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N

‘Every man has poetry within him. Poetry is the awareness
of the mind to the universe. It embraces everything in the
world.... It is a universal force and like God it can never be
discovered, although it will always be present directing
thought.... Poetry is a descent to the roots of life.’—
Tambimuttu, Poetry, No. 1 (February 1939)

With these words, taken from his First Letter and at the age of only
twenty-three, Tambimuttu launched Poetry London. The first number
of the magazine, which included poets such as Dylan Thomas,
Stephen Spender, Herbert Read, George Barker, Gavin Ewart,
Lawrence Durrell and others, created more than a stir in the literary
scene of the time. I quote from Dylan Thomas: ‘I congratulate you a
lot on the handsomest “intelligent” poetry magazine I know of, and
on the courage of your unfashionable introduction.... You’ve shown,
in your introduction, how much you believe in the good of poetry and
the mischiet of cliques, rackets, scandal schools, menagerie menages,
amateur classes of novitiate plagiarists, ctc. Morc subscribers and
power to you.” John Gawsworth: “‘Such a platform for free speech as
Poerry is extremely desirable at the present time. It has begun a needed
service which 1 hope will achieve a far-reaching influence.” And
Lawrence Durrell: “The real excellence of Poetry lies in the fact that you
have created a forum capable of accommodating every kind of poet
writing today; and in doing so you have given the lie to those poetical
axe-grinders, theorists and critical fish-slices who have imagined that
poetry is really a manner, and that no one without that manner can
possibly be a poet.’

Tambimuttu was born on 15 August 1915 into an aristocratic
family of distinguished scholars with a long tradition in the arts. The
great Jesuit lexicographer, Gnana Prakasar, whose image at one time
appeared on German stamps, was his uncle, as was the famous
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Indologist, Dr Ananda K. Coomaraswamy. A meticulous family tree
traces the family back to the kings of Jaffna, north Sri Lanka, in the
thirteenth century. Tambimuttu was brought up a Roman Catholic
and was educated mainly in English, with an emphasis on English
literature and history. From an carly age and despite the discourage-
ment and disapproval of his English teachers, he sought out the
ancient history of his homeland and his Hindu roots, with which he
identified for the rest of his life, although he never actually rejected the
heart of his Christian faith. In an autobiographical piece *Swami Rock,
Raga Rock’, printed here, he gives us a truly evocative account of
those formative years.

By the age of twenty-one Tambimuttu had already published three
volumes of poetry, having set the type himself for printing at the press
of his grandfathcr from which he had dcvclopcd a love of fine
tvpu%cttmg He also ran a theatre for the village, in which his own
operas in verse were performed, and composed a whole jazz musical,
all in English.

It was Robin Waterfield, who, when Tambimuttu died in June
1983, suggested immediately that the most fitting tribute to
Tambimuttu would be to prepare a Festschrift in his honour, in the
tradition of the celebratory books Tambimuttu prepared for others,
such as T. S. Eliot, Marianne Moore and his partner and co-founder of
the Lyrebird Press, Katharine Falley Bennett. Yet while T have called
freely on the advice of Robin Waterficld and Kathleen Raine, among
many others, the book has evolved in an Organu way far beyond its
orlgmal concept into a substantial portrait of Tambimuttu. Within
these pages, through the many sidelights on his complex personality, I
believe something of the essence of Tambimuttu emerges — as best
expressed in his own writings, which I am especially happy to include
in this book — that deeper part which he kept quietly to himself. As
Betty Relle says: “Tambi never talked to me in a deeper way about his
work, and when “off- duty” he played very much on the outside. But
when I come to think about it there was a tremendous depth to him.”’
This is expressed, or sometimes merely hinted at, by many contribu-
tors. Their views are of course subjective and I do not agree with all of
them; but I have made no attempt to exclude references to Tambi’s
weaknesses or faults, since they help give us a composite picture of him.

The pieces in this book fall mainly into the four main phases of
Tambimuttu’s life: his childhood in Sri Lanka; the Poetry London of
the war years and just after, leading up to about 1949; Tambimuttu’s
life in America from 1952 to the late sixties; and his return to England
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about 1970 until his death in 1983, with special reference to his very
successful trip to India the previous year. Tambimuttu’s own writings
will be found at the beginning and end of the book. The war years of
Poetry London magazine and Editions Poetry London is the period
which is most substantially represented, as this was the time when
Tambimuttu established himself and with which many of his friends
identify him. Of equal importance are the other phases of his life,
through which we can trace, by means of his own writings and those
of his friends and colleagues, the development of his character and his
philosophical thinking.

This is particularly true of America. Tambimuttu’s second wife,
Safia, whom he had married in India, describes their life together on
arrival in New York in 1952, where they soon became a celebrated
couple with a wide range of friends. Tambi was invited to guest
lecture and give talks at academic and literary institutions as
widespread as Mount Allison University in Canada, Brown University
in Connecticut and New York University. It was a time when
Tambimuttu settled down to writing his autobiographical short
stories, several of which appeared in American magazines like The New
Yorker, a whole book of them having been commissioned by a leading
American publisher. Before long, however, he was distracted from
this work by an irresistible urge to start his magazine again — this time
under the title Poetry London/New York — notwithstanding the financial
stress it would induce. It was to result in the break-up of his marriage
to Safia.

There followed another marriage, to Esta, who has also contributed
to the present volume, during which Tambimuttu’s only daughter
Shakuntala was born. They were hard times for Tambi and Esta, and
after the breakdown of this marriage there followed a period during
which Tambimuttu stayed at Timothy Leary’s LSD centre at
Millbrook. While writing this Preface I came upon a sheet of paper in
Tambimuttu’s own handwriting, written at Shakespeare & Co. in
Paris, which was obviously a part of his memoirs, never completed. It
describes how, when he was on his way back from a visit to Rammurti
Mishra’s Hindu ashram at Monroe near New York and had dropped
in at Millbrook, he was waylaid and, to his surprise, was immediately
voted Vice-President of the centre! The role he played there at their
invitation, as their ‘guru’ conducting meditations, was one he took
seriously and with which the Hindu in him closely identified. Timothy
Leary’s piece in this book tells of their special friendship and his love
and respect for Tambi.
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It was typical of Tambimuttu that, despite the changing fortunes of

life in North America, he never relinquished his publishing activities.
Towards the end of his stay in the United States, Tambimuttu lived in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was while he was there that he wrote his
exquisite ‘Gita Sarasvati’, certainly my favourite of all his writings,
which contains the core of his philosophy. In 1968 he was invited to
apply for the post of running the Poetry Room at Harvard, and had
been told that it was as good as in his pocket. Among his many
supporters was Dwight MacDonald, who hoped for ‘a whole new
school of Cambridge poets to poke their heads up under his
ministrations’, and Allen Ginsberg even wrote to Tambimuttu, ‘care
of Harvard’. However, in the end Tambi did not get the appointment.

In 1960 Edith Sitwell had written to him: “We need you in London.
The bosh purporting to be verse, and matter about poetry gets worse
every day, and needs some corrective influence. I wish to goodness
you would come back!” Yet it was a stroke of fate that caused him
cventually to settle down again in London around 1970 after at least
eighteen years in the United States. He had intended to come to
London on a business trip to sell his memoirs, but instead he made
plans to launch the Lyrebird Press with his American partner,
Katharine Falley Bennett. Paving the way for this venture came the
complete reprint by Frank Cass of Poetry London magazine in five
volumes, which is still available.

It was in 1972, just before the Lyrebird Press launching, that I met
Tambimuttu. The small flat-cum-office in Cornwall Gardens, South
Kensington, was a flurry of activity, as he worked with his very
efficient assistant, Rosie Hunter, and his typographer/designer,
Charles Blackburn. Day and night a steady strecam of well-known
writers, artists, poets and personal friends came and went. When
Tambimuttu was in the throes of intense creative activity he would
sometimes work almost obsessively with little regard for his physical
health. His magnetism was impossible to resist and I, like so many
others before me, would find myself assisting him and turning my
hand to things I never thought I would or could do. He had a special
gift of being able to draw out the latent qualities and creative talents in
others, with personal friends as well as writers and artists. He was
prone to occasional alarming outbursts of terrible temper, and while I
was drawn to the spirituality in him to which I have referred, I found
him a little frightening at first, too. However, I soon came to
appreciate his basic gentleness. I recall that after having ‘sacked’ me as
a temporary shorthand typist when I first met him because I could not
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understand his dictation, I was told by ‘Blackie’ to knock on his door
and say goodbye before I left. ‘He’s a very gentle person, really,” said
Blackie. I did so, gingerly, and Tambi opened the door. I wished him
the best of luck with the Lyrebird Press, at which his brown cyes
softened. He was clearly touched. He gave one of his typical little
laughs, told me to come in, and searched out a press cutting for me
and signed it. He then asked me to come for a drink with him and
Blackie and that’s how my friendship with him started. But despite all
the excitement and activity, I sensed a profound loneliness and a
sadness in Tambi I felt powerless to reach.

Almost inevitably, the financial crisis came, as a result of emotional
stress and the lack of vital managerial organization in London. But
with Tambimuttu there was always, whatever the odds, something
happening. There was the wonderful de-luxe edition of India Love
Poems, illustrated by John Piper, which sold at £250 a copy (£450
with an original Piper painting), produced by David Frost’s Paradine
Publications, a copy of which was presented personally to the Queen
by David Frost; the writing of the ‘Fitzrovia’ piece for Harper’s &
Queen, reprinted in this book, which was to form the first part of his
memoirs, linked with Anne Barr’s visits; and meetings with Lawrence
Durrell, full of encouragement for Tambi’s plans to relaunch Poetry
London.

October 1979 saw the launching of Poetry London/Apple Magazine
No. 1, the ‘Apple’ section coming from a plan Tambimuttu had
originally made with the Beatles in New York before they changed
managers. He was assisted by the late Dhiren Bhagat, still then at
Oxford and later to become New Delhi correspondent for The
Observer and Spectator, as well as Sebastian Barker and myself. Shortly
afterwards, the October Gallery, with their community atmosphere of
co-operation which Tambimuttu loved, lent him an office, where he
hoped to edit the new series of Poetry London. There followed the
preparation of a special book to mark the wedding of Lady Diana
Spencer to Prince Charles. Unfortunately it was never published, since
the promised funds did not materialize.

There was one further issue of Poetry London/Apple Magazine in
1982. It 1s a pity it did not carry Tambimuttu’s last editorial, which
was never completed. In that same year Tambimuttu embarked on a
trip to India, accompanied by his only daughter Shakuntala, to seek
material for an Indian number of Poetry London/Apple Magazine. It was
a visit which meant a great deal to him, and he was welcomed there
with open arms and to a blaze of publicity. He was guest of honour at
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the Gandhi Peace Foundation, where he gave a talk, was featured on
television and in the press, and entertained by goverment ministers
and leading figures in the arts. And he had a private audience with Mrs
Ghandi, who gave him money to travel through India. It was while he
was on this trip that Tambimuttu laid plans for the establishment of
the Indian Arts Council — with a committee in New Delhi consisting
of various top figures in the arts and government, and later, in May
1983, a committee in London — whose purpose was to establish a
bridge for the increase of cross-cultural understanding between the
great tradition of art and culture of the Indian subcontinent and the
West. Tragically, after the first two inaugural meetings, which were
supported by Sri Varadarajan and S. N. Chakraborti of the Indian
High Commission, by Tambimuttu’s friend Caroline Hamblett as
Acting Sccretary, and many leading figures representing the art and
culture of the Indian subcontinent in London, as well as personal
friends, Tambimuttu had a fall in his office. A few days later he died in
hospital of a heart attack. It is significant, and very typical of him, that
on the night before he died he dictated from his hospital bed several
letters to Bhavani Torpy from the Sri Chinmoy Group, having just
heard that the Indian High Commissioner at the time, Dr Seyid
Muhammad, had agreed to become a Patron along with Ychudi
Menuhin and Lord Harewood. The TAC now has its permanent
premises in Marchmont Street, Bloomsbury, incidentally one of the
first streets in London where Tambimuttu lived when he arrived in
England in 1938.

My last full evening with Tambimuttu had been at the Bharatiya
Vidya Bhavan in West Kensington, where we watched a play by the
Indian spiritual teacher, poet and painter Sri Chinmoy, called The Son,
which was about the life of Christ as seen from an Indian perspective.
It is described below by Bhavani Torpy.

Tambimuttu once said to me: T am the quiet stream. I leave my
works by the wayside like flowers for other people to find." For
Tambimuttu, being an Oriental, there were no boundaries between
the ‘spiritual’ and ‘temporal’ and no one has described this so well in
the pages following as Kathleen Raine. The unity at the heart of all
religions is a feature of Hindu philosophy, and this is expressed in the
carly part of Tambimuttu’s very beautiful ‘Gita Sarasvati’. It was
therefore quite fitting that after his death there was both a Roman
Catholic funeral and also a Hindu ceremony, although, not knowing
of his Roman Catholic upbringing, most of his friends identified with
the Hindu ceremony held by the Registrar of the Bharatiya Vidya
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Bhavan, Sri Mathoor Krishnamurti. He spoke of their affection for
Tambi, and how they had come to respect him and appreciate his
special qualities in the frustratingly short time they knew him. It was
also significant that when his friend John Sharkey, writer on Celtic
mythology, heard Tambi had died, he immediately made his way to a
Samye Ling Tibetan monastery to keep vigil.

I am proud to include, as a special tribute to Tambimuttu, an
important article by Dr Ananda K. Coomaraswamy on the subject
“The Coming to Birth of the \Splrlt and, appropriately, Dr Coomara-
swamy refers to various sacred writings, including Christian ones. His
piece has not previously appeared in the West.

There are some sixty contributors to this volume, and there could
casily have been sixty more — or even 240! It would be impossible to
make such a collection fully representative. But there are contributions
by many who played an important part in Tambimuttu’s life: from
Miriam de Saram, one of Tambi’s oldest friends from his youth in Sri
Lanka, to his assistant during the Nicholson & Watson Editions
Poctry London days, Nicholas Moore, and, I am glad to say, two
ex-secretaries — Betty Relle (previously Betty Jesse), who later became
Production Manager for Nicholson & Watson, and Helen Irwin
(previously Helen Scott). I should also like to mention especially
Tambr’s great friend, the late Anthony Dickins, co-founder of Poetry
London with Tambi and General Editor of the first two issues.
Tambimuttu’s first wife, Jacqueline Stanley, mentioned with affection
by several of the contributors, died while he was in the United States,
but there are contributions from Tambimuttu’s second wife, Safia
Tambimuttu, and his third wife, Esta Busi. There is also a
contribution from Bettina Shaw-Lawrence, the artist, representing the
Shaw-Lawrences, whom Tambimuttu regarded as his ‘English family’.

I should have liked to have had more contributions from the United
States and India. I think these areas are under-represented and do not
give a balanced picture, for which I have tried to compensate a little.
Some contributions have had to be omitted for various reasons, such
as limitations of space, but it is a triumph that we have been able to
include so many.

For me Tambimuttu’s greatest quality was that he never lost faith
with his vision, and never compromised it. His first editorial in Poetry
London No. 1 should of course be read in full for a proper
understanding of his philosophy. He was generous and kind, but in
search for that divine spark of creative imagination, in various media
of the arts, he would accept nothing less than what he was looking for
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— no matter who they were or whatever the stakes. I remember the
occasion when considerable private funding was in the balance for the
revival of Poetry London/Apple Magazine. There were, I was told, four
people in the room: Tambi, a rich new acquaintance with his friend
who could influence him, and their mutual friend and helper. The
atmosphere was very tense. The friend with the ‘influence’, a rather
proud and conceited young man, decided to present Tambi with his
poetry. There was a heavy pause. Then, slowly, Tambi looked up, and
remarked bluntly: “You don’t know how to write poetry.” The ‘mutual
friend’ lay flat on the floor of the office, waiting for the walls to fall in!
If the poems had been good, Tambi would have said so. They weren’t
—and the money didn’t come!

