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      The first thing that struck me when I came across Alice Bailey’s writing was the austere, formal look of the books themselves, with the lack of the author’s name on the front cover. Instead, the covers all feature a curious triangular symbol containing a series of lines which I would later know to be the initials L U X: Latin for light. Then there was the Edwardian tone of the teachings and of course, the woman herself; presented in the few photographs that exist of her in the public domain as unassuming, benevolent and kind. I succumbed to an immediate trust.

      Yet how could I trust so wholeheartedly and immediately someone I had never met, who had died in 1949, thirteen years before my birth, a woman I could only see in an old photograph? I was making a judgement based on a quick impression. Perhaps ill-founded, although at the time I was certain it was not. Could that kindly visage belie forces of absolute evil, as the Christian fundamentalists would have it? Could the thoughts scribed by this homey figure provide the foundation for a new dystopian World Order, as the conspiracy theorists claim? Was she a maverick, an imposter, plagiarising pre-existing works, as some Theosophists argue? Or was she simply a deluded crank, a view harboured by scholars? These were questions far from my mind when I stared into the face of Alice Bailey in 1994, poised to read her unfinished autobiography.

      Alice Bailey came into my life in a curiously ceremonial fashion. I was living in Perth, Western Australia, as a practicing astrologer studying for a diploma in Transpersonal Counselling, and I had a crush on a rather fine young man who had recently left his life in Adelaide, packed up his things and driven the long distance across the desert-dry Nullarbor Plain. There wasn’t much space in his car, and he had left many possessions behind, yet he’d felt compelled to bring with him a book in which he had no particular interest. He’d found it in a second-hand bookstore, and it was called Esoteric Astrology. One day, while I was visiting him at his new home, he asked me to wait while he fetched something from his bedroom and reappeared with the book on upturned palms. ‘Before we met, I had no idea why I packed this book,’ he said, all formal and sombre, ‘but now I do. It’s meant for you.’

      I took the book, a thick and heavy tome, and thanked him. I soon devoured that book and over time purchased every other book Alice Bailey had written. I had no clear idea what I was going to do with them, but every time I moved house, and I moved a lot at the time, I boxed them up and took them along.

      It was in 2001, just after the twin towers fell, that another series of events occurred which led me to set about a serious study of Alice Bailey’s texts. I was working at the time as a high school teacher of history and religious studies. My job fulfilled me immensely, yet I began to make inquiries to undertake a doctorate. At first, my ideas were vague, and The Open University, best suited to my need for distance education, kept losing my emails.

      In January 2002, I took a party of high school students to a university campus to research their A Level coursework essay. They’d all decided to study the New Age. As we were leaving the campus, I found a textbook in the university bookshop which looked like it would provide my students with all they needed to complete their essays. I purchased the book and took it home. There, I read the editorial introduction by a Dr Marion Bowman of the University of Bath. I thought nothing of it. Later that same afternoon, I checked my emails. To my astonishment, a Dr Marion Bowman, the same Marion Bowman only now working for the Open University, had responded to my doctorate query! She asked me to re-send my email because somehow the original content was lost. I did, and this time, by way of a postscript that I regarded more to be a throwaway line, I mentioned Alice Bailey. Dr Bowman replied instantly and followed up moments later with a phone call.

      Personal circumstances meant I didn’t study Alice Bailey under Dr Bowman. Instead, I secured supervision in the School of Social Ecology at the University of Western Sydney. With its holistic, ecological and communitarian values and its emphasis on transpersonal psychology, Social Ecology proved a fitting home for a thesis on Alice Bailey.

      I recall my first research residential on campus, the hundred or so students taking the Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees, and the expressions of impressed astonishment on the faces of inquirers when they discovered what I was about to undertake.

      I received my doctorate in 2006. At the time, as far as I could ascertain, I was the world’s only scholar of Alice Bailey, a matter I found puzzling since to me, she seemed to have contributed so much to world thought.

      Ten years and another string of addresses went by before Alice Bailey re-entered my life for a third time. I’d purchased a 1970s bungalow and the kitchen was in dire need of a kitchen renovation. When the old wall oven’s electronic time display flashed ‘HELP’ in digital green – a feature of the model, I have since discovered, but I did not know that at the time – I felt I had to act. After the renovations were complete, I found I had a high shelf in a prominent place at the end of a kitchen cupboard. From that purview, you could survey all the living areas. I dusted off my old photocopy of Alice Bailey’s portrait featured in her autobiography, which I’d put in a frame. I had no idea why I put her portrait up there on that high shelf, but I sensed, dimly, the significance.

      She smiled down at me.

      A month later, and completely unexpectedly, I was writing her biography.

      I used the original version – which I felt was incomplete and insubstantial due to a paucity of research material – to compose The Unlikely Occultist: A biographical novel of Alice A. Bailey, which complements this non-fiction version and tells the known story of Alice. On the strength of the positive response from the Bailey community to that novel, I resumed work on the biography.

      I could not have written this biography without Steven Chernikeeff, whose wholehearted support, encouragement and guidance enabled me to understand the unknown story of Alice and the history of the Bailey community. I am indebted to Stephen Pugh who talked me through a complex and difficult period in that history and supplied me with open access to The Polaris Project. Warm thanks to Lynda Vugler, Cynthia Ohlman, M. Temple Richmond and Geoffrey Logie, all of whom responded to my questions and provided much clarity. My gratitude to Rose Bates for her willingness to talk to me at length and provide me with some key resources and photographs, and to Patrick Chouinard, Murray Stentiford, Kenneth Sørensen and Håkan Blomqvist for their valuable feedback. I am grateful to Gvido Trepsa of the Agni Yoga Society, who assisted me with vital research. My heartfelt thanks to Gail Jolley at The School for Esoteric Studies for providing me with a significant cache of unpublished material. And to Christine Morgan and Steve Nation of the Lucis Trust who delved into their small archives to supply photos and furnished me with useful resources. Finally, a warm thank you to Mindy Burge and Veronica Schwarz for casting their critical eyes over the manuscript and making it shine.

      

      Note: I have broken with convention and chosen the full name of Alice Bailey when referring to the public figure, and Alice when presenting her life.
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      It might be useful to know how a rabid, orthodox Christian worker could become a well-known occult teacher.

      [and]

      One of the things that I seek to bring out in this story is the fact of this inner direction of world affairs and to familiarise more people with the paralleling fact of the existence of Those Who are responsible (behind the scenes) for the spiritual guidance of humanity, and for the task of leading mankind out of darkness into Light, from the unreal to the Real and from death to Immortality.1

      

      If there was a single word to sum up the character of Alice Bailey it would be devotion. Devotion in standing firm and acting with skill and strength when beyond her edifice of spiritual teachings and organisations attackers and detractors were armed and ready. That a woman and a body of work fundamentally spiritual should be subject to a whole century of vilification, derision, condemnation and dismissal is not surprising. What Alice Bailey set out to achieve was a complete global transformation of consciousness, a transformation of the way we think and act in the world. Little wonder then, that people would and will resist.

      Alice Bailey was a leading occultist of the 20th century, well known and highly regarded in freethinking circles during her lifetime, although controversy surrounded her even then. The moment she began writing her corpus, she endured accusations of plagiarism and fraud, purists in the Theosophical milieu regarding her as a third generation Theosophist, a neo-Theosophist, or worse, a pseudo-Theosophist. These early attacks were harbingers of the blistering condemnations her work would later receive.

      After her death, Alice Bailey drifted into obscurity, known beyond her own milieu only amongst Theosophists, some New Age adherents, the odd fundamentalist Christian, and more recently, conspiracy theorists. In the academic community, she has been overlooked, if not altogether snubbed by historians of religion.2 As a result, outside of her sphere of influence, her teachings are largely unheard of, misunderstood or misrepresented. Yet her body of work continues in various ways to influence seekers far and wide. Van Morrison’s entire album Beautiful Vision is a celebration of the Bailey teachings, especially Glamour: A World Problem. The Velvet Underground’s song ‘White Light White Heat’ is said to have been inspired by A Treatise on White Magic. And progressive rock instrumentalist Todd Rundgren’s album Initiation is an homage to A Treatise on Cosmic Fire. The album’s second side carries the same title. How many artists, writers, poets and other creative and critical thinkers have learnt from, drawn inspiration from and applied the Bailey teachings in their own fields is not known. Many prefer to keep their esoteric beliefs to themselves.

