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WILLIAM KNIGHTON.

 An inberesting literary figure about a hundred years ago was
that of Williamm Knighton, Sprung from a good family, Knighton
wasg 3 relative of Bir Willlam Knighton, Keeper of the Privy Purse -
to Geovge IV. He wag horn in Dublin and educated st Glasgow,
and arrived in Ceylon in 1843 at the age of nineteen, He is
popularly supposed o have come out o fill the post of Headmaster
of the Colombe Central Sehool, but it is eurious that he makes no
mention whatever of hig futorial appointment. In one of his books

ha refers $o the four years he lived in Ceylon as ' a coffee planter

and the editor of a newspaper’, and again he speaks of ' the
coffee estate whieh I left England to manage”. However, there
is no doubt that shortly after his arrival he held the post of Hoad-
mastet of the Colombo Central 8chool, which he probably obfained
theough the influenca of his uncle, wha, aceording o him, wag * the
head of a mercantfile house in Colombo”. Ha describes him as
a kind though sscentrie old bachelor, who had lived for fifteen
yoars in the island . :

" During the year or go which he spaent in Uolembo, Knighton
enjoyed himself 6o the [ull, despite the heat and mosquifces, of
which he complains. He indulged a good deal in riding and boat-
ing, and gained admittance fo the higher social cireles of Colombo,

. He was invited to Queen’s House buf found the Governor’s dinners

“ stiff, formal and unenjoyable ", and a ball which he attended was
not “ the acme of felicity ™ to him, Boing of literary tastes, the
Fort Library made a special appeal bo him. ' An admirable insti-
tution it is " ha says, "' well supplied with the cutrent and standard
libersture of England, and containing many valuabls clasgsical and
foraign works of travel”, '
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The eoffes estate, of which he was parf proprietor, now claimed
his attention, and he decided to devote his whole time to it. He
therefore resigned his appointment as Headmaster and proceoded
to the Kandy District, where the estate was situated. He had ab
first some doubts as to the wisdom of this sbtep, but these were
goon diggipated. ' My collegiate studies in Fngland, it'is true,”
he says,  did not appear to be the best possible preparation - for
such & new and untried moda of lifa, but | was mistaken. There
wag not so much difference between a wine party in college, and a
planter’s parby in the jungle. The former a little rougher, more
boisterous and moyve boyish, the later a little more intellectnal often,
and to me more interesting from the variety of character it dis-
played. I was certainly as well prepared for a coffee planting life as
three-fourthe of those who had already embraced it, whilst by my
devotion o aetive physical exercise and to study, I was far better
suited for it than men who had abandoned an spathetic Angla-
Indian exisfionce in the large towns of the Hast, to engage in it

If one may judge from his book " Forest Life in Ceylon ™,
Knighton seems to have enjoyed his life as = coffee planter, bub
the facts appear to have been otherwise, for Mr. Douglas Dewar, in
his book *‘ Bygone Days in India ™ states that two years of estate
life was as much as Knighton eould tolarate, and he “ thankinily
accopted an invitation to beecome the Hditor of the Ceylon Herald
on a small salary”. This paper had heen starbed in 1839 by
Mr. Mackenzie Ross, among the econtributors bo 16 being Mr. (after-
wards Sir) Richard Morgan and My, James d'Alwis. The paper
dragged on a preearious existence for a few vyears, and in 1842 it
beeams the property of Mr, James Laing, at one time Deputy Post.
maater of Kandy. From him it passed to Dr. MeKirby, or MceCurdy,
and it was on the death of the latter that Knighton beeame Editor.

Although well qualified by education for his new appointment,
Kanighton bad no technical knowledge of the inner working of a
newspaper office, - ~ Totally ignorant ™ he says, “of the mysteries
of printing, innocent of the difference betwesn a composing sbick
and a galley, between Great Primer type and Diamond, I seated
myself ab a liftle table in the mysterious offics, gole manager and
director, editor, eorrector of he press, aceountant, cashier, treasurer,
and letter-writer of the newspaper and of the printing-office ”.
The staff consisted of Knighton, one clerk, a - Goanese head-printer,
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gome compositors, and a eouple of poons, “ Fortunately ” writes
Knighton, ' the paper was published but twies a week, so that I
had ample time to write leaders and correct the proof sheets, to
write letters to mysell apd answer them in the sditorial columns,
to note down answers to correspondents in my liveliest vein, and
to go through all the other business ™.

The Qeylon Herald ceazed publicafion in June 1846, and thus
brought $o an end Knighton's conneetion with Ceylon journalism,
He then went to Calcutta to take up the post of lecturer in History
and Logic in the Hindu Collega there. Newspaper writing how-
ever still continued to hold a strange lascination for him, and he
wrote @ good deal for the Bengal Press. After he had been soms
time in Caleutéa a local firm announced that they -were about to
issue a daily paper printed on a steam press—tha first that had
aver reached Indin—and Knighton was asked to edit the paper.
The salary offered was not attractive enough o make it worth his
while to devote hiz whole time to fhe work. The publishers
informed him that this was not necessary. All they wanted was
that Knighton should undertake to write on loeal politics and they
would arrange for the rest. HKnighton accepted thé appointment
but not for long. Rebturning to England, he became agsociated with
the literary eligue which ineluded Carlyle and Emerson. About
the year 1858 he received a nomination to the Indian Civil Service,
and proceeded fio Fyzabad in 1859 as Assistant Commissioner at
that stabion. After a service of ten years in India he returned to
England, owing, it is said, to a disagreement with the Governmont,

