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First, I would like to express my thanks to The Nehru Centre for inviting 
me to inaugurate this new annual literary event here, secondly to also 
express my gratitude to Venu Dhupa and William Radice for accepting 
my invitation to be part of this tribute. 
 
When I first discussed this possibility with your Director, Monica, she 
suggested that I choose Kipling.  For some reason I instinctively said that 
I would prefer Forster to be the choice.  I then chose as our starting point 
his book ‘A Passage to India’.  It was only recently when I went to my 
book shelves to take down my copy to begin thinking about what I would 
say this evening that I discovered what I had forgotten, ‘ A Passage to 
India’ was one of the books I studied when I took my ‘A’ level exams. 
 
That I instinctively chose this for tonight I now feel reflects what a 
profound and deep impression this writing of E.M. Forster’s must have 
made upon me at the age of 17.  In speaking briefly with William Radice 
about this evening we both shared this opinion, both of us agree that ‘A 
Passage to India’ is a profound book and also a great book.  It has been a 
joy for me to re-read it in preparation for our gathering this evening, but I 
also feel slightly daunted because the scale of what Forster has given us is 
so huge and all-inclusive and so multi-faceted. 
 
Forster also wrote a certain amount of literary criticism, I do not intend to 
give an Academic talk tonight, but I would like to refer to this criticism 
because it tells us very important views of Forster’s in relation to reading, 
and of course, HOW we read a book is all important.  Forster wrote in 
‘The Raison D’Etre of Criticism in the Arts’, - 
 
‘A work of Art is a curious object.  Isn’t it infectious? Unlike machinery, 
hasn’t it the power of transforming the person who encounters it towards 
the condition of the person who created it?  We – we the beholders or 
listeners or whatever we are – undergo a change analogous to creation.  
We are rapt into a region near to that where the artist worked, and like 
him when we return to earth we feel surprised ……….. Something has 
passed.  I have been transformed towards his condition, he has called me 
out of myself, he has thrown me into a subsidiary dream …….’ 
 
Forster continues……. 
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‘I would not suggest that our comprehension of the fine arts is or should 
be of a nature of mystic union.  But, as in mysticism, we enter an unusual 
state, and we can only enter it through love.  Putting it more prosaically, 
we cannot understand music unless we desire to hear it.’ 
 
As nearly all of Forster’s critical writing appeared after his last published 
novel, ‘ ‘ A Passage to India’, we can take this as his own retrospective 
comments on his own practice.  I understand that he means that we must 
create and read with our hearts and minds and spirits, and that love of the 
process and the object of the process will lead to a new understanding 
which will not happen without this action of love, which we in the West 
usually refer to as coming from the heart, but Forster is not divorcing this 
from the mind and spirit as well. 
 
I would like to suggest to you that the ultimate purpose of this great book 
is to lead us to a greater understanding, and that Forster is saying that 
understanding is a kind of action.  As Wilfred Stone writes in his book on 
Forster ‘ The Cave and the Mountain’, this novel ‘ urges us to bring the 
conscious and the unconscious into contact, to remove barriers of 
prejudice from the mind, to make us aware of the commonality that binds 
us all.’ 
 
The book is not a study of this understanding having happened, rather I 
believe it leaves us with the great possibility of this in the future.  
However, without reading it with the heart, and spirit and mind, we will 
not be transformed in a way that leads to this greater expansion of 
understanding that is Forster’s own.  I would like to add that my 
company, ‘ The Live Literature Company,’ is dedicated to 
communicating and staging the literary heritage of the world through a 
process of this nature, as realised and  expressed through the body.  The 
importance being to show it is possible to synthesise all these levels 
through the body.  My own view is that the development of the post-
modern study of literature has frequently removed this essential element 
of understanding in the reading process, developing a factual approach 
which does not involve the whole person. 
 
I was aware of the beauty and aesthetic accomplishment of Indian artists 
from a very young age, as Forster says, I repeat, ‘ A work of Art, is a 
curious object…..Unlike machinery, hasn’t it the power of transforming 
towards the condition of the person who created it?’  These beautiful 
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Indian works of Art I have brought with me to show you tonight, must 
have been in my very early conciousness.  My grandparents brought them 
to England from their time in India, and I would have seen them in their 
home in my very early years. 
 
