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Author’s Note

From 1971 to 2004, between bringing out other books, I wrote and
published eleven connected but independent autobiographical books
under the omnibus title Continents of Exile. The work is intended to
tell a cross-cultural story, from the late nineteenth to the end of the
twentieth century, focusing on India, America, and England, among
other places—the worlds in which I grew up and still emotionally
and intellectually live. A sympathetic friend once asked me, “How
can any life justify such a voluminous work?” (The books, taken to-
gether, add up to nearly four thousand pages.) One answer is that
Continents is a saga about hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people,
and in it I am a narrative thread. 

In the course of publishing the Continents series, one integral
part of the story, which concerned the year and a half (1959–1961)
that I spent as a Ph.D. student at Harvard and Residential Fellow of
Eliot House, was dropped. As it turned out, the Harvard story, though
significant because it dealt with the end of my aspirations to be a con-
ventional scholar and teacher at a university and my embarking on
the hazardous profession of writer and journalist, was too short to
stand alone easily as its own book. At the same time it was considered
too long for the New Yorker, where its predecessors had originally ap-
peared, the magazine’s owners and editors having been changed in
the interim. Over the years, discerning readers have continued to
point out the lacuna—most recently, Nathan Glazer, professor emer-
itus of Harvard, who had read several Continents books, seemingly in
one sitting. What follows is an attempt, finally, to fill that lacuna. 

Rereading the Harvard story today gives me a jolt; it is an odd
sensation to hold up a mirror to my concerns of time past in isolation
from the rest of the saga. But then, each installment of the Conti-
nents story was intended to be freestanding, and the Harvard piece
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is no exception. But, unlike the Continents books, which I never read
once they were in print, the Harvard piece, which I finished some
sixteen years ago but which lay since then in a desk drawer, I have
now been forced to reread. By and large, I have resisted the tempta-
tion to revise the manuscript, feeling that it should be true both to
the spirit of my experiences at the university and to the time in which
I wrote it. I should say that if I were writing it today my perspective
would be dramatically different. 

In what way was suggested to me by an old Oxford friend,
Jeremy Knowles, who later became Amory Houghton Professor of
Chemistry and Biochemistry and Dean of the Faculty of Arts and
Sciences at Harvard. He kindly agreed to read the piece, and had
these observations: 

you. . . illustrate the sad unawareness of many senior faculty (at
Harvard, but also nearly everywhere else) of the dramatic
changes in institutional mores and habits that were to occur in
the late 1960s. People like your four examiners in the General
Examination were still operating as if it were 1931, and not 1961.
And when the troubles of the late ’60s came, many faculty and
administrators felt betrayed, in that the social compact with their
students had been broken. It took Harvard more than a decade
to recover, and of course recovery did not mean a return to the
old place. Today, much as we might sometimes wish it were oth-
erwise, there’s much more of a sense of the students being con-
sumers of an educational service, and much less of the ideal of
intellectual apprenticeship.

I had a similar impression when, as a refugee from the so-called new
New Yorker, I held the Rosenkranz chair at Yale and moonlighted at
half a dozen other colleges, teaching history and writing.

V. M.
New York
April 2007
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Afterlife

In the summer of 1958, when I had just turned twenty-four and had
completed my penultimate undergraduate year at Oxford, I was con-
fronted by the question of what I would do in my “afterlife,” as my
tutors referred to life following going down from the university. I was
bedeviled by the problem of where I would live—India, America, or
England. Those were the countries where I had lived and studied
and where I imagined my languages and qualifications might open
doors, yet I didn’t really feel at home in any of them—I was waking
up to the fact that I would always be in exile. 

Just then, my father stopped to see me on his way to America.
There was no one who knew me better than he did, so, naturally, I
turned to him for advice. When I was growing up, he was fond of
repeating the saying “Children are their parents’ continued growth.”
That was his way of saying that children fulfilled the unfulfilled ambi-
tions of their parents—that parents lived through their children.
Indeed, my father and I were so close that when we talked it seemed
as if two halves of me were conversing: one, like my father, was clear;
the other, like my self, was confused. 

