Early Years

“Being born in India doesn’t make you an Indian, any more than being born
in a stable makes you a horse,” was the response normally forthcoming from
James Church when anyone attempted to link the place of his birth with
his ancestry. Church came into the world in 1883 in the District of Coorg,
where his parents managed — and perhaps owned —a tea plantation. The
region is in the south central part of the country, west of Mysore. Crops
there continue to be rice, coffee, tea, oranges and spices; the population
was and is predominantly Hindu.

When Church was about five years old, his parents died of cholera and
he was shipped home to the United Kingdom to be cared for by others in
the family. Presumably similar arrangements were made for his younger
brother Jack and for his older sisters Eleanor, May and Dorothy. In the
event, he was raised by aunts in Scotland where the presbyterian influence
was all-pervading, if not still at the peak of its power. His later dislike
of “organized religion,” as he referred to church activities, may well have
stemmed from Scottish religious practices during childhood.

The aunts are reported to have done no cooking on the Sabbath— a pot
of cold porridge on the back of the stove had to do. One attended the kirk
from ten in the morning until noon, had lunch (such as it might have been)
in the churchyard, and then returned to the kirk for the rest of the service,
which might go on for another two hours.

Apprentice

Church enrolled in a technical school in Glasgow about the same time as
he became an articled pupil with a firm of civil and mining engineers. One
is left to suppose this was when he was about nineteen years old and after
he had completed his general schooling. He was to remain with the firm
for about five years. Presumably his formal studies at the technical school
were to last for the same period of time. His daily work, six days a week at
ten hours a day, was in the coal mines. On top of this he was three hours a
night, five nights a week at study or in class. Christmas Day was a normal
working day for him; the one-day holiday allowed at that season was taken
by most on New Year’s Day.



