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Introduction



In 2020, the problems that have beset the world since the beginning of time continue. Technology has advanced in unforeseen ways – one can travel across the world within hours and communicate in an instant. Yet, human beings are still in conflict with one another and with the natural world. The over exploitation of resources has brought the world to the brink of disaster. Can things be different? Is there a different way of living? Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895–1986) had pointed to a way that still has relevance. Though he died over three decades ago, his thoughts and ideas are still alive. He is known across the world as a philosopher who touched the essence of life and sought to bring about a peaceful, harmonious way of living through a transformation of human consciousness. He travelled incessantly, engaging with people in North and South America, Europe, India, Sri Lanka, Australia and New Zealand. He spoke to large audiences and held discussions in small groups. He spoke in English, but his works have been translated into numerous languages. Born on 12 May 1895 at Madanapalle, a small town in present-day Andhra Pradesh, his philosophy is universal, transcending distinctions of the East and the West. To him, all human beings, no matter where they live or to which religion they belong, are essentially the same. Each person has the same range of feelings and emotions, each person is trapped by his/her own thinking and desires. Each person struggles to get something out of life, yet dies unfulfilled. Bound by tradition and ideas of belonging, to a family, nation or religion, most people cannot transcend their limited world, leading to divisions in society, which in turn lead to conflict, hatred and war. Is there another way? Could there be a different type of human being, who could create a world without conflict, a world of love, friendship and peace, transcending boundaries, of nation, nationality, religion or caste? Krishnamurti had a vision of such a world, which would emerge not through a social revolution, not through any ‘ism’, but through oneself.


‘Truth’ would create this world, but there was no path to truth. Self-knowledge, awareness of what was taking place both within oneself and in the outer world, was part of the process that would lead to change.


Krishnamurti’s own life was dramatic and strange. His mother died when he was 10 years old, and after retiring from government service, his father volunteered to work for the Theosophical Society and moved to its headquarters in Adyar, Chennai (then Madras). At this time, the Theosophists were searching for a ‘vehicle’, that is, a pure being into whom the messiah would incarnate. Krishnamurti, around 14 years old at the time, and considered somewhat vague and dull, was identified by Charles W. Leadbeater, a leading Theosophist, as the coming messiah, the World Teacher. Krishna and his younger brother Nitya were then adopted by the Theosophists, and Krishna was trained by Leadbeater and Annie Besant to fulfill this role. Krishna and Nitya’s father tried to get his sons back, and court cases ensued, but he ultimately lost the custody of both his children.


In 1911, the Order of the Star in the East was founded with Krishnamurti at the head. Krishnamurti led the Order for some time and had some mystical experiences, but gradually grew disenchanted with Theosophy. The turning point came after the death of his brother Nitya in 1925, after which Krishnamurti lost faith in the mystical Theosophical hierarchy. On 3 August 1929, the opening day of the annual Star Camp at Ommen, Holland, Krishnamurti dissolved the Order before 3,000 members. On that day he said, ‘I maintain that Truth is a pathless land, and you cannot approach it by any path whatsoever, by any religion, by any sect.’


Krishnamurti continued to develop his own philosophy over the years, gave talks all over the world, and developed a large following. Krishnamurti Foundations were set up in England, the USA, Latin America and India to disseminate his teachings, and schools were opened in attempts to bring about a new type of human being. Krishnamurti spoke about the ‘religious mind’ that comes into being in silence and of ‘freedom from the known’ when conditioned thought has ended.


In 1980, he summed up his own teaching, beginning with the following words: ‘The core of Krishnamurti’s teaching is contained in the statement he made in 1929 when he said, “Truth is a pathless land.” Man cannot come to it through any organization, through any creed, through any dogma, priest or ritual, not through any philosophic knowledge or psychological technique. He has to find it through the mirror of relationship, through the understanding of the contents of his own mind, through observation and not through intellectual analysis or introspective dissection.’


Krishnamurti died on 17 February 1986, but the foundations and schools still exist, with some new schools being founded after his death. The collected works of his talks and writings amount to hundreds of thousands of words and are now mostly available online. Parts of these have been compiled into books, and many have been translated into various languages including several Indian and European languages as well as Russian, Japanese, Chinese and Hebrew. Audio and video recordings are also available, and Krishnamurti’s teachings are disseminated through social media forums too, including Facebook and Instagram.


Krishnamurti’s philosophy is non-sectarian, though the roots of his philosophy have been traced to both Vedanta and Buddhism, and also has elements of his early Theosophical training. Setting aside ancient texts and traditions, he used contemporary language to convey his revolutionary philosophy. However, Krishnamurti’s life was not without controversy and involved a prolonged conflict with his long-time friend, manager and editor, Rajagopal, and a 25-year-long relationship with Rajagopal’s wife, Rosalind.


Apart from his own talks and writings, there are numerous books and articles written on him, including biographies, memoirs and analyses of his teachings. Among them, Mary Lutyens’ three-part biography, Krishnamurti: The Years of Awakening; Krishnamurti: The Years of Fulfillment; Krishnamurti: The Open Door, is the most detailed. Pupul Jayakar’s biography titled Krishnamurti: A Biography covers some of the same ground, but also focuses on Krishnamurti in India. These works are based on a personal association with Krishnamurti and are totally uncritical. Roland Vernon’s Star in the East: Krishnamurti, the Invention of a Messiah is a more balanced work, but glosses over the latter part of his life. Radha Rajagopal Sloss’ Lives in the Shadow with J. Krishnamurti provides a different portrayal and reveals his relationship with her mother Rosalind, which was partly the reason for the conflict between Rajagopal and Krishna. C.V. Williams’ Jiddu Krishnamurti: World Philosopher compares Krishnamurti’s thought with Vedanta and brings out new aspects on Krishnamurti, accessing his letters to Rosalind and the material kept in the Huntington Library, California. Evelyne Blau’s Krishnamurti: 100 Years is described as a reverential tribute, with photographs and interviews with Krishnamurti’s associates. There are several other biographies, among them one by Mark Lee, World Teacher, The Life and Teachings of J. Krishnamurti, providing a brief introduction to his teachings. Two biographies of his main mentors, C.W. Leadbeater and Annie Besant that throw light on Krishnamurti are also useful. These are A.H. Nethercot’s The Last Four Lives of Annie Besant and G. Tillett’s The Elder Brother. Numerous memoirs have been written after Krishnamurti’s death, and for his day-to-day life in later years, nothing can compare with Mary Zimbalist’s In the Presence of Krishnamurti: Mary’s Unfinished Book and her recorded interviews based on her diaries. Several theses have been written on Krishnamurti as well, many focusing on his philosophy and educational thought. His ideas on education are revealed both through his own work and through documenting practical experiments in his schools. There are many more books, some of which will be brought out in this volume. Susunaga Weeraperuma has compiled an extensive bibliography of works on and by Krishnamurti, amounting to over 2,000 books and articles.


My own association with Krishnamurti’s life and teachings began in the late 1970s when I read Mary Lutyens’ Krishnamurti: The Years of Awakening. The concept of liberation from the past, from all ideas and beliefs, and of the path to spirituality being entirely one’s own resonated with me. Over the next few years, I read more on and by him, heard him speak at a couple of talks in New Delhi, and in 1988 joined the Rishi Valley School as a teacher of history and geography in the hope of living in a community dedicated to exploring Krishnamurti’s teachings. Rishi Valley, though, was not exactly such a community but was a regular school, though space was set aside for discussions on Krishnamurti. However, it was the informal conversations with those who had known him and the many stories I was told about him, not recorded in any book, that provided a picture not only of the man but of his relationships with others. Hearing all the stories, I investigated the history of the school and then was commissioned to write a history, which is stored in the Rishi Valley archives. While sourcing material for the school history, I interviewed many former and present students and staff, and several foundation members, most of whom are now no more. I visited several schools including the Blue Mountain School in Ooty and the Valley School in Bengaluru; the rural schools of the Rishi Valley Education Centre; the Neelbagh School, then run by Mumtaz Ali; Sumavanam, another experimental school for village children, run by Narasimhan and his wife Usha; a small school in Rayachoti run by the Rishi Valley school doctor and some other small schools, all of which were influenced by Krishnamurti’s ideas. I lived in the vast rooms of the Leadbeater Chambers at the Theosophical Society in Adyar for a couple of weeks and stood at the spot on the beach near the Adyar river where Krishnamurti was discovered. The informal discussions with people of all kinds while writing this history were more valuable in getting to understand Krishnamurti and in examining his teachings than the formal interviews.


