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Foreword





This account of the first thirty-eight years of Krishnamurti’s life has been written at his suggestion and with all the help he has been able to give me. Nevertheless I have been left free to tell his story in my own way; no one has looked over my shoulder and neither Krishnamurti nor anyone close to him has asked, or been asked, to approve the text. It is a very personal account, recording his strange upbringing and the many phases he went through in growing to maturity—his difficulties, doubts, unhappiness, personal relationships and spiritual awakening, which was followed by years of intense physical suffering. Above all, it shows the circumstances of the unfolding of Krishnamurti’s teaching and demonstrates his extraordinary achievement in freeing himself from the many hands that clutched at him in an endeavour to force him into the role of traditional Messiah.


Krishnamurti first asked Mr B. Shiva Rao, who was for many years a member of the Indian Parliament and who has known him longer than anyone else alive, to write this book. Mr Shiva Rao undertook the assignment and collected and arranged a great deal of documentation. Serious eye trouble, however, prevented him from creating a book out of his material. I then agreed to write it, and Mr Shiva Rao, who has been a close friend of mine for fifty years, most generously handed over to me all his documentation. Hardly a month has gone by for the past two years when he has not sent me from India answers to the many questions with which I have plied him. I cannot believe that two authors have ever had a happier collaboration.


My qualifications for taking on the work are that I have known Krishnamurti since 1911, when I was three, that from 1922 to 1929 I shared many of the experiences here recounted and that for the last three of those years I played a part in his life. Although for many years thereafter I saw very little of him, absence has never diminished our friendship.


This book is no doubt a more intimate record than Mr Shiva Rao would have written, though we have always been in agreement as to how to tell Krishnamurti’s story—to let it unfold itself as far as possible in the words of the chief characters. As it is a very strange story, at times an almost incredible one, its genuine flavour would, we felt, be lost were it to be told as straight narrative. With the presentation of contemporary letters and documents the reader will now be in possession of all the facts. This method has the special advantage of not allowing personal friendship to intrude or distort. I appear in the story as one of the many characters, and what that character thought and felt is taken from diaries written at the time.


Mr Shiva Rao and I also agreed that after 1933, when Krishnamurti’s own teaching came into flower, the book could not be written in the same way, for since then his life has been chiefly in his work. It is not the intention in this volume to paraphrase or interpret his present teaching. I can only draw the reader’s attention to his many books published since 1954, by Gollancz in England and Harper & Row in America.


My regret is that there is no scope here to portray the quality that Mrs Besant must undoubtedly have possessed to inspire as she did such devotion in thousands of people all over the world. Loyalty was perhaps her most outstanding characteristic and it was a clash of loyalties that darkened the last years of her life and makes her appear here more as a dupe than as a force in her own right. Krishnamurti’s love for her, which comes out so clearly in his letters, must be the best tribute to her at that time in her life when she had relinquished her own psychic powers and come to rely on the powers of others whom she trusted. As for the integrity of C. W. Leadbeater, the person she trusted most in all occult matters, I have not been able to make up my mind, although in 1925 I spent nine months in his community in Sydney in daily contact with him. I then believed implicitly in his clairvoyance; I do not disbelieve in it today. An extraordinary man, a man of charm and magnetism and with an apparent sincerity it was hard to doubt, to me he remains an enigma.


Adepts or Masters, and such highly evolved spiritual entities as the Bodhisattva, the Lord Maitreya, the Mahachohan and others, are found in all religious cultures where Hinduism and Buddhism have spread. The meanings given to them and the particular functions attributed to them vary from one culture to another. In the present work their names have the meaning bestowed on them by Theosophists. The visual descriptions of these beings, however, and the wholesale creation of Initiates and lower grade pupils on the Path of Discipleship, belong to that era when C. W. Leadbeater had the greatest occult influence on the Theosophical Society. I should make it clear that the Theosophy on which Krishnamurti was brought up was this ‘Leadbeater Theosophy’ which is, I understand, very largely discredited by Theosophists today, although there is still an Esoteric Section of the Society.


In not mentioning by name all Krishnamurti’s many friends who worked for him so devotedly during the period covered by this book no slight is intended. I have felt obliged to confine myself to naming those about whom he wrote in his letters or who had some influence on the course of his development.
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Birth and Childhood


Jiddu Krishnamurti was born on May 11, 1895, in the small hill-town of Madanapalle about a hundred and fifty miles north of Madras. As the eighth child who happened to be born a boy he was, in accordance with Hindu orthodoxy, called after Sri Krishna who had himself been an eighth child. The Jiddu family were Telugu-speaking Brahmins, a Brahmin being the highest caste. Krishnamurti’s great-grandfather had held a responsible position under the East India Company and been an eminent Sanskrit scholar; his grandfather had also been a very learned man and a Civil Servant, while his father, Jiddu Narianiah, after graduating from Madras University, became an official in the Revenue Department of the British administration, rising by the end of his career to the position of Tashildar (rent collector) and District Magistrate. The family were not, therefore, poor by Indian standards.


Narianiah had married his second cousin, Jiddu Sanjeevamma, who bore him eleven children, only six of whom survived childhood. It seems to have been a very happy marriage. Narianiah described his wife as having a very beautiful melodious voice and liking to sing to him. Indian life in those days was primitive and the caste system rigidly adhered to. An open drain to carry all water used for household purposes ran beside the house where Krishnamurti was born; it was cleaned by the sweepers, the ‘untouchables’, who belonged to no caste at all. The sweepers were not allowed into the house except to collect sewage, and, in a Brahmin household, no food would be prepared, cooked or served by a non-Brahmin; moreover, in South India the cook would invariably be a South Indian Brahmin since the South Indians were such strict vegetarians that even the eating of eggs was forbidden by their caste rules. There was nothing to prevent a poor Brahmin from taking a domestic job in a Brahmin household, though he would not, of course, undertake any of the tasks performed by the sweepers or lower castes. The castes did not intermarry and no one could change his caste except in a future life. Europeans were on a par with ‘untouchables’. Sanjeevamma would throw the food away if so much as the shadow of a European fell across it, and if an Englishman entered the house on official business, the rooms he had been in were scoured and the children put into clean clothes. Such was the environment into which Krishnamurti was born.


Sanjeevamma had a premonition that this eighth child of hers was to be in some way remarkable and she insisted that the baby should be born in the puja room on the ground floor, a special room set aside for prayers in orthodox Hindu households. Narianiah gave way to her whim although the puja room was not normally entered at night after food or in the morning before washing.


Only a cousin with experience as a midwife was present at the birth which, unlike Sanjeevamma’s other confinements, was quick and easy. Narianiah sat in the next room with his watch in his hand. At half past midnight the door of the puja room was opened a crack for the cousin to whisper ‘Sirasodayam’, meaning in Sanskrit ‘the head is visible’. This for Hindus is the precise moment of birth, essential for astrological calculations. As in Hindu astrology the day is reckoned from 4 a.m. to 4 a.m., Krishna was born on May 11, whereas by Western reckoning he would have been born at 12.30 a.m. on the 12th.


The baby’s horoscope was cast next day by Kumara Shrowtulu, one of the most renowned astrologers of that region. He was able to assure Narianiah that his son was to be a very great man indeed. For many years it seemed most unlikely that this prediction would be fulfilled. Whenever the astrologer met Narianiah he would ask, ‘What of the boy Krishna?’ Narianiah’s reply was evidently never very hopeful for the astrologer would again assure the disappointed father, ‘Wait. I have told you the truth; he will be somebody very wonderful and great.’


In November 1896 Narianiah was transferred to Cudappah, a much larger town and one of the worst in the district for malaria. The following year, a very bad famine year, the two-year-old Krishna had malaria so badly that for some days he was not expected to live and, although Narianiah was transferred again in 1900 to the healthier town of Kadiri, Krishna was for many years attacked by periodic bouts of the fever, and he also suffered a great deal from nose bleeding.


