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Introduction

I FIRST CAME TO the Findhorn Foundation for a weekend in 1974. I was not a ‘spiritual type’ but I certainly was looking for something. Having left my home in South Africa with an overwhelming sadness at the separation in every aspect of that society, I dreamt of an idyllic utopia where everyone had a common unity and purpose. What power that could generate! I didn’t know how to create the harmony I longed for in my world, so I went looking for it.

My first impression of the community growing at Findhorn was that the 150 people I met there also wanted to live in harmony, and were setting about creating it themselves. So I stayed for a weekend . . . then a few weeks . . . then a year, which stretched to ten . . . and more.

What appeared at first glance to be just a group of nice people living happily together turned out to be much more. The community lifestyle was very busy – delicious vegetarian meals were produced twice a day in the spotless kitchen, the community centre was kept immaculate, there were gardeners digging, planting and weeding in the lovely flower and vegetable gardens, and other people worked in the craft studios or the Publications department, which had a darkroom and printing press and had published several books. The community was also about to break ground to build a new Hall to accommodate their ever increasing numbers. And there was something special about the place I couldn’t define – a kind of magic.

In my quest for harmony I had set one foot on a path which was to lead me into worlds far beyond my dreams – towards a new understanding of Self, and of the very purpose of life.

One of my first steps along this path as a new member of the Findhorn Community was to clean Peter and Eileen Caddy’s bungalow each morning. Only years later did I learn that I was there only because Eileen Caddy was recovering from a major operation. With my South African background I had assumed a servant was the least the founder members of this community were entitled to!

I was honoured to do the job, and astonished at the way Peter and Eileen included me in whatever conversation happened to be going on in the bungalow. My eyes and ears were opened as I listened to snippets of conversation about the inner workings of the community, both spiritual and practical – about an important special meditation meeting to ‘ground the forces of light’ or the equally important noon arrangements for the community van to take everyone for a swim at the beach to keep the body as healthy as the soul.

My spiritual education began at the hearth, under the eagle eyes of Peter and Eileen. “You have to learn to love where you are and what you are doing before you can move on”, either one would say to me. “Don’t leave even a speck of dust. It must be perfect. God made us perfectly, so only perfection is good enough for God. No sweeping things under the carpet!”

That applied to human relationships in the community too. People’s openness impressed me – they were willing to share their deepest thoughts, fears or dreams with each other without reservation. Eileen would tell me about a difficulty in her relationship with Peter or share with me her most recent personal triumph as I dusted the semi-precious stones and crystals on the shelf. And God was so normal. Everyone seemed to accept without question that there was life, and spirit, in everything – even in those stones on the shelf.

Peter and Eileen’s outward appearance as a conventional middle-aged English couple belied the fact that they, with their friend Dorothy Maclean, were the founders in 1962 of a spiritual community, which was on the crest of a new wave of thinking more often associated in those years with the flowering hippy movement. Eileen, the perfect lady, always carefully and elegantly dressed, with her white hair set and curled, was quiet, composed and maternal. Peter, tall and robust, with his ruddy, healthy, round face and tanned, balding head fringed with white hair, exuded energy and dynamic positivity. Dorothy Maclean had already left to live in the United States when I arrived at the community. At our first meeting several years later she impressed me as an intelligent and direct woman with a refreshingly commonsense approach to life, particularly the spiritual life.

Every evening Eileen changed into a long evening dress and high-heeled shoes and walked the hundred yards to the community centre for dinner. In those days Peter and Eileen insisted that everyone changed for the evening meal, which was served by candlelight at the tables. It was a gracious and pleasant tradition that Peter and Eileen kept alive for many years, resisting the informality that came with the young Californians.

As time went by and I moved on to other work within the community, I often popped in to see Eileen and we’d spend half an hour catching up with each other. We have always had an easy rapport, and our relationship has been blessed with a mutual appreciation, although at the same time we have always seen clearly each other’s weaknesses as well as our strengths.

Eileen introduced me to the idea of God within. She had a way of sharing her own faith that allowed me to consider it might apply to me too. If ever I had a problem or needed direction in my life, she would gently turn me within to find my own answers. Her faith that God exists within inspired me to be still and listen for myself.

We first started working on Eileen’s life story in 1976. It was to go out in conjunction with another book, a more ‘esoteric’ history of the Foundation, supposedly to give the more personal angle. Eileen was feeling very vulnerable at the time and wasn’t very enthusiastic about the project, but because Peter thought it was a good idea she went along with it.

My first step was to read through all the messages she had ever received from her inner voice since 1958. Some of this ‘guidance’ had already been published, God Spoke To Me being the first of several books. In addition, however, there were dozens of small notebooks of messages recorded in her tiny writing which were of a more personal nature, given specially to Eileen to help her grow through each event in her life. None of these had ever been typed out before.

As I read, I began to trace the threads of a course in spiritual education. Step by step Eileen had been given one simple lesson at a time. Her inner voice was so personal, with all the lessons connected to everyday events, that it was difficult not to imagine a benign father-figure watching over a beloved child, repeating her lessons over and over until she had grasped them. Then would come an experience to test her and a comment on how she had done: “Well done, My child, you see how that worked”! or “Whoops! Not quite. Try again.”

Once one lesson was learned, she was given a new one, taking her deeper into herself, challenging her more. It was the most exciting reading – all the more so because I found the guidance consistently applied to my own life at that very moment. I was, in a way, receiving the same spiritual education as Eileen. If that could happen with me, why not with everyone else who read it? All I needed to do was edit it and tie it in with what was happening to Eileen in her life at the time and we would have a fascinating story.

