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Abstract 

 Environment is the key concern of the contemporary world. Ecocriticism is a mode of literary 
criticism that aims to study the connection between Ecology and Literature. Creative writers and 
the academia are linked with this major issue. Ruskin Bond is one of the most popular 
contemporary short story writers of recent times. He resides in Mussoorie, at the foothills of the 
Himalayas. The region is blessed with an abundance of natural beauty, flora and fauna. Bond is 
anxious about the depletion of the natural environment at the cost of urbanization and commerce. 
His concerned anxiety is reflected in his short stories. Painted with love, his pure, innocent 
characters portray his love for nature; they interact with animals, trees and flowers; they reflect his 
concern and his effort to preserve the environment through tree plantation; the tales highlight the 
memorable presence of his grandfather as an ardent environmentalist; the beauty and allure of the 
hills and tigers haunts him; and above all his stories inspire in the reader a sense of duty and 
responsibility to the environment.  

Key words: Environment; Ecocriticism; Nature; Short Stories; Sensibility and Responsibility; 
Protection of environment; Mission. 



Introduction

 Ruskin Bond’s short stories reflect his concern for the depletion of the environment. His stories 
are an imaginative and factual rendering of his sensitivity towards nature. The selected stories are 
from his collection, Dust on the Mountains. They serve a purpose in inspiring readers.  

Body: Ruskin Bond is the most popular and sensitive contemporary short story writer of our times. 
He wrote his first short story, “The Untouchable” in 1950, when he was just sixteen years old. 
Now he has to his credit more than five hundred short stories, a few novellas, novels, essays and 
children’s books. His first novel, A Room on the Roof, written when he was seventeen, won him 
the John Llewellyn Rhys Memorial prize in 1957. His most popular novels are Vagrants in the 
Valley, Delhi is Not Far, and A Flight of Pigeons. A Flight of Pigeons was made into the well 
acclaimed film, Junoon. He has received the SahityaAkademy Award in 1993, and the Padma Shri 
in 1999. He has recently been honoured with the Padma Bhushan. He loves the hills and most of 
his works are set in the natural beauty of the foothills of the Himalayas. On the blurb of Dust on 
the Mountains, Collected Stories by Ruskin Bond, a quote from the Tribune says, 

Ruskin Bond’s stories bring to life the special flavours of life in the hill. He strengthens 
the“Rudyardian thesis” that the smell of the Himalayas, if it once creeps into the blood of 
a man, he will return to the hills again and again and will love to live and die among them. 

 His short stories are wonderful portrayals of India and Indians. His canvas is wide, his depth 
unfathomable, and the heights he scales in the vignettes he paints are immeasurable. He displays 
a deep rooted attachment to the simple men and women he portrays. They are very real and painted 
with a genuine sense of love and sympathy. The town of Dehradun is the backdrop against which 
his characters struggle and achieve their dreams and destiny. Nature, in the form of hills, 
mountains, streams, rivers, trees, birds and animals is very close to Bond’s heart, and he relates to 
them with intensity.   

The short story is a genre that demands a precise compactness in the structure of plot, a focused 
clarity in characterization, an intensity of the thematic concern, and an allure in the story. The short 
story writer has to convey a meaning, an aesthetic joy, and a comment on the human condition in 
very few words.  According to William Henry Hudson, 

A dramatic incident or situation; a phase of character; a bit of experience; an aspect of life; 
a moral problem; - any one of these, and innumerable other motives which might be added 
to the list, may be made the nucleus of a thoroughly satisfactory short story.(342)  

Bond makes a wonderful use of all these. Most of his stories are in the first person narrative, 
involving his father and grandfather. His stories inspire love for the environment, and concern for 
its protection in the reader. 



Ecocriticism was a term coined in the late 1970s, joining the words, “Ecology” and “Criticism”. 
The concept is also known as Environmental Criticism and Green Studies. The term was 
introduced in the year 1978 by William Rueckert in his essay, “Literature and Ecology: An 
Experiment in Eco-criticism”. The term became very popular after the formation of the 
Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) in 1992 and the Interdisciplinary 
Studies in Literature and Environment (ISLE) in 1993. (www.asle.org)  The relation between 
nature and literature goes back to the beginning of time. It was called natural writing and is now 
called environmental writing. Nature has always been assigned a role in human thought. In the 
twentieth century there was an uproar by scientists and conservationists about the exploitation and 
abuse of nature. Man is rampantly misusing natural resources, and the depletion of these resources 
is a matter of grave concern.  Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and other works by concerned 
writers raised a hue and cry about the environmental crisis we were heading towards and the rapid 
extinction of species of both fauna and flora. The population explosion is another big issue as there 
is a limit to the capacity that the earth can sustain. Alert consciousness to this crisis has brought an 
era of awareness, sensibility and responsibility to the environment and its restoration.  