At Kadiri, when he was six, Krishna, like all Brahmin boys at the start of their education, went through the sacred thread ceremony, or Upanyanam. This ceremony marks their entrance into Brahmacharya, meaning that they take on the responsibilities of Brahminhood, for every Brahmin boy is born a priest. Narianiah described this important occasion:


It is our custom to make it a family festival, and friends and relations were invited to dinner. When all the people were assembled, the boy was bathed and clothed in everything new—very rich clothes are used if the parents can afford them. Krishna was brought in and placed upon my knee, while on my stretched hand I supported a silver tray strewn with grains of rice. His mother, sitting beside me, then took the index finger of the boy’s right hand, and with it traced in the rice the sacred word, AUM, which in its Sanskrit rendering, consists of a single letter, the letter which is, in sound, the first letter of the alphabet in Sanskrit and in all the vernaculars. Then my ring was taken from my finger, and placed between the child’s finger and thumb, and my wife, holding the little hand, again traced the sacred word in Telugu character with the ring. Then again without the ring, the same letter was traced three times. After this, mantrams were recited by the officiating priest, who blessed the boy, that he might be spiritually and intellectually endowed. Then, taking Krishna with us, my wife and I drove to the Narasimhaswami temple to worship and pray for the future success of our son. From there we drove to the nearest Indian school, where Krishna was handed over to the teacher, who, in sand, performed the same ceremony of tracing the sacred word. Meanwhile, many of the friends of the school-children had gathered in the room, and we distributed among them such good things as might serve as a treat to the pupils. So we started our son in his educational career according to the ancient Brahmin custom.


Krishna’s little brother, Nityananda, just three years younger, would run after him when he went to school, longing to go too. Nitya was as sharp as Krishna was vague and dreamy; nevertheless there was a very close bond between these brothers. Krishna would often return home from school at Kadiri without a pencil, slate or book, having given them to some poorer boy. In the mornings beggars would come to the house when it was the custom to pour a certain quantity of unboiled rice into each outstretched hand. Krishna’s mother would send him out to distribute the rice and he would come back for more, saying that he had poured it all into the first man’s bag. In the evening when Narianiah sat with his friends on the veranda after returning from the office, beggars would come again for cooked food. This time the servants would try to drive them away but Krishna ran inside to fetch food for them, and when Sanjeevamma made a special treat of sweetmeats for the children, Krishna would take only part of his share and give the rest to his brothers; all the same Nitya would ask for more which Krishna never failed to give him.


Every evening while they were at Kadiri, Krishna and Nitya would accompany their mother to the large Narasimhaswami temple, celebrated for its sanctity. Krishna always showed a religious vein. He also, surprisingly, had a mechanical turn of mind. One day, when his father was away, he took his father’s clock to pieces and refused to go to school or even to eat until he had put it together again. These two rather contradictory strains in his nature, as well as his generosity, have persisted throughout his life.


Narianiah’s frequent transfers as well as Krishna’s bouts of fever interrupted the boy’s schooling (for one whole year he was unable to go to school at all), so that in lessons he fell far behind other boys of his age. Moreover, he hated book learning and was so dreamy as to appear at times mentally retarded. Nevertheless he was keenly observant when his interest was aroused. He would stand for long stretches at a time watching trees and clouds, or squat on the ground gazing at plants and insects. This close observation of nature is another characteristic that he has retained.


In 1903 the family, after three quick transfers, were back at malaria-ridden Cudappah where the following year Krishna’s eldest sister died. Narianiah recorded that his wife ‘was heartbroken at our daughter’s death, a girl of only twenty years, highly spiritual, who cared for nothing that the world could give her’. It was soon after her death that Krishna showed for the first time that he was clairvoyant. In a memoir of his childhood, written when he was eighteen, he says that his mother ‘was to a certain extent psychic’ and would often see her dead daughter:


They talked together and there was a special place in the garden to which my sister used to come. My mother always knew when my sister was there and sometimes took me with her to the place, and would ask me whether I saw my sister too. At first I laughed at the question, but she asked me to look again and then sometimes I saw my sister. Afterwards I could always see my sister. I must confess I was very much afraid, because I had seen her dead and her body burnt. I generally rushed to my mother’s side and she told me there was no reason to be afraid. I was the only member of my family, except my mother, to see these visions, though all believed in them. My mother was able to see the auras of people, and I also sometimes saw them.


In December 1905, when Krishna was ten and a half and the family were still at Cudappah, the worst blow of all fell on them—Sanjeevamma herself died. Krishna wrote in this same memoir:


The happiest memories of my childhood centre round my dear mother who gave us all the loving care for which Indian mothers are well known. I cannot say I was particularly happy at school, for the teachers were not very kind and gave me lessons that were too hard for me. I enjoyed games as long as they were not too rough, as I had very delicate health. My mother’s death in 1905 deprived my brothers and myself of the one who loved and cared for us most, and my father was too much occupied to pay much attention to us ... there was really nobody to look after us. In connection with my mother’s death, I may mention that I frequently saw her after she died. I remember once following my mother’s form as it went upstairs. I stretched out my hand and seemed to catch hold of her dress, but she vanished as soon as she reached the top of the stairs. Until a short time ago, I used to hear my mother following me as I went to school. I remember this particularly because I heard the sound of bangles which Indian women wear on their wrists. At first I would look back half frightened, and I saw the vague form of her dress and part of her face. This happened almost always when I went out of the house.


Narianiah confirmed that Krishna saw his dead mother:


We are in the habit of putting on a leaf, a portion of the food prepared for the household, and placing it near the spot where the deceased was lying, and we did so accordingly in the case of my wife. Between 9 and 10 a.m. of the third day, Krishna was going to have his bath. He went into the bathroom, and had only poured a few lotas of water over his head, when he came running out, unclothed [though wearing a loin cloth] and dripping wet. The house in which I lived at Cudappah was a long, narrow house, the rooms running one at the back of the other like the compartments of a train. As Krishna passed me running from the bathroom, I caught his hand and asked him what was the matter. The boy said his mother had been in the bathroom with him, and as she came out he accompanied her to see what she was going to do. I then said: ‘Don’t you remember that your mother was carried to the burning ground?’ ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I remember, but I want to see where she is going now.’ I let him go and followed him. He went to the third room and stopped. Here was the place where my wife’s saris used to be stretched for drying overnight. Krishna stood intently gazing at something, and I asked him what was going on. He said, ‘My mother is removing her wet clothes, and putting on dry ones.’ He then went into the next room, and sat down near the leaf on which the food was placed. I stood by him some minutes, and he said his mother was eating. By and by he arose and went towards the stairs, and still I followed him. He stopped half-way up, and said he couldn’t see her any more. Then we sat down together and I questioned him as to how she looked, and whether she spoke to him. He said she looked just as usual, and had not spoken to him.


After his wife’s death Narianiah took a few months’ leave and returned to Madanapalle for the sake of the children’s health; when he resumed service again he was able to remain there until his retirement. Krishna and Nitya were both admitted on January 17, 1907, to the High School at Madanapalle which they attended until January 1909.


About two miles from their house was a lonely hill with a temple on the top and Krishna liked to go up there every day after school. None of the other boys wanted to accompany him, as it was a stiff climb over stony ground, but he would often insist on taking Nitya with him. He also liked taking his friends on picnics. As his father was now a District Magistrate, a position of some importance, Krishna’s brothers considered it beneath their dignity to carry the food to the picnic spot; Krishna, who had no such feelings of self-importance, would take the food from the servants and carry it himself.


