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FORTHCOMING MEETINGS 
OF THE KIPLING SOCIETY

Wednesday 11 February 2015 At 5.30 for 6pm, in the 
Mountbatten Room, Royal Over-Seas League, Professor 
Sandra Kemp of the Victoria and Albert Museum will speak 
about the work of John Lockwood Kipling.

Wednesday 8 April 2015 At 5.30 for 6pm, in the Mountbatten 
Room, Royal Over-Seas League. Speaker to be confirmed. 

Wednesday 6 May 2015 Hall of India and Pakistan, Royal 
Over-Seas League, 12.30 for 1pm. Annual Luncheon of the 
Kipling Society. Guest speaker: The former Archbishop 
of Canterbury Rowan Williams, now Lord Williams of 
Oystermouth. For details and advance booking for tickets, 
see enclosed flyer.

Wednesday 8 July 2015 Royal Over-Seas League, Kipling 
Society Annual General Meeting. Speaker afterwards to be 
confirmed.

December 2014� ANDREW LYCETT
(Meetings Secretary)
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EDITORIAL AND NEWS
This December number on Kipling’s poetry, the first of the themed 
issues promised in September 2013, is devoted to Kipling’s poetry. 
It opens with a selection of Kipling poems accompanied by short 
commentaries from scholars, poets and journalists who were invited to 
write 500 words on any Kipling poem of their own choice, plus W.H. 
Auden on ‘If– ’. The results delighted me both by introducing me to 
Kipling poems which I knew only vaguely or not at all, and by showing 
me something different about old favourites that I thought I knew 
well. I hope that readers will feel the same way. The poems and their 
commentaries are arranged in alphabetical order of titles, beginning 
with ‘Arithmetic on the Frontier’ and ending with ‘The Way Through 
The Woods.’ Readers are invited to browse these short pieces at their 
leisure, perhaps noting how certain threads such as Kipling’s achieve-
ment as a public poet during the First World War, his skill with rhythm 
and metre, his response to the animal kingdom, and the relation of 
poems to the stories they accompany, especially those from the ‘Puck’ 
books, weave themselves through this collage. 

After them comes a Christmas treat. The Kipling Journal is privi-
leged to publish some verses by a schoolboy who was almost certainly 
Rudyard Kipling. Discovered by Mr Chris Gardner, they appear here for 
the first time, together with Mr Gardner’s account of their provenance. 

This issue features two substantial essays on Kipling’s poems, 
addressing respectively a music-hall favourite and a famous hymn. 
Andrew Selth’s essay on ‘The Road to Mandalay’, a poem famously 
inspired by Kipling’s three-day visit to Burma in 1889, follows its subse-
quent history, its musical settings, and its changing reputation among 
readers, listeners and critics over 120 years. ‘Thoughts on Kipling’s 
Recessional’, by the late Donald Davie, unpicks this hymn’s implied 
theology (or lack of it). Not all Kipling enthusiasts will care for this 
fierce critique of a much-loved poem; but it is the mark of a really good 
critic to be worth attending to even when one disagrees, and Davie’s 
essay is illuminating on Kipling’s thought and on his rhythmical subtle-
ties. Sandwiched between these long pieces is Katharine Whitehorn’s 
delightful pastiche ‘Mummy’, which appropriates the stanza-form 
and language whereby Kipling’s ‘Tommy’ voices the complaint of all 
taken-for-granted, put-upon ordinary soldiers, to voice the complaint of 
all ordinary put-upon, taken-for-granted mothers. 

Because there is so much material on Kipling’s poetry, I have had 
to leave book reviews, letters to the Editor and the report of the very 
successful Kipling Festival held in Rottingdean in July 2014, until the 
next issue in March 2015. I apologise for these omissions. Finally, I 
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should like to wish all our readers, of whatever faith or persuasion, a 
Merry Christmas. 

KIPLING AND THE GREAT WAR
Contributions are invited to our next themed issue on Kipling and the 
Great War. This number is timed for September 2015, so as to coincide 
as nearly as possible with the centenary of the death of John Kipling on 
27 September 1915. 

KIPLING JOURNAL PEER REVIEW
The Kipling Journal has a tradition of publishing contributions from 
Kipling scholars and professional academics alongside amateur enthu-
siasts. I have every intention of continuing our characteristic mix of 
high-powered academic argument with articles by non-academics 
who have something interesting and important to say; but to ensure 
the continuity of our academic standing, I proposed at the Council 
Meeting of the Kipling Society on April 10 2014, that we institute peer 
review by a panel of Kipling Society members. The Council agreed, 
and from March onwards, all articles in the Kipling Journal will be 
peer reviewed. It goes (almost) without saying that the Editor welcomes 
contributions from academics and non-academics alike. 

ERRATUM: A key phrase is missing from Hugh Brogan’s speech at 
the 2014 Annual Luncheon, as published in Kipling Journal no.35, 
September 2014. On p. 14 of that number, the third paragraph should 
read: ‘Consider how many of his best tales could bear alternative titles: 
The Education of Mowgli, The Education of Kim, The Education of 
Stalky & Co., The Education of Dan and Una, The Education of Harvey 
Cheyne. Here is one of his major themes...’ 
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A CHOICE OF KIPLING’S POETRY WITH 
COMMENTARIES 

by MARY HAMER, CRAIG RAINE, DANIEL KARLIN, KAORI NAGAI,  
HARRY RICKETTS, SALLY MINOGUE, ALEX BUBB, R.V. BAILEY,  

W.H.AUDEN, PATRICK COCKBURN, PETER HITCHENS, JOHN LEE,  
BRUCE PAGE, HUGH BROGAN

ARITHMETIC ON THE FRONTIER
A great and glorious thing it is
	 To learn, for seven years or so.
The Lord knows what of that and this,
	 Ere reckoned fit to face the foe –
The flying bullet down the Pass 
	 That whistles clear: “All flesh is grass.”

Three hundred pounds per annum spent
	 On making brain and body meeter
For all the murderous intent
	 Comprised in “villainous saltpetre!”
And after ? – ask the Yusufzaies
	 What comes of all our ’ologies.

A scrimmage in a Border Station – 
	 A canter down a dark defile –
Two thousand pounds of education
	 Drops to a nine-rupee jezail –
The Crammer’s boast, the Squadron’s pride
Shot like a rabbit in a ride !

No proposition Euclid wrote,
	 No formulae the text-books know,
Will turn the bullet from the coat,
	 Or ward the tulwar’s downward blow. 
Strike hard who cares – shoot straight who can –
The odds are on the cheaper man.

One sword-knot stolen from the camp
	 Will pay for all the school expenses
Of any Kurrum Valley scamp
	 Who knows no word of moods and tenses,
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But, being blessed with perfect sight,
Picks off our messmates left and right.

With home-bred hordes the hillsides teem,
	 The troopships bring us one by one,
At vast expense of time and steam,
	 To slay Afridis one by one.
The “captive s of our bow and spear”
Are cheap, alas !, as we are dear. 

MARY HAMER: ‘By the way, did you see that poor Dury was killed 
by those swine?’ asks Kipling, just turned twenty, in a letter of January 
30 1886 to Dunsterville/Stalky. The question comes at the close of a 
round-up of news: considering that it’s reporting a death, the tone is 
oddly casual, almost throwaway. Unsettling, too is the abrupt shift from 
passing sympathy to calculation: ‘There’s £1800 of education gone to 
smash and a good fellow with it’ (Pinney Letters i 116).

If a kind of seesaw appears to have been set going in the writer, 
it’s no wonder. There were many factors to complicate his human 
sympathy. Envy of a more obviously ‘masculine’ type might have been 
one. Kipling himself was a slight, short-sighted young man, who could 
neither have won a commission in the Indian Army like Lieutenant 
Robert Dury, nor challenged the tribesmen ‘blessed with perfect sight’.

But the youth writing this letter was a journalist, eager to name 
‘whole hosts of abuses oppressions and unthinking wrongs that may 
one of these days be set right if you hammer long enough’. (Pinney 
Letters i 91) Dury’s death and the link through him with education 
sparked that journalist’s scepticism. He was also, not incidentally, 
a poet. In poetry he found a form for his conflicted response: a few 
months later, in June 1886, ‘Arithmetic on the Frontier’ was published 
in Departmental Ditties. 

It’s a bravura display of the education shared by Dury, Dunsterville 
and others aiming at the Army. He invites readers to recognise the 
schooling they’d shared, marking Hotspur’s ‘villainous saltpetre’ with 
quotation marks, naming Euclid and his propositions, writing know-
ingly of moods and tenses. Yet the value of each subject, from literature, 
through mathematics to Latin, is exuberantly undone by testing it 
against the realities of life on the Frontier.

Jauntily it turns the teachings of religion to new account. The 
Biblical ‘All flesh is grass’, (Isaiah 40:6) is not intoned but impu-
dently ‘whistle(d)’. Quoting ‘the captives of our bow and spear’ from 
Susanna Moodie’s 1830 poem, ‘The Overthrow of Zeba and Zalmunna’ 
is pointed. That poem retells the Biblical story of foreign kings who 
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invaded the land of Israel, were defeated and put to death (Judges 8, 
10–21) – a sly reminder to the British, themselves invaders. 

These somersaults make it uncertain which side Kipling’s on, a sign, 
perhaps, of the ambivalence forced on him the previous year, when he 
was sent up to the Frontier to report single-handed on the Durbar of 
1885. He’d had to admit that ‘the weird yell of delight of our Afridi 
soldiers’ which so thrilled him was the same cry they uttered while 
slaughtering Englishmen. (Neil Moran, Kipling in Afghanistan, 104)

Rather than mourning a death, the poem celebrates a counter-story 
of personal survival. There’s glee in its own command, in the brilliant 
rhyming that keeps the poem spanking along, matching ‘jezail’ with 
‘defile’, ‘Yusufraies’ with ‘’ologies’ and forcing ‘Border Station’ into 
conjunction with the ‘education’ which is no match for it; relish too in 
the power of imagination as it mockingly collapses the Khyber Pass 
into an open clearing in English woodland and shrinks the brave soldier 
to a rabbit.

[Dr Mary Hamer is Chairman of the Kipling Society. Her most recent publication is, the 
novel Kipling & Trix (2012). Ed.]

BRIDGE GUARD IN THE KARROO
Sudden the desert changes,
	 The raw glare softens and clings,
Till the aching Oudtshoorn ranges
	 Stand up like the thrones of Kings— 

Ramparts of slaughter and peril—
	 Blazing, amazing, aglow—
’Twixt the sky-line’s belting beryl
	 And the wine-dark flats below. 

Royal the pageant closes,
	 Lit by the last of the sun—
Opal and ash-of-roses,
	 Cinnamon, umber, and dun. 

The twilight swallows the thicket,
	 The starlight reveals the ridge.
The whistle shrills to the picket—
	 We are changing guard on the bridge. 
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(Few, forgotten and lonely,
	 Where the empty metals shine—
No, not combatants—only
	 Details guarding the line.) 

We slip through the broken panel
	 Of fence by the ganger’s shed;
We drop to the waterless channel
	 And the lean track overhead; 

We stumble on refuse of rations,
	 The beef and the biscuit-tins;
We take our appointed stations,
	 And the endless night begins. 

We hear the Hottentot herders
	 As the sheep click past to the fold—
And the click of the restless girders
	 As the steel contracts in the cold—

Voices of jackals calling
	 And, loud in the hush between,
A morsel of dry earth falling
	 From the flanks of the scarred ravine. 

And the solemn firmament marches,
	 And the hosts of heaven rise
Framed through the iron arches—
	 Banded and barred by the ties, 

Till we feel the far track humming,
	 And we see her headlight plain,
And we gather and wait her coming—
	 The wonderful north-bound train. 

(Few, forgotten and lonely,
	 Where the white car-windows shine—
No, not combatants—only
	 Details guarding the line.) 

Quick, ere the gift escape us!
	 Out of the darkness we reach
For a handful of week-old papers
	 And a mouthful of human speech. 
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And the monstrous heaven rejoices,
	 And the earth allows again,
Meetings, greetings, and voices
	 Of women talking with men. 

So we return to our places,
	 As out on the bridge she rolls;
And the darkness covers our faces,
	 And the darkness re-enters our souls. 

More than a little lonely
	 Where the lessening tail-lights shine.
No—not combatants—only
	 Details guarding the line! 

CRAIG RAINE: Aaron Copeland’s Fanfare for the Common Man. 
Linda Loman’s conviction that attention must be paid to her husband, 
Willie Loman, to the salesmen of this world – the guys described by 
his son Biff as ‘a dime a dozen, Pop’. Charlie Chaplin’s indestructible 
tramp. The unchangeable small change of humanity. Kipling’s Thomas 
Atkins and Kipling’s care for the common man, the Untermensch, 
precedes and perhaps inaugurates this democratic Zeitgeist. 

In his great poem, ‘Bridge Guard in the Karroo’, Kipling addresses 
the Untermensch’s Untermensch – not the fighting soldier, but the rear-
guard, not the front-line but the supply line, just as, in ‘McAndrew’s 
Hymn’, he sides with the ‘auld Fleet Engineer / That started as a boiler-
whelp’, and not the first-class passengers ‘wi’ gloves an’ canes’. In 
this poem he is looking hard at the overlooked. I would place it with 
Hopkins’s ‘The Windhover’, whose sestet turns from the glamour of the 
hawk, ‘morning’s minion’ [favourite], to the ‘blue bleak embers’ that 
‘fall, gall themselves and gash gold vermilion’.

Kipling begins with the gold vermilion of a sunset. Its grandeur 
is a synecdoche for the warrior ethos, mountains ‘like the thrones of 
Kings’, ‘ramparts of slaughter and peril’ on the far horizon, the pageant 
of sunset dwindling to the duns of twilight, those blue bleak embers of 
disappointment: ‘We are changing guard on the bridge.’ Reach resigned 
to near monosyllabic plainness.