This beautiful carved statue of a woman playing a musical instrument, 
this carved sword, this exquisite miniature elephant, this delicate 
miniature painting of the Taj Mahal, - this is all part of my own personal 
‘Passage to India’, which is also partly what I will speak about this 
evening.  For India is in my imagination, I still have not visited there, but 
from a very young age I have held within me the beauty of this Indian 
artistic work.  Forster’s ‘A Passage to India’ is in my view similarly 
beautiful, the aesthetic structure of this book is one of the most beautiful 
of all modern literature.  William Radice and I also mentioned to each 
other the metaphysical beauty of Forster’s scope and creation.  The book 
is complex, delicate, beautifully observed, finely wrought, finely 
balanced, - as is this Indian artwork that I received from my grandparents. 
 
At 17 when I first read this book I received all of this picture into my 
heart and mind and imagination.  And reflecting on this all these years on, 
I think that perhaps one of the greatest importances of this book, must be 
that for many English and British people who read literature, it must have 
been their first profound experience of India. 
 
However, unlike many British people, and probably many British people 
still today, I was in very different circumstances at 17, for Indian people 
lived with us in our home in London, and they were also Indians of 
different religious persuasions.  People from other cultural backgrounds 
also lived in our home, but it was probably those from the Indian culture 
who spent most time with us. 
 
Pritpal Singh is now knighted, and runs a comprehensive school in 
London,  Amagit his brother lives in America, as does Farooq Ali. So 
again, from a very early age I was very aware of the different religious 
and spiritual practices of India.  It is not easy to wait endlessly to use your 
own bathroom in your own home because someone is praying there under 
running water, for what seems like, - to use and English expression, ‘ A 
month of Sundays’,  - but it certainly on reflection teaches a practice of 
tolerance to those of Muslim and other faiths.  It was expected that this 
and other spiritual practices were incorporated into our home.  However, 
I can also remember my father saying to me, that Hinduism was 
completely unintelligible to him. 
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I have also later on in life, studied World Religions at Birkbeck, London 
University, which of course included the study of Islam and Hinduism, 
and I have to say that like Forster I was very drawn to Hinduism and do 
not share this view of my father’s. 
 
It is against this background that I would like to quote my first words to 
you from ‘ A Passage to India’. 
 
Fielding, the British person with the most understanding of Indian culture 
in the book, visits the home of Aziz, Aziz says, ( I quote) 
 
‘Before you go,…..will you please unlock that drawer?  Do you see a 
piece of brown paper at the top?’ 
 
(Fielding) ‘Yes’ 
 
‘Open it’ 
 
(Fielding) ‘Who is this?’ 
 
‘She was my wife.  You are the first Englishman she has ever come 
before.  Now put her photograph away.’ 
 
He was astonished, as a traveller who suddenly sees, between the stones 
of the desert, flowers.  The flowers have been there all the time, but 
suddenly he sees them.  He tried to look at the photograph, but in itself it 
was just a woman in a sari, facing the world.  He muttered’ Really, I 
don’t know why you pay me this great compliment, Aziz, but I do 
appreciate it.’ 
 
‘Oh, it’s nothing, she was not a highly educated woman or even beautiful, 
but put it away.  You would have seen her, so why should you not see her 
photograph?’ 
 
‘You would have allowed me to see her?’ 
 
‘Why not?  I believe in purdah, but I should have told her you were my 
brother, and she would have seen you.  Hamidullah saw her, and several 
others,’ 
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‘Did she think they were your brothers?’ 
 
‘Of course not, but the word exists and is convenient.  All men are my 
brothers, and as soon as one behaves as such he may see my wife.’ 
 
‘And when the whole world behaves as such, there will be no more 
purdah?’ 
 
‘It is because you say and feel such a remark as that, that I show you the 
photograph,’ said Aziz gravely. 
 