According to Peter Barry, an eco-critic might study a text from different perspectives, but his major 
concern is “to re-read major literary works from an eco-centric perspective, with particular 
attention to the representation of the natural world.” (264)Bond’s short stories show his insatiable 
love for nature, trees, the mountains and the flora and fauna of the Himalayas.  

Eco-critics try to study a literary text from the point of view of the environmentalist, and the fear 
of the impending threat to the world.  The binaries of man/ nature, and culture/ nature, as opposed 
or interconnected are also concerns and areas of study as a text is evaluated.  One group tries to 
place the concern with nature to class, ethnicity and gender. Eco-feminism rears its head as an area 
of critical study.  The wild and the wilderness are attractive settings to many literary works and 
these provide ample opportunities for ecocritical study.  Hinduism, Buddhism and other primitive 
civilizations, especially the cultures of the East, have close affinity with nature.According to MH 
Abrams, 

The common view in such traditions, it is pointed out envisions the natural world as a 
living, sacred thing, in which each individual feels intimately bonded to  a particular 
physical “place”, and where human beings live in interdependence and reciprocity with 
other living things.(99) 

Eco-critics have set criteria for evaluating literary texts, and judging the environmental 
consciousness, love and sense of responsibility with which a text is written. The emphasis is on 
seeking texts where the non- human has a voice and a message to convey; it de-centers the human; 
it reflects interdependence; and aims at alleviating environmental degradation. According to 
Lawrence Buell, 



1. The non human dimension is an actual presence in the text and not merely a façade thus 
implying that human and nonhuman worlds are integrated. 

2. The human interest is not privileged over everything else. 
3. The text shows humans as accountable to the environment. (Buell, 7-8) 

Ruskin Bond’s short stories run close to the above ethos. He has been called a writer who celebrates 
nature, and also wants to warn his readers about the threats to the environment caused by 
industrialization, urbanization and commercialization. He has spent his entire life in India, in 
Dehradun and the hills of Uttrakhand. In an Interview with Amita Aggarwal, he says, “Problems 
of deforestation, pollution, and environmental decay of wildlife have been the subject matter of 
most of my stories and essays.” Man lives close to nature in certain places, as Bond says in his 
Book of Nature,

Living in the hills, or near the great forests, or near the sea, does, of course, makes it easier 
to engage with the natural world. At every bend the entire vista is altered, and our 
perspective changes too. When we walk close to nature, we come to a better understanding 
of life; for it is from the natural world that we first emerge and to which we still belong.(60) 

The most ancient texts of Hindus have reverent mention of the powers of nature. During the Vedic  
age, it was nature that was worshipped. The Rig Veda is a testament to these beliefs. Most of the 
verses are tributes to nature. Man was wonder-struck by the universe and its incomprehensible 
power and beauty. There is a deep reverence for Bond or web in which man lives. The 
panchmahabhutas, or tatwas, that is, the Earth, Air, Water, Fire and space are elements of prakriti.
The web enfolds within itself flora, fauna and man. Life flourishes exuberantly and abundantly in 
an ambient atmosphere where there is a deep interconnectedness. Hindus worshipped the sun and 
the moon, many trees and animals, the changing weather conditions and the seasons, and the power 
of thunder, lightening, rain, the rivers and the seas. They prayed to these powers and called them 
the heirs of the Gods.There is a deep spirituality in nature. The epics and all the holy scriptures of 
India are full of invocations to the myriad powers of nature.Man and Nature share a deep bond. 
Hindus believe in the concept of VasudevKutumbhakam, that is, the whole world is one family.  
Nature and religion share a close knit bond. It is with a feeling of love and awe that Indians view 
nature.   

