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For Chitralekha Shalom and Pavitra Shekhar;
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Circa 1970s, Arun is wedded to Swapna; Karuna to Jibananda Ghosh; Bishwanath to Anjana; Ashoka to Chitralekha; Rooma to Shibnath De. Of their children, Muktamala (1976 to Bishwanath & Anjana) and Pavitra Shekhar (1976 to Ashok & Chitralekha) are among a dozen in the current generation; most also teach yoga or bodybuilding.
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Circa 1970s, Arun is wedded to Swapna; Karuna to Jibananda Ghosh; Bishwanath to Anjana; Ashoka to Chitralekha; Rooma to Shibnath De. Of their children, Muktamala (1976 to Bishwanath & Anjana) and Pavitra Shekhar (1976 to Ashok & Chitralekha) are among a dozen in the current generation; most also teach yoga or bodybuilding.
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PREFACE


The name I knew.


What drew me in, what made me linger,


was a desire to know what was missing, forgotten.


It was a wintry day in November 2013. I travelled from my home and across the Potomac River to one of the Smithsonian buildings in Washington DC. On display in the gallery were materials tracking the historical roots of yoga as it morphed from its classical practice within India into a modern worldwide cultural phenomenon.


I closely examined the documents and photographs on display and purchased a commemorative book: Yoga: The Art of Transformation. In a chapter on the origins of yoga asana practice was a full-page photo of Buddha Bose. Beneath the photo was a caption:




Buddha Bose, a student of yoga master Bishnu Ghosh, shows his skills at a yoga exercise demonstration, London, ca. 1930s.





The photo of Buddha was phenomenal; he was performing a difficult abdominal muscle control posture.


After admiring the photo, my attention was drawn to the lack of attendant details. There was no mention of a photographer, location or even a date; only the decade the photo was taken featured. And nothing about Buddha Bose was included elsewhere in the book.
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He forgot the world.


And the world forgot him.1


Few have heard the name Buddha Lal Bose. Even fewer have heard his story. In March 2014, after locating a copy of the hard-to-find Volume 1 of Key to the Kingdom of Health through Yoga (1939) written by Buddha, I wondered about the whereabouts of Volume 2. I thought, ‘Well, someone must have already found out what happened; why it wasn’t published.’ A search revealed little information.


I found a 1938 newspaper article which described the performance of eighty-four asanas by Buddha Bose in London and Washington DC; a 1939 issue of Ken magazine out of New York included four photographs of Buddha, in postures that were not included in Volume 1. But that was about all. More than seventy-five years had passed since Volume 1 was published, which led me to conclude that the story of Buddha Bose’s life had not yet been told.


This book tells the story of what happened to him: the forgotten yogi of the twentieth century and his life inside the yoga family of Calcutta.
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I knew I would write this book when I uncovered a lone copy of Buddha’s unpublished manuscript – an entire album titled ‘Yoga Asanas’. Buddha had brought the nearly finished manuscript from Calcutta to London in 1938 and left it there to be published. But his personal ordeal and the world affairs of the forties put things on hold. Indefinitely. What had happened to the manuscript and photos next was a mystery.


In London, the manuscript was placed in a family trunk and forgotten. Four decades later, two young sisters pulled it out and attempted to get into the ‘funny shapes’ made by ‘Uncle Buddha’. They soon tired and returned it to the trunk. Two more decades and another generation went by before the belongings of the London house were sold off.


Later in the research, I encountered another possibility. An American man, by the name of Edward Groth, was a yoga student of Buddha’s in the 1930s, while he worked at the American Consulate in Calcutta. Groth was an avid photographer, and may have taken the photographs of Buddha found within the manuscript, and brought it back with him to the states when he retired.


Whatever the case, the manuscript went missing, only to reemerge at an estate sale in San Francisco.


In 2003, an art collector of specialty prints from the 1930s won a bid for the manuscript, paying $11,000. He prized its pristine condition and only once showed it publicly, at the Association of International Photography Art Dealers Fair in March of 2011. I discovered this through a lone online review, praising the collection of photographs as one of ‘the best’ booths at the fair. The article contained this gem of a clue, written by Emma Allen:




And most mysterious and charming of all, a series of instructional yoga photos depicting the 20th century master ‘Buddha Bose’ in various improbable poses. Wall text enigmatically explained that the gleaming, well-oiled Bose made the series for his ‘Uncle Edward’.





‘Who is Uncle Edward?’ was the first question that popped into my mind. Then came the second, ‘Is this the missing Volume 2 from Buddha Bose?’


With this article I had something tangible. I needed to find the art collector. The author of the article provided clues, explaining that the San Francisco collector displayed ‘nostalgic silver gelatin photographs’ from the past and the gallery was ‘moving soon to New York’. The article was a few years old, though; and I couldn’t locate the collector in San Francisco or New York. When I finally tracked him down through a web-archived page, I contacted him via email.


He replied, ‘I am deep in the Colorado mountains … next week I will tell you more about the Buddha Bose thesis I own and its ninety asana photographs and detailed descriptions. It’s quite amazing.’


A couple of months later, in July of 2014, after many more emails back and forth, I ventured to Connecticut to view the manuscript. It was complete and had never been published. Signed by Buddha Bose on 15 July 1938, it contained dozens of intermediate and advanced asanas not included in Volume 1.


Michael Shapiro, the owner, asked why I wanted access to the manuscript.


I replied simply, ‘To share it with others.’


He responded, ‘I’ve been waiting fifteen years for someone to show up and say that to me.’


He agreed to allow it to be published but requested that I seek out Buddha’s living family and learn the history of the manuscript. Little did I realize that this was like being given a map and sent out on a global treasure hunt; the mystery quickly turned into an adventure!


Through Bose’s family members in London and Calcutta, I uncovered the story of Buddha’s father, a magician. In India, I went deep into the Himalayas to meet a ninety-two-year-old swamini known as Mataji, who was Buddha’s friend and disciple. And in Calcutta, I became friends with an exemplary former yoga assistant and the daughter-in-law of Buddha, who shared photos and memories and translated materials from Bengali.


The journey to research this story led to interviews with about fifty of his relatives and former students, travels throughout India and the Himalayas, the cities of Colombo, Yangon, Bangkok, Tokyo, London, Zürich, Washington DC and Los Angeles.


German and Japanese writings by the students of Bishnu Ghosh and Buddha Bose were found and translated into English. Trips to the Library of Congress in DC, the National Library in Calcutta, and the Cambridge and London libraries in England filled in further details.


Over and over again, I returned to Calcutta, drawn specifically to the Bengali neighbourhoods of north Calcutta, where streets with multiple names led to winding and intimate alleyways. In this city, whose heyday was a century ago, I searched for individuals who would share a story, a house where relatives still lived or a venue where important events once occurred.


I dug up and stumbled upon photographs, letters, books and magazines within the city’s libraries or in old homes. Most were written in English or Bengali, worm-eaten and crumbling from old age. When I uncovered something, it was like finding a treasure.


As I was drawn further into the history, filling in the gaps of Buddha’s life, I got to know Bishnu and Yogananda’s family too. It was their family – the Ghosh family – that Buddha had married into, and their house where Buddha Bose lived and raised his family.


I even moved into that very house, which is still standing in a north Calcutta neighbourhood, to study at Ghosh’s Yoga College. I learned the one-on-one therapeutic model of yoga, passed down for three generations, from Bishnu Ghosh’s marvellous granddaughter, Muktamala.


In time, the history of north Calcutta became clearer to me. I began to understand how the Bengali–English linguistic cultural interaction shaped the philosophical and religious minds of Buddha Bose, Bishnu Ghosh and Yogananda. I realized how Calcutta met a tragic fate through economic stagnation, war, famine and communal fighting. The steady march of modernism had shoved aside a culture steeped in spiritual practice in favour of overpopulated urban drudgery.


It was not just the city of Calcutta that changed in the forties. Buddha, Bishnu and Yogananda each encountered a personal tragedy in that fateful decade. The trio met life’s darkest moments and rose out of those depths to bring yoga to the world. I found out what happened to Buddha, why he disappeared and what happened next.
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In the history of modern yoga, the name Yogananda is one of the most famous, and his brother, Bishnu Charan Ghosh, is one of the most influential. Through family, fame and their teachings, Buddha Bose’s life was intertwined with the two; yet he is rarely mentioned in history books. He was at the heart of Calcutta’s yoga family, helping bring yoga to the world in the twentieth century. He was poised to popularize hatha yoga on a global scale as a modern, spiritually inclined form of exercise. He was a disciple of the Ghosh brothers, Bishnu and Yogananda.


Bishnu Ghosh was among India’s vanguard in bringing classical hatha yoga out of the ashrams and hermitages, where it was taught only to sannyasis, and into India’s crowded twentieth-century cities with the goal of providing a ‘yoga cure’ for ailments and diseases. Bishnu laid the groundwork for the emergence of the gymnasium and bodybuilding practice that integrated strength building with yoga in the forties. He developed the technique of alternating effort and rest – asana and savasana – that informs Bikram yoga, and many ‘hot yoga’ styles that set Calcutta yoga apart from other Indian yoga traditions. As a bayamacharya (teacher of exercise), he was known for his circus, which mixed performances of feats of strength with physical culture.


Yogananda (born Mukunda Lal Ghosh) had immense cultural influence in America and the West for three decades. An exponent of kriya yoga, he also taught Yogoda, a physical practice that mixes bayam (exercise movements) with asanas and meditation. He advocated a peaceful vegetarian lifestyle and presented a philosophy of self-realization through meditation. His book Autobiography of a Yogi became one of the top-selling spiritual books of all time. His impact on the Western world’s modern spiritual lifestyle and culture is difficult to overstate.


Both of the brothers were Buddha Bose’s teachers, one in physical exercise and the other in spirituality. Together, the trio toured south India in 1935. Then Buddha and Bishnu went to Europe and America in 1938–39 on a world tour, where Buddha performed ‘India’s physical culture system’ of eighty-four yoga asanas. The two stayed in California for a while, teaching Yogananda’s disciples the asanas of hatha yoga.


