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R. Kipling
"LISPETH"

Look, you have cast out Love! What Gods are these
You bid me please?

The Three in One, the One in Three? Not so!
To my own gods I go.

It may be they shall give me greater ease

Than your cold Christ and tangled Trinities.

The Convert 1

HE WAS THE DAUGHTER OF SONOO, a Hill-man of the

Himalayas, and Jadéh his wife. One year their

maize failed, 2 and two bears spent the night in their

only opium poppy-field just above the Sutlej Valley
on the Kotgarh side; so, next season, they turned Christian, and
brought their baby to the Mission to be baptized. The Kotgarh
Chaplain christened her Elizabeth, and “Lispeth’ is the Hill or
pahari pronunciation. '

1. The Convert : this poem, written by Kipling himself, is supposed
to be voiced by an Indian convert to Christianity who finds-the
new religion cold and loveless and therefore resolves to return
to the old indigenous religion.

2. their maize failed : ‘maize’ is a kind of cereal. Lispeth’s parents
were small farmers, and that year their crop was destroyed by
bad weather.
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Later, cholera came into the Kotgarh Valley and carried off
Sonoo and Jadéh, ! and Lispeth became half servant, half
companion, to the wife of the then Chaplain of Kotgarh. This
was after the reign of the Moravian missionaries 2 in that place,
but before Kotgarh had quite forgotten her title of ‘Mistress of
the Northern Hills.’

Whether Christianity improved Lispeth, or whether the gods
of her own people would have done as much for her under any
circumstances, I do not know; but she grew very lovely. When a
Hill-girl grows lovely, she is worth travelling fifty miles over
bad ground to look upon. Lispeth had a Greek face — one of
those faces people paint so often, and see so seldom. She was of
a pale, ivory colour, and, for her race, extremely tall. Also, she -
possessed eyes that were wonderful; and, had she not been
dressed in the abominable print-cloths affected by Missions, you
would, meeting her on the hillside unexpectedly, have thought
her the original Diana3 of the Romans going out to slay.

Lispeth took to Christianity readily, ¢ and did not abandon it
when she reached womanhood, as do some Hill-girls. Her own
people hated her because she had, they said, become a white
woman and washed herself daily; and the Chaplain’s wife did
not know what to do with her. One cannot ask a stately goddess,
~ five feet ten in her shoes, to clean plates and dishes. She played-
with the Chaplain’s children and took classes in the Sunday
School, and read all the books in the house, and grew more and
more beautiful, like the Princesses in fairy tales. The Chaplain’s
wife said that the girl ought to take service in Simla as a nurse or

‘1. cholera ... Jadéh : Lispeth’s parents died of cholera.

2. Moravian missionaries : the Moravian Brethren, a Protestant sect
founded in the 18th century, were active missionaries in India -
during the early nineteenth century.

3. Diana : Roman virgin goddess, identified with the Greek
goddess Artemis and associated with the woods and hunting,
women and childbirth, and the moon.

4. fook to Christianity readily : accepted Christianity and assumed its
way of thinking easily and willingly.
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something ‘genteel.” But Lispeth did not want to take service.
She was very happy where she was.

When travellers — there were not many in those years — came
in to Kotgarh, Lispeth used to lock herself into her own room for-
fear they might take her away to Simla, or out into the unknown’
world. )

One day, a few months after she was seventeen years old,,
Lispeth went out for a walk. She did not walk in the manner of
English ladies — a mile and a half out, with a carriage-ride back
again. She covered between twenty and thirty miles in her little
constitutionals, ! all about and about, between Kotgarh and
Narkanda. This time she came back at full dusk, stepping down
the breakneck descent into Kotgarh with something heavy in her
arms. The Chaplain’s wifeswas dozing in the drawing-room .

; : R : 5
when Lispeth came in breathing heavily and very exhaustéd,
with her burden. Lispeth put it down on the sofa, and said~
simply, ‘This is my husband. I found him on the Bagi Road. He
has hurt himself. We will nurse him, and when he is well your
husband shall marry him to me.’

This was the first mention Lispeth had ever made of her
matrimonial views, 2 and the Chaplain’s wife shrieked with®
horror. However, the man on the sofa needed attention first. He
was a young Enghshman, and his head had been cut to the bone
by something jagged. Lispeth said she had found him down the.
hillside, and had brought him in. He was breathmg queerly and
was unconscious. -

He was put to bed and tended by the Chaplain, who knew
something of medicine; and Lispeth waited outside the door in

1. little constitutionals : this phrase suggests the short walks that
English ladies took for the good of their health. The narrator is ’
using it ironically.

2. matrimonial views : plans for or opinions about marriage. This,
like ‘little constitutionals’, is a phrase usually used in the context
of pollte nineteenth-century English society, and so the
narrator’s use of it in this context is conuc
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case she could be useful. She explained to the Chaplain that this
was the man she meant to marry, and the Chaplain and his wife .
lectured her sevefely on the 1mpropr1ety of her conduct. Lispeth
listened quietly, and repeated her first proposition. ! It takes a
great deal of Christianity to wipe out 2 uncivilised Eastern
instincts, such as falling in love at first sight. Lispeth, 11av1ng
found the man she worshipped, did not see why she should,
keep silent as to her choice. She had no intention of being sent
away, either. She was going to nurse that Englishman until he
was well enough to marry her. That was her programme.

After a fortnight 3 of slight fever and inflammation, the
Englishman recovered coherence and thanked the Chaplain and
his wife, and Lispeth — especially Lispeth — for their kindness.
He was a traveller in the East, he said — they never talked about
‘globe-trotters’ 4 in those days, when the P.& O.5 fleet was young’
and small — and had come from Dehra Dun to hunt for plants:
and butterflies among the Simla hills. No one at Simla, therefore,
knew anything about him. He fancied that he must have fallen’
over the cliff while reaching out for a fern on a rotten tree-trunk,
- and that his coolies 6 must have stolen his baggage and fled. He
thought he would go back to Simla when he was a little’
stronger. He desired no more mountaineering,.

He made small haste” to go away, and recovered his strength
slowly. Lispeth objected to being advised either by the Chaplain

1. repeated her first proposition : said again that she was going to
marry the Englishman.

2. wipe out : erase; remove.
3. fortnight ['fortnart] : two weeks.

4. globe trotters” : (informal) tourists who travel all over the world.
To “trot’ is to walk quickly or run slowly, and is usually used of
animals.

5. P.& O. : the 'P.& O.” was the Peninsular and Orient sluppmg
line; its regular service between India and Britain began in 1844.

6. coolies [ku:liz] : in this case: servants; Indians employed to carry
’ his bags.

7. made small haste : was in'no hurry.






