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Diane, John, Gillian, Auralice (always)






If there is a sense of the real, then there must also be something that one could call a sense of the possible.… The possible embraces not only the dreams of high-strung individuals but also the still dormant designs of God. A possible experience or a possible truth is not equal to real experience and real truth minus the value of reality, but possesses—at least, in the view of its adherents—something exceedingly divine, a fire, a flight, a will to build and a conscious utopianism that does not shun reality but instead treats it as a mission and invention.

—Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities








PROLOGUE Unfinished Business


IN THE WINTER OF 2004, I moved with my wife, Auralice, to a town called Auroville. Situated in South India, Auroville is an intentional community on a plateau overlooking the Bay of Bengal. It was founded in 1968 with the ambitious goals of encouraging human unity and fostering evolution. Some people think of Auroville as a utopia, but the people who live there, including my wife and me, reject this label. Utopia is a place that’s perfect and that doesn’t exist. Auroville is real, and highly—humanly—imperfect. I guess it would be more appropriate to say that Auroville is an aspiring utopia.

People typically move to places such as Auroville, have moved throughout the ages, because they’re searching for something new. Maybe they’re tired of their lives, maybe they feel alienated by the way the world is. They sell the house, pack their bags, travel to a faraway destination, and hope for a fresh start. But for Auralice and me, our move represented something different. We weren’t lunging toward the future; we were taking a step back, into the past.

Auralice and I grew up in Auroville. We spent our early years there, in a magical, denuded terrain, a flat desert that felt very remote, both physically and psychologically. We knew each other as kids, and then we went our separate ways in the world—the real world, as we called it—and built lives. Now, more than a decade later, we found ourselves leaving those lives, dismantling the identities we had so assiduously constructed, and moving back to the landscape of our childhoods.



We were living in Brooklyn. We had rented a one-bedroom apartment on Atlantic Avenue, in a prewar building with a brick façade and protruding metal fire escapes. Atlantic was noisy and a little dirty; its honking trucks reminded me of India, but I liked it there. We took the subway into the city, we worked at jobs, we spent our paychecks on the usual things—clothes and technology, books—and we tried new restaurants on weekends. We had lots of friends; we led good, normal lives.

People asked us why we were leaving all of that, and we didn’t have a coherent answer. Sometimes we told them we were homesick. Sometimes we just said we wanted to try something new (though, of course, it wasn’t actually new for us). We said things about America being the past and Asia the future. Also, we were horrified by the war in Iraq. I remember riding the subway one day, looking at a photo spread in the New York Times, American soldiers in green combat fatigues amid the orange glow of a dust storm, and I thought, so clearly, I don’t want to be part of this.

These were all real reasons, and they strike me now, each, as valid reasons. But there was something else. My wife had a history in Auroville. Her mother and adoptive father both died there when she was fourteen years old. She left soon after, moved to New York to start a new life with a new family. She (and I) never understood those deaths. They loomed huge in our lives, hers especially, and also in the collective consciousness of our town. Over time, they had become part of an emerging mythology. But it was never clear what had happened; the deaths remained shrouded, inscrutable tragedies that hovered over my wife, and then eventually over me, too. Looking back, I know that’s the real reason we returned to Auroville: we had unfinished business there.



October of 1986 and a man lies dying in a hut at the edge of a canyon. His name is John Anthony Walker. He’s on a mattress on a cement floor, and by his side sits a woman wrapped in a shawl, a yellow cat in her lap, and she cries. Her name is Diane Maes. This has been going on for months. All through the summer, first in the brutal South Indian heat, and then into the monsoon, with dark clouds blowing in and promising respite, the man’s condition has worsened. What is it that ails him? What is it that has brought him—brought them both—to this point?

Once their lives were full of promise. They are part of a great adventure, this quest to build a new world called Auroville. They arrived here like so many idealists and romantics, filled with aspiration and optimism, and they have worked hard, held their faith diligently. John, the intelligent, privileged scion of a wealthy American East Coast family. Diane, the beautiful, spiritually inclined dropout from Belgium. Both have been determined, alongside hundreds of others who have left families, friends, homes, and possessions behind, to come to this flat patch of land in India and remake human society. But now John lies ill on a cracked concrete floor, and Diane cries.

On October 13, it rains. Parched soil comes to life. Streams cut into red earth, flow toward the canyon, join to form rivers that replenish the ocean. Roots are exposed, trees and shrubs overturned. The frogs are a cacophony; snakes emerge to feast on them. A drizzle turns into a downpour. Diane scribbles an urgent note to a person she thinks might be able to save them, a Frenchman named Bernard. “Where is the force for us?” she writes desperately. John dies early the next morning. Diane dies the same afternoon.



This is the story we knew; this is the history Auralice carried with her when she left for America as a fourteen-year-old girl, to move in with John’s family. The mystery and sense of secrecy were always nagging. But you get on with life, you push the questions away. Over time, they subside, or at least lose their urgency.

Then one evening I was browsing through a drawer at the apartment of John’s relatives (Auralice’s new family) in New York, and I stumbled upon a stack of overflowing green folders. They were filled with letters and postcards, pages from diaries, and wrinkled old photographs. These were John’s surviving papers, preserved by his sister, Gillian, now Auralice’s adoptive mother.

Those folders opened worlds for me. For the first time, I was able to go beyond the myths of John and Diane, to see them as human beings—a man and a woman who had dreamed, who had loved, and for whom things had gone horribly wrong. The folders also brought me back to the Auroville of my youth: a place I had cherished dearly, a vista of eroded red canyons and dusty fields that seemed full of possibility. But there were fault lines below that idyll, conflicts and divisions of which Auralice and I had been only dimly aware. John’s papers helped us better understand the social tumult of our childhoods; and they allowed us to see, too, how that tumult was implicated in what happened to him and Diane.

I stayed up practically all night reading (and, later, there would be many more sleepless nights). It was raining outside and at one point I heard a loud fight on the sidewalk, full of cursing and violent threats, but I hardly noticed. I didn’t know it then, but my immersion in John’s papers was the start of a journey, for both Auralice and me. My name is on the cover of this book, but we have undertaken this project together, every step of the way. We have tracked down old friends of John’s and Diane’s, their former lovers, family members, fellow travelers in Auroville, scores of them on six continents. We have read and inhaled the dust of old letters, diaries, crumbling, typewritten meeting reports, often in ill-lit archives. We have lived with this book for more than a decade, and the experience has changed how we see ourselves and our community; and changed, also, our feelings about the very idea of utopia and the search for perfection. There was much more to this story than we ever knew. Those deaths were far more complicated than we could have imagined.



So Auralice and I moved back to Auroville in early 2004. I came first, right after the New Year, and then Auralice boxed our belongings in New York and traveled a couple of months later. We’d been away almost two decades (though we’d made brief visits in that time), and it was strange being back, familiar yet also jarring. My parents and many of our friends still lived in Auroville. They had changed, we had, too, and so had our community. The once-desolate plateau was now a thriving township of about three and half thousand people from fifty-nine countries. The desert of our youths was a vibrant forest. Over the years, Aurovilians had dug irrigation trenches, built dams, drilled wells, and planted more than three million trees. The results of all this labor were dramatic, and inspiring. Auroville was arguably the most successful reforestation effort in India, and a global model for environmental conservation.

