. Mrs Gandhi never came around.

My mother said the preliminary interview was Newton’s technique. He asked questions, made sketches, and took detailed notes, meaning my mother took notes. Then he examined and dissected each reply and created a composite psychological portrait of the subject before going to the canvas. There were no sittings. He preferred not to have the living subject before him while making a picture. He preferred to let his imagination have the final say. I think it’s true to say that this remained the case throughout his life. For him nature was a springboard. He had no interest in mimesis. He was interested only in transcendence.

By then he was no longer writing. He announced that he had given up the word and taken up the line. According to my mother he was doing neither. She said his self-appointed role was to drink and because he was working for the prime minister everything was on the house, cases of liquor delivered to the door whenever required. There was an endless stream of visitors as well, journalists and poets, artists of all kinds, and the only thing they had in common, according to my mother, was the whisky and the rum. They drank like it was going out of style. She said he was drinking so much that he came to see the work as an interruption. He switched from oil to acrylics because acrylics dried faster. He was in a hurry to be done. No wonder Mrs Gandhi had her doubts about the portrait.

Unannounced she came to inspect the studio one morning. My mother and I were in the sitting room when the bodyguards arrived. Then she came in, so swiftly and noiselessly that I was scarcely aware a tall lady had sat down beside me on the couch. I was crying for some reason I don’t remember, and she took my hand and spoke in a very soft voice. I don’t remember what she said. You are a strong girl and you must always be strong, she might have said. Or she might have said, be brave and everything else will follow. Whatever it was it made me stop crying immediately. She was wearing a white sari and no jewellery and she had short hair and sat very straight. When she smiled I was surprised at how girlish she seemed, not at all like the Indian ladies who came to visit my parents. She was simple in her dress but still there was something queenly about her. I thought she was wonderful! I admired her as only a five-year-old can admire someone. She knew she had made a fan of me.

Newton was asleep or he was sleeping it off and my mother didn’t know what to say. How do you tell the prime minister to come back later? Besides, the portrait was highly visible, placed by the window in a corner of the room. Mrs G stood in front of it for no more than two or three minutes. The smile left her face and her whole manner changed. She became positively glacial. I don’t blame her, do you? He had made her a blob of black against a background of newspaper headlines about the Emergency. It was a special kind of black. Really, it was the absence of all colour. And all you saw in the elongated humanoid blackness were a pair of eyes and the famous streak of white in the hair. It was the first of the paintings he came to call ‘Alterations’, where he would use a magazine cover or a newspaper photo and paint over it. Mrs Gandhi gathered her white sari around her and turned her terrible gaze to my mother. She said, tell him I will not be demonised. Then she left and never returned. In the afternoon there was a phone call from her office informing Newton that the portrait had been decommissioned. It was as if he had been waiting for just such a setback. He started to drink in earnest. My mother decided she’d had enough. Early one morning we got into a taxi and went to the airport while Newton was still asleep. I remember it, empty bottles everywhere and full ashtrays and rubbish and my father passed out on the couch near his frightening portrait of Mrs Gandhi. My mother and I tiptoed around him so he wouldn’t wake up. It was the last time I saw him.

Years after my mother had left him a journalist asked her about their life together. Oh, Newton, she said, he was poet for a day. Of course they took the quote and made a news report out of it.

He was on one of his trips to London when she fell ill and he was here when she died. Everybody called to say a few words, complete strangers called. He did not. That’s the kind of thing you remember all your life. She was so young, I was so young, but not a word from him. Then, weeks after Edna’s death, I saw an interview and I will always remember the headline. Nothing sadder in the world than the death of a young woman, says Newton Xavier. The interview was mostly black comedy. He was blackout drunk. He kept asking for an ashtray and when they got him one he kept missing it, he ashed the floor. He misheard questions. He insisted there was a third person in the room and when the interviewer said, no, it was just the two of them, Newton took a swing at him. Then he took a drink. He was of the opinion that there was no situation in the world, however unpleasant, that could not be improved with alcohol. Whisky was his stock response to life. Except not everything in the world can be solved by drink. “Nothing sadder in the world than the death of a young woman.” Words are cheap when you’re talking to the press.

Two years after she died the phone rang and it was a voice I did not know, a man who claimed to be my father. He wanted to meet me. I’d like to drop in, if I may, he said. But why now, I asked. He said, you were a child when I last saw you and I have no idea what kind of young woman you’ve become. I told him he needn’t trouble himself to be a father for a day. He asked if he could see me even if it was only for a moment. I disconnected the phone. When it rang again I did not pick up.

I changed my surname and took my mother’s maiden name. I’m happy to say that I have taken after my mother in every possible way, from my colouring to my eyes to my general outlook, which is sunny. Of course I take after my mother. I work with music and everybody knows Newton is tone-deaf. The title of his first book is autobiographically accurate. I’m telling you this for the record. I have nothing more to add. 

Reggie Ashton, former English tutor, Jesus College, Oxford, telephone interview by Dismas Bambai, February 2005

It occurred to me that one should bring together birds of an exotic feather. Newton was in the dailies. It was the first time the Hawthorn had been won by a Wog, by which I mean Westernised Oriental Gentleman. Mind you, one uses the word in its best sense, as a term of affection if not quite endearment. Also in the news for other reasons was young Vidia Naipaul, who too had been a student of mine. One hesitates to say one taught him everything he knows, but one must say so as he is not the sort to credit his masters. Vidia had published a brace of amusing novels set in the islands. The comic mode, as it were. And just that year he’d come out with a collection of short stories, also set in the islands, also amusing. In other words he received some attention in the better newspapers. I don’t know why, or perhaps I do, perhaps I was being devilish, and I set up a meeting between Newton and Vidia. Newton had gone down from Oxford and was living somewhere in London with the soon-to-be-infamous Miss Henry. He suggested the French Pub as a meeting place, which wasn’t its name, incidentally. One doesn’t wish to be thought of as a pedant, or perhaps one does. The point is the establishment’s name was the York Minster. Only its shaggier denizens called it the French. Newton was a regular for the simple reason that it was Miss Henry’s favourite pub in all of London and possibly the world. Vidia had never been there in his life. He was no bohemian and in any case he wasn’t one to go out to lunch unless someone was picking up the william. So there we are, Newton penniless, Vidia parsimonious, and luncheon at the York Minster. How one would have liked to be a fly on the wall during that meeting, you know, between the lauded young poet and the future Nobelist. One has no doubt it was a liquid affair on the Newtonian side of the table. Carpe Cerevisi! And it serves one well to remember that the two were of the same generation, separated by six years, Newton being the younger. I spoke to Vidia soon afterwards and asked him how things had gone. “He wasn’t interested in me,” said Vidia. “He was interested only in English writers.” One detected a curious note of hurt. And believe me, Vidia is not given to sentiment of any kind. Purely in the interests of research I asked Newton the same question.
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