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Introduction by Colin Wilson.

Epic. Outsider. Left behind.

In January 1981,1 received one morning a large blue-bound volume

entitled The Isle, the Sea & the Crown. It was published by a press I had

never heard of and, to my surprise, turned out to be a play about the

abdication of King Edward VIII. I had never heard of the author, Philippa

Burrell, but even the briefest dip into its pages revealed that she was a

woman of remarkable talent.

An allegorical prologue in which Britain emerges from the waves gave

the impression that it was going to be a vast poetic drama in the manner of

Thomas Hardy, The Dynasts, but an opening scene in front of

Westminster Abbey on Coronation Day in 1911,soon made it clear

that she was just as much at home in the style of Noel Coward's

Cavalcade. I read on with admiration and a certain astonishment - the

admiration for the humour and deftness of the characterisation, the

astonishment for the foolhardiness of such an extraordinary literary

undertaking. This 326-page play was positively Wagnerian in its

dimensions; by comparison, Shaw,s Back to Methuselah seemed

unambitious. Methuselah had taken five evenings to perform; this, at a

guess, would take ten. So what had driven the author to write such a

monster, with no hope of performance, or even of reaching a wide

audience? That was a baffling mystery.

I wrote her a thank you note, congratulating her on a remarkable

achievement, and received a warm reply in which she thanked me for my

interest. But it contained no hint of what had led her to attempt anything

so vast and impractical. I had to wait another eight years before my

curiosity was to be satisfied.

In January 1989, I received another parcel from Philippa Burrell. This

one contained the second volume of her autobiography. The Horses &

the Charioteer, and a couple of photocopied chapters from its first

volume. The Golden Thread. I began to read the photocopied pages, at

first casually, then with increasing interest. She is describing how. in the

mid-twenties, her mother was painting a portrait of the wife of the Prime

Minister, Mr Baldwin. One day, Baldwin's private secretary. Colonel Sir

Ronald Waterhouse, and Mrs Baldwin's secretary. Miss Chard, came to

call on Mrs Burrell to commission a portrait, and Miss Chard - a pretty

and rather scatty woman in her thirties - took an instant liking to the pig-

tailed Philippa, who was then seventeen.. On a subsequent visit she took

Philippa's breath away by asking her if she would like to become her

assistant. The reason soon emerged when Philippa started the job. Miss

Chard's real job was being Sir Ronald's mistress, and her skills as a

secretary were minimal; soon, Philippa was Mrs Baldwin's defacto

secretary and it did not take Miss Chard long to sense that she had a rival

rather than a partner. During the General Strike, Philippa - a secret

socialist - was on the side of the miners [as was the Prince of Wales] and

Miss Chard became openly hostile. And after a violent row, Philippa

resigned.

At this point, the photocopied section ran out. I wrote to ask Philippa

Burrell if I could possibly read the whole book, and in the meantime,

settled down to read volume two. And here, on page 3, I discovered the

central theme of the book. The year is 1932, and Philippa is twenty four.

As a result of reading a volume on the drama by Maurice Baring, she has

decided that she will be a playwright. But now, in the Canadian backwoods,

she finds her original excitement evaporating. 'For no reason that I could

see, the fire cooled and then went out; the fine creative power drained

away, the ecstasy dissolved around me and I dropped from that bright

mastering reality, deflated and half dead'.

This is the problem that baffles her and makes here miserable - the

problem that had fascinated me from childhood; 'whither has gone the

visionary gleam?' the problem that tormented the romantics of the 19^

century. It had been the subject of my first book The Outsider. But in

that book I had emphasised that this is not simply the problem of the artist

and the poet. It happens to everyone. There are moments when life is self-

evidently marvellous, and we feel that we would like to live forever; then

we wake up the next day, and everything is back to normal; we are again

trapped in the 'triviality of everydayness' and the infinite promise seems

a delusion. Philippa goes on:

'As a child in California, I had my first glimpse of reality and afterwards

my high moods and my dull ones while I was searching for my task. Now

that I had found it and seen reality again, I learnt how quickly it was lost,

and that my task was going to lead me in and out of light and darkness,

with more darkness to endure than light to breathe and leap in'.

This is quite clearly the central subject of the book and I realised with

excitement that she was a remarkable example of that relatively rare

phenomenon, a genuine female 'Outsider'. When my book had appeared

in 1956,1 had received many letters from women asking me why I had not

written about female Outsiders. I replied that I had not been able to find

any important examples. I suppose I could have written about Emily

Bronte or Marie Bashkirtseffor even Virginia Woolf; but I suspect they

would have been diminished by comparison with Van  Gogh and

Nietzsche and Lawrence of Arabia. But if I had read Philippa Burrell in

1955 instead of 1989, I would certainly have included her - not because I

think she is 'greater' than Emily Bronte or Virginia Woolf, but simply

because her search for 'the golden thread" is so much the central theme of

her life. In so many female Outsiders, unfulfilment is simply a matter of

what Maslow called 'deficiency needs'; if Emily Bronte had found a

real-life Heathcliff, she would have felt no need to write Wuthering

Heights. Philippa Burrell" s search for 'the golden thread’ was a genuine

craving for some form of fulfilment that transcends most of our

everyday needs.

I was now eager to read the first volume, and when The Golden Thread

arrived I settled down to it with enthusiasm and found myself reading

obsessively. The book is so good I was astonished that it is not better

known. It opens with the positively Balzacian story of her grandmother, a

brilliantly talented painter who fell in love with a handsome and talented

young artist named William Luker, and married him inspite of her

father's frantic and agonised objections. At first all went well; his

paintings of Highland cattle were exactly what the Victorians adored.

Then the fashions changed, and people ceased to buy his canvases; when

he was finally rejected by the Royal Academy he was a broken man. But

he placed all his hopes in his sons, believing that the eldest was a genius;

in fact, Willie was a second-rater, and the youngest was a sex maniac.

[Even Willie tried to seduce his sister, Philippa's mother Louie] But, like

her own mother, Louie turned out to be a brilliant although unsuccessful

painter who, when her husband died, was left with the task of bringing up

her remarkable daughter. In fact, Philippa inherited the family dream of

greatness. 1 have dreamed their dream and believed in my own genius, as

they did, and followed the same irregular road, climbing and falling and

losing my way, losing my conscience, going without pity and doing the

same mad, shabby things. And when I changed and gave the world away

for the dream, I lived rootless and floating, more demented than they,

anchored to nothing but the purpose and power in myself. Yes, I am one

of them and, like the masters and monsters, all the ineffectual geniuses

before me, I may fail in my turn... '

And this is what makes The Golden Thread such a totally absorbing

work. In a garden in Los Angeles, when she was eight years old, she had

her first 'visionary' experience. 1 was playing alone one day when

everything around me suddenly vanished. I left my present self and leapt

forward into the future where I could see myself raised up and looking

down upon the world. And the figure that I saw was a military

hero... riding a horse and leading a great column of men while below me

in the vacant lots were my friends, grown no bigger, still grovelling in

the dust playing the same childish games... I seemed to grow and grow in

strength until I was filled with a marvellous power and I knew there was

nothing that I could not do; that I could lift, I could lead, I could rescue

the world'.

Understandably, this vision filled her with a sense of destiny, her own

future greatness. But when she and her mother returned to London after

the first world war, life was hard and depressing. She was sent to a school

where her headmistress developed a violent passion for her, unrecognised

by her mother, ; the lady was to pursue her insanely for many years.

Then Louie was commissioned to paint a portrait of an industrial tycoon

called Sir Vincent Caillard, and he also conceived a passion for the

teenage Philippa.At first, she was delighted, feeling that she had at last

found a father figure - this is a thread that also runs through her life - but

was soon disillusioned when he began luring her into empty rooms to

give her passionate kisses, or persuading her to sit on his knees and trying

to explore under her dress. She jumped up but she did not slap his face

and run away but endured all this because she didn't want to alienate

someone so interesting and important.

It would give me great pleasure to continue to describe her life and quote

from her remarkable book,, but if I did so, this introduction would

become absurdly long. I can only say that, by this time, I had become so

absorbed in her life and experiences that reading her had become an

addiction.

She can be brutally frank about herself- about her desire to 'climb' in the

world, about her 'acting and pretending' - and there are moments when

she will remind some readers of Becky Sharpe. But the frankness is part

of her fascination, and makes her marvellously readable. In India, she

became engaged to a Gordon Highlander and lost her virginity . The

trouble was that he bored her. She didn't like being 'owned and ordered',

although she knew it would solve her financial problems. So she broke it

off. She fell in love with an aristocratic cavalryman named John and for

awhile they were deliriously happy; then his father ended the dream by

threatening to disinherit him. Life seemed to be falling apart - and then

once again, she experienced the revelation that had come to her as a child

in Los Angeles; the recognition of all her failures and inadequacies, and

the deeper sense of the reality of her true self.

'Gigantic in a field of glory, I danced for the remainder of the night, and

in the morning, someone else rose from the bed, someone newly-made

and different'. And here ends the first volume of what is surely one of

the finest autobiographies of the twentieth century.

In volume two, we learn of the failure of her first play in New York

[in 193 8], and how she began to write her 'epic' about the sea and the

abdication of Edward VIII - it was to take her sixteen years. When the

war came she joined the ATS and fell in love with a major who was

already married . But when the war ended, she returned to her 'epic', and

the affair also came to an end. In 1950, she sent two of her plays to the

actor-producer Gordon Craig, and then went to see him in Vence. Craig

seemed to be exactly the kind of father-lover figure she had always been

searching for, and the two embarked on a tempestuous affair, although he

was 36 years her senior .But Craig himself was too mercurial - and too

childish - for a permanent relationship. A few months, she finally met the

man she had spent her life looking for, the Indian statesman Sir

C.P.Ramaswami Aiyar, whom she heard delivering a brilliant speech at a

PEN Club Congress. Soon after this he invited her to tea, 'And I knew

that, at last, I had found my father-teacher-lover' He was almost thirty

years her senior, but the relationship endured until his death fifteen years

later

About this time, she had another strange experience. One day, while

working, she had a vision of herself as a monstrous erection emitting

seed . 1 could have been the bride and sustainer of men and mother of

children if the opposite talent, equally sublime, had not been implanted

in me at birth to turn me into a male begetter, a half mad beater of

thoughts into forms into a Promethean furnace.'

In 1954 she finished the epic and the second volume ends with her

description of reading most of the play to an audience who crowded -

uninvited - into the village hall, and spent most of the night discussing it.

Inevitably, I began to read the third volume the moment the proof arrived.

but since you are now holding it in your hands , I shall not even attempt

to summarise it. I knew, of course, before I opened it that it was bound to

be, in a sense, an anticlimax - after all, the only suitable climax would

have been the triumphant stage production of the 'epic'. In fact, this

failed to materialise, and the book itself was ignored. Yet if it happened,

it would have been the vulgar, obvious triumph. What actually happened

was more tragic and more interesting. Her obsessive quest of the 'golden

thread' continued, and took her again to India, then to communist China.

Back in England, her involvement with an extraordinary guru ended in

disillusionment, while her work on a play about 'spirit communication',

based on someone else's book ended in bitterness.

Another play. The Journey - into which she poured all the money she

could raise —was a failure in London. And the book ends on a note of

self-questioning that has all her typically fierce and brutal honesty. It

sounds almost as if she is subscribing to Yeat's comment that life is a

long preparation for something that never happens . And I can understand

why, to an eighty-year-old playwright whose work still remains

unknown this should appear to be so.. But I can also see what she fails to

understand, that in capturing her extraordinary life in such detail on

paper, she has left behind a monument to herself that can bear

comparison with Jean Jacques Rousseau. What happens to her plays is

unimportant, they are a mere part of her. This autobiography, if not the

whole, is something very close to it, and it is her justification. She has ,

after all, succeeded in leaving the most important part of herself behind.

Part.

Chapter 1.

I had had so many spiritual deaths and rebirths and turning-points and

now, when the epic was finished and the artist was reborn, I was free to

return to India - and then go on to China.

In the meantime, in March 1955, another great peace demonstration took

place and my mother was keen to see it. She was eighty- two now but

very vigorous and I did not try to dissuade her and told her where to stand

and watch.

I went to my assembly point and the march was uneventful until we

reached St Martin's Lane where the mounted police were waiting. And all

at once there was pandemonium. No distinction could be made between

the marchers and the bystanders and those who backed into doorways

were trapped and half crushed. The police reared their horses as they

drove them into us and we ducked and scattered and ran down the side

streets .But every time they cleared the street and then moved off to break

up another section, we returned and reformed and marched again until

eventually we reached Trafalgar Square. There, the police left us and

from the plinth of Nelson's Column  the leaders of the Movement delivered their passionate speeches and the huge  gathering responded.

When I arrived home I listened, astonished, to my mother's story. She

had not stood passively watching when the marchers appeared but had

joined them and, evading the trouble when it came, had marched into

Trafalgar Square at the head of the column.

The next day, there were protests in the press against the action of the

police. Their very brutality now showed how important and how much of

a threat to the government, the Peace Movement had become.

From Banaras on march 28^, Sir C.P. commented:

‘I read  with   intense fascination & also with pained  surprise your account of the peace demonstration…I thought such things were outmoded & obsolete in England which, in my opinion, is the most balanced country in the world & which still retains a keen sense of proportion & humour…The World Peace Movement is gaining strength & the sheer folly of alternative (atomic) methods is beginning to be realised. Bravo! And all power to your elbow!…

....

The majority of the AWPA committed had boycotted the demonstration

as being Communist inspired, just as they had refUsed to adhere to the

Vienna Declaration,   and had ignored my report on the Odense

Conference and, thoroughly exasperated now, I tried to shake up this

precious group of self-isolating writers. At meetings, in letters and in

long telephone talks I challenged their political timidity.

In a letter to the secretary, dated April 19^, I wrote:

When I signed the Appeal four years ago I belonged to no church or political party and I believed that AWPA would provide the broad enlightened substitite that I needed. It appeared to me as a spontaneous, novel and revolutionary movement  of great significance in which I could at last express my views and feelings and through which I could go into action. Had I forseen that it would do no morel than engage in various non-controversial, respectable and long-term activities (useful as these are) I should certainly not have been so excited.

I now realise that even if the other 800 signatories had signed as I did – desiring &  expecting action – the original Appeal was far too vague & the membership far too broad for it ever to have been possible for the handful on the .C. to have plunged the whole movement into action every time a crisis flared up.

But having admitted this, I  am still not capitulating to the Labour Party and abandoning my quest for action…some way must be found for AWPA writers to move forward as artists and citizens – undivided…And  I think that finding this way should be the main purpose of the forthcoming conference 

.

.

Education was one of my suggestions:

After a long historical period of relative security and no radical change,

many writers need to be awakened and reminded of their power and of

the role they should be playing

The organisation of the writers of a country is the first step and if their

purpose can be achieved by a joint statement well and good. But if it

can't and the world moves rapidly from one crisis to another, then the

organization must move too, or remain at the starting point , its influence

decreasing the longer it lags behind. But from statement to action is a

hard jump, I well realise, which not all will be willing to attempt and if

the jump becomes still harder few will follow to the end Should the

writers of our time be forced to jump only to scramble back in a ftiry to

their original positions? Should they be challenged, a flinty stone lobbed

into the sweet sun-scented places where they lie so that they spring away

like grasshoppers, in all directions? Or should, and could, they be

persuaded and led? I don't know.

I was fed up with writers. Ostracised by the PEN Club and at loggerheads

with most of the AWPA committee members, my real allegiance now

was to the British Peace Committee where I found positive people [albeit

Communists!] and made new friends

While all this was going on, my mother had been suffering from

persistent diahorrea, apparently incurable, and as her wonderful vitality

ebbed I was sure that she was going to die.

She had been examined in several hospitals but when she was finally seen

by a specialist in the Middlesex Hospital in Acton 'who did

unmentionable things to me', she came away feeling better and soon

afterwards she returned to spend a fortnight being observed. She went

alone and wrote the same day.

‘It would have been crazy for you to come with me – just a long boring bus ride…I am now settled in – on a very comfortable bed – dozens of pillows- most luxurious   How foolish I was to come in my best clothes.  But my new things  & best hat are all safe in my locker  …I feel this is just a week of lazing in bed & being waited on…Do promise not to visit me…. 

.

The next day.

‘This really is a beautifully run hospital – spotlessly clean – the ward with sun on three sides – open wind – freedom .I roamed all over the place after breakfast. Sat on a seat – lovely Acton air!!

The patients look a miserable lot – really ill – some would be better with a little pill to help them to’ pass on’. Mostly elderly. Comparing Grandma, gasping for breath & fighting through exhaustion – always plucky. These old things wallowing in their  miseries. One next to me her face lined by years of self-pity. Nevertheless,  some still have a spark of sex appeal! My vis-à-vis – stone deaf, spoon fed, utterly helpless, has her wisps of white hair tied with pink bows behind each ear. Another fat limp, a few beds off, also bedridden, straight greasy  brown mane has it tied on top with 2 magenta lovers knots. I feel quite out of this beauty parlour. Their  doctors  must be more susceptible than mine. All that I  am sure would be lost on him so I don’t regret not having brought my pearls…During the night I was waked by weird snorts & snarls. I might have been in a jungle…sick humans reverting to animals in old age – but I slept again & waked refreshed. 

.’

I took her a book and she wrote the next day. 

‘I loved your visit & the book but I hope you will never do it again & anyway, I can’t be here very long.
When I went again it was to bring her home and the mysterious complaint

only occasionally returned.

I went regularly to the Theatre Royal in Stratford East. Joan Littlewoohad no use for my plays [they were not social realism] but I admired her

and the company. She was still trying to give high drama to the people

and still the people, did not want it . The actors played to empty houses

and were so poor that they could barely eat and could not pay for

lodgings and were camping illegally in the theatre, not daring to keep on

any lights after the doors closed and in constant fear of being discovered.

In May of that year [1955] Joan obtained the money to take the company

with two plays, ‘ As You Like it’’ and ‘Arden of Faversham’'  to Paris for the

International Theatre Festival. And I went with them.

Four days later I wrote to my mother;

‘They have made a great hit in Paris yet still  their story is fantastic. ’.