The one thing Tambi could not stand, and which provoked great
anger in him, was phoniness of any kind, or hypocrisy, and I have seen
him lash out at people when he felt they were not being true to
themselves or their art. He was a mirror to falsity of any kind —
unbearable to some whose defence was to be patronizing, slighting, or
to those who refused to take him seriously or were simply jealous of
him.

Tambimuttu understood the Eastern notion of the ‘Impersonal’.
For many of us, the concept can be frightening, so attached are we to
the ‘individual’ identity. He expressed it himself in these words: T am
not a person: I am a mood, a weather, an accent of the mind.” He was
a great spirit: a man with a vision, who lived it through to the end.

Jane Williams
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Let us celebrate a miracle: here it all is in print at last, and nobly
produced and illustrated as its inspirer would have wished. And only
six years after his death, a delay which he would have countenanced
and not have felt excessive. I cannot quite overcome, and no doubt
some of the contributors will feel the same, a sense of amazement that
it has actually reached this stage of completeness. Most of the
contributors will probably have long forgotten what they wrote, one
at least has died, and all will commend the tenacity of Jane Williams —
helped by me in the early stages — who must surely have been inspired
by the spirit of Tambi, that relentless searcher for perfection.

Tambimuttu was truly a man of two worlds, and what is rare,
articulate and relevant in all he wrote about both of them. Descended
from the kings of Jaffna in Ceylon and heir to centuries of Hindu
culture, he nevertheless was educated in English and brought up as a
Catholic. Consequently he conceived a genuine love for and under-
standing of Western literature, especially poetry. He was an inspired
cditor and his magazine Poetry London was influential in releasing
English poctry from its middle-class, academic, narrow confines and
allowing the free wind of inspiration to blow through the fusty rooms
where poets had hitherto congregated. His list of contributors was
virtually a catalogue of all the most innovative poets from Dylan
Thomas onwards.

Tambi was also, as are all Hindus, deeply imbued with a mystical
sense of the reality behind the passing show of life and literature. He
saw poetry as a means of reaching this deeper reality, and his own
contributions to this book are perhaps its most important part.

What struck me when I renewed my aquaintance with Tambi in
1973 after my return from sixteen years in Iran, was how utterly and
essentially Hindu he was. How good it is to have not only his own
writings but those of his wife and some of his Indian and Ceylonese
friends; more lively, more direct, more illuminating perhaps than

2]
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some of the Western contributors. For let us all admit it, we
Westerners were perpetually puzzled by Tambi. There was a
dimension we could guess at but could not share. That dimension can
only be described as ‘spiritual’, that all-embracing medium in which
the Hindu lives, however worldly and secular and unreligious he or
she may be, and nevertheless treats as absolutely natural and as
essential for them as the air they breathe. So much so that it hardly
ever surfaces in conversation, and yet is an invisible attribute which
separates the possessors from their secularized, materialistic, aspiritual
friends in the West. For most of his friends this attribute of Tambi’s
was only guessed at, or at best half understood. His own writings,
printed here, give us a new insight both into the confusing mixture of
East and West in Tambri’s education and early years in Ceylon, and
into the way in which all this remained a surface influence which left
untouched the deep centuries-old Hindu inheritance which was the
mainstay of Tambi’s life.

Tambi’s American and European friends saw him as a cultural
phenomenon, strange to them, a Tamil with a love for English
literature and a driving energy, at least in his early years, to revive the
art of English poetry and release it from the seeming sterility and
provinciality of the Auden years. It is significant, I think, that Tambi
did not have much success in the United States where, for half a
century, they had experienced the effects of cultural influences from all
over the world and where maybe Tambi scemed no more than the
latest of a long line of gurus, shamans and avant-garde entreprencurs
who rise and fall continuously on the American scene. England and
wartime were the ideal confined place and time for Tambi to be and to
do what he set out to do.

But perhaps when the spiritual history of the West is written he will
be seen as one more example of the counter-attack of Hinduism
against the spiritual and cultural imperialism of the Empire builders
and their attendant missionaries. To us Christians, for whom the
sacred and secular are firmly held apart, the idea of a spiritual man who
spent a lot of his life in pubs, drunk or semi-drunk, and was
unashamedly promiscuous, is ludicrous. There is no doubt that Tambi
would have rejected any such designation as guru or holy man, for it is
the essence of the spirituality to which Tambi was heir that, as I have
said, it is part of the very fabric of its possessor’s life; an attitude of
mind and an instinctive guide to practice and behaviour rather than
any set religious beliefs backed by doctrine and dogma which define
and exclude all those who don’t share them. This inclusiveness which
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is typical of Hinduism worked itself out in Tambi as a belief in
everything and everyone. The last example I recall was a grant given to
Tambi from somewhere, for editorial expenses, which he handed on
to the window-cleaner of his flat to encourage him to write poetry;
and I recall a Royal Literary Fund grant, most of which was spent on a
lunch for Myfanwy Piper and her husband John.

Tambi in all essentials was to the Western, logical, rational,
analytical mind, incomprehensible — he had just to be accepted, lived
with, argued with, rejected in exasperation for a while, but sub-
sequently found to be just as friendly and aftectionate and forgiving as
he ever had been. He may have borne grudges; he certainly didn’t like
some people; but he was enormously tolerant of himself, of his friends
and, I sincerely believe, of his enemies and those who couldn’t stand
his inchoate life- style and irresponsible obstinacy in search of his ideal.

RIP scems the least appropriate wish for this restless spirit who is, I
have little doubt, pursuing newer and still wider dreams of perfection
in whatever realm he now finds himself.

Robin Waterfield



Sketch of Tambimuttu by Feliks Topolski. 50 x 32 cm, charcoal heightened with
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Tambimuttu

N
My Country, My Village

When I was young, the flame-tree and the jasmin
Gilded my youthful eyes with tenderness

For natural things — the lotus-pond and the palmyra:
The ring-dove tore the air with natural passion;

At Atchuvely, my Northern home, all else

Seemed unimportant beside a bassia star.

The carrion cagle atop the rambling lanes
Wheeled in the pastel sky, and a big owl

Dozed in a tree beside the tethered cow;

The goat coughed among the pecking hens

Of which I owned two, three; and morning’s haul
Of eggs belonged to me, they said, for supper.

I had a goat too, a cow and Lakshmi,

Gentle, big-cyed mongrel of a dog;

And when she died I did not feel like supper —

And there was Aachi, wrinkled kind old Aachi.

At six, she told us stories about a frog

In a well: food slipped down like sweetened milk and guava.

Around our house the mango shoots were pink.
The big bassia dropped its blossom like snow.
The pomegranate spun its exciting wheel
Against the dropcloth of palmyra mink,
Between the oleander’s and trumpet-lily’s show
Pencil of grey areca nut, was wire of steel.

I was four or five, and grandfather, the poet,

In turban of gold and coat of black was a prince
Who was kind to us; he flicked the coiled whip,
And off we went down limestone white roads
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Fringed with lantana eyes; from prints
He cut us paper dolls, with a clever snip.

Remember evenings in the theatre, his plays

Like Kalidasa’s full of dance and song;

(My father once taking the leading role,
Great-uncle Thambar dancing with a painted face,
Agile as Nijinsky); his poems, a gong,

Stung me to listen to the metrics’ whirl.

All this was home, and we were self-contained.
Our fields provided grain, tobacco, shallots,
Garlic, pepper, bay-leaves, ginger, saffron,
Yams, greens, herbs, fruits, famed

For delicacy and flavour. The seas filled with pots
And nets, rang in the whole sea’s kingdom.

This was long ago. And there was home
Beside the Eastern harbour full of ships,

And pretty shells on the deserted lunar beach;
Goatsfoot underfoot, and a lyric poem

In the screw-pine smell. The harbour lips
Enclosed a town beyond the railroad’s reach.

There was peace in Trincomalee too:

With leopard, deer and buffalo I roamed

The jungle paths with Elizam and my brothers;
And beyond were the dead cities, the clue

To ancient hubbub, now becalmed —

All the mighty dead Anuradhapuras.

Colombo. Ah, Colombo. Excrescence of Trade,
Competition, Endeavour — the pattern did not hold;
Chaos of many patterns, amorphous —

The island’s harlot, and Empire’s accolade

In those days; still you were home, a mould

That shaped me in the Western swirl and rush.

Colombo was home indeed. The silver lights

Etched the night’s dark with fauns and delicate shapes,
The streets magical by the half-light;

And when the moon dispelled the grey nights,

Silver palms stood by elfin capes,

Proud and feminine in their lissom flight.
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All this we loved, my friends, Nocl, Rowan,

Tissa (a young school of friends);

All this was heaven, until we grew

And learnt the dog bit, the moon was ruin,

The gilt wore off, and all that magic lends

Is a false perspective, with the chocolate-box view.

And there was Nuwara Eliya, the new-found escape
With a trout stream in the well-kept park;

Upcot, Haputale, Maskeliya knew few rivals,

But, alas, the concrete base and rubber crépe

Brought my village, all villages to mind, from far dark.
Self-contained, these knew no rivals.

So on this festive day, with bells and bunting,

I am wondering whether the hectic pace

Will give the peace and plenty that we seek;
Whether the brash plane and limousine affronting
Shiva in the wooden cart can grace,

Or start a new tear, on the ancient cheek.

Whether it’s better to adorn the top or bottom,
To increase the village round, and soul’s girth,
Or roundly add to world’s hue and cry —

The bazaar’s cheating, and the traffic’s hum;
But, this is my island, this my native earth
That bore me gently from a woman’s sigh.

Her eye a blackbird among the tumbling bushes,
Her lashes, the black silk of a deep night,

Her body the pure long scarf of Laxapana,
Lights of an ocean liner in her tresses,

Black tresses, filled with dark and light;

Cry, O cry, Namo, Namo Matha.*

* Glory to thy Name, O Mother (Ceylon national song).
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S
Swami Rock, Raga Rock

Swami Rock, which played a part in the shaping of my life, and my
family’s, was a wonder to me before I ever read of the other wonders
of the world in the books at the Catholic school, in Trincomalee,
where I was educated until I was seven. Admittedly the Franco-
Ceylon atmosphere of the small school was exotic. The bearded
priests, in white cassocks and dangling black sashes, which alternated
with magenta, were French, with one Ceylonese and one Indian — Fr
Bonnel, with white, tobacco-stained beard, stretching well below his
navel, dispensing beautifully grained wooden kazoos from France (the
sounding diaphragm was purple paper, of special manufacture, and
there were whole orchestras of kazoos in France); Fr Dupont, from an
industrialist family that manufactured textiles and candy, and his
memorable present of a heraldic standard of silk for the school, woven
in one of the family’s factories, and, for the boys, chocolate with
liqueur and brandy centres; handsome Fr Gregory, the Brahmin from
India, later Prefect of Sports and Discipline, in my college in
Colombo, first cousin to my favourite nun, Sister Dolores. But Swami
Rock was more fulvous and fulsome, more exciting. Its bare-chested
priests, wearing the sacred triple thread, chanting into the wind’s
throat, on top of the high cliff, and showering flowers into the
shuddering sea, were echoes from millennia ago when one of the six
great linga, or phallus, temples, sacred to India and Lord Shiva, stood
on this spot.

Ceylonese history was not taught at school (we were cramming for
the external examination of the Universities of Cambridge and
London), and what history I was taught by my family, or learnt from
the gossip and folk-tales of our own people, was scoffed at. Ours was
only myth and legend, uncorroborated by scholarship and the
archaeological finesse of Europe. Even the pionecer work of our own
historians, my uncle S. Gnana Prakasar, for instance, exerted an
influence only when he based his judgements on Portuguese, Dutch
or British sources. Whatever our historians had gathered from Ceylon
and Indian records was not history, since we claimed for ours an
impossible antiquity.
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Swami Rock, which had fired my imagination as a boy, was a case in
point, along with many others, including statements in my grand-
father’s biography (at least I had treasured the photos — the two
great-grandfathers I had never seen, the other two I had known and
loved, especially the Hindu-orientated one) and points about my
family’s history which I had learnt from the lips of our ayahs as they
ted me. Dinner-time was story-time out of sheer necessity, to keep our
minds off the gestatory exercises, and it was confusing to me during
my long school years that I had not seen any of the historical tales we
had heard in print. They constituted ‘embarrassing knowledge’,
making me uneasy and apprehensive of my own family.

It is only since Independence that there have been many interesting
and probing articles about some of them in The Ceylon Daily News and
The Times of Ceylon. It was only as recently as May 1967, for instance,
that the latter journal sent me a scholarly version of one of my
favourite dinner-time stories, the story about one of my ancestors,
Pootha Tambi, descendant of Pararajasingham VIII, King of Jaftna. It
was a stirring story for us children, involving the building of a fort on
the romantic and magical island of Hammanhiel between India and
Ceylon, a beautiful lady, his wife, who had sent a slipper back to a
would-be lover (the worst form of insult) and the enraged man
betraying Pootha Tambi’s intended uprising to the Dutch governor
with a forged letter. Pootha Tambi was convicted and executed on
that evidence. The dramatic ending involved a herd of stampeding
clephants. When the would-be lover was being led in chains through
the jungle for trial in Colombo, he and his guards were killed by a herd
of stampeding clephants, seemingly, but probably brought there for
the deed by Pootha Tambi’s supporters. Elephants were traditional
executioners in Ceylon. But in those days, this bit of history was only
myth and legend, along with Swami Rock, and it gave me the split
personality very early in life which was characteristic of Ceylonese and
Indians in colonial times.

Swami Rock, as I remember, is a giant, roughly spherical boulder,
about eighteen feet across, with a pillar of the same granitic rock
inserted in its middle, silhouetted starkly against pink and golden
dawn skies, or those of brazen and burning sunsets, the skies of
Sarasvati, the Goddess of Night. It had this simple, majestic and
elemental setting, since it was built at the very edge of the cliff.

The monsoon tempests (Ceylon has two monsoons, unlike India)
literally screamed past and the waves roared way, way down below,
nearly at the centre of the earth where the Sunken Temple of Shiva
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now lay. The Portuguese, who had given similar treatment to my
family in the sixteenth century, had vandalized it in their Christian
zeal, hurling it into the sea, and using portions of it for the bastions
and walls of what is now Fort Frederick, with Swami Rock within it.
This, too, was only a Ceylonese legend, a silly story, and search as I
might, and O how cagerly and often I did that as a boy, I never found
a fragment of the magnificent carved granite pillars: only the smooth,
accurate, sturdy and lasting architecture of the walls and bastions. I
had also seen it in the Portuguese-Dutch-British forts in other parts of
the island (they had settled in that order on the same sites, the French
having been driven off) which only further drove home to me in
strange, bewildering fashion the reality of European history versus our
own, and the strength and vigour of European feats — even of foods, I
believed, since T was told the eating of rice is debilitating and the
cating of wheat strengthening. It is necessary to eat much meat to
build strong muscle and plenty of fish to nourish the cells of the brain
as the great seafaring nations did. The amount of fish and meat
Europeans consumed at one sitting was impressive. We did not eat
that much meat and fish, or so I had thought at the time, which
further made me hesitant, embarrassed and even apologetic for our
customs, manners, ceremonies, beliefs, even not eating fresh Scotch
salmon which our ‘elocution’ teacher had extravagantly praised, our
lack of history, the feeling stretching back to the years before I was
seven, the creeping mist over the bright film of childhood.