All that was long ago, but after leaving Rishi Valley in 1994, I continued to read Krishnamurti, and also remained in touch with those still teaching at Rishi Valley and other schools. Krishnamurti’s teachings that are concerned with the discovery of truth, the ending of thought and the elimination of the ego or sense of ‘I’ are valuable and need intense awareness and perception to understand and incorporate in one’s own life. But two aspects of his teachings can and should be disseminated widely: the ending of divisions based on caste, religion and nationality; and his educational theories, creating a non-competitive and fear-free atmosphere in which the child can grow into an essentially ‘good’, caring and sensitive person.


Though there are many books on Krishnamurti, this one is somewhat different, presenting in one volume an introduction to his life, his teachings and his educational theories. This work attempts to present a balanced view, not only of him but also of those associated with him and to dispel some of the myths occurring in other biographies. For instance, Krishnamurti’s father has usually been presented as someone in need of money and help, keen to get assistance from the Theosophical Society for the education of his sons, whereas this was not the case. Most books also do not present an unbiased view of Rajagopal. This volume goes on to look at some of the key components of Krishnamurti’s teachings, as represented in his own talks and discussions. It has a special focus on David Bohm, whom this author feels, came closest to understanding Krishnamurti. Finally, this work examines his educational ideas, along with some experiments in education, ending with a chapter on the similarity of his teachings with other streams of thought and, at the same time, his uniqueness. His idiosyncrasies and contradictions are also brought out in this book, as well as the continuing legacy of his Theosophical background. Krishnamurti did not want anyone to follow him or to repeat his statements. ‘Freedom from the known’ was essential in Krishnamurti’s thought, hence each person after listening to or reading his words has to drop even them to proceed on that ‘pathless land’ to truth.


A note on names used:


Krishnamurti has been referred to in various books as Krishna, Krishnamurti, Krishnaji or just ‘K’, the last being how he is usually referred to by people in his schools. In this work, Krishna, K and sometimes Krishnamurti have been used.


He had a number of friends named Mary, two of them, Mary Lutyens and Mary Zimbalist being most closely associated with him. Here, they are often referred to as Mary L and Mary Z to distinguish one from the other.


Place names have changed over time, and the main changes are listed below. In this book, we continue to use the old names of Madras and Bombay for Chennai and Mumbai respectively, as the new names came into being long after Krishnamurti’s death.


Old and new names: Benares: Varanasi; Calicut: Kozhikode (changed 1949); Bombay: Mumbai (1995); Madras: Chennai (1996); Cuddapah: Kadapa (2005); Ooty [Ootacamund]: Udhagamandalam (1972); Bangalore: Bengaluru (2014).





CHAPTER 1


The Boy on the Beach


Jiddu Krishnamurti, who went on to become a world philosopher, made this now famous statement, ‘Truth is a pathless land’ on 3 August 1929 at Ommen, Holland. He was 34 years old and till then had led a strange and tumultuous life. For 20 years, he had been proclaimed the World Teacher and messiah by a group of Theosophists. The Order of the Star, an organization created for him, had thousands of followers in over 20 countries across the world. On 3 August, he not only made that statement but went on to dissolve the Order and to say that he had no disciples. Each person had to find their own way. His speech left his followers bewildered, almost bereft. How would they find the divine, the ultimate truth, without anyone to guide them and tell them what to do? Yet those who knew him and who had listened to him over the last few years could have foreseen this.


The story of this World Teacher had begun way back in 1909 when Krishnamurti was 14 years old. How had this Telugu-speaking teenaged boy, not good at his studies and considered somewhat dim, been proclaimed a messiah? The roots of this can be found in the history of Theosophy and its developing concepts. The Theosophical Society was founded in New York in 1875 by H.P. Blavatsky, Col. H.S. Olcott, W.Q. Judge and several others. The aims of the Society have been summarized into three principles: To form a nucleus of the universal brotherhood of humanity without distinction of race, creed, sex, caste or colour; to encourage the study of comparative religion, philosophy and science; to investigate unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent in man. After it was formed, Col. Olcott became its first president, but Madame Blavatsky was its main leader and the founder of its principles.


In later years, Krishnamurti claimed to have forgotten his early life, and several commentators feel that his philosophy and life were independent of the Theosophical ideals. However, as will be seen in this volume, many Theosophical concepts stayed with him over the years.


The main founder of the Theosophical Society, Madame Blavatsky, originally Helena Petrovna von Hahn, was born on 12 August 1831 at Ekaterinoslav (renamed Dnipropetrovsk in 1926, and now called Dnipro) in Ukraine, then the southern part of the Russian empire. After a short-lived marriage,1 Helena soon left Russia and went to Constantinople and from there to several other places. She claimed to have ridden bareback on horses across the Steppes and travelled alone in Egypt, Greece, Eastern Europe, France, Italy, Japan and Tibet before going to London. She is described as a large woman with thick, crinkly, blonde hair and pale, intense eyes. She smoked incessantly, either cigars or her own rolled cigarettes and, according to eyewitnesses, could materialize objects out of thin air. She was certainly unique for a woman of those times. Always interested in the occult and spirituality, she went to the US in 1873, and came in contact with Col. Olcott and W.Q. Judge, along with others who had similar interests, and together they founded the Theosophical Society. Helena was a volatile person, and Olcott, who had fought in the American Civil War, provided her some balance and stability.


Madame Blavatsky had visited India several times. In February 1879, she and Olcott arrived in Bombay and set up the Bombay Branch of the Theosophical Society in 1880.2 In 1882, Blavatsky and Olcott bought about 27 acres of land along with a few existing buildings and founded another branch of the Theosophical Society at Adyar near Madras (now Chennai), which became the main centre. Subba Row, an Advaitic scholar, who had invited Blavatsky to Madras, soon lost all faith in her. In 1885, after unproven accusations of fraud, she moved to Germany and then to London, where she continued her work. She died on 8 May 1891, before her sixtieth birthday.


Both Olcott and Blavatsky visited Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in 1880 and became Buddhists. Olcott is credited with spreading and reviving Buddhism, both in Sri Lanka and other parts of the world. He remained president of the Theosophical Society, until his death in 1907, by which time Adyar had become a wealthy place with a library, a book shop, a shrine room dedicated to the Masters and an annual convention, attracting people from America, Australia and Europe. Its land area soon expanded to 260 acres.3 Madame Blavatsky had written a number of profound works on philosophy and mysticism, which she claimed revealed the secrets of the Tibetan mystics and laid the basis for Theosophy. Her publications include Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and Theology(1877); The Secret Doctrine (1888); The Key to Theosophy(1889) and The Voice of the Silence (1889). Blavatsky’s ideas still have a considerable influence on spiritualists and new age mystics in the western world.


Another major contribution of Blavatsky was the founding of the Esoteric Section (ES)of the Theosophical Society in 1888 and, in 1890, adding an inner group of 12 disciples.4 The ES attempted to understand the hidden meanings behind statements made in religious texts and to explore hidden worlds, unknown to the average person.5 Many Indians from prominent families joined the Theosophical Society, partly because of its emphasis on India, rather than Egypt, as the source of ancient wisdom, thus giving Indians a sense of pride in themselves and their ancient past at a time of British dominance. Mark Bevir writes, ‘The Brahmo Sabha, the Arya Samaj and the Theosophical Society all reinterpreted Hinduism to bring it more into line with western science and ethics.’6 Thus Theosophy too, he says, was part of a neo-Hinduism movement, even though it was broader in its outlook and attracted people of all religions.7


Madame Blavatsky had died before Krishnamurti was born, but her ideas shaped his early life and thought. Three key aspects of Blavatsky’s ideas which had an impact on Krishnamurti were: her theories of root races, of hidden Masters that help humanity and of the coming World Teacher. In addition, the concept of mysterious powers and a secret occult world had a lifelong effect on Krishnamurti, though they were never part of his overt philosophy. Blavatsky’s theories were expanded on and given a more complex form by other Theosophists. The theory of root races originated in Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine and was further explained by William Scott Elliot (died1930), Mrs Annie Besant, Charles W. Leadbeater and Rudolf Steiner. According to this theory, human evolution could be traced through a series of such ‘races’. There were seven races, each subdivided into seven sub-races. Five root races had already appeared, and the sixth sub-race of the fifth root race, which they named the Aryan root race, was imminent, and would bring in a new and more evolved type of human being, which, according to this theory, would emerge in America, in the region of Lower California.8 Later, Australia and New Zealand were added to the areas where this sixth sub-race would emerge.