The foreign critics were enthusiastic and the London ones who had never

troubled to go down to Stratford now filled their columns with long

excited eulogies. Suddenly the company was famous. The British

Embassy honoured them with a special reception from which several of

the more uncompromising Party members stayed away , sorry to be

missing the exquisite food and drink but pleased to be able to

demonstrate. their contempt for His Majesty's plenipotentiary and a

fraudulent occasion.

When they returned  to England, the bourgeoisie flocked down to

Stratford and the actors ate, threw away their rags .switched on the lights

and slept in soft beds. But Joan Littlewood had failed. More than one

brave missionary excursion was needed to convert the heathen, the

disinherited of London's East End.

A month later , at the invitation of the Committee for Cultural Relations

with Foreign Countries and the League of Polish women, I left for

Poland in a delegation of twelve women drawn from different walks of

life and professions and with different outlooks.

These package tours were a feature of the propaganda war as it was

conducted then, and designed to counter the pictures of unmitigated

misery and oppression in all the Iron Curtain countries, painted by the

propagandists of the west

They were very popular since they were free, with no strings attached and

luxuriously arranged and so people were constantly setting   out

eastwards, 'to see for themselves'. It was worth the risk of being called a

fellow- traveller, or worse, on return. They paid for them by just talking

about all the good things that they saw and did. And for most of them

this was easy for the not-so-good which were never shown to them, had

to be felt, guessed at and divined

I went on. to Helsinki to attend the 1955 World Peace Congress - on my

own. AWPA would not even send an observer .And I was asked to

broadcast my impressions of Poland.

I had whirled all round the country with my group and seen the busy

smiling, glowing surface but at the end, when I spent several days alone

in Warsaw, waiting to fly on, and I walked about and talked to people - I

saw and learnt much more. When submitting my impression I tried to be

objective -praise everything I could, yet speak the truth.

I spoke of Poland's tragic history and went on to say that revolutions are

judged not only by their achievements, but by their methods, by the

measure of their ruthlessness; that Poland was altering her whole way of

life, grafting the new onto what is good of the old, with the minimum of

oppression. But it was not the message that they wanted and it did not go

out on the air to England.

After ten days of speeches, working commissions and entertainments,

progressing upon an ever rising tide of fervour and flow of mutual love,

the Congress came to a spectacular end. On July 1st I wrote. To  my

mother:

‘On the last day word went round that we were all invited to visit Russia before going home!  (1800 of us!) . And then,  in  a  closing speech by a Chinese poet, we were all invited to China!  I could stay away & wander the world as a guest of the new countries – paid for & feted indefinitely!  What an extraordinary world this is! 400 of us are going to Leningrad & Moscow & then on to the Black Sea for a rest… But I shall not go on to china now I am in the mood to come home, filled with new  energy & zest for work. When I am ready I shall ask to go to China - & prepare the way,  take my own work, take English poetry, take something of myself  &  England – recite & lecture so that the traffic is not all one-way..   
I have found the world for which all my life I have been searching blindly. Instead of perpetually swimming against the current, alone – I am with it & surrounded by friends. Everything  goes easily & everything  comes to me. I want to travel the world without money. I can. ‘Come to us, they say, & stay as long as you like’ They clamour for my work. Instead of being always on the outside, despised & neglected – unable to meet the people that I need to meet  I  am accepted for myself without money or importance. This is the sweet world springing up beside & within the old decayed & dying one – and I have found it & entered it & give to it  myself & my work. ’.

‘Wonderful people I meet along the road…& the country is familiar for it was already inside  me and I dance with understanding & dedicate  myself anew. I am reborn 

We leave for Leningrad tonight , travelling down the Karelian Peninsular, away  from the country of 1000 lakes & white nights to the land of the Muscovites & red revolution.  When I reach home, l.et us go down to Appledore & enjoy the salt seas of England & rest for a short while from the excitement of living 

The excitement of living. Another sighting of an ideal world and another .rebirth. How lovely they were then and how pathetic they sound now, chasing all those  appearances and changing as I ran, breathless & lyrical. But it was time that I  stopped  running and caught hold of something real. 

From Leningrad I went onto Moscow and then flew home and, ata joint meeting of the two  organisations, Science for Peace and Teachers for Peace, gave a long account of the rise & development of the peace movement from the first World Congress in 1949 to the 4th at Helsinki – and into the great story I wove my own – and concluded; 

After a long and ominous winter and a cold late spring the harvest is ripening  and we must make ourselves ready to go out and reap 

The AWPA Committee rejected my report on Helsinki and when, instead of resigning, I became the secretary (because no one else wanted the job)  and tried to turn my house into a centre of the progressive movement – I failed.

A different kind of demonstration now took place  in London. People.

 came from all over the country to lobby their M.P's and we stood outside

the House of Commons in a queue, four abreast, which stretched as far as

Lambeth bridge. They let us in four or five at a time. And we sang as we

waited - until the mounted police appeared. Word came down the line

that Churchill had ordered them out.

They rode into the queue, hitting and chasing people as they scattered,

even beating up an M.P. who had come out to speak to his constituents.

When the scrimmage ended there were bodies lying all over Palace Yard..

This time there was a storm of protest, the whole country was shocked

and when we marched again the police marched with us. A year later , I

wound up the work of the committee and AWPA dissolved itself for, a

third world war, with atomic weapons, had been averted, peace was no

longer a dirty word and even the cold war subsided for awhile.

Chapter 2.

I sent a long account of my summer doings to Sir C.P. and, on August

31st, 1955, he replied from Banaras:

‘What a stimulating letter. Your impressions of the Peace Conference & Poland & Russia have aroused in me a desire  to visit these resurgent lands. A desire quite independent of ideologies & programmes . After all, what matters is the psychological renewal of the soul of a people.
And a month later:

This morning I received a joint invitation from the Chinese & Indian governments to lead an Indian  Universities delegation  to China…And this evening your letter arrives wherein you suggest my visiting the ‘Revolutionary  countries’ and especially China ‘the most stimulating of all’. ‘Curioser & curioser  as Alice exclaimed in Wonderland…’...

In November he sent long accounts of his five weeks tour. He had talked

to Mao-Tse-Tung and Chou-en-Lai, to ministers and educationalists and

been everywhere and seen everything. And ended;

New China is an unforgettable phenomen.....

With the help of an actor, I read excerpts from the epic to a number of

people, including a barrister. It was well received, but I was told that any

publisher or theatre management attempting to promote it would find

himself in court at once. Although I had lifted and ennobled the still

living and prominent characters in the drama, this verdict came as no

surprise .But if the work had to wait for a large public, there was nothing

to stop me from reading it to small groups. And this I did.

On May 14th, 1956, he wrote from Madras:

‘Your letter portraying the currents & very (cross currents) within the PEN Club has shocked me…In the circumstances I shall try hard to attend the Conference in July…Helena has, as you perhaps know, embraced the catholic faith..

Helena Maxfield was the American friend whom he had known in India,

who had followed him to England and he had introduced to me. He went

on:

‘She is very restless & perturbed & I hope the Catholics will bring her some peace of mind…I have great respect for her integrity of soul…but she expects too much from people
He came  as a delegate and guest of honour to the Congress. We talked

about my forthcoming journey to India and I gave him a copy of the epic.

And before leaving for the airport, he wrote:

 I hope that your great play, so full of real poetry & yet compact of hard  thinking & fervent desire to remould the world, may make the impression on the world that it richly deserves to make
. And two days later;

‘Having  cursorily read parts of your play ,I  definitely consider  it an epically  conceived  & powerfully written drama of contemporary life & strivings with an immediate lesson for the world. May you be granted the opportunity to convey that lesson to the public of Europe & Asia.
On August I0th he wrote from Ootacamund

I feel sure you will enjoy my art treasures & library…Why should you  marvel at your good fortune, It is our good fortune that, almost by chance ,we were throne togethet & able to reveal  ourselves  to each other during the Stratford-on-Avon visit.. Our friendship & love  have been deep &  many-…It is a thousand pities that you & Helena  could not meet on a level of unreserved friendship ...’.

The failure of 'unreserved friendship' was on my side - my antipathy and

intolerance. She left for America, disenchanted with England - and

wrote

At sea – what a glorious privilege to have three weeks away from this so-called civilisation! USA frightens me so I refuse to think about it until I have to…Twerribly sorry not to see you…Philippa, I do wish you well. Affectionately, Helena Maxwell 
And so. Sir C.P's other woman, frightened and alone, with nothing but

her new faith, passed out of his life and out of mine.

On the 21^ August, 1956, he wrote ;

‘The Suez controversy seems to be heading for a deadlock and the world is living in an atmosphere of ultimatum…But out of all this confusion I am optimist enough to foresee ultimately the emergence of a chastened , a poorer but more balanced world… after a head-on crash when the gospel of  wealth will have to give place to the enthronement  of simplicity or,  rather of a sober idealism…I see your point about the consolations of Catholicism. Some see in their religion a challenge, others a tonic & some need feather beds & opiates. Each has to fashion his or her own hell or heaven. 
And the next day

Helena Maxfield was symbolic , not of futility & despair, but of a constant & ill-fated attempt to square the circle. She craved the good things of the world yet worked to be out of the world. She 3expected the impossible from India (& from me) & failing to obtain it went to the other extreme of bitter disillusionment.

‘You are among the fighters  & crusaders & after many struggles are  ‘finding yourself’  and I wish for ‘more power to your elbow’ At the same time, may I ask you to remember in your quest for ‘strength, courage & confidence’ that we are living in a world compact of crises & confusion & a welter of aims & ideals’

.

‘Judge mildly the tasked world; disincline

To brand it, for it bears a heavy pack’.

My answer was in a scribbled note written for myself- unsent

... ‘the glorious privilege of three weeks away from so-called civilisation’  How blind! What futile attempts & waste of living. I believe the circle can be squared. Will the Catholic Church wrench the forms apart & with its myths & doctrines finally negate the world for her while it denies man’s passionate desire to leap & change it – here & now build the City of his Visions?
‘The foundations have been laid, the scaffolding is rising the cranes, the drills, the concrete mixers are at work; the bang of hammers & the ring of trowels; the shouts of the workmen; the lash of the overseer & disputes of the designers – can be heard All the noise & confusion & danger which are frightening & from which she wants to run away. Do I brand – or am I branded?. 
A month later I left for India to find out. If I could not square the circle

either - if no one could - find out what else I had to do. And I was ready

now to go on to China

Chapter 3.

Before I left, I set my thoughts down on paper, perhaps to give some

framework to my journey. And this was the beginning of my Asian

notebooks.

When I finished the epic I felt utterly stale. I had written myself out of

England - and Europe. Now, two years later, I still feel cramped &

suffocated by the spiritual & intellectual boundaries & the used-up

mental atmosphere .England has reached the end of her imperial period

& Europe the end of her domination of the world & with these endings all

inspiration & spiritual advance. And so I go to new nations with cultures

far older than my own but new because they are resurgent.

And if I go to obtain stimuli for myself, so that I may work again. I also

go as a citizen of Europe & the world to see & embrace the people who are

awaking, willing & working the ground of the great global movements.

The integration of the world is the problem of our time, the uniting of

races who, until now, have been separated & so have developed along

widely different lines with the result that when the world suddenly

contracts they meet & touch, not in friendship, but in repulsion ; not

advancing towards each other in wonder & delight but colliding -

suspicious, envious & violent. And 'we must love each other or die' as

Auden has written. And love is the solution to the threat of the atomic

bomb & the extinction of the human race. There is no other.

When I was in India as a young girl I came to loathe Indians. I found

them corrupt, unreliable, incompetent & cruel. But what was I? Typical

of the last generation of imperialists - arrogant, self-satisfied, ignorant &

stupid. I go now to atone for my own sins and, in some measure, those of

my race - and to seek what I may find.

When I left India in 1932, after the experience which changed me and

changed my life, I knew I would return. And it took me twenty four years

to make myself ready; years of intense activity and wide reflective

reading which conditioned me on the one hand and, on the other, led me

through the grand avenue of my own culture until it brought me, excited

but unsatisfied, to the edge of something else; round in a circle and to India again which now seemed eager to receive me back and give me what I sought.

seemed eager to receive me back and give me what I sought.

Sir C.P had booked me a room at the Taj Mahal Hotel , the great

international hostelry on the sea-front beside the Gateway of India, the

scene of all my comings and goings in the past and, at the reception desk,

a letter from him was handed to me.

‘You have timed your arrival well. Just this morning our well-known poet-dramatist, Harindranath Chattopadyayw, called on me &  told me that at the end of October, a World Theatre Conference will be held in Bombay. I read portions of your play to him. He was enthusiastic & promised to introduce you to the conference & help you to get your work known . I have written to Sophia Wardhia of the PEN Club & arranged for you to read your work. You need not be afraid of the expenses of a long sojourn in Bombay . The hotel bills will all be sent to me….I am sending you R500 now & more when your plans are decided ..

While I waited for the conference, people called on me & invited me to

their beautiful homes on Malabar Hill and to their marble mansions in the

Parsee quarter . And I wrote to my mother.

‘After the first reception & lots of promises, nothing more happened  and now, I have to push m way a bit…C.P., too, has the failings of his race – a tendency to make promises & not carry them out, the immemorial gap between promise & performance .But I believe I can rely on him... .

..

Nine years after Independence, Bombay looked unchanged. The

Gateway, the docks, the banks, the warehouses & refineries, the statues

and the street names and the Taj Mahal made it seem as if the British

were still there. It was said that there were more British in India now

than when they were the rulers. Those buildings were not just a facade,

crumbling monuments, but the solid layer left by the last conquerors who

tried their best but could not move the massive load of suffering which

had always lain behind them.

Whenever I stepped outside the Taj,  beggars  sprang  from nowhere and

with loathesome mutilations & diseases surrounded me, holding out their

skinny hands, rubbing their stomachs - and devouring me. I kept my

purse filled with coins - but never enough. If I went on I would soon be

one of them. And after them - the dogs, starving & diseased. I kept my

pockets filled with bread - but never enough. When a soft-eyed creature

followed me about one day, I saw how cruel and stupid my compassion

was. And when a social worker took me round a shanty town where

animals lay dead & dying & people roamed in their rags until they died

too -1 felt how hopeless it all was. It was a long time before these sights

became too many & too much & I grew hard - as Indians all are. And I

wrote in my notebook:

I see all this horror but because I am where I am, I am insulated ,like

most travellers & remote from the acres & acres of misery & squalor. Not

until I leave here & go down into the real life of India shall I truly feel

what I am seeing & understand how they endure it & how I may endure it

too.

The conference opened & I did not write again until it was over. From

Madras on November 11th.

‘This last week has been hectic. Long sessions – drama, dance, ballet & film performances far into the night. I flew here this morning. C.P’s secretary met me at the airport & brought me to a beautiful hotel on the edge of the Indian Ocean  to.a room booked for the day where I could bath & rest  Tonight he escorts me by train to Coimbatore where tomorrow  C.P’s  car meets us & takes us up the mountain. Isn’t C.P. wonderful

.
After a  restful night in a luxurious, air-conditioned coupe , the car

climbed out of the heat up the steep winding road to the beautiful

undulating tops of the Nilgiri Hills - 8000 ft above sea level.  When we

reached Ootacamund, I was driven straight to a small stylish hotel

owned & managed by an Englishwoman & full of permanent guests,

British people who did not leave when Independence came. It might

have been in Tunbridge Wells. I unpacked, bathed & changed & then the

car came back & took me to my friend

In front of 'Delisle', his old & spacious wooden bungalow standing back

from the road, he had built a stone annexe, connected by a passage, which

looked like a small fortress - and was.

It consisted of four rooms. He slept in .one of the upstair ones & in the

other, a stiff Victorian parlour, kept his library & treasures. In a lawless

country, he had to protect them - and protect himself. There had been

an attempt on his life when he was Dewan of Travancore. He still bore

the scar . He was not a controversial figure now but a father of his

country, yet it wasn't long before I learnt how unsafe life was - even

mine.

I passed through the fortifications & into the treasure chamber where,

standing in the middle of the crowded cabinets & shelves & tables, he

received me warmly & proudly. I had expected to stay with him & have

to endure the ideosyncracies of his love making, but I was half a mile

away at night and, to my surprise, reprieved by day. At last, he was what

I had always wanted him to be, a father-teacher and nothing more. And

I wrote to my mother.;

‘C.P. becomes more & more wonderful. He takes for granted that my whole winter’s journey is his responsibility. Everywhere he with  provide me with friends, places  to stay and, on occasion, his secretary as an escort. And the publication  of the epic he takes for granted, saying that he has power over all the publishers…He is not only a powerful man in India but a marvellous   amalgam of the cultures of east & west and  a  fascinating  teacher as we walk & talk on this mountain top every day..

‘I am giving my first reading next Tuesday to a mixed audience of Indians & British…For a few days, when the news of Hungary came, my whole mind was back in Europe & I was ready to fly to England to join in the demonstrations & take my part in the struggle which seemed imminent. But as things have quietened down, I am once again abandoning myself to my great pilgrimage.
And she replied;

And she replied;

.

He is a godsend in your life. Whatever is happening in the world outside – stay – don’t leave him. He is old & you may not have him long Stay – get published & known & then write for the world. With your talent, far better than anything you could do…Yes. It is ‘all too marvellous to be true’  Your future is coming – and soon. And I shall live in your reflected glory….

Her hopes rose again. She lived on hope. She had to for that was all I could ever give her.

Every day, after a meal of curds and dhal, vegetables  and fruit, we tramped through woods and over bare green expanses, not unlike English heathland, and he talked and  recited. English and  French poetry, whole books of the Indian epics which he first declaimed in Sanskrit and then translated. And from all this to history, politics and people. His mind was overwhelming.

How much I had to learn and how much he taught me – my beloved guru. The cleverest man in India, Sir Edwin Montagu had called him. And as

  I  looked back at Europe now, it seemed so immature and barbarous – for all its genius and achievements.

On the last night, bringing  my visit to an exciting climax, I read excerpts from the epic in the old British club, now the cultural centre. Sir C.P, had already arranged for me to read in the university in Mysore and so this was not only a dress rehearsal but a test performance to see how an Indian audience would receive the work.  