Kipling’s initial hyperbole is virtuoso. The‘wine-dark flats’ are iron-
ically inflected with Homer; the daily death of the sun is a match for 
the Eliot of ‘Portrait of a Lady’: compare ‘Afternoon grey and smoky, 
evening yellow and rose’ with ‘Opal and ash-of-roses, / Cinnamon, 
umber and dun.’ (I think we know now where Eliot sourced ‘Ash on an 
old man’s sleeve / Is all the ash burnt roses leave’ in ‘Little Gidding’.) 
Actually, the Kipling is better than the Eliot, as good as the colours 
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singled out from the sand in Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘The Sandpiper’: ‘The 
millions of grains are black, white, tan, and gray / mixed with quartz 
grains, rose and amethyst.’ 

The poem contains its own chorus, the twice-repeated stanza, 
contained in symbolic brackets: ‘(Few, forgotten and lonely, / Where 
the empty metals shine – / No, not combatants – only / Details guarding 
the line.)’ In fact, not repeated exactly: the second line is varied. And 
the poem ends with a third, further intensified reprise: ‘More than a 
little lonely / Where the lessening tail-lights shine. / No – not combat-
ants – only / Details guarding the line!’ By the end, the bitterness in 
the word ‘Details’ is undisguised – not a military category, a term for a 
small number of men, but something existentially subsidiary, an after-
thought existing in a bracket of time, divorced from the main current of 
action monopolised by combatants.

These are the forsaken, left behind like the mushrooms in Derek 
Mahon’s ‘A Disused Shed in Co Wexford’. These are the anonymous, 
like the soldiers cited in Alice Oswald’s Memorial. They will never be 
named and the darkness that covers their faces isn’t simply the night: it 
is the darkness of death that renders the functionally unimportant invis-
ible forever:

And the darkness covers our faces,
And the darkness re-enters our souls.

[Craig Raine, Professor Emeritus of Oxford University, edited Rudyard Kipling: Selected 
Poetry (Penguin 1990). He has edited the literary journal Arete since 1999, and his most 
recent publication is More Dynamite: Collected Essays 1990–2012. Ed.]

THE CRAFTSMAN
Once, after long-drawn revel at The Mermaid,
He to the overbearing Boanerges
Jonson, uttered (if half of it were liquor,
			   Blessed be the vintage!)

Saying how, at an alehouse under Cotswold,
He had made sure of his very Cleopatra,
Drunk with enormous, salvation-contemning
			   Love for a tinker.

How, while he hid from Sir Thomas’s keepers,
Crouched in a ditch and drenched by the midnight
Dews, he had listened to gipsy Juliet
			   Rail at the dawning.
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How at Bankside, a boy drowning kittens
Winced at the business; whereupon his sister–
Lady Macbeth aged seven–thrust ‘em under,
			   Sombrely scornful.

How on a Sabbath, hushed and compassionate–
She being known since her birth to the townsfolk–
Stratford dredged and delivered from Avon
			   Dripping Ophelia.

So, with a thin third finger marrying
Drop to wine-drop domed on the table,
Shakespeare opened his heart till the sunrise
			   Entered to hear him.

London waked and he, imperturbable,
Passed from waking to hurry after shadows  .  .  .
Busied upon shows of no earthly importance?
			   Yes, but he knew it!

THE COINER
Circa 1611

To be sung by the unlearned to the tune of
“King John and the Abbot of Canterbury,” and
by the learned to “Tempest-a-brewing.”

Against the Bermudas we foundered, whereby
This Master, that Swabber, yon Bo’sun, and I
(Our pinnace and crew being drowned in the main)
Must beg for our bread through old England again.

For a bite and a sup, and a bed of clean straw,
We’ll tell you such marvels as man never saw,
On a Magical Island which no one did spy
Save this Master, that Swabber, yon Bo’sun, and I.

Seven months among Mermaids and Devils and Sprites,
And Voices that howl in the cedars o’ nights,
With further enchantments we underwent there.
Good Sirs, ‘tis a tale to draw guts from a bear!
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’Twixt Dover and Southwark it paid us our way,
Where we found some poor players were labouring a play;
And, willing to search what such business might be,
We entered the yard, both to hear and to see.

One hailed us for seamen and courteous-ly
Did guide us apart to a tavern near by
Where we told him our tale (as to many of late),
And he gave us good cheer, so we gave him good weight.

Mulled sack and strong waters on bellies well lined
With beef and black pudding do strengthen the mind;
And seeing him greedy for marvels, at last
From plain salted truth to flat leasing we passed.

But he, when on midnight our reckoning he paid,
Says, “Never match coins with a Coiner by trade,
Or he’ll turn your lead pieces to metal as rare
As shall fill him this globe, and leave something to spare....”

We slept where they laid us, and when we awoke
Was a crown or five shillings in every man’s poke.
We bit them and rang them, and, finding them good,
We drank to that Coiner as honest men should!

For a cup and a crust, and a truss, etc.

DANIEL KARLIN: Kipling’s allusions to Shakespeare are (literally) 
numberless. They range from direct quotation to the subtlest inflexions 
of characterisation, language, or form. In this he is not at all unusual. 
Shakespeare shadows, haunts, oppresses, inspires every major writer 
in English from Milton onwards – you could fill a library with adap-
tations of Hamlet alone. These two poems, however, along with the 
story ‘Proofs of Holy Writ’, belong to a related but different category. 
They are works in which Shakespeare himself figures as a character. 
Again, Kipling was not the first writer to think of ‘voicing’ Shakespeare 
(Robert Browning’s dramatic monologue ‘At the Mermaid’ is an 
evident precursor) but he is unusual in having done so more than once. 
‘Proofs of Holy Writ’ is set in Stratford where Shakespeare is visited 
in his retirement by Ben Jonson, seeking advice on the translation of a 
knotty passage in the Old Testament, destined to form part of the King 
James Bible. It is a magnificent late work, and could not possibly be 
accommodated here, even were my brief not confined to the poems. It 
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surpasses both ‘The Craftsman’ and ‘The Coiner’, yet we mustn’t let 
the best be the enemy of the good.

What binds these works together is Kipling’s fascination with 
Shakespeare’s craft. In ‘The Craftsman’, Shakespeare lets down his 
guard during a night of drinking and reveals to Ben Jonson the deep 
sources of his creativity – the observation of real life, in its most ‘ordi-
nary’ details, which the artist transposes into the realm of high art and 
transfigures into immortal types. But behind and beneath the spectacle 
of Lady Macbeth scornfully telling her weak-willed husband ‘Give me 
the daggers’ is the sight of the ruthless guttersnipe drowning kittens 
by Bankside; behind and beneath the pure ecstasy of Juliet is a gipsy 
whose ‘railing’ we presume was not in blank verse. Kipling avoids 
the class-based condescension that could so easily infect this account 
of art’s alchemical power by the condensed epigrammatic style with 
which each vignette is indelibly carved in Shakespeare’s memory. This 
style itself pays homage to Shakespeare, as does the exacting constraint 
of the metre; and Kipling nods to the great classicist Ben Jonson by 
modelling the end of his poem on that of Plato’s Symposium, where 
Socrates, after another all-night party in which he has drunk the Jonson-
like Aristophanes under the table, quietly and unassumingly leaves for 
his ‘usual morning avocations’. In ‘The Coiner’, Shakespeare finds the 
subject matter for The Tempest in the tall tales related by four sailors 
returned from Bermuda – the ‘still-vex’d Bermoothes’ as Prospero calls 
them. These comic drunken sailors are going to become Stephano and 
Trinculo in the play, but, kinder than Prospero and Ariel, Kipling’s 
Shakespeare does not torment them but nourishes and rewards their 
‘flat leasing’, because the ability to tell an ingenious barefaced lie, as 
Kipling was to observe in Something of Myself, is a foundation stone of 
the art of fiction. These fine, witty, ingenious poems, then, do not just 
hold the mirror up to Shakespeare. In this mirror Kipling discerns his 
own artistic countenance. Whatever he was drinking when he wrote 
them, ‘Blessed be the vintage’. 

[Daniel Karlin is Winterstoke Professor of English Literature at the University of Bristol. 
His most recent book is The Figure of the Singer (2013). Ed.]

DIVIDED DESTINIES
It was an artless Bandar and he danced upon a pine,
And much I wondered how he lived, and where the beast might dine,
And many, many other things, till, o’er my morning smoke, 
I slept the sleep of idleness and dreamt that Bandar spoke.
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He said: “O man of many clothes! Sad crawler on the Hills!
Observe, I know not Ranken’s shop, nor Ranken’s monthly bills!
I take no heed to trousers or the coats that you call dress;
Nor am I plagued with little cards for little drinks at Mess.

“I steal the bunnia’s grain at morn, at noon and eventide
(For he is fat and I am spare), I roam the mountainside,
I follow no man’s carriage, and, no, never in my life
Have I flirted at Peliti’s with another Bandar’s wife.

“O man of futile fopperies – unnecessary wraps;
I own no ponies in the hills, I drive no tall-wheeled traps.
I buy me not twelve-button gloves, ‘short-sixes’ eke, or rings,
Nor do I waste at Hamilton’s my wealth on ‘pretty things.’

“I quarrel with my wife at home, we never fight abroad;
But Mrs. B. has grasped the fact I am her only lord.
I never heard of fever – dumps nor debts depress my soul;
And I pity and despite you!” Here he pouched my breakfast-roll.

His hide was very mangy and his face was very red,
And ever and anon he scratched with energy his head.
His manners were not always nice, but how my spirit cried
To be an artless Bandar loose upon the mountain-side!

So I answered: “Gentle Bandar, an inscrutable Decree
Makes thee a gleesome fleasome Thou, and me a wretched Me.
Go! Depart in peace, my brother, to thy home amid the pine;
Yet forget not once a mortal wished to change his lot with thine.”

KAORI NAGAI: When do we dream, and what causes us to do so? 
Kipling’s poem, ‘Divided Destinies’ (1885), suggests that we slip 
into a dream whenever we think of, or chance upon, an animal. In 
this fascinating poem, reminiscent of Kipling’s lively report on the  
Simla monkeys published in the Civil and Military Gazette in the 
same year, (‘Simla Notes’, Civil and Military Gazette, 24 June 1885, 
collected in Thomas Pinney [ed.], Kipling’s India: Uncollected 
Sketches 1884–88: Macmillan, 1986, pp.104–108), the narrator, over 
his breakfast table, spots ‘an artless Bandar [monkey] …. [who] 
danced upon a pine’. This prompts him to think ‘how he lived, and 
where the beast might dine’ – till the poem becomes a dream narra-
tive: ‘o’er my morning smoke, I slept the sleep of idleness and dreamt 
that Bandar spoke.’
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Through the device of dream, Kipling introduces a fable in which 
animals are allowed to speak, and animal society serves as a mirror 
for human society. The ‘artless’ Bandar’s speech draws attention to 
how artful and artificial our lives are: ‘I follow no man’s carriage, and 
no, never in my life / Have I flirted at Peliti’s with another Bandar’s 
wife’, ‘I buy me not twelve-button gloves, “short-sixes” eke, or rings, / 
Nor do I waste at Hamilton’s my wealth on “pretty things”’, etc. Using 
negative formulations, Kipling vividly evokes the complications and 
worries of Simla life, in which the narrator is inescapably entangled, 
making him ‘wretched Me’ and the Bandar ‘a gleesome fleasome Thou’. 
Our supposed human superiority, based on civilisation and progress, is 
totally overturned, with the Bandar declaring: ‘I pity and despise you!’

The narrator snaps out of his reverie when the Bandar, suddenly 
right in front of him, ‘pouched his breakfast-roll’. As the Bandar’s 
speaking mouth turns into an eating mouth, divided destinies between 
Man and the beasts, dream and reality, come together, before parting 
once again. A piece of bread, the necessity of life, is the only thing 
which the Bandar craves from humans, and feels entitled to take. The 
narrator literally breaks bread with the Bandar as a mess-mate, a living 
being with whom he shares his world. Kipling’s beast-fable is never 
simply an allegory of human society; it is also a testimony to the gentle 
gaze he directed towards the animals he met and cared for throughout 
his life. Though the narrator acknowledges some ‘inscrutable Decree’ 
dividing man from other animals, this does not necessarily create 
a theatre of Man’s supremacy, as the Law in the Jungle Books does. 
While Mowgli’s gaze can cause any of his animal friends to cower, 
the narrator in this poem has a genuine face-to-face encounter with the 
Bandar, however brief, as ‘[his] brother’ and his host. It is, then, inter-
esting to think why the Bandar-log had to be banished as ‘outcastes’ 
from Mowgli’s Jungle, with the task of meeting them face-to-face 
entrusted to Kaa, whose mesmerising gaze turns them into his food – 
an alternative way of sharing a breakfast table. 

[Dr Kaori Nagai teaches at the University of Kent. She is the author of Empire of 
Analogies: Kipling, India and Ireland (2007), co-editor of Kipling and Beyond (2011) 
and has edited Plain Tales from the Hills (2011) and The Jungle Books (2013) for Penguin 
Classics. Ed.]
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EDDI’S SERVICE
(A.D.687)

Eddi, priest of St Wilfred
	 In his chapel at Manhood End,
Ordered a midnight service
	 For such as cared to attend.

But the Saxons were keeping Christmas,
	 And the night was stormy as well. 
Nobody came to the service,
	 Though Eddi rang the bell.

“Wicked weather for walking,”
	 Said Eddi of Manhood End.
“But I must go on with the service
	 For such as care to attend.”

The altar lamps were lighted, –
	 And an old marsh-donkey came,
Bold as a guest invited,
	 And stared at the guttering flame.

The storm beat on at the windows,
	 The water splashed on the floor,
And a wet yoke-weary bullock
	 Pushed in through the open door.

“How do I know what is greatest, 
	 How do I know what is least ?
That is My Father’s business,”
	 Said Eddi, Wilfred’s priest.

“But three are gathered together – 
	 Listen to me and attend. 
I bring good news, my brethren!” 
	 Said Eddi, of Manhood End.

