









In another age legends would have sprung up about the life of Peter Caddy, co-founder of the famous Community at Findhorn and a respected leader in the New Age movement. Early in his life, Peter surrendered himself to the will of God and from this gained an unshakable faith that served him and others throughout his life.

He also gave himself completely and unconditionally to life, embracing it with zest, courage and delight. There was nothing otherworldly about Peter. He was a man of action who thoroughly enjoyed taking on a challenge — the greater the better. Whether serving in the wartime RAF, climbing the Himalayas in Tibet, managing a luxury hotel on spiritual principles or running a New Age community, he climbed every mountain God put in front of him. He married five times and fathered six children. As a consequence, his life reads like an adventure novel: it is a ripping good yarn, which is all the more powerful because it is true.

He was not a philosopher, nor was he particularly self-reflective. He was a visionary and he believed in people, always striving to draw out the best in them. Everything he did was on a giant scale. Peter Caddy was killed in a car accident shortly before his 77th birthday: even his death was dramatic… In this book, Peter, a master storyteller, takes us on a journey of inspiration, action and spirit. We also participate in his struggles, hardships and initiations, but with Peter, problems and challenges are met head-on with indomitable positive thought and action.

His legacy to us all is the knowledge that following our inner guidance — God’s will — is not only an exciting, wonderful adventure, it can also change the world.

Australian writer and long-term resident of the Findhorn Community, Jeremy Slocombe worked closely with Peter Caddy in the compilation of his memoirs.

Renata Caddy is a German painter, psychologist and art-therapist married to Peter, with whom she shared the last years of his life in their home by the Lake of Constance



Author’s note


To avoid possible confusion or offence, the phrase ‘the Findhorn Community’ (capitalised) used throughout this book refers to the formal Community associated with the Findhorn Foundation, and not the residents of the neighbouring village of Findhorn which has its own quite separate identity and traditions.

As this is in part a history book, however, and much use is made of direct quotations from historical documents, the natural contraction of ‘Findhorn Foundation’ or ‘Findhorn Community’ to plain ‘Findhorn’ is unavoidable in places. Rather than try the reader’s patience by qualifying each and every instance, we trust that common sense will prevail, and only add ‘Foundation’ or ‘Community’ where there is any danger of ambiguity or misunderstanding.
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my Friend.

As great a Magician, as humble as a Man.
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Preface

by Sir George Trevelyan, Bt.

…Come my friends, ‘Tis not too late to seek a newer world, Push off, and sitting well in order smite The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths Of all the western stars, until I die. It may be that the gulfs will wash us down: It may be that we shall touch the Happy Isles, And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’ We are not now that strength which in old days Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are; One equal temper of heroic hearts, Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

THESE HEROIC WORDS from Tennyson’s Ulysses spring immediately to mind when I consider the extraordinary life of my good friend Peter Caddy; they ably serve to describe the motivation behind his outrageous adventures, his indefatigable spirit and his very real achievements in the world. It is not given to all of us to leave something of lasting value on the shelf behind us when we quit this life, but Peter most certainly has, and with exceptional brio.

Here’s the paradox of the man: an ex-Squadron Leader of the Royal Air Force, a conventional Englishman from a middle-class background who would not pay a halfpenny for convention if it got in the road of carrying out what his firm and formidable intuition required of him. He was a ‘doer for God’, as his younger friend and colleague, the American mystic, writer and philosopher David Spangler has written. After Peter’s innocent and unfortunate death in a car crash in February 1994, his son Christopher noted, ‘Few people become a legend in their own lifetime, but I believe that he did’. And in what is for many today a mad, bad and sad world, we need the freshness and power of new legends. We need those of heroic, almost mythological mettle who are not afraid of putting their hand into the fire and seizing the treasures to be found there. Peter Caddy was such a man.

It is fitting to record my first meeting with him. I was at the time Principal of the Shropshire Adult College, Attingham Park, which I directed and ran from its founding in 1947 until my retirement in 1971. This was one of a group of short-term residential centres for adult education founded after the war and it had developed into a fine centre. Our weekends there were often given to gatherings of a more exploratory, spiritual nature, certainly out of and beyond the cultural mainstream of the day, and lest we provoke the suspicions or ire of the public authorities who supported us we tended to eschew publicity of any kind: such gatherings were by personal invitation only. Therefore when in 1965 Peter got wind of a weekend conference at Attingham entitled ‘Groups in the New Age’, and rang to invite himself in another’s place, my secretary gave him short shrift on the telephone—until a spiritually sensitive friend of mine, in the office with us at the time, nodded across to me that Peter should come. He leapt into his car and pounded down the length of England to be with us by nightfall; we had no bed-space for him, but in the meantime somebody else cried off from joining us, on account of the flu, so all was in order for Peter to be included.

I have never forgotten that amusing incident on his first night, where the session was given over to the subject of creating a charter for New Age communities and how to finance them. After hearing several speakers and deciding no longer to control his impatience, Peter rose and claimed to be demonstrating with his small group at Findhorn what the rest of us were still only talking about. A sceptical Air Marshall Sir Victor Goddard interrupted to question his financial policy. ‘We don’t have one!’, Peter replied breezily, and then with greater gravity added, ‘You give everything to God and give thanks that all your needs will be met to perfection — and then you just go ahead!’ This was fighting talk, and it upset many people at the time.

Three years later, when I first visited his fledgling community at Findhorn, I was thrilled with what I found: the evidence was everywhere to be seen. This was the first time, I believe, that Peter confessed to an outsider the secrets of the garden’s success — the cooperation with the invisible worlds that inform the nature kingdom, and the daily communion with God, whose ‘voice’ and guidance his wife Eileen received and dutifully recorded.

But the memoirs you hold here are not merely the history of the extraordinary phenomenon that the Findhorn Community came to be—that story is told elsewhere. Here you have the man himself, his perils and pitfalls as much as his triumphs (although he would boast of neither unless there were good and empowering reason to do so). Peter was indeed a man whose example is well made for the new millennium and a way of life for which we all hanker: easy, accessible and effective communion with the world of spirit; the translation of this into our everyday lives, even into the most seemingly mundane chores; finding our proper and correct and sensitive connection with the natural world and the planet of which we are only its sensory apparatus, its organ of self-perception. As Coleridge would have it,

…we receive but what we give,

And in our life alone does Nature live:

Ours is her wedding garment, ours her shroud!

But above all, if Peter’s life is to teach us anything, it will be to make us more aware and effective as human beings, more conscious of our responsibilities to the world around us, and, I dare say, to find much more fun and fulfilment in our lives! His was a heroic heart and he leads us into adventure, whether in the high Himalayas or the imbroglio and shambles of the civil war in the former Yugoslavia, where Peter was supporting a peace initiative in the months before his death.

Courage is the key word that will lead us individually and collectively into the new millennium; as Samuel Johnson said, ‘Courage is the greatest virtue, for without it there can be no others’. We have a sacred duty to encourage each other at this time, and Peter Caddy carried both personal courage and the encouragement of others wherever he went. You will find it in this book.

I am pleased to have known Peter and to have enjoyed his friendship; I am grateful that I was able to help him in serving a great cause that has helped and encouraged so many, throughout the world. But let us not allow the splendour and brightness of this man’s adventure to dim our own. Instead we take a spark from his life to our own tinder-box, if it is not already kindled. I turn again to Coleridge—

Ah! from the world itself must issue forth

A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud

Enveloping the Earth—

And from the soul itself must there be sent

A sweet and potent voice, of its own birth,

Of all sweet sounds the life and element!

By the end of his memorable life Peter Caddy’s voice was certainly ‘sweet and potent’. Enjoy the adventure of reading this book as you go along with Peter’s great adventures — and may you find your way back from them determined to embark on your own, therein to find the sweetness and potency of your own voice.

__________

This Preface was written in collaboration with Jeremy Slocombe



Introduction

by David Spangler

IN THE LATE twentieth century there can be no doubt humanity is in the midst of a profound transformation. Some see this as a cause for celebration and are optimistic about the future. Others view this change with discomfort and alarm and are filled with pessimism about the years ahead; while still others deny that anything is happening at all and try to maintain business as usual.

There is justification for each of these positions. New insights into our human nature and the nature of the world around us — whether arising from science, psychology, spirituality, or any other source — do offer us powerful tools to relate to each other and to our environment more wisely, compassionately and skilfully than before. On the other hand, mere change can unleash forces of fear and intolerance, destruction and hatred, as witness the rise of the brutal ethnic conflicts in Eastern Europe after the collapse of Communism and the Soviet Union. And no matter how political alignments or economic systems change or technology advances, the challenges of human relationships, of raising healthy children, and of caring for the Earth from which all our sustenance comes remain as they always have.

Whether our view of the future is optimistic, pessimistic, or indifferent, however, we may still miss a vital point: the future does not yet exist. It makes no sense to be optimistic or pessimistic about something that isn’t there.

This is not to say that we cannot look out at the world as it is and see trends and habits which, if not altered, will bring either horror or blessing. But trends are not always reliable. Looking at world trends in 1988 would not have told us that two years later we would be living in a world without the Soviet Union, the Berlin Wall, or a communist-dominated Eastern Europe, and with a reunited Germany.

In his poem The Second Coming, Yeats asked ‘what rough beast… slouches towards Bethlehem to be born’, but in fact many things move towards potential birth, angels as well as beasts. What determines our future are our choices in the present; tomorrow emerges from the the things we do or do not do today, the opportunities we seize or neglect, the creativity and imagination we express or deny.