Two days later I wrote to my mother from Mysore;

The old clubroom was crowded. The local Maharajah & Maharani were there & the remnants of the British community.  I read for 2 hours & they kept asking for more.  C.P. was thrilled & said afterwards that he was proud of me. When I left the next morning he wept & I felt sad , for I am devoted to him. He has been so fine in every way –sensitive to my every wish & doing everything in his power to help me – but even he is a little vague & Indianish occasionally…

Yes. He was now. He showed me the bill for my month’s stay at the Taj and at 8 o’clock in the morning I left, without money, his car did not take me down the mountain nor did his secretary escort me    - all the things that  he had promised. I was taken to the bus, his secretary bought me a ticket, the driver lifted in my bags – and they left me.

After applauding my performance the night before and weeping when I left him, had he slipped back over the frontier and resumed his Indian nature, expunged all practicalities and promises from his consciousness and let me go unaided but so sweetly, as in a dream or, could he love and simultaneously not care – and be so mean?

It was not that I minded. I wanted to plunge from the heights into the depths and I could do without the money but if it was the old flaw, in another context, the eternal gap between promise and performance, or something else – I needed to know and understand it,

I wrote in my  notebook;

  I came down the mountain in a bus, squashed by the people, choked by their strong smell & the dust & deafened by the noise they made. At every stop beggars – lepers, blind & mutilated creatures, pregnant women, children, even crawling babies pressed round & clambered in & stood over me in all their rags & dirt & diseases, blackmailing me, until I had emptied my purse.

  I was at the bottom now – of  the mountain & of Indian life –  fascinated & horrified & from that time on never free from the pain of seeking & knowing.

The next day, I wrote to my mother from Dasa Prakash, Mysore, where Sir C.P. had booked  me a room, telling me that the modern international hotel was full.

After an eventful journey down the mountain, I arrived here yesterday – a Hindu  hotel – all noise & pandemonium – talking & shouting on the gallery outside my little bare cell half the night, all thje dogs of the town barking & howling by way of background chorus & today, hundreds of people, one after the other, sidling in & offering some alluring service - & crowds hanging about down below – holiness,  cheating, .scholarly learning &  celebrating all raging round me at once…I slept about three hours & this afternoon I am reading in the University  , I cannot eat the  highly spiced Hindu  food,  the fruit without washing it or drink  unbottled water but I worry about nothing – for I am living.
Mysore is one of the old princely states & the city one of the most beautiful in the world – full of palaces, lakes & hanging gardens but all round the Dasa  Prakash is the teeming bazaar, so overwhelming that I cannot go & feast myself upon beauty. Instead, I roam the streets & alleys & try to lose myself, identify myself, with the poverty  & suffering.

When I go out at night I see little lumps that look like sacks or bundles or even stones lying in the middle of the road  or cast into corners, crevices, drains & ditches And when I get near them I see that they are people – shrivelled. And I do not know if they are   dead – or will be in the morning  Sometimes, I see whole families creep into dark stinking places & covering themselves  with rags, sink into the dust – almost returned  to dust themselves.

When I return to my cell each night, I lie on my plank bed & listen to the harsh shouts of the guests & their servants, the banging of doors, the chanting of the pilgrims in their saffron robes below & from all over the city, the barking & howling of the pariah dogs. A strange medieval world of  heat & dust & noise, of crowded living, callousness, frustration, passivity  suffering & death. I detest it – but I must go on.

And now, the gulf between the treasures of Delisle and the indigence of Mysore , between Sir C,P’s  beautiful philosophising and transcending of the world and the worms that crawled and died in the dust, angered me and I wrote him a protesting letter asking why he wasn’t doing something about it?

When I went to the University, nothing was known  of my reading and when I went again, the lecture notices had got mixed up, the students all walked out and I read to a handful of professors 

I left for Bangalore to give a reading in the Cultural Institute and received Sir C.P’s answer to my angry letter 

I fully realise what you felt in the ‘communal’ & ‘vociferous’ atmosphere. But in a way, it was right that you should have  experienced that  particular aspect of Indian life. It was equally incumbent on you to witness the destitution & dirt of the slums – as well as the inexpressibly marvellous patience & resignation of the persons concerned  When we meet I shall explain the genesis of this ghastly anomaly, the essentially unIndian  & recently generated squalor & the heroic attempts being  made to eradicate these evils. You will see the same phenomena in Egypt or Mesopotamis or even in Turkey but without the underlying philosophy. Che sara sara. 

He was not concerned about the poverty and suffering but only gratified to think how effective was the Karmic philosophy maintaining it. But in India today, these certitudes have been shaken by the fear that the  ‘patience and resignation of the persons concerned’  the sinners, will run out and turn into revolt. I left for Delhi.

The Journey.

My fellow passengers 

The ‘new’ liberated Indian woman.

The water system failed

The lavatory was blocked and broken.

The food that was ordered did not come. The liberated woman’s despair. 

Chapter 4.

I am now leading a most wonderful &  fantastic life’  I wrote to my mother. This little two roomed, flat roofed  house & courtyard with a high wall round it, is in the bazaar. People[men] pour in & out all day & another writer has arrived to stay & more are expected . It is an open house  numbers have no meaning. 

Every morning I work in the office of the Asian Writers Conference  & every afternoon, listen to the discourses at the World Buddhist Conference. I have been blessed by the Dalai Llhama & heard the Dalai & Panchen Llhamas  wind up this amazing event. In between I am rushed about to receptions, meetings & entertainments. How long this amazing pilgrimage & adventure will go on, I don’t know. For as long as I can keep it going, I suppose. At present I am just letting myself be carried along on the whirling wave. 

Mulk Raj Anand  was the organiser of the conference and I was pleased when he asked me to help him. Dozens of volunteers like myself [Indians &  all men] came and sat about in the crowded rooms talking  and then disappeared when they were needed. Mulk himself worked franntically everywhere – and nowhere. When you wanted him you  could not find him and when you found him he was too distraught to stop and listen. And politics made things worse. Already the conference was being torn in two by America & Russia. 

Quite senseless jobs  were given me to carry through and sensible ones  snatched away half done. And soon I was snatched away myself. An English presence, Mulk told me apologetically, was offending some of the writers. But by that time I was glad to leave for I was achieving nothing. And I moved to Constitution House. – a government guest-house I had had enough of  Gargi’s  hospitality. And I wrote to my mother; 

Built after independence & reserved for M.P’s & their guests,,,rows of bungalow rooms – 200 of them,,,very cheap & pretty rough but I am lucky to be here…I have settled  down & am very comfortable in a rough dirty way…Bad food, bad service, dirty rooms, dirty used linen – tepid water, a charpoy for a bed, rough furniture & no heating & everything broken & out of order. And I am very happy – it is quiet, cheap & the people are interesting…In January, when the conference is over, it  will be too cold to go  to China but I must prepare the way.

But after two  months in  Delhi talking to people, going everywhere  &  seeing everything, I had become like a manic depressive. The moments when I glimpsed some light – high with excitement; in between, crawling over the surface of the planet in despair. And I wrote out a little of my pain & confusion.

‘Everything here is vague & dreamy – weaving & coiling  unseen in the grass like a snake – no one really listens or really gives an answer – all seems indefinite & unfinished . I feel  nowhere – suspended. There is no real warmth – no real contact & I do not trust. And yet there is much friendliness & kindness – easy meetings & continuous talking about  serious things – meetings  appear foortuitous, talks contain no passion or purpose & reach no conclusion. Each individual seems absorbed in himself in a brooding, half sorrowful, half fatalistic & indifferent way. Self yet self indifferent. And yet there is  some trust – I think 

The crowds are colourful & lively yet cold & humourless.    Life seems to exist in a different dimension . It is a nether world.  A purgatorial world of shades & shadows.

I have not heard the sound of laughter; only the beggar’s insistent mutter the sad dirge of the street vendor, the wail of the temple singer and, after that – silence. Men’s loud & ugly voices, the bird-like muted cries of playing children and, after that  - silence; a high voice & then – silence; silence in & above the noise because all the sounds seem unconnected, unrelated, impersonal, without  sympathy – with silence over all as the result.

It is hard to find one’s way, to enter into a world of everlasting pain. Do they like pain? If not, why has no effort  ever been made to cure it? Pain is the clue – Into the meaning of their pain I must search – for there seems little real desire to remove it – no real revolt  against it. Am I just beginning to see & understand where I am? 

And the  next day. 

One must walk with one’s eyes on the ground or in the sky for if one meets another eye one immediately draws to oneself the devouring attentions of some creature – be it shop-keeper, tonga-wallah, servant, beggar, idler – begging, soliciting, offering ​ & proffering. One is perpetually dcvoured.  Hunger is everywhere -  and greed. 

Even the dogs are the same. Look at a dog – half starved, often diseased – it will meet your eye with a surprised,  hopeful expression, approach

you slowly & suspiciously, wanting, wanting, wanting something from you– food, love – life! The only difference between the dogs & the people is that the dogs have finer faces _- sad, intelligent, ungreedy eyes & one almost comes to believe in reincarnation.

I had to find the still centre where the opposites are reconciled. I had to feel the movement of the world &let myself flow with the rythym. I had to go on and find my own way.

On December 14th I managed to have a meeting with Mulk Raj Anand when he talked about the difficulties he was having in organising the conference. He then went on:

    Indian writers suffer from at least six complexes.  Poverty. Insecurity. Frustration. Job seeking for security & position quite apart from writing. Importance without writing anything . And no understanding whatsoever of other peoples’ attitudes & positions.

Their minds are tortuous,, sinuous & subtle. None are open & simple – like the Mohammadans. The Hindu mind is abstract, hair-splitting & unrealistic. 

In this conference, they are all manoeuvring for position power & importance. All pulling apart – all self-seeking. I have to make sure that the pullers & the quarrellers are kept apart and kept in order & the conference does not break up.

As well as this, there are the American agents. Indians in the pay  of the U.S. & hoping for jobs, scholarships  for their children etc and working to disrupt the conference – trying to bring in the Chiang-Kai-Shek Chinese instead of those from Peking.

The majority of Indians  pay lip-service to Nehru’s idealism, to Panchshila , but in reality are opposed to him  and working for American domination – for the glitter of the ‘Almighty Dollar’ 

When I spoke about my visiit to Sir C.P. and said how much  I admired him, his expression changed and he burst out: 

  .

‘Sir C.P. is a reactionary & he’s very unpopular . He broke away from Gandhi & joined the Viceroy’s Council & when Independence came, he tried to prevent the integration of Kerala into the Indian Union. And when he could have joined Nehru’s government he refused because he wanted 

to see India aligned with the West’ 

‘Surely’, I said then, ‘the work of the constitutionalists was as important,   in its way, as the Gandhian  movement? And as Dewan of  Travancore, he had created a modern state economically and socially in advance of the  rest of India & it was natural that he did not want to see it absorbed and all the gains seep away into the whole?’ 

‘They wouldn’t have done – and they didn’t’.  He replied hotly.  ‘It was a betrayal of all that the liberation movement worked for’       ‘ He would  rather have seen India aligned with Russia’   I went on, defending my teacher  with equal passion  ‘than remain unaligned and not trusted by either’

‘When he went to Banaras he got the wrong side of everybody’ 

‘The University was in a mess when he went there & he reorganised it & upset vested interests. They have invited him back to give the Convocation Address & to confer an  Honorary degree on him next week – and I’m going with him’

I went, attended all the ceremonies & entertainments – and read my work. 

The Asian Writers Conference  opened on December 23rd 1956 in the Vigyan Bhawan Hall in New Delhi. I attended as an observer. Monica Felton, a well-known Communist was the only other writer from Britain. 

Story of the Conference  condensed. 

   Waited for the arrival of the President, Dr Prasad,  to open it. 

   Opening time came & passed.

   Mulk announced that due to sudden indisposition he would  be unable  

   to  appear & the delegates were asked to deliver their messages. 

   He asks me to speak on behalf of Britain. Observers don’t speak I said. 

   And I have nothing prepared‘  

   We must have a speech from Britain and Monica’s politics are too  

   Well  known. You must. I spoke, 

    Mulk came to me again. ‘I’ve seen Prasad but can’t make him come.  

    Neither will Radhakrishnan, [the Vice-President]. They’re both  

    terrified. The Americans are pulling them & trying to kill the 

    Conference. We must have  someone. Sir C.P. could do it. 

    Could you get him?  He came, spoke splendidly & saved the  

    Conference from premature collapse but not from the polarised  

    battles that followed and Mulk came to me again.

    ‘Its being torn apart. We must have a cool impartial liberal voice. 

         Will you speak tomorrow? 

         I took the platform &, back from America & straight from the 

         Airport – Nehru  rushed in, said a few words, notifying the Americans  and the world that the Conference had his approval and rushed out. Abated the violence and turned the tide. When I took the platform and spoke to the Conference theme, ‘A Crisis in Culture & the Writers role in it’, half the delegates had left the hall. 

The dance was over.!   Beautiful selfless visions had been paired with passions that were mischievous and blind yet, out of the tangle, more good than bad had come. The foreign delegates returned to their countries, the natives settled back into their normal lives and I retreated to my room feeling that I had no place anywhere, or purpose; that my journey had been a  mistake, that I was finding nothing and the only lesson I was learning – was to hate India even more than I did before.     

Chapter 5.

For several days I walked about my grey unheeding room wondering how to keep up the momentum that  I had come to loathe, how to make things happen  that I did   not want to happen - in order to go on. For I had to go on.  I was a typical European, trained only  to ride upon the surface – to be doing. And my journey had not started.

I applied for a  visa for China. I wrote to Nehru asking if I could read my work to him and I hurried to the friends who had helped , unwittingly, to put me where I was. I went first to Mulk and afterwards made notes.

   ‘ The wretchedness of these top men.. The President himself could  tell a lie & pretend  that he had not been invited. I had to force my way into him & confront with the 5 letters I had sent him inviting him to open the conference & then make him give a reception to put things right. And the Vice President, Radahakrishnan, could be a coward & not come until he heard that Nehru had. Only Nehru has courage & integrity. 

It was the pro-Americans in key positions in all the ministries who advised them both not to attend. Radhakrishnan talks all the high falutin ‘non-attachment stuff’ but  he is just as attached to all the vanities &

pleasures of this life as anyone else.  The Oxford dons got fed up with him & called him a humbug. 

He went on & on & I filled pages of my notebook. At the same time I wrote to my mother.

I went to the Chinese Embassy for my  visa. They were very friendly & said they were sure I would be very welcome in China…C.P. is glad that I am going to see the difference between their way of  changing their society, their revolution, & India’s. He will give me an introduction to the Vice Chancellor of Peking University & suggest that I read my work  to the students  

I find teachers.  NC.Chaudhuri. talks.

The withdrawal of British power is not leading Indians back to their own culture. The younger generation is becoming more & more divorced from the best Indian traditions & more & more a prey to the debased c ulture of the west – to films, drink, cheap magazines, comic strips  etc. Young intellectuals no longer understand Sanskrit, nor do they read the Indian classics – even in English. 

The Hindu’s love of money is notorious. He loves & works for it for its own sake – not for the benefits it will bring him. 

In the sphere of morals, Hinduism has not progressed much beyond its  primitive beginnings, has not  been able to brush aside the doctrine  that the universe is an illusion & that happiness lies in putting an end to the cycle of births & deaths. A doctrine conferring no qualities & values upon reality. With such a philosophical background it is not surprising  that the Hindu, ignoring distinctions & enveloped in mysticism,has been unable to develop a sense of moral responsibility & that he remains ethically immature. Even the popular gods are economic or utilitarian & demand nothing higher than commercial honesty.

The influence of Christian/European morality waned as English political power  waned & now  it has disappeared altogether & the Hindu becomes as dead to moral issues as he was before.

I wrote to my mother again.

Last Friday, I spent 25 minutes with Nehru in his office in the Secretariat. He was very quiet & withdrawn & rather tired & dispirited, it seemed to me, He asked me all about my work & what I was doing & why I hadn’t come to see him sooner & said, rather sadly, that there was no real theatre in India. Then a long silence fell – he looked down on the floor & I looked out of the window – resolved not to burst out & break it,. If I could have read to him I could have stirred him up & encouraged him. We left the building together & he told me to let him know when I return from China & to propose a day for a reading. He  is a writer & is said to hate politics & to regard himself first & foremost as an  artist. He is a very great man.

On January 15th Sir C.P. wrote.

I rejoice that my letters give you some peace of mind & comfort. My aim has been to help you  maintain your equilibrium. You are so sensitiv & highly strung that my best service is to give you a sense  of relaxation & sometime everyday, I trust that you will follow my advise & empty your mind of all passing thoughts  & concentrate on one idea or image. This is an essential to all true Yoga…

I am not  surprised at what you say regarding Nehru. He is mentally fagged out because too much is expected of him & he is on the borderline between normality & a megalomaniacal valley of shadows. Everyone.  feels this, even his cabinet colleagues. He is a dictator but does not know  it & such men always suffer from mysterious complexes. But he is at bottom a fine & sincere person. Well – there it is & it takes all sorts to make a world! It is a consolation that we understand  & ‘intuit’ each other.
On Sunday afternoons  I went to the Ramakrishna Mission House to listen to the discourses given by the head swami – Raganathananda. His teaching and his spirituality enthralled me and I asked if one of his monks would give me daily teaching until I left for China and Swami Vigyananda came  to my room at 8 o’clock every morning.

For an hour he instructed me in  the Yoga postures, for another hour we meditated, then  went out, plunged into the crowds & entering every temple , stood before each piece of statuary while he explained its meaning & place in the Hindu pantheon – and the essence of each Buddha figure. We even went into the mosques

I adored  these teachings which now possessed me.

    In Hinduism the aim of man is the discovery of the Universal Self.

In Buddhism the aim is the remaking of character. The first declares  that man is set free  by knowledge &  emphasises the End - The Goal.  The 

 second  emphasises  the way  - the Path [Marga] to the Goal. It is practical, for without change of personality man cannot attain to the  knowledge with which to reach the Goal.  

The Buddha’s Nirvana is the same as the Hindu Moksa (release) which 

means the blowing out of all passions & the reunion with the Supreme Spirit – with the Whole, when the chain of causation is broken forever & there is no re_birth.