Narianiah, though an orthodox Brahmin, had been a member of the Theosophical Society since 1882 (Theosophy embraces all religions) and Sanjeevamma had evidently been sympathetic to his ideas, for Krishna recalled that as he was kept so much at home with fever during childhood while his brothers were at school, he often went into her puja room about noon when she would be performing her daily ceremonies, and she would then talk to him about Mrs Annie Besant, one of the leaders of Theosophy who was greatly beloved in India because of the work she had done for Indian education. He also remembered that as well as pictures of the Hindu deities on the walls, there was a photograph of Mrs Besant in Indian dress sitting cross-legged on a chowki covered with a tiger skin.


When Narianiah retired at the end of 1907 at the age of fifty-two on a pension of only Rs. 112 a month, half his former salary, he wrote to Mrs Besant, who was now President of the Theosophical Society, to offer his ‘whole-hearted and full time service’ in any capacity in exchange for free accommodation for himself and his sons in the Compound of the international Headquarters of the Society at Adyar near Madras. He told Mrs Besant that while in Government service he had been in charge of 800 square miles containing 160 villages, and felt he would be able to manage a fairly large estate. He pointed out that he was a widower with four sons, varying in age from fifteen to five, and that as his only daughter was married there was no one but himself to look after the boys. It was Krishna’s eldest brother, Sivaram, who was fifteen. The boy of five, Sadanand, five years younger than Nitya, was mentally deficient.


Mrs Besant turned down his offer on the grounds that there was no school at Adyar nearer than three miles; this would involve the expense of sending the children there in a pony cart, and, anyway, boys would be a disturbing influence in the Compound. Narianiah, undaunted, appealed to her three more times in the next few months. By good luck one of the secretaries of the Society felt in need of an assistant at the end of 1908 and suggested Narianiah for the post. After meeting him at the Theosophical Convention in December, Mrs Besant at last agreed to accept his services, and on January 23, 1909, he moved to Adyar with his four sons and a nephew. Sivaram joined the Presidency College in Madras in preparation for a medical career, while Krishna, Nitya and their cousin went to the Pennathur Subramanian High School at Mylapore, walking the three miles there and back every day. Little Sadanand was neither physically nor mentally well enough to go to school at all.


As there was no house available inside the Compound, the family lived just outside it in a dilapidated cottage with no indoor sanitation. Narianiah’s sister, who had quarrelled with her husband, came to stay with them at first to do the cooking and housekeeping, but she seems to have been a slovenly woman and a very bad cook. The boys arrived at Adyar in shocking physical condition. Great credit should be given to Narianiah for his persistence, for if he had not succeeded in getting to Adyar it is very doubtful whether any of his sons would have reached maturity.
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The Leadbeater Scandal


At the time Narianiah went to live at Adyar, the Theosophical Society estate already comprised some 260 acres on the south side of the wide Adyar river, just south of Madras, with a mile of river frontage and half a mile of private beach. The Headquarters building, standing on the bank of the river and consisting of library, Convention hall, shrine-room, offices, guest rooms and suites of rooms for the leaders of the Society, is virtually unchanged today. A path leading from it direct to the sea still passes through a coconut grove, and then under the arches of Adyar’s famous banyan tree, the second largest in India, to come out at the wide stretch of sandy beach where the river flows into the Bay of Bengal. In the perfect winter climate there can be few places in the world more beautiful than Adyar.


The Headquarters building was once a modest Anglo-Indian house called Huddlestone’s Gardens flanked by two octagonal pavilions. This, together with twenty-seven acres of land, was bought for £600 in 1882 by the first President of the Society, Colonel Olcott. Gradually, adjoining properties were acquired, new houses built and old ones re-built to accommodate the growing number of Theosophical residents and visitors. These houses and properties, together with a printing press, communal Hindu kitchen and a small farm, were incorporated into one great compound. Huddlestone’s Gardens itself has been so altered and enlarged that nothing can be discerned of the original house but the two pavilions.


After Mrs Besant became President in 1907, members of the Society were encouraged to build themselves houses to occupy whenever they visited Adyar, on the understanding that in their absence she could dispose of the accommodation as she chose, and that on their deaths the buildings became the property of the Society.


The Theosophical Society had been founded in America in 1875 by Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, a veteran of the Civil War who was interested in spiritualism and mesmerism, and Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the notorious Russian, considered by her enemies to be a complete fraud, and worshipped by her adherents as a seer and miracle-worker whose occult powers derived from the highest spiritual source. The Society had three objects: 1. To form a nucleus of the Universal Brotherhood of Humanity without distinction of race, creed, sex, caste or colour; 2. To encourage the study of Comparative Religion, Philosophy and Science; 3. To investigate the unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent in man. The headquarters of the Society was moved in 1882 from America to the more spiritual climate of India, and from there Theosophy rapidly spread throughout the world.


Olcott, who was forty-three when the Society was founded, was its President, but it was Madame Blavatsky, a year older, who was the inspiration for its Eastern or esoteric heart, culled from the ancient wisdom of several religions—virtually a society within the Society, the great difference being that whereas members of the public were encouraged to join the outer organisation, only Theosophists of two years’ standing could apply for membership of the Esoteric Section and were not accepted unless they had done some work for the Society. (Narianiah was a member of the E.S., as it was called, and it was as assistant to the Recording Secretary of the E.S. that he had been allowed to come to Adyar.)


Inherent in this inner teaching was a belief in evolution through a series of lives to ultimate perfection, when the ego, the soul, is released from the wheel of karma, that inexorable law by which it reaps what it sows both of good and evil from life to life. At a certain stage in evolution, the ego is ready to enter on the Path of Discipleship which will lead eventually to Adepthood and membership of the Great White Brotherhood of perfect beings who govern and direct the world. A few of these Adepts (Masters or Mahatmas as they were called) voluntarily chose to remain in human form in order to help the evolution of those just entering on the Path. The two Masters who had taken the Theosophical Society under their special protection, the Master Morya and the Master Kuthumi, lived in Tibet. They still retained the bodies of their last incarnation, though being untouched by sorrow or care they had lived to a very great age and appeared always in the prime of life. These bodies, however, were too sensitive to withstand the impact of living in the everyday world.


The Master Kuthumi wore the body of a Kashmiri Brahmin and was as fair complexioned as any European, with blue eyes, brown hair and beard, whereas the Master Morya, his close friend and companion, a magnificent horseman, was a Rajput king in a dark handsome Indian body with black hair and flashing black eyes. Madame Blavatsky, before she founded the Theosophical Society, had lived for some time in a monastery in Nepal and claimed to have met these Masters frequently in their human forms. But it was not necessary to go physically to Tibet to see them; they could be visited on the astral plane by their earthly pupils, or materialise themselves in their etheric forms to those privileged enough to see them, passing through locked doors like ghosts. Colonel Olcott, after meeting Madame Blavatsky, developed his psychic powers and thereafter he, like his colleague, was sometimes visited by the Masters as well as meeting them frequently on the astral plane in their Tibetan homes.


Above the Masters came a hierarchy of glorious beings, one of whom is inseparable from any account of Krishnamurti’s early life. This was the Lord Maitreya, the World Teacher—the Christ in the West, the Bodhisattva in the East, not to be confused with the Buddha who, according to Theosophists, was a still higher entity. The Lord Maitreya, they maintained, had twice taken possession of a human body in order to bring to the world a new teaching at a period of dire need—first that of Sri Krishna in the fourth century B.C. and then that of Jesus. The time would soon be ripe when the Lord Maitreya would once again take possession of a human vehicle and give a new religion to the world. In the meantime, he too lived in the Himalayas, in a house with a wonderful garden, quite close to the Masters Morya and Kuthumi, in a body of the Keltic race with red-gold hair and beard, and violet eyes. The human body he would choose when the time came would have to be sufficiently sensitive for him to be able to function through it, yet not so sensitive as the body he used in Tibet which could not have survived for long in the noise and stress of a town.


