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Abstract
Rasipuram Krishnaswami Iyer Narayanaswami is one of the Eastern Wind who makes the thermal atmosphere of the Western literature bathed with the sweet and tender drop of the Eastern Ocean. His beloved stories have been arising from his fictional town called Malgudi. He pushes his readers to dive into the deep ocean for picking up the tangles of middle class society. Graham Green has remarked;
“There are writers Tolstoy and Henry James to name two- whom we hold in awe, writers Turgenev and Chekhov- for whom we feel a personal affection, other writers whom- respect Conrad for example-but who hold us at a long arm’s length with their ‘courtly foreign grace.’ Narayan (whom I don't hesitate to name in such a context) more than any of them wakes in me a spirit of gratitude, for he has offered me a second home. Without him I could never have known what it is like to be Indian” (Greene).
   “Swami and Friends” is the first novel of R. K. Narayan, but he initially hesitated to publish it and even he instructed one of his friends to throw the manuscript into the River Thames. It is one of Narayan’s trilogy which also includes The Bachelor of Arts and The English Teacher. The novel is like a polished architectural building whose columns are deeply rooted on the footing of the infernal atmosphere of colonisation.   Simplicity is the keynote in the canvas of Narayan's art of plot construction. The plot of Swami and Friends is emerged from an idea of character. Like Henry James, H. G. Wells and Arnold Bennett, the fiction is determined thoroughly by the logical demands of the situation or characters. Characters and incidents act and react and the plot moves on a rational sequence. Unlike artificial works, Narayan's plot goes in a straight forward way rather than following the usual stock-in-trade of the novelists, such as accidence, coincidence and sudden reversal of fortune. 
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This novel is about Swami and his friends Mani, Pea, Shankar and Rajam. The five boys live in the magical village of Malgudi located on the banks of river Sarayu. Swami is an average pupil studying in Albert Mission School, where he feels bored throughout most of his classes. He enjoys the history class of a kind hearted teacher named D. Pillai who prefers story telling method to traditional canon of education. Then Swami gets involved into an argument with the Scripture teacher Mr. Ebenezer, a Christian fanatic: “Ebenezer attempted to smile. Swaminathan wished to be well out of the whole affair. He felt he would not mind if a hundred Ebenezers said a thousand times worse things about the Gods.” Next day, Swami teaches a lesson to Ebenezer by giving a letter to the Mission School Headmaster from his father. Then the rivalry between his friend Mani and Rajam, a newcomer is dissolved on the banks of the river Sarayu. “Swaminathan gasped with astonishment. In spite of his posing before Mani he admired Rajam intensely, and longed to be his friend. Now this was the happiest conclusion to all the unwanted trouble. He danced with joy. Rajam lowered his gun, and Mani dropped his club. To show his Goodwill, Rajam pulled out of his pocket half a dozen biscuits” (Narayan 45). Then Swami comes back home where he feels secure in the company of his grandmother. He reveals his excitement about Rajam to his Granny; “‘His father is the Police Superintendent. He is the master of every policeman here.’ Granny was impressed. She said that it must be a tremendous office indeed. She then recounted the day when her husband, Swaminathan's grandfather was a powerful Sub magistrate, in which office he made the police force tremble before him and the fiercest dacoits of the place flee. Swaminathan waited impatiently for her to finish the story” (Narayan 20). At home, Swami’s mother gives birth to a baby whom Swami describes to the Pea as ‘hardly anything’. The Pea avers that the baby will grow up quickly. After the final exam, Swami is tricked to give some money to a coachman. Then Rajam draws a plan to take revenge by kidnapping the coachman’s son, but the blueprint goes awry. Feeling frustrated, Rajam, Swami and Mani harass a young cart boy named Karuppan: “‘Whom do you address as boys?’ asked Rajam menacingly. ‘Don't you know who we are?’ ‘We are the Government Police out to catch humbugs like you,’ added Swaminathan. ‘I shall shoot you if you say a word’ said Rajam to the young driver. Though the driver was incredulous, he felt that there must be something in what they said” (Narayan 32). 
In August, the wave of the Indian Independence movement starts hitting almost everyone standing on the beach of Indian slavery. The leaders of the Indian freedom movement are spurring the crowd with the arrow of their fiery orations to use Indian made goods. The English goods are boycotted. Swaminathan was watching the scene with a little shivers of joy going down his spine. Somebody asks him: “‘Young man, do you want our country to remain in eternal slavery?’ ‘No no,’ Swaminathan replied. 'But you are wearing a foreign cap.' 'Oh, I didn't notice,' he said, and removing his cap flung it into the fire with a feeling that he was saving the country.”