We settled into this newly greened topography. We built a house, got a dog, bought a motorcycle, and had two sons, one of whom we gave the middle name John Anthony. Sometimes as we walked around town, people looked at Auralice and I felt they were gazing in wonder, as if incredulous that she had built a family, a life, despite her history. They came up to us with stories, memories of John and Diane, different (and often contradictory) versions of their deaths. Once, a woman approached me and expressed concern for the well-being of our children. She spewed a theory about bad karma, of a curse still emanating from that hut by the canyon. I was abrupt and suggested she keep her superstitions to herself. But I had trouble sleeping that night.

One day, about two years after returning, Auralice asked me if I would accompany her to the canyon. She hadn’t previously expressed a desire to go; she’d hardly spoken about John’s and Diane’s deaths. This would be her first visit since she left Auroville some twenty years earlier, her first time at the house where she’d lived as a girl. She said she wanted to find their grave, which she had never seen.

We went by motorcycle on a sunny afternoon. We drove through the flat land of Auroville, now scattered with apartment buildings, schools, cultural centers, and restaurants. We took a dirt track that went over a stone bridge, and then the track ran out and we parked near a forest. I had spent time around here as a boy, and I knew we were close to where John and Diane lived. But the area was unrecognizable; the foliage had grown so thick we couldn’t even see the canyon anymore.

We pushed our way through bramble and thorns, and first we found the hut. All that remained of it was a shell in the forest: a couple of mossy walls, crumbling plaster and brick, blackened as if charred by fire. A few feet on, we stumbled over their grave. It was just an indentation in the earth—no marker, not even a clearing. Mosquitoes buzzed in the air, a mongoose pawed nervously at the earth. A powdery termite mound stood over it all, tall but crumbling.

We crouched on the ground and took the scene in. There was nothing there to signify John’s and Diane’s deaths, and certainly nothing of their lives. We closed our eyes and tried to summon something we could hold on to—a sound or a smell, at least a feeling, anything more than memory. Auralice started to cry. “I miss them so much,” she said. I noticed a trickle of blood on her leg, a vertical line running down her calf; probably a scratch from the surrounding bramble.

“I miss them so much,” she said again. And I wondered: What really happened here?
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PART I


Let’s make heaven on earth, my friends instead of waiting till later.

—Heinrich Heine

The only lies for which we are truly punished are those we tell ourselves.

—V. S. Naipaul, In a Free State








DREAMERS

John

IT BEGINS LIKE THIS. A young man, born into privilege, his life a steady ascent from the town houses of Georgetown to the halls of Harvard, every door open to him, his family a bastion of the East Coast establishment. His father is the director of the National Gallery of Art in Washington, a mentor to Jackie Kennedy, and a regular visitor at the White House. The family’s social circle—Isaiah Berlin, Dylan Thomas, T. S. Eliot, Paul Mellon, Joe Alsop—unlocking worlds and opportunities.

Cocktail parties with crystal chandeliers and monogrammed silverware. Weekends in Dumbarton Oaks, an elegant estate at the highest point of Georgetown, where his father is on the board. Swimming in the marble-edged pool, Schubert concerts at night, tea under the loggia, playing hide-and-seek with his sister, Gillian, amid the wisteria and fountains in the Italian gardens.

Summers crossing the Atlantic, to his mother’s childhood home in England, and an ancestral castle in Scotland. First class on the Queen Mary, John and Gillian excited kids, running around, exploring the boiler room and lower levels. The war has just ended and sometimes they see troops on the ships, in hammocks strung across decks. Once they bump into Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers; of course they ask for autographs.

John Anthony Drummond Walker, born June 30, 1942. He is tall (six feet two inches) and angular, with a long, pensive face, handsome in a reticent, unreachable way. Everyone says he has his father’s easy charm; he leads a gilded life. And yet: He has always felt a twinge of dissatisfaction, a constant if barely articulated restlessness, like an itch. It will propel him from place to place, quest to quest, cause to cause. Always searching, always moving—never, it seems, quite arriving.


[image: John Walker III and his young son, John Anthony Drummond Walker in black-and-white]


His father, John Walker III, is a man of substance, part of a Georgetown clique that dominates political and cultural life in the capital in the postwar years. He is the first curator of the National Gallery, joining the institution when it is founded in 1937, and soon he is its director. He walks with a limp from a childhood case of polio, but he is handsome and imposing, and through charisma, connections, and persistence, he builds the fledgling gallery into one of the preeminent cultural organizations of the world. He comes from old Pittsburgh money—his grandfather was part of a circle of wealthy Scotch industrialists, a partner to Andrew Carnegie—and travels in rich, cultured circles. This helps Walker Sr. acquire for the gallery, and for the country, a string of notable artists: Cézanne, da Vinci, Picasso, Rembrandt, Titian, Raphael, van Gogh.

John’s mother, Lady Margaret Drummond, is the daughter of Sir Eric Drummond—the sixteenth Earl of Perth, the first secretary-general of the League of Nations, later the British ambassador to Rome. They are lineal descendants from Mary, Queen of Scots, and two Catholic saints and martyrs, including Thomas More, the patron saint of utopia. Her marriage to Walker Sr., held at St. Andrew’s church in Rome, is the subject of international newspaper headlines; the pope sends a telegram with benedictions.

John grows up with tales of his family’s esteemed lineage. He carries these tales with him wherever he goes, ambivalently and often grudgingly, a pedigree to live up to. As a child, he reads his mother’s gold-edged copy of A Book of English Martyrs, which includes sections on his ancestors. “Not disloyalty, not treason, but conscience was their true offence,” proclaims the preface. John is taught that his forefathers ended up in the Tower of London for their Catholic convictions. When push comes to shove, he is told, one must be ready to die for one’s beliefs. Perhaps this offers some insight into what comes later.
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A rich, privileged life; and a fun life, too. While there will always be a certain austerity to John, an element of renunciation and self-abnegation, he is a man of multitudes, and he also contains a strong streak of hedonism. He parties at Harvard, dancing on tables at the Casablanca, a bohemian hangout, and sipping daiquiris and cheap Italian wine (Orvieto white, $1.20 a bottle) while talking literature at the Harvard Advocate. He belongs to a circle of off-campus rich kids that drink and smoke with glamorous women and men (it’s a very gay scene, ahead of its time). The socialite Edie Sedgwick—one of Andy Warhol’s Superstars, an icon of the sixties—is a close friend, and a regular at their parties. John drinks with classmates on the top floor of the A.D., a student club, and they rain glasses on passersby below. Later, the police will make them get on their knees and clean the brick sidewalk with toothbrushes.

The prince of Lichtenstein visits Cambridge while John is at Harvard. The prince’s father has a formidable art collection. It includes Leonardo da Vinci’s Ginevra de’ Benci, one of the only Leonardos in the world still in a private collection. John’s father is eager to get his hands on the painting; a self-respecting national gallery must have a Leonardo. He has heard that the royal family might be amenable to selling, and he seeks to cultivate the young prince (“Baby Lichtenstein,” he calls him). He asks John to meet the prince in Cambridge and opens an expense account for his son at the Club Henry IV, an upscale French restaurant in Harvard Square. John takes maximum advantage, racking up bills on escargots, coq au vin, steak, and imported wine. One lunch with the prince amounts to $124; his father is flummoxed, but all is later forgiven when the Ginevra is acquired—at a rumored price of more than $5 million, the highest ever paid for a painting—making it the only Leonardo in the Americas.

