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‘Jungle Book’ traces origin

Kipling wrote his
beloved fable while
living in Dumumerston

SUSAN GREEN
FREE PRESS CORRESPONDENT

When “The Jungle Book” opens nation-
wide Friday, few moviegoers may realize
that this story of a boy raised by wolvesin
India’'s rainforestis based on an1894 fable
written in the hill country of southern Ver-
mont.

The Disney film is adapted from anov-
el that British author Rudyard Kipling
penned — literally — while living in Dum-
merston from 1892 to 1896. He has been
quoted as saying that, once the narrative
was mapped out in his mind, “the pen took
charge.”

Kipling’s quill pen and later a typewrit-
er were responsible for a prolific output
during his four-year residence in the
Green Mountain State. At the home he
built dubbed Naulakha, a Hindi term for
“something of great value,“ the peripatet-
ic Englishman settled down to produce
books, short stories, poems, essays and
letters, along with his own illustrations.

“The Jungle Book,” a two-volume col-
lection of Kipling’s magazine stories,
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spins a series of yarns about the wolf- Jackson Gillman impersonates Rudyard Kipling during performances at Naulakha, the Dummerston home where the British author lived and wrote
reared Mowgli and his many anthropo- in the late 19th century.
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morphic animal friends or foes.

“We've tried to capture the dreamlike,
visionary quality,” said Justin Marks, the
film’s California-based screenwriter.
“Every kid imagines having wild animals
as friends. I did, exploring the woods of
New Hampshire, where my family spent
summers.”

“The Jungle Book” mined Kipling’s
own childhood fantasies in the tropical
climate of India, even though he often
worked on it while the snow outside had
reached the windowsill of his Dummer-
ston study.

Several of Kipling’s myriad accom-
plishments in Vermont — the novel “Cap-
tains Courageous,” for example — are
listed on a plaque at Naulakha, returned to
its original glory in 1991 by the Landmark

. Trust USA.

“The house had been abandoned for 50
years,” explained operations manager
Kelly Carlin. “Part of the foundation had
collapsed, and we found a family of rac-
coons had moved in. But we restored ev-
erything. And Kipling’s furniture, cur-
tains and pictures on the wall were sal-
vaged.”

Reconstruction was completed in 1992
to coincide with the 100th anniversary of
Kipling’s occupancy. Since then, this
property with literary prestige has been
rented about 60 percent of each year for
weeklong stays, and periodically has
served as an educational and artistic ven-
ue.

Carlin leads tours of the site, mostly
for school groups and historical societies.
When storyteller Jackson Gillman is on
hand, he sits at the original desk in Kip-
ling’s study to welcome visitors, person-
ifying the noted writer. Appropriately be-
spectacled, mustachioed and dressed in
period clothing, he then moves to the Log-
gia, an interior open-air room, to read
aloud from the author’s “Just So Stories.”

“I've been doing Rudyard-in-Resi-
dence at Naulakha since 2000,” recalled
Gillman, who travels there from his own
home on Cape Cod for a week of perfor-
mances each autumn. “Most audiences
are not familiar with him. He’s not taught
in schools. That’s why this program is so
important.”

Notion of empire?

With fiction and non-fiction that dem-
onstrated a fondness for colonial settings
— especially his Indian birthplace — Kip-
ling came to be associated with the notion
of empire. Many perceived his 1899 poem,
“The White Man’s Burden,” as racist. Fel-
low scribe George Orwell, a socialist,
once described him as “a prophet of Brit-
ish imperialism.”

Some contemporary Kipling devotees
.disagree. “He got a bad rap,” Gillman
said. “Yes, he was a product of his time,
but also open-minded and enlightened.”

Massachusetts writer Stuart Murray,
whose 1997 biography is titled “Rudyard
Kipling in Vermont: Birthplace of The
Jungle Books,” contends that this nega-
tive attitude was largely a misperception.
He points out that an affinity for the com-
mon man, rather than the aristocrat, is a
trademark of Kipling’s poetry and prose.

“In India, Kipling had praise for the
lowly employees of the empire: soldiers,
nurses, doctors,” Murray said. “One of his
poems, about a Mascnic Lodge, men-
tioned all the different races in the mem-
bership.”

Written in the vernacular during his
Vermont years, “The Mother-Lodge” enu-
merates the various ethnicities that frat-
ernized harmoniously and includes this
line: “I wish that I might see them/ My
Brethren black an’ brown ...”

Murray’s book, published by the Ben-
nington imprint Images From the Past,
quotes a Kipling commentary about what
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Rudyard Kipling had an architect design Naulakha, which means “precious jewel” in the Hindi
language, to resemble a ship. It's where.the author lived from 1892 to 1896.
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A plague in Naulakha, the Dummerston home
of Rudyard Kipling, lists the literary works he
wrote while living there at the end of the 19th
century. A new movie adapted from Kipling’s
“The Jungle Book” opens Friday.

"He embarks on a hero’s
journey, and we telliton a
mythic level. I think we now
have an emotionally
powerful, epic version.”
SCREENWRITER JUSTIN MARKS

he perceived as America’s hypocrisy re-
garding its indigenous population: “I nev-
er got over the wonder of how a people
who, having extirpated the aboriginals of
their continent more cormpletely than any
modern race has ever done, honestly be-
lieved that they were a godly little New
England community, setting examples to
brutal mankind.”