Litorary purguits continued to engaga muech of Knighton's
atfiention after his rebirement from India. His friends inclnded
Lawrenee Oliphant, A. P. Sinnebt, Sir Richard Burton, and Charles
Dickens, In 1887 he was elected Vice-President of the Hoyal
Society of Literature, London, and two vears later he was selocted
to unveil tha staﬂhua arected to the memory of Shakespears in Paris,
where he was Vice-President of the Iuternational Literary and
Artistic Society, He also reeeived the degrees of M.A., Ph.D. and

- L.LD, from Gisssen University.

About the year 1850 Kunighton married Miss L. Mackay,
member of a well-known Seobttish family, and there were two
children of the marriage : one, a boy of greab promise, who died af
sohool, and the other a daughber, who married Dr. J. K. Condon,
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of the Todian Medical Service. Knighton died at Tileworth,
8t. Lieonards on Sea, Sussex, in 1900, when nearly gighby‘years
of age. ‘

Knighton made good use of his opportunities while in Ceylon.
He travelled extensively, visiting Kandy and Nuwara Bliya, and
even ascended Adam's Peak. Within two years of hig arrival in
the island he wrote a History of Ceylon, which he dedicated to the
Bov. J. . MacViear, Minister of the Seotch Presbyterian Chureh
in Qeylop, who was one of the firsé persons tc whom he was intro-
ducsd in Colombo. Knighton speaks of Dr. MacViear as “ a pious
man, an exeeption to the general rule in India”, and aftributes the

origin of his History to this gentleman, ** without whose assisbance

it eould not have been completed . -

It was at this time that the Gey]on Branch oﬂ the Royal
Asiatic Society was founded, and it was doubtless on Dr. MacViear’s
suggestion that Knighton was appeinted to be ifg first Secretary.
He read a paper entitled * General Observations on tha translated
Coylonese Literature’’, whiech was afterwards published in the
first number of the Soeiety’s Journal. Ha also presenfed the
_ Socieby with a copy of his work * Aristotelian Logie

Knighton's next work " Forest Life in Ceylon ' waa written
in London in 1853. As has been very aptly pointed out by
Mr. J. P. Lewis, the book is eoncerned, not with forest life, bub
with Knighton’s experiences as a eoffes planter on an esbate which
had been newly eleared and planted. The book was subjected to
a seabhing criticism from the Press. The Ceylon Times said :—
¥ Mr. Koighton's book, for maundlin sentimentality, equals anything
ever poured forth from that onecs fruitful repository of Grub Street,
the Minerva Press’’. The Faaméner was equally canstic. . “ The
book ‘abounds in the stock aneecdotes of the Colony, well worked
up, aud though they are but few.and stale withal out heve, they
may he new at home and very attractive under Mr. nghﬁon 8
per, which ig of the flowery deseription ™

“The Private Life of an Bastern ng" mef with no hetier
reception. Reviewing the book when it appeared in 1885, a Ceylon
newspapsr spoke of it as “a farrago of trash”. Knighton in hia
Preface explains that the incidents narrated in the book formed

the subject of conversation at a friend’s house in the autumn of

1854, "I made the acqﬁaintancel of the narrator—the ‘Member of
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the Household’—and thinking the facts strange, I proposed fo him to
write a book on the subject. He was by no means unwilling.
Chapter after chapter was eompiled from his notes and verbal
ecommunications, and read out o him as each was finished. The
‘Member of the Household’ however, would not put his name to i,
80 $he work wasg ab first issued anenymously’.

The story centres round the King of Oudh and five Huropean
members of his household—his tutor, his librarian, a German
painter and musician, the ecaptain of his body-guard, and last bub
not least, his barber. Much speculation was rife as to the identity
of the five members of the household, and in 1918 a letter appeared
in the Pioneer newspaper on the siubject. Some correspondence
ensued, in the course of which one writer asserted that Koighton

- wag the King's barber. This roused the ire of Lieut-Colonel James

Kaighton Condon, the sldest gravdson of William Knighton, who
indignantly repudiated the suggestion. Mr. W. H. Solomouns,
whose death occurred recently, now entered the lists, and suggested
that it was possible, though nob probable, that Knighton, finding
no avenue open to him for obtaining first-hand knowledge of the
private life of an Eastern King, should have practised ths tonsorial
arb with this object in view. Ho added that “anybody who knew
Knighton would agree that his ability to dizguise his personality
was about equal to that of late Sir Henry Irving”. With this
pronouncement tha matter was allowed to rest.

" Among Knighton's other works may bs mentioned Tropieal
Skeiches, (2 Veolg), Edgar Barton, An Autobiogrophical Novel,
(8 wvols), Huropean Turkey as it s, Training in Streets and
Schools and Struggles for Life, tha last named of whieh aftracted
considerable notiee not only in London bub also in Paris and
Berlin.  Knighton also contributed an article entitled *'Village
Lite in Qudh” to Fraser's Magazine.
' J.R T,
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