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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE 

THE Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan-that Institute of Indian 
Culture in Bombay-needed a Book University, a series 
of books which, if read, would serve the purpose of pro­
viding higher education. Particular emphasis, however, 
was to be put on such literature as revealed the deeper 
impulsions of India. As a first step, it was decided to 
bring out in English 100 books, 50 of which were to be 
taken in hand almost at once. Each book was to contain 
from 200 to 250 pages and was to be priced at Rs. 1-12-0. 

It is our intention to publish the books we select, ~ot 
only in English, but also in the following Indian lan­
guages: Hindi, Bengali, Gujarati, Marathi, Tamil, Telugu, 
Kannada and :M:alayalam. 

This scheme, involving the publication of 900 volumes, 
requires ample funds and an all-India organisation. The 
Bhavan is exerting its utmost to supply them. 

The objectives for which the Bhavan stands are the 
reintegration of the Indian culture in the light of modern 

· knowledge arid to suit our present-day needs and tha resus­
citation of its fundamental values in their pristine vigour. 

Let me make our goal more explicit : 
We seek the dignity of man, which necessarily implies 

the creation of social conditions •which would allow him 
freedom to evolve along the lines of his own temperament 
and capacities; we seek the harmony of individual efforts 
and social relations, not in any makeshift way, but within 
the frame-work of the Moral Order; we seek the creative 
art of life, by the alchemy of which human limitations are 
progressively transmuted, so that man may become the 
instrument of God, and is able to see Him in all and all 
in Him. 
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The world, we feel, is too much with us. Nothing would 
uplift or inspire us so much as the beauty and aspiration 
which such books can teach. 

In this series, therefore, the literature of India, ancient 
and modern, will be published in a form easily accessible 
to all. Books in other literatures of the world, if they 
illustrate the principlrs we stand for, will also be included. 

This common pool of literature, it is hoped, will enable 
the reader, eastern or western, to understand and appre­
ciate currents of world thought, as also the movements of 
the mind in India, which, though they flow through 
different linguistic channels, have a common urge and 
aspiration. 

Fittingly, the Book University's first venture is the 
Mahabhm·ata, summarised by oue of the greatest living 
Indians, C. Rajagopalachari; the second work is on a sec­
tion of it; the Gita by H. V. Divatia, an eminent jurist 
and a student of philosophy. Centuries ago, it was pro­
claimed of the Mahabharata: "What is not in it, is no­
where.'' After twenty-five centuries, we can use the same 
words about it.. He who knows it not, knows not the 
heights and depths of the soul; he misses the trials and 
tragedy and the beauty and grandeur of life. 

The Mahabharata is not a mere epic; it is a romance, 
·telling the tale of heroic men and women and of some who 
were divine; it is a whole literature in itself, containing 
a code of life, a philosophy of social and ethical relations, 
and speculative thought on human problems that is hard 
to rival; but, above all, it has for its core the Gita, which 
is, . as the world is beginning· to find on t, the noblest of 
~cr1ptures and the grandest of sagas in which the climax 
IS reached in the wondrous Apocalypse in the Eleventh' 
Canto. 
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Through such books alone the harmonies underlying 
true culture, I am convinced, will one day reconcile the 
disorders of modern life. 

I thank all those who have helped to make this new 
branch of the Bhavan 's activity successful. 

I, QuEEN VICTORIA Ro.AD, 
NEW DELHI: 

3rd October 1951. 

·-" 

K. M. MUNSHI 



l•'OREWOHD '1'0 'rHE FIRST EDITION 

IT gives me very great pleasure to write a litt1e introduction 
to a most valuable appreciation of my beloved and revered 
teacher Dr. Annie Besant, by a very old friend of mine, 
Sri Prakasa-onee indeed a most worthy pupil very 
obviously destined to reach his present eminence. 

lie has contributed what I can only call a precious 
study of some of the most vital years in the life of one 
of India's greatest servants and devotees, for during the 
period of which he writes, Dr. Besaut was not only hard 
at work building and equipping a great national altar 
at which the youth of India might worship the very soul 
of the l\fotherland and receive in blessing the gift of a 
truly Indian citizenship, rich in religion, rich in patriotism, 
rich in practical efficiency for honourable livelihood and 
useful service, she was also preparing for that wonderful 
future which was to see in her the foremost political worker 
for India's freedom and regeneration. 

Sri Prakasa is specially fitted to paint the splendid 
picture of this period, for he is the son of one of the gi·eat­
est and most learned men of today, Dr. Bhagavan Das, 
who was during the whole of Dr. Besant's life in India one 
of her most beloved friends and trusted colleagues. Dr. 
Bhagavan Das contributed-.. very much to her preparation 
for her Indian work, and with his wife and every member 
of his family gave her an Indian home in which she felt 
herself to be an Indian and was ever surrounded by that 
warmth which only an Indian home can give . 

. A.t Banaras Dr. Besant was Indian· more than in any 
other place. She was happy in Banaras, I think, as no­
where else, not even at Adyar, the southern Indian home 
she loved so dearly. At Banaras she was just herself in 
all the intimate aae-old nature of her bein(J' and that 

~ t:>> 
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1 this was so was in large measure due, apart from the ecstasy 
she ever felt in living in holy Kasbi, to two great and 
noble families__:_the family of Dr. Bhagavan Das and the 
family of Sri Upendranath Basu, another most stalwart 
colleague and loved friend with his splendid brothers and 
children. 

In thi!:! book there is painted with loving care and 
most happy memories, a picture of Dr. Besant as she lived 
on one of the greater heights of her recei1t incarnation­
one of the most cherished summits of her nobly catastrophic 
life, and to which her thoughts so often turned .as she 
lay dying at Adyar. And I do not hesitate to 'Say that 
among the many biographies of her which will in due 
comse appear, this fine sketch will rank not only among 
the most illuminating but also among the biographies which 
must be read l.f the life and work of Dr. Besant is to be 
rightly understood. 

For my own part, having· been: privileged to live near to 
her during most of the period described, I can most 
truly say that I have read Sri Prakasa's book with both 
joy and profit. I am grateful to him for entrusting it<; 
publication to The Theosophical Publishing House, which 
was one of her most cherished activities while she was 
President of The 'fheosopbical Society, and I most sincerely 
hope that there will be very many to read it, to learn 
about a great period in the history of India's renaissance, 
and to feel iiL'ipired to give to their Mighty Motherland 
somethin"' of that extraordinary devotion which Dr. Besant 
gave to India-ever striving for her, suffering for her, 
dying for her, butJever supremely happy in her service. 

GEORGE s. ARUNDALE 

President of the Theosophical Society 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE F,IRS'l, EDITION 

IT has been my desire ever f:!ince the passing away of 
l\Irs. Besant, to write my reminiscences of her. The desire 
became stronger each time I was asked to address meetings 
held in honour of her . memory. ·whenever I spoke to 
frieUfls of this wish of mine, I invariably received their 
support. l\1r. Arundale was almost enthusiastic in his 
reply when I wrote to him about it. My father felt that it 
would be very right and proper, would indeed be fulfilling 
a pressing duty, for an Indian of my generation to pay her 
a fitting tribute before it was too late. 

A busy politician's life unfortunately is not very 
conducive to literary work: he has to deal with so many 
small items of business requiring immediate attention all 
the time, that he has but little energy left when he has 
done with his day's labour. Active politics, however, are 
responsible more than anything else, for my thinking more 
and more of Mrs. Besant of late, specially of her qualities 
of leadership, because of the prevailing confusion, as I 
view it, in the leadership of the land today. I therefore 
started writing my reminiscence~ at long last, about the 
middle of July this year. 

The memory cells worked rapidly and sympathetically, 
and my first draft was ready in less than a fortniO'ht's 

• 0 

time. I found to my surprise that the volume was alniost 
four times as big as I had originally thought it would be. 
I have been used to writing articles for newspapers nncl 
magazines almost all my life; but this is my first attempt at 
compiling what can even distantly be called a book. 
Memories crowded round so thick and fast that it was 
difficult to pick and choose. It has thus taken me more 
than a month to revise my original draft and put it in 
some sort of order. I am very doubtful, however, whether 
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I have been at all successful in doing justice to my subject, 
and I ask for my kind reader's indulgence at my short­
comings. 

I have discussed men and affairs rather freely. 
1\Irs. Besant 's \vork was so ~ill-embracing, and she simul­
taneously played such important parts in so many fields 
of activity and left her impress on so many spheres of 
life, that a careful study of her could easily put one in 
touch with most of the problems of human existence. 
Politics and politicians, religion and religious preachers, 
sociology and social reformers, education and educationists, 
science and scientists, theology and theologians, have all 
come pell-mell in these reminiscences; and I have not 
hesitated to give my own opinions on all these without 
any mental reservations. Household servants, food, cloth­
ing, manners and customs of many lands have all entered 
freely in my narrative. I can only hope I have been 
just in my estimates and fair in my appraisement" of values. 
Anxious that my readers should understand all the matters 
I have dealt with andlmow all the persons I have discussed, 
I have added a large number of notes at the end of the 
book which I .hope will be found useful and informing. 
The numbers of the notes tally ·with those marked at the 
relevant places in the body of the book.* The narrative 
is really complete without the notes; but if any informa­
tjon should be wanted by any reader about any . person 
or, to him, any out-of-the-way word or idea mentioned in 
the book, I believe the notes will help him. • 

I am d~eply grateful to The Theosophical Publishing 
House for so generously and spontaneously undertaking 
the publication of the book despite the serious financial 
risks involved in such grieYous and uncertain times. I 

• These notes hnve been tnken out of this edition to mnke it moro 
hnndy ns explained in tho Introduction to this edition. 
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should like to express my grateful thanl{S to :Mr. J. IJ. 
Davidge of the Press Department of The Theosophical 
Society for the meticulous care with which he was good 
enough to read the manuscript, correct the proofs and 
see the book safely through the Press. I am also parti­
cularly beholden to Dr. Arundale for kindly writing a 
foreword to this book and thus giving it the best introduc­
tion to the readers that I can think of. 

I must confess to a feeling of embarrassment as I 
send this book out into the world. I have discussed a great 
personality, and I am aware that many things I have said 
are liable to cause misunderstanding. I pray that my 
readers will pardon me if aught I say any'where causes 
the least pain to anyone. I earnestly hope that this bool• 
will help many a person who knew Mrs. Besant, to revive 
his memories of her, and enable oth~rs who did not know 
her, to understand her, to learn from her, and tt·y to act 
like her in his own sphere of work, high or humble. I 
also fervently pray that among many other things, this 
may also help to keep her memory green in a world so ~nll 
of rushing and tremendous events, particularly at the· time 
I am writing, that even the greatest are Hable to be for­
gotten, no sooner than they are removed from the world's 
sight by death. Mrs. Besant should live ii1 the hearts of 
men and women all the "'orld over for more than ~me 
rea.5011. I pray that she may: I believe tl1at she will. , 

SEVASHRAMA., 

BANARAS. 

Septembe1· 10, 1940. 
SRI PRAKASA 
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Retrospect and Prospect 

UxDER the title of "l\Irs. Besant: as ·woman and as Leader", 
I made a study of that great personality in the first edition 
of this book which was written rather hastily in the sum­
mer of 1940. l\Iahatma Gandhi w·as about that time pre­
paring for the launching of what was designated as the 
"Individual Civil Disobedience Movement", and all of us 
who belong to the Indian National Congress and were 
working under his leadership, were preparing to go to jail. 
The Second \Vorld \V ar had started a year before and was 
entering shious phases. 'rhose who were responsible for 
this conflagration, had not imagined, it was clear, that it 
would last longer than a few months. The invention of 
many destructive weapons for use in wars, had led states­
men to believe perhaps that no war could continue for long. 
There is, however, a flaw in the argument, because when 
both sides are equipped with shnilar weapons-whether 
they be in the nature of mere sticks and bamboos or howit­
zers and hydrogen bombs-the time for the completion of 
the conflict, is likely to be of the same duration. I remember 
a friend casually asking me at the beginni1rg of the war 
as to how long I thought it would last; and I told him that 
he could almost take it from me that it would last for 
five years. He was taken aback; but it did so happen 
that it lasted a year longer than even that. 
. Mahatma Gandhi who had .·m uncannv instinct of being 
able -always to put his finger on the pulse. of public feeling 
in the land, and . was also shrewd enough to be able to 
calculate profits and losses, gains and pains, evidently 
thought that in the peculiar circumstances of the country, 
with a war raging in the world in which the British rulers 
of the land were so seriously involved, perhaps an appar-



ently simple type of political opposition would be quite 
sufficient for his purpose. He was on the one hand--so 
it seems to me-anxious that the world's sympathy should 
be attracted to India's struggle for Freedom by the volun­
tary invitation of the leaders and their followers, to im­
prisonment and consequent suffering; and on the other, 
to keep the spirit of the country alive and not allow it 
to flag owing to inactivity. At the same time, it appears 
that he did not. desire at the time he evolved individual 
civil disobedience movement in his mind, to embarrass the 
British Government-busy as they were with their war and 
anxious as they doubtless were regarding its outcome­
with too hostile a manifestation of protest, lest they should 
be induced or even provoked to take very serious action 
which in less troubled times, they might have hesitated to 
take, and which might, in turn, prove to be beyond the 
endurance of the people who might be completely crushed 
out by the action of Authority. 

Still, we who were with Gandhiji and had also our 
personal responsibilities of families, were not entirely 
without our own misgivings. We feared that the vengeance 
would be heavy; and so it would be best to write our own 
wills so to say, and finish our work before getting into 
jail. The whole technique of Mahatmaji 's work-whether 
in the political or in any other sphere-was to attract the 
attention of all concerned to the suffering voluntarily im­
posed upon oneself as proof positive of one's sincerity, in 
the hope that that would induce those responsible for the 
commi<;Sion or continuation of a particular wrong, to do 
the right and redress it. He never himself inflicted-or 
even wanted to inflict except perhaps in a very indirect 
manner-any pain on others. His one object was that 
. anything that was worth doing, must be done in strict 
conformity with the ideal of non-violence of which he had 
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urawu up au elaborate code. That is the great lesson that 
he gave to the world; and the success of it even in the 
matter of the political emancipation of India, has certainly 
proved to all mankind that non-violence is not only a 
theoretical ideal of a visionary, but it is something of prac­
tical, everyday application in this hard world of ours. 
Anyway, along with thousands of others situated as my­
self, I ·was also winding up my affairs before plunging 
into the fray. At tbat time, my great anxiety was that my 
book on Mrs. Besant should not be left unwritten. That 
is why the book was written so hastily and at that 
particular time. The foreword of my old and much loved 
teacher l\Ir. Arundale, then the President of the Theosophi­
cal Society, and my own introduction to the first edition, 
tell the whole story of how the book came to be written. 
If the reader should feel interested, he can refer to them. 

They are being reproduced here. 
It so happened that my good friend Shri K. l\L l\funshi, 

the present Governor of my home State of Uttar Pradesh, 
happened by accident, to see this book some months back i 
and he wrote to me saying that he would like to reprint 
it in the series that ·was being published by his celebrated 
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan of Bombay, which has been doing 
such good work in reviving India's religion and philosophy, 
art and literature. The invitation was too tempting for 
me to be able to resist; and as I was also anxious to bring 
out another edition, I immediately got in touch with Shri 
N. Sri Ram, the JH;esent President of the Theosophical 
Society, and enquired if the original publishers, the 
Theosophical Publishing House, would like to bring out 
a second edition. I offered to revise the first for the pur­
pose. If, however; they were not willing to do so, I asked 

· for permission to get the same published by the Bharatiya 
Vidya Bhavan. The President wrote to me that they were 
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not thinking of bringing out a new edition of the book, 
and that I could get it published at Bombay as proposed. 
I am indeed thankful to Shri K. M. :ftiunshi aud his great 
institution, the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, for undertaking 
this tasl' and giving my book a place in their popular. and 
widely read series, and also to Shri N. Sri Ram for readily 
agreeing to transfer the copyright. . 

Shri K. M. l\funshi, however, laid a friendly conditi01i, 
and that was that I should write a new introduction to 
bring the political history of India after Mrs. Besant 's 
death, so to say, up-to-date, making space for this by eli­
minating the 70 pages of notes that I had added to the 
original book in which I had given short accounts of the 
various persons mentioned in the course of the book, and 
explained the many out-of-the-way expressions used and 
references made therein. As I have said in my own intro­
duction to the original edition, it was my hope that the 
readers would helpfully turn to. these notes whenever in 
the course of the reading of the book, they desired· further 
information on or about any particular individual or 
matte1;. I had naturally taken much pains in pre·paring 
these notes; and though sorry that they cannot be repro­
duced here, I agreed with M:r. Munshi that they took an 
inordinately large amount of space, and with the present 
introduction, would make the book bigger than he has 
prescribed for the series. So these notes do not appear in 
this edition; and in fulfilment of his condition, I am ven­
turing to write what he desired, in the form of this 
introduction, as best I can. Many persons, little known 
to the outside world, though important both to me and 
for Mrs. Besant's work in India, are mentioned in this 
book. They will mean little to the readers in _the absence 
of those notes. Whether tl1e introduction serves the pur-
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pose for which Mr. l\Iunshi wanted me to write it, I cannot 
judge. 

II 

1\Irs. Bcsant died in 1933. Fourteen years later we 
became free. It is now seven years back that we attained 
the full status of sovereign independence; and many things 
preceded and have followed that great event. To try to 
write the history of India from 1933 when l\Irs. Besant 
died, to the present year of 1954, thus covering a period 
of 21 years, is indeed a tall order; and I certainly have 
no capacity to do full justice to this task, being very ill­
equipped for it. Moreover, I could and should really study 
the various events that have happened in the land during 
these years, only in the light of the background of Mrs. 
Besant 's work in India with which I am mainly concerned, 
so far as this book goes. I shall therefore do my best to 
fulfil the duty assigned to me commensurate with the 
restrictions I have placed upon myself. 

·when Mrs. Besant came to the country to start her 
work here for theosophy and the Theosophical Society, 
having been drawn to such work by Madame Blavatsky and 
later Col. Olcott, the founders of the Theosophical Society, 
we witnessed in India a strange and serious conflict. The 
country as a whole had come under the political domination 
of the British who were fast organising an elaborate and 
efficient system of administration, and we,re helping in the 
consolidation of the whole land as one large political unit. 
\Vestern influences were also naturally fast coming into 
the country in their wake. English was being widely 
learnt; schools and colleges, dispensaries and hospitals 
w:re being opened at various places; and the discoveries of 
SCience were being utilised for the starting of many insti­
tutions for the general well-being. Still, the main purpose 



XX ANNIE BESANT 

of the rulers was the establishment of what may be called 
a "police State", where the maintenance of law and order 
was the primary consideration, and where the well-being 
of the people came only as a very distant second. 

The consolidation of British power in India having 
been immediately preceded by a period of great internal 
disturbance and of general insecurity of life and property 
when empires and kingdoms rose and fell, it would not 
be untrue to say that the strong rule of the British was 
eagerly welcomed, despite its being foreign, by the gene­
rality of the people of the Janel. English education and 
the opportunities that the English educated-got in the vari­
ous new professions that were created by the British, made 
their rule still more popular with various classes and grades 
of society who soon formed themselves into very strong 
and well-entrenched vested interests. This education had 
also ftirther the influence of shaking the thoughts of many 
of our people who started seriously doubting the 
desirability of various social instituti01is that had grown 
up in the land through the ages, and even questioning the 
truth of many of the tenets of the ancient faiths. · 

Many persons came seriously to think that nothing 
but a complete metamorphosis of India, making her as 
near a copy as possible of the "\Vestern world, could save 
us. At the same time, great numbers of other folk who 
continued to live their own lives-glad only that .they 
were reasonably secure-and uninfluenced by foreign 
teaching, felt strangely disturbed at the phenomenon that 
was taking away what appeared to be the best in the lanu, 
to diverse lines of thought and activity that went counter 
to ·their own age-old notions o~ right and wrong.; and 
these people were inclined therefore to withdraw them­
selv~s into a shell in order to keep themselves at least.un­
pollutecl. As the British Government did not interfere 
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with their lives in any way, they felt in duty bound to 
preserve their faith and· custom in their own persons as 
best they could. l\Irs. Bcsant with her unparalleled powers 
of speech and with her new found idealisms given to her 
by theosophy, came lilw a storm on the Indian scene in the 
closing years of the nineteenth century, to stand, so to say, 
as a bridge between these two elements of Indian society 
that were getting more and more separated one from the 
other. -

I.Jet us dwell for a moment on this scene, for it forms 
the background of my own study of l\Irs. Besant 's life and 
work. 'l'here is first of'all the British Government in abso­
lute control of the land; and with its strong administrative 
machinery. able to measure every rood of ground for pur­
poses of revenue, and count every single individual at 
census time; able to impress every individual whether 
living in mountains or in forests, with its all-pervading 
power to punish if not obeyed; and which was accepted by 
the people at large as something that had come to them 
as a veritable God-send after the difficult times that the 
country had passed through in the immediate past. Let us 
not forget that even 1\Ir. Gokhale when he founded his 
Servants of India Society early in the 20th century, only 
about 10 or 12 years after Mrs. Besant 's coming to the 
country, .had mane it incumbent on all its members to talte 
a vow to the effect that in the inscrutable purposes of Pro­
vidence, England's rule over India was for India's good. 

Then there was the inevitable influence that the ruler 
invariably has over the ruled. Even ordimtrily people try 
to follow in speech and in behaviour, the ways of those 
whom they regard as great. Imitation by the disciple of 
the master is a common phenomenon. The ways of the 
great for instance, are followed by others readily as we all 
know. We should not therefore be surprised when the 
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ways of a foreign ruling race are more likely than any 
other, to be imitated by those over whom it holds sway, 
and regarded as very much better than their own. 
Naturally almost all those members of the subject race who 
give any thought to the matter, are very often helplessly 
compelled to feel that there must be something great in 
those in power anci something evil in themselves, that has 
·brought them to the abject condition they arc in and given 
authority over them to these others. 

Imitation in externals is the easiest thing to do-and 
that is all really that can be clone-and so .the conquered 
make every effort to live as the conqueror and are also 
anxious to seek the master's favours. There is nothing to 
be ·wondered at, in this. It has always happened in the past, 
and will probably always happen in the future as well. 
With the imitation of manners and customs especially when 
this helps in material advancement as well, due to· the 
favours given by those in authority, one is naturally at­
tracted even to the religion and philosophy, to the art and 
literature, to, so to say, the cultural aspe~ts of the life of 
the rulet' as well, and begins to regard these to be superior 
and more desirable than one's own. When the ruler also 
introduces education in and through .his own la11guage and 
makes it profitable for those who care to learn it, attrac­
tion towards him among the classes that avail themselves 
of the new opportunities, become·s irresistible. Thus to­
wards the close of the 19th century, when Mrs. Besant 
came to us, we find people taking great pains tcr study the 
English language with the utmost care, and make them­
selves .familiar with all that goes with the word English. 

Then there are others who feel thoroughly frightened 
at what is happening. They find their religion and their 
tradition in serious danger. They find themselves helpless 
to do anything to stem the tide. They ostracise those who 
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violate the canons of custom, and withdraw themselves, so 
to say, from the stream of life, awaiting a better day. They 
do not argue that there must be something good and great 
in the conqueror that has put him over themselves. They 
say that physical prowess is brutish; and just as the tiger 
that slays a man, cannot be regarded as superior to the 
person he has killed, so the overriding physical •strength of 
a foreign power cannot be regarded as indicating higher . 
civilisation or culture than those of. the conquered. In fact 
these arc lower, so they argue. 

So we have to look at the Indian scene of the time ·Of 
l\Irs. Besant 's coming in its three main facets: the political 
dominance of the British; the imitation by some classes 
of people, of what they regarded ~s western ways of life 
and thought, and which, they honestly felt, would not only 
be materially helpful to themselves, but also be conducive 
to the welfare of the country and the people at large; and, 
finally, the feeling in other cla-;ses that there was nothing 
left in the world that was worth having, that they must 
withdraw themselves in.to a shell, adhere as best they could 
to the old ways, and live in the expectation of the day 
when the high God.s will come to Earth to put things right 
once again. Mrs. Besai1t seems to have realised the gravity 
of the problems and to have set herself in her own way, 
to try to solve them at this crisis of our country's history 
in the midst of all the clashes and the conflicts of the time. 

III 

There was, first of all, the political situation. Here 
she took full advantage ·of her white skin; and being her­
self British-and so in a way above suspicion-she went 
all out to show that there was no difference between the 
Indian and the English, and that they could and should 
live as brothers and fellow-workers in the land. Some 
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Christian missionaries particularly of the Salvation Army, 
had also done that; but Mrs. Besaut had additional advant­
age that she had come to learn and not to teach; that she 
was not here to ask the people of the land to accept another 
faith, but to know their own better. She was also anxious 
that there should be better relations between the Indian 
and the English, so that all mutual bitterness might dis­
appear, and mutual understanding may lead to mutual 

· esteem, and perpetuate the relationship between the two 
countries as equal partners in a 8ommonwealth for the good 
of all mankind. While preaching, therefore, strict loyalty 
to the British Throne which stood as the dignified symbol 
of a common endeavour in all the lands owinO' alle ... iance 0 0 

to it, she gave no special place to the English people them­
selves, as members of the conquermg race, or as persons in 
administrative authority over the people. She vigorously 
fou"'ht for this equality inculcating friendliness and 

0 

modesty among those who ruled, and dignity and self-res· 
pect among those who were ruled . 

• Then she had to deal with p~rsons who were going 
away entirely from the old moorings under the influence 
of the n~w forces and ideologies that came in the land from 
the \Vest. Here came into play her matchless eloquence. 
There was her deep, sincere, burning love for the people ; 
and her gigantic brain enabled her to learn up all ·too 
quickly the ancient lore of the land-its philosophy, its 
reli"'ion the basic ideals of its culture. She also quicldy 

0 ' familiarised herself with the manners and customs of the 
people, so that she may be no stranger anywhere she went. 
Under the auspices of the Theosophical Society, she under­
took continual tours in the land, travelling over and over 
a"'ain throughout the length and breadth of the country; 

. e 
delivering literally thousands of lectures depicting in vivid 
and beautiful language, the glory and the greatness of our 
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ancient thought and those "·ho propagated them. Her pur­
pose was, it seems to mC', to "·can all those who, may be, 
due to their ignorance of the past, and unable to withstand 
the blinding light of the present, were most unwisely 
thinking th?t there was nothing good in themselves or their 
ancients; and that they must imitate and imbibe all that 
was foreign in order to come to their own and save their 
land from further degradation. 

When l\Irs. Besant told them that India was the home­
land of the invisible po·wcrs that rule the destinies of men 
and nations, that their ancient scriptures made them the 
teachers of the world ;-naturally persons "·ho were drawn 
away from their old moorings, "·ere induced to stop and 
to think, for these words came from a British person, well­
known ancl highly respected in her own country, who had 
obviously no axe of her own to grind-in fact, everything 
to lose and nothing to gain-and who was there only to 
serve and help them and their country, and who was giving 
her all without asking for or even expecting anything in 
return. She thus became a very great force at that time 
in crying· halt to that process that was taking away the 
educated-and therefore the most influential and powerful 
-classes of the people not only from the outward forms 
of ancient clays, but actually making them disdainful of 
these and eagerly attracted by foreign ways which gave 
them no social position among the rulers, and cut them 
away from their own people. This work she did with great 
success by her perfervid eloquence. Her lectures drew 
large audiences who went back the better for their listening 
to her unrivalled oratory accompanied by great knowledge 
and sympathetic understanding·. All this was part of her 
work for Theosophy in the service of which she had really 
come out to India. She was its greatest exponent ih he1· 
time, and helped to organise and consolidate the Theoso-



XV ANNIE BESANT 

phical' Society after its gt·eat founders, l\Iadamc Blavatskv 
and Colonel Olcott, had passed away. • 

Then she had also to tackle that orthodox group which 
by withdrawing itself in disgust and despair, was helping 
to perpetuate many of the narrowncsscs that had over­
taken India's thought and created many evils due to the 
struggles of many forces during the intervening centuries. 
These excrescences had to be removed; but removed in a 
manner that should not cause any offence or hurt any feel­
ings. Whatever was to be done, should be done in a way 
so as to give it the appearance of voluntary action and 
natural evolution. Any violence was bound to arouse 
opposition and only make matters worse. 'rhis very im­
portant and necessary work, l\frs. Besant did through the 
network of her schools and colleges that she founded at 
various places iu the land, the most important being the 
Central Hindu College at Banaras. Here her students 
were taught the literatures of the east ancl the west alike; 
and while modern science was a part of their educational 
syllabus the tcachinO' of ancient religion, philosophy and 

' 0 

ethics also formed an integral part thereof. She being 
a woman in whom the ideal and the real were equitably 
blended, who was alike a practical worker and a visionary, 
she int~oduced in her educational institutions various items 
of active social.reform as well. 

The student.<> of her hostels inter-dined with each 
other, which was not allowed at that time; and she would 
not admit married students, thus discouraging early mar­
riages that were so common lwlf a century and more ago. 
Europeans who came to help her in her work, mixed freely 
with the students and their Indian colleagues; and so 
all racial discrimination was eliminated. She established 
girls' schools which were little known and less popular at 
the time, which brought women out of the shell into which 



INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION xxvii 

they had gone, and which helped also in the removal of 
pardah-thc system of seclusion of women-which was so 
harmful for the grown both of womanhood and nation­
hood. She encouraged and actively helped those of her 
students who could go abroad, to do so for further studies 
and broadening of the mind at a time when foreign travel 
resulted in .outcasting and other penalties which are -diffi­
cult for a human being to put up with because of his 
being at best only a social animal. Thus she brought about 
in a very living manner, a great deal of social reform of 
which we used to hear so much mostly from public plat­
forms. Her lectures on ancient Indian thought and philo­
sophy on the one hand, and her schools and colleges which 
popularised education and social reform, on the other, 
to my mind, formed the bridge between the two sections 
of India's society that were drifting apart, one becoming 
what was dubbed as Anglicised and the other that was 
undoubtedly reactionary. She also formed a most useful 
and practical bond between the English and Indian peoples 
by her Enro11ean friends making common cause with the 
Indian people, and mixing most freely, in her educational 
and thcosophical_institutions, with their students and their 
colleagues, britiging out the good in .both, and putting all 
011 an equal basis of their common humanity. 

She was British and naturally she could not favour 
-the separation of England from India, when they had 

o11cc come together whatever might have been the circum­
stances that had brought this about. In fact she thought 
that their association was for the world's good, .and so 
brought about for the attainment of a particular goal in 
human evolution, and the fulfilment of a particular objec­
tive of those who, according to her, were in charge of the 
destinies of mankind. She wanted full freedom for India; 
but that only as a member of the Indo-British Common-
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wealth and an equal partner with other component parts 
thereof, with the British Sovereign at the head, for like 
every other Britisher, she was intensely devoted to the 
Throne. She tried her best to make the Indian youth 
self-respecting and to hold his own whenever any attempt 
was made to lower his dignity. She herself came later 
to be associated with the extremist sections of Indian 
politics, and as such brought a new sph;it in the country, 
suffered internment, and was elected President of the 
Indian National Congress, the highest honour that the 
country could give to anyone at tltat time. She continued 
to 'the last doing her work in the political, the educational 
and the cultural aspects of India's national life. 

Public memory is short and particularly so in our 
land where we have never been blessed with what is called 
the historical sense. It would, therefore, not be out of place 
to recollect that she was really in a way the precursor 
of the great non"co-operation movement that reached such 
heights under l\Iahatma Ga1idhi's guidance and leadership, 
and of which she herself became such an avowed oppo­
nent. She gave the first flag to the Congress which \vas 
green and red-to represent the Muslim and Hindu sec·­
tions of the people_:to which a white }JOrtion with. the 
spinning wheel, was added later on to denote the mino­
rities and the importance of cottage industries for a land 
so poor as ours. It was under her inspiration that for 
the first time, an official title was discarded-and that 
too a big and coveted one-by a g1·eat and distinguished 
ex-Judge of the Madras High Court. Then again it was 
due to her that the first boycott of educational institutions 
took place when a woman medical student withdrew f . rom 
a College in Bombay. It would be good to study the events 
that followed her death in the light of the events of the 
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immediate past in the shaping of which she herself has 
had such a big hand. 

IV 

'l'he history of Europe, they say, from the French 
Revolution to the battle of \Yaterloo, is only the biography 
of Napoleo11. It can-perhaps with greater justice-be 
said that the history of the Freedom struggle of India 
from 1920 to the attainment of our Independence in 1947, 
is the biography of :Mahatma Gandhi during that time. 
l\Irs. Besant actively entered the political arena of India 
sometime in 1914 when she started her New India., a 
daily English paper in l\Iadq1s. The first Great \Var also 
began tlwt very year, and Mrs. Besa.nt's slogan was: 
"England's difficulty is India's opportunity". l\'lahatma 
Gandhi· returned sometime later from South Africa, and 
was advised by Mr. Goldwle whom he regarded his poli­
tical guru not to n1eddle with Indian politics just then, 
but to watch quietly the situation for one "·hole year. 
Mr. Gokhale 's line of argument was that India was not 
South Africa; and that the methods that l\Iahatma Gandhi 
might have found useful there, would not necessarily 
succeed here. 

lVIr. Gokhale died in 1915, and that more or less 
synchronised with the close of the year of the self-imposed 
silence of Mahatma Gandhi. I believe the first Congress 
he attended was that of Luclmow in December 1916. Invi­
tations had already come to him to visit Bihar to examine 
the situation there vis-a-vis the treatment of peasant­
labourers by the European proprietors of indigo 
plantations, carrying on a very prosperous industry 
in the countryside at that time. He started taking more 
and more interest in the social and political conditions of 
the country; and many persons-our President Shri 



XXX ANNIE BESANT 

Rajeudra Prasad among them-were so very greatly at­
tracted by his personality that tlrey left all their worldly 
concerns, to follow him and do his bidding. He attended 
the various sessions of the Indian National Congress, and 
made himself more and more felt as time "'ent on. The 
Congress was fast becoming a mass organisation, and was 
no more confined to the educated classes as it had been 
so long. In the Nagpur Congress of 1920, lllahatmaji came 
to his own; and from that time onwards, be was the ·un­
disputed leader of political India; and even those who 
differed from him, held him in the highest respect. No 
political organisation, apart from the communal ones, 
seemed possible to form after that. The drift between 
him and ~Irs. Besant, however, was complete by this time. 
They met but seldom after that. 