      In her autobiography, Alice Bailey describes herself as a shy and intensely private woman who hated publicity. Yet she was an excellent public speaker, having honed her skills in her twenties leading Gospel meetings. She hailed from the British aristocracy. As a child and young adult, she endured immense loss and hardship. Around the age of thirty-five, she found Theosophy was for her an epiphany, one that aroused commitment second to none. She espoused her newfound wisdom just as she had her former Christian beliefs. She wrote every day for over thirty years as an amanuensis for the Tibetan, or Djwhal Khul, a Master in Theosophy’s Spiritual Hierarchy, a group of Masters of the Wisdom overseeing the evolution of consciousness of humanity. The result is an extraordinarily detailed and comprehensive outpouring of the Ageless Wisdom.

      The Bailey teachings are thought to be the second of three outpourings, the first that of founder of the Theosophical Society Helena Blavatsky. Alice Bailey’s version serves to guide aspirants and disciples of the spiritual path into the twenty-first century. A third outpouring is predicted around 2025 along with the externalisation, or physical plane appearance of the Hierarchy in some form, along with the much-anticipated re-appearance of the World Teacher.

      In the last months of her life, after much cajoling, Alice Bailey began to write her autobiography. She never finished it. Little has been written about her life since. Alice Bailey’s The Unfinished Autobiography remains the central source of information and insight into her life. It is an inspiring work and depicts honestly the tragedies and the triumphs of a woman dedicated to world service.

      Alice Bailey was a contemporary of influential esoteric luminaries Rudolph Steiner, George Gurdjieff and P. D. Ouspensky who, along with a raft of notable figures including Indra Devi and Carl Gustav Jung, made significant contributions to the development of the New Age, a term Alice Bailey appropriated and made her own. Her contribution to the movement is outstanding. She’d reached the middle of her life when she took up the challenge and embarked on thirty years of work, for which she has been described as ‘the mother of the New Age’.3 Her writings, translated into many languages and read worldwide, remain in print. Among her organisations, she founded: The Arcane School, an esoteric school delivering training by correspondence for disciples on the spiritual path; World Goodwill, an organisation hosting regular seminars and conferences with the objective of spreading loving understanding and wellbeing for all; the global meditation network Triangles; The Beacon magazine; and her publishing house, the Lucis Trust. All are still active today.4

      One of the difficulties with Alice Bailey’s body of work is its inaccessibility. Pure esoteric knowledge is hard for the non-esoteric reader to grasp and even those esoterically inclined are known to find parts of her work challenging. The other is that Alice Bailey claims to have written most of her output in telepathic rapport with the Tibetan Djwhal Khul, an arrangement difficult for the sceptic to accept.

      The Bailey texts are intended to serve as advice and teachings for aspirants and disciples of the spiritual path. The canon is vast, amounting to around eleven thousand pages of text, enough to fill a bookshelf, and includes slim volumes to weighty tomes such as A Treatise on Cosmic Fire, a work of pure esotericism that is impossible to grasp unless the reader has an appetite for it.

      Before travelling along with Alice Bailey’s life and works, it’s worth pausing to put the teachings into context and gain a partial understanding of the terrain. The following concepts provide a frame through which to view the content of the following chapters.

      

      The Esoteric Sense

      

      Esotericism opens a door on an inner reality which lies behind the world we can see and hear and feel. Its primary aim is the creation of a unity between our inner or subjective reality and the outer world in which we find ourselves (extramental reality). To achieve this, esoteric practitioners cultivate within the self an intuitive way of knowing termed the esoteric sense – the ability to recognise and understand a metaphysical reality that can only be known or seen subjectively. This new reality to some extent displaces the ordinary, pre-existing inner life, reshaping the practitioner’s worldview. Through esoteric training, thoughts and actions begin to cohere with this metaphysical realm. An astrologer, for example, through many years of immersion, training and application, conjures in her imagination an entire cosmology of planets and signs of the zodiac and their complex interactions. The astrologer sees into and through this cosmology, derives meaning from it, and communicates what she finds in the form of storytelling. She sees in symbolic images another’s personality traits and foibles, talents and attributes, difficulties and challenges. She may even predict a thing or two. It is through these processes of immersion, absorption and interaction that hidden knowledge is transferred.

      The main purpose of the training Alice Bailey offers in her spiritual school, the Arcane School, and in the bulk of her body of work, is the development of the esoteric sense, or ‘the power to live and function subjectively, to possess a constant inner contact with the soul and the world in which it is found’’.5 Cultivating the esoteric sense involves continuous meditation and spiritual orientation until the individual lives in the seat of the observer, the soul. It is akin to the Buddhist practice of mindfulness but at a much more advanced level.

      An active, open and responsive consciousness is required to interact in a synthetic way with metaphysical realities. In the process of interaction, the esotericist is practising gnosis. Leading scholar of Western Esotericism Wouter Hanegraaff is one of a small group of intellectuals concentrating their efforts on demystifying esotericism and affording the field of study some academic standing. Hanegraaff draws on Dutch theologian Gilles Quispel’s definition of gnosis as a third orientation towards meaning and reality. While faith finds truth in revelation as found in holy scripture, and reason in what can be rationally known and what can be discovered through science, gnosis relies on inner personal experiences often expressed in images, and is oriented ‘towards secret knowledge of the hidden coherence of the universe’.6

      The typical gnostic is an intellectual and a radical. Luminaries of a gnostic orientation include: abstract artist Wassily Kandinsky; designer of Canberra Walter Burley Griffin; poet W.B. Yeats; philosophers Gottfried Leibniz and Francis Bacon; composers Erik Satie and Claude Debussy; author and playwright Johann Goethe; physician Robert Fludd; and mathematician and physicist Isaac Newton. How their individual gnostic ways of knowing and approaches to knowledge influenced their ideas and creativity would form an interesting discussion.

      Alice Bailey’s aim was not only to foster the esoteric sense – an inner contact with the soul – in those with a gnostic disposition, but also to make esoteric activists out of armchair enthusiasts, to steer her students away from the allure of esotericism as a form of knowledge per se, and towards esoteric practice in group formation oriented towards the betterment of humanity.

      

      Western Esotericism

      

      The keynote of esotericism is inaccessibility. Esotericism goes out of its way not to be understood. Knowledge is kept secret, there only for the few prepared to undergo specialised training.7 Western Esotericism refers to those variants emerging in the West, including Astrology, Gnosticism, the Kabbalah, Alchemy, Rosicrucianism, Illuminism and Freemasonry. Each variant carries its own unique style but shares similar views on the existence of unseen or metaphysical realities inhabited by energies, forces and spiritual entities. All variants involve: the practice of correspondence, based on the belief that everything in the universe is interconnected; belief in the existence of the soul and its evolutionary journey back to the Source; a commitment to personal transformation; transmission of an Ageless wisdom; and the use of the imagination as the point of entry into esotericism.

      Esotericism resides on the margins of mainstream culture and society and this is mirrored in the type of personality drawn towards esoteric practice. Yet marginality does not denote powerlessness. Esotericism is far from ineffectual. It’s a powerful shadow player, more likely to influence particular kinds of intellectually gifted individuals located at the centre of society and culture. A good example of such influence can be found in Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke’s Hitler’s Priestess, which explores the influence of occult thought upon Adolph Hitler. More uplifting examples can be found in art, literature, music, science, and psychology as noted above. Within Bailey’s circle of influence are: prominent New Age precursor Vera Stanley Alder; assistant secretary-general to the United Nations for forty years, Robert Muller; and eminent psychiatrist, Roberto Assagioli.