Ruskin Bond’s stories are set in Dehra, where he spent his childhood with his father and 
grandparents. Bond is the first person narrator in most of his short stories.The short stories referred 
to in this article are from Dust on the Mountains, a collection of short stories by Bond. In “In 
Creatures Great and Small”, Bond says, “Instead of having brothers and sisters to grow up with in 
India, I had as my companions an odd assortment of pets, which included a monkey, a tortoise, a 
python, and a Great Indian Hornbill. The person responsible for all this wildlife was my 
grandfather.”(147) He goes on to narrate in great detail about the interesting life led by him in this 
household. A pair of Great Danes, who had to be given away because of their “enormous 
Appetites”, gave young Bond rides on their backs. Toto, the monkey was full of mischief. When 



Toto was left to catch the mice in the larder, he finished off grandmother’s homemade jams. 
Grandfather next came home with a four foot long python curled around his neck. The python 
loves the dressing table, “enamoured of his own reflection” (152), and ultimately a cage with a 
mirror is prepared for him. Buffaloes and frogs and Ramu in the pond were great fun for him. He 
knew a lot of folklore and so knew that the Blue jay was Lord Shiva, Neelkanth, and Lord Krishna 
loved squirrels. 

“It is also important that we respect them”, said grandfather.”  We must acknowledge their 
rights. Everywhere birds and animals are finding it difficult to survive, because we are 
trying to destroy both them and their forests. They have to keep moving as the trees 
disappear.” 

This was true of the forests near Dehra, where the tiger, and the pheasant and the spotted 
deer were beginning to disappear. (156)  

This was the upbringing and love of nature that Bond had received, and many of his stories are 
imbued with nature, both plants and animals. His grandparents brought him up amidst nature, 
nurturing in him a love for plants and animals.  

Tiger is the grandest of animals. Bond has written many short stories devoted to this King of the 
Jungle. “A Tiger in the House” has a tiger cub, Timothy, growing up in the midst of the family. 
Even years after it is given over to the zoo, it recognizes Bond’s grandfather. The tiger licks his 
hands and responds to his stroking, to the surprise of the zoo authorities and the public. A ferocious 
animal also responds to love, and as many old myths and tales tell us, they have long memories. 
They are faithful and grateful forever, which cannot often be said of the human species. The tiger 
is the king of the jungle, and Bond comments that the other animals feel protected when it is 
present. The ecology triangle has been ordained and is a part of the natural ecosystem, yet within 
it there is a respect for rules and boundaries, and there is no violation of these by animals.  

“The Tunnel”,   “The Tiger in the Tunnel”, “Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright” are interesting and 
gripping accounts of tigers. “Tiger, Tiger Burning Bright” tells of the cruelty of man in killing 
these royal beasts for trophies. Ramu in the story says, “The tiger is the very soul of India, and 
when the last tiger goes, so will the soul of the country.” (284)  

 “The Leopard” is a tale of the night watchman at the tunnel and a leopard. These violent 
carnivorous animals do not ever on their own harm man. Yet, man kills them for his greed, to sell 
the leopard skins at exorbitant prices.Bond recounts with grief, the sight of the killed leopard, 
hunted down by poachers. 

I walked home through the silent forest. It was very silent, almost as the birds and animals 
knew their trust had been violated 



I remembered the lines of a poem by DH Lawrence; and as I climbed the steep and lonely 
path to my house, the words beat out their rhythm in my mind: “There was room in the 
world for a mountain lion and me.” (263)  

In “Sita and the River”, Bond spins his tale around Sita and her elderly grandparents, who live on 
a tiny island, in the Ganges. The small family survives in nature and natural resources only,fishing, 
growing their daily needs, getting fruits and vegetables on the island itself. They have a tiny hut, 
built against the rocks on the island. A huge peepal tree stands in the middle of the island. Hens, a 
few goats, fishes complete their existence. Sitar remembers her grandmother’s portrayal of young 
Krishna as a “friend of birds and animals”; Indra as the source of “thunder and lightning”; Vishnu, 
whose steed was a “a great white bird”; Ganesh with “an elephant’s head”; and Hanuman as “the 
monkey God”. Hindu theologists believe that the entire earth is a manifestation of God; God is in 
all things and all things are God. The presence of the Divine pervades the Universe; the eternal 
triangle is made up of God, Nature and Man. 

In “Sita and the River”, disaster strikes when the river floods. Sita is alone as her grandfather has 
taken her sick grandmother to the town, in his boat, for medical treatment. As the water rises, she 
puts a few heirlooms in the only trunk, they possess, and climbs the peepul tree. Surprisingly the 
huge tree is uprooted and carried downstream, with Sita, clinging to the branches. A young boy, 
Vijay, saves her and helps her into his boat. After a day of being carried by the current, they touch 
the shore. Ultimately, Sita and Vijay go to Shahganj, and she finds her grandfather, and they go 
back to the island, build their hut and resume life. Vijay gives her his flute as a parting gift. 