And again

I am being taught that the Goal is Eternity and the Way is Morality…Only a synthesis of eastern & western religions will blow out the fires of lust, greed, aggression & fear  & create the Whole man in whom the two hemispheres of the brain work in balance & being & doing are undivided     & world society is lifted onto  a higher plane. 

N.C.Chaudari  again:

‘According to the Muslim scholar, Alberuni, writing in the 9th century, the Hindus were haughty,foolishly vain, conceited & full of self-pity, believing themselves superior in every way. Their society was closed & exclusive & they had no compassion for each other  & although they nursed a hatred for all foreigners they were ever ready to serve them & profit by them.

Alberuni’s account of the  Hindu’s xenophobia & double faced hatred of their more civilised conquerors, shocked me, having been brought up on the myth of Hindu tolerance & catholicity.

He traces the course of Indian history until  he comes to Gandhi.

Gandhi was the perfect representative of the masses, preaching the morality of the slave, of the early Christians ( which attracted the West to him) for  today, in Europe, in complete contrast to Greek morality, the servile elements are being given disproportionate power) Rejecting reason, eliminating mind, he opened the way for the masses to reject not only western civilisation but ancient Indian civilisation as well & in the end he came to stand for nothing else but the atavistic horde.

When the masses took over his teaching - & he could do nothing to prevent it - & he realised that the one thing that he cared for, his vision of truth & light, had been repudiated by his countrymen, he wished only for death, & it came, swiftly & mercifully.

The assassin was not an individual fanatic but the whole of traditionalist society acting in unison as a murderous force against his principles & teaching & what triumphed was the primitive nationalism of the Hindus  - the ghastly Indo-Gangetic plain  & its degenerate inhabitants.

The Good that he was,  perished at the hands of the Evil he had helped to triumph.

 And I added

The Good that he was, triumphed because his opponent had a conscience; the Evil because that opponent had lost the will to rule an empire.

When I left, I saluted this great Indian; his flawless western mind, his integrity and  his mastery of the English language who, through tribulation, had reached Nirvana without recourse to any of the trodden noble Paths or Brahminical incantations. He had a more critical spirit than Sir C.P. and was more of an Englishman – yet  he was as much an Indian as the  Mahatma. He was a man of east & west – the imperative synthesis.

I stopped in Aligarh to give a reading in the Muslim University and stayed with Dr Aleem and his English wife. She was glad to talk. 

   With some fine exceptions among the staff & students, the general atmosphere is one of moral  & intellectual laxity. Little serious work is done by the students   who come only for prestige reasons & to obtain some  sort of degree to enable them to get a job. Holidays are incessnt & party-going among the staff is the thing. …The Vice-Chancellor & his wife, the Begum, are  both careerist types, ambitious & unscrupulous….The professors wage subtle & underhand war on each other, to prevent each other rising & all kow-tow to the V.C & other V.I.P’s in the hope of favours & privileges and examiners are bribed.

   There is no genuine non-violence in India. It is her policy  only because it suits her & she has no other way. In the villages life is anything but golden & philosophical & perfect – cruelty & violence are  rife. It is the custom when anyone is arrested for the local police to beat him until he confesses. They beat the innocent & the guilty alike – often almost to death….Democracy is all talk.

I have to watch, she said finally, while examination papers are being duplicated or extra copies will be taken off & sold to the students.

I went on to Banaras where I stayed in the University ,  in the country outside and soon  after my arrival, set out for the city.  I followed a path until I reached the Ganges and, standing on the bank, looked down into the  grey water and then across it to the fields beyond and then to where it turned and disappeared, and a loveliness lay round me and something of that peace that passeth all understand. 

The water was low and the sandy bank sloped down to it. I walked along the edge, round several wide loops of the river, and then – and then- I saw it!  Banaras the Holy! Banaras the Ancient! Contemporary with Babylon  & Nineveh, Thebes & Troy where the Buddha  preached  his first sermon and a multitude of gods still reign.

I walked quicker in my excitement, lost it round another bend, then saw it again in all its glory – the pointed carven roofs and domes and m inarets, the palaces and houses rising finely cut and bonded, like a marvellous jewel.

Then, as I got nearer, I felt a change. I kept coming upon little mounds of excrement. I ignored them at first  until they became more numerous and I had to pick my way between them and soon the whole ground was  thickly spread, even down to the water’s edge – a sea of filth lapping round the houses – the communal lavatory. I waded through it and entered the city.

Picture  of Banaras.

The horrors & perfections.

Pilgrims & devotees come to die in Banaras & acquire merit. 

The bathing ghats & tumult on the  waterfront . 

Praying, singing, gargling, drinking the mystic water infused with mud & urine. Corpses floating by. 

Saints meditating in Upper rooms 

The funeral pyres & the mourners poking at the flames. 

Students feeding  monks. 

The narrow streets lined with beggars. Holy men,lepers, the old, the dying & children. 

The House of Widows. 

Dwarfs, monsters & grotesques  laughing at themselves. Laughing at the comedy of Maya – the world that  has no meaning & is nothing but illusion. 

Faqirs  with nails stuck through their arms &  thorns through their bodies with matted hair & their faces smeared  with excrement 

A fairground in the underworld where mountebanks, misshapen  & misguided compete for titles presented by some fiend for feats of suffering. perversion and uncleanness 

Alms – giving has never been the child of charity , in India. Giving brings merit to the giver and improves his future Karma, that is all. And suffering is so highly thought of that the sufferer is morally superior to everyone else. His misery is liberating him from his bad Karma, ensuring him a good life when he returns & conferring  a favour upon those for whom he is kind enough  to suffer and display his diseases and his degradation – providing an object for their alms. 

The beggars of India are, in an insane way happy in their suffering and to interfere with it, to effect any sort of fundamental amelioration would    still, for many, be tantamount to an assault upon their souls. 

I wrote in my notebook: 

   I am travelling through Hell where all values are turned upside down,  

   where evil is tolerated, suffering is enjoyed, defecation is beautiful:    

   where this world is illusion and life is somewhere else & a cloud of 

    false spirituality rises off the plain, envelopes everything & hides the 

    sun. 

I went on to Calcutta where I stayed at Belur Muth , the Ramakrishna Monastery on the Ganges & I wrote to my mother: 

The monks received me kindly & one of them escorted me through a door in the wall and  down a beautiful perfumed winding lane to the guest house. I was  given a stark clean room containing a plank bed covered with a piece of cotton & surmounted by a mosquito net, a chair and a small rough-hewn table. Servants were summoned to look after me & bring me my meals. I unpacked & then returned through  the wall to find the monks with whom, for the next five days, I was to dwell. 

The whole scene is very beautiful. The monastery is surrounded by a high wall & the temple is in the centre, close to the river, with wide steps leading down to the water. Ancient, grimy old boats, looking  half like gondola & half like triremes, ply for customers up & down the sacred river & across to the other shore. Great banyan trees grow almost out of the water & the boatmen huddle  under them before their fires  at night. 

Every morning I went into Calcutta and returning in the afternoon, spent some time with the crowds in the temple until the monks were free and I could walk  with them beneath the trees. At  7 o’clock the gates were closed and I withdrew to the world outside the wall. And I wrote in my notebook. 

I walk with the monks  beside the Ganges with harsh chanting voices & an orchestra of drums & vinas coming  from the temple -  the mosquitos  buzzing. This evening an old monk unlocked the door & came out to call on me & we sat on the veranda outside my room while he talked, gazing across the vast grey  waters to the Dakshineshwar Temple, both of us almost invisible inside a cloud of mosquitos – he hardly conscious of them. 

 When I am alone & locked out, I watch the ferry arrive – a grimy gondola - & see the ferryman push it up with a pole onto the mud & the passengers step out up to their knees & wade through it to dry land. Why don’t they build a small jetty? I watch the boat repairers in their encampment under the banyan trees & listen to their wild music which goes on all night – bells & drums & singing. 

Mosquitos, mud, dust , poverty dirt & depression – a purgatorial scene. And when darkness comes I roam round the unlit deserted lanes &  meet & talk to a neurotic Bengali boy & absorb into myself the dark, hopeless, haunting , ominous night – the silence punctuated constantly, as  everywhere, by the screams of kicked & stoned dogs.   

Each day, when  I returned to the monastery, I hurried to the shelter of its walls and I wrote:

    The soma juice which made the ancient Aryans drunk with religion has   

     been so adulterated  & kept so long that it has turned into a black brew  

     of holism which has driven their descendants mad.  But madness & 

     sanity, good & evil, filth & sweetness, the lingam & the Third Eye – 

     the lotus flower  with its roots in the mud – all have been created, 

     sustained, destroyed & recreated – are one & must be 

     worshipped. 

On my last day, I was granted a ceremonial interview with the head monk, a sign that I had been approved, and I prepared myself. 

  In an upper room, in an atmosphere that was immaculate, he sat behind

a table with books and manuscripts on shelves behind him and

effortlessly and without pause, delivered a sermon which lasted for two hours. When he stopped I rose and in gratitude, bowed my head, put my 

palms together in the  namashkar and then withdrew.

   Belur  Muth  is a sanctuary which lies upon the dark road through India and, like the tip of the wick, illumines it for the lost and despairing traveller. When I went on and reached the next circle, my guide was waiting for me and I wrote before I left 

: 

  ‘ I have begun to penetrate beneath the ghastly surface & to feel my way down to the essential India below. I have learnt not just to look, to listen & to criticise  & shrink away in horror, but, with my whole being , am beginning to know – why these people are as they are. 

   I not only revere the long succession of saints & sages, their hymns & their philosophies but begin to experience the warmth & kindness, the artistry & creativeness which are there , half secreted  - not just glimpse them but sometimes touch & even take them’. 

   On the threshold of knowledge as I move to their  rythym, their  terrible rythym of oneness, to the dance of the opposites, sublimity & obscenity, I am beginning to love them – and to exalt their divine madness. 

    The World is Dance – and I am dancing. 

When Sir C.P. wrote, wishing me Bon Voyage, I no longer wanted to go   to China . I had sunk deep into the ground of India. I had become god-drunk and as the swirling particles in the degraded soil relentlessly devoured me  - I was happy.                                                                                                                                                                                   
Chapter 7. China. 

I sent a cable to Peking and the next evening flew to Hong Kong. And wrote to my mother: 

I arrived here this morning. An abrupt transition from Medieval India to this 20th century  clean, well organised, prosperous, easy, understandable & dull-looking British colony. And tomorrow I venture into yet a third world, a third historical epoch – Red  China 

 I only had my.£100 British  travel allowance which I knew would not last me very long and so I hurried on. I went about Canton with   my guide the next day and, travelling hard, caught the train for Peking that night. I described  my fellow passengers , the wonderful scenery on the way  and  the Yangste which  we crossed in a ferry boat. I arrived in Peking in a snow-storm.

I had come with Sir C.P’s letter of introduction to Dr Ma-Yin-Chu, the Vice-Chancellor of Peking University, another to the Minister of Posts &  Telegraphs from a prominent Communist friend in London and a third to the Chinese Peace Committee.

 To each of these  I  attached .a letter explaining that my purpose in coming was to see something of the beauties & treasures of old China, to meet writers and to study the New China. And  I  told them that my time was short as my travel allowance would not support me for long. I despatched these letters by hand, expecting prompt replies. 

I had come at a propitious time. At a recent meeting of leading scientists , writers & artists,  Lu Ting-yi, the head of the propaganda department of  the Party, had declared that China now felt  strong enough to adopt a policy of freedom for independent thinking & debate – ‘freedom to express one’s opinion & reserve one’s opinion & freedom to criticise’ he said. ‘Those who propagate materialism & those who propagate idealism must  be ar liberty to debate. By debate & not by administrative orders will  materialist thinking  gradually overcome idealist thinking and all development be saved from stagnation’ And he ended, ‘Let a hundred flowers of all seasons blossom together and let diverse schools of thought contend’

I wrote to my mother.

 In spite of all the cables & supposed arrangements, no one  here knows anything about me! I came  armed with introductions but so far no one has responded. While waiting for some recognition, I tramp the streets & alleyways, palaces & temples , markets & parks studying the people – measuring the impact of the first  most powerful days.

In 1949, after the Long March and the defeat of the Kuo-Min-Tang, the Communists came to power inheriting a legacy of disasters in a situation of chaos. For decades the country had been ravaged by civil wars, revolutions, famines & epidemics. The civil administration had broken down, lawlessness ran everywhere, corruption  pervaded  everything & destitution  was general. Yet now, 7 years after, there was order, honesty, progress & relative prosperity. 

At midday I went into the little  dark cabins, workmens’ restaurants, and looking at the clients plates, pointed to what I fancied. In one of them, I went into the kitchen where a row of huge cauldrons steamed & bubbled & I peered into them all. And the cooks laughed  and served me generously. I was taken for a Russian. The country was full of their technicians. 

After a few days, when I received no replies to my letters, Dr English, a New Zealander living permanently in my hotel and speaking Chinese, began telephoning to each of my introductions, informing them of my presence. When still nothing happened I continued my solitary wanderings. And I wrote to my mother.  

Soon. my assertive western character will begin a determined assault on the people whom I am so anxious to meet. And time is against me. I calculate that I can only survive here a fortnight & so I have had tio change hotels, move from a comfortable & quiet one to a cheap & noisy  one on the far side of the city – but even this is no bad thing – everything enlarges one’s experience. If the worst befalls & I fail, I shall not come away quite empty-handed. I could not be in Asia & not visit China & I shall carry something valuable away. All life is an adventure, Nothing is predictable – the unpredictable becomes the goal & the failures as important as the successes. India has taught me that. 

Several more days passed and then , enraged by the insult that was being shown, not to me who was of no consequence, but to my honourable sponsors, I decided to go into action and so, true to the historical traditions of my race, I adopted gun-boat tactics. If the Chinese would not speak to me I would bombard them into submission. 

The  HQ of the Chinese Peace Committee was located in one of the old ambassadorial residences, surrounded by a high wall . After reconnoitring the ground, I approached the huge wooden door and hammered on it and the sound reverberated wonderfully.  When it did not open, I hammered again – and went on hammering. When it opened a crack and  a man peeped  through I pushed my way in. Taken by surprise, unable to push me out again and fearing that I would advance upon the imperial palace he took me into the gatehouse – and telephoned. 

At length. a man came down the long drive & I went out to meet him, and with an expression of extreme annoyance, he invited me to accompany him to the house – where I told my tale of neglect. 

Expressing great surprise, he assured me that he had not received any of my cables, my introductory letter or my telephone calls and that he had no idea that I was in  Peking. When all that  was over and  a pretty pot of green tea and little cups were brought in, he got down to business and grew more friendly . 

What did I want to do, who did I want to meet, where did  I want to go and how long would I be staying? He knew all the answers  but I  repeated them and asked him for a car and an interpreter. 

   ‘Will  you make your programme.’ Mr Chi said at last, smiling now, ‘and we will call on you at once’ 

As I  walked away I did not believe that anything would come from all those smiles & agreements and the next morning ,I set out upon my perambulations but at midday a powerful feeling drove me back to the hotel. ( I had returned to the big  one ).  Five minutes later my telephone rang.

  ‘We have arranged for you to meet some writers’ a voice said, ‘the car will come for you in 10 minutes time’ 

A private room in a restaurant opposite the Forbidden City had been reserved and three smiling, unassuming writers of some sort had been hastily collected. The conversation was disappointing but the beautiful balconies and the timeless atmosphere of the famous old eating-house – and the meal -  Peking duck, delighted me. 

When I returned to the hotel, I was told that the Minister for Posts & Telegraphs had called on me and would call again and that Dr Ma-Yin-Chu had sent a message asking me to visit him that same afternoon. The fuse had been lighted and everything  at once exploded like a multiple Chinese fire-cracker.

It was the 4th of March, ten days after my arrival and after visiting Dr Ma,  the Vice Chancellor of  Peking University, I wrote in my notebook;

    Most of my time with him was taken up with political slogans & pointless laughter. He was only doing his duty seeing me. He was  not interested in literature. He is first & foremost a politician,  a commissar. 

To my questions  I got no real answers & to my statement that in Europe too much science & technology had been taught  recently – the humanities neglected – with the result that western civilisation is deficient in moral & spiritual values & qualities, he replied that this could not happen in  China because scientists worked for the people & therefore everything they did was right & good. 

He was like the religious personalities in India who preach all the time, are not interested in the listener & just roll off  their sermons, making no human contact. They live in an abstracted world of spiritual exaltation. Dr Ma lives in one of political exaltation. And for an instant, at the gate in the half dark when I was leaving. I saw his real face. The mask was off  & I saw the face of China – a face of fury & hatred.  

I gave him Sir C.P’s friendly message and, aware of the  suggestion in his letter of introduction, he said he would arrange for me to read my work in  the University.

Later that day, I talked to a British businessman, an ‘old China hand’ who had arrived on a trade mission. The Chinese hate all foreigners, he told me. When the Russians took over foreign property – they just took it. The Chinese expropriated nothing, but created every sort of difficulty making the business impossible to run  & when the owners asked to have it taken over, demanded huge payments. And the foreigners were held. No exit permits were given them. They could not run their firms, they could not pay to have them taken over & they could not leave.. His firm extricated themselves better than most – they paid to get out. He went on & on with his China story.

On March 7th I wrote to my mother; 

  All goes wonderfully well now! An individual straying alone into China with urgent & special demands is still something of a rarity & it took the Pekinese some time to get over the shock! But when they did they were fine….Yesterday I read to the 3rd year English literature students in the University. Their knowledge of spoken English is  practically nil & they strained to understand. I soon stopped & just talked & they asked questions (through the interpreter). They are hungry for knowledge & for contacts with the outer world. They hate their isolation 

They took me round the University, still talking…Bertrand Russell is coming to lecture again. They have never forgotten  that he taught here once & is one of the fathers of their revolution. They are confident, wide open, able & ready to welcome all the contending ideas of the world  …to create their own new world on a broad & liberal basis. 

Two days ago ,I was taken out to the mountains & I spent nearly the whole day climbing & scrambling up & down the Great Wall It is not over-rated. It is grand & awe-inspiring – truly one of the wonders of the world & a fabulous experience. Then to the Ming Tombs. Today, I go to the Writers Union & tonight I am dining with a Minister of the Government. 