Fort Frederick, to the north of our hibiscus-covered Dutch house
with its great brick Dutch ovens and, to the south of it, Fort
Ostenberg, high on the hill overlooking the third largest natural
harbour in the world, large enough to float the entire British fleet,
were the symbols of my boyhood predicament at Trincomalee. As I
lay at night in that thick-walled and then walled-in-again house with
the thick, curved tiles of terracotta that ran down its head like
jazzed-up rivers of rufous hair (the one dominating note over that part
of Trincomalee, as ever, the thunder of the waves of Eastern Bay in my
ears), time and again Fort Frederick and Swami Rock bore into my
vision, and I eagerly anticipated the next Sunday when I would be able
to grub for some slight and precious evidence that the Sunken Temple
bells still rang in that sea, and had once really existed.

We played games most evenings, or merely strolled on the
lunar-shaped white beach of Eastern Bay. It was on Sundays that my
brothers and I, and my Hindu friend Suppiah when he visited us,
made the longer trek to the Fort and to Swami Rock. Although we
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were a very close family, who worked and played together, to the
extent of publishing rival weeklies with interweaving threads of
interests and comment, I don’t know to this day whether my brothers
shared my thoughts on Swami Rock and Fort Frederick. The subject,
being Hindu, was verboten, perhaps, and that was another mandala of
furious clarity in my confusion. I had been brought up to be proud of
my family’s Hindu heritage which had been besieged in 1505 and a
few years later captured by the Portuguese. My ancestor and his five
brothers, as children, were taken to Goa in India to be educated in the
Catholic tradition before their return to Ceylon. I was told that St
Francis Xavier’s correspondence about him is preserved in Lisbon, but
I have never gone into the matter, seen any reference to it, or bothered
about it since my departure from Ceylon thirty years ago.

To have shared my secret thoughts on Swami Rock with my
brothers may have puzzled them and made our life unreal, since we
were taught the falsity of Hinduism and distrust of things Hindu at
school, and they may not have thought as much as I did of the dualism
at home, of accedence and philanthropic contribution to Christianity,
counterpointed with our Hindu mode of life, Hindu customs and
close affinity with our Hindu relatives. I was told my paternal
grandfather had Hinduized the Catholic Church at my birthplace,
Atchuvely, in several ways, introducing Hindu drummers and shenai
players in ceremonials, for instance. To discuss these matters with
them would have disturbed the spontaneity and flow of our young
lives. And maybe, on the one hand, I never did discuss Swami Rock
with them in order to preserve a flickering source of wonder and, on
the other, elicit information from my Hindu friend, Suppiah, to fan it
to a revelation.

A quarter-mile of red gravel road fringed with Bombax malabaricum,
flamboyante and rain trees, past cottages, led us to the beach. At the
road’s end was a bathing club for Europeans from which, we were
told, one member drowned cach year. Opposite it, almost on the
beach itself, was the low, squat Trincomalee Library with me as its
only non-adult member. It had trellis-work of wood painted grey for
the upper walls, and it was a marvellous experience to be inside with
the sea breeze spanking through and the sun shining on the
incandescent pages of books. The eyes of open windows at the back of
the library stared at the wooden-hulled schooner of my friend Major
Graham, riding at anchor, her belly full of foreign marvels. It was his
houseboat where he lived year after year with his man, Murugesu,
who often rowed me over in the ship’s dinghy to borrow books from
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the Major’s library. He had many books by G.A. Henty, of the
Kitchener in Khartoum and With Clive in India sort, books on pirates
and great explorers and had, surprising as it may seem, since he was a
Briton (perhaps he was a rebellious Scot!), presented a set of Horatio
Alger to the Boy Scouts’ sanctum at school, all of which I hungrily
devoured.

He had arrived in Trincomalee after the First World War and was
mostly seen ashore in the mornings, when he attended mass to sit next
to the Duke or King of Saxony, a somewhat mysterious figure who
was 1n exile somewhere around Trincomalee. At this distance in time
the warm and affectionate figure of the Major is very vague except that
he was blond and tall and wore white shorts, shirt and yachting cap,
was stiff and straight, reticent, and had the peculiarity of never
walking back to his scat after Communion. With his eyes riveted on
the officiating priest and chalice that contained the host, and palms
pressed together in the Hindu custom of greeting, he backed his way
to his seat, accurately and neatly, in a kind of naval strut which I have
seen only at State funerals. He had arrived in his schooner at
Trincomalee after the First World War to stay, except for one last
journey in her to Scotland from which he did not return. He died on
his journey back to Ceylon, somewhere around Sucz, and I grieved for
him and his individualist dream which, inchoately, the instinctive
animal within me had perceived, even at my tender age. The vacancy
left in my life by his death, even to this day, is something inexplicable.
Was it the first death in a journey of one’s own? Murugesu presented
us with the Major’s cavalryman’s sword, with which we played until it
disappeared in yet another mystery which is so typical of childhood.

The Trincomalee Library was to our right as we entered the beach,
bevond it Government Agent’s Hill and, to the left, in the distance,
Fort Frederick. In the centre was the open sea, which stretched in a
wide swathe to the South Pole without ever touching land, except
Ceylon’s. Once I was startled to see a long British cruiser, HMS
Effingham or HMS Emerald, racing full steam ahead against a clear
afternoon sky with her funnels belching the blackest clouds I have ever
seen, keeping in mind all the incendiarism I had watched in war-torn
London. She was firing all her guns, it seemed, and I could see six to
cight great powertul flashes at a time . . . broadsides. It was impressive
and awesome. I knew every ship of Britain’s East Indies Squadron
when Trincomalee, not Singapore, was its base. That is, all except for
HMS Rapidol, which was the ugly duckling of the fleet. She was the
tanker which fuelled the fleet before the great oil tanks in the jungles
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of China Bay were built by Mr Dickens (descendant of Charles
Dickens and friend of my father), and she was painted a ghastly grey.

The Boy Scouts and Cubs of the famed 1st Trincomalee Troop to
which I belonged (as far as I know there was only one in Trincomalee)
were often invited to the various ships of the fleet for tea and
refreshments and we were shown the ship’s innards and the working
of the smaller guns as sailors polished the great big ones fore and aft.
How the metal gleamed over extraordinarily well-scrubbed decks! I
loved the ice-cream. Our troop had won the King’s Medal for the
island for five years in succession, which meant we kept the silver cup,
and I don’t imagine there was any dark brainwashing and colonial plot
involved in presenting it to the Boy Scouts of this great naval base.

Admiral Thesiger often asked us to tea by the old banyan tree by
Admiralty House. My brother once fell down from ‘its smooth
branches and was carried stunned into the house by the Admiral, who
managed to revive him. In return for the Navy’s courtesies, which
included invitations to soccer matches and boxing tournaments, we
staged an annual play and variety entertainment for the Admiral and
the fleet in which I took part and I once, voluntarily, repeated my
ridiculous performance of singing ‘Felix the Cat’ on board ship in
return for some favour. As for the sailors, I made friends with three of
them — Harry Frampton, Freeman and Gibbs of HMS Enterprise. My
elder brother and I had met them one day walking along the harbour’s
edge, which is free of buildings along its entire front except for two
jetties and a single ‘boutique’, the term used in Ceylon for a small café.
As we strolled, we swung bunches of palmyra kidangu which
fascinated the sailors.

‘What is that you are eating?” Harry Frampton, the leader of the
trio, asked, pointing to the kilangus, each of which was about a foot
long and more than an inch in diameter at the base.

My elder brother and I explained that they were the boiled
gcrmmated plumules, or sprouts, of the palmyra palm We pecled oft
the brown fibrous husks of the taper-shaped, wax-coloured sprouts,
split them in halves and broke off sections for them. Harry Frampton’s
face expanded in a smile as he savoured the smooth, nutty flavour and
texture, and that seemed to seal our friendship. We visited them a
couple of times on board the Emerald, where we entertained each
other as best we could. Ever since then, over the years and from several
cities of the world, I have often thought of getting in touch with the
friends of my boyhood through the British Admiralty but, alas, I have
not yet done so. I liked the flow of their names and I feel all three of
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them exist somewhere and remember us and the strange kilangus they
once ate on the sunny shores of Ceylon.

My outgoing nature was attracted to the ‘otherness’ of the British
and their way of life, their assurance, their sense of power, the delicate
tints of a woman’s lamp-lit arms, face and hair glimpsed through an
open door or window or on the lawn in the well-groomed and lush
tropical garden at dinner with a lampshade of delicate colour glowing
over the dinner-table in that languorous, easy, quiet and yet pregnant
atmosphere which is typical of nights in Ceylon.

As we entered the perfumed beach of Dutch Bay, heavy with
screwpine smell and, underfoot, the thick bilobed leaved goatsfoot
with indigo and white-trumpeted flowers for a soft carpet or
pet-rabbit feed, my thoughts would bell high on the right over G.A.’s
Hill. The cool, old, white-pillared, one-storey building on it was
surrounded by beds of flaming canna, and the most venerable banyan
tree in Trincomalee with its multiple trunks, silent as a cathedral nave,
stood brooding in front of it.

It was my ambition to become government agent one day and
occupy that house and many were the excursions we made towards it,
along a dangerous path on the sheer seaward side of the hill’s armless
shoulder, which had a fascinating, tiny trickle of water falling into a
rock cup, and then on to a modest cave filled with subsided rock which
was my reference-point for the others in story-books. But opposite it,
more insistent than the puftball fantasies of G.A.’s Hill and the
intriguing exterior spit and polish and orderliness of a foreign mode of
life, more personal and powertul than the headlong cruiser with her
winking guns, was the ancient thrusting of the tongue of land into the
waters of Narayana, the Lord of the Waters, the flow and ebb of the
expanding and contracting universe, creation and destruction, the
cosmic rhythm of which the ancient temple of the Linga of Shiva was
the symbol. The symbol (in the Hindu tradition in which construction
and locale are inseparable and the particular but an undifferentiated
part of all progressively larger units: man, man-god, god-creative
energy, creative energy-substratum of creative energy, which is
undifferentiated and without beginning, middle or end) was not the
temple alone, but the whole terrain itself, as implied in the name
Thiru-konar-malai, Anglicized to Trincomalee, the port for which the
notorious great iron ship of England, the largest ship in the world of
those days, was built. Thiru means sacred, konar, Shiva, and malai hilly
place, from which names like Malaya, Malabar and Trincomalee are
derived. The terrain of the Sacred Hill of Shiva was the symbol, now
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reduced to a boulder representing the yoni of the goddess pierced by
the granite pillar, the lingam of Shiva, the ying-yang in its more
obvious representation. The lingam, plantccl in its square, leaf-shaped
and other pedestal yonis, was placed in the sanctum sanctorum of
Shiva temples which are in the majority in India. Sometimes a simple
mound of earth, an upright oval pebble or a stalagmite in the icy caves
of the Himalayas, as at Badrinath, sufficed for worshippers. Although
this was not the original lingam of the Temple, Brahmin priests had
very cleverly preserved the meaning of the terrain in the colossal
symbol of Swami Rock, fooling the European puritanism, ignorant of
its meaning, which had ordered the naked arms and torsos of the
Kathakali (story-telling) dancers of Malabar covered in red flannel,
and attempted to do the same with the naked breasts of our Rodiya
girls in Ratnapura Province. (The story goes that the king’s
mischievous chef had served him roast monkey. The infuriated king
had ordered him and his descendants thrust down a few social scales to
the Rodiya caste whose people should henceforth forbear to wear
clothes above their waists, which to my mind is a blessing, not a
punishment in the tropics.) All this information was not, of course,
available to me during my years in Trincomalee, which were charged
with the irrelevancy of Christianity to my own life, and that of my
family, my intense involvement with the mystery of Swami Rock, and
the search for some evidence, however slight, that Thirukonarmalai
Temple was not a figment of our anti-colonial, defensive or aggressive
minds.

It is impossible for me to describe the perfect high that a Hindu
temple with its site, its rituals and atmosphere gives me: the total
involvement with all one’s senses engaged, liberating, exhilarating, like
a plate of very hot rice and curry (Ceylon has the hottest curries in the
world), savoured with sweat pricking and flowing from the hair roots
and forehead, psychedelic, round flavoured and universalizing in its
intent and being ... all individual flavours and feelings lost in a
oneness, the long note in which all the flavours persist in an
indescribable but deeply felt unity. The self, ego, lost in the universal
flow of hot energy, one hundred per cent energy, through the yoga of
taste. Harmony with one’s surroundings. The perfect high. For
instance, I remember my first visit to Mahabalipuram in South India.
(The poet Louis MacNeice rushing at me in the Stag’s Head pub in
London after his first tour for the BBC in India: ‘Ah Tambi, South
India.... You must go to South India ... Mahabalipuram!) The
temples chiselled out of solid rock, pillars, rooms, deities, attendants
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and beasts, lamp-holders; the landscaped water by the temples and the
fierce sea wind driving across like a sound boom from a gigantic high
flyer with a hundred jets. The facades of the temples eroded by the
invisible, blown sand, the features of the many cows surrounding one
of them sand-blasted into blobs of Henry Moore heads. Out at sea the
sunken temples, and nearer shore, bobbing out of the water, eroded
shrines and other works of granite laced by the million-eyed foam,

winking in the afternoon sun. It was from this great port that Indian
ships had sailed with Buddhism, Hinduism, merchandise and settlers
to Malaya, Burma, Indonesia, China and farther. I was curry-high
again and at Swami Rock, with that howling wind of home blowing
monolithic through me as if through a tunnel: the Hindu symbols pat,
pat, pot, vivid in front of me like blood cells, with the static of
memory roaring in the energy circuits. Which I heard again on the
high eyrie at Thirukalukunram, reminiscent of the Rock, as the eagle
swooped down to the constructed pond on top of the eyrie at sunset
every evening to be fud by the Brahmins as part of the temple’s ritual,
surrounded by a glut of temples on the plain, courtyard within
courtyard with highly ornamented gopurams or pyramidical towers
growing out of the earth among the geometric palmyra palms; and
again at ancient Conjeevaram (Kanchi) among the thatched cottages,
near Madras, with water-cooled courtyards and jasmine which
transported me to Atchuvely, my birthplace, and the Northern
Province of Ceylon. Even though nowadays I have resolved the
mystery of the Rock, the old wonder and uncertainty persist whenever
I think of it, part of the ringing dawn of childhood which the mind is
unwilling to discount or forget.

The bone-stark, low, T-shaped school building at Trincomalee,
across the road from our house, was fleshed in cassia and casuarina
trees, and two unnamed trees of small height with pale-green leaves
growing together which were its prominent sweet navel. The boys
nervously plucked at it constantly, and ate the pale-green leaves with
questioning looks. They tasted leafy and sweet. Occupying the bottom
third of the foot of the T, and adjoining the Boy Scout sanctum, was
the vernacular school where the language of instruction was Tamil.
The rest of it with English for the medium (we were fined one cent if
we talked Tamil) had the lower classes from standards one to five on
either side of the long hall, with the school certificate and the
metriculation classes occupying the wings. A long aisle led to the
principal’s desk, the memory of which still fills me with foreboding.

If I dreaded the aisle leading to the principal’s desk down which
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many a boy was summoned to be reprimanded, I dreaded the maths
teacher even more. I was not too good at arithmetic. And it seemed
ominous to me that it was in his class I once fell and broke my arm. He
had a youthful, clear-skinned face, pendant like a waterfall, with a
black moustache adorning cxtraordmarllv sensual lips, and lns long
shapely limbs were encased in a flowing white verti, which is five yards
of cloth wrapped round the waist like a sari. Whenever he wished to
punish a boy, he asked him to hold out a palm and then rapped it with
the edge of a foot-rule. I had often been his victim and, as far as I
remember, he was the only teacher who was such a disciplinarian.

He made me feel very uncomfortable with his large, black, moist
eyes, his coaxing, insinuating speech and the moist look of his mouth.
There was something subterranean and pleading about him which
terrified me. I had often felt that he wished to take me aside to have a
private conversation and he had time and again suggested a visit to his
house which I took pains to avoid or sneak past quickly.