As early as 1889 Madame Blavatsky had told a group of Theosophical students that the real purpose of establishing the Society was to prepare humanity for the reception of the World Teacher when he appeared again on earth, and this was repeated more publicly by Mrs Besant in 1896, five years after Madame Blavatsky’s death. Theosophists also believed that each time a great religious teacher appeared it was to usher in a new sub-race. This time it was to be the sixth sub-race of the fifth root-race that was to develop in Australia. (Later the cradle of this sub-race was changed to California.) In 1909, at a public lecture in Chicago on her favourite theme ‘The Coming Race and the Coming Teacher’, Mrs Besant announced: ‘We look for Him to come in the Western world this time—not in the East as did Christ two thousand years ago.’ Indeed the Western vehicle had already been chosen in the person of a very good-looking and intelligent boy of thirteen, Hubert van Hook, son of Dr Weller van Hook of Chicago, the General Secretary of the Theosophical Society in the United States. This boy had been picked out by Mrs Besant’s closest colleague, C. W. Leadbeater, while on a lecture tour of America a few years before, and brought to Europe for a time where Mrs Besant had met him; when she saw him again in Chicago in 1909 she too was so struck by him that she prevailed on his mother to leave her husband and bring the boy to Europe and India for special training for his marvellous destiny. Meanwhile, unknown to Mrs Besant, Leadbeater had already chosen another vehicle for the Lord Maitreya, and Hubert was soon to be dropped.


Charles Webster Leadbeater, C.W.L. as he was often called, had been born in the same year as Mrs Besant, 1847, but had come to Theosophy five years sooner. Little is known of his early life except that as a boy he went to Brazil, where his father was a railway contractor, and led a life of adventure in the course of which his father died and his younger brother Gerald was murdered in 1862 by bandits. After returning to England he entered Oxford University but soon had to leave when in 1866 the bank failed in which all the family money was invested. Nevertheless he managed to take Holy Orders in 1878 and became curate of St Mary’s, Bramshott, in Hampshire. His inborn interest in occultism was stimulated by the books of A. P. Sinnett, particularly The Occult World, one of the leaders of Theosophy in England, and in 1883 he joined the Society. A year later he was introduced by Sinnett to Madame Blavatsky and immediately asked to become her pupil. When she accepted him he gave up the church, became a vegetarian, severed all other ties with England and followed her to India. He claimed that she entirely changed his character in seven weeks. A very shy man, one of the first tasks she set him as a challenge during the voyage to India was to carry a full chamber pot along the main passenger deck in broad daylight. He declared that never again did he care what anybody thought of him, a true statement so far as one can judge.


Leadbeater remained in the far East, first at Adyar and then in Ceylon, for the next five years. At Adyar he developed his psychic powers, and in Ceylon, having become a Buddhist on his first arrival in the East, he taught in a school for poor Buddhist boys founded by Colonel Olcott under the aegis of the T.S. In 1887 Mr Sinnett, who still considered Leadbeater to be his protégé, asked him to return to England to tutor his son and another boy, George Arundale, the nephew and adopted son of Miss Francesca Arundale, one of the many rich ladies who were attracted to Theosophy. George Arundale was to play a considerable part in Krishna’s early life.


Leadbeater agreed to Sinnett’s request on condition that he might bring with him to be educated in England one of his Singalese pupils, C. Jinarajadasa, whom he believed to be a reincarnation of his murdered brother. The year before Leadbeater’s return to England Mrs Besant had been converted to Theosophy when she was asked to review for the Pall Mall Gazette the two massive volumes of Madame Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine; she afterwards met the author and, like Leadbeater, fell instantly under her spell. In 1890 Mrs Besant and Leadbeater were brought together for the first time at a Theosophical meeting in London, and after the death of Madame Blavatsky the following year, he became the greatest human influence in Mrs Besant’s life.


Annie Besant, née Wood, had already had a tempestuous career by the time she was converted to Theosophy. Married at twenty to a Church of England clergyman, Frank Besant, brother of Sir Walter Besant, she separated from him six years later, in 1873, although it meant parting with her son; having ceased to believe in the divinity of Christ, her conscience would not allow her to take the Sacrament. In 1876 her daughter was also legally taken from her after a long court battle in which she conducted her own defence. 1 Thereafter she continued to fight uncompromisingly for the causes she espoused and the vindication of principles she considered vital: freedom of thought and expression, women’s rights, Fabian socialism, birth control, and workers’ rights in the early days of the Trade Union movement. Before her conversion to Theosophy, Charles Bradlaugh, Dr E. B. Aveling and Bernard Shaw had been her closest friends and associates, and the first two probably her lovers. (Leadbeater’s resemblance to Shaw was most striking, especially in old age.) Annie Besant must have been very beautiful as a young woman and all through her life she retained extraordinary charm. From the beginning of her career, both before and after her conversion, she was a prolific writer and a very powerful orator. India, where she first went in 1893, became her spiritual home; thereafter for the next forty years until her death she devoted her amazing energy and talents to India’s service and to the spreading of Theosophy throughout the world. But India’s freedom and progress were even dearer to her than Theosophy, and in every sphere—educational, social, religious and political—she worked for India’s welfare. Courage, staying power and loyalty were her greatest qualities.


Courage, energy and magnetism were also outstanding characteristics of Leadbeater, but just as Mrs Besant outstripped him in causes other than Theosophical so he outshone her in psychic power. In 1895 in England they had made occult investigations together into the cosmos, the beginnings of mankind, chemistry and the constitution of the elements, as well as frequently visiting the Masters together in their astral bodies. (The Master Morya was Mrs Besant’s guru, the Master Kuthumi Leadbeater’s.) They found also that they were able to ‘see’ into the past lives of some of their devoted disciples as well as into their own, and when they found how often they themselves and their friends had been in close relationships in past incarnations, they began to make charts of these past lives. It was in those years before the turn of the century that Mrs Besant’s psychic powers were at their height. Gradually she allowed them to wane as her Indian work, to which she believed she had been directed by her Master, absorbed her more and more until she came to rely almost exclusively on Leadbeater for occult communications. Although she continued to lecture in Europe and America, India became her home and she always spent the winter months there.


Leadbeater, having built up for himself a great reputation in the Society as writer, speaker, clairvoyant, and as teacher—particularly of small groups of boys—went on two long lecture tours of America and Canada between 1900 and 1904, and then on to Sydney in 1905, taking with him one of his favourite English pupils and acquiring new ones in America. The scandal in which the whole Society was soon to be embroiled could not have come as much of a surprise to him. Mrs Besant herself had been hearing rumours for some time of immoral practices which she had indignantly denied. As far back as his curacy days there had been talk about him and some of the boys in the church choir, and it was said that Mr Sinnett had removed his son from his care. However, none of this gossip was substantiated. Then in 1906, after Leadbeater’s return to England, the fourteen-year-old son of the Corresponding Secretary of the Esoteric Section in Chicago, whom Leadbeater had taken with him to San Francisco on the first lecture tour, confessed to his parents the reason for the antipathy he had conceived for his mentor, to whom he had at first been greatly devoted—Leadbeater had encouraged him in the habit of masturbation. Almost simultaneously the son of another Theosophical official in Chicago charged Leadbeater with the same offence without apparently there being any collusion between the two boys. Then a typewritten, unsigned, undated, cipher-letter was produced; it had been picked up by a suspicious cleaner on the floor of a flat in Toronto in which Leadbeater had stayed with the second boy and was said to have been written by Leadbeater. The code was simple and when broken revealed one passage of such obscenity, for those days, that the letter could not by law be printed in England. When decoded the offending passage read: ‘Glad sensation is so pleasant. Thousand kisses darling.’


