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WILLIAM KNIGHTON. 

An interesting literary figure about a hundred years ago was 
that of William Knighton. Sprung from a good family, Knighton 
was a relative of Sir William Knighton, Keeper of the Privy Purse 
to George IV. He was born in Dublin and educated at Glasgow, 
and arrived in Ceylon in 1843 at the age of nineteen, He is 
popularly supposed to have come out to fill the post of Headmaster 
of the Colombo Central School, but it is curious that he makes no 
mention whatever of his tutorial appointment. In one of his books 
be refers to 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 which I left England to manage ". However, there 
is no doubt that shortly after his arrival he held the post of Head
master of the Colombo Central School, which he probably obtained 
through the influence of his uncle, who, according to him, was " the 
head of a mercantile house in Colombo ". He describes him ss 
" a kind though eccentric old bachelor, who bad lived for fifteen 
years in the island ". 

During the year or so which he spent in Colombo, Knighton 
enjoyed himself to the full, despite the heat and mosquitoes, of 
which he complains. He indulged a good deal in riding and boat
ing, and gained admittance to the higher social circles of Colombo, 
He was invited to Queen's House but found the Governor's dinners 
" stiff, formal and unenjoyable ", and a ball which he attended was 
not " the acme of- felicity" to him. Being of literary tastes, the 
Fort Library made a special appeal to him, " An admirable insti
tution it is " he says, " well supplied with the current and standard 
literature of England, and containing many valuable classical and 
foreign works of travel ". 
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The coffee estate, of which he was part proprietor, now claimed 
his attention, and he decided to devote his whole time to it. He 
therefore resigned his appointment as Headmaster and proceeded 
to the Kandy District, where the estate was situated. He had at 
first some doubts as to the wisdom of this step, .but the3e were 
saon dissipated. " My collegiate studies in England, it is t rue ," 
ho says, " did not appear to be the best possible preparation for 
such a new and untried mode of life, but I was mistaken. There 
was not so much difference between a wine party in college, and a 
planter's party in the jungle. The former a little rougher, more 
boisterous and more boyish, the latter a little more intellectual 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-fourths of those who had already embraced it, whilst by my 
devotion to active physical exercise and to study, I was far better 
suited for it than men who had abandoned an tipathetic Anglo-
Indian existence in the large towns of the East , to engage in i t " . 

If one may judge from his book "Fores t Life in Ceylon ", 
Knighton seems to have eDJoyed his life as a coffee planter, but 
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 could tolerate, and he "thankfully 
accepted an invitation to become the Editor of the Ceylon Herald 
on a small salary ". This paper had been started in 1839 by 
Mr. Mackenzie Boss, among the contributors to it being Mr. (after
wards Sir) Richard Morgan and Mr. James d'Alwis. The paper 
dragged'on a precarious existence for a few years, and in 1842 it 
became the property of Mr. James Laing, at one time Deputy Post
master of Kandy. From him it passed to Dr. McKirty, or McCurdy, 
and it was on the death of the latter that Knighton became Editor. 

Although well qualified by education for his new appointment, 
Knighton had no technical knowledge of the inner working of a 
newspaper office. " Totally ignorant " he says, "of the mysteries 
of printing, innocent of the difference between a composing stick 
and a galley, between Great Primer type and Diamond, I seated 
myself at a little table in the mysterious office, sole manager and 
director, editor, corrector of the press, accountant, 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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some compositors, and a couple of peons. " F o r t u n a t e l y " writes 
Knighton, " the paper was published but twice a week, so that I 
had ample time to write leaders and correct the proof sheets, to 
write letters to myself and answer them in the editorial columns, 
to note down answers to correspondents in my liveliest vein, and 
to go through all the other business ". 