:Mahatma Gandhi saw that Muslims were not attracted 
by the Congress. There were only a few there. His 
great anxiety was to build up a United India which alone 
could bring and guarantee Liberty. Even l\Ir. Gokhale, 
the author of a standard work on arithmetic, naturally 
arguing in terms of figures, had said: "There are three 
parties in India: the British, the Hindu and the Muslim; 
and any two are greater than the third." Mahahnaji 's 
great effort was to demolish this difference between Hindu 
and :Muslim and make them one. He therefore identified 
the Congress with the Khilafat movement. Muslim India 
was very greatly exercised in the early twenties over the 
fate of the Turkish Khalifa. Mahatmaji made every con­
cession to Muslim feeling in order to bring Muslims into 
the fold, pledging them every support from the Hindus. 
Large numbers of Muslims joined the Congress at this 
time; but as soon as the Khilafat itself was overthrown 
by the Turks themselves, the movement died out in India, 
and the Muslims departed from the Congress. Mr. Jinnah 
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who had little to do ·with the nlu~lim League before, and 
was even an ardent nationalist on the Congress platform, 
became one of the greatest opponents of l\Iahatma Gandhi; 
and so also of everything he stood for; and ultimately got 
the country partitioned in order that he should have 
absolute sway on the portion of the land be called 
Pakistan. l\Iahatma Gandhi never gave up his great objec­
tive of I-Iindu-l\Iuslim unity, despite all that had happen­
eel, and fought to the last for it. He was actually assas­
sinated because he was regarded as favouring Muslims as 
against the Hindus. Mr. Jinnah, on the other hand, re­
garded him as Enemy No. I of the l\Iuslims. It would 
be but right to mention here that l\Irs. Besant never ap­
proached the Indian problem from the l\Iuslim point of 
view. In fact she had little to do with 1\:[uslims o:r the 
theology of Islam, as a practical force in the country's 
life. Her short association with l\Ir. Jinnah was only when 
as an ardent nationalist, he joined her Home Rule move­
ment. 

One of the many techniques of l\Iahatmaji 's public 
work, which he alone could really follow and which others 
have tried to imitate with disastrous consequences to them­
selves, or in any case without doing any good to anybody 
or any cause, was to go on long fasts. ·In 1924, for in­
stance, after some Hindu l\Iuslim riots in Western India 
-now Pakistan- he went on a tln·ee-week fast at Delhi; 
and a big conference of leading Muslims, Hindus and even 
Christians and others, including the l\Ietropolitan of 
Calcutta, was called to study the situation, and find ways 
and means of curing the ills of the body politic. I do 
not think the Conference did much good as it went on from 
clay to day till it:s Chairman, Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru, got 
quite fed up, and said with obvious irritation: "Is there 
any finality to anything? We cannot go on like this for 
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ever." The Conference ended with long resolutions where 
music before mosques was put on a level with cow slaugh­
ter, and resolutions regarding both were passed in 
identical terms. 'l'his fast of :Mahatmaji, as many others, 
was restricted to tln·ee weeks; but sometimes he went on 
fast unto· death like in 1932 over the question of the de­
pressed castes and sub-castes of Hindu society to whom 
he gave the common designation of "Harijans", and whom 
the British Government wanted to separate from the main 
body of Hindus by giving them special representation. We 
were already having endless troubles as between Hindus 
and M{lslims because of just such differentiation; and 
Gandhiji felt that a grievous wrong would be done to the 
Harijans who were so dependant upon the other castes, 
if they were politically separated from these and thus 
lost their goodwill. :Mahatma Gandhi's life at that time 
was saved only after the British Prime l\Iinister :Mr. 
Ramsay :Macdonald and the Government of India had very 
hurried consultations among themselves, and succeecled in 
a formula that was agreeable to Mahatmaji. It must be 
added here tha-t fasts ancl penances, such mortification of 
the flesh, formed no part of Mrs. Besant's method. Lead­
ing a strictly disciplined life-industrious, punctual, 
reliable-she had no use for such self-immolation which 
her western mind could not perhaps understand, but which 
had and have such influence on the mass mind of India. 
Mrs. Besant, in the words of the Bhagavacl-G-ita, was a 
Yogin to whom the descriptions of such a one as given in 
that great Book applied to the full: "Yogah l\armasn 

" ("",. . ffi . . kaushalam .1 oga 1s e ciCncy lll action) ; and also 
"Natyashna-tastu yogosti, na chailmnta-manashnatal1, 
Na chati-svapna-shilasya, jagrato naiva cha-Arjuna! 
Yuktahara viharasya, yul\ta-cheshtasya karmasu, 
Yukta-svapna-vabodhasya, yogo bhavati c1ukkhaha ". 
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( Yerily Yoga is not for him who eateth too much, nor 
who abstaineth to excess, nor who is too much addicted 
to sleep, nor even to wakefulness, 0 .Arjuna! Yoga killeth 
out all pain for him who is regulated in eating and amuse­
ment, regulated in performing actions, regulated in 
sleeping and waking) ; while l\Iahatmaji ~vas a Sanyasin 
or a Tapasviu, as also described in the Blwgavad-Gita: 

'' Dcva-d vija-guru-prajnya-pujanam, shaucha­
marjavam, 

Brahma-charyam ahimsa cha, shariram tapa uchyate. 
Kamyanam karm~mam nyasam sanyasam kavayo 

viduh' '. 
nvorship given to gods, to the twice-born, to teachers 
and to the wise, purity, straightfonvardness, continence 
and harmlessness, are called austerity of the body. Sages 
have known as renunciation, the renouncing of desire­
prompted works). 

It would be helpful, even though saddening, to recall 
here the uays of the Martial Law iu the Punjab in the 
early months of 1919 culminating in the J allianwala Bagh 
slaughter in April. Large numbers of persons who had 
assembled peacefully for a public meeting, were shot clown 
at the oruers of a British General who gave no chance 
to the people to escape, for the only entrance to and exit 
from the grounds was the one where he had planted his 
own guns. The whole incident horrified the civilised world·, 
and certainly drove the iron into the soul of the laud which 
it was almost impossible to extract. The first \Vorlcl War 
had ended in 1918; and naturally having defeated the 
Germans and flushed with victory, ·the British evidently 
did not think it worthwhile to pay atte1~tion to the puny 
little movement of Satyagraha l,ed by a puny little man­
the "naked fakir" of \Vinston Churchill-and so they 
thought that it would not matter if they showed qualities 
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of prowess under cover of martial law. 'fhey, however, 
counted without their host; and the puny little man was 
not so puny after all, and the "naked fakir" though clad in 
sparse garments, was really clothed in the affection and 
loyalty of a great people which gave him all the 'warmth 
he needed and all the strength he sought. 

Mahatma Gandhi who took a leading part in investi­
gating the sad events of those days, along with his esteemed 
colleagues-Pundit J.\Iotilal Nehru among them-was 
really becoming the undisputed leader of political India 
by that time. His was the most powerful and deciding 
voice at the session of the Congress that was held towards 
the end of that year at Amritsar, the city of the tragedy 
itself. His active association with the Khifafat movement 
brought the Muslims of the land to his fold; and in the 
years that followed, Muslims joined the Congress in very 
large numbers and formed a most powerful factor therein. 
Under Gandhiji's guidance and leadership, the Congress 
went all out to meet their wishes. 'fhe Muslim League 
that became later so powerful, was then at a low ebb in 
consequence. By the time t~lC session of the Congress was 
held in Nagpur ·in Decembei· 1920, Mahatma Gandhi's 
leadership became undisputed; and Shri C. Vijayaraghava­
chariar, the President of the session, in his address 
appealed in vain to the British "Do" and to Mahatma 
Gandhi "Don't", neither of whom I fear being willing to 
give heed either to his warning or his admonitio.n. 

v 
Mahatma Gandhi had the system which any person 

who would look at his life, will see clearly delineated there­
in, of taking extended tours in the land to feel the pulse 
of the· people whenever he thought of starting a big move­
ment on an all-India scale. It is curious how he really 
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made the three great attempts to gain this objective at 
intervals of just ten years one from the other. Whether 
this was planned or not, I cannot say. · Thus we have 
his great toni·s of 1920-21, perhaps the first that he under­
took, when he prepai·ed the ground by enlisting masses of 
men and women as members of the Congress, and collecting 
the biggest amount of money that had been raised for any 
single non-official cause till then. After having earlier 
called for the ·boycott of the visit of the Duke of 
Connaught, he also called for the boycott of the visit of the 
Prince of \Vales towards the end of 1921. It was amazing 
to see how the streets of our great towns, would be entirely 
deserted when the Duke of Connaught or the Prince of 
Wales passed that way, and would be teeming with human 
beings a few days later when l\Iahatma Gandhi passed 
on the self-same roads. 

''Ten recluses,'' says the Persian couplet of the wise 
Sheikh Sa 'adi, ''may sleep on one blanket, but two kings 
cannot be contained in one country:'' 

"Dah darvish dar glimi bekhospand,. 
Va do padshah dar aghlimi nah ganjand;';. 

and just as the Roman Government two thousand years 
ago, could not allow the writ of Jesus Christ to run where 
only the writ o.f Caesar should run--..:.and therefore · cruci­
fied the Son of God-so ·the. British in India could not 
permit Gandhiji to rule the hearts of men when it was 
incumbent on all to feel loyal to the British Crown alone. 
Despite Gandhiji 's assurances, the British took the boycott 
of their Prince as a personal insult to him. Any affront 
to their Royalty they simply could not bear. No sooner 
had the Prince of \Vales therefore finished his four-month 
tour in the land, than Mahatri1a Gandhi was promptly ar­
rested and sentenced to six years of imprisonment, the 
Judge himself seeming rathc1· aghast at the judgment he 
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was passing. Mahatmaji 's imprisonment was longer and 
'in a way harsher than whqt ·was then inflicted on others 
'of the Congress, ·for he was allowed absolutely no contact 
·with the outside world. He was given no papers and 
·allowed no interviews. The then Governor of Bombay 
Sir George Lloyd, who seemed to have had great personal 
·dislike for Gandhiji, is reported to have visited him in 
:jail; and when Gandhiji said: "Your Excellency",-he 
was always the pink of courtesy-'' I do not even know 
'who the Prime Minister of England is today"; the 
"Governor replied: "You have to behave better in order 
:to· know that". The imprisonment, however, did not last 
quite six years, for he was released after two years follow­
ing a most serious operation that had almost taken his 
life. 

When Mahatmaji was released in 1924, the movement 
had lost its force and fervour. I remember his visit at that 
time to my home-town of Banaras; and the railway sta­
tion that was overflowing with human beings when he came 
there early in _1921, was practically deserted both at the 
time of his arrival and his departure, much to the 
embarrassment of those like me who were in charge of 
arrangements. J\Iahabnaji and his party. were going to 
the Provincial Conference at Sitapur; and I remember 
Jawaharlalji telling me at the station: "It is all rather 
sad, but let us not worry. Vl e have called this Conference 
but must see it through". Perhaps Mahatmaji was even 
then taking a tour to see how the people felt in order 
that he might be able to launch another movement. If I 
am not wrong, the tour proved unsatisfactory; and . no 
movement was started. At Belgaum in December of the 
same year, he presided over the Congress. He attended 
other annual Congresses also; but though his voice was 
the most prominent, it did not seeJI! to carry the same 
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weight and enthusiasm during these years, that it had 
done from 1919 to 1922. He, however, was not a person 
to give up a fight that he had once undertaken, whatever 
the circumstances may be, and however dark the horizon 
might look. 

In 1929, 11Iahatmaji seemed again to feel that the· 
time had come for action ; and again there was his tour 
throughout the land. Once more all the old fire and 
fervour had come back, and was visible all round. The 
people seemed to be ready for action. I remember his 
tour in· my home-state of Uttar Pradesh then known as 
the United Provinces when Shri Jawaharhal Nehru as 
the President, and I as the General Secretary of the Pro­
vincial Congress Committee, were in charge of the arrange­
ments. It was an extended tour that he made; and either 
J awaharlal or I or both were with him from place to place 
as he travelled. Shri J. B. Kripalani accompanied him 
throughout. The enthusiasm of the people was unbounded; 
and the self-same station of Banaras was one seething 
mass of humanity, which certainly was in strange. con­
trast to the scene of 1924 at that same place. Though 
elected President of the Congress for that year, _he gave 
place to Jawaharlal Nehru; and at the stroke of midnight 
of December 31, 1929, the nation as represented by the 
Congress, declared at its sess!on at Lahore, that complete 
independence and nothing less was its goal. Everyone 
was on the tiptoe of. expectation and felt certaii1 tl~at some­
thing was coming. Jawaharlal Nehru made me the General 
Secretary of the Congress, and so I became an ex-officio 
member of the Working Committee, and was thus able to 
"·atch the activities of the leaders from the inside. 

Meetings of the Working Committee were held in 
quick succession. after the Lahore Congress. At the very 
first meeting held early in J am1ary in Lahore itself, the 
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decision was taken that the '26th' of the month was to be 
celebrated as our complete Independence (Purna Swa­
rajya) Day. Some day had to be fixed for the purpose after 
the passing of the resolution for complete Independence 
by the Congress. It was necessary also that an early day 
should be fixed for the taking of the Independence pledge 
at public meetings as drafted by .Gandhiji. The date has 
now become sacred; and because of the accident that that 
was the last Sunday of January 1930, and Gandhiji 
thought it would· be most suitable for the purpose, it has 
now been solemnly declared as our Republic Day. Then 
came the important meeting of the Working Committee in 
the middle of February 1930 which was held at Sabarmati 
where Gandhiji had his Ashmma at that time. I had 
travelled from Banaras via Agra and Pandit Motilal came 
from Delhi. The two trains joined up at the Bandi-Kui 
raihvay junction; and after that proceeded as one. Learn­
ing that Pandit Motilal was in the same train, I went up 
to his compartment at one of the way-side stations. He 
said to me: "Have you thought of anything Y What are 
we to· do at our meeting 1" I said: "It is for you leaders 
to think of this and not for me, but'' I added, '' I have 
vaguely heard that Mahatma Gandhi was thinking of a 
campaign against the Salt Laws". He replied: "I have 
also heard so, but surely all that is nonsense". When, 
however, the Working Committee did actually meet at 
Sabarmati on the following day, and Mahatma Gandhi . 
casually said, as he plied his charkha, that he was thinking 
of a campaign against the Salt Laws, it was the self-same 
Pandit Motilal who immediately replied: ''Salt tax must 
certainly be opposed. It is in the nature of a poll tax." 

I put down this incident for the specific purpose of 
pointing out the influence Mahatmaji had on the biggest 
minds of the time. Pandit Motilal was not a person to yield 
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on anything. He was a very proud man, and scarcely 
ever imagined that he could be in the wrong or that any­
one else who held any opinion different to his, could be 
in the right. The person who thought it was sheer non­
sense to think of violating the salt tax a day before, was 
all in its favour when Gandhiji had put his seal of ap­
proval upon it. The Sabarmati meeting was followed by a 
regular meeting of the All-India Congress Committee some 
weeks later in March, to give its approval to Mahatmaji 's 
proposals. Then there was the Dandi march and the satya­
graha against salt laws that landed thousands of Congress­
men in jail. It would not be true to say that everywhere 
genuine salt was manufactured; but the Salt Laws were 
certainly broken and every one encouraged to break them; 
and the inevitable imprisonments followed. 

VI 

The British Government called for a Round Table 
Conference in this interval in England; but the Congress 
was not in the picture. Leaders of various vested inter­
ests as well as political groups went there, but no purpose 
was really served. Early in 1931 Pandit Motilal died. 
About the same time, members of the Working Committee 
were released to enable them to meet and discuss the 
situation among themselves. They hurriedly assembled at 
Allahabad both to offer their condolences to the Nehru 
family, and also to think of what next to do and what 
plans to make for the future. The invitation of Lord 
Irwin, the Viceroy, to Mahatma Gandhi was accepted; and 
the Committee adjourned to Delhi. Readers will see that 
all this was almost exactly ten years after the first move­
ment of 1920-21 which culminated in the boycott of the 
visit of the Prince of Wales and the subsequent imprison­
ment of Gandhiji. 
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From the period of l\fahatmaji 's release in 1924: to 
his preparing for the next campaign of 1929-30, for a 
period of five years, there was complete lull. In 1927, 
the Congress met at Madras over which Dr. Ansari 
presided and at which Mahatmaji was not present. 
Jawaharlal Nehru who had returned only recently from 
a long sojourn abroad, brought the news of the gathering 
war clouds; and though the second world war did Hot 
actually break out till ten years later, he was very greatly 
exercised over the international situation of which he con­
tinued to make keen and thorough studies, and about the 
developments in which he kept warning_ his countryme~ 
all the time. The negotiations at Delhi between Lord 
Irwin (now Lord Halifax) and Mahatma Gandhi conti­
nued day after . day. Mahatma Gandhi spent long hours 
every day at the Viceroy's House. As is common and 
natural in such matters, hopes and fears alternated all the 
time. 

Mahatmaji used to report to the Working Committee 
that was in continual session, its members being all accom­
modated under the hospitable roof of Dr. Ansari_ 
Mahatmaji 's moves were generally supported. There were 
sqme dissentients also. I remember one evening Jawaharlal 
was very clisapp~inted and unhappy at what Gandhiji had 
agreed to, and said with great emotion: "I feel utterly 
lonely. I do not know where we are going." Gandhiji 
had prolonged talks with him, and with deep affection ex­
plained the situation to him in his own way, winning him 
over to his side. On another occasion, I remember when 
some member said he felt that if l\fahatmaji conceded some 
particular point, be was likely to get a bad name, 
Gandhiji replied in his characteristic manner: ''If you 
want it, I will go immediately to the Viceroy and with­
draw what I have agreed to. Do not worry about my 
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reputation; worry about your own. I know how to take 
care of mine". That silenced the critic even ·if it did not 
convince him. At last a common formula was agreed to. 
between Mahatmaji and Lord Irwin, and the Civil Dis­
obedience Movement that had been only informally sus­
pended; during the course of the negotiations, was 
formally called off. All political prisoners were forthwith 
released. 

When the Second Round Table Conference met later 
in the year in London, Mahatmaji agreed to go there. He 
went. as the sole representative of the Indian National 
Congress. He did not want any colleagues to go with him 
at all. This Conference like the first, '\vas a total failure 
as it could come to no decisions, and there were violent 
differences of opinion among the various individuals and 
groups that were invited there. Mahatmaji came back 
towards the end of the year only to be arrested. Arrests 
of Congressmen followed all over the land. The year 1932 
was spent by them again behind prison bars. The process 
of release fro'ln this jailing started early in 1933 though 
Mahatmaji himself was not finally out for another year. 

As I have described in the book, J:\Irs. Besant died 
in September 1933 at the time when the Provincial Con­
gress Committee of Uttar Pradesh (then called the 
United Provinces) was meeting at Luclmow on the morrow 
of the release of J awaharlal Nehru, to take stock of the 
situation. For three years previausly, Mrs. Besant had 
been ill and totally confined to her room at .Adyar. She 
had ceased to take active interest in politics from some 
time before, though she had attended the Congress of 1928 
at Calcutta over which Pandit Motilal presided, and took 
much part in the proceedings of the Conference that was 
held simultaneously over the Neh-ru Report on the consti­
tution of the country. Mrs. Besant luicl ceased to play 
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any effective part in Congress activities, though she l1ad 
appeared on the Congress platform of the Belgaum Con­
gress of December 1924 over which Mahatma Gandhi 
presided, when the President disturbed the proceedings 
in order to enable 1\frs. Besant to make a speech, she having 
come for just two or three hours for the occasion, and 
was wanting to go away immediately to catch her train 
back. 

When Mahatmaji returned from jail in 1934, he took 
up Harijan work, and made a tour with Thakar Bapa, 
Hriday Nath Kunzru and others, for the cause. Readers 
will see that these decennial movements of Gandhiji lasted 
from about the close of the decade to four years after­
wards-the first movement of 1920 was practically finished 
in 1924; and that of 1930, in 1934. Political life was 
fairly dull from 1934 to about 1939 just as it had been 
from 1924 to 1929. There was some legislative acti­
vity, but nothing more. ~Iahatmaji at that time must 
have been sorely taxed as to what to do. He carried on 
his many constructive activities for Harijan uplift, Khadi" 
and various handicrafts, but the state of our political Ii~e 
as such was very dismal and almost heart-breaking. His 
efforts for Hindu-Muslim unity had all proved futile; and 
except for a few devoted persons like Maulana Abul 
Kalam Azad, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai and some others, the 
whole body of Muslims had joined the Muslim League of 
which Mr. Jinnah was l;Jecoming the undisputed leader and 
master. The cry of Pakistan was rrrowinrr in volume and 

d . b 0 } • 

intens!ty; an It was quite clear to me-I was at t ns 
period a member of the Central Lerrislative Assembly-that 
the British Government favoured it as a counter-blast 
to the Congress demands, even thourrh at the beginning, 
they had laughed at it all as fantastic nonsense. 

Duri~g his Harijan tour of 1934, Mahatmaji visited 
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my home-town of Banaras, and he and his large party were 
accommodated in the premises of the Kashi Vidyapith that 
had also just been released having been locked up for 
over two years by the Government in the wake of the 1932 
movement. The \Vorking Committee also met there. The 
then Viceroy Lord W ellingdon who had a very deep dis­
like for 1\'Iahatmaji and repeatedly declined to receive him 
when Ga'i1dhiji offered to meet him, had thrown out, so 
to say, a challenge to the Congressmen to prove their pro­
fessed popularity with the people by the verdict of the 
ballot box. To the Englishman, the results of an election 
are of far greater value than the opinions of mass meet­
ings. Mahatmaji took up the challenge; Government dis­
solved the old Central Assembly and ordered new elec­
t:ons for it. These were held towards the end of the year. 
Congressmen were asked to contest the seats. I have 
reason to think that the Governors of various Provinces 
had informed the Viceroy on the advice of their support­
ers, that the influence of the Congress was all finished, and 
that but few Congressmen, if any, would succeed at the 
polls. I certainly lmow that that was so with the Governor 
of my home State, Sir l\lalcolm Hailey. The result of 
the elections, however, was that the Congress swept the 
polls; and we arrived in large numbers in the Central 
Assembly. I know also how very disappointed Sir Mal­
colm Hailey was, as he felt he had been badly let down. 
He made no secret of it, and told his visitors of it quite­
openly. Soon after that, he retired. 

VII 
So far as I can analyse the situation and Mahatma 

Gandhi's complex mind, it seems to me ·that Mahatmaji 
wanted to make i~ perfectly clear that his movement was 
not a movement of the weak but really of the strong; that 
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non-violence was the weapon of the brave and not the 
coward. Like the heroes of old-of the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata which really form the basis of Hindu civi­
lisation and set standards of conduct for men-!11ahatmaji 
never refused to take up a challenge ; but he was also 

.anxious that as soon ac; his strength was proved by what­
·ever standards may be set by his opponent<>, he should 
withdraw. That is how he almost always asked persons 
after winning elections, to come away; in other words, first 
to prove that they were real representatives of the people 
by obtaining their votes, and then also to show how in­
·different they were to the results of success, and had really 
no need for official and semi-official positions and patronage 
for their work for the welfare of the people at large. This 
line of argument, I know, did not appeal to many even 
in the Congress; and as far back as 1923, Pandit l\'Iotilal 
Nehru raised a revolt, and founded his Swaraj party to 
fight elections under its auspices, Congressmen having been 
asked not to oppose even if they felt that they could 11ot 
support. This conflict in some form or another remained 
to the last. 

-r cannot help feeling, however, that Mahatmaji 's line 
of argument was in keeping with the idealism of Indian 
tradition, for the ancient legends dq tell us that Rama 
after he had w6n back Sita, actuaiiy ahanrloncd JICr; and 
after getting back his kingdom, went along with the ';lw!e 
body of the citizens of Ayodhya, deliberately to die m 
the waters of the Sarayu. We also learn that ~he 
Pandavas after winning their great victory and rec~vermg 
their lost empire, went away into voluntary retirement 
to be melted in the snows of the Himalayas. Whatever 
that may be, it is true that sacrifice of material positions 
even if. i:. ~ay seem to others as flying away from the 
responsibilities that these impose, has always been very 



INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION xlv-

greatly acclaimed in our country; an¢!. when prosperous­
lawyers and big merchants, when brilliant young people 
on the very threshold of their careers, gave up everything 
to serve the cause of the people, they were claimed as veri­
table heroes and honoured as the real leaders of the land. 
That was true of l\:Iahatma Gandhi down to the humblest 
vohmtecr, whether known or unknown outside his parti­
cular field of activity. 

The second \Vorld War began in 1939. The persons 
elected in 1934 continued in the Central Legislative 
Assembly. In 1936-37, elections were held in the Provinces, 
under the new Government of India Act of 1935; and 
Congressmen were returned in large numbers to the 
various Provincial Legislatures as well. Congr.ess Govern­
ments were formed almost everywhere. They were, 
however, called away-ministers and legislators alike­
when the second \Vorld. War began in 1939. Mahatma 
Gandhi emphatically declared that that was not a war 
of the Indian people ; and so we had no part or lot in it; 
and also called upon all to contribute neither a penny nor 
a man: (Na ek pai, na ek bhai, as the cry went up in the 
United Provinces). The second World War was even more 
serious than the first, though many people thought that 
it would be finished in a few months' time. 11iy instinct 
told me that it would last for ·at least five years. It 
actually lasted for six. 

Mahatnia Gandhi by this time was physically too wt>ak 
to undertake long tours. His mind was, however, working 
hard; and it was clear he was anxious that something had. 

\ got to be done before it was too late. He thought of the· 
individual Civil Disobedience of 1940: his earlier experi-. 
ment in 1933 along these lines had met with .no response. 
He now set himself seriously to his task. The people also 
seemed to be ready for something and came willingly once~-



xlvi ANNIE BESANT 

more under his lead. He selected persons at various places 
who were asked to send information to the authorities 
beforehand that they would go and .deliver a message at a 
particular place to the assembled people that they should 
contribute neither men nor money to the war. He did not 
want this to be a mass movement and desired only those 
w.ho were morally worthy, to offer Satyagraha. He chose tllC 
p1ous Acharya Vinoba Bhave as the worthiest, to give the 
lead and go to jail before anyone else. 

All duly selected persons sent notices .to their district 
authorities; and before they could go and deliver the 
proposed message, they were arrested and sent usually to 
a year of imprisonment. Later some one got up a test 
case in a High Court. The J udgcs declared that the mere 
giving of notice without actually· doing anything, was not 
a crime, and could not be punished. Then there was a 
general jail delivery; but most persons had practically 
served the whole term of their sentence already, and so 
they d~d not gain much by this belated test case. The 
British-Indian paper The Statesman of Calcutta­
Delhi had a ren-ular feature called "Crank's Corner" in 
which the nam:s of all persons who were sent . to jail in 
connection with this movement, were duly chromcled from 
clay to day. The whole thino- seemed very funny not only 
to the British editor of the ~aper, Sir Artlmr Moore, but 
to most of us also who actually joined the fray. As faith­
ful soldiers of his army· we followed l\fahatma Gandhi; 
as his devoted followers 'we were sure that what be was 
doing must be right and that something was bound to 
result. In any case, whatever the manner of express!on, 
we had to keep ourselves before the public eye if we were to 
succeed in our ultimate mission. Politics and publicity, 
whether we like it or not, have to go together. Whatever 
may have been Mahatmaji 's own estimate of the results, 
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the fact is that by the time "·e came out of jail by the 
beginning of 1942, he was already cogitating in his mind, 
the launching of what came to be very well known as the 
''Quit India'' movement. 

VIII 
The war \vas at a very serious stage at that time, 

and one can understand the extreme tension under which 
the British Government and the British people then were. 
'rhey found it difficult to excuse anyone who could think 
of positively embarrassing them in any way, when 110t 
actually helping in what was to them a righteous cause 
on which the freedom and welfare of the world depended. 
It was said long ago that in modern wars even the victors 
must lose; and I believe the results of the second Great 
War prove the truth of this aphorism. At Bombay the 
All-India Congress Committee met on August 9, and ar­
rests immediately followed. 1\Iahatma Gandhi was taken 
to the Aga Khan palace at Poona, while the Working 
Committee members were confined in the · Ahmednagar 
Fort. ;Leading Congressmen all over the land were ar­
rested in their homes in the various districts and kept in 
the local jails. There was a tremendous upsurge of emo­
tion at various places. · In· fact the whole country was 
suddenly in revolt that surprised those who joined the 
movement even more, perhaps, than those who were oppos­
ing them. 

It is a matter of deep regret that all those strict 
canons of non-violence as made· incumbent by l\fahatmaji, 
were not observed everywhere, for there· was some cruel 
sabotage of riil.lway trains, though not involving loss of 
life. Some bad characters however took advantage of the 
situation and there were burglaries and even murders 
here and there. The remarkable thing, however, was that 
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though ordinarily a mass movement like that in those 
particular circumstances, could have been regarded as a 
major racial conflict of the Indian and the British, as a 
matter of fact not a single British life, so far as I know, 
was endangered; and even in the remotest and most out 
of the way corners, British people whether as missionaries 
or. merchants, administrators or tourists, -\vere safe from 
all harm-men, women and children alike. Only Govern­
ment property was attacked. The struggle was between 
the Government and the people, and not betw~en one race 
and another. Thi<; was the result of the widespread 
acceptance of l\fahatma Gandhi's principles that they were 
fighting a system and not those in charge of it or repre­
senting it in any way. The remarkable thing that has 
-always struck me is the absolute secrecy with which the 
Government were able to finalise all their arrangements. 
Hundreds of thol~sands of Indian eyes must have seen the 
·orders given for the preparation of various plans: for the 
equipping and arming of police stations; for the arrest 
of innumerable persons; for the preparation of various 
places of imprisonment ;-but no one outside knew the 
nature of what was being done. Even Mahatma Gandhi, 
as I know, did not expect such widespread arrests, imme­
diately after resolutions were passed by the All-India 
Congress Committee. He l1ad thought, if I am not mis­
taken, that nothing will happen for .at least three months, 
aJtd that Government will only watch developments dm··­
ing that period. 

This 'momentous meetinoo of the All-India Congress 
b 

Committee, began and ended on August 9, _1942, and 
. a~rest~ were made that very evening and night all ovej· 
·the lmid. The Government could not take any risks. Al­
most all persons in Government service l1ave relatives h1 
the non-official world-many w"ere friends. or relatives of 
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Congressmen as wcli--still no one gave away the secret of 
Government to anyone. No qne knew what was coming. 
Most persons were taken by surprise. I fear many who 
have to do with Government today, would now say with 
sorrow that the secrets of their own Government are not 
kept so sedulously by those who are entrusted with them, 
though they should do so even better now since their own 
people are in power. The main frame-work of the 
administration continues as before, and the same personnel 
has been maintained. It is a matter 9f continuing sur­
prise to me that we seem to serve the foreigner better 
than we serve ourselves. I know that things will improve; 
and I only hope that my mention of this curious pheno­
menon, will not hurt anyone, but rouse us to a sense of our 
own duties and responsibilities, our own dignity and self­
respect. 

The movement .of 1920-21 lasted till 1024, and that 
of 1930-31, to 1934 in some form or another. The move­
meJ~t of 1940 lasted till 1945;. and when the second World 
War ended and the leaders returned from their prisons, 
it was not in a spirit of frustration or disappointment, but 
in that of self-confidence and fulfilment. It was clear 
in 1945 that the British had finally decided to withdraw. 
They had be.en badly shaken by the great war, even though 
ultimately .victorious. They wisely decided to offer India 
back to her own people as a voluntary and spontaneous 
gift and thus ensure their friendship . and goodwill for 

themselves. 
It so happened that during all these years that t1Je 

Congress and Congress-minded men . and women wer_e 
struggling and suffering. the :Muslim League was cons?h­
dating itself as a comm~mal political organisation, talnng 
ftill ach'antage· of otlH~r people's sacrifices tha~ were 
weakening the .O}Jponents, in order to push its OWn claim 
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for l1 separate Muslim State to be carved out of the living 
body of the common parent country; and it succeeded. 
In thic; it had the full support of the British who said 
that they had their responsibilities towards the l\Iuslims 
whom they could not leave at the "n:Iercy" of the Hindu 
majority; and that it was their duty to ensure the safety 
of their Muslim subjects. This was made the excuse for 
the cutting up of the country, regardless of the terrible 
results that were bound to follow, i.n murder, violence and 
exodus of masses of· people from one place to another. 
It will always be a matter of deep pain to many that 
Lahore where complete Independence as the goal of the 
Congress, was declared in December 1929, and Karachi 
where in March 1931, Congress celebrated partial victory 
after the salt satyagraha movement, are now foreign terri-
tory to us. · 

Though India's first High Commissioner in Pakistan. 
I could never feel that I was in a foreign land when I 
functioned at Karachi or at Lahore. The ties were too 
strong for any such thinking. However, after many con­
ferences and negotiations following the release of the 
Congress_ leaders in 1945, an experiment of a joint Cabinet 
of Congressmen and Muslim Leaguers in the Central 

-Government was tried. That only made matters worse; 
and the cleavage appeared so unbridgeable th~t partition 
was acceded to by even those who had stoutly resisted 
it before. So at last complete Independence of India. ~as 
declared on August 15 1947· and simultaneously Pakistan 
was also born. India' conti~ued to have the last British 
Viceroy, Lord 1\fountbatten as her Governor-General W}Jile 

Mr. Jinnah made himself th~ Governor-General of Pakistan. 
In the beginning t11erc was a hope that the two States 
would have a common Governor-General; and a special 
provision was inserted for the purpose in the relevant 
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laws. If I am not mistaken, Mr. Jinnah first accepted a 
joint Governor-Generalship, and then changed his mind. If 
we had had one Governor-General, I think many of the 
horrors that were witnessed in the terrible weeks that fol­
lowed August 15, 1947, might have been avoided. "Of all 
sad words of tongue and pen", the poet has moaned, "The 
saddest are these: it might have been;'' and there is no use 
crying over spilt milk or speculating about possibilities of 
what would have happened if this had not been done, or 
that had been done. \Ve must take facts as they are and try 
to unclerstimd them in the light of human nature, rather 
than human idealism: that is the only path of wisdom 
from which none can dare to stray. 