From the little New England communi-
ty of Dummerston, Kipling felt free to cri-
tique his host country. He also seems to
have had mixed feelings about Vermont,
loving its bucolic beauty but taken aback
by the sometimes raw manners of local
people prone to loudly gossiping about
each other. Murray documents Kipling’s
disdain for “church suppers” and “the ter-
rifying intimacy” of small-town America,
although he did forge some close friend-
ships in the Dummerston area. This was
man who, as the 19th-century equivalent
of a rock star relentlessly pursued by the
press, had Naulakha constructed miles
from the public road to protect his priva-
cy.

As a young man, Kipling was educated
in England before returning to India,
where he’d been born to British citizens.
He worked as a journalist there and in Pa-

COURTESY DISNEY ENTERPRISES, INC.
Disney’s “The Jungle Book” opens nationwide
Friday.

kistan for almost a decade. Throughout
that time, his numerous short stories
were being published, and praised for a
style that was erudite but witty. Fame and
fortune soon followed.

“He was very successful at quite a
young age, and he’d seen what was going
on in the world,” Murray said.

During a subsequent stint in London,
Kipling married an American, Carrie Bal-
estier. The couplerelocated to the Brattle-
boro area, where she had kin. Her alcohol-
ic, always-broke brother, Beatty, was
among those relatives. That eventually
would prove to be an unfortunate proxim-
i

ty.

At first, Kipling apparently enjoyed
wedded bliss and his new life in a rural,
rugged paradise where winter temper-
atures were frequently well below zero.
At his desk, he worked on describing the
exotic locales of “The Jungle Book” while
the cold wind howled across the 11 acres
on which Naulakha was situated.

Although they had some hired help,
Kipling tackled many chores himself,
such as the installation of a wood stove or
pushing wheel-barrels full of rubble away
from a well-digging project. All this was
hardly the setting of “The Jungle Book,”
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yet Kipling’s memories of India and vivid
imagination compensated as he enjoyed
the challenges presented by a northern
clime — even taking frozen pipes in
stride.

Murray theorizes that Kipling came
into his own at Naulakha: “Mowgli, the hu-
man outsider who must find his place in
the wild jungle, was created by a man
who, himself, did not wholly belong any-
where, and who had to discover his own
true nature.”

The film

The new film, directed by Jon Favreau
(“Iron Man”), is a star-studded enterprise
that combines Mowgli’s live action with
the computer-generated process of mo-
tion-capture to depict the beasts he en-
counters.

The movie draws from Kipling’s pages,
which come alive with creatures includ-
ing Raksha the wolf mother (Lupita
Nyong’o), who raises Mowgli (Neel Sethi)
along with her own cubs; Baloo the bear
(Bill Murray), his pal; Bagheera the black
panther (Ben Kingsley), the boy’s mentor;
Shere Khan (Idris Elba), a villainous Ben-
gal tiger; and Kaa, the somewhat sinister
python (Scarlett Johansson) that occa-
:liglxa]ly can be recruited to do the right

g.

Screenwriter Justin Marks said the
current release also taps into the struc-
ture of the 1967 Disney animated musical
comedy, which was much lighter in tone
than Kipling might have wanted. (Walt
Disney himself died during production.)

When Mowgli has to leave the jungle
for his own safety, the trek to join a com-
munity of fellow human beings is a com-
ing-of-age saga. “He embarks on a hero’s
journey, and we tell it on a mythic level,”
Marks said. “I think we now have an emo-
tionally powerful, epic version.”

Kipling fans can only speculate about
whether he-would be pleased by the mod-
ern technological wizardry involved inre-
viving his old-fashioned tale. Asked if he
ever senses the wordsmith’s presence at
Naulakha, storyteller Jackson Gillman
said: “I wish there were ghosts there. But
it's a very friendly house, imbued with all
that creativity, a really fertile atmos-
phere.”

The Kiplings, by then with two young
daughters, reluctantly left Vermont in
1896 after their four-year sojourn (un-
aware, of course, that tragedy awaited
them elsewhere).

Along with Naulakha, they left behind
the contents of a safe deposit box at a
Brattleboro bank that remained undis-
covered until the early 1990s, untouched
for almost a century. Those items, includ-
ing their marriage license and a will, now
are part of a Kipling archive at nearby
Marlboro College.

The chief impetus for the family’s de-
parture was that brother-in-law Beatty
Balestier had become increasingly hos-
tile, even threatening violence, following
a familial land dispute and a harrowing
court case.

“Elderly people in Dummerston still
remember Beatty, who lived to a ripe old
age,” Naulakha operations manager Kelly
Carlin said. “He was the same until he
died: Loud and drunk too much of the
time, yelling at schoolkids walking by.”

Before things turned sour, however,
they seemingly were close to idyllic. Stu-
art Murray’s book makes the case that, in
Vermont, Kipling was the happiest he’d
ever been.

“Thave what I need,” Kipling wrotetoa
friend in England. “Sunshine and a mind
at peace and my own time for my own
work and the real earth within the reach
of my hand, whenever I tire of messing
with ink.”