The next day, Swami is nervous because he is not wearing a cap to school, but he is excited when he finds a mob of protesters blocking the entrance to his school as a protest against the arrest of Gauri Shankar, an Indian freedom fighter. Swami joins them in breaking windows and destroying property at both the Mission School and the nearby Board School. In the end, the fire moves to a square in town, where Swami sees Rajam's father; “When he turned his head Swaminathan saw to his horror that it was Rajam's father! Swaminathan could not help feeling sorry that it should be Rajam's father. Rajam's father! Rajam's father to be at the head of those traitors! The Deputy Superintendent of Police fixed his eyes on his wrist-watch and said, 'I declare this assembly unlawful. I give it five minutes to disperse.' At the end of five minutes he looked up and uttered in a hollow voice the word, 'Charge'” (Narayan 101-102). The next day, the peon is called in to witness those who took part in the protest. The Headmaster starts punishing all of them and Swami, on his turn, angrily runs away saying, ‘I don't care for your dirty school.’
Then Swami is transferred to the Board School. Rajam forgives him and invites him to form a cricket team which is named M. C. C. Swami proves himself to be a good bowler and earns the nickname Tate. But Swami is not able to come in proper time to attend cricket practice for the drill practices at the Board School. He starts skipping drill practice for the last week before the scheduled cricket match. At the end of the week, he is caught up and the Headmaster gets ready to cane. Narayan paints the scene artistically with his neat-handed sketch: “Another moment and that vicious snake-like cane, quivering as if with life, would have descended on Swaminathan's palm. A flood of emotion swept him off his feet, a mixture of fear, resentment, and rage. He hardly knew what he was doing. His arm shot out, plucked the Cane from the Headmaster's hand, and flung it out of the window. Then he dashed to his desk, snatched his books, and ran out of the room.” Then, wandering here and there, Swami finds himself in a forest and, being frightened, he faints. Later he is rescued but gets devastated when he is informed that he has missed the cricket match. Mani tells him of Rajam's enragement. Then Rajam's family is leaving the town as his father is transferred. Swami chooses Hans Christian Anderson's The Book of Fairy Tales from the study desk as a present for Rajam. The novelist's pencil is matchless in drawing the parting scene;
“Mani ran along the platform with the train and shouted over the noise of the train: 'Goodbye, Rajam. Swami gives you this book'.
Rajah held out his hand for the book, and took it, and waved a farewell. Swaminathan waved back frantically.
Swaminathan and Mani stood as if glued where they were, and watched the train. The small red lamp of the last van could be seen for a long time, it diminished in size every minute, and disappeared around a bend. All the jarrinng, rattling, clinking, spurting, and his sing of the moving train softened in the distance into something that was half a sob and half a sigh” (Narayan 160). 
  The hero of this novel is not a great General or a brave warrior but just a young boy doing nothing brave or noble or adventurous. The novel begins in a usual manner with Swami's waking up and rushing through his homework at his dark. The plot moves from one incident to another, leading up to the climax when Swami throws the Board School Headmaster's cane out of the window. The typical Narayan's ending is full of confusion and uncertainty as Swami is not sure about Rajam's forgiveness. Even the candid Mani does not give a clear statement about whether or not Rajam will be in touch. The author writes that ‘for once Mani's face had become inscrutable’, thus leaving a blank page on the readers' mind to think and to think. Like most of the writers, Narayan cannot avoid shortcoming. Though he observes the lower middle class family from yonder, the depth of pathos of poverty is missing in his painting. But outside of this limitation, Narayan is a master artist whose precise and convincing psychological efficiency swept all his shortcomings.
   Narayan has given considerable effort to crafting the characters in the gallery of Swami and Friends. All the characters appear as real figures in day-to-day life. The main protagonist, Swaminathan, evokes nostalgia for school days. Innocence, fluidity, and humour make him more realistic. He is a dreamer and easily influenced. When he looks at the sum of mangoes, he cannot control the water in his mouth. Finally, he asks his father, “Father, will you tell me if the mangoes were ripe?’ Rajam is like a fire that attracts every insect. He uses his father's position to dominate others. He even points out to the Board School Headmaster that his father is the Police Superintendent. He opposes Swami's political activity and forces him to withdraw from such activities. His character resembles that of pre-independence Indian figures such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, who drew the attention of everyone through intellect and social works but opposed the independence movement and prayed for the British to come in greater numbers to civilise the native Indians who had long ago given shelter to those forefathers of Europeans who were shivering under the tyranny of the so-called civilised Roman Culture. Again, Rajam's effort to subdue the cook and Karuppan points out the domination of the proletariat at the hands of the petite bourgeoisie. Mani is depicted as a straightforward boy. The characteristics of Somu, Sankar, and Samuel are all convincing. Mr. Ebenezer holds the banner of Christianity that teaches him to disrespect other religions. He is sharply contrasted with D. Pillai whose teaching method resembles that of the ‘shruti’, a method of the Indian classical education system. The Headmasters of both Albert Mission School and the Board School are presented as typical Victorian-era teachers, such as Mr. Creakle of Salemm House or Mr. Brocklehurst of Lowood lnstitution. Again, Swami’s father, mother, and Granny are portrayed as average figures of a middle-class family. One may take Swami's mother as Mother India, who was pregnant and would give birth to Christianity. At the beginning of Christianity in India, it seemed to be ‘hardly anything’, but it grew rapidly. Rajam's father is the Police Superintendent, whose powerful position allures everyone, including Swami and Mani. Even Swami's father permits Swami to use his room to host Rajam after learning about Rajam's father's position. Later, after the massacre, he calls Rajam's father ‘a butcher’. Rajam's father's act of ordering the troops to charge reminds the readers of the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre of 13 April 1919. Those who carried out this act under the command of the British officer were not British but Indians who slept with the coloniser’s power. The cunning colonisers often used Indians to accomplish their purposes. However, Rajam's father was kind to Rajam and his friends and helped to rescue Swami at the end of the novel. 