When Mrs Besant in India heard all this she wrote to Leadbeater in great distress. He denied writing the incriminating letter though confessed unashamedly to having advocated masturbation as a prophylactic in certain cases, as a far lesser evil than either consorting with prostitutes or guilty obsession with erotic thoughts. He promised, however, never again to encourage the practice within the Theosophical Society, not because he did not believe in it but for Mrs Besant’s sake. She was satisfied and declared to his detractors that the letter was a forgery.


The matter was not allowed to rest there—understandably at a time when not only was homosexuality abhorrent to the general public but when it was still widely held that masturbation led to madness. A commission was appointed by the Executive Committee of the American Section of the Society and sent to London to place the matter before Colonel Olcott, the President, who had no alternative but to ask Leadbeater to appear before the Council of the British Section to answer the charges. Leadbeater was most willing to attend but before the meeting at the Grosvenor Hotel on May 16, 1906, he handed in his resignation in order, as he told Olcott, to save the Society from embarrassment. After the meeting Olcott was pressed by the Council to expel him but finally it was agreed to accept his resignation so as to avoid publicity.


It came as a terrible shock to Mrs Besant, who had not gone to England for the hearing, to learn that Leadbeater under cross-examination had admitted that in the case of other boys, as well as of the two under consideration, he had not only advocated the regular practice of masturbation but might have given a certain amount of ‘indicative action’, and that he might also have advised the same practice to certain boys before the development of their sexual urges. (This last admission he denied when he saw the shorthand report and attributed it to a faulty transcription.) After an initial impulse on Mrs Besant’s part to resign from the Society out of loyalty to him, she temporarily turned against him and even began to doubt their occult experiences together. She went so far as to send out a circular to the Secretaries of the Esoteric Section throughout the world condemning his conduct and stating that she and Leadbeater had been ‘glamourised’ for years into believing they had seen the Masters, glamour being a most pejorative word in the sense in which she used it. Mrs Besant and Leadbeater had advanced far along the Path of Discipleship by this time, having taken each step together in the presence of the Masters, and they were now high Initiates. One of the first requirements for Initiation was absolute sexual purity; Mrs Besant was, therefore, in a most unhappy predicament: if Leadbeater was impure he could not be an Initiate, yet if he were not an Initiate her visions of standing with him before the Masters must have been delusions.


The Theosophical Society was split over the Leadbeater scandal; the only person who remained perfectly cool and unrepentant throughout was Leadbeater himself, although after twenty-two years of working for the Society his livelihood as well as his reputation had been taken from him. In a letter of June 30, 1906, before Mrs Besant had definitely turned against him, he tried to explain to her his point of view more precisely:


My dear Annie ... My opinion in the matter which many think so wrong was formed long before Theosophical days. ... There is a natural function in the man, not in itself shameful (unless indulged at another person’s expense) any more than eating or drinking ... the accumulation takes place, and discharges itself at intervals—usually a fortnight or so, but in some cases much oftener, the mind in the latter part of each interval being constantly oppressed by the matter. The idea was to take in hand before the age when it grew so strong as to be practically uncontrollable, and to set the habit of the regular, but smaller artificial discharges, with no thoughts at all in between. ... The interval usually suggested was a week, though in some cases half that period was allowed for a time. The recommendation was always to lengthen the interval so far as was compatible with the avoidance of thoughts or desire on the subject. Of course, you will understand that this sexual side of life was not made prominent, but was taken only as one point among a large number of directions for the regulation of life. ... So when boys came under my care I mentioned this matter to them among other things, always trying to avoid all sorts of false shame, and to make the whole appear as natural and simple as possible, though, of course, not a matter to be spoken of to others. ... With very much love I am as ever, Yours most affectionately C. W. Leadbeater.


Six months later, after she had repudiated him, he wrote:


... you will do me justice to remember that I have never said a single word connecting the advice which I have given with any yoga practice, or claiming for it anything more occult than the design to keep sensual thoughts under control, and to avoid co-habitation with women. I fear that you have been somewhat misled here. ... It was never my custom to arouse such feelings [of sex] before they existed; as I said to you in a previous letter, I never spoke of these matters until I had seen certain preliminary symptoms. ... I have not the very least wish to persuade you to adopt these opinions, but I should be thankful if I could disabuse your mind of the idea that we were deceived when we stood together in the presence of the Masters, because that idea is not only in itself a mistake to my thinking but is causing many people to doubt our testimony to their existence, which is sad.


Mrs Besant could not bear to remain estranged from Leadbeater for long, and although she did not yet have the power to reinstate him, her faith in him revived completely so that by February 1907 he was able to write to her, ‘I cannot tell you how glad I am that the veil is at last lifted, and the idea of glamour banished from your mind.’


After his resignation Leadbeater lived quietly for almost three years, either in the country in England or in Jersey with occasional visits to Europe. Although he could do no public work for Theosophy he continued to teach privately and was helped financially by contributions from the many friends he had retained in the Society. Most of the boys and young men who had been in his charge vouched for his absolute purity. Among them was Jinarajadasa, the boy he had brought with him from the school in Ceylon in 1889. After taking a degree at Cambridge in Sanskrit and Philology, Raja, as he was usually called, had become a valuable lecturer for Theosophy, and while touring America soon after the scandal he so vigorously defended his old tutor that Colonel Olcott expelled him from the Society for causing dissension. Other faithful friends in America were the van Hooks. Mrs van Hook showed her confidence in Leadbeater by bringing Hubert to stay with him near Dresden in the summer of 1907. It was then that Mrs Besant met Hubert for the first time. Hubert was only eleven then. It would be two years before Mrs Besant was to urge his mother to take him to India to be trained as the vehicle for the World Teacher. Mrs Besant and Leadbeater did more occult investigations while they were at Dresden and looked into the past lives of more of their friends, including Hubert’s.


Meanwhile Colonel Olcott had died at Adyar in February 1907. Mrs Besant was his natural successor as President; not only did he wish it but he had been visited several times on his deathbed by the Masters and instructed by them to appoint her as such. Their presence was witnessed both by Mrs Besant and Mrs Marie Russak, a rich American widow and Theosophist who had taken charge of the Colonel when his health failed during his last voyage from America to India. The Masters also assured the Colonel that Mrs Besant had not been a victim of ‘glamour’ and that he, Olcott, had been too hard on Leadbeater, whereupon the dying man, now anxious to reconcile Leadbeater with the Society, dictated to him a letter of apology, though begging him to give up his advice to boys which the Masters considered wrong because it ‘offended the standard of ideas of the majority of the Society’, but hinting at the same time that his help in the work would soon be needed again.


Nevertheless, because the Society realised that once Mrs Besant became President, Leadbeater’s reinstatement was bound to follow, she had to fight for the succession, particularly in America where the feeling against Leadbeater was most virulent, so it was not until June 1907 that she was elected, but then with a huge majority. Sure enough, after a successful campaign on his behalf, Leadbeater was readmitted into the Society at the end of 1908 and asked to return to Adyar, though he was never again to hold any official position in the Society. Jinarajadasa was then also brought back into the fold.


Mrs Besant needed Leadbeater’s help badly at Adyar, where she was now to stay longer than anywhere else during the year, but no doubt she also wished to keep an eye on him in spite of his promise never again to advocate his controversial teaching within the Society. At the Annual Theosophical Convention in December, before his arrival, she publicly referred to him as a martyr who had been wronged both by herself and by the Society, adding the assurance that never again should a shadow come between her and her brother Initiate.