And he told the Ox of a Manger
	 And a Stall in Bethlehem,
And he spoke to the Ass of a Rider
	 That rode to Jerusalem.
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They steamed and dripped in the chancel,
	 They listened and never stirred,
While, just as though they were Bishops,
	 Eddi preached them The Word,

Till the gale blew off on the marshes,
	 And the windows showed the day,
And the Ox and Ass together
	 Wheeled and clattered away.

And when the Saxons mocked him,
	 Said Eddi of Manhood End,
“I dare not shut His chapel
	 On such as care to attend.”

HARRY RICKETTS: ‘Eddi’s Service’, which precedes ‘The 
Conversion of St Wilfrid’ in Rewards and Fairies, is one of Kipling’s 
quiet, time-bomb poems you can know for years without begin-
ning to appreciate. Then some shift of perception jolts it vividly to 
life. Like several of the ‘satellite’ poems that orbit his later stories, 
this one extends the main narrative’s fictional world, here imagining 
an episode in the future life of a subsidiary character, Wilfrid’s chap-
lain. Sub-Hardy, I used to think, until twenty years ago I came across 
Antonia Forest’s The Attic Term.

Forest published thirteen Young Adult novels between 1948 
and 1982, ten featuring the Marlows, a large upper-middle-class 
naval family; the settings alternate between life at an English girls’ 
boarding school and home life in the country. The central characters 
are Nicola, aged twelve when the series begins, and her twin sister 
Lawrie, a talented actor. The novels are witty, psychologically subtle, 
consciously literary, and Autumn Term (1948), End of Term (1959), 
The Cricket Term (1974) and The Attic Term (1976), all contain Kipling 
allusions and echoes, and offer Kipling-rich moments. In End of Term, 
when Nicola hears that her arch-enemy wants her back in the school 
Girl Guides, she instinctively reacts in Stalkyesque fashion: “‘Lois 
Sanger’s very keen to have you back in the Pimpernels!’ I nearly 
catted,’ said Nicola, being Stalky” (Antonia Forest, End of Term, Faber 
and Faber, 1959, p.31).

In The Attic Term, Nicola’s twin Lawrie recites ‘Eddi’s Service’ as 
part of the school’s Christmas service. During a rehearsal, the poem is 
quoted in full, interspersed with ‘stage directions’ detailing Lawrie’s 
rendition. She begins with ‘an old person’s voice, countrified, remem-
bering,’ but on Eddi’s appearance at line nine, switches to ‘a much 
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younger voice ‒ anxious, but certain, too.’ Her version, as another girl 
notices, actually borrows from the popular TV comedy Dad’s Army: 
“‘Of course!” thought Tim. ‘Lance-corporal Pike and ‒ Who’s the other 
one?’”(Forest, The Attic Term, Faber 1976, pp.228–9).1

This passage unlocked ‘Eddi’s Service’. Two voices, layers of time, 
old-young, past-present, rural-cultured: a mini-drama in itself. My 
interest quickened to other qualities. The ballad is a favourite Kipling 
form, but here each first and third line is a tetrameter catalectic, lacking 
the expected extra beat, and hence concludes on an off-beat, which is 
always a polysyllabic word (Wilfrid/service etc). This, with the regular 
anapaests, gives the verses their skip, as they so beautifully approach 
bathos, yet rise above it. 

An important undercurrent in The Attic Term, as in all the  
Marlow novels, is religious tolerance, and that too is present in 
Kipling’s poem. Here Eddi, preaching the Word to the ox and donkey, 
is putting into practice the spiritual enlargement he will learn in 
the story from Meon’s tame seal Padda. And Kipling’s choice of  
Manhood End – the southernmost part of the Selsey peninsular where 
Wilfred landed in 681 to evangelise the South Saxons – as the scene 
where the service takes place, is no coincidence, nor merely a piece 
of quaint antiquarianism. In Rewards and Fairies, ‘Eddi’s Service’ 
(pp.229–30) is only separated by one story from ‘If‒’ (pp.175–6) 
with its famous, ethical assault course to maturity. Eddi, in faithfully 
performing his service (a thrice-repeated word), is a model of one 
who in his sphere has achieved the proper, dutiful, self-effacing goal 
– or end – of manhood.

[Harry Ricketts, author of The Unforgiving Minute: A Life of Rudyard Kipling  
(1999), is Professor of English Literature at Victoria University, Wellington, New 
Zealand. Ed.]

EPITAPHS OF THE WAR
The Coward 

I could not look on Death, which being known,
Men led me to him, blindfold and alone.

Common Form

If any question why we died,
Tell them, because our fathers lied. 
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Unknown Female Corpse

Headless, lacking foot and hand,
Horrible I come to land.
I beseech all women’s sons
Know, I was a woman once.

SALLY MINOGUE: Rudyard Kipling has appeared intermittently in 
the many anthologies of First World War Poetry, from the earliest to the 
latest. A shift in his placing as a war poet seems to be marked, however, 
in the recent centenary anthology, Poetry of the First World War, edited 
by Tim Kendall (Oxford, 2013). Kendall gives Kipling more pages than 
either Siegfried Sassoon or Ivor Gurney, and he reproduces all thirty-
one of the original ‘Epitaphs of the War’ (The Years Between, 1919). 
Only Wilfred Owen is accorded more space. 

Kipling’s ‘Epitaphs’ have ostensibly the same lapidary quality as 
his public commemorative inscriptions, now deeply inscribed on our 
cultural memory. But they combine the ungainsayable nature of those 
plucked Biblical phrases with a quite other quality of pointing in two 
directions. This is different from their being ambiguous. ‘If any ques-
tion why we died’, with its famous apparent ambiguity around the force 
of ‘because’,2 is actually univocal in blaming ‘our fathers’ for lying. 
One reading makes more direct the causal link between their lying and 
‘why we died’, but the fathers don’t get let off either way. The brilliance 
of the form is that both readings can apply simultaneously.

The rhetorical tropes of chiasmus and antithesis used in a number 
of the ‘Epitaphs’ add to the effect of a truth being at once uttered and 
withdrawn, as in ‘The Coward’: 

I could not look on Death, which being known,
Men led me to him, blindfold and alone.

It is not just a historical change in attitude and understanding that makes 
us read this as both against and for the speaker. The title is judgemental; 
but as often with Kipling, giving the character his own voice in itself 
evokes our human sympathy, as indeed it expresses the poet’s. The 
horrid paradox of being afraid to face death in the line and thus having 
the harder task of facing death ‘blindfold and alone’ is caught in the 
most minimal language, pace the personification. The blindfold which 
might have been a thing of mercy is made into an aspect of the terror 
of the event, even as it signals the weakness of the man who ‘could not 
look on Death’. And then there are the men who ‘led me to him’: that is 
all the poet needs to say to lead our imagination to them.
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Women are not left out. Kipling was at pains to note to his American 
publisher Frank N. Doubleday that the sequence showed ‘the different 
sorts of deaths that men and women died’ in the war [18 March 1919, 
collected in Thomas Pinney ed. Letters of Rudyard Kipling, Vol 4 
1911–19 p.542]. ‘Unknown Female Corpse’, which he adduces as an 
example of this, doesn’t seem to have much to do with this particular 
war, but rather is timeless in feel, perhaps suggesting its classical 
influences:

Headless, lacking foot and hand,
Horrible I come to land.
I beseech all women’s sons
Know I was a mother once.

It’s just not right to call Kipling a modernist; but the ‘Epitaphs’ are 
perfectly held between irony and prophecy. Gnomic, they tease us as 
readers into an uncertain understanding, yet they also speak with the 
sybil’s tongue: the right language, perhaps, in which to address today’s 
reader in a problematic centenary.

[Dr Sally Minogue, a retired academic, is currently completing, with co-author Andrew 
Palmer, a book on poetry and memorialisation: Remembering the Dead: Poetry and the 
First World War. Ed.]

HARP SONG OF THE DANE WOMEN
What is a woman that you forsake her,
And the hearth-fire and the home-acre,
To go with the old grey Widow-maker ?

She has no house to lay a guest in –
But one chill bed for all to rest in,
That the pale suns and stray bergs nest in.

She has no strong white arms to fold you,
But the ten-times-fingering weed to hold you –
Out on the rocks where the tide has rolled you.

Yet, when the signs of summer thicken,
And the ice breaks, and the birch-buds quicken,
Yearly you turn from our side, and sicken –
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Sicken again for the shouts and the slaughters – 
 And steal away to the lapping waters,
And look at your ship in her winter-quarters.

You forget our mirth, and talk at the tables,
The kine in the shed and the horse in the stables –
To pitch her sides and go over her cables.

Then you drive out where the storm-clouds swallow,
And the sound of your oar-blades, falling hollow,
Is all we have left through the months to follow.

Ah, what is Woman that you forsake her,
And the hearth-fire and the home-acre
To go with the old grey Widow-Maker ?

ALEX BUBB: My first encounter with ‘Harp Song of the Dane Women’ 
was not in the Inclusive Edition, nor in Puck of Pook’s Hill where it 
originally appeared before ‘The Knights of the Joyous Venture’. Instead 
I found it on the flyleaf of Frans Bengtsson’s Röde Orm (The Long 
Ships), perhaps the definitive Viking romance and one of Sweden’s 
favourite novels. The sixth was my favourite stanza. The restless chief-
tain has drifted away from the banqueting hall, bypassing his stables and 
cattle-sheds, in order to methodically ‘go over’ the well-worn cables 
of his long-ship, and to ‘pitch her sides’ with pine tar in readiness for 
another voyage. Only something in the quickening pace of the second 
and third lines – or in their seasick cadence, as a dipping sequence of 
short monosyllables is righted by a climbing series of the longer ‘pitch 
her sides…go over her cables’ – betokened the helmsman steering in 
the trough between two waves, and the warrior vaulting over the stays 
and into the shallows (thus ‘go[ing] over her cables’). Sometimes, our 
most satisfying readings arise from the simplest misapprehensions, and 
we rue the moment when common sense turns on the light and abolishes 
our unique error.

This is the poem’s minor climax, the stanza with the most syllables, 
and the only one where the middle line is longer than its two neigh-
bours. It is the point where temptation gets the better of prudence and 
pleadings, after which the speaker’s rhetorical momentum slackens – 
for her auditor has departed. What was an appeal becomes a lament, 
and the ‘bud[ding]’, ‘quicken[ing]’, and ‘lapping’ which overcame 
domestic tranquillity in the middle stanzas, in turn gives way to an 
ominous stillness. If we look closely, however, stillness and volatility 
in fact stir continuously against one another throughout the ‘Harp Song’ 
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– a sort of counterpoint that gives the poem not only its lyric but also 
its dramatic quality, as ‘home-acre’ and ‘Widow-maker’ contend for a 
man’s life. It was this melodic contrast of stress and repose which gave 
rise to the image I mistakenly took away from my favourite lines: the 
Viking blank-faced at the feast, unmindful of mirth and landed pros-
perity, while his inner eye roves over storms and strange coasts. 

Basil Bunting highlighted this same musical quality in a lecture at 
Newcastle University in 1970, where he read this poem aloud in its 
entirety. He praised Kipling’s ability to match ‘economy of words with 
economy of matter’ in an entirely original format. In the accompanying 
Puck story, Dan and Una skip to their rendezvous with Sir Richard 
reciting ‘The Discoverer of the North Cape’. But Longfellow’s ballad 
metre has no place here, while his attempts at the kenning (the riddling 
circumlocution common to Norse epic and Old English poetry), pale 
beside the elegant, sinister ‘old grey Widow-maker’. If ‘The Joyous 
Venture’ is an all-male affair, through some innate tact its companion 
‘Harp Song of the Dane Women’ – with all its sorrow, resentment, 
and injured pride – is one of the very few poems in its author’s oeuvre 
composed entirely in feminine rhymes.

[Dr. Alex Bubb is a Leverhulme Early Career Research Fellow at King’s College, London. 
He is shortly to publish a comparative study of Kipling and Yeats. Ed.] 

THE HYAENAS
After the burial-parties leave
		  And the baffled kites have fled;
The wise hyaenas come out at eve
		  To take account of our dead.

How he died and why he died
		  Troubles them not a whit.
They snout the bushes and stones aside
		  And dig till they come to it.

They are only resolute they shall eat
		  That they and their mates may thrive,
And they know that the dead are safer meat
		  Than the weakest thing alive.

(For a goat may butt, and a worm may sting,
		  And a child will sometimes stand;
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But a poor dead soldier of the King
		  Can never lift a hand.)

They whoop and halloo and scatter the dirt
		  Until their tushes white
Take good hold of the Army shirt,
		  And tug the corpse to light,

And the pitiful face is shewn again
		  For an instant ere they close;
But it is not discovered to living men –
		  Only to God and those

Who, being soulless, are free from shame,
		  What ever meat they may find.
Nor do they defile the dead man’s name –
		  That is reserved for his kind.

R.V. BAILEY: In September 1915 Kipling learnt that his only son John 
was missing. His body was never found. ‘My Boy Jack’, the poem 
commemorating John and other soldiers ‘missing believed killed’ in 
October 1916, was later collected in The Years Between, where ‘The 
Hyaenas’ first appeared. 

Kipling was nothing if not a realist, and no doubt he’d watched 
what happens between corpses and hyenas in South Africa during the 
Boer War. This is a reporter’s poem, impersonal, detached, with sparse 
emotional colour. But as so often in Kipling, it’s what he doesn’t say 
that counts. There weren’t hyaenas in Europe in 1915. But hyaenas have 
a serviceably unpleasant reputation, and they figure here as fiercely 
primitive creatures, crude and urgent in their single-minded search for 
survival. Troubled ‘not a whit’ by ‘how he died and why’, as (perhaps) 
we might be, they ‘snout’ aside the bushes and stones, their concern 
simply food, so that ‘they and their mates may survive’. About that, 
they are ‘resolute’.

For the beasts it’s a practical business: the timing of their arrival 
is precise; the burial-parties have gone, and the kites; it’s dusk. They 
come to ‘take account’, dispassionate as bin-men, and ‘dead’ here is just 
a collective noun. The only word with any warmth at all is ‘our’. But 
something else is quietly going on in this poem. By the end of the next 
verse, the subject is reduced to ‘it’, and then simply to ‘meat’. 