   Outwardly, the novel seems to be written for children, but it appeals to all types of readers. Swami and Friends shares the features of a coming-of-age story. The novel takes readers back to the simple problems and seemingly ridiculous experiences of childhood days. The novelist's magical power evokes both laughter and tears in the reader and creates the feeling of sitting in a classroom. This magical quality reminds the reader of the magical lines of Sudarshan Faakir: “Ye Daulat Bhi Lo, Ye Shohrat Bhi Lo, Bhale chhin Lo Mujhse Meri Jawaani, Magar Mujhko Lauta Do Bachpan Ka Saawan, Vo Kagaz ki Kashti, Vo Baarish Kaa paani” (Faakir). Inwardly, Narayan presents the education system as a mirror of colonial oppression in the novel. Missionary schools were part and parcel of colonisation not only in the past but also in the present. Their hidden motive was not education but the creation of an impression upon the natives, the suppression of native culture, and the imposition of Christianity upon them. Their teaching method was not student-centred. The rigid rules and restrictions made the schools appear like prisons to the pupils. All these factors provoke students to flee from school. The rules and restrictions apply only to pupils, not to teachers. This is ironically pointed out by Narayan:
“The Headmaster was sleeping with his head between his hands and his elbows resting on the table. It was a small stuffy room with only one window opening on the weather beaten side wall of a shop; it was cluttered with dust- laden rolls of maps, globes, and geometrical squares. The Headmaster's white cane lay on the table across two ink-bottles and some pads. The sun came in a hot dusty beam and fell on the Headmaster's nose and the table. He was gently snoring” (Narayan 137).
   Though Narayana's works depict the daily goings on of ordinary people, he was not politically naive or unaware. “Swami and Friends” delivers a great deal of information about the progress of the national movement in the twentieth century. The indigenous people's feeling of inferiority towards their colonial masters and their subordination to their domination are delineated through the lens of an ordinary boy's topsy-turvy childhood. The atmosphere of politics has a profound impact on the child psyche. It makes them so violent that they even bring weapons to a fight. Their school, instead of teaching proper behaviour, becomes a microcosm of colonial oppression. Swami's love for his former oppressive school points to the colonised people's adoption of the colonisers’ culture. It reminds the reader of the last page of “Nineteen Eighty-Four”: “But it was all right, everything was all right, the struggle was finished. He had won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother” (Orwell 311).
   R. K. Narayan does not forget to compare the so-called white education system with the age-old Indian education system. For instance, Rajam, who looks like a British boy, advocates friendship with the help of a classical Indian text. It is ironic that Indians are swimming in the Western pond, whereas the renowned T. S. Eliot quotes ‘Datta, Dayadhvam, and Damyata’ from the vast ocean of Indian knowledge to reform Europeans. Native Indians obey not only European education but also embrace the cultures of their colonisers. For instance, instead of accepting any Indian game, Swami and his friends play the British game as a means of gaining self-determination, dominance over opponents, and interpersonal connections. Even a British name appears superior to an Indian name. This is why Swami is excited after being named “Tate”. Hence, the colonisers' attempt to erase native identity appears entirely successful, and it helps them sustain colonisation even today in a new form. Narayan's presentation of the colonising process through convincing psychological portrayal, without any obscurity or complexity, is remarkable. Narayan attacks colonisation in a sugar-coated manner, as the entire story makes readers take it merely as a depiction of the topsy-turvy environment of its main protagonist and his friends. Similarly, the title is tricky, as it deceives readers into thinking of it as a mere childhood portrayal of Swami and his friends.
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