It is this relationship of brotherhood between the English and Indian that 
was my upbringing in my home.  And I would like to make much of the 
rest of what I say centre on questions of brotherhood between cultures, 
because although Forster seems to end his great book on a scene of this 
division, I believe the great question he sends us forward into the future 
with at the end of this novel is this question of brotherhood between our 
cultures.  ‘A Passage to India’ is a great and brilliantly observed study of 
what divides us, but the question left at the end leads us on out of the 
period at the end of the book, which is dated 1924 – before the end of 
British rule in India and before Partition, - the question Forster asks us to 
address for the future is what can unite us. 
 
Many of the divisions that Forster describes in this book are still with us, 
but he urges us forward to a greater understanding that will unite our 
cultures.  I would also like to suggest, that my own view is that here in 
London, a place now of such great cultural differences, is the place I feel 
most optimistic that this can happen now in the world.  Venu Dhupa, my 
other guest tonight, is at this moment writing a book on intercultural 
dialogue. 
 
But before I go any further, I would like to reassure those unfamiliar with 
the plot of this book, that I do not think it matters.  For I plan to speak in 
a slightly random way for the rest of this time on the brilliance of 
Forster’s understanding of what divides,  - and what potentially unites us 
– in Brotherhood.  Potentially is perhaps the all important word. ( I quote) 
 
‘Do kindly tell us who these ladies are’ asked Mrs. Moore, 
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‘You’re superior to them, anyway.  Don’t forget that.  You’re superior to 
everyone in India except one or two of the Rani’s and they’re on an 
equality.’ 
 
The first mistake Forster is illustrating is to go to another culture with the 
view that that culture is inferior to your own.  Throughout the novel he 
illustrates that this was the fundamental mistake of the British Empire in 
India.  The novel is constructed into three sections which he names, 
Mosque, Caves, and Temple.  The focus of the first is that of the Muslim, 
the second the Anglo-Indian, and the third the Hindu. They also 
correspond to the three great climate changes in India, the Mosque takes 
place during the cool Spring, the Caves during the heat, and the Temple 
during the Monsoon.  Forster brilliantly evokes the contrast of these 
climates and their impact on all that takes place. 
 
Very near the beginning of the novel there is a chapter set in the English 
Club from which all Indian people are barred membership. ( I quote) 
 
Ronny says, ‘soon after I came out I asked one of the pleaders to have a 
smoke with me – only a cigarette mind – I found out afterwards that he 
had sent touts all over the bazaar to announce the fact…..Ever since I’ve 
dropped on him in court as hard as I could.  It’s taught me a lesson and I 
hope him.’ 
 
‘Isn’t the lesson that you should invite all the pleaders to have a smoke 
with you?’ 
 
‘Perhaps, but time’s limited and the flesh weak.  I prefer my smoke at the 
club amongst my own sort, I’m afraid.’ 
 
‘Why not ask all the pleaders to the Club?’ Miss Quested persisted. 
 
‘Not allowed.’ 
 
The voice is unmistakeable to any attuned ear to the English language, it 
is the voice of the public school educated British man, from a world in 
England where imposed regulations are the rational and ordered structure.  
Time and again Forster shows us this, and also shows that the women’s 
lack of understanding has a fiercesome influence on the men they are 
married to. 
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The first important critic of Forster, Lionel Trilling, writes of the 
importance of Forster as being what he calls, ‘ an education of the human 
heart,’ but it precisely this heart that he shows needs educating.  I quote 
from a later scene of amateur dramatics at the club. 
 
‘ They had tried to reproduce their own attitude to life upon the stage, and 
to dress up as the middle-class English people they actually were.  Next 
year they would do ‘Quality Street’ or  ‘ Yeoman of the Guard’.  Save for 
this annual incursion they left literature alone.  The men had no time for 
it, the women did nothing they could not share with the men.  Their 
ignorance of the Arts was notable, and they lost no opportunity of 
proclaiming it to one another;  it was the Public School attitude, 
flourishing more vigorously than it can yet hope to do in England.  If 
Indians were shop, the Arts were bad form….’ 
 
Forster shows us that only the rational and ordered approach is not a way 
to understand India and the Indian culture, and also not a method that can 
be imposed on India. 
 