___________________


1 Both children returned to her when they came of age and both became Theosophists. After the separation she changed the pronunciation of her name from Beānt to Běsant.
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The Discovery


Leadbeater arrived in Adyar on February 10, 1909, less than three weeks after Narianiah had settled there with Krishna and his brothers. Mrs Besant left Adyar for other parts of India soon after Leadbeater’s arrival; she returned on April 9 and was off again to Europe on the 22nd.


Leadbeater went back to live in the same pavilion, called the Octagon Bungalow or the River Bungalow, as he had occupied when he first went to Adyar with Madame Blavatsky in 1884. Consisting of two rooms with a veranda running round them, it is part of the original house and still stands on the east side of the Headquarters building. Although Leadbeater was almost sixty-two he was as active and ebullient as ever. His chief work was to be in dealing with the huge correspondence that came from all over the world. He had brought with him as secretary a young Dutchman, Johann van Manen, who lived in the room adjoining the Octagon Bungalow; he was also glad to have the help of a young Englishman, Ernest Wood, who knew shorthand and had already been for three months at Adyar working on the official monthly publication, the Theosophist. Wood lived in what was called the Quadrangle, the cheapest place to stay on the estate—some old outbuildings converted into twenty-one minimally furnished cells. In the room next to Wood lived a young Indian, Subrahmanyam Aiyar, who was a great friend of Narianiah. Wood had met Krishna and Nitya, and both he and Subrahmanyam were helping the boys with their homework.


It had become a habit for van Manen and Wood to break off work for an hour in the evenings to go down to the beach to bathe with a party of friends, including Subrahmanyam. Krishna and Nitya, with some of the other children who lived just outside the Compound, would also go down to the beach to paddle and watch the swimmers. One evening Leadbeater went with his young assistants to bathe and on returning to the bungalow told Wood that one of the boys on the beach had the most wonderful aura he had ever seen, without a particle of selfishness in it. Wood expressed great surprise on being told that this boy was Krishna, for having helped him with his homework he considered him to be particularly dim-witted. Leadbeater, unshaken, predicted that one day the boy would become a spiritual teacher and a great orator. ‘How great? As great as Mrs Besant?’ Wood asked. ‘Much greater,’ Leadbeater replied. The exact date of Leadbeater’s first meeting with Krishna is uncertain but as Mrs Besant left Adyar on April 22 without, apparently, hearing anything about it, the meeting probably did not take place until after her departure.


It could not have been Krishna’s outward appearance that struck Leadbeater, for apart from his wonderful eyes, he was not at all prepossessing at that time. He was under-nourished, scrawny and dirty; his ribs showed through his skin and he had a persistent cough; his teeth were crooked and he wore his hair in the customary Brahmin fashion of South India, shaved in front to the crown and falling to below his knees in a pigtail at the back; moreover his vacant expression gave him an almost moronic look. People who had known him before he was ‘discovered’ by Leadbeater said there was little difference between him and his youngest brother, Sadanand. Moreover, according to Wood, he was so extremely weak physically that his father declared more than once that he was bound to die.


Shortly after meeting Krishna for the first time, Leadbeater revealed to Wood that the boy was to be the vehicle for the Lord Maitreya ‘unless something went wrong’ and that he, Leadbeater, had been directed to help train him for that purpose.


In June another young Englishman arrived at Adyar, Richard Balfour Clarke, a former engineer who hoped to find some kind of work in the Theosophical centre and was quickly drawn into Leadbeater’s entourage. Leadbeater repeated to him what he had already told Wood—that Krishna had a most extraordinary aura, and so to a lesser extent had his brother Nitya. Leadbeater also told Clarke that the Master Kuthumi had informed him, ‘There is a purpose for that family to be here, and both those boys will undergo training which you will hear more about later.’


On the day Dick Clarke arrived, the residents of Adyar were present at Nitya’s Upanyanam. (Nitya was just eleven so his Upanyanam took place much later than was customary. His mother’s death may have been the reason for this.) Leadbeater was watching Krishna very carefully all through the ceremony and shortly afterwards he asked Narianiah if he would bring his remarkable son to his bungalow one day when there was no school. Narianiah did so. Leadbeater placed Krishna beside him on the sofa, rested his hand on the boy’s head and began to describe his former life. Thereafter on Saturdays and Sundays the visits and narration of past lives continued, the lives being written down by Narianiah who was, at first, always present. Later on they were taken down by Wood in shorthand.


Krishna himself recalled:


When I first went over to his room I was much afraid, for most Indian boys are afraid of Europeans. I do not know why it is that such fear is created, but apart from the difference in colour which is no doubt one of the causes, there was, when I was a boy, much political agitation and our imaginations were much stirred by the gossip about us. I must also confess that the Europeans in India are by no means generally kind to us and I used to see many acts of cruelty which made me still more bitter. It was a surprise to us, therefore, to find how different was the Englishman who was also a Theosophist.


Krishna at the time Leadbeater discovered him knew very little English so that communication between him and his new friend was at first practically non-existent, quite apart from the boy’s shyness and timidity. It was equally difficult for Krishna to communicate at school where the lessons were conducted in either English or Tamil, of which he knew as little as English. So stupid did he appear at school that the teacher was constantly sending him out of the classroom and would forget all about him until he called some other boy stupid, whereupon Krishna would be remembered and brought back. He was caned almost every day for being unable to learn his lessons. Half his time at school was spent in tears on the veranda; when the teacher failed to call him back he might have remained on the veranda all night if bright little Nitya had not taken his hand and led him home.


Leadbeater did not tell Mrs Besant at once about his new discovery; it was not until September 2 that he wrote expressing to her his consternation at the overcrowded and insanitary conditions of the ‘hovel’ in which Narianiah was living, with a pariah village close up against it at the back. There was no water closet, and the family all slept on the floor without mosquito nets. Leadbeater suggested that they should be moved into a house in the Compound, a hundred yards from the Headquarters building, which was standing empty though in need of some repair. He added that Narianiah’s children were very quiet and well behaved and would cause no trouble; he and van Manen were teaching them to swim and had helped ‘the elder’ with English composition and reading so he had ‘come to know a little of them’. He went on to say that he had used ‘one of the boys’ as a case to investigate past lives and had found him to have a past of very great importance—‘a better set of lives even than Hubert though I think not as sensational’. He was sure, he continued, that the boy was not there by accident:


I should not be at all surprised to find that the father had been brought here chiefly on account of that boy; and that was another reason why I was shocked to see the family so vilely housed, for it seems to me that if we are to have the karma of assisting even indirectly in the bringing up of one whom the Master has used in the past and is waiting to use again, we may at least give him the chance to grow up decently!


The name given to the boy throughout his successive lives was Alcyone, pronounced with a hard c. Leadbeater wrote enthusiastically to Mrs Besant about his investigations into these lives which were now occupying nearly all his time, and sent her batches of them to read while she was still abroad; but it was not until October 6 that he informed her: ‘Alcyone is at present a boy of 13½, named Krishnamurti, the son of your E.S. Assistant sec. Narianiah.’ Krishna was in fact fourteen and a half but for some years Leadbeater and everyone else believed him to have been born in 1896, for his horoscope did not come to light until later.


By November, Leadbeater had investigated twenty lives and had worked out another ten by the following year. These thirty Lives of Alcyone began to appear in the Theosophist in April 1910 under the title ‘Rents in the Veil of Time’. They ranged from 22,662 B.C. to A.D. 624, each one with a larger dramatis personae. Alcyone was a female in eleven of them. Mrs Besant appeared in them throughout under the pseudonym of Heracles, Leadbeater as Sirius, Nitya as Mizar, Krishna’s mother as Omega and his father as Antares; Hubert van Hook was Orion. Many other people were brought into the ‘Lives’ under a pseudonym and this gave rise to a great deal of heart-burning and snobbery when once they were published. ‘Are you in the Lives?’ became the question most constantly asked by one Theosophist of another, and, if so, ‘How closely related have you been to Alcyone?’