IX 
Perhaps it would not be irrelevant· if as I close this 

rather long historical introduction which as I said in 
the beginning, 'I undertook to write only at the desire of 
my esteemed friend Shri K. lVL Mnnshi, I should, since 
this is a book on :Mrs. Besant and not on Mahatma Gandhi, 
say something of what might be regarded as l\Irs. Besant 's 
own contribution to the ultimate consummat!on of India's 
Freedom. I have ventured to say in the course of the 
above narrative, that in a way Mrs. Besant had taken 
up most of the items that were later elaborated-and no 
doubt independently thought of-by Mahatma Gandhi. 
The two personalities were so 'strong that it was really 
not possible for them to work together; and each had to 
have the whole field to himself or herself if he or she 
were· to do anything worthwhile. The parting therefore 
between Mahatma Gandhi and Mrs. Besant came fairly 
early as already described in the introduction and furtber 
elaborated in the book. 

I have studied Mrs. Besant 's work in three aspects 
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of our national life: the British connection; the influence 
of the West; and the reaction of the new forces on the 
minds of the orthodox. In a way Mahatmaji 's work could 
also be studied by its impress on these varied facets of 
the Indian scene. So far as the British connection went, 
he declared from the very start: ' ''Within the Empire 
if possible, outside it if necessary". He had no biases 01~ 
prejudices, one way or the other. He was willing that 
his country should be a part of the British Empire, not 
to speak of the Commonwealth, if the British made it 
worthwhile its being so. He was also prepared' to go out 
if his terms for co-operation and colleagueship were not 
accepted. So while right from 1916 when he came into 
Indian politics to 1929 he strove for the association of 

' ' England and India on terms of equality and friendship,_ 
in 1929 he finally. lost all hope of such a union, and de­
clared for complete Independence. 

Mrs. Besant would never have agreed to this so far 
as I can see; and she would have continued to strive fo1~ 
the continuation of the relationship. In a way, perhaps, 
Mrs. Besant 's ideal has been partia1ly fulfilled, namely, that 
the British Empire is called Commonwealth; and India is a 
part thereof. She however bears no allegiance to the British 
Crown which Mrs. Besant would have liked her to continue 
to do; but she regards the British Sovereign, all the same 
as the Head of the Commonwealth of which India is a~ 
integral part. There is thus a fusion-if I may say so­
of the idealisms of both Mahatma Gandhi and Mrs. Besant­
and for this all praise, honour and credit must go to India·~ 
great P~ime Minister, Shri Jawaharlal Nel1ru, who strug­
gle~ agamst l1eavy odds botl1 in England and India, so that 
India could become a Republic and still continue to be a 
member of an otherwise monarchical Commomvealth. 

So far as western influences are concerned, I have a 
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feeling that more of them have come in since Swaraj than 
existed when the British held sway in the land. I believe­
young people try to live and want to live today in accord­
ance with what may be termed European styles and 
standards of life very much more than before. Being,. 
however, a free people, this is only emblematic of a volun­
tary desire to raise the standards of life in accordance· 
with modern conceptions of these; and they have nothing· 
to do with any desire to please the powers-that-be as 
was the case before. In fact, while Ministers and others in 
high positions of political authority today, may live the· 
lives that they livt'd as non-officials-as politicians and 
public men-many of their well-placed subordinates who 
are permanent officers of Government, continue to believe 
in the styles that ·they earlier made their own under a 
foreign regime. It shows· therefore that the basic urge is 
just the opposite of what it was before. There is, however, 
~o doubt that European ways have penetrated into the 
lives that they lived as non-officials-as politicians and· 
their minds though attached to their country in the matter 
of its political freedom;- are actually very much· more· 
detached from the old moorings to which Mrs. Besant strove 
hard and incessantly to keep them fast. 

Having declared ourselves a Secular State-and' 
nothing else was possible in a country of so many castes 
and creeds all of whom the leaders and framers of the 
constitution rightly desired, should regard themselves 
citizens of a common land wherein they should enjoy 
equ-al rights and opportunities and be subjected to self-­
same duties and responsibilities-some folk actually think 
that religion has no place in life, though here and there­
we see efforts being made to revive studies of ancient lore· 
which really do not seem to attract the niodern youth. 
Mahatma Gandhi's precepts were all moral and ethicaL 
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He was not worried about the theology or the philosophy 
of the ancients. In fact it seems to me that in h!s mental 
and emotional make-up · he was more influenced by 
Christian ideology than Hindu. As a matter of fact he 
was no£ verv familiar with India's ancient thought, but 
he followed ·this more by instinct and tradition than by 
any careful study and thinking. His actual life, however, 
was that of a very- simple pious Hindu. All those who 
came under his influence also tried to live simple lives. 
He. was ·of an intensely devotional nature so far as the 
religiou~ side of his life went; and he read the Ramayana 
of Tulasi Das, for instance, with the utmost fervour, just 
as a village man does outside his little cottage after the 
-day's hard work is done. 

Mrs. Besant, on the other hand, had made a careful 
study of the sacred bool•s of the Hindus, and was always 
quoting chapter and verse as she delivered her grea~ 
orations. Her personal life was by no means so simple 
as that of the Mahatma, and therefore could be better 
followed by those who came in contact with her. In a 
way she was more human, for she made allowances for 
the weaknesses of human nature and the fail'ngs of the 
flesh in others which Mahatmaji found it difficult to do. 
She also brought the minds of those who heard her, back 
to the scriptures as such which Mahatmaji 's teachings did 
not. Thus those who came in contact with the Mahatma, 
tried to be simple in their personal lives as best they 
could, and tried certainly to be moral in accordance with 
his teachings, but they were not told-and so did not know 
-of the glories and achievements of our ancient heroes 
and preceptors. Curiously enough, Mahatmaji 's heroes 
were of the western world, and he quoted Count Tolstoy, 
Cardinal NeWman, and Jesus Christ oftener than the 
:figures of the history and legend of his own land. No 
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wonder, the Christian missionary was far more attracted 
by him than the Hindu pandit. 'rhe modern-minded men 
and women of India came to him for comfort and guid­
ance; and the masses of Indian peasants followed him 
because he looked so much like them despite his greatness, 
and promised them freedom from want if they helped him 
in getting them freedom from foreign domination. In 
the social and intellectual aspects of life, therefore, 
Mrs. Besant 's influence was entirely different from that of 
Mahatma Gandhi. 1\'Ioreover, 1\Irs. Besant's appeal was 
more to the middle class educated folk, while the l\:Iahatma 's 
was to the vast masses of the country: hers was to the 
head, while his was to the heart. That may account both 
for the differing methods adopted and the results that 
ensued. 

Then there is the third category of persons to whom 
I have referred, namely those who in high dudgeon with­
drew themselves into their shells thinking that the world 
was going to pieces and that there was no hope for it. 
They preserved what they regarded were the ancient insti­
tutions in what they felt to be their pristine purity, and 
felt that though they could not save others, they might 
save themselves, and by example, try to save the world 

. as well from going to complete ruination. I have already 
described Mrs. Besant 's method of dealing with such per­
sons in her own sympathetic and understanding manner, 
Her lectures about the ancient past gave them the assur­
ance that she was propagating their own faith and even 
favouring and supporting such of their customs that the 
sophisticated regarded as superstitious. This must have 
given them comfort. No doubt she helped in the continua­
tion of the work that Col. Olcott, the President-Founder of 
the Theosophical Society, had started in Madras by 
establishing and helping in the establishment of what were 
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then known as Panchama schools, schools for the fifth 
caste, really the outcaste, she made no violent efforts to 

-abolish caste. In this matter l\fahatmaji 's method was 
positively different. He had practically no personal 
contact at all with persons who represented the ancient 
lore such as Mrs. Besant had to some extent directly and 
to a great extent indirectly through her colleagues of the 
Theosophical. Society and the Central Hindu College. 

Mahatmaji was very rightly incensed at the existence 
·of untouchability which he regarded as a great slur on 
Hindu social system and thus on Hinduism itself; and he 
took steps to get wells, temples, schools, public places and 
institutions opened to members of the so-called untouch-

. able communities-Panchamas as some called them; but 
to whom he gave the genelic designation of Harijan-on 
equal terms with others. This kept the orthodox people 
away from him. They felt that a grievous wrong was 
being don.e to their age-long custom and eternal faith. 
Ma]latmaji 's precept and practice had their desired effect; 

·and untouchability started disappearing fast not only in 
the large towns but even in the countryside. The younger 
members of even orthodox families were drawn towards 
him by the various other appeals that he made, even if 
they were suspicious in this particular matter about un­
touchability. The elders too could not but be influenced 
by the fact that Mahatmaji 's work was for liberating the 

·country from political thraldom which they themselves 
. also felt was aO'ainst the laws of nature, and which they 

b 

thought was the main cause of bringing in influences in 
the land that had dislodged them from their own old 
high position and created complexes that were ruining 
tradition and religion alike. They could not perhaps help 
having some hopes that when independence came, they 
might also come to their own. 
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Thus the orthodox sections of the people too were 
to a certain ext~nt attracted towards him; but as a rule, 
they still kept their distance. It has often been my 
privilege to be in charge of l\Iahatmaji 's tours in my home­
State, and certainly of every one of them in my own 
home city. All sorts of people have sought interviews with 
him, but I do not recollect the case of any single old 
fashioned pandit wanting to see him; and it cannot be 
doubted that these pundits have great influence on the 
social and religious side of the life of the people at large. 
It was, however, clear that very large numbers of people· 
followed the Mahatma for the political aspect of his work, 
for that is really the main aspect when a country is under· 
foreign subjugation. It· may therefore be said that while­
the effect of Mrs. Besant 's work was slow, indirect and 
evolutionary in its nature, the effect of l\Iahatmaji 's. 
activity was swift, direct and revolutionary. Both helped 
the same cause and worked for the same results which 
are before us to-clay, and on which each of us is entitled 
to pass his own opinion in accordance with his own ideal 
and temperament. 

X 

·with the coming of Freedom, ends a great chapter­
of our national history of just about a hundred years, 
beginning ·with the times when people heard and talked 
in hushed whispers of the possibility of political freedom 
and social reform, to the attainment by India of the 
status of a Sovereign Democratic Republic. The story 
that I have myself sought to relate here, begins in the 
early nineties of the last century and comes down to the· 
late forties of the present, cov.ering roughly the later half 
of the· period. It may be just as well if a few words 
were also written regarding the achievements of our people 
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since Swaraj. W c are inclined to forget that we have 
been through a great revolution; and many of us very 
often behave as if there has been only a change in the 
complexion of the party in power, the leaders of which 
in their campaign against the other party, had made some 
promises which they can be very legitimately asked now 
to fulfil at the risk of their losing their position and 
bringing back the party which had been ousted. But the 
real situation is certainly very different ·from that. 

Really when we come to think of it, the change-over 
from the British Government to the Government of the 
people themselves-a transfer of power from an irrespon­
sible foreign bureaucracy to responsible indigenous demo­
cracy-is as great a revolution as any we can think of, 
in history. Because it happened to have been so peaceful 
-in a way we got our freedom comparatively cheap, to 
use a vulgar expression-so many of us do not realise its 
magnitude or appreciate its value. Let us throw our 
minds back to the eighteenth and the early nineteenth 
centuries when the British were getting the better of the 
French and the Marathas, tbe Moghals and the Sikhs, and 
were establishing themselves as indisputable masters of 
the whole land. What was the condition of the country 
during those terrible decades? Where was any law and 
order, as kingdoms rose and fell, and when thugs and 
pindaris wandered over the land doing what they wanted. 

The revolution that brought British ruie in India 
supplanting all Indian and other foreign powers, cannot · 
in the judgment of history, be regarded as greater tha~ 
that which gave us back our Freedom from British ruie 
itself. That it was peaceful, apart from the horrors in 
the wake of the partition that we. witnessed on the artifi­
cially dividing lines, is due both to Mahatmaji 's teaching 

·of non-violence on the one hand, which restrained the 
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people from doing anything grievously wrong, and to the 
innate good sense and love of justice of the British them­
selves, on the other, that led them to do the right thing 
at last. Though it was peaceful, it was none the less a great 
revolution ; and the various factors that come up to the 
surface when a change-over of Government takes place, 
naturally tried to have a good time even in this revolution. 
When there is a firmly established Government, the anti­
social elements are kept in check by fear of the guardians 
of the law. When, however, the governing power loosens, 
these are inclined to come up to try their luck. That has 
always happened in history; and it was threatening to 
happen here as well. Luckily, the threat here was not 
on any large and manacing scale because of the nature of 
our passage from foreign rule to self-rule. One is almost 
reminded of Kalidas' words in his Malavikagnimitm, 
which with a little adaptation, would me&n "a 
Government that has only recently been established, can 
easily be thrown out of power by its enemies, because of 
its not having taken firm root in the minds of the people, 
even as a newly planted tree which is still weak and 
unstable.'' 

'' .A.chira-dhishtita-rajyah shatruh prakritishu-arudha-
mulutwat, . 

Nava-sanropana-shithilah turu-riva sukarah samud-
dhartum.'' 

Still, there were some disturbances and disorders here 
and there, though it must be said to the credit of those 
in authority that they were brought in check fairly quickly. 
Many people in order to discredit their own Governm_ent 
and being still strangely attached to the foreigner who no 
more holds political sway in the land, feeling rather lost 
and lonely in his absence, are apt to exaggerate a few 
isolated incidents and to proclaim loudly that things were· 
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very much better before than now. One cannot but regret 
even the least little disorder or improper action on the 
part of one citizen towards another. Still, the study of 
actual conditions in the setting of history, will doubtless 
convince anyone that we have not done at all badly. It 
.may be that some vested interests of the past regime have 
been hurt in this; but even so, there has really been no 
upsetting of the tenor of our economic life, regarded al­
most inevitable in revolutions such as this. 

Apart from the problem of law and order, which 
naturally claims the first attention. of everyone, we have 
declared ourselves a Welfare State where the health and 
happiness of even the humblest are as important as those 
·of the highest. Not to speak of the new universities and 
-academies of art and learning; the hospitals and research 
institutes in disease and nutrition; the river valley projects 
which are not daily visible to the ordinary citizen ;-the 
large numbers of schools and otner educational establish~ 
ments that have sprung up here, · there and everywhere . 

. ' the large numbers of dispensaries-mobile and stationary 
-that have been established for the benefit of the neglect­
ed portions of the land; and the determined and syste­
matic efforts that have been made to grow more food and 
give better shelter to the depressed;-all go to show that 
the Uniori Government at the Centre and the Govern­
ments of the States, as its component units, have been 
fighting steadily-and if statistics are to be believed­
successfully, the three- enemies of man : ignorance, disease 
and poverty. 

Of course, there is still much to do. We have not 
even touched the fringe of the pi·oblem. The task of 
world mending is verily unending; but the progress that 
we have made in the very short period of seven years 
-certainly· shows that we are working on right. lines: 
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'l'he very circumstances of to-day have broadcast sound 
political education among the people, which is amply 
proved by the fact that the first General Elections that 
took place in 1952 on the basis of adult suffrage-on a 
scale larger perhaps than ever attempted anywhere in the 
world-were very peacefully conducted. The results 
certainly expressed the actual feelings of the people as 
regards their own urges and ambitions. It would be good 
therefore to think to-day of the two world personalities 
that gave of their best to our country-Mrs. Besant and 
·Mahatma Gandhi-and inspired also others to do the same. 
Both Mahatma Gandhi and Mrs. Besant are no more; but 
we-. would be faililig in our obvious duty if we do not 
·remember them with gratitude, or exhibit ourselves as 
persons only eager to share in the fruits of their labours, 
for as Shri Krishna has very properly admonished in the 
Bhagavad Gita: 

Ishtan bhogau hi vo devah, dasyante yajna-bhavitah; 
Tair-dattan apradaya ebhyah yo bhunkte stena eva sah. 

"For, nourished by sacrifice, the Shining Ones shall 
bestow on you the enjoyments you desire. A thief verily 
is he who enjoyeth what is given by Them without re­
turning Them aught". 

If both these great personalities were to come back 
to the scene of their labours, and view the Indian scene 
·of to-day, I should think that Mrs. Besant would be 
better satisfied than Mahatma Gandhi, because first of all 
being British and wedded to the great principle of com­
promise, which does not allow the breaking point to be 
reached, she would reconcile herself to the partition of 
the country; and looking only at the bright side of things 
in the ]~mel, feel content, realising very well that it is 
impossible to ·have all that we want or at which we aim. 
l\Iahatma Gandhi being Hindu above everything, was an 
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individualist and knew no compromise. He was, like most 
of us, dissatisfied unless be got all that he wanted. "Ail 
or nothing" is perhaps not a good policy for life, for it 
leaves broken hearts behind without doing any good. 

Twenty-seven, days before his sad and sudden end, 
I had met him at Dell1i on my way back to Karachi in 
West Pakistan after a visit to Calcutta to study the 
position there of the refugees from Pakistan in the East, 
and a hurried visit home at Banaras on the way. It was 
a long talk about many things; and in the end, Mahatmaji 
said to me: "All my work of a lifetime has been en­
tirely ruined". (Meri sari jindagi ka 1ca;n rm'tti 
men mil gay a). He was referring to the Freedom 
we had got at the expense of the Unity of our 
land, for the partition as it was effected, did not only 
signify the territorial distribution of the country but also 
its spiritual dismemberment, for he felt that the harmony 
among the followers of the many faiths in the land for 
which he had wovked all his life. and which he put even 
above political freedom, was hopelessly shattered, the basis 
of partition itself as demanded by the Muslim League and 
acceded to by the British, being communal. It seems to 
me however that at the time of his ,Passing-despite all the 
pessimism that had come over him-he was, with much hope 
and confidence, giving all his attention to the. evolving 
of some formula that might bring sundered hearts to­
gether, and might even help to unify the land once a!Yain 

b • 

I have a feeling that if his life had not been cut short 
all so cruelly, and if he l1ad been allowed to continue liis 
labours, he would certainly have found some way out. 
But all that would be idle speculation to-day. 

I shall indeed regard. it as my great good luck if 
these few lines would help those who read them, to re­
member with affection and reverence, these two great world 
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J.>ersonalitics-lcaders and servers of mankind-Mrs. 
Bcsant and Mahatma Gandhi, who in their own ways 
worked for the emancipation of our land from its social, 
political and economic thraldom; for as we bask in the 
sunshine of the present day, we must pay our tribute or ad­
miration and gratitude to those who worked for us in the 
darlmess of yesterday, and also pledge ourselves that the 
morrow that is opening before us, will be further en­
riched by our labours; so that each generation as it passes, 
·may hand over a healthier and happier India to the one 
that comes after. May we prove in the present, worthy 
of those who have gone before; and discharge our own 
duties and our responsibilities to the full, as trustees of 
those who are to follow. 

RAJ BrrAVAN, 

MADRAS, 

Septembe1· 23, 1954. 

SRI PRAKASA 
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Mrs. Besant in Meditation 



C'UAPTER I 

EARLY MEMORIES 

~fy rarliest nwmories of Ban~ Mcm Saheb ("the big Euro­
pean lady"; "the Great :Madame"; or "the Grand old 
lady") -as :Mrs. Besant was always known and as she is 
still rrmembrrrd in Banaras-are of a lovable, loving at­
traetivr, white lady-white from head to foot-with white 
hair, white clothes, white stockings and shoes. I cmmot 
remember what my age was when first I saw her. I re­
mPmber this, however, that long afterwards, introducing 
me to some friends as she sat on a chair, she said: ''I have 
known him since he was this high", putting her right 
hand, palm downwards, contiguous to her knee. Mr.s. 
Besmit was not a tall woman, and her knee could nut 
have been very high from the ground. I£ I was only as 
high as her knee :when I was privileged to see her for the 
first time, it must have been very soon after her com­
ing to India. This is further proved by the fact that 
in the formal certificate I got from her in 1910 before 
going to England, she said: "I have known him 'for six­
teen years". She had come out to India in 1893 and I 
was born in 1890. Even as a boy of three, I think I must 
have been taller than what she indicated. Anyway, I had 
my revenge, for not verY many years later I was much 

taller than she! 
My memories, however, of _her, as of most things, are 

very clear since n1y age of e1ght. In fact I remember 
most of the dates and incidents since then. These .memo­
l'ies centre most vividly round her frequent visits to our 
home, the most welcome being the one she paid ·on her 
return from foreign lands. She went away practically 

A.B.-I. 
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every year; and· when she retui·neu, site invariably Ntllll' 

to us for a mid-day meal and brought a large box full of' 
toys. '\Ve were a very large Hindu family, my fathe!', 
Dr. Bhagavan Das, who comes constantly in these remi­
~tiscences, and his three brothers, :Messrs. Govind Das, 
older than my father and often Teferred to in this book as 
"my uncle"; Radha Charan Sah and Sita Ham Sah, occn· 
pying different blocks in the same "compound". ·when 
Mrs. Besant came, all the four sub-families gathered at 
one place for this great day. Everyone was astir; all the 
children were properly dressed; the best foods were cook­
ed, of which Mrs. Bcsant ate very little indeed. It was only 
when I went with her to England and saw her eating 
better and 'vith more relish than I could there, I realised 
how tastes differ, and how food is a matter of habit, and 
how we never get accustomed to strange foods even if we 
do to the climate, however much we might try. I also re­
member how the silver of the house used to be taken out 
for the occasion. Let me say quite candidly that it was 
not done so much to match the whiteness of the lady as 
to satisfy certain orthodox old-world notions of the ladies 
of the family, that gold and silver were not ''defiled'' 
even if "aliens" ate out of them, while the common metal 
of daily ·use became "impure" by theit· touch! Gold a1id 
silver are supposed to be much purer than other metals; 
and very wealthy and very orthodox Hindus-we were 
neither-particularly in South India, always have thPse 
even for their daily use. 

Those who know Hindu society-now fast chanO'ino· "' ,., 
in the upper strata, particularly in urban areas, thouo-h 
more or less stationary in the rest-will not wonder. Ortl~o­
doxy ju Hinduism, on the outside, apparent to all, stands 
confined almost solely to kinds· of food and how and by 
whom it is touched. There are Yery strict rules and 
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cm1veutlons about nunTiage also; but those about food 
arc so much on the surface that ·they would strike even 
the vcriPst newcomer. However ~trong- may be the affec­
tion that binds two persons, if they arc not on such caste 
footing that they can cline with each other, aloofness in 
food is stricti~, obsPrvcd. It is amusing that in Hindu 
India, Jo,·c and afft•ction do not depend upon willingness 
to di11c together: they subsist even when the closest of 
friends would decline to cat with each other; and till lately 
nobody thought that there was any harm in this; nobody 
suspected the least. trace of pride or arrogance in it. Mrs. 
Besant was one of thOF;e rare inclividuals who understood 
the customs of another almost instinctively, and took no 
offence where none was meant. 

I remember once my father was leading her up the 
steps of the marble Saraswati temple, in the Central 
Hindu College compound, gifted by the Maharani of Maj­
hauli, a large landed estate in the Gorakhpur district, 
who had herself within tents, in strict parda, laid the 
foundation stone of that. tt:>mple with proper ceremonials, 
of which I have vivid memory, though I eOllld not have 
been very old at the time. 1\Irs. Besant stopped after a 
few steps, knowing that convention did not permit. of a 
non-Hindu going inside a Hindu temple even though this 
temple was in the compound of the College which she her­
self had founde<l. l\Iy father tried almost to push her 
along-, saying- it was all right, ·and that sh~ was perfectly 
Pntitled to go in. If I remember right, she mounted one 
o1· two more steps, perhaps to please him, bnt. really did 
not go right. UJ? t,l the inner shrine, and placed her offerin1~ 
at a. little distance away. 

So in our family, the, mothers were still orthodox, 
and food was served to all on the day Mrs. Besant 
came, in silver, in order presumably that the difference 
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should not be known; and ordinarily the presence of sil­
ver would always give a guest the idea that special honour 
was being paid to him rather than that any caste res­
trictions were being observed. The boys and the gil"ls 
of the family served the food out in plenty; rushing bet­
ween: the diners and the kitchen all the time. They insisted 
on filling Mrs. Besant 's plate over and over again, even 
when she was not eating at all. Like almost all great per­
sons of action, she was really a very spare eater. After the 
meal there was the great gathering, to look into the wonders 
of the box in which she brought varied things suitable 
for the different children. I never made inquirirs as to 
wl1ether she made sure of our number; but the fact is that 
each child received a gift and none was left when the l~st 
had got his. 

I remember I created a scene oncr, when according 
to my opinion, she had made a bad mistake by giving 
a little toy steamer to my cousin-sister Savitri. I do not 
exactly remember what she had given me. I do remem­
ber this, that I was very disconcerted; but there was no­
thing left,. and it was only a day or two aftet· that that 
quiet was restored, when-to put it quite mildly-Mrs. 
Besant "bribed" this cousin-sister of mine with many 
other gifts in order that she might part with the steamer 
to me. I also remember that the steamer remained with. 
me for a long time afterwards; and I used to flaunt it by 
sailing it in a pond in the old ancestral garden-house. 
She showed us many card tricks at the time of distribut­
ing her presents, and explained tq us tlw mechanism of 
all the toys she gave, and the way each one of these gifts 
was to be used or manipulated. I remembered this box 
of hers when I was myself returning from England long 
afterwards in my own good time; and I also brought a 
box with me, after hunting for various toys and gifts 
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for a whole day in a big London shop. I doubt if I gave 
as much satisfaction to my youngcrs as she used to give 
to us. 

The days passed and wr grew older. 'rhe visits and 
the midday meal remained, but tlH' gifts br:.ran changing. 
~he was very keen on this m~al to the last; and when in 
l!J21 -my father was in jail during the first non-co-opera­
tion movement. and she had come to Banaras for the 
Theosophical Convention, and I, along with the rest of 
t.he Congress-minded political Indians, was angry with 
her for her politics, I had a letter from her saying: "I 
have not had my usual invitation to breakfast," I felt 
abashrd. I sent the invitation; bnt I was too full of 
current topic.:s, and the meal "·as not the same. She kept 
quiet as I kept talking excitedly. 

\Ve now used to receive books with her superscrip­
tion and autograph in her most beautiful handwriting. I 
know no one who wrote so beautifully as Mrs. Besant; and 
even if her manuscript covered a hundred pages, the last 
word was exactly in the same writing as the first. !.Jet 
any of my readers compare his first page with his tenth, 
and I am almost certain that he would be surprised <lt 

the change the 'writing had taken on. It was not so with 
l\Irs. Besant. I have seen her lctteJ'S to my father-of 
which more later-some covering twenty or more pages; 
and the1·c was absolutely no difference in the calligraphy 
from first to last. I still have some of these gift books and 
they are certainly among my most prize~l possessions. 
Perhaps it will intrrest Ill\' readers to know that Mrs. 
Besant ma<le presenh; not. ~nly to the children but also 
to her elderly friends. 1\fy father also received many 
tokens of het· affection. Besides her own books and por­
traits, which she -lavishly presented to him, she brought 
valuable fountain pens for my father who has always 
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been very fond ·of pens and nibs, is still-at 86-very 
fastidious about ihem, and always keeps a large collection 
of them on his table. If one ever wants to il'l'itate llim, 
one has only to touch one of them! On his table still 1 ies 
a silver-mounted box with the words "Pens" wt·ittcn OIL 

it in silver-relief which was presented to him by l\Irs. 
Besant long ago and which still holds a large number of 
his pens. My father, alas! is not so strict with his grand­
children as he was with his own children ; and if one of 
them insists on taking away a pen, ]w is ''bribed'' with a 
new one which my father buys for him and so is able to 
keep his old stock intact. 

There is one book that I still have and that I gt·eatly 
value because of its history which may interest my readers. 
The anniversary of the Central Hindu College niiecl to 
be one of the great functions in Banaras in those early 
years. Various schools and colleges in Banaras n.ow cel·~­

brate their anniversaries. In those days only tlw Central 
Hindu College did. Those occasions invariably attracted 
large crowds. Local officials were glad to preside at them. 
Among the friendliest were Mr. E. H. Radice and Mr. D. 
C. Baillie, Collector and Commissioner respectively. At 
that time persons holding these positions counted 
for very much more than they do today. A memorial 
tablet to them is placed in the main College Hall, called 
the Kashi Naresh Hall after the then :Maharaja of Bana­
t·as. This was unveiled by Mrs. Besant with fitting cere­
mony. Another friendly official used to be Mr. H. V. 
Lovett, a later Commissioner of Banaras, who also pre­
sided at some of these anniversary meetings. The chief 
attraction of these was l\Irs. Besant 's own speech: and she 
was almost at her best at these annual gatherings. ~fy 
father, as the Secretary of the College, used to read ont 
the annual report which was.also a treat to hear. In 1906 
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when ] was still at sehoul, I had bePn ::-;electrd by qur very 
popnlul' anl1 much loved Heatlmaster, :Mr. G. S. Arnndale, 
for the English recitation, on this oeeasion. A poem by 'Sir 
Edwin Arnold, ft·om among a volume of his collected works 
entitled The Secret of Death aml othcl' Poems, l1ad been 
prescribed. 1\Ir. Arunda le took great pains to help me to 
~~om mit it to memory; and himself sat as the prompter in 
his formal academic cap and gown as a :Master of Arts of 
the University of Cambridge, as I stood on the platform 
to recite the poem. As nsual in such case, a pi'ize is given 
to the reciter, and I had been asked to select my own pTize. 
R;\' a em·ious boyish freak of fancy, I selected that very 
book for my prize. It was not available at the time-the 
book-shop in the 'l'heosophical Society's compound had 
not then attained the pr011ortions it later did-and so I 
did not actually get the prize at the· time; and it was 
assumed that I would get it some day later . 

• I certaiilly elean forgot all about the matter. Some 
months afterwards came a packet by post addressed to me 
in :Mrs. Besant 's own hadwriting. I naturally opened it 
quickly, and was surprised to find a fresh copy of that 
selfsanie book of Sir Edwin Arnold's. On stretching out 
the packing paper, I discovered that on one part of it 
there was the Adyar address of l\Irs. Besant hersel i', 
showing that the well-known London publishers Of Sir 
Edwin Arnold's work<>, :Messrs. Kegan Paul, Trench, 
'rrubner & Co.-I myself visited their establishment 
in London more than once-had sent it to her direct from 
London; and after i·eceiving it at Adya1', Mrs. Besant had 
herself re~packed the book in the same wrapper after 
rearranging it; and putting fresh stamps and writing out 
my address, had re-posted it. For a person so busy as 
Mrs. Besant to have remembered a boy's fanciful demand; 
to ·!Juvc taken ·the trouble of writing. to the publishers in 
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London for the book; to have furlht>t' renwmberrcl tlw 
person for whom the book had been procured when she 
received it weeks aftenvanls; and to have taken the 

'trouble of repacking, and re-posting it all herself, was 
something remat·kable. Mrs. Besant was a very ueat 
person and packed hct· papers most earrfully. She nuule 
strong and beautiful knots and was almost an artist with 
the sealing wax. She seemed to take infinite t1·ouble over 
everything, even over the smallest details of simp];) 
ordinary everyday matters. Today, when I myself have 
to do a fairly la.rge amount of work which is nothing when 
compared to what Mrs. Besant had to do, and often wish 
that even that amount were less than it is, and I think of 
the many incidents when Mrs. Bcsailt took so much pains 
for me-l feel almost ashamed that I should have ever 
added to her work. I believe a younger never realises 
what pains the loving elders take for him; and we arc all 
apt to complain for what is not done for us by others and 
are scarcely grateful for what is done. " 

That book is still with me-a very prized possession 
indeed. I got the school office to paste the usual slip Oil 

the book inside the front cover, showing the occasion ancl 
the reason for the prize; and later, when I met Mrs. 
Besant, I secured her signature upon it as Chairmat~ of 
the Managing Committee. She used to sign hunderds of 
such prize books herself from year to year. I remember 
heaps of these books !Ying for her to sign on her 
quadrangular chau.ki or takht-a large wooden seat covered 
with quilts on which she used to sit cross~legged like 
ourselves, and write at a desk, in Shanti Kunj, the 
"Bower of Peace", her Banaras home-just before these 
anniversary meetings. She used to sign whcneve1· she 
got a few minutes to spare in intervals of her heavy work. 
There was no hurry in any of the signatures at all, and 
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each signature was just like another and was almost like 
copperplate compared to signatures of others. It wa;; 
only \\·hen in later yeat·s the School and College grew and 
the number of prizes became wry large, and she had to 
spend most of her time in Adyar after election as President 
of the Theosophical Society, that a rubber stamp of her 
'ignature was u:-;ed on these prize books .. There can really 
bt- few JWople who could haw come in intimate touch with 
1\Irs. Besant and not have indelible memories of her won­
derful personality and her many personal . kindnesses 
delieately expressed. 

It should be clear ft·om all that I have said above that 
the relations of l\Irs. Bl'sant with my family were of the 
most intimah' character; and she was keen that thi.,; 
intimacy should never be forgotten in any circumstances 
wh~tsoever. She used to edit the Central. Hindu College 
lllagaz£ne. and she had the peculiar gift-I wish we in 
India had it also-of encouraging persons around her tcJ 
put forward their best, by praising almost exaggeratedly 
any good thing that they might do, and by creating 
personal bonds with them. I was not quite fifteen when 
I ventured to send an article for this Magazine, on a 
common language for India, actually advocating English 
as such common language. I am amazed today at my own 
absurdity. I learnt English very early and perhaps then 
thought that everyone else should learn it also. In the 
covering letter which I sent with my article, I addressed 
the editor as "Madam". A visit from Mrs. Besant soon 
followed, and I was solemnly told that I was not to address 
her as "Madam", and that if I did not want to address 
her as "Mother"-an affectionate designation given to her 
by everyone including myself-! could begin my letters to 
her with "Dear Mrs~ Besant". 

My embarrassment, can be easily imagined; and not 
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being used to English methods of addressing lrttcrs PVcll 

when I was advocating English as our common language. 
I must have been fairly confused at the time. I distinct.!~· 

remember, however, that I did not really come out sr.cond 
best· in the contest. I told he~· that I had addressed t.h~ 

lettPr in her official capacity as the Editor of the magazinP 
and not in her personal capacity. After this incident I 
never a(lclrcssed her as "Madam" again whether officially 
ot· non-officially! l\Iy mother was present at this 
"interview." It is surprising to me that my moth!'!' 
1wver learut. any English, as l\Irs. Besant never lem·nt any 
Hindi. M:y mother asked l\Irs. Beasant what the matter 
was, and when it was explaiuPd to her, she qnitt.~ 

innoc·ently inquired whr.t.lwr my artiele was at all good. 
l\lrs. Besant assurNl hl'l" that it was vet·y good, whieh 
pleased mr. very much. If the greatest orator in English 
of hr.r day, in whost:< hands the rich language was as plastie 
as rlay, tells the mother .of an Indian boy of less tha11 
fifteen, that au article of his in the English language is 
good, he must be superhuman if he does not feel elated. 
The article was duly printed in the magazine, and I became 
a butt of ridicule for my fellow students for some time 
afterwards. 