Upon returning to Calcutta, Buddha published his 1939 book, Key to the Kingdom of Health through Yoga (Volume I). The book reached his Calcutta students and made its way to foreign students in London, New York and Los Angeles. By all indications, Buddha appeared to be on the verge of becoming one of the world’s first transnational modern yoga asana teachers. He then disappeared, and no further mention of him was made outside of India.
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Much of who Buddha, Bishnu and Yogananda became was derived from their parents. Their yoga family began four generations ago, with magicians on the British stage, kriyaban meditating householders and gymnasiums in Calcutta. Familial traits such as stage performance, an energy-based worldview and the maintenance of a daily physical practice were passed down over generations. These formed the foundation of later endeavours by Buddha, Bishnu and Yogananda, who developed modern yoga in Calcutta and then brought its message and practices to the world through tours. All of this set the stage for the next generation – their children, students and disciples – as Calcutta’s yoga reached Europe, Japan, Thailand and America.


The story begins with Rajah, the father of Buddha, the magician of British stage fame.




PART ONE



MAGICIAN OF BRITISH
STAGE FAME
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1


RAJAH THE MAGICIAN


It starts with only a name – Rajah – and a story from his descendants that he had gone to England as a magician around the turn of the twentieth century.1 Like his son Buddha, documenting Rajah’s story uncovers a lost figure of history, except the story of Rajah is even further obscured by time. Slowly though, moving from family anecdotes to English and Bengali writings, from old Calcutta magic magazines to London newspapers from the turn of the century, a portrayal of Rajah the Magician emerges.2
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Rajah Bose was born in 1885 and given the name Ripendra Nath.3 His father was Raj Shekhar Bose. Magic entered the boy’s life while the family lived in Pakokku, Burma, a port city near the capital Mandalay and along the Irrawaddy River. Ripendra became friends with Po Htike, the grandson of a magician at Pakokku, and through this Burmese family Ripendra was ‘initiated into the art of deception’. The ancient practice of magic ‘took deep root’. In 1895, when Ripendra was ten, the family moved to Calcutta, India. He ‘rigged out a small show’ as entertainment for friends at school and visitors to the family home.4


In 1903, the great showman and escape artist, Harry Houdini, performed magical escapes and feats to great acclaim in London. His fame quickly spread throughout the world, including the colonial outpost in Calcutta. English periodicals raved about the stage shows, especially the ‘magical performances in London’. The ‘acts became more and more sophisticated, and the props increasingly complex’5. It was the height of the stage magician era. At the age of twenty-two, Ripendra, enthralled by the milieu of magic and the fame of magicians in London, left India and travelled to England. His father, Raj Shekhar Bose, who had accumulated wealth in Burma, paid for the passage. On 8 September 1907, Ripendra arrived in England by boat.6 He began classes at the University of Leeds, in subjects such as leatherwork and organic chemistry.7 He also started giving performances before the other students. With ‘encouragements from the Professors and fellow students’, he decided to act on his ‘desire to go on the stage’.8 During his second year at Leeds, his schoolwork began to suffer with ‘at least two fails recorded’.9 Since ‘his shows were much in request’, he abandoned school and vocational classwork in favour of his passion: a career as a stage magician.


In 1909, England was a difficult and competitive place to make it on the professional stage, especially for an unknown artist of Indian origin. Rajah became ‘the first Indian accredited by the Variety Artists’ to appear in the British music halls and variety theatres as a conjurer and animal mimic ‘on the same terms and rank as any European professor of the art’.10 A journalist would later write that ‘when performing, Rajah drew his audience into the illusions, weaving a story that left audience members feeling that they were part of a magic event and not just spectators at a magic show’.11 Years later, Rajah recalled that he would become so focused on each moment that even the simplest trick could come alive. His ability to create an intense presence within a shared moment with an audience was the real magic and the key to his success.


In London, Rajah was one of the ‘yogic magicians of the mystical East’ who appealed to the ‘esoteric audience’s thirst for stories’. A ‘sea-change in attitudes towards the Indian magician on the British and International stage’ had taken place, with a fascination towards the Oriental and ‘new Indian modes of performance’ that ‘were later taken up by Western performers’.12 The performances ‘emphasized magical powers and were full of fortune-seekers, sorcerers, and miracle workers’.13


In 1910, Rajah’s stage act was featured in ‘The Blue Pearl’, a stage fantasy of seven extravagantly produced scenes created by Harry Sears, a young American vaudeville magician at the height of his career. ‘The Blue Pearl’ was subtitled ‘The Quest of World’s Desire’, and contained ‘a story of Indian life told in the pantomime’ through ‘the theft by a Rajah of a great blue pearl from the image of the god Shiva’.14


Rajah joined a horse, camel, scantily clad female assistants holding snakes and an additional forty-five others in the wide-ranging show. He also performed an iconic rope trick brought to the West from India.15 The trick, like Jack and the Beanstalk, held universal appeal; it portrayed the ability to escape the earth’s hold to an abode in the sky.16


Rajah had mixed feelings about this opportunity. He appreciated the exposure, but did not like the stereotype of performing an Indian trick, portrayed as the Hindu or Oriental magician.17 With a move that would change everything, Rajah decided to set out on his own with a different stage partner.


2


OF BRITISH STAGE FAME


Rajah’s new stagehand was the ‘bewitching damsel Emily Johnson’. The lore about her from the Bose family was plentiful. Descendants in Calcutta claimed ‘Amy’, as the niece of the Archbishop of Canterbury. London descendants claimed ‘Emma’, with her aristocratic background, as the daughter of a respected Yorkshire mill owner with considerable wealth. She used ‘Emily’ to sign documents, went by ‘Emmie’ at times and carried three different last names over the course of her life. She went so far as to use her magic skills on her travel documents, making a decade conveniently disappear from her age. There was a mysterious air about the woman and a bit of non-conformist impracticality. (Not once did she provide an answer to the question of occupation on immigration documents). Curiously, she had no middle name.1


Rajah and Emily met while at Leeds, and it was there that they first partnered on the stage. Afterward, she was the only true partner in his magic shows, and when she was absent from Rajah’s shows, he would perform alone or with an entourage. While at Leeds, ‘it didn’t take long for Rajah to attract the attention of Emily. The glamour of the stage, the dark complexion and the wily charms of the orient proved too bewitching. Emily became smitten, and was happy to be sawn in half twice nightly.’2


She might have come from a conservative, respected and well-off London family, but her sense of adventure was radical for its time. In the first decade of the 1900s, Emily fit a prototype of the emergent suffragette movement that campaigned for equal rights for women: highly educated, young, aristocratic or professional; working to become equal politically. Emily had ‘really upset the apple cart when she fraternized and eventually fell in love with a gentleman from Calcutta’. After his time on the stage with the American magician Sears, Rajah and Emily began their solo act.3


In February and March of 1911, Rajah was on the bill at the London Coliseum. In April, he was at the Alhambra, and in September, their show was presented at the Hippodrome. The Hippodrome, which opened in 1900, is known today as the Hippodrome Casino, but the historic great hall of old is still intact. The venue hosted Houdini in 1904, when he performed the Mirror handcuff escape challenge. Then, in 1911, it hosted Rajah and Emily. The show of the duo ‘tops the bill at the Hippodrome’, declared one review. The ‘Hindoo illusionist’ and his ‘lady assistant’ had officially arrived.4


Performing at these London venues was a big deal for Rajah and Emily. Rajah had reached for the fame of Houdini, his idol, and now performed on that same stage with Emily. Their performance brought with it the ‘Egyptian Dancing’ theme which had been prevalent in Rajah’s show with Sears. Rajah performed ‘the whole gamut of the conjurer’s tricks, old and new, with the exception that he did them better’ said one reviewer. He went on:




He imitates with striking realism the noise of things animate and inanimate, babies and gramophones, for instance, and gives a striking vocal impression of a battle royal between a couple of infuriated tigers.





Every interaction on stage with Emily was dramatic:




He is hooded and cloaked and duly placed in a cage, every side of which is visible to the audience. Curtains are drawn upon him for the space of a second or two, and, lo! He is seen making his way from the back of the auditorium while in his place in the cage stands his lady assistant.5





Rajah and Emily displayed the special demonstrable powers of magic with an air of modernity, leaving their audiences in awe of their flair on the stage. They were socially accepted as performers and members of society. They embraced the contemporary role of the modern stage magician, the British conjurer.


Rajah the stage magician dressed formally, in light-coloured suits and slacks instead of sorcerer-like robes – a significant step away from India’s street magician yogi with his portrayal of siddhis (powers), or the medieval robed Magi who performed sorcery on the stage. Emily wore black on stage, topped with a wide-brimmed black hat.
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Rajah had reached the British stage and paved the way for British-Indian magicians, but his fame faded quickly. Today, when one searches for Indian magicians of the past, one will not find Rajah Bose. Instead, P. C. Sorcar tops the list. Sorcar, also from Calcutta, is recognized as the ‘father of Indian Magic’ in the modern era.6 Regardless, decades before the worldwide acclaim for Sorcar, Rajah was on the British stage and hailed as Calcutta’s top magician.7 He was, for a short time, India’s Great Master of Magic, but was soon erased from history.




[image: image]


Left: Rajah Bose (Source: Magic magazine); Right: PC Sorcar Indian Magic
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Hippodrome (London) (Source: Wikimedia commons)
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COLOMBO, CEYLON, 20 SEPTEMBER 1912


Rajah and Emily performed alongside the era’s top acts at all the top venues, but the Spring of 1911 was climactic due to another pressing matter:




It came as no surprise when her mother and father of such high standing disowned her as she continued her relationship with Rajah, and inevitably fell in love. Sadly, her very slight figure was to bloom, as she had fallen pregnant.1





When Emily became pregnant, there was no record of Rajah and Emily having a registration for marriage, nor did they share the same address.2 That April, the London census recorded Ripendra Bose, aged 26, living at 7 Manchester Street, Southampton; with many foreign room-mates who were also fledgling performers. Four months later, when Emily gave birth to Haydee on 14 August 1911, the couple provided the address of 19 Danville Road.