      

      Theosophy and the Theosophical Society

      

      Alice Bailey’s writings belong to the variant of Western Esotericism known as Theosophy. The notion of ‘theosophy’ predates the fifteenth century, the term first used by Neoplatonist Porphyry (234-305 C.E.) to describe a combination of the capacities of the philosopher, the artist and the priest. The term was later adopted in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by Christian mystic and theologian Jacob Boehme who created a theosophy rooted in Judeo-Christianity, inspired by the writings of Paracelsus (1493-1541 CE).8

      Theosophy emerged again in the late nineteenth century English-speaking world, especially amongst free thinkers. The period witnessed a growing disenchantment with Christian doctrine, with its institutionalized structures and fundamentalist interpretations. There was a concomitant need to respond to a new wave of scientific discoveries, particularly Darwin’s evolutionary theory which not only undermined the Christian creation story but also threatened the very foundations of any faith in a non-material reality. This led many seekers to pursue esoteric interests as a new spirituality. Or, in the words of author and scholar Peter Washington, ‘spirituality itself was not in question, so much as a secure source of spiritual authority…the search for a single key that would solve the mysteries of the universe’.9

      Western science confines itself to understanding the physical universe. Eastern science has a broader scope, placing religion, history, philosophy and psychology within its reach. Uncovering the laws of nature is one thing. Learning how to live harmoniously with those laws is another. Drawing upon Eastern mystical notions of karma and reincarnation allowed Theosophists to propose their own evolutionary theory, in contrast to both the biblical Genesis of Christianity and scientific Darwinian theory. Theosophists claimed that their belief system transcended the cleavage between science and religion through its return to an Ageless Wisdom. The mysteries of the universe were explained in theosophy through an elaborate cosmology, which had the potential to become the spiritual authority sought by individuals distanced from Christianity.

      The Theosophical Society was founded in New York in 1875 by occultist and Russian aristocrat Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-91), along with lawyer and journalist Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907), and Anglo-Irish mystic William Quan Judge (1851-96). The trio shared a prior interest in Spiritualism, with its belief in life after death and the ability, through the role of a medium, to contact and receive messages from the spirit world.

      Blavatsky devoted her life to the pursuit of esoteric knowledge. Eventually, she responded to what she felt was the call of the Masters of the Wisdom – many of whom were located in the border region of India and Tibet, near Darjeeling – to serve as a transmitter of the Ageless Wisdom to a world in dire need of it. The result was Isis Unveiled, followed about a decade later by her most well-known work, The Secret Doctrine.

      Blavatsky and Olcott travelled extensively in India in the early years of the society, and their vision was well received among both English and Indian communities. It was while they were in India that allegations of fraud were instigated – with the wholehearted support of some Christian missionaries – by Emma and Alexis Coulomb after their dismissal from the centre in Adyar, Bombay, in what is known as the Coulomb Affair.10 These allegations concerned Blavatsky’s claim that her writings were transmitted to her by a Master in the Spiritual Hierarchy. From that moment the Theosophical Society was the subject of criticism, both from within, borne out in internal power struggles and accusations of fraud and deception, and from without, the reliance on Eastern mystical ideas arousing annoyance from adherents to the more Western-centred esoteric currents of the day.11

      Controversy continued into the second generation of the Theosophical Society, involving scandals, schisms and crises of authority over claims made by prominent leaders that they were operating under the direct guidance of spiritual masters.12 Alice Bailey did not escape embroilment.

      The existence of the Masters of the Wisdom has proven contentious. The reader should consider the Spiritual Hierarchy to be a ‘“society of organised and illumed minds” – illumed by love and understanding, by deep compassion and inclusiveness, illumed by knowledge…’13

      It is also worth noting that the Masters’ emphasis is always on humanity as a whole and world service, and they are never concerned with individual teachers and their groups. Always and uppermost is not any single individual’s claimed connection with this Master or that, but rather how they themselves are World Servers, oriented towards human and planetary betterment, and not towards any form of self-aggrandisement, no matter how subtle that might be.

      

      This biography begins with the tragedies of Alice Bailey’s childhood as an aristocratic orphan shunted about the stately homes of her aunts and ends with the legacy of a world teacher and her oeuvre that would inaugurate, not so much a new age, but rather the New Age movement. It is a story of one woman’s journey of faith, from orthodox Christian beginnings, through a protracted spiritual crisis, to a newfound belief in Theosophy. It is the story of a mystic and a seeker, and the life she came to lead as the founder of a number of global organisations that continue to this day to carry on her work. It is also the story of one woman’s struggle to overcome adversity, fend off her adversaries and find fulfilment in her service to humanity.

      Threaded throughout the narrative is the remarkable story of her output. Alice Bailey’s cosmology in A Treatise on Cosmic Fire can be considered an esoteric theory of everything, replete with planes of existence, cosmic rays, radiating spheres and solar fires. Numerous volumes contain instructions to aspirants and disciples of the spiritual path, with insightful depictions of initiatory events along the way. Eventually, the seeker faces the Dweller on the Threshold, the sum total of all that stands in the way of spiritual advancement, and Alice Bailey provides the necessary means to dispel it.

      After her death, her husband Foster Bailey took full organisational control. Tensions grew as others felt entitled to certain responsibilities. A co-worker broke away to form a splinter group, taking a small group with her. A few years later, another split occurred right at the heart of the headquarters in New York. Both splits went on to scar the Alice Bailey community, creating disunity where unity should have been.

      Key figures furthered the Bailey teachings. Pioneering Italian psychiatrist and founder of Psychosynthesis Roberto Assagioli was instrumental in the formation of Transpersonal Psychology and headed his own global meditation group along Ageless Wisdom lines. Devoted student Vera Stanley Alder wrote a number of books that rendered the teachings more accessible, books that inspired future New Age practitioners of esoteric healing. With the help of such students, Alice Bailey left a remarkable legacy as the mother of the New Age movement. From enthusiastic crusader Benjamin Crème to trailblazer David Spangler, Alice Bailey’s work has influenced a raft of thinkers and their organisations. Alternative, and perhaps utopian, visions of a global, spiritual awakening continue to be advanced by her followers in the hope of fostering a paradigm shift. The teachings undergird the vision, the aspiration and the hope for a better world.

      The teachings have inspired pursuits in esoteric psychology, or the psychology of the Seven Rays, and the closely related esoteric astrology, as students endeavour to understand and develop the ideas and put them into practice. Individuals and small and large groups dotted around the globe continue to study, follow, practice and apply the Ageless Wisdom. It is through all these groups that the Ageless Wisdom is kept alive and will inspire many generations to follow.

      

      Some Notes on The Unfinished Autobiography

      

      Alice Bailey’s The Unfinished Autobiography has been the primary source for those interested in knowing something of the life of the occult figure. The early chapters of the current work rely heavily on and substantially embellish Bailey’s own words wherever possible. The lack of complementary sources in the form of letters or other corroborating materials is problematic. All autobiographies are prone to bias, including omissions, emphases and modifications of the truth, and should be regarded more as expressions of feeling and remembering in the form of vignettes than as demonstrations of historical fact.

      Alice Bailey had a particular premise in mind when she put pen to paper in 1949 in the final months of her life, an agenda, things she wanted said and other things she chose to omit. There is very little said of her mother’s family. Perhaps there was little to tell, Alice Bailey ignorant of her maternal heritage. The pain she felt over her only sister’s rejection of her is evident through the lack of mention of her name, Lydia, as though Alice Bailey had chosen to subtly deny her full existence between the covers. Alice Bailey chose to be elusive when it came to her relationship with Foster, not bothering to quell rumours she had most likely heard that their marriage was unconsummated. There is also no detail at all of Foster’s family. Some friends are mentioned but scores of others are not. She is tight-lipped when it comes to her split from the Theosophical Society and to the upsetting situation with Olga Fröbe. She does not mention Helena Roerich or Rudolph Steiner, neither of whom she held in especially high regard.

      Alice Bailey is naturally keen to show herself in a good light, and she does so with humility and wit, providing scores of entertaining vignettes. Yet she is defensive too when it comes to affirming the integrity of her daughters and her relationship with the Tibetan. Uppermost, behind the words, is a keen intention to portray herself with dignity as an authentic world disciple, and distinguish herself from the cranks and mediums operating on the lower psychic level who abounded in her lifetime.