For weeks – months – Eileen and I met every day and talked and talked. I also asked Peter for his version of events, which was sometimes quite a different story! I started the first draft of what was to be a biography of Eileen Caddy. I had written a couple of chapters when work stopped – someone had told Eileen she should be writing her own life story. She did not feel ready to do this, partly because it would bring her too close to some still painful memories, and my own energy and enthusiasm to continue with the book dissolved. I put all my notes in a box, certain they would come in handy some day.

Several years later, Eileen wrote to me from New Zealand to say she had an inner prompting to write her autobiography at last and she asked me to help her. I was thrilled.

This time our enthusiasm for the project was equal. Eileen willingly wrote down everything she could remember from her early childhood to the present. Her guidance messages helped to jog her memory, and then she told and retold to me all she could remember that related to her spiritual unfoldment. No matter how painful the recollection, she allowed me to question and probe until both she and I fully understood the significance of a sequence of events or a relationship. Then I collected all our notes and began to shape this Flight into Freedom.

The project was full of challenges, not the least of which was to represent the picture truly from Eileen’s perspective and resist the temptation to inject my own interpretation of events. I hope I have succeeded. Jokingly I have said that while Eileen is a channel for God, I am a channel for Eileen!

After working so closely with Eileen Caddy for so many years, my overriding experience is of her immense courage and faith in God. No matter how great her fear, no matter how strong her resistance to change, if she is told from within to do something, she does it. At the beginning, when her faith in God was negligible, her belief in her own worth was even less. Over the years I have watched her faith in herself grow as her relationship with God has developed from a hopeful belief into a firm knowledge that God is within.

Eileen’s love for humanity is awe-inspiring, as is her willingness to continue to change and grow not just to benefit herself but, more importantly, to help all of humanity. Her life and her inner connection with God demonstrate that we can create anything we wish through the power of our thoughts, the power of our love, the power of spirit. If this story has anything at all to offer us, it is that Eileen Caddy has revealed a way for each of us to create our world in harmony.

Liza Hollingshead

Findhorn, 1987

2002 Edition Postscript

IT HAS BEEN THE greatest privilege to know Eileen Caddy as a friend, mentor and surrogate mother since I was 24 years old. She has seen me through the all vicissitudes of my adult life, helped me with difficult relationships, watched my son grow to be a man, and supported me in my work in the world. Always she has been constant in her advice: never dwell on self-pity, forgive, be positive and move on, and serve the good of the whole. She has inspired me to stretch and to grow, and to trust the divinity within that is the guiding force in my life. She has taught me, through her own example, how to find deep satisfaction in life by serving a higher purpose, and how to bring peace to my world through the power of love.

I have not yet heard the voice of God speak to me as clearly and directly as she does, nor have I written dozens of books with thousands of inspired and inspiring messages in them. But Eileen’s conviction that each one of us has the ability to turn within and hear the still, small voice gave me the confidence to trust the promptings of my soul and of my heart which led me to spend my whole adult life in the Findhorn Community and to my work supporting the orphans of Kitezh Community in Russia.

Over the years, I have witnessed Eileen’s unrelenting commitment to work on herself, to work through her personal setbacks and emotional disturbances in order to bring more love and peace into the world. This has consistently been her aim and her desire. She is a very private person, and yet she stretches herself to accommodate and embrace the needs of others. It took great courage for her to speak in public, yet she did it many times. She grappled with her human nature, her jealousy, pain and feelings of rejection, until she changed and came to a place of love and unity with everyone. She did not give up. She sees everything as service to God, and is willing to share the intimate details of her personal story in the hope that by doing so, it will help others.

As we completed the epilogue together, Eileen’s ‘last word’, I had a personal realisation that remains with me. So many times Eileen commented on how blessed she is in her old age. She has everything she could possibly need or wish for, and yet she has never earned a penny in her life! When I reflected on Eileen’s working life, I understood that her job was simply to meditate. Nothing more. Of course she was mother and wife as well, but her life’s work, in the world, was to be still and hold the spiritual energy steady while so many others rushed about being busy. As a result, all her material needs were indeed taken care of in mysterious and remarkable ways. Like many of us, I work long hours to satisfy my need to make a difference in the world, and to survive materially. What if I were to spend those same hours in meditation instead? Would God perhaps take care of me too? A thought to ponder – as I rush back to my computer to answer another email!

I am deeply grateful for this opportunity to write Flight Into Freedom (and Beyond) with Eileen, to be party to her innermost thoughts and to put them together in this story. My wish for you, the reader, is that the spirit of Eileen Caddy and her life’s work will inspire you as much as it has inspired me.

Liza Hollingshead

Findhorn, 2002
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                      In a vision I was shown a fledgling learning to fly,

                      Its first efforts were very feeble

                      but as it used its wings more and more,

                      they became stronger

                      until it found the freedom of flight

                      and was able to soar to great heights

                      and fly great distances without any effort.

                      I heard the words:

                      ‘Faith comes with practice.

                      Live by faith until it becomes rocklike and unshakable

                      and find the true freedom of the spirit.’



