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“This strange, supple book
catches you from its first
pages and draws you steadily
along.... [Persistent Rumours]
radiates a startling intelli-
gence, not only about the elu-
sive quality of history and
memory but about the often
unbridgeable gaps between
cultures—and between
women and men.” 

— Washington Post Book World



Lee Langley was born in the
late 1930s in Calcutta to Scottish 
parents. Four years old when her
parents were separated, she
spent the next six years traveling
in India with her mother, swing-
ing from affluence and grand
hotels and tiger hunts with
maharajas, to squalid lodgings,
small solitary meals, and wash-
ing her own clothes. She wit-
nessed, and was sometimes
caught up in, growing numbers
of Indian independence riots.
With the rise of anti-English 
sentiments, Langley’s family
returned to Britain. 

Her travels and experiences,
both as a child and as an adult,
play an important role in her

writing. Before starting Persistent
Rumors, her sixth novel, Langley
visited the former British penal
colony that provides the setting
for her book. The colony, now in
ruins, is located on the Andaman
Islands, 700 miles off the coast of
India, where aboriginal peoples
hostile to outsiders still live in
isolation on the outlying islands.

Langley has written five other
novels, The Only Person, Sunday
Girl, From the Broken Tree, The
Dying Art, and Changes of
Address, an autobiographical
novel which was shortlisted for
the prestigious Hawthornden
Prize. Persistent Rumours won the
Writers’ Guild of Great Britain
Best Fiction Award and the 1993
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize
for Best Novel in the Eurasia
Region. Langley has also written
poetry and a stage play as well
as numerous articles on travel in
Japan, Peru, Egypt and the
United States. She is married to a
writer, has three adult children,
and lives in Richmond-upon-
Thames near London. She is an
active Committee member of
P.E.N., the international writers’
organization known both for its
literary activities and for its cam-
paigning work for freedom of
expression worldwide.
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Few readers will recognize the
India revealed in Lee Langley’s
Persistent Rumours. Set in the
Andaman Islands, separated
from the mainland by roughly
seven hundred precarious miles
of open sea, the novel explores
an isolated, remote part of the
world, populated with dense
rainforests and inhospitable
natives whose
secrets are
equally imper-
vious to the
outsider. Into
this unforgiv-
ing setting
venture out-
siders of many
stripes—from
the military
officers of the
British Raj to
the self-con-
scious tourists
of later eras—
all determined
to investigate the secrets hidden
within the islands’ lush greenery.

Deftly weaving between gener-
ations, Langley tells the story of
two married couples, each of
whom have arrived at the
islands on specific missions:
Henry and Elizabeth are part of
an effort to oversee the building
of a jail by its future inhabitants,
James and Daisy to unravel the

mysterious disappearance and
presumed death of James’s
mother. Their respective stays on
the islands offer each the oppor-
tunity to reconsider their roles in
relationships that once flour-
ished and have gone stagnant
from lack of communication. 

Persistent Rumours offers some-
thing for every reader—romance,

adventure, his-
tory, an exotic
setting, and a
mystery that
keeps us guess-
ing until the
last page.

Throughout
the book,
Langley
explores the dif-
ferences
between the
sexes, between
cultures, and
between gener-

ations. She mines the volatile ter-
ritory that is early childhood,
and makes us privy to the fears
and limitations of later years.
Many images pervade and haunt
this marvelously envisioned
novel, but none is perhaps quite
so ominous as that of the
Circular Jail, built with humane
intentions, the heedless imple-
mentation of which serve only to
make the lives of its occupants
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more miserable. Persistent
Rumours is a novel about many
kinds of imprisonment: mar-
riages bereft of passion, societies
that constrain the independent
thinker, islands that isolate their
inhabitants, and lives frozen by
the tragedies of the past. Each of
the novel’s main characters
experience his or her own sense
of entrapment, but their strug-
gles to free themselves are
thwarted by their own stifled
emotions.