      

      Final note – It is my sincere wish that this book will stimulate as much as inform and entertain and that by the end of it, readers will choose to do much more than wonder at the mysteries of the universe and consider acting to promote human and planetary betterment. To paraphrase Alice Bailey, remaining mentally quiescent in the face of life is a disaster.
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            AN EMERGING EVANGELIST

          

        

      

    

    
      The child who would become the controversial occult figure Alice A. Bailey began her life as Alice Ann La Trobe-Bateman in Manchester, England, on 16 June 1880. She was born under the zodiacal sign of Gemini, the sign of the twins, the one mortal, the other divine. It’s the zodiacal home of the planet Mercury who, in his psychopomp role, is the conductor of souls between this world and the next. For some, Gemini is the symbol of the duality of the shadow and the self. The esoteric ruler, Venus, the highest aspect of mind, unites these pairs of opposites and offers a relationship with the divine brotherhood. All of which provides, in astrological terms, a symbolic echo of a kind of dual consciousness that was to be the hallmark of an extraordinary life.

      Alice was born in late-Victorian Britain, at a time when the landed gentry were undergoing a period of considerable adjustment to the new economic conditions emerging in post-Industrial-Revolution Britain. A downturn in farming revenues on the great country estates, partly due to cheap imports of grain from the United States of America, caused many to sell off parcels of their land. Others began to take an interest in the affairs of business and trade. It was a time of lavish investment in public works and civil engineering, most significantly for the pioneering engineers of the La Trobe-Bateman family, in bridge building and water supply.

      In her autobiography, Alice Bailey makes much of her father’s side of the family, with a liberal sprinkling of names and places mentioned. She grew up within the folds of British aristocracy and confesses to having been an outright snob. As a child, and again in later life, she moved in privileged circles. Her social standing had much bearing on the manner in which she fashioned her organisations, the people she was associated with and the legacy she has left humanity. Her cultured pedigree shaped the way she viewed the world, the attitudes and beliefs she held dear and above all, her Edwardian morality. Yet this illustrious lineage represents only one half of Alice Bailey’s heritage and the other, her mother’s line, tells a different story.

      In her autobiography, Alice Bailey misspells her mother’s maiden name. On her mother’s side, Alice refers to herself as a Holinshed. She claims her family members were descendants of Raphael Holinshed, the notable chronicler who inspired Shakespeare. She makes no other mention of her maternal heritage other than stating:

      
        
        As far as I know none of my [maternal] ancestors did anything particularly interesting. They were worthy but apparently dull. As my sister once put it, “they sat among their cabbages for centuries.” It was good, clean cultured stock but none of the people attained any famous or infamous notoriety.1

      

      

      The impression Alice Bailey gives is one of a lazy landed gentry living off the fat of the land.

      Alice La Trobe-Bateman’s mother was Alice Harriet Hollinshead (6 August 1856- 3 October 1886), born to William Hollinshead and Jane Hollinshead (Wrathmell), in Birkby, Huddersfield.2 The family appears, minus Alice Harriet, on the 1861 census in Brushfield, a hamlet of three farms in the Peak District in what is now Derbyshire.3 The region is known for its bucolic beauty – rolling green hills, rushing rivers and quaint villages – and for its water mills which first milled corn and then later, during the Industrial Revolution, cotton. Some mills, including Bamford Mill, maintained their own gas works and William Hollinshead was at that time an ironfounder/inventor. It would have been for the purposes of William’s employment, that the family was living in Brushfield.

      William hailed from middle-class parentage, the third youngest of eight children. His parents, Alice’s great-grandparents, were Joseph Hollinshead and Elizabeth Hollinshead (Swetmore), who came from and were married in the potteries region of Staffordshire, known since 1910 as Stoke-on-Trent. Joseph was a linen draper or dry-goods merchant. Among William’s siblings were a schoolteacher, a governess, a bonnet maker and a railway clerk. William himself started out as a bookkeeper before taking up gas engineering.4

      Alice Harriet was the second eldest of ten children. After an early childhood nestled in Brushfield, the family moved to the market town of St Neots in Cambridgeshire (then Huntingdonshire) sometime between 1860 and 1863, where four of Alice Harriet’s siblings were born. St Neots was by then a thriving industrial town, containing breweries, the Paxton paper mill and a gas works. Here, William continued working as a gas engineer/inventor. Industrialist and gas-appliance developer George Bower had just established Vulcan Iron Works in the town, a foundry making gas equipment and appliances, and farm machinery. William was employed to invent ‘improvements in apparatus for the production and transmission of gas or other fluids’, with two of his inventions receiving patents with George Bower, one in 1863, the other in 1868.5

      The move to St Neots did not prove entirely successful. Bower was not known for wise business practice and he was declared bankrupt in 1887. Perhaps his imprudence rubbed off on William, who was himself declared bankrupt in London twelve years earlier, on 21st June 1865, presumably after garnering investment for an unsuccessful patent.6 Whatever had occurred, William continued working for Bower. The family remained in St Neots, but sometime before 1871 they also took up residence in Hill Street, Peckham, where Alice Harriet’s youngest sister Louise was born.7

      Alice Harriet enjoyed relationships with her aunts and uncles. In 1871, at age fourteen, she visited her father’s siblings – Ann, Hannah and Joseph – for Easter in the family home in George Street, Huddersfield. Ann was by then fifty-two and working as a governess. She had assumed the role of head of the household, Alice Harriet’s grandparents having died.8 Alice Harriet may have also enjoyed a close relationship with her father. Five years later, at the age of just nineteen, she was at his bedside in St Neots when he passed away.9 William died from consumption (tuberculosis), at the age of forty-six.

      Around this time, Alice Harriet’s fortunes underwent a radical change. Within two years, she married Frederic Foster La Trobe-Bateman (1853-1889) in St Margaret’s Church, Westminster, in what can only be described as a significant leap in social standing from her middle-class origins into the bosom of the British gentry.10

      It was no ordinary wedding. Founded by Benedictine monks in the twelfth century, rebuilt and later restored and renovated in the seventeenth century when it was encased in Portland stone, St Margaret’s sits in the grounds of Westminster Abbey and serves as the parish church of the Palace of Westminster. Notable weddings include those of Winston Churchill, Lord Louis Mountbatten and members of the extended British royal family. It was the sort of church befitting Frederic Foster and not Alice Harriet.

      It is likely the couple met through business networks. George Bower, an ambitious man, had an interest in Buenos Aires in the years prior to 1876 when he was contracted to light the city with gas, a contract that led to his bankruptcy.11 Working in his father’s business and proving his worth as an engineer, Frederic was at that time installing drainage and water supply in the same city. Perhaps Frederic and William met in Buenos Aires and William, eager to find a match for his eldest daughter, contrived an introduction.

      Frederic might not have gained his parent’s immediate approval to marry a young woman from the middle classes, albeit the daughter of a modestly successful inventor and engineer. No doubt it came as a small disappointment to his parents when they discovered their second son had chosen Alice Harriet for a wife. Perhaps when his father acknowledged that his own father and manufacturer John Bateman was also an unsuccessful inventor and therefore of no particular eminence, his sympathy for William Hollinshead and, by extension, his daughter Alice Harriet, was aroused and he granted permission. Most likely Frederic Foster, an ardent and passionate man, wore his father down.

      Frederic’s father John Frederic La Trobe-Bateman (1810-1889) was the first son of John Frederic Bateman (1772-1861) and Mary Agnes La Trobe (1773-1848). The union of the Batemans with the La Trobes can only be described as fortuitous for the manufacturer husband, Mary hailing from a family of high achievers.

      The La Trobes were of Huguenot origin and had moved to Ireland some centuries before when Henri Bonneval La Trobe left France in 1688 to join the army of William of Orange, arriving in Dublin after being wounded in battle.12 Mary’s father Reverend Benjamin Bonneval La Trobe was a leading Moravian minister, and Mary’s siblings included the accomplished composer, musician and Moravian leader Christian Ignatius La Trobe, who fathered Charles La Trobe, first governor of Victoria, Australia. Another brother was Benjamin Henry La Trobe, the renowned architect who made his name after migrating to the United States.