Neither Rajah nor Emily were prepared for a child, nor did they understand how this would mark the end of their career on the British stage. The interracial mix in their show challenged cultural norms of the time, and their unwed relationship had scandalous implications. Rajah may have been removed from the magician’s guild to which he belonged and faced discrimination. With the birth of a child, Emily’s father of ‘high standing’ made life difficult for both of them.


The following year Emily became pregnant with their second child, and the couple decided to leave Britain for Calcutta, bringing their magic duo to the Bengal region of India. They travelled by an ocean vessel named the SS Derflinger. On this particular voyage in 1912, before they had reached Ceylon and the Indian Ocean, Emily gave birth to her second child. The couple had left London while she was in her last trimester of pregnancy and, since the voyage to Calcutta by boat was quite long, Buddha Bose was born at sea with the given name Francis Joseph Chandra Bose. It was a Christian name given by his mother, paired with Chandra, a Bose family middle name selected by his father.


Even though his official birth certificate listed 20 September, the birth date Buddha would provide throughout his life was 10 August. He would later say he was ‘born on the deck’ of the boat.3 It is possible he was born on the earlier date and then registered later at the Colombo port, or perhaps the date just got mixed up later on.
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Over the final ten days of the voyage, they crossed the Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal before entering the mouth of the Ganges River and arriving at the Port of Calcutta.
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SS Derflinger (Source: Wikimedia Commons)
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RAJAH’S RETURN


Then, the steamer rounded the great muddy bend called Garden Reach, and there it was – newer than New York, richer than Rome, more populous than either – revealing itself with a sweeping panorama that took your breath away.1


– Calcutta, circa 1850


It was early October and Durga Puja – the biggest Hindu festival in Bengal – was about to begin. In those days, it was common for stage feats and all sorts of demonstrations to be held in the neighbourhood pandals, which were set up throughout the city during the week-long celebration. A magic show would be certain to gain maximum exposure.
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Rajah returned to India having performed on the British stage alongside other greats like Houdini, and that gave him a claim to fame. One piece of family lore was that Rajah began his career on the stage in London as an assistant to Houdini, but Houdini had left London prior to Rajah’s arrival. One Calcutta reviewer wrote, ‘Rajah Bose was unquestionably the king of all the magicians who appeared in the first two decades of the twentieth century.’ Rajah was even able to enthrall those in his audience who frowned at his ‘nativeness’ and to ‘make them bow down to his skill’.2 This was perhaps the highest compliment Rajah could receive: to stand as an equal with the British.


His mystique was complicated by the fact that Rajah had brought a British woman as his assistant back with him, and they had come with children. This framed Rajah in a radical and non-conformist light that only a magician could pull off.
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Before leaving Calcutta for England in 1907, Rajah had been in an arranged marriage with a Bengali girl. The couple had no children, but his Bengali wife was living in a north Calcutta house where he too was expected to live. Upon his return to Calcutta in 1912, his plan was to carry on living two lives, with neither family knowing about the other, even while both were in Calcutta.


When Rajah, Emily and the children arrived at Calcutta’s Kidderpore dock in 1912, they debarked and rode a carriage into Central Calcutta, along Strand Road, to reach Waterloo Street, home of the renowned Great Eastern Hotel. Rajah promptly put up Emily, Haydee (the oldest, a girl) and Buddha at the hotel. They would stay there alone, without him.


5


THE GREAT EASTERN HOTEL
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‘In those days,’ wrote the magician John Booth,
‘the Great Eastern was a very famous address.’1


The Great Eastern Hotel was a colonial architecture, located in the heart of the British part of the city. It is Asia’s oldest luxury hotel and was referred to in its heyday as ‘the Jewel of the East’. This was at a time when Calcutta was a stronghold of British colonialism, and the Chowringhee Road mansions gave it the name ‘city of palaces’.2
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Occasionally, while researching in Calcutta, I book a room at the Great Eastern. Until about 2010, the hotel was in disrepair, but it has since undergone renovation. Still, much of the original layout and structure remains intact from the time when Emily and her children lived there. Its circular iron staircase, the Great Hall and the lily pond garden are left as reminders.


Each morning, an English breakfast is served next to the hotel’s lily pond and garden. I land a seat next to the water and gaze at the lilies. After breakfast, I catch a yellow taxi or an Uber car. Or I take the metro – the underground city transit that runs north to south.


I go north and exit at Girish Park, a few blocks from the heart of where the yoga proponents lived – where I’ve entered the family homes of Vivekananda, Yogananda, Mahendranath and the others who brought yoga to the modern world. While central Calcutta is populated with large, iconic buildings, the northern part of the city is differentiated by its urban intimacy and liveliness.


As I step into north Calcutta, it feels like I’ve time-travelled to a distant place. Walking through its streets, the buildings and people hint at events that took place decades prior. The alleyways proceed somewhat diagonally, offering shortcuts off the crowded street. Some say, ‘Bengalis live in the past’, and since the past is what I’ve come to find, I feel at ease.3 Knowledge of the past places me in a different sense of time.


Towards nightfall, I invariably set off from Garpar Road or Sukia Street and walk by the Bose family home on Vidyasagar Street. From there I’ll walk south along Amherst Street or the alleyways nearby and reach College Square, where north Calcutta begins. If it’s been a long hot day (the norm), I’ll quench my thirst at Paramount, a small sherbet joint next to the Mahabodhi Society, with drinks named ‘Daab Sherbet’ and ‘Cocoa Malai’. Opened a century ago, it was once a meeting place for nationalist revolutionaries. Its marble-top tables complement the cool drinks made of fruits, curd, coconut water and essence. Revived, I continue the walk to the Great Eastern Hotel.


Along this route, from north Calcutta to central Calcutta, to the Great Eastern Hotel, Rajah travelled every morning during the fall of 1912. I am retracing his path.



6


THE REVEAL


It was autumn, 1912. The monsoon and humid temperatures of summer had passed, making it easier for Emily to adjust to the climate of Calcutta. The central part of the city was probably also comforting to her because of its London esque/ish feel. But more significant for Rajah was that this location set his English wife and their children apart from his life with the Bengali family.


After dropping off Emily and the children at the Great Eastern, Rajah ventured into north Calcutta. It was just a four-kilometre ride to the home where his father and his Bengali wife were staying, but it was a world apart.


Each morning, Rajah hired a hackney carriage to take him back from his home in north Calcutta to the Great Eastern Hotel. There, he would spend the day with his family at the hotel, sometimes outside on the grounds near the lily pool. In the evenings he would return to his home.


The home in north Calcutta was a large, four-storey duplex with a central corridor. It was also the home of Rajah’s father, Raj Shekhar. Before long, Rajah’s ‘daily excursions aroused suspicion’, and Raj ‘made it a point to follow his son’.1


Raj Shekhar watched Rajah ‘go into a hotel room’ at the Great Eastern and spied, watching as his son brought a woman and two children outside, by the hotel’s lily pond. He did not say anything to his son at the time. But later, after Rajah was gone, Raj went to the hotel room and knocked on the door.


When Emily answered the door, he said, ‘Please do not get annoyed, but may I ask, who is the person who came into your room?’


Looking quizzically at the old man, Emily answered, ‘He is my husband.’


Upon hearing this, all Raj Shekhar could muster was, ‘I am sorry,’ as he backed away and left for his home.2


Whatever Rajah’s long-term plan could have been, his father intervened to resolve the deceptive situation. Rajah would no longer be able to lead one British life and one Bengali life.


Raj Shekhar scolded his son, ‘That is my daughter-in-law, those are my grandchildren, and you have kept them in a hotel room? Go and bring her home right now.’ Even as adults, Bengalis are still the children of their parents, so Rajah agreed to his father’s wishes. He brought Emily and the two children, Buddha and Haydee, into the world of the Bengali family.


Since he left them alone each evening, Emily must have wondered where Rajah’s home was located and what the living conditions were like. But she had not known of his second wife, the one he had married before going to Britain, until this day. Buddha would later say, ‘I cannot say anything wrong about my mother. She was from a different culture and the Indian culture is different from hers. My father had to accept both the ladies as his wives.’3


Emily and the children left the Great Eastern and the two families resided together in north Calcutta. Somehow it worked, or seemed to, as Rajah returned to the stage with Emily and a sense of normalcy ensued.
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Just a few months after their return to Calcutta, ‘for an unbroken period of 30 days in December of 1912’, Rajah and Emily began to perform daily shows at the Kohinoor Theater in North Calcutta. Their show was ‘as big and extensive as that of any European Illusionists’.4 Then, from Calcutta they took the train to Dacca (present-day Dhaka), which was part of Bengal at the time. An old promotional clipping described their advance:




As the people of Dacca awoke in the morning, their confused and drowsy eyes were amazed to see the most sensational posters displayed throughout the town, proclaiming that the ‘Greatest Magician of the Orient, Rajah, and the Queen of Witch, Miss Emily, are Coming Shortly with their Party’. The thought in the minds of hundreds of men and women that morning was, Rajah? Who is he? Before that day, none of them had heard the name, but all of them were soon happy to learn that Rajah was actually Indian (Bengalese), the Magician Rajah Bose.5





The climax of the performance in Dacca was an illusionist act. It was similar to ‘The Artist’s Dream’, a stage illusion, in which a woman steps out of a picture painted by the magician. The theme was first created by David Devant and performed at the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, London, during the 1890s. Rajah and Emily called it ‘Return of She’:




After a brief introduction, Rajah took on the persona of a French artist whose fiancé had died a premature death, dressing himself on stage with loose garments and a wig, moustache, and beard. The curtains then opened, revealing an artist’s studio. Rajah, as the artist, stands before an unfinished piece of sculpture on which he has been working. It is clearly a representation of his lost fiancé. After working on it briefly, he gives in to the desire to see his lost love as he remembers her, and he goes to a cabinet on the stage and retrieves a beautiful dress, which he places on the unfinished statue. He then places a veil over the face of the sculpture, and, as he sits down and contemplates the likeness of his lost love, he falls asleep. Suddenly, though, he awakens and finds that the statue had turned into a living being – the fiancée that he had lost long before.6





To perform this as David Devant did with ‘The Artist’s Dream’, Rajah would have Emily concealed behind the curtain hangings. From there, she would emerge to replace the sculpture and become the long lost fiancée, alive again. Rajah added a twist:




But at this point a monstrous masked demon appears from the wings and hypnotizes the artist, who is then ordered to enter the cabinet from which he had removed the dress. The demon then approaches the woman and drags her to the front of the stage. He then rips the mask from his face, revealing that the demon is the artist himself!7





The ending represented the subterfuge of replacement – how the two mixed identities included duplicitous actions. From there, the act could be viewed entirely as a subconscious reflection of their shared reality.
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It was in Calcutta on 16 May 1914, that two sons were born. One was born to Rajah’s Bengali wife, her first, and he was named Ambar. The other was born to Emily, a son named Dennis, her third child. Rajah was the father of both. It was the simultaneous birth that apparently broke Emily’s will to stay with Rajah. ‘My mother could not stand the fact that my father kept a relationship with the other lady,’ Buddha recounted, ‘and so she decided to go back to London.’8 Neither woman would ever bear another child of Rajah’s.