Hounded by memories of a
mother who died when he was
young, James has lost the ability
to trust the ones he loves; Daisy,
once a free spirit, becomes
entombed in a marriage to a
man who cannot accept her as
she is; Henry finds himself
unable to convey his love for his
son or the depth of his grief for

his dead wife. Only Elizabeth is
able to wrench herself free of the
constricting social mores that
keep her from identifying with
the island natives; whether she
finds this freedom in death or
exile is for the reader to discover,
but Langley’s message is unmis-
takable. We build prisons to pro-
tect ourselves from danger, and
yet these same walls isolate us
and prohibit us from living, car-
ing, and loving. How can we
dismantle these prisons without
destroying the lives they repre-
sent? How can we keep from
building prisons at all? These are
the questions that Langley inves-
tigates in this perceptive novel
that keep us thinking long after
we have finished reading.
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A writer friend once said to me
that a novel was like a dinner
party: you had to enjoy spend-
ing several hours in the central
character’s company. If you did-
n’t find her or him attractive it
failed. I disagreed. A novel is not
a dinner party: pleasure there
should be, certainly; laughs are a
bonus in the one as in the other.
The discovery of a kindred spirit
is elating. But shouldn’t there be
more to it than empathy?

Which brings me to Persistent
Rumours, and James. Why, I’ve
been asked, did I choose to have
a leading character so roundly
dislikeable? (Not that he is, to
me. A monstrous creation per-
haps, but I grew to love him by
the end.) What was it about
James? What made him like this,
so prickly, rude, intolerant, so
quick to take offense, filled with
hate, suspicion and mistrust?
And how could he be quite so
horrible to his steadfastly loving
wife? For James, as for so many
of us old India hands, the clues
lay in his childhood.

Persistent Rumours is about the
damage that childhood experi-
ence can do. About a man whose
childhood trauma creates in him
the sense that no one can be

counted on or trusted, particu-
larly those who say they love
you. I wanted to explore that, to
make a character whose life is
shattered by a childhood loss
and follow it through.

In James’s case not only does
his mother let him down, but
she then disappears, dying mys-
teriously, behind his back as it
were. Banished from Eden, he
learns there will be no reunion.
There are evasions, secrets. For
the rest of his life he is haunted
by a sense of betrayal, of unfin-
ished business that warps every
relationship.

Writers tend to trawl their
innocent beginnings for their
first novel, moving on to suc-
cess, ennui and adultery. Only
with my fifth novel did I sum-
mon up the nerve to confront the
twin foreign countries of India
and my past. Till then I had
blanked out the pain, the embar-
rassment, the bizarre, see-saw
existence of grand hotels and
Armenian boarding houses, the
moon-lit tiger hunts and moon-
light flits, and above all, blanked
out the central figure; disconcert-
ing, larger than life: my mother.
Not someone to sit next to at
dinner: she would undoubtedly
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1. How do you feel about the
character of James? Langley
has described him as some-
one you wouldn’t want to sit
next to at dinner. Why is
that? What happened to
James as a child that would
account for his bitterness as
an older man?

2. How do you account for the
change in Daisy over the
course of her marriage to
James? During their early
courtship she seems to
please him in every way. But
later, she feels put on a
pedestal, reflecting on how

“the first falls from grace had
not been dramatic, but she
came to dread the perplexed,
then steely, look that James
took on when she proved fal-
lible.” Why should her falli-
bility matter so much to her
husband? And why does
Daisy allow James to belittle
her?

3. How does James’s study of
the history of cartography fit
into the novel? What kinds
of information can maps give
us beside geographical data?
What do maps tell us about
the cultures in which they

drink too much, probably insult
the hostess and make sexual
advances to the nearest husband.
Predictably disgraceful. More
than unlikeable—hateful.

How odd to find, when I at last
began to retrace our footsteps in
print, that she had acquired a life
of her own. A personality less
familiar than I had supposed. A
small revelation had taken place.
Readers found her “brave,”
“sad,” “fascinating.” It was an
unintended gift, to allow her a
point of view—more than any of
us are granted, particularly by
our children.

One of the emotions that fuel

the creative impulse is a sense of
regret, a look at time past, at
what might have been or indeed
at what we have as it once was.
Persistent Rumours is a post-
Colonial look at a marriage at
the time of the Raj, and also at a
modern marriage blighted by the
shadow of the past. There is an
epiphany for one character, a
release for another. It’s about the
persistence not only of rumours
but of love. I can only hope that
by the end of the story readers
will see dreadful old James a lit-
tle differently. Though they still
might not want to sit next to him
at dinner.
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were created?

4. What does Daisy mean when
she thinks, “Whoever it
was...who said that those
who do not remember the
past are condemned to relive
it, got it all wrong: it is those
who remember the past, who
cannot forget, who do the
reliving. Over and over
again.” What point do you
think Langley is making
about personal history versus
the history of a nation or a
race?