I TOOK A DEEP BREATH and looked out at the sea of faces before me. Four thousand people. All looking at me, waiting expectantly for me to speak about peace. I felt the butterflies in my stomach and had the absurd memory of a friend who told me it was all right to have butterflies as long as they were flying in formation! For a second I stood immobile. “Please God, help me,” I whispered quietly. “I said I could only manage to do this with Your help.” It worked. I began to see all those thousands of people as my family and I was no longer afraid. I felt a great wave of love for every person in that hall in India and I knew that all I needed to do was share with them what was in my heart.

“How easy it is,” I began,

                . . . for each of us to say ‘Of course I want universal peace, but there’s nothing I can do about it. After all I am only one person. I’ll leave it to the politicians. So what do we do? We hide in our little shells and allow the issue of the peace of the world to fade into the background because we feel powerless.

                What can I as one individual do about it? Where does my responsibility lie? I can talk about universal peace, but that won’t bring it about. I can write about it, send out pamphlets and go on protest marches, but that does not create peace. We can even have large conferences among nations about peace, but they don’t make it happen.

                We all long for peace and yet we go about it in the wrong way. Instead of starting at the top, we need to start at the foundations. As we think, so we are. As a nation of people thinks, so it is. If its outlook is aggressive or defensive, it will surely create war. When there is jealousy, greed, hatred at the heart of a nation, no amount of talking about peace will bring it about. Change the thinking, the consciousness of a whole nation and you will see its foreign policy change too. The world can only be saved from destroying itself by a change of consciousness. This cannot be brought about by lecturing people, or criticising governments. It is not other people who need to change, it is we ourselves.

                Universal peace starts within each individual. It starts within me and you. It is like a stone thrown into a pool of water. The ripples spread out and out, but they start at the very centre.

                We can start doing something about it right now. Let’s look within our hearts. What is happening in our own lives? In the family? With the people we work with? What will happen as a result of the angry row I had yesterday with my husband? What about the person you met last week whom you swore never to speak to again because she refused to see your point of view? This is where peace breaks down, how wars begin. Until we can bring harmony into our everyday lives and learn to love the people around us, how can we hope to bring universal peace into the world? It’s love and understanding and tolerance that bring peace.

                We can each become part of the disease or part of the cure. It is up to us. There is so much negativity in the world. All you have to do is pick up a newspaper or turn on the television to be bombarded with negative and destructive thoughts. Your reaction to these is vitally important. You can absorb them and allow them to weigh you down until you become part of the negativity around you, or you can fill the situation with your love and help to transmute it.

                Negativity is like a dark cloud that can envelop you unless the light within you is strong enough to dissolve it. Let your light shine forth at all times. The more of us who do this and see its importance, the more quickly will all negativity and darkness disappear, and peace reign on earth. So let there be light and more light within each one of us.

                A person of peace does not resist war, but practices peace. If we take sides, we practice attack. Defensive retaliation is responsible for war, for we are at war in our minds. We cannot fight for peace. We cannot know the nature of peace until we have arrived at peace in our own hearts. And the way to do this is by ceaseless prayer. It is what I call the ‘inner work’ which all of us need to do, not just now and again, but constantly. That is what will bring peace.

                To understand the true meaning of peace, look away from outer appearances – close your eyes and be still. Still your senses, breathe deeply. Allow peaceful thoughts to flow into your consciousness. Allow your heart to fill with love and gratitude. Pour your love out into your world, visualising it whole and joyful and peaceful. Let us practice peace by starting the day in a peaceful frame of mind, awakening with peaceful thoughts that we carry into our daily lives.

                There can be no unity without love. Love is the key that opens all doors. Love is the balm that heals all wounds. Love is the Light that lightens the darkness. Love draws together, makes whole, creates oneness. Love makes us want to give and give – of our talents, our service, our lives. Love makes life worth living.

                Where there is love there is peace. When we love one another we will no longer stand back and criticise other people’s way of life, their religion, rituals, beliefs, traditions. When we are at peace within ourselves, we will no longer try to change others, and we will no longer be frightened of our differences.

                As we relax and allow peace to fill our hearts and minds and we feel the oneness of all, we go beyond the outer to the very heart where there is no separation at all. And as we make these changes in ourselves, we will find they have taken place in those around us as well.

                When we are at perfect peace within, all conflict will disappear and we will see humanity through the eyes of love. We will know that we are indeed all one in God’s sight. For God is Love. Let us remember that as we think, so we are; as we think so we create. We are indeed co-creators with God.

There was a moment’s hush. Then the applause rose into a crescendo and I clung to the podium, staring at 4,000 upturned faces.

How could it possibly be me standing before this vast crowd of people – in India of all places?

TWO MONTHS PREVIOUSLY, opening my mail in the small caravan that is my home at the Findhorn Foundation in Northern Scotland, I had found a letter inviting me to speak at a big international Peace Conference in India. In my recent prayers and meditations I had affirmed that I wanted to change and grow spiritually and that I was willing to do anything to bring this about. But this was too much! Go to India? Alone? I couldn’t possibly, I decided, and declined the invitation.

Then something strange happened: my back seized up. It was so painful I had to go to bed for several days. As I lay in agony, I searched within myself for the cause of the problem, or at least a clue to finding some relief. All I got was, “Go to India.” “How ridiculous,” I thought, “It’s a long way and I don’t have the money for the air fare. Anyway, I don’t have anything to say – and I can’t possibly travel to India on my own.” My list of reasons not to go was endless. But the pain in my back persisted . . .

Finally, in desperation I stopped resisting and agreed to go to India. “But I can’t do this on my own,” I thought. “I’m going to need God’s help to get through this one.”