The second concept was that of superior people that the Theosophists termed ‘Masters’, based on a theory of evolution that led to the existence of perfected human beings. Madame Blavatsky claimed to have studied with them in Tibet and met the Master Morya in 1851 in London, who became her spiritual guide. The concept of hidden saints was not an invention of Blavatsky, and was among the mystical traditions of both the eastern and the western worlds.9 Leadbeater developed the theory across several books, putting forward descriptions of their secret residences and of the Masters, many of whom he said he had personally met. Mrs Besant, too, refers to them in her books, and Olcott claimed that he had met Master Morya many times.10


In The Masters and the Path, Leadbeater explains the hierarchy and the initiations required to reach each stage. There were nine initiations and, beyond that, the unknown Logos. Below the Logos was the Lord of the world, at that time Sanat Kumara, who had to pass nine initiations to reach there. At the level of the eighth initiation was the Buddha, next the Bodhisattva, the Mahachohan and the Manu, and then the Chohans or Masters representing the sixth initiation. There were several of these, including the Masters Kuthumi, Morya and Jesus. And below that were five more initiations, steps on this arduous path. A chart11 summarizes this theory.


Out of these, those that figured prominently in Krishnamurti’s life were Sanat Kumara, whom he visited in the mystical land of Shamballa, the Buddha, whom he often saw, the Bodhisattva Maitreya who was to incarnate in his body, the Mahachohan, and the Master Kuthumi, his special guide. The other Masters too appeared in his life at times. The Masters Kuthumi and Morya were said to be specifically in charge of India.


The third and most important concept was of the coming World Teacher. To usher in the new sub-race, a new teacher was required. In 1889, Blavatsky spoke of the World Teacher who would manifest as an incarnation of the Lord Maitreya, and who would be ‘the new torchbearer of truth’.12 Krishnamurti would soon be chosen as this teacher, and the two main people responsible for choosing and educating Krishnamurti were Annie Besant and Charles W. Leadbeater. Annie Besant (1847–1933) came to India in 1893 and was a prominent member of the Theosophical Society of India, and also its president from 1907 until her death, though she is better known in India for her involvement in the struggle for independence from British rule. A strong woman and a fighter for women’s rights, after escaping from the confines of marriage, Mrs Besant went through various phases as a socialist, free-thinker and atheist, and was closely associated with eminent personalities such as Charles Bradlaugh and Bernard Shaw, but then became interested in the occult and hidden mysteries. She read A.P. Sinnett’s Occult World, which inspired her. Sinnett was also the author of The Mahatma Letters to AP Sinnett, supposedly handwritten letters that he received from the Masters, particularly the Master Kuthumi. Mrs Besant then read and reviewed Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine, following which in 1889,13 she met Madame Blavatsky and was deeply influenced by her. She joined the Theosophical Society the same year. In India she supervised the working of the Theosophical Society at Adyar and at Benares, and was in charge of its Esoteric Section. She spoke of the hierarchy of the Masters, with Sanat Kumara at the head, and other aspects of esoteric philosophy and claimed to be in touch with the hidden masters. She wrote and spoke on Hinduism, Buddhism and Zoroastrianism, with a focus on reviving ancient religions, and identified herself with India. Helped by Bhagavan Das, she published the Sanatana Dharma Series of textbooks on Hinduism and founded the Central Hindu College, which later became Benares Hindu University. She was a dynamic speaker and was able to hold an audience spell-bound.


Charles W. Leadbeater, also known by his intitals CWL, was an even more complex personality. It was he who in 1909 chose Jiddu Krishnamurti as the vehicle of the coming messiah. Leadbeater was an imposing bearded figure, who professed to have occult knowledge of everything in the world from the smallest atom to the highest mountain, and of everything beyond the world as well, including mysterious and unknown universes. His numerous books included those on the hidden mysteries in Christianity and Masonry, the chakras or energy centres within the body, life after death and, of course, the Masters. He was thought to be born in 1847, the same year as Annie Besant, and to have had an adventurous early life. Gregory Tillett, 14 however, has researched Leadbeater’s life and revealed several myths. He points out that Leadbeater was born in 1854, not 1847 as was earlier believed. Other details of his early life are also uncertain, but in 1878, he became the curate of Bramshott, a parish in Hampshire, the UK. With an interest in the occult, he joined the Theosophical Society in England on 16 December 1883, being inspired by the works of A.P. Sinnett, just as Annie Besant was. In 1884, Leadbeater met Madame Blavatsky and became her follower, accompanying her to India that year, where they arrived on 21 December. From Adyar he went to Ceylon, became a vegetarian and a Buddhist, and also became the first principal of the English Buddhist School (now Ananda College) that had been founded by Olcott. Leadbeater returned to England in 1889 to tutor Sinnett’s son Dennie, as well as George Arundale and Jinarajadasa, another boy adopted by Leadbeater. Both George and Jinarajadasa would play a major role in Krishna’s life. George Arundale (1878–1945) had lost his mother at birth. His father, a congregational minister, Reverend John Kay, felt unable to take care of his youngest child without his mother, and George was adopted by his unmarried aunt, Francesca Arundale, who also gave him her name. Francesca joined the Theosophical Society in 1881 and was friendly with Madame Blavatsky.


C. Jinarajadasa (1875–1953) was a pupil in the English– Buddhist School in Ceylon when Leadbeater was there, and the latter felt he was his younger brother reincarnated. This brother was said to have been murdered in Brazil in 1862, though Leadbeater’s biographer, Tillett, claims this is another myth as he never had a brother. Jinarajadasa had an absolute belief in Leadbeater’s occult powers and also accepted that he was the reincarnation of Leadbeater’s younger brother, Gerald. He went on to write a number of books on Theosophy.15


A little later, Leadbeater became the tutor to a small group of boys and toured Canada and America with them in 1905–6. Reports began to increase of his ‘immoral practices’, that is, he encouraged them to masturbate, and there was even a suggestion of something more. Leadbeater did not deny that he advocated masturbation as a means to prevent unwanted thoughts and an obsession with sex. However, accusations against him created a scandal, and he resigned from the Theosophical Society on 16 May 1906. Jinarajadasa and most of the other young boys associated with him then and later, with three exceptions, continued to support Leadbeater and to say that he had done nothing wrong.


Because of Jinarajadasa’s defence of Leadbeater, he too was expelled from the Theosophical Society. Both were reinstated in 1907, Leadbeater after Mrs Besant became the president of the society, and Jinarajadasa a few months before.