5. What clues does Langley
give us about Elizabeth as a
young woman that would
explain her later life after her
disappearance? Do you even
believe that this story is true?

6. Compare Daisy’s experience
with India to Elizabeth’s ini-
tial encounter with the coun-
try. What do these women’s
reactions to India’s exotic
sights, smells, and sounds
reveal about their personali-
ty? What has changed about
India in the more than seven-
ty  years between Elizabeth
and Daisy’s arrival? What is
still the same?

7. How does Langley make use
of repeated imagery to deep-
en her story and its themes?
What, for instance, is the sig-
nificance of the butterflies;
the scent of violets and

Elizabeth’s ghostly figure as
she bends down to kiss
young James; or the queen-
like impression Daisy makes
in the white kaftan she once
wore on the Nile? What other
recurring images prove effec-
tive?

8. What is the significance of
the Circular Jail, both as a
project under construction
during Elizabeth’s lifetime
and a historical site during
Daisy’s? What other figura-
tive jails and prisoners do we
come across in the novel? 

9. What part do rumors play in
the novel? How do rumors
help and hinder James’s
efforts to discover his moth-
er’s fate? Is there a difference
between the unsubstantiated
information of a rumor and
the kind of information one
gets from a map of an
unknown, unexplored terri-
tory?

10. What do you think happens
to James at the end of the
novel—does he die or merely
collapse? Why do you think
Langley left this matter
ambiguous to the reader?



You spent much of your child-
hood in various parts of India.
Why did you choose the
Andaman Islands as the primary
setting for your novel? What are
these islands like today?
I chose the Andaman Islands
because they provided an 
extraordinary illustration of the
different ways people can find
themselves imprisoned, both in
their lives and their environ-
ment. At the turn of the century
the islands formed a penal
colony where murderers and
political agitators were incarcer-
ated for life. The prison was sup-
posed to be humane. There was
a gallows on the main island and
prisoners were flogged and
made to work as punishment. In
its early days, all the domestic
servants working for the resident
British were prisoners on parole.
So the ayahs and cooks and gar-
deners were for the most part
murderers—a pretty unusual 
situation!

The islands today are a curious
mixture: nothing much in the
way of tourist facilities. The
main island has a bustling
downtown neighborhood with
bazaars, little shops, and places
to eat. The jail itself has become
a sort of museum, a shrine to
Freedom Fighters and visitors

(mostly Indian) are shown
around it daily. On Ross Island
nature has taken over the aban-
doned buildings so that a surre-
alist mixture of ruins and green-
ery co-exists. Palm trees have
grown up in the cemetery along-
side the decorative tombstones,
creepers festoon the shell of the
church. It is beautiful in a weird,
dreamlike way. For a visitor the
islands also provide a manage-
able way to enjoy some unusual
pursuits: bird-watching, walking
in the rain-forest, snorkeling.
Interestingly, a place that was
once regarded as a hell-hole fit
only for imprisoned murderers
makes a charming holiday 
destination for people prepared
to rough it a bit.

How did the instability of your
own childhood contribute to
your portrayal of James as a boy
and as a young man? Do you
personally relate to his feelings
of abandonment, uncertainty
and loneliness, or is his experi-
ence more universal?
Obviously my own unstable and
bizarre childhood cannot be
ignored here! We are all dam-
aged in one way or another, but
a child who is exposed to deep
unhappiness and conflict is even
more crucially affected. British
children were sent home to
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boarding school
from India dur-
ing the Raj, and
it affected all of
them. They felt
abandoned,
betrayed, lost.
certainly it
destroyed trust. I
don’t share this
particular prob-
lem with James,
because I actual-
ly longed to be
sent away to
school.
However, I can
understand
those feelings
and wanted to write about them.
As the story shows, that early
loss of trust can warp relation-
ships throughout life.