The quaint story may be called a wilderness romance. We see love thriving amidst the bounty and 
the vagaries of nature. Bond paints a peaceful world with few needs, contentment and peace. The 
river floods, yet the tree bears Sita on its sturdy branches for safety; the flood brings Vijay and 
love into her life; the river brings “a little wooden toy- a coloured peacock, God Krishna’s favourite 
bird”; and it brings Vijay back to her. The story ends with a wealth of symbolic meaning, simple 
and understated, yet with deep reverberations of timeless wisdom.   

“Sometimes the river is angry and sometimes it is kind”, said Sita. 

“We are part of the river”, said Vijay.  

It was a good river, deep and strong, beginning in the mountains and ending in the sea. 

Along its banks, for hundreds of miles, lived millions of people, and Sita was only one 
small girl among them, and no one had ever heard of her, no one knew her – except for the 
old man, and the boy, and the water that was blue and white and wonderful. (251)  

In “The Prospect of Flowers”, the young school boy trespasses into the garden of old Miss 
Mackenzie,who lived all alone with a cat and who had a deep love and knowledge of rare flowers.  
She takes the child inside and talks about flowers. She pulls out a heavy volume from the shelf, 



and said,”Flora Himaliensis, published in 1892, and probably the only copy in India.” (216). Miss 
Mackenzie and the little boy develop a friendship; they talk about rare varieties of flowers. She 
asks him to spend time on the mountains and discover other unknown flowers, as the Himalayas 
had a great hidden wealth of beautiful flowers that the world did not know about. Impulsively, she 
gives the book to the boy. That winter, she passes away to “the mountains where the blue gentian 
and purple columbine grew.” (218) Bond’s narration reveals the life of a character, whose love of 
nature keeps her rooted to one place, far away from people. 

In “Escape from Jawa”, young Bond and his father try to escape from war torn Jawa in a seaplane. 
The Second World War is on and the Japanese want to take over Jawa from the Dutch. The plane’s 
engines fail and they land on the sea. They get into the escape dinghy, which is equipped with a 
week’s supply of meager rations. They float on the Arabian Sea for days, and sharks follow them 
persistently, but they do not attack or harm them. One of their companions hit them with his shoes. 
In a world, where war, bombing and killing is the norm, these powerful and dangerous sharks, 
spare them. Man and animal are contrasted beautifully in this gripping story. 

“Dust on the Mountains” raises the issue of indiscriminate exploitation of nature. The story is 
woven around a young twelve year old boy,Bisnu, who leaves his village and comes to Mussoorie, 
to earn money as it has become difficult to make ends meet. He works for a time in a theater, and 
then goes on to work for a truck driver, who carries limestone from the quarry to the depot. Bond 
writes, 

They knew they were nearing the quarries when they saw clouds of dust hanging in the air. 
The dust hid the next mountain from view. When they did see the mountain, they found 
that the top of it was missing- blasted away by dynamite to enable the quarries to get at the 
rich strata of limestone rock below the surface. 

The skeletons of a few trees remained on the lower slopes. Almost everything had gone _ 
grass, flowers, shrubs, birds, butterflies, grasshoppers, ladybird. A rock lizard popped its 
head out of a crevice to look at the intruders. Then, like some prehistoric survivor, it 
scuttled back into its underground shelter. (496)  

The quarry creates air, water and sound pollution. The flora and fauna of the region are violently 
dislocated and killed. The picture is painful. At the blast of the dynamite, rocks and trees are thrown 
asunder.Bisnu thinks of the trees back home, and wonders if it would also become a desert like 
this range with the quarry.  

Bisnu gets the job of a cleaner boy for Pritam, the truck driver. He has to make two trips daily and 
drives his truck ruthlessly, honking loudly as he moves on the steep road. There is a terrible 
accident, and the truck goes tumbling down. A tree checks its fall and the life of Pritam Singh and 
the others saved. The tree is the savior. He says, “It was the tree that saved me. Remember that, 
boy.” (502)  Bond puts forth his premise that though man harms nature, yet it always saves man. 
The dust and pollution are very harmful. The roads that are built on the hills, help the folk to go to 



the town for employment and medical aid, but they also lead to greedy entrepreneurs coming into 
these regions of peace and quiet and exploiting it for monetary gain. 