Shiva Rao, who had been a very young master at the preparatory school attached to the Central Hindu College at Benares and who went to Adyar to help Leadbeater write out the charts comprising some two hundred characters, all related to each other throughout thirty incarnations, believed then, and still believes, in Leadbeater’s clairvoyant powers.


The tabulation of the various lives with the many thousands of details of the family connections revealed to me the meticulous care that must have characterised the clairvoyant investigations [Shiva Rao has recently stated]. Of positive evidence of their genuineness obviously there could be none: but the ability to trace with comparatively few errors the family ties of such a large group of souls through life after life amidst a maze of details struck me as so far beyond anyone’s mental resources, however prodigious might be his memory, as to rule out invention. Every few days I came across a discrepancy and made a note of it. When I had three or four of such instances, I would bring them to Mr Leadbeater’s notice. He would then close his eyes for some minutes and say, ‘You are right; substitute B for A, Y for X etc.’ The revisions suggested by him I found later fitted precisely into the scheme.


The identity of Alcyone must have been revealed to Mrs Besant by someone at Adyar before Leadbeater told her, for she was writing to the latter from Paris on October 8, ‘Krishnamurti is evidently brought to Adyar to be helped, and we must do our best for him and the Master will tell you what he wishes done.’


By this time Mrs van Hook and Hubert were on their way to Adyar, full of expectations, encouraged by Mrs Besant when she had seen them earlier in the year in Chicago, that Hubert was to be trained as the vehicle for the Lord Maitreya.


If Alcyone and Mizar [Nitya] could share some lessons with Hubert it would be good [Mrs Besant wrote to Leadbeater from Geneva in the middle of October], and they are likely to be attracted to each other, knowing their relations in the past, and being under the care of same Master [Kuthumi, Leadbeater’s own Master]. Whatever He wishes must obviously be done, and we cannot let other opinion interfere. You can count on me to do any service I can.


It is doubtful whether she realised as yet that Hubert had been supplanted.


What the Master directed Leadbeater to do was far-reaching. As Leadbeater told Dick Clarke:


We have a very difficult job to do; we have to take these two boys out of an orthodox environment, change their diet, teach them physical exercise and Western methods of bathing. We have to take them away from school where they are being beaten by a master who ought to be selling bootlaces instead of being a teacher. There will be a lot of opposition to all this and yet it has to be done.


‘All this’, of course, would have been much easier to accomplish if Leadbeater could have removed the boys at once from under their father’s roof, but as he wrote to Mrs Besant on October 14, ‘I am endeavouring to steer a rather cautious course; of course I must carry out the instructions given to me [by the Master] but after all that has happened within the last few years, I must not take too prominent an interest in boys of 13! When you are here I shall be bolder.’ He added that Narianiah was to move into the house in the Compound as soon as it was ‘cleaned and repainted’.


A particularly brutal caning of both boys in the middle of October which had ‘very much disturbed their astral bodies’ gave Leadbeater an excuse to persuade Narianiah to remove them from school altogether. Narianiah was very hesitant at first because without a Government school education it would be impossible for them to get jobs in any of the professions or in the Civil Service; Leadbeater, however, half promised that Mrs Besant would interest herself in their welfare and perhaps even arrange for them to be educated in England; in the meantime, pending Mrs Besant’s return to Adyar, he and his friends would see that the boys lacked nothing in the way of teaching. Narianiah accepted this temporary solution, and Dick Clarke, Subrahmanyam Aiyar, Ernest Wood and Don Fabrizio Ruspoli (a former lieutenant in the Italian navy, married to an Englishwoman, who had relinquished his career when he became a Theosophist) gave them regular lessons in the Octagon Bungalow while Leadbeater himself taught them history when he had the time. But English was the subject most emphasised, for it was very much hoped that Krishna would be able to talk to Mrs Besant when she returned to Adyar at the end of November.


Dick Clarke also had the task of grooming the boys; they were de-loused—there were lice even in their eyebrows; their hair was allowed to grow in front and was cut to shoulder length; the dentist fitted Krishna with a plate which Clarke had to tighten every day; but it seems to have been Leadbeater who supervised their washing, making sure they did not neglect to wash between their legs. He deplored the ceremonial Hindu way of bathing by merely pouring water over the body while still wearing a loin cloth; but this European manner of washing was, later on, to cause a great deal of trouble.


In training his boys, one of Leadbeater’s chief concerns was to eliminate fear in them. Krishna recounted that once, when Leadbeater was teaching him to swim, he avoided through timidity a particularly deep and frightening hole. He was not aware that this had been observed until later in the evening Leadbeater said, ‘And now we will go down to the sea again and find that hole’, and the boys were marched back to the beach. But even Leadbeater was exasperated at times by Krishna’s apparent stupidity. Often during his lessons the boy would stand by the open window with his mouth open looking at nothing in particular. Over and over again he was told to shut his mouth; this he did but the next moment it fell open again. At last one day Leadbeater became so irritated that he slapped the boy on the chin. That, declared Krishna, ended their relationship; his mouth remained closed but he never felt the same about Leadbeater again.


Although still sleeping in their father’s ‘hovel’ and having their two main meals with him, the boys spent the rest of their time with Leadbeater, heavily chaperoned by their many tutors. A daily routine was laid down for them: they got up at five, performed orthodox Brahminical ablutions in cold water at the side of a well, did their morning meditation and then went to the Octagon Bungalow for hot milk served by a caste servant to comply with orthodox feeling. They would then gather round Leadbeater for a short talk on ‘higher things’, after which they would take some form of outdoor exercise and return to the bungalow for warm baths, clean clothes and the day’s lessons.


Mrs van Hook and Hubert had arrived by the middle of November. Mrs van Hook took an immediate liking to the two Indian boys and began teaching them with Hubert, who was a year younger than Krishna but much taller and infinitely more advanced intellectually. Mrs Russak, who had been with Colonel Olcott at the end and witnessed the Masters’ visits to him, came with the van Hooks. Mrs Russak had built a two-storied house for herself at Adyar beside the river between the Headquarters building and the Octagon Bungalow. The van Hooks went to live in the lower floor of this house while Mrs Russak occupied the upper, which was connected by a bridge with Headquarters.


In the efforts of all concerned to teach Krishna English, his spiritual progress had not, of course, been neglected. Leadbeater reported to Mrs Besant that on the night of August 1 he had taken the two boys in their astral bodies while they were asleep to the house of Master Kuthumi who had put them both on probation as his pupils. Discipleship under a Master was in two stages—probation (for a period that might extend to seven years) and acceptance, when the pupil was drawn into such close unity with his Master that the Master could no longer expel him from his consciousness. These two first steps on the Path of Discipleship were in preparation for the first Initiation which brought the pupil into membership of the Great White Brotherhood, though still at quite a lowly level, for four more initiations must follow until the attainment of Adepthood. Leadbeater and Mrs Besant had passed their fourth Initiation together at the time she became President in 1907. Leadbeater’s martyrdom in 1906 had been necessary, they believed, for this fourth great step. Only one more step lay between them and perfection.


The qualifications for even the first Initiation seemed almost beyond human achievement—perfect physical health, absolute mental and physical purity, unselfishness of purpose, universal charity, compassion for all animate things, truthfulness and courage in any emergency, and a calm indifference to, but a just appreciation of, everything that constituted the transitory world.