Leadbeater met Annie Besant in London in April 189416 and after this they cooperated on many Theosophical projects and books. The association is said to have aroused Mrs Besant’s own clairvoyance. His clairvoyance, as well as other powers, Leadbeater said, came through the arousing of the kundalini under the guidance of the Masters, and other occult training.17


While these events were going on in Theosophical circles, in India, the freedom movement for liberation from British rule was underway. There had been a major revolt against the British in 1857, and gradually, the sense of nationalism was growing. As seen earlier, Theosophy was promoting neo-Hinduism, along with a wider understanding of a truth of all religions. In 1884, there was a move to discuss the political situation at the Theosophical Convention. This did not work out but local organizations such as the Bombay Presidency Association were founded by nationalists. Various regional organizations then came together to form the Indian National Congress in December 1885. Initially the Congress was seen as a platform to put forward the grievances and demands of Indians. Its founding was connected with Theosophy, and even with the hidden Masters. Allan Octavian Hume (1829–1912), a retired civil servant, botanist, and ornithologist and also a Theosophist, played the greatest role in bringing this about. He believed he had received messages from the Masters Kuthumi and Morya of another impending revolt. He persuaded the then Viceroy Lord Dufferin that it would be good to have such an organization as a kind of safety valve and even suggested that if a mysterious man without a name (Kuthumi) approached him, Dufferin should meet him without hesitation.18


Over the next few years, the nationalists in the Congress were divided into two groups of Moderates and Extremists. The Moderates wanted to focus on bringing about gradual change through appeals to the British and had some success with their efforts. The Extremists, on the other hand, had no faith in the British. Though the two groups patched up their differences, they again had a conflict in 1907. From then up to the start of the First World War in 1914 they did not do much as some of the Extremists were in prison. The Indian Councils Act of 1909 provided some concessions to the Indians, increasing the number of Indians that could be elected to the legislatures.


This was the background against which Jiddu Krishnamurti was chosen as the World Teacher or rather the vehicle that the World Teacher would use to manifest himself on earth. His family name was actually Giddu, but Besant changed it to Jiddu because that was the way it was pronounced and because she thought it ‘looked’ better.19


By Blavatsky’s calculations, the World Teacher would manifest in the last quarter of the twentieth century. In Buddhist tradition, Maitreya would appear on earth as the next Buddha, but to Theosophists, he would incarnate through the chosen World Teacher. Leadbeater and Besant modified Blavatsky’s suggested time periods for this teacher. According to them, the Lord Maitreya’s previous incarnation was Jesus, and taking his birth as 105 BCE (their own calculation), they put forward a 2,000-year cycle, indicating that the new teacher would be born between1895 and1897, and would begin teaching around the age of 30, as Jesus did, that is, in 1925 or 1927.


They were on the lookout for such a teacher. They believed that he would require training and guidance and therefore were searching for a young boy of the right age. In 1909, Mrs Besant spoke in Chicago on the new race and the World Teacher who would appear in the western world. By this time, Leadbeater had already chosen a boy of 13, Hubert van Hook, the son of Dr Weller van Hook in Chicago, who was the general secretary of the Adyar branch of the Theosophical Society in the US. Mrs Besant met Hubert and agreed that he was the right choice, and it was arranged that he would be trained in Europe and India. Leadbeater’s choice of Hubert may have been because of Dr Van Hook’s support of him in the scandalous allegations. But Hubert was soon to be displaced by Jiddu Krishnamurti.


Born in the small town of Madanapalle, then part of Madras Presidency, Jiddu Krishnamurti came from a fairly well-off and privileged family. His father, Giddu Narayaniah, studied at Madras Christian College, one of the oldest institutions of higher education in India (founded in 1837), at a time when very few had access to a college education. After graduating, he got a job with the British government in the Madras Presidency, which included much of south India. G. Narayan, Krishnamurti’s nephew, provides details of the family. He states that Narayaniah’s father was Giddu Gurumurthiah and his grandfather was Giddu Ramakrishnaiah. The latter had also worked for the British government and was employed by the East India Company, as Principal Pandit, Sadar Amin, for South Arcot District in Madras Presidency. Narayaniah married Sanjeevamma, a second cousin, and they had 10 children of whom only six survived infancy. These were two girls, Balamba and Meenamma, followed by four boys, Sivaram, Krishnamurti, Nityanand and Sadanand.


Some books, including the book by Giddu Narayan, state that there were 11 children. But contemporary records clearly show that there were 10.20 Krishnamurti was the eighth child and therefore was named after the god Krishna, also an eighth child. There were only three living children when he was born. His brother Sivaram was closest to him in age, just two years older, born in 1893.21 It is now generally accepted that Krishnamurti’s birth date was 12 May 1895. As he was born a little after midnight, his birth date is considered as 11th May according to the Indian system. However, different dates were quoted earlier, including 5 May, as well as the years 1896 and 1897. In fact, writing in 1912, Krishnamurti accepts that 25 May was his birthday,22 and for many years he was believed to have been born on 25 May 1896 or 1897, a date also given in his early passport. Narayaniah, on the other hand, had stated that Krishna’s date of birth was 4 May 1895.23


G. Tillett in his biography of C.W. Leadbeater points out how many biographies create myths, that is, a popularly believed ‘sacred biography’, that is not supported by historical facts. He adds, ‘In many cases, it is apparent that the individuals concerned, either deliberately or unconsciously, produced and promoted the “myth”, preferring it to the more conventional biography.’


He adds, ‘In each of these cases, the subject created an aura of mystery around his or her life, and effectively suppressed (at least amongst disciples) the facts of biography, creating a new past for themselves which was so convincing that others took it up as biography and perpetuated it. By the time the myth had been established not simply as a story about a person but, effectively, as an article of faith for the “true believers” who were his or her disciples, it had assumed, for the disciples, a reality with which the mere facts of history could not compete.’24 There are many myths created about Krishnamurti’s life too, while certain uncomfortable facts are suppressed, particularly in the early biographies.


His mother Sanjeevamma, it was said, had a premonition about this child that there would be something sacred and divine about him. Shortly before his birth, she had a vision while gazing at a painting of the god Krishna. Narayaniah had specially got this painting made for her, and as she looked at it, she saw another Krishna within the first, and many more images of Krishna stretching inward.25 Early biographies stated that she insisted the baby (Krishnamurti) be born in her puja room, but this is not correct. Krishnamurti was born in a room near the puja room, kept aside for the birth.26 It is said that a well-known astrologer, Kumara Shrowthulu, cast the boy’s horoscope and predicted that he would be a great man, though in the early years, there was no indication of this. Three years later, in 1898, his brother Nityanand was born, also in Madanapalle, and after another two years, Sadanand.


Narayaniah’s job was a transferable one, and he was posted to different places in the Presidency. As it was a government job, he received a good income and at the time of retirement he held the post of tahsildar. Even after his retirement, his pension was Rs 112.8 per month, a princely sum for those days (Rs 100 in 1939 is said to be the equivalent of Rs 20,000 in 2013), and Narayaniah retired much earlier, in 1907. G. Narayan states that apart from having a good job, Narayaniah had inherited agricultural land and a large house in Turuvanmattur (probably Thiruvamathur, a village in Koliyanur block in Villipuram district of Tamil Nadu), which was his home town where he also owned dairy cattle. At the time of Krishnamurti’s birth, he lived in a double-storeyed house in Madanapalle, adequate for his family and containing several rooms. The 155-year-old house where Krishnamurti was born is still standing and is located on Raghavendra Rao Street. Entering through a verandah, there were several rooms and a hall both on the ground and first floors.27 Narayaniah himself provides further information on his financial status after he had moved to the Theosophical Society. During the court case that took place later, he said, ‘I have some property and I am able to maintain my boys. I have my ancestral property. I have earned property since I retired. The property in Valathur should be shared between myself and my brother. Apart from that I have independent property. I get about Rs 30 a month for my share. My property in Madanapalle, which was worth about 10,000 rupees, is mortgaged for Rs 1000. I get there about 60 rupees a month. I have insured my life for ten thousand rupees and I am paying every quarter rupees thirty for premium. On the average I get about Rs 200 a month.’28


Narayaniah was a Velanadu Brahman, and the family were Telugu speakers, though Narayaniah also spoke fluent English.29 Accounts indicate that the family followed traditional caste rules. However, Narayaniah was also among the educated elite who had joined the Theosophical Society way back in 1882, the very year in which a branch of the society was set up in Madras. Writing about his early life in 1913, when at Varengeville, Normandy, Krishnamurti said: ‘Adyar was of special interest to me as my father used to attend the convention of the Theosophical Society there. He also held meetings in our house at Madanapalle for the study of Theosophy and I learnt about Adyar from my mother and from him.’ He adds that along with pictures of deities in his mother’s puja room, there was one of Annie Besant.30