The challenge with the future is that it is easier to continue with the momentum of what is — the habits of yesterday — than to imagine what might be. Being imaginative, daring, exploratory, willing to change in the interests of a better future are not traits that are generally encouraged. They are not safe. That is why the past or ‘trends’ are so powerful: they are rarely confronted with the power of imagination and new vision.

Yet the challenges of the late twentieth century demand that we reimagine our future and that we are daring in making changes personally and collectively to shape a more compassionate tomorrow… at least if we want angels and not rough beasts to define what our future will be like. We must dare to be skilled visionaries.

The New Age is an idea that reminds us that the future is ours to shape and that we have the power to do so. It is an idea that honours the role of transformation in our lives as a liberation from habits and trends. Unfortunately, much of the modern New Age movement does not fully grasp the power or challenge of this idea, often surrendering its creativity at the altar of prophecy, preferring to wait for a better future to arrive from some nebulous place where it already exists, rather than creating it through everyday actions.

One place where the New Age is being explored in depth, a place dedicated to empowering people in their ordinary lives to be creative agents of new vision and a better future, is the Findhorn Foundation Community in northern Scotland. This is a place where people are encouraged and trained not to wait for a New Age but to see it and create it in their lives right now, for in the choices they make to do so, they set into motion the forces that shape that New Age for their tomorrows.

The Findhorn Foundation Community is a place of hope and example for hundreds of thousands of people throughout the world. It has changed people’s lives for the better. It has given birth both directly and indirectly to thousands of projects that build towards a compassionate future. It is a power for positive transformation that upholds the vision that today’s choices create the future, and that we can choose with wisdom, with love, with faith, with imagination and with skill.

This place and the gifts it offers exist because three people dared to make visionary and imaginative choices in their own lives, risking all in the process. One of these three is Peter Caddy, whose life story you now have in your hand.

Peter Caddy was a remarkable man. Early in his adult life he gave himself completely and unconditionally to God. From this he gained an unshakable faith that served him in good stead throughout his life, and especially in being a co-founder of the Findhorn Foundation Community and a respected New Age leader.

He also gave himself completely and unconditionally to life, embracing it with zest, courage and delight. There was nothing otherworldly about Peter. He was a man of action who thoroughly enjoyed taking on an adventure, and the more challenging it was, the better he liked it.

As a consequence, his life reads like an H. Rider Haggard novel, filled with derring-do and spiritual wisdom. It is a ripping good yarn, which is all the more powerful because it is true.

For me, a principal message of Peter’s life is that he was not afraid to change. He used his past as a source of wisdom and experience but never as a determinant of his future. He was not a man controlled by trends or prophecies. His view of the future was unswervingly optimistic because he was optimistic about himself. Even if it meant giving up all that he already had, if he needed to change in order to serve more effectively, he knew he could do so without a second thought. Because he could be positive about himself, he could be positive in his actions to create the future.

It was this positivity about oneself and the world that he wanted to give to others, for he knew that a positive future would not emerge from negative or fearful people.

He was not a philosopher, nor was he particularly self-reflective, but he was a visionary. He believed in people. He had a vision of what ordinary people could do when they aroused themselves and believed in their higher potentials, and he always sought to teach people how to do this. He built Findhorn to be a place where that kind of teaching and empowerment could occur.

Peter believed in demonstration, in setting an example; he never asked anyone to do anything he hadn’t already done himself. For him, Findhorn was a place where ordinary people could demonstrate how to live a spirit-infused ordinary life that could change the Earth for the better so that others could come, see it for themselves, and go back to their homes to be agents of angels, not beasts, moving to be born. He wanted it to be a place where the power to create the future was embodied and demonstrated. This was his gift to the promise and challenge of the new millennium.

Peter was a master storyteller and in this book he tells his story. The best introduction to him lies in his own words, as well as in the ongoing creative actions of those inspired by him and by Findhorn to make our world a better place.



Part I

The Individual
Responds to Love



The quotations at the head of chapters 1—30 are extracted from papers given to Peter Caddy as part of his spiritual training in the Rosicrucian Order Crotona Fellowship.



Chapter 1

First Things First

Faith and trust in yourself
are the only requisites in taking these lessons,
for as a soul you are a manifestation of power;
that power is named life

MY BIRTH WAS UNREMARKABLE. I was born on 20 March 1917, at Ruislip, Middlesex, about 16 miles west of London. The twentieth century was yet a troubled adolescent. World War I still had over a year to run its course; Britain had the mightiest empire in the world, America was only beginning its ascendancy, and few people realized how the impending revolution in Russia would have such an impact on the shape of things to come.

Ruislip was then a village. Frederick John Caddy, my father, had returned from service in East Africa, where he had contracted malaria, and was now working at Post Office Headquarters in London. He was the embodiment of traditional values: a strict disciplinarian, morally upright, a virtuous and solid member of society. Father was proud of his mental ability and had been brilliant at school. He came top out of 3,000 entrants in the Civil Service exam that led to his lifelong Post Office career. He had a critical mind and tongue, read from a methodically prepared list of books, and loved music.

Doris Mary Caddy complemented him. My mother was loving and sympathetic, devoted to Father and very much under his influence, doing only what he wanted. My sister Joan was born two years after me, and Mother looked after us all with a submissive but stoic personality: she suffered from very painful problems with her feet nearly all her life (she once commented that it was like ‘walking on glass’) but never complained.

I did not experience much fun and play as a child, but learned obedience, discipline and to ignore physical pain. While other members of my family were close, I was never interested in family history or my other relatives. I inherited characteristics from both parents: order and stamina from my father, disorder and a wish to care for people from Mother. Though my grandmother Mary Lees was a fastidious housekeeper, my mother was absolutely chaotic. She would forget where she put things and never keep her effects in order. Father, on the other hand, was meticulous and tidy. He kept records of how much water, electricity and coal we used, and could tell the exact cost of every item for any month and year. Every month he spent an evening putting money in small OXO beefstock tins in a cash box. Each tin was labelled for items like clothes, garden and holidays; only later did I realize that these frugal ways made our holidays in England and Switzerland possible.

For many years my father suffered from excruciating pains in his back, which orthodox medicine failed to relieve. Mother’s compassion for his condition served to underline the great love between them. When he retired in 1947, my father said, ‘For fifteen years or so I was never out of pain day or night. For many years I was so bad that I had to start getting out of the train two stations before I got to Ruislip1 and on some occasions, I had to wait at the station until my wife could help me home. During that time, if she had not been completely cheerful, helpful and forgiving, I must inevitably have cracked. I don’t know even now how I got through all those nightmare years, but I have forgotten the pain and remember only the selfless devotion of my wife.’

Despite his conservative nature, the agony drove him to try several unorthodox methods of healing. He went to chiropractors, osteopaths and homeopaths. He underwent three lengthy fasts, one of sixty days and two of ninety days, during which he consumed only water and one glass of orange juice a day. During these fasts he continued to go to work every day except in the last week, which shows the strength of his will and discipline. He had my sister and me fast one Christmas when we had developed colds — I would have preferred serious illness to missing my roast turkey and plum pudding! Joan and I were also made to have sun and air baths, naked on the lawn. I was embarrassed: what would the neighbours think?

Because Father also became a vegetarian we all had to become vegetarians. Joan and I did not approve. My mother would prepare brown bread, grated carrot and beetroot sandwiches, wrapped in greaseproof paper, for school lunch each day. By midday, they would become a smelly, soggy mess, so I used to throw them into a hedge on the way to school and at lunch time would scrounge delicious roast beef and ham sandwiches (made with white bread!) from my friends. The overcooked Brussels sprouts we were served during an occasional restaurant meal were far more enjoyable than the conservatively cooked, half-raw ones we had at home. This taught me the mistake of forcing children to eat foods they do not like, against their will — rebellion will be the only result. My mother, when giving me an unappetizing but ‘healthy’ meal would often say that it was ‘good for me’; even today I refuse to accept anything I am told is ‘good’ for me if it doesn’t look and taste good as well.

We went to church twice on Sundays, because my father was a Wesleyan Methodist. In my heart and soul I wanted to be out exploring the countryside, running in the fields and climbing trees; I suppose, however, that I did get a good grounding in the Bible. As part of his religion Father did not approve of the cinema, so we were very excited one day when my mother told us she was going to take my sister and me up to London to ‘go to the pictures’ (which in those days meant the movies). After a day seeing the sights we arrived at Piccadilly Circus and, as it was after dark, Mother pointed out the huge light displays advertising Coca Cola and other things. They were impressive but I was growing impatient. ‘When are we going to see the pictures?’ I demanded. These lights, apparently, were ‘the pictures’. I was disgusted and felt really let down. By the time we were waiting for our return train home at Baker Street station, and my mother asked me if I had enjoyed the day, I had had enough. I started to cry, with great sobs. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, concerned and not a little embarrassed. ‘But we haven’t even seen Thames station!’ I managed to protest between sobs. ‘There isn’t one,’ she replied. ‘Oh yes there is,’ I said, ‘because every Sunday in church we say “Lead us not into Thames station”.’ Such was my understanding of the Lord’s Prayer (and no doubt a desire to taste forbidden fruit as, subsequently, I often went secretly with friends to the cinema on a Saturday morning).