Emily decided to return to England and sought out help from her parents to do so. Despite ‘the disavowal of her father’ over her unwed relationship with Rajah during the previous years, she wrote to him, pleading that he finance her return to England, along with three children in tow.


His stunning rebuke came as a two-pence coin in the envelope, and a note, ‘I care tuppence for you.’ Her father, Joseph Arthur Johnson, had disowned her. Though Emily desperately wanted to return to London, she was stuck in Calcutta for another year and a half.


According to both the English and Indian sides of the family, it was Rajah’s father who finally resolved the dilemma.


He told Emily, ‘Since you have decided, I will not stop you. You go but keep some remembrance with me.’


Emily asked, ‘What remembrance?’


He replied, ‘You have got three children; keep at least one child with me.’


A deal was struck. Raj Shekhar would arrange the fare, but on the condition that one of the grandchildren be left behind with the Calcutta family. Which child stayed would be Emily’s choice. Emily could not refuse the offer and was forced to choose a child to abandon.


In 1916, Emily boarded the City of Karachi steamship, which returned her to London on 6 February. On the incoming passenger list under ‘Mrs. Emmie Bose’ were Dennis (one and a half years) and Haydee (four and a half). Her son Francis (Buddha), two and a half years old, had been left behind in Calcutta. Emily said to her grandchildren in England decades later that ‘it was something she regretted to her dying day’. There was resentment from the ancestors on the English side, passed on by Emily, who ‘tearfully regretted leaving Francis’. The fateful decision fell entirely on the grandfather as ‘it was her father-in-law that asked her to leave one child behind’.9


Buddha later recounted the resolution:




Mother thought, the eldest child is a daughter and I cannot keep her here. She was worried about in what condition she would be raised. So she decided not to leave the daughter. And when the grandfather asked her to leave behind the younger child, she refused as he was only months old. I was the lucky or unlucky one, who was left behind here.10
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In the garden at the Great Eastern Hotel, the showy flower of the water lily blossoms and floats effortlessly top the water. But after just a few days, the colour fades, the petals wilt and fall into submersion. Underwater, the stalks curl up and the petals turn in. The once fragrant lily transforms into seedpods. The seeds can be sown; but it’s not a necessity – the lily is a rhizome. In dormancy it will remain, until awakened for the next growth cycle. Then, from its mass of roots below, a new generation of stems emerge, and again the lily blossoms.
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YOUR NAME IS BUDDHA


Filling in the early years of Buddha’s life – after his mother left, but before he met the Ghosh family – requires some assistance and digging into. Chitralekha Shalom is among the first I get to know in this process. She had married into the family and worked by Buddha’s side at the Yoga Cure Institute in New Alipore (south Calcutta), from the mid-1970s until 1982. She taught yoga to the women while Buddha taught the men. ‘If history could be re-written,’ Chitralekha tells me one day, ‘I would make Rajah and Emily stay back in England.’ Their time on the stage in London together was full of fame and romance, but like the fleeting lily above the water, fame did not last.


I ask Chitralekha, ‘Did Buddha ever talk about the difficulty of his childhood?’1


She replies, ‘Baba used to tell me his stories in snatches, randomly, not in one sitting. I remember these sessions would take place only when we were alone.’ The two would sit ‘alone under the jamrul tree in front of the small office room’ where Baba, as she called Buddha, shared his memories and confided in her. Buddha was a private person. Even those who knew him well cannot recall him talking about his own life.


Then I meet Mataji (Swamini Guru Priyananda), a 92-year-old swamini, who called Buddha her guruji. Now she lives the life of a sannyasini, splitting her time between the ashram near Ahmedabad and the foothills of the Himalayas.2 I visit Mataji in Mussoorie, the cool hill station where she lives during the hot summer months. Chitralekha, who has not seen Mataji in over thirty years, is there too, and together they answer questions about Buddha’s upbringing and the difficulties he encountered in his youth.3


‘When you listen to his life story, you wonder what gave him courage to go on,’ remarks Mataji.


I ask, ‘Did he remember his British mother, from that young age?’


‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘In Central Calcutta, whenever he saw a white woman in a frock he would run to her shouting, “Mama, Mama!”’ He ‘would only keep crying and not eat properly; he would cry only for mama’. This continued until his Bengali stepmother decided it was her duty to give him the love of a mother. She ‘took him in her lap and said, “I am your Mama. No one has named you yet. Let me name you. Your name is Buddha.”’ Gradually, ‘he accepted the Bengali mother as his real mother’.


Buddha would tell of how ‘he’d grown up listening to stories of Ramayana and Mahabharata at home and was very attracted to gods and goddesses and scriptures.’2


His father, Rajah, called it ‘all rubbish’, and would shout, ‘There are no gods!’ and then insist Buddha had ‘no table manners’ and should ‘sit with the dog’.


‘And so he had to sit with the dog and have his food,’ Mataji explains. She reflects on Buddha retelling the events with ‘tears in his eyes’.


‘You are a foreigner’s child,’ his father told him.


It was true, Chitralekha explains of Buddha. ‘He was British-fair, and his skin pigmentation stood out among the darker Indians wherever he went. The colour became a stigma, as in those days most Hindu Indians considered anyone outside their particular caste as rejects or mleccha.’4 When young Buddha went to a friend’s place he was made to stand outside the house. If he requested water, the tumbler ‘would be thrown in the dustbin after he drank’. It was a difficult situation for him, ‘but luckily, the new mother was all love and care’.





PART TWO


MOTHER, A SCHOOL
FOR BOYS
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KALI MA


My biggest problem was this, I had no idea who or


what was a mother. I still do not know what a


mother is and so, talking about a mother seems an assumption.1


– Bishnu Ghosh


In the early 1880s, Bhagabati Ghosh arrived in Calcutta from rural Bengal and married Gyana Prabha Bose, who was from Serampore, about 40 miles outside of Calcutta.2 The Ghoshs started their family in Rangoon, Burma, where Bhagabati was a British railway administrator. After a decade in Burma, they moved back to India as a well-salaried, but otherwise ordinary family. At that time, in the early 1890s, Bhagabati was secular in his beliefs, a non-believer in anything mystical. After a supernatural experience, Bhagabati dramatically turned towards the practice of Kriya yoga,3 and thereafter his occupational lifestyle was augmented with a daily Kriya practice involving pranayama techniques. Gyana was a traditional Hindu mother and devotee of Kali with her daily bhakti (devotional) practice; she too became a kriyaban. It is not a stretch to say that their children had a congenital inclination to practise Kriya yoga.


In 1893, Gyana became pregnant with Mukunda Lal (who later became Yogananda).4 When Bishnu Charan was born on 24 June 1903, Mukunda Lal was nine years old.5 Like Buddha Bose, both of the Ghosh boys would have to confront the loss of their mother at a young age. Soon after Bishnu’s birth, the family gathered at 50 Amherst Street in north Calcutta; for what was supposed to be a celebration of the wedding of Bishnu’s eldest brother, Ananta Lal. But it was deep into the rainy season and Gyana contracted cholera. Bishnu was less than a year old.6 Too young to remember, he would tell ‘the story as I heard it from others’, how within a few hours, the celebration turned to mourning. 


Bishnu asked, ‘In all this havoc and tragedy where was I? What did I feel? Nothing. No memory at all!’7


The Ghosh and Bose boys were all impacted by the loss of their mothers during their childhoods. For Bishnu, the loss meant never having a memory of his mother, and his lack manifested physically. He was ill and in poor health when he was young. Sananda Lal, his elder brother, wrote of Bishnu, ‘His health suffered because he could not have Mother’s nourishing milk nor her loving care. Consequently, he was frail.’8 For Buddha, there came a period when he was ‘withdrawn and did not show his emotions freely and honestly to people around him’. And though Buddha was ‘highly influenced by the thinking pattern of his father’, it was the maternal instinct of his Bengali stepmother that helped him to ‘never give up’.9 For Mukunda (Yogananda), who had an ordinary upbringing until the age of ten (with the exception of his psychic abilities manifesting every now and then), the visceral event resulted in a radical plan of action.


In Autobiography of a Yogi, Yogananda recounted the events surrounding the loss of his mother: ‘The rent left in the family fabric by Mother’s death was irreparable.’10 Thirty years later, he said, ‘I studied Yoga in my childhood days … but it was not until I was profoundly moved by the death of my mother when I was a young man that I brought my powers to their full pitch.’11 The event thrust his otherworldly desires and manifestations to the forefront. Though his name did not formally change for another dozen years, upon his mother’s death, Mukunda became Yogananda in spirit as he chose the path of the sannyasi.