At the Writers Union.  I wrote 

All pleasant & interesting men but real topics  avoided  & slogans repeated. Where the flowers should have bloomed  brighter  & bolder than anywhere else – none did. The wind was still too cold & I came way  bewildered & depressed  

I now requested to meet writers more personally and I was taken to a. private flat & received by several very intelligent young men, but when I saw that even here the flowers would not open, I did not wait for the slogans – but talked myself. In  a land where the people only smiled & giggled & repeated political  texts, suddenly I found my role as lecturer.. And I stopped at nothing. Into the parched ground, like a torrent, I poured the free  waters of the West. I did not see the flowers open  but I knew that the roots were nourished. Everywhere to these speechless prisoners, I set myself to talk. And the powers allowed it.

My money ran out and, on March 12th my interpreter called for me as usual & we set out for the last time. But when we returned in the afternoon she pulled something from her pocket and handed it to me. 

   We want you to stay one more week in China as our guest. We want you to see Shanghai and the ancient city of Hangchow. Here is a first-class ticket to Shanghai. Will you give me your 3rd class ticket to Canton. And with that, she drove away. 

That night, Mr Chu gave a farewell dinner party for me.  As well as Dr Ma, Dr Wei & his wife, Mr Chi & Mr Chu’s wife and daughter-in-law  -Dr Foong-Yu-Lan, the foremost Chinese philosopher & Buddhist  scholar, a famous poet and a singer from the  opera.  

On March 13th I wrote in my notebook:

   I sat on the  sofa with the philosopher, Dr Foong, the rest in a circle round us. He was very sympathetic & I’m sure we could have talked – but  we didn’t. As soon as we began, abruptly & deliberately, Mr Chu summoned us to the table saying that we could talk so much better there. He placed me  between himself & Dr Wei, like captors, and there were so many people in between that Dr Foong was almost out of sight. And we  never  talked again..

The dinner was not ready & we sat waiting . Mr Chu was very attentive & Dr Wei very sweet & I struggled to talk to them both. The rest remained silent,  laughing or giggling – some banter passing – the atmosphere  getting worse  al the time. And when the dinner came it got no better. I threw out lead after lead but not one was taken up & any response at all – was just a slogan. 
A conspiracy of silence has surrounded me from  the day that I arrived & even now when I am leaving. I do not understand it. 

They say that they did not receive my cables & so did not know that I was coming – then admit that they did;  they say that they did not receive my letters & telephone calls – then admit that they did. I ask to meet people -  they say yes but no one materialises & the people that I do meet just smile & talk in slogans. 
And finally this party. The philosopher & artists , the sort of people I have been clamouring to meet, gathered together on the last night but all communication cut or prevented, the ominous atmosphere & the determination of all present not to talk. 

What is really going on  beneath & behind all the lies, the smiles & the silence?  If I had  not forced that door open would they ever have forced it? And when they did & they received me but refused to talk – why did they allow me to  talk? And why do they entertain me for another week? What game are they playing with me? 

 After three weeks in Peking I have seen no flowers blooming – only rank weeds suppressing them. I have no answers  to any of my questions or any profit from  my searchings. I feel that I have achieved  little or 

 nothing of understanding unless perhaps one thing – that I am in a police state. 

 I drove with my interpreter to the station and on the platform we embraced – and she wept. And her weeping broke the silence of Peking 

On March 16th I wrote to my mother from the King Kong Hotel, Shanghai  My plans changed dramatically just before I left Peking. Thanks to the kindness of the Chinese peace Committee, I  am travelling more slowly to the  border – spending 4 days here  and a night in Hangchow -  and travelling ‘soft’ .a coupe to myself – less tiring but less interesting  

I felt  a difference in the atmosphere at once. Peking was the monastic heart where, in all its purity, the faith and the rules  were preached and preserved in prescript & silence. Shanghai was where it grappled with reality. The smiles were more relaxed and the slogans sounded less like the words of God and, at the end, I saw a lovely bed of flowers burst into bloom. 

I went to meet some writers. They had managed to turn the new freedom policy into another slogan.

  ‘Chinese revolutionary policy was tolerant from the beginning. The spirit   of letting many flowers blossom was always there, but not practised. Mistakes were made writers were subject to strains & tensions – but not now.  All views can be expressed now. The right course is being followed  now 

On my last day, I was invited to go  to the Futan University  at 9 0’clock in the morning, to read my work. About 20 professors  were waiting for me – smiling. Most were young & wore European dress 7 their manners were vigorous & hearty but a few were sensitive, beautiful old men with  long wispy bears & long delicate hands, wearing the traditional Chinese gowns. After my experience in Peking, I was not surprised when they told me that the students would not be  able to understand & that I was to read to them – the English speaking members of the staff. 

Before we settled down, they asked  me if I would mind having my performance recorded, explaining that they would then have modern  English verse, contemporary ideas & an authentic English  accent to use for teaching. For a moment I feared this, but I couldn’t refuse & later, when I got to know them, I was glad. 

They placed me at the end of a long narrow table & they sat each side. All the morning & far into the afternoon, kept going by incessant cups of green tea, I read, stopped, discussed  and read again. Yes – discussed.! All the things in heaven & earth that I had so passionately longed to talk about. There were no slogans and the flowers opened, one after  the  other, and blazed  before my eyes. It was the high point of my China journey. 

Six months later  when the flowers grew and opened everywhere and threatened  to  alter the colour  and  balance of the whole landscape, they  were brutally stamped into the earth again and some of the brightest were pulled up by the roots and punished 

  The next day I left for Hangchow.

‘Above there is paradise and below are Soochow and Hangchow’ is an old Chinese saying. In a land which is fragrant with poetry, where the works of nature and of man have coalesced in lyrical profusion, Hangchow has assembled them together in a glorification of  beauty and ethical religion

I walked along a causeway  through an arch called ‘Orioles Singing in the. Willows’ to a beauty spot called ‘Autumn Moon in the Calm Lake’ where stands ‘The Pavilion for Watching the Lake’ and then to the other side, to the pavilions of ‘Literary Upsurge’ and the ‘Six Harmonies’. A dainty poetical ramble.

At the bottom of  ‘Solitary Hill’ lived a poet of the Sung Dynasty who was  known for his love of plum blossoms and cranes. He planted more than 300 plum trees and kept  a  crane and it was said that he had plum blossoms for a wife and a crane for a son. The Crane Pavilion stands today where he lived then.

‘Religion is not persecuted in China’ they told me here. Churches and temples are repaired and every consideration is given to religious opinions and conscience. ‘Any good idea from the past’ they said, ‘ can be incorporated into Marxism and carried forward into the present and used in the new way of living’ . The lovely new slogan. 

Not only were these flowers soon destroyed but a few years later the Red Guards were let loose upon the whole land.  I spent two days in this enchanting place, grateful for a glimpse of the artist soul  of China. 

On the journey to Canton I found myself sharing a coupe with a Hungarian woman  and a child. When the revolution broke  out in Hungary, many technicians  working in China sent for their children and this woman had set out with a large party  and travelled about delivering them. She was now on the last leg of her journey – with the last child.


She was an attractive woman and spoke English and we took to each other at once and, for the next two days – we talked. Staying with the technicians, in remote provinces, she had become possessed of an immense amount of inside information.

‘The Chinese’ she said, ‘have always been secretive by nature and they are more so  now. Entertainments, smiles, laughter and professions  of friendship mean nothing. They just serve their purpose and are their way of dealing with foreigners’ 

Some of her tales were horrifying and I grew disturbed that she should be entrusting them to me, for if it were known that she was going about revealing them, I was sure she could have landed in a Chinese prison. 

With her life in my hands, as I thought, I was so moved that on the second day a loving, unthinking, incautious, wild desire rose up in me to reciprocate her trust, and give her my life in return. And I disclosed all my own experiences, doubts and critical conclusions.. 

We arrived in Canton in the  evening, the family met her and  clasped  their child and as they took her away she said good-bye to me in a swift, cool manner as if nothing had occurred between us. She was completely changed. 

When I reached  my hotel and came to my senses, my thoughts were disturbing. Why had she talked like that? How could she trust me as she did? Why had we been put together on that train? And as my imagination went to work my thoughts grew frightening. I had forced  that door open & then talked for a month, unconstrained liberal talk and now I had talked again to her – even more subversively. Was she an agent provocateur and  had I talked myself into a trap? And the face of Dr Ma at the gate appeared to me again.

I was expecting to leave for the border the next day and I longed for the night to pass. When the interpreter came in the morning  & told me that there were no trains  that day, I was sure that I had fallen into the jaws of the tiger.

She took me about Canton and the day and another night passed. And the next morning she came with the same story -  no trains running to the border . And I didn’t believe it. I would  have gone to the station to find out  for myself – but I couldn’t. I was guarded all the time. She never left me and another busy but desperate day yawned before me. 

That night, I was entertained to dinner by a Women’s Organisation presided over by a highly intelligent but grim-looking person  who didn’t even trouble to smile. The others smiled the harder and the more toasts they drank to me, the more frightened I became. 

When, at last, I climbed into the train I though I was free but, smiling still, my interpreter got in, too, saying that she wanted to stay with me and enjoy my company for as long as possible. Bu t I didn’t believe her. I wasn’t even sure if the train was going to the border or whether, with that meaningless smile & those meaningless words she was escorting me to my doom. When it got there and I walked across and the British border guard smiled a real smile – I could have hugged him.

On March 23rg 1957, I wrote to my mother from Hong Kong: 

 Well, I’m out of China & the whole extraordinary experience  is now  behind me….As soon as I arrived yesterday the press besieged me for news from the forbidden & mysterious land beyond the guarded border – the heaving giant of Red China and I spent the afternoon giving interviews…the pressmen say that I must be the first writer to enter China alone & uninvited…That is news in itself it appears!
Nehru made a speech that very week saying that it would take 40 years to raise the general living standard in India by democratic means. China had done in  7 – by force. Western observers said that 40 million people had been liquidated. The Chinese  admitted to 15 million and a figure in between was probably the truth. In 40 years, if not more, would  die in India of starvation. So which was the better way?

I knew the way that suited me. I felt that I had just jumped out of the jaws of the tiger into freedom, tolerance & diversity. Yet how could I choose – when I was related to neither? It was best for me to keep silent.

I  was so happy to be with Sir  C.P. again. We walked the hills as before and at first, it was I who talked and he who listened. Then, he who talked once more – answering my questions, lifting me, restoring me and guiding me.

‘You must go to Kerala’  he then said. ‘At the end of your great journey  you cannot return to England until you have been down to Cape Comorin, a place  more sacred even than Banaras where Rama crossed over to Ceylon helped by the monkey, Hanuman, to rescue his wife, Sita. And, on the way, you must stop at the old  palace of Padmanabhapuram where the frescoes depict episodes  in the life of Krishna’

We parted lovingly but it was not a good-bye for he would soon be in England again and the old pattern of his comings and goings would be resumed.

Halfway from Trivandrum, I stopped the car at the little palace and  saw the frescoes of the god Krishna making love  to the gopies and to Radha, his wife. I then drove on and before reaching the tip of the Cape where three seas meet, I could hear the roar of the waves. 

The State Rest-house stood alone about a quarter of a mile from the sea with a flat reddish-brown maidan in between, the straggling village on the    eastern shore and an infinity of beach and forest on the other. 

I was surprised  to see that the tip of the continent was not a tip but a straight end – and I guessed the reason why. A pair of celestial scissors must have snipped it off so that the Christian and the Hindu gods  had each their holy, undisputed spot  and, with enough distance  in between could not  see or be seen by each other and so, could not quarrel. A Hindu temple sprawled in  the eastern corner and a statue of the Virgin Mary, erected by the Portugese, stood in the other.

After settling in  my room, I went  downstairs again  & opened the front door to find a multitude of beggars. A foreigner had been sighted and the whole village had  turned out.

I wrote later.

  ‘Strange, desolate place of myth & legend & mysticism. The waves thundering in, line upon line, smashing against the rocks & swirling up the soft, multi-coloured sand, streaked black & red & white. Sand & barren red earth.

  And beggars. They hung round the Rest-house, pursued me everywhere, even down to the beach & into the sea – the same determined, devouring spirit but more impudent & resentful, more dangerous,  more suppressed violence than anywhere else.

   Beggary and excrement – everywhere, everywhere  - all that is left of a great heroic myth. Supernatural sands and legendary seas – and excrement, excrement.’ 

That would have been the final event of my half-dream journey if  yet another had not instantly arisen – the quixotic, eastern  anti-thesis


Vinobha Bhawe was in Kerala! I heard just in time! He might have been anywhere in India.  I had wanted to find and march with him and, marvelling, I postponed my flight, hired a taxi and chased him through the jungle, caught up with him – and joined his camp

Siri Vinobha Bhawe was India’s newest saint, generally regarded as Gandhi’s successor. ‘The Indian peasantry can never be spiritualised until their material  condition has been improved -  and for this to happen they must be given land’ he said. And dissatisfied or despairing of the Land Reform measures promised by the government, he launched the Bhoodan, or Land Gift movement and for 7 years he had been marching through the villages persuading the big landowners to give some of it to the landless. In all those years he had never slept two nights in the same place  and many thousands of acres had changed hands.

Six disciples, one of them a woman, marched with him permanently but as he moved along others joined him as devotees or helpers and then left when their work was done.


No one received me. I found my way to a house where 3 women lolled on a dusty concrete floor. I dropped my bag and sat down among them  - I  had dreamed my way into Vinobha’s dream. We sat sat in silence or talked listlessly until 5 o’clock, the hour of the daily public meeting. 

He spoke for an hour, in Malayalam, most of it a sermon. At the end, the 

landowners came forward, the crowd dissolved and agreements were drawn up. After that, the disciples & followers were taken into a long low room where, sitting on the earthen floor, we were served with the traditional meal of rice, vegetables & dahl on palm leaves. Then, we gathered for evening prayers.

A lamp lit up the white shirts of the devotees as they sat in rows chanting. Their loud harsh voices reached into me and lifted me as I sat at the side, listening. The fire-flies danced above our heads in sparkling waves and the whole  scene filled me with the joy of the painter before a new revelation as I sat at the side, watching. And in the silence of the meditation that followed, all the months of ugly painful travel dissolved in the light of reality and truth.

On the fourth day I was told that the master would see me and I was asked to write down my questions beforehand. I wrote down – one. 

  ‘ The West has been overtaken by materialism and moves  bisected, with one hemisphere suppressed and one and one ability discarded – lurching out of balance. Will the spirituality of India, preserved in the ancient books and kept alive in all its purity in the monasteries  & ashrams and by lonely sages and, in a debased way,  lived by the whole people – be taken up now and offered to the West?  Will the religious genius of India heal the division in Western man – and heal the world?

He was sitting waiting for me with my question paper in hand. I put my palms together and bowed my head & then sat down  on the chair in front of him. Cold & detached, he gave me no greeting.

   ‘No. The West has sunk very low and suffered very much but it must sink still lower and suffer more and out of the desolation it will  find its own soul’.

He preached for about  twenty minutes and when he stopped, I rose, bowed my head and put my palms together again and,still cold, he watched me go

I knew that I could stay & serve him & march through a thousand magic nights and dream through a thousand days – but I  had to go. I left the next morning & wrote my last note.

    ‘The aim & purpose 0f humanity is  to uncover the mystery of existence. Some believe in a collective search using institutions, organisations, systems, theories & experiments – others in individual & direct  experience.

Western science investigates & can describe everything but cannot answer the question, ‘why’ . India has known the answer for 4000 years. 

The Hindu prayer, ‘I do not pray for wealth, possessions, anything – only for a glimpse of Reality – God’.

When the taxi drew up before my house and I got out and   slammed  the do and stood paying the driver, barks  and  screams came from inside and  when my mother opened the door. Susie, the little dog that I had rescued several years before, hurled herself out, kissing & leaping  all over me.

  ‘I told her this morning that you were coming home today’ my mother

 said, ‘and she’s been waiting at the door ever since’ 

Part II

Chapter 9.

I had longed for this moment.  To see my mother and Susie again and to return to the civilised beauty and restfulness and safety of the home I had 

 created but when, after greeting them, I looked round  - I felt like a stranger. 

Chapter 10. 

After I had finished the epic I bought the house in Hampstead with a mortgage and turned it into comfortable flatlets which gave each of us a home and small income making us, for the first time in our lives, financially  secure yet, I felt  crushed by the weight of the bricks and mortar, depressed by the feel of a houseful of grateful tenants and tormented by the phenomenon  of a successful business .I longed for my old detachment & solitude – and I had to start new work.

Six months  later, I sold it, we moved into lodgings in the country and I began hunting for another working home. I tried to buy Scar Top but they wouldn’t  sell it and I bought a caravan and dragged it to the moortop  in Nidderdale and struggled all one winter with the gales and the snow  And I wrote: 

   It was some time before I could write on a postcard,  ‘All these great blind efforts that I make are acts of faith & feeling and such acts ( the only ones worth making in life) never really fail even  if they seem to sometimes - & sooner or later & ultimately, they succeed far  beyond themselves’ and before I knew that the high hills of England were my Himalayas and I could say, ‘I love this caravan’. Perhaps Europeans always have to struggle physically when they climb  their mountains. 

When I returned to England my dream state  was soon broken as my intuitive side lost its supremacy and although it was painful to be back in a western, wholly rational, atmosphere, it was a relief not to be floating in an eastern sea, alive with psychic images and instances. And now, striving for balance in myself and refusing to accept the either-or-situation,  I turned inwards and  repeating the Hindu prayer, longed for and hoped for, ‘a glimpse of Reality – God’  But as soon as I did this, I lost interest in the world, failing at once to square the circle 

On march 5th,1958, Sir C.P. wrote 

 When you were in India I realised that you were on the eve of a ‘vita nuova’. Not only had your horizons widened with your travels & experiences but there  was a new spiritual ferment which was bound profoundly to modify your outlook. What you need now is not so much new reading & thinking but what the Indian yogis style  Dharana & Pratyahara’ – selections  of mental processes & concentration…I still think that in your drama you have expressed yourself effectively but the limitations of dramatic situations & dialogues may not containn all your freshly  acquired  psychological treasures. …Something like Cardinal Newman’s (Apologia pro vita sua) – an essay or assay portraying your (cyclic unrest fulfilled with solemn equipoise), may well be your next literary adventure.  (‘For all the past, read true, is prophesy’). And so, what you term an autobiography may also be the biography of a world in crisis….Like you, I often feel desperate about the existing ( way of the world) but still I am hopeful for humanity. It needs the shock of new catastrophes & new revelations but the divine in us will never  utterly  perish ….It may be a good idea to pay another visit to India, with which you are truly more akin than, perhaps,  you are aware.’ 