The Ceylon Herald ceased publication in June 1846, and thus 
brought to an end Knighton's connection with. Ceylon journalism. 
He then went to Calcutta to take up the post of lecturer in History 
and Logic in the Hindu College there. Newspaper writing how
ever still continued to hold a strange fascination for. him, and he 
wrote a good deal for the Bengal Press. After he had been some 
time in Calcutta a local firm announced that they were about to 
issue a daily paper printed on a steam press—the first tha t had 
ever reached India—aud Knighton was asked to edit the paper. 
The salary offered was not attractive enough to make it worth his 
while to devote his whole time to the work. The publishers 
informed him that this was not necessary. All they wanted was 
that Knighton should undertake to write on looal polities and they 
would arrange for the rest. Knighton accepted the appointment 
bub not for long. Eeturning to England, he became associated with 
the literary clique which included Carlyle and Emerson. About 
the year 1858 he received a nomination to bbe Indian Civil Service, 
and proceeded to Eyaabad in 1859 as Assistant Commissioner at 
tha t station. After a service of ten years in India he returned to 
England, owing, it is said, to a disagreement with the Government. 

Literary pursuits continued to engage much of Knighton's 
attention after his retirement from India. His friends included 
Lawrence Oliphant, A. P . Sinnett, Sir Puicbard Burton, and Charles 
Dickens. In 1887 he was elected Vice-President of the Koyal 
Society of Literature, London, and two years later he was selected 
to unveil the statue erected to the memory of Shakespeare in Paris, 
where he was Vice-President of the International Literary and 
Artistic Society. He also received the degrees of M.A., Ph.D. and 
L.LD. from Giessen University. 

About the year 1850 Knighton married Miss L. Maokay, 
member of a' well-known Scottish family, and there were two 
children of the marr iage; one, a boy of great promise, who died at 
sohool, and'"the other a daughter, who married Dr. J . K. Condon, 
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of the Indian Medical Service. Knighton died at Tileworfch, 
St. Leonards on Sea, Susses, in 1900, when nearly eighty.years 
of age. 

Knighton made good use of his opportunities while in Ceylon. 
He travelled extensively, visiting Kandy and Nuwara Bliya, and 
even asoended Adam's Peak. Within two years of his arrival in 
the island he wrote a History of Ceylon, which he dedicated to the 
Bev. J . G. MacVicar, Minister of the Scotch Presbyterian Church 
in Ceylon, who was one of the first persons to whom he was intro
duced in Colombo. Knighton speaks of Dr. MacVicar as " a pious 
man, an exception to the general rule in Ind ia" , and attributes the 
origin of his History to this gentleman, " without whose assistance 
it could not have been completed ". 

I t was at this time that the Ceylon Branch ofj the Eoyal 
Asiatic Society was founded, and it was doubtless on Dr. MacVicar's 
suggestion that Knighton was appointed to be its first Secretary. 
He read a paper entitled " General Observations on the translated 
Ceylonese L i t e r a tu re" , which was afterwards published in the 
first number of the Society's Journal . H e also presented the 
Society with a copy of his work " Aristotelian Logic ". 

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 concerned, not with foreBt life, bub 
with Knighton's experiences as a coffee planter on an estate which 
had been newly cleared and planted. The book was subjected to 
a scathing criticism from the Press. The Ceylon Times said :— 

Mr. Knighton's book, for maudlin sentimentality, equals anything 
ever poured forth from that once fruitful repository of Grub Street, 
the Minerva P r e s s " . The Examiner was equally caustic. . " T h e 
book abounds in the stock anecdotes of the Colony, well worked 
up, and though they are but few and stale withal out here, they 
may be new at home and very attractive under Mr. Knighton's 
pan, which is of the flowery description.", 

"The Private Life of an Eastern King" met with no better 
reception. Eeviewing the book when it appeared in 1855, a Ceylon 
newspaper spoke of it as "a farrago of t rash" . Knighton in his 
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 acquaintance of the narrator—the 'Member of 
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the Household'—and thinking the facts strange, I proposed to him to 
write a book on the subject. He was by no means unwillicg. 
Chapter after chapter waa compiled from his notes and verbal 
communications, and read out to him as each was finished. The 
'Member of the Household' however,.would not put his name to it, 
so the work was at first issued anonymously". 