The Central Hindn College Magazine was almost a 
pioneer in eo liege and students' magazines 11ow so com­
mon. l\Irs. Bcsant was great at giving attractive and 
tatching titlr.s. Slie called the section devoted to her edi­
torial notes : "In the Crow 's Nest"; the section on book 
reviews was called ''Our. Libt·ary Table''; and the recol'cl 
of internal and allied external a<:tivities \\:as known as 
".How the l\fovcment Goes." .. 

Only a short time after my article on India's com­
mon language, Mrs. Besant gave me some manuscript 
stories of Rajput chivalry in Hindi to translate into 
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English for a book she had projected and which when pub­
lished, was called Children of the Motherland. I trans­
lated some stories which she re-moulded in her own inimi­
t<tble style. 'l'he book was printed ai1d a copy of it was 
prest>nted to me by ~11-s. Besant. I found to my 
surprise my name mentioned in the "foreword" as one 
of those who had "lwlpecl" her to compile the book, 
though I could not recognise anything of my own lan­
g-uage in the stories which I was supposed to have helped 
lH•r to com pile. 

I re111ember her listening with the greatest interest 
to the debates that we used to hold in the mock Parlia­
ment we had established at her instance in the Central 
Hindu Collt>ge. She 'Yould afterwards come down from 
the 'gallery, pick out the good speakers and praise 
them and encourage them and give them little tips as to 
what to say and how to say it. I remember myself being 
picked out once after I had spoken rather despairingly 
about the conditions in the land, as also the most earnest 
manner in which, after putting her hand on mine, she 
told me that there was no reason for my being so pessi­
mistic, and that I spoke very well and should develop my 
g-ifts. ·on the radical side in this Parliament there sat 
with me Prakash Narayan Saprn, son of the great Alla­
habad lawyer the Rt. lion. Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, lately 
a Justice of the .Allahabad High Court and Sankar Saran, 
also now retired from the Allahabad Bench. On the ortho­
dox side was Ram Prasad Tripathi, now Vice-Chancellor of 
the Saugor University of Madhya Pradesh, as also Santi 
Prasad Agarwal, a well-known lawyer at Moradabad. 

Mrs. Besant was a very serious-minded person. She 
too]{ everything seriously, and, I believe, expected others 
to do the same, specially in their relations with her: My 
father tells me that this was due to her having seen the 



sad side of life so much; but that she really liked to sci! 
young people about her laugh ami" herself indulged in 
delicately playful talk, at the morning coffee and after­
noon tea, and other such familiar occasions. She had al­
ways a very benevolent smile for everyone. All the sanll', 
her injunction was strict aiJd pct·cmptory: '' \V:hatev'et: 

·is worth doing is worth doing well," whether it be a big 
undertaking, or the pettiest detail of daily life, and in this 
she is correct for all time, as all real workers in the world 
will endorse. 'fhc failures of many in life can really be 
ascribed to their carelessness and indifference in this Im­
portant particular. 

l\Ir. Arundalc, her worthy, immediate successoJ· in the 
high office of the President of the 'fheosophical Society, was 
always full of mirth and laughter. She loved him most 
dearly, as he did her, though the t~vo natures were so dif­
ferent. I have often seen her as he joked-and he joked 
before her and made as many puns as before anyone else, 
for she appreciated the fun even when she would not 
indulge in it herself. In London at l\iiss Bright's I re­
member some one inquiring where Mrs. Besant was, and 
Mr. Arundale replying, ''She is in the throes of packing.'' 
''In the throes of packing!'' said Miss Bright, almost 
aghast-and everyone laughed. At Mr. Arundale 's re­
quest Mrs. Besant once gave some of us at school, a class­
room talk on "How to Speak". Perhaps her injunctions 
may be helpful to-my readers even today. ''Do not 
shout", she said, "you are not necessarily audible if· you 
shout. Pronounce the last syllable of your words distinct­
ly and your voice will carry far". It is i:emarkable that 
Mrs. Besant was able to modulate her voice according t<J 
the area occupied by her audience. The person on the 
fringe of the crowd heard her as distinctly as the person 
sitting next to her, and the melody was such that at its 



highest the voice was ns sweet to those ncar her as to those 
far away. l\Iy uncle told. me that she would recite Eng­
lish poetry extraordinarily well, and often gave much 
pleasure to him and a small party of her intimate friend:"; 
by reading out to them portions of 'l'eunyson 's Idylls of 
the King. 

A person whose voice .could be clearly heard by ten 
thousand people in the open air, would while conversing 
with just one man, speak so low that it was almost diffi­
cult to catch her words. I understand 1\-[rs. Besant could 
never dictate to a secretary. All her letters, includu1g 
business, formal and official ones, arc in manuscript. She 
wrote all articles, whether · for newspapers or learneu 
magazines, herself. 'l'hc manuscript of all her books is 
also in her own handwriting. It is clear she wrote slow-

. ly and thinldngly. That is why her hand·writing was. so 
uniform, each letter well-shaped and perfectly legible, 
and the manuscript was seldom revised so far as I am 
aware-and scarcely bore any signs of correction. ·She 
used to have from time to time private secretaries: in 
other words, her friends and colleagues who used to tra­
vel with her on her tours-my father used to be one of 
these, and another I remember was Sa1;dar Chiranjit 
Singh-werc glad to be known as her private secretaries. 
·when she got very old, she had younger co-workers 
accompanying· her; but she never had a personal assist­
ant or a private secretary or a stenographer as we know 
them. She was a great artist in words, which in her 
mouth were like music, and her voice rose and fell as the 
waves of the sea in perfect rhythm when she spoke. It 
is a matter of deep satisfaction that microphones, loud­
speakers and amplifiers had not come into existence in 
her younger clays. The contemporary world would have 
otherwise lost the virgin beauty of her eloquence. Curi-
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ously enough, she was perhaps the first to start their me in 
India by fitting them at a Theosophical Convention in 
Adyar. 

I have heard her lectures on the Hindu epics, the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana, as a little boy. 'flwsc 
were later printed in book form, as The Story of the 
Great War and Slwi Ramachandm, the Ideal J{iny, 1"<'';­

pectively. The former series was delivered in a house in 
the interior of the city of Banaras where the first classes 
of the Central Hindu College were opened. I was only 
about eight at the thi1e and could follow but little. These 
were her earliest days in Banaras. Her audiences used 
to be very small then, but she never worried at any time 
of her life on that score. \Vhcn the latter series was deli­
vered, the Hindu College had moved on to its own build­
ing. She was fond of having some Samskrit prayer in 
conformity with orthodox Hindu ideas, beautifully recit­
ed before these lectures. Kanchi Prasad, who later rose 
high as an engineer in the Uttar Pradesh and is now 110 

more, used to be a boarder at the time and a favourite 
of hers. He had a very musical voice and was invariably 
invited by Mrs. Besant to recite the famous prayer to 
Shiva in five verses, each dedicated to a letter of the head· 
ing "Namah Shivaya" (Hail, Shiva !) before she began 
her own lecture. 

I have heard her many a time in the old Central 
Hindu College Hall and the Hall of the Theosophical 
Society in Banaras, extolling Hindu religion and philo­
sophy, the Hindu scheme of life, and defending many 
Hindu manners and customs that had been subjected 1·c, 
sever~ criticism bot~ by Christian missionaries and by 
Enghsh educated Hmdus themselves. I have heard her 
lectures on ~arious aspects of Theosophy in Banarm;, 
Adyar, and m Lonrlon. Towards the end of J1er marvel-
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1om; career I have · al~o heard her leetnres mr Indian 
politics. \Vhet.her tlw audiences were large or small, she 
always spoke with the same seriousness of purpose and 
eloquence of expression. 

It seems to mP that lwt· best leetnres were all carc­
fnlly thought ont, almost prepared. beforehand. She 
never carried an~v notes. She never consulted any papePs 
as she spoke. Her nwmory must have been rPmarkable, 
and 1 believe she just rehearsrd hrr lretm·es to herself once. 
lwfore going into the lecture hall; and that was enough 
for her. She never faltered for a word and her voice 
never broke. She told us in one of her talks how she was 
fond of brautiful pC'rorations; how she liked to end her 
sperehcs by working up her auclieucc to a certain pitch, 
h•aving thPir minds in possession of some peculiarly tra­
~ic or pathetic seene created by the magic of her words. 
On this particular occasion she told us how she had ended 
a lecture with great effect describing India as a mother 
fallen to the ground in a swoon, who coniC. be killed only 
by the blows of her own sons, and whom none else could 
touch. 

Mrs. Besant did not like any one to speak after her; 
ancl quite rightly too, for who could heighten the im· 
pression, the effect, of her speech 1 They could only mar 
them. At the annual meetings of the Theosophical 
Society, when she used to deliver what. were called ·"Con­
vention lectures"-four in number-one day was re­
served for the celebration of the anniversary proper of 
The Theosophical Society. This usually was the thi.rd 
clay of the lectures when representatives· from variot1s 
countries used to speak;· and we used to· hear· ·with mucli 
amusement, not only how English is pronounced in th~ 

different provinces of our own country, but also in· non­
Bnglish foreign purts. One of the invariable speakers of 



16 ANNIE BESANT 

the early ·days used to be l\fr. Vimadalal, an earnest. Par:';i 
Theosophist, who as invat·iably began by referdng grate 
fully to the first exodus of Parsis sorely harassed in their 
own Persian homeland, and the warm welcome given to 
them in India in those early days, wit.h the words spokL'Il 
with eloquent emphasis: ''Thirteen hundred yea1·s ago a 
band of Parsi pilgrim fathers ....... '' :Mrs. BPsant 's own 
lecture used to be the last. 'l'he venerable Col. Olcott, 
with his grand head and face, framed in shiriing white 
locks and flowing beard, hero of the American Civil \Var, 
President-Founder of The Theosophical Society, used to 
preside over these Convention lectures himself in the 
old days; but he never spoke anything after :Mrs. BPsant. 

·One year I remember :Mrs. Besant. started her lecture 
at the clo"se of the anniversary proceedings, with an apo­
logy; She said that usually towards the end of a meal 
delicacies aiul savouries are served to whet the appetite. 
On this occasion all the savouries in the form of earlier 
speeches from the representatives of the different parts 
of the world,· had already been served; and she now came~ 
unfortunately with a full and heavy dish of dal bhat 
(rice. and pulse;. -..d1ieh is the usual chief vegetarian l1h~«l 
of the· i1orth' of Iildia). She caused a little merriment, 
and _there was laughter £rom the audience. Tlw incident 
is worth recording, because I cannot remember her 
attenipting to rouse any amusement in her audience on· 
any other occasion. - She·_was too sedous for it:. · I doubt 
if· -any -of her speeches- were· ever punctuated with laughter · 
like those of many . of u.s~politicians, socialc- refoi~mei·s,­
educa.tionists, ·theologians· and _others. Not ·a. few of us · 
mys~lf iiiclud('cl, not 'unofte~; pm:posely import 01· try·.t~ · 
import humpur in order to· arni1se the audience and keep 
their attention! 

At these annual meetings. no one spoke after her, and 
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her last words invariably left her audience waiting and 
anxious for more that, it seemed, was almost sure to fol­
low. So many speakers end their speeches by saying: ''I 
haw done"; "that is all that I have to say"; "I thank 
you• for your patienee in listening to me"; etc. Not ~o 
~\Irs. Bcsant. She just finished off at the very height of her 
eloqtwnee, an'tl sat down or departed from the rostrum, leav­
ing the audience s11ell-bound to applaud and demonstrate 
as they liked. I believe she really preferred to go away, 
and she always seemed to chafe when she had to conti­
nue sitting after her lecture for any further proceedings. 

I remember a lecture of hers at Oxford (1911). A 
cler~:,ryman was presiding. At the end of her talk, the 
chairman got up to speak again, as some chairmen will. 
This one had already spoken in the beginning, as was 
but right and proper for a chairman to do. This parti­
cular clergyman seemed to have been deeply affected by 
Mrs. Besant 's eloquence-which was surprising, as' offi. 
cially Christian theology has always been at war w.ith 
Theosophy'-ancl in the second speech he said how grateful 
he \Y<lS for the "intellectual treat" ll'lrs. Besant had given 
whieh almost reminded him of the ancient Gnostics.. A.,; 
he closed he informed the audience that the exit from the 
hall was to the left. l\Irs. Besant was displeased ; and 
she later told the organisers of her lecture that it was most 
improper that announcements about exits and such things 
should be made after her lecture and not beforehand! 

··Later, I happened· to travel with her during her tour 
in Scotland. · · I remember her emphatically telling the 
chairman'-and that was· Major. Graham Pole-before one 
of· hel: lectures that. if he had any instructions about exits 
etc. to give, he· should have them given before she spoke. 
As au artist, the anti-climax, the bathos of such auuounce­
ments, was unbearable to her. 
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She was also very keen on the arrangement of seat!'l. 
In India, it is usual to leave the centre of the hall from 
the gate to the dais as an open passage, as an approach 
thereto, and the passage is also used by "important.·' 
late-comers to walk up leisurely. The speaker usuall~, 

stands at the upper end of this vacant "aisle." l\lr!". 
Besant never liked that. I was often in charge of m·t·angr­
ments for lectures at the Central Hindu College, and lll.'.' 

instructions were that the centre or the hall was to lw 
filled up. I used to fill np the central portion with chairs, 
and left passages on the sides. She always liked these 
arrangements. Slic told mr that if a lecturer stands ctt 
the end of an empty "land", he feels he has no one to listeu 
to him, and the walking up and down of stray indivi­
duals is always a disturbing factor. As I also have had 
to do a good bit of public spraking since, I know how 
right she was. 

Mrs. Besant was vet·y kern on her lretnl"ing drPss. ~IJP 

used to he very, very carefully and beautifully drrsscd in 
white at the time of her meetings. \Vhite is not a colour 
either for men or women's clothing in England. But even 
there she was dressed in white both in the daytime and in 
the evenings. Unlike conditions in England, in India if 
we book our luggage and keep it in the brake van while 
travelling by trains, we are never sure that it would arrive 
with us at om· destination. Very often it is left at 

\ . 
junction s.tations. In England they have no system of 
even receipts for booked luggag-e. The guard just leaves 
llll the luggage etitrustecl to him at the proper stations, 
and the passengers casually walk up and take away. their 
own luggage. There is scarcely ever a miscarriage. I sav · 
this from experience. I was surprised at this system whe;1 

I was in England over forty years ago, and wondered 
why my luggage did not get lost. I presume the system still 
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works satisfactorily. 'l'hcre they do not allow much luggage 
in the passengers' compartments. In India we always try 
to take all our luggage with ourselves in our compartments. 
l\1rs. Besant was always anxious to book her luggage so 
as not to be encumbt'red with it ou the way. In England 
they have 1io system of receipts for telegrams either, and 
I remember my surprised look at the postmistress when 
I sent my first cable of safe arrival in London, to my 
father and did not get a receipt. 'rhere the telegraph 
hoy who brings the telegrams waits for a reply, and if 
the receiver wants to send a telegram in answer, he cnn 
safely entrust it to this boy. How I wish we could have a 
system like this in India-and work it with equal 
!"Onfidenct·. 

I learnt that once her lecturing gown was in the box 
that had been booked and did not arrive at Calcutta with 
her. She was very worried; and I believe she spoilt her 
lecture that evening because she had to deliver it without 
her usual costume. A similar situation arose also when 
I was going with her to England (1911). Her luggage 
did not arrive with us at Bombay, though it was all very 
carefully booked at Banaras. My father, who is always 
a nervous traveller and had also gone up to Bombay with 
the party, had insisted on taldng all mine in the compart­
ment; and so that was quite safe. \Ve were all guests 
of Seth Dharamsi Morarji, well-known Bombay magnate 
of his time and ·a very great friend of l\Irs. Besant. I 
remember two visits with Mrs. Besant to Victoria Terminn;,; 
Railway Station at Bombay where she herself anxiously 
inquired after her lost luggage. Luckily it arriv<'d in time 
for the lecture which was not till the next day. 

Mrs. Besant was always very particular about dress, 
and ai1xious to follow scrupulously the customs and con­

. ventions of the pla!'es she went to. Th~t might a!'cotmt for 

I 
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her taking to the style of India when here, and of Europe 
when there. 'Vhen travelling with her, all members of 
her party were invariably dressed in accordance with the 
conventions observed at various times of the day in the 
lands they travelled. Personally I never could take to 
European costumes. I never liked them. l\Irs. Besant 
knew this and told me once that I must get over my 
pettinesses as I expected others to get over theirs. 

Though such a finished speaker to whom words and 
eloquence came naturally, I have a clear feeling that to 
the last she carefully prepared her lectures. I remember 
an incident on her Scotland. tour of 1911 to which I have 
referred earlier. A little before we were to leave for her 
lecture, I came to the sitting room that she had taken in the 
hotel. I found her in a corner dressed for the lecture with 
her face to the wall sitting quietly. I approached her to 
ask about something. I saw her face was taut and drawn 
and she seemed to be deep in thought. I naturally with­
drew. I, however, got the idea then that she was repeating 
in her mind the lecture that she was afterwards to deliver. 
I never had courage enough to confirn1 my "suspicion", 
but I feel. further convinced that that was so by the far~t 

that she invariably closed her lectures at the exact minute. 
·whenever she was the sole speaker, she always spoke for 
just sixty minutes. Her perorations began about two 
minutes before the end; and if any one cared to see his 
watch-and I often looked at mine-her last word was 
uttered exactly as the hour closed. 

When there were many speakers she used to make sure 
of how many minutes she was to speak. I happened to 
be sitting next to her at a lecture of hers to the Fabian 
Society in London which was to have been presided over by 
Mrs. Bernard Shaw, the wife of the famous G.B.S., if 
my memory does not deceive me, but was actually pres,icleci 
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over by :Mrs. Sidney \Vebb. The lecture was to be followed 
by questions and answers. It was a lecture on India. 
l\I1;s. Sidney \Y ebb, just before opening the. proceedings 
turnl'd towards Mrs. Besant and saicl: "2.\Irs. Besant, I 
bPiieve you will speak for about 45 minntl's." "I was 
asked to speak for 40 ", replied l\Irs. Besant. "Oh, yes, 
yes," said :Mrs. Sidney \Vebb, "that is all right, 40 or 45". 
:Mrs. Besant persisted: "I was given 40 ". It sel'mS to me 
that, as I have said above, just before her lectures she 
used t<'> retire and go over what she was going to speak 
and time her lectm·es exactly. 

(I 

CHAPTER II 

SOME GREAT CHARACTERISTICS 

MR!3. BESANT was punctual to a fault. Usually persons 
who do much literary work cannot be e..-..;:pected to be very 
punctual. They do not break off in the middle of an 
important thought for meals and engagements. 'l'hey think 
nothing of keeping people waiting or being late themselves. 
Not so Mrs. Besant. Punctually at meal times she would 
put down her pen, discard her spectacles, and tran!;fer 
herself to her table (in Europe) or 1Jh·h~wooden seat-­
on the floor (in India) as the case might be (even without 
any dinner bells). \Vhenever she was delivering a series 
of lectures at the old Central Hindu College, . we used to 
see her just three minutes before the prescribed time of 
the lecture, from day to clay, issuing out of the gate that led 
from the Boarding House to the Saraswati quadrangle 
across which it took just three minutes for her to walk, 
in order to come to the elias in the lecture hall. 

My father, like most of his countrymen, .has never been 
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a punctual person. Even his close association with Mrs. 
Besant could not knock out of him-always intensely busy 
as he has been-this, ''national defect''. He lias just 011e 
watch and one clock, and both are always WI'Ong. The 
watch gets long rest cures, and is only occasionull,v wound 
up-really only when he is going out of the station and 
taking it with him-but the clock is a 400-day one and 
is wound up some time in January each year. Like most 
of his things it lasts: I have been seeing it with him for 
the last fifty years. It gives a fair indication of time within 
an hour 01' so of the correct one. 'l'his wonderful elock \\'as 
revolving in its glory on his large marble writing table.J.its 
penduhuu revolves first one way and then the other (I think 
it is called a "torsion" pendulum) and does not swing from 
side to side-when l\frs. Besant, who had been sitting by 
him in his room for a long time, suddenly said after seeing 
her own watch : "Bhagavan, your clock is very fast". 
"I keep it purposely fast", my father replied. "I 
am a very unpunctual person, and so I keep my clock 
fast, and that helps me to keep my engagements approxi­
mately correctly". But, l\frs. Besant argued-and it· wa<> 
amusing for me to listen to this convers.ation: it was very 
many years ago-'' If yon know that your clock is fast, yon 
will continue to be slow, and then how can you be punc­
tual?'' My father, who will never allow himself to be 
beaten in an argument, replied: "By a great effort at 
mental gymnastics, I manage to, as it were, forg·et that this 
is incorrect, and so I arrange to get to my work in time'' 

' which really he seldom does, judged by strict canons of 
punctuality. 

On another occasion, when l\frs. Besant was to com3 to 
tea with us of an afternoon, it was raining heavily. She 
was to go straight from our place to some function. The 
time that she had chosen for the tea-if I remember rightly 
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--:-was 3.40 in the aftet·noon. \Ye had sent on our car for 
lwr, for if l\Irs. Besant did not find any vehicle waiting 
fot· her at the time at which if she started walking she 
t·mll<l l,!'l't to her engagement. punctually, she invariably 
startrd walking, so keen was she to keep her time. Lo and 
behold! in prlting t·ain but at the rxaet. minntr, we fonnd 
hrt· walking np from the gate to my father"s room in the 
t'l'1ttre of om· garden-house. \Ye rushed with nnbrellas 
to pt·otect her. She eame up and leisurely sat. down in the 
YPt"atHlah and spread out to dry the lapels of the beautiful 
sat·i she had put on for the mreting that was to follow. 
l\Iy father said: '.'·why did you trouble to come so rarly 
in this rain? It is not yet. time. I believe you were to 
comr. at. 4". She solemnly replied: "No, it. was 3.40". 
011cr whe11 my father and l were slight.ly late in going­
to hrr to take her to the Hindu Cniversity, where she had 
an cngal,!'ement to see some buildings, we found her half 
way towards our house, walking briskly. At. Cambridgr, 
whrre I had ananged a public lecture for her, she was 
worried just beforr the lrcture, though I assured her that 
I had arrang'C'Cl for a ear to talu• her in time. She would 
not hear, and to our dismay walked to the lecture hall 
in her flowing lecturing robes; and the cat· arranged for 
really anived in time-but. only to follow later! 

At the Calcutta Congre!is in December 1928, when 
Paudit l\Iotilal N'rhru presided, theri· was much exeitement 
and mueh eonfusion. RiYal forces and ideologies were at 
work,.and the various Conp:ress meetings would never begin 
in time. Mr:.;. Besant used tn arrive at the exact. minute 
notified, and would sit patiently hour aftrr hour while 
nothing was being done, the leaders .inst talking to Pach 
other waiting for something to tnrn up. Very oft!'n at 
t.he~e Subject Committee meetings after waiting for hours 
they dispersed, adjourning their meeting to the next day. 
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I happened to be standing on the way leading to the exit. as 
the meeting ·was adjourned on one such day. l\Ir.~. BPsm1t 
was visibly irritated; and passing me said: '' Prakasa, I 
am beginning to understand why the British rule yov.' '. 
'rhc "beginning" was amusing to me as she had been with 
us for thirty-four years already. When I spoke of tlw inci­
dent to Jawaharlal Nehru, he amusedly replied: "Shl• is 
rather late in beginning". She was ang1·y at th(•se inter­
minable delays and adjournments and our absolute indif­
ference to the value of time. I knew her weakness for 
punctuality. I laughingly said to her: ''Yon had better 
come by the Standard Time and not by the Calcutta time''. 
(In Calcutta they still kept to the local Calcutta time, 
whieh is 24 minutes in advance of the Standard Time 
observed by railways and evet·ywhere else. In other words 
if it is 8 o'clock according to the Calcutta time, it js only 
7-36 according to the Standard Time.) "That is very good 
advice", she said to me, "I must follow that, thank yov ". 
The next clay to my utter amazement I saw her mounting 
the dias of the Subjects Committee exactly 24 minutes 
(duly confirmed by my watch) after the advertised 
Calcutta time for the meeting. !.Jet my readers believe me: 
I am not exaggerating at all. Thus she had saved 24 
minutes; but the Congress work continued to be at a 
standstill then, as on the day befo1·e. The programme had 
not been fixed, the resolutions had not been drafted <111c1 

everything continued in confusion. The chief problem 
before the Congress was how to wrest lfwaraj or independ­
ence for India from England. No wonder Mrs. Besant, in 
her.just irritation, criticised the manner in which proceed­
ings were conducted when she had spoken to me the day 
before. I have heard her say at one such meeting: 
''Gentlemen, you arc not serious.'' 

FiiH1ing her sitting quietly unoccupied; I went up 
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to her. and talked of other matters. Her face lit up a 
little and she seemed glad. I had decided to celebrate the 
sixtieth birthday of my father that was to fall on the suc­
eeeding l\Iauni Amavasya day which was to occur in 1929 
on February 9, about six weeks later. 'l'he English date of 
his birth is January 12, 1869, but according to our lunar 
calendar which we observe in all such matters, the date 
shifts from year to yem·, by a few days. I was anxious 
that she, as my father's closest and most honoured friend 
and colleague, should write something about him for the 
occasion. I told her of my plan and slie was glad of it. I 
asked her if she would be able to come. She said she was 
sorry she could not, as she would be engaged elsewhere on 
that day. She told me she would send me an appreciation 

. of my father and his work, and also a telegram of greetings 
on the clay. She made a note of it on some paper. I do not 
remember her carrying the familiar pocket book in which 
we put down promptly and painfully our own eng·age­
ments. I would forget almost all of mine if I did not do 
this. She used to write on stray bits of paper which seem 
never to get lost. I also asked her for three large a\~to­

graph photographs of her as I said those she had given 
us in the past were all fa'ding, and I was anxious to have 
her latest portraits. I wanted one for our rooJ,US in 
Banaras; I wanted another for my father's rooms at 
Clnmar, where he had shifted in retirement; and I wanted 
one for the Kashi Vidyapith-a national educational 
institution founded in Banaras by the munificen·~e of Shri 
Shivaprasad Gupta-where it was my desire to put up 
portraits of all the pioneers in modern Indian education: 
and ,she certainly was among the greatest and noblest of 
them. She made a note of this also. I later received th~ 
three portraits, which are all at the destined places, and 
I also received the note on my father in time for the 
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funr·tion This I ]Jl'inted as a foldet· all!l distl'ihut!~d. I 
also received the promised te!P~t·am of gt·Petings and :~·ood 
wishes on the exact date. 

Let me give another illustt·ation of hPt' remarkable 
memory. As a college student I remembct· an invitaticn 
from her for a talk. In the course of this conversation I 
talked on many things, and I specia1ly remember my men­
tioning a fellow student who was a dear friencl of mine, md 
who had done a great deal of valuable service by enablin!.!· 
many poor students of the College to receive their edtH'atiou. 
I said that he deserved the C.H.C. silver ballge. A dis­
tinctive badge had been created by the College anthontif's 
for those who rendered special ·service to the institution. 
'fhe elders received gold C. H. C. badges. .the two C 's 
entwining the central "I-I" facing opposite sides, and the 
deserving youngers the silver one. Mrs. Besant said that 
my proposal was very good as she kuew the young man's 
g-ood work herself. She asked me to write his name 011 a 
piece of paper. I did so. I was continuing to write the 
purpose for which the slip was written but she stopped me. 
She said the name was enough. She would remember. 
I put the slip on the top of a huge pile of papers on her 
desk that was waiting to be disposed of. Her table was 
always loaded with heaps of letters, newspapers, magazines, 
manuscripts, press proofs and books. No one looking at 
them, however, could fee1 that there was any confusion or 
rlisorder. She was a very' neat and orderly person, nnd 
her rooms were simply furnished. She had a huge waste­
paper basket in her room at Banaras, which was more often 
full than otherwise. She had a peculiar method of tearing 
papers. She tore th·em just lengthwise over and over aga:in, 
instead of breadthwise and lengthwise alternately as I 
believe all the rest of the world does. 'l'hat saved strain 
011 the fiugers. 
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Some time later at a meeting of the studenw of the 
('olh'g-P. without any previous notice or anyone l;:nowing of 
it. she pulled out this badge, called for that particu1ar 
;;tudent-much to his own surprise and Pmbarrassment­
and presented the badge to him. That student "·as l\Iangla 
Prasad, who was the founder and in his time the life and 
soul of the Vidyarthi Sahayak Sabha, a society for the 
hdping of poor students of the College. He died in 1920 
at the very early age of thirty-three of tuberculosis to the 
great grief. of his many friends. Mrs. Besant 's memory 
was truly reniarkablP. 'fhe movement of the Vidyarthi 
Sahayak Sabha has caught on, and most educational 
institutions have such associations now. · The one \Yc 
had a1'. the CPntral Hindu College always received the 
gTPatest possible amount of assistance and encouragement 
from l\Irs. BPsant ht>rself. In the latt>r years of my college 
lifP, we used to celebrate with great eclat her birthdays 
at the Central Hindu College on October 1 each year, 
and made collections for the occasion \Yhich sometimes 
c·ame to more than a thousand rupees. \Ve used to present 
all that in a. purse to her. She always gave back this 
money to the various institutions of the College itself. a 
large proportion going to this Vidyarthi Sahayak Sabha~ 
She would take no money for herself, saying she 11acl 
pledged herself to eternal poverty in some previous birth 
long, long ago. Pricncls bore all her expenses; and though 
apparently she lived well, she was severely simple in her 
life, and spent all she got on her public activities. I believe 
her books gave her a good bit of money, and friends put 
large sums at her disposal year after. y~ar for her 
travelling. 

Though so serupulously exact as to time at lectures and 
engagements, 1\{rs. Besant was very '' unpunctual' '-in the 
opposite direction of being too early-when catchi11g trains 
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or attending amusements. For her to be at a railwa)' sta­
tion thirty to forty-five minutes in advance of a train was 
a very common phenomenon; and when I had to travel with 
her, I almost always found that she had arrived at the 
railway station long before I did. I cannot account for it, 
and it always seemed to me rather strange that such a very 
busy and time-saving person, and one who was constantly 
travelling, should be willing to waste so much time at .,_.ail­
way stations. She was a woman of great repose of mind, 
even when she was busiest. One never found her hurried 
or flurried in any circumstance. In fact if any one tried to 
hurry matters, she would reply, ''I do not like being 
hustled". I believe she would often give the impression 
that she had nothing to do, as she seemed to do everything· 
apparently leisurely. 

l\Trs. Besant was very keen on proprieties: she would 
follow the customs of the place she went to punctiliously, 
and would be obviously shocked if any one did not follow 
them. She had come one morning to Cambridge (1912), ac­
companied by her party, consisting of Mr. Jinarajaclnsa, 
I;ac]y Imtyens, Mr. Krishnamurti aud Mr., Nityanaudam, at 
my i'nvitation, while I was studying there. I rstablishccl her 
in a hotel. I had arranged that she and her party wonlrl 
take lunch with me in my rooms. I went to fetch her 
from the hotel. . In England it was not then eustomary 
to walk in publie streets without a hat. In the J.;nivcrsity 
at that time, however, students had establi~hcd the eon­
vention of walking about in the streets with011t hats. 
\Yhen she saw me without a hat she asked me what had 
become of it. She wus quite positive that she did not 
like a man without a hnt in the public streets. It. seemed 
very much like my motlwr asking me in my childhood 
where my cap was, if T had not one on, as in those days 
in Banaras it was supposed to be disrespectful not to 

I 
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keep a cap on in the presence of elders. Duri1~g this same 
"·alk from the hotel to my rooms, I excitedly started 
walking fast. She stopped and said quite deliberately: 
"I ('annot walk so fast". I was amused." Not very lonoo"' . "' 
before at the 'l'heosophical Convention at .Adyar (1910) 
I had seen her walk. She would issue out after tea in the 
afternoons and make a ronnel of the extensive grounds, 
supervising all the arrangements, giving instructions to 
every one about everything. A crowd used to follow her. 
She walked so fast that it was difficult for many to keep 
up with her, but at Cambridge only a few months later, 
she could not walk fast! Elderly respectable 1adies do 
not. walk fast in the streets of English towns; and she 
would 110t. break a local custom. She always preferred to 
follow, very much likt~ the Buddha of old, the customs of 
the people she sojourned with for the time being: she 
wanted no fuss, and no special arrangemen.ts to be made 
for l1er. 

We had established a Theosophical Lodge at Cam­
bridge, a fact duly record~d in The Theosophist of the 
time, with the names of those, including mine, who had 
helped in the work. She would not let go any occasion 
to say publicly a oooocl word for any who helped her and 
her work in any ~·ay. I had extended an invitation to 
her on behalf of this Lodge to deliver a public lech.n·e 
at this conservative place as well. 'Ve w'ere only nme 
or ten members of the JJodgP, and we had all gone to the 
station to receive her. She had known only two of us 
before, and tlJC rest Wl'l"C strangers to her. I elean forgot 
to introduce anyone ~ 0 her, taking it for granted, as we 
unfortunately do in India, that every one knew every one 
else. After the party had alighted from the train and 
I was forgetting this important formality, she said to me: 
"Prakasa, will you please introduce me to· all these 
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frieuds?" It was not that thl'.Y were tu he introdltt~Pd 1" 
her, but that she wa<; to be introduced to them! I re­
member once in the drawing room of l\Iiss Bright, he 1• 

London hostess, she got up from her seat/ while taking· tea, 
and walked up to a visitor as he entered, saying: ''I am 
:Mrs. Besant ", as if she needed any introduction! Once 
I remember, in my later days when perhaps .,;he felt [ 
had grown old and big mys.elf, she adually got up, to my 
extreme embarrassment, to receive me as I entered her 
room! 

'fhe other occasion when she used to be '' unpunctual'' 
was tluit of amusements. As at railway stations, she ar­
t·ived at places of amusement also much in advance of the 
time. She was not a person to go to many amusements; 
but she was anxious to show ·Messrs. Krishnamurti and 
Nityanandam on their first visit to England, when I too 
formecl_one of her party, as much of the new world as 
possible. ·Instead of entrusting us to others, she used to 
go out of her way, to vat·ious places, to show tlH'm to us 
herself. The only time I saw St. Paul's Cathedral was 
with her. The year I went to England, 1911, was the 
Coronation year of the late King George V. In fact we 
had arrived just before the Coronation, and London was 
all agog'. \Ve went lt·ith her to many shows, including 
some military rehearsals. 

