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A Glimpse of the Past

By KEDARNATH CHATTER]I

It was the autumn of 1913. Summer vacations were nearly over
and there was quite a group of us who had gathered together in
London, waiting for the opening of our Colleges. Rabindranath had
returned to England in May that year, after his lecture tour in the
United States. He had delivered six lectures in six weeks after his re-
turn, at the Caxton Hall in London, and then had gone into a nursing
home for a month, for medical treatment, which involved a minor
operation. After that was over he had come to a friend’s house on
the Cheyne Walk in Chelsea, for a brief stay before he sailed for India.,

The Poet had come to England in the June of 1912, and had
stayed, in London mostly, till about the end of October, when he went
to the U.S.A. The translations of his poems, made by the Poet himself,
had been received with enthusiasm by a literary group, and Yeats had
given readings from a collection of those, which were published in the
November of that year as The Gitanjali, by the India Society of London.
It was during that period that Rabindranath’s name had been sent
on to the Nobel Prize Committee for an award in the Literature
Section. '
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~ About a year later, towards the end of August, 1913, the news
filtered through to London that the Nobel Committee had reached a
decision on the award for Literature, and the recipient would be our
Poet, Rabindranath Tagore. I do not clearly recollect how it came
through to us, but I do remember Sukumar Ray almost dancing with
joy while giving me the news, which we hastened to spread amongst
our friends, We went on to Cheyne Walk tc pay our respects to the
Poet, whom we found quite calm and collected, as was usually the case
with him, though it was soon evident that the news we had heard
was correct, although the Poet did not want to talk about it. The official
announcement, as a matter of fact, was made almost ten weeks later,
when Rabindranath had gone back to India and his Santiniketan. We
found that some journalists had come to Cheyne Walk in search of
copy, and as Rabindranath was unwilling to be interviewed, they had
gathered round Prasanta Mahalanobis, who was ‘holding forth’ with
great aplomb to them, evidently much to the amusement of Sukumar
Ray. We learnt that the passage had been booked for the return to
India and that the Peet’s party was due to sail about the first week
of September.

About two or three days later, we went to Stuarts, the photo-
graphers, whose studio was in Knightsbridge, where a group photograph
was taken with Rabindranath, William Rothenstein, whose earnest
cfforts were the prime agency through which the poetry of Rabindra-
nath was placed before the European literary circles, was in the group.
I do not remember whether Yeats had been asked to join us. Perhaps
Rothenstein had thought it better not to request him, knowing the
uncertain nature of Yeats’ likes and dislikes of “modern” developments
of all kinds. No one said anything about it, but all of us felt that his
presence would have completed the picture.

Perhaps it would not be iirelevant if I added a few words here
about Yeats, in this context, since I have menticned his uncertain
temperament. I cannot say that I “met” Yeats, for I was a callow
youth, undergoing training in a Ccllege, whereas Yeats had already
attained by then a prominent position in the forefront of English literary
ranks. But I had been to his house and listened to him, on a few occa-
sions. Indeed once I was thoroughly berated by him for having expressed
disbelief in the occult powers of “mahatmas™ and Yogis. Yeats seriously
believed and had complete faith in ghosts, fairies, leprechauns—called
“little pecple” by him—Dbanshees” and all that. He maintained that
they were all present in their traditional habitat, only we, the “modern”
humans, had been blinded by the glare of artificial lights and our

R
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faculties had been dulled by the trammels of modern life to such an
extent that we were unable to see them or to feel their presence. He
would not have any gas or electrical appliances in his own apartments,
as he had hopes of recovering the pristine keenness of the faculties with
which he was born as an Irish baby.