The animals know the only safe kind of meat is dead meat.  
Goats and worms (or snakes) can be troublesome, as can even the 
‘weakest thing alive’ – a child: what can it do? Suddenly, so briefly 
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you hardly notice, another poem echoes: The Beginner in ‘Epitaphs 
of the War’.

On the first hour of my first day
		  In the front trench I fell.
(Children in boxes at a play
		  Stand up to watch it well.)

And then with a rush the tumbling sad words – ‘a poor dead soldier of 
the King’, more helpless even than the child. Whooping and hallooing 
(now like men) the animals are chucking the dirt around and have their 
white teeth on (properly on – Kipling’s still being practical – ‘a good 
hold’) the ‘Army’ shirt (it doesn’t belong to the soldier) and the pitiful 
face of the ‘corpse’ comes horribly into view – not to our view, just to 
the shameless innocent eyes of the brutes, out for their supper. And to 
God. 

Throughout, there’s a concealed assumption of the superiority of 
humans to the beasts, in the latter’s crudity and simplicity. The last sharp 
lines don’t miss a trick, given the etymology of ‘kind’ and ‘reserved’, 
with its subtly pompous associations. Centuries of human social devel-
opment lie behind twentieth century man. But set against the innocent 
savagery of the hyaenas, man comes off decidedly worse.

The tightly-rhyming four-line stanzas and the simplicity of the 
diction give the poem claustrophobic inevitability and intensity, and 
those sad short central words, ‘a poor dead soldier of the King’ carry 
great authority. This least solipsistic of writers is here as impersonal as 
Hardy. But just below the surface stir nightmare imaginings about his 
lost boy’s fate. 

[Dr R.V. Bailey wrote her D. Phil thesis on Rudyard Kipling: the Poet’s Trade and the 
Prophet’s Vocation. Her most recent publication is the poetry collection Credentials, 
(Oversteps Books, 2012). Ed.]

IF –
If you can keep your head when all about you
	 Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,
	 But make allowance for their doubting too;
If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,
	 Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,
Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,
	 And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:
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If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;
	 If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim;
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster
	 And treat those two impostors just the same;
If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken
	 Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,
	 And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools: 

If you can make one heap of all your winnings 
	 And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,
And lose, and start again at your beginnings
	 And never breathe a word about your loss;
If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew
	 To serve your turn long after they are gone,
And so hold on when there is nothing in you
	 Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,
	 Or walk with Kings – nor lose the common touch,
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
	 If all men count with you, but none too much;
If you can fill the unforgiving minute
	 With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,
	 And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son!

W.H. AUDEN: Art, as the late Professor R.G.Collingwood pointed 
out,3 is not Magic, i.e., a means by which the artist communicates or 
arouses feelings in others, but a mirror in which they may become 
conscious of what their own feelings are: its proper effect, in fact, is 
disenchanting.

By significant details it shows us that our state is neither as virtuous 
nor as secure as we thought, and by the lucid pattern into which it 
unifies these details, its assertion that order is possible, it faces us with 
the command to make it actual. Insofar as he is an artist, no one, not 
even Kipling, is intentionally a magician. On the other hand, no artist, 
not even Eliot,4 can prevent his work from being used as magic, for 
that is what all of us, highbrow and lowbrow alike, secretly want Art to 
be. Between the schoolmaster who quoted “If” and the undergraduate 
who quoted “The Waste Land,” there was not so much difference. Had 
the former really read his poem, he would have had to say, “Yes, if. 
Unfortunately, I do not keep my head …etc. I realize now that I am 
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not a man.” Instead, of course, he said, “Admirably put. That’s exactly 
what the boys need to realize.” Similarly, had the undergraduate really 
read his poem, he would have had to say, “Now I realize that I am not 
the clever young man I thought, but a senile hermaphrodite. Either I 
must recover or put my head in the gas-stove.” Instead, of course, he 
said, “That’s wonderful. If only they would read this, Mother would 
understand why I can’t stay home nights, and Father would understand 
why I can’t get a job.”

If today [1943] the war makes people discover that Kipling is good, 
it will be an excellent thing, but if at the same time they start saying that 
Eliot is “defeatist,” it will prove that they have not discovered a poet, 
but only changed their drug to suit the new climate.

© Copyright 1943, W.H. Auden ‘The Poet of the Encirclement’, renewed in  
Forewords and Afterwords (Faber 1973). Reprinted by kind permission of Curtis  
Brown, Ltd.

MESOPOTAMIA
1917

They shall not return to us, the resolute, the young,
	 The eager and whole-hearted whom we gave:
But the men who left them thriftily to die in their own dung,
	 Shall they come with years and honour to the grave?

They shall not return to us; the strong men coldly slain
	 In sight of help denied from day to day:
But the men who edged their agonies and chid them in their pain,
	 Are they too strong and wise to put away?

Our dead shall not return to us while Day and Night divide –
	 Never while the bars of sunset hold.
But the idle-minded overlings who quibbled while they died,
	 Shall they thrust for high employments as of old?

Shall we only threaten and be angry for an hour:
	 When the storm is ended shall we find
How softly but how swiftly they have sidled back to power
	 By the favour and contrivance of their kind?
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Even while they soothe us, while they promise large amends,
	 Even while they make a show of fear, 
Do they call upon their debtors, and take counsel with their friends,
	 To confirm and re-establish each career?

Their lives cannot repay us – their death could not undo–
	 The shame that they have laid upon our race. 
But the slothfulness that wasted and the arrogance that slew,
	 Shall we leave it unabated in its place?

PATRICK COCKBURN: The Mesopotamia campaign, up to the time 
Kipling wrote his great denunciation in 1917, was probably the most 
shameful, mismanaged and unnecessary military disaster in British 
history. I used to visit the battered or abandoned cemeteries up and 
down Iraq, as Mesopotamia is known today, where are buried many of 
the 40,000 British and Indian soldiers killed in this war. 

The scale of the war in Mesopotamia was smaller than the Western 
Front or Gallipoli, but the suffering and official incompetence were 
greater. British forces landed in the south of the country in 1914 in 
what was at first very much a side-show. In 1915, a force under General 
Charles Townshend pushed north, came close to Baghdad but suffered 
heavy casualties and retreated to Kut on the Tigris River where they 
were besieged by the Turks. From the beginning, British supply lines 
were grossly inadequate and the wounded took many days lying on 
decks of river steamers to reach hospital in Basra. Kipling’s line about 
men dying “in their own dung” is appallingly accurate. 

General Townshend, a vain and hysterical commander, understated 
his food reserves, compelling British forces to attack prematurely and 
disastrously. On 29 April, 1916 Townshend surrendered and 13,000 
British and Indian troops were sent on a death march in which the 
majority were to die from ill-treatment or disease. Few officers stayed 
with their men, and Townshend himself went to luxurious imprison-
ment in a villa on an island in the Sea of Marmora. 

Many powerful people were responsible for this debâcle. There 
was Townshend himself, who showed more concern for the fate of his 
dog Spot than for his soldiers. There were the incompetent generals in 
Basra who underestimated the Turks, failed to supply their men and 
lied about the logistical collapse. But Kipling rightly goes beyond the 
easy though culpable targets of the officers in command in Iraq or even 
the authorities in India. The Cabinet in London had wanted to capture 
Baghdad because they were seeking an easy victory to balance defeats 
at Gallipoli and elsewhere. Kitchener had pushed for an advance; so too 
had Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, a politician not normally 
associated with military adventurism.
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I was in Iraq in 2003 and afterwards, when British and American 
troops, along with Iraqis in far greater numbers, were being once again 
killed and wounded because of catastrophic miscalculations by their 
governments. I thought often of Kipling’s line about “the slothfulness 
that wasted and the arrogance that slew.” To be fair, British military 
commanders were more dubious about the wisdom of a war in Iraq this 
time round than their political counterparts. 

Both Tony Blair and George W. Bush were returned to office in 
elections after the invasion of Iraq, because they deceived voters about 
extent of the calamity. At the time of writing, the Chilcot Inquiry into 
the war has yet to be published, over a decade after the events it is 
investigating. Blair, Bush and their lieutenants are treated as elder 
statesman whose views on Iraq should be listened to respectfully. 
Nobody in poetry or prose has written anything to rival Kipling’s razor-
sharp skewering of those most responsible for Iraq’s miseries as they 
sidle back to power “by the favour and contrivance of their kind.”

[Patrick Cockburn is Middle East correspondent for the Independent and author of The 
Occupation (2007). His most recent book is The Jihadis Return: Isis and the New Sunni 
Uprising (2014). Ed.]

NORMAN AND SAXON
A.D.1100

“My son,” said the Norman Baron, “I am dying, and you will be heir
To all the broad acres in England that William gave me for share
When he conquered the Saxon at Hastings, and a nice little handful it
� is.
But before you go over to rule it I want you to understand this:–

“The Saxon is not like us Normans. His manners are not so polite.
But he never means anything serious till he talks about justice and 
� right.
When he stands like an ox in the furrow with his sullen set eyes on 
� your own,
And grumbles, ‘This isn’t fair dealing,’ my son, leave the Saxon alone.

“You can horsewhip your Gascony archers, or torture your Picardy 
� spears;
But don’t try that game on the Saxon; you’ll have the whole brood
� round your ears.
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From the richest old Thane in the county to the poorest chained serf in
� the field,
They’ll be at you and on you like hornets, and, if you are wise, you will
� yield.

“But first you must master their language, their dialect, proverbs and 
� songs.
Don’t trust any clerk to interpret when they come with the tale of their 
� wrongs.
Let them know that you know what they’re saying; let them feel that
� you know what to say.
Yes, even when you want to go hunting, hear ’em out if it takes you all 
� day.

“They’ll drink every hour of the daylight and poach every hour of the 
� dark. 
It’s the sport not the rabbits they’re after (we’ve plenty of game in the
� park).
Don’t hang them or cut off their fingers. That’s wasteful as well as
� unkind,
For a hard-bitten, South-country poacher makes the best man-at-arms
� you can find.

“Appear with your wife and the children at their weddings and funerals
� and feasts. 
Be polite but not friendly to Bishops; be good to all poor parish priests.
Say ‘we,’ ‘us’ and ‘ours’ when you’re talking, instead of ‘you fellows’
� and ‘I.’
Don’t ride over seeds; keep your temper; and never you tell ’em a lie!”

PETER HITCHENS: The point about ‘Norman and Saxon’ is that it is 
true – not true about the actual conversation, which obviously never 
took place and probably could never have, but true about England. Like 
Conan Doyle’s forgotten historical romances The White Company and 
Sir Nigel, it explains the mixed curse of class which used to hold us 
together by keeping us apart, and which created the odd and sensitive 
gradations of manners and accents which to this day make it impossible 
for me to use the word ‘toilet’ without flinching.

Oddly enough, multiculturalism will probably finish off the English 
class system for good in the coming century, when decades of Fabianism 
and good intentions had hardly dented it. We will be so busy coping 
with Islam and the Polish heritage, that we will finally forget about 
snobbery and fish-knives. 
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For England’s upper and lower crusts are really Normans and 
Saxons. And the poor nervous, status-obsessed, pettily-snobbish middle 
classes who scuttle between them are the collaborators who went over 
to the occupier and worked for him. They fear the social fall because, 
if they fall, they will fall among enemies who will resent and despise 
them. 

Not all occupiers are defeated, not all leave, not all resistance move-
ments triumph, and not all collaborators die in disgrace. In fact, it’s 
rather the other way round, or the Saxons would not have been in charge 
before the Normans arrived. And here are our two sides, the thesis and 
antithesis that made all our customs and institutions adversarial, from 
the courts and the Parliament to sport and the Press. 

As the late Queen Mother (a considerable constitutional expert) used 
to say ‘The best form of rule for this country is a good-old-fashioned 
Tory government with a proper strong Labour Opposition’, an argu-
ment which improves the more you examine it. It’s the need to fight, 
the institutionalized enmity, that keeps us fair and honest, and the inch 
of difference between the two sides is the inch of freedom (never will-
ingly granted, always under attack, absent from most other cultures) in 
which we all live. 

“The Saxon is not like us Normans.” 
No, he isn’t. 
“But he never means anything serious till he talks about justice and 
right.”
No, he doesn’t, or he didn’t, and any factory-floor foreman, farmer 
or naval officer who ignored those ancient warnings was always 
asking for trouble. 
For “When he stands like an ox in the furrow – with his sullen set 
eyes on your own,
And grumbles, ‘This isn’t fair dealing,’ my son, leave the Saxon 
alone.”

The first time I read this, it went straight into my heart and memory, 
with an almost audible click, of the sort that happens when one beauti-
fully-accurate piece of machinery slots into another, sprocket to chain, 
piston into cylinder, shell into breech. 

The fact that nobody who isn’t English will ever really like or 
understand it, and that a century hence it will need lavish footnotes, are 
even more of a recommendation. 

[Peter Hitchens writes a weekly column for the Mail on Sunday. His most recent book is 
The War We Never Fought: The British Establishment’s Surrender to Drugs (2012) Ed.]
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A RECANTATION
1917

To Lyde of the Music Halls 

What boots it on the Gods to call?
	 Since, answered or unheard,
We perish with the Gods and all
	 Things made – except the Word.

Ere certain Fate had touched a heart
	 By fifty years made cold,
I judged thee, Lyde, and thine art
	 O’erblown and overbold.

But he – but he, of whom bereft
	 I suffer vacant days –
He on his shield not meanly left –
	 He cherished all thy lays.

Witness the magic coffer stocked
	 With convoluted runes
Wherein thy very voice was locked
	 And linked to circling tunes.

Witness thy portrait, smoke-defiled,
	 That decked his shelter-place.
Life seemed more present, wrote the child,
	 Beneath thy well-known face.

And when the grudging days restored
	 Him for a breath of home,
He, with fresh crowds of youth, adored
	 Thee making mirth in Rome.

Therefore I, humble, join the hosts
	 Loyal and loud, who bow
To thee as Queen of Song – and ghosts,
	 For I remember how

Never more rampant rose the Hall
	 At thy audacious line
Than when the news came in from Gaul
	 Thy son had – followed mine.