As for the boys, we were a motley lot. Some wore shoes and boots
and other sandals. The Moors, who are Muhammadans, wore
colourful sarongs, which are known in America as Madras prints, with
red fez and black tassel for headgear, while the Tamil Hindus
preferred their ‘national costume’ which is the long verti, with or
without a thin ornamental border of vermilion and yellow which
matched the pottu or caste-mark of sandalwood paste and vermilion
on their foreheads. The boys from families which had to tratfic with or
work for the British (politicians and some business men excluded)
dressed like the British in shirt, shorts and tie. These woollen-socked
and heavy-booted boys considered themselves the ‘in” people, a feeling
that I myself have experienced, which accentuated the split nature of
my personality oscillating between the European and non-European. [
felt exhilarated and proud when my grandfather, dressed in black coat,
turban of scarlet and gold and foam of white verti playing over
Arabian Nights’ shoes, took us out riding in the phacton. He flicked
the coiled whip and we bowled down the roads of Atchuvely which
were limestone white when I was a boy, built of the limestone rock of
the peninsula, crushed by the wheels of the bullock-carts. My father
and some members of the family dressed similarly on ceremonial
occasions and holidays, while others stuck stubbornly to their vertis
and kurtaus (long Indian shirts).

The feelings of division, hostility, confusion, superiority and
inferiority, and so on, evoked by clothes alone, would be unfamiliar to
a more¢ homogcncously dressed people like the British or American,
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though there was a humdrum snobbism about them in the England I
knew which was, however, free of the several implications intended by
us. In Ceylon or India, the dress and the way it is worn indicates race,
religion, sect, profession, caste and marital state. People wore Hindu
or non-Hindu clothes in public and these too were apt to be changed
abruptly. The most dramatic exhibition of the phenomenon happens
daily on the Colombo-Talaimanaar Express. The passengers who
board the night train en masse in Colombo, and are tightly packed in
the compartments, are Tamils, mostly in European dress, on their way
to the Jaffna peninsula. They are the most conservative and yet
progressive people in Ceylon, Jaffna Tamils, Jaffnese, who consider
themselves distinct from the Indian Tamils of Ceylon.

By daybreak the jungle has given way to the coral plains and salt
estuaries of the North with groves of coconut and palmyra, and the
passengers have been transmogrified overnight, effecting a sartorial
and personality change. The starched, constricting suits and shoes
intended for the jungles or a cold climate have disappeared in an
avalanche of silk vertis, kurtaus, and sandals, and limp bracelets of
cleverly interlinked gold, flat as a watch-band, dangle gracefully from
wrists, the affectation of the dandies. Cigarettes have been routed by
the concerted assault of the northern-grown Jaftna cheroot, which is
named after the Tamil word churutu — something rolled. The acrid
fumes released have quickened and excited conversation, the former
bilingualism drowned with the sole use of Tamil, the voices deafening
and singsong in the manner of farmers and villagers, deliberately
raised as a protest to present affronts to their individuality and sense of
nationalism, with others trying to steer a sheepish middle course.

I felt the same stress and strain in my class at school. The obviously
middle-course boys were Sethukavaler, son of a government official in
the kaccheri (town hall), and Brito, whose family lived in Fort
Frederick in a small house on top of soaring steps and a hillock which
intrigued me. Every stone and shard in Fort Frederick had an esoteric
meaning for me and, from its age, I imagined the house was built by
the Portuguese and may therefore have incorporated parts of the
fabric of Thirukonarmalai Temple. The other two boys who stood out
in my class were Hindu Suppiah and the Moor, Mohammed, with the
fez and tassel and sarong, whose father owned a general store in the
bazaar and meat and fish market section of Trincomalee. I often
wandered there in the evenings fascinated by the brightly lit one-room
shops of silks, chiffons, organdies, saris of gold and silver, a cascade of
colour as the shopkeepers unrolled and heaped them for display on the
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floor. The scent of the new cloths was freshening and heady like the
sachets of blotting-paper some companies sent out.

Suppiah lived by the modern Hindu Temple, some distance beyond
the bazaar, in what was the Hindu quarter, the quarter of mysteries,
and invariably wore a pottu of sandalwood with a spot of vermilion in
its centre, in the middle of his forehead. One Saturday I paid him a
visit on my own, an unusual mission for me, since it was so far away.
Like Swami Rock, and the houses of my Hindu relatives, his place had
an aura of ‘otherness’ which fired my imagination. I expected to find
some sign, some great, healing revelation there — perhaps in the
pergola of jasmine that led to the front door, which had the
characteristic Hindu garland of mango leaves strung across it; perhaps
in the side-room inside the house, the worship- and meditation-room,
where an oil lamp burned in front of a framed oleograph of Ganesha,
the jolly, big-bellied son of Lord Shiva, the Supreme God. He is the
most popular god in India and Ceyvlon who is invoked before journeys
and any sort of undertaking. Two multi-wicked brass lamps which
were not in use stood on the floor on their tall pedestals flanking a
polished chembu or engraved brass pot filled with a bouquet of vellow
and vermilion flowers from the garden, ringed with spears of mango
leaves. This puja or worship-room was dark like the innermost
sanctum of Hindu temples, evoking the same sensations of the
primeval and the secret, the centre of the earth with its brooding
silence, as I imagined it at the time, the cave.

Suppiah was delighted to sec me. ‘Did the temple really exist?’ I
could not help asking him. He believed it had, and that it now lay at
the bottom of the ocean floor.

To complete the ‘otherness’ of the afternoon, Suppiah’s mother sent
the servant out to buy some Bengal-gram (slunthu) doughnuts made
fat with hot water and curds for tea, a delicacy of Brahmin teashops.
Since we never had them at home (they are seldom made at home, I
didn’t know at the time) and a Hindu cousin of my father’s also served
these when we visited him, I've always associated them with Hindu
houscholds. Suppiah’s house had ancient roots, undisturbed by the
fortunes of the nation. In his mango grove lurked shadowy beings of
the past. He could tell me much I wished to know.

After this visit, Suppiah came to our house frequently at weekends
and joined us on our treks to Swami Rock and the miniature spring
and the cave by Government Agent’s Hill. We called at Admiralty
House (the son of the carctaker was in our class) and Fort Ostenberg,
to visit the other boys and girls who had previously been at school
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with us in the Catholic Convent School and were looking forward to
‘higher’ education in England. (At age five it was considered too
dangerous for the boys to mix with girls — I was already playing
hide-and-seek in the hibiscus bushes with an English girl from Fort
Ostenberg — and so we were transferred to one of the all-male
schools.) We wandered through the salt estuaries and their banks thick
with salty portulaca, and through the Royal Navy’s rifle-range into the
thick jungle, where we opened our picnic baskets. It was one of my
first close friendships.

Suppiah and I were soon roaming together all over the town’s
esplanade, which stretched from near our house to the bazaar and Fort
Frederick. It was ringed with tulip trees whose dry fruits made
excellent spinning-tops. We watched the soccer games, the Royal
Navy versus Trincomalee, our school versus the rest, and the sailors
drilling in the broiling sun. Once we saw onc of the sailors fall down
dead with sunstroke. We thus became involved and we attended his
funeral.

We roamed over the grounds of the Trincomalee Club and the Rest
House looking for fragments of the sunken temple. We looked in the
grounds of the Catholic Convent adjoining the esplanade. A large
boulder stood there under a temple tree (Plumeria acutifolia) on which
I used to sit and listen to the breakers, the crisp sea breeze carving my
face. It must have come from the rocky site of the temple, and search
as I might for an ancient inscription, all it showed were the incisions
and scribblings made on it by the children. We stood in a semicircle
round it for our singing lessons and the words of the songs I learnt,
mixed with the sea breeze, still hum in my ears.

Poor Mary is a-weeping, is a-weeping, is a-weeping,
Poor Mary is a-weeping by the side of the sea.

I’'m weeping for my true love, my true love, my true love,
I’'m weeping for my true love by the side of the sea.

Another focus of our search was at the base of the towering and
venerable rain tree by the cool Rest House, since shrines for worship
are sometimes built at the base of such trees, besides the bo, banyan
and neem. What we found were iridescent beetles which we kept alive
m matchboxes, with rain-tree leaves, to no purpose. The most
intriguing spot was the manhole cover on the seaward fringe of the
esplanade. Rumour said it was the exit from a secret tunnel from the
Fort. Workmen had once entered it and discovered colonies of snakes.
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One Sunday, Suppiah and my brothers were at one of our favourite
pastimes, jumping down to the beach from the sea wall that buttressed
the road and entrance to the Fort, when he gave me a tiny bronze
statuette of Ganesha, the big-bellied, elephant-faced god.

‘I thought you might like to have it. My grandmother gave it to me
long ago,” he said.

The image was passed from hand to hand and Suppiah told us the
story of how Shiva’s son came by his elephant head. His wife was so
proud of his beauty when he was born that she asked the evil planet,
Saturn, to admire him.

‘Don’t show him to me,” warned the planet. ‘You know I destroy
everything I look at.’

But the proud mother, wife of Shiva, the Supreme God, wouldn’t
listen. ‘Look!” she said, unveiling the child’s head, and it was instantly
consumed.

The distraught mother bore his limp body to Lord Shiva.

‘Go into the jungle,” Shiva ordered his attendants. “‘Hurry! Bring me
the head of the first animal you meet.’

The first animal they found was a baby elephant. They cut its head
off and hurried back with it, and Shiva attached it to his son’s body.
That is how the much-loved and jolly Indian god, with the elephant’s
small eyes, happens to be elephant-headed.

Suppiah’s gift was indeed a treasure. It was the first time I had had
the image of a Hindu god all to myself and I did not look for
fragments of Hindu sculpture in the walls of the Fort that day, or in
the rusting gun emplacements and ruined houses, and the jungly
patches within the Fort. I had a piece of sculpture that was all my own,
and it was burning a hole in the pocket of my shorts.

The sky was a blaze of colour that evening at Swami Rock as the
officiating priest at the farthermost end of the dangerous crag first
purified himselt with water poured from a delicate brass lota. He
seemed as ancient as the earth, and the granite in the ocean below,
with a sinuous string of large rastrakuta seeds round his neck. More
and more worshippers arrived, as scantily clad as he, bearing libations
of water or milk in brown ecarthenware chatties, and offerings of
coconuts, coconut flowers, jasmine, oleander, betel leaves, money,
bunches of bananas, rice. Surya, the Sun God, was closing his opaline
eyes, bathing Trincomalee with his flood of blessing. The priest spoke
to him in the ancient tongue, the people responding. It seemed the
earth rumbled and the stars came out to watch. Chanting more
fervently, he poured water and milk on the colossal lingam and then
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cast the people’s gifts into the waters of Narayana from the giddy
heights, the fruits of the earth unto the Giver, for Narayana (Vishnu)
and Brahma of the Aryan Brahmins are but Shiva (Goodness), the
most ancient pre-Aryan god of the Indians, as is graphically incised on
the stone lingams of Ceylon. He kindled Agni, the God of Fire, on the
rock, and held aloft a burning brand as the people threw up their arms
heavenward. The sun’s eyes were closed and the priest covered the
earth with gossamer incense from the brass censer he swung high over
his head, binding everything present, and not present, into a close
unity. Incense. The love-in of universals at Swami Rock.

Then he descended from the crag and with the ashes of Agni made
the sign of Shiva on each worshipper’s forehead. And I had a feeling
that at least a part of the puja (holy mass) was intended for the god in
my pocket. I was not far wrong since, as I learnt in later vears,
sculptures of Shiva and his wife Parvati, in the temples, often included
his sons Ganesh and Subramanya, the God of War, in one sweeping
concept.

I was proud of my possession when I got home and put him on
display to my parents, who smiled indulgently.

‘I must take you to Manipay Hindu Temple. My grandfather was a
trustee,” my father said. I was pleased, but the dualism of my faniily,
always impenetrable, was, as usual, perplexing to me.

But I owned Ganesha for one day only. I had him in my school
satchel on my desk. Unfortunately for Ganesha and me, it was during
the period of the maths teacher. As he passed down the rows of desks,
toot-rule in hand, peering at our work papers and making us highly
nervous, he spotted Ganesha.

‘What is this?’ he roared, snatching him up. The whites of his moist
eyes, which were usually red, through over-indulgence in arrack, I
thought, and demons had red eyes, looked fearsome as they rolled in
their sockets. Seized by powerful emotions, his eyes sparked more
fiercely than usual. ‘T am confiscating this,” he shouted, ‘and T’ll report
you to the principal.’

I waited apprehensively for the note I would have to take up the
long aisle to the principal, the Ceylonese priest Fr Marian, to be
reprimanded, which was an ordeal that troubled me for days, and then
remained as a threat and menace. He was the fountainhead of
authority and virtue and that ineffable goodness, touchstone of my
own, which had once forced me late at night to steal to his room and
make a clean breast of having lied to the drama director.

During rehearsals for our annual play, there was a part where I had
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to guffaw in an acceptable British manner. My production was put
down by the director who gave us his own version, which sounded as
weird to me. He guffawed, and I guffawed, and the performance was
so ridiculous and embarrassing, just guffawing into the empty air with
nothing to follow, that I fell silent when it came to the speaking part. I
pretended illness and went home, to be troubled by my conscience all
evening. Then, when it was very dark, I stole to the rectory to make a
clean breast of it to Fr Marian, to confess I had not really been ill at all,
an incident I still don’t like to think about, since the experience was so
painful and unreal.

And now Suppiah and other friends shot sympathetic glances at me
as I sat tensed for another confrontation with him. And I was filled
with hatred for the maths teacher.

Fortunately, the bell for the interval between study periods rang,
and the note to the principal was never written. But I had lost Ganesha
and felt troubled as I lay in bed that night, listening to the thunder of
the waves in Eastern Bay.

I wondered what the maths teacher had done with Ganesha, and my
resentment against him mounted up rather alarmingly. It was his
custom to draw us round in an arc, of prey, in front of his desk, for
exercising us in ‘mental arithmetic’, a procedure fraught with tension
and apprehension which numbed my brain, and made me even more
hopeless at figures.

‘Subtract 813 from 1,350. What is the square root of 25?* He fired
his questions at us, and swung his heavy foot-rule whenever he felt a
boy was too dense.

And that was how the curtain fell on my schooldays at Trincomalee.
The ‘mental arithmetic’ session had been too hectic and confusing that
morning, and it ended up with the teacher belabouring me with the
foot-rule. I tore it from him, snapped it across my knee and threw it
on the floor. Then I marched up the aisle to Fr Marian’s desk and
blurted out angrily, “That man ... has beaten me. I am never coming
back to your school again!’

I walked home and explained to my father why I could not go back
to school again. “You don’t have to go back to school,’ he said simply
when he returned from his visit to the principal, rather flushed, and I
was grateful. He had seen my point of view, and I was proud of him.
In fact, from that day on, none of us went back to school. My elder
brother caught a train for Colombo within a few days to stay with my
maternal uncle and attend the premier Catholic college in the island,
and we were to follow him. I think my father had decided his children
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were now old enough to receive ‘higher’ education, after our
incubation periods in Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Trincomalee.
His own idyllic days in Trincomalee were over. I visited Suppiah and
my other friends and my favourite, Sister Dolores, at the Catholic
Convent. (She was so very beautiful and kind that I visited her on
Saturday mornings when no other children attended school. I liked
being with her, and she went out of her way, in those days, to keep me
busy in the plavroom There was a close attachment between us — I
made a special trlp to Trinco years later to visit her — and not even the
rude shock of seeing her, in her déshabillé, with a shaved head, daunted
me.) Though looking forward to the metropolis, I was sad at leaving
Trincomalee and all my boyhood associations. Sea-blown Swami
Rock is their nostalgic symbol and it has haunted me ever since.

Throughout the years in England, India and New York, I did not
succeed in solving the mystery of the Rock (I recently discovered that
certain writers mean the whole area of Fort Frederick when they use
the term) although, on occasion, I took out an annual subscription to
a Ceylon newspaper, and read every book, annual and article on
Ceylon I could lay my hands on.