“I’m worried about what will happen to me when I go down from
Oxford,” I said, pouring us each a glass of sherry. “Whenever I think
about that, I get very gloomy.” 

“You have always wanted to be a teacher and a scholar and
pass your life at a university,” he said. “Would you like to stay on at
Oxford?” 

“I don’t think that’s in the cards. Even if I got a teaching job here,
I don’t think I would enjoy being an Indian in England.”

“I thought that you had never encountered any racial preju-
dice here.” 

“I haven’t. But if I ended up living here I would always feel like
a traitor—when I was growing up, the struggle for independence
had too great an influence on me for me to ever feel comfortable set-
tling in England. Still, I sometimes feel that only at Oxford have I
ever been happy. To teach at a university here, a First from Oxford is
all I need—that’s all my tutors have. Still, I’m wondering whether it
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isn’t time now for me to go back to India and make use of my
Western education there—for instance, trying for something like the
Foreign Service.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about,” my father
said. He added that the public praise of Face to Face, my first book,
by a former Prime Minister of Britain, Clement Attlee, had come to
the notice of Prime Minister Nehru. (My English editor at Collins,
Mark Bonham Carter, was a friend of Attlee’s and had sent him a
copy of the book. Attlee had written back a warm letter of appreci-
ation, and it had been quoted widely in the publisher’s advertise-
ments.) Nehru thought that the country should make use of me and
had therefore asked Sir Raghaven Pillai, who as the Secretary Gen-
eral of External Affairs was the highest-ranking civil servant in India,
if there might be a post in the Foreign Service for me. 

I was stunned. It was one thing for Lord Attlee to praise my
book, and quite another thing for the sitting Prime Minister of India
to take an interest in me because of the book. “How do you know all
this?” I asked.

“I met Sir Raghaven at a party, and he told me about it at great
length. You should lose no time in following up this lead.”

My father said that Sir Raghaven had asked why I wasn’t inter-
ested in doing work for the blind. (Two months short of my fourth
birthday, I had become blind, and one of the themes of the book was
my struggle to get an education in spite of this.) My father had ex-
plained to Sir Raghaven that I didn’t want to do anything connected
with my disability, impressing upon him that, on the contrary, I was
determined to fight any and all limitations popularly associated with
blindness and to test my mettle by competing as an equal with the
sighted in the largest possible arena. 

“I’m not sure that Sir Raghaven understood why you feel the way
you do,” my father said, “but he was sympathetic, and that is what will
count in his discussions with his colleagues on your behalf. It will be
wonderful for you to come home with a government post waiting for
you. Government service still provides the most prestigious and se-
cure career in our country.”
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“I wonder how I would fit in—I mean, being back in India,” I
said. I had not been in India since I was fifteen, and I had almost put
out of my mind the attitude of Hindus toward blindness: that it was
a retribution for misdeeds done in the previous incarnation and that
the blind were therefore condemned to pass their days as beggars.
The image of a beggar, shuffling barefoot and unheeded, groping
and holding out a begging bowl, had been branded on my brain since
childhood. Though I was now an adult, the image had not faded. It
was the Hindu superstition and prejudice that had propelled me to
come to the relatively enlightened West for education in the first
place. Could I go back? Could I ever hope to dispel that darkness? I
didn’t think so. I did not want to be preoccupied with the very dis-
ability I was determined to rise above and prove irrelevant to my life. 

“I wonder if I can ever live in India,” I said mildly, so as not to
alarm my father.

“I don’t think, son, you could live in India,” he said, “but the
beauty of your Foreign Service post would be that, most of the time,
you would be living abroad and moving in an international circle.” 

It was more than a month after my father’s visit that I got off a
letter to Sir Raghaven. I wrote, in part: 

30th July 

As you may know, I will not complete my examinations until
mid-July, 1959.

I have been away from home for almost nine years, and it is
hard for me to assess what possibilities for service exist in In-
dia. On the other hand, the prospect of returning home without
some hope of a useful living seems a little forbidding. It is per-
haps best, therefore, to begin my search now. In this I shall be
grateful to you for whatever assistance you can give me. 