But prior to this Ronny’s mother, Mrs. Moore, has visited a Mosque on 
her own and met the doctor Aziz, after listening to Ronny she reflects:- 
(Mrs. Moore) 
 
‘The note of anxiety in his voice made her feel that he was still a little 
boy, who must have what he liked, so she promised to do as he wished, 
and they kissed goodnight.  He had not forbidden her to think about Aziz 
however, and she did this when she retired to her room.  In the light of 
her son’s comments she reconsidered the scene at the mosque, to see 
whose impression was correct. Yes, it could be worked into quite an 
unpleasant scene.  The doctor had begun by bullying her, had said Mrs. 
Callendar was nice, - and then – finding the ground safe – had changed; 
he had alternately whined over his grievances and patronised her, had run 
a dozen ways in a single sentence, had been unreliable, inquisitive, vain.  
Yes it was all true, but how false a summary of the man; the essential life 
of him had been slain.’ 
 
I suggest to you that Forster is describing what happens when we make 
judgements and act with the rational part of the mind uppermost.  It has 
been my great privilege and pleasure to present the work of William 
Blake to you here at The Nehru Centre on a number of occasions. 
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Blake’s view of the mind is one that places the imaginative and intuitive 
part of our minds as more important than the rational.  This is not to say 
that the rational element should be dismissed, this also would be a great 
mistake, rather that its importance is placed in a different balance. 
 
Forster is saying that the essential life of Aziz had been slain by a 
judgement using the rational mind as uppermost, and that to understand 
truly we must expand our mental vision placing as Blake would say the 
intuitive and imaginative and spiritual uppermost.  He is also saying in 
my view, that this is also how we should read his book. 
 
However, Forster shows us how complex these questions are, for Aziz a 
Muslim himself, also uses his mind in a similar manner in certain respects 
to the Anglo-Indian community at the Clubhouse, but in this instance on 
his judgement of the Hindus. (I quote) 
 
‘Slack Hindus – they have no idea of society; I know them very well 
because of a doctor at the hospital.  Such a slack, unpunctual fellow !  It 
is as well you did not go to their house, for it would give you a wrong 
idea of India.  Nothing sanitary …………….’ 
 
‘I do so hate mysteries’ Adela announced. 
 
‘We English do.’ 
‘I dislike them not because I’m English, but from my own personal point 
of view’ she corrected. 
 
‘I like mysteries but I rather dislike muddles’ said Mrs. Moore. 
 
‘A mystery is a muddle.’ 
 
‘Oh, do you think so Mr. Fielding?’ 
 
‘A mystery is only a high-sounding term for a muddle.  No advantage in 
stirring it up, in either case.  Aziz and I know well that India’s a muddle.’ 
 
So in this passage the Hindu is annihilated to the bottom by the Muslem 
and Forster introduces his great evocation of the mystery and muddle at 
the heart of things in society and in the universe.  This takes us to the 
great metaphysical and philosophic heart of Forster’s book which he 
develops in the second part ‘The Caves.’ 
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The English visitors to India, Mrs. Moore and Adela Quested are invited 
by Aziz on a visit to the Marabar Caves, a trip that he will take personal 
responsibility for arranging.  Forster, so brilliant in structure, places our 
attention towards these caves in the opening chapter of his book.  I quote 
from Chapter 1:- 
 
‘Only in the south, where a group of fists and fingers are thrust up 
through the soil, is the endless expanse interrupted.  These fists and 
fingers are the Marabar Hills, containing the extraordinary caves.’ 
 
In this opening chapter Forster also places in our minds another of the 
very important concepts he wishes us to contemplate, in this sense he is 
like Shakespeare in construction, who also places at the beginning of his 
plays in Act 1, all the central concepts to his creation.  I quote again from 
Forster’s Chapter 1:- 
 
‘The sky too has it changes, but they are less marked than those of the 
vegetation and the river.  Clouds map it up at times, but it is normally a 
dome of blending tints, and the main tint blue.  By day the blue will pale 
down into white where it touches the white of land, after sunset it has a 
new circumference – orange, melting upwards into tenderest purple.  But 
the core blue persists, and so it is by night. Then the stars hang like lamps 
from the immense vault.  The distance between the vault and them is 
nothing to the distance behind them, and that farther distance, though 
beyond colour, last freed itself from blue.’ 
 
Who, on reading this beautiful description in Forster’s opening chapter 
would not want to visit India?  This concept of a limitless sky Forster 
develops time and again in his novel, an image not understood by the 
British community he describes. 
 