The very sensitive and eco-friendly short story, “My Father’s Trees in Dehra”, recounts the 
author’s visit to Dehra after many years. The climate of Dehra was moist and the landscape was 
green with a wide variety of trees.His father loved trees and planted many, and was happy among 
them. Bond recalls a childhood incident when a tendril from a creeping vine moved away from 
him and after about twenty minutes touched his father’s feet, as they sat together on the veranda 
steps.

His father not only planted trees in his own garden, but also in the woods around Dehra. He 
remembers going “armed with cuttings and saplings”, into the jungle, “planting flowering shrubs 
between the sal and sheesham trees.”(300) His father had said,  

“If people keep cutting trees, instead of planting them, there’ll soon be no forests left at all, 
and the world will be just one vast desert.”The young Bond spends an entire day, planting 
trees on a small rocky island, and his father tells him that the trees used to move and they 
will move again.”See how they reach out with their arms.”(300)  

His father passes away, and it is after many years that Bond revisits the land of his childhood. 
Going across the dry river bed, he tries to locate the island, and his eye is caught “by the spectacular 
red plumes of the coral blossom”, and he sees that koels and parrots live there, and a number of 
other shrubs, grasses and plants have grown up under the trees he and his father had planted. The 
author feels that the trees “know” him, and they “whisper”, and “beckon” him near to them. He 
says,“They have multiplied. They are moving. In this small forgotten corner of the world, my 
father’s dreams are coming true, and the trees are moving again.”(301) 

Bond is the ultimate environmentalist, growing up so in Dehra, with a father and grandfather who 
are close to nature and want to protect both plant and animal life. Planting trees are necessary, and 
it is the moral duty of man to nurture this love of trees and impart it to their children. This is going 
beyond one’s own garden, and beautifying the world at large, and creating shelter for birds, 
butterflies and animals, is the largesse that Bond gives out to the world. 

In “Death of the Trees”, Bond writes sadly of the building of roads by the PWD, and the ruthless 
felling of trees he loves, the maple, the deodar, the pines, the oaks. He bemoans the flight of 
beautiful forest birds, the magpies, the Barbet, the Minivet and others, as their shelters and homes 
are destroyed. The sound of dynamite has scared away the other animals too. He ends, “Never 
mind.Men come and go, the mountains remain.” (461) 

In “The Coral Tree”, Bond paints a sensitive picture of teaching a child to plant and nurture a tree, 
Bond and love that then develops and lasts forever. He also shows the tree’s tenacity to survive 
against all odds. The story, “When You can’t Climb Trees Any More”, Bond goes back to the 
home of his childhood and a young girl quickly climbs the old jackfruit tree and retrieves a medal 



he had hidden there more than twenty five years ago. Life, love, childhood all goes on endlessly, 
and memories remain, sharp and vivid. The tree has kept his precious childhood tokens safe amidst 
its bosom.  

In Scenes from a Writer’s Life, Bond says, “The Cosmos has been my favourite flower- fresh, 
open, uncomplicated- living up to its name, Cosmos, the Universe as an ordered universe.”(5) 
Bond’s stories have abundant peace to offer, a peace made up of an ordered, green world, inhabited 
by myriad creatures, a world of love and dependence, of giving, a world created by him. Reading 
these stories gives one a sense of meditation. The list of short stories in which nature and the 
environment play a very important part is endless. Love of the mountains, trees, animals, birds, 
and butterflies and flowers form a canvas against which Bond paints his characters. Nature itself 
plays a key role in most of his stories. 

There is a ray of hope in the dark wilderness of modern times as environmentalists plan a world 
that can blend sustainable growth with protection of the environment. Ruskin Bond’s concern is 
the concern of the world. India and the world now have many NGOs and IGOs and MNCs that 
have made environment their key concern. The entire globe is the concern and the whole world 
has to make a concerted and concentrated effort to protect the environment and stop practices 
which endanger it. The UNO has created the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP); 
The World Bank has created the Global Environmental Facility (GEF); The Sustainable 
Environment and Ecological Development Society (SEEDS) is a voluntary organization; and then 
we have the Indian Ecological Society which was established in 1974. The above mentioned and 
innumerable other such concerned societies cannot function without government support: legal, 
financial, functional and social. The entire process has to be carried out in mission mode if success 
is to be achieved.  

Conclusion: Ruskin Bond as an agitated and concerned writer, highlights the issues of 
environment. Readers share his anxiety. Ecocritics have an important role to play in the protection 
of the environment.  The linkage between creative writing, academia, government and non- 
government organizations show that there is a golden lining in the clouds of despair. Mission mode 
has to be ignited in all the citizens of the world.  
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