As related, the family was fairly wealthy and has been wrongly projected in biographies as being poor and in need of financial assistance. Narayaniah, well-educated himself, had a teacher’s certificate in addition to being a graduate and was committed to educating his children. Sivaram, his eldest son, thus became a noted doctor.31 Narayaniah stayed with him in his last years, and Sivaram also took care of his youngest brother, Sadanand. An interesting account is also provided of how Narayaniah arranged for the education of Sivaram’s young wife, Sarada, who was married in 1917 to the 24-year-old Sivaram, when she was only 11 years old. He hired tutors for her so that she became fluent in reading both Telugu and English, and also learnt to read in Tamil. According to other accounts, she was 14 or 15 at the time of her marriage with Sivaram. She was extremely well-read and intelligent, and later learnt and studied Ayurveda. Both she and Sivaram, who was already a doctor, were guided in these Ayurveda studies by Sadanandaswamy, a sage who was a family friend.32


Narayaniah faced many challenges and tragedies in his life. In November 1896, he was transferred to Cuddappah (now Kadapa), where the following year the young Krishnamurti contracted malaria and continued to suffer from malarial episodes for several years. On an earlier posting, Sivaram was born here in 1893. In 1900, another transfer took them to Kadiri, and in 1901, Krishnamurti began school here, following his upanayana or sacred thread ceremony and aksharabhyasa, the traditional ceremony performed before starting education. In 1902, Narayaniah was transferred to Vayalpad and from there to Jammalmadagu. In the same year, they were also in Madanapalle for a few months. In 1903, they were again in Cuddappah when Krishna’s eldest sister Balamba, a very spiritual young woman, died at the age of 20. Both Krishna and his mother reported seeing Balamba after her death. Then, in December 1905, there was a greater tragedy when Sanjeevamma died, devastating the entire family. Krishnamurti evidently saw her several times after her death. In 1907, Narayaniah returned to Madanapalle for the sake of his children and retired there the same year. Krishna and Nitya continued their schooling here.33 In his account of his early life, Krishnamurti says that he liked this school the best.34


Mary Lutyens records35 that Krishna was not interested in learning, but that little Nitya would run after him when he went to school. She does not comment on the fact that Krishna must have attended school along with Sivaram, who was just two years older. Perhaps because of the close association in the later years between Krishna and Nitya, his childhood experiences with Sivaram were forgotten. Both Narayaniah and Sanjeevamma were generous, providing food and charity to beggars or other poor people who came to their door, which was in accordance with the customs of those days. Krishna joined in this, and loved to give away food and other items including, at times, his books and pencils in school. He was dreamy and uninterested in studies, but was interested in the way things worked, which led him to one day taking apart and putting together his father’s clock, refusing to go to school till this was done. In the memoir Krishna wrote in 1913, he noted that the happiest memories of his childhood centred around his mother. He was not happy in school, and illness led him to spend a lot of time with her, listening to stories she narrated from the epics and other texts. She also used to tell him about Mrs Besant and about karma and reincarnation. He did not understand much of all this at that time.36


Apart from going to school, the boys liked to visit temples and go on picnics, at first in Kadiri with their mother and later in Madanapalle.


After Narayaniah retired, he requested Mrs Besant for a post at the Theosophical Society. She initially refused, but later when the Theosophical Society was in need of a secretary for the ES, he was offered the position of assistant secretary of the ES and provided accommodation just outside the Theosophical Society compound. Mary Lutyens says the accommodation was a dilapidated cottage ‘with no indoor sanitation’. However, indoor sanitation was rare in India at the time.


The move to Adyar took place on 23 January 1909. Narayaniah’s family and responsibilities had expanded. According to his own account, with him were his four sons, an orphan nephew, two other boys who had been left with him for education, his brother-in-law and sister-in-law.37 Sivaram was admitted in Presidency College, Madras, while Krishna, Nitya and their cousin attended the Pennathur Subramanian High School in Mylapore, Madras. At the Theosophical Society, Narayaniah was found to be responsible and meticulous, and was given the extra responsibility of taking care of the plantations, the dairy and the bakery. In all the time that Narayaniah worked for the Theosophical Society, he was not paid anything, though he was provided free accommodation. His only reason for moving there, therefore, would have been his deep interest in Theosophy. He did not require a house as he had a better one in Madanapalle, and he received no extra income.


Leadbeater returned to Adyar on 10 February 1909, soon after K and his family had moved there. Though the family lived outside the Theosophical Society compound, the boys were allowed to play within the complex. One evening, Leadbeater saw Krishna and Nitya on the beach along with some more children and, through his occult abilities, was impressed by Krishna’s aura. He first conveyed this to Ernest Wood, an Englishman who also lived at the Theosophical Society, and later added that in fact the boy would be the vehicle of the Lord Maitreya. Mary Lutyens says the boys were in a shocking physical condition, and if they had not moved to the Theosophical Society, ‘it is very doubtful whether any of his sons would have reached maturity’.38 As she bases her views mainly on the reports of Theosophists, who sought to justify their adoption of Krishnamurti and Nitya, particularly because of the later court case, this was probably not correct and is one of those many myths surrounding Krishnamurti’s life. G. Narayan also records39 that Narayaniah, ‘a kind and generous person, helped many aspiring young men and women to obtain school and college education’. He thus was certainly not in need of money.


Krishna at this time was considered slightly retarded and described by the Theosophists as scrawny, dirty, with crooked teeth, and with lice in his hair and eyebrows. Mary Lutyens says, ‘He wore his hair in the customary Brahman fashion in south India, shaved in front to the crown and falling to below his knees in a pigtail at the back.’40 What she probably means is that the head was shaved, except for a single long tuft, though it is extremely unlikely that this reached his knees. Pupul Jayakar41 points out that as Brahmans, the boys were unlikely to have been dirty or lice-ridden.


Nitya’s upanayana ceremony took place that year in June, attended by many at Adyar. Even more convinced of his greatness after watching Krishna during the ceremony, Leadbeater later asked Narayaniah to bring both Nitya and Krishna to meet him. This was the first of many visits on Saturdays and Sundays, and on these occasions, Leadbeater would place his hand on Krishna’s head and through his occult sensibilities recount Krishna’s past lives in which all the present characters in the drama also figured. In these past lives Leadbeater gave Krishna the name Alcyone and Nitya was Mizar. At first, 30 lives were investigated, and finally a total of 42 going back to 70,000 BCE. Leadbeater states that the hero of these lives ‘to whom we have given the name of the star Alcyone’ is of the type who incarnates after around 800 years and had often been born in India. He adds that these people, who are now Masters, were not gods, but ordinary humans, who through difficulty and struggle reached the superhuman. ‘They are the fulfilled promise of what we shall be, the flowers on the plant on which we are the buds.’ In his first life as a human, Alcyone, a male, lived in the Gobi Desert. His father was Mars (now Master Morya); his mother, Mercury (now Master Kuthumi); his brothers, Sirius, Achilles and Orion; his sister, Mizar; and his spouse, Leo (Fabrizio Ruspoli). Fides was George Arundale; Herakles was Annie Besant.42 These characters had varying but close relationships in successive lives. Were all these lives pure invention? If so, it was certainly a remarkable feat of imagination. Later Mrs Besant too contributed to some of these lives.


In August, Dick Russell Balfour-Clarke joined them and became closely associated with the two boys. He was an engineer who had become a committed Theosophist.43 By September, Leadbeater conveyed his views about Krishna’s special aura to Mrs Besant. He wanted to take the boys under his care but hesitated because of the earlier scandals. Then Narayaniah himself removed Krishna and Nitya from school after ‘a providential difference of opinion’ between Narayaniah and their teacher.44 In September 1909 when they left school, Krishna was in the third form and Nitya in the higher fourth form.45 Narayaniah, unhappy with the school and the way in which the boys, particularly Krishna, were often caned by the teacher, planned to teach them himself. But Leadbeater and other Theosophists offered to teach them and Narayaniah agreed.46 In his 1913 biographical account, K writes about their studies at this time, ‘We soon began to make much better progress than we had ever made before.’ They came to the Theosophical Society early morning, studied for a while, went home for breakfast and then returned. In the afternoon, they played tennis or went to the sea to learn how to swim.47


At this time, Krishna’s teeth were straightened and both boys were made to grow their hair to one level, shoulder-length, parted in the middle. This was because, according to Leadbeater, the Buddha wore his hair the same way. A notable incident at this time, and one which Krishna remembered into adulthood, was Leadbeater once slapping him on the chin to get him to close his mouth. Evidently, he used to spend a lot of time staring out of the window, letting his mouth hang open and, despite repeated reminders, would not keep it closed. Mary Lutyens records that Krishna said this ‘marked the end of their relationship’.48 It’s not clear what he meant by this though, as he continued to have a close relationship with Leadbeater for many more years and to write affectionate letters to him.