For a time, Yogananda returned with his father to Bareilly, a city in the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. There, he met a cousin ‘fresh from a period of travel in the holy hills’. After Yogananda ‘listened eagerly to his tales about the high mountain abode of yogis and swamis’, he felt the impulse to ‘run away to the Himalayas’. This was a manifestation of his desire to get beyond the physical realm, free of the pain of his loss. ‘Intense pangs of longing for God assailed me. I felt powerfully drawn to the Himalayas.’12


Yogananda told his boyhood friend, Satyananda, ‘I was completely set within, that I would leave and become a sadhu. I wanted to properly see my brothers and sisters one last time. When I saw my baby brother Bishnu by the stairs on the way to the second floor, I just could not hold back my tears at all.’13


The family lived in Bareilly for another year. Then in the spring of 1906, they moved to Chittagong in eastern Bengal. They lived in Chittagong for a year and then moved back to Calcutta, where Gyana’s death had occurred in 1907. They rented and eventually purchased a house at 4 Garpar Road.


Once he arrived and was living in Calcutta, Yogananda tried to reconcile his mother’s death, leaving ‘no stone unturned in his spiritual investigations’. It was said that whenever Yogananda ‘heard that a saint was in the area, he sought him out’. Yogananda visited the Nimtala Ghat along the Howrah River, where his mother’s body had been cremated. ‘In the stark atmosphere of death, he contemplated the uselessness of attachment to the impermanent body and its ceaseless demands.’ One time, Yogananda even brought ‘a matted-haired ascetic, dressed in a dark red cloth’ with red eyes, into the family home.14


In ‘his attic room’ upstairs, Yogananda had placed ‘a human skull and two human bones’. The skull ‘had a vermilion mark like the sadhu’s’ on the forehead and the bones were ‘placed crosswise’, resting on a wooden stand. His ritualistic experiments were short-lived. Yogananda’s younger brother Sananda Lal, was so frightened by the scene that he told their father. Once Bhagabati found out, he ‘explained the harm that could come’ from these sorts of ‘degenerate offshoots’ of tantric practice.15
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Two years prior, in 1905, a sage had moved into 50 Amherst Street and begun to live on the top floor.16 The sage began using three floors for a school called the Morton Institution of Education, but on the top floor he held spiritual lessons in the evenings for anyone who happened to attend. Soon after Yogananda found out about this, he brought his brother Sananda along with him to the lessons. Upon their visit to the schoolhouse, an apprehensive Sananda told Yogananda, ‘Our mother died in this house.’ Yogananda consoled him by replying, ‘A great sage lives here now.’ The sage was Mahendranath.


The brothers would climb the stairs to the fourth-floor meditation room where Mahendranath would ask them to sit down with him and meditate. They remained ‘quietly behind him or at his side in the room, absorbed in the aura of devotion that saturated the atmosphere’.17 Summoning their courage, Sananda and Yogananda requested that Mahendranath call their ‘mother from the astral world to appear’. Mahendranath initially resisted. Then, on a subsequent visit, as they sat in meditation, Mahendranath told them to ‘look behind you and see who is standing in the doorway’. The two boys did so; and a ‘vision of her form’ spoke to them, saying she remembered and watched over them.18


As their relationship developed, ‘on many occasions’, Mahendranath would take Yogananda ‘to visit Dakshineswar’. They would travel to the Kali temple there, about three miles north of Calcutta on the banks of the Howrah River, where Sri Ramakrishna once lived.19 They would meditate together and Yogananda would observe Mahendranath ‘talking’ with ‘Divine Mother’ Kali. Yogananda felt no such connection. Instead, he felt only the ‘bitter separation’ of death ‘as the measure of all anguish’.20


One evening at his home, ‘Divine Mother’ put the young boy at peace. The period of reconciliation with his mother’s death culminated in the development of a deep connection with the mother goddess through devotional practice.


Having experienced love from the ‘universal mother’ Kali, both destroyer and creator, he returned to 50 Amherst the following day, ‘climbing the staircase in the house of poignant memories’, to reach ‘the fourth-floor room’ of Mahendranath. With Mahendranath, Yogananda worshipped her ‘in the form of Goddess Kali’.21


As he grew older, Yogananda’s ‘meditations deepened’ and his spirituality ‘outgrew reverence for images of worship’; he experienced an ‘awakened’ form of realization.
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Left: Mahendranath (Sri M), circa 1920. Right: Plaque at 50 Amherst St, 2017.
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50 AMHERST STREET


I feel eerily drawn to visit the house at 50 Amherst Street. Not because it is the place of Gyana’s death, but because of a spiritual pull I feel from it. Whenever I walk from Ghosh’s Yoga College to College Square, passing by the large vacant house, the gates always seemed to be locked. One evening, as I gaze towards the four storey red-brick building, I notice a white plaque near the front gate, which I have never seen before, embedded in the red-brick wall. The plaque is marble, and the black ink inside the engraving has been washed out. In the twilight it is difficult to make out the text. I find a nearby knick-knack shop where I purchase a black felt-tip marker. I go back, turn on my phone flashlight and trace the words. It reads, ‘In Memory of Sri Mahendranath Gupta (Sri “M”)’.


The next day, Sunday, I walk by 50 Amherst and am met with a surprise. The gates are open and there is a swarm of activity inside. I walk in, locate the office and politely ask permission to go upstairs. After a few moments, an elderly man takes down a set of keys from a hook above the desk. He motions for me to walk beside him and heads up the stairs. The place is old and dilapidated. As I walk up the staircase to the top floor, I drag my hand along its wooden rails and slip back a century in time. I recall Yogananda ‘descending the long stairway’ and being ‘overwhelmed with memories’. Once his ‘family home’, these ‘hallowed walls’, he wrote, had borne ‘silent witness’ to the greatest tragedy in his life and the ‘final healing’!


I look into the small shrine on the top floor, then peer out over the veranda, though there is no longer a ‘roof-garden’ or anything green at all. Today it’s a bare concrete rooftop under a covering of winter smog. I look out over the buildings of this neighbourhood and make out where the Ghosh and Bose houses are, alongside other notable north Calcutta locations. It’s mostly asphalt and concrete now; nothing like those days.


Standing there, I ask myself, ‘Why am I here?’ It has been so long since these events occurred; over a century now. What is it that draws me to these places? The research is here, but I want more than just to learn the story. I want to feel the presence of what once lived and breathed in these places. To make a subtle connection, stand where they once stood and live where they once lived. Whatever the drive is, I’m searching for the connection in a tangible way.


It is this drive that leaves me reflecting on the loss of Gyana. Losing their mother shaped the lives of Bishnu and Mukunda – who would become Yogananda about a decade after his mother’s death – tremendously. Without this loss, it’s questionable whether the young Mukunda would ever have felt the urge to become connected to an astral archetypal mother. The event severed his ties to his personality and physicality, and it developed his interconnected spirituality. The death, in a way, is the beginning of what he becomes.
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A friend of his asked Bishnu once about his mother:




‘Do you want to know what I wrote about her?’ Bishnu did not wait for my reply but opened his red diary and started reading from it. He hardly read a few lines when his eyes got watery and his voice choked with emotions.


We sat in silence for some time then he started to read again when he came back to normal. It happened again – his voice choked off and tears rolled down his cheeks. I said, ‘Let it be, Bishnuda. I shall read it on my own.’ He replied, ‘No, please let me read some more. I love reading about my mother.’


And so it continued; he would read a few lines and stop and then start again. This way he completed the chapter on his mother. At the end I could see he was exhausted and sweating, as if he had journeyed a long way. I left the house at Rammohan Roy Road with a heavy heart that night. I constantly saw a small, sickly motherless child’s tearful face. This was a pitiful void inside his heart.1





Themes of abandonment, detachment and loss were frequent in the 1965 article ‘From the Past’ where Bishnu wrote, ‘My life’s beginning itself was a problem.’ When saying this, he was not referring to his own problem but rather that of his father, since at the age of fifty-two, Bhagabati was suddenly without a wife. He ‘had no idea what to do with me,’ Bishnu wrote.2


Bishnu recollected the experience in a Bengali poem (the title translates as ‘Longing’) about the ‘confusion’ he felt waiting for his mother to return. He ‘refused to be soothed by a maid’s lullaby’, not accepting her as a substitute for his mother. ‘Toys galore you give me through the maid – none will be spared as I thrash them dead. I shall punch her, sock her, give her no peace – for I only want my own mother, please.’3


Aside from the maid named Jhima, his elder brothers and sisters helped raise Bishnu. Later, Yogananda took a more important role in Bishnu’s life, and under his physical and spiritual guidance, Bishnu ‘was fully cured of his debility’.4


After this healing mentorship, their bond was inseparable. Bishnu followed his elder brother ‘like a shadow during childhood’ and from him, ‘learned about physical culture, yoga-bayam and character building’.
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50 Amherst St, Calcutta, 2017
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SADHANA MANDIR


Mukunda went through a transitional period ‘in his youth’ before taking the name of Swami Yogananda, as his drive to escape and meditate alone was gradually replaced with a desire to serve and teach others. Even in the more tranquil moments of youth, Yogananda was drawn to young friends who shared his spiritual thirst.


Manomohan Mazumdar, who would become Swami Satyananda, lived across the street from 4 Garpar Road.1 The story goes: Shortly after the Ghosh family returned to Calcutta in 1906, the two met over a soccer ball. Yogananda and some other boys were kicking and playing with the ball on the street, and the ball was low on air. When it landed near the feet of Satyananda, he asked who the owner of the ball was; he met Yogananda and then filled the ball with air. Afterward, they all left for Greer Park to play their daily games. Satyananda became a part of the boys’ ‘club’.2


Satyananda became good friends with the middle Ghosh brothers, Yogananda and Sananda. Both Satyananda and Sananda shared Yogananda’s early thirst for meditation.