Curiously it was my father’s back problems that led me to my first experience of a spiritual nature, when I was ten. Father had a very good singing voice and was a member of several choirs; among these was the church choir, and another of its members, Grace Cooke, received inner teachings from an American Indian ‘guide’ named White Eagle.2 Despite his staunch Methodism, my father had tried so many healing methods without success that he was open to receiving healing from White Eagle if it could help.

Grace Cooke later became a well-known medium of the day, but some of her first channelling circles were held in our house and I was occasionally allowed to attend. Initially she came without her husband, Ivan Cooke, who wouldn’t have anything to do with what he thought was nonsense. One day in the Cooke’s home, while Grace was out somewhere, Ivan pointed to a glass-framed picture on the wall: ‘I’d only believe in White Eagle if that picture came crashing down to the floor and did not break,’ he declared. Crash! down it came, without breaking. After that he was a firm supporter and later played a key part in the growth and development of the worldwide branches of the White Eagle Lodge.

I remember on one occasion, just as Grace Cooke was ‘bringing through’ White Eagle, our pet dog Brutus suddenly lifted its eyes to a point just above Grace’s head. It was clearly sensing something — I fancied it must be the feathers of White Eagle’s headdress. The questions that I wanted to put to White Eagle were decidedly practical, such as how I could be helped with my examinations. On one occasion I asked, ‘What do I do to win tomorrow’s boxing match at school?’ There was a ripple of laughter from the adults in the group. White Eagle, however, apparently took the question seriously. ‘Look him in the eye,’ he responded, ‘and you will know when he is about to hit you.’ I followed his advice and won my fight. So at an early age I was introduced to concepts of life after death and to receiving practical advice from other-worldly realms. I also realized that just because Auntie Ethel had passed on into another world, it didn’t necessarily make her wiser than in this one!

My father’s main hobby was gardening and we never needed to buy any vegetables. Despite his disability he often worked two hours a day in the winter, digging in the garden before catching his train to work in London. He won many prizes at vegetable and flower shows as a result of his hard work, skill and dedication to perfection. The extent of my gardening was weeding, particularly during the school holidays when other children were playing. I was rarely able to play cricket or other games or do any interesting things: it was just weeding, weeding, weeding. In fairness to him, however, I realize that he had difficulty in bending, and by observing him I did learn a great deal that I have put into practice in later life.

From my grandfather I gained an interest in nature on our long walks together. Father was also a keen walker, and our whole family went hiking and climbing, locally and later in Switzerland. These experiences gave me a love of mountains, the open air and walking, as well as a desire to travel, meet different people and taste various kinds of food.

Apart from enjoying such excursions, my father and I had little in common. I could not sing, did poorly at school, and felt that I was a disappointment to him. I know that my father loved his children but he never spent much time with us. Like many sons, I did not feel that he understood me. As he watched me go through my life, Father could never understand why, after faring so poorly in exams, I later did so well in the Royal Air Force and in business. It seemed to come so easily to me — perhaps he found it unjust because he’d had to work so hard — but as a youth, I felt that I was not really appreciated for the gifts that I had. My father didn’t see them because he was judging me by his own standards and against his own talents. I know he was proud of my athletic prowess at school and in cross-country championships, but although he followed these achievements with pride, he never said anything to me — I only heard of it second-hand from other people. The only game I can remember that he ever played with me was ‘catch’ with a ball.

Much later, shortly before his retirement and after years of constant pain, in which he subjected all of us to eccentric diets and exposed us to increasingly unconventional practices, my father was diagnosed by a specialist as having a stone in his kidney. After a routine operation he was fine — both the kidney stone and the pain were gone, simple as that. Father went back to eating meat, white bread, etc., and reverted to his earlier, orthodox ways. But there was no turning back for me: as I had grown up with them, unconventional approaches like Grace Cooke’s channelling seemed perfectly normal. Father had unwittingly gifted me an open mind, and in the years to follow, as my spiritual studies developed and my life often went off at a tangent to the mainstream, his disapproval turned to condemnation.

[image: image]

I was educated at the Lower School of John Lyon, Harrow, a private school (known in England, through some strange inversion, as a ‘public’ school). As I say, I was not an outstanding scholar, nor good at examinations as my father had been, but I did shine as an athlete. I excelled in individual sports, such as cross-country, middle- and long-distance running, and preferred these to team games like cricket and football. I was captain of the gymnastics and — much to my surprise — easily won the school’s annual cross-country race (maybe because of the early practice I’d had walking with my father). After leaving school, I joined an athletic club in London, the Polytechnic Harriers, and became the junior cross-country champion for three years, thus winning the cup outright. I also took part in the annual London-to-Brighton walk of 52 miles.

At most British public schools, boxing was considered a noble art, part of the school curriculum and of the regular programme in which everybody had to take part. If there were any disputes among boys, they would be ordered to report to the gym, put on gloves, and box three 3-minute rounds, shaking hands at the beginning and at the end. I was selected to be part of the team to represent the school in boxing matches.

In some ways I was set apart from other boys. I was not allowed to join the Officer’s Training Corps3 at school because my father was a pacifist and did not believe in it. I was banned from the school choir because I couldn’t sing in tune (a great blow to Father, who, of course, loved singing). At home, there were not many boys living nearby; one, John Boltbee, with whom I loved to climb trees, was full of vitality but one day was caught using some swear words, and since his parents never corrected him, I wasn’t allowed to play with him any longer.

One of the boys at school, Stanley Walton, was greatly feared. Nobody could beat him in a fight or at wrestling because of the bear hug with which he threatened to squeeze the life out of his opponent. But I discovered how to defeat him by rubbing my knuckles into his spine until he yelled and let go. We found then that we were equally matched, and became firm friends. Stanley was the only boy in the school who was able to climb the ropes twice in the gym without using his legs. During my four or five years at school we wrestled at every opportunity, all through the break period in the morning and all through the lunch hour. The headmaster used to watch our wrestling from a window overlooking the playground and called us Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Even my father encouraged this wrestling, although I wore out many pairs of trousers, because it seemed to him a manly thing for me to do.

Because I loved fresh air, I slept on the open veranda of our house in both summer and winter, and thus toughened my body. I was a very keen Boy Scout and eventually became a King’s Scout, selected to go to the jamboree at Godele, Hungary, where I caught typhoid fever and had to recuperate in a small village just inside the border of what was then Yugoslavia. I loved camping as a Scout, at weekends and during summer holidays. One thing I learned then was never to be uncomfortable when you could be comfortable — something I’ve put into practice ever since. Instead of sleeping on the hard ground, I’d go out and collect heather or straw to put under the groundsheet to make a softer bed.

During the jamboree at Godele a French boy asked how old I was, and to my disgust, I couldn’t remember the French word for ‘fifteen’. Later, when my father wanted to send me to live with a French family for a year to improve my grasp of the language, I refused; if after five years of learning French at school I still couldn’t say ‘fifteen’, what hope was there for me? It was in the extra-curricular activities that I shone, not the forced, compulsory subjects like Latin and French.

My early life, then, was spent in many ways as a loner. My attention seemed to be on developing a strong will within a strong body. As I believe we choose our parents before we are born in this world, I later wondered why I had chosen mine: neither was really interested in spiritual matters, particularly my father, whose rigid and orthodox views were only relaxed if something unorthodox could bring relief to his physical suffering. I have come to realize that in order to break away from his ideas and way of life, I had to develop an even stronger will than his, which was considerable. It was like a chick breaking out of its egg. If the shell is thick, the chick has to develop greater strength to peck away until it can finally break out to find its own freedom. The thicker the shell, the stronger the chick must be.
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In 1933, aged sixteen, I met an elderly clergyman in the British Museum who interested me in yoga philosophy and lent me books on the subject. These really opened my eyes: having been brought up as a Methodist, I had not realized that the truth of life, although dressed in different mental clothes in various cultures throughout history, is essentially the same all over the world. In studying yoga philosophy I began to question many of the things that had been taught by conventional religions, and started my own search for the truth through many ‘ologies’ and ‘isms’.

Meanwhile more practical matters came to bear. Still at school, I could not make up my mind what I wanted to do with my life; I only knew that I did not want a routine nine-to-five office job like my father’s. He therefore arranged for me to go to the Institute of Industrial Psychology where I spent three days being given various tests to find out what I was best suited for. The conclusion drawn from the results was a recommendation that I enter the catering trade. It seemed a wise and practical choice. The Great Depression was upon us; unemployment was high and even university graduates were unable to get jobs in their profession — whereas people always had to eat.

It was arranged that I should see the Managing Director of J. Lyons & Co., who were the largest caterers in the world. He offered me a five-year director’s apprenticeship, starting with a year in the kitchens of London’s Regent Palace Hotel. Thus I left school at sixteen; the Managing Director had explained to me that Lyons didn’t want intellectual attainment in their senior staff as much as the willingness to work hard and to develop astute powers of observation.

At that time, the Regent Palace Hotel was the largest in Europe. Its kitchens were more cavernous than palatial, a hot, bustling bedlam in which every hour was rush hour with chefs, waiters and assistants shouting instructions at each other in almost any language but English, each one trying to be heard over the other. My training involved working in every department, observing how it functioned and getting hands-on experience of its activities. I wanted to become expert at one particular thing — making perfect French omelettes, which I loved, a difficult task because of the speed and dexterity it requires. Every evening for a year, therefore, whichever department I was working in, I would make myself an omelette for dinner until I had mastered the art.