The story centres round the King of Oudh and five European 
members of his household—his tutor, his librarian, a German 
painter and musician', the captain of his body-guard, and last but 
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 subject. Some correspondence 
ensued, in tbe course of which one writer asserted tha t Knighton 
was the King's barber. This roused the ire of Lieut-Colonel James 
Knighton Condon, the eldest grandson of William Knighton, who 
indignantly repudiated the suggestion. Mr. W. H. Solomons, 
whose death occurred recently, now entered the lists, and suggested 
that it was possible, though not 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 the tonsorial 
art with this object in view. He added that "anybody who knew 
Knighton would agree tha t his ability to disguise his personality 
was about equal to that of late Sir Henry Irving". With this 
pronouncement the matter was allowed to rest. 

Among Knighton's other works may be mentioned Tropical 
Sketches, (2 Vols), Edgar Barton, An Autobiographical Novel, 
(3 vols), European Turkey as it is, Training in Streets and 
Schools and Struggles for Life, the last named of which attracted 
considerable notice not only in London but also in Paris and 
Berlin. Knighton also contributed an article entitled Village 
Life in Oudh" to Fra&er's Magazine. 

J. E. T. 
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THE UNION AND THE COMMUNITY. 

My ideal for the Dutch Burghers of Ceylon—call it a dream if 
you like—is that of an united Community, whose chief or only bond 
of union is a common heritage, a common danger, and a common 
hope. Other bonds, such as relationship, friendship, social position, 
business, &c , do nob concern us in this connection. 

The common heritage is Dutch ancestry and tradition—what 
other have we ? The common danger is that of being crushed by 
the other communities in the Island, or of being absorbed into 
them, or, worse still, of being ignored by them as an entirely 
negligible group. The common hope is that the surviving repre
sentatives of Dutch rule and influence in Ceylon will regain their 
former place in the van of the Island's progress, and be clearly recog
nised, without envy or jealousy, as a distinct Community, respected 
and self-respecting. 

That is my ideal or my dream. That is, after all, the idea which 
was in the minds of those who formed the Union, and it was 
expressly for this .purpose that the Union was formed. One has 
only to read the speeches, papers, and notes published in the early 
numbers of the D. B. U. Journal for ample confirmation of this. 
I t is time that the Union woke up to the fact, and set about its 
proper task, before otihers, realizing both the danger and the duty, 
and devise their own plans for preserving and maintaining the rights 
and privileges of the descendants of the Dutch in Ceylon. There 
are many, both within and outside the Union, who are keenly and 
anxiously concerned for the honour of their race and the preser
vation of the Community as a distinct enti ty. 

To achieve this urgent and necessary object I would suggest 
that the following practical methods should be tried :— 

1st. The first, most important, and most obvious necessity 
is that every eligible and not disreputable member of the Oom'mu-
nity should be enrolled as a Member of the Union, with due regard 
to Eules 1 and 3 of the Constitution, but regardless of the social 
position, occupation, colour, or connections of the individual. A 
social Club has its place, but it is ridiculously inadequate for the 
redemption and advancement of a community. The distinction 
between a Club and a Community canuot be over-emphasized. 
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- 2nd. Colombo (where most Dutch Burghers live) and the 
Island must be divided into small areas, to each of which one or 
two understanding persons should be appointed to make discreet 
inquiries about possihle members; they might also inquire into the 
circumstances in which the poorer live. These possibles are not to 
be invited to apply for membership in the Union until their names 
are submitted to the Genealogical or General Committee, and 
sanctioned by the Committee provisionally, pending full investi
gation, 

3rd. When the Genealogical Committee has once passed a 
candidate for admission, its decision should be final, and should on 
no account be questioned by the General Committee which has not 
the same opportunities of knowing all the facts ; nor is itneoessary 
that it should. I t is a community that is to be formed—not a club ; 
and a community does not consist of one's friends and relatives 
alone. The passed candidate should at once be elected, unless the 
General Committee find a material and valid objection against him 
other than genealogical. I t is important, therefore, that the 
Genealogical Committee should be formed of competent and trust
worthy persons free from personal prejudices and prepossessions, or 
able to overcome them. The judicial frame of mind is necessary. 

4th. All Members should enjoy all the privileges of member
ship alike, except that the Office-bearers and General Committee 
should be exclusively elected from those who pay the highest rate 
of subscription. This is only fair, as the maintenance of the Union 
depends most largely on their subscriptions. When the paying 
Membership is sufficiently large this restriction may be reconsidered. 