I have been personally inclined towards the Foreign Service
for some time but have regarded it as out of my reach since the
Indian Embassy in America seemed to feel that there was no
hope of entering it on an equal footing with the sighted mem-
bers. Naturally I have been reluctant to furnish my mind with
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hopes of a career which would mean first winning the right to
enter, only to discover I have to run a life’s race with a perma-
nent handicap. I am sure you understand that I am not unaware
of limitations imposed by blindness, but I have no doubt that,
given the chance, these limitations need not be fetters for either
elevation of the mind or service in one’s chosen work.

To return from attitudes to facts, I should formally like to ap-
ply for a career in the Foreign Service with a definite under-
standing that if selected I should be treated according to my
deserts. I cannot bring myself to enter any career if it carries
with it a hint of discrimination. I wish little more than a chance
to shoot at a target with the same rules as others in the service.

Sir Raghaven wrote back in August and said that he had to con-
sult his colleagues and make some inquiries, after which he would
send me the government’s considered reply. During the following
six months, however, I heard nothing from him, except for one re-
assuring message through my father—that I should concentrate on
getting a First, and that something would be worked out.

It was hard to explain to someone who had not been to Ox-
ford the significance of a First. In my day, it was regarded as more
desirable than even a D.Phil. The one indicated luminous brilliance
proved in competition; the other, a talent for dour, solitary research.
In fact, a First automatically made one eligible for the position of
tutor at a college in the ancient universities and for many other plums
of the British establishment, and it served as a handle to one’s name
for the rest of one’s life. In the parochial atmosphere of the universi-
ty, the class of degree someone got was remembered long after that
person had made his mark in the afterlife. Thus, it was well re-
membered that A. E. Housman had got a Fourth, Graham Greene a
Second, W. H. Auden a Third; and missing a First was apt to haunt a
career beyond the grave. For instance, it had gone into the history
books that the overweening behavior of Lord Curzon as viceroy in
India might be explained by the fact that he had missed getting a
First. For an undergraduate, there was no compliment higher than,
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“You’re First material,” something that had been said about me and
to me by my tutors. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Even as I went on debating the pros and cons of the Indian
alternative—and there was no guarantee that it would ever amount
to anything—I started exploring the possibility of studying for an
American Ph.D., so that I could qualify in America as a college teach-
er. I had always felt that teaching was my vocation. Also, I imagined
that in a university setting I would be coddled in collegiate life and,
above all, would be valued for my mind without constant reminders
of my disability. Even though, before coming to Oxford, I had done
an undergraduate degree in history at Pomona College, in Clare-
mont, California, I had decided to forgo a graduate degree in history
at Oxford in favor of a second undergraduate degree, because the un-
dergraduate degree was the foundation of the Oxford tutorial system
and offered me the opportunity to participate fully in English life. 

The advantages of staying on at Oxford were presented to me
by the senior tutor in history, A. B. Rodger—or Rodge, as everyone
called him—who stopped me in the Balliol main quadrangle. “I was
talking about you with Joll, Mehta,” he said, sort of marching in place
and jingling coins in his pocket, as he was wont to do. James Joll was
a subwarden of St. Antony’s College. Because Balliol was weak in
“foreign”—as distinct from British—history, I had got myself farmed
out to him for one of my two foreign-history papers, whose subject
was Europe since 1870. Joll, bred in the genteel atmosphere of Win-
chester and New College, Oxford, was a mild-mannered, shy man,
and one of my most sympathetic tutors. “Joll says he can arrange a
scholarship for you to do a D.Phil. at St. Antony’s next year, my boy,”
Rodge told me. “As you know, except for papers on Warren Hastings,
no Indian history is done here. Joll feels that, with your Indian back-
ground and several Indian languages, you could make a good contri-
bution to the subject at Oxford.”

I was so caught up in the Oxford snobbery of studying tradi-
tional subjects in ancient colleges that I looked down upon St.