Another early speciality of mine was potato soup, which served Stanley Walton and me in good stead when we went on a two-week climbing holiday in Switzerland — we had so little money that we practically lived on the stuff. I had an ambition to climb the Gornergrat, a mountain above the village of Zermatt, to obtain the spectacular view of the Matterhorn I had heard it afforded. Our plan was to do this hike on the last day before catching the train to return to London. A local person had told us that it would take three or four hours to Zermatt from Visp. We started walking up the valley. After several hours the Matterhorn, at the head of the valley, still seemed far away, and this struck me as strange. In all, it took us seven hours uphill to reach Zermatt — I found out afterwards that the quoted time of a ‘few hours’ was by mountain railway!

I was still determined, and after a stiff climb we reached the summit of the Gornergrat, over 11,000 feet. The view more than repaid the effort. Then I realized that we would have to run down the mountain to be able to catch our train, which was the last one on the last day of the holiday. The frozen crust of the snow had melted and we kept falling up to our chests in the softer snow beneath. Eventually we reached the bottom of the mountain. Stanley wanted to give up and I had to prod him to run most of the 30 miles back to catch the night train from Visp. We had walked and run about 57 miles and climbed to 11,000 feet in one day. Even at that age, I was determined to achieve a goal no matter what the costs in pain or exhaustion; I could never contemplate quitting.

The next year we went to Bavaria, where we climbed three smallish mountains — the Tegelberg, Strausberg and Sauling — which we were told had not been done before in one day. Back in England, Stanley’s mother was horrified to see how wasted our leg muscles were after these expeditions, and I often wondered whether she was responsible for the fact that Stanley and I saw less of each other from then on.
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My apprenticeship at Lyons was long, hard work that left me little spare time and no social life. Six days a week I would leave home at 7.30 in the morning and not return until 10.30 that night. During the summer I spent the only break in the day swimming in the Serpentine in Hyde Park; during the winter I skated there. On the train to and from Ruislip, I read whatever books on occult and esoteric subjects I was able to lay my hands on.

This spiritual learning found its balance at work. There were two of us serving our director’s apprenticeship at the Regent Palace Hotel, and on one occasion the Managing Director called us in to his office and asked us if we knew anything about liqueurs. ‘Yes, of course, sir,’ I bluffed, hoping to impress him. Without a word, he picked up the phone and asked for a bottle of every different liqueur in the hotel to be sent up; when they arrived, he turned his back to us and, one after the other, poured a small glass of each for us to sample and identify. Of the dozens of bottles, the only one that I got right was crème de menthe! The Managing Director then went on to explain where each liqueur was made, how it was made, and all about the bottling, but we were probably too squiffy by then to take it all in.

As apprentice directors, we were under the wing of a Mr Vivian, a retired army officer and a proper gentleman. When I was appointed assistant manager of a Lyons tea-shop in London, Mr Vivian would often visit to see how I was getting on. One day, as we were talking near the door, a smelly, down-and-out tramp who had bought a roll was leaving the shop. Mr Vivian instantly went to the door, opened it for him and addressed him as ‘sir’: a fine example for me of putting service into practice.

Four years into my apprenticeship, having served as a waiter, worked in the food factories at Cadby Hall, Hammersmith, and in the various departments of Coventry Street Corner House, experiencing every branch of catering, I became the manager of a large tea-shop with over fifty staff in London’s West End. This was quite a responsibility for a twenty-year-old but as I learnt more about management, I began to develop my own strategies. For example, there was a young girl called Susan who cleaned tables in the tea-shop, and everyone seemed to be down on her. Nobody had a good word for Susan and this, of course, created a vicious circle — her work began to reflect the negative atmosphere she sensed around her — but it did not feel right for me to give her the sack. I watched her for about a week until I found something that she did well and then complimented her on it. She was so amazed and delighted that her attitude completely changed and she became one of the best workers in the establishment. From this experience I developed a practice of looking for the best in each person and acknowledging it with sincere praise. The dividends soon repaid the investment handsomely.

After gaining experience as a manager of several different establishments, I became an inspector responsible for five Lyons tea-shops in the West End of London and later in Manchester. My life beyond Lyons meanwhile had taken a dramatic turn.

__________

1 Presumably because the motion of the train aggravated the pain

2 ‘Guides’ are disembodied entities whose intelligence may be channelled through a human medium, whether in trance or not

3 Elementary training for service in the armed forces



Chapter 2

Food for Thought

All power and intelligence that I can use are already mine

THROUGHOUT MY YEARS at an all-boys’ school and the first couple of years of my apprenticeship with Lyons I had almost no social contact with the opposite sex. The closest I had come to losing my virginity, in fact, had been waving to a girl once from a bus stop on the way to school! My attention had been on sport and the outdoors, developing my physical body, and on my spiritual studies: in those years I was much more interested in reincarnation and karma than I was in girls. I still lived with my parents in Ruislip when working for Lyons in central London, so by the time I got home at around 10.30 pm I usually went straight to my bed.

In 1935, aged eighteen, I went on holiday with a fellow apprentice and his father to the Continental Hotel in Blankenberge, Belgium. One day from the window I saw two girls who were talking in French. A sudden intuition gripped me and I said to my companion, ‘Leo, I’m going to marry that girl, the younger of the two’. To my logical mind this was absurd; for a start I didn’t know how I was going to get over the language barrier, because I still wasn’t any good at French. However, we went downstairs and followed them into the table-tennis room of the hotel where to my surprise I heard her ask in English, ‘What is the score, Peggy?’ Meeting Nora Meidling in this way and having an inner knowing that I was going to marry her is an example of the way my life functions. I do not dream, receive visions or hear voices. I am neither clairvoyant nor psychic. I experience an intuitive, spontaneous inner knowing which has guided me throughout my life, even though, in my youth, I had much to go through to accept it.

A few weeks after the holiday at Blankenberge, I visited Nora at her home in Ealing, West of London, where she lived with her mother and sister Peggy. The friendship gradually ripened. I met her other sister, Elizabeth, but it was with Elizabeth’s husband Jim that I found an immediate and profound rapport. Jim Barnes shared my interest in spiritual and mystical subjects, and was obviously much more versed in them than I; he responded to my eagerness by offering the hand of friendship in my early spiritual training. He ensured that I read all the right material by giving me a list of books to study, and since my appetite for this material was voracious, I read nearly everything available at that time, including Madam Blavatsky’s Secret Doctrine, the Arcane School books by Alice Bailey, and Max Heindel’s Rosicrucian Cosmo-Conception.

For a long time I had been travelling alone in my studies and here at last was a man prepared to be my friend, guide and mentor — the first with whom I could really talk about matters so close to my heart. Although I badgered Jim with questions about reincarnation, karma, life after death, and a wealth of esoteric topics, his patience seemed inexhaustible. He was fifteen years my senior and our relationship became in some ways more important to me than Nora. I felt that my father was jealous of Jim (who was also in the Civil Service) because of the time we spent together; we would have long conversations about spiritual subjects of which Father thoroughly disapproved. Because of his narrow Methodist beliefs, my father and I never discussed his spiritual or religious outlook on life. Mother was interested in what I was studying but did not pursue the subject, due to Father’s influence. This brought me closer to my friend than to my father.

I particularly remember Jim telling me that spiritual evolution was rather like going up a mountain. It would take thousands of lifetimes, gradually circling the mountain, getting higher and higher at each spiral, eventually reaching the top —self-realization and cosmic consciousness. Or one could, at this particular time in mankind’s evolution, take the path of spiritual initiation and in a single lifetime make the direct, but steep, ascent from the foot of the mountain to the summit. This course would be very arduous and at times painful. Without hesitation, I made a commitment to the path of initiation, to climb unceasingly towards the top and reach it, come what may. Little did I know what this decision would mean.

In the meantime, my relationship with Nora was becoming closer. She was small, soft and delicate; not really pretty, but she had beautiful blue eyes and was always elegantly dressed. She was pale and did not like the sun or any kind of outdoors or sporting activity; she was more like an indoor house plant. When we went for a walk in the country, she would turn up in high heels and inappropriate clothes. At 4 pm she would be gasping for her usual cup of tea, when we would probably be miles from habitation.

I still had no doubts that I would marry her, although she was five years older than I. She came from a good family, was well-educated and had been to a finishing school in Switzerland. I felt that she was a good person to raise a family and would altogether make a satisfactory wife. This was the normal course of middle-class society in England between the world wars: it was expected of every young man that he marry and have children. Although love was somewhere in the equation, it was not automatically the most important factor.

Nora anyway preferred the company of her mother and sisters, and I think she was suspicious of men; and looking back, I realize that I didn’t really have a clue what love was all about. But as I say, my intuition was very clear, and as it was the done thing anyway to get married and have children, I proposed to Nora and she accepted me.

Little did I realize that Jim Barnes had an ulterior motive for his enthusiastic encouragement of my spiritual studies. I did know that he and Elizabeth were very close to a certain Doctor Sullivan whom they obviously held in high esteem and for whom they had a great affection. This Doctor Sullivan lived at Christchurch in Hampshire1, on the south coast, and they would travel down to see him each weekend. Over a year after we had become friends, Jim asked me if I would like to meet him.

So at the age of nineteen, I met Doctor Sullivan in London and it was to change my life. It is said that when the pupil is ready, the teacher appears; Jim had been preparing me for this meeting ever since he had first discerned my spiritual quest. It turned out that Doctor Sullivan was what is called in esoteric circles a Master, being the head (or Supreme Magus) of the Rosicrucian Order Crotona Fellowship, which had chapters all over Britain. This Order had grown out of the original Rosicrucian mystery school which could trace its roots back to medieval Europe and beyond 2.