December 2014	 KIPLING JOURNAL� 35

But thou didst hide it in thy breast
	 And capering, took the brunt
Of blaze and blare, and launched the jest
	 That swept next week the Front. 

Singer to children ! Ours possessed
	 Sleep before noon – but thee,
Wakeful each midnight for the rest,
	 No holocaust shall free.

Yet they who use the Word assigned,
	 To hearten and make whole,
Not less than Gods have served mankind,
	 Though vultures rend their soul.

JOHN LEE: ‘A Recantation’’ is one of the most personal of Kipling’s 
poems, and one of the most intellectually ambitious lyric poems of the 
Great War. 

At its heart, the poem is about loss. The personal nature of the 
poem is founded on the identification the reader is encouraged to make 
between the poem’s speaker and the poem’s author. Kipling is of an age 
with the speaker, having been 3 months short of his fiftieth birthday 
when his son, John, was killed at the battle of Loos. John, like the son 
of the poem, was a great lover of music-hall and its stars.

The son’s death is both a cause of great grief, movingly expressed 
in the speaker’s suffering ‘vacant days’, and a cause of new feeling in 
a heart previously grown ‘cold’. The loss of his son has brought about 
a change in the speaker’s beliefs – one sense of the ‘recantation’ of 
the title. The heresy which is abjured is the speaker’s previous mis-
valuation of Lyde and her art. 

What changes the speaker’s mind is in part the comfort he now finds 
in returning to the music-hall to hear his son’s favourite songs re-sung 
– which gives another sense to the ‘recantation’ of the title. But also 
important is Lyde’s response to the loss of her own son: Lyde continues 
with her performance and launches ‘the jest / That swept next week the 
Front.’ ‘Jest’ here, as often in Kipling, is an important word; it carries a 
secondary, Latinate sense of ‘noble deed or action’. In this doubleness 
of sense, the home front can be seen to be becoming a part of the front 
line within the vocabulary of the poem.

Kipling stated that the music-hall artists were effectively ‘public 
servants’ during the war and believed his poem to be the only ‘direct 
tribute’ paid to them (Country Life Press, 1919). That may well be true; 
also worth noting is how few poets wrote about both home front and 
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front line, and how even fewer wrote about their interaction. (Indeed, 
is there any poet as interested as Kipling in depicting the Great War as 
a World War?)

No one has persuasively identified Lyde. The name itself comes 
from Horace and is disyllabic (perhaps – as Professor Jan Montefiore 
has suggested – with a cockney-accented pun on ‘lady’). Kipling’s 
poem was written in imitation of the Latin poet and, in particular, as a 
response to Odes 4.6. That ode celebrates the role of poet as fortunate 
song-maker to a generation of young men and women coming of age 
in a new and more promisingly civil Rome. Kipling’s poem re-sings 
Horace’s poem about poetry, but as an elegy for a lost age – and gives 
the third, and perhaps saddest, sense to the ‘recantation’ of the title. 
Kipling’s ode questions what role the poet must play in a new, uncivil 
era defined by the loss of a generation. The artist’s role is no longer to 
celebrate art’s traditions and powers, but rather to work selflessly and 
self-mortifyingly for the consolation of survivors.

[Dr John Lee, Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Bristol, has 
published widely on Kipling. He was Director of the Study Day on ‘The Absent-Minded 
Beggar’ at Bristol University in 2008, and subsequently edited the Supplement to the 
Kipling Journal in which the papers appeared (2011). Ed.]

A SONG OF SEVEN CITIES
I was Lord of Cities very sumptuously builded.
Seven roaring Cities paid me tribute from afar.
Ivory their outposts were—the guardrooms of them gilded,
And garrisoned with Amazons invincible in war. 

All the world went softly when it walked before my Cities—
Neither King nor Army vexed my peoples at their toil,
Never horse nor chariot irked or overbore my Cities,
Never Mob nor Ruler questioned whence they drew their spoil. 

Banded, mailed and arrogant from sunrise unto sunset;
Singing while they sacked it, they possessed the land at large.
Yet when men would rob them, they resisted, they made onset
And pierced the smoke of battle with a thousand-sabred charge. 

So they warred and trafficked only yesterday, my Cities.
To-day there is no mark or mound of where my Cities stood.
For the River rose at midnight and it washed away my Cities.
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They are evened with Atlantis and the towns before the Flood. 

Rain on rain-gorged channels raised the water-levels round them,
Freshet backed on freshet swelled and swept their world from sight,
Till the emboldened floods linked arms and, flashing forward, drowned
� them—
Drowned my Seven Cities and their peoples in one night! 

Low among the alders lie their derelict foundations,
The beams wherein they trusted and the plinths whereon they built—
My rulers and their treasure and their unborn populations,
Dead, destroyed, aborted, and defiled with mud and silt! 

The Daughters of the Palace whom they cherished in my Cities,
My silver-tongued Princesses, and the promise of their May—
Their bridegrooms of the June-tide—all have perished in my Cities,
With the harsh envenomed virgins that can neither love nor play. 

I was Lord of Cities—I will build anew my Cities,
Seven, set on rocks, above the wrath of any flood.
Nor will I rest from search till I have filled anew my Cities
With peoples undefeated of the dark, enduring blood. 

To the sound of trumpets shall their seed restore my Cities
Wealthy and well-weaponed, that once more may I behold
All the world go softly when it walks before my Cities,
And the horses and the chariots fleeing from them as of old!

BRUCE PAGE: Nominating the passage which delights me most in all 
of Kipling’s works is a task I approach with simple self-indulgence, 
believing it was created in similar spirit. It is not poignant, brutal, 
tender, grim, or significant. It is just an unsurpassed example of the 
mighty, killer-diller line. It comes as extra with a tale called ‘The 
Vortex’, which isn’t much more than a bit of by-the-yard imperialism, 
in a poem bearing the portentous title ‘The Song of Seven Cities’. The 
poet opens by claiming to have once been Lord of them all, ‘very sump-
tuously builded . . .

Seven roaring Cities paid me tribute from afar.

The knob is turned up somewhat for Line 3:

Ivory their outposts were, the guardrooms of them gilded 



38	 KIPLING JOURNAL� December 2014

If reading aloud, take a micropause: then

And garrisoned by Amazons invincible in war.

Conclusion is reached after another 10 stanzas of saleable but rather 
minor Kipling. It does not fall from the heights quite as flatly as Kubla 
Khan after Coleridge’s magnificent frenzy was checked by an alleged 
visitor. Stevie Smith suggests Coleridge was ‘already stuck’ when the 
Person from Porlock arrived to take the blame; but Kipling was far too 
professional for such excuses. But perhaps his professionalism accounts 
for those seven gloriously fluid words being neglected; openings and 
finales have unfair advantages. My suspicion is that Kipling came on 
the combination ‘garrisoned by Amazons’ accidentally, but for all his 
experienced cunning could not fit it into any marmoreal framework. We 
may think he was slightly too adept with such constructions; certainly 
‘Ulster 1912’ or ‘Recessional’ would have capsized if loaded with such 
joyfully sensuous prosody.

Does it mean anything? Well, not much. (Janet Montefiore 
suggested to me that Lewis Carroll always pleased Kipling greatly, 
and that a nonsensical echo of ‘Jabberwocky’ may be heard in ‘Seven 
Cities’.) Often enough poets do, quite intentionally, convey profoundest 
meaning. Even in translation, Anna Akhmatova surely does so in 
‘Requiem’; yet elsewhere she sometimes comes across un-profound 
jewels too shiny to throw away. And all real poets are the same – like 
Donne suggesting that a melon, after metempsychosis, may recall

at what lascivious banquet it was serv’d.

Or the Pacific sailor in Keith Douglas’ ‘Marvel’, who lays the great 
tropic swordfish dead on deck, takes its great eye for a burning glass 
and

writes on the hot wood
The name of a harlot in his last port.

I’ve no idea how Kipling’s curious mind created the ‘invincible 
Amazons.’ ‘The Vortex’ makes plain that they began as a multitude of 
furious bees (he was a keen apiarist). We must be simply grateful that 
he recreated them as a jewel – not one to be forgotten because the only 
available setting was not particularly distinguished. Real poets cannot 
act otherwise.

[Bruce Page was born in London in 1936, is Australian by adoption and now lives by the 
East Anglia sea. An investigative journalist, he is devoted to Kipling as ‘indispensable to 
his trade’. Ed.]
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THE WAY THROUGH THE WOODS
They shut the road through the woods
	 Seventy years ago.
Weather and rain have undone it again,
	 And now you would never know
There was once a road through the woods
	 Before they planted the trees.
It is underneath the coppice and heath,
	 And the thin anemones.
	 Only the keeper sees
That, where the ring-dove broods,
	 And the badgers roll at ease,
There was once a road through the woods.

Yet, if you enter the woods
	 Of a summer evening late,
When the night-air cools on the trout-ringed pools
	 Where the otter whistles his mate
(They fear not men in the woods
	 Because they see so few),
You will hear the beat of a horse’s feet
	 And the swish of a skirt in the dew,
	 Steadily cantering through
The misty solitudes,
	 As though they perfectly knew
The old lost road through the woods…
But there is no road through the woods!

HUGH BROGAN: Kipling was most a poet when writing prose, as 
he recognized himself. He never claimed to be publishing poems, 
only verse; but this is not to say that he was incapable of achieving 
poetry. He did so repeatedly, and nowhere more evidently than in “The 
Way through the Woods”, one of his finest lyrical achievements. It is 
a delicate evocation of the life and history of an English wood, and the 
rural society which planted it; and at its heart is a ghost. It is as fine an 
example of late Victorian craftsmanship as can be found, and like any 
true poem can stand, quite happily, alone.

But part of its fascination is that, like so many Kipling poems, it does 
not stand alone. As has recently been established, Kipling was inspired 
to write it by a girl in the New Forest;5 she gave rise to the poem and its 
ghost, and the ghost in turn gave rise to a story, the infinitely touching 
“Marklake Witches” in Rewards and Fairies which “The Way through 



40	 KIPLING JOURNAL� December 2014

the Woods” frames, according to Kipling’s usual mature practice, along 
with “Brookland Road” (“Oh! Maids, I’ve done with ’ee all but one,/
And she can never be mine!”) Both tale and verses, like much else in his 
work, seem to be marked by his deep sorrow at the loss to pneumonia 
of his daughter Josephine, whose vulnerable innocence and vitality are 
suggested above all by his portrayal of young Philadelphia Bucksteed, 
the brilliant, spirited and – though she does not suspect it – doomed 
heroine of the story. As always, readers must be amazed at how much 
telling detail Kipling manages to pack so lightly into both poem and 
story; among other things, in his vivid characterisation of Philadelphia 
in her “high-waisted lavender-coloured riding-habit” he is careful to 
establish that she is an accomplished horsewoman (“I wasn’t afraid of 
Jerry ! I saw him working in his garden, and I leaned out of my saddle 
and double-thonged him between the shoulders, over the hedge.”) On 
the last page of the tale, Puck brings her conversation with Una to an 
abrupt end. Philadelphia vanishes and is at once forgotten, at any rate 
by Una; and Mrs Vincey the farmer’s wife comes suddenly into the 
field, having finished her milking. Una thinks that she can hear one of 
the cows:

“Is that old Pansy bumping about the lower pasture now?”
“No,” said Mrs. Vincey, listening. “It sounds more like a 

horse being galloped middlin’ quick through the woods; but
there’s no road there… Shall I see you up to the house, miss ?”

“Gracious, no! thank you. What’s going to hurt me?” said Una.

The reader, instructed by the poem, will know that Philadelphia is 
riding homewards; and perhaps will be moved to tears.

[Hugh Brogan, Research Professor at the University of Essex, is the author of Mowgli’s 
Sons (1982) and of many articles on Rudyard Kipling. His most recent book is Alexis de 
Tocqueville (2007). Ed.]

NOTES

1.	 [Re. ‘Eddi’s Service’] The ‘countrified’ old voice belongs to Clive Dunn (1920–
2012) who played Lance-Corporal Jones in Dad’s Army. Private Pike (not 
Lance-Corporal – either Tim or her creator was misremembering) was played by 
Ian Lavender.

2.	 [Re. ‘Epitaphs of the War’]‘The phrase ‘because our fathers lied’ can be seen as 
an answer to the question in the first line of the couplet. But it is also possible 
that Kipling is suggesting that the answer to the question lies in the mind of the 
reader. Only he or she can do better than the lies told by the fathers.’ Jay Winter, 
Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History, 
Cambridge University Press, 1993, pp.220–1.
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3.	 [Re. ‘If –’] Auden is alluding to The Principles of Art (Oxford University Press, 
1938) by R.G.Collingwood (1889–1943), which defines ‘magical’ art as ‘a repre-
sentation where the emotion evoked is an emotion valued on account of its function 
in practical life’ (p. 68). Collingwood instances both Rudyard Kipling and his 
heirs ‘our leading young writers’ (presumably including Auden) as practitioners of 
‘magical’ verse (pp.70–1). 

4.	 Auden’ wrote ‘The Poet of the Encirclement’ as a review of T.S.Eliot’s edited 
anthology A Choice of Kipling’s Verse (Faber & Faber, 1941) for The New Republic, 
24 October 1943. Hence, presumably, the parallel he draws between Eliot and 
Kipling.

5.	 [Re. ‘The Way through the Woods’] See the letter by J. W. Michael Smith ‘The 
Origin of ‘The Way through the Woods’, Kipling Journal 317, March 2006, p.70, 
according to which the incident is recorded in the autobiography of Christabel, 
Lady Aberconway A Wiser Woman? A Book of Memories (Hutchinson 1966).
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AN EARLY KIPLING POEM?
by Chris Gardner

[Chris Gardner lives in Dunrobin, Ontario. He is a retired research scientist who spent 
most of his career studying the chemistry of batteries and fuel cells. He is also an amateur 
genealogist. Ed.]