      The trend continued into the next generation. John Frederic’s younger brother and Alice’s great uncle was Edward La Trobe-Bateman, the renowned watercolourist and book illuminator.13 John Frederic furthered the achievements of his family by gaining eminence in his chosen profession of water engineering, constructing reservoirs and water works and devising water supply systems for numerous British cities and others around the world. In Britain, he was president of the prestigious Institute for Civil Engineers in 1878 and 1879, and he stood in close proximity to the governing power of the day.14

      Following in his father’s footsteps, John Frederic married to his advantage, his wife Anne Fairbairn (1817-1894) being the only daughter of the distinguished Scottish engineer and scientist Sir William Fairbairn.15 Fairbairn was a pioneer in bridge building, ship building and railway locomotives. In 1844, he invented the Lancashire boiler. While still in his mid-twenties, the ambitious John Frederic worked with Fairbairn in the construction of reservoirs in Ireland, an association which led on to the young man’s success. Both men were highly regarded in the science and engineering community, and both were elected without ballot to the Athenæum Club, a private members club for those who have attained distinction in their field.16

      In the light of so much achievement, Frederic Foster’s parents would have held high aspirations for their son. His older sisters had married advantageously and it seems Frederic bucked the trend. Was Frederic, the second youngest sibling, an impulsive and fixated young man? Hot-headed, perhaps? Stubborn? Or just hopelessly in love? In her autobiography, Alice Bailey hints that he might have been all those things.

      As a child, Frederic had not enjoyed good health and was removed from Westminster College and tutored at home. His health did not prevent him from seeking to achieve some stature in the field of engineering. After working in his father’s business on water engineering projects in Manchester and Buenos Aires, he was made a business partner in 1880 and supervised the construction of large additions to waterworks around Manchester. His wife Alice Harriet had married into familiar circumstances with regard to her husband’s profession if not his wealth and social standing, giving birth to a daughter within a year.

      Alice Ann La Trobe-Bateman was born at home at Holly House, Hollins Lane, Greenfield, Saddleworth, on the rural outskirts of Manchester.17 Greenfield is a wealthy area situated on the southern edge of the Southern Pennines just below Saddleworth moor. The old stone farmhouses dotted around date back to the 1600s, many of them grade II listed. Holly House is a beautiful mansion in a charming rural setting up Hollins Lane, enjoying sweeping views of the wide valley below. A bucolic location, safe, traditional, wholesome and homey.

      In those early months of her life, Alice benefited from contact with at least one of her maternal aunts. At nine months, baby Alice was left at home with her mother’s sister Sarah Hollinshead, aged seventeen, along with a nurse and various servants, while her parents visited Frederic’s parents at the family’s London house in Great George Street, Westminster.18 In his memoir, Memories of Grave and Gay, Frederic’s older brother William Fairbairn La Trobe-Bateman talks warmly of the house on the corner of Great George Street, with its large front garden and veranda overlooking Westminster Bridge and the Houses of Parliament.19

      The La Trobe-Bateman family enjoyed considerable social advantage. When Alice was born, her grandfather John Frederic sat at the pinnacle of his field and moved in the upper echelons of British society. It is only possible to imagine what Alice Harriet made of her newfound privilege, but it was an indulgence that was to be short-lived. Frederic whisked away his little family to Montréal in the autumn of 1881, where he drafted plans for an extension of the Victoria Bridge over the St Lawrence River.20 His report, dated 18 January 1882, was lodged with the local authorities, but nothing came of his design. The Jacques Cartier Bridge stands in its stead. It is not clear if Frederic persisted with his plans for the extension of the Victoria Bridge during his time in Montréal, but presumably he did as the family remained in the city and Alice’s sister Lydia was born there, also in about 1882.21

      It was an exciting time to be in Montréal. Mark Twain visited in the same year and a special banquet was held in his honour. Thanks to the Victoria Bridge, the city was fast becoming Canada’s industrial and railway hub, the 1880s witnessing a phase of rapid expansion. About half the population at that time was French. To celebrate its thriving economy, the city had its first winter carnival in 1883. Alice would have been about three and a half. Perhaps she went. Alice Bailey has few recollections of this period of her life, other than getting into serious trouble for shutting herself and Lydia in a trunk full of toys and nearly suffocating them both.22

      As with others of their standing, the La Trobe-Batemans benefited from the era’s burgeoning rail and steamship networks, and travel became a keynote of Alice’s childhood, imbuing her with a lifelong love and appreciation of it. Yet despite the adventures of a new land, reflecting back on those early childhood years, Alice Bailey recalls only a maudlin sense growing within her that ‘things were futile’ and life was scarcely worth living. Even at that early age, she didn’t like the ‘feel’ of life. ‘I did not appreciate what the world seemed to be or had to offer.’23 She attributes her episodic states of misery as evidence of a mystical disposition, a view certainly borne out by her later experiences.

      The unhappiness of her formative years in Canada worsened dramatically when her father hurried them back to Britain. It wasn’t until the family had made the return that five-year-old Alice found out why they’d left Montréal; her mother had become gravely ill with tuberculosis. The family went first to Switzerland to the renowned Davos sanatorium, where it was believed the high altitude would affect a cure. A confusing and upsetting time for a little girl old enough to understand that her mother was ill and too young to make much sense of it. They remained in Davos for several months, but the treatment proved of no benefit, and they returned to England. Her mother passed away soon after. She was thirty. She was buried in Torquay, Devon, where Alice’s paternal aunt Mary Dorothy La Trobe-Bateman resided with her husband Admiral Sir Brian Barttelot and their four children.24

      Due to the early death of her mother, it is doubtful Alice Bailey knew much about her maternal heritage. She never mentions her maternal aunts and uncles, and it is likely she never saw any of them again. All she recalls of her mother in her autobiography is her golden hair.25

      Losing a mother at an early age is traumatic and known to have lingering consequences. How young Alice handled her loss is unclear. There is no indication in her autobiography that she was especially close to her mother. It’s as though she had shut her out of her life altogether, not because she had no affection for her, but rather, at the time of writing, when her own lifetime had all but passed, the loss was perhaps too distant and possibly also a touch poignant. There is much contained in that sentimental memory of her mother’s golden hair. It might also be the case that she knew nothing about her mother or her mother’s family because the La Trobe-Batemans never related to her the little or the much that they knew. The humble Hollinsheads were written off, although Alice was certainly led to believe they were of good social stock.26

      After the death of his wife, Frederic took his daughters to live with his parents at Moor Park, their country residence in Farnham, Surrey. It was to be a very different life to the one Alice would have led if she had been passed on to her mother’s sisters.

      Built in the 14th century as Compton Hall, Moor Park was redesigned in the 1680s by diplomat and essayist Sir William Temple, and renamed after his other Moor Park mansion in Hertfordshire. Temple laid out five acres of magnificent formal gardens on the property. John Frederic had purchased the property in 1859 and immediately established a hydrotherapy spa, run by physician and hydrotherapist Dr Edward Lane. Among those in regular attendance was Charles Darwin, who had his fiftieth birthday at Moor Park and finished working on The Origin of the Species during this period. The seminal text was published on 24 November 1859.27

      The luxurious setting didn’t escape Alice’s notice. ‘I remember vividly…the beauty of the countryside and the flowery lanes and the many woods through which my sister and I drove our little pony carriage.’28

      Life for Alice during this period was far from halcyon. Despite the obvious luxury, the daily routine at Moor Park for the little La Trobe-Bateman girls was punishing and Alice Bailey recalls every detail. The girls were forced to adhere to a rigorous daily routine under the strict control of governess, nurse and maid. Discipline and obedience were the order of the day, as was typical of the times and social background, although perhaps somewhat more austere in the Moor Park household. ‘I can see the chart hung on the wall of our schoolroom, indicating the next duty. How well I remember going over it and asking myself: “What now?”’29

      Little wonder: Up at six, an hour of scales and a schoolroom breakfast at eight followed by family prayers, lessons till noon, a walk followed by lunch in the dining room, then an hour spent lying on a sloping board while her governess read aloud, another walk and lessons until five. The girls were then dressed in silk and sashes and taken to the drawing room where the house party of the day were seated to tea. There the girls curtsied and stood as the others observed and picked them over, until they were taken away for a schoolroom supper followed by more lessons until eight, then off to bed.30

      This regimentation was echoed in the household’s daily worship. Every morning the entire household, including the servants, would gather around Alice’s grandfather, who would lead prayers from the head of the dining room table. In this manner, the La Trobe-Batemans carried forth an austere and duty-bound faith. The denomination of this faith is unclear. The aristocracy of Victorian Britain observed the High Church of England, and there is no indication the La Trobe-Bateman household was any different. Although as the grandson of Reverend Benjamin La Trobe, John Frederic had been raised in a Moravian settlement and attended Moravian schools, and this unconventional upbringing must surely have influenced his beliefs and religious observances.