While the three of them were walking ‘along the railroad track on the east of Upper Circular Road’ one evening, Yogananda’s thoughts were elsewhere. Sananda wrote, ‘The last rays of the setting sun had beautifully colored the western sky.’ Instead of an acknowledgement, Yogananda remarked, ‘Just imagine right now the saints in the Himalayas are meditating in their caves. I feel the entrancing beauty of the holy mountains drawing me, let us follow the footsteps of the ascetics.’3 Encouraged by Yogananda, the two other boys ‘dug a cave for meditation in the embankment of the pond’ near their home; a ‘grotto’ made to look ‘like those used by Himalayan yogis’.4


In 1906, Yogananda and Satyananda informally received ‘the preliminary kriya’ techniques from the kriyaban, Bhagabati Ghosh.5 Sananda wrote that Yogananda ‘had learned from father’ the introductory techniques of Kriya yoga that included Maha Mudra and Jyoti Mudra.6 Bhagabati, ‘who was a disciple of Lahiri Mahasaya’, but ‘not permitted to initiate’, was making an attempt to placate the boys’ thirst for spiritual practice and keep his son at home.7


Nevertheless, Yogananda’s desire to ‘escape to the Himalayas’ continued, and an attempt was finally made. Upon hearing his friends approach the Garpar Road house one night, Yogananda ‘hastily tied together a blanket, a pair of sandals, Lahiri Mahasaya’s picture, a copy of the Bhagavad Gita, a string of prayer beads, and two loincloths’. He then tossed the bundle out his third-story window’ to the ground below and ‘ran down the steps’. Thus they began their escape to the Himalayas.8


The boys made progress for a few days. They hopped onto a northbound train from Howrah station, using European dress as camouflage, and had a timetable of train connections for their attempted escapade ‘to holy Rishikesh’ and the Himalayas.9 They made it as far as Haridwar, when they were detained by railway officials who had received a telegram from their worried families. A day later his eldest brother, Ananta Lal, arrived to take Yogananda back to Calcutta.


Upon returning home, Bhagabati ‘touchingly requested me to curb my roving feet until, at least, the completion of my high school studies’, wrote Yogananda.10 Bhagabati also arranged ‘for a saintly pundit, Swami Kebalananda, to come regularly to the house’ as a ‘Sanskrit tutor’, hoping to satisfy his son’s ‘spiritual yearnings by instructions from a learned philosopher’. Kebalananda, then a householder, was known by the title of ‘Shastri Mahasaya’, because of his ‘authority on the ancient shastras’.11 He was also a kriyaban, a disciple of Lahiri Mahasaya of Benares. His stories of Lahiri Mahasaya kept Yogananda rapt. ‘Within a few days’ of encountering the new teacher, Yogananda discovered that Kebalananda was not only ‘well versed in the scriptures, he was a yogi’.12 Thereafter, Yogananda ‘sought every opportunity to forsake prosaic grammar and to talk of yoga and Lahiri Mahasaya’ with Kebalananda.13 They were able to discuss ‘meditative practices and experiences’.14


Then, in 1907, Yogananda and ‘his best friend Satyananda’ were ‘formally initiated into Kriya yoga by Shastri Mahasaya (Kebalananda)’.15


With Kebalananda as their spiritual guide, the boys’ ‘desire for sadhana, or meditation, doubled’.16 They meditated together on the ground floor of the 4 Garpar Road home. At this point, in 1908, Tulsi Narayan Bose became friends with Yogananda.17 Bishnu, now about six years old, had a playful and mischievous relationship with Yogananda. Bishnu, along ‘with his little friends, used to wait outside the room’, playing in the enclosed open-sky courtyard. When Yogananda and his friends ‘finished their meditation and came out of the room, Bishnu would tease them’, asking Tulsi and Yogananda, ‘Did you find God after your meditation?’ Yogananda, an agitated older brother, replied, ‘Bishnu you don’t know anything of this meditation, why are you teasing us?’18


Eventually the group of boys decided to find a more permanent place for their meditation. At first, they congregated inside a palm-thatched mud hut across the Maniktala canal from their Garpar home, ‘at Bagmari, in the Kankurgachi area of Calcutta’. They called the ashram Sadhana Mandir, a ‘temple of spiritual discipline’.19 The site had been found by a boy named Pulin Bihari Das. Pulin was ‘physically strong’ and later ran an akhara.20 Bishnu wrote that it was Pulin who showed him the ‘arm and chest muscle movement’ first and that he ‘learned to do them quite well’ under Pulin’s guidance.21 About a year later, in 1909, the ashram was relocated to a building near the back of Tulsi Bose’s home.


Yogananda spent his formative years as a youth at the home of Tulsi Bose, at 17/1 Pitambar Bhattacharya Lane. Next door, where a small library was housed and the first school for boys was built, a small ashram formed, which allowed the boys more solitude than the 4 Garpar Road home. The family’s Sanskrit tutor, Swami Kebalananda, also began teaching the boys at this location. They learned the Vedic treatises such as the Yoga-Shastra, Sutras and the Bhagavad Gita, along with ‘pranayama life energy control, and how the life and consciousness in deep yoga meditation are withdrawn from senses, nerves, and spine into the sushumna, or astral spine, with its spiritual centers of divine awakening’. The ‘saintly Sanskrit tutor enhanced his students’ understanding’ and quelled Yogananda’s impulse for flight towards the Himalayas.22


After graduating from high school in 1909, with his father’s reluctant blessing, Yogananda left Calcutta to live in an ashram in the ancient holy city of Benares. His mother, Gyana, had been from Serampore, where a highly respected kriyaban, Sriyukteswar, lived for part of the year. Sriyukteswar was in Benares at the time, so Bhagabati asked him to be on the lookout for the young Yogananda. The ultimate connection in Benares between Sriyukteswar and Yogananda resulted in a guru and disciple relationship. Sriyukteswar settled the wanderlust of the young aspirant, and for the next five years Yogananda went to college and practised Kriya yoga with the continued support of his father.


First Yogananda attended Scottish Church College and then Serampore College. It was ‘in a history class’ at Scottish Church College that he met Basu Kumar Bagchi. Like Yogananda, Basu was initiated into Kriya yoga by Kebalananda. Basu would later become Swami Dhirananda under Sriyukteswar. The three of them – Dhirananda, Yogananda and Satyananda – became ‘the trio’ who lived as sannyasins.
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Shyama Charan Lahiri (Mahasaya, 1828-1895);
Ashutosh Chatterjee (Kebalananda, 1863-1931).
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PITAMBAR LANE


You are sitting on the bed where Sriyukteswar would sleep


when he stayed in Calcutta.


– Hassi Mukherjee (Bose)


I am in north Calcutta, the Garpar Road area, where many of the scenes from Autobiography of a Yogi transpired in the first few decades of the twentieth century. The book was written seventy years ago, but surprisingly, many of the places remain intact.1


I am looking for where Yogananda and his friends moved their Sadhana Mandir once they’d become friends with Tulsi Bose. It is where they formed Saraswat Library, and where their school for boys was located for a brief time. All I know is it is where ‘a little alleyway to the property opened onto Garpar Road’.2 It changed names and locations, so I’m depending on my research guide, Arup Sen Gupta, to find it.


We wander around without any luck until he asks just the right person. I ask him how he knew who to ask.


‘I saw that the elderly man was carrying a couple of books,’ he said with a grin, ‘so I knew he was a reader, and might know the location.’ The man, who had just returned from a different library, leads us down Garpar Road, then a few turns along alleyways to the destination, which has a small plaque on the door announcing this as the home of Tulsi Narayan Bose, ‘Boyhood friend of Paramahansa Yogananda’. Arup and I knock on the door, and it opens.


What happens next is one of the strangest moments that occured while writing this book. The woman who opens the door looks grandmotherly, with a smile across her face. I don’t know who she is. When our eyes meet, though, it feels like I step into a body from some time in the past, and I am looking into her eyes as if I know her.


A feeling like ‘I have returned’ comes over me.


She, in turn, looks surprised, with a look like, ‘Oh, you again’, which I interpret to mean, ‘I can’t believe you’ve returned.’


I can’t explain or see anything beyond that, as it all happens in a fleeting moment. Her English is limited, but Arup asks her about it in Bengali. She confirms that she feels the same sense of knowing, and asks if I have been there previously. I haven’t; this is my first time. I leave my shoes at the door and tour the house.


Her name is Hassi Mukherjee, and she’s the daughter of Tulsi Bose. She was born just after Yogananda visited and stayed at their home in 1936.


‘My grandfather, Harinarayan Bose, told Yogananda that he should treat this house as if it is his own home,’ she says.3


I ask, ‘Who was your grandfather’s guru?’


‘My grandfather’s guru was Shyama Charan Lahiri Mahasaya.’


Yogananda had said, while she was still in the womb, ‘This child will be a girl, and will be very devoted. Her name, Hassi, means “laughter” and is confirmed by her “happy” disposition.’4


‘Did you know Buddha Bose personally?’ I ask.


‘Yes, I knew Buddha well enough. He would come here to this house and have sweets with us,’ Hassi explains. ‘I used to go to their house when the college was established and the yoga centre was started.’ She proceeds to tell me of the marriages and longstanding relations between the families.


Many photos of Tulsi with Sriyukteswar, Yogananda and others cover the walls. There are photos of Kebalananda, the Sanskrit teacher of Yogananda and Tulsi, along with photos of her grandfather, who ‘was Swami Vivekananda’s friend. They studied together in Scottish Church College. Both of them would often sit in dhyana (absorbed meditation) in this very house.’


Upstairs, there is a puja room with all sorts of artifacts, including a trishula (trident) that is said to have been passed down from Babaji to Lahiri, Sriyukteswar and then Yogananda. Hassi has me sit on a bed and then begins to tell stories, with Arup translating them from Bengali. She recounts stories of her husband, Devi Mukherjee’s travels as a disciple of Yogananda. Later I will pick up a copy of his book Shaped by Saints, which details his travels throughout India.


Hassi then says something that makes Arup smile, and he turns to me with a sly grin, ‘You are sitting on the bed where Sriyukteswar would sleep when staying in Calcutta … the same bed was used by Yogananda from the time he was a youth, even before he became a monk.


When he returned to India as an adult, he would often come and stay here due to problems about property-related matters at his home.’


I learn a bit more about the people in the photographs. As I point them out, she relates stories of the visitors – some she’d witnessed as a child; others she had been told about by her father. The position of the chairs around the main downstairs room, around twenty of them, welcomes one to sit amidst the silence, where those before have meditated. Here, Hassi explains a vision of a blue Krishna that appeared before her grandfather and Vivekananda.