During a visit to Cambridge, New Zealand about 15 years ago, I acquired 
a second-hand copy of Charles Kingsley: Letters and Memories of his 
Life, with three intriguing hand-written inscriptions inside. The first is a 
presentation inscription ‘from H.T.K. and B.E.K. to Sister E.E. Simpson 
for her birthday’, dated September 1930. A book-seller’s label showed 
that the book had been bought in Perth, Australia. Most fascinating was 
the second inscription: a short hand-written poem on the front endpaper 
(the blank pages at the front of the book) captioned “Rudyard Kipling 
scripsit” [“Rudyard Kipling wrote”]. At the bottom of the poem, in a 
more straggly handwriting is a note by B.E.K.: “Unpublished. They 
were schoolfellows” – presumably referring to R.K. and H.T.K. The 
third inscription is a memorial to H.T.K., which gave the date of his 
death in Perth, Australia in 1932. 

These inscriptions raised several questions in my mind. Most 
importantly, could this really be an unpublished Kipling poem? Who 
were H.T.K. and B.E.K, and was H.T.K. really a classmate of Kipling? 
And, finally, who was Sister E.E. Simpson?

Rudyard Kipling, scripsit

If this be borrowed by a friend,
Right welcome shall he be,

To read, to borrow – not to lend,
But to return to me.

But let mine enemy approach,
This book to steal from me,

Far swifter than he came, the thief,
In fear shall trembling flee.

For on his head my fist shall fall,
And on his seat my toes,

Shall like trip-hammers in a forge,
Descend with mighty blows.
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Over the years I made several attempts to solve this riddle, to no 
avail. My initial thought was that the initials indicated that H.T.K. and 
B.E.K. might be descendants of either the Kipling or Kingsley families; 
but this line of enquiry proved fruitless. Then in March 2014 I slipped 
on the ice going down our lane to get the newspaper and broke my 
ankle. In the period of convalescence that followed, I had ample time 
to probe more deeply into the mystery. I discovered that there was an 
on-line Western Australia cemetery index.1 Knowing H.T.K’s date and 
place of death from the third inscription, from this index I was able to 
identify him as Henry Truman Kelsall and B.E.K as his wife Blanche 
Edith Kelsall. 

H.T. Kelsall was a well-known and influential doctor in Perth.2 He 
was on the first Board of Management of Perth Hospital and also a 
trustee of the Western Australia Museum. (I eventually concluded that 
E.E. Simpson must have been one of the Nursing Sisters and a friend at 
the Perth Hospital.)

A search of records on the Ancestry web site showed that H.T. 
Kelsall was born in India in 1865, as was Kipling. The UK 1881 Census 

The Handwritten Poem
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records show that both Kelsall and Kipling were living in Westward Ho, 
Devon at that time. Kipling was boarding at the United Services College 
(USC), while Kelsall was living near the college with his mother. This 
strongly suggested that they were fellow pupils and contemporaries at 
USC. 

Henry Truman Kelsall (1865–1932) came from a medical and 
service family. His father Henry Kelsall (1834–1879), was an Army 
surgeon with the 20th Regiment in India, who was involved in many 
of the actions during the Indian ‘Mutiny’ of 1857–58; an edition of his 
diaries was published in 1984.3 He died of heat apoplexy at Dakha in 
Afghanistan when he was only 45 and is buried there.4 A memorial to 
him, also commemorating his widow, who died seven years after him,5 
was erected in the churchyard at Northam, near Westward Ho.6 H.T.K.’s 
grandfather Henry Kelsall (1802–1874) was a Royal Navy surgeon who 
served on both the emigrant and convict ships going to Australia. He 
was on board the ship Juliana when it sank off the Cape of Good Hope 
in 1838. He was also on board the Waterloo which “was anchored in 
Table Bay en route to Van Diemen’s Land with a ‘load of convicts’ 
when a big storm blew up. The ship was wrecked and more than half 
the people on board were drowned.” Henry Kelsall was saved by a pris-
oner whose irons he had ordered to be removed. Following their family 

Henry Truman Kelsall
(photograph courtesy of Robert Kelsall)
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tradition, both Henry Truman Kelsall’s son George A. Kelsall, and his 
grandson Robert Kelsall, became doctors. 

During their time at the USC in Westward Ho, Henry Truman 
Kelsall and Rudyard Kipling became friends and remained so during 
their lives. According to Robert Kelsall:

Rudyard Kipling and Henry Kelsall were both born in 1865, Kipling 
on December 30th and Kelsall on June 4th. They were both born in 
India of service people and travelled together by ship to school in 
England; it is said that they first met aboard ship but I can’t verify 
this. They both entered the United Services College at Westward 
Ho in 1878. Kipling was keen on drama at school and acted in 
school plays. They kept up a lifelong correspondence, mostly one 
page letters written on both sides. In one letter Kipling expresses his 
horror at having to use a typewriter. Last year I visited Batemans 
and saw the typewriter.7

The friends met again in 1912. In a recently published book, George 
A. Kelsall, H.T.K.’s son, is quoted as saying, “My father came out to 
Australia as a young doctor in 1890 and married an Australian girl. He 
met Kipling again in 1912. All Kipling could say was ‘Kelsall, you have 
gone grey’. My father’s quick riposte was ‘Kipling, you are bald’.”8 

George A. Kelsall visited Kipling when he went to England in 1928. 
According to a report in the Perth Newspaper, Western Mail, George 
Kelsall

had been the guest of Rudyard Kipling – a highly interesting experi-
ence – and was wonderfully impressed by the marvelous vivacity 
and geniality of the old man. Kelsall’s father, by the way, was a 
school-fellow of Kipling though he managed to keep out of Stalky 
& Co.9

It seems probable that Henry Kelsall was given the poem by 
Rudyard Kipling while they were fellow pupils at USC; as Kipling left 
school for Lahore in 1872 when he was 17, the poem would thus have 
been written when Kipling was 16 or younger. Robert Kelsall, H.T.K.’s 
grandson, made the following remarks: ‘They (H.T.K. and R.K.) kept 
up a lifetime correspondence even after H.T.K. moved to Australia. I 
would not be surprised to hear that H.T.K. had an unpublished poem by 
Kipling but it most likely originated during their school days as all they 
exchanged were one page letters in later years.’10 In the early stages of 
my search, when I first sent the poem to Professor Janet Montefiore, 
she provided the following encouragement: ‘It might be R.K.’s … 
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but I don’t know how one could tell. If you can find some supporting 
evidence of his relationship with Kelsall that would help. It reads very 
schoolboyishly, a bit like the old chestnut ‘Black is the raven, black is 
the rook,/ And blacker the thief who steals this book.’ 11 She forwarded 
it to the Kipling editor Professor Thomas C. Pinney, who wrote: 

I think that it probably is Kipling’s; at least I see no reason to doubt 
it, given the circumstances that you have worked out. It is not in 
Kipling’s hand, but that is not decisive. Making attributions without 
definite external evidence is always a chancy business, but I think 
that there is a good case here.12
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RUDYARD KIPLING AND ‘MANDALAY’
by ANDREW SELTH 

Dr. Andrew Selth is Adjunct Associate Professor of the Griffith Asia Institute in Griffith 
University, Brisbane. He is currently completing a study entitled The Riff from Mandalay: 
Kipling, Burma and Western Music. Ed.]

It is difficult to overestimate the impact on popular perceptions of 
Burma – indeed, of the ‘Far East’ more generally – of Rudyard Kipling’s 
poem ‘Mandalay’.1 It first appeared in the literary weekly The Scots 
Observer on 21 June 1890.2 It was subsequently included in Barrack 
Room Ballads and Other Verses (1892).3 In the years that followed, the 
poem was found in most collections of Kipling’s works and became 
widely known, both in the United Kingdom (UK) and further afield. It 
not only inspired dozens of adaptions and imitations, both in verse and 
music, but it also helped shape Western images of Burma and Burmese 
society in ways that still resonate today.4 

The history of the poem has been well documented. In March 1889, 
aged 23 and relieved of his responsibilities to the Allahabad newspaper 
The Pioneer, Kipling set off from Calcutta for London, via Rangoon, 
Hong Kong, Yokohama and San Francisco. Although at the time the 
‘pacification’ of Burma was far from complete, the capital Mandalay 
had fallen to British arms in 1885 and the Burmese king had been exiled 
to India. On 1 January 1886, the rump of his domain was annexed by 
the UK and added to the Indian province of British Burma, which had 
been created in 1862 after two earlier Anglo-Burmese wars.5 Kipling 
was familiar with all these developments. He had already written a 
short story and three ‘newspaper verses’ which specifically referred to 
Burma, namely ‘The Taking of Lungtungpen’ (1887), ‘A Nightmare 
of Names’ (1886), ‘The Grave of the Hundred Dead’ (1888) and ‘The 
Ballad of Boh Da Thone’ (1888).6 

Kipling’s one and only visit to Burma was brief, but it made a 
profound impression. After a couple of days spent in Rangoon, where 
he was impressed by the ‘beautiful winking wonder’ of the Shwedagon 
Pagoda, he made an unscheduled stopover at the southern town of 
Moulmein.7 There he went to see ‘a large white pagoda surrounded by 
scores of little pagodas’.8 As described by Kipling years later:

I should better remember what that pagoda was like had I not fallen 
deeply and irrevocably in love with a Burmese girl at the foot of the 
first flight of steps … Leaving this far too lovely maiden, I went up 
the steps only a few yards, and, turning me around, looked upon a 



48	 KIPLING JOURNAL� December 2014

view of water, island, broad river, fair grazing ground, and belted 
wood that made me rejoice that I was alive … Far above my head 
there was a faint tinkle, as of golden bells, and a talking of the 
breezes in the tops of the toddy-palms.9

Kipling arrived back in the UK in October 1889. Not long after-
wards, he wrote ‘Mandalay’, a poem of six stanzas in which a former 
British soldier, discharged from military service and living in London, 
expresses his longing for a young Burmese girl, who is described as 
waiting in bucolic surroundings for her sweetheart to return.10 

This poem, with its timeless themes of idealised romance and exotic 
locales – ‘somewheres East of Suez’ – was in large part a reaction to 
Kipling’s new life in the UK, which he found a stark contrast to sunlit 
India. As he wrote in ‘In Partibus’, (also 1889): 

The sky, a greasy soup-tureen
Shuts down atop my brow.
Yes, I have sighed for London town
And I have got it now:
And half of it is fog and filth,
And half is fog and row.11

This sombre mood informed ‘Mandalay’, which reflected Kipling’s 
nostalgia for ‘a neater, sweeter maiden in a cleaner, greener land’, 
where he could escape the gloomy weather, the condescension of the 
local literati and the strictures of Victorian morality.12 

The poem received an enthusiastic welcome. Disseminated through 
both the printed word and recordings of various kinds, it had a major 
impact on the popular imagination, not only in the UK but elsewhere 
in the English-speaking world.13 To that point, the duration of British 
colonial rule in Burma had been relatively short (barely 65 years from 
the first territorial annexation) and the expatriate presence there was 
always small, compared with India. The country itself was little known 
or understood back in the UK, leaving a gap that was largely filled by 
journalism, literature and popular music;14 the information provided by 
these sources was limited and not always very accurate. Also, Burma 
tended to be seen as simply part of India until Burma became a colony 
in its own right, in 1937. As Hugh Tinker observed, ‘to the average 
Englishman Burma conjured up one poem and perhaps a short story by 
Kipling – Kipling, who spent three days in Burma’.15 

At the same time, however, ‘Mandalay’ attracted a range of criti-
cisms. Some were related to Kipling’s style and ‘somewhat coarse’ 
language.16 Others were aimed at factual errors and what was seen as 
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Kipling’s faulty geography.17 A particular problem arose over the first 
line of the poem, which described the ‘Burma girl’ as ‘lookin’ eastward 
to the sea’. Yet, as readers were quick to point out, Moulmein is not only 
some 61 kilometres inland, on the Salween River, but the sea lies to the 
west of the town, not the east. Also, it would make more sense for the 
girl to be looking westwards towards India, where her ‘British soldier’ 
was probably once stationed. According to the Kipling Society’s exten-
sive website, Kipling answered this pedantry by changing the first line 
of the poem to match a similar line in the last stanza, which referred to 
the girl ‘lookin’ lazy at the sea’. Even so, the original wording continued 
to appear in published collections for some years.18 Suggestions that the 
amendment was made by American composer Oley Speaks, to suit his 
1907 musical rendition of the poem, are incorrect.19 In fact, his early 
printings faithfully reproduced the first line.

Questions were also raised over the last line of the chorus, which 
read ‘An’ the dawn comes up like thunder outer China ‘crost the Bay!’. 
As Kipling later acknowledged in response to critics who discovered 
that Moulmein ‘did not command any view of any sun rising across 
the Bay of Bengal’, the town ‘is not on the road to anywhere’. Indeed, 
Mandalay is about 800 kilometres to the north of Moulmein. Yet, as 
Kipling wrote:

Had I opened the chorus of the song with ‘Oh’ instead of ‘On the 
road’ etc., it might have shown that the song was a sort of general 
mix-up of the singer’s Far-Eastern memories against a background 
of the Bay of Bengal seen at dawn from a troop-ship taking him 
there. But ‘On’ in this case was more singable than ‘Oh’. That 
simple explanation may stand as a warning. 