Around the same time, John’s father presides over a courtly evening at the National Gallery, attended, among others, by President Kennedy, Vice President Johnson, their wives, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, and nearly every member of Congress. Walker Sr. has worked for months in partnership with Jackie Kennedy and André Malraux, the French minister of culture, to set up an American viewing of the Mona Lisa. The four-century-old painting has been transported in its own ship cabin across the Atlantic, and Walker Sr. unveils it in a columned rotunda on the second floor of the Gallery. The ceremony cements his position at the heart of Washington’s power structure.

John is going in a different direction. He attends a lecture at MIT by Aldous Huxley, the English author and philosopher who has just published his utopian novel, Island, in which psychedelics and Eastern mysticism combine to create an ideal society. John listens to Huxley, and something in him stirs. Shortly afterward, he gets mixed up in the Timothy Leary–Richard Alpert drug experiments at Harvard and takes LSD for the first time. The stirring becomes a shaking. John’s world—that safe, establishment cocoon of his father’s—loses its foundations. He is depressed and aimless; his sister visits him in Cambridge and finds his apartment disordered, its condition, she feels, reflecting John’s state of mind.

The first in a series of dropouts and incomplete assignments in life ensues. He takes time off from college and heads to Portsmouth Abbey, a Catholic Benedictine monastery and boarding school in Rhode Island, where he was a student before Harvard. He spends a year in retreat, meditating and wandering the expansive campus that slopes into Narragansett Bay, attending prayers in the vaulting wooden cathedral. He is searching, seeking new horizons; and so, during the same period, is American Catholicism, which is opening itself to Eastern religion. John discovers Buddhism, he reads Thomas Merton, and grows close to Aelred Graham, a member of the Portsmouth community. He helps Graham build a Zen garden outside the monastery. Every morning, Graham takes his clothes off in a ground-floor, glass-fronted room and performs elaborate yoga poses. One time the cleaning man walks in and finds an undressed Graham in a headstand. “Well, he seems to see the world upside down,” the cleaner later remarks. He’s onto something: it’s the early sixties, and soon everything will be upside down.


Diane

In Belgium, in the town of Sint-Niklaas, a warren of winding streets and attached homes, a baby girl, Diane Maes, is born on May 23, 1950. She will grow into a vibrant, vivacious woman, and she, too, will feel a constant restlessness. But Diane’s restlessness is less vague. There is no ambivalence in her; she is blessed with clarity and single-mindedness, a gift of faith that will long elude John. Diane knows what she wants. She wants to escape her town, get away from its provinciality and the clutches of her controlling mother.

Small-town life in East Flanders is idyllic, or deadly boring—it depends on your perspective. Farmers’ markets on weekends in the town square, the largest in Belgium. A few steps away, a green park and a castle, with a wide moat. Like most families in the region, hers is devoutly Catholic. Every Sunday they attend the Church of Our Lady, with its colorful murals and towering gold statue. One time when Diane is fourteen, she visits a local country market and enters a dance contest. She’s on a wooden stage, laughing, loud music playing, and she does the twist; she wins a prize, a lamp. Happy days. She’s slightly built with high cheekbones and cherry lips that open up to straight white teeth, and a girlish, joyful giggle. She has dreamy gray-blue eyes, and a habit of punctuating her sentences with “Weet ge? Weet ge?” (You know? You know?) Sometimes she puts her arm on people’s shoulders when she says that, leans in to them. Men melt; Diane is magnetic.

Her father is a housepainter. He spends much of his time on the road, at construction sites across the country. He is a big, popular man, nicknamed Tarzan. One day he visits an astrologer. When he returns home, he tells his family, “Look at me, I am a man as strong as a tree but I won’t live long.” As his wife turns toward him, he seems to vanish. That night in bed she touches her husband and his body is cold. Soon after, he travels for a job. His wife gives him money for a train ticket and tells him to be careful. He drinks and gambles the money away, and a friend offers him a ride home. Maybe the friend also has been drinking. A train hits their car at a crossing and Diane’s father is killed. One of his eyes falls out; it is later found on the floor of the car.

Life gets harder for the family. Diane, her sister, and their mother must now rely on government welfare money, monthly checks that are conditional on the girls continuing their educations. Diane enrolls in an arts institute in Antwerp. She’s an indifferent student, bored and distracted. She meets a man. He’s five years older, tall and good-looking, with a long beard and flowing brown hair. He’s a hippie. He has traveled overland to India, Turkey, Afghanistan. He’s written about it in a local newspaper; he tells such stories! Diane wants to run away with him but her mother steps in. Diane is just sixteen, and besides, the family needs the government checks that arrive for her education.

Diane’s mother puts her in a Catholic reform school, and her world constricts further. She feels trapped by the rules, the formality, and the hierarchy. She will harbor a lifelong suspicion, terror even, of institutions, and she comes to abhor organized religion. One day she steals the flowers from church. Her family is aghast. Later, they will wonder if this was the reason for all her troubles.


[image: A young Diane in black-and-white, dressed in a flowing bohemian shirt, standing in a courtyard beside a table and chair ]



Bernard

In Paris, on a snowy October 30, 1923, a boy is born. Bernard Enginger is the son of Maurice, a chemical engineer, and Marie-Louise, a housewife. Bernard is the second of eight children. He spends his young years between Paris and Saint-Pierre-Quiberon, the family’s ancestral village in Brittany. He, too, feels constrained by the smallness of his world: the pettiness of commerce and religion, the strictures of bourgeois propriety. He is happiest in the summers, when the family vacations in Brittany and he can sail alone on the Atlantic. Out on the waters, Bernard is free. As soon as he returns to land, he feels imprisoned. Even as a boy, he is possessed by doubts and questions, a sense of existential vacancy.

He is strong-willed and a little wild. As a child, he sets fire to a closet at home. One night he cuts the electrical wires with a pair of scissors and plunges the family into darkness. He butts heads with his father, who accuses Bernard of having no religion. When the Nazis invade France, Bernard is determined to join the French Resistance; his father warns him that he will be expelled from the family. Undissuaded, Bernard joins Turma-Vengeance, one of the largest and most active wings of the Resistance. He surveys military installations on the Atlantic coast, carries messages between cells, and transports weapons and explosives.

One day Bernard is sent on a mission to Bordeaux. A spy has infiltrated Turma-Vengeance and he must warn his colleagues. But he is betrayed by another spy—they are everywhere, these spies: this will feed a lifelong suspiciousness—and, on Boulevard Pasteur, in Bordeaux, a black car from the Kriminalpolizei screeches to a halt, two men with pistols jump out, and they arrest him. Bernard spends the next several months being moved from prison to prison, often in solitary confinement, interrogated and brutally tortured by the Gestapo. Later, he will say that his life begins only when he is tortured; it is his first real moment of existence.

The Nazis plunge Bernard’s head into a sink of water, and they almost drown him. They do other things, too, gruesome things about which he will never be able to speak. But Bernard remains unbroken. The Nazis call his parents in; they warn the father that unless he gets his son to talk, Bernard will be executed. The father asks Bernard’s torturers if they would try to convince their own children to betray their companions. Bernard is put on a train for the concentration camp of Buchenwald, and from there he’s sent to Mauthausen, in Austria. Mauthausen has a reputation as one of the toughest concentration camps. Bernard works in the granite quarries; half his fellow prisoners die.