Then, one day, I had a great surprise. As I was walking down West
8th Street in Manhattan, I spotted a book on Ceylon remaindered for
one dollar in Marboro’s shop window. Its title, Skin-Diving in Ceylon,
made me immediately think of Swami Rock. I staked my one dollar,
and while flicking through the pages of the book in a café to study the
fine photographs, there, incredibly, right in front of me, was the
evidence I had so eagerly searched for as a boy. It was only a fragment
of the great temple — an ornamental capital and part of the column —
that the Brahmins had worshipped with flowers and the gifts of the
carth, but, as with some of the stories I had heard as a boy, here was
proof of the legend of the temple under the sea, tumbled down there
bv the Portuguese, ‘and the thread of truth in our own versions of
history. I felt excited and heady. Yet another lacuna in one of my
double selves had been filled up, a process which works in either
direction bolstering either man, and is continuous.

Some time later, I was also stirred to learn of the discovery of one of
the icons of worship that the Sunken Temple’s priests had spirited
away. Workmen, on the esplanade by Fort Frederick, had dug up a
great bronze statue of Shiva’s consort, Parvati, which is on permanent
exhibit in Colombo Museum today. According to our fifth-century
poet, Varotheiyan, the temple had been built by a Tamil king from the
Coromandel coast in the year 512 of the Kali, or fourth and final, age
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of the present cycle of evolution and dissolution of our universe, or
2588 Bc. The Revd James Cartman in his 1957 book Hinduism in
Ceylon comments on this: “The date 2588 sc is most doubttul, but the
reference to the famous temple is genuine. This famous temple,
known as the temple of a thousand columns, once stood 400 feet
above sea-level upon the Swami Rock which 1s situated in Fort
Frederick. This Rock, about which many strange legends are told, has
long been a place of pilgrimage.” I also learnt from the Revd Carter’s
book that two stones from the original fabric of the temple are to be
seen on either side of the main entrance to the Fort. On them are
carved the twin fish emblem of an Indian king who invaded Ceylon in
recent times and claims to have planted his flag in Trincomalee. These
two happenings relieved me of one of the nagging doubts involving
the genuineness and validity of my Ceylonese heritage.

As for our not cating enough meat, and rice being debilitating, I
had satistactorily solved the problem for myself while still at school.
The most celebrated dinner of the Dutch in Indonesia (now
transported to gourmet restaurants in Amsterdam) was rijstaffel, or
rice table, which is rice with several curries, curry being a misnomer,
since grilled sausages, or bacon or meat, cut bite-size, would also be
curries for us. It was rystaffel, sanctified by a foreign name, that
sustained us in Ceylon, according to tastes and needs created by our
climate, and the Dutch did not err in their preference. I remembered
that at my grandmother’s house, in Atchuvely, we had the inevitable
thirty-six dishes to choose from on Sundays. Some of them were only
relishes of the shrimp and egg-plant, fish blachang, or mango chutney
sort, but there was no lack in the variety of cooked meats, seafood,
fruits, flowers, vegetables, and grains of all kinds.

Impressed with this discovery, I once wrote an article for The Ceylon
Observer, whereupon a lady of Dutch descent wrote to say she had had
more than a hundred dishes to cope with when she was a little girl. I
think her name was Van Dort, and she was well over a hundred years
old. It was compliment enough for our cuisine which is as subtle and
potent, in every way, for our climate, as Indian music.

As for my double self, in today’s world of raga rock and yoga,
flowers and incense, and flower power, it would be reasonable to
assume that they have merged. I cannot say so since, in many a
situation, I find a Western echo in an Eastern setting attractive. I am
content to be double, at least nowadays, since I've actually always
wanted to be the sound in the holy Brahmin’s conch.
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The Book

For Tambimuttu

First a photograph
of the author smiling,

then the words, the pages
and pages of words,

the words indenting the paper
ever so slightly

and carrying colons and commas
and semicolons

along with them in their flow
like river-borne leaves

fallen from some madrona
leaning over

hurrying, scurrying water,
then one empty

page revealing the weave

of the paper, white

as earth before the thaw

that set the river

running. End or beginning?
Close the book.
Observe the photograph
of the author smiling.
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Tambimuttu and Poetry London

Late in 1938 my brother Paul and I met Tambi through a young poet,
Robert Bruce, who told us that together with Anthony Dickins,
freshly returned from India, Tambi was to produce a completely new
type of poetry magazine: new format, new attitudes. The first number
would carry established contemporary poets, but later ones were to be
an open soundmg board for a new kind of poetry which had not then
been heard. He was totally confident that this would happen, along
with other developments. He came to London when the literary scene
— the content and production of books — was in some ways
stercotyped. Tambr’s view was inspired and original, also exotic
because of his background: that of a highly placed Tamil family in
Ceylon.

We met in a small room — it might have been in Grafton Street —
which, like most rooms all over London at that time, had cream-
coloured walls and cream-coloured paintwork. It had almost no
furniture, but on a bare table and covering the floor was paper of every
description: books, pamphlets, newspaper cuttings, letters, manu-
scripts — and half-consumed cups of tea: Tambimuttu was in the act of
creating the first number of Poetry London!

He was wonderfully enthusiastic and welcoming. Then in his early
twenties, on that day he was wearing a dark suit and open-necked
white shirt, I seem to remember, and his long, loose, silky mane of
black shining hair kept falling around his sallow, slightly bony face,
and had to be swung back with a jerk. His great, thoughtful eyes were
brilliant and shining and nearly black. He was a very sensitive young
man with a sweet smile. You realized at once that he was carried away
by his vision of his new poetry magazine and his belief in poetry as one
of the great emotional expressions of mankind, if not the greatest.
Anthony Dickins, also in his early twenties, kept in the background,
saying little but unquestionably dedicated to Tambi’s vision.

Tambi was looking for small, fine drawings or woodcuts to
accompany certain poems. This, too, was one of his firmly held ideas,
also new at the time when illustrations mostly followed literal
translations of the text. He believed that illustrations needed to convey
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the feeling or sense of a poem, and could be of an apparently totally
unrelated subject or design. He believed that all the arts are
interchangeable; an emotion could be expressed in poetry, painting or
music. In the late thirties this seemed to have been lost sight of. I had
three small wood-engraving blocks which Tambi said he could use,
together with a fine, small photograph of a beech tree by Edwin
Smith. After the first number of PL came out, in February of the
following year, and the printers had not been paid, they generously let
me have these blocks back, which they had been holding along with
other ‘effects’! I remember going with Tambi to collect them, and
witnessed how his gentle courtesy softened their determination not to
let anything go just then! He also had an assurance which seemed to
come from his belief that he was an important living representative of
poetry.

The first number was now out, with its striking cover design on
crcam-coloured paper, quarto size. The word Poetry’ was a free
flourish in scarlet; the contributors’ names in flowing copperplate, and
centred, a black, vigorous shape: Hector Whistler’s rendering of
Tambi’s flowing hair. The number contained work by Stephen
Spender, George Barker, Dylan Thomas, Lawrence Durrell and many
other important young poets. It sold at a shilling!

We spent many evenings with Tambi and Anthony and their
triends, discussing over cups of tea the situation which was growing
ominously in the world. Hitler was beginning to shout over the
loudspcakers When Tambi came to make a statement, he would say,
‘Let me consult my navel’ and, after looking for some time at his
diaphragm, would then express his point of view, clearly and with
conviction.

In that year, 1939, my brother and I went to the United States on a
special New York World Fair trip, by sea, and Paul went as
representative for Poetry London. Tambi gave him letters of introduc-
ton and the names of bookshops to visit. One was the Gotham
Bookmart in Greenwich Village. Everyone he spoke with was
impressed by the unusual poetry magazine from London, and it could
be assured of a market if delivery were regular! In those days it was
inexpensive to mail journals to the United States.

Later, after the war broke out and a story of mine called ‘The
Landgirl’ was published in Horizon, Tambi used to say, whenever we
met in London, ‘Ah, the landgirl’, and enthusiastically put his arms
right round me! At that time I was living in the country and,
compared with the pale Londoners who were then facing black-outs
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and bombs, must have glowed with health! Just after the war ended
and Tambi had his own publishing house in Manchester Square, he
wrote saying that he would like to print a volume of my short stories —
if I had enough. I went to see him — he was working in a large, elegant
room with Georgian windows — and he said: ‘I have never read any of
vour storics, but I am certain that I want to publish them!” I have
always felt this to be one of the greatest honours I have ever received,

to be chosen in this way by Tambi! And wonderfully fortunate that all
the books on Tambi’s first list (it included work by Kathleen Raine,
Anais Nin, and the first novel by Vladimir Nabokov to be published in
England — The Real Life of Sebastian Knight) were carried through into
publication and out into the world of reviewers and booksellers by the
immensely businesslike drive of Editions Poetry London’s secretary,

Helen Scott, who, on her marriage to John Irwin, curator of the
Indian section of the V & A, had an entire small volume of poetry
printed in her honour, and written by Tambi’s poets.

In my view the debt to Tambi for his dynamic influence on the
content and format of British books has never been wholly appreci-
ated. His ideas were seminal and triggered off so many of the new
lines which seemed to burst out after the war. Until that time, jackets
were pleasing but based generally on the use of clegant type-face.
Almost no books of serious llterarv value had illustrated covers. Tambi
used brilliant artists for his cover illustrations, both of Poetry London
and his books. Henry Moore had designed several covers for Poetry
London, and some of his Underground shelter drawings had appeared
first in PL. Graham Sutherland also contributed. If you walked
through a bookshop after Tambi started publishing, your eye would
catch a ‘new look’ — brighter, more interesting. Other publishers soon
followed these ideas.

I remember thinking on meeting Tambi then that he did not look
robust or well. Wartime city living may have debilitated him; his skin
was yellowish, and he looked thin, and he seemed to lack his original
gaiety and enthusiasm. Later, he went back to Ceylon. When I next
saw him, he was travelling through London on his way to America to
start a new poetry journal there. (Poetry London had been taken over
by Richard March, but, without Tambi’s spirit, it had folded.) This
time he was accompanied by a sweet young wife from India. Kathleen
Raine gave a party for him at her house in Paultons Square, Chelsea.
Tambi wore a dazzling white suit, cut in the Eastern style:
high-buttoned collar and stove-pipe trousers. With his long black hair,
brown skin and dark, shining eyes, he was wonderfully impressive and
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happy. This time he looked filled out, radiant and glowing. That
evening there seemed to be an atmosphere of a special, brilliant
welcome: the sense that a prince of poetry was calling in on a journey
across the world. '

The next time I saw Tambi was many years later, again in London.
He was walking down the steps at Gloucester Road Underground
station in the rush-hour crowd. He was once more thin-looking,
contracted by the London winter. He wore a sand-coloured raincoat,
and he seemed to be all of that colour. But his face, though thinner,
held the same sweetness. About two months later his exquisite large
volume, India Love Poems, translated and planned by him, and
illustrated by John Piper — it sold at £400 per copy — was on display in
the window of Spinks.

The year before Tambi died, he again invited me to submit work —
this time drawings and an excerpt from one of my stories which had
appeared in the original volume, for inclusion in another fine book he
was planning, to celebrate the marriage of the Prince of Wales to Lady
Diana Spencer. He was working now on the top floor of an old
Church of England school building in Old Gloucester Street, WCI,
which was reached by an outside iron staircase. Once more he was
surrounded by paper of every kind — for the creation of that
magnificent book which was, however, not to be. He was working as
hard as his health allowed; he even contemplated sleeping on a kind of
makeshift bed in a small gallery high up in the room, in order to get
the outline copy of the book to Buckingham Palace on time. Despite
the confusion of paper and books and film, he knew exactly where
every detail lay.

I can sec him now, as I came away. He was sitting at his
paper-strewn desk, his once shining black hair now, of course, grey
and thinner. His trench coat hung nearby on a coat-stand. He looked
over and smiled slowly, his expression gentle and tired. Tragically, we
have been robbed of the wonderful book which was then in his mind,
and which would have been another valuable oftfering to literary and
artistic London.
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N
Der Erl-Koénig

A Personal Memory of Meary James Tambimuttu

September. The war barely declared. A party — paean or dirge? — some
of each, perhaps — swinging fully in my shared Charlotte Street flat.
Bottled beer raised and lowered, to and fro; voices in syncopation,
also rising and falling, mostly rising. Guests, invited or uninvited,
announced or self-announced; several waving contributory quart
bottles. Decibels now mounting inexorably. A gramophone in the
hazy background playing an clegiac obbligato of *Smoke Gets in Your
Eyes’ with whimsical appositeness. I top up a few sporadic glasses,
offer French bread open sandwiches, pass the time of evening with
Francis and Pat, Hetta and Charles.

Suddenly in front of me: an apparition. No less! Thin, flailing arms
ending in dark slim hands, one pinioning a cigarette, the other
batoning with a half-full pint glass. A sunburst of a smile; dark
rock-pool eyes, shining with spontancous, exuberant joy; dark ascetic
(O! artless fraud) face mantled by puma-black mane.

‘Hello, Russell! Thank you for asking me to your party.

I hadn’t — except by proxy, he had come with other people — but I
wonld have done if this hadn’t been our first meeting.

‘My name is Tambi. Are you a poet?”

I said I had dashed off a poem or two between one woman and the
next, or some such flippant idiocy.

He pealed with unrestrained laughter.

Next morning, Sunday, not very carly, the doorbell extracted me
none too willingly from my illicit bed. He was there on the doormat.
The same transcendent smile, eyes more hooded in the greyish
morning light, fingers still trailing a cigarette.

‘Can you come to lunch with me, Russell?’

I glanced automatically over my shoulder; he became aware of my
hunched dressing-gown and bare legs and fect ‘Ah, you like girls? I
like girls very much. I can see they like you too.”

I glanced back again to where a smiling, tousled head now peered
round the bedroom door.

Y

)
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‘We must be friends!

We took it from there.

I gave him lunch at a rather seedy restaurant farther up Charlotte
Street, which he liked because they gave you a good overflowing plate
for about one and ninepence. We talked: poetry, girls, Ceylon,
T.S. Eliot, girls, Trincomalee, poetry; himself, sex, various modern
poets, arrived and coming, girls. The hours passed.

The war’s exigences dissolved our assorted bachelor ménage.
Improbably I moved into a room above Tambi in a rather slummy
house we found in Whitfield Street. A few doors away was Marie
Stopes’s clinic. The smell of new bread still wafted up from pavement
gratings in Charlotte Street. Autumn spread its beautiful melancholy
over Soho.

To Tambri’s door strode relays of poets bearing gifts of verse. The
unused chamber-pot beneath Tambi’s bed became a modern Palgrave.
Tambi would sit up in bed — his favourite, cherished throne — and leaf
through them, periodically exclaiming at something that took his
enthusiasm: a passage, a line, a metaphor, a felicitous simile;
sometimes a whole short poem; and as like as not, when I was 1n, he
would patter precipitately upstairs and read bits aloud to me: voice
vibrant, eyes alight, long sinuous fingers describing parabolas in space.
Thus Poetry London came to its climax.

The winter advanced and we sat and listened to Chopin nocturnes
on my aged portable wind-up; and drank beer and coffee and put our
arms round girls. With Finland’s invasion, it was Sibelius. We sat in
the cheap back stalls of local cinemas showing the marvellous thirties’
French films and in even cheaper seats while Sir Henry Wood
conducted the old Queen’s Hall's last concerts. Through
Tchaikovsky’s ‘Pathétique’ Tambi, blissful in oblivion of his staid
surroundings, beat ecstatic time and stood up once or twice to do so.