‘Not for them was an infinite goal behind the stars, and they never sought 
it…..And, fatigued by the merciless and enormous day, he (Fielding) lost 
his sane view of human intercourse, and felt that we exist not in 
ourselves, but in terms of each other’s minds – a notion for which logic 
offers no support and which had attacked him only once before, the 
evening after the catastrophe, when from the veranda of the club he saw 
the fists and fingers of the Marabar swell until they included the whole 
sky.’ 
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For on this journey into the Marabar Caves the English visitors had 
experienced and echo a sound boum which stretched back internally and 
physically to before time, in the same way the sky stretches out into a 
limitless universe. 
 
A very small percentage of British people study metaphysics, and this 
experience in the Caves completely upsets the British visitors, so huge 
and inexplicable it is to them.  In a brief conversation with someone I met 
recently, an artist for whom Forster is one of her favourite authors, she 
said what she liked so much in the book is the sense of space that Forster 
leaves us with.  This is true, he threads this image of space thoughout his 
creation, and indicates it is at the heart of Indian thought and experience. 
(I quote) 
 
‘Perhaps the hundred Indias which fuss and squabble so tiresomely are 
one, and the universe they mirror is one.  They had no apparatus for 
judging.’ 
 
But Forster also places this space within the construction of language, in 
this sense he prefigures great contemporary writers, for example Samuel 
Beckett. ( I quote) 
 
‘Radhakrishna, Radhakrishna, Radhakrishna, Radhakrishna, 
Krishnaradha, went the chant, then suddenly changed, and in the 
interstice he heard, almost certainly, the syllables of salvation that had 
sounded during his trial at Chandrapore.’ 
 
This passage comes from the final section of the novel, ‘The Temple’, at 
the heart of which is a Hindu festival.  The trial referred to is the result of 
the catastrophe that happened to Aziz during the visit to the Caves he 
organised.  This resulted in Adela Quested falsely accusing Aziz of 
attempted rape and bringing a court case against him which could ruin his 
life. 
 
Some of my students from my Public Speaking course which runs at 
Birkbeck, London University, are in the audience tonight.  Some of their 
speeches in my class have been about the situation that if you are Asian 
or Black here in Britain now, you are much more likely to be targeted by 
the police and charged with certain crimes, and the prison statistics here 
and in America do seem to confirm this opinion.  As in Forster’s novel, 
where he brilliantly describes the process whereby a trial polarises the 
British and indigenous communities of India against each other, and also 
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 shows how this leads to a drive to scapegoat the other, so we here in 
Britain now I believe, have a potentially catastrophic situation in our 
communities similar to that described in Forster’s book. The drive to 
scapegoat ‘the other’ rather than the unifying thought of ‘brother’, seems 
to be so often directed against a person of another skin colour.  (The 
following quote is not about skin colour but about polarisation). 
 
‘Excellent’, said Aziz, patting a stout shoulder and thinking ‘I wish they 
did not remind me of cow dung’.  Das thought, ‘Some Moslems are very 
violent.’  They smiled wistfully, each spying the thought in the other’s 
heart, and Das, the more articulate, said ‘Excuse my mistakes, realize my 
limitations.  Life is not easy as we know it on earth.’ 
 
Indeed, life is not easy as we know it on earth, and Forster’s words in his 
novel, ‘Some Moslems are very violent’ have a very alarming and 
contemporary ring to them for many people today.  But the book shows 
that does not mean that we should scape-goat all Muslims, indeed in 
many ways it is a great testament to the potential dangers of this frame of 
mind, for Aziz’s trial nearly results in widespread riots in the community.   
I read somewhere that President Obama said that he had campaigned in 
poetry, but that he must govern in prose. 
 
The depth, beauty, and rhythm of poetry and its importance to Indian 
people, runs through the whole of ‘A Passage to India’.  Forster illustrates 
that it is at the heart of many Indians. 
 