      Founded in Moravia, Central Europe, in the early fifteenth century by breakaway Catholic priest Jan Hus, the denomination is considered to be the oldest of all Protestant faiths. The faith centres around a deep belief in Jesus Christ and places a strong emphasis upon values of love and respect for others rather than commitment to religious doctrine. Moravians are known for communal living and missionary work. In his biography of John Frederick’s cousin, scholar John Barnes identifies the influences of the faith in the choices and decisions Charles La Trobe made as first governor of Victoria.31 Was John Frederic’s domestic sermonising borne of his Moravian upbringing? Certainly, this faith strikes a distant note in Alice Bailey’s own belief system, particularly her commitment to the value of love and good works over doctrine.32

      At Moor Park, Alice and Lydia were taught to care for the poor and the sick. Several times a week, they ‘had to go to the housekeeper’s room for jellies and soup for some sick person on the property, for baby clothes for the new baby at one of the lodges, for books for someone who was confined to the house to read.’33 Such acts are in keeping with the Moravian faith with its strong sense of duty and community. It was the result of such deeds that young Alice was imbued with a sense of responsibility and duty to others typical of the paternalism of her social class, yet perhaps more intently expressed at Moor Park. This dedication to serve others, inculcated in the impressionable child that she was, went on to become a keynote in Alice Bailey’s body of work, not only shaping her notion of goodwill but becoming the primary motivational force for human and planetary betterment, to be instilled in the minds and hearts of every spiritual disciple in the form of world service.

      A shadow of illness hung over the Moor Park household when it became apparent that Frederic himself had succumbed to the same disease as his wife. In this atmosphere of bereavement and illness, Alice was to endure a difficult few years. In her autobiography, she states that her father had never liked her and seemed to blame her very existence for the death of his wife.34 It was a shocking thing for a little girl to be told, and one has to wonder at the character of a man given to such a cruel attitude. Perhaps grief and illness had affected his manner. Whatever the reason, the anguish Alice must have been feeling over the loss of her mother was compounded, seared in her memory by this brutal condemnation. It was a harbinger of another punishing rejection Alice Bailey was later to suffer from her sister.

      As a young, impressionable child, Alice might have internalised her father’s attitude and privately blamed herself for her mother’s death, an ill-founded guilt that was perhaps at the root of a strong sense she carried throughout her life that she’d let someone down and needed to make amends. It was guilt culminating in an at times crippling fear of failure.

      Throughout her childhood, Alice suffered from pervasive melancholia. In her self-reflections of that time, Alice Bailey is harsh on herself, attributing her ‘rather inchoate unhappiness’ to her standing amongst the La Trobe-Batemans. ‘I was the plainest of an exceedingly good-looking family and I am not plain. I was always regarded as rather stupid when in the schoolroom and as the least intelligent of an intelligent family.’35 Such remarks allude to the maudlin self-pity that had Alice in its grip, the product of intense loneliness and a profound lack of belonging.

      Lonely and miserable, Alice watched her father’s decline. In 1888, his condition deteriorated, and it was decided the English climate was hampering his health. In a desperate attempt to improve his symptoms, the family arranged for him and the girls to move to Pau in the French Pyrenees, a location heralded by well-known Dr Alexander Taylor as having a curative climate and waters. Finding Pau of no help shortly after their arrival, and in a final bid for survival, the girls were returned to Moor Park while their father embarked on a voyage to New Zealand in the company of a nurse. He died near Hobart, Tasmania, on 5 February 1889.36 By then Alice was eight and a half.

      After their father’s death, Alice and Lydia remained with their paternal grandparents at Moor Park until their grandfather also died. He passed away four months after the death of his son on the 10 June 1889, six days before his granddaughter Alice’s ninth birthday. Moor Park was then sold and the girls moved to London to reside with their grandmother, who was so strict she once made Alice sit for an entire luncheon in the dining room with her elbows in saucers, punishment for gazing out the window with her elbows on the table.37

      The girls remained with their grandmother in London intermittently, as they were also farmed out to various paternal aunts. If they’d been boys, they would have been sent to boarding school. Alice’s grandmother died in May 1894, when Alice had almost reached her fourteenth birthday. She writes little of those five years, other than that she recalls that life with her grandmother was ‘so dull and so monotonous’.38 She refers here only to the attitude of a girl in her mid-teens. There is no doubt that she carried a great closeness and affection for both her grandparents.

      Upon the death of their grandmother, the girls came under the joint guardianship of their father’s older sisters, Aunt Dora (Mary Dorothy Barttelot) in Torquay, and Aunt Agnes Elizabeth Parsons, whose husband, ‘hard and stern Uncle Clere’, was the son of renowned Anglo-Irish astronomer William Parsons, Third Earl of Rosse, famed for setting out to build the world’s largest telescope. The Parsons had six sons of their own, a happenstance of greater import to Alice’s sister Lydia, who went on to marry one of those boys, prominent ecclesiast of the Church of England Lawrence Edmund Parsons (1883-1972), one-time Commissary to the Archbishop of Cape Town, South Africa.39 Alice and Lydia also stayed with their Aunt Margaret Maxwell in Scotland.

      Despite much upheaval as the teenaged girls were shunted back and forth from the Galloway region of the Scottish Borders to Devon, Switzerland and the French Riviera, between the various homes of their guardians and other family members, these were undeniably years spent in the greatest physical comfort and luxury of the British aristocracy. Alice was surrounded, she says, by much beauty and many interesting people. She wanted for nothing and yet she remained sullen and miserable.

      Reflecting on her life, Alice Bailey admits to having no good cause for her misery, yet there is much in her circumstances to render her unhappy. No one can claim to be unaffected by the loss of both parents at an early age and both grandparents not long after, and it is well known that stability and continuity in childhood foster a sense of belonging. Alice, the eldest child, would have borne the greater burden. Lydia could at least look to her older sister for comfort. Who did Alice have to turn to?

      Of all the influences of various family members, it was the summers spent in Scotland with Margaret Maxwell that had the greatest bearing on Alice’s life. Widowed before Alice was born, Margaret Maxwell was the wife of David Maxwell, who died in 1874. David was the eldest son and heir of Sir William Maxwell, sixth baronet of Cardoness Castle, Kirkcudbrightshire. David having died prematurely, his father provided for widowed Mrs Maxwell, who resided at Castramont House, an elegant manor perched on a knoll on the banks of the River Fleet north of Gatehouse of Fleet, in the rolling wooded lowlands of Scotland’s southwest.

      It wasn’t the idyllic if isolated setting or her aunt’s social standing that impressed Alice. Mrs Maxwell was a leading philanthropist, both president of the Scottish arm of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), and founder of her own cottage hospital, accomplishments that made a deep and lasting impression on her young charge. A great affection grew between them. ‘She gave me a keynote for living so that I feel to this very day that any achievement which I may have had can be traced back to her deeply spiritual influence.’40

      Another influential figure in her life at that time was her ‘Uncle Billie’, or Sir William Gordon, sixth baronet of Earlston, known for being one of the leaders of the charge of the light brigade at Balaklava, Ukraine, during the Crimean War. In accordance with the spirit of the man, he encouraged Alice to go off and follow her own path in life and not bow to the wishes and strictures of her social class. She says he always stood up for her, telling her: ‘“I bank on you, Alice. Go your own way. It will be all right with you.”’41 With those words, Uncle Billie helped give Alice the endorsement to be different, an endorsement she badly needed in the light of the expectations of conformity that were no doubt coming from others.