After liberation, Bernard makes his way back to the family home, in the sixth arrondissement of Paris. His mother’s hair has turned white during his absence. He is barely recovered from typhus, and he weighs just fifty-five pounds. Europe rebuilds, France begins unpicking the tangle of defeat and collaboration. Life goes on—but not for Bernard. For him, the period after liberation is worse than the camps themselves. Everything is broken; he feels hollow, and he contemplates suicide. Finally, a cousin who has been appointed the governor of Pondicherry, a French colony in South India, steps in and offers him a job as his secretary. Bernard leaps at the opportunity: a chance to get away, to start anew.

On the way to Pondicherry, he stops in Egypt and, in a hotel in Luxor, bumps into the French writer André Gide. Bernard has long admired Gide’s work; he credits it with keeping him alive in the concentration camps. He writes Gide a letter, saying, “J’ai soif. Tous les jeunes ont soif avec moi” (I am thirsty. All the young people share my thirst). To Bernard’s surprise and joy, Gide replies. He writes that he sympathizes with Bernard’s impatience; he advises him to avoid all ideologies and institutions, to resist the temptations of religion and isms. He adds, “Le monde ne sera sauvé, s’il peut l’être, que par des insoumis” (The world will be saved, if it can be, only by rebels).



J’ai soif. All these dreamers, all these searchers. John, Diane, Bernard: all rebels in their own way, each trying to fill a distinctive gap in their soul, each looking in a different place. Who can foretell how their lives will intersect? Who can predict that they will meet on the same arid patch of earth in India? They will be joined by hundreds and then thousands of others. So many around the world are propelled by the same thirst, the same vague longing for something different, something more meaningful—a deeper way of living.

Where does this urge come from? You could say it’s the human condition. We all want better, we’re all always imagining fresh starts and alternative lives. Everyone is at heart a utopian. But maybe it’s easier to follow our dreams at certain times than at others. There’s something about the era in which these people are living. Some moments in time are simply more epochal: they offer more scaffolding for our ideals, and for our fantasies of reinvention.

Auroville will be founded in 1968. Really, though, it emerges from the rubble of the Second World War. In the wake of that nihilism, anything seems possible—anything, as long as it’s not the same. The dreamers who spill out across the world are dismayed with humanity and society, utterly lacking faith in existing institutions and traditions. This is primarily a Western phenomenon; it’s no coincidence that there’s a heightened interest around this period in Eastern religions and cultures. The spiritualism of the East offers a salve against the broken materialism of the West.

The 1950s see an initial wave of postwar communes and intentional projects. In Japan, the Yamagishi movement lives by a credo of anticonsumerism and egalitarianism. In Israel, the kibbutzim swell with an influx of refugees. In 1955, the preacher Jim Jones creates the Peoples Temple in Indiana, rooted in a combination of Christianity and Marxism (this community will culminate more than two decades later with the deaths by suicide of over nine hundred people in the Jonestown Massacre: the line between utopia and dystopia is often thin). Things really take off in the 1960s, when all the restiveness coalesces into the countercultural and hippie movements. Thousands of experiments in alternative living emerge across the planet. The sixties are the golden age of utopia. More than ten thousand communities, with at least 750,000 members, come up in the world during the decade. Auroville emerges at the tail end of this efflorescence—though it will, ultimately, outgrow and outlive many earlier projects.

Many years later, a man who lives in Auroville, an American friend of John and Diane’s, will put it to me like this: “Auroville couldn’t have happened without the sixties. It was just such a creature of its time. We brought everything with us—all the good stuff, all the baggage. Hope, faith, love, free love, drugs, all the sloppiness, all the energy and good vibes.”

We’re sitting in his garden having coffee when he says this. He’s telling me stories of the pioneer days, how they’d all landed in Auroville and etched this town out of a wasteland. He dropped out of college in Boston when he got a high draft number. He lived for a time in Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, where everything—food, rent, clothes, marijuana—was free. When he first heard about Auroville, it was just a notion, an idea about change like so many others in the air. Now here we are in the twenty-first century, almost fifty years later, and the idea is materialized. “Most of all, we were young,” the man says. “We were so young and innocent. We were naïve; I don’t think anything could have happened without that naïveté.”



The sixties. All that hope, all that youthful confidence—and the darkness right around the corner. John leaves the Portsmouth monastery after about a year, and returns to Harvard. He decides he’s not cut out to be a monk after all, but he’s still searching for a cause. He contemplates Scientology, Zen Buddhism, maybe a job as a forest ranger. In his final year at Harvard, 1965, he visits William Alfred, an English literature professor and a well-known poet and playwright. What should I do with my life? John asks. Alfred advises him, If you want to know life, real life, join the army.

So John enlists and he’s sent to the Schofield Barracks, in Oahu, Hawaii, where he joins the recently reactivated Eleventh Infantry Brigade. He’s the only person in his group to have graduated from college; people call him “the professor.” His head is shaven, he trains hard, and he earns admiration after holding a plank position for five minutes (the first man in five thousand, he later claims, that his trainer has ever seen doing that). He barracks in a cream-colored stucco building, with machine-gun-bullet holes preserved from air raids during the Pearl Harbor attacks. The accommodation is stark, but John is John, and he finds his comforts. He rents a house by Waimea Bay, overlooking turquoise waters crowded with surfers chasing massive waves. He buys a silver Mercedes SLR 300 and a horse he never rides. He drinks Brandy Alexanders and frequents the local antique stores, spending lavishly on expensive vases.

Vietnam bubbles below the surface. Body bags on TV, protesters in the streets. Everyone knows that the Eleventh Infantry will be deployed, and John is one of the men in his unit tasked with manning the phones at night, awaiting orders to ship overseas. But the date keeps getting pushed off, and then, when the unit does finally leave, in a convoy of buses for the airport in December of 1967, it’s too close to John’s discharge date. So he stays behind and misses combat—and much more. The Eleventh Infantry will go on to be centrally implicated in the My Lai massacre.

By the time John is discharged, he’s thoroughly disillusioned—with the army, with the war and its massacres, with his government. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, in the spring of 1968, only deepens John’s sense of alienation. But soon he’s presented with a new cause. Using his father’s connections, he secures a position on Bobby Kennedy’s presidential campaign. He’s reinvigorated with a fresh sense of purpose, and he joins an advance team that scouts and sets up venues on the West Coast. He is with the campaign during the low of its primary loss in Oregon, in May of 1968, and he is in the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles a week later, when Kennedy bounces back and wins California. “My thanks to all of you, and now it’s on to Chicago and let’s win there,” Kennedy says to an adoring crowd, John among them. Kennedy raises his right hand and gently, as if hesitantly, pushes back his hair.

A few minutes later, shots ring out in the kitchen. Kennedy is dead, and John is shattered. Another aborted quest. Once again, he is adrift.



Diane is eighteen, out of reform school, and she’s living in an attic on a quiet street in Antwerp with a man named Philippe. She starts frequenting the cafés in town. Travelers from around the world gather in those cafés, drinking, smoking, philosophizing. Diane and her friends have a sense that they are living in a moment. They refer to “the something” they feel all around them—something is happening, something more exists, something is within reach.