The memory that is very clear in my mind i~ of my 
first visit to the famous theatre, His 1\Iajesty '~;, where I 
saw Herbert Tree and other great English actors of thl' 
clay. The play was .Julius Caesar, and Mrs. Be~ant had 
booked seats for .all of us in the opera ci~·cle, where every­
one was expected to · come in evening clothes. \V e all 
arrived with her about half an hour before the pb.y began. 
In England there is no pushing about in the crowds and 
every one goes about his business quietly forming quenes. 
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Our seats moreover were reserved. There was absolutely 
uo r-isk; but the whole party had gone with her quite 
r•m·ly, aftL•r an early tlinBCI". ~I1·s. ::lharpe was to meet 
us thel"l'. She had not arrived when we got there; so 
~Irs. BC'sant left word with the man at the gate say~ng 
that one of hl'r party was to follow and that she should be 
allowed to join us. 'l'hc tickets were all with herself. 
;\Irs. Sharpe came later and expressed her surprise that 
~Il·s. Besant should have come so early. \Vhen il!r;:;. Resant 
said that she thought it would be convenient to come in 
good time, I remember Mrs. Sharpe saying : ''I should nor 
have expected yon to come so e~uly-partieularly to ;n; 

lllllllSP111ellt! '' 

CIIAP'I'ER III 

PERSONAIJ J.JOYAI/l'IES 

Rucn a flood of memory overpowers me as I write 
about Mrs. Besant that I fear I have been constantly and 
uneomH~ctedly hopping to and fro between the years 1897 
and 1911, and not following the sequence of events at all. 
I think it is time that I took up the threads again from.· 
the beginning and traeed various events in theit· chrouo· 
logical. order, if that is possible in a study like this. I 
do. not know exactly how the close associations of lVli's. 
Besant with my family began. My father has often told 
ns of his first meeting with Mrs. Besant. He wus poste(1 
as a :Magistrate at Allahaba(l at the time, and Mrs. Besant 
had come to the towu. He had gone to receive her at 
the station. They must have taken to each other almost at 
once, for before long, my father resign~d his Government 
service ani! joined Mrs. Besant in her work fo!" tlie Central 
Hincln College> and The Theosophical SociPty. My father 
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is not an emotional peL·son by auy mcaus allll it takPs a 
long time for him to thaw. Por a great philo<.;ophet· il'> 

he undoubtedly is, he is a very ealcul<~.tiug iudividual, 
and painfully weighs the pros .and cons of everything be­
fore he decides upon his line of activity. Koone can deceive 
or exploit or take any advantage of my father, and he 
deceives or exploits no one either. Some persons, I 
beli~ve, suspect he is i1ard, harsh and unsympathetic. He 
is certainly always wrapped up in his own thoughts and 
is mainly concerned with his own work and affairs. He 
has little patience with those who come to 'i\'aste his time 
out of idle curiosity or take any advantage of his position 
in an improper way. Not only is he the author of The 
Science of Emotions, as a rule he is a master of his emo­
tions as well. I believe only three persons have received his 
real love-they are his two sons and Mrs. Besant, though 
he has had many friends also, older as well as younger 
than himself, whose visits to our house I remember, but 
who, my memory tells me, were almost all more ~·espectful 
than affectionate in their converse with him and tempera­
mentally very different from him. 

For Mrs. Besant my father's attachment was w; 
supreme as it was spontaneous: whenever they met my 
father ahvays kissed Jwr right hand most affectionately iu 
greetings and salutation. In 1905 when he was very seri. 
ously ill, confined to bed for many months-of which I 
will have something to say later-and Mrs. Be;;ant was 
travelling in Europe and .America, I though not quite 15, 
as his eldest son, had to bear a very heavy responsibility, 
as I had to look after the family, do the nursing, and 
act as J1is secretary ·as well. :Mrs. Besant 's letters came 
every week. I believi! my father amv she wrote to each 
other almost every clay when she was in India, but out 
of Banaras, and every week when she was away from the 
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countt·y. ).Irs. Bcsant 's letters which 1 had to r2ad were 
most endearingly addFessed, were full of the most affec­
tionate sentiments and were almost always very long. I 
remember him dictating to me his reply to her one weel: 
while he was tossing in pain with an unbearable earache, 
telling her of his physical sufferings; wondering why he 
was so suffering, for he was sure he had done nothing 
in this life that merited so much pain, but was equally 
certain he must have done something very wrong in hi~ 
previous existence; and ending by saying: ''The hope 
of seeing you again is the only thing that is keeping me 
alive". :i\Iy father is not given to the use of exaggerated 
language; and it is dear that his love and devotion for 
Mrs. Besant "·ere something unique. 

nlrs. Besant alway-; inspired the deepest affection for 
herself in those who were associated with her. She introdnc­
cd us to the name of her old and famous colleague, Charles 
Bradlaugh, fairly early in my life. I remember to have 
t·cad two volumes on Charles Bradlaugh by his daughter, 
l\Irs. Hypatia Bracllangh-Bonner when I could not have 
been more than 13 ot· 14 years of age. I do not know 
where those volumes arc, but I J;emember being surprised 
that lVIt·s. Bonnet· had given only one chapter to Mrs. 
Bcsant. She has described the great affection that existed 
between her father and Mrs. Besant, and she has even gone 
on to say that the love was so great that if they had been 
free; they certainly would have married. Personally, I 
think :Mrs. Besant wa;; the one person who was capable 
of the deepest of affections wit~wut any thought of sex; 
and she was a woman of sl.1ch remarkable courage that 
when she was worldng· with colleagues she did not car~ 
what the world thought of her personal attachn1ent to 
those colleagues and· her absolute· abandon to the cause 
for which they were working together. 

A.B.-2 
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.:\Irs. BPsan1 's fidelity to hrr fl-irnds was also of the 
highest order. She would neither say any <·vii WOJ"(l 

about them nor hear even the f'ri('tHllirst of <·t·itiPisms of 
thrm. She would hersrlf sp<'ak "·ortls of hig-h praise 
of her colleagues whenever she had an opportunity 
of doing so to others. She boldly, almost r!'eklessly, <lc· 
fended l\Iaclame Blav,ttsky when charges of eharlatatll',Y 
were levelled against her.; she strained every nrrvr to pro­
tect l\Iessrs. Krishnamurti all(l Nityanandam whrn hrt· 
guardianship of them was challrng-rcl, and aspersions and 
insinuations of all sm·ts were made against hrr and her 
collragnes; and she was in her best fighting mood defctHlin1~ 
l\Ir. Arnndalc and his wife when orthodox l\Iaclras was 
up in arms against them for their international and intPt'­
racial marriage. Her faithful stan<l by l\fr. C. \V. Lead­
beater, her fl'iencl ancl colleague, through thick and thin, 
is a remarkable example of courage ancl true affeetion. 
One clay she was expatiating on Brad laugh's philosophy 
to my father when he said ·with his ·usual impatience· at 
any intellectual lapses from the strictrst possible canons 
of logic: ''Charles Bradlangh seems to be putting tlw 
cart before. the horse'', .,and l\Irs. Besant rrpliecl quite 
il'l'itably: "No, my dem·, he was doing nothi11g· of the 
sort". I believe she disliked anyone talki11g- evil of other>;. 
I remrmbcr my unele describing to her a member of the 
Government of India as the worst possible man. She 
soothingly put her hand on his head and said, "Covine], 
my dear, there may easily he worse persons in the world". 

Mrs. Bonner has (1escribed Mrs. Besant, so far as I 
recollect, at this distant date, in just a couple of sentences 
which do not appear on the surface to be very compli­
mentary: ''She is a woman of no originality, but has a 
masterly capacity of assimilating other people's ideas and 
putting them in glowing language. She is bonnd to be 
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the head of any movement fihe eares to join''. I cannot 
say whethPI' l\Irs. Bt>fiant was original or not. In a 'sense, 
in t,hc very nature of things, there can be wry little that 
is stridly original in the world. .A1l thoughts have alrcn<ly 
been thought; all dPecls have already been clone. \Y c can 
only rt>peat old thoug·hts in our own words and do the 
old deeds over again in our own way. There is uo doubt 
that l\Irs. Besant, like nll human beings, had to lt>arn, and 
she eagPl'ly learnt from othcrfi. I believe much of her 
knowledge of ancient Indian philosophy and psyehology 
came from my father, and of Bhakfi (devotional) litera­
ture from other Indian colleagues. 

And, of eonrsl', she herself rC'ad standard English 
translations of important Samskrit \\'Orks in the intervals 
of hC'r own incessant and imnw11sc lccturin~r and writing 
wo1;k. She has eulogi'ied my father's work on philosophy, 
psychology, and fiocial organisation greatly, in a number 
of her own books, and regardt>d them as ver~' original; 
though he hag always stoutly maintaim'd that there is 
absolntl'ly nothing new in 'd1at he has writtt>n, l'Xccpt the 
WOI'(]ing·; that all thl' thought cxpressNl in his books, is de­
rived from ai1eient Samskrit bool\s; that hi' has only re­
interpreted them in new. "·ords; · that it was Madame 
Blavatsky's great books-Isis Fnvcilcrl and The Secret 
Docfri He-primarily, and western evolutionist science 
secondarily, that threw light for him, upon such of the 
significancr as he has bePH able at all to see, of those 
old texts, and which signifiraHee, aeeorcling to him, had 
become hidden and forgottPn in the course of time. J'viy 
uncle, howcv!'r, •alwayfi sa ill that all that was nonsense; 
that he never saw any of my father's thoughts in the 
old books with which he felt. he 'vas equally familiar; 
and was really sorry that. my father always unneces­
sarily and forcibly tried to see the reflection of his 
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thoughts iu the teaching of the ancients and would uot 
boldly give them out as his own and take credit for them 
himself. \Yell, I have nothing to do with this quarrel; 
I do not· understand these things-and do not want to 
either, though I am inclined to agTee with 111.'' nnelr in 
this particular. 

I myself view the problems of life from 1111 absolutely 
different standpoint. :Mrs. Besant's mind was Y<'ry recep­
tive; her brain grasped things very qniekly. ll<'r 
sympathetic imagination and understanding made thing-s 
easy for her. As to her glowing language, there can be 
no two opinions. That she always did become the head 
of any movement she joined is amply proved by the 
moving story of her life. No sooner had she joined Chm·lc~ 
Bracllangh tha11 she was the foremost leader of socialistic 
thought and endeavour in Eng·land. She had hardly joined 
The Theosophical Society when she became the greatest 
figure therein. She actively came into Indian politics only 
in 1914: by 1915 she became a force to be reckoned with. In 
1916 she was being canvassed for the Presidentship of tlll' 

. Indian National Congress; and she actually became the 
President of the Congress in 1917, giving a new tone to it 
and establishing many very necessary and desirable con­
ventions. An important one started by her and very W<'ll 
worth mentioning because of its effect, was that the elect<'d 
President for a Congress session was the President for 
whole of the following year, that is so till the next annual 
:;ession. She insisted on this right for herself, and actively 
worked for the Congrf!ss throughout the year of her 
Presidentship. Her example caught on, a'ncl the convention 
established by her became later a part of the CongTe!'is 
Con.c;;titution. Before her P1~esidentship, the President juf;t 
presided at the session for which he was elected, and then 
went away into comfortable private and professional life. 
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She was particularly !';evere on Lord Sinha who after pre­
siding over the Bombay Congress in 1915, became every­
thiug afterwards cxcl'pt an aeti\·e worker in the Congress 
cause. 

I do not know how far the story is correct, anc\ I 
eannot wrify it. as both the actors arl' no more alive. But 
here it is as I heard it. A lecture by l\Irs. Bcsant on 
J ainism had been notified somewhere in l\Iacb·as. l\Ty 
uncle was accompanying· her on her tour at that time. Sh~ 
dewlopcd high fever on the day, and everyone advised 
that the lecture should be cancelled. She said she would 
go throul!h with it at any cost, since it had been notified. 
She asked my uncle to tell her something :-~bout Jain ism, 
aucl he told her the intricacirs of its theology and philo­
sophy iu a few brief sentences. Her fevl'r at the time 
of the lecture was so hig·h that my uncle had almost to 
carry her from the cnh·ance of the lecture hall to the dais. 
He was a strong man physically rxcrpt when be was down 
with asthma, whieh lw rcp:nlarly was, during the winter 
months, unless at. the sea>:ide. l\Irs. Besant could hardly 
stand, and she ha(1 to he lwhl whilr she was standing. 
She could nrver speak sitting·. Soon she warmed up and 
tr·catcd her andirncc to an hour·'s ft>rvid rloquence on Jain 
phifosophy. l\fy urwle is rt>portc<l to have told the prr~on 
who paso;ed on this stor·y to mr, that the main idras of 
Jaiuism werr what he lrad eommunieated to her, but if he 
himself had tried even for a wholt> lifetime, he could not 
have put thPm in the lang-m1gt> sill' did! And he knew the 
E11~!lish langnag-c rrmarlmuly W<'ll! HP was Hn omnivorous 
reacl<'r of English bonl•s; anll mor·eovPr he was by no 
means a moclrst marr ml(l was ;justly proud of his know­
ledge. I remember l\Irs. Besant herself once referred to 
him as an encyclopedia of information. 

l\frs. Bcsant 's high rPgarcl for Charl~s Bradlangh 
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remained great and undiminishrcl to the last; and in the 
midst of controversies, she invariably reme1ubrrPrl him as 
an ideal fighter as her notrs in The Theosophist tPstify. 
'rhe tribute she paid to him whrn he died can still be 
read with profit. :Mr. Bradlaugh 's family howPVPr WPre 
not happy at the parting; and it seems to nw the~' never 
forgave her as they could not understand the change that 
came on her. In one of her lectures to us students, she 
spoke of him as 'the clearest friend of her earlier years' 
and asked us to emulate him in the way hr did thing-s 
when meeting wrongs clone by the strong and the powerfu 1. 
to the poor and the humble. The Chapter dealing with· 
Mrs. B'esant in his daughter's life of Chm·l{_ls Bracllmlg-11, 
to which I have referred before, is hracled, if my memory 
does not deceive me: "lVI~r father loses a fricnd-aml 
gains one". The one he gained was :Mrs. Besant herself. 
I forget the name of the person whom lH' lost. I read 
about Charlrs Bracl!nugh and Ab1·aham Lincoln-all 
figures introduced to us by Mt·s. Besant in her specchrs 
to the Central Hindu Collrge students-as far back as 
1903, or so. About ten years later, when l\'Irs. Besant 
came to Cambridge (1912) we arranged a tea party for 
her in the rooms of V. C. Patwardhan, a clear friend and 
earnest Theosophist, nncl like so many others, a g'teat 
admirer of :Mrs. Besant. He was a contemporary of mine 
at Cambridg-e. A more angelic man I think it would be 
difficult for me to meet; and it ''as a matter of deep sorrow 
to me that his life-in many ways a trag-ic onc-enderl 
on an operating table in· America. Another contemporary 
of mine was Charles Bradlangh-Bonner, also a student like 
Patwardhan and myself at Trinity. He was the son of 
l\frs. Hypatia Bracllaug-h-Bonncr, and thus was a g1·andson 
of the great Charles Bradlaugh. He carried OJl the tradi­
tion of the gr,andfather so far as relig·ious belief was con-
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eri·ued. Jle was au importaut llll'lllht>l' of a socil'ty at· the 
time at L'amhrillge calll'd "'l'he Heretics". l invited hin} 
to this party we Wl'r0 giviug to ~Ir:;. Besant and to my 
g'l'eat snq)l'ise aud di>;~,ppointment, he declined to come . 
. At the pal'ly itself I toll! ~Irs. Besant that Bradlaugh­
BonnPI' was also a studt>nt of the College at the time and 
she said she would have been glad to see him. 

J.\ll's. Besant :;c<'mcd to have found out, almost immc .. 
lliatcly on her arrival hc1·c, what the trouble was with 
India and her-:routh; and so she introduced in her casual 
ns well as public talks, many figures of European and 
.Amt>riean history, besides the ancient heroes of our own 
land, in order, I beliew, to fill our minds with high ideals 
mHl SlHII' us to high endl'avonrs, so that we might help in 
making our country "·hat she ought to be in the world. 
T thiuk she soon scm· how fond we are in India of words 
and how averse to action. Once she told us of the words 
of Charles Brad laugh to her-almost the first: "You have 
a fatal facility for words, 1\Irs. Besant. You ought to 
study for two hours before you speak for one.'' I have 
advised many budding politicians in India to that effeet-·­
but in vain. I find it difficult to follow the advice myself 
very often, I fear. 1\Irs. Besant liersclt, however, with her · 
vast erudition and the scruriulous care she took to be snre 
of her fads, seemed scarcely to be in need of such counsel. 

"\Vhen thinking of those ear1y days, the days 
of the foundation of the Central Hindu College, many 
:faces come to my memory. There was Dr. Richardson, 
the P1·incipal, and Harry Banbury,. the Headmaster. Dr. 
Richardson was a great man of science; and in those days 
when tllC'rc was no money, he "·ould painfully mal'e 
with his own hands, various coils and other things to teach 
science. He was an enthusiast, and he inti·oduced "object 
lessons'' for the various classes of the school also, so that 
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we -eonlcl be rarly intt·odueed to the wonders of' tnorlct'll 
science. At his invitation, his teachet·, Sir ·william Ham~mr, 
when travelling in India, c~me to ,Banare~, and lh•liverrd 
a lecture at the Central Hmdu College. I han• only a 
vague memory of the lecture he gave and the experiments 
he showed-of various colours produced in glass tubes. 
They were perhaps the earliest experiments in electricity. 
Harry Bmibury was fond of Sandow's exercises and dumh­
bells and drill:;. There was l\Irs. Lloyd, a dear old lady, ''the 
mother of the Boarding House", as she was afl'ectioHately 
known. She made us all members of her "Golden Chain" 
and made boys sa)'-I quote the first wm·ds of pledge ft·om 
memory: "I am a link in the Golden Chain of Love that 
stretches round the world, and I must keep my link bright 
and stroncr". This was followed by beautiful words 
breathing brothe!'lwod and affectionate goodwill for all--­
men and animals alike ! 

'l'hcn came l\Ir. Arundale and his aunt and adoptive 
mother Miss Arundale. l\Iiss Arundale was an English 
lady in the truest sense of the word, very eonservative, 
spruce, strict and correct. l:-lhc was so to the last. ·\Vhen 
I congratulated her on her son's wedding, she said: ''I 
am glad George has married; but", she added, refet'l'itw 
to the bride, "I wish she had been English". .Almo~t 
all English folk working in . the Central Hindu Colleo·e 

e 
and Tl1e Theosophical Society took to Indian elothittg; 
l\fiss Arundale was one of exceptions. She always 
ate with forks and knives. I was first introduced 
to these implements of the dining table by her. \V c gave 
1\Ir. and l\Iiss Arundale, when they first came out, a warm 
\velcome at the l\foghal Sarai Junctioi1 railway station, 
ten miles away from Banares, where all passengers for 
Banares from Bombay have, and in those days even from 
Calcutta had to change, and where we often went in large 



PERSONAL LOYALTIES 

numbers to offer WC'leome or bid farewell to 1\'Irs. Besant 
and other elders. 

I was by no means a \'C'ry quid student at ·school or 
eoiiPge, and I gave anxious hours to many teachers. 
~Ir. ~\rundale often ft>lt quite m•n•ous about me and would 
havt' long and friPIHII,v talks with HIP. In polities, even 
as a boy, I was an extremist; and once I used strong 
laiiguage agaiust. the powPI's-that-be at a public meet­
ing of stucleuts in the eity at whieh he was presiding. 
lie spoke about this to my father, who felt that perhaps 
~Tr. Anmdale had taken my words as a personal insult, 
and asked me to offer my apologies to him. I did so and 
assured him that I nwant uothing personal. l\Ir. Arun­
dale told me that hP di(l 110t mind what I said; but th·~ 

clays \\'('!'<' bad-thP bomb had just then come into Indian 
polities-and he (litl not want me to be arrrstrd. Th0 
C.I.D. was stroug and kept vigilant eyes on students. 
'l'his was in 1907 and my first arrest did not come till 
1930; but it did ~·ome aftC'r all! 'l'his was foJlnwed by three 
others so far, in 1932, 1940 and 1942. The last \\'as in 
<~Olll1Petion with ~he "Quit India" movenwnt in the midst 
of \Vorld \Yar IT, the end of the war and movement alike 
ushered in the sovereign independence of the country. 

In one of the talks I had with l\Ir. Arunclale at the 
time, he told me how lw had come to India. He bad taken 
a g-ood degree at Cambridge and was justly proud of it . 

• He had gone to a lecture by l\Irs. Besant in London, and 
was deeply affected by her eloquence and by her pleading 
for justice to India. He was still in the hall intoxicated 
by her eloquence-Mrs. Besant had retired from the 
t•ostrum-when :>orne one came and told l1im that Mrs. 
Besant · wanted to see him outside the lecture hall. 
Mr. Arundale was surprised, felt flattered and hurried to 
her. It seems that she just quietly told him: "I sliould 



ANNIE BESANT 

like you to come and help me in my work in India". 
'l'hc invitation was no sooner given than it was aeeepted; 
and the aunt and the nephew were soon on their wa;\' to 
our cotmtry. l\Ir . .Arundalc went on to l!ay that if he had 

·received the applause that Mrs. Besant was receiviug at the 
time-since then, l\Ir. Arundale, who himself had become 
a finished speaker, and· worthily succeeded l\Irs. Bcsaut 
to the Headship of 'l'he Theosophical Bocicty, and dcsel'\'­
edly reccive·d such applause ltimself many a time-he 
would have lost his head, and would not have thought 
of auything else. '!'he echoes had scarcely died in tlte 
hall; but l\Irs. Besant had already finished with the topic; 
and had switched her mind off to other things. She was 
collecting her colleagues for her work, who were only glad 
to be invited to serve hct-. 'l'hat only shows how J\Irs. 
Besant was a born leader, and how she wa-; able to spot 
the proper persons \\;ith the proper qualities for the proper 
work and bt·ing them together to work fot· a common cause. 

l\Irs. Besant always disliked having any pircc of paper 
in front of her while she was speaking. She thought 

·that was a great impediment: Once I remember her read­
ing out her anmral survey of the work of 'l'he 'l'hcosophical 
Socie_ty at an anniversary of 'l'he Society in Bana1•es. She 
had placed the manuscript on the table, and was rcadin6 
out finely, as if she was speaking. Still it was not the 

_Rame. I remember that towards the end of her lecture 
she said: ''Let golden links unite those whom Karma's 
iron chains have drawn together". 'I' hat was her ideal or' 
the bond that was to unite all workers together who were 
working for a g1~eat ideal. I do not wonder that even a 
Rolitary-mindecl, individuallstic-natured, studious, scholarly 
.Person like my father; content in every way, and desiring 
nothing mm·c than not to be disturbed, should have het'll 
draw11 so iutenseJy to l\frs, Desant. Ile did work hard for 
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the Central IIinllu Collegc, largely for her sake; and he, 
who if he hates anything hates travelling, did travel 
also with Mrs. Besant hom end to end of the land in the 
service of the Central Hindu College and 'l'he Theosophical 
SoeiPty. lie could, however, JleVPl' be indueed to go out­
side Imlia. It was because of 1\Irs. Besant 's encouragement, 
and uot unoften at hl'l' l'Xprl'ss wish, that he wrote his 
books. He docs not wry readily oblige others by acceding 
to their wishes in anything: but he, I believe, seldom said 
''no'' to l\Irs. Besant. 

I have many memories of large dinners and tea-parties 
in our house when the persons eonneeted with the Central 
Hindu College whom I have already mentioned, came to 
ns, as also many others-Theosophists from other parts 
of the world who had come to Bana.res for Theosophical 
meetings. I almost feel old as I mentioi1 the names : 
Countess \Vaehtmeister was one, another was Mrs. \Vindust. 
These had been fellow-workers of Madame Blavatsky. 
l\'Irs. \Vindust paid a visit to Cambridge when I was there 
and was very pleased to find me there. She gave a talk 
to 'l'he 'l'heosophical Lodge there on l\Iaclame Blavatsky 
and said that Madame was by no means a very comfortable 
person to live with. l\Irs. l3esant, though a devoted pupil 
of Madame Blavatsky, was temperamentally a very 
different person; and I think most people liked to live 
near her who had a chance. I must not forget l\Iiss Palmer, 
:!\Ess Edger, Miss Herrington, 1\Iiss \Vilson (of whom I 
will say somethi1ig later also), Mr. \Yodehouse and 
i\Ir. Ernest \Vood who st-ood against Mr. Arundale for 
Mrs. Besant 's successorship. I do not remember 1\Ir. Lead­
beater ever coming to our house. My father used to 
spend long hours with Mrs. Besant almost every day; and 
when she did not come to him, he would g-o with his 
papers to Shanti Kunj, and work there in the verandah 
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adjoiuiug ..\In;. Bcs<lllt 's roout wlu•t·e [ ol'tt>n weut. to him 
011 business. Amo11g my 0\1'11 counti'.)'IIIl'll whu ltad gath.~r<'d 
t'otmcLi\Irs. Besa11t, besides my elder unelc and III,\' fathl't', 
were the Basu Brothers, l'penclm .Kath all(l ,fwulendt·a 
l'\ath at1cl their cousin, Kali Charan ..\Iittra; ...\lt·. Dnt·ga 
Prasad· and Panclit Cheda Lal; then then! wet'(! Panclit 
Aclitya Ram a11d l\Ir. Gurtu followed much later by 
Messrs. '!'clang, 'l'rilokilnu·, Uuwalla, Dalal, SanjiYa Hao, 
'l'araporewala, Kanitkar ancl othe1·s. I should I ike to gi \'(! 

a paragraph to each. I feel I !mow each well enough to 
do so. But I clare not. Enough to say-thc>ir tc>mpers, 
temperaments, even beliefs and ideals, were \'Pl'.Y d i ll'e•·eu t 
from one anothei·, but they wet·e all cle\'otc•dly atta<·IH'<l to 
Mrs. Besant. 

I should not forget a picturesque figure of the time. 
The Japanese priest, Ekai Kawaguchi, a. good floien<l of 
ours, also lived in the staff quarters of the Central Hindu 
College for nearly seven years, and wrote an interesting 
book on his travels in 'l'ibet, which Mrs. Besant published 
under the title: "Three Years in Tibet". Another person 
who lodged at the time at the staff quartl'rs was Hafi:.r. 
Saiyyicl, one of the few l\fuslims who l1ave Leen attractell 
to the Theosoph~cal Society. He keeps his old contacts 
stili most affectionately and is an earnest member of the 
Society. I must not forget either Abhay Charan Gui, the 
head clerk of the Principal's office. Abhay Charm1 was 
an amazingly efficient individual, his handwriting was 
most perfect, and he wrote so swiftly that few could keep 
pace with him. He called out the names and took the 
attendance of three to four hundred students in less than 
as nwny minutes. Mr. Arnndale used to say that he him­
self was. the Principal only in name: he was a mere rubber 
stamp, a signing machine; the real Principal was Abhay 
Charan, who did all the work, and was methodical and 
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L"onseien tiuus to a fault. 1 had won a sdwlarship of rupees 
twelve per month from the Allahabad University, 
fo~ passing ·fairly high in their First Arts (or Inter­
JIIPdiatP) Fniversity examination. He used to receive the 
JIIOJH'Y at his otliL"e and g-ive me the seholarship n•gularly. 
"\s 1 left fm· Eng-laud immediately after my B.A., that. 
is the m•xt higher university l'xamination, before the 
amounts for the Ja,;t two months were reeeived, he kept 
this monl'y in an envl'iope in a eornet· of his drawer. ~Iore 

than three years later when I returned and "·ent to the 
Collt•ge to meet old friends and teachers, I went into the 
ColiPge office also. .As soon as he saw me and before even 
ac~lmowlP(lging· my greeting, he puliPd out the (h·awcr, 
took the lllOIH'Y out of it aJHl handed it to me saying: 
"l have kept it for three years for you". He took my 
signature in acknowledg·ment, and tlwn proceeded to the 

. inquiries and good wishes usual for such occasions. 
Perhaps the descripti9n of one of these early dinners 

at our house may not be uninteresting. It was a large 
party. I fear the house had not silver plates enough fur 
all. \Vr, in India, are a ~imple people, ancl we are not 
~aken aback when we have a large party to entertain. Not 
nnoften even ordinary middle class families entertain a 
thousand guests on one single evening on OC(;asions of mat·­
riagcs and otlwr important ceremonials. \Ve use banana 
leaves for plates and earthen vessels for cups, tumblers, 
de. \Ye all eat with· our fingers anc"l so no knives, forks 
or spoons are needed. Then we have no courses-, and all 
the food is served at once. The servers-usually younger 
members of the family-keep constantly going round re­
placing those items of food that may have been eaten. 
Even the richest people in India feal no '' ir~:feriority'' in 
Lhemselves serving· out food to guests. On ceremonial 
occasions, custom often demands that this should be done. 



'i 

46 ANNIE BESANT 

The hosts themselves eat aflL•t· the last gHPst has le J't. \V e 
sit on a cloth ot· wooden seat, spreatl ou til.~ floor, and 
put the food on the washed bare floor, in ft·ont. All ol'.us 
boys and girls lwd been busy arrangiug- this diunet· in 
one of the laq~e rooms iu om· ohl hoHs<'. It. was till• t·ainy 
seasou, otherwise we would probably have laid out the 
leaf-plates uuder the skies. ThL•t·c was a larg-e variety of 
sweets, and we wet:c told to put only half of ea<•h pi<•ce 
of sweet on each plate, as European people do not lik~ 

Indian sweets very mur:h: they find too mw·h sugar in 
them. 'rhis caused me surprise then, and I apprcciat~d 
the situation only when I ate my fit·st chocolate, only to 
throw it out in disgust; even now I do not like it very 
much. 

Orthodoxy was still strong; and man~' Hindus, other­
wise earnest Theosophists, did not dine \~ith non-Hindus, 
even though brothers in the faith. ~ome, however, diu 
come. On one of the plates wg had arranged in a very 
symmetrical manner, in the shape of a garland of flowers, 
the various kinds of sweets. 'l'his plate we had reserved 
for my uncle, who was a hearty eater, and so we had not 
cut the sweets into halves as on the other plates. ?lfy 
father ru1d his brothers wer.e all very large eaters. Those 
who knew them in their younger days often told me and 
my cousins-by way of comparison uncomplimentary to 
us-that they used to spend all their pocket money on good 
food and good books. They built up perhaps the largest 
private library of the time in Banares, beside.<; big museles. 
lt appears they all took. heavy physical exerci<;<'S and 
heavy meals at the end. They also read too much. :My 
generation has done none of these things and I am not 
sure if they are much the worse for the lack! . 

As the guests trooped in, ?!'Irs. Besant passing. tln!;! 
particular plate, liked the arrangement on it and smilingly 
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insisted on sitting there. \Ye do not reserve seats or 
tnark the names thereon of guests as the;\· do in Europe. 
'l'hc plates arc served before the guests come in. I remem­
ber she left the whole plate prac:t.ieally untouched. She 
seemed to have realised our custom fairly early, that we 
-s]wdally in Korth Iudia-wasted our food to a great 
extl'nt, though 1\"e as a natiott arc admittedly very poor 
and most of our people do not get even one square meal 
per day. Unlike European hosts, 1\"C give no choice to 
ihe diner to take what he lik0s and only as much as be 
can eat.. Here the servers are supposed to judge the 
diner's appctih·, and often despite his repeated protests 
that additional helpings arc not wanted, delicacies and 
savonrics, an<l eYen more :c:olitl eatables, are piled on per­
fon·c. It is taken for granted that guests arc shy, and 
viands must be given libPrally. It is possible that in the 
early days l\Irs. Besaut used to say, ''No, thank you''; but 
when she found that all that. was unavailing, aud things 
ti'Ould be placed npon hPr plate, she probably gave up. 
I never found her !'ay ''yes'' or ''no'' as we piled edibles 
before her; and she just left everything, only eating a 
little of what she happened to like. A thing· like this 
would be impossible even at the most sumptuous of feasts 
in Europe. I fear this systpm of waste of food has bet•n 
with us through the ages. l\IPgasthl'nes ai1d Fa HieJl'­
Greek and ChinPse travellers over two thousand years ago 
-have remarked that Hindus .had no fixed timl's fol' meals 

. and wasted much· food. 'rhe evil has pel'siste.d tQ this 

.day. 
~· ~·. · ~·hs. Besant bel' a me a .vegetarian- aftl'r slll' .eame. :under 
the .influence of Theosophy; and many of my Incli'~n r.ead­
ers who have had occasion to serve food to l\[rs. Besant, 
nught remember .that the two items thilt she really liked 
were the sa111osa and the lJli}Jar. Samosa is a trinngnlat" 
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salt savoury, usually stllffecl with potatoes and small 
raisins and grains of peppercorn; but in our family, those 
made at home were stuffed with fried and ground cereal 
known as moong pulse. My mother took special pains t.o 
prepare these for Mrs. Besant herself. l\Irs. Besant liked 
them very nuich; and we often sent these for her tea, and 
put a :mpply of them with her when she was t.rawlling-. 
Indeed she was so fond of them that she actually cl<~putl'cl 
.1\Irs. Rukmini Arundale to learli how to make them from 
my mother. She also liked papa1·, 'cracklcrs' (mentioned 
as poppadam in English restalll'an ts). She foullll the 
Madras ones very hot, with too much pepper, and almost 
to the last I used myself to sencl to her packets of thesf! 
North India papars which were not so hot. Another thing 
that she liked very much was ice cream, at least in the carl~· 
days; a.ncl so this dainty was prepared almost every evcu­
ing at S)lanti Kunj. I remember to have partaken of it 
often enough there. I lloubt, howeYer, if she ever came 
to like any of om main Indian dishes either of the north 
or of the south. She used to get quite thin in India, a1ttl 
invariably retumed looking healthier after a visit abroad. 