As Kipling explained, when the soldier speaks of the Road to Mandalay 
in the chorus, he is referring figuratively to his ‘golden path to 
romance’.20

Notwithstanding Kipling’s explicit warning not to read the poem 
too literally, aficionados have come up with ingenious explanations for 
the poem’s geographical anomalies. For example, one has suggested 
that, if the British soldier was in India he might not be able to see 
China across the Bay of Bengal, but he could look at the (Indo) China 
Peninsula, which included Burma.21 Another has claimed that Kipling 
was referring to a village named ‘China’, apparently situated to the 
west of Moulmein, near Rangoon.22 In 1981, an Australian contributor 
to the Kipling Journal put forward the theory that the ‘old Moulmein 
Pagoda’ to which the poem referred was in fact the Botataung Pagoda in 
Rangoon, which had a slight connection with the southern town. Being 
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on the Rangoon River, which is a tributary of the Irrawaddy River, he 
felt that this gave the pagoda a stronger claim to be ‘on the road to 
Mandalay’.23 These issues still seem to bother some modern authors.24

Although Kipling claimed to be unmusical, ‘he was acutely sensi-
tive to metrical form’ and was often found to be ‘singing a new poem’.25 
Also, he was familiar with most popular music styles.26 ‘Mandalay’ was 
consciously written in a manner that encouraged a musical setting. As 
he recounted in his autobiography, ‘I wrote a song called ‘Mandalay’ 
which, tacked to a tune with a swing, made one of the waltzes of that 
distant age’ (presumably a reference to Bewicke Beverley’s 1893 
‘Mandalay Waltz’).27 Kipling continued: ‘The inhabitants of the United 
States … “Panamaed” that song (this was before copyright), set it to 
their own tunes, and sang it in their own national voices.’28 

By the turn of the century, there were six different musical versions, 
not counting Beverley’s waltz,29 by Arthur Thayer (1892), Gerard Cobb 
(1892), Henry Trevannion (1898), Walter Damrosch (1898), Walter 
Hedgcock (1899), and Arthur Whiting (1900).30 All but Cobb and 
Hedgcock were Americans. In addition, the Australian Percy Grainger 
composed a score in 1898 which was never published.31

By a recent count, there are at least 22 musical settings of ‘Mandalay’, 
all but six of them produced before 1945.32 Of those versions with 
lyrics, most have included only the first, second and last two verses of 
Kipling’s poem, plus the chorus. Sometimes, only three verses were 
sung. They have also embraced a wide range of styles. Jazz, ragtime, 
big band and swing settings have appeared. More modern treatments 
have included classic pop, rock and roll, folk and even country styles. 
There have also been French, Danish, German and Russian versions.33 
As Brian Mattinson has observed:

Comparisons are interesting and in the case of “Mandalay” there 
will be personal preference for emphasis on the rugged British 
“Tommy” (Oley Speaks 1907), the tinkly temple bells (Charles 
Willeby 1911), the seductive little banjo (Walter Hedgcock 1899) or 
for contemporary folk style (Peter Bellamy).34

In his 1937 novel Serenade, James Cain declared his preference for 
Walter Damrosch’s setting. It was ‘a little tone poem all by itself, a 
piece of real music, with all the verses in it except the bad one, about 
the housemaids, and each verse a little different from the others.’35 This 
version was felt to be ‘in a different class from the Speaks Mandalay, or 
the Prince Mandalay, or any of the other bar-room Mandalays’.36 

Notwithstanding Cain’s comments, Oley Speaks’ setting of ‘On 
the Road to Mandalay’ is perhaps the best known. Recorded by Victor 
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in 1922, it became the signature song of American baritone Reinald 
Werrenrath. It was further popularised by the Australian singer Peter 
Dawson, who first recorded the song in 1935. He also made memorable 
recordings of the Willeby, Hedgcock and Cobb settings, in 1910, 1929 
and 1937 respectively.37 During the 1940s, Dawson devised what he 
called a ‘potpourri’ or ‘scena’, in which he sang parts of all four musical 
versions. While dismissed by one critic as ‘merely a hotch-potch’, 
others saw it as a seamless rendition of the entire poem.38 Settings 
of the poem have been recorded by more than 35 other performers, 
among them such well-known figures as Nelson Eddy, Bing Crosby, 
Frank Sinatra, Frankie Laine, Robert Howe, Lawrence Tibbett, Leonard 
Warren, Owen Brannigan, Ian Wallace and Christopher Underwood.39

Familiarity with the poem, if not its reputation, was enhanced by the 
fact that it lent itself to parody and imitation. An early example, sung 
by British soldiers during the 1896–98 Sudan expedition, was ‘On the 
Road to Dongolay’:

On the Road to Dongolay,
Where the dying camels lay,
And the sun comes down like hellfire,
And grows hotter day by day.40 

There were other versions, with different words, but as noted in the 
Pall Mall Gazette at the time ‘the tune is, of course, that of Mr Rudyard 
Kipling’s “On the Road to Mandalay”’.41 Another imitation was a poem 
written by Lawrence Harris about the great San Francisco Fire of 1906. 
It included the memorable verse:

Put me somewhere west of East Street where there’s nothing left 
but dust,

Where the lads are all a-hustlin’ and where everything’s gone 
bust, 

Where the buildings that are standin’ sort of blink and blindly 
stare

At the damnedest finest ruins ever gazed on anywhere.42

Being written to the rhythm of Kipling’s ballad, it could also be sung to 
one of its musical settings.

Despite its renown, however, the poem continued to attract contro-
versy. On Rudyard Kipling’s death in 1936, for example, George Orwell 
claimed that his enormous popularity was ‘essentially middle class’ 
and that ‘Mandalay’ was ‘something worse than a jingle’. This charge 
was dismissed by (among others) the poet T.S. Eliot.43 In 1943, Osbert 
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Sitwell described Kipling as a ‘writer of genius’, but of ‘Mandalay’ 
opined that ‘only a hairbreadth divides it from hopeless vulgarity’.44 
In 1970, Charles Carrington observed more generally that ‘of Burma, 
Kipling knew nothing at first-hand, until he called in a sea-going liner 
at Rangoon and Moulmein for a few days in 1889. Accordingly, we find 
his Burmese pieces somewhat remote and romantic.’45 A later biogra-
pher, Charles Allen, suggested in 2009 that ‘Mandalay’ had not aged 
well and now sounded ‘almost maudlin’.46 

Yet even Orwell, a trenchant critic of Kipling, imperialism, the 
British colonial presence in Burma and indeed of Mandalay itself, 
confessed that he was ‘seduced’ by his work.47 Of the poem ‘Mandalay’, 
Orwell could still write:

Unless one is merely a snob and a liar it is impossible to say that 
no one who cares for poetry could not get any pleasure out of such 
lines as:‘For the wind is in the palm trees, and the temple bells 
they say, / ‘Come you back, you British soldier, come you back to 
Mandalay!’.48

Sitwell too conceded that ‘some kind of spiritual Bovril, as well as the 
energy of the writing, enables you to derive comfort and sustenance 
from it’.49 This may help account for the fact that, over the years, the 
poem has continued to ‘stay by one’, as Orwell put it. Set to music, it 
has been sung ‘wherever songs are sung’.50 This is thanks to Kipling’s 
‘consummate gift of word, phrase and rhythm’, linked to what Bonamy 
Dobree has described as ‘rousing, singable tunes’.51 

In his essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, T.S. Eliot speaks 
of how, when a new work appears on the scene, every existing work is 
somehow modified by it and the whole scene subtly rearranged.52 Eliot 
was speaking of literature, and his comment can be applied to Kipling’s 
oeuvre, but ‘Mandalay’ did this in another sense too. Despite all the 
criticisms heard over the past 120 years, both the poem and its musical 
settings have been enormously influential. In different ways, they have 
coloured most of the popular songs and tunes with a Burma-related 
theme that have followed. Between 1890 and 1945, for example, almost 
100 such works were published. With titles like ‘My Maid of Mandalay’, 
‘I’m On My Way to Mandalay’, and ‘There’s a Burmah Girl A-Calling’, 
their debt to Kipling is obvious.53 By fixing such images in the public 
mind, the earlier songs irrevocably altered perceptions of Burma and 
by extension Western notions of Asia.54 A survey of popular songs and 
musical compositions written before 1945 reveal several hundred with 
titles like ‘My Philippino Dream Girl’, ‘My Little China Doll’ and ‘My 
Bombay Maid’.55 Most refer to moonlit tropical nights and ‘brown-eyed 
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dusky maids’ pining for absent lovers.56 While they reflect the imagined 
experiences of foreigners in other Asian countries, and the West’s fasci-
nation during this period with the wider ‘oriental’ world, these works 
owe much to ‘Mandalay’.57 In literature about Burma too, the poem has 
long been a favourite. It is routinely used to punctuate stories about 
the country in the news media and to illuminate longer works.58 As one 
travel writer commented in 2002, ‘Rare is the book about Burma that 
doesn’t gush the obligatory line or two of Kipling – “Come you back 
you British soldier, come you back to Mandalay!”.59 

Indeed, if one dips into the websites of a few prominent on-line 
booksellers they reveal more than two dozen works with their main 
titles drawn directly from Kipling’s poem. In addition to several named 
The Road to Mandalay, they encompass such variations as Back to 
Mandalay, Red Roads to Mandalay, The Road Past Mandalay, On the 
Back Road to Mandalay and The Road from Rangoon to Mandalay. 
There are similar titles in French and German, whose dates range from 
1917 through to 2014: novels, travelogues, autobiographies, historical 
studies, collections of poetry and books of photographs. Moreover, a 
number of movies were made in the 1920s and 1930s with the obvious 
intention of capitalising on the popularity of Kipling’s poem. These 
were entitled ‘A Maid of Mandalay’ (1913), ‘The Road to Mandalay’ 
(1926), ‘Mandalay’ (1934) and ‘The Girl From Mandalay’ (1936).60 
There are a couple of recent DVDs entitled ‘The Road to Mandalay’.

Such was the link in the popular imagination between Kipling and 
Burma that it was forgotten how short a time he actually spent there – 
and that he never visited Mandalay.

There is a modern footnote to this story. When Burmese opposition 
leader and Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi began to challenge the 
country’s military government after the 1988 pro-democracy uprising, 
Kipling’s poem was used against her. The generals likened her to 
the ‘unpatriotic’ Burma girl who turned her back on her own coun-
trymen (and, by implication, her own country). As David Steinberg has 
explained:

They cite the marriage of Aung San Suu Kyi to a British academic, 
Michael Aris, as disqualifying her from leading the country. This 
colonial issue, as exemplified in Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The 
Road to Mandalay” (and its paean to Burmese women who had 
relations with British soldiers) and George Orwell’s Burmese Days 
(whose hero had a Burmese mistress), thus continues today.61 

Aung San Suu Kyi has always admired Kipling, to the point of naming 
one of her sons Kim, after the novel. An extract from ‘Mandalay’ was 
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read out at her wedding. She has also said that ‘the poem ‘If–’, that in 
England is often dismissed as the epitome of imperialist bombast is a 
great poem for dissidents’.62 She has even distributed a Burmese trans-
lation of the poem to inspire her supporters.63 Rather than illustrating 
Aung San Suu Kyi’s abandonment of Burma, however, all this suggests 
quite the opposite. Indeed, some would say that the wheel had come 
full circle.
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MUMMY
by KATHARINE WHITEHORN

[Katherine Whitehorn wrote a weekly column for the Observer from 1960 to 1996. She 
is now agony aunt for Saga magazine, and she writes the weekly column ‘Life Class’ in 
the Observer Magazine. Ed.]

I went into the kitchen to get a cup o’ tea
The boys they stopped their talking and their eyes all said to me
‘Look, can’t you see we’ve friends in?’ and they ’eaved a pointed
		  sigh.
I climbed the staircase back to bed and to myself sez I:
	 Oh it’s ‘Mummy this and Mummy that and ‘Mummy do you
		  mind!’
	 But it’s Mummy, can you help me?’ when your boots are hard to
		  find.
	 ‘I’ve left my football kit at home, so could you bring it round?
	 ‘Oh thanks, that’s grand – and by the way – you haven’t got a
		  pound?’

When kids start on their schooling, those darn teachers know it all,
‘Could try harder... must write neater... keep your eye upon
		  the ball.’
If you should try and teach your kids – ‘that’s not the way it’s done’;
But you bet they’ll blame ’is background if the boy goes on the run.
	 Oh it’s ‘Mums keep out’ and ‘Mums don’t fuss’ from teachers that
		  we’ve paid;
	 But it’s ‘Thank you Mrs Atkins’ when they want the lemonade,
	 The biscuits and the costumes for the fourth-form pantomime;
	 They’re dead keen on us mothers when they want our overtime.

We’re Mums, so we’re the cleaners too, the washers and the cooks;
An’ they think that’s all we’re good for, once we’ve lost our dolly
		  looks.
My ’usband doesn’t mind to say I’m just a silly moo,
But ’e sees it all quite different when ’e wants my wages too.
	 Oh it’s ‘Mum’s too slow’ and ‘Mum’s too fat’ and ‘Mum’s a 
		  bleeding fool,’
	 But it’s ‘Mum could make some money’ once the kids are off to
		  school.
	 They want us scrubbing saucepans and they think that’s all we
		  do – 
	 But they call us ‘Superwoman’ when they want our wages too.
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We ain’t no superwomen nor we ain’t no numbskulls too,
But common thinking people, most remarkable like you.
And sometimes if our tempers isn’t all your fancy paints,
Well, women stuck with ’ousework don’t grow into plaster saints.
	 The ‘Mum, come ’ere’ and ‘Mum, get lost’ would make you go
		  berserk;
	 But it’s ‘motherhood is precious’ when it’s men that want the 
		  work.
	 It’s washing and it’s ironing and it’s food to feed their gobs,
	 But it’s ‘sacred task of motherhood’ when men want all the jobs.

You talk o’ better terms for us, playgroups an’ nursery schools,
And think such things will settle it; you must think we’re all fools.
It’s a job without a let-up, and just when we think we’re through
We find that we’re expected to ‘mother’ Uncle too.
	 Oh it’s Mummy this and Mummy that and Mummy up and
		  down;
	 But sailors all call ‘Mother!’ when they know they’re goin’ to
		  drown.
	 We love our kids and lump it; but all we get for pay
	 Is the thin red bunch o’ roses that you bring on Mother’s Day.

© Copyright Katharine Whitehorn 1970. Reprinted here by kind permission of Katharine 
Whitehorn and Peters, Fraser & Dunlop Ltd. 
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THOUGHTS ON KIPLING’S ‘RECESSIONAL’
by DONALD DAVIE

[Donald Davie (1922–1995) was a poet and distinguished critic of poetry. Ed.]

God of our fathers, known of old,
Lord of our far-flung battle-line,

Beneath whose awful Hand we hold
Dominium over palm and pine –

Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,
Lest we forget – lest we forget!