The autobiographical work which I soon started  (and finished many years later) I hoped would be my own as well as the  ‘the biography of a world in crisis’ which he now asked for. 

On October 15th,1959, he wrote from Ooty 

In a few days I shall be completing 80 years of my life & I am proceeding to Madras as my sons & friends are making.  a function of  the occurrence & have overborne my reluctance to be forcibly reminded of my age!  The Annamali University is opening a Library constructed in my name & erecting a bust…I go out to you in spirit as one who has been the truest of comrades and the most discerning of friends. God bless you.

He had chosen the way of the advocates and the governors, the way of the wanted men, the insiders, and had risen from one forum to another until his brilliance took him to the top. 

I had chosen the way of the poets and playmakers, the way of the unwanted and the few, the constant outsiders and, more than halfway through life, I still writhed like a worm in the earth, like a worm under the feet of a king. The year before I had written on the back of a postcard: 

   ‘This year I am 50 – for nearly 30 years I have been writing - & still only for myself, it seems. I don’t blame the world. My odd course was inevitable & I have got used to my obscurity - & I expect nothing else & have come to think that there is good in it. One’s art is put to every test - &  this is the best perhaps? 

I still don’t know if my work will live – whether it is good, bad or indifferent. I am certain that it will – but I don’t know – no one has ever told me. I have no real  external proof that I am not just another passionate mediocrity 

The final test of an authentic artist is dedication – the vows of an artist – abstention from the world & all its pleasures – I have not known of any passionate mediocrity going so far in his arduor as to give up his whole life for his passion 

This I have certainly done – but still that is no proof that my work is good. Perhaps I have done it for an illusion? If so – then I must be mad! But such madness  I think is better than the life in which happiness is the main purpose & success the main show. A crazy, seemingly futile life spent following a will-o-wisp is more rich in experience & wisdom than the other – more  apparently  sane.

On April 30th1960, I wrote to my mother: 

My affairs are coming to a climax. In two days time I shall know the result of  the building application &, on the same day, I haave yet another meeting with the  farmer, Mr Wardman, when I shall offer him £1000 for the derelict long-house. He has changed his mind 4 times so there is no   saying  if he will now be finally  tempted.

And on May 5th on another postcard: 

‘I am down in Pateley. I have bought Laverock Hall – paid the deposit & clinched it & tomorrow will see a solicitor. 

And she  replied: 

‘At last!  ‘The little old crumbling farmhouse’  as you call it. will  be better  than building . You will make it lovely – knock it about – plan the 

garden plant trees it will be thrilling. 

Chapter 12. 

In my letters I had agonised in my usual way about my work although that long struggle to reach the high hills was not to find, as in the past, the solitude and quiet in which simply to write, but to go beyond art to the Source itself   where, not the artifact, but the artist becomes the subject of the endeavour.  But I still did not realise  that I was no longer art-filled but wholly god-filled as I resumed this journey. 

Laverock Hall (lark hall) stood 1000 ft above  sea level where the hill folded back, in a similar position to Scar Top.  It was a typical north country long-house with the dwelling quarters in the middle and barns and byres extending on each side. 

Green sward, which ran into the heather, surrounded it and the land sloped  gently upwards to the road where the Wardmans’ farm stood on the edge of infinity and, with a quarter of an acre  of walled pasture, it was now a little island in the Wardman wilderness. 

 Fortunately it was an open winter. The snow did not prevent me from getting down to the bus and going into Harrogate, nor prevent the lorries from getting up and when the work was finished and the day came when I could move into my house – I did not want to. By then, I had consciously renounced the arts and my own creativity and I knew that I had come away  to the high hills, not to live in a  diminutive baronial  hall, but in a nun’s cell. I should have stayed in the caravan. But I could not undo what I had done.

When the spring came I worked still harder, digging up the virgin ground to make a garden and rebuilding the wall to keep the sheep out  and, afraid to face me with another appeal, my mother wrote this letter – from her flat in Harrogate.

Sunday .June 11th 1961

As a child my one idea was to paint but my mother always frustrated me. Then when I grew up I was keen to marry & have children & when I married I believed my  ambition would be gratified – a generous hearted husband & rich enough to pay for servants & give me my freedom. Then, soon after you were born, I was left a widow with very little money…& no likelihood of painting the way I wanted to. When, at last, I had a little money – I could not paint! My talent had left me – completely!  Why? What did it? overstrain? tired  heart? What did it? I was just as keen, in fact, more so – but my strength had gone out of me.         

I promise I will forever hold my peace & not  criticise  when you overstrain your heart & nerves  - I know that I drive you into a frenzy when I do. But don’t you see my point? You are so gifted & I dread your risking killing your talent ,too. I dread your force & power leaving you.
She stopped there, without  a signature – just  a  few dashes. It was  her last attempt to save me from myself. It was the last cry of an artist whose talent had been destroyed by the world: of a woman of genius who had sacrificed herself – for me 

All I did in response was to buy an old car which, at least, saved me the climb up and down the mountain.

I now spent my days in meditation, yoga, reading and re-building the dry-stone wall – and the wall soon became my teacher and most powerful guide.

In the silence and solitude of the moor, choosing, discarding , often cutting and  reshaping, then lifting and fitting the living stones into an irregular but perfect order; soft, yet hard and heavy; grey, yet shot with colour; blind lumps that ring and breathe, impossible to hurry and with no desire to, a few raised each day, pinioned and powerful, the wall unites with mind and holds it  in deep meditation and at the same time – heals.

I wrote to Sir C.P. and he replied from Annamali University.

I have accepted the Vice-Chancellorship of this university once again after having functioned during the last three years as Chairman of the Hindu religious Endowments Commission & various committees…I have been constantly on the move & unable therefore to be as closely in touch with you as I have always desired to be & always have been. But if my conduct is inexcusable, yours is even more unpardonable and, in view of your protracted silence, I should by rights have forgotten your existence. Anyway, all’s well that ends well and I am glad to learn that you are back on your ‘mountain top’ and you have completed Part I of your book which I hope to read when I am in England, And this brings me to the great news that i shall be in London for the jubilee meeting of the Commonwealth Universities  when I hope it  will be possible for you to be in London when I am.

Afterwards, on  July 28th 1963, he wrote again.

I have returned to the University which is a true haven of peace & leisured culture. But I do miss you – more than I anticipated.
A few more quiet months passed before my mother’s neighbours told me that twice she had fallen down outside the house & they had had to help her up. She was 90 and I knew that she could no longer live  alone. And she knew it, too, and said cheerfully that she would go into a  Home.  But when we drove  round and looked at some, we were appalled and I asked her then if she would come & live with me on the moor – not together, but in a flat of her own. And she agreed with her usual enthusiasm. She had to. She had  no choice. She moved at once.

Adjoining the house was the cowshed where I kept my coal. I now planned to knock out windows  and turn it into an open-space flat with a sitting-room, bedroom, dining-room and kitchen in each corner, separated by the old posts and bars, rubbed smoothe  and glowing by the cows. Four lovely living pens  - with a bathroom built on and its own front door. 

When the work was done she moved into her cowshed flat. Her pictures were hung on the rough stone walls and her treasures set out in  the pens and she seemed very happy. But as she  sat by the window with that marvellous view, she never looked out. She had once written, ‘grand mountain scenery will pass me by’ and when we drove into Harrogate once a week,  she  ran to the shops, ‘to the plate glass windows like magnets’ to look at things on display  - to look and look and then just  potter about the streets looking at people. She was a townswoman and now, she was stranded on the moor.

She was not possessive and demanding, her love was selfless, always a free gift and sacrificial, yet I wanted no more gifts and sacrifices, no links of any kind upon this planet, no companions on the journey  - for all the paths to cosmic consciousness were single and aloneness  was the traveller’s stern condition.

The actual caring I did not consider but when she came out to the moor, she changed it. We had our own compartments yet we rotated in a capsule lapped by solitude and space and the cord was tightened, my Rule was disturbed and I kept losing what I had gained. 

After her second winter  on the moor I noticed a change in her. She had stopped painting boxes and lost her liveliness. Her face had lengthened and her expression was stoney and I knew that the moor would kill her – not old age. I went into her every day but, in between, she lived in silence with nowhere to walk and no life around her. And I was under still more strain myself.

I had finished another  section of my book but not achieved  what I had come for. No sweet manna had fallen from above and no vibrations, no rich sustenance, was coming up from below and I felt suspended between heaven and earth  -  suffering from astral and terrestrial starvation. After six years,  I, too, had had enough. We both needed to return, if not to the life of the world  -  at least to the fine confusion of its streets.

I put my baronial hall on the market and dashed to London and was lucky to find a beautiful  ground floor flat in Hampstead, at a rent that we could afford.

Chapter 13.

From the Penine Hills, my Himalayas, down to a London suburb.  
The massive Edwardian houses in Wedderburn Road, were  converted into flats, occupied b high professional people. We had landed among the gentry once again and my  mother slipped back among them and responded to the familiar vibrations of the world. 

Her pictures looked so much finer on the white plaster walls and her ornaments so much more suited to the marble mantlepiece in her beautiful room with its high ceiling and ornate cornice and  parquet floor.

Through the wide bay window the sun poured in and she looked outwards now, at flowering shrubs and the Hampstead aesthetes passing by. Not only looked out but walked out to the second-hand shops on Rosslyn Hill where she bought junk to paint and saw the cars and buses pass – and she talked to the neighbours. Restored in spirit, at the age of 92, she lived and painted again – for she had come home.

As for myself, after those years of solitary struggle without a glimpse of Reality, I had come away dried-up and in despair, needing a teacher at whose feet I could sit again. And, ‘when the pupil is ready the guru appears’. Not just one appeared  - but many.

Britain with her traders and her soldiers had conquered and aroused the East and   now the movement was in reverse and the East was invading  and arousing the West. The gurus had come bringing with them the fusion I had longed for – and the West was ready. And when I found them now, my desire to hold in my hand  the ‘Pearl of Great Price’ flamed more intensely than before and my belief in the immediate coming of the New Age became a certitude. The power would come down to meet the human spirit leaping up.

On the one hand, I  saw the renaissance as a mental shift which would lead to the practical re-ordering of the world which I had dreamed of but never thought to see in my own time: as  an alternative to the ugly, materialistic society which seemed so clamped upon us, and the purely political solutions we were offered: another way out of the stalemate and stagnation, an escape way which had miraculously appeared and which, for the modern man, feeling betrayed by this god and struggling with absurdity, unloved and unwanted in this world – would be a leap.

On the other, I  saw the ‘new green life’ springing up in England and I knew that I must set off again on the journey which, if I had the strength and determination this time, would bring me trembling to the edges of a veil which I could tear apart  and see what lay beyond.  And looking and longing for mystical experience  and self-transformation I was pleased to 

pick the psychic fruits by the wayside which quenched my raging thirst a little. 

In November, 1965, Sir C.P. wrote again. He was 86 now with his energies undiminished. His ‘History of India’ was progressing and my book was progressing, too, and he ‘looked forward eagerly to its completion.’  

The winter passed and in march 1966, he wrote again. He had resigned the Vice-Chancellorship of Annamali University and all his commitments to concentrate. upon his book. All this was startling and signified how important it  was to him and the urgency which had now overtaken its writing.

The materials are immense and I propose to stay in Ooty until, with you, I am able to declare that it is finished – at last. Hearty congratulations on your strenuousness and drive.
On August 8th he wrote, announcing that his book  would be published in November, that he had been elected  an  Honorary Fellow of the Royal Commonwealth Society &  an Honorary Member of the Athenaeum   and that he was coming to England.

I shall have work to do but the afternoons & evenings will be yours & I want, during this visit, to enjoy as much of you as I possibly can….     
I was going to have to help him live again the golden years of the Round Table Conferences when he sat at the tables of the high-born and the high-in-office; have to help him to forget that the great houses were no longer open, that his hosts were dead and that I was the only friend that he had left, his last close link with the England that he loved so, with the Empire that he fought and loved every  minute of the battle.

On August 20th 1966 he wrote again.

I hasten to felicitate you on the completion of your work  its delivery to publishers. May I wish & pray for a real public ‘acclaim’ for your magnum opus.
The completion of what he called my ‘magnum opus’ brought me neither felicity nor acclaim. Begun as a serious work, relinquished, picked up again and finished – I was bored with it. My lovely writing passion had left me and I didn’t care, for I did not want to be impeded on the climb. I did not try any more to square the circle, or even bother about balance, for the Mountain was now my single passion. I sent it to  a publisher and when it was returned, put it away.

He arrived in September excited & more forceful than ever. He had had a medical check-up before leaving Madras and we plunged into an orgy of London enjoyments.

‘I want to go to some of the places in England that I’ve never seen’ he announced at once. ‘I’d like to start with the Isle of Wight. Why shouldn’t we go there this week-end?’  And I booked rooms.

We set off on the Friday and made the crossing by hovercraft, then something new and an essential experience. The hotel was attractive, the manager was friendly and the beautiful room, facing the sea, with a balcony, he found in every way satisfactory. We settled down happily and the next day he hired a car and we drove all over the island.

In the evening, after dinner, we sat on the balcony and talked as we had never   talked before – about ourselves. No high falutin subjects - just confidences, sweet recollections and intimate assurances and, among the last, some very practical ones. He told me that he had influence with one of the London publishers and that he would take my Ms and recommend it and,  in spite of the currency difficulties, he would find a way of making me a regular allowance.

Al this astounded me. He had promised to get the epic published in India and done nothing and his concern for my welfare in the past had always been so unreal, his gifts so vacillating and uncertain but now, for the first time, I saw that he had feeling, that he really wanted to help me – and would.

In the warm September air we sat  late on the balcony, the only light coming from the room  inside. It was the evening of ‘communion’ that he had been looking forward to – perhaps the ultimate ‘fixture’ that had brought him.

The next morning, when I went to his room after breakfast, I found him unwell  and still not dressed – suffering from diahorrea. He scorned the idea of a doctor. ‘I shall fast. There is nothing that cannot be cured by fasting’.

At lunch-time he sat at the table moodily, watching me eat. And  wanted to leave . He was silent during the journey and at the National Liberal Club where he was staying, I left him at the lift and told the manager that he was not well.

Early the next morning he telephoned me. ‘I’ve been awake all night’ was all he said. ‘I’ll come at once’.

I still didn’t think it serious. It was the first time in his whole life that he had been ill and I just thought that he was shocked and taking it badly. I got through to the manager and told him to send the club doctor up to him at once – and then left in a taxi.

When I reached him he was sitting in an armchair and the doctor had not been. I sat beside him waiting  and we talked. He was calm and loving but I was anxious now and soon went to the telephone  to hurry the doctor.. When the door opened, not the doctor but the head porter came in

Together we carried him back to his bed but he was frightened now and resistant and immediately sprang out of it and rushed back to the chair and we flung a blanket round him. A few moments later, he flung his arms up, his head went back and, both clutching him, we heard the death rattle.

After 16 years my father-teacher-lover had left me and gone on and,  after the shock had passed, I let him go. I did not mourn him. It was a strange and wonderful relationship – a karmic engagement which, in this life, had now been fulfilled.

Another year passed and as my path grew steeper but clearer,  my mother’s fell and became confused. She was 94 now and although mentally quite sensible she became muddly in her ways and uncontrollable. She still went for walks but stopped walking to the bathroom, using a little basin and bucket. When I got her a commode, she would not use it. 

She lost all sense of time and became morbidly  nervous. When I went out in the evening, she soon believed it was after midnight and that I had been kidnapped or run over, and telephoned the police. A dreaded  Home seemed the only solution.

However, an admirable middle-course appeared  when  I heard about the Abbeyfield Association which provided the machinery and advice for individual people to set up  Homes for the elderly themselves. 

I found a suitable house in  Highgate, formed a committee, the conversion work began and  a beautiful Home opened with 9 lovely rooms and I moved my mother with her furniture and pictures. But calamity portended from  the start, for we had chosen the wrong warden.

She  was lazy and sloppy and didn’t cook but opened tins, her caring was inadequate and the smart little house was neglected. I couldn’t sack her 

because the committee supported her.

I had to bring my mother home. And she could have been happy there . She behaved   normally, made friends and she loved her  room . She settled back with me, hating the warden with a characteristic hate, not because of what she herself had suffered but  because of my defeat – and the pity of it. She could not know that worse was to come.

When the basin and bucket returned I was tormented. When the policemen met me on the doorstep, I was vexed. And when I had to cut her nails and brush her hair, I recoiled. I still had feeling but I walled it up – and froze.

  ‘You have become so cold’ she said.  And I hated what I had become. And soon, I could not read, think, meditate, pursue my journey – and my health began to go. And she watched and understood.

 ‘You can’t go on like this’ she said, ‘you must find me a Home.

When the Artists General Benevolent  Society (of which her father had been a founder me member) increased her grant, I moved her to a private Home – but she did not settle. She was pleased with everything at first and then  became unhappy, hating and shouting, misusing her bed  and resorting to the bucket – and I moved her again. Moved her five times, her life going down in chaos until  she settled , in a little Home in Barnet , a suburb of London.

Then, glad to be out of that grand mansion flat, I moved into two rooms at the top of a slum house in Tufnell Park. It was cheap – and I was free.

Yes. Free to attend to my soul and run after the gurus again. At the end of her days I had  turned my mother out among strangers because  I could not bear the  burden  for a few more years. Perhaps just because she had  always put me first, herself last, it was bound to end like this. My ego, created  large – then irreparably encouraged.

The journey of the western soul can be  an inner or an outer experience. I longed to climb at once and had tried and tried, but before I could hope to reach the Light  I had to go down into the darkness of the world again. Highgate was the prelude to a new descent.

Chapter 14.

Anna Morduch was head of the Sufi Order in England and I regularly attended the meetings in her Wimbledon cottage. She was a scholar, author and a ‘shepherd along the road’.