5th. f requent meetings should be arranged, and members 
should make every effort to get to know one another. More inti
mate social intercourse, though desirable, is not compulsory. I t 
cannot be insisted upon, for there must be differences of disposition, 
temperament, and rank in any large gathering. Within the Union 
the prevailing spirit should be one of courtesy and good manners, 
as in a Church. The Union Hall should be made a general meeting-
place for all members, who should regard it as the centre of their 
activities. 

6th. Every effort should be made, and every opportunity taken 
to " educate " the Members in the history and traditions of the 
Dutch in Ceylon, to encourage in them the pride and love of their 
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race, and to make them realize that without unity and some sacrifice 
of unreasonable prejudices nothing is possible. Do we, like others, 
belong to a race? If we do, what race is it ? Some of us are afraid 
to admit we are Dutch, and thus we earn the contempt of other 
communities who are proud of their origin and despise those who 
have none. Let us take courage and assert ourselves, as we have 
every right to do. The Union Buildings should be a constant, but 
unobtrusive, reminder of Holland and of the Dutch occupation of 
Ceylon. Pictures, books, and exhibits of various kinds should be 
everywhere, so that even a visitor from Holland may find himself, 
if not actually at home, at least in a place where home is remem
bered and honoured. Occasional lectures, talka, &c. should make 
it clear that the Dutch Burghers of Ceylon need not be ashamed of 
their past, but ashamed only of their blindness and apathy in the 
present. 

Much propaganda work must be done ; there should really be 
no limit to this work. The Membership Committee of the Union 
should really be a Propaganda Committee, and in all Propaganda 
work the utmost stress should be laid on the common heritage, the 
common danger, and the common hope. This alone has any appeal 
to the indifferent and the ignorant. With more knowledge of the 
facts there will be an encouraging response. 

7th. Our young people are an anxious and difficult problem. We 
lament their laxity and degeneracy, and their general unfitness 
for these new, revolutionary times. In my considered opinion, the 
fault is not so much theirs as ours. Have we paid half as much 
attention to their moral and communal education as to their educa
tion for school examinations ? Have we not led them by our own 
example, or our own indifference, to the cynical belief that "getting 
on " somehow was the only end worth while? Have we encourag
ed them to think fcbat they belonged to an honourable race, and 
that it was their duty to obey and keep alive the traditions of that 
race? Or, have we let them drift without guidance, control, or 
counsel ? Judge by what you see, for such are the inevitable con
sequences of what we have done or left undone. 

I t is those who are now young who will have to pay for any 
neglect of ours. The Union must wake up to this fact, and those 
older members who understand the tendencies of youth, and sym
pathize with their aspirations, should devise means for bringing 
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them together, and gradually guide them to be worthy representa
tives of their race. They should have a large share in the activi
ties of the Union. 

If the sketch I have drawn is a sombre one, it is because it is 
a sketch of present circumstances, clouded as they are. But there 
is always the future, and if we are bold and wise, and can shake eff 
the spirit of unmanly defeatism which now possesses us, the future 
is full of hope.. I t is essential, however, and primarily so, that we 
should think of ourselves as a Community, not as individuals free 
from obligations to one another. Picture to yourselves a Dutch 
Community—do not shrink from the word !—a Dutch Community 
in Ceylon, self-respecting, proud of its origin and history, coura
geous, standing together in all matters that concern the Community, 
and active in the promotion of its welfare. Then, contrast it with 
the present state of that Community— aimless, ignorant of its 
traditions, living for the day only, insensible to what the morrow 
will bring forth, and lacking the courage and fortitude and self-
forgetfulness which made Holland an undying name and example. 

L E. B. 
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WILLIAM SPERLING CHRISTOFFELSZ, i. s. o. 