      The greatest stabilising influence in her life at that time came via her governess, Miss Godby. Alice Bailey recalls her as, ‘plain, quite ordinary in background and equipment, but sound and sweet’.42 Miss Godby loved and believed in Alice from the first. She would travel with Alice and Lydia from one family estate to another in Scotland, with autumns spent in Devonshire and winters – due to the girls’ less than robust health – on the French Riviera. Miss Godby’s presence bestowed upon Alice feelings of continuity, belonging and confidence. ‘She was the one person to whom I felt “anchored”.’43 Alice Bailey would remain in contact with Miss Godby until her death around 1934.

      Despite her dark and introspective moods, Alice Bailey admits she was an especially hot-tempered teenager. Once, in a fury over something Miss Godby had done, she took all of her jewellery and flushed it down the toilet. About that time, Alice had taken to sneaking into her governess’s room to read her diary, in which Miss Godby wrote her reflections on her own behaviour throughout the day in the form of self-examination. In the days that followed, Alice read there that Miss Godby knew what Alice had done with her jewellery. When the pressure of the misdeed became unbearable and Alice confided all, Miss Godby’s reaction astonished her. It wasn’t the material loss that hurt her governess, but the betrayal of confidence. Miss Godby’s reaction made a lasting impression. Reflecting back through the lens of her own beliefs, Alice Bailey sees it as a highly significant lesson in the importance of spiritual over material values.

      Like so many children, throughout her childhood Alice was in the habit of comparing herself unfavourably to her sister, although as the elder sibling, this is a reversal of the usual tendency; such resentments are more commonly held by the younger child. She describes Lydia as, ‘one of the most beautiful girls I have ever seen and her brains are superlative’.44 A simple remark of admiration belying the simmering teenage jealousy she felt at the time. Perhaps Lydia stole the attention and affection of the extended family. She may have been outgoing, confident and popular, an extroverted child with an abundance of charm, gaining the approval of all. She was certainly a smart and ambitious child who would obey the expectations of her social class in at least one respect, by marrying her cousin. A staunch adherent to social mores, Lydia also remained an orthodox Christian her whole life.

      Cast in the perhaps self-created shadow of her sister, Alice was convinced no one much liked her, so she hated just about everyone as a result. She describes herself as a morbid and exceedingly self-absorbed child brimming with jealousy and self-pity. From the outside, it appears that she was sensitive, wounded and lost, estranged from most of her family even while a part of it.

      Those feelings were deeply held. She made three attempts to take her own life before she reached fifteen, once when she was five and threw herself down a flight of stone steps; another when she was eleven and tried to smother herself in sand, only to find ‘sand in one’s mouth, nose and eyes is not comfortable and I decided to postpone the happy day’; and the last when she tried to drown herself in a Scottish river.45

      Alice Bailey would be the first to admit we are not here on this planet to be comfortable. There is no motion without friction, no change or growth without suffering. Perhaps a psyche such as Alice Bailey’s should be understood on its own terms. As her testimony shows, the mystical disposition is prone to extremes of mood, almost pathological introspection, and a kind of interior churning that requires much forbearance and is certainly not for the fainthearted.

      Christianity had been drilled into Alice from an early age and by fifteen, she was nothing short of a zealot. She saw the world in black and white, as ever the young are wont to do, humanity divided into two groups: savers of souls and heathens. Perhaps her fundamentalism provided a much-needed anchor, a constant in an ever-changing life and a replacement for lost loved ones. Believing made the alienation easier. She drew God close to her for comfort, a sort of existential crutch. Yet how much of a person’s character is innate, left over from a past life, if that is what you choose to believe, and how much formed through conditioning? Whatever the case, in her heart, Alice Bailey carried until her death a form of missionary zeal. Although her religious mindset in its current Christian form was about to receive a gentle but firm knock.

      On Sunday 30 June 1895, during one of her stays with Margaret Maxwell at Castramont, while the rest of the house was attending church, Alice had a strange visitation. She was alone in the drawing room, reading, when a tall man in European clothes, his hair hidden beneath a turban, entered the room and sat down beside her. Terrified at the sight of this man sporting a turban, she didn’t speak. The man had much to say. He told her important work lay ahead for her, her Master’s work, work that would take her to many countries, but she would not be given this work if she did not drastically change her poor manner. She needed to exercise self-control and learn to be pleasant, and she needed to make this change straightaway. He was emphatic about it. He went on to tell her he would be in touch every few years and then he departed the room, pausing in the doorway to give her a look, ‘which to this day I remember very distinctly’.46

      Once the initial terror wore off, doubts flooded in. Alice thought she might have been dreaming or going insane. These thoughts soon gave way to feelings of self-satisfaction. There was special work ahead for her. She’d been singled out. All she needed to do was change her manner. For once, she was not in her sister’s shadow.

      The visit was an extraordinary occurrence and one Alice Bailey imbues with a particular meaning. In her autobiography, she is adamant that she hadn’t been asleep and dreamt the encounter. That it wasn’t any sort of vision. It was a real event. A man walked into the drawing room, spoke to her directly, then he left.

      There are alternative explanations. Some might argue she was having a lucid dream, one in which she sincerely believed she was completely awake. She may have been unwell that day. After all, why wasn’t she with the others at church? She may have drifted to sleep in the middle of reading her book, dreamt the scene and woken up, still dreaming, just as the strange man was leaving the room. In her disoriented state, she would have thought she had been awake the whole time. Or perhaps her testimony is accurate. That man really did walk in with his message. To engage with the teachings offered to the world through Alice Bailey, the student must either accept this view or suspend judgement.47 The man in the drawing room was Koot Hoomi, a Spiritual Master high up in the ranks of the Spiritual Hierarchy overseeing the evolution of humanity. That visitation was an early sign for Alice Bailey that she was a disciple called for World Service.

      Around the time of this visit and reinforcing the view she would later develop that a Spiritual Hierarchy does indeed guide the evolution of humanity, she had two identical visionary experiences she describes as waking dreams. On each occasion, she found herself participating in a ceremony in the Himalayas at the time of the Full Moon in May:

      

      I found myself (whilst wide awake) in this valley and forming part of a vast, orderly crowd – mostly oriental but with a large sprinkling of occidental people. I knew exactly where I stood in that crowd and realised that it was my correct place and indicated my spiritual status.

      The valley was large and oval shaped, rocky and with high mountains on either side. The people, crowded in the valley, faced towards the East and towards a narrow, bottle-necked passage at the end. Just before this funnel-shaped passage, there stood an immense rock, rising out of the floor of the valley like a great table, and on top of the rock was a crystal bowl which looked as if it was three feet across.48

      

      Standing in front of the rock were three figures in the form of a triangle. The one at the apex of the triangle she knew as the Christ. The crowd was in motion, forming first one symbol then another: a Cross, a circle with a point in its centre, and a five-pointed star. She describes the whole process as a solemn rhythmic dance, both dignified and silent. The three figures stretched out their hands to the heavens and the crowd froze. A figure appeared in the sky above the bottleneck and approached the rock. She knew the figure to be the Buddha. The vision in its entirety she retrospectively took to be a ceremony of the unity of all things, material and spiritual, Eastern and Western.49

      At the time, Alice didn’t know what to make of her mystical experiences. Her limited theology was challenged in light of this new understanding. Before her, a new subjective world of meaning flickered into being, an inner spiritual realm she could scarcely make sense of. It would be another twenty years before she found a satisfactory explanation, one that would form the essence of her esoteric worldview.