Doctor Sullivan was a big man with a shock of brown hair who exuded power and authority as well as gentleness and humility. I was particularly impressed by his great sense of humour — throughout my life I have found that joy and lightheartedness are among the hallmarks of the advanced soul. Doctor Sullivan had many different names, among which he used Aureolis as his spiritual name, Alex Mathews as author and actor, and Muser as a poet. After answering his probing questions and meeting his inner scrutiny I must have passed muster, for I was invited to be initiated into the Order. I was thrilled. Soon afterwards I was initiated into the Francis Bacon Chapter Number 33 in London, and because the true Rosicrucian Order is a secret order I wasn’t even allowed to tell my fiancée, Nora, that I was now a member. Fortunately, a few months later Nora too was initiated. We attended chapter meetings in London together and later at the headquarters in Christchurch.

There were several groups or departments of the Order: Masonic (symbology), Ordo (mental science), Temple (comparative religion, mysticism), Healing (therapeutics, healing), Drama (elocution, plays, oratory), a College of Psychotherapy and a School of Adepts. The theatre the Order later built was to become one of the best equipped on the south coast of England. Nora and I would go down to Christchurch at every opportunity, particularly during the annual two-week retreat, and it was a great privilege to be so close to one whom I considered to be a genuine Master living in our midst. He was a being of vast knowledge and seemed able to answer any question, but only if he felt it was right and appropriate to do so. He taught through lectures, drama, the church and Freemasonry, through fun and games, and by example. One had to remain alert during lectures and meetings so as to miss nothing, particularly the jokes. In spite of all his greatness, his wisdom, and his love, he would appear to the average person as an ordinary human being. Doctor Sullivan was a humble person and I discovered that no job was too menial for him. He was the one who emptied the chemical toilets in his ashram.

When (as Aureolis) Doctor Sullivan wrote and lectured, he often went back in time, recalling other incarnations (past lives in the world). He could travel to anywhere he wanted on the inner planes of reality. He was always examining our progress, whether he was there in person or not. Francis Bacon had written a code and cipher book for all the secret messages that had been hidden throughout the plays of Shakespeare; Doctor Sullivan had that original book, and I have seen it. He wrote many books and plays, as well as lectures, but these were only available to members of the Order and not to the general public, except for performances of the plays. He slept only three or four hours a night and seemed to function on several different levels of consciousness simultaneously. After World War II had broken out, he would also let drop many interesting things, such as what Hitler was thinking at the time, and I was told that even British Intelligence used his psychic information.

On the other hand, one could enjoy an evening at the cinema with him, or a picnic to some historical place whose story he could ‘read’ from his inner connections. He said very little about himself; one had to get personal information through one’s own intuition. We would often play table tennis together, as he always stressed the importance of coming back down to earth after his lectures. He maintained a careful balance in all aspects of his life.

Although Doctor Sullivan added his power and the forces behind him to preventing World War II, war came and he knew that because of it, the work he had come to do could not be completed. He also knew that he was going to depart the physical world in 1942 — he reckoned he would be more useful operating on the ‘other side’ to combat the dark forces rolling across the world. Therefore to hasten the impartation of his teachings, he held an intensive series of lectures, designed for the more senior members of the Order, in which Nora and I were allowed to participate. It was thrilling for me to receive the papers every two weeks through the post.

This series of lectures, called Soul Science — concerning positive thinking and the power of the individual to effect change in the world — became the single most important foundation for my future life. As I studied the principles they established, these became part of my subconscious mind. I learned that nothing was impossible; that through the power of positive thinking, anything could be accomplished. We were trained in the use of spoken affirmations to bring about a change of thoughts, attitudes, and circumstances in our lives. Aureolis taught that by thinking, you direct your life into expression and that what you believe to be true moulds your destiny. You create every condition by your mind and that is reflected in your environment. By thinking, you make your life whatever it is, and are thus either consciously or unconsciously your own creator, designing your own fate.

A few examples will suffice to demonstrate how simple yet powerful these teachings are. The first lecture in the series contained the affirmation, ‘All power and intelligence that I can use are already mine’. Constantly affirm this until it shall become part of your mental attitude and you unconsciously act from it. When you act from this affirmation, you will grow into the affirmation, ‘I can’, whenever you think of anything you desire to do. You will, therefore, drop from your mind all thought of fear, and from your vocabulary, the words “can’t” and “if”. Anything you desire, you will know is possible to you, and you will speak of it with the same certainty of its coming, as you now speak of the New Year’s coming. [It should be emphasized here that it is imperative that one gets his or her desires right, so that one does not follow personal whim but acts in accord with Divine intent. This involves the development of one’s heart forces, as well as right thinking and the correct use of the will. In this respect, Doctor Sullivan urged us to] Love whatever you do. Learn to love the place you are in, the people you are with and the work that you have to do. Find those things about the persons, places and labour that you can love, and ignore the rest. Make your affirmation, ‘I am Love’, and let Love radiate from you. You will thus create an atmosphere in which nothing but Love can come to you.

Each lecture in the Soul Science series ended with practical exercises to be undertaken until the lessons were part of one’s very being. These covered positive thinking, healing techniques, empowering others, and growing into self-possession and self-control. They included affirmations such as ‘I am Power! That power manifests in me, and is directed by my thoughts to do nothing but good!’ I took these lessons to heart and gradually learned to gain mastery of my will, and the ability to respond immediately to inner promptings, unhampered by weaknesses of the physical body or vacillations of my mind or emotions. I became convinced that no task is too great nor any aspiration too far removed if a person utilizes the power and energy of the higher aspects of one’s being in service to the overall will of God, whatever one calls it. These lessons later proved to be true and absolutely essential in the course of my subsequent life.

I married Nora when I was twenty-two, after a long engagement and a virtually platonic relationship that never went beyond somewhat clumsy kissing and cuddling. Doctor Sullivan performed the ceremony, which was an ancient one; he remarked that when a couple were married by such a ceremony, there would be an explosion within their beings if there was a strong link between them. When I asked him if he had seen such an explosion in our case, he avoided answering. I had a sneaking suspicion that there hadn’t been one! But I knew it was right for us to be married.

After the ceremony, I invited him and Francesca Keen, the secretary of the Order, to lunch at a restaurant, where chicken and a bottle of wine had been ordered. Francesca was horrified but Doctor Sullivan silenced her protests — I did not know then that he neither ate meat nor drank alcohol. Since he had no wish to embarrass us, he consumed whatever was placed before him. The same was true of smoking: he would put a smoker at ease by having a cigarette without actually inhaling. (Some members of the Theosophical Society said that he could not be a Master because of this. Jesus, presumably, would similarly have been in their bad books by turning water into wine.)

Our spiritual marriage was legalized on 30 December 1939. We had an unremarkable few days honeymoon in a Bournemouth hotel and soon after this, I was called up by the Army.

My interview was with two old colonels who, despite my professional training and experience in catering, were only interested in looking for drivers. Sure enough, a few days later, I received my calling-up papers by mail, ordering me to report to barracks to become a driver in the Middlesex regiment. I did not relish the prospect, but fortuitously the same mail brought a letter commissioning me as an officer in the Catering Branch of the Royal Air Force. (I had previously been turned down as a pilot because I was slightly colour-blind.) Julian Salmon, a director of J. Lyon & Co. and Catering Advisor to the Royal Air Force, had selected me to be part of the first intake of catering officers drawn from various catering firms, in spite of my youth.

Doctor Sullivan gave his blessings on my joining the Royal Air Force (RAF). He advised me that all would be well, providing I didn’t volunteer for anything.3 On what was to be our last meeting, he gave me a copy of his play Pythagoras and wrote at the front ‘There was a Peter who was great. Follow him and succeed.’

True to his own prediction, Doctor Sullivan passed out of this life on 3 June 1942. Few will know the scope or depth of the contribution he made, but then again he did not seek acclaim; I hope that in its own way this book pays tribute to his memory.
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After initial training in procedures at the RAF School of Cookery at Halton, my first posting was to RAF Stanmore, about l5 miles from London. I lived in the Mess4 there for some time before Nora and I rented a house and bought furniture. I think we were both more excited about being married and setting up our home together than we were by each other. For my part, I was also more absorbed in my Rosicrucian training and my duties and responsibilities in the RAF. After a year at Stanmore I was moved back to Halton, one of the largest stations in the Royal Air Force, in the beautiful countryside of Buckinghamshire, about 30 miles west of London. This huge station had a large number of messes, each with a different menu. There were twenty-six at Halton that competed with one another for diminishing supplies of food and trained personnel.

Julian Salmon, who had been responsible for my fortunate escape from driving army trucks for the Middlesex regiment, was now the Command Catering Officer at Headquarters. I discovered that he had selected me as the most suitable and qualified person to introduce centralized messing to RAF Halton so that one catering officer would be responsible for the whole station, with a standard menu. If successful at Halton, this system would be applied throughout the Command. There was great opposition to Salmon’s plan. In peacetime Halton was a very conservative station with long traditions; despite the fact that we were now at war, life went on in the place much as before and the same resistance to change was met at every corner. Strangely, though, the strongest opposition to my appointment came from the Commanding Officer of Halton’s RAF School of Cookery.