As soon as I had made my decision and sent off the letter of acceptance, the pain in my back eased, and everything began to fall into place; the tickets, money for expenses, even the right person to travel with me. I realised this trip must be right and that my resistance had given me the pain in my back.

The Peace Conference was much bigger than I had expected. To travel all that way to attend such an event was a big enough hurdle for me to overcome, but when I got there I was told that I was, in fact, a guest of honour, and I was asked to give the opening blessing as well as a talk. It was an ordeal just to walk up the long flight of steps to the platform and to cut the cord of flowers, with the crowd pushing and shoving behind me. The fact that I managed to give a coherent talk made me realise yet again that of myself I can do nothing, but with God’s help I can do all things.

TO LEARN TO TURN WITHIN for God’s guidance has become the purpose of my life. One of the most visible results of this was the founding of the Findhorn Community in 1962, which was based entirely upon the guidance I received from God within. When I went to India in 1984, the community was 22 years old, and had grown from a small family group living in one caravan into a community of 250 resident members, who host approximately 3,000 guests each year. It is still situated on the same caravan park where it began, but now the community owns the land and is beginning to expand into new forms of relationship with the local area. In spite of its expansion, it has maintained the integrity of the original group, and remains a spiritual centre dedicated to living in harmony with all life forces on the planet. At the core of the members’ beliefs is still the conviction that God, the creative life force, is present within everything and everyone, and that it is possible, even essential, to bring harmony and peace into all aspects of life. What started as a few ‘cranks’ doing something outlandish and suspect, has grown into a place of substance and stability that is a symbol of hope to many people in the world.

I decided to write this book because I believe deep down we all long for freedom – the freedom and joy of the spirit. My life is about moving into that state of being. I learned to listen to God within me the hard way – through disbelief and resistance to change, growth and new ideas. Now that I have found a freedom of the spirit, it is so glorious I wonder what all my resistance was about.

I hope that as you read my story you will discover that, just as I have moved through seemingly impossible situations and emerged triumphant with God’s help, you can do it too. I have dedicated my life to the very highest, come what may. I tell my story in the hope that you may learn something to make your path towards finding yourself and your own inner God easier and more joyful. If there is anything in my life of value to you, I offer it with love.
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                            You cannot hope to grow spiritually unless you are prepared to change. Those changes may come in small ways to begin with, but as you move further and further into the new, they will become more drastic and vital. Sometimes it needs a complete upheaval to bring about a new way of life. It is necessary at times seemingly to be cruel to be kind, to cut out the old to reveal the new. So resent not the tremendous changes which are to take place, but be prepared for them and flow with them to help speed them up.

I WAS BORN, the second child of four, in 1917 in Alexandria, Egypt, into an extremely happy family. We lived on the outskirts of the city in a large and spacious home surrounded by a beautiful garden with palm trees and a long rolling lawn where my parents gave outdoor parties. They entertained a lot, as my father was a director of Barclays Bank, DCO.

I adored my father; he was my hero. We shared a deep love and understanding and I often helped him in the garden or went fishing with him, sitting for hours as quiet as a mouse beside him on a rock. But my greatest joy was to ride with my mother in the horse-drawn carriage to visit him in his office at the bank, where I sat and watched him work. I saw that he always had time for the people who came to see him, and he treated everyone the same, no matter who they were. His love and respect for his fellow human beings was obvious. I longed to be like him when I grew up.

Even as a small girl I was moved by the love my parents had for each other. My mother was quiet, frail and very lovely. Her life centred around my father and she was utterly dependent on him. He was warm, vital and energetic, playing rugby, tennis and cricket, getting up early every morning to ride his horse, and yet also caring tenderly for my mother when she was ill with one of her migraine headaches. She for her part supported my father fully. Even though she disliked their busy social life because she was so shy, she was a gracious hostess. The seeds of love were planted in my heart not by words but by the way my parents lived their lives together. This early experience of love had a deep impact on me and made me want a happy marriage like theirs.

On Sundays, instead of going to church, we went to the beach. As a boy my father had been forced to go to church three times every Sunday and he vowed he would never make his children do the same. Nevertheless, he was a deeply spiritual man and it showed in the way he treated both his family and everybody else.

I was 6 when the calm of my childhood was disrupted for the first time. My parents told me that my brother Paddy and I were to go to school in Ireland. We were attending a small school down the road from our home, which was run by a cousin, and I loved it there. Now we would have to travel a long way across Europe to join hundreds of noisy, strange children in an unfamiliar place. The schools in Egypt were considered unsuitable for British children, but they couldn’t have had a worse effect on me than that of leaving home. My parents wanted Paddy to go to my father’s old school and preferred to send both of us rather than have him travel alone. They considered schooling a very important responsibility, and although I knew they sent us away for the best reasons, I was absolutely miserable.

The first goodbye is still vivid in my memory. It was the end of a family holiday in Switzerland, and my Irish aunt, who had joined us, was taking us back with her on the train. I stood dejectedly on the station platform while my father bought us Swiss chocolate from a vending machine to try and cheer us up. It worked until the train gave its final signal to leave and we really had to say goodbye. I felt as if the world was coming to an end. I leaned out of the window as the train drew out of the station, sobbing hopelessly, waving a wet handkerchief to the solitary couple standing on the platform. I cried for hours and my aunt could do nothing to console me.