They are hungry for experience, and people in the cafés talk about India—its spirituality, its mysticism—and so Diane and Philippe decide to travel there. They set off in winter, hitchhiking through snow, an arduous journey that takes them through Sweden, Germany, Yugoslavia, Turkey, and Iran. They arrive in Lahore, in Pakistan, and check into the Hotel Shahid, a three-story lodge with rooftop shacks where travelers trade stories from the road. They meet a young woman; she is small and nervous and she seems sad. She tells them she has been in a wonderful place, a serene ashram, or spiritual retreat, located in the South Indian town of Pondicherry. But then—she doesn’t say why—she was asked to leave. She talks about the purity of the ashram and says she would love to go back.

Diane and Philippe head for Pondicherry. They stay in a guesthouse by the sea, a modest place that caters for visitors to the ashram. They meditate, meet fellow pilgrims and seekers, and attend evening talks on spirituality and religion. They spend about two months in town, and during this time, they hear about a new project being built outside Pondicherry, a planned city named Auroville. They gather that this project is somehow connected to the ashram, but they don’t get too many details. They see a few signs around about it, and they notice vans and buses—motorized vehicles are a rare sight in Pondicherry—with Auroville painted on their sides. They meet a woman who has been out to the land. She speaks of an empty terrain, with just a few impoverished villagers living in thatch huts. Soon, she says, this bleak place will be brought to life, transformed into a model society.

Diane and Philippe never make it to Auroville. They leave Pondicherry and continue their travels. But something sticks in their minds. Later, after Diane returns to India to be part of this adventure, she tells a friend that the journey back was inevitable—it was like following “a golden bridge.”



A few years before Diane and Philippe visit the ashram, an elderly Frenchwoman sits in a room on the second floor of a colonial-era mansion in Pondicherry. The woman has a gentle, benevolent face, and a long neck that cranes slightly forward. She sits facing an array of windows, overlooking a courtyard dominated by a large copperpod tree. Perhaps the tree is flowering, an explosion of yellow; striped squirrels crawl its branches, their high-pitched chirps piercing the silence.

The woman leans over a desk and writes a document. She calls it “A Dream”:


There should be somewhere on earth a place which no nation could claim as its own, where all human beings of goodwill who have a sincere aspiration could live freely as citizens of the world and obey one single authority, that of the supreme truth; a place of peace, concord and harmony where all the fighting instincts of man would be used exclusively to conquer the causes of his sufferings and miseries, to surmount his weaknesses and ignorance…; a place where the needs of the spirit and the concern for progress would take precedence over the satisfaction of desires and passions, the search for pleasure and material enjoyment.

Beauty in all its artistic forms, painting, sculpture, music, literature, would be equally accessible to all; the ability to share in the joy it brings would be limited only by the capacities of each one and not by social and financial position. For in this ideal place money would no longer be the sovereign lord; individual worth would have a far greater importance than that of material wealth and social standing.



Call this dream utopian if you will; it is utopian. The ideal world can never exist; it’s always one step ahead of itself, in an overleaping ambition, a grasping aspiration that exceeds its ability to manifest. Still, so many great advances begin that way, with a vision of the seemingly unattainable. “We act only under the fascination of the impossible,” writes E. M. Cioran, the Romanian philosopher of utopia. I want to stay with the dream for now. I want to follow its potential and see how long I can hold on to it; and see, too, if I can rescue it from what comes later.



The dream becomes Auroville. The nascent town’s formal inauguration takes place on February 28, 1968, in a makeshift amphitheater on a denuded plateau. According to local legend, the region was once a forest. Centuries earlier, someone said or did something to insult a holy man, and he condemned the land to barrenness. It hardly ever rains now, and when it does, water runs off the plateau, carrying away topsoil and saplings, perpetuating a cycle of erosion and desiccation. What remains is moonscape: vacant, panoramic, the earth packed hard, and red from iron oxide in the soil. A fitting tabula rasa for the new world.

The buildup to Auroville’s inauguration is frantic. Some five hundred workers, mostly from surrounding villages, dig and saw and sweat in eight-hour shifts around the clock. The amphitheater is excavated, five miles of road are pounded into the earth, and a mile of water pipes is laid. A parking lot with space for three hundred vehicles is established. Delicate, not always entirely harmonious, negotiations take place with landowners and village authorities.

Somehow, it all comes together. On the appointed day, buses and cars emerge in clouds of dust on the horizon, and farmers and fishermen stream in by foot and bicycle, and on bullock carts. Beginning at five in the morning, some five thousand people converge on the amphitheater. Governments and aid agencies from around the world send representatives and messages of support. The president of India promises the country’s backing. The Soviet Union, after some hesitation over the community’s spiritual goals (Is it a religion?), expresses an interest in helping build the new town. UNESCO, from its offices in Paris, pledges to “promote the development of Auroville as an important international cultural programme.”

The crowd gathers, and the sun rises higher. Only a select few—VIPs, the elderly—have shade covering. At 10:30 a.m., a gong sounds and a voice rings out. It belongs to that elderly Frenchwoman and is broadcast from her room in Pondicherry. “Greetings from Auroville to all men of goodwill,” she proclaims in French, in a voice that is at once frail and powerful. “Are invited to Auroville all those who thirst for progress and aspire to a higher and truer life.” She continues with what will be known as the Charter of Auroville, the closest the community has to a constitution.

The Charter is read aloud in sixteen languages. Young men and women from 124 countries and 23 Indian states file into the amphitheater, carrying samples of soil from their respective parts of the world. Many are dressed in white, some in their national costumes, and they carry placards bearing the names of their countries and states. They make their way to the center of the amphitheater, ascend a small mound, and place their earth in a sculpted marble urn. The earth is mixed, and the urn sealed—a symbolic enactment of human unity.

The audience sits through all of this in almost perfect silence. Shivers run along their spines, and tears down their cheeks. Even in the searing heat, attendees feel goose bumps. One man will later compare the occasion to a comet landing in the middle of the desert. Another will speak of being present at the making of history, a turning point for humankind. There is a sense that something tremendous is happening—though it isn’t clear, just yet, what precisely that is.

The ceremony is completed shortly before noon. The crowd disperses, and the cars and buses kick up dust again on their return journeys. Speakers and broadcasting equipment are dismantled and packed away. Soon the land is empty once more, and a hot afternoon breeze blows in; now the hard work begins.
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THE CHARTER OF AUROVILLE

Auroville belongs to nobody in particular. Auroville belongs to humanity as a whole. But, to live in Auroville, one must be a willing servitor of the Divine Consciousness.

Auroville will be the place of an unending education, of constant progress, and a youth that never ages.

Auroville wants to be the bridge between the past and the future. Taking advantage of all discoveries from without and from within, Auroville will boldly spring towards future realisations.

Auroville will be a site of material and spiritual researches for a living embodiment of an actual human unity.








THE FOUNDERS

The Mother

THE ELDERLY FRENCHWOMAN’S NAME is Blanche Rachel Mirra Alfassa, but everyone calls her the Mother. She was born in Paris on February 21, 1878, to Jewish parents of Turkish and Egyptian origin. She grew up in a cultured world, interacting with writers such as Anatole France and Émile Zola, and the artists Rodin and Matisse.

Her parents were atheists, but during her youth she began having supernatural experiences. At thirteen, she had a recurring feeling of stepping outside herself at night and sailing through the streets of Paris, healing the sick and wounded. She had repeated visions of a barefoot man dressed in white robes. She knew little about India—at that point—but she gave a name to the man: Krishna. In her early twenties, she read the Bhagavad Gita, an ancient Indian text, and a world of Eastern spirituality opened for her. “I rushed headlong into it, like a cyclone,” she later said of the Gita.