I learned of this when I came across one of his letters to the Air Officer Commanding. In it he had written ‘not one of the young gentlemen who has passed through this School of Cookery would be capable of catering for a Wing (and there were six at Halton), let alone the whole station.’ I thought, ‘You bastard, I’ll prove you wrong.’ He was a career officer, popular and well-established in his position; here was I, a young outsider coming in to revolutionize the whole system of catering in the Royal Air Force. It was a tough challenge but I knew that I could and would rise to meet it.

I put my whole heart into the life at the station. Following the precepts of Doctor Sullivan, I applied myself to loving where I was, loving whom I was with, and loving what I was doing. Some people would have seen the posting as a dead end and a dull place, far from the exciting action of the war. Instead, I made the most of every opportunity to develop my personality — physically, emotionally, mentally and socially — as well as learning the many lessons the place had to offer. This helped me to discover in the RAF a wonderful spirit of love, cooperation, dedication and service.

In the first year at Halton I established myself as an athlete, becoming officer in charge of athletics and team captain, since I knew that this was a key to being accepted among the men. I ran competitive races every Saturday and Wednesday, and went swimming, horseback riding and played tennis on most days. I led a full social life, with dances and other activities, at the Officers’ Club and in the Officers’ Mess, a former Rothschild mansion known as the ‘gilded cage’ because its interior was covered with gold leaf. I spent time getting to know the commanding officers of the various units, and particularly the officer in charge of Administration, Wing Commander P.K. Wise.

‘PK’, as he was known, was a strict disciplinarian who ruled with a rod of iron. Many of the men feared him greatly. He was proud of his physical prowess and on one occasion at the swimming pool challenged me to hit him in his rock-hard stomach. Few would have dared to take him up on such a challenge, and I hesitated at first, but after he repeated the challenge I gave him a mighty wallop. He gasped in shock, and after that I think he liked me because he could see I didn’t fear him. It proved a useful exercise; from then on, when it came to work, I used PK as a battleship in the background. If I was having difficulty with the commanding officer of a wing or unit over some proposal, I would only have to mention that I would discuss the matter with PK, and they would quickly agree with me.

I also learned how to get my way with him. When he had to approve and sign the first centralized messing menu, which I thought he would no doubt reject, I waited until he had had a good lunch and a few drinks, and then I went to his office. Knowing that in his contrariness he would take the opposite tack, I said to him casually, ‘You don’t want to sign this, do you, Sir?’ ‘Bring it here,’ he replied gruffly and signed it without a murmur. He did not even look at it. Another encounter, however, did not end so happily. I usually tried to pack in as much activity as possible between finishing work at 5 pm and dinner at 9 pm. In a typical evening I would play a game of tennis, have a swim, cycle 12 miles to the horse stables to ride, and cycle back just in time to bathe and change for dinner. My batman (man servant) would always have my clothes laid out for a quick change, but on this occasion my riding boot stuck and took a long time to remove. I dashed down to the dining room, only to see Mr Baker, the head waiter, close the door on the dot of 9 pm. (Punctuality is a cardinal virtue in the Services.) I pleaded with him to let me in, just this once. He finally relented when I asked to see PK at the head of the table. When I reached PK and explained why I was late, he said, ‘Caddy, you want to have it all ways, don’t you? Well, in life, you can’t.’ I told him I was very hungry after all my activities and, if I could have dinner this time, I would remember what he had said in future. ‘No,’ he replied firmly, so I had to make do with a bar of chocolate for the evening.

The Officers’ Mess was always a useful source of information. I loved swimming in the nearby reservoir, in spite of the large notice that it was out of bounds to all RAF personnel, and was surprised one day in the Mess when the Air Officer Commanding told me that he also swam in the reservoir; my surprise came from the fact that he himself had signed the notice declaring it out of bounds. He explained that this was just to cover us legally in case anyone was injured or drowned. I looked upon official notices and orders differently after that.

Often a group of middle-aged officers sat round a fire in the Mess with pints of beer in their hands, gossiping. I knew they criticized me and my activities. When I mentioned this to a wise old officer, who was also the athletic coach, he said, ‘Peter, my lad, always remember that there are those who do and those who do not do, but criticize those who do.’ It was advice well taken. Since then, if I knew from inner conviction that an action was right, I have always gone ahead regardless of opposition or criticism.

It took my first year at RAF Halton to establish relations with all the key officers, through athletics and social activities, before I attempted to introduce centralized messing. I chose as my assistant an officer who had been in the RAF for about forty years, Flying Officer Charles Rankin. He was very experienced and respected, and he loved my initiative and energy. Together we embodied a combination of experience and youthful enthusiasm, energy and sense of adventure. Charles Rankin was loyal and gave me good advice. With his help I was able to choose an excellent staff and inspire them to work together as a team; in this way all opposition was overcome with love, cooperation, and a great sense of fun. We knew that we were pioneering a catering scheme that would be applied to every station in the RAF.

My social life also flourished at this time. When I had been engaged to Nora, I had told my father that I was going to take dancing lessons. He scoffed at the idea and said I had no sense of rhythm whatsoever: hadn’t I been turned out of the choir at school? Lessons, he continued, would be a sheer waste of time and money. His comments made me more determined than ever to master the art, so Nora and I did attend a dancing school. Sometime later, we were invited to attend Father’s office ball, where Santos Casani, the most famous ballroom dancer in Britain, was to judge a dancing competition. Nora and I won it! From then on, if anyone said I couldn’t do a thing, I often went ahead and did it, whatever the cost or opposition.

I love dancing, and at Halton I was able to attend a dance nearly every night. I had a wonderful time with many girlfriends, one for each activity: tennis, swimming, riding, and walking. None of these relationships was sexual, which I did not feel was appropriate at the time, but they were all warm friendships. One of these girlfriends was a very attractive and vital nurse, Maime, who gave me my first glimpse of real love. What a revelation! For the first time I understood the sentiment of that song, ‘It’s Love That Makes the World Go Round’. We never consummated the relationship and she was later posted elsewhere, but the experience made me aware of the emptiness at the core of my marriage with Nora.

Married life with Nora had never been very exciting. During my time at Halton, I rented us accommodation at a nearby farm; but Nora was not happy there and went back to live with her mother in a flat in Ealing. I would return at weekends on Saturday evening, having run a five- or ten-mile cross-country race, after which I felt more tired than playful. On Sunday we would have breakfast in bed and then go to a classical music concert at the Albert Hall in the afternoon. I then went back to Halton in the evening. We also attended chapter meetings in London and made frequent visits to the headquarters of the Rosicrucian Order in Christchurch. During this period our first child, Michael, was born, on 12 May 1942, at Fulham Chase Nursing Home, but even this happy arrival failed to bring Nora and me together in a way in which we both felt fulfilled.

Our geographical separation —me at Halton, Nora by her choice back in London —was not the root of the problem. A wise Frenchman once wrote that ‘absence is to love what wind is to fire. It extinguishes the small, and inflames the great.’ While at Halton I met an extraordinary officer, Walter Bullock, also known as the ‘mystery man’. He had a massive head with a high forehead and penetrating eyes, and he spoke with a mid-European accent. Among his astonishing talents was an apparent ability to look into time, both past and future, and on one occasion he read my palm. He told me that my marriage was not a true one, it lacked that fire, and that when I reached the age of twenty-nine, I would meet someone with whom I would have a real marriage on all levels. This intelligence rather shattered me at the time, but in my heart of hearts, I knew that there was substance to what he said.

Looking back on the period of my life at Halton, I can now see that I was able to express myself fully there for the first time in my life. In addition to developing my physical body by taking part in a wide variety of sports, my will was also strengthened by running long-distance races of over 10 miles every Saturday and races of 1 mile or 3 miles during the week. So often in a cross-country race, when one goes flat out for the first l00 yards and then continues for the next 200 yards, then 400 yards, then 1/2 mile, 1 mile, 3 miles, continuing flat out the whole time, the body cries out to stop. It cannot go further than the next step. But the will tells it to go on just to the next tree, and when one gets there, the will again tells the body that it can make it to the next fence, and so on, until the course has been completed. For reasons I was yet to discern, this honing of the will seemed to me to be vitally important.

I was also very active at Halton in educational and cultural activities. For example, I ran a musical circle with weekly live or gramophone concerts. My social life became so hectic and so difficult to fit in with all my athletic pursuits that I hit upon the idea of forming an entertainments committee to coordinate the various activities — social, educational and sporting — with me as its chairman; only thus could these activities be so arranged that I could attend them all! I had a huge ‘What’s On’ notice-board outlining the activities of the week, under the headings of ‘Sports’, ‘Education’ and ‘Social’, placed where five roads met in the centre of the base. (That board was still there nearly forty years later, in the early 80s, when I was travelling across England and invited to spend the night in the Officers’ Mess at Halton. I also discovered just how strong traditions are in the Royal Air Force: nothing had changed but the people. The furniture, pictures, customs and atmosphere were all the same. I sat in my usual armchair, read my favourite magazine, and had the usual breakfast with a morning newspaper on a stand in front of me — and not a word was spoken during the meal.)

My childhood memories were mainly of weeding and dull school years, and my apprenticeship had been very hard work with long hours. Here at RAF Halton I was able to enjoy life to the full. I proved to my superiors that centralized messing did work; I proved to my fellows and subordinates what could be achieved through team spirit, cooperation, determination and having fun. The station provided all the facilities for developing my personality on every level but most importantly, it helped me prove myself to myself. I experienced the joy of really understanding my spiritual lessons and learning how to apply them in my daily life.