When we got to Ireland, my brother and I went to different schools. Mine was huge and full of noisy boys and girls. I was terrified. I started making myself ill every morning so that I wouldn’t have to go, until my aunt realised I was unhappy and sent me to a smaller school. I lived with her until I was 11 years old, returning to Egypt each year during school holidays. The journey took five days by train and boat and, although Paddy was the eldest, I was responsible for looking after the passports and the other two children when they grew old enough to join us.

Even worse were the boarding schools that my sister Torrie and I went to. I don’t know why we changed schools so often, but each time I seemed to fall further behind, and my blocks against academic learning increased. I loved handwork, but felt very inadequate about my poor learning ability, especially in comparison to Torrie, who did well at everything. I was jealous of her from the day she was born, when I had to share my father’s love with her. She stayed home when I first went to school, she had fewer school changes and later went to college to become a teacher while I went only to domestic science college.

The only happiness I experienced away from home was the time I spent with my aunt. We had a close, loving relationship, and I became very attached to her. It was she who introduced me to my first religious education. Because she loved going to church on Sundays, I went with her. Sunday School, however, I disliked, because I had to go alone. Being with my aunt awakened a deep yearning within me to know more about God. She taught me to say my prayers and read me stories from the Bible which I enjoyed. To my surprise, I found it quite easy to remember the catechism and verses from the New Testament. But even though I grew to love the Bible, I was never attracted the Church itself, and when it was my turn to be confirmed with the rest of the children my age at school, I refused. I wouldn’t do it just to be like everyone else.

When I was sixteen, Torrie and I were at a boarding school in England. One evening the headmistress called me into her study. I stood in front of her desk, wondering what I had done to merit this unexpected attention.

“Sit down, dear,” she said. I perched on the edge of the chair apprehensively. “Have you heard from home recently?”

“I had a letter from my father last week,” I replied.

“I’m afraid I have very bad news for you,” she said sympathetically. “This came for you an hour ago.”

She handed me a telegram. It read, in bold, bleak letters: EILEEN AND TORRIE JESSOP. DADDY HAS DIED SUDDENLY OF PERITONITIS. FUNERAL ON MONDAY. LOVE MUMMY.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Daddy dead? That was impossible! I had seen him only a few months before, full of energy and life. Someone with such vitality didn’t die. I said nothing. I couldn’t even cry. Somehow I felt my father’s presence with me even more strongly than before. I remembered the last time I saw him – I was standing on the platform waving goodbye as his train pulled out of the station. We had parted this way so many times before, there was no longer any sense of loss or grief. We’d see each other again next holiday. His death seemed the same sort of parting. I felt he had gone to some distant shore and I knew I would see him again someday. It was just a matter of time. I felt a tremendous flow of love towards him as if he were physically present next to me.

When I went to Egypt to be with my mother, I saw a profound change in her. It was as if her life force had drained away. My father was her whole life and without him she had nothing to live for. I knew immediately that I was to look after her; it was almost as though my father himself had asked me to do so. Happily I left school and settled into taking care of my mother and my younger brother, Rex.

As a result of a diving accident Rex suffered from epileptic seizures. He was quite dependent on my mother and adored her, as she did him. In an attempt to find help for him, my mother became interested in Christian Science, believing that the power of positive thought would cure her son’s malady. I don’t know whether it did Rex any good, but it did provide my mother with a spiritual anchor after my father’s death. She was keen for me to become a Christian Scientist too and, although it didn’t interest me much, I kept her company by reading the Bible with her and accompanying her to church.

As my mother was advised to send Rex to a Christian Science home in England, she decided that we all would move to live there as a family. Only a year later she fell seriously ill with meningitis. I nursed her at home as long as I could, but as I watched her deteriorate I felt she had no desire to live. I sat with her thin hand in mine, telling her we would go back to Alexandria as soon as she recovered, but I knew she never would. Only two weeks after she became ill, my mother died. Although I wondered what would become of us all, I couldn’t be sad for her. Her body was just a shell; her essence, her real self, had passed on to be with my father, where she wanted to be.

In the space of two years I had experienced the death of both my parents. Because I continued to be so strongly aware of my father’s presence, I had a profound sense that death is nothing more than taking off an old coat, casting it aside and stepping through a doorway into another place. Death held no fear for me, no horror. I saw it so clearly. Four years later Rex died too. He had been so close to our mother that when she died it seemed he just wanted to join her.

I was nearly nineteen years old, with no idea what to do next. I enrolled in a domestic science college, and although I did well on the practical side, I could not come to grips with the theory. I found a job as a cook until Paddy suggested we buy a roadhouse with our inheritance and run it together. I agreed, although in my heart I longed to meet a man who would marry me and take care of me for ever. We bought a roadhouse near an RAF station in Oxfordshire. Although we were run off our feet, we enjoyed the lively social life that resulted from living close to the airbase. By the time war came, I had met an RAF officer who asked me to marry him. I was tired of being on my own, struggling through life, so I accepted. Andrew Combe and I were married on 13 May 1939.

I was never ‘in love’ with Andrew, but I did love him. He gave me the home, children and security I had been longing for, so for the most part I was content with our life together. He was tall and good-looking in his uniform, and had the distinction of making the first long-distance flight to Australia in a single-engined bomber, which made him quite a celebrity.

Andrew was a big man, and loved big things – cars, boats, houses. I liked little things. He was also domineering and held very strong opinions, but I didn’t mind because I felt secure with him. I lived in his shadow as my mother had lived in my father’s. And then I began to have babies. While the war was going on I had three children one after the other, and I was content. The fourth was born in America, and the last back in England. Everything else came second to them.