The Mother’s first visit to India takes place in 1914. Her husband, Paul Richard, a French clergyman turned lawyer, has political ambitions, and he’s interested in standing for election from Pondicherry for the French House of Representatives. They arrive in Pondicherry, one of five French colonial settlements on the subcontinent, after a long journey by ship and train. They find a lethargic, provincial outpost, described by one observer as a “dead city… like a backwater of the sea, a stagnant place.”

The town is divided in two. On the east, bordering the shimmering Bay of Bengal, sits La Ville Blanche, or White Town—a spacious area of high-ceilinged villas and wide boulevards with names like Rue Dumas, Rue Labourdonnais, Rue Dupleix, and Rue Suffren. This sun-battered equatorial Riviera is where the colonial masters live. On the west, separated from White Town by a fetid open canal, is Black Town—a denser, more crowded maze of bazaars and tile-roofed structures, home to the local Tamil population. The town has a tumultuous past that belies its sleepy appearance. Over the years, control of Pondicherry has passed back and forth between the British and French in a series of bloody battles, echoes of great-power rivalries in distant Europe.

Richard has been to Pondicherry before. He returned to France from that earlier visit and told his wife of meeting a great Indian yogi, or sage, a man who appeared to possess a distinct spiritual knowledge. Richard speaks highly of the man, and Alfassa, always eager for mystical experience, is eager to meet him. The afternoon of the day she arrives, still dressed in her winter clothes, she sets out in search of him from the Hotel de L’Europe, an art-deco building that is the only decent lodging in the area.

She walks the empty streets, through the dried-out city park, at its center a large archway built by Napoléon III. She passes in front of the Government Palace, a pillared structure that is the seat of French administration, and she arrives at a walled mansion at 41 Rue François Martin. She pushes open a gate and crosses a courtyard, follows a winding staircase with a curved wooden banister. A man stands at the top of the stairs. He is slender and dressed in white robes, and he has a long beard. His head is held high, in profile, and as he turns toward Alfassa, she recognizes him. This is the man she has been seeing all these years, the one she calls Krishna.

Later, Alfassa will write that she immediately recognized the significance of the moment. She is convinced that this is no ordinary man, and no ordinary encounter. It sets the stage for a long-lasting spiritual partnership that will result, among other achievements, in the creation of Auroville. March 30, 1914, from Alfassa’s diary: “It matters little that there are thousands of beings plunged in the densest ignorance. He whom we saw yesterday is on Earth; his presence is enough to prove that a day will come when darkness shall be transformed into light, and Thy reign shall indeed be established upon Earth.”
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Sri Aurobindo

The man at the top of the stairs is Aurobindo Ackroyd Ghose, and he is known as Sri Aurobindo.I He’s a Cambridge-educated former freedom fighter who has escaped the British and sought refuge in French India. In Pondicherry, accompanied by a small group of followers, he has renounced his revolutionary past and turned inward, to spiritualism. His reputation has spread; people have heard that there is a great sage in South India, a holy man pushing the limits of conventional mysticism. Sri Aurobindo is seeking, in his formulation, “a new system of yoga.”II

He lives a spartan, solitary existence. His daily sadhana, or spiritual practice, consists of meditation, reading, writing, fasting, and pacing within the confines of his room. Not until the arrival of Alfassa does the full import of Sri Aurobindo’s work become apparent. She leaves Pondicherry after the first visit with her husband, but returns a few years later and decides to stay without him. She becomes an integral part of the ashram coalescing around Sri Aurobindo. A sense builds that she’s a first among equals when it comes to his disciples, a collaborator in the search for a new yoga.

In 1926, Sri Aurobindo retreats to his chambers to devote himself to spiritual pursuits. He appoints Alfassa—whom he designates the Mother—to serve as his conduit to the outside world. She passes instructions from the master to his growing band of disciples, and she takes over the practical responsibilities of running the Sri Aurobindo Ashram (as it is now known). Among other responsibilities, she takes on the jobs of fundraising, dealing with authorities, and feeding and housing disciples. The Mother proves herself an adept administrator. Under her guidance, the Ashram grows rapidly—from some one hundred members in 1931 to more than twelve hundred in 1959, making it one of the largest such communities in India.

While the Mother becomes the public face of the Ashram, Sri Aurobindo withdraws ever deeper. Hunched over his desk writing, pacing relentlessly into the nights, he’s like a scientist in his laboratory, searching for some kind of alchemy. His new system of yoga emerges gradually through his writings, a learned, prodigious corpus that includes vast tomes with titles such as The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, and The Human Cycle; and spiritual poems, the most notable of which, Savitri, is a twenty-four-thousand-line reworking of an ancient Indian myth. Sri Aurobindo’s new system comes to be known as the Integral Yoga, for the way in which it fuses disparate aspects of traditional practice. It is complex, multistranded, a bold reworking of ancient Indian thought. The Integral Yoga will form the philosophical underpinning for Auroville.

Two aspects of this yoga are important to highlight in order to understand Auroville, and what ultimately happens with John and Diane. The first is a reconceptualization of typical yogic practices, which extol asceticism and withdrawal from the world. Sri Aurobindo, by contrast, emphasizes the importance of engaging with the material world. “All life is yoga,” he writes in the epigraph to one of his books. He is determined to infuse everyday existence, regular labor and quotidian habits, with the sincerity and integrity of spirituality. This idea will prove central to the Aurovilian experience, and in particular to the task of building a new city. Auroville’s founders will consider their daily exertions on the land to be infused with divine sanctity; their labors represent an attempt to materialize a spiritual consciousness.

A second key strand of the Integral Yoga is evolutionary. “Man is a transitional being; he is not final,” Sri Aurobindo writes. One of the main purposes of his yoga is to hasten the natural process of evolution, to push beyond human limits (physical and mental) and bring about a more advanced supramental being. This being will not simply emerge on its own. It must be willed into existence, through a conscious process of self-cultivation and spiritual rigor. Sri Aurobindo is himself pursuing this undertaking while in seclusion; as part of his yoga, he seeks the transformation of his own body and consciousness. Humankind, he writes, “must discover and release the spiritual godhead within him.” Elsewhere, he adds that “evolution is not finished.… As man emerged from the animal, so out of man the superman emerges.”

The evolutionary strand, like the first one, will be at the heart of the Auroville experience. This new city is intended as a cradle for the supramental being. As the Mother later puts it, Auroville will be “a place where the embryo or seed of the future supramental world might be created.”


Bernard

None of this—the Integral Yoga, the supramental being, a divine consciousness, evolutionary transformation—none of this means anything to Bernard as he sails from Egypt to Bombay in early 1946, then catches a train to Pondicherry. Bernard isn’t on a spiritual search; he isn’t looking for a guru or an ashram. His journey East is an escape from his personal ghosts, and from the wreckage of history.

He arrives in town, twenty-two years old, still broken from the concentration camps. He’s gaunt, with a blank look and a sunken face that accentuates penetrating blue eyes. He’s short and slightly built, but he has a certain coiled energy, and he develops a reputation as a man in a hurry—never walking, always running, someone who takes stairs four at a time. He settles into a room at the Government Palace and assumes his duties as secretary to the governor: organizing receptions and dinners, writing correspondence, accompanying the governor’s wife as she moves around the area. He is diligent and earns praise for his work, but he finds many of his tasks tedious. He soothes his boredom and anxiety by chain-smoking Charminar cigarettes, and with opium.