‘Yogananda’, when he returned to India, ‘preferred staying with us’. So many saintly people from years past have meditated in the house.5 Each subsequent visit to Calcutta, I go by the house. Sometimes Hassi is there, other times just the caretaker. I find the entire place, at Pitambar Bhattacharya Lane, to be one of the most peaceful locations in Calcutta.
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SCHOOL FOR BOYS


Bhagabati had been a stern disciplinarian with the children while Gyana was alive but developed a softer side after her death. He had done well financially, but his mentality towards money was formed from having to work to pay off debt in his youth, leading him to view prosperity with a sort of equilibrium. When Bishnu questioned why he ‘did not use a horse carriage’ to go to work, instead taking the Upper Circular Road trolley to the Sealdah railway station, Bhagabati replied, ‘I do not wish to spoil my children by flaunting a wealthy style of living.’ However, perhaps taking pity on his motherless children, he became softer and ‘allowed some liberty’ for their requests. His children recalled that ‘the first word’ for any type of expenditure would be ‘no’, from which they would need to plead and bargain to get further with him. Yogananda reflected, ‘If I could bolster up my numerous requests with one or two good arguments, he invariably put the coveted goal within my reach, whether it were a vacation trip or a new motorcycle.’1


The motorcycle – a 901 Triumph – was outfitted with a carriage seat to the side, and was Yogananda’s favoured mode of transportation. It was operational for over two decades. It caused quite a stir to see ‘the ochre-outfitted sannyasi youths driving’ around on it, creating an ‘elated excitement in the neighbourhood’. Many persons had the opportunity to ‘ride the vehicle’.2 After his graduation from Serampore College, Yogananda’s family attempted to have him marry, but he resisted, and instead formally became a sannyasi under Sriyukteswar in 1915. He was initiated into the spiritual order and given the name ‘Swami Yogananda Giri’. Mukunda wanted a name ‘with the word yoga’ in it, in order that ‘the ideals of yoga would be constantly evident even in his name’.3 The name ‘Giri’ (mountain) was of the same ‘branch of the Swami order’ as Sriyukteswar.4


Yogananda was not sure what to do next at this point in his life. In what is portrayed as a rash decision, he left for Japan during the rainy summer months of 1916. For the voyage by boat, he shaved and cut his hair, and used his given name Mukunda. It had been hastily arranged that Yogananda go there to ‘study agriculture’.5 He had wanted to go to America for his PhD but could not due to the ongoing First World War; limited visas were available for travel abroad. So he went to Japan; ‘perhaps there he would be able to obtain a visa to the West’.6 The plan did not work out, and feeling culturally uneasy in Japan, he returned to Calcutta after a few weeks, just after Ananta Lal, the eldest brother, died of typhoid fever (the same illness which took their mother at Ananta’s wedding).


Yogananda was again confronted with family death, and again contemplated abandonment of the world, but Sriyukteswar asked him to consider how he could be of service. The question provoked and impressed Yogananda so much that he decided to change his course. Bhagabati also wanted to change the course of Yogananda’s life, arranging a railway executive position for him ‘at 2000 rupees a month’.7 When he refused, Bhagabati lamented that Yogananda ‘took me near the roof of happiness but when I had almost reached there, he pulled the ladder of his life from beneath me and I fell shattered to the floor’. Yogananda replied that instead he was ‘starting a great school’, to which Bhagabati replied: ‘Seeing is believing.’8


Yogananda was already at work on the idea. Alongside Dhirananda and Satyananda, he wanted to start a religious school for boys in accordance with the ancient yogic system of spiritual education. In November 1916, the Pitambar Lane ashram at Tulsi’s home was restarted as a school for boys, funded by Bhagabati. Bishnu was the first student.9 Yogananda transitioned into a more settled role as a teacher and taught a small group of neighbourhood children balanced educational lessons, with spiritual practices as a main feature of their education.


From the very beginning, Yogananda, Dhirananda and Satyananda looked for sources of funding beyond Bhagabati. They found Sri Nandi, the maharajah of Kasimbazar, who was well known for donating to advance causes that helped children, including schools. The school began its relationship with him ‘one late evening in November, 1916’. ‘Yogananda drafted a letter’ with his two friends saying that they would set up ‘a residential Ashram-school for the young children’. When the maharajah opened the letter, he ‘sparkled with excitement’, saying, ‘Oh, Swamiji, what a coincidence, I too have been planning to establish a school of similar nature for some time now. Give me your plans in detail.’ Later, the trio presented the plans and invited the maharajah to visit.


‘When Maharajah Manindra Chandra Nandi first visited Yogananda’s tiny shack of an ashram in the slums of Calcutta’, the thirteen-year-old boy ‘Bishnu Charan was there, dressed as a child-brahmachari to welcome the Maharajah’.10 Their plan claimed that moral and spiritual values were lacking in ordinary instruction, and made the case for an educational system that combined the formal curriculum, which emphasized intellectual development, with a spiritual focus.11 After the school’s proposal was accepted, the maharajah funded both the land and the operating expenses.


Bishnu gave a slightly different account of these events:




At around 3 a.m. Swami Yogananda woke up Basuda (Dhirananda) and made him write down the school’s ideals and the method of teaching. Basu Kumar (Dhirananda) went to read this aloud to Maharajah Manindra the next morning. The Maharajah was getting his shave done when good-looking, ochre-robed Basuda stood in front of him. The Maharajah was delighted to see him and asked what brought him here. Basuda replied by reading aloud the draft that had been prepared the night before.


When he was just halfway through, the Maharajah shouted, asked him to stop and then exclaimed, ‘You are God-sent. Only last night I was dreaming of establishing such a school with these ideals. I am coming to your ashram tomorrow to meet your guru and the ashram boys.’


The next morning the Maharajah came to visit us at the Pitambar Bhattacharya Lane ashram. Khirod and I welcomed him and sang some stotra. Then he declared that he gives permission to establish such a school in Dihika.12





Sriyukteswar led the inauguration for the school on 22 March 1917, a date he had chosen in accordance with astrological considerations.13 In its first year, it was located in a small village named Dihika, outside of Calcutta. The ‘brahmacharya school was founded at the courthouse of Manindra Chandra Nandi, the Maharajah of the Dihika village near Burnpur’, recalled Bishnu Ghosh.14 It was named ‘The School of Divinity’. Lessons in ‘yoga, pranayama, and jyoti darshan [divine light initiation]’ were given to the students by Yogananda, and once the school was moved to Dihika, ‘this part of the education stepped up further’, to include Hatha yoga.15
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DIHIKA AND RANCHI HATHA YOGA


The Dihika ashram sat atop a small hill, an abode of tranquility. Quite picturesque, it overlooked the winding Damodar River. A nearby railroad bridge was backed by a hilltop ‘seen far in the distance’. The school day started at dawn, with boys in yellow robes reciting Sanskrit and chanting devotional songs. There were just seven students, one of whom was Bishnu, who were introduced to yogic exercises and techniques that Bishnu later used as muscle control.1 In Dihika, Yogananda began his experimentation with various vegetarian dishes, a trait he would later continue in America. The evening concluded with meditation and spiritual discourse. The schedule, even from the beginning, included daily yogic exercises, which were done alongside other outdoor games.


Satyananda and Bishnu have provided accounts of the Hatha yoga practice in Dihika during 1917. Satyananda recalled that ‘at the wishes of the patron’, an expert ‘Hatha yogi named Alokananda Brahmachari came to the school and made preparations for teaching many different kinds of yogasanas’. Satyananda noted Alokananda ‘was quiet and reserved at first’, but with Yogananda’s ‘touchstone effect, he too became cheery and upbeat’.2 Bishnu mentioned another yogi, Swami Kapilananda, as the main teacher. It may have been that Kapilananda implemented the ‘preparations for teaching’ done by Alokananda, so that the two worked together.3 What exactly they taught was not detailed, but Bishnu’s account showed it was thorough:




I was in 8th standard then and I, along with 7–8 other boys, were sent to this school. The others who went with me were Satyananda Ji’s brother Khirod, Basuda’s brother Bhishma and others. The Maharajah had brought in a Hatha yogi, Swami Kapilananda, to teach us yoga and pranayam. Prior to this we had taken lessons from Swami Yogananda on yoga, pranayam and jyoti darshan. With the advent of Swami Kapilananda, this part of the education stepped up further. Needless to say I was a keen student and soon learned asana, dhauti, pranayam, mudra, nauli, uddiyana, basti, etc. I just enjoyed practising all of this for no particular reason; although I do remember I soon got rid of my tonsil problems and fevers.4





These were all components of a ‘classical’ style of Hatha yoga, derived from texts or manuals available from around the fourteenth to seveteenth century at the earliest, such as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, Gheranda Samhita and Shiva Samhita, to name the three most prominent. The instructions centred on postures, breathing and purification techniques, such as cleansing the internal organs.


As the first year neared its end, Bishnu ‘returned home for a few days’ during the rainy season and ‘in the meantime all the boys succumbed to malaria, all except Swami Yogananda’.5 The following year, in 1918, the maharajah of Kasimbazar decided to transfer the school to a drier climate; where he could observe its growth more closely. Yogananda acquiesced and moved the fast-growing group to Ranchi, a small town in Bihar, about 200 miles from Calcutta. Although at first the group did not want to leave the Ganges riverside, it was a very beneficial move since the climate of Ranchi was one of the healthiest in India. The site was composed of 25 acres, with a large bathing pond.6


In its new home, the Ranchi School for Boys, or Ranchi Brahmacharya Vidyalaya, grew to over hundred students and included regular academic study, Yogoda and brahmacharya (sustained vitality) training, agricultural and industrial work, night school and village-cooperation in its activities. It was a moral and non-sectarian religious training center for an all-round education.7 The inclusion of the term ‘brahmacharya’ within the name of the school signified that it was in accordance with the educational ideals of the rishis and their forest ashrams, which previously had taken in and raised youth. Yogananda further explained that their school included the name ‘brahmacharya’ in reference to the first stage of the Vedic plan for life: that of the celibate student. This, he explained, was followed by the stages of being a householder, then a hermit, and finally, a wanderer, ‘free from all earthly concerns, a sannyasi’.


