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One of Paul Scott’s two brief references to Gone with the Wind in his novel Staying On comes in the voice of his heroine Lucy Smalley, who wonders what will become of her if she is widowed and left alone in India, but then, like the Scarlett O’Hara of the cinema that occupies so much of her time and imagination, she decides to worry about it tomorrow.  In a way, this is a missed opportunity:  Although Staying On, like most of Scott’s writing, is not self-consciously literary and has very few literary allusions, Scott might well have described the British India that serves as the background to Staying On, of which Lucy and her husband, Colonel Tusker Smalley, are the very last exponents, as a civilization as gone with the wind as Margaret Mitchell’s unreconstructed Confederate America.


Staying On is the story of Lucy and Tusker Smalley, a British couple who have lived in India over forty years, the last twenty-five of which they have “stayed on,” post-independence.  He is a retired army officer who after independence first assisted the Indian government, then took a civilian position in Bombay.  He retires in 1961 and moves to Pankot, the hill station he had first known as an army major in 1941; they live at the Lodge at Smith’s Hotel, a bungalow adjacent to the main hotel building where they had lived twenty years before.  But Smith’s Hotel is crumbling away, like so much of the rest on the India the Smalleys had known, its yard in the constant shadow of the Shiraz, a towering concrete and glass hotel across the street that is owned by a consortium of Punjabi rogues.  They are tended to by their irreverent but trustworthy servant Ibrahim, a Muslim, and Joseph, a Christian gardener hired by Ibrahim on the advice of Lucy.  They have contempt for their landlord, Lila Bhoolabhoy, a physically enormous and untrustworthy Punjabi who has bought the hotel with the intention of selling it to the Shiraz consortium and who has inexplicably married Francis Bhoolabhoy, “Billy-Boy,” another Christian, who is arguably Tusker’s best friend.


The novel begins ominously, “[w]hen Tusker Smalley died of a massive coronary at approximately 9.30 a.m. on the last Monday in April, 1972,” and ends inconclusively that night.  In between, using very effective narrative techniques involving changing points of view, letters, notes and imaginary conversations, we learn the Smalley’s whole tale: Lucy’s life in interwar England as a legal secretary and her family life spent as a vicar’s daughter; Tusker’s life in the army; their early marriage.  We are with Lucy on that peculiar night in the summer of 1947 as she and Tusker sit watching the Union Jack descend to be replaced by Asoka’s wheel.  And we finally see their life in retirement, during the time in which they are among the very last British in India, largely concentrated in the space between Tusker’s first heart attack and the one that kills him.


I am sure that no discussion of Staying On can be complete without some reference to colonial literary theory.  But now that I have made the reference, I am forced to tell you that neither Staying On nor Scott’s earlier four novels comprising the Raj Quartet, of which Staying On is somewhat of a postlude, have been the objects of much academic criticism.  It goes without saying that the experience of empire had an influence on British literature; and in particular, the experience of India has had a permanent effect on the development of modern Britain: After all, at least some part of the Subcontinent had been occupied since before Jamestown was settled.  Staying On tells us, admittedly, by  an Englishman, that the servants thought themselves better treated during the Raj than after; and that the professional classes had a sense of comfort that they lacked in an independnt India.  Staying On also speaks quite plainly, and with no sense of irony or apology, about the kind of racism that persisted all the way through independence.  We do not need colonial literary theorists to tell us that the British and the Indians, though in three hundred fifty years have become enmeshed with each other, remain two peoples with enormous mutual regard and admiration, and staggering mistrust – all for good reasons.


We might take these as starting points for a discussion of theme: Unlike his wife, Tusker mixes easily with the Indians – Colonel Menektara, Dr. Mitra, the Srinivasans, the Singhs, and of course, especially Francis Bhoolabhoy.  He is respected by his servant Ibrahim.  And yet, his nickname for Mr. Bhoolabhoy and his repeated firing and re-hiring of Ibrahim might seem almost racist, at least if we could not be convinced that Tusker would probably treat English people in the same manner.  Lucy issues an invitation to her mixed-race hairdresser, Suzy, through the very dark skinned Father Sebastian, then immediately regrets it because, she tells us, she learned early on that it was wrong to make a social connection to a Eurasian.  She is blatantly racist in her thoughts, though not her actions; although, after some long contemplation, she is glad she has done it: She has known Suzy longer than anyone else in Pankot.


