
EN 308: Indian Writing in English and in English Translation 

 Unit 76: Ruskin Bond- “A Tiger in the House” 

 

The author,his life and his beliefs: 

Ruskin Bond was born in Kasauli in 1934 and grew up in Jamnagar, Dehradun , Delhi and 

Shimla.In spite of having been born to European parents, Bond had never thought of settling 

abroad and had been to England only for a brief spell of four years before returning to India 

in 1955. One of the reasons might be that he had seen his father initially employed with the 

royals in the princely state of Jamnagar in India (owing allegiance to the British crown but 

managing their affairs somewhat independently) with a deep sense of attachment with the 

family and the place. His mother was a trainee nurse in Mussoorie Cottage Hospital. Bond 

saw the colonial rule from the close quarters when he was growing up, but never chose to be 

a representative of it. In a way he shows a quaint affinity with Nissim Ezekiel, another Indian 

English poet who had chose to make India his own.  

Bond is the author of over a hundred fiction, non-fiction and poetry. Among them are The 

Room on the Roof, A Flight of Pigeons, The Night Train at Deoli, Time stops at Shamli, The 

Blue Umbrella, Rain in the Mountains  and a Book of Simple Living. Having settled in the 

hills , Bond’s stories are about childhood nostalgia ,nature, wildlife, his abiding love for flora, 

fauna, the birds and animals. There is a keen sense of a disappearing world which is losing 

the compatibility between humans and Nature. The author rues the loss of a pristine habitat 

and an uncluttered life of cleanliness and purity with birds and the beasts. With  a 

characteristic warmth and deeply moving  gentle wit, the works of the author are also an 

appeal to revoke the ecological balance. In his own words,  

The wild ginger is in a flower. So is agrimony, lady’s lace, wild geranium. The ferns 

are turning yellow. The fruit of the snake lily has turned red, signifying an end to 

rains. A thrush whistles cheerfully on the branch of a dead walnut tree. 

 Yes, and when all the wars are done, a butterfly will still be beautiful. 

(“Introduction,” Delhi is Not Far. XIV) 

But this does not mean we straitjacket Bond into a fierce ecocritic. On the other hand, he has 

his own anecdotal manner revealing the wisdom of a man who knows about the ways of 

Nature. He is  scarcely  didactic, yet in his artlessly artful manner, Bond warns us of the 

dangers of  dissociating the ties of fraternity between man and his environment. Of his credo 

Bond says, 

… It was only when I came up to live here in the mountains that nature began to 

play a greater part in my stories and writing. To begin with, I wasn’t 

environmentally conscious, in those days, I don’t think the very word existed… and 

now of course there are so many people who are at least conscious of the 

environment, what’s going wrong with it and what it and what should be right with 

it. So if I helped in a small way, that’s fine … (qtd, Ahmad Qazi, 291 – 292) 



Ruskin Bond has received the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize in 1956, the Sahitya Akademi 

Award in 1993, the Padma Shri in 1999 and the Padma Bhushan in 2014. He lives in 

Landour, Mussoorie with his adopted family. 

The Story:A Commentary- 

“A Tiger is the House”, is one the many stories of Ruskin Bond about the big cats . In other 

stories about tigers and leopards like “ The Tiger in the Tunnel” or “Panther’s Moon”, the 

author depicts the wild and ferocious aspect of these animals who are nevertheless majestic in 

their own habitat. He shows how urbanization and encroachment of human beings make them 

act unusually in an attempt to save their homes and peace. In many of his stories the 

protagonist is a child or an adolescent.  Amusing and warm hearted, this story, however, tells 

about the narrator’s grandfather and his attempt to raise and domesticate a tiger cub in his 

own house. The narrator as a child is a participant in the lively antics of the tiger cub 

christened as Timothy in the household. 

But before the reader is introduced to this happy world of Timothy, the cub and his 

playmates, Toto, the monkey and a small mongrel puppy, the author gives us a glimpse of the 

grand excesses of ‘shikars’ or hunting expeditions of the colonial times. Timothy is the only 

game that is caught by the narrator’s grandfather, in the hunting party that comes to the hills 

to trap and kill big cats. Grandfather is taken as an advisor to the party and thereby is a 

witness to the grand course of meals and lavish excesses of the European shikaris and their 

Indian subordinates. Hunting was a favourite pastime in colonial India with elaborate tents, 

the crowd and the din associated with it. One cannot miss the irony in the narration 

suggesting that such attempts only destroyed the purity of nature. Bond’s other anthology, 

Tales from the Raj give similar and queer accounts of colonial India. 