After we were married Andrew discovered Moral Rearmament. It became an obsession with him and he insisted that I become involved. As I had done with my aunt and my mother, I went along with him to make him happy and to keep the family together, although I personally did not feel attracted by MRA. I participated in their ‘quiet times’, when everyone sat and listened inwardly and then wrote down what they ‘heard’. Each person was expected to produce something from these quiet times, and if they didn’t the others would help them ‘unblock’. I couldn’t relate to any of this, particularly since I had no ‘guidance’ to write down. Although I felt a hypocrite, I pretended to hear something then wrote down the first thing that came into my head to avoid having my inner world investigated.

When I was staying with an MRA group in America, I was taken into a little room and asked to ‘give my life to God’. I just couldn’t do it. It didn’t come from my heart. Committing myself to God was something I’d have to do with every atom of my being, and I knew I just didn’t experience what they expected of me. I felt as I had when I refused to be confirmed in the Church at the age of 11.

I was a simple person with a simple Christian training and outlook. I had seen how much my aunt loved her Church, and I longed for the same contact with God. Somehow I couldn’t find it except in rare instances – in the silence of a church as I arranged the flowers, or at an early morning communion service where I was the only person present besides the minister. I felt it was important to make the effort to get up early to take communion. Afterwards I always felt good. I never knew why. Attending church on Sundays was not the same at all. I needed to be still and quiet. I knew nothing about meditation then but it was as if I needed to be on my own in a church to think about God.

Because Andrew was away a lot of the time, and he was engrossed in MRA, bringing up the children was mostly left to me. I didn’t mind as I loved them dearly and my life was thoroughly wrapped up in them. During the war years in London, even though there were heavy air raids, we never went into an air raid shelter. When we heard the bombs dropping and the guns in the park firing at the German planes, my son Richard would say in a sleepy voice, “Mummy, must those guns make all that noise? I want to go to sleep.” I stayed very calm and he and his sisters were never frightened. Some nights the bombs dropped very close, and I wondered what we would find outside in the morning, but I never believed we would be hit. I had great faith that we all had a part to play in the future, and that nothing would touch the family.

I included the children in everything I did. Often I had three of them in the kitchen helping me prepare a meal. One would be on a box near the sink peeling potatoes, one would be mixing the filling for a treacle tart and another would be helping with the stew. It always took longer that way, but we all enjoyed it and the children learned so much it was worth the extra trouble.

I enjoyed my children immensely. There was always someone’s birthday coming up, and we had a different kind of party for each one every year. It was fun stretching my imagination to think up new ideas. I loved fancy dress parties. We made our costumes together and had a great time going round the house looking for things we could use to dress up in or use for props. A shoe polish tin became a clock for the white rabbit and an old black skirt turned into a highwayman’s cloak.

As Andrew wasn’t home much, I had to discipline the children myself, even though it made me feel ill to have to smack any of them. But I learned to wait until I was calm before I did it. Then I could explain why it was necessary, and it was more effective. Although I never enjoyed doing it, I felt that both love and discipline were essential in bringing up children. Without learning to respect a firm ‘no’ a little one would soon take over the entire household, and we’d all be unhappy.

From London we moved to America for a few years and then to Iraq. It was there that Jennifer, my eldest daughter, fell ill with polio. I was distraught, and prayed as I had never done before. Polio was the dreaded disease of the time, and many people never recovered from it. After two months in hospital Jennifer looked like a skeleton. She could barely raise her arm to feed herself. One day as she sat pathetically beside the swimming pool I wondered whether she would ever swim again. Then she informed me that she was going to swim a mile. I so much wanted her to succeed, and yet I was afraid because I had been told to let her take things very quietly for a long time. As she slid into the water for the first time and started swimming weakly, I didn’t take my eyes from her. I continued to pray. What a triumph when she eventually succeeded in swimming her mile! My heart overflowed with gratitude and I wondered whether my prayers had helped.

The children gave me an excuse not to participate more than I had to in the social fife that was so much a part of living on an RAF station. Like my mother, I didn’t enjoy the cocktail parties and hectic social life and, like her, I put a good face on it and adopted a gracious manner, hiding my shyness. The MRA code forbade all its members to drink alcohol and the women were not allowed to wear any make-up at all, which made me feel awkward in the company of other RAF wives. It was no use arguing with Andrew about it as he insisted on adhering to the MRA code to the letter. I submitted, to keep the peace, and dutifully went out with him only when I had to.

After we had been in Iraq for some time, Andrew introduced me to a young man he thought might be a potential member of MRA. His name was Peter Caddy. Andrew was impressed by an article on moral leadership Peter had written in the RAF journal. I liked Peter. At the talk on archaeology where we first met, I was impressed by the pertinent and intelligent questions he asked. There was something about his lively interest in everything that intrigued me.

From then on Peter became a frequent visitor to our home. He always dropped in to see us when he was in Habbanya, and I was flattered that even if there was no one else at home, he would stay and talk to me.

On several occasions, as we sat on the verandah while I did my mending, Peter told me extraordinary stories. I listened quietly, although I did not understand half of what he was talking about. But I encouraged him to tell me more. Something deep inside me resonated with what he was saying, although I did not realise it at the time.

He said he was a member of a group studying ancient mysteries and spiritual truths, and that he had been taught by a Master of wisdom. He also said God is within each one of us, within everything. That seemed outrageous to me. They never told us that in church. So much of what Peter said contradicted the orthodox religion I had been brought up with but I did not argue or interrupt him because he sounded so knowledgeable, and I didn’t know very much about it anyway.