I have had the good fortune and honour that you have invited me to stage 
the words of your great mystical and metaphysical poet Kabir here at The 
Nehru Centre, and that I have also been invited to speak the poetry of 
Tagore in a tribute evening here for him.  This is how I first met William 
Radice, and read his great translations of Tagore.  I have also read widely 
from Sanskrit, and other great Indian works, The Gita, The Upanishads, 
The Ramayana, so these metaphysical concepts do not seem an alien way 
of thinking to me. 
 
I quoted earlier from Forster’s literary criticism his words on Art, 
 
‘Unlike machinery, hasn’t it the power of transforming the person who 
encounters it towards the condition of the person who created it?’ 
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To be transformed into the condition of Forster, the writer of ‘A Passage 
to India’, is in my view to meet with a person of immense and profound 
understanding. Is not this the understanding that we must seek to aspire 
to?  Only this will lead to the statement of relation, ‘my brother’ rather 
than the dangerous and divisive thought structure, ‘the other’.  And 
Forster is not here, of course, defining the concept of Brotherhood as one 
that relates to only one political party. 
 
I know, since my own education was in public schools, that many of my 
dearest friends from this time, when they see a person of a different skin 
colour think instinctively that that person is ‘the other’.  This is shown in 
remarks made. Forster also has an absolutely brilliant ear for this 
dialogue, and I also as it happens have a very acute ear, and not a note of 
this dialogue sounds false to me. 
 
I haven’t mentioned Forster’s sense of humour, and this also runs through 
the entire book.  It is mostly expressed through his brilliant perception of 
what people are secretly thinking of each other, either the British towards 
the Indian, the Muslim towards the Hindu, the Hindu toward the Muslim 
and so on, the social ramifications he captures in this way are endlessly 
intricate.  Many of these expressions of ‘otherness’ to which I refer have 
Forster’s amused eye on them as he writes.  And while the prejudices of 
the mind are amusing, Forster shows how essential it is to remove them, 
for the future between our cultures.  As I have explained, my family 
background was different from the public school girls I was educated 
with, and this meant that it would not have been possible for me to marry 
someone who made racist jokes for example. 
 
Notice this is the first time I have used the word race I think.  I have long 
thought that it was a misfortune that the Race Relations Bill was named 
in this way.  Is not the word culture what we should use? And that all of 
us born wherever we were born, and brought up in whichever tradition, 
need to come to the fuller and greater understanding or our cultural 
differences and show respect for these differences.  I have discussed this 
with Venu Dhupa in the past, and we agree, the word race can be 
inflammatory, the word culture much more appropriate. 
 
Forster’s ‘A Passage to India’ in certain ways captures an India that you 
will say is past, for example the tradition of purdah for women. But India 
still follows the practice of favouring boy over girl babies, which for us 
here would be unacceptable.  There have been great advances for women 



     13 
since the date of this book.  However, some of you may be surprised to 
hear that despite this, in reference to the English Club here, there are still 
Clubs that Venu and I would be barred from membership of because we 
are women.  It is no accident, that I have placed as part of my syllabus for 
my Public Speaking course at Birkbeck, Indira Ghandi’s great speech on 
‘The Fundamental Importance of The Education of Women.’ 
 
When I first read ‘A Passage to India’ at 17, I remember I was frightened 
and alarmed by what Forster describes in the visit to the Caves, and its 
impact on the British Adela Quested and Mrs. Moore.  Now, after many 
years of practicing Yoga and also more recently meditation every day, 
two of the great gifts of India to the world.  The Om that is at the 
beginning of my Yoga practice I can experience as the deep rhythm of 
Forster’s book, and it is not frightening now.  The meditation I practice 
with this, is not from the Indian root, but from the Ancient Christian root.  
So I am combining the Indian practice of Yoga with my own tradition, 
but sidetracking all the dogma that divides. 
 
So what is the way forward to this brotherhood of understanding that 
Forster suggests at the end of this great novel?  For unlike the time that he 
wrote, many of the people so brilliantly described in his book are living 
here in Britain now, and in very significant numbers.  I like to think that 
those Indian people I mentioned at the beginning, and those from other 
cultures who lived in our home, experienced some of the very best of 
what is the indigenous culture of this country.  I am not someone who 
thinks the right answer in incorporating other cultures here, is that we 
should in any sense communicate a devalued recognition of what is best 
in our own.  And I do not accept as the right answer, that a culture that 
has come into our country should impose on ours. But it is, of course, of 
primary importance as Forster shows, that we remove all barriers of 
prejudice from the mind. 
 