The tumult and the shouting dies;
The Captains and the Kings depart:

Still stands Thine ancient sacrifice,
An humble and a contrite heart.

Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,
Lest we forget – lest we forget!

Far-called, our navies melt away;
On dune and headland sinks the fire:

Lo, all our pomp of yesterday
Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!

Judge of the Nations, spare us yet,
Lest we forget – lest we forget!

If, drunk with sight of power, we loose
Wild tongues that have not Thee in awe,

Such boasting as the Gentiles use,
Or lesser breeds without the Law –

Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,
Lest we forget – lest we forget!

For heathen heart that puts her trust
In reeking tube and iron shard,

All valiant dust that builds on dust,
And guarding calls not Thee to guard,

For frantic boast and foolish word –
Thy mercy on Thy People, Lord!

The line in this poem that has set most teeth on edge, and raised most 
blood-pressures, is the notorious one about ‘lesser breeds without the 
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Law’ – a line which has been frequently misunderstood, for the good 
reason that the intended sense of it – by which the ‘lesser breeds’ are 
not brown Afghans but white Germans – is so very far from obvious. 
What has given less trouble, though I find it much more troublesome, 
is the question: what god of whose fathers? what lord of whose battle-
line? The god of the German (or Russian, or Dutch Boer) battle-line 
is officially the Christian God, who is also – officially – the god of 
Mulvaney and Ortheris and Learoyd, of Tommy Atkins, ‘the absent-
minded beggar ordered south’. And so it can hardly be he to whom 
‘Recessional’ is addressed. Nor can we any more plausibly identify 
him as Allah or Siva or Buddha or Mithras or the god of the Parsee or 
the god of the Jain; although, since Kipling is fervently aware of the 
Indian regiments fighting beside the British in Burma and South Africa, 
it might reasonably seem that the God addressed should incorporate 
these unchristian deities at the same time as it excludes the Christian 
deity of Imperial Germany. How can we know where we stand, with 
a poem addressed to a Being so ambiguous? And yet Eliot, the devout 
and proudly orthodox Anglo-Catholic author of Four Quartets, knew 
just where he stood in respect of the poem, and where the poem stood 
in relation to him.

I call Kipling a great hymn writer on the strength of Recessional. 
It is a poem almost too well known to need to have the reader’s 
attention called to it, except to point out that it is one of the poems 
in which something breaks through from a deeper level than that of 
the mind of the conscious observer of political and social affairs – 
something which has the true prophetic inspiration. Kipling might 
have been one of the most notable of hymn writers.

This is liberal theology indeed! The Eliot whose polemics ever since ‘For 
Lancelot Andrewes’ had insisted on the necessity for religious dogma 
here shows himself ready to admire a hymn that has ‘prophetic inspira-
tion’, though that inspiration is unleashed in the service of a Divinity 
undefined and undefinable. This more than makes up for Eliot’s sneer 
at Lawrence’s Congregationalism, in the sense that it overcompensates, 
flies to the other extreme.

Eliot had not taken leave of his senses, however. The ‘Lord God 
of hosts’ of ‘Recessional’ can indeed be identified, by just that phrase 
and by others in the poem that support it, particularly ‘Such boastings 
as the Gentiles use’. The God addressed in ‘Recessional’ is the God 
of the Old Testament, God of Israel, God of ‘the chosen people’. If 
we needed supporting evidence – as in fact we don’t – that evidence 
is in Kipling’s poem of a year before, ‘Hymn before Action’, which 
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Eliot does not fail to print in his Choice of Kipling’s Verse immediately 
before ‘Recessional’.

The earth is full of anger,
The seas are dark with wrath,

The Nations in their harness
Go up against our path:

Ere yet we loose the legions
Ere yet we draw the blade,

Jehovah of the Thunders,
Lord God of Battles, aid!

The God invoked in ‘Recessional’, it now appears, is not indeed the 
God of Christ any more than he is the God of the Jain or the Parsee: he 
is the God of David, warrior king of ancient Israel.

Yet what right has Kipling, or Eliot after him, to appeal to this god, 
this Yahveh? Was Kipling, any more than Eliot, a convert to Judaism 
from Christianity? Quite evidently not; and so the charge of culpable 
frivolity lies as heavily as ever against the pair of them.

Here we may leave Eliot, remarking compassionately that in 1941 
there was much excuse for a naturalized Englishman – a patriot as only 
the naturalized can be – to nourish the patriotic will at the expense of 
intellectual confusion. For Kipling there can be no such excuse. And the 
further we probe into Kipling’s religious sentiments, the more confu-
sion we find – and the less excuse for it.

In the 1920s his cousin Stanley Baldwin, recording how in a conver-
sation with Kipling he had found them at one on political matters, 
accounted for this by saying, ‘We have common puritan blood’. What 
Baldwin seems to have had in mind was that their common great-grand-
father, the Scottish Ulsterman James Macdonald, had been a Wesleyan 
minister converted by the great John Wesley himself. We need not deny 
that evangelical Wesleyanism was historically an offshoot of English 
Puritanism. But it was a very peculiar offshoot, one that ranged itself 
against such great dissenting puritans as Oliver Cromwell and John 
Bunyan, with both of whom Kipling none the less aligned himself under 
the illusion (apparently) that in doing so he was keeping faith with his 
Wesleyan inheritance. Historically Wesleyanism was High Church, 
aggressively monarchist, Arminian, and Tory. Accordingly, if Kipling 
had really thought through his inheritance of Wesleyan Puritanism – 
and Puck of Pook’s Hill is there to show how he thought such ‘thinking 
through’ was a patriotic duty – he ought to have sided with the 
Arminian Archbishop Laud against the Calvinist Cromwell, and with 
the nonjuring Arminian William Law against the Calvinist Bunyan. 
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The Arminian conviction that Christ died for all men, not just for the 
elect, was crucial for Kipling, since it was the only basis on which, for 
instance, Gunga Din might earn salvation; and in any case the torments 
he suffered from his Southsea foster mother in boyhood are said to 
have derived from her being an evangelical Calvinist. Yet ‘Recessional’ 
depends, if it is not to fall apart completely, on the Calvinist notion of a 
chosen people, the elect. In short, if Kipling shared his cousin Baldwin’s 
conviction that they shared a ‘puritan’ inheritance – and there is some 
reason to think that he did – he seems to have been wholly ignorant of 
the mutually irreconcilable strains inside English Puritanism. The two 
logically incompatible theories of salvation, Arminian and Calvinist, 
are in ‘Recessional’ held together by a powerfully traditional rhetoric; 
but the slightest attention to what that hymn seems to say will reveal the 
two incompatible systems and will break the poem in two.

* * *

The question of Kipling’s sincerity comes up... as soon as we shift our 
attention from the Evangelical generations behind him to the post-
Darwinian doubt that he lived in. And from this point of view it is 
‘Recessional’, not ‘The Old Issue’, that looks inexcusable. Sons who 
conceive themselves to have no God at all, or only a God who is nebu-
lous and featureless, have no right to call for help in battle on the God of 
their fathers whose features were stern and strong. Eliot, who decided 
Kipling was a great hymn-writer because of ‘Recessional’, claims for 
him also that he was a great epigrammatist:

Good epigrams in English are very few; and the great hymn writer is 
very rare. Both are extremely objective types of verse: they can and 
should be charged with intense feeling, but it must be a feeling that 
can be completely shared. They are possible to a writer so imper-
sonal as Kipling.

The force of what Eliot seems to say here is carried in the words ‘objec-
tive’ and ‘impersonal’. But it is not clear what he means by either of 
these words; and if we look elsewhere in his criticism for enlighten-
ment, we come across the famous essay ‘Tradition and the Individual 
Talent’, which advances a theory of ‘the impersonal’ that has been 
generally found unacceptable. I believe he is maintaining here that in a 
hymn (or an epigram) a poet who doesn’t believe in the God of either 
the Old or the New Testament can properly write as if he did so believe, 
because by that pretence he can share the intensity of his feeling – a 
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feeling not religious at all, but political and patriotic – with the mass of 
his countrymen who either do believe in such gods, or else think that 
they do. And when he cryptically quotes in full a difficult and memo-
rable later poem, ‘The Fabulists’, I think (for it is impossible to be sure) 
that he reads this poem as an impenitent confession by Kipling that he 
did indeed go to work in that way. However that may be, and whether or 
not that is a right reading of ‘The Fabulists’, few readers will be ready 
to agree that, by making this play with ‘objective’ and ‘impersonal’, 
Eliot has cleared the author of ‘Recessional’ from the charge of insin-
cerity, of duplicity and double-dealing.

That is not to say that there is no way for an atheistic or agnostic poet, 
a poet of ‘post-Darwinian doubt’, to draw on the themes and images of 
Christian belief. Many will agree that one of Kipling’s nonbelieving 
contemporaries, Thomas Hardy, showed how this could be done, with 
moving propriety and sincerity. I need cite only ‘The Oxen’:

Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock.
	 ‘Now they are all on their knees,’
An elder said as we sat in a flock
	 By the embers in hearthside ease.

We pictured the meek mild creatures where
	 They dwelt in their strawy pen,
Nor did it occur to one of us there
	 To doubt they were kneeling then.

So fair a fancy few would weave
	 In these years! Yet I feel,
If someone said on Christmas Eve,
	 ‘Come; see the oxen kneel

‘In the lonely barton by yonder coomb
	 Our childhood used to know,’
I should go with him in the gloom,
	 Hoping it might be so.

‘Hoping it might be so’ expresses the agnostic sentiment with a purity, 
a plain and aching accuracy, such as we look for in vain anywhere in 
Kipling. And no talk of ‘objective’ and ‘impersonal’ can persuade us 
that ‘Recessional’ in some quite different way is an equal or comparable 
achievement.

But this is not the only way in which a non-Christian or post- 
Christian poet can, with perfect sincerity, traffic in Christian affairs. For 
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an alternative way of doing so we can turn to Kipling’s ‘Gethsemane’ 
(which, says Eliot the wily possum, ‘I do not think I understand’):

The garden called Gethsemane
	 In Picardy it was,
And there the people came to see
	 The English soldiers pass.
We used to pass – we used to pass
	 Or halt, as it might be.
And ship our masks in case of gas
	 Beyond Gethsemane.

The garden called Gethsemane
	 It held a pretty lass,
But all the time she talked to me
	 I prayed my cup might pass.
The officer sat on the chair,
	 The men lay on the grass,
And all the time we halted there
	 I prayed my cup might pass.

It didn’t pass – it didn’t pass –
	 It didn’t pass from me.
I drank it when we met the gas
	 Beyond Gethsemane!

This is one of Kipling’s greatest poems. And Eliot understood it well 
enough, in the sense that he understood it to be overtly and fiercely blas-
phemous. The poem furiously denies what every Christian is required 
to believe – that one Being and one alone, Jesus, suffered on behalf of 
humankind an agony more intense and more expiatory than ever was, or 
ever would be, required of another. The Christian may be, he must be, 
shocked and affronted by this; but he cannot object to it, cannot deny 
that Kipling had the right to say it. Such blasphemy is thoroughly plain-
dealing, there is nothing devious or duplicitous. (Poetically of course 
– for ‘poetically’ is the word here, not ‘rhetorically’ – the uncannily 
piercing moment comes with the officer sitting on the chair, the exqui-
sitely painful metrical disturbance that lays a doubled trisyllabic rhythm 
on to the iambic norm.) Straightforward blasphemous denial is another 
way for the non-Christian poet to deal sincerely with Christianity.

© Copyright Estate of Donald Davie. This essay is abridged from ‘Thoughts on Kipling’s 
Recessional’ in Donald Davie, Essays in Dissent (Manchester, Carcanet, 1992), pp.215–
25. It appears here by kind permission of Carcanet Press.
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ABOUT THE KIPLING SOCIETY
The Kipling Society is for anyone interested in the prose and verse, 
and the life and times, of Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936). It is one of 
the most active and enduring literary societies in Britain and, as the 
only one which focuses on Kipling and his place in English Literature, 
attracts a world-wide membership. (Details from the Society’s web-
site and membership forms from the Membership Secretary, Kipling 
Society, 31 Brookside, Billericay, Essex CM11 1DT. The forms quote 
the minimum annual subscription rates. Some members contribute a 
little more).

The Society is a Registered Charity and a voluntary, non-profit-
making organisation. Its activities, which are controlled by a Council 
and run by the Secretary and honorary officials, include: 

•	 maintaining a specialised Library in Haileybury School, Hertfordshire, and  
Special Collection, Sussex University,

•	 answering enquiries from the public (schools, publishers, writers and the media), and 
providing speakers on request,

•	 arranging a regular programme of lectures, and a formal Annual Luncheon with a 
Guest Speaker,

•	 running the web-site at www.kipling.org.uk for members of the Society and anyone 
else around the world with an interest in the life and work of Rudyard Kipling,

•	 and publishing the Kipling Journal, every quarter.

The Journal of the Society aims to entertain and inform. It is sent to 
subscribing paying members all over the world free of charge. This 
includes libraries, English Faculties, and ‘Journal – only’ members. 
Since 1927, the Journal has published important items by Kipling, not 
readily found elsewhere, valuable historical information, and literary 
comment by authorities in their field, following Kipling, whose own 
diverse interests and versatile talent covered a wide range of literary 
writing – letters, travel, prose and verse. For the serious scholar of 
Kipling, who cannot afford to overlook the Journal, a comprehen-
sive index of the entire run since 1927 is available online to members 
or in our Library. Apply to: The Librarian, Kipling Society, 72 
Millbank, Headcorn, Ashford, Kent TN27 9RG, England or email 
to jwawalker@gmail.com 

The Editor of the Kipling Journal publishes membership news, 
Society events, and the texts of talks given by invited speakers. She is also 
happy to receive letters and articles from readers. These may be edited 
and publication is not guaranteed. Letters of crisp comment, under 1000 
words, and articles between 1000–5000 are especially welcome. Write 
to: The Editor, Kipling Journal, 36, St Dunstan’s Street, Canterbury, 
Kent, CT2 8BZ, U.K., or email jem1@kent.ac.uk