In the unreal claustrophobia of the ‘phoney war’ we lived out our
counterpoint to the humbug and sterility of leaflet raids, Ministry
announcements, empty war news bulletins; groping our way in the
black-out from the Fitzroy to the Wheatsheaf, the Black Horse, the
Wellington and back, through one anaesthetizing party to another;
played music, read and talked poetry, ate in odd little restaurants and
cafés where the rationed food grew steadily more wan. When spring
came, Tambi and I forded Tottenham Court Road and so moved from
Soho to Bloomsbury. I shared a flat with Charles Archer (later killed
tragically in the Merchant Navy) in Great Ormond Street; Tambi
settled into Marchmont Street with Jackie, his English rose (first)
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wife. Our hub was now the Lamb in Lamb’s Conduit Street and the
rather weird world of Horizon. 1 scrounged bits of cash here and there
for the somewhat tenuous finances of Poetry London, once managing
to dun Eddie Marsh in his flamboyant Gray’s Inn chambers. Tambi
appraised and selected unerringly, edited, rhapsodized, expounded.
We both proof-read, talked, drank beer regularly; synthesized
ourselves in the miraculous organic chemistry of poetry.

In the autumn of 1940, as the Blitz began, I took a house in
Chelsea. Tambi came to a room round the corner in Oakley Gardens.
The chamber-pot retired gracefully in favour of a rather grubby
cardboard box. At various times we both managed to prevent Dylan
Thomas from stealing our shirts, though not from drinking my beer.
Tambi now had a dark suit, tailored and sober. It covered his spare
frame well enough and, with a long blue Melton overcoat, another
recent acquisition, cushioned his thinness from that damnable winter.
But neither really suited him (no pun intended). An encrusted turban
and long white dhobied robes would have done much more just
tribute to his slim, warm, remote dignity. Once he enticed me into
eating a Ceylon curry in a Tottenham Court Road Indian restaurant
next to Mr Mendelssohn- Barthholdy’s (great nephew of Felix)
dust-encrusted Aladdin’s cave “antique’ shop. ‘In Ceylon, Russell, we
have the hottest, the most delicious curries in the world.” My gut
reaction has never been the same since.

The time came for me to forsake my wartime ministerial second-
ment and, at my urgent request, to return to uniform. I got married
again. Then I went off to war in greater carnest in the Mediterranean.
So that it was the beginning of 1945 before I saw Tambi again. No
real change, thank God. The suit a little more worn, because
continuously worn. The seraphic smile, the curling, expressive fingers,
the transcendental talk. ‘Everyone is a poet, Russell.” He gurgled at my
multicoloured medal ribbons: an aesthetic gesture, merely. Otherwise,
the war — happily — might never have been.

Yet before long I became embroiled once more in it; in northern
Europe, Belgium, Holland, finally Germany. Tambi, now under the
wing of John Roberts and Nicholson and Watson, soldiered on in
London in a worthier cause. When I had leaves, we closeted ourselves
in familiar pub bars with pints and friendship. He ate a little more
regularly now and had an agreed beer allowance. A small strewn room
in the publishing house was technically his office, but the real one was
the saloon bar of various ‘locals’, where court was also held. It warmed
me to know that he was now materially ‘looked after’ on a stable base.
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The poetic adrenalin could flow without distraction.

Then suddenly it seemed both the war and its aftermath were over
and we slid uncertainly into peace. Most of us were not ready for it,
mentally or emotionally. To Tambi it had been a proper irrelevance.
Life was about quite other things; transcendental things, poetry
inspired, poetry flooded. Transcendental; it was still a favoured word
with him; with me, too. And he loved words and arrangements of
words, rose to them if used as vessels of pure deep feeling, of ‘things
felt in the blood and felt along the heart’. For Tambi not only the
world, in its grosser aspects, was ‘too much with us’, but perhaps even
more destructively, man’s niggling, over-analytical mind, always
probing, always breaking up, forever intellectually nit-picking; never,
it seemed, blending, moulding, making the right, the sublime poetic
syntheses of living and being which were there: around, above, under
and inside, if only they were recognized, accepted joyfully, transmuted
into poems which themselves would forever be a joy and a spur to
men.

We settled, he and I, into a sedater, less intensely lived post-war
companionship; I with a young family and a fresh career to carve; he
to make peace — as far as he could or would — with the constraints of
publishing ‘admin’. We enjoyed many fond times together; until he
translated himself to America and I to the country, when the grip on
our sociability loosened. But never broke, nor the friendship itself.
That was something that would go on in our hearts and minds
without cessation, if our bodies should never meet again. Which at
last, at one far-flung point they never did. And now ... and now ...
bodies are a frailer medium for friendship.

He was a philosopher, a dreamer, a balmy companion, a man
suffused with the spirit, the essence of poetry and poems. He was both
an elf and a prince, and altogether lovable. I loved him. Now I mourn
him.
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Winter Verses for Tambimuttu

What, in a letter to the dead,

Is better than to say what is?

Dear Tambi, as I write the snow
Wheels slowly down, and will not stay;
And I am lost for words to say

This January afternoon.

Here is the view from my window:
Dark branches draw a skeleton
Tree against the fail of day,

And under, Eden’s waters run

In stillness to the Irish sea.

They falter only at the ford

To etch a line of white across
Their moving motionless surface
As dark as the denuded boughs
That frame a glimmer in the west:
The sun that is about to die,

To burn tomorrow in the east.

I turn the leaves of memory

To see you, prince of Rathbone Place,
In black-out years, defying with
Magnanimous and careless spirit

A boring war, and holding court

In fly-blown pubs for uscless art.

You kept a spark alive, I think,

In that dead time, as dead as this
Midwinter landscape I look at,

Where, though the summer leaves be lost,
The living sap’s in branch and root,

In ambush for a certain spring.

56



Nicholas Moore

SIS
Tambi the Knife

When I first met Tambi he was living 1n a tiny flat in Marchmont
Street with his blonde wife Jackie — a tiny kitchen and an iron bed.
There wasn’t room to swing a cat! Nor was there room for a Red
under the bed, for it was typically chock-a-block with manuscripts,
mostly of unhopefuls — and manuscripts in those days had not yet
become the objects of suspicion and subversion they seem to have
become today. They were ignored; except by their precious authors.
And Tambi, who put them under his bed! There was nowhere e¢lse to
put them.

I don’t quite know when this could have been, I am very bad at
dates — probably carly in 1939. Nor can I remember the occasion. It
was unlike me to go visiting people, as I was rather shy and tended to
stay aloof from literary people, if not to shun them like mad. Though I
had had my own magazine since 1938, my partner, John Goodland,
who was really more interested in finding a Weltansschauung than in
literature, did most of the contacting of people, whether in person or
by letter, though I wrote a few letters. These were mostly to people I
had alrcady been put in contact with like George Fraser, who had been
my senior (and exemplar) when I was a bejan at St Andrew’s
University (even then he was an incredibly scholarly and learned critic
and poet with a begrudgingly lucid and mellifluous style), and
Lawrence Durrell and Henry Miller, with whom another school
acquaintance had put me in touch. Kay Boyle I believe I may have
written to off my own bat. They were the ones whose help and
suggestions and contributions from themselves and their friends really
enabled me to start my magazine with the kind of standard I wanted.
It may have been through this that I met Tambi, for Durrell at least of
these was also very helpful in supporting the beginnings of Tambi’s
own magazine, too. Or it may have been (as so many later) that I was
in search of my precious manuscript which had laid too long under
that bed. (I remember from later the many infuriated visits from
Kathleen Raine, who would storm at him. After bowing meekly
before this wrath, and when she had stormed out of the room like a
tigress, he would lift his head a little wearily and say to me with a grin

-
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— and rueful really was the word for the expression on his face — ‘Isn’t
she sweet?’) But in spite of this, he wasn’t really as chaotic as he was
made out to be. It was the times that were chaotic and the conditions
that surrounded him, rather than he.

Unfortunately, at the time Tambi died, my diabetic sight had
become so bad that I had given up taking the papers and heard of it
only through my correspondence about Cambridge literary life: it
took me a long time to get copies of any and it was too late for me to
say my piece, but I didn’t and don’t go along with very much of what
they said. It is true that I have been more or less hors de combat since
1969, but when I saw Tambi at a poetry reading in 1969, where I was
performing as part of Tony Rudolf’s Menarderie, he seemed much the
same, happy among his group of adherents, who included Audrey
Beecham, as charming — and unchaotic — as ever. It was a curious
event if only because it was not I, with my groggy leg, distinct
queasiness and nervousness of public appearance whose chair col-
lapsed under him, but one of the other, more assured readers, poor
man. I was gratified to see many of my old friends there including
Charles Fox, the jazz critic, and Ernst Sigler who had been my friend
in the days when I worked for Charles Wrey Gardiner at the Grey
Walls Press. It was the last time I saw Tambi.

But he still wrote to me. I remember that when the Cass edition of
the complete PL came out and was given a full-page rather
disparaging and misleading review in The Times Literary Supplement,
and I managed to get them to print an almost equally long letter that
set at least some of the facts right, he wrote: “You are the only one who
had the decency to reply.’ I remember also the still boyish enthusiasm
with which he wrote to me of the incipient launching of his new Poetry
London/Apple Magazine: ‘1 have found a wonderful new backer.” And I
remember too how he actually sent a taxi for me to take me to one of
his launching parties. Unfortunately, I was still too unwell to get in it
myself but I sent the taxi man back with a Sempervivum named after
him (it is registered with the Sempervivam Society, ‘M.J. Tambimut-
tu’), which I had bred. He was delighted, though later I’'m afraid it
died. But he was an enthusiast and very single-minded in pursuit of his
aims. He was also very generous and gave of himself to others perhaps
too freely for his own good, having an innocent, almost naive trust
that the good faith and generosity of others would be as great as his
own. And these are qualities that he kept even during the most dire
moments of distress and poverty and nervous breakdown that he went
through. The sending of a taxi for me like that was typical of the kind
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of extravagant gestures he would make towards his friends. And many
of those he had, especially among artists.

Early on, I seem to remember also meeting him in a pub; I don’t
think someone took me there to meet him, but that Tambi took me
there to mecet some of his friends. I recall Tony Dickins expounding
the virtues of the magazine with great gusto in his guise of advertising
manager, and I think Roy Campbell, who was later a frequent visitor
to the office at Manchester Square, because Tambi was intending to
publish his translation of St John of the Cross. However that may be,
when I did meet Tambi, we took to each other at once.

In 1941 I had started publishing some pamphlets in Cambridge.
The first one came out as an Epsilon pamphlet, but the other four
came out as PL pamphlets. They were by George Scurfield, G.S. Fraser,
Anne Ridler and myself. One of them had an illustration by Cecil
Collins on the cover, the others had beautifully designed typographic-
al covers by A.D. Nightall of Diemer and Reynolds. Tambi had
agreed to take them on under his imprint because I was no business
man and he had distribution facilities that I did not. He also had in
mind even then the publishing business which he was to develop later
on when he could find the backing, and then or soon after he
promised me the job of his assistant when he did: a promise he duly
kept when he was established. The Antiquarian Book Monthly Review,
April/May 1979, contains a good account by Alan Smith carefully
researched from all available sources of the history of PL from 1939 to
1951.%

It seems perhaps slightly to over-emphasize my influence in getting
the jazz books published — Tambi was keen on this in his own right —
and under-emphasize my influence on the other prose books: that was
what Tambi got me there for. I was also there to sort out and return,
or occasionally pass on to Tambi, those hosts of manuscripts that
would otherwise have reclined for ever under various beds and thus
prwent the hordes of angry young women and stern young men
coming and shaking their fists at him too frequently. It worked very
well. If the poet had any kind of reputation anywhere, or if he did
seem to have any talent, he would usually get a polite note with his
rejection, or even a letter.

The books I reported on and we discussed where necessary. But we
usually agreed on most things. I can think of only one book on which
I gave a totally adverse report which he nevertheless published, and of

* This is reproduced in facsimile at the end of the present volume.
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that it was not the idea I objected to, though the title was pretentious,
but the fact that I simply didn’t think the contents were good enough.
There were some people whose work he liked and knew I didn’t and,
of course, those he wouldn’t give me to read. We simply agreed to
differ. That was one of the nice things about Tambi. There was no
untold pressure to agree with him when one didn’t, so it was easy to
work for him and say what one thought. That was maybe why he
wanted me there because he tended to be surrounded by sycophants,
of whom it could be said you couldn’t tell what they were thinking,
nor why. The magazine, once the manuscripts had passed, or
occasionally circumvented, the first line of defence — me! — he edited
entirely himself, as he did the art books and supervision of the details
of production. For the early books he employed Berthold Wolpe as
typographer. While I was there he had a typographer on his staff: first
Michael Swan, who had worked under Wolpe at Faber’s and was
something of a literary man, too, a Somerset Maugham enthusiast;
later Gavin Ewart. He was also much and very intelligently helped by
Helen Scortt (later Irwin), who assisted him most ably through the
chaos.

Now we come to the chaos again. I didn’t go a-roving in Fitzrovia,
where Tambi made such a good job of a bad job. Some of the myths
and misconceptions about the forties which have been repeated ad
nauseam were set about by people who were on the fringes of the
Fitzroving crowds and looked on in awe or envy. Others were set
about by those who avoided the scene themselves and therefore knew
nothing about it, either at first or second hand. Still others were
gleaned by those who read works like Maclaren-Ross’s posthumous
memoirs; and misunderstood them.

On one of the few occasions I did rove, I remember Julian
Maclaren-Ross sitting in the Wheatsheaf, elegant in a seersucker suit,
smoking his cigarettes through a long elegant holder and casting a
cynical and ironic eye on the proceedings around him. Although he
was a nice man and a very good short-story writer, one had the
uncomfortable feeling that one was being observed. As indeed one
was. With accuracy, but not with malice. But what he was observing
was the scene before him; and hearing perhaps some of the
conversation — he was good at naturalistic dialogue and at describing
the quirks and oddities of people’s behaviour. But he was not
observing as a social historian or a journalist. All this was grist to his
mill as a short-story writer. It was stuff he could use and shape to the
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demands of his stories based on factual observation, perhaps, but not
fact — fiction.

Writers of fiction then did not, as is the habit today, especially
among journalists turned writers, do research — with the emphasis on
the American 7e¢ — and then write their fiction against a background of
what they took to be solid fact. Fiction, after all, is still fiction anyway.
It is really the Personal Heresy all over again. Writers may use real
facts, real people, aspects of themselves, but they are putting them into
fiction and thereby changing them. They may express more real truth
than facts. For facts are nothing in themselves. They need interpreta-
tion — and that is where fancy may run riot. Everyone knows that two
witnesses seldom see the same thing. Journalists claim to report facts,
though they often distort them for political reasons or to make a good
story, yet still claim they are true. A writer of fiction may use facts but
he writes a story round them which he doesn’t claim to be true but
which he hopes may express a better, deeper or more interesting truth
than do the facts by themselves. I can’t think of a better example of the
difference between journalists (ephemeral writing) and real writing
(of more permanent value) than Kay Boyle’s anthology of very short
stories, 365 Days, in which a selection of writers are asked to write a
fictional story about some news event for every day of the year. It puts
a human perspective on the events.