I can understand this from my own case. After stan•­
ing on strict vegetarian diet for three whole years in 
England, I retumed to India only 122 lbs. in weight. I 
must say, however, that in England I kept very goorl 
health and was scarcely ever ill and did not even catch 
eold, though all my English fellowcstudPnts as well as .the 
lecturer kept coughing and blowing their noses as snow feU 
in plenty and tha cold winds blew hard. I was then 
running my twenty-fourth year and was over 5 feet S 
inches in height. I did eat on my refurn, and amazed 
everyone by the amount I took. I be!ieve my mother was 

. quite frightened, but I was only making up for lost tiine, 
m1d within six months I was 172 lbs. at which I kept 
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steady for long. F'ood is a matter of habit, and though 
:\Irs. Besant was scrupulously and punctiliously anxious 
to follow our system and eat our food, she never throve 
•m that. She, hmrever, took plenty of tea. I almost think 
the afternoon tea used to be her principal meal here- as 
it was mine too in England-and she would take hot tea 
after lter lectures also. She \Vas also fond of table butter. 
lt may interest r!'ackrs to know that ~he clid not care to 
spread her butter on toast or bread as every one else docs. 
She put a lump on its cclg-c and bit it off! She got the 
amount she wantPd without the trouble of spreading it out! 

She was very particular about table manners, and 
g-ave me strict instructions about them. I quite s!'e that 
she tried to follow om ways also equally carefully ,\•hen 
in India. I have heard that on one occasion, forgetting 
hersPlf, she horrified the whole table ill Englmul, by throw­
ing almonds and other dry fruits in her month with het· 
hm~d held a little away, as we do in India, instead of 
h.olcling them in the hand next to the Jll(,uth 1md delieatPly 
nibbling th!'m as tlwy do in Europe. Despite such close 
a:;soeiation with :Mrs. Besant, my fath!'r never learnt any 
Eng)ish ways C'ither in drC'ss or in food. He has always 
been very careful about his <~lothes, on which he has always 
spent much time and trouble. He has invented many new 
;;tyles and cuts of ku1·tas and caps also. But he has never 
put 011 European clothes. .As to forks and knives, he does 
not kno:w their nse at all. He likes a spoon though--and 
that with a vengeance-for he would sip his tea with a 
spoon (which would not be correct lllanners in Eng·lancl) 
till he is almost half through his cup. He masticates 
liquid foods also! .. My father is almost as fond of coffee 
and tea as Mrs. Besant was. He got these habits from 
her. As we eat with our fingers in India, we carefully 
wash our hands and rinse our mouth<> after every meat 



Mrs. Besant was never able to hollow out her hands 
and hold water in them. She could also never throw out 
the water from her mouth in a stream . .As ehildren we m•rP 
very much amused at her failure as we poured water on her 
hands to wash after meals ! 

When I was travelling with het· on board tlw steamer, 
the food so disagreed with me and the prevailing smell 
so disgusted me that I rarely went to the dining saloon. 
I hated formalities, and did not care to change my clothes 
so often. Dressing for dinner-and that too claboratcly­
La<> always beeu regarded almost a religious ,}uty for an or­
thodox Englishman. I also felt giddy OIL that first voyage, 
though I was not actually sick. Onee sittin~ next to her at. 
dinner, as the ship rocked and I felt fai· ft·om comfortabll', 
I put my elbows for rest and support on the table. She 
immediately struck the elbow next to her with her hand, 
and I was told later that it was bad manners to rest one's 
elbow like that. No11-English readrrs may be amused to 
know that though it is bad manners to rest on a dintwt· 
table with the elbows, it is perfectly correct to spread out 
the fore-arms lightly on the table and rest them in that 
manner. The English people centre all their good inan­
ners round the table; and the strict discipline that English 
children get there, stands them in good stead in all situa­
tions in later life. I have come to realise that a man 
behaves in life as he behaves at table; and if we Hindus 
are individualistic and observe untouchability, are. un­
pundual and slipshod; it is largely because we dine alone, 
have strict canons of ''touch" and "not touch" at meals, 
have no settled bom·s for them, and are. invariably uu­
punctual there; and we just eat as we may, l;egarding Jood 
almost as ap evil necessity, which must be finished off as 
quickly as possibk The Englishman is very different in all 
these particulars, and so he is also very different iu life. 
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Bo ?!Irs. Bcsuu t ~at hPI'cd men and women around he1· 
for her work. They wt>re of different temperaments; they 
<·<mw from many couut1·ies; but they fulfilled the tasks she 
allottl'd to them with rare devotion, for they constantly 
fplt t hry were all doin~ her "'ork; aml, in serving the 
tause, thry werL' rL•ally serving her: Bhe was partieulm· 
about the welfare of all who helped hrr, and all who wrre 
i11 any "·ay l'Oilll<'ctrd with hrr. In hrr will, her personal 
~rJ·vauts, Lakslnnana and Bhagelu, received annuities 
pnough to enable them to live comfortably; and while she 
liwd she used to take scrupulous care that the needs of 
all her workers, high or humble, should be satisfied as far 
as she could satisfy them. I can give no ::n·eater proof 
of that. than this that wlwn my father suddenly became 
very s0riously ill in 1905, she used to come to nurse him 
for whole nights in succrssion, after doing her full day's 
work. "\Ye were all very small children, and my mother 
was at hC'l' wit's ci1d at the time. :More than once in those 
anxious days we thought my father could not survive. 
1\Irs. B0sant had already booked her passage for Europe 
whence she was to proceed to America. She called many 
times in the course of the clay to inquire after him; and 
till she left, every night she used to come to our home 
and relieve my mother and us, and nurse my father her­
f..elf. My mother and the children used all to sleep in a 
long verandah adjoining the room in which my father 
lay ill. Professional nurses are unknown in our country 
cutside the large towns even now: at that time they wet•e 
absolutely unknown. I remember I myself could not sleep 
very well those days because of the hovering anxiety, and 
often found Mrs. Besant waking my mother in the middle 
of the night to attend to my father as necessary. 

Mrs. Besant left for Europe and then for .America 
soon afterwards; and we received anxious inquiries by 
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letters and cablPs [)'(Jill her f1·om time 1n 1 illlP. I ha\'P 
already nwntioned bow Mrs. Besant wrote to my father 
every week, and he to her, when she was out of India. 
She addressed my father in her letters in the most affec­
tionate manne1·; and at the end of those letters, she llSPd 
to subscribe herself as ''Heliodore" ("C:iven by th<> Sun"). 
In the book jointly written by :i\T1·s. Besant and l\lr. 
Lead beater called ''Man: ·whence, How and \Vhither "­
and this was m·itten soon after 1911 when hopes wert> 
roused in Mrs. Besant and some of her colleagurs of tlw 
coming back of Christ to earth in the rwrson of 
:i\Ir. Krislmamurti, then a young boy of about 11, who h;al 
just then been taken by l\Irs. Besant under her g-uardian­
~:hip-almost all persons connected with :i\Irs. Bcsan-t at tht• 
time were given names after the various stars. 'l'hcy 
were all supposed to have worked together in the ages past, 
birth after birth. l\irs. Besant is given the name of 
"I-Ierakles ", and Mrs. :i\Iarie Russak is called "Helios ". 

Though in the list given in the beginning of the book 
of the various characters of the story, my father is not 
mentioned, the Capricorn of the_ narrative is he. :i\Iy 
father is very argumentative as to things he does not 
believe in; and as l\frs. Besant and he had differed in 
opinion over his new cult in The Theosophical Society--­
then known as the Krishnamurti cult, though later 
Mr. Krishnamurti himself repudiated all cults and even or­
ganisations--:-:Mr. Leadbeater must have been rather upset 
at my father's strong public criticisms of the beliefs h.:! 
was endeavouring to propagate and the incessant demand 
my father made for proofs of things said. I believe thif,; 
book is more lVIF. Lead beater's than Mrs. Besant 's, thoug-h 
large portions of it were written by Mrs. Besant herself 
in Italy in 1912 where she had specially retired for this 
piece ·of writing; and with due respect I do not wonder 
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that Cuprieorn shoulLl lw l'l'ft•n·etl to as having been 
'· eautankt'rous'' l'\'L'Il tens of thousands of years ago! 

CHAPTER IV 

LE'L'TERS, LEC'l'UHES AND RECREATIONS 

l'o)IIXG back to the pleasanter theme of these wet~kly 
h·tters ft·om l\Irs. Bcsant from England and America in 
1 !10:5, which I had to reall out, and the answers to which 
were written by me to my father's dictation, there arc 
one or two points that are very clear in my memory. 
One was that week after week in these envelopes came a 
packet of used stamps of various countries marked ''For 
Bhnl' '. Bhal is the abbreviated pet name of my younger 
brother Chandra Bhal who was an enthuastic stamp~ 
t:ollcctor at the time. As l\Irs. Bcsant had then no secretary 
that I know of, she herself must have taken the 
trouble to cut out these stamps from the various packets 
and letters that came to her: she sent them on week by 
week for my brother. Her post was always very heavy, and 
my brother must have asked her for the used stamps on 
them little realising what extra trouble we were giving her. 
She gave us stamp albums as presents and also post-card 
<llbums. In our old papers there are still numerous picture 
post-cards addressed to l\Irs. Besant which were sent to her 
as greetings from her friends and which she passed on to 
118 for amusement and collection. Friends whom my sonc; 
have asked for stamps have sent them once or twice; the 
sons of my friends who have asked me for stamps, have 
also got them once or twice; but it was something unique 
that Mrs. Besant should have sent these stamps-and 
large quantities of them-from week to week when abroad, 
nncl almost day to clay when in India. I wonder if 
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lhesc incideuts have anything to teach to tllosc w!Jo seck 
to be leaders of men. 

One week I remember her letter to my fathet· brought 
a big cheque-I believe it was for £1500. '1'his was the 
proceeds from a single lecture of hers in America. l\Iany 
c:heques came frvm her those days, but this one stands 
nut in my memoJ'Y· The money was for the Ccntl'Hl Hindu 
College, my father being the Secretary of the Institution. 
In the letter th~tt came with this, she said: ''If only 
every lecture of mine gave as much, the dear C.II.C. would 
never be in want." She seemed always to remember all 
her work everywher.e. ·with these letters also came press 
cuttings giving interesting accounts of her per:;onality, 
activities and lectures. Punctual as she was, she hap­
pened to be three minutes late at a lecture in America, 
and this was duly recorded in one of those c·nttings which 
I remember began something like this: ''.Arriving thl'ce 
minutes late, Mrs. Besant immediately went up to . the 
rostrum and pressing three middle fingers of her right­
hand on the table she began. . . . '' 

l\Irs. Besant while lecturing did not usc many gestures. 
The few she did were very characteristic. I do not know if 
any one ever remembers her speaking from the right of the 
table. l\ly memory is that she would always walk to the left 
even when seated towards the right, mid almost always be­
gin her talk by pressing the three fingers, noted by the 
American journalist, on the table. A few characteristic 
gestures of hers I remember, otherwise she spoke just 
simply and straight. One was pressing her right elbow to 
her side and resting the out-stretched palm of her right 
hand on that of the left. Another ~esture was-and that 
she employed at the height of her eloquence when periods 
rolled like thunder-spreading out both her hands, palms 
upwards, sometimes at right angles to her body, sometimes 
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at 45 clegrer.s ac:ute, sometimes 135 llegree~ obtuse, and 
keeping steady at that for some moments. Still another 
gesture was putting her right-hand index finger on hel' 
mouth right across the middle and shaking her body from 
>;ide to side, or dramatically stretching the right hand in 
front with the index finger pointing to the distance, keep­
ing the left hand hanging by her ~ide. 

A person who delivered so Illa_uy lectures would 
naturally be -expected to be hoarse sometimes. She never 
was. She never strained herself mid so she never broke 
Iter voice. \Ve politicians are often Jmsky; but not she. 
Her pronunciation was so perfect and her voice carried 
so well that large audiences could hear her easily. If the 
audience was too large and the fringe of it could not hear 
her, I do not think she worried." If there was any dis­
turbance during her lectures she never lost her patience: 
;.;he just went on. Soon the music of her voice silenced 
the opponents; and even when they did not agree with 
her, they heard her with respect. Usually speakers arc 
eareh•ss. l\Iany go on drinking cold water as they speak, 
and some I have found drinking cold water even aftet· 
their speech. Sh~ never required any water to drink while 
:-;peaking; and at the end she certainly n~ver took cold 
water, but hot tea. 

She would not stand under a fan when she spoke, and 
i 0 the last she never spoke sitting, and often I have seen 
her perspiring profusely as she finished. \Vhen my father 
travelled with hL'r on her tours, he used to wrap her im­
mediately after her lecture in a warm white woollen shawl, 
reo-ardless of the. weather <mel regardless of her perspira-

"' lion. If she had to sit after the lecture on the rostrum, 
she would sit there with the shawl wrapp~d round her, 
uneoneern:ed at. tlll' heat. Tn the plains of India, cvPn in 

. the winter, she used to get quite hot and '''et. with pcrspi-
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ration after an hour's speaking. This slul\d wrapped 
round her throat and shoulders pr~vented her ft·om catch­
ing cold. Curiously she often suffered from a slight dry 
nervous cough while at home, hut never during a lectur:! 
except towards the end of her days. ?IIy fathl't' tells me 
that on inquiry he learnt from her that in hct· yot111ger 
years she had a very weak throat and lungs, bnt had to 
make public spe~ches all the same. A mt>clical s1wcialist. 
advised her to go ·on with her public spraking, and told 
her that it would either kill ot· cuJ'e her. She persisted 
and was cured of the weakness, but rhis !itt!<' cough re­
HHiined behind, incurable, wl1ich how~vet· did not hindet· 
her work in any way. · 

So far as I can venture to judg.e of a matter like this, 
J am bound to say that she was at her best in the settin~ 
of the Loudon Queen's Hall. She would come pmtetually 
to the minute, go to the centre of the rostrum, put both 
her hands on a little wooden rrst in front, and start her 
lectmes straight away. 'l'herc was no JH'csiclcnt to disturb, 
either at the beginning or at the encl. The English audienc,~ 
is a quiet. one and never very enthusiastie. Even student~ 
t1o not rise when the lPcturer enters a room. On my first 
day at Cambridge when the tutor came into the class to 
give us his first instt'tH:tions-vm·ious dont 's and do's­
J was the only person who got up, followiug the custom 
we have in India, and then immediately sat down seeing 
that no one else 'nls getting up. I realisrd that that was 
not customary there. At these Queen's Hall lectures of 
l\Irs. Besant, I have seen the audience standing up out of 
t·espect to her as !;'he entereci the hall. She left immediately 
the lecture was over. Some of her perorations there were 
really superb. 

I have also heard her in the Albert Hall in London 
' which is the biggest hall there with a seating accommoda-. 
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t iun for 10,000 p(•I·sons. It "·as a crowded mrcting- that 
(•\"ening (1912), at the dose of a very long suffragette 
pi·oei•s-.;ion. The wumcn 's nwvc·ment was strong in 1911 
wht>n I WPnt with ::\I1·s. Besant, and increased in strength 
•lm·ing tlw years I was there. I saw this procession in 
which ::\I1·s. Besan t played an important part. Yariou;; 
\\·omen that took p;u·t in the procession were dressed after 
the great women of the past who· had played their part 
in history. Queen Boadicea, Joan of Arc and others were 
r.ll then•. I do not think 1\Irs. Besant was given any part 
that evening because it was obvious she was great in hel' 
own right. So far as I remember she wore the 1\Ia:,;on 's 
1·obes that day. Usua1ly l\Iasonic Lotlges admit only men: 
but there is a Co-1\Iasonic organisation in which women 
arc also member . .;. -1\Irs. Besant was a high personage in 
1 hat. In Banares there nst•d tu be a Co-1\Iasonic Lodge in 
the hall of whieh the meetings of the ''Sons and Daughters 
of India"-I refer to this organisation in some detail later 
-took place. ·while l\Irs. Besant was walking in the pro('C!:>­
:-;ion, some old worlnnan ealkd out: "\Yell done, Annie;· 
lw~~p on, Annie." I was told later that he was prol1ably 
one of those who kill'w her in the old days when she was 
a labour worker, and when it was quit~ common to usl' 
Christian names in addressing each other. She walked all 
the way in that proct'ssion, though she was 63 years of 
agr at the time, and delivered a speech along with others 
at the encl. 'l'he only time I had heard Mr. Zangwill was 
on that occasion. He was full of mirth and humour. 

The hall has a peculiar characteristic, which those of 
my readers who may not have noted before, may note 
now if they have any occasion to be in London. ·while 
the lecturer is speaking, there is at some time or other 
during his speech, au answering echo from a portion of 
the hall in the form of a scratching like the grating of 
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metal on metal. It is a eii'C~ular hall; 1 \l'lh in onP nl' th~ 
upper galleries, and the dais seemed to be fat· away from 
me down below as at the bottom of a w_ell. ln (.~\'Pry otlH'l" 
person's speech-and there ·were many short SJWPl·hPs that 
evening-at some time or other, the set·at<:hillg- was sure 
to be heard. Mrf;. Besant 's speech, howevPr, passrd with­
out this scratch. Some time later there was a talk on 
this subject at the lunch table of i\Iiss Bright. If I rem·~m­
her rightly, 1Ir.;, Besant explained that. Hrry hall has 

. some defect which is exposed at a partieulat· piteh-and 
c.nly at that pitch-of a speakrr's voice. A speaket· must 
instinctively fiml out this defect a11cl avoid that pitch. 
"'ell, public speaking is an art, is it not? l\[any of us 
are public speaket·s of sorts, but has thPt'P hl'<'ll another 
like l\Irs. Besant? . 

There is a description by Mrs. Be~ant oi a lecture of 
hers in Australia. Readers may find it if they cl_elve 
sufficiently in the old volumes of Th c 'l'l1 coso1.1TI isf. I quot.~ 
only from memory. She arrived at the ler:turr, as wa~ 
usual with her, at the exact minute. 'l'he hnll was crowd­
rd. The policeman at the gate said to her: ''Madam, 
tl1ere is no room''. I believe they are ·:cry strict out there, 
and every hall is licensed to hold so many persons and 
110 more. "It does not matter," said l\T rs. Besant to tlw 
policeman, and tried to proceed. The polict'man knew hi:;; 
duty better, and barred her way saying there was no room 
and that she could not go in. But 'Yirs. BC:-sant replied: 
''Then there will be no lecture." Tlie poliel'11Hll1 entered 
into the humour ofthc situation, laughed and let her go. 
Is it not true that in life generally-in professions nnrl 
everywhere else---there is always r?om at the top, as in 
the 1uost crowded of lectures there 1s :tlwa~,.; roo_m for th~ 
speaker, and also for others on the ~ms! Such 1S the tra­
nedY and comedy of our earthly ex1sbnce. 
"' 
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I .. et me just add a word about the suffragette· move­
mPnt in England "·hich was very strvng during all the 
three years that I was there. At odd parties I used to 
mt>et. women connected with the nwvement hnd son1etimes 
heard their lectures in Hyde Park as well as in othee 
pnblic places. I was greatly struck by their earnestness. 
\Vomen had many grievances and they were trying hard 
to get them rPmoved. Their greatest grievance at that thne 
of whic·h I write, was that the wife of the Prime l\finister, 
l\Ir. Asquith, was not at all sympathetic to them, and their 
attPmpts to interview the Prime l\Iinister were very often 
unsuccessful. That was also the _time when a graduate 
lady threw herself in front of a rushing hors·~ in the Derby 
jn order to attract the attention of the world to women'::; 
lot in England. She died soon afterwards in the hospital 
to which she> wa-; removed. I saw the solemn procession 
that wc>nt through the London streets carrying the coffin 
of this lady (1913). 

A familiar method adopted by the suffragettes to call 
public atent.ion to their grievances was to break the glass 
panes of lm•ge London shop windows. lVIrs. Besaut was 
always keen ?n woman obtaining her proper place in the 
scheme of things; and though she did not support the 
breaking of shop windows, she supported the movement. 
There were arrests of prominent suffragettes; and there 
\\·ere hunger strikes and forcible feedings in jails. -.A cry 
was raised for their better treatment.; and Mrs. Besa.nt also 
wrote some strong paragraphs in her Theosophist in sup­
port. Thus we see that the grievances regarding political 
rig·ht!'; and treatment. of political prisoners have not been 
confined to Illy country alone! 

It is a surprising thing that the clt•mancl of these 
~uffragettes was only for the suffrage. i.e., a right to vote 
for and be returned to Parliament so that they could infln-
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ence the legislature to pass equitable laws for women. 
1\Irs. Pankhurst and her daughtrrs, Christabrl and S,rlvia, 
were keen suffragettes and suffered much for the cause. 
The latter started a weekly paper called the "Sntl't·aget.tc ", 
which ,vas issued every Friday afternoon. I spent every 
Friday afternoon between lunch and tea at the University 
Union at Cambridge writing letters home and used to 
post these letters at the General Post Offic~(' just. in time 
to catch the weekly mail boat t.o Indin. I always saw an 
elderly spectaclecl lady selling this paper just outside the 
post office at that hom and invariably purrhased a copy 
from her. It may ped~aps amuse my rcadrrs wht'n I say 
that as a protest against the usual shop-keepers' system of 
l~aving beautiful girls to sell their goods, the snffragctt('S 
posted perhaps one of the ugliest women they ('ould come 
across, to sell their paper at. Cambridge. 'l'hey wantecl the 
students to be attracted to the cause by what the paper 
contained and not by the lool\s of the persou who sold it. 

One of the Indian lady students sft1dying at the time 
in London was Shrimati .Anasuya Sarabhai. She was very 
keen on women's rights, and she used to be particularly 
wild at the treatment women received in Inclia. She and 
I l1ad many good-humoured bouts discusf>ing woman's 
problems. The suffragette movement in England conlil 
not have had a g-t·eater supporter than this lady, who her­
self belonged to one of the wealthiest familic'; of Ahmeda-· 
bad. I remember visiting the suffra~e.t.te establishments 
in England with her, and seeing how hig·h-born ladies 
would stand behind tables ·and counters selling suffragette 
literature. They fotincl it ·difficult to do things quickly 
and make up accounts imriJecliat.ely as is invariably done 
by innumerable English women who . bravely work h1 
London shops and restaurants for an honest living·. But · 
these ladies were earnest and worked for the eause at con-
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siderable and-judging from ordinary &tandpoiuts-··­
unnecessary inconvenience to themselves. 

l\Irs. Besant. '~" life, on the practical concrete side, has, 
[ believ<>, three lessons to give: take care of your time; 
take care of your ft·iends; take care of your health. 
Numerous are the illustrations I have already given as to 
how she was a most punctual person; and a punctual p!.'l'· 
son alone can take care of his time. She did make 24 
hours yield more solid work than three times as many hom·>.. 
rlo to almost. any other worl<er. She was constantly tra­
velling; but she utilised all the time while travelling for 
her work. Though she would patiently wait for her train 
and appear perfectly at ease at railway stations, she 
t;preacl out. hrr papers as soon as she was comfortably 
cstablishrcl in the train itse1f. She wrote hundreds of letters 
while travelling, and did much literary work besides. She 
always carried a large number of books >'iith her. She 
used to be a great reader of pap<'rs, magazines and uoveh 
as wPll. She usPd to give a book to each of the person,; 
trav<'lling with her, and collected them all "·hen the clesti-_ 
nation came neal'. One had to deliver back the book ewn 
if one were in the midst. of an engrossing· story! Slw 
always slept well even while travelling in trains: that 
may be the secret. of her stored up energy for heavy w0rl-: 
in the day. There was almost always a settled sadness 
and seriousness on her face. She did not like slipsho(l 
work; and she insisted on things being done properly. 
\Vhen we showed any carelessness and indifference in 
going- through some ceremonies that were prescribed for 
the meetings of the ''Sons and Daughters of India' ',-an 
organisation founded by her for the training of young 
ll1€11 and women in honest and straightforward service-­
~he reproved us, saying: "\Vhatever has to be done shoulcl 
be done well. If we follow ceremonial, we ought to do 
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that properly". Verily, what is worth doing, is worth 
doing well. 

In any meeting l\Irs. Besant would nahmtlly be 
among the most distinguished; but she was scrupnlousl;r 
respectful to the president whoever he might be>. .At a 
meeting of the mock Parliament of the Central Hindu 
College, she had been invited to speak from one sid~. 

Ganga Shankar l\iisra, a brilliant student of the time, 
was in the chair; and as she entered slw bowed very grace­
fully and almost too respectfully, to the student-president 
(the "Speaker") much to his embarrassment: and took the 
seat which he pointed out to her. " 7hen ,.;he was given 
a Doctorate of the Banares Hindu University, she 
seemed to be as pleased at the time of receiving the dip­
loma, as any boy could be who receives his first certificate 
of success at an examination. I have seen her introducing 
a lady student to the then Vice-Chancellor of the Hindu 
University, Sir Sivaswami .Aiyar, for the grant of the 
requisite degree. She took off her academic cap and made . 
a tremendous bow to the Vice-Chancellor. She did what 
even the Bursar at the University of Cambridge did not 
do when introducing me to the Vice-Chancellor for the 
degree there: and they are particular abont these cere­
monials at that ancient University. All these gestures of 
hers were like those of a man; but ~he eYidently knew 
the English Court etiquette prescribed for ladies also hy 
heart. I have seen her making elaborate curtsies to the 
Viceroy, as the representative of the King. "When I saw 
her doing so to T.Jord Minto the then Viceroy, on his visit 
to the Central Hindu College in 1910, I fp]t that I was 
seeing a picture out of Dumas' stories of the medieval 
French Court. I have seen English ladies making much 
respectful curtsies to her in England, despite her protests. 
'rhis visit of Lo1·d and Lady l\:Iinto was a very anxious 
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~~Ill' hoth because· of the political and weather conditions. 
l;ntinwly rain fell in torrents on the night before, and 
all0 arrang<:>ments made for the reception under Mrs. 
Bt>sant 's dir<:>ct supervision, under slwmiana.> were spoilt. 
\Vh<>n, as a prefect of the College, I got to the College 
rarly in the morning to see what could be l1one, I found 
~Irs. Besant already there to look to the new arrangements 
whieh were scareely complete before. the Viceregal party 
Hnivecl. However, everything passed off suecessfnlly; 
~mel both the Viceroy and his "\vife had to scrape off 11 
good bit of mud ft·om their shoes on the foot-bom·ds of 
their car bt>fore they could depart. I think Lord Minto 
was the fril'ndliPst of all Viceroys to j\Jrs. Besant person­
;d ly and her w01·k in India as 'veil. 

She had amazing g-race, almost l"egal in its dignity, 
for special occasions. A large party· was given by Lady 
Churchill and Lady Lutyens in a larg-e London. hotel in 
1913. I happened to be in London just before then and 
had gone to see l\Irs. Besant. She a;;ked me if I wou}(l 
bl' in London on a particular date, and when I said I 
would bl', she herself gave me the invitation to the party 
that was to be held on that date and said I must come. 
Our hostess, Lady Lutyens, was surprised when I sud­
denly appeared 11t her party and was almost apologetic 
for not knowing- I was in I.Jonclon and not sending an 
invitation to me. I jocularly assured her that I had not 
come uninvited as l\Irs. Besant herself had givl'n nw the 
invitation; and w·c both had a good laugh. 

I had met .Lady Lutyens in a curioUs manner. Soon 
after I went to England with l\Irs. Besant, there was a 
Federation of 'rheosophieal Lodges at Oxford ( 1911). 
After the meetings, walking back to the hotel in the midst 
r•f a number of delegates, I found a lady walking by my 
side and speaking to me about India and Simla, and ask-
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ing- lllC' ahu11t lll,\'s<'lt'. \\'llf•ll I ask,•d lwr if she knew 
India, sl1e saicl ~~~~· l~ad '"'''II tlwr•• as a ehiltl. I learnt 
f1·mn hPr that shl' was t h•· da ug-h t ,.,. of Lord Lyt~n, 

Yit·(•t·o.r of Iu<lia i11 \II(' s<'\'t•ntil's ol' the last eentury. I 
llil1l r1•ad mauy books by hl'l' :,!'I'HtHlfather; the famou;; 
novPlist, LtJI'd Blll\\'1'1' Lytton, atlll soon found common 
g-t'Oilll<l in talking to hl'l' aho11t tlwm. I often enjoyed 
Lacly L11t,\'<'lls' hospitality in Lou<loll wlwn I used to meet 
hPJ' delightful c,JJildt·<'tl. On onP of tlwsr or·ensions-anl\ 
only !Jile-1 nwt. hl't' h11shmul ~ir Edwin Lutyens, later 
1 he~ at·•·hitPI't of' :\1•\\' D··lhi. I had the plt>lNll'e of l'Pl'ei\. 
ing h1•1' OIII'P at Ill,\' o\\'11 holl"l' in Ballat'Ps, when my fatlit'l' 
~!H\'(' a part,\: to ~lt·s. Bt•satl! at. \hi' tillll' of a 'l'hcosophh::t\ 
('onVPittiou (1!1~:11 .• \t this Lo!ldoll pm·ty, whieh wa,; a 
\'1'1',\' ht·illiaut olll'. it was a sig-ht to see ~hs. Bcsant, th,, 
wltite-robPd l'hil'l' g-IJt•st of' t hi' ,.,.,.11i11g-, 1-roinl! hom tnbJ1, 

to tahlP <IIH1 gt'l'l'\ing· tlw t•IIH·t· gliPsts al\ll having a pleasant 
\\"!))'(I f'ot· ,.,· .. t·yolll', in all IH•J' statrly llip;nity rivalling a 
q t\l•r•tt 's. · 

So :\Irs. B••s.tltl took gTI'al •·al'l' o\' lwr tinw atHl to,.·. 
g·r1•at l'ill"l' 1:l' h"r t'ri••tllls. LPt no oJH' think slie was l'l\l\·~ 
lt>ss aho11t ltt•t· <•ody. ~~~I' took Sl'l'll\)1\\ou!'. eal'l' of h1 .. 

IH·alt h. do not· n·m•·mhPt' to ha\'l' C\'PI' l!C'ard that ~~~· 

\\"as so ill as to <lrop hPt' work ot· eanc·Pl h(lt• Pngagent('l\k 
•ill tmntt·ds th<· l'tHI ol' ltPt'lit'P. Talkin~· onerto ?.Ir. Poln1; 
a· gTc•at Eng-lish l't·iPntl ol' hPt's, T l'mnul h(l wns S\\\'})t·i,,. 
t () kilo\\" 1 hat ).l I"S. B<•smtl \\"HS a :,!l'l'at hOI'Hl'WOnum. n,. 
s1 11 • was. .\ t fiO sll<' t·ottlcl ri<ll' a: well a!\ nn~· per8011 ·;, 

tIt i rcl of' hPJ' <q.!·l'. Tlwt'P was a hnl' hlaek At·nb hot·~.· 
T think it was nauwd Rulta11 mul \\"!\!\ n gift to h,· 
r1·0111 Dr. Balakrishna Kanl. a famous physit•inn 
Laltor<•-whit·h ).Irs. B••saut nsPcl to ri(k Wl• hn\ 
sonw pidnrPs ol' lH·l' 011 Sultan: hut I clo not 1·ementl·. 
to }HI\'(' 1·itl<lt·ll out with hrr at an~· tinw whPn ,~ 
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was riding that horse. My memories are of riding 
with her when she was on a very fine- mare named 
"l\lorni", meaning "Pea-hen". When :Mrs. Besant was not 
in Banaras she used to put that mare at my disposal and 
I rode it. It was a real pleasure to be on its back. I 
remember the poor mare dying. I was present at the 
death. Mrs. Besant was not then in Banaras. Mrs. Besant 
was old-fashioned. She was very conservative in personal 
habits when we come to think of it. She never rode astride, 
though a large number of women had begun so to ride 
even then. She rode like the ladies of old, mounted on 
one side of the saddle. I do not know how she managed 
it, for we men are always told to "sink our knees in the 
saddle" when we ride. How ladies keep their balance 
and hold fast to the horse with both legs on one side I 

' cannot say. But Mrs. :Besant rode wonderfully well. 
She trotted and cantered and galloped and could be 

for long hours on horse-back. That was the only occasion so 
far as I know when in India she dressed in the usual riding 
habit of an English lady, including the head-gear, and was 
not necessarily in white. I often rode out with her in 1908 
and 1909. I was only 18 and she was 61; and curiously 
enough, I would get tired before she did. On one occasion 
I remember she felt I was fatigued and said to mt!: "Are 
you tired, Prakasa 1 Shall we go back~" Sheer self-respect 
forced me to say that I was not at all tired, and that she 
could go as fast and as far as she liked. I have met with 
many accidents while riding, and have memories of them 
even today as I ride. That "self-respect" which l{ept me by 
Mrs. Besant 's side in those days, still keeps me on a horse's 
back, Riding still continues one of the few hobbies and 
recreations that I have. My sorrow is that horses are now 
disappearing from public places, and even the roads are 
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now constructed of materials suitable for motor tJ'Uffil•. and 
are becoming increasingly unsafe for animals' hoofs. 

Riding is a manly exerdse, and :Mrs. Besant was very 
much a man. I never remember her knitting: I have 
alw~ys seen her with a pen in her hand. ·when Mahatma 
Garidhi 's movement of the Charkha....,-the spinning wheel­
began in Indi.a as a solvent (according to him) both of 
•mr political and our economic ills, I said to her once in 
the course of conversation that her mother must have spun 
for textile factories could not have begun to function s~ 
widely in those early days. Readers will remember pic .. 
~ures of famous i3ritish ladies with a spindle. Fairy tales 
of the East and the West alike are full of women spinning 
r.nd weaving. 1\Irs. Besant said to me: "Not only :i:ny 
mother, but as a girl I have myself been familiar with 
the spinning whE:el' ' . 

.At one stage of her political work in India, when sh 
was closely ·associated with the Indian National Conrrr· .~ 

• b ess, 
and it was made incumbent on member:" of the Execut· 

fh d ~e to supply a certain quota o an -spun yarn, Mrs. Be 
took to spinning on the takli, which she described ;:nt 
"twirlgig less than a foot long." Mahatma Gandhi se a 
his son, Devadas, to teach l1er how to handle the litt~! 
instrument. I believe Mrs. Besant was the most pe f 
. . . r ect 
"'gentleman" one can thmk of-the word "lady" i 
. . tl . s not so expressive. A gentleman 1ey say IS at hoine ev 
h ~~ 

w ere. Mrs. Besant was not only so herself. but • 
· ll1ade everyone else who came to her, feel so: she did not 

f 1 . f . 1 . S make any one ce m eriOr to 1er m any way. he would 
seriously with a scoffer; she would discuss matters ea talk 

. h h"ld b l . rnestly Wit a c 1 ; she would e at 1ome ahke with th 
and the rich, the learned and the unlearned th ef ~oor 

' e r1end 
nnd the stranger, in any part of the world. She would 
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always be most scrupulous of other peoples' feelings­
another great characteristic of the gentleman. 