      It is not without a measure of caution that the mature Alice Bailey provides her testimony. ‘It is said that one’s deepest and most intimate spiritual experiences should never be discussed or related.’50 She acknowledges that such testimony is often discredited. In her day, she was known, at least in her own circles, as a sane, intelligent woman of good standing, and in her autobiography, she chose to add for the record her ‘certain knowledge and conviction to the witness of many others down the ages’.51

      Those visions, coupled with her strange turbaned visitor, had a profound effect. Fifteen-year-old Alice pulled herself up and made a resolute effort to change. The transformation precipitated a search for meaning and answers for her sorrows. Her journey of self-improvement was a process of intense purification, and initially, the result was perhaps not what the Master quite had in mind. Alice had gone from being a self-absorbed, sulky and sometimes volatile teenager, into an astonishingly virtuous young woman. On one occasion, her Aunt Margaret came to her and said, ‘“Good Lord, Alice, lose your temper.”’52

      It was a transformation that fostered a reorientation. No longer sucked inwards by her misery, she began to reach out into the world around her. She joined her Aunt Margaret doing good works for the YWCA. Ironically, this change of orientation brought with it an over-enthusiastic desire to convert others as she herself had been converted, into an authentically good Christian. She did so indiscriminately. In her late teens, she would spend much time attending parties in large houses, endeavouring to save the souls of all those she encountered.

      Meanwhile, she says she took long walks or lay down in a field in Scotland, the south of France, or by Lake Geneva, and she would ‘try to listen to the silence’ and ‘hear the Voice’:

      
        
        I knew that behind all that I could see and touch there was a Something that could not be seen but which could be felt and which was more real and more truly essential than the tangible. I had been brought up to believe in a God Transcendent, outside His created world, inscrutable, unpredictable, often cruel…loving only those who recognised Him and accepted Him…Innately I criticised this presentation of a loving God, but automatically accepted it. But He was far away, distant and unapproachable.

        Yet all the time, something within me, inchoate and indefinable, was reaching out after God Immanent, after a God behind all forms, Who could be met everywhere and touched and really known, Who truly loved all beings…53

      

      

      This division in her religious views would not resolve for two decades.

      Holding her faith fast inside her, Alice completed finishing school and then, after the terms of guardianship were over, she resided with her sister and a chaperone in a rented house near St Albans. She was a well-travelled, French-speaking society girl with a good classical education. She was known to be very attractive with good taste in clothes. The trouble was she had a deep knowledge of the Bible and knew absolutely nothing about the facts of life. She was a self-described religious fanatic of the naïve and earnest sort. Hers was the kind of superior holiness that lent no favours when it came to finding acceptance in her social milieu. It would certainly not find her a husband.

      When Lydia came of age, she chose to undertake a medical degree at the University of Edinburgh, an impressive opportunity at the time and for which she received ‘some months of coaching’.54 Medicine was a rare path for a woman at the turn of the twentieth century. Few were permitted to study the discipline. There were only two hundred women doctors in Britain in 1900. Lydia became one of the first to win a university distinction. She became a doctor. She went on to write Life, How it Comes: A Child’s Book of Elementary Biology and later took up cancer research. She was also a poet, writing under the pen name Stephen Reid-Heyman. A Vagabond’s Wallet was published in 1916. Her seventy-two-page poem, A Vision of Immortality, published in 1917, was re-released in 2011 and considered by scholars to be of cultural significance.55 When she was around thirty, Lydia had one daughter, Mary Alice Parsons (1912-), born in the same year as Alice’s middle child, Mildred.56 There is no indication that Alice Bailey ever met her niece, but she certainly knew of her existence, despite making no mention of this in her autobiography.

      Back in St Albans, Alice needed to find her own way in life, and she had no appetite for tertiary education.57 She was in receipt of a small allowance from the family estate, as was her sister, enough to afford her a measure of financial independence. All she needed was a direction.

      She would spend much of the first two decades of her adulthood learning many tough lessons, lessons of humility and common goodwill, undoing the snobbish attitudes instilled in her by the La Trobe-Batemans and perhaps re-claiming some of the character of her maternal Hollinshead heritage along the way.
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      At the age of twenty-two, Alice La Trobe-Bateman stood poised to break away from the bonds of her family, shun her society girl lifestyle and set off into the world with ‘the sure touch of complete inexperience’.1 If only she could figure out how. She had never been alone before, yet any fears and uncertainties she had were eclipsed by an unwavering resolve. She had in her sights a life spent saving souls, carried out in a fashion commensurate with her social standing. It was a choice that must have come as a great disappointment to her family. Through their eyes she would have appeared an extremist, an extremist doomed to pay a high price. Despite three seasons, she had failed to find a husband. She was incapable of interacting socially with her party-loving contemporaries, her upright temperance and piety too off-putting for the milieu. No one in the aristocratic society scene was interested in being saved. Worse, the La Trobe-Batemans upheld the Protestantism of their class and Alice had developed strong evangelical leanings, more commonly associated with the lower classes. Or, in her own words, she had become a ‘dyed-in-the-wool Fundamentalist’, albeit one who was ‘exceedingly narrow-minded and very class conscious’.2

      The year was 1902 when Alice sought her life direction. King Edward VII had taken the throne after the passing of Queen Victoria and society was changing, imperial expansion and moral propriety giving way to a new era of peace, social flexibility and prosperity. Philanthropy continued to thrive as the Protestant upper classes like the La Trobe-Batemans saw it as their duty to help the poor and disadvantaged. Evangelism had also greatly expanded during the nineteenth century, with its emphasis on service over doctrine. The status of women started to improve. It was considered respectable for middle and upper-class women to engage in social work. Charitable roles enabled women to find fulfilment beyond the bounds of domesticity and motherhood, whilst viewed as an extension of the very same. Ladies of good standing participated in this groundswell of charity and philanthropy through fundraising: organising dinners, banquets and fetes.3 None of these roles appealed to Alice. While admitting to having a talent for needlework, she had little interest in or regard for feminine pursuits.

      Neither did she hold an interest in feminism. As Alice searched for a fulfilling role in life, women in Britain still lacked the right to vote. The Suffragette movement, that had been campaigning for decades around the world and had been taken up in Britain at that time by Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst, was in full swing.4 Alice Bailey would have been well aware of the Suffragettes, but she makes no mention of the movement in her autobiography, other than to describe herself as not a feminist.5 Her silence on feminism is notable in the light of her strong opinions on matters of race, equality and human rights peppered throughout the body of work. Perhaps these strident women were an affront to her sensibilities. Perhaps she found political activists as distasteful as she did evangelists ‘yelling and ranting on platforms’:

      
        
        The evangelists I had met (and they were many) had not impressed me much. They seemed a badly educated bunch of people; they wore cheap and badly cut clothes and their hair seemed to need brushing; they were too good to be well-groomed.6

      

      

      An opportunity for a life direction arose when it was suggested she visit Elise Sandes’ Soldiers’ Homes, located in garrison towns throughout Ireland. Alice warmed to the idea, and once she had settled her sister at university in Edinburgh, she took whatever talents she had, hoping to do good works out in the field.

      Britain had been at war in various countries in Africa and Asia throughout the nineteenth century, with the Second Boer War (1899-1902) seeing the largest force Britain had ever sent overseas, amounting to about half a million soldiers. Away from the battlefield those soldiers were corralled in garrisons such as those dotted about Ireland. For an upright Christian like Elise Sandes, the result was a social and moral disaster. Bored and restless, the soldiers sought entertainment in pubs and brothels; and drinking, gambling and illicit sex were vices sure to lead straight to hell. An evangelist and philanthropist from Tralee in Ireland’s southwest, Elise Sandes was a childhood playmate of Lord Kitchener. In 1868, Sandes responded to a request to befriend a single soldier. Out of that friendship grew a life’s work. Sandes established her first soldiers’ home in Cork in 1887, with others opening in Belfast, Dublin, Dundalk, Queenstown and the Curragh. By 1913 there were twenty-two homes attached to barracks in Ireland and another nine in India. The homes provided recreation and promoted the welfare of young soldiers in the British Army. ‘She introduced the element of home life into the camp’ for many thousands of soldiers.7
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