The forties were not a good time for poets. They were a good time
for hangers-on, for literary gossips, for mediocrities, for people who
wished to gawp at the great or the would-be great or the play actors.
They were good for the kind of people who hoped to see Dylan
Thomas crawling round the tables pretending to be a dog begging for
pennies, or Roy Campbell taking hold of Stephen Spender by the scat
of his pants and having a fight with him. It was a gossip-writer’s or
literary hanger-on’s paradise. But for the serious writer it was a hell.
That Tambi had to live in this milieu was his mistortune, but he made
the best of it. And his resilience and insouciance made at least his part
of the scene a relatively merry one; and of course he had some good
friends among his drinking companions. But it was a milieu that gave
Dylan Thomas a dual personality and forced him to spend time
writing promised kitsch for the BBC rather than getting on with his
poems. It was a milieu in which the seeds of mediocrity which afflict
us now were sown. Tambi, however, was not mediocre. He cut
through this mediocrity like a knife. Most of his well-known friends
were not mediocre and he stuck to his purposes through all the trials
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and tribulations that beset him and managed to achieve some of them
against all the odds. The chaos that surrounded him came mostly from
the difficulties of the times and from his own lmpccumomtv he had
the perpetually bothering task of finding backers, getting them to let
him have the free hand he wanted and then getting them to get on
with the job to his standards. That he wouldn’t compromise except on
inessentials seemed to me a good quality. Even when he did of
necessity have to compromise on these he was reluctant and always felt
rather shamefaced about it. I think probably his greatest achievement
and, I suppose, his first love, was the production of the illustrated
books of poetry illustrated tangentially, so to speak, not literally:
Kathleen Raine’s Stone and Flower by Barbara Hepworth; David
Gascoyne’s Poems 1937-1942 by Graham Sutherland; and my The
Glass Tower by Lucian Freud; and there was a cover and nice drawings
by Franciszka Themerson for Ronald Bottrall’s The Palisades of Fear.

There would have been more of these illustrated books of poetry,
possibly by the same authors and others, if Tambi’s plans had not been
stopped bV circumstances. He would have liked to do Durrell and
Anne Ridler similarly, but both were already contracted to Faber.
Eliot, the director most concerned with poetry at Faber’s, was
something of a father-figure to Tambi (in the most agreeable sense of
the term); he had given him both moral and practical support at the
lowest ebb of his fortunes and Tambi was always on his best behaviour
when he visited Eliot. I remember his putting on his best suit and
asking me if his hair was neat and his tie straight, like a schoolboy
going for an interview, and with the same nervousness, when he went
to see Eliot. Eliot gave him full-hearted support in his projects. They
would not poach from each other. But there were authors we would
try to get if their publishers didn’t want them. We thought we might,
for instance, publish Robert Penn Warren’s poems if Eyre and
Spottiswoode, who published his novels, didn’t want them. But they
did, and I remember we got a very agreeable little note from Graham
Greence saying, ‘You are a good loser.’

Tambi used to keep all his most interesting correspondence and
press cuttings, but these all disappeared at some point — God knows
where. Of course there are excerpts from some of the reviews in the
catalogue which I compiled, but though it was a fairly luxurious affair
there wasn’t room for much and anyway it was the letters that were
the real loss.

Maclaren-Ross, in an amusing but factually inaccurate piece about
Tambi, mentions a lunch we had with him. He speculates as to why I



Nicholas Moore - 63

was there, and suggests that perhaps it was in order to pay the bill, for
I was then working for the Grey Walls Press and he knew that, but not
of course that I was promised to Tambi for the future. I was actually
there for moral support. I was doing the PL Book of Modern American
Short Stories for Tambi and he asked me if there were any young
English short-story writers I thought good, and I said ‘Maclaren-
Ross’. I pointed out that he already had a perfectly good publisher,
but Tambi still thought it worthwhile to try to get him on his list. I
told him it was hopeless. And it was.

We couldn’t always get all the people we wanted, and of course
other projects never came off because the firm was cut short in
mid-career. Some of ‘our’ books strangely appeared soon afterwards
from closely allied firms — the Jankel Adler and Alfred Wallis art books
from Nicholson and Watson, for instance, and the Panassie jazz book
from Weidenfeld and Nicolson. I negotiated with Wallace Stevens for
a selected poems, as I was already friendly with him, but his American
publisher Knopf wouldn’t sanction it. He had something against
Tambi, I don’t know what. Later Stevens wrote to me, ‘You have
taken a bad beating.’

Then, in the prose, though we published what we could of Henry
Miller, we couldn’t publish his most famous book because of the
so-called obscene passages. (Michael Neal, who is still publishing in
his magazine Stroker in Paris posthumous letters of Miller’s tells me
that right to the end he never found a regular major publisher.)

There was also Lolita. We had published Nabokov’s The Real Life of
Sebastian Knight and so we were oftered it. We had a lot of discussion
about it but we turned it down, mainly on the grounds that we didn’t
think it was as well written as Sebastian Knight. In spite of the
haunting character of Lolita herself and the subject-matter, the book
seemed to mec to be written in an almost woman’s magazine
novelettish style. In hindsight, perhaps that was intentional irony on
Nabokov’s part. But at the time we didn’t like that and didn’t think it
was good enough to risk the future and probable banning or
confiscation it would at that time have caused. What effect it would
have had on the fortunes of PL, I don’t know, but I still think our
literary judgement was probably right, unless he revised it later; I read
it only in manuscript. But when it did come out, it made Nabokov’s
fame and fortune and, one hopes, encouraged people to read his better
and more important books.

Perhaps I should make a reference too to ‘the little prince’, the
‘mystic guru’ and the ‘intuitive editor’, since these seem to have
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appeared important to the obituarists. None was very apparent in the
practical life of the office or in our personal friendship. Some were
more than anything gambits to persuade backers that he was a genius,
which, perforce, he had to do. It was true that he said he could judge
whether a poet was any good at sight, so to speak, with a first glance at
their first manuscript. But I don’t think there is anything very special
about that or anything different from the way other editors work. On
the whole, I think Tambi was more conscientious than most. One of
the reasons for the piles under the bed was that when he did read
them, he really did read them. And quite contrary to the opinion that
he was a charlatan or a fake, he relied far less on ‘received opinion’
than most editors or publishers, many of whom in my opinion had
practically no taste of their own but put an ear to the ground and
relied almost entirely on what they thought other people thought
good. And far from acting ‘the little prince’, ‘the superior genius’ or
‘the abstruse mystic’, he had very wide and balanced interests and was
really an innovator in many directions that are taken for granted now,
but were not then, some of which have become perverted by time, as
things often are. But his interest was in popular culture as much as in
high culture and he was one of the first to seck an interaction between
all the different arts and different cultures (taken for granted now and
perhaps overplayed, but practically non-existent then).

You can always fault anybody in detail. Everybody makes mistakes.
But I don’t think you can fault Tambi in tenacity of purpose,
worthiness of purpose, nor in what he actually achieved in difficult
times and always against the odds. And as well as that, he had a fine
sense of fun. Though sometimes a bit touchy about his amour propre,
he had a sense of purpose and a sense of humour. The chaos lay all
around. But given half a chance he would come and cut through it like
a knife to attain — with his lyrebird beside him, like some god from
one of those ancient Indian legends — yet one more of his long-sought
objectives.




Nicholas Moore
S
Dreamscape

For M.J. Tambimuttu

I expected this reprehensible building

Of glass to come shattering down
At Time’s bidding,

To the wolf's howl.

I had seen the gleam and glint
Of it in the wood
As the sun came over the hill
And struck it with blues,

Golds and reds, and I said,
‘It is a monument
In the pines, and tells
Of the shine of sense

Among the darkness of living,
A cool tomb
That will not wither
As the trees in the wood

Or be culled
By time’s axe
For the woodman’s hut
Or the fetishist objects one has.

It 1s indestructible

As the imagination
Before the eructations

Of visible hatreds.

Yet I had expected
Time to damage
What one erects
In youth, there being no bridge,
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And age to look upon a hollow
Emptiness of air

Where once the tower had shown
Its reflected shapes.

But we live in a glass country
Among the bones

We knew once
For their virtuous glow.

Old habits
Diec hard,
And Humanity lives
Behind its bars.

Kathleen Raine
SD)

London did not appreciate Tambimuttu; by this I mean that although
many loved Tambi, and others took unscrupulous advantage of him,
while others again, who made a point of knowing only the ‘right’
people, wouldn’t have wanted to be known to know Tambi at all, we
did not understand who, essentially, he was. There are no nations so
culturally provincial as those whose expansionist economics foster in
them the illusion of cultural superiority. America is, and England was
in this respect unaware even of being unaware of other values
enshrined in other cultures. The situation of ‘subject races’ was in the
case of the Indian subcontinent (Tambi was a Ceylonese Tamil)
aggravated by the willingness of the Indians themselves to accept the
claim of the British Raj that the latter is the superior culture. Did not
Macaulay decree for India Western education on the grounds that any
Indian literature equal to that of the British could be written on a
postcard?
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Tambi was of course born and educated under the Raj; his family
was Catholic, one brother a Jesuit, another principal of a college in
Ceylon. English was for him, as for many Westernized Indians, his
first language. He was childlike in his eagerness to conquer the literary
world of London — which he did; and the title ‘Prince of Fitzrovia’
scornfully bestowed (the Fitzroy is a pub in Soho) he sported with
joyful pride.

Yet Tambi was a prince, and how deeply Indian I came to appreciate
only after visiting India myself. He was, for many years, a most
beautiful human being, and carried his ragged attire, long hair and
nicotine-stained fingers with a childlike innocence of the kind of social
rules that might have looked upon them askance. He really was a
prince of Bohemia, or rather a prince 7z Bohemia, coming as he did
from a Tamil royal house. His background was also learned: ‘My uncle
is the greatest aesthetician of this century,” he once told me — the name
of A.K. Coomaraswamy (friend of Yeats, later curator of the Oriental
Department of the Boston Museum of Art, where his superb
collection of Northern Indian miniatures remains) meant little to me
at the time, and nothing at all to most of those for whom Tambi
bought drinks in the Fitzroy Tavern (they hoping he would also
publish their poems). But of course Tambi was perfectly right, and my
own debt to Coomaraswamy is, since I grew up in these matters,
incalculable. He, on the level of his great erudition and expertise, has
brought to the West what Tambi also in his degree brought to the
London of the war and post-war years, a different scale of values.

To return to that provincial London duck-pond that imagined itself
the great world. The current fashions, whether for left-wing political
verse (the Oxtford poets), for the ‘scientific’ criticism and its resulting
poetry (the positivists of Cambridge under the sway of Russell and
Wittgenstein, the Cavendish Lab, and, more immediately, of L.A.
Richards and William Empson) or surrcalism (there was a small
overflow of the surrealist movement of France and Belgium) had one
thing in common: Marxism, logical positivism and surrealism were all
secular movements and, with the partial exception of some surrealists,
took ‘reality’ to be what post-Cartesian science had told us it was. All
these were, explicitly or implicitly, atheist ideologies of a generation in
which the majority had never given serious thought to the spiritual
nature of man, of which truly imaginative poetry is the expression.

Of course the greatest poets living at that time were remote from
that duck-pond: W.B. Yeats in Ireland, Vernon Watkins resolutely
living in Wales, Edwin Muir rooted in Scotland, David Jones scarcely
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emerging from his room in Harrow. Dylan Thomas was an exception,
he too being a frequenter of the Fitzroy, and I wonder if we know
who ke was, either. Stories about Tambi and Dylan Thomas usually
concerned some drunken incident in a pub; fewer understood the
springs from which their poetry flowed.

Chaos, to be sure, suited Tambi very well; princes need no social
ambitions, and there is a tradition in the subcontinent of leaving home
and kingdom with a begging-bowl. Tambi’s begging-bowl, filled from
time to time by people in high places (his friends tended to be as often
as not members of the Indian or the English aristocracy — and Tambi
treated all men alike as if they too were princes), was a cornucopia
generously poured out on the just and the unjust alike, as long as they
were pocets. Between penury and princely magnanimity Poetry London
came into existence, a beautiful production, visually and in other ways.
Somehow among all the dross Tambi picked out the gold of pure
imagination; a quality unregarded in that time and place, but Tambi
discerned the imaginatively authentic as naturally as an animal selects
its proper food. As an editor he had no programme, no party to
support; he chose by the direct perception of that living radiance
which is the sole mark of genius. One touch of imagination was for
Tambi worth more than all the acquired artifice of talent. He saw right
through pretences: ‘Mr Eliot is really a wild man, like me,” I remember
him saying with that warm, happy laugh of his; and the grave Mr Eliot
had a warm spot for Tambi; he too recognized the authentic.

In what way was Tambi Indlan? I have since asked myself. What is
that other culture which he brought — perhaps unawares, for he was
under the spell of the West — to the judgement of ours? I have an
Indian friend whose culture-shock in England was severe: ‘In India,
she explained, ‘everything has inner dimensions. Here there is only the
outside.” She felt more at home in Ireland in that respect. Tambi had
those inner dimensions. Sat-chit-ananda, being-consciousness-bliss, is
at the heart of Indian spirituality, and that spirituality extends from
the lingam of Siva to the world-renouncing of the Lord Buddha (and
indeed Siva is himself the supreme ascetic also, in another aspect).
There is no break between the sensual and the aesthetic. The
touchstone is life, not concept. Where Christian theology has lost
itself in a mass of abstractions, India makes living experience the test:
the guru is not one who gives lessons in philosophy but in a
refinement of consciousness itself. To Tambi, wine, women and song
(dance too, on occasion he would dance like Siva Nataraja himself)
were not vices but the ecstasy of life. He had no sense of guilt



Kathleen Raine - 69

whatsoever in the moralistic Western sense, although he did on many
occasions have a headache or hangover.

Although his father was a Catholic, Tambi preferred his Hindu
uncles and aunts and cousins, and the Hindu festivals (where he ate,
against the injunction of his parents, ‘food offered to idols’), and his
own finest poem is his ‘Gita Sarasvatr’, Hindu goddess of the arts. As
to all the isms of the time (positivism, existentialism, structuralism,
surrealism, or for that matter Marxism and Thomism) no ism had for
Tambi any significance whatsoever, and the idea of attempting to
write, or to judge a work, according to any formula extraneous to the
work itself was simply not a way of thinking he could have conceived.
For him a work of art was a blossom on the deathless tree of life.

At the Hindu memorial service for Tambi which I attended in
London, as I looked at the enlarged photograph of Tambi’s beautiful
cloquent face, wreathed in marigolds, with the many bunches of
flowers, and incense, with the rhythms of Indian music transposing
the disused church hall of the Bhavan Centre, somehow to the banks
of the Jumna, I felt that the great river of Indian civilization which had
brought him was carrying Tambi away from us, who had thought we
knew him. I felt his reproach to me, who have for so much of my life
abandoned the sat-chit-ananda of poetry for the sterilities of criticism
and scholarship. That, it seemed, was Tambr’s loving parting message;
that most Indian genius of the pure spirit of ecstasy at the heart of life
was what we recognized and responded to in him, and what he
discerned and evoked in those poets he gathered round him in a magic
circle, not of the Fitzroy where the drunks thought they knew him,
but of Poetry London whose English title was belied by Tambr’s symbol
of pure ecstasy, the lyrebird, theme on which so many artists designed
variations for its cover. I love ecstasy,” Tambi once said to me; not
heavy English beer, but amprita, drink of the gods of India, was the

sacred draught of T ambi’s genius.
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N
Time-lag

Remembering my long-ago friend Tambi

Words spoken long ago, unheard, unheeded then,
Voices of friends unprized in time’s day-to-day,
Only now in this long-after where I am

I have received messages from the long gone
Whose past is in my present always.

And before lifetime memories

Those spacious regions of the mind,

A once familiar land that opens in this room
That immemorial imagined city

Where deathless words were spoken,

Heard here and now, a world away.

Drawn to our times and places, who can say

What law of that remembered country we obey,

Those friends who come and go, knowing no more than we
What purposes join hands and hearts

From the ends of the earth, from the beginning of time.

No truth of the living,

Spoken or unspoken, can cease to be,

And will, on some predestined day

Be understood, as I from beyond years

Have overheard the wisdom that circles the world for ever
Speaking immortal words in loved familiar voices.
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A Few Recollections of Tambimuttu

How about Tambimuttu? The dauntless Tambi?

We all had countless stories to tell. Some of my stories I would
never tell a soul. But I remember this blazing young poet from Ceylon
in many guises during those years when he regenerated English
poetry. His passmn overcame all obstacles. He disregarded the
physical necessities of life: yet food, clothing, shelter, money to pay
the printers; they all materialized. Poetry was his goddess.