I do not believe that my father went to India without trying to deeply 
understand the Indian culture, in this way he would be much closer to the 
portrait of Fielding in the novel, than any other.  However, he was also 
the English Army Colonel, and this voice poses problems both for us and 
many Indian people.  My family’s book collection going back generations 
is preserved in my home in London, and on writing this I went to my 
book shelves and found the following:- 
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‘Hindu Manners and Customs and Ceremonies’ by Dubois and 
Beauchamp, ‘People’s and Problems of India by Sir T.W. Holderness, 
and my grandfather’s book on the Muslim faith is now with my nephew 
who is working in a Muslim community in Africa.  Where did my father 
get his feeling for the Indian people, a people he was later to educate in 
his school?  He fought in the second World War on the India Burma front 
with the Gurkas.  He thought the Gurkas were the most outstanding 
people, indeed half the collection at his funeral was for them, knowing 
that they were without war pensions. 
 
I would like to read you a passage from the book my father wrote on the 
war, ‘The Fighting Cock’ – Being the History of The 23rd  Indian Division 
1942 – 1947. 
 
‘So the rains came on June 2nd …….The withdrawal during the monsoon 
cannot be described as a difficult operation of war as the Division was not 
in contact with the enemy, but it was a conspicuously arduous and 
wearing battle against mud and rain which imposed a fresh strain on the 
morale and health of troops who had their share of discomfort and 
fatigue….. 
 
The ‘battle’ belonged to ‘Q’ but the troops could not escape sharing the 
effects of this fresh struggle with the elements.  The atmosphere was 
humid, the rain fell and the night was full of those myriad of insects 
which come to life at this season;  but adverse weather could not put a 
stop to ‘stand to’ night and morning, nor to patrols nor to fatigues such as 
clearing the supply depots and working to keep the roads open.  As in 
some cases units, which had been forced by changed plans to bivouac in 
unexpected places, had no protection other than hastily erected shelters of 
bamboo and tarpaulin, it is no surprise that sickness began rapidly to 
increase. Battalions might have as many as twenty fresh cases of malaria 
in a day….. 
 
There are good divisions and there are poor ones.  Those that are good 
have a ‘soul’, a spirit that pulsates through them and causes individual 
members to rise above themselves when faced with the perils of war.  The 
23rd Indian Division had a ‘soul’ and it came, despite appalling 
difficulties, from the efforts of its first commander.’ 
 
On reading this, I could imagine the almost unendurable physical 
hardship these men on the India Burma front endured. 
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It is the Monsoon that dominates the closing section of ‘A Passage to 
India’.  There may be mess, there maybe muddle, in the weather and in 
the Hindu practices, but there is also joyous love and merriment.  Forster 
suggests it is the Hindus who have captured this more than the Christians 
and the Muslems. 
 
However, the lilting dance like rhythm of William Blake’s celebration of 
Spring as the incarnation of Divine Joy, are similar in this interpretation 
of the Christian vision, to the dance and merriment of the Hindu festival 
in Forster’s book. 
 
SPRING 
Sound the Flute ! 
Now it’s mute. 
Birds delight 
Day and Night; 
Nightingale 
In the dale, 
Lark in Sky, 
Merrily 
Merrily, Merrily to welcome in the Year. 
 
Little Boy, 
Full of Joy; 
Little Girl, 
Sweet and Small; 
Cock does crow, 
So do you; 
Merry Voice, 
Infant noise, 
Merrily, Merrily to welcome in the Year. 
 
Little Lamb, 
Here I am; 
Come and lick 
My white neck; 
Let me pull 
Your soft Wool; 
Let me kiss  
Your soft face 
Merrily, Merrily we welcome in the year. 
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The contrasts in Blake’s poem also echo in Forster’s book,  - sound and 
silence, day and night, bird song and absence, boy and girl. 
 