In November, Hubert van Hook, who had previously been chosen as the World Teacher, arrived at the Theosophical Society with his mother and another Theosophist, Mrs Russak. Mrs Besant reached Adyar on 27 November 1909, and Krishna and Nitya were among the group that met her at Madras station. She left on 14 December for Benares for the annual Theosophical Society Convention. After meeting Krishna, she was happy with Leadbeater’s choice. In her short stay there, she seems to have made an impression on the boys as soon Krishna began writing letters to her, addressing her as ‘My dear Mother’. ‘I have no other mother to love’, he wrote, rather sadly, in his first letter dated 24 December, in which he also described his new bicycle and the amount of cycling he had done. He ended with, ‘your loving son, Krishna’. The name Krishna was underlined, evidently according to the instruction of the Masters, and Krishna continued to do this for a long time. A beginning was made of the two boys moving to the Theosophical Society, when at her suggestion, they slept in her room while she was away, ostensibly while a better accommodation was being prepared for their family. Krishnamurti’s preparation for the World Teacher can be divided into three parts – physical, educational and spiritual. On the physical side, Leadbeater wanted to promote cleanliness and physical fitness. The first was to be attained by bathing in the western way, using soap and shampoo. Leadbeater was very particular about cleanliness and neatness. Their nails had to be clean, their hair properly combed. Physical fitness was attained through gradually changing their diet, along with games, swimming, running and cycling to increase their endurance. Even after moving to the Theosophical Society, the boys’ caste rules were preserved, and they originally ate their food separately, cooked by a Brahman. But gradually they began to eat with the Europeans, and by the time they went to England, eggs were introduced into their diet; they were fed porridge and a lot more milk than they were used to, though these changes actually did not suit Krishna’s digestive system. However, the boys gained strength and stamina. As for education, it included learning English, along with other subjects. These two were the prerequisites for spiritual development. Another aspect was that nothing Krishna owned or used was to be touched by anyone else, as even this, it was believed, would affect his pure aura. Even while travelling in a train, he had a compartment to himself, all companions being in adjacent ones. Krishna retained elements of this early training throughout his life, insisting that neatness, cleanliness and being well-dressed were basic essentials, and he was also very particular about what he touched. For instance, he believed he could be contaminated if he touched a letter sent by someone he did not like. Also, Krishna’s recognition of the importance of physical fitness continued throughout his life.


K’s spiritual development had begun fairly soon. According to Leadbeater, on 1 August 1909, he had taken both boys in their astral bodies while they slept, to the house of the Master Kuthumi, and they had been put on probation – the first step towards advancement on the spiritual path, the next being the first initiation. After being put on probation, Krishna was escorted every night to the Master who would instruct him. In the morning, he would write down what he remembered, and this later was compiled into a book titled At the Feet of the Master. (For controversies about this book, see Chapter 3). The next stage in spiritual development was the admission of the boys to the Esoteric Section on 5 December 1909, which was permitted by Annie Besant. Their father, of course, was already an ES member.


Another important step was taken on the night of 31 December when Krishna was accepted as a pupil of the Master Kuthumi, that is, Kuthumi was now ready to make him an initiate. Leadbeater and Mrs Besant believed they were present in their astral bodies on this occasion, and so did Nitya. Krishna remembered the astral visit and wrote an account of it to Mrs Besant. He was asked by Kuthumi if he would forget himself and never again have a selfish thought, and replied that he would. Blessed by the Masters present he recorded, ‘I felt quite different and very very happy.’49 Next Leadbeater informed Mrs Besant by telegram that the first initiation would take place on the night of 11 January 1910, when, as the astrologer E. Sutcliffe had written in The Theosophist, there was an extraordinarily auspicious conjunction of stars and planets. Surya (that is, the Lord Maitreya) would be there, and they would then visit the sacred and secret kingdom of Shamballa. Thirty-six hours of seclusion was required, and Mrs Besant wrote back that they could use the shrine room, her room and adjoining spaces. Leadbeater and Krishna were away from their bodies for the most of two nights and a day. When they briefly inhabited their bodies, they were given warm milk as nourishment. Krishna remembered the initiation and wrote an account of it in a letter to Annie Besant. According to him, after leaving his body, he first went to the Master Kuthumi’s house, where he found Kuthumi and the Masters Morya and Djwal Kul. Then they went to the Lord Maitreya’s house, where other Masters were assembled – the Venetian, Jesus, Serapis and Hilarion. He goes on to describe in detail the whole initiation and the entire proceedings (which are almost identical to what was later described by Leadbeater in The Masters and the Path). The next night, he records, he was taken to see ‘the King’(Sanat Kumara). ‘He is a boy but the handsomest I have ever seen, all shining and glorious and when He smiles it is like sunlight.’ He also says, ‘There were three other shining ones who stood behind him.’ Did he really remember everything in such detail or had Leadbeater narrated all this to him? Mrs Besant and Leadbeater were also said to be present there in their astral bodies. She confirmed that it was definite that the Lord Maitreya would use Krishna’s body, while Krishna felt that after this, everyone’s attitude to him was different, including that of his father. K also described this event in 1972, probably through memory. He said those around him saw ‘an astonishing change in the face of the boy’ after this and many fell to their knees and touched his feet.50 His father, however, denied that he was there at the time or that he had ever touched Krishna’s feet as claimed by the Theosophists. However, on another occasion, Krishna provided a different account of the process of initiation. This was much later in life, during a conversation with S. Balasundaram, former principal of the Rishi Valley School, and others in Delhi. Here he said that during the initiation, the Master is seated at the end of a long tunnel-like cave. When the disciple approaches, a harsh voice asks what he wants. ‘“You are not fit for anything”, it says, “go away”.’ But the disciple keeps coming back even though he is sent away every time. One day at the entrance to the cave, he sees a sculpted figure of himself in which his imperfections are revealed. He is told to see what he is and improve. As he does this, he still keeps visiting, the figure gradually changing, improving. Finally, when he has dropped his imperfections, the Master, in a kind voice asks him to enter. This, said Krishna, was the first initiation. This description is certainly at variance with what he described earlier, though one aspect of it is found in Leadbeater’s writings where he says the Master keeps images or sculpted figures of all his students, and whatever they are doing or going through is reflected in these. One would presume that the earliest version is the most correct, if at all such initiations took place. By all accounts, Krishna was taken there in his astral body by Leadbeater and had no knowledge of how to approach a Master. So where did this later story come from? His listeners were impressed by this second story. Balasundaram writes, ‘We listened in silence and awe. The whole atmosphere had changed. There was no question – this was firsthand knowledge. He (K) asked: “Did you notice a presence?’ All of us were silent for a while. Then Pupul asked, ‘So it is all true?’ Krishna answered: ‘But they have made it all so damn concrete.”51 Quoting this, Mark Lee feels there were enough such statements to show that Krishna’s early metaphysical experiences were not imaginary. Mark also compares it with the description of the sinner trying to enter heaven in Dante’s Divine Comedy.