__________

1 Because of redrawn boundaries it is today in Dorset

2 Not be confused with A.M.O.R.C., the so-called Rosicrucian order that advertises heavily in the popular press and was founded by the American H. Spencer Lewis

3 In the event I never did. I did not see any fighting whatsoever and never heard a shot fired in anger; the only corpse I saw was hanging in a tree after a plane crash that I witnessed

4 In the British armed forces, a ‘mess’ is the social and recreational building where meals are served, entertainment and parties take place, and accommodation is provided for single men and visitors; during the Second World War in particular, the mess was a complete home for most serving officers



Chapter 3

Passage to India

I create every mental condition, and that condition reflects in my environment. Therefore, I create my life

AFTER THREE AND A HALF YEARS at Halton, I was posted to India to an RAF station at Cawnpore in the United Provinces (now Kanpur in Uttar Pradesh). This new maintenance base for the war in the Far East was the largest in the world and I was to be responsible for catering for about 10,000 personnel. Most people dreaded being posted to India, but I was delighted. I had always had a passion for mountains and climbing, and since early boyhood had longed to follow in the footsteps of such Himalayan explorers as Frank Smythe, Eric Shipton and Sir Francis Younghusband, the founder of the World Congress of Faiths. Along with my rucksack and all my climbing equipment, I took with me the intention to enjoy life to the full in India. I also hoped to visit Tibet, the mysterious land of the lamas.

We sailed from Liverpool on a large troop ship, the Dominion Monarch, on 16 October 1943. I looked forward to some leisurely reading while on board, something for which the press of my other duties and interests had left me little time. I sat on deck with A Passage to India by E.M. Forster. Halfway through the book I thought, ‘What a damned fool I am! Here am I, going on a passage to India, and I’m reading about somebody else’s experiences.’ So I chucked the book away into the sea and from then on focussed on personal and not vicarious experiences.

Above all I was determined to enjoy myself. Dr Sullivan had taught me that the spiritual path did not necessarily demand renunciation or guilt about the acceptance of life’s pleasures; balance in all things might have been his catchphrase. I was twenty-six and my personality was still developing. I felt I still had a lot of catching up to do after the all-work-and-no-play years of my apprenticeship with Lyons; my time at RAF Halton had whetted my appetite for the good life. In order to make the most of the voyage, I volunteered to become the ship’s Entertainment Officer and enjoyed close contact with Geraldo, the famous dance band leader of the time, and with his celebrated orchestra. I shared a cabin with Brian Salmon, of the Salmon family who were directors of J. Lyons & Co., the catering firm with whom I had trained. Brian was a man of my own age, Jewish, and in many ways quite the opposite of me in personality: he disdained sport of any kind, enjoyed soft living, was obviously wealthy, shunned exercise and fresh air, and had an extremely sharp intellect. Brian would never stand if he could sit, and never sit if he could lie down. Thus we complemented each other and quickly became firm friends.

Several miles out of sea from Bombay we smelled the distinctive, spice-filled stench of the city, and upon disembarkation on 18 November 1943, we eagerly set out to explore it. After enduring years of food rationing and blackouts in England, Brian and I enjoyed the abundance of a city where food was plentiful and lights blazed into the night. Our first stop was tea on the lawn of the British Officers’ Club, where we were served with large plates of delicious cakes. Mine included a large, fresh cream cake. Cream! I had not seen fresh whipped cream for about four years, so I carefully pushed it to the side of the plate to leave it until last, in order to work myself up to enjoying it. Just as I was admiring the cake, a kite hawk suddenly swept down and snatched it up. I was aghast. Ever since, I have always made a point of consuming the best that is set before me first.

We later had dinner at the famous Taj Mahal Hotel and then roamed the streets, growing heady on the rich, strange sights and sounds and smells of India. We toured (but did not partake of!) the red-light district. Throughout Bombay the extraordinary contrasts between rich and poor, squalor and luxury, holiness and beastliness, clamour and quietude were all woven into a single tapestry, of which the British Raj, which still ruled this sprawling, teeming sub-continent, was only another thread. We were thrilled to be there.

On 27 November 1943, I went to Cawnpore, and Brian to Group Headquarters in Agra, where although of equal rank he became my superior; any requests for equipment or supplies that I had would go to his desk. Our friendship therefore stood me in good stead, and with his acute mind Brian was a master at finding subtle ways of getting things done. He would come down to visit me and ask, ‘Well, Peter, what do you need?’ and when I had told him, he would write a letter, get the Station Commander at Cawnpore to sign it, and send it on to Group Headquarters — which of course meant that it was waiting on his desk when he got back. Brian would then approve it.

On one occasion I met him off the aircraft and he said, ‘Oh, Peter, it’s hot today. Let’s just go and lie on our beds.’ As we rested from the heat, I raved on innocently about a marvellously competent warrant officer under my command, describing him in glowing terms. When, a few weeks later, the officer was posted to be in charge of a School of Cookery in Southern India, I knew that Brian Salmon was behind the move. ‘Right,’ I thought, ‘I’ll fix you’. There was a sergeant whom I’d been trying to get rid of for some time without success; his work really was terrible. So the next time Brian came and played his trick of suggesting we go and rest on our beds, I enthused about this wonderful sergeant, saying how efficient and capable he was. Sure enough, the sergeant soon received a new posting. The next time I saw Brian, I had gone to meet him at the airport but he walked right past me without looking me in the eye and said, in passing, ‘You bastard’. I think we understood each other, and we remained good friends.

I was absolutely delighted to be in India. I enjoyed my work and entered fully into the life of the British Club, with the swimming, dancing and parties. I formed a Rover Scout crew and each leave-period took them trekking and climbing in the Himalayas. The first trek was from 6 to 21 May l944, to the Pindari Glacier, a place sacred to the Indians. The Station Commander, Group Captain Glaisher, read my printed account of this trek and was so impressed that he wanted to go on the next one. He was aged fifty-two, and had been in the Royal Air Force for thirty-five years; there were 10,000 men under his command. He insisted on coming; so I said to him, ‘Well, sir, you know you’ll have to take your orders from me, and just be one of the boys, having to peel potatoes and so on.’ He agreed.

Each officer had a personal servant — a ‘bearer’. Mine was a Pathan by the name of Muktha, who was about 6ft. 2in., and came from a fierce warrior tribe in the North West Frontier Province. He accompanied me on all my treks. Muktha always insisted that I was well-dressed and that I shave every morning — he would wake me up with a cup of tea and a mug of hot water for shaving, and watch over me to ensure that I did so — because his standing depended upon how well I was turned out. He wanted to make sure that I not only looked like a Sahib but behaved like a Sahib; he felt that it was his responsibility to keep me straight. Muktha once said to me, ‘Sahib spends too much at Club’. ‘What do you mean?’ I demanded. Apparently he knew exactly how much money I had spent at the Club from his conversa tions with the servants; he was implying that if I spent less there, then he could be paid more.

Muktha could neither read nor write, and I have noticed that many people in this position compensate by developing a certain quick-wittedness. Muktha was no exception, but he had met his match in me. Ordinarily, many Muslim Pathans felt that it was their duty to steal from their masters. On our treks in the Himalayas, however, I found a solution. I made Muktha responsible for all the money, on his honour — which forbade him to steal any of it.

During the trek that Group Captain Glaisher joined, in October 1944, I took our party to the Valley of the Flowers, a hidden place in the foothills of the Himalayas. Ours was the first Western expedition there since it had been discovered by Frank Smythe, and despite it being the wrong season to enjoy the full glory of the flowers in bloom, we found the panorama, the sweep of the meadows to the snow-capped mountains behind, breathtaking.

On the way back, I read a little book, The Call of Badrinath. Badrinath is one of the four most holy places of pilgrimage in India; it is situated a little further north of the Valley of the Flowers. The book said that if you hadn’t met the Master of Badrinath, then you hadn’t really ‘been’ to Badrinath. The Himalayan climbers Eric Shipton, Spencer Chapman and Bill Tillman had each devoted a chapter in their books to him. They described meeting a holy man sitting in a loincloth at over 18,000 feet, meditating with snow all around him but remarkably well-informed about world affairs. I believed that his information came through out-of-body experiences, in which his mind was able to detach itself from his physical location and observe events firsthand elsewhere; but if those explorers were aware of this ability, they had never said so in print. I was fired by the possibility. Now that we were headed home, I felt a twinge of regret that I’d come all this way and not met this holy man.

On our return from the Valley of the Flowers our route happened to join the pilgrimage track to Badrinath. I was late in arriving at the guest bungalow, as I had been purchasing a goat for the coolies’ meal. When I arrived the Station Commander said that there was a ‘wonderful old Indian gentleman’ who was also staying there, with a large retinue of servants; in fact, he was doing some shopping for us at the bazaar. I thought this strange at the time, because Group Captain Glaisher didn’t get along with Indians at all and usually called them ‘wogs’. This gentleman’s Indian servant, who was immaculately dressed, served us Brooke Bond tea and Peek Freen biscuits, which was also odd — such Western comestibles were extremely rare in that part of the world. I thought that this must be an exceptional Indian.

Indeed he was. When he returned from the bazaar, he brought a powerful presence to the room. He had long white hair with a flowing beard beneath the most Christ-like face of anybody I’d ever met; I later learned that he was ninety-two years old. What surprised me more was that in the course of conversation he seemed to know the Bible much more thoroughly than I did, had great knowledge of other religions, and was up-to-date with all the foreign news.