One day Peter told me about his first spiritual lesson, when he was a young boy. “My father, who was a strong-willed disciplinarian, had been ill for sometime,” he said. “He had consulted doctors, homeopaths, osteopaths, anyone who might be able to rid him of his rheumatoid arthritis. Eventually he heard about Lucille Rutterby, a spiritual healer who was also a trance medium. My father took me with him to the first meeting. An American Indian chief spoke through her, which impressed me no end. Then I was asked if I had any questions. I asked, ‘How can I win tomorrow’s boxing match at school?’ Everyone laughed, but the Indian chief continued to speak through the medium. ‘Look him straight in the eye, and you will know when he is about to hit you.’ I tried it and it worked! From then on I knew that the spirit world existed, because I had practical confirmation.”

I didn’t know what to make of this. Obviously Peter wasn’t lying, but it was all rather odd, if captivating. I had never met anyone before who had anything to do with psychics, spiritualism and the occult. When he told me about spiritual masters on ‘higher levels’ who worked through people to impart spiritual knowledge and healing, and mentioned names like Koot Humi, Morya and Hilarion, I was mystified.

Although Peter had a reputation as a playboy, our talks showed me a completely different side of him. He was attractive, dynamic, active and positive. He was serious too – and unconventional; he didn’t mind that his ideas conflicted with what was generally accepted in society. I felt he was a spiritual person, although I didn’t really know what the word meant. ‘Religious’ was not the way to describe him. I knew he didn’t go to church, but I sensed a commitment to something spiritual that I didn’t understand.

I liked Peter’s directness. He had a clear look in his eye, and called a spade a spade. Although he showed consideration for me, which I enjoyed because I had so little of Andrew’s attention, there was nothing romantic about our relationship. Peter’s manner was so matter-of-fact that there could be no question of that and, besides, I was married with five children. I enjoyed having a good friend.

One time when Peter stopped in to see us on his way from Akaba, he hobbled into the house with his foot in a plaster cast.

“What on earth have you done to yourself?” I asked him.

Slightly embarrassed, he replied, ‘I was underwater diving in the Persian Gulf and I stepped on a sea urchin. The doctor couldn’t get the tiny spines out, so he put my foot in this plaster to keep my heel off the ground in the hope they will work their way out. It’s very painful.”

“Can I try a remedy my Greek nurse used on me when I was a child?” I offered. “She loved to eat sea urchins, and we used to go out collecting them. Whenever we got spines in our fingers, she rubbed in olive oil which dissolved them.”

“At this point I’ll try anything,” Peter said.

So I did exactly what I remembered my nurse doing to me, and it worked. Within a matter of days the pain was gone, and Peter was able to walk easily. He was delighted.

“The plaster certainly cramped my style,” he joked, as he dashed off again. “Thanks a lot!”

Peter was always going off on trips. He was constantly on the move, taking advantage of his time in the RAF to explore the world driven by his peculiar sense that nothing happened by coincidence, that everything was part of the plan for his life. One of the qualities I most admired in him was his unfailing positivity. “There’s no point in indulging in negativity,” he often remarked. “We’ve been given a marvellous life to live. Why waste it with doubts and fears?” He tackled the most impossible tasks, and never took ‘no’ for an answer, with the result that he seemed to be able to accomplish anything he set his mind to. He attributed this to his training in positive thinking with his ‘Master’, the teacher who gave him his early spiritual training. It reminded me a little of my mother’s Christian Science teaching of healing by positive thinking or mind over matter.

When Peter heard of a monastery high in the mountains of Tibet that was supposed to be the ancient seat of Eastern spiritual teaching, he decided to lead a party on the 350-mile trek in search of it.

“It was part of my spiritual training to make that trip,” he told me afterwards. “Even though I was told it was inaccessible, that it was impossible to get transport for the men and supplies, that it was an exceptionally difficult climb, I was determined to find it. And we did. I managed, by sheer persistence and perseverance, to engineer the trip. The other officers were amazed,” he added with sly pride. “They never thought I’d pull it off.

“It took us fifteen days of arduous climbing to reach the monastery at Gyantse. The abbot was a great soul, humble yet with a marvellous sense of humour. It was a magical place and the discipline of the monastery was admirable, but I felt it belonged to the past. The customs were stylised and it was clear to me that it was of the old order, not the new. I had thought Tibet was the centre of spiritual world government, but I came away knowing that this was no longer true. I also knew that it was not where my future spiritual path lay.”

“You must have been disappointed,” I said sympathetically.

“Not in the least!” Peter exclaimed. “The purpose of the journey was to test me on positive thinking and perseverance, to put the theory I have learned into practice. Besides, I learned something very important: the power that has been held for hundreds – thousands – of years by hidden teachers in the faraway mountains of Tibet has been released to the world and I have a part to play in the direction of these energies. I’ve been told that I have been prepared for lifetimes for this work, and this is part of my final training.”

“Lifetimes – what do you mean?” I asked, puzzled.

“My past lives.”

“Do you mean to tell me that you honestly believe you have lived before?” I asked him in astonishment.

“Of course,” he replied casually but with conviction. “I’ve been told so by several people who are sensitive to higher levels of awareness.”

“But Peter,” I protested mildly, “that goes against everything the Church teaches.”