He and I walked the black streets one rainy November night. Rain
dripped from his hair, his nose, his sleeves; he coughed incessantly. A
passing car lit up the trees in Leicester Square and he said, ‘In the
summer, dear, we must come and sit together beneath these trees. It
would be such fun’ A few soaking blocks farther on, another
inspiration seized him. ‘I know a stall in Sloane Square where I’ve
always wanted to go and eat pies. Let’s go there now. It has a little
awning to keep the rain off. Let’s go there now and eat pies. It would
be such fun.’

Another time we sat together at a table. His hair fell into his eyes; he
twisted his fingers together until they cracked. He began to recite:

‘Take of me what is not my own
My love, my beauty and my poem
The pain is mine and mine alone. ...

‘Kathleen Raine is so good,” he said, ‘so good. I'm fighting to achieve
stillness in myself. Then I shall be able to produce something good.
T.S. Eliot says ’'m going to be a great poet. I could have cried when
he said that. He’s so kind. He’s like a father to me. Sometimes I suffer
dreadfully. You have no idea how I live. Such loncliness. No home, no
one to belong to. But I have to go through all this. I have to suffer life
so as to understand life. One day perhaps all the people in the world
will be chanting my poems. Perhaps one day I shall be a saint.’

We stood by the ticket-machines in Piccadilly tube station. He was
telling me extraordinary happenings from his extraordinary life. I said,
“You’ve had a lot of luck.’
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‘Not luck. I don’t believe in luck.” He was almost angry. ‘T have a
vision, a vsion. I follow where the vision beckons.’ ’

Passers-by stared at him curiously, this gaunt young man with the
burning eyes.

“You see, I am not a man. I am a spirit. I am everyone. I am
everywhere.’

At that moment he did, indeed, look more like a spirit than a
physical being.

We dined together at the Café Royal where we all used to meet
from time to time when we weren’t meeting in the pubs made famous
by Dylan Thomas or Maclaren-Ross. Or perhaps we were dining with
somebody else, because Tambi seldom had money for any food other
than pies in Sloane Square or from similar all-night stalls.

He was saying, “You English are funny people. You can’t bear too
much truth, too much nakedness. You have to wrap your feelings up
in Cellophane. I feel so much older than any of you. You lovely
English people! I love you all so much. You'll be much poorer after
the war. But you'll be happier.’

Then again a mood of anguish clutched him. ‘T have nothing, I tell
you, nothing. I have no home, no child, no place where I belong.” He
crashed his fist down on the table. “You don’t know what it’s like.” He
took me by the shoulders and shook me. “You, the evening before you
go away into the Forces, promise you'll come out with me. Then, at
least, I shall possess the thought that you chose #e¢ to spend your last
evening with.’




Joan Wyndham-Shirarg
S

The following poem of Tambi’s was written to me when I was in
Cambridge after a rather sad little happening at the Hog in the Pound.
Tambi was propounding to me his usual plans — that we should get
married and have lots of little coffee-coloured children. I was, as usual,
resisting. Then Tambi suddenly dashed out to Oxford Street,
returning with a very small ring (purchased, I think, at Woolworth’s)
set with lots of brightly sparkling fake opals, which he pressed on my
finger amid cheers and toasts.

Retiring to the loo in embarrassment I made the mistake of washing
my hands, only to find my ring was now a skeleton — all the little
stones had come out and been washed down the drain!

Such was my shame and embarrassment I didn’t dare return, but
slipped out the back way and took the next train to Cambridge. Soon
after, I received this rather touching poem.

Letter to J.W.

Sprawling in my bed on Sunday morning

I am wondering why I’'m still alone,

While my charming friends are at Cambridge and Doncaster,
Why is it I'm always on my own;

But I accept it as the awful warning

This is all, this is all there is to love’s fiesta.

How is it that all my friends arrange it

On the LMS flying to home and wife,

Their baggage bursting with wonderful things to eat,
With E.L.s, chocolate and their suits that fit;

But I'm a simpleton, cannot fix my life

To bring me these nice happinesses and treats.

I've always loved the tied-up, wonderful object
And the hidden fire behind the screen.

I’ve loved the girls, Swansdown and Black Amber
And lost all hope, half-way through the project.
No, Joan dear, ’'m not what I seem,

(I also love the Cambrian dales in November.)
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While you are dreaming by the quiet Cam
And the dappled willows lightly kiss your eyes,
I am a prisoner with my lonely task

Worrying like Prince Hamlet who I am.

I plan as usual, but the golden prize

Is still, alas, beyond my sensual grasp.

You walk about in green lanes, protected
From the beer-stains and the toothy traffic.
You talk with Chopin in secluded spots

And in the crowded Carib feel elated;

While nightly I with dust and ashes maffick
By the fireside, you are patching Chris’s coats.

You are, my dear, I see more temperate and calm
Like the Provengal sun and limpid air;

The vineyards full of palpitating fruit

And the weathered arches of Avignon.

Your dreams full fair and golden like your hair
And gentle as the warm lights twinkling there.

Not too reckless when you go to the greyhounds
And not too hasty when you choose a man.

With level eyes and heart you take the fences
Like Golden Miller, casﬂy, in the jumps;

And I think you've narrowed all your fancies
Underneath the mind’s glittering lenses.

Your life is run with Thomas Cook precision;
Work from seven to six and then you rest.

On Friday you will go to the Sadler’s Wells

And grace the Gargoyle with your vivid presence;
And then on Saturday you'll pack your best

And off you'll go to hear the Cambridge bells.

But then, my dear, my friends are all like that,

They all are happy and I wish them well.

They have their shining cars and planes at Heathrow
To fly their noble dreams to Rome and back;

And if the weather wished them any 1l

They’ll no doubt find their fun and games in Soho.

But I was always moody, aimless, pointless.
I never seem to understand the set-up.
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I am, perhaps, the thunder-carrying cloud

Or brittle wool-pack, and really couldn’t care less.
My home has been the solid London pub

For eight long years, beloved.

I spent the first years of the war in Holborn

Eating bacon and chips and spam and chips

In the Coftee An’; or rice and curry

At that Indian place where I first took you, darling.
But then, that was before the place was hit

By the ghastly famine in rice, and Jerry.

But now, at last, the splendid rain is falling,
And the hungry earth is spoiled with kisses.
The bird of sleep has fallen on my cye

With its raven breast and duskier wings;
And I, no longer, have my rambling wishes,
The singing rain has nested in my eye.

O bless the summer of this forgotten country,
And praise the offerings of tangle, corn and fern.
In every well, dear, there is a reflection,

In every tangled heart a shaft for entry.

I send you all my love; and fair return

For me, a modest share of your perfection.

Tambi

Betty Relle
N

It was in late 1942 or early 1943, when I was working at the Foreign
Office, that I first met Tambi. The rendezvous was the famous
meeting-place for much of artistic and literary London, the Swiss Pub
in Soho. I seem to remember that Mulk Raj Anand was among the

group.
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Tambi immediately impressed me with his charm and enthusiasm;
there was something very sympathetic and childlike in his approach to
life and people. He believed in giving everyone a chance regardless of
their status or fame, so he attracted the widest possible range of
collaborators from Henry Moore, whose Shelter Sketchbook Tambi
published, to people like myself without any training or experience.

During the course of the evening Tambi suddenly asked me to
become his secretary. The fact that I knew no shorthand and couldn’t
type did not seem to worry him in the least. I was interviewed by John
Roberts, the shrewd and amiable business manager of Nicholson and
Watson, the parent company of Editions Poetry London. He warned
me that Tambi did not usually keep his secretaries very long and that it
would be no use coming to him for help if I found life with Tambi
difficult. This in fact proved to be the case; Tambi made so many
good-natured advances to me in the office that Nicholas Moore, who
was also working there, had to put up his umbrella to keep him at bay.
After a while I got fed up and said I was leaving.

It so happened that to amuse myself I had done a design for a
letterpress jacket for The Poems of Holderlin which Michael Hamburger
had translated. When I finally went to John Roberts and told him I
wanted to leave, he opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out the
Holderlin book jacket and asked if I had done it. When I said I had, he
said it was very good and would I like to take charge of production for
Nicholson and Watson. On my demurring that I knew nothing about
tvpographv he said, ‘Well you can learn, can’t you?” And on my
supposing that I could, he gave me the job and so I got my start. In
this position I found myseclf acting as liaison between frustrated
authors who couldn’t get an answer out of Tambi, and Tambi himself.
So the stock answer to many people’s frustration was ‘Go and see
Betty Jesse’, and up to a point this worked.

John Roberts, who was acting on behalf of a firm of printers with a
large paper allocation and nothing to print, had a lot of vision and had
done the same with Tambi as he had with me. On the strength of an
carly number of PL he had responded to Tambr’s request for financial
support in much the same way as he did later with me. John knew how
to handle Tambi and with a printing background he appreciated
Tambr’s insistence on high standards of typography and production.

People were drawn to Tambi because they sensed in him a special
understanding of their creativity. A poet or an artist needs to be ‘fed’,
and once one little thing is published you can then branch out. It
happened to so many people through Tambi and he seemed to give
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them this gift — and it 4 a gift. Tambi was able to see beyond what
most people did, as with Dylan Thomas. He was a modern visionary —
an outmoded word, but it applies to Tambi. Tambi would go to see
T.S. Eliot occasionally (he used to call him ‘Uncle Tom’). He
respected Eliot and was always quoting him, and I think Eliot
recognized the person Tambi was.

Tambi never talked to me in a deeper way about his work, and when
‘off-duty’ he played very much on the outside. But when I think about
it there was a tremendous depth to him which I wasn’t lucky enough
to plumb, because ours was not really that kind of relationship. This
was a secret side of Tambi which didn’t really impinge on me. We all
went round in droves and it was all fun — drinking and laughing and
Tambi playing the fool. We used to go to Julian Trevelyan’s house
down by the river where we would stay during the bombing. There
would be quite a few of us there. Tambi would strip naked and run
through the rooms just like a little boy. He was to have Helen Scortt,
his next secretary, bathing him, and she used to run through whipping
him with a towel, and it was all fun. It should be remembered that this
was the war and we all felt lucky to be alive — there was bombing every
day — and so life took on a completely difterent meaning. We wanted a
laugh and a joke. We also used to visit the Shaw-Lawrences at
Richmond. Muriel Shaw-Lawrence was a great friend of Tambr’s and
very kind to him, and there were many parties there.

I did notice Tambi’s undcr]vmg loneliness and I remember how he
used to remind me he was a prince, and I used to wonder why he
became conscious of this. But I realized that, coming from Sri Lanka
at such a time to literary London, which was full of snobbery, he
needed to draw others to him to give him confidence, and very good
he was at it, too. I remember Tambi’s first wife, Jackie, a pretty blonde
with a gentle personality and sweet nature, who was diabetic. Tambi
was broken-hearted when eventually they scpqrated

Tambi very much enriched my life; the six or seven years I worked
with him were some of the most stimulating times I have ever had, tull
of interest, amusement, humanity — but sometimes maddening! For
instance, I remember the time when Tambi hadn’t got a coat, because
he didn’t really think about his own comforts. One day John Roberts
said, ‘Here’s some money, Betty. Take Tambi out and buy him a coat.”
The weather was freezing cold (in 1947, I think). Do you think I
could buy him a coat? No! He wanted some porcelain or glass. I said,
‘For God’s sake, Tambi, we’re supposed to buy you a coat.” We never
got him a coat. He wouldn’t have it. He had no sense of money
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whatsoever. That was his one big weakness and the reason that people
got fed up with him. He didn’t spend money on himself, except when
he was wining and dining people. He certainly loved helping people;
if you needed any help of any kind you could always go to Tambi and
he would do what he could. He also loved bringing people together,
not only through their writing or art, such as the great poets, writers
and artists he brought together in collaboration for Poetry London or
the Editions Poetry London books; but many personal relationships
were formed through Tambi, and of this he was always proud.

During and just after the war, Tambi seemed to have the world in
his hand and everybody on his side. Thanks to John Roberts who
backed him loyally, he achieved a wonderful seven years of publishing.
After the war things changed and money was much tighter.

Tambi brought home to me the fact that always in my inner heart I
believed that there might be somebody, somewhere, who thought the
same way as I did about freedom and generosity of spirit; and in a
curious kind of way, why I was one of his fans was because he gave me
back faith in human nature. It is simple generosity of spirit which is to
me so valuable, and Tambi had this in abundance. I think a lot of other
people were aware of Tambi’s special qualities, and of his great flair
and intuition, and his open-handed generosity persuaded many people
to work for him for very small rewards. His success made some people
jealous.

Tambi had the tremendous gift of being able to get right down to
people’s psyche immediately and bring out the child in them, because
he was a child himself. I have never met anyone like this since, and 1
don’t suppose I shall ever again, and that’s the greatest compliment I
can pay him.



Michael Hamburger

Y
For Tambi

In 1942, when I was eighteen, Tambimuttu accepted my Holderlin
translations for his Editions Poetry London. They had already been
considered and, I believed, accepted by another publisher, who
changed his mind; and T.S. Eliot at Faber and Faber had also read
them, but could not see his way to publishing such a book in wartime.
(More than ten years later, Eliot was to quote a passage from the
rambling y Introduction to that first book of mine, in his Goethe lecture
of 1954.) The book, The Poems of Hilderlin, duly appeared in 1943, in
time for the centenary of Holderlin’s death — thanks to a happy
conjunction of Tambri’s enthusiasm with the efficiency of Nicholson
and Watson, who had taken over the practical side of his publishing
affairs. After a glaring misprint on the first page — ‘greatful’ for
‘grateful’ — even the printers’ devils were not more in evidence than in
many subsequent books of mine. By the time it appeared, I was doing
intensive training as an infantryman in Kent, and could no longer
obtain progress reports from Tambi at the Soho pub — the Swiss in
Old Compton Street — at which we had first met and continued to
meet almost nightly whenever I was in London. The timing had
become acute not only because of the centenary, of which I had been
quite unaware when I began to translate Hélderlin at school, but
because that first prospective publisher had commissioned a rival
translation, so that a race had started between the two firms, over a
German poet known only to a handful of English speakers at the time,
in the middle of a war against Germany.

In my book of ‘intermittent memoirs’, A Mug’s Game, 1 told the
story of my being marched into my company commander’s office,
expecting some reprimand or punishment, and ordered to ‘represent
the Regiment’, the Royal West Kent, at a Holderlin reading and talk I
had been invited to give at the Poetry Society, but refused on the
grounds that I was otherwise engaged, as a soldier — though really
because I was too shy to appear in public. This officer’s command was
as characteristic of a vanished era as the circumstance that my juvenile
book was reviewed in Punch, amongst other periodicals — and more
seriously, more magnanimously, than I could now expect any work of

")
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mine to be reviewed anywhere in Britain. I can’t recall with certainty
whether Tambi was present at this launching of the book, but suppose
he was. The occasion was such an ordeal for me — many years were to
pass before I could bring myself to read in public — that I hid in the
audience while friends read my scripts.

Because the Army granted me a wholly unforeseen spell of leisure in
1944, when I was stationed in the Shetlands, where military routine
was in abeyance, I was able to offer Tambi another translation, 20
Prose Poems of Baudelaire, published by Editions Poetry London in
1946. Before the first book had sold out, Tambi had not only broken
with Nicholson and Watson but left the country. Some three decades
later, and back in England, he astonished me by asking me to let him
reissue that first book. He seemed not to know that I had completely
recast and enlarged my Hélderlin for a book published in England and
America in 1952, produced a Penguin paperback with prose versions
in 1961, and added many more verse translations for my Holderlin:
Poems and Fragments of 1967 (enlarged yet again for the edition of
1980). Tambi was on bad terms with time. That was his distinction
and his affliction.

Although my associa