The author in this story advocates the need to love all kinds of animals – to be compassionate 

to them, rather than hunting them down. The speaker’s grandfather, may have had given up 

the cub to the hunting party, but he chooses not to because he was a conservationist by heart. 

Elsewhere Bond upholds the same principle of love and care: 

 Both Ramu and my grandfather felt that we should be more gently with birds and 

animals, that we should not kill them indiscriminately. ‘We must acknowledge their 

rights on the earth,’ said Grandfather. ‘Everywhere birds and animals are finding it 

more difficult to live, because we are destroying their forests…’ (“A Little World of 

Mud,”157) 

 While Timothy’s initial months are interesting in the household, there are obvious problems 

as he matures into a tiger. At first he plays with the monkey , the puppy and the narrator, 

reclines on the sofa, kicks and rolls over in delight like dogs and cleans his mouth with his 

paws. He is fed milk from a feeding bottle like humans. But nurture and civilization fails to 

tame his natural wildness. He soon becomes bigger and begins to stalk Mehmood the cook of 

the house and at night preys upon the hen in the poultry house. Also he grows ‘…steadily less 

friendly. When out for a walk (with the narrator), he would try to steal away to stalk a cat or 

someone’s pet dog.’ One of the issues in the story is therefore, this conflict between nature 



and nurture, with a tacit acknowledgement of nature’s power over civilization and nurture. 

The author perhaps wants to impress the fact that while one could admire the wild, it is utter 

foolishness to want to control it. In, What is Nature? (1995), Kate Soper writes of our need to 

retain two conflicting perspective. We need to value natural ecosystems and acknowledge our 

dependence on them, without forgetting that ‘nature is a series of changing cultural 

constructions that can be used to praise and blame’ (Waugh, 538). 

Realizing so, grandfather puts Timothy into the Lucknow zoo. Flashes of wit and humour 

emerge in this part of the story when no one would share the railway compartment in which 

grandfather and Timothy are travelling, on their way to the zoo. Grandfather leaves Timothy 

at the zoo and returns.When the old man goes back to the zoo after six months to have a look 

at Timothy, he is smug with his foster parenting . He smacks the tiger lovingly across his face 

and the tiger licks his hand. Grandfather even suggests like a concerned parent, that the 

leopard with which Timothy shares the cage be removed elsewhere, for it disturbs him. The 

funny bones are tickled extraordinarily in the last bit of the story when he is intimated with 

the news that Timothy had died and this was a ferocious tiger which was caught recently and 

was terribly bad tempered.  It is said, ‘Ignorance is a bliss’ and the last part of the story 

proves this once again. Having known the truth, ‘grandfather took what seemed to him an age 

to withdraw his hand from the cage’,while the tiger was ‘still licking his arm , with increasing 

relish.’ Like a good short story the end brings the turning point and the best of humour. Yet 

the morale may not be missed- that animals do recognize humans who are kind hearted and 

good and do reciprocate. May be with a step further, the tiger would have bitten off 

grandfather’s arm, giving in to his animal instincts but it is also true to borrow Wordsworth’s 

words, “Nature never did betray a heart that loved her…”(“Lines Composed a Few Miles 

Above Tintern Abbey”).  

The story, thus instead of being wishful thinking, transforms itself into becoming conscious 

pamphlet of a conservationist who knows about the ways of nature and wildlife “Only man- 

eaters follow humans,…”(49) , and not tigers like Timothy who are loved and cared for. It 

would be a naivety to ascribe the adjective ‘simple’ to Ruskin Bond. If he seemed so, then it 

is a simplicity, carefully cultivated to arouse and evoke feelings for the ordinary – the natural. 

Issues to check out in the story: 

➢ Colonialism and lifestyle 

➢ Nature vs Nurture 

➢ Foster Parenting 

➢ Environmental Consciousness 

➢ Humour and wit 

➢ Childhood  and memory 
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