We climbed a ladder to the loft where she had created a tiny chapel dedicated  to all the religions and where she led us in meditation before giving her talk in her  sitting room downstairs.  Here are fragments of one to which she gave the title, ‘The Golden Thread of Gnosis’ 

  If therefore ye are intent on wisdom 

  A lamp will  not be wanting and a shepherd 

  Will not fail, and the fountain will not dry up. Anon.

There is a record of gnosis, of deeper knowledge, which connects all teachings through the ages like a golden thread. It is known by different names in various schools. Some  call it the homeward path, some the royal road, others the quest of the Grail. The methods  vary, but the am is the same. In ancient times these truths were confined to the Mystery Schools in the inner temples and death was the punishment for those who betrayed them. In our time…they are being shouted from the rooftops . However, that Ariadne thread can be followed into our own period of  changing values and easy words and it might be a good thing to probe into the  problem of this hidden thread and the coherence of the ancient wisdom teaching.     Not only did these truths have to be preserved in all their purity but they were dangerous to follow without long training.

And;.

  We have called this golden thread , the thread of Ariadne, which links us with the king’s daughter who helped Theseus to find his way out of the labyrinth at Knossos…This is the point at which we find ourselves historically and personally. If we want to find our way out of the labyrinth we must be guided by the thread of love and wisdom.

She was a great teacher.

Early in 1969, a new teacher appeared at the College of Psychic Studies in South Kensington, John Ross, and a course of six weekly  lectures was announced.

He was about 40, short, good looking, with black hair and dark penetrating eyes and a still, controlled manner, emanating qualities both benevolent and frightening. With a clear arresting voice, he expounded the science of Yoga, not just with the cool intellectualism of  all the  western teachers, or the detachment of the gurus, but with  a direct and burning power which  was novel  and exciting.  

At the end of six weeks he had made such a mark that he was asked to extend the course and he was even more compelling – and I was even keener. He led us into the monasteries of India and Zen, into the holy places of the Sufis and the Mystery Schools of Egypt and revealed  the truths passed from one initiate to another.

And before long, out of the large number attending,  twelve drew unconsciously together to form the ‘inner group’ which stayed behind and went  with him to a café, the Hayloft, where he went on talking – all listening avidly, gazing and adoring, mesmerised. Mostly women. And I was one of them.

I was drawn to him like the rest yet I was always on my guard, nursing a faint reserve. Occasionally, I contrived to walk with him to the station and travel with him in the train. Sometimes he was kind and sometimes cruel – or both together – and it was on one of these journeys that he told me sharply to stop writing. I had already done this but now I understood how imperative it was to abjure the thing I loved, believed I was born to do and for which I had given my whole life. Only by the ‘naughting’ of my talent could I be free to go higher.

  Here is a fragment of his teaching.

  Maya. It is our way of viewing the world which makes it an illusion – false, uncontrolled seeing, false concepts which have no bearing on the real world. We are trained  & attuned to only one wave length & blind to all the others. We must look afresh at everything & learn to see things as they really are, savour every minute of life – that is real living, all else illusion – Maya.

It is mind that creates reality, that controls intellect & brain & body. But it hops about like a grasshopper. We have to master it & look down at the body, at God & out at people & things without emotion   & attachment. Uncontrolled mind makes you a hungry ghost – and a desire-body. 

 Never think with the brain (he gave a loud shout). You heard that not in the brain but in the solar plexus. There are large areas of the body that remain dead all through life & which feel & understand. The feeling in your foot is as important as the feeling in your head or heart. Primitive people  do not worry but exist as ‘lilies in the field’. Plants & trees havc mind & emotions but do not think. Mind is the most primitive cell. The stigmata results from the force of the mind dwelling upon certain  a  feature. Mind, not brain is the centre of mentation, controlling all the other centres

 The Egyptians said that man is a cosmos –so must he function as a cosmos. When you realise this & obtain control over mind – you will experience Satori. While  the mind rushes about like mice on a treadmill it gets you nowhere. ‘Be still and know that I am God’ 

The group entered the House of Sorrows – and his arrogance increased.

    Better it is to go to the House of  Sorrows than to the House of   Rejoicing – for there is more to be learnt in it. Mystical experience is very real, a matter of feeling, pain & suffering – not a cloudy thing. The development of group work is all-important. Teachers are only catalysts. The group should bind together strong in love  & service. You can never serve God until you love each other –‘lay down your life’ , Christianity has taught us. Teaching techniques stimulate intuition but the teacher only turns the key – the pupil pushes open the door. The teacher must be someone who has undertaken the inner journey & knows the way. I know the way. 

He then taught us exercises. And deep breathing to open the pelvic area.

   Anubis, the Opener of the Ways – also known as U-pu-wet, - the sound goes through & out of the anus. Object to strengthen the muscles & affect the anus. Twitch tail muscles & wag buttocks in same way as ears. Twitch thighs – eventually you will gain control & develop tactile sense in the tail – gain nerve  sensation in controlled empathy – train the mind to take part in a muscular exercise. Greater knowledge of our being – awareness of a new force – result – the personality will change. Dreams, reveries, interior experiences & phenomena will enter the mind during meditation.

   Like the lotus with its roots in the mud. We must accept & gain knowledge of, & talk about, the lower regions of the body. These techniques are slow & gentle with small affects at first. But this only a beginning & none of it can be found in books.

He did not tell us what these exercises  were and we did not dare to ask for now, with bursts of anger, he suppressed all questions.  I suspected that they were Kundalini Yoga and I soon stopped doing them.

Deeper and deeper he went, showing us the blinded initiate in velvety darkness, the Great Lord of Midnight, the green face of the Risen One, the evil of Kali, the darkness of the Underworld and the blackness of the Void, the black negative aspect of white , both divine – earth as divine as Heaven.

Then.

 I gave you some exercises. Are you doing them?  I can tell from your  faces .If you do them exactly as I’ve taught you, the jackal-headed god and Opener-of-,the Ways will give you control over your body & the experiences for which you thirst.

And soon the  faces changed. People came looking strained, some shrank away and others made scenes, cast themselves upon him in anger, or adoration, or despair; some confided their experiences, some gave him cheques, and when he set us tests and trials and chose a woman for himself, hysteria raged and the group became a band of bewildered stragglers. Yet still I stayed to listen – and to watch 

‘I am the fool of God!’ he cried one day ‘God’s madman! Walking among people who call themselves sane – but what I teach you is your destiny  Mystical experience and super-normal powers are built into the blue-print of evolution and only waiting for men to reach up & claim them. The Mysteries of today will  be the open knowledge of tomorrow . 

‘Wake up! You eat too much & sleep too much & your houses are too comfortable – you are digging your own graves with your teeth – you must learn to fill yourselves  with the food of heaven – with love….’ 

In June, I attended a week-end course in Surrey and when I arrived I found  that one of the Vice – Presidents , Bill Blewett, was also there. And when we walked in the park in between lectures, he listened to me with astonishment & disquiet and told me, at once,  that it was Kundalini Yoga that Ross was teaching which, even for the group was unwise and for the crowd dropping in haphazardly, positively dangerous.

Soon afterwards, in the hayloft, Ross talked about the group again and, in a letter  sent later to the President, I described what happened. 

 ‘…about welding us into a close all-loving group, as near to each other as brother & sister, mother & father, helping each other, ministering to each other, responsible for each other. And at the end when I was leaving and he took my hand and looked into my eyes, all my doubts & fears vanished and love  rushed up. I loved him, loved everyone in the group, everyone in the  train and in the streets as I walked home – and loved the world. ‘This is it’ I felt. ‘He is my master’. And I was transported with joy.

 This lasted three days. Then, just as suddenly, it all went into reverse. A violent distrust and dislike of him overcame me. When I sat before him in the class  I was conscious only of the evil in him.

 It was like that experience of evil, of the dark underside of the world and of man in the station in Berlin, the same sudden seeing – and escape. 

About this time, I read a newly published book, ‘Experiment  in Depth’by P.W.Martin, a disciple and friennd of C.G.Jung and it so impressed & helped me that I wrote to thank him for it.  And he invited me to come and see him and On July 21st 1969, a woman disciple met me at the station and drove me to the large country house standing in the middle of a beautiful park – the centre where he lived and taught.  

 With another woman disciple standing beside him, he met me at the door and we walked out into the garden and crossed the lawn to where four chairs had been placed in the shade of a tree.. Three  of  them close together, the fourth, to which I was directed, facing  them – like a court   of justice.

I had sent him a shortened version of the epic and He had obtained another play from the British Museum and so, he knew about my work and launched into a violent criticism at once. After that, he began his assault on me, hurling questions & charges at me and responding  to my answers with  insults and rudeness.

 From my shortened notes. 

   What are like? Do you strike out at people? 

   Where are you centred? The throat. I have been watching you. Very  

   Strange. The only other person I have known like this was a Korean girl - & she was bone-headed. But you seem quite intelligent

Your seeking is only on the surface. No depth. 

 You’re trying to b a writer but you’re just a crackpot.

  Do you pray?  Do you dream?  You’re just a crackpot. 

  You’re not a spiritual person. You’re just a crackpot.

  I tried to fend off all  the judging & lessen the solemnity              

  By telling some  amusing traveller’s stories which made the disciples 

  laugh 

  You could not lead a group – you’d prima donna it.

  Well. You are in a hopeless state, aren’t you?  (looking at his watch) 

   You’d  better catch the 6.30 train. Christine, take her to the station. 

   (next morning – woke feeling as if had been run over –aching all over

   & dead tired – when I got out of bed saw that I was covered with 

   bruises – down to the waist – wore off & faded by lunch-time) 

He had punched me with words that  came from his mind and their power had  marked my flesh – stigmata - and now, long after the marks have gone and the man s dead, I am striking back.

It may be that when he  received my fan letter, he perceived another pliant woman worshipper, another likely disciple, but when he met me, knew at once that he had made a mistake. And he was disappointed and angry with himself, with his intuition in which, as an occultist, he took pride and which had let him down. That may explain the state of his mind. It does not explain how a man can write a book about the spiritual life and put down his pen and pick up a club. Another faulty vehicle.

When Bill Blewett told the President of the  College what John Ross was teaching, he showed no concern and the rest of my information he dismissed as malicious.

However, the courses stopped and, crazed and confused, for they were all in the power of Kundalini, the group broke up while the President received the  teaching behind closed doors.

Into this dull western academy of enlightenment,  John Ross had come, magnetic and forceful with his esoteric acrobatics . First opening our ignorant minds to the mysteries taught in ancient schools, and then our inert  and neglected bodies to the serpent power of the cosmos. No  wonder we were excited  when he came, intoxicated when he stayed and driven mad before he left.

I read another remarkable book, ‘The Testimony of Light’ published  during the same convulsive year of  1969. It consisted of a series of connected  messages, received over a period of a year & a half, by a medium, Helen Greaves, from her  friend, Frances Banks, who was dead. 

I had never been interested in the work of mediums but  this beautifully

drawn tale of life after death, with a rich dramatic element running through it, I found both moving and convincing and I knew, at once, that I  must adapt it for the stage. I approached  Helen  and she gave me her 

permission.

As a young woman, Frances Banks went to Africa as a nun in the Anglican Community of the Resurrection and for most of her time there she was principal of a Teacher  Training College, teaching psychology, English and art, loved by generations of students and respected throughout the colony for her services to education. Then, at the height of her powers and influence, she left the Order and returned to England. This was the reason, as communicated to her friend, after her death 

   As you know, I dedicated myself to the religious life, repeating the creeds and forms with my lips, my will stretched and exerted to keep me honourably  performing to the best of my ability those vows which I had

so solemnly made until,  after 25 years of such devotion, I found myself unable to go on any longer.

   It was not that I no longer believed  in God, or did not care to follow the pattern of Jesus, or doubted that Christ was the Light of the World, but because, into my experience and thoughts had seeped a new explanation of these mysteries and doubts of the veracity of so many tenets of the Faith.

In England, she became Tutor-Organizer at Maidstone prison and from this experience wrote her first book, ‘Teach them to Live’. Other books followed and she lectured  widely.

She and Helen Greaves were intimate friends, their disparate gifts enabling them to work together psychically and spiritually , experimenting in telepathy and exploring the deep levels of meditation until the time came when Frances was able to use Helen’s ‘open channel’ to send back a description of the last undiscovered country, a message that there is no death, that ‘the last enemy that  shall be destroyed is Death’ and to reveal herself in a great confessional  passage.

First paragraph of her great Confession.

   I am finding peace.  I am at peace. I am absorbed into the peace that is here. I no longer need to strive and  struggle as I did on earth. Always there I worked too hard, I battled forward. I followed every path. I obeyed the precepts, followed the doctrines, studied and examined all the theories of the spirit; drove myself with the whip of an iron will, read, marked, digested the sciences of the human mind, the human psyche and of the occult. All for the bliss and glory of a break-through to Spirit. And now, as I look back I realise that so much was illusion.  I sought the Spirit and the Spirit was there all the time. ‘He came unto His own  and  his Own received Him not’.

Last paragraph:

Even here, in my new life, I have been rushing hither and thither in search of adventure, experience, progress. But now  I let go. I seek for nothing. I
absorb and am absorbed by the Spirit of Light, Love, Beauty. 

That was the background to the project and on November 29th 1969, I wrote to Helen: 

I started work on ‘The Testimony’ last Tuesday and I am in a state of permanent intoxication! The words which at first were of no intrinsic interest to me, have now taken possession of me. I cut and prune and transpose and act and recite the lines to myself, loving them as if they were my own…I can see and feel now how the drama should be staged and the vision grows daily more  tremendous. That this work should have come to me fills me with awe and gratitude while the responsibility of it all, I carry with a kind of trembling confidence… 

  A week later I wrote again. 

I am reaching the end of the first gruelling stage; the detailed study of every word and line…I shall work all through Christmas and hope to have the first draft for you to see soon after.  I work as one possessed and the bliss of such possession is my way of worship. The  book  is a rapturous outpouring – the play will be a great mystical-religious drama. 
My only respite was my weekly visit to my mother. Her armchair, a small table and the pictures  hanging on the walls were all  that she had left of her own. But they seemed enough for she was happy now. She liked her little room. 

She had her  discontents but they were not serious for the Home was well-nigh perfect. My discontent was her deafness. Her hearing-aid was no longer effective and shouting was so tiring and so, I began scribbling down what I wanted to say and these scribbles became  a regular form of communication, with the inestimable advantage that she could keep them and study them, when I was gone – and pick up & continue the talking points when I returned. And they became a book. 

On January 12th 1970, I wrote to Helen again. 

It is finished! It is a play. A stupendous drama, I am sure of it This is what I plan to do now. Give two readings – to friends, of course, but more especially to influential & professional persons who  will make suggestions and even help  in the launching stage….  I would like you to hear it first. Shall I come to you?…I am so excited about this now. I can’t wait to be driving on with it. 
On the 16th she replied.

Herewith your excellent script! And thank you for all the work you have put into it. 

She attached her comments. 

 Wonderful  religious drama. Suitable for performing in a church (Southwark Cathedral) – or in Theatre-in—the Round in Chichester….PB has done a remarkable job.  Hardly anything of the original script has been altered. Excellent and careful  piece of work. With some alterations & corrections should make a most uplifting drama & spectacle. 

And I scribbled all this to my mother. We had never talked of death – now it became an open & regular topic.

  ‘ The play is about life after death, a cosmic drama, based on messages ‘sent back’ by a woman who died, to her friend – a description of the world that she has gone to – the beautiful & fantastic world that you will soon go to, a play which will not only teach & help people, take away the fear of death –  but which will change the theatre itself – start a new trend, away from sex & violence & cruelty – the sort of theatre that I have looked for & struggled for all my life & have failed to find or promote…and which will open up possibilities for my old plays…’

As she read these scribbles every week, she considered her own prospects with interest but it was mine which excited her. She saw me, the great writer, at last acknowledged by a stupid world – her belief in  me proven and her dream come true. 

On February 6th, two days after the first reading, I scribbled:

  ‘ About 30 people crowded into the room, some having to stand, among then the Vice-Chancellor of Surrey University,  eminent clergymen,   scientists, doctors etc, held and enthusiastic about the play . The V-C offered £1000  there & then towards its production.

On another day we talked about  ourselves:

 ‘You went to Africa to find the  father of your children & a man who would let you paint. Men were so demanding then. Do you think he would have let you?

  ‘If you  had gone to him and said, ‘Darling, I’ve had my babies, the nurses can look after them and now I am going to paint again. You promised me I should. I want to go to Italy. The servants can run the house, you can entertain the guests, put up with an empty bed & give me plenty of money.’ How would he have taken it?

   ‘Remember, he was going into politics & would have been an M.P. – perhaps a minister, with a social as well as a political life. Would ha have let you go? Was he the perfect man? It would be lovely to think so, yet sad  to think what you lost when he died – love, security & freedom – not that long lonely struggle

She was silent – but she had her answer a week later. ‘It was best that he died and that we had to knock about the world  together’. And I scribbled: 

  ‘ So that you were free to paint, then trapped again – by me. You adored  your art until I came – and then you adored me & put me first. If you had not had me  you would have gone abroad & lived among artists & developed your art,  become  a well-known painter. You were as great a genius as any man – but all your prime years you gave to portraits, turned them out like a machine, just making money – or failing to & wearing yourself out as a lodging-house keeper.’

‘The great painters you once knew & talk about now were men – with women round them. It is  almost always true that great artists have been helped to their success by the women who sacrificed  themselves. Men don’t do this  for women. But you did it  for me. 

First you painted to bring me up , then to give me my freedom to be a writer then, worn out, you stopped painting & became my servant. Love was your undoing.’

‘I wanted  you before I had you’ she said,  ‘and when I had you I never stopped adoring you’ 

‘I know. I know. That is the eternal tragedy of woman. And perhaps this quality of selfless love surpasses genius and crowns all. 

‘I shall paint in the next life’ 

‘Yes. Yes. You will. You will carry  your talent on with you and bring it to fulfilment’ 

‘Shall we meet again?’ 