In the five months between Krishna’s being taken on probation and his acceptance, Leadbeater took him every night in his astral form to the Master’s house for fifteen minutes’ instruction, at the end of which the Master would summarise his talk into a few simple sentences for Krishna to remember. The next morning in the Octagon Bungalow Krishna would struggle to write down what he remembered of the Master’s words. Both Dick Clarke and Mrs Russak vouched for the fact that these notes were written down by Krishna himself with great laboriousness, that the words were his own or, rather, what he had managed to ‘bring through’ and remember of the Master’s words, and that the only outside help he had received was with his spelling and punctuation. These notes were afterwards turned into a little book, At the Feet of the Master, which has been translated into twenty-seven languages, run into some forty editions, and is still in print.
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First Initiation


On November 27, 1909, Mrs Besant at last arrived back at Adyar after her seven months’ tour, and her first meeting with Krishna took place. He and Nitya were among the large party who went to the Madras station to meet her. Krishna, his hair now grown and wearing clean white garments, was given a garland of roses to throw over her. The train was delayed by an accident on the line. Krishna afterwards described her arrival:


... some of us were bare-footed and that part of the platform unprotected by the roof became very hot. My feet grew so uncomfortable that, after dancing about for some time, I took refuge on Don Fabrizio Ruspoli’s feet. ... At last she arrived and everybody pressed towards the railway carriage from which she stepped down. There was such a rush that I could hardly see anything of her at all and was only just able to get near enough to her to throw the garland over her and salute her in our Indian way. Then other people came up and [I] doubt [if] she noticed me at all. Finally Mrs Besant and Mr Leadbeater went off in the motor car while Don Fabrizio Ruspoli, Mr Clarke, Nitya and myself followed them in Sir Subramanian’s carriage.1 After reaching Adyar we went back to Mr Leadbeater’s bungalow and waited there a long time while he was talking with Mrs Besant in the main building. At last we heard the peculiar coo-ee by which Mr Leadbeater often called us. He was standing on the Shrine Room verandah which looks down upon his bungalow, and he told my brother and myself that Mrs Besant wished to see us. We both felt very nervous as we went upstairs for although we were very eager to meet her, we had heard how great she was. Mr Leadbeater went into her room with us, and we found her standing in the middle of the room. Mr Leadbeater said: ‘Here is Krishna with his brother.’ As is the custom with us towards those for whom we have great reverence, we both prostrated ourselves at her feet. She lifted us up and embraced us. I do not remember what she said to us, as I was still very nervous, although full of a great happiness. We did not stop very long as there was to be a meeting of T.S. members as usual in the big drawing room on the same floor. As we were going in we met my father and Mrs Besant said to him: ‘I suppose this will be the first of the private T.S. meetings that your sons have attended. I hope you approve of their coming.’ He replied that he was very glad. I sat at her feet facing the people who were gathered there, and I was very nervous.


During the three weeks Mrs Besant remained in Adyar before going up to Benares (as Banaras was called until 1947) for the annual Theosophical Convention,2 the boys went every day to see her in her room, and on December 5 she admitted them to the Esoteric Section. Soon after her departure Leadbeater ‘brought through’ messages from the Master to say that the boys’ father must be made to realise that his sons no longer belonged to him but to the world; that it must be conveyed to him ‘clearly and unmistakably’ not to interfere in any way with regard to their food or to any other detail of their lives; for the next few years it was the Master’s wish that they should be ‘kept entirely apart from other boys and should associate only with those who were under Theosophical influence’.


Before Mrs Besant left for Benares on December 14 she had arranged that in her absence the boys should sleep in her room as Narianiah’s new house was not yet ready. Narianiah was happy to comply with this arrangement because it was her wish. So now Leadbeater had the boys exactly where he wanted them, right away from their father’s sphere of influence. Mrs Besant’s room and balcony were to be kept strictly private; only Mrs Russak was allowed to go into the room to clean it so that no other female influence should contaminate it. Ten days after Mrs Besant’s departure Krishna wrote his first letter to her. It was in his own writing, which was being closely modelled on Leadbeater’s:


Dec. 24th 1909


My Dear Mother,


Will you let me call you mother when I write to you? I have no other mother now to love, and I feel as if you were our mother because you have been so kind to us. We both thank you so much for taking us away from home and letting us sleep in your room; we are so happy there, but we would rather have you here, even if we had to sleep at home. They are so kind to us, they have given us beautiful bicycles, and I have learnt to ride mine, and I go out on it each day. I have ridden 31½ miles, and I shall add some more this evening. I have seen you sometimes in the shrine-room, and I often feel you at night and see your light. I send very much love.


Your loving son
Krishna


Dick Clarke and Ruspoli always accompanied them on these bicycle rides, and sometimes Leadbeater as well. In the early mornings they would bicycle across the Elphinstone Bridge and along the whole length of the Madras Marina towards Fort St George. On December 30, ten days after getting the bicycles, Leadbeater was able to report to Mrs Besant that Krishna’s cyclometer now stood at 143 miles and that he was a rapid and fearless rider, deciding promptly in a crisis. Shortly afterwards they bicycled to Chingleput, sixty-six miles there and back.


As well as bicycling and swimming, an old water tank just behind the Octagon Bungalow had been filled in to make a tennis court. Krishna thought it ‘very wonderful to see how well Mr Leadbeater played in spite of his being over sixty years of age. I think he was more active than any of us and played a very steady game’.


Apart from Nitya, Hubert seems to have been the only boy Krishna was allowed to see, though even Hubert was not allowed to touch his bicycle or his tennis racquet or anything else belonging to him. This must have distressed Krishna since to give and to share were so much a part of his nature. Hubert was probably jealous of Krishna, and Leadbeater would have seen this in his aura. Leadbeater believed that inanimate objects could be magnetised for good or evil; therefore a bad emanation from Hubert could be transferred to Krishna’s racquet or bicycle and thence to Krishna himself. Mrs van Hook evidently accepted Hubert’s inferior position with a very good grace and so, it seemed, did Dr van Hook back in Chicago. Ironically, the doctor had done more than anyone else in America to bring about Leadbeater’s readmission into the Society.


Leadbeater now prevailed on Narianiah to allow the boys to eat at the ‘Dharmashala’, a new kitchen-dining-room built specially for Mrs Besant and a few privileged friends, where the food, cooked and served by Brahmins, was better and less highly spiced than at home. Leadbeater was also preparing for the boys a room in the Headquarters building for them to move into when Mrs Besant returned to Adyar. He had no intention of allowing them to go back to their father even when the new house was ready for occupation. He might have allowed Nitya to go back but Krishna refused to be parted from this little brother on whom he depended so much.


There was frequent friction between Narianiah and Leadbeater, who had no patience with orthodox Hindu sentiments and put down to selfishness the father’s natural reluctance to allow his sons to be removed altogether from his influence. Leadbeater was quite ruthless; he was coarse in many ways, rude—especially to women, though never to Mrs Besant—and had no hesitation in swearing. He had doubtless learnt from Madame Blavatsky that such behaviour was not inconsistent with holiness, she herself being an extremely coarse woman much given to swearing. There was never a natural affinity between Leadbeater and Krishna, who was so gentle and whose Brahmin fastidiousness was often shocked by this hearty Englishman, just as Leadbeater was shocked by orthodox Hindu practices.


Mrs Besant was far more tactful in her handling of Narianiah. He had gone to Benares for the Convention and she talked very seriously to him, impressing on him that all the Masters’ instructions for the boys, as relayed by Leadbeater, must be carried out, including a new order that had just come through: the boys were only to be away for an hour for the traditional ceremony on the anniversary of their mother’s death on January 7; they were not to miss their milk on that day nor their meal at the ‘Dharmashala’, and this was the last time they would be permitted to take part in any such ceremony. Narianiah, who had a great reverence for Mrs Besant, was happy to carry out her wishes and returned to Adyar in a very friendly mood. In the end the boys did not attend the ceremony at all because by the time they got there it was all over.
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