As always, he gravitates to the ocean. In the late afternoons, he can be found walking Pondicherry’s Cours Chabrol, a wide promenade that curves along the coast, passing by a French First World War memorial, a whitewashed lighthouse, and a statue of Joan of Arc. It’s the only paved road in town, busy with men and women in shorts on their daily strolls. At the northern end of the promenade are some tennis courts where the Mother plays on most days (“as if she was playing with the whole universe,” a devotee will later recall. “Every ball was as it were the universe and she was beating the universe as it were with her racket”). Sometimes Bernard watches the Mother play, and then he walks to a low wall facing the ocean and sits on it with one leg crossed over the other; he lights a cigarette and stares out at the horizon, the wind blowing through his thinning hair.

Inevitably, he hears rumors about the great yogi and his French companion. There’s a discernible buzz in Pondicherry, a sense that important spiritual endeavors are being undertaken behind the high walls of the Ashram. Bernard keeps his distance; he remembers André Gide’s warnings about ideologies and institutions, and he is skeptical of what sounds to him like another religion. But then he reads Sri Aurobindo and finds himself drawn to the formidable intellect. One day he comes across that phrase: “Man is a transitional being.” This notion—the idea that there can be more, that man can surpass himself into something finer—speaks profoundly to Bernard. He is so disillusioned by what he’s seen in the war.
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He decides he’d like to meet this philosopher. But it isn’t easy. Sri Aurobindo has been secluded for some twenty years. Only on four days a year does he grant a darshan, or audience, to his followers. On a hot April afternoon, Bernard ascends a narrow staircase to partake of one such darshan. He stands in a line with other devotees and then he’s ushered into a room where he sees two figures, Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, seated on a low sofa. A leopard skin is draped over the sofa. She’s dressed in a silk sari and an embroidered cap sequined with pearls and precious stones; Sri Aurobindo wears a white dhoti, thrown over his shoulder like a Greek toga.

Bernard files through the room, pauses for a moment in front of the sofa, and, as he has been told to do, folds his hands in a gesture of respect. The whole thing lasts three or four seconds, but it’s life changing. In Sri Aurobindo’s gaze, Bernard feels a sense of wholeness, of being at home, that he has only ever experienced in his boat on the open ocean, off the coast of Brittany. He comes away from that brief audience convinced that Sri Aurobindo is far more than just a philosopher; something much deeper, something monumental and unfathomable, is going on. Bernard will later tell someone that in Sri Aurobindo he feels a sense of “immensity, infinity,” as though he is traversing millennia. And it isn’t just Sri Aurobindo. The Mother looks at Bernard, too, smiles, and he senses something equally powerful. No one has ever looked upon him with so much love. He later says that the Mother hands him a “saber filled with love”; it pierces directly into his heart.
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Sri Aurobindo dies on December 5, 1950, aged seventy-eight. He is placed in a rosewood coffin laid in an elevated marble structure under the yellow-flowering copperpod tree, in the central courtyard of the Ashram. His distressed followers gather around the grave, which comes to be known as the Samadhi (a samadhi is the tomb of a holy man). They sit amid a bed of jasmine and marigold flowers, and they wonder what will happen to the Ashram—and to them—now that the master is gone.

A consolatory message goes out. It says that the mantle has been passed to the Mother, and that she will now administer the Ashram. This is an unusual arrangement (a seventy-two-year-old Frenchwoman running an Indian spiritual community), but the Mother is a tireless manager, up most days from before daybreak until past midnight, and under her leadership the Ashram thrives. It comes to include a school, a laundry service, a bakery, a paper factory, a printing press, several farms, and a sports ground where the Mother gives French classes in the evenings. These activities occupy a growing swathe of prime real estate in Pondicherry. The Ashram’s buildings are marked by a blue-gray paint that spreads like a splash across White Town.

Bernard watches from the sidelines—alternately skeptical and inspired, studying Sri Aurobindo’s books, considering his next move. One day in February of 1954, he makes his way along Pondicherry’s beach, navigating between wood and metal debris, remnants of the city’s pier that has recently been destroyed by a cyclone. He crouches behind a fishing catamaran, as if hiding from the choice he knows he’s about to make. He has decided to join the Ashram, and he’s terrified. The rebel in Bernard fears imprisonment. Is he cut out to be a divine warrior? Can he give himself to Sri Aurobindo’s teachings and the Mother’s guidance? Can he really follow their yoga?

There’s still time to take a train out of here, he thinks; or maybe, he further reflects, just put a bullet in his head. He smokes a cigarette and tells himself (wrongly, it turns out), “Well, my dear fellow, you realize that this is your last cigarette. You’re about to enter an ashram.”



There is so much to do, so much to build. The Mother is familiar with Bernard’s previous employment as the governor’s secretary, and she immediately sets him to work translating Sri Aurobindo’s writings into French and helping with her correspondence. Bernard writes his own books, too, including a novel about a gold prospector seeking enlightenment in India, and an introduction to Sri Aurobindo’s life and philosophy. These works showcase a powerful, dramatic literary style; they are full of sweeping proclamations and hungry quests for truth (or Truth, as Bernard often puts it).

Gradually, Bernard sheds his hesitations about joining the Ashram. He surrenders to the Mother both psychologically and materially, referring to himself as her child and donating to her a monthly pension of around 2,500 francs ($700) that he receives for his time in the French Resistance. In 1957, the Mother gives him a new name—Satprem, or “the one who loves truly.” One day the Mother tells Satprem, “We are going to do something together.” They start meeting at regular intervals for recorded conversations, the contents of which include ruminations on the Mother’s life, and observations on daily events in Pondicherry and the world. The conversations also contain an account of the Mother’s personal yoga, and in particular of her efforts to undertake within her own body the evolutionary progress envisioned by Sri Aurobindo. One historian will later describe these interactions between the Mother and Satprem as “ECG recordings of the very heart of the Ashram.”

Around this time, the Mother starts having troubles with her body. She speaks of these, too, with Satprem, but she doesn’t reveal many details. She’s eighty years old in 1958, and she refers vaguely to a pain on her left side, maybe related to her heart, and of other ailments. Soon she curtails her activities, playing her last game of tennis, withdrawing from most administrative responsibilities, and retiring to her upstairs room in the Ashram. People say that the Mother is resting; she says she’s working, fending off occult attacks and trying to spur an inner transformation that would allow her to transcend physical limitations.

Satprem travels some three hundred miles south, to the coastal town of Rameswaram, where he meets with a Brahmin priest who goes by the title Guruji.III The priest comes from a long line of holy men, and Satprem knows that the Mother has often spoken highly of his spiritual abilities. Satprem visits Guruji at a temple the priest maintains on a hill and asks whether he can do anything about the Mother’s condition. Guruji confirms that she is a victim of occult forces, and he performs a secret rite on her behalf for eleven days. Satprem writes to the Mother that the priest is “luminous and good,” and that he derives his abilities “directly from the Divine.” He adds that no dark forces are capable of resisting Guruji’s powers.

The Mother’s health improves, and Satprem returns to Pondicherry, where they resume their conversations. Now, in the wake of her health crisis, the Mother’s pursuit of a way to surmount the body’s limitations intensifies. She goes deeper into her yoga, and Satprem is enraptured. He feels as if he’s being taken on a fantastic supernatural journey; he doubles down on his commitment to her. He offers himself as a “more perfect instrument” for all her purposes, and he asks the Mother to help him grow and make him more sincere. His tone is often plaintive, almost suppliant; he implores the Mother to let him be her “sword of light.”