Hubert, though still in Adyar in 1910, had been set aside as the future World Teacher, and later in life, he criticized Leadbeater. At this time, the three boys still studied together. Soon after the first initiation, Mrs Besant persuaded Narayaniah to give her the legal guardianship of the boys to preempt any attempts on his part to take them back, as he had already been raising some objections because of the growing distance between him and his sons, and his perception that caste rules were being violated. Narayaniah signed the guardianship document on 6 March 1910, though he was initially not keen. Mrs Besant persuaded him by asking him if he believed in the Masters. She said, ‘Don’t you believe that I am in communication with the Master? You take me to be your spiritual teacher.’ She said his relatives may create difficulties after his death, so he inserted a clause that said she could be guardian after his lifetime, but Mrs Besant wanted him to change this, and to take over as guardian immediately. Despite the pressure, he put in a clause that she could not transfer the guardianship. Mrs Besant stayed in India for most of 1910 and kept the boys near her. Narayaniah remained in two minds. He was devoted to Mrs Besant, and he looked on her as a mother. He had an implicit trust in her. As he himself was a member of the Esoteric Section of the Theosophical Society, he was initially pleased with Krishna’s first initiation. It would seem, though, that he was not at first aware that Krishnamurti was being trained to be a World Teacher and messiah. Later, in court he said that he allowed her to be guardian so that the boys could have a good education but had not consented to the elder boy becoming a religious teacher.52


He was also hesitant because he knew of the earlier scandal surrounding Leadbeater. Trusting Mrs Besant, he at first went along with their education by Leadbeater and other Theosophists, and had even cooperated in the compilation of the The Lives of Alcyone. Soon, however, his distrust of Leadbeater grew. On one occasion in April 1910, he saw Leadbeater and Krishnamurti naked in a room, and reminded of the earlier scandal, he called Krishnamurti and scolded him. He wanted to take his sons away from Adyar the next day, but Sir Subramaniam Iyer, vice president of the Theosophical Society asked him to wait. When he met Mrs Besant in May and told her what had happened she assured him the boys would be kept away from Leadbeater. Lakshman, Mrs Besant’s servant, reported two more incidents where Leadbeater and Krishnamurti were seen together with scanty or no clothing, narrating these incidents to several people, including Mrs van Hook. In January 1911, Narayaniah spoke to Mrs Besant about this but because of Mrs Besant’s assurance to him, he did not object when she took the boys on their first trip to England in April 1911, returning only in October. It was after their return that the crisis came to a head.


Even before the England trip, Krishna’s sense of himself as a teacher was growing, though he was still hesitant and unsure. In September 1910, the boys accompanied Mrs Besant to Benares (now Varanasi) where Krishna took a liking to George Arundale, then principal of Central Hindu College, and to A.E. Wodehouse who taught English and was the brother of the writer P.G. Wodehouse. George had graduated from St John’s College, Cambridge, in 1900. By this time he was already a member of the Theosophical Society. Mrs Besant invited him to teach at the Central Hindu College in Benares in 1902, where he taught history and English, and later became its headmaster and then its principal. Krishna was just 15 years old, but asked if he could tutor the 32-year-old Arundale for discipleship, along with four others of the Yellow Shawl group, consisting of Annie Besant’s close followers. The inner circle of this was the Purple Shawl group. Somehow, the much-older Arundale was already devoted to Krishna. Annie Besant remarked that Krishnamurti was no longer shy, his English had improved and he behaved with dignity. In 1912, Arundale wrote about his first meeting with Krishnamurti: ‘Never had I looked upon a face such as his – it was the face of the Boy Christ in incarnation before me.’53


11 January 1911 marked one year since Krishna’s initiation. On this occasion, George Arundale created The Order of the Rising Sun, later renamed Order of the Star of the East, and made an international organization. Its aim was to prepare for the coming of the World Teacher. Several people were appointed to run the organization, and George Arundale, Annie Besant and Leadbeater headed it. A magazine, The Herald of the Star, began to be published with Krishna as the official editor. Those who joined the Order were given a membership certificate and a badge consisting of a five-pointed silver star. Mrs Besant believed wearing the shining silver star was essential to set them apart from others. Magnetized ribbons too were sold, that is, magnetized or empowered by the touch of Krishnamurti that was said to protect the wearer. The Order soon had 50,000 members from several countries across the world.54 Membership was granted on signing a paper that involved pledging dedication to the World Teacher. Among other things, aspirants had to believe in the coming of the World Teacher, prepare for it, and ask for his blessing morning and evening.55 As the Order of the Star of the East was promoted at the Hindu College, it created considerable controversy because many saw this as an attempt to convert students to Theosophy. In August 1911, the college board of trustees passed a resolution disassociating the college from the Order.


The Theosophical Society was divided into lodges in various parts of the world. Some senior Theosophists too did not approve of this new Order and left the society. Notable among them was Rudolf Steiner of Germany, who founded his own philosophy. This was not the first break that had taken place among the Theosophists. The American section of the Theosophical Society, led by W.Q. Judge, was involved in a dispute with Annie Besant and Olcott soon after the death of Madame Blavatsky in 1891. Judge felt they had already deviated from Blavatsky’s teachings, and the American section broke away under his leadership. Judge died at a young age not long after this and was succeeded by Katharine Tingley, also a staunch opponent of Besant and Olcott. Tingley led a separate Theosophical Society at Pasadena, California. However, there was also an American section of the Adyar Theosophical Society. This society had many name changes, and it was at this centre that Weller van Hook, Hubert’s father, had a prominent position.


In India, other orders associated with the Theosophical Society were the Order of Service, The Golden Chain, The Sons and Daughters of India, and The Temple of the Rosy Cross. The last had a temple in India and was concerned with the coming of the World Teacher.


On their first trip to England in April 1911, Krishna and Nitya wore new outfits, western clothes and shoes, and the holes in their ear lobes, done when they were young, were sewn up. However, their hair was still shoulder-length, leading to several comments. Proceeding by ship and train, they reached London on 5 May, where they were met by many Theosophists. Among them was Lady Emily Lutyens, who, like George Arundale, soon became Krishna’s devoted follower. Emily was the wife of the noted architect Edwin Lutyens, who later designed the city of New Delhi. She was the daughter of the Earl of Lytton, who had been a viceroy of India, and the granddaughter of Bulwer Lytton, a well-known novelist. Emily had five children, all of whom were influenced in one way or the other by Krishna. Some later rejected him, but Mary, the youngest, remained devoted to him. Others they met at this time would prove to be long-term friends and associates as well. These included Mrs Bright, a widow who lived with her daughter and with whom they stayed when they were in London, and Miss Mary Dodge and Countess De La Warr (Muriel), who lived together. George Arundale had accompanied them as their tutor. Life in England included classes in mathematics, essay writing and Shakespeare, along with planned exercise and entertainment, including visits to the theatre, horse riding and sailing. Ten hours’ sleep every night was recommended. Attempts were made to provide them with what they liked, and Krishna was very pleased with a model steam engine presented to him by George. The plan was that they should study for Oxford and their names were entered for Balliol and New College, the aim being to join in October 1914. At this time, they made their first trip to Paris, a short trip but the first of many to come. Mrs Besant’s contacts gave them access to the best of English society.


It was discovered that Nitya had retina problems and was almost blind in the left eye. Though Krishna was considered physically weak from childhood, it was actually Nitya who would encounter more health problems.


While in England, Krishna spoke at a Theosophical Society meeting in May and a Star meeting in September. Though still somewhat nervous and hesitant, his speeches were improving.


Back in India by October 1911, they were in Benares in December for the Theosophical Convention. And suddenly, an event took place in which Krishna seemed transformed, leading many to believe the World Teacher had finally arrived. On 28 December, Krishna was asked to hand over membership certificates to the new Star members. After he had handed over two or three, according to Leadbeater, the hall was filled with a tremendous power that seemed to be flowing through Krishna, ‘like the outpouring of the Holy Ghost at Pentecost’. All the people there, which included those from various parts of the world as well as high-caste Hindus and others from India, felt this and spontaneously fell at his feet as they took their certificates. As they did so, they felt blessed. Even Nitya touched his brother’s feet. The next day there was a meeting of the ES, and Mrs Besant affirmed that ‘Krishna’s body had been chosen by the Bodhisattva, and was even now being attuned by him’.56 George Arundale reporting on what happened on 28 December 1911 also stated that some could see the bright blue funnel of light above Krishna, the shining star and the great green devas.