Someone passed by with a camera, and when he asked them please not to take his photograph, I knew immediately who he was. ‘You are Master Ram Sareek Singh,’ I said, ‘The Master of Badrinath.’ Whenever Shipton or the others had met him, he had asked them not to photograph him, but each had surreptitiously taken a photo anyway. As a result, either the camera had broken, the plate didn’t turn out, or something else had happened so that no picture of him resulted. He now smiled at me and said yes, he was Ram Sareek Singh. I mentioned having read about him in various books; to which he replied, ‘Ah, my friend Chapman’ or ‘Yes, I remember Shipton’. When I asked him why he didn’t want his picture taken, he replied that if people took his photograph they would put it up and worship him instead of God.

He had all the attributes of a great soul, in particular a wonderful sense of humour and true humility. Muktha was completely puzzled by the fact that Ram Sareek Singh was so interested in sampling our food. According to the people of India, a holy man is very strict about such things, but the Master of Badrinath was above such concerns and could eat what he wished. This holy man lived and breathed his philosophy. If he spoke of joy, then lightness and laughter would pour forth from his being. The great lesson that Ram Sareek Singh taught me was that the spiritual life need not be a pious, withdrawn, miserable existence; it is not necessary to wear sackcloth and ashes to realize God. God is life in all its aspects, including the abundance that is there to be used and enjoyed.

After this trek the Station Commander remarked that it was the finest holiday that he had ever had, being away from telephones and responsibilities. Some holiday! In spite of his age and lack of climbing experience, he had kept up with the best of us; despite his senior rank, he’d held true to his undertaking to be just ‘one of the boys’. For me, the highlight of the trip had been my meeting with the Master of Badrinath. The suspicion was dawning on me that it was not by chance that so many of the places I visited or was drawn to in India, on this and subsequent treks, also turned out to be places of spiritual power, even if I did not know it at the time — Badrinath, for example, or the Amarnath Cave in Kashmir, where I found a constant line of pilgrims queuing up to stand in awe of a huge ice lingam, or phallus of the god Shiva, formed from water dripping from the cave’s roof. On looking back, I see how important visiting these places was for my future work.

Meanwhile I was learning that one of the best ways of living life to the full was to maintain its contrasts. I’d have a wonderful time climbing and walking in arduous conditions in the Himalayas, and then thoroughly enjoy the luxuries of the Officer’s Club and Mess on my return to civilization. I even managed to persuade the Station Commander to grant me a personal motor cycle that enabled me to get around to the various messes and kitchens on the base. It did wonders for my social life but caused a certain amount of jealousy, as I was the only officer to have one. Everyone else was marooned in the Mess with no other transport beyond the station buses, which only ran during work hours. Although I was diligent in my duties, it was sometimes difficult to remember that the War was going on; there was little time to think about it, what with working and playing so hard. Looking back over my appointment diaries for those years, I found only three entries, one in each year, that said ‘early to bed’.

On 1 January 1945, after a year at Cawnpore, I was appointed the Command Catering Officer for the Bengal–Burma Front, with the rank of Squadron Leader. This was the biggest front during the War, and I was in charge of meeting the catering needs of nearly one million personnel — quite a responsibility. Doctor Sullivan’s teaching that no challenge was too great, provided one’s attitude was correct, once again proved itself to me. I saw no reason for making a big deal of it or suffering unduly. Our Headquarters were in Calcutta, where the weather was very hot and steamy; there was a swimming pool outside my office, so I had an extension put on the telephone and often conducted my business floating in the water.

Later in 1945 our Headquarters were moved to Rangoon, the capital of Burma, shortly after the city had been recaptured from the Japanese. I took my three junior officers with me. One of them, Bill Beckett, a well-trained, clever and efficient young officer, just couldn’t understand how I seemed to sail through everything and enjoy what was either tremendous luck or a charmed life. I wondered, too, at the time; but now I believe that the secret of my success lay in the training I had received from Doctor Sullivan. I was being tested on it and given opportunities to put it into daily practice. One day, for example, in the Mess at Rangoon, shortly after our Headquarters had moved there, Bill and I were gazing out of the window. He looked down at the scene in front of him and said, ‘Look at this bloody country, with all the dirt, the shit, the stink, the flies, the disease, the squalor. How I hate it! I can’t wait to get back home.’ All he could see was negative, the desolation and poverty made worse by the recent fighting. I turned to him and said, ‘Yes, Bill, but look up’. There before us was one of the wonders of the world, the Shwedagon Pagoda, all covered in gold leaf that dazzled against a glorious sunset. Burma was noted for having some of the finest sunsets in the world. We were living in different worlds. By thinking you direct your life into expression, Doctor Sullivan had taught. That which a man believes to be, moulds his destiny.

On another occasion, my officers and I decided to go away for a holiday weekend to Puri, a small city and holy place of pilgrimage about 350 miles away on the Bay of Bengal. We planned to meet in the bar of a hotel in the evening. I travelled down by train with Muktha, my bearer, and had a wonderful journey. I lay on my bedroll, drinking tea that Muktha brought me at every station, and watched the colourful panorama pass by the window: green fields, young wheat, yellow mustard, rustic dwellings and attractive wells, all set off against a beautiful sky that gave way to sunset. When we stopped at a station I was captivated by the kaleidoscopic scene, full of interest and excitement — crowds of different races, pedlars, gurus with their chelas1, fakirs with huge snakes around their necks, vendors selling sweetmeats, brahmins, beggars, betel-nut sellers — the whole sub-continent, it seemed, represented in a single setting. I was entranced by the whole journey.

When we met at the hotel in Puri, I asked my friend Bill what kind of trip he’d had. ‘A bloody awful one,’ he replied. ‘There was so much rattling and yelling, the noise was unbearable; the flies were awful, the people smelt almost as badly as the shit — ’ he went on and on about it.

I then discovered that we had both travelled on the same train. The fascinating sights that were obvious to me had been completely missed by Bill. Look for the positive, and that is what you will attract to you; see only the negative and that is what you will get.

__________

1 Literally meaning ‘slave’ or ‘servant’ in Hindi, chela is the word used for a novice or pupil under a spiritual teacher



Chapter 4

On Top of the World

Truth is mighty, and it prevails. All you have to do is treat it as you do the sunshine — let it shine.

WHEN HOSTILITIES with Japan ceased in 1945, it became apparent that I had only a few more months in the Far East in which to realize several ambitions. These were to visit Kashmir, take a trek along the western ridge of Sikkim to Phalut to see the sunrise on Mt Everest and Kanchenjunga, and to visit Tibet. In August, therefore, I made plans for a single journey in which I could fulfil all three ambitions — a seeming impossibility as I had only three weeks leave.

A simple ruse suggested itself. Now that the War was over, I had observed how officers and men were going to Calcutta to spend their accumulated leave-periods, only to find that they were then unable to get back to Burma on time because of the shortage of ships and planes. They were usually stuck in Calcutta for two or three weeks waiting for transport; but the War had been won and nobody seemed to miss them or care very much. I therefore could have two or three weeks up my sleeve if it were assumed that I, too, were waiting in Calcutta.

The expedition involved intricate travel arrangements, but I was soon on my way by air to Calcutta, on to Delhi, from there by train to Rawalpindi, and then by bus to Srinagar in Kashmir. I spent time on a houseboat on the Dahl Lake in the Vale of Kashmir, one of the most beautiful lakes in the world. I then went up to the Thajwas Valley — Valley of the Glaciers — to an Air Crew Mountaineering Leave Centre where crewmen could go to relax and get fit in the healing atmosphere of the mountains. Here I spent three weeks climbing mountains and glaciers and crossed the Loji La Pass for an excursion into Tibet.

I persuaded the Commanding Officer of the Centre to allow one of the instructors, Leslie Levy, to travel with me across India and then trek into Sikkim, and on to Tibet. In August, I had obtained the necessary permit to enter Sikkim and Tibet from the Political Officer in Sikkim. This could only be granted after a satisfactory medical examination, as the passes along the way were 14,000 feet above sea level. Rest bungalows and train and bus berths had to be reserved, provisions bought, arrangements made for coolies, equipment purchased, maps and guide books obtained and information accumulated. It was essential that careful and adequate preparations be made if the trip was to be successful.

Early in October 1945 Leslie and I set out on our five-day journey from Kashmir to Darjeeling, via Calcutta and Siliguri by rail. An advantage of rail travel in India is the opportunity it provides to meet people that one would not normally spend time with. One of our fellow travellers was an Indian industrialist, Mr Thakar Das, who had spent a great deal of time in England and spoke English well. We had some very stimulating talks. He made the interesting observation that Indians, suffering as they were from an acute inferiority complex, would forgive the British everything if only they would cease adopting a superior attitude and treat the Indians as equals.

From Siliguri we took the bus to Darjeeling, climbing higher and higher into the clear air of the hills. We had left behind the mosquitoes, the feeling of inertia and the damp, prickly heat of the vast plains of Bengal, which we occasionally glimpsed through a gap in the dense forest of bamboo and moss-festooned trees; these plains now appeared soft and indistinct through the damp atmosphere.

Darjeeling itself is completely walled off from the plains, clinging to the summit and sides of a spur which juts out from the northern face of an outer range of mountains. On the further side of the Rangest River rise other ranges, in gigantic, forest-clad tiers, each bathed in a hue of deeper and deeper purple, forming a vast amphitheatre which surrounds the little state of Sikkim, then an independent country ruled by a Tibetan maharaja.
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