But she was a woman and a mother also, and lrnew 
domestic economy and domestic duties as any other 
woman. I remember her presiding over a meeting of the 
Central Hindu College hostels. The Hindu College Board­
jug House was a great experiment. J\Irs. Besant realised 
the value of interdining, and though some of her 
colleagues were orthodox, she was able to manage to in· 
troduce intcrdining to a limited extent, though even this 
brought the wrath of many ultra-orthodox Hindus on her 
head as the ruiner of the Hindu faith even though 
ostensibly working for it. At this meeting of the boarders 
too, there was the usual report of activities and the usual 
eatalogne of grievances. No meeting of ~tudents or perhaps 
any sot of human beings can at all be complete, I fear, 
without this catalogue. One of the complaints was about 
the dust nuisance. :Mrs. Besant in her closing speech, told 
the students to throw used tea leaves in the air and then 
sweep the floor. That would abate dust. I do not know 
whether it does. I have never tried it. But I remember 
this prescription. 

Another prescription of hers may filso be helpful, and 
that is how to keep one's rooms cool in the hot weather. 
}-Ier own system was-which she recommended to others-to 
shut all the doors before the hot winds begin blowing, that 
is about nine in the morning; to sprinkle water on the :floor, 
and keep a fan going. This enables suffieient light to come 
in for work and saves one from the worry of the paraplwr­
nalia in the form of lchas-khas and other complications 
adopted by wealthy people to keep themselves cool and com­
fortable, and which in a way, are dangerous, as coming out 
of rooms equipped with these, suddenly in the hot run, 
brings on cold an·d cough and distempers o_f all sorts. Few 
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ean be sure that they will not need to go out of their rooms 
throughout the day. 

At this meeting of the boarders, the secretary in the 
course of his report had somewhere used the word 
"native". In those days Indians, that is "natives of 
India," used to be referred to as "natives" in railway 
trains and other places. I think it is due to her that a 
protest was raised against the use of this word, and 
Indians came to be called "Indians". Words by use and 
misuse do undergo changes in their meanings. In those 
days, ''Indian'' officers really meant Euroilean officers 
serving in India. "Anglo-Indians" meant Englishmen 
who had resided long in India. "Eurasians" meant per­
sons of mixed blood, Indian and European; and "natives" 
meant full-blooded Indians. "Natives" was, however, a 
term of contempt. 

I remember an article, "Rise of the Native", in an 
English magazine published in England, written by some 
detractor of coloured. peoples there. My father gave 
a reply to it in the Central Hindu College Magazine, 
and naively asked whether "revolt of the native" meant 
the revolt of Englishmen who were natives of the place 
where the article was written. I remember many quarrel'3 
with railway authorities over the use of the word "native, 
Compartments in railway trains used to be marked i1 ~ 
those days separately "for natives" and "for Europeans, 
All that went long before Swaraj came. "Natives" late~ 
became "Indians", "Eurasians" came to be called "Anglo, 
Indians"; and "Anglo-Indians" were correctly known al'! 
''Europeans''. 

In her closing speech that morning at this students' 
meeting, Mrs. Besant told her audience of students that the 
word ''native''_ should not be used. The poor secretary 
started turning the pages of the report in order to make 
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the correction then and there. As he fumbled through the 
pages, ]\Irs. B~sant casually turned to him and said: ''It 
is towards the J:>ottom of the third page". It was sur­
prising that she should have followed the report so care­
fully and remembered even the pages where different words 
appeared. I do not know if any other President or Chair­
man would even care to listen closely. 

Another word that has been disliked is ''vernacular'' 
used for Indian languages. l\Irs. Bcsant herself used it 
and saw no harm in it. l\Iy friend, Shivaprasad Gupta, 
eorresponded with her on the subject; but she said it 
eontained no reproach to the provinciaL languages of India. 
Hecent Government circulars have, however, discouragecl 
the use of the word. Jawaharlal Nehru, in his Autobio­
graphy, says it means the language spoken by slaves. 
TJord Morley in his ''Recollections''. seems to use it for a 
local county dialect, some sort of a patois. 

There is one other word that I should like to see 
abolished, and that is ''coolie'' for porters. I have come to 
dislike the word ever since I heard the late Lord Balfour 
say in the House of Commons that the English worker 
was not a Chinese or Indian coolie! That showed the 
word did not indicate an honest profession, but was actu­
ally one of contempt. Latterly the word has been coming 
into disuse in vaTious parts of the country, but in Madras 
it is extensively used, and people see no harm in it. 
·when I have objected, I have been told that it is a Tamil 
word meaning a person that works for wages. So long 
I had the impression that it had a Chinese derivation 
meaning slave labour. Anyway it has a bad odour and 
ought, I think, to go. 

Thiuking of the Central Hindu College Boardin~ 
House of those days, let me record a mischievous prank 
of the boys. Mrs. Besant used to speak of spirits and 



70 ANNIE BESANT . 
disembodied beings. The boys, naturally sceptical, 
decided to have some fun at her expense. They hung 
bunches of keys from various windows on the upper floor 
ronnecting them with strings. At nights they used to pull 
the strings and made the keys jingle all over the com­
pound. They would then draw long faces and tell the 
authorities that there '"ere surely sonic evil spirits about 
lhe place. Mrs. Bcsant herself made anxious inquiries and 
gave instructions to the young folk as to what to do and 
wJmt not to do when spirits were abroad! Paudit Chheda 
Lal was the superintendent of the Boarding House-and 
a ver~ strict disciplinarian he was; but the boys would 
hoodwink even him though he assured them all that he 
knew boys well and could never be taken in by any of 
them, however clever! 

Mrs. Besant always spoke strongly for physical exer­
cises and encouraged students everywhere to take to them. 
There used to be many quarrels between Europeans an<l 
Indians in railway trains those days; ancl she felt that 
boxing alone could save us. I think my father was for 
jiu-jitsu, the Japanese exercise, that was made familiar to 
us during the Russo-Japanese War (1905). There was nu. 
annual meeting of the Central Hindu College in 19Qg 
and one of the old boys was coming to attend it fran: 
Calcutta. He was a short thin Bengali young man of 
aristocratic birth. He had been bullied out of his com. 
partment-a second class-by a European fellow-passenger 
on his way. He had spoken about it to Mr§. Besant and 
she was angry. She wrote a very strong article in the 
Central Hindu College Magazine, which brought upon the 
College and its authorities the wrath of the local Govern­
ment. The Lieutenant-Governor of the: Province at the 
time was· Sir John Hewett, and he wrote to the Commis-
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sioner .in Banares to call. members of the Managing 
Committee and tell them of his displeasure. 

To invite persons only to insult them used "to be a. 
pleasant pastime of high officials in India. Those were 
difficult days. There were student m;:.vements all owr 
the land; and various circulars had been issued enjoining 
"loyalty" on staff and students. This meeting of the 
Commissioner with the authorities was not very pleasant. 
1.\Ir. Arundale was ftill of fun even then, and told the 
Commissioner that it would be best to have a sliding scale 
of loyalties, the highest educational authorities pledgmg 
loyalty to the King and the lowest to the Commissioner! 
Nothing really happened, and the episode ended with 
mutual threats and thanks. 

Long afterwards, after retiring from Government 
service, Sir John Hewett came to India as an agent of 
t<iOme business company. He happened to meet my father 
at the Bamires Cantonment railway station as he-was pass­
ing, and my father had gone to receive some guest. Sir 
John, recognising him, said half apologetically: "You 
must be hating me, as I was not very friendly to your 
College", and made inquiries about the institution. My 
father told him: ''The College is flourishing, and has 
g-rown into a University, thank you; anJ as to hating, that 
was rather the other way round, according to what you 
have yourself said, just now!" 

Besides riding, Mrs. Besant excelled at croquet. As 
a little boy I had played croquet but never knew Mrs. 
Besant had played it too. I was with her while she was 
travelling in Scotland in 1911, and we were staying at a 
beautiful country· house in Durie with Mr. Christie. He 
bad extensive lawns; and after lunch there was croquet. 
Mrs. Besant and I were partnei·s. She played with the 
enthusiasm of a child and made the game . a very serious 
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affair. She had no ''k-indness'' for her opponents. When 
she managed to croquet a ball, it was difficult for tl!e 
next person's turn to come. She would croquet all the 
balls, take a loop, croquet them again and takt anoth~r, 
and so on. \Vben it was my turn and I happened to 
croquet an opponent's ball she would shout: ''Sky hiiu., 
Prakasa, sky him!"; and the balls went tumbling frollt 
end to end of that vast field, and tea time came and the 
game was not over. She was physically strong also. At 
Gaya hallowed by memories of the Bud(llia, there is a vet·y 
high flight of steps over a hill. On one occasion 
l\:Irs. Besant went up the steps to behold the scenery 
around, from the top. She just went ~m and on without 
stopping; and sedentary lawyers, local members of The 
Theosophical Society who were with her, fat and unused 
to physical exertion, followed panting and stopping at 
place after place to gather breath. 

I remember in one of her lectures she said: "I am n 
woman who never knows when she is beaten." It cer­

. tainly was so at croquet. She had invited me to a little 
place called "The Lodge" in Esher, not far from London 
where she had retired with he~ party for a cJwnge an,i 
quiet writing. It was a beautiful summer evening and 
after tea there was croquet. The lawn was small, vet•y 
unlike the Durie one, and the loops were very near each 
other. Mr. Arundale and I were partners; and Mrs. Besant 
and Krishnamurti formed the othel' side. Mr. .A.runda1 
began the game, woefully saying to me: '' Pralrasa, we ar: 
bound to lose". The play went on very well for me a d 

• ' 11 towards the end, as it was gettmg dark, I managed f!Uit 
accidentally to strike the final peg taking Mr. Arundale'e 
ball also along with mine to it. vye won. Mrs. Besan~ 
seemed almost annoyed. She said to Krishnamnrti . 
"Krishna, we must play them again and beat them". Mr~ 
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Arunclale pleaded that it was really too clark for any fur­
ther play. I was too dumfounded at my success to speak. 
The play began again. We could not continue it much 
further though, as the twilight disappeared quickly and we 
bad to go indoors. 

CHAPTER V 

• THE GATHERING STORMS 

As old memories rush to my mind, I am finding it 
almost impossible to put the incidents in chronological 
order. I have found it easy to allow one incident to lead 
me on to a similar one even if that happened years after­
wards, instead of putting recollections down in the order 
of time. That is why I am going constantly backwards and 
forwards; and at this stage I intend to go back to the 
year 1905, the year of my father's d'angerous illne&S as well 
as the year when Indian politics began to take a serious 
turn causing anxiety to all. I attained fifteen years of age 
in August of that year, and all the memories are firm and 
fresh in my mind. My father had moved on from the old 
ancestral house to a new one which he had purchased and 
named "Sevashrama" ("The House of Service"), in April 
1905. This was near the centre of his activities-The 
Central Hindu College and The Theosophical Society. He 
was in splendid health when we came; but within ten days 
or so he was suddenly attacked by high fever and varied 
complications followed. The illness of my father, though 
it continued for many months, lost its edge by the time 
Mrs. Besant returned from her European and American 
tour of that year. 

Lord Curzon was the Viceroy, and among his many 
wise and unwise acts was the partition of Bengal. At that 
time it created a tremendous furore; and on October 16, 
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1905 the date on which it was effected, Bengali Hindus all 
' over the country decided to observe a day of mourning. They 

declared a boycott of British goods and encouraged the 
use of Swadeshi articles. They regarded the partition of 
what was to them more a country than a mere province, as a 
clever device on the part of an extraordinarily intelligent 
Viceroy for cutting the Hindu Bengal intelligentsia into 
two, and favoufling Muslims at their ··expense. Sir 
Bamfylde Fuller, the first Lieutenant-Governor of the then 
newly-foi·med province of East Bengal, openly said: ''I 
am like a man with two wives: one Hindu and one l\Iuslim. 
If the first is unkind, I favour the other". He beDamc 
very unpopular. Soon afterwards the story went round 
that Sir Bamfylde greeted some Indian students at a party 
in London and introduced himself to them. One of them 
mischievously called out loudly: ''Arc you the man with 
two wives, a Hindu and a Muslim?" No wonder the wholP 
hall looked aghast and crowded round with amazed 
inqmnes. The very circumstances in which Sir Bamfyldc 
came to hold his office made him unpopular without any 
fault of his own. Something happened besides the adum­
bration of this doctrine of ''political bigamy", because of 
which Sir Bamfyl.dc resigned, and his resignation was 
immediately accepted by Lord Morley, the then Secretary 
of State for India. Perhaps this partition was not so 
bad as the on~ that was made in 1947 simultaneous with 
Indian independence and the creation of the new indepen­
dent State of Pakistan. The partition was annulled in 1912 
by a proclamation to that effect of His Majesty George V 
when he came to Delhi for his Coronation. 

Whatever may be the feelings and opinions of 
various persons concerned now, at that t1me Hindu 
Bengal was very angry, and a terrific agitation was raise~l 
which continued almost unabated till· the partitiou 
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was annulled. Surenclra Nath Banerjea, the great oratffi' 
of Bengal, one of the foremost leaders of public opinion 
of the day, was in the vanguard of this anti-partition move­
ment. I remember his perfervid e)oq~nce when speaking 
on the resolution agai.nst the partition, at the Banares 
Congress in December 1905. On the elate of the partition, 
October 16, 1905, the Bengali students of the Central 
Hindu College came barefoot to the College as a mark of 
mourning. l\Irs. Besant had come to know that there was 
going to be a demonstration of this sort. She had her own 
ideas of discipline among students, and she was a very 
strong-minded person. She was always determined to see a 
thing through when she once made up her mind. There were 

'many Bengali members of the staff also, and she knew that 
all of them felt strongly about the partition. She did not 
know how things would shape themselves. She came to the 
College on that day and stood at the gate herself and sent 
back every student who arrived barefoot. She would have 
no· political demonstrations inside the precincts of the 
C:ollege. She became very unpopular for a time, and was 
attacked in the press very vigorously. It was taken for 
granted that "her true colours were now revealed"; that 
"she w~s at best a representative of British imperialism"; 
that ''all lH~r work was a mere pretence''; ancl so on. · 

We are all familiar with the language of controversy 
~and political controversy is the mother of almost the 

· worst langtiage that one can think of. She vigorously 
defended her conduct-she seemed to be herself fond of 

·controversies and entered into them' always with zest. 
Some say she was a proud ·woman. Madame Blavatsky is 
reported to have told her: "You are as pro'Qd as Lucifer". 

·I have never seen- this pride in her; because a proud person 
. simply does not care what another says, and gen\'lrally 
walks· away disdainfully without answ¢:ring· his· opponeJ1t. 
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Mrs. Besant was keen on putting her own point of view to 
the persons who opposed her. · I remember her vigorous 
address at the anniversary of the Central Hindu College 
that followed, when she said that politics were for the 
old and not for the young; and boys as. high a.s this-and 
she bent low showing the height to be only about 3 feet­
cannot b1: expected to know the merits and demerits of the 
partition of Bengal. It is for the elders, she said, to 
practise politics; the youngsters must only study them. The 
controversy, however, continued to rage round her. At a 
meeting in the College, the Bengali librarian, .Ashutosb 
Cbatterji, a versatile and almost an erratic genius-speak­
ing in Bengali, irrelevantly introduced the partition epi­
sode. She managed to understand the reference and called 
him strictly and almost angrily to order, which confused 
the old gentleman very much indeed. 

The Prince and Princess of Wales-later their 
Majesties King George V and Queen Mary-were to come 
to India soon afterwards; and the Congress was to meet 
in Banaras. The situation was severely tense; but Mrs. 
Besant held her grom1d. She had herself directly invited 
the Prince and the Princess to visit the Central Hindu 
College. I think she knew the Princess personally. It was 
not easy for local Governmen.t officials to gulp down the 
fact that she could arrange this visit over their beads. I 
am sure that, owing to their general unfriendly attitude 
towards the Central Hindu College-despite Mrs. Besant 's 
stand in the matter of the partition of Bengal so far as tl1e 
demonstration of tlfe students was concerned-they would 
never have allowed this visit if the invitation bad been sent 
through them. 

Mrs. Besant had early realised the value of Swadeshi 
for the economic regeneration of our country and she was 
always pleading. for Swadeshi. She herself wore Indian-
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made cloth, having identified herself with our country, 
which she always said was her real Motherland; and 
she used to visit every week a Swadeshi hazar that had 
been organised in Bauaras in the wake of the Swadeshi 
movement started after the partition of Bengal, and she 
would purchase many knick-lmacks there. She was suffi­
ciently interested in Indian politics even then, and in the 
condition of our countrymen abroad. She presided in 
Banaras over a lecture given by Mr .. Polak-to whom India 
owes much for his work and suffering for our countrymen 
abroad-regarding the condition of Indians in ·South 
Africa, and delivered a strong speech, and gave the first 
contribution in money herself at the meeting. She how­
ever, wanted to keep students safe from all harm, and 
thought it best that they should grow up into manhood 
before plunging into active .politics. She was very keen 
on character and bard study. These are important from 
every possible standpoint, to train the youth for proper 
manhood. Empty talk and unmeaning demonstrations 
without actual work, were not to her liking, and were even 
alien to her nature. 

Swadeshi was nothing new to me. An old Maharashtra 
teacher of mine, Pandit Hari Bhatta 1\fanekar, was a great 
Swadeshist, and had come under the spell of :Mr. Tilak's 
teachings many years l1efore the partition of Bengal. He 
used to encourage me and my cousins, whom he gave lessons 
at home, to use only Swadeshi articles, and very 
often brought dhotis for us from the village town of Mau, 
where there are still large numbers of weavers. It is an 
important little place in the district of .Azamgarh, adjoin­
ing that of Banaras. The support to Swadeshi thus given 
by Mrs. Besant was valuable for the Central Hindu College, 
for most of her colleagues as Theosophists were inter­
nationalists in the political and economic -sense, and· be-

0 
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came Swadeshists only under her inspiration. I remember 
a speech in those days of l\1r. Arundal_c, in the Nagari .Pra­
charini Sabha Hall, when he said, putting forward the 
lapel of his coat: "I have got here only pure Swadcshi 
cloth"; adding with an amused smile: "It is all pure 
:Manchester". His audience entered into the humour and 
gave him a tremendous burst of applause. 'l'hey had been 
used to Mrs. Besant 's use of the word "Swadc;;hi" which 
meant Indian to her afso. 

I remember the visit of the Prince and Princess of 
\Vales to the Central Hindu College very well. Because of 
the growing political agitation in the country, there was 
much anxiety felt, and the local officials wru1ted to post 
police guards inside the College compound. Mrs. Besant 
had her own principles, and she took full responsibility for 
the safety of tllC Royal guests and would not allow govern­
mental authority to intrude .on the College premises. The 
school cadets were drawn up all along the route, and the 
.College authorities had decided that they would .surround 
the Prince and Princess so that if there was any mishap 
of any sort, they should suffer first. T)le then Lieutenant­
Governor of the North-Western Provinces (as Uttar 
Pradesh of today was then called), Sir .James Digges La 
.rrouche,. had himself come to the College the previous evcn­
·ing, .and gone round to satisfy himself that all was well. 

The official arrangement was that the address on behalf 
-of the 'College was to be given to the Prince and Princess 
as.they:sat in their car, which was just to stop for a moment 
{by the siae of a large . open quadrangle, sm-rotmded on 

three ·sides with buildings, and on the fourth by a•road), 
and then' go away~: 'The car stopped. l\1:rs. Besant went up 
,to the Pi·in·cess and' nsl(ed he1' if ·she would not alight. 
-Pink of courtesy'as English·royalty has always been known 
"to.cbe,·the:Pxincess herself opened the door of her car ·and . 
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stepped out. The Prince followed. The casket with the 
address was put in the car and my little sister--;;.Sushila­
a great favourite. of Mrs. Besant, was given a garland to 
put round the neck of the Princess. 'l'his little sister of 
mine was scarcely eight years of age at that time ~md the 
Princess was a tall person. The Princess graciously bent 
her head a little to allow my sister to put the garland 
1·ound her; and r.Irs. Besant lifted up my sister to enable 
her to do so. The party stayed for a few minutes shaking 
hands and chatting and then drove away. 

This was in January 1906. In December 1905, the 
Indian National Congress had duly met in Banaras; had 
passed a resolution of welcome to the Prince and Princess 
after much opposition and many tense moments in the 
Subjects Committee; and had also strongly condemned the 
partition of Bengal. I believe all concerned heaved a sigli 
of relief when the ear cleared the College compound with­
out any incident, with the students rushing after it. and 
giving the occupants a hearty send-off. The next morning 
Mr. Radice, the District Magistrate of Banaras, came to 
Mrs. Besant 's residence to invite her to the guest-house of 
His Highpess the Maharaja of Banaras whose guests their 
Royal Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales were; 
Mrs. Besant left a request with the Princess for autograph 
photograpl1s for the Central Hindu College, of His 
Majesty King Edward VII as well those of the Prince and 
Princess themselves. These duly arrived later and were 
unveiled with much ceremony by Mrs. Besant, and conti­
nued to hang· on the old walls for a long time·. 

There is one little incident in connection with this visit 
that may be worth recording, as casting .a sidelight on a 
beautiful trait of Mrs. Besartt's character. The school 
cadetc;-little boys all-were lining the route. Mrs. Besant 
wanted one of them-I believe it was Lok Bahadur Sah, 
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· N 1· to take a very determmed self-confident epa 1 youngster- .·· 
his stand a little on one side as his presence just tb_ere 
was interfering with some arrangement. ~he was gomg 
round looking after the arrangements herself just before 
the Royal party arrived. 'fhe little boy said quite fir~l:y 
to this head of the institution at whose will everythmg 
there was moving, that he could not obey her order and 
that he was bound only to obey his commandant-another 
boy, by the way-and that she must speak to him. Another 
person in :!\'Irs. Bcsant 's position might have lost his tem­
per; .but not so :Mrs. Besant. She realised that she had 
made a mistake; she praised the boy; she apologised; and 
I believe the necessary alignments were made according to 
her wishes after she bad conveyed them to the "proper 
quarters.'' 'l'hey say ''no one is a hero to his valet''; that 
"familiarity breeds contempt"; that "no one improves on 
Glose acquaintance". All these general propositions were 
falsified in the case of Mrs. Besant. Perhaps she was the 
exception that proves the r.nle. 

This description of the visit of the Prince and Prineess 
of Wales to the Central Hindu College enables me, with 
the reader's permission, to dilate a little on Mrs. Besant's 
general attitude regarding Royalty and the relations bet­
ween England and India. She was a very loyal person 
and she was devoted to the Throne. She wanted ·every one 
to be the same. She had great respect for ·persons born 
to rule. In fact she extended this respect even to Indian 
Princes, who were by no means sovereign authorities in her 
time, and whose status was very often the subject of critical 
speculation. The independence of India and its status of 
a liJOVe.reign democratic republic, has abolished the Order . 
. The Maharaja. of Banares of the time-Sir Prabhu Narayan 
. Singh-:was a great friend of l\frs. Besant, and a great 
patron and benefactor of the Central Hindu College. Tie 
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was a fine geutlelll 
about him. Unforta11 and bad much grace and dignity 
visitors in audieuc l.lnately his custom of receiving his 

d e '"a . on a raise marbl s rather strange. He used to s1t 
. e seat 

rocking chmr, While h. • aud later as he aged, on a cane 
on the floor below Is visitors sat on the carpet spread 
room round a laro-~ lie received Europeans in another 
self sat on _chair~ 0~arble table, when all includihg. ~im­
the MaharaJa with equal height. 1\:lrs. Besant VISited 
ushered into the 11 llly father one afternoon. They were 
MaharaJ· a sat on th1·S1.lal Dar bar hall. It appears that the 

s 1·a· 
sat 011 the carpet lsed seat, and Mrs. Besant and others 
talk with Mrs. Beou the floor. I remember my father's 
seem to have minde~~t after this. Mrs. Besant did not 
even thought of it. lt at all. She did not appear to have 
my dear he is a -r. •· She argued with my father: "But, 

, .ctlnce'' H . 
least, the same kind of · e, however, felt that, at the 
Besant at the pala courtesy should be shown to Mrs. 
and their ladies. ~e, as Was done to the British officials 
ter privately howev-e "Wrote to the Maharaja's Chief Minis­
Maharaja, Mrs. Bes=:~ and at all subsequent visits to the 
table. Was seated on a chair at the marble 

1~t .m~~e:ter~aps interest my readers if I narrate a 
sBma InCI fo there Which shows how considerate :Mrs. 

esant was r e comfort d · . · d d h an convemence of others, how 
anxwus In ee 8 e Was to extend scrupulous courtesy to 
others, and how careless she was about her own "dionity" 
and "p?sition": It Was the year 1910 when she was t~uriug 
about m the mtere.st of her newly-formed Ass6eiation 
"The Sons and Daughters of India". ·Mr. Arundale and a 
party of us students went over to Allahabad for a meetin<P 
to be addressed by her, and to which she came fror: 
another place. We were all guests of Shri Shirish Chan­
dra Basn and stayed ili his house in the city. After Mrs. 
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Besant 's lecture in the evening, the party returned to the 
host's place. Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru and Dr. Tcj Bahadur 
Sapru unexpectedly called to sec her. She had just 
settl~cl clown on the floor of her room, and her servant 
Lakshmana was giving her her usual cup of tea. r 
happened to be near by. She tried to ·rise to receive hel' 
visitors and asked for chairs which we rushed out to fetch 
for the visitors, there being none at the time in the roon1• 

The guests wore European clothes, as leading law_ 
yers in India usually do, and sitting in those clothes on_ 
the floor is not convenient. They however quickly sat dow11 

on the floor themselves out of courtesy to her, and waived 
the chairs away. She really did not mind if she were 
seated down below on the floor and others on higher seats! 
There was really no social pride in her nature at all! 
But that did not mean that her colleagues also did not 
mind if they suspected any lack of proper respect on tht~ 
part of others towards her! 

When Mrs. Besant had such consideration for Indian 
Princes, her great respect for the Crowned Head of the 
British Empire can be easily appreciated. She often pro­
posed t~at a member of the Royal Family should come out 
to India as the Viceroy so that the Princes of India may 
not suffer the indignity of having to take a lower plare 
than a person of less exalted birth who came out as the 
representative of English Royalty, and thus took a higher 
place than themselves, some of whom thought they are des­
cended from the Sun and the Moon, even. though others· 
were obviously creations of the disturbed times that fol­
lowed the break-up of .the Moghal Empire, and some were 
deliberately created for strategic purposes by the British 
themselves. 

Mrs. Besant was always keen also on· India becoming 
a .self-governiug ·partner in the British Commonwealth of 
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j:'J ations. I beheve th ~ 
tnonwealth'' in thi e first person to use the word ''Com­
Jatel·-instead of '' ~ co~nection-that became so popular 
that India and E 11 1111t>lre'', was :Mrs. Besant. She though~ 

g an 11 h £ th good of the wo1·ld c lad been brought toget er _or . e 
would spell clisaste1: tlld that any breaking of their ~Ies 
words of the adch· or l:Uankind. I remember the openmg 
\Vales They , . ess that was presented to the Prince of 

· · 'ere · l\I Besant's own best g'l·and and sonorous, and In 1· rs. 
. . style · "W f 1 th happy au(J'urv of these aus·p1c1ous d · e ee e ' b ~. 

O f tl · atest ays that brinrr the au(J'ust representatives le gJ'e l:Uocl . b o f 
· I a· 1 e:rn Empire to the "'reatest centre o anc1ent n mn e.qrnin , , b 

Tl 1 h g .... 
w c ays, owev • . . . 

tion detel'iorated 1. ~:r, got worse and the pohbcal Situ~-
1906 l tl apldly, The first bomb was thrown m 
I ' ~IH ;lc s~ret Police flooded the land. An.'i::.ious must 
t~ve een fle thYs for all those who were in charge of 

e young, dor f e Yonng were excited. They were full 
of hopes an ears · th · 

t I · ' ey wanted to be up and domg. l\{rs. Besan lerse}f • · · h 
"as nervous ; and her VISits to t e 

College became lllore frequent, and her talks to the boys 
more earnest. The Central Hindu Colle.-re Parliament was 
founded by her. A.t its sittings, ceremoni:ls of Westminster 
were solemnly repeated and free discussions were permitted. 

·The idea of such Parliaments has caught on; and they 
are now found. at :most· colleges and mliversities in India. 
Soon afterwards she founded her Order of the Sons and 
Daughters of India, into which we were all admitted with 
great ceremonial, where ·we pledged overselves to high 
and honest· work, ·and where the eldei·s vowed that they 
would not ask others ·to do .what they were not prepared 
to do themselves. .That was Mrs. Besant's method of 
harnessing youthful energy to good ends, and making sure 
that people .did··not incite the young to go into' danger 
from which they themselves kept'away,.· :We fomided.night 
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school for workmen. We students ourselves taught in 
those night sclwols, and for some time I was supposed to 
·have been the PrinCipal of these. 

In her talks during those days, she often spoke of 
Charles Bradlaugh and commended the methods of his work 
to us. She referred to him as "the dearest friend of my 
youth", and spoke of him as a "poor man's lawyer," an<l 
told us of his courage; of how he pushed back tho garden 
gate of some rich country gentleman who was encroachin~ 
on the public road-such encroachments arc not made only 
in India!- defying the person concerned to prosec11te 
him; and how strong physically he was, thougl1 he never 
recovered from the rough handling he got in the House of 
Commons for his bold stand against the dogmatic theology 
of his time which made it incumbent on all persons to take 
oaths on particular occasions. Readers no doubt k"llow 
that tl1e entire credit must go to him for the option no'v 
given both in law courts and legislatures, to make solemn 
affirmation instead of taking oath to speak the truth or 
be loyal to the Constitution. .All those who have conscien­
tious objection to taking the oath have reason to be eter­
nally grateful to Bradlaugh for llis great work. I' have 
myself often thanked him in my heart for it. For 1\>Irs. 
Besant he remained the ideal of what a public worker 
should be, to the last of her own days. Mf. Bradlaugh wns 
a great name in the early days of the Indian National 
Congress for his active sympathy for Indian political aspi­
rations, and he would surely had been one of its Presidents 
if be had liv~d a little longer. A public hall in Lahore is 
named after him, as ''The Bradlaugh Hall''. His portraits 
could be foun:d in many Indian homes, and I had hung one 
np in my rooms also on which I had enthusiastically in­
scribed o~e of his slogans: ''The world is my country; to 
do good 1s my Religion." 
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· · 1 ~overnl · 1 1 k "th piclon at ec ucati011 1 . nents will a ways oo WI sus-
a ln t· very many decades s rtutions, Such was the case, not an-o . 

it still is there ; and"" ' 1~ Austria and ~ermany-.-perha~s 
India too. It is so 1t was in Russia. So It was Ill 

a cas d be endured. We h e of what cannot be cure must 
as they come. Th . ave aU to grin and bear misfortunes 

e1 e w . C ll 
any way, because the as not much trouble 1n our o eg~ 
and the students Personal relations between the staff 
hostels where usu:;lel'e always cordial; and th~ students' 
touch with the auth~·is~ch troubles ri~e, were m constant 
to let off steam, ana bes. Mutual friendly converse used 
in stud rts' diffic 1 .1\h-s. Besant 's personal care and help 

et u bes e d . . E . one trusted her. n eared her to everyone. very-

A young man l1ad b 
·n tl town f een turned out of an official college 
1 evanl 0 t. lerary 1-1 hio.r having kept the picture of a Bengali 
t• o u 1011 r s ro . · 
and I brou<>'ht the oms.· Friends of )us wrote to me, 

"' lllatter to -the notice of Mrs. Besant. 
The young man was ad •t · · 
Coil <>'C. It should b nn ted mto the Ce~tral Hmdu 

e., 1 e noted that the Central Hmdu ColleO'e 
was a pure Y non-official · . . c-. 1 . Insbtubon, and never accepted 
any £nancia assistance whatsoever from the Government, 

"tb M Besant t "t WI rs. a I s head, though it was offered ·to my 
f~ther, as secretary of the institution, personally, first by 
Str James La Touche and again by Sir James Oater Lord) 
Meston when they were heads of the Province. Later this 
young man rose high in Government service. There was ano­
ther young man who had been ordered to be whipped for his 
activities in a Bengal school. The irate -father brought him 
out of the school and came to· Mrs. Besant who admitte'd him 
in her College. Curiously enough that young. man rose 
very high in the service of the Bengal Government--and in 
the education department too! · 

Not only in politics but also in other matters, Mrs. 
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Besant ·helped her boys. 'l'here was a young man who 
would fail again and again in his examinations. The 

. Principal 1\lr. Collie, got tired of him and said he must go 
and try his luck in some other college. 'l'he matter reached 
l\Irs. Besant 's ear and she, like a very reasonable person, 
naturally thought that failure at examinations was not :1 

sufficiently heinous crime to send a young man away. Ilu 
remained in the College to try his luck again and to fail 

· again. Mrs. Besant had a great memory for faces-a gt·cat 
and necessary quality in leaders. This young man happen­
eel to pass ~Irs. Besant as she was coming down the steps of 
t~e College one afternoon. I was very near. Mrs. Besant 
stopped him and asked him if his case had been satisfac· 
torily settled. He said it was and thanked bet·.· 'l'his was 
Shivaprasad Gupta, later the well Jmowu patriot and very 

. generous philanthropist whose horizontally large size gave 
occasion to Mr . .A.rundale to indulge in a pleasant joke at 
a public meeting. .As Shivaprasad came in, Mr . .Arundaln 
said: "Take a few chairs, Mr. Gupta." 

Mr. .A.rundale was always a very ready-witted 
person, and his humour was always chaste and delightful. 
During Mr. Besant's tour in Scotland (1911) when sllC was 
accompanied by Mr. .A.rundale, Krishnamurti and Nitya­
nandam--and I too formed a member of the part.v--we 
came to Dundee. My memory of it is that it is a city of 
great contrasts: beautiful natural Scottish scenery on the 
one hand, and chimneys belching out snioke . from huge 
factories on the other. Mrs. Besant asl<ed Mr . .A.rnndalc 
to ·show us· round. the town; . We· issued out of the hotel. 
M1;. Arliudale hailed the .first taxi and pulling out a ·crown 

·from his Pocket and handing ·it. over to the ·qriver, said 
most . nonchalantly.:·. "Give ·us five shilli-ngs worth. of 
D~mdec ! ' ' I do not know: whether the careful Scotsman 

.at"tb_e- wheel did give::us five shillings worth of" motor drive. 
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My own memory is tl 
1 · Htt he · · k · d d very sooit t cpo~itecl gave us a qwc sp1n roun an 

fact, Mr. Aruudnle l~s back at the hotel! As a matter of 
day at all and Was ..,.1111self was not keen on going out that 

'l'hen l\'lrs. Be t. ad to come back so soon. 
snut ' . cheer and goodwill . '' ould also send httle messages of 

There were two br to students who were ill and ailing. 
boardinrr bouse· th Others, Senapati and Gajapati, in the 

"' ' ey We· on to a bouse of th . te very popular. Later they moved 
house were not re ~r own. The balustrades of their new 
and came down th ~ y • and the elder brother tumbled off 

lee sheer t H . d b h. legs were permanent} . .s oreys. e surVIve ; ut IS 

again. IIe was tal Y InJured. He could never walk 
· {en to th h "t I h · h for long months. l-Ier e os?J a , w ere e remained 

where outside India f. e he received a lett~r from . some­
sympathy and cheer ~om _Mrs. Besant sendmg a word of 
all who knew him . This young man.' to t~e sotrow of 

· domestic b' depressed by physical rulments and 
~;eriOu~ d . ·a ereavement on the death of his wife. 
committe SUlCI e some years 1 t . h p . a er. 