In my own family we now have boys and girls born of an Anglo-Indian 
background, one of my sisters-in-law coming from an Indian root and 
another from the India that became Pakistan.  We are blessed with the 
beautiful and much loved, Ben, Jem, Gisella, Mimi and Leo, and our 
family muddle seems a microcosm of a much bigger muddle that is here 
in Britain now.  But it is only by finding what binds us all, and following 
this inspriration of Forster’s that we will re-create a homogenous society 
here in Britain. 
 
The book has at its heart the mystery of India, and I would like to thank 
all at The Nehru Centre, for constantly bringing back to our British 
awareness this understanding.  And as my father wrote of the war,  good 
divisions have ‘a soul….a spirit that pulsates through them’.  You at The 
Nehru Centre constantly bring us to this vision and remind us of this. 
 
Certain changes of law may be necessary to recreate a homogenous 
society.  It was on reading my mother’s ‘Daily Telegraph’ many years 
ago now, a newspaper seen by many as one of the most right-wing in this 
country, that I first read an article urging the legalisation of cannabis, - 
particularly when used as a palliative for people in pain.  If we could have 
more vision about how other cultures have used these practices, we could 
perhaps revise this and certain other laws. How many of those Black and 
Asian people, many of them young, whom I referred to earlier as more 
likely to be targeted and prosecuted by the police, are in prison for an 
offence of this nature?  Probably a large number, and probably many of 
them took drugs to deal with a deep rooted pain of one kind or another, 
either medically, or in the family, or in society, or in an educational 
context.  Surely, as in the use of alcohol, it is not the use but the excessive 
use that is damaging.  And is it really a criminal offence to deal with pain 
in this way?  My own view is that prison is not the right and constructive 
place for many young people sent there.  The sad statistic under these 
Labour governments, is that we now have the largest prison population in 
Europe, this surely cannot be the way forward to a homogenous society, 
and how many of  those people are in the situation Forster illustrates in 
his novel, of having been wrongly accused?  This question touches all our 
society, - the Aristocracy and probably Royalty, and every stata, but as I 
have shown some are much more likely to be prosecuted than others. 
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Aziz, in the novel thinks of bringing everyone together on his trip to the 
Caves, and in the following way tries to plan the food they will all share. 
 
‘He had to borrow cutlery from Mahmood Ali without inviting him.  
Then there was the question of alcohol;  Mr. Fielding, and perhaps the 
ladies, were drinkers, so must he provide whisky-sodas and ports?  There 
was the problem of transport from the wayside station of Marabar to the 
caves.  There was the problem of Professor Godbole and his food, and of 
Professor Godbole and other people’s food – two problems, not one 
problem.  The Professor was not a very strict Hindu, - he would take tea, 
fruit, soda-water, and sweets, whoever cooked them, and vegetables and 
rice if cooked by a Brahman; but not meat, not cakes lest they contained 
eggs, and he would not allow anyone else to eat beef a slice of beef upon 
a distant plate would wreck his happiness.  Other people might eat 
mutton, might eat ham.  But over ham Aziz’s own religion raised its 
voice:  he did not fancy other people eating ham.  Trouble after trouble 
encountered him, because he had challenged the spirit of the Indian earth, 
which tries to keep men in compartments.’ 
 
The tradition of sharing food is central to the culture of my family, unlike 
many British families today.  I always remember, when Farooq Ali’s 
sister came to stay with us she cooked us a special curry, by way of 
introducing us to Indian food.  My family was amazed the curry tasted so 
mild, my father had always taken us to eat out at Vera Swarmi’s – still off 
Regents Street, where the tradition had been to order the hottest Vindaloo 
imagineable. 
 
Here at The Nehru Centre I have received the most courteous, kind, and 
generous hospitality.  But now, on re-reading ‘A Passage to India ‘ and 
this experience of curry, I understand why the food you offer with your 
generous glasses of wine and fruit juice, - is crisps, - so hazardous is this 
matter of which food can be eaten by which person. 
 
Thank you.  Thank you to E.M. Forster for his inspiration of the hope of 
Brotherhood between our cultures as a vision for the future.  Let us work 
so that the future here is not violent, but one of peaceful transformation.  
And may we all enjoy a long ‘Indian Summer’ in our lives. 
 
 
Valerie Doulton:   Artistic Director The Live Literature Company: 
 
The Nehru Centre,  October 2009. 