‘Of course. Great loves ,great friendships &, I suppose, great enmities, go on from life to life  There is no division between  life & what we call death – only the dense atmosphere & slower vibrations of the earth plane

 separate us. Mystics can break through the density & actually live in the next world of mind & spirit, while they are still here. 

On February 21st,  when I was with her again, I scribbled: 

 ‘You gave me my freedom & I wrote as I wanted to write but I failed in the world because I was writing what was not  the fashion – not wanted. This play will revolutionise the theatre, start a new trend…and my time is now coming. I am happy & confident for the years of obscurity and, often depression, are over…I’m so glad you are working on your memoirs again. 

On March 5th Helen wrote: 

 I was  very thrilled by your talk on the telephone last night and I do wish you every success with the play. I am much looking forward to reading the second version. You are so dedicated & have delved so deeply into the  meanings  and implications…brought them into a form where the ‘theatre-goer’ & the man in the street, as well as the more enlightened souls will be able to understand them. It will be wonderful one day to  sit back & ‘see’ the whole book unfolded by actors & actresses. Bless you for your work. 

And on march 14th  when I scribbled: 

   Have you forgotten that this is my Baptismal  Day! When, dressed in a long beautiful , Indian  embroidered robe and you, all in black , still mourning, but looking so soigne & beautiful – I still have the photograph – we set off  together in a carriage for St James’s where the tender-hearted bishop added my second  name because I was going to be such a joy to you!!! That was the first journey that we made together. 

On May 6th, I wrote to Helen:

Here is the final version! I can do no more for the present. And on the 9th, she replied, attaching a report

. 

Play received and  I have spent the last two days going through it  very carefully. I do appreciate  all  the work you have put into it and the careful manner  in which you have tried to keep to Frances’ script. This version is a great improvement on  the first, as you have broken up long chunks of monologue and the scenes are more dramatic. But you have sometimes let  your imagination run riot in an effort to bring in dramatic scenes. 

Report;

This is a sensitive and imaginative rendering of the book ‘Testimony of ‘Light…though is some places a little too imaginative! It is, however, a big improvement  on the first draft and, I should think, would act better… 

When I ‘let my imagination run riot’, my aim was to make the scenes clear where they were confused and credible, where they were  obtuse. I had to elicit  and restore what I  believed Frances had intended but which had got lost on the way or when being committed to paper, long hand. Only later  did I learn that the friend who had typed the original script had, without saying anything, already edited away a lot of the verbosity and confusion. 

On may 12th I telephoned her – and was hit by a blast. Shouting accusations and abuse, she raged for half an hour and my attempts . to speak were drowned. She was writing the play herself. She had suddenly realised that all the glamour which she had received from her book and  her ‘open-channel’ would shift  from her to me. 

She did not take long, for she used my play but when I managed to obtain a copy, I was shocked by the sentimental scenes which she had added and the awful writing style and, in my turn, I blocked its production which had already been arranged for Southwark Cathedral  by The Vice Chancellor of  Surrey University ,who was one of her Group.

The whole lovely enterprise ended in disaster. 

Frances’ words;   ‘People living on earth, the erudite, the cultured and clever minds, the devotional and religious minds, the uneducated, the illiterate and the closed minds, must all be reached. All need this knowledge’  would never be delivered from a stage and my prospects as a writer  were demolished again. Soon afterwards, my mother died  

I began working on a new play – ‘The Journey’.

The story of its production – condensed. 

‘The Journey’, re-written in contemporary terms, is the old old allegorical journey of myth, literature and religion which has been variously described as the journey of the soul through Matter and its return to the Source; as the journey down into the dark of the of the Unconscious and then up into the Light; as the search for the Treasure, for the Higher Self – God. 

If the tales and images of the past are manifold and the travellers have all been men, now, as western civilisation breaks up in discord and bewilderment and the ground is cleared for renewal, a girl sets out. 

From scene to scene, through outer turmoil & inner darkness, facing tests and trials, failing, falling, but seeing what she has to see and knowing what she has to know, she goes on & on until the journey ends where it began – at the source of Light and Love and with a vision of a  New Age. 

I had failed before but now I believed that things had changed and that the cultural sector of society would be the first to sense this and that my work  would, at last be understood and wanted. But I was wrong again.. 

The play was read & analysed, always with ‘great interest’; compared (not always flatteringly) with  ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ and ‘Peer Gynt’. even praised sometimes in a bemused way but with no sense of its significance.  The readers were aimiable & well-wishing but it was social realism that they still wanted 

Robert Brustein, Dean of the Drama School at  Yale University, spent nine months in England at this time, as guest  critic. In  a full-page article he wrote: 

  ‘Mainstream English drama is still anchored, to a greater or less extent. in social-realistic & even naturalistic, techniques…the new plays  reek with sentimentality about the working class, excessive liberalism, over insistence on the grime & squalor of industrial cities - & stale didacticism…the most  interesting playwrights in other parts of the world  have long since abandoned realism as a viable form of serious theatrical writing…by contrast English playwrights, with certain exceptions, are virtually indifferent to interior journeys & metaphysical investigation…If the theatre is to survive it will not be by throwing back a photographic reality at the spectator…

And in another before he left: 

  ‘From  all outward  appearances  the  London theatre would seem to be in a state of flourishing health. Plays continue to pour into the theatres …and audiences flock to them with eagerness & anticipation…But  after 9 months, I am gnawed  by  a suspicion that everything is not as it appears on the surface. Ultimately a nation’s art is judged not quantitatively but qualitatively and…to entertain the spectator becomes of less moment than to stretch  his mind, engage his emotions & challenge his imagination. 

  Is the British theatre really serious? Does it aspire not only to amuse but to create seminal works of art?  To judge from the past season.. transvestite revues, over-produced American musicals,  superficial sex comedies. star-studded revivals & arthritic soap operas…no amount of critical cheerleading can conceal the fact that something is wrong…the  serious play has virtually disappeared. 

 The best modern theatres of Europe have always functioned not as mirrors, reflecting the taste of the audience but as lamps lighting the way to new directions’

The play was read at Attingham Park, the New Age centre of which Sir George Trevelyan was the director and I gave a reading at a conference of the World Spiritual Council. It was read by an agent and rudely rejected, then  ‘sent out into the dark cruel world’. Then, revelation came  - and propulsion. 

If I sold my cottage I would have the money to produce the play myself. I telephoned a house agent and three days later, it was sold.

I sold my car and  my last  pieces of good furniture. I stripped myself for the ultimate contest, put £12,000 into  the bank, moved to a room in London and approached the theatre as a backer, with big money

 – and a heaven-favoured play.

The Round House, in Camden Town, accepted it & offered me alternative bookings and, at the same time, Sir George suggested that I send it to Coventry cathedral. 

I worked for a year, 1974, with the young Drama Director, overcoming the  problems, one by one, until we reached the casting stage  when the difficulties were finally insuperable.

 ‘I can’t do it’ he cried despairingly, ‘You must find another company. There are lots of good ones in Warwickshire.  Let one of them do it & bring it into the Cathedral’.

The Criterion, a good Coventry  company with an experienced director, agreed to do it – but not in the  Cathedral. He wanted to take it to the Edinburgh Festival and I went there, booked a hall and returned with the good news. But when he put it to his company, not enough of them could be  persuaded  to commit themselves to three weeks away during  the summer holidays. Their  children came first and I returned to London, after more than a year wasted, and booked a 4-week run at the Round house for April 1976. 

I formed a company, Aphelion Productions, chose a director, deposited a week of actors salaries with Equity, became London management and in March 1976, with a cast of 14 plus two juveniles and Angela Pleasance in the lead, ‘The Journey’ opened at the Round House.

There were troubles from the beginning. I wanted to engage young actors  at low salaries  & to take them off the dole but the Director demanded a star & well-known supporting actors; the production manager  an assistant (his girl-friend), the designer more  money for the costumes, the composer a well-known clarinettist  and the director himself, a higher salary. And , by the time it opened,  a lighting designer, a sound expert, a poster designer, a mime coach and a photographer had been added to the company.

‘But what about the budget?’ I protested every time, . ’When they signed their contracts they knew what they had to do. They were told about our situation. They know we’re not big-time management.’ 

‘You asked for a first-class production – and we’re giving it you. It’s a big play and we can’t take any risks’ he came back at me every time. And when we met at the accountants every week, his figures always appeared satisfactory – the future always seemed alright 

On the opening night, the Groups came in coaches from all over the country to see the much talked about New Age play, the  seats were filled, the production was good and success was predicted,  while five London critics reported and did their best to kill the play.

The ‘ Times’ was the least odious. Showing off his own cleverness, he skated over the scenes flippantly but politely. The telegraph conceded that some of the scenes were ‘unusually rewarding & funny’ although the rest was ‘heavy going’ and he wondered if the journey was ‘worth completing’.  The Financial Times described the Eastern religions as ‘mangy creeds’ and  thought that this sort of junk had had its day and  that  the audience would think that all the talk about  karma was to do ‘with mild curries & weird love positions. The Hampstea & Highgate Express dismissed it in a few lines as ‘a swamp of philosophical cliches’ and the Evening News wrote, Alas, when the eternal truth is revealed it is as profound as a homily in a Christmas cracker. The answer to existence –searching within yourself. Well, I ask you’ 

They were no better than  a troop of Calibans lurching into a  temple, sniggering, blaspheming and defiling. The next night the bookings were down and did not pick up. The usherettes took to urging the sad isolated little groups to coalesce, moving the cheap seats to the dear  ones while I stood in the foyer watching them arrive, always hoping for more. The run had to be  cut to three weeks.                                                                                                                                                                      

On the last night, the bookings  were better, perhaps portents of what might have been – given time? A man came up to me afterwards.  ‘This is the third time that I’ve come. Why can’t it go on?’
 Yes. Why couldn’t it? When I tried to ‘stretch the minds’ of Londoners – why did I fail? Blaming is the last act of failing – and as bitter.  Everyone blamed different things. I blamed the over-spending, over-charging and over-manning, I felt that the system had killed the play and was killing the theatre of the future. I called the critics barbarians and said the public was not ready. 

All my plays had failed – the ‘Testimony’ before it even reached a stage – and in the limbo where they lay I did not know whether they were good or bad, the one  merely a scapegoat for spirituality become demonic, and the rest victims of rampant materialism and debased policies and fashions in the arts.. I only knew that in both worlds my work seemed useless and unwanted and  - ‘I had nowhere to lay my head’. 

Holderlin said, ‘In a spiritless age – why be a poet?’ I might have said, ‘In a barbarous age why write verse plays and epics, upholding the Great Tradition?’  Yet failure is  not an abstraction but the other aspect of  success – an uneasy pair but equal in value and in virtue. 

The total cost of the production came to £21,000. I was £5000 in debt and the creditors closed in. It was then that my little Jewish accountant , friend and lover of the theatre who, from the start had not charged me a penny, rose to defend me. Persuading them all that proceedings  and bankruptcy would gain them nothing and they withdrew. 

I had moved about with an old Saratoga  trunk crammed  to the brim with my mother’s  unframed pictures.  Ever since her death that trunk had worried me and now – I opened it. And wrote: 

   ‘Caught and driven by overwhelming forces, she scattered little gems about the world until her powers were broken and, in the end, living on   charity, she  died unknown’. And I knew that I must do something to make her known. 

It was 1977, the year when I looked back calmly at my seeking self and wrote the article,  ‘The Fire that we Passed Through’.  And now, quote from it again:

   The divine passion lasted many years…Although I strained & struggled      
 the distance between me & my sublime desires  remained the same. the 

 break-through for which I longed still eluded me and when I finally  acknowledged to myself that I was too poor and feeble to reach any of the peaks, that I had fallen in the spiritual race and was back in the wretched tenement from which I had started, I felt all the misery of failure & betrayal.

   As time passed, however, so did my despair, and I saw that all the striving and straining after spiritual wealth, the conquering of peaks & running up and down exotic Paths, twisting through the jungles of ancient cultures were so often self-deceits and unneeded , that I was back where I started because within me &  beneath my feet all the time was the Path that I must follow – my own path. The art which I served, I knew would give me the insights that I craved – and I began to write again.’

I have not squared the circle but I have reconciled the opposites and, in my own way, the Way of the artist, been able, at creative moments, to transcend them. A year later, I reached the age of 70, and looked back again – this time at my writing self. 

From my first follies I was saved by my golden thread. My later aberrations & adventures were the rich material needed for my art. When success did not come, only failure after failure, neither my confidence in my genius (as I was pleased to call it) nor my hold upon my purpose were ever shaken.

Now, suddenly at 70, they  were.. After all these years of life, nearly all of them engaged in struggle, why was I where I was and what I was – unknown,  poor and living in an institution? Why had my plays failed, not one, but all of them? Was the reason which I gave every time –the unfavourable cultural climate just an excuse to myself? The climate of the English theatre could not be totally unfavourable? Were my plays not the works of unrecognised genius, but of a second-rate scribbler – a passionate mediocrity? Were those early visions just hallucinations?  Had I denied myself the natural pleasures and good things of life, lived in poverty & loneliness & sacrificed my mother – for a fantasy and monstrous conceit? Had I experienced, year after year, the pain and ecstasy of creation   - only to give birth to idiot works? If so, then I was mad myself –and a mad  better. After 70 years, I was ending as I began without having paused in the race – just a mad desiring runner, eyes fixed upon illusion, with a crown of nothingness to be won.  

Haunted by depression I waited for the publication of my  book.

I had re-read the first part , The Golden Thread, which Sir C.P had called ‘a biography of a world in crisis’  and sent it to several publishers. All had rejected it except a small New Age  firm specialising in the esoteric but with little marketing power. It could not compete with the big firms in their grand offices which now market literature like merchandise, using the techniques of big business – the best-seller, the star system and mass production. Nor could it break through the barriers set up by the reviewers.

The book  did not fail   like the plays, because no one could any longer read it. It is very readable. It just sank beneath the weight of junk and dollar bills.

In 1979, I booked the National Book League Gallery, in Albemarle Street for a week, and exhibited my mother’s pictures. And in 1981.  with money from subscriptions, I published the epic, ‘The Isle, the Sea & the Crown’ – printing 500  paperback copies. I made no attempt to find  a publisher but after so many years in trunks and cupboards, like the buried pictures,  buried plays, buried everything – I had to bring it out into the light. 

It received one short but good review (by a woman) and  in a personal letter, Colin Wilson praised it  As I went  from shop to shop, in London and in Oxford, the booksellers were friendly and bought a few copies but in the literary market-place it was an irrelevance – sixteen years of love & labour .

My British Legion Home, in a mining area in the Midlands, was not just a sheltered Home but a fall-out shelter  in which I tried to keep myself immune from my surroundings while keeping myself busy inside. Each time I went to London and then returned, I hurried from the station  trying not to see the ugliness, hear the raucous sounds and breathe the noxious air. And as the years passed, I exchanged one depression for another. I no longer looked back at my life and felt that I had failed, no longer believed  that my work was bad and I was mad. But just as I was overwhelmed by my  surroundings, so  did I feel that all that I had given my life to, was obsolete – that both I & my work had been swept away. I did not blame the system any longer, with all its evils – but history.

Some time later, in a lecture to an adult education class – I said: 

   At the beginning of the century, the Spanish philosopher, Ortega y Gasset, in his book, ‘The Revolt of the Masses’ predicted and criticised the rise of the mass-man, ‘his self-satisfaction, his will to intervene and impose his own vulgar views, his deplorable ignorance…As the mass-man rises all values and qualities fall…

But he goes on to say that there is a favourable aspect to the rule of the mass-man, ‘Inasmuch as it signifies an all-round rise in the historical level and reveals that the average existence today moves on a higher plane than that of yesterday’ 

The present period will have to be lived through until mass-man is educated and integrated into a new unified culture. And FRLeavis, writing later says, ‘It is a commonplace that culture is at a crisis…’

And IA Richards, writing  at the same time,   It is vain to resist the triumph of the machine. Equally vain to console ourselves with he promise of a ‘mass culture’ that shall be utterly new and perhaps better than the one we are losing. This century is in a cultural trough rather than upon a crest and the situation is likely to get worse before it  gets better…Once the basic level has been reached a slow climb back may be possible…a hope that looks very desperate in the face of the accelerated downward pace …High culture  has always been in the keeping of a minority. Now this minority is conscious not merely of an uncongenial but of a  hostile environment.

And Bernard Levin, the drama critic follows: ‘Are the themes with which writers are obsessively concerned – violence, injustice, disappointed hopes, the darker side of life – true reflections of Britain in the throes of post-colonial decline or do they  point to something rotten in the state of the UK?  Or are they merely psychopathic fantasies of a group of gifted neurotics?’

And in 1971, the American historian, Alvin Toffler, published ‘Future Shock’ and in 1980, ‘Third Wave’, both books presenting a visionary and practical programme for climbing out of the trough and riding upon the crest of the tidal wave upon which, he believes, mankind is now advancing.

And I concluded:

  If we can survive  the advent of leisure, profit from the miracle and leap into the New Age, and putting on the new higher consciousness, build small de-massified communities, rescue and personalise the mass-man, restore creativeness, lift the arts to a new level of perception, into the region of mystery, and re-unify our culture – if we can do all that – where shall we go next?

I shall not be here but my plays & my books may be, which were written, I believe, to help give an answer to that question. I have hoped, despaired – and now I hope again. 

The fall-out shelter did not preserve me from the pervasion of the sub-culture. Such shelters never do and I walked out of mine into the alien streets and talked to the workers, the workless, the jobos, the vandalising children and to the women who are their mothers, their tarts and their wives. And the mass-man smiled at me & told me his story. He does not want my plays – but someday he will. 

And the flat that was a shelter has now become a cell in which the nun, the bride of art – born slave to a task, herself a nothing, a finger moving                                                                                                                                           as a pen – sits cloistered from the world recording the joys and hardships of the journey and, as she writes, thinks upon the strange and wonderful design that fixed and shaped it – the opposites that dance in ecstasy and the circle that cannot be squared. The balance that may not be lost, the paradigm to be  adored, suffered and transcended. And kneeling at the foot of the Tree of Life which reaches upwards and outwards, her service not yet finished, she holds the world in her  orisons and herself where the artist can see beyond the general and bring back what she has seen.

@ Philippa Burrell.

Due to bankruptcy printed, but never published 

Publication of the trilogy now desired.
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