For some time now, the Mother has had the idea of building an “Ideal City”—a geographic base for the Integral Yoga, where men and women from around the world could live together and practice Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy. The project has almost come together a couple of times, but it never quite materialized. In 1965, even as she continues with her inner work, the Mother embarks upon what will prove to be her most audacious venture in the material world. Shortly after a conference on human unity held in Pondicherry, she announces her decision to create a new township. She assigns a recently constituted body of businessmen and devotees, the Committee for the Yoga (CFY), to be the project’s legal holder. She names this town Auroville, after the French word for dawn (aurore); clearly, this City of Dawn also contains a reference to Sri Aurobindo.

The purpose of Auroville, the Mother tells Satprem during one of their conversations, is to be a city where people from around the world will live in peace and harmony. She envisages Auroville as a “Tower of Babel in reverse,” and she emphasizes its central role in manifesting Sri Aurobindo’s yoga. “Humanity is not the last rung of terrestrial creation,” she writes in a note about her planned city. “Evolution continues and man will be surpassed.… For those who are satisfied with the world as it is, Auroville obviously has no raison d’être.”

Events move quickly after that 1964 conference. The CFY purchases around ninety acres of land to the north of Pondicherry. The Mother writes to a French architect of some renown, the modernist Roger Anger, and invites him to join the project as chief architect. Roger travels to India and, together with the Mother, develops a swirling, futuristic master plan that will come to be known as the Galaxy. The Galaxy is divided into four zones—industrial, cultural, residential, and international—and at its center is a park containing a large spherical meditation space that will be called the Matrimandir, or the Mother’s Temple. The whole thing is meticulously conceived by a team of planners, a refined concept that befits a bold project such as Auroville. Like most models—like virtually all planned cities—the Galaxy will have trouble adapting to reality. Things gets messy as soon as people start moving in, disrupting the planners’ well-laid schematics with humanity’s chronic propensity to extemporize.


[image: Swirling white architectural structure seen from above]


There is some debate about where Auroville should be located. Roger is dissatisfied with the CFY’s first land purchase; building there, he tells the Mother, would mean that the town would be bifurcated by a highway. He shows her a map of an alternative location, a plateau around five miles north of Pondicherry known as the Red Hill, historically a staging ground for colonial military operations. The Mother gives her assent to the new location and points to a place on the map. Roger goes out in a jeep, driving through a couple of underdeveloped agricultural villages, and finds himself on barren, empty land. There is almost nothing on this Red Hill—nothing, except at the precise spot the Mother has indicated on the map. There, at the crossroad of unpaved tracks, ancient pilgrimage routes, Roger finds a sprawling banyan tree, one of the only patches of green on the plateau. This tree—which comes to be known simply as the Banyan Tree—will be the geographical center of the City of Dawn.

John

In the summer of 1968, Auroville has been formally inaugurated, and America is in turmoil amid a string of assassinations and rising opposition to the Vietnam War. Still recovering from Kennedy’s death, John is wandering the West Coast, bouncing between places and emotions. At a gathering with a crew of rich friends in Bolinas, California, he consumes six different vintages of wine, prompting him to crow in a letter to his father that “at life as an art form I am no small cheese.” Shortly thereafter he’s in Los Angeles, in a gloomier mood, looking out of a hotel window onto an abandoned factory as the man next door coughs and spits and calls God through the night. John thinks the man won’t make it. He closes his window and wonders about the heater in the corner of his room: Will it leak gas and kill him tonight, too?

Eventually, he floats back East. He takes refuge in his family’s country home on Fishers Island, an enclave off the coast of Connecticut. Fishers Island is bucolic, a thin stretch of oak and maple forests, clapboard homes, and hidden ponds. John goes for walks in the forests and along rocky beaches; he swims in the waters, which remain icy even in summer. He reads Heidegger and Aristotle, a Daedalus special issue about utopia, and books on Zen and Hindu philosophy.

“Before you have studied Zen, mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers,” he writes in a lined notebook, paraphrasing a well-known proverb. “While you are studying it, mountains are no longer mountains and rivers are no longer rivers; but once you have enlightenment mountains are once again mountains and rivers, rivers.”

One windy Sunday afternoon in November, John climbs to the top of the house and sits on a sloped shingled roof above a narrow island. He clutches a handheld radio and watches as ferries cut through the rippled water, their foghorns bringing to his mind a chant of “Om, Om, Om.” Nixon has just been elected president; his antipathy to the civil rights and antiwar movement fills John with despair. He tunes in to WBAI, a nonprofit New York station, and listens to a talk by Baba Ram Dass, the American spiritual teacher who will later write the New Age classic Be Here Now. John has a history with this man. Ram Dass was formerly Richard Alpert, one of the Harvard psychology professors who conducted the LSD experiments that so entangled John in college. But on this Sunday afternoon, with seagulls overhead and a turbulent Atlantic below, Ram Dass offers John something of a lifeline.

Ram Dass talks about his time as a Harvard professor, his expensive Mercedes-Benz and his holidays in the Caribbean. He explains that it all began to feel superficial, and that he dropped out of civilization and wandered the world till he ended up in India. There, Ram Dass met a guru, the first genuinely enlightened person he’d ever known, and he learned about renunciation. His is a version of renunciation that no doubt appeals to John. “You can stay at the Hilton, as long as you’d be just as happy in a hut,” Ram Dass says. John believes in sacrifice, he wants to find a more authentic way of living. He’s also a rich young man who likes his creature comforts.

Soon after that broadcast, John has a long, boozy encounter with a friend at Le Pavillon, one of New York’s finest French restaurants, on Fifty-Fifth Street and Fifth Avenue. They meet in the morning for tea; tea spills over into lunch and a sequence of expensive wines, and then lunch into dinner. John tells his friend what he’s heard on the radio, and she tells him about a man she knows who’s traveled to India and is now part of a new utopian project. Almost immediately after that encounter, John books a flight to Bombay. He sends a letter to his parents apologizing for his impulsiveness.

“For a long time I have felt the need to immerse myself in a tight, somewhat abstemious discipline,” he writes:


The more I have thought upon going to India—which, having little else to do, I do constantly—the more excited I have become. It is a long time since I have felt so hopeful about the future. I really feel that this trip answers a deeply felt need in me. I realize that in the contemporary socio-economic value system, I am traipsing after a fantasy. Yet in the contemporary argot, it is my thing, which excuses a multitude of things. It would be interesting to see whether it is possible to build a utopia. Historically they apparently don’t succeed, but emotively I long to find one that might.



John Walker III

Does the search for utopia—or simply, the search—run in families? Forty-eight years before John sets out for Auroville, his father is a freshly graduated fine arts major from Harvard, searching for his path through the world. He wins a $1,000 art competition in college and uses the money to travel to Italy. Before leaving, he writes a letter to his grandfather that contains remarkable resonances with the one John will later send to his parents. “I feel that I am starting on the greatest adventure of my life—my discovery of Europe,” Walker Sr. writes. “How I have dreamt of that continent, and how perfect it has seemed in my dreams! Perhaps I should not have risked the disappointment. It is often a good thing not to visit one’s utopia. But mine is too tangible, the temptation too great.”
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