Bishnu enrolled in the first session at the Ranchi Brahmacharya Vidyalaya, and found the climate very healthy.8 However, the growth of the school lessened the intimacy between Bishnu and his elder brother. Bishnu ‘studied at the Ranchi school for a few months’ and then ‘returned home’ to 4 Garpar Road. Choosing not to stay for long at Ranchi, he wrote, perhaps trivially, that he ‘longed for his non-vegetarian food’.9 Bishnu’s introduction to Hatha yoga had been established, and it had improved his health, setting him on a course to radically develop and transform his body through physical culture.
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VIVEKANANDA AND YOGANANDA


Forget you were born a Hindu, and don’t be an American.


Take the best of them both.1


– Sriyukteswar


In 1920, Yogananda left for America. While standing inside the food storehouse at the Ranchi school, he had a vision of himself in the West. He had been sent an invitation to participate in the ‘Congress for Religious Liberals’ in Boston, which was secured with an endorsement from the principal of City College, the same Brahmo Samaj school where Bishnu would begin Physical Culture a couple of years later.2 Yogananda was influenced by his guru Sriyukteswar, who had extensive knowledge of the Holy Bible and seamlessly integrated ideals from Christianity into Hinduism.


There were not many swamis in the US when Yogananda arrived in Boston.3 An estimate of ‘the Hindu Swamis and Yogis’ in America numbered ‘about 25 or 30’ out of an Indian population of around 3,000.4 On the voyage he shaved his beard, which he felt allowed other passengers to not feel so alienated next to the robed and long-haired swami.5


From a historical vantage point, it is impossible to look at Yogananda’s travels without the context of Swami Vivekananda, who had previously forged a path to the West that made it appealing for Yogananda to bring his message to America and Europe. Though he never met Vivekananda, he viewed himself as the successor to Vivekananda’s legacy.


Vivekananda was a disciple of Ramakrishna, the same saint who Mahendranath (Sri M) followed. In 1893, Swami Vivekananda had given a speech in Chicago, during the World’s Fair, with a central message of commonality in humanity. 


The speech would go on to become a historical event; symbolising universality. Most of Vivekananda’s American speeches were given in the Midwest to northeastern belt of the country. His topic of worldwide fellowship of humanity reached those who had an understanding of the writings of the transcendentalist, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the poet Walt Whitman and other free thinkers who were looking for alternative forms of spirituality.


The narrative themes of Vivekananda’s speeches during the late 1890s were similar to those of Yogananda’s speeches after he arrived in America in the early 1920s. Terms from both Christianity and Hinduism were easily integrated, giving their messages a pluralistic sense of shared faith and helping them fit into the predominantly Christian culture. Looking back into their formative younger years, one realizes how their unique messages had been shaped by their surroundings and the similarity of their upbringing.


The two Swamis were cut from the same cloth. Although a generation apart, they had grown up just three blocks away from each other in the same north Calcutta neighbourhood; they had similar educational backgrounds. Like many middle to upper class children in the British capital of the East, they had parents who pushed them towards Western ideals of European history, philosophy and logic. Even though their parents raised them hoping that they would use their education to succeed in the industrial world, both of the two future Swamis had mystical visions during their childhood.


Education had a profound impact on the lives of Vivekananda and Yogananda, contributing to their assimilative world view. Mid-nineteenth century reforms in Calcutta were aimed at uplifting the educational standards of Bengalis, with a strong focus on learning English over the next few generations. Alongside the industrialization of India, which brought moderate wealth to India’s middle class, a culturally educated group called the bhadralok emerged. They knew English, but did not have power in the traditional sense of class like the Brahmins did. Instead, the families used their knowledge to gain power.


Both Vivekananda and Yogananda attended Scottish Church College, where English-speaking teachers educated the Bengali youth. The Scotsmen who taught these young Calcuttans were familiar with the transcendentalist writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and the early Oriental translations of Indian Sanskrit texts. The teachers exposed their students to the Christian religion and a Western perspective, which the students were coaxed to reconcile with their Hindu upbringing.6 The resulting universal outlook was an integration of the two worlds. On one side, they were reared in a culture that embodied the non-rational and the sublime, along with the necessity of spiritual engagement. On the other side, for the purpose of future employment, they were educated in logic, reason and the sciences. Their professors and the culture would force them to reconcile the traditional with the modern.


Once both Vivekananda and Yogananda had mystical experiences, a natural, personally grounded synthesis emerged. Their early English education and exposure to Christianity laid the foundation, which enabled them to integrate Western culture, converse in a shared religious language and make it easier for Americans and Europeans to accept the Indian spiritual world view.


While studying at Scottish Church College, Yogananda gave his ‘first public speech at the Atheneum Institution’. His topic was how those ‘who meditate in Himalayan caves to realize the source of all happiness’ lay in opposition to the ‘gratificationof the senses’, which only produced ‘the alternates of temporary pleasure and subsequent sorrow’.7 Just a handful of years later, when he left for the United States, his boyhood friends Dhirananda, Satyananda and Tulsi Bose worked with him to write the book Science of Religion.8 Yogananda took this with him when he spoke at the International Congress of Religious Liberals. With the book, Yogananda ‘tried to make people understand that religion is universal and one’, and that everyone shares the aspiration of ‘attaining bliss’. It was a very similar message to Vivekananda’s, with the additional practices of ‘japa (repetition of mantra), puja (worship), dharana (tranquility), and dhyana (meditation)’. The difference was the practice that Yogananda brought for ‘the seeker’, the practice of kriya pranayam.9


An excerpt from a speech about common themes between Vivekananda and Yogananda (in his magazine) shows that Yogananda approved of being portrayed as Vivekananda’s successor. In the speech, Dr Omar Garrison said:




Swami Vivekananda … taught no particular religion. He taught to love humanity. Many Swamis are in America who are vastly learned and I have learned many things from many of them. But the second man who made India glorified in the eyes of America is Swami Yogananda. I went to Swami Yogananda with a skeptical mind. But he gave me not religion, not philosophy, but unconditional love.10





The main difference between Yogananda and Vivekananda was that while the latter was only in America and Europe for about three years and reached very few persons, Yogananda was in America long enough for three generations to be exposed to his message. Yogananda thoroughly Americanized his message, which can be seen in his speech ‘Increasing Awareness’, given fifteen years after he arrived:




First find out what you want; ask divine aid to direct you to right action, whereby your want will be fulfilled; then retire within yourself. Act according to the inner direction that you receive; you will find what you want. When the mind is calm, how quickly, how smoothly, how beautifully will you perceive everything. Success in everything will come to pass in a short time, for Cosmic power can be proved by the application of the right law.


Last of all, don’t concentrate without; don’t do things in a haphazard way. Start everything from within, no matter what it is, whether writing or anything else. Pick up the more important things and do them with all your heart. Cultivate the habit in this life of picking up more worthwhile things.11





And then in his writings about practising his technique of Yogoda:




The last great scientific method is to magnetize and to send the current around the brain and spinal column, and thereby secure one year’s health by twenty minutes of this practice … with the awakened brain cells from intelligent Beings whom you have kept uneducated, vibrant with the joy of God, all knowledge can be had in this life; Eternity realized now; AWAKE!





The proclamations were entirely in English, without any hint of Sanskrit or linguistic hurdles, and conversational in tone. They spoke to an audience interested in an inner world, which was accessible to them if they followed his directions.


Yogananda only wrote about Vivekananda in his Autobiography once, stating merely that ‘Swami Vivekananda was the chief disciple of the Christlike master Sri Ramakrishna’. In the text, a story called ‘Your Teacher Will Come Later’ from Mr E. E. Dickerson, a devotee of Yogananda’s, was told. It is as close to a presumed divine succession as one could get.12 Dickerson had met and heard Swami Vivekananda in 1893 in Chicago, and was told personally, ‘Your teacher will come later, he will give you a silver cup.’ Dickerson kept the ‘prophecy’ a secret. Then, during a Christmas celebration in 1936 where Yogananda passed out gifts he had brought back from India, he presented Dickerson with a silver cup. Yogananda, Dickerson surmised, had followed Vivekananda ‘to America’ for himself ‘and other past-life disciples’.13




[image: image]





Like Vivekananda before him, Yogananda drew upon the socio-cultural educational sources within Calcutta to present a vision of yoga to the world, in order to be relevant to the religious condition at a time when Christianity was prevalent. The universal message is echoed in the common refrain that anyone can practise yoga today.




[image: image]


Top: Swami Vivekananda, Swami Yogananda. Bottom: Ranchi School for Boys, 1920. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)






15


SCOTTISH CHURCH COLLEGE


Scottish Church College was founded on 13 July 1830. I visit on 13 July, now celebrated as Founders Day. After talking about the school’s history for a while with a group of history professors, I go to the library to view some of their collections. In particular, I look at a couple of anthologies that were done for the 100and 150-year commemorations, which have articles and listings of prominent students. There are articles on Vivekananda but nothing about Yogananda. I ask the librarian about it, and she confirms that Yogananda attended the school and that it must be some sort of mistake. She would have to check why he is not listed among the prominent students. I am not surprised. It would be a stretch to even call it an oversight, given how understated Yogananda’s presence is throughout Calcutta. Coming from America where few know of Vivekananda, I can see how Calcutta is the exact opposite, though the reversal of roles is surprising at first.


Today, Vivekananda is celebrated everywhere in Calcutta.1 There are statues, parks and signs throughout the city, commemorating his name and teachings. His books and pamphlets are in every shop. The main street that runs by his house is named Vivekananda Road. His photo can be found hanging on the walls of houses, usually at a position near a shrine or a room for puja. This is not so for Yogananda.


I become aware of this the first moment I arrive in Calcutta. The plane lands at 4 a.m., and before proceeding to my hotel, I figure that taking a cab for a glimpse of the famous house where Yogananda grew up would be a pretty short order. I quickly find out that you can’t get into a taxi, say ‘4 Garpar Road’b or ‘Yogananda’s home’ and be able to arrive at the house in north Calcutta if you’re relying on the driver to know where it is located.
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