I still remember the first occasicn cn which I saw him. I had gone
to see Rothenstein—he became Sir William Rothenstein later—with
Hiranmoy Roy Chaudhury. Rothenstein had heard that Yeats was
back in town and was on his way to see him. He proposed that we
should accompany him and we agreed gladly. Yeats answered the
door-bell himself and then led the way upstairs with a candle held
high over his head to light us up the stairs. There was neither gas
nor electric lights in his living room, the only source of light being a
tall three-branched candle-stand on the table. It was a chilly evening,
but the only warmth was supplied by a dimly glowing log fire.

In the course of the conversation, Yeats said that he had gone to
Ireland on that occasion, on a “fact finding” mission. It seems that
some Irish paper had given the story of a party of primary school
children, who had gone on a picnic excursion to a “Well” which was
reputed to be frequented by the “little people”. While the children
and their teachers were resting after lunch, some children of the youngest
group got up and went towards a clear patch of greensward, near the
spring. They seemed very interested in something and some of them
formed a loose circle and started dancing by fits and starts, as if under
some one’s direction. One of the teachers got up to see what was
happening and on asking one of the children who were looking on as
to what was going on, she was toid that the others were dancing round
“those funny little men” and were trying to copy their steps. The
teacher naturally exclaimed loudly in surprise, and the others came
rushing up. The children in the circle then stopped dancing saying
that the little ones had run intc the bushes surrounding the fairy green.
In the narrative it was stated that only a few of the younger children
were positive about seeing the “little people” and that they gave a clear
description of their height, appearance, dress and dancing movements.
The others did not see anything.

Some time later the same journal carried a letter from a Circus
proprietor, who wrote that while his Circus was at a nearby town, a
party from his trcupe, which included several dwarls, had visited the
same well, and they were the “little people” that the school children
had seen. Yeats had read both the accounts and had immediately set
off to find the truth. He had returned fully convinced that the children
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had seen the genuine “little people” and the Circus proprietor—whom
he vehemently abused—had brazenly tried to gain free publicity for
his troupe. On Rothenstein asking him how he could be so positive on
that assumption, Yeats said he had traced out the school and the
children who went on the picnic, and though they were very shy and
afraid of being made fun of, two or three of them had admitted seeing
the “little cld men”. And the description they gave of them, Yeats
said, would not fit any dwarf that was ever born of a human mother.

That was Yeats all over, as I learnt later. But I am digressing,
and must get back to the main track of my tale. In passing I would
like to pay a tribute to the memory of William Rothenstein, artist,
connoisseur, and a rare judge of literary merits. His chance discovery
cof the English rendition, by the poet himsell, of a poem by Rabindra-
nath, in a stray copy of the Modern Review—as related in his memoirs
—and the closer acquaintance with Tagore in person that followed,
was indeed a happy adventure for both, as subsequent events proved.

There is little more to tell. I came upon my copy of the group
photo taken nearly half-a-century ago, while lcoking through some old
papers. It brought back memories of days when the world seemed to
us to be:-—

The land of faery,
Where nchody gets old and godly and grave,
Where nobody gets old and crafty and wise,
Where nobody gets cld and bitter of tongue.

—The Land of Heart’s Desire, William Butler Yeats.

Some of those who were present that day have since passed behind
the veil of eternity, but seme of us are still present. It would be interest-
ing perhaps, if T gave the names of those who were in that group.
Those who were standing in the last row—{from the left—were,
Dr. Biman B. Dey (later of the L.E.S. in Madras), Narayan Kashinath
Deval (artist), Hironmoy Ray Chaudhury (sculptor), Prasanta Chandra
Mahalanobis (Director, Statistical Institute), a Punjabi gentleman, a
Bengali Barrister, another Bengali Barrister and lastly Apurva Kumar
Chanda, LE.S. (retd.). Seated in the middle row were, Sukumar Ray
(whose children’s stories and poems are classics now), William
Rothenstein, Rabindranath Tagore, Satish Roy (late D.P.I. in Assam)
and Kalimchan Ghosh of Surul, Santiniketan. In the foreground,
Kedarnath Chatterji and Arabinde Mohan Bose.
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