Placidity personified ", entirely devoted to tha interests of 
his office, methodical, proud of his Dutch ancestry, and loyal to the 
Dutch Church of his fathers, the lata Mr. CbristoffelBz represented 
a type which cannot be said to be dying out, but which might well 
be more common than it is suspected to be. For more than half a 
century he toiled in the Colonial Secretary's Office, and reluctantly 
retired from an office of the highest t rust and responsibility, in 
which he had long enjoyed the confidence and respect of the higher 
officers of the Civil Service. With what emotions he gave up his 
duties may be imagined. John Capper tells us of the old confiden
tial Burgher assistant in a merchant 's office, whom age and multi
farious new duties compelled to " hand over " to a young English 
lad. The interview is graphically described. " Before inducting 
me, be looked me well over, from head to foot, smiled half en-
oouragingly, half compassionately, as though he would say, ' You 
don't know the weighty responsibility there is in that ledger ', and 
then, taking the ponderous, strong-backed volume from an iron safe, 
large and massive enough to have been some firm's strong room, 
placed it before nae, wiping it carefully and delicately with his 
pocket-handkerchief." That would be W. S. C. all over. A col
league in Government Service described him accurately : " the very 
essence of method and precision, a rigid adherent of official routine, 
and the very soul of honesty, Mr. Christoffelsz was held in the 
highest esteem by his superiors and colleagues." 

The paternal ancestor of the Christoffelsz family was Anthony 
Christoffelsz of Rotterdam, who came out to Ceylon during the 
Dutch rule in Ceylon. His son, Johannes Justinus, was born in 
Colombo in 1770, and was a God-fearing man. His grandson, 
Johannes Arnoldus, was born in 1804, and eventually entered the 
Civil Engineers' Department, the European officers of which pre
sented him with a handsome silver tankard in "appreciat ion of the 
integrity of his character and the esteem in which he is held." The 
sermons of the first Wesleyan Missionaries impressed him, and, 
with his friend J . E . Blake (afterwards Government Archivist) he 
attended the Rev. Mr. Armour's confirmation classes at S. Paul 's 
Pettah, and the two were confirmed by Bishop Heber. The reli
gious zeal of the Wesleyans, however, drew the two friends into the 
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Wesleyan fold, but in 1846 Johannes returned to the Dutch Church, 
and held the offices of Deacon and Treasurer at Wolvendaal. 

His only son, William Sperling, was born on the 30th June 
3 846 in his father's house in Dam Street. H e was baptized in the 
Supreme Court at Hulftsdorp, where services were held while the 
Church at Wolvendaal was under repair, his sponsors being Dr. 
and Mrs. Gerrit Louis Toussaint. He was educated at the Colombo 
Academy and, for a short time, at S. Thomas' College, Mutwal. He 
regretted that he left school too early, but, after a short period in a 
Bank, he entered the Colonial Secretary's Office in 1866, on a salary 
of £50 a year, and there he remained, till his retirement in Decem
ber 1920 as an Officer of Class V of the Ceylon Civil Service. 

In December 1877 he married, in Holy Trinity Church, 
Colombo, Mary Ann Fretz, a lineal descendant of Dieterich Thomas 
Fretz, who was Commandeur of Galle and Mafcara in 1796, when 
the maritime provinces were ceded to the British by the Dutch. 

I t was not till January 1918 that his long and meritorious 
service won suitable recognition by his appointment as Office 
Assistant to the Colonial Secretary, and his being placed in Class "V 
of the Civil Service. But an earlier tribute was paid to him by 
Sir Hugh Clifford in his Address to the Legislative Council in 
November 1911, when he was Acting Governor : " All Honourable 
Members who have sat at this table during the last twenty years 
owe also a debt of gratitude, I think, to Mr. W. S. Christoffelsz, 
who during that period of time has been the Clerk of the Councils 
Department, and whose invariable courtesy and desire to place him
self at the disposal of members have always been recognized by 
everybody who has sat at this board" . 

Still earlier, in August 1906, he was awarded the Imperial 
Service Order. Sir Henry Blake's remarks on that occasion deserve 
to be reproduced :—" The record of you and your family is a pecu
liar one, for between the services of your father and your own you 
represent a continuous service in this Colony of almost a century. 
Your father served with distinction for fifty years ; and from what 
I have seen of the testimonials to him that have come under my 
notice, he bore with him tha good wishes and evidences of appreci
ation of his high qualities on retirement. You have served for 
forty years in the office of the Colonial Secretary, and I have no 
doubt tha t among those w'th whom you have oome in contact you 