Daisy appears to be an unusual
choice of a mate for James. How
did her character evolve? Why
did you choose to make her so
much younger than—and so 
different from—her husband?
Daisy’s not really an unusual
choice of mate for James. When
they meet as adults, he is
enchanted by her independence
and the sense of a free spirit; 
perhaps he feels that he can find
a release from his own inhibi-
tions through her. Also he 
happens to fall in love with her,
and when did that ever have

anything to do
with suitability?
As for Daisy, she
has loved James
ever since she met
him as a child—I
know of such rela-
tionships. How her
character evolved
is a very interest-
ing question, and
one that has much
to do with the con-
dition of marriage:
Daisy starts out a
free spirit, but a
loving one. Above
all she wants to
please her hus-

band, and in doing so, gradually
loses her own personality, loses
touch with what she once was.
Then, as she becomes subsumed
in his personality, tentative,
unsure of herself, she becomes
less “worthy” of his admiration.
I’ve had a lot of letters from
readers identifying with this.

Is it appropriate to perceive
James and his father as repre-
senting elements of the British
Empire at the time of the Raj,
and likewise, are Daisy and
Elizabeth meant to represent
India? 
I think James and his father do
represent elements of the
Empire, though they also repre-
sent something in the British



character which is timeless: the
keeping emotion under control,
not wanting to let it all hang out,
the stiff upper lip. We’re told the
British are changing: the 
emotional upheaval that 
followed the death of Diana
showed people do want to
express their emotions more. But
I think this is a class thing: you’ll
find the upper class Englishman
still unwilling to show emotion
publicly—or privately! Daisy
and Elizabeth don’t represent
India, but they do illustrate what
India can do to receptive people.
Elizabeth responded to the free-
dom which she sensed on the
boundaries of the very restricted
life the British led in India; she
questioned, she allowed herself
to empathize, to feel. Daisy is
differently affected. In India she
finds herself hauled out of her
usual environment; facing
unimagined challenges, and 
rising to them. She experiences
an epiphany which changes her,
renews her.

James’s fascination with maps
provides a wonderful back-
ground to the novel. Do you
have a background in geography
or, if not, how did you do
research for this aspect of the
novel?
I’m so glad you found the maps
of interest. I don’t have a back-
ground in geography, but having

traveled much in my life I am
fascinated by the charting of the
world, the way the unknown
places are made known. I
researched it by reading exten-
sively, and becoming more and
more fascinated. The old maps
are not only interesting but
beautiful, and as I say in the
book, made of an amazing vari-
ety of materials, from the bronze
tablet of ancient Egypt to the
stick charts of the Micronesian
islanders.

The novel unfolds like a sym-
phony, with two distinct narra-
tive strains running almost par-
allel, then intersecting, then
unraveling again. Why did you
choose to employ such an intri-
cate technique? What sorts of
difficulties did you encounter?
How did this technique help you
tell these characters’ stories?
The narrative technique is
indeed a complex one, and
evolved as I wrote the book. I
wanted to deal with two mar-
riages, two journeys, with the
past and the present. I found
that to try and do this chrono-
logically simply didn’t work.
What I tried to do was to follow
the parallel journeys of Elizabeth
and her husband “then,” and
James and Daisy “now,” but
with James also remembering
his childhood.

Difficulties? Strangely enough,
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I felt so close to these characters
that I held on to the threads and
followed them and I’m told that
readers do the same, nobody
seems to find the structure con-
fusing. It certainly helped tell the
characters’ stories in the way I
wanted, because it meant I could
hold back on the end of the
Elizabeth story, and gradually fill
in the background to James, so
that by the end we find him wor-
thy of compassion, rather than
the prickly old monster he seems
to be at the start.

Recently we’ve seen a renewed
interest in Indian literature and
its authors. How would you
account for this surge in popu-
larity? What is it about the
Indian culture that resonates so
clearly to modern readers?

It’s hard to explain the interest
in Indian literature that has
swept the world. Perhaps it’s
something to do with the color

and energy that readers find
compelling. And the revelation
of an unfamiliar world. Also,
Indian writers have gained confi-
dence in themselves and found
their voice. Maybe the Latin
American magic-realist writers
like Gabriel Garcia Marquez
blazed the trail for exotic, larger-
than-life literature, but the
Indians have certainly taken over
the mantle. As for Indian culture
reaching out to Western readers,
I’m sure this has a lot to do with
a sort of unfulfilled hunger for
something more than the materi-
alist, everyday existence. There is
an extra layer to life in India,
magic is part of it, and the mysti-
cal, and the way that is part of
even the most deprived of lives.
Perhaps we, with our higher
standards of living, our privi-
leged existence, hanker for the
strangeness and uncertainty that
we sense there.
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