A similar scene took place on the 30 December though not with the same force. Biographers have dealt with this incident differently. Mary Lutyens believed it took place as described. Vernon thinks it was a form of mass hysteria. Williams believed that when one or two touched Krishna’s feet reverentially, everyone behind them began to do so too.


While many began to revere Krishna, the incident of 28 December left Krishna’s father aghast. He did not believe that Krishnamurti was capable of writing At the Feet of the Master or that he was a great teacher in the making. Narayaniah himself told Mrs Hook that this deification would make the boys a laughing stock. There were other events during this time that disturbed Narayaniah. After returning from England, Mrs Besant told them she would be leaving again in February 1912, and sending Nitya and Krishna with Leadbeater to Ooty (short form of Ootacamund, later Udhagamandalam), a hill station in south India, for their next initiation. When Narayaniah protested she told him not to be silly. He could not even meet his sons at the Benares Convention, but when he did manage to meet Mrs Besant on the 31 December, she, for the first time, said she could not keep Leadbeater away from them. When he responded that he would take legal action, she replied, ‘Don’t dash against a rock.’ But a compromise was reached when she said she would instead take the boys with her to England, and he agreed to this. Despite the agreement on 6 January 1912, Narayaniah wrote another letter to Mrs Besant asking her to keep the boys away from Leadbeater in continuation of the conversation they had at the Benares Convention. In the course of the letter he says,57 ‘What I personally witnessed I have brought to your notice on several occasions, and told you in no doubtful terms that Mr. Leadbeter (sic) has the lowest kind of sexual appetite, and that he has his own way of gratifying it. What the other person has seen was, I am told, also brought to your notice … I therefore requested you on many an occasion to separate my boys from him. You were kind enough to comply with my requests, but only half and half, still giving room to Leadbeater to continue his own dirty practices. On the last occasion, namely when I spoke to you in Benares, you plainly told me that you could not separate the boys from the man.’ He goes on to say that he feels Leadbeater is a totally undesirable character who should not even temporarily associate with his boys or correspond with them, and that if she cannot guarantee to keep him away from them, ‘I regret I shall have recourse to law to find my remedy … I resolve to do so, irrespective of consequences, for though I may fail in my attempt, I shall have the satisfaction that I have done my very best in discharging my duty and responsibility towards my sons, which I cannot shake off quite so easily as you seem to imagine.’ There is more in the long letter.


But Mrs Besant evidently had no intention of keeping the boys away from Leadbeater. He believed it was time for Krishna’s second initiation, and she followed him in all occult matters. Both wanted the boys out of India before Narayaniah made additional demands. While Narayaniah was in Cuddappah, she took the boys to Bombay, telling him they would be leaving on 10 February, but instead leaving by ship with them on 3 February. Jinarajadasa, then 37 years old, and Dick Clarke went with them, while Leadbeater had already left for Europe. Lady Emily met them at Dover on 16 February 1912.


Narayaniah wrote again to Mrs Besant on 15 February about Lakshman’s testimony and that he was convinced ‘that the crime has been committed’. He still signed the letter ‘I am your ever-dutiful son’. Before receiving this, Mrs Besant had sent him a letter dated 7 February. She had already got Lakshman to retract his statement in a signed document. Now she asked Narayaniah to leave Adyar and hand over all ES documents, and added a threat. ‘If you try to set aside the deed, I am prepared to prove that when the children were taken over they were half-starved, beaten, dirty, their lives made a veritable hell, they lived in terror of you and would run away when they heard your step. Now they are frank, fearless, healthy gentlemen, though Nitya will hardly recover the stunting effects of under-feeding in his childhood. Of 13 children but five survive, an eloquent testimony as to their home surroundings.’ She signed her letter ‘your rejected helper’.


Annie Besant had shown here that she was ready to do anything to retain custody. Her accusations were probably untrue, as they were made at this stage as a kind of threat, but she presumed she would be believed rather than Narayaniah. Her statements here are relevant to Theosophists justifying taking the boys away on grounds of their being ill, dirty and underfed, all of which may not have been true.


Veritas reports,58 that on the receipt of the letter, Narayaniah was for a time struck dumb, as he had totally trusted Mrs Besant. He then learnt that his sons were in Italy with Leadbeater, and writing to her on 11 July 1912, he said that he could no longer allow her to be their guardian and that he cancelled the letter of guardianship asking her to hand over his sons to him not later than 31 August 1912. He had moved out of the Theosophical Society premises to another house in Madras. The Hindu newspaper published his letter and attacked Mrs Besant. One must note that apart from the welfare of his sons, Narayaniah gained nothing from this. He lost his accommodation and his work, which though unpaid, he enjoyed doing. To go against Mrs Besant, whom he considered almost divine, took great courage on his part. She and Leadbeater suggested he was instigated to take such action by Tingley or the Indian nationalists. Looking at all the available evidence, it would seem that Narayaniah’s motivation in filing the case was his sense of responsibility regarding his sons. But the case did become a flashpoint between certain elite Indians, who had the support of The Hindu newspaper, and Mrs Besant representing a section of European Theosophists.


It was only in October 1912 when Mrs Besant returned to India without his sons that Narayaniah filed a case against her, requesting their return. In the suit filed, Narayaniah reiterated his beliefs about Leadbeater, how he had repeatedly asked Mrs Besant to separate the boys from him and how only when she finally refused to do so, he had taken legal action. He also said that the elder boy was being deified and not given a proper education. When she again wanted to take the boys to England, he had no objection as he did not know that they were to be reunited with Leadbeater in Italy. Regarding Mrs Besant’s letter on 7 February 1912, he said he had never starved, beaten, terrified or underfed his sons, and he had the greatest affection for them. He added he had never prostrated before his son as was being claimed. He was not a member of the Order of the Star of the East. The case came up before the High Court of Madras in March 1913, and the judgment was given in April by Judge Bakewell. In his concluding remarks, C.P. Ramaswamy Iyer on behalf of Narayaniah said his client wanted the benefit of the minors and was not motivated by anything else. He was ready to deposit Rs 10,000 for the purpose and to have another responsible person associated with him for their guardianship. They could be made wards of the Court, with the best provision being made for their education.


The boys knew what was going on. During the case, both Nitya and Krishna supported Mrs Besant and Leadbeater. Krishna, in fact, on 5 January 1913, in a letter to Mrs Besant said, ‘It is so hard for you at your dear age fighting with those awful people.’ In his four years with the Theosophical Society, Krishna’s father had become for him one of those ‘awful people’.


Narayaniah was emotional and confused in his testimony, and the judge did not accept all his accusations against Leadbeater, though the latter was condemned for his immoral views. However, Judge Bakewell did feel that Mrs Besant had violated the provisions of the agreement with Narayaniah and ordered that the boys be returned to the custody of the father by 26 May. Despite ultimately winning the case, the judgment said Narayaniah should bear all costs. Mrs Besant filed an appeal and asked for a stay in carrying out the order, which was granted. The case was again heard in October that year, and the judgment went in favour of Narayaniah, the court being presided over by Chief Justice Arnold White. The judgment concluded that Narayaniah ‘acted on an honest belief’, the conclusions were in the plaintiff’s favour and stated that Mrs Besant had not kept to the terms of the agreement. Her appeal therefore was dismissed, and all costs were to be borne by her. The earlier judgment too was modified, with each part being liable for their own costs in the Court of First Instance.


But Mrs Besant did not give up and appealed to the Privy Council in Britain. The hearing at the Privy Council came up in May 1914 and went in her favour mainly on the grounds that the boys’ wishes had earlier not been consulted. They had in fact been consulted only in January 1914, and both had said that they did not want to return to India.


Meanwhile, after reaching England in February 1912 and with their hair now cut short, Nitya and Krishna stayed with the Brights before proceeding through Holland to Taormina in Sicily where Leadbeater had found a place suitable for the second initiation. Taormina was believed to be a sacred site from ancient days. Here, Pythagoras had stayed and held occult gatherings, and so had Apollonius of Tyana, who was presented by his third century biographer Flavius Philostratus as a World Teacher of the first century.59
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