“Well the early Christians believed in it,” he replied,” but in 500 AD they decided to cut out all mention of reincarnation from the Bible to reinforce the importance of the Church. There are still references to it if you look, though. The point is that reincarnation makes perfect sense. Otherwise, what’s the purpose of spiritual growth? If you’re only going to live once, there’s no point in learning from your mistakes. If a soul is given different opportunities in various lifetimes to progress and learn, it will return to serve God and humanity. We are part of a much bigger picture than just our little lives here on earth.”

What Peter was saying sounded blasphemous to me, and yet he spoke with such certainty that I dared not argue with him. Besides, I was afraid he’d think I was stupid and ignorant.

Not long after that, Peter came to visit me again. As we sat on either end of the sofa, he said. “I’ve had the most extraordinary experience I must tell you about.” He could hardly contain his excitement. “When I was in Jerusalem last week I had a prompting to walk to the top of the mountain overlooking the city. As I lay on the ground at the top it came to me that you are my other half! It was the nearest I’ve ever experienced to actually hearing an inner voice.” He looked at me expectantly. I glanced up from my mending, half expecting him to be teasing me, and when I saw his bright blue eyes staring at me with such intensity, I burst out laughing.

“Peter, you can’t be serious,” I protested. “With a husband and five children, I’m an unlikely other half. Besides, you’re married as well!” He looked so crestfallen that I laid my hand on his arm and said more gently, “Peter, what is to be, will be. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

I never mentioned the conversation to Andrew. Although I felt no emotional involvement with Peter, I was afraid Andrew would misunderstand. Anyway, Peter had been so objective, so unemotional, in telling me his story, it was difficult to see how it had anything to do with my marriage. There was no romance, no flattery, no passion. Peter was thoroughly down to earth.

Peter did, however, keep in touch with me and it was clear by now that it was a relationship with me he was pursuing, not with my husband. When I went with the children to the RAF summer camp up in the hills to escape the heat, Peter sent me packages of books with people who were passing through. Sometimes Andrew brought them, and since he never asked about them, I assumed he wasn’t interested.

One time, however, Andrew was given a parcel for me which contained some photos Peter had taken of me and the children, and a letter. For some reason I suddenly didn’t want to read it to Andrew, so I disappeared into the bathroom and read it alone. Then I tore it up and flushed it down the lavatory. I still don’t know why I did it, as it was not a love letter at all. It contained nothing but sixteen pages of Peter’s thoughts on those strange esoteric subjects he had spoken to me about. But I was suddenly afraid. I thought Andrew might label it black magic. Perhaps he would prevent Peter from visiting me. I realised those visits had become important to me but I couldn’t talk to Andrew about it because I was sure he wouldn’t understand. I felt very alone. All these strange new ideas were churning in my mind, and I had no one to discuss them with.

The last Christmas we were in Iraq was a particularly busy one, and we were involved in a round of parties that never seemed to end. One night, as I was getting dressed to go out, I was suddenly tired of wearing such plain, dull clothes, with no make-up or anything, just to fit in with Andrew’s Moral Rearmament code. Rebelliously, I put on a touch of lipstick and face powder, something I had not done for years. I appeared and said brightly, “Are you ready to go?”

Andrew took one look at me and scowled. “Take that muck off your face, Eileen! You know I won’t have you wearing paint on your face.” Something in me snapped.

“I will do no such thing!” I retorted. I could hardly believe I had dared to oppose Andrew like this, but I’d had enough of his domineering.

“Eileen, I insist you go and wash your face. And hurry up, or we’ll be late.”

We stood glaring at one another, in a deadlock of wills. I held out.

“All right, then I won’t go.” I said. “You can go on your own.” And I went to my desk and started to write a letter.

Andrew sat there in stony silence. I wasn’t angry with him, but I was determined not to give in to being forced to do things against my will. The time ticked by and Andrew glanced uneasily at his watch. By midnight he realised that I meant what I said, that I had no intention of going out on his terms. Reluctantly he relented.

“Have it your own way,” he said gruffly. “We’d better go now or our absence will cause comment.”

When we arrived at the dance, very late, Andrew withdrew into a group of his friends and became engrossed in a conversation about MRA. Peter came over and asked me to dance. He commented on the tense look on my face and chuckled when I told him what happened. “Let’s go and have a drink,” he suggested. “What will you have?”

“A John Collins,” I replied rebelliously. “I don’t care if Andrew disapproves!”

Peter grinned, enjoying playing conspirator in my little bid for freedom. I felt exhilarated by my small step towards independence, and had a marvellous time, dancing, laughing and joking until the early hours of the morning. Peter was wonderfully attentive, giving me just the boost I needed. I felt attractive and alive for the first time in years.

I DIDN’T SEE PETER for months after that. Andrew and I reached an uneasy compromise and life carried on as usual. When Peter next visited Habbanya, he was full of a ‘chance’ encounter he had had in the Philippines.

“I asked God to let me stay in Habbanya, you know, after that marvellous evening with you, but to my surprise my aircraft took off as scheduled,” he told me, bubbling over with excitement. “I had an introduction to a major and his wife in the Philippines, so I looked them up. When I knocked at the door an older, white-haired lady opened it. Her son-in-law and daughter were not home yet, so she asked me in for a drink. I couldn’t believe it when a couple of minutes later I found myself telling her, Naomi, all about my experiences in Tibet. We found that we had much in common spiritually, and I also discovered she was a channel for higher levels of consciousness!”
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