On the whole I find this one of the novel’s great strengths, that many of its character’s issues – Lucy’s regarding Indians, Tusker’s regarding Lucy and India, Bhoolabhoy’s regarding his attitudes toward his fellow chrchmen – are worked out through their own thoughts.  It is telling, therefore, that Lila’s issues – her relationship to the Consortium, her relationship with her husband – are never worked out.


I must also comment on Scott’s use of humour, without which this could be a very heavy book, indeed.  The description scenes from the Bhoolabhoy’s relationship, although characterizing something almost tragic, I found to be very effective.  Lila in her necessarily enormous salmon-coloured nylon sari, made to show off the fairness of her skin, is highly original; it is also clever to make the most evil character, at least the most evil character we actually see, the basis of comedy.  The other source of comic relief comes from Ibrahim, but less through his actions than his thoughts.  It is especially effective when the narrative voice, when seeing through Ibrahim, very subtly reverts to an Indian dialect.  Although we would not guess Ibrahim to be sophisticated enough to make the comparison between his relationship with the Smalleys and that of an indulgent parent to demanding and unreasonable children, it is clear enough that this is something like his own thought.


All of this said, I have some criticisms of Staying On.  First, I might say that less is said of the idea of what makes a home than what Scott tells us.  Lucy will be sixty-seven at her next birthday, and but for a single trip to England in 1950, she has been in India since 1932.  We may well imagine she got married to leave her family, particularly her mother.  Her brothers had died before then.  Her father died of cancer quickly in the early ‘30’s; she did not return for his funeral.  She has no family in England.  The friends she has there whom she knew in India before they had “gone home” were never intimate with her in India, and she knows them less and less.  Pankot is the place she has known best the longest.  And yet, she is all too aware of her color and the ever increasing sense that independent India is utterly foreign to feel that that is her home.  She disdains the society of Indians and feels herself humbled to make her society among “mixed-race” Eurasians.  These are the facts.  Scott takes us on a captivating journey through Lucy’s mind in her imaginary conversations with Mr. Turner where we learn her history and her attitudes; Lucy is obviously a thoughtful enough woman to have been able to wonder to herself – even to speak it to Mr. Turner, if only in imagination – whether England really remains her home.  And yet she does not.  Without actually saying so, she seems to regret staying on, but having stayed on has not wondered whether to go “home” is to go to any home at all.


In a similar vein, a further criticism is that I think more could have been made of what personhood means.  Lucy tells us that her white skin can no longer contain her, but nothing else.  For no other character, except perhaps for Lila, is skin color an issue that we are aware of, and yet we are made aware of the color of a character’s skin, its exact shade, over and over.  How is Lucy’s sense of herself related to her color – even the color of her eyes that no longer turn green – and why is no other character’s sense of self examined?  So much of the novel seems so psychological that it seems that more could have been said about its characters’ separate senses of identity.  British India, especially in light of the Raj Quartet, seems a particularly apt venue to make such a thesis, and I regret that Staying On does not. 


But as I have said, British India is only the background of Staying On.  For sure, the tale of a couple long far from home, growing old together in a land that is becoming foreign to them, is surely one that is well-suited to the British in India, perhaps uniquely so, but the larger theme is not necessarily rooted there.  Tusker and Lucy, we finally come to realize, are a couple who are deeply in love, so far as their own emotions and personalities will allow them to admit it.  They might have been any older couple living anywhere who have grown too used to one another’s presence and habits, and too absorbed with their separate sensibilities to bother to communicate with each other anymore.  Lucy, undoubtedly like so many women of her generation, is “staying on” not just in India, but in a marriage over which hangs, as she describes it, a perpetual cloud.  Neither India nor the married life that took her there is quite as she imagined.  But, given the constraints of her society and religion, she stays on to read from Tusker, at the very end, in what she describes as the only love letter she has ever received, “You have been a good woman to me Luce.  Sorry I’ve not made it clear I think so.”  


So, was it worth staying on?  For Tusker, probably yes; because, as he finally writes Lucy, it had been in India that he had spent his working life and felt invested to it, and he, apparently, had left nothing in England he was anxious to return to.  He was content with their society of upper- and middle-class English-speaking Indians among whom he was aware of his foreignness, of his ability to entertain Ibrahim with the way he spoke English, of his talent to absorb Billy-Boy with his knowledge.  And for Lucy, probably yes, also, though she may not have known it; she was aware of how to please Tusker, whether or not she knew that she pleased him, and so much seemed to have been her vocation, whether or not she would have chosen as much at the outset.  And for us?  A last taste of the India evoked by the Raj Quartet, and an often amusing and sometimes profoundly moving tale of old love?  Yes, I would say, for us, too, it has been worth the journey.