Anot · er rmcipal of the College in the old days that 
~ome~ to roy mem?ry, Was Mr. Collins. He was a kindly' 
Englishman, and It Was the easiest thing in the world to 
get a holiday from him. Students are proverbially fond of 
holidays, and no Wonder he was very popular because he 
readily gave th~m. One of the funny systems in nor.th 
India is what lS called a rainy holiday. Rain falls in 
torrents there during what ·are known as the monsoon 
months. They immediately fo1low the hot summer of about 
three months and practically continue for about ·six; 
and . though very welcome, greatly disturb normal 
work, particularly studies after tl1e long summer vacation. 
The idea is that boys ill-equipped with umbrellas and 
mackintoshes because of their poverty, should not be ex­
pected to come to their schools and colleges when it is ram-
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ing, as they are bound to get wet; and if they have to 
continue in that condition for five or six hours, tliCy arc 
equally bound to get ill. Not unoften even in large towns 
one has to wade waist-deep in water on the main thorough­
fares after a heavy downpour. The situation in the 
countryside is very much worse. 

M1·. Collins would give us leave even when there wa;, 
the slightest rainfall about the time the college classes 
began. Even if the boys were not at all wet, some of them 
would 8tnnd under eves or pipes a:.r_d get purposely wet and 
appear like that in the prayer hall where attendance was 
taken and prayers said before the day's work began. These 
boys woutld sit in the front benches and ask for a holiday 
as soon as the attendance had been taken and prayers 
recited. Mr. Collins would feel their coats and finding 
them wet declare a holiday. I remember one year my 
father telling a colleague of his in the management of the 
College, how astounded he was to find that out of 365 days 
of the preceding year, 206 had been holidays for one reason 
or another during Mr. Collins' Principalship. I was 
at school when he was the Principal and had really no 
direct dealings with him; but I remember him well, ru; in 
the very· early years, the schoolboys and the College stu­
dents sat together for attendance and prayers. When the 
institution ·grew, they used to sit separately in different 
halls. 

· Mrs. Besant was fond of having first-hand information 
of the various facets of Hindu life. In those days Sabhas 

' that is, g·atherings of .Samskrit pandits were common. At 
these Sa!Jhas, learned folk would discuss various knotty 
points very learnedly. Samskrit pandits unfortunately, 
as a general ru1e, are not very cu1tured in the graces of 
social intercourse; they invariably raise their voices very 
high and discuss little problems of grammar or logic with 
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tremendous vigour. The person who invites a Sabha gives 
as a parting gift to each of these men of learning, pre­
sents of cash and sweets and even shawls if he is rich 
enough, as honoraria. These Sabhas were common in my 
family in the old days; both my uncle and my father were 
always great admirers of Samskrit, and friends of 
men versed in the ancient lore. My father is a profound 
scholar o:f Samskrit himself, and my uncle, though not so 
lear~ed in the inside of books, was much more familiar, and 
of very :many more than my father, with their outside. 
He had a vast store of information about rare Samskt-i.t 
manuscripts, and at his desire I copied out a whole rare 
Srnriti from the India Office in London, borrowed for me 
by my University authorities, when I was a student at 
Cambridge, and sent it to him. 

I remember one of these Sabhas at our ancestral hous~ 
in the heart of the city of Banares, to which the family 
invariably moved in the old days whenever there was any 
marriage, or any other important ceremonial was to be 
performed. There was a great gathering of learned Pundits 
of the time; and I rememher Mahumahop!ldhyaya Pandit 
Gangadhar Shastri, a tall slim figure, holding his own iu 
a vigorous discussion which I could not follow. Mrs. Besant 
was present and was attending to the talk most earnestly. 
Pandit Gangadhar Shastri was perhaps the most learned 
Samskrit scholar of his time, and it goes to the credit of 
the then Government of India that it recognised his merit 
and gave him a C.I.E., i.e., Companionship of the Indian 
Empire, lJesides the Mabamabopadhyayasbip. Goyernment:3 
do not necessarily reco~ise ancl decorate the really deserv­
ing. TlriJ~ great Pandit, when first he saw Mrs. Besant, 
was so strock at the s!~ht that he instinctively and sponta­
neously cried out: '' Sarva-shukla Saraswati' '- (here 
comes) the all-white Goddess of Learning (Saraswati) ". 



In June 1908 I was just completing my eighteenth year 
when I was married. I llave seen in my father's old papers 
a pledge that lle seems to have taken under the inspiration 
of .Mrs. Besant, not to man-y his da_ughters before they 
were in their 11th year and their sons before they were 
in their 18th year, and not to allow consummation of these 
marriages before their 14th and 21st years respectively. 
These ag:es seem to be ridiculous today; but they stood 
for much reform fifty years ago. I had a letter from 
Mrs. Besant on the occasion. I have it still. I reproduce 
it below: 

Telegrams: 
Olcott, Madras. 

Theosophical Society, 
Adyar, Madras, S. 

June 20, 1908 
My dear Prakasa, Melbourne. 

Your father tells me that ymt are to be married this 
month and I must write to send you and your bride fl'·Y 
cordial love and blessing. When you see more of the 
worlcl mid of the women of other races, yott will learn to 
appt·eciate more than ym£ can yet do, the priceless valttc 
of the Indian wife, of her purity, her loyalty, her sinylc­
minclecl devotion. She has the disadvantage of a too limited 
view of life and of too narrow interests; but if, during 
your absence, your young wife devotes herself to st~tdY 
and learns to understand the larger view, she will be on 
your return, a real helpmate, a woman in whom your heart 
and brain will alike find rest and joy. 

Dear lad, young India has a difficult road, between 
old thoughts and new endeavours. But U also has the 
splendid . opportunity of welding together the old l1"{e and 
the new. In this country, where democracy has its ·wa.y, 
and ignorant numbers rule, one feels, more intensely titan 
ever, the coarsenin[J and vulgart'sing effects on a nation of 
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the masses wielding power before character and Wide 
views of life have been 1·eached. And they are not happ 1 • 

they are rowcly, and noisy, but discontented. I look to Yoy · 
. l(, 

as one of the young men 'Who may do much. for India if 
you can learn prudence without chilling enthusiasm, and 
keep a 'Warm heart 1mder the direction of a '!.Vise b1·ai11 _ 

May you grow into all that those 10ho love you. hope f 01._ 

Yozw affectionate gmndmother, 
Annie Besant 

I think it is a very beautiful as well as a very wise 
letter. It came all the way from Australia wh~nce she 
brought a pretty blanket as a present to my wife which 
I happen still to have with me as a prized memento both 
of Mrs. Besant and my wife. It showed her personal interest 
in a boy-both in his present and his future. It showed 
t.hat she had made up her mind that she would see to it 
that I was sent abroad for higher ·stuilies. I doebt if I had 
any idea then that I would go out of ~ndia; but I remem. 
ber that after this letter I did make up my mind to go 
ont at any cost. It shows how she realised the shortcomings 
of the Indian home and bow keenly she felt that with a 
little care, the home could be made better and brighter. 
It alSo shows how high in her esteem stood the Indian 
woman, and how unfair we were in not realising her value. 
And it gives indications of her ideas about the future world 
and her appreciation of the shortcomings of existing poli­
tical and social ideologies in the West in her time. 



CIIAPTER VI 

SOl\IE PROBLEl\fS OF' LIFE 

I IIAVE said before that my father was v~ry argument­
ative when an opinion was expressed with which he 
did not agree; but when the opinion was the same as his, 
no arguments were necessary. I was always an extremist, 
though extremism in India bas now gone so far that persons 
like me are almost back numbers. I know this, however, that 
I was a source of anxiety to all who loved me. I often argued 
with my father and received many rebuffs from him. I also 
remember how he earnestly counselled patience and com­
monsense when I fought with all and sundry at railway sta­
tions, because they used to reserve benches on the platforms 
'for Europeans only', and I insisted on sitting on them. 
My father used to be very nervous, and took me often to 
odd corners and reasoned with· me. I believe he was really 
worried about my safety. So far as he himself was con· 
cerned, he did not hesitate to express his views and act in 
accordance with them whenever occasion so demanded. At 
heart, however, he was really always loyal not only to 
the British connection but to. the British Government itself. 
He had much respect for the English people also as such. 
He had served the British Government of India as a 
magistrate for about ten years in his younger days. Ho 
has also, I think, much regard for hereditary position, 
and may be said to be, in a way, very class conscious. 
He has, I fear, very little regard for persons who 
happen to succeed after struggling in the world. or 
the . professions. His class sympathy is international. 
Curwusly enough he was quite upset at Hussian 
noblemen having been driven to sell match boxes and shoe 
laces in public streets, as a result of the Revolution. 
If anyone speaks of the "accident of birth," he is invari-
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ably silenced by an angry remonstrance of: , , \YI . 
the accident of the long tongue? ·what ab 1•1t about 

h · o" Th · out the acci-dent of t e cunning bram 1 e Interiocut d ' 
· · k th · 0 1' are not .arrrue further, thou"'h I thm · ere 1s a flaw lll. 

"' "' 'd · my father's argument, and much can be sm m reply. It h h 
. as t erefore been I fear, difficult for hnn as for many tl 

• o 1er elderly persons may be or other reasons, to adjust h' lf · 
• . • . 1mse to the 

changed environments of the land m the wake of Ind 
. . d b' . epen-dence w1th 1ts own urges an am Ibons. 

My father must have been ~_magistrate very much out 
of the wrty, for he has nevn· V1s1ted Nain1· Tal th 

, e reCOO'-
nised Mecca for all government servants of the Unii;d 
Provinces of Agra and Oudh (now Uttar Pradesh) the 
summer capital of the State Gov~rument in British times. 
When I was coming down w1th him from Ranikhet 
on a motor bus so !ate as 1928, and PflSSed the turn­
ing whence a road branches off to Naini Tal 011 our 
way to Kathgodam-1he nearest railway station 1for those 
hills-! casually said I was sorry we had not seen beautiful 
Naini Tal on that trip, though he m':'-st have seen it mai;J.y 
times. He said he had never seen 1t at all. "Not even 
when you were a Deputy Collector?" I asked. "No", 
he said. I do uot know if t_here has been any other Deputy 
Collector of those days m the United Provinces who 
had not been to Naini Tal, for some reason or another. 
Rest and recreation after hard work is. one pretext; recu­
peration of damage~ health is another;-when the real 
reason was, more often than not, to secure some influence 
there to get a lift, to supersedl! some contemporaries, or to 
obtain a transfer from a less to a more .desh·a ble station. My 
father was always a very rPspected officer and never cared 
to secure any influence whatsoever for anything. Hopes had 
been held out to him of higher offices than were then usually 
open to Indians; but he decided to resign Government ser-
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vice in order to take up the work of honorary secretary of 
the Central Hindu College, at the desire of 11Irs. Bcsant. His 
resignation was greatly regretted in 'high official quarters'· 
~Ir. Ross-Scott a Judicial Commissioner of Oudh, spoke 
of this rerrret ~o Mrs. Besant who mentioned the fact in 
The Theo:ophist. So my father never went to Naini Tal; 
and even more than 40 years after he resigned from Govern­
ment service, if I happened to meet while travellin~, any 
of his contemporaries of the variolL'> districts in wluch he 
had served, and if they learned who I was, they almost 
rushed to embrace me, expressing the highest prai!:;e of my 
father's work and worth, and lovingly related incidents 
of his days in Government service. 

Though vast changes have taken place in the land 
since those far-off days, I think my father, now over 85 years 
of age, is not at all satisfied with the shape of things. 
We are now a free people and have declared ourselves a 
sovereign democratic republic. His old ideal of Indo­
British Commonwealth, I think, still appears to him to have 
been a proper solution to our difficulties. Except in the 
very early days when he felt that Mahatma Gandhi would 
help towards the recovery of India's lost soul, he was 
never attracted either by his personality or his political 
aspirations. Gandhiji 's philosophy of life 3<'emed to him to 
be all wrong. The goal of national fre::edom had no pull for 
him. To him they have always been and still are-meaning­
less words-. His ideal is appa;·ently simple and doubtless 
fundamental. He wants happi~ess for all, ;'Qld thinks that 
that ean be best secured and truly ensured by good and 
wise men ruling for the good of all : to put it in his own 
words, he wants the rule of the Higher Self over the 
lower. · 

The problem of what is hi..,.h and what is low remains, 
however, as before to baffie o;r minds. It continues to 
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dmnour for a solution, if there is one. ~Ior 1 .· 
.in the best of minds may be perhaps only bus al .Judgments 

. . . . • ec on 
t1onal conceptions of nght and wrong for the . couven-
.and it is also not impossible that uneonscl.ou ~nne being; 
biases and personal ciecumstances may inf.ue s Y our own 

nee our . dO' 
n1cnt. The fundamental chall.:nge. of democr . . JU o-

mains: even if those who regard themselves as ~ey S~I~l re­
from their own standards others as 'evil' sll lgdood Judge 

' ou not th others so judged have a chance to say that the b . . ese 
on the other leg; and that in any case they shouldooht Is real~y 

h · d · · · d 1 · 1 t' ave the1r 6 are 111 a muustrahon an egiS a IOU· so that tl . 
·being· may not be neglected, as they too hav t Ieir well­
burden of taxation and to take their own he 0 bear t~e 
the carrying on of the world's work y Th:avy sh~re m 
· 1 1 1 f Y can JUstly fee that t ICY 1ave reason to ear that the ...,.0 d 

. ., o , so-called 
may suppress them completely, calhng them. il d ' 

. £ . h · ev , an de-
pnve them o all to wh1eh t ey · are legitimate! t' 1 a 
mh D . ' h ll f y en It e . 
L en emocracy s c a enge goes urther still It ·a ·I 
. . f · s 1 ea 
IS not to get mere happmess or all under b I t 
1 . if 1 'b enevo en c espohsm, even t 1at were possi le, which 1·t · 1 ..... serious v 
doubts. It wants. evcr_yone to be trained and equipped 
to take constant, mtelhgent and effective interest in the 
affairs of the State, and be <.>ver prepared to shoulder the 

. burden and responsibility of office if necessary. Democracy 
requires everyone to be always ready to fight for freedom 
and self-government, and not to be satisfied with mere hap­
piness as ordinarily understood.· The challenge of Socialism 
i.s perhaps even more clear and serious. 

I believe ~irs. Besant, with her own experience of her 
early years of strife and struggle, had at the bottom, a 
sense of values different to that of my father. I think, 
thouO'h that she often came under the spell of my father's 

0 ' 
loO'ic rind ·was affeCted by my father's learning and earliest-

b. ' 
ness; and i11 the new-foun,d idealism and in her quest for a 
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new world of peace and goodwill, she agreed with my father 
when he talked to her of India's ancient thought and how 
the great Rishis of old had solved the problems of life for 
all time; and how their solutions still hold good, and lww 
the world could still be saved if the ancient remedies were 
applied to modern ills. I have personally no doubt that 
at heart she remained to the last what she was in the begin­
ning, a great democrat and a greater socialist. 

The ordinary man of the world-and I count myself 
no better and no worse-with his struggle and his difficulty, 
with his search for immediate solutions of immediate prob­
lems, with his impatience at idealistic theory and with his 
demand for concrete practical suggestions, asks: "Did the 
ancients solve their problems only for themselves, or did 
they do s6 for _all mankind 1" .Are noL their solutions 
confined to merely verbal quibbling however noble the 
language, however elevating the thought, when we look at 
the simple fact that their own existence had been made pos­
sible only because others had not solved those problems in 
their way, but continued to live the ordinary life of the 
world in a manner contrary to the one prescribed by them. 
Verily the task of worJc1-mencling is unending, and at best 
an individual, however great, can do but little. It is some­
thing if he can even genuinely help himself. 

So my father still continues to think in terms of simple 
goodness and happiness, even when he is_ fully abreast of 
the latest thought and doings of man m all the varied 
spheres of the world's activity, a~d surpr~ses even ~xperts 
by the extent of ~is reading and mformatwn o~ their. o'~ 
subjects. I once remember an out-and-out Marxist socialist 
-who was all for Lenin and Stalin-utterly amazed, after 
a talk with my father at his actually knowing more of the 
subject and conditions in Russia tb~n the soci~ist himself 
did. My father is equally at home m any subJect one can 
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think of, and invariably astounds his visitors by his well­
informed conversation. The extent of his intellectual in­
formation and the depth of his knowledge are truly wonder­
ful. I am amazed as 1o how he has been au!e to study and 
retain so much. l\Iy father's ardent desire however is to be 
left in peace, and I doubt if he wants any very drastic 
changes in the body politic. His test is the cardinal test of 
happiness, which, after all, everyone fundamentally seeks. 
I do not, however, think after an analysis of both Mrs. 
Besant 's thought and work, that her standpoint was_ exactly 
what my father's is; and it is possible that sometimes het' 
simple words in answer to simple queries were liable to be 
misunderstood or misinterpi·eted. 

I remember an occasion when my father asked l\Irs. 
Besru1t 'in my presence at our house whether people in 
Europe were happier than in India. "No", she replied. 
He was satisfied: he said as much. I was not. I felt then 
eve1'1 as a boy, and I feel still, that freedom is greater than 
happiness-"ive shall not quarrel about words, for the 
quarrel will never end, and not only these but every word 
will have to be quarrelled over endlessly. Even at that time 
I was bursting to argue-but dared not. Though Mrs. 
Besant said what she "did, I must say, with all respect, that 
after my own visit to Europe, I doubt if we in India are 
in any way happier-in wllatever sense the word may be 
taken-than our brethren in Europe. .A scholar and philo­
sopher, however, like my father, with his traditions and 
various advantages he has had, cannot perhaps be expected 
to take the same point of view as regards political freedom 
and spiritual happiness as ·ordinary persons of the world. 
1\'Irs. Besant was not a philosopher in that sense, and her 
active life and work in varied spheres for hunian better­
ment, are evidence that I can produce at lPast to my own 
satisfaction. We must also not forget that .l\Irs. Besant 

A.B.--3 
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had more or less a comfortable and sheltered existence in 
India; and lwr nearest contacts here wete only with the 
well-to-do; and so she l1ad less personal lmowledge of our 
sorrows and difficulties than she l1ad of the common people 
in England. It is also possible that she regarded the con­
tentment of our masses, despite their impossible physical 
conditions, as real lmppiness. The masses of Emope are 
very different indeed to ours in this respect. 

l\fiss Arundale, a great devotee of l\frs. Besant, aunt of 
Iter successor to the presidentship of The Theosophical 
Society, seemed to me to ltave ltad a closer touch with 
reality. I ltave a fear that my father was like many 
others who, not ltaving seen Europe at first hand, l1ave not 
altogether correct notions of things there as reflected h 1 

literature. vVe read of divorces in America: the even t;:m01.­

of the life of happy families is not recorded in the daily 
press. One out here gets the idea that America is fttll 
of divorcees; and tl1at almost every marriage ends in a 
divorce. In our condition of political subjugation anq 
practical outcastes among nations, we, like all suppresseq 
peoples, often felt an lmholy delight wl1en we read anq 
heard of evils in others; and regardless of the beams hl 
our own eyes, looked at the motes in others with mict·o­
scopes which we felt they tlHnnselves had supplied, hut 
which they in their turn used to expose evils among thell:)._ 
selves with the desire qf curing them, and utilised theh· 
talents and endeavours to eradicate them. American fatui­
lies, so far as I can learn from Americans I meet, are also 
as happy as any can be ; and on tlte other hand there al'e 
heaps and heaps of divorces in India allowed and eve11 
encouraged by custom although tlte law dpes not recognise 
them officially; and there is plenty of domestic cruelty 
and unhappiness besides, to which we conveniently shut ou1• 

eyes. We do not record them; we do not ca1·e for them : 

• 
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aucl we think they d 
· t up f 0 not exist. I most earnestly hope that 111 the se - o Sw . . 1 
shall drop our OSh·i at·aJ,. eonchtions w1ll change; anc we 

eh l)Ol!ey and look at fads and actively work to remove llnclo b . 
f father ask u ted evils. . 

.l\. y ;vere 1 eel l\fiss Arundale once whether English 
fanubes ' 1aPPier th I a· "The sum total of h . s and l l an n Ian. 

appmes . 1111appiness'' the ,"rise and careful lady 
· 1· 1 "1s pra 't · ' 

1 ep Icc, < c Ically the same. but the English happy 
f ·1 " she Wei t ' · 
anu y ' . "l r '' 1 On to S<J.y, '.is happier :rhan the Indian 

happ! fami ~ · This is perfectly true, because in a happy 
Enghsh fanul~ there is great sympathy and understanding 
between the Wife and the husband who are true helpmates 
to each ot~wr, Which they are not here particularly in 
educated nuddle-class families Even so Count Tolstoy's 
dictum rings _tru~: ''Happy families are all alike; every 
unhappy fami~y Is unhappy in its own way." 

I should hke to break off here for a few moments and 
discuss the problem that wa!" very serious for me in my 
boyhood and youth, and m:1y perhaps be not without inter­
est even now. Orthocl~x Hindus flocked in large numbers 
under l\Irs. Besant 's banner in the early days of 'The 
Theosophical Society; and my fear is that on the whole her 
influence on her Hindu friends was not very conducive to a 
true appreciation of social valnPs. l\frs. Besant spoke enthu­
siastically of Hindu ctntoms, and found a sc:ient"fic explana­
tion for many that to 1:he social reformer appeared positive­
ly evil and harmful. She doubtless brought back a pride for 
Hinduism at a time when scepticism was sweeping over the 
land: that was certainly all for the good. I fpm;. however, 
very often she went too far, for many of our people started 
thinking that even their bad customs were good, and quoted 
Mrs. Besant as their authority. Times have changed. The 
conditions of life have changed. Men have changed with the 
times and conditions. Even my father's opinions have 
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undergone change, though he does not think so. In the 
matter of marriage and pardah, in the usc of beads and 
silks, in the matter of shaving the head on the death of a 
relative or the offering of libations to the souls of the dead, 
I find a great change in my own house, so ~ar as outwa.rd 
expressions are concerned; and mY father IS still luckily 
for us, the head of it as he was decades ago. To many 
of us the dictum of GeorO"e Bernard Shaw applies, inasmuch 

0 

as we have come to reaard those beliefs to be superstitious 
that have ceased to be "'our own. . 

Old Samskaras, old habits ~11Hl convcnthns of bocly and 
mind, however, arc not easily changed; and I really believe 
that at bottom my father is ::;till a very orthodox man. 
He has to adapt himself to changing conditions, as all wise 
men have to, if they are not prepared entirely to abolish 
themselves. If his writin<YS are closely examined, I fcal' 
even when he is preachin,';' the essential unity of all reli­
gions, his words arc tcnd;ntious, and ultimately he feels 
the superiority of what he thinks were the old Hindu ideals 
of life and conduct, and makes earnest, elaborate, painful 
and even artificial attempts to read them into the teach­
jngs of other fait.hs also as a support to his own conclusions 
At his present advanced age of 85, he continues to worl~ 
hard for long hours every day interp1·eting old thoughts; 
and only a few years back he brought out a book 
containing some thousands of Samskrit slokas composed 
by him<=elf, in an attempt to speak direct to the Samskrit 
Panclits, and give them his interpretations of the texts of 
their sacred books regarding social organisation, and tell 
them how they can save themselves if they like, from the 
ruin that otherwi<;e inevitably faces them. He is as much 
concerned as any Hindu can be, at the diminishing num­
bers of his _co-religionists because of conversions to other 
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faiths, their mutual dissensions and their ever-decreasing 
influence on world affairs. 

:My father is a man of very simple personal habits; 
. nnd not many modern industries have reason to be grateful 
to him for encouragement. I think even the number of 
cakes of soap he has used in his life, can be counted on 
one's fingers' ends, for he believes in giving a fearful- rub­
bing with a rough wet towel to his body in his bath instead 
of gently applying scented soaps to it. He has never 
purchased any sofas or padded chairs, and has always 
believed in hard furniture. The appointments of his home, 
the manner of his food and clothing, are all very simple 
and old-fashioned. 

One of the greatest achievements of Mrs. Besant, I 
think, is to have got my father to do her work. He is not 
a person "·ho would obligee. anyone by doing anything 
readily at his desire, let alone bidding. But Mrs. Besant's 
work he did. He wrote books at her wish and helped her 
work in every way. If only my father had written in 
Hindi, his own language, he would have been read by 
thousands of his own countrymen who would doubtless then 
have enthusiastically spread his doctrines and thus attract­
eel the learned of other lands, who in their turn would have 
eagerly translated his works. He largely wrote in English 
and wanted to appeal only to a select few in many lands. 
He seemed to be satisfied by attracting the attention of a 
limited number of thoughtful people in the various coun­
tries of the world than millions in his own. 

I was told by a friend who had spent some time with 
the great poet Rabinclranath Tagore at his University of 
Shantiniketan, that it was a matter of deep regret to him 
that my father has not been appreciated by his countrymen 
as he deserved to be; and he particula:rly blames us of the 
Hindi-speaking regions to which my father himself be-
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longs, for not having taken full advantage of his presence 
among them. Tagore himself was an outstanding example 
of how even an Indian of his day, despite the political 
subjugation of his country i.n his time, aud of the limita­
tions in which his life was cast. could bring his thought to 
the fore if he was great enough and wt·ote in his own . 
tongue. Tagore may have become a world figure after 
getting the Nobel Prize for literature, but he was very 
well known in Bengal before then; and Bengalis were 
constantly on the lookout to compel the world to 
recognise him. Though my f:1ther has written hundreds 
of stray articles in _ Hindi, his main works are in 
English ; and his message has therefore been confined to 
very few, and has not been heeded by the multitude to 
whom ultimately all proposal<> for human l'ettcrment have 
to be directed. To me it is a ... pity that when he turned hi<> 
thoughts to an Indian language, he should have chosen 
Samskrit, which, without meaning any harm, is in a way 
a dead language, instead of a living growing spoken 
language; and Hindi, which is his language, is by no means 
poor and has no reason to be ashamed of its history or 
tradition. Free India has rec0gnised it as her national 
language. It is the language which has been used by some 
of the greatest of writers of all time. It is possible my 
father wrote in English also for the reason that he wrote for 
Mrs. Besant, and wanted her to understand him directly, 
and spread his thoughts herself throughout the world in 
her language. 

In any case Mrs. Besant was able to induce him to 
write; but she was not able to induce him to travel to 
foreign lands. He has always hated travelling, and so has 
not been able to get into personal touch with others, which 
gives greater impiration and compels attention more 
quickly than a distant reputation for learning. Even today 
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if any one would like to get at the root of his philosophy 
of life, he asks him to read his books. He declines to give 
the enquirer a rough onthne of his thought in a short hour 
or so which the questioner busy with his own life's work, 
naturally prefers. It may be that a short talk may rouse 
the enquirer's curiosity sufficiPntly to incln('e him to read 
the original books. He has also never c;u·ed to attract 
persons who might attach themselves to him and form a 
group for the effective spreading of his ideas and the clari­
fication of his views. Moreover, his chief books being in 
English-and the latest in Samskrit-they cannot be read 
by most of those who seek spiritual assitance from him. 
And more curious than anything, though my father was 
closely associated with the greatest orator of her and his 
time, he was never incluced to cultivate the art of speaking. 
He does not like to speak c.t tcmlJOI'C j and all his speeches, 
whether at public meetings or in select gatherings or even 
in the Central Legislative Assembly, hnve been most 
carefully and elaborat~ly prepared manuscripts, though it 
is an axiomatic truth that the spoken word is more power­
ful than the written one, at least as lmig as the author is 
living and can speak directly iof he likes. 

I personally do not understand why in the old clays 
Theosophists were so keen on supporting and upholding 
most of the old custon1s of the Hindus and giving scientific 
explanations of them, even when non-Hindu Theosophists 
did not really follow these in their own lives though they 
preached them in their books and speeches. :Mrs. Besant 
used to be· very eloquent on Hindu rites and ceremonies, 
and I remember to have got quite upset now and then 
sitting among the audience and listening to what I thought 
-I speak with all respect-nonsense. In one of her lec­
tures when she was talking of the offering of water and 
other things to the souls of the dead, and how the same 
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was very helpful, I said to l\Iiss Willson who was sitting 
next to me: ''I do not believe all that''. :Miss "Willson 
was angry. No one could be a more faithful f1·iL'Ild and 
disciple than l\Iiss \Villson. :-ihe was a wry g-oocl f1·icml 
to my family and very (1evoted to Mrs. BL'sant. She tumed 
round on me, saying quite angrily: ''Do you nwan to 
say l\Irs. Besant is talking fibs Y'' ''I never meant that'', 
I said, ''I simply do not believe in what she is propound­
ing". "-In English that simply means," l\Iiss \Vi llson con­
tinned, red in the face, "that she is lying". l\Iiss \Yillson 
was English and I am not. I cannot pretend to know the 
language well enough even now to understand the delicate 
shades of the meanings of English words: then I was very 
young besides. I doubt, all the same, if my words could be 
interpreted as she interpreted them, and I think one can 
legitimately doubt the efficacy of such ceremonials without 
being suspected of imparting motives to those who did. 
I do not think l\Irs. Besant or l\Iiss \Villson ever offered 
rrater themselves to their dead auccstoi·s. 

The only explanation that I can find to Mrs. Besant 's 
preaching of that time, was her intense desire to stem the 
wave of utter scepticism -that was then sweeping over 
educated Hindu India, resulting in their seeing nothino-

. 0 

but evil in everything that belonged to themselves, and 
nothirig but good in everything that belonged to others. 
All praise must go to Mrs. Besant that she roused an apa­
thetic and sleeping people from their slumbers; revived 
in their hearts their fast-dying. sense of self-respect and 
pride in themselves, their traditions and their past; and 
compelled them to find their feet and seek their place anton(}' 
the- great nations of the world. She was probably sur~ 
that the proper equilibrium would at last be found between 
the two extremes, and that all would be well in the end. 
Mr. Srinivasa Shastri was right when, paying his tribute 
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to 1\I.rs. Besant after her death, he said that ''if they named 
any three or four of the other great people in India, the 
sum of their achievements, the aggregate of the benefit 
that they had rendered to this country, would not exceed 
what stood unquestionably to her credit.'' 

I owe much to :Miss Willson, and I cannot forget that 
during my father's illness after Mrs. Besant had left for 
Europe in 1905, she was a most capable and devoted nurse 
for months on end. I learnt the art of nursing from her. 
She taught us how to carry out doctors' instructions, how 
to keep a chart, how to give medicines, read the thermo­
meter, and a thousand and one details that a nurse must 
know. Mi~s ·willson used to give lessons in English to 
my mothei· which were all wasted. Another person 
who tried to teach English to my mother-also without 
success-was Miss Davies, afterwards :Mrs. Ransom. l\Iiss 
·Willson and she lived in contiguous rooms in Shanti Kunj 
a long time and were good friends. Both of them kindly 
corrected my conversational English, all which correction 
was of very great help to me. Miss ·willson knew German 
and French also, and once translated in English an 
elaborate and enthusiastic tribute that had been paid to my 
father by a French writer, 1\I. Andre Chevrillon~ in his 
book on his travels. I met this gentleman and had lunch 
with him when in Paris during the Christmas of 1913. 
He and his fainily wrlcomecl me most heartily, and I spent 
a pleasant afteroon with them at St. Cloud, when he pre­
sented to me a copy of that book. 

Miss Willson would allow no criticism of ?\'Irs. Besant, 
and was her faithful attendant to the last in her illness. 
'l'he effect of that incessant nursing told upon her. ,She 
lost her memory almost completely, and she was a pathetic 
figm;e when last I saw her in December 1936, when she 
stayed with us in Bnnarns : she could not recollect my 
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father's rooms in our house in which she used to work 
for hours every day for months; not even her own portrait 
hanging there. Most sad of all, she did not recollect 
'Shanti Kunj ', the house in which she lived with 
Mrs. Besant for many years. She recognised no one of 
Banaras except my father to whom she had been a very 
good friend indeed. She constantly remembered 'A.B.'­
the familiar initials by which Mrs. Besant was known and 
referred to by all her colleagues. Mi~s Willson died not 
very long afterwards. l\Irs. Besant so inspired all those 
who· came in contact with her that not only they themselves 
forbore from criticising her in any way, but strongly resent­
ed even a most friendly criticism of her made by any one. 

I remember a scene in Harrogate where I was staying 
in the premises of The Theosophical Society's bi·anch there 
(1913). Next door lived Mr. and Mrs. Hoclgson-Smith, 
very old Theosophists, venerable with age and very respect­
eel. They had made a communicating door and would 
walk in from their house to ours through this and spend 
an evening with us. 1\Ir. Hodgson-Smith, though old, with 
a long white beard, was still agile enough to jump on to 
the sills of his windows and brush and clean ·the window 
panes himself, with his legs dangling inside the rooms and 
his back to the street leaning most danger·ously. Once 
Mr. Hodgson-Smith began by saying: ''Let us talk of 
Mrs. Besant; we all like her so much.'' He()started giving 
some reminiscences, and there was a mild, dim, distant and 
very affectionate criticism of her in one of these. One of 
the ladies present, Miss Fuller, began crying. Tears ran 
down her face and she said: ''I cannot stand any criticism 
of Mrs. Besant. '' The conversation was immediately 
turned. 

I myself have been sufficiently under her spell. Some 
years ago I happened to be dining with a very high 



SOME PROBLEMS OF LIFE! 107 

European official in the Government of India. I had 
spoken in the Central Legislative Assembly of my asso­
ciation with l\Irs. Besant in order to assure every~me, when 
I was criticising government, of my love for the English 
people as such even when I stood against their rule in 
India, for every country has a right to be free and no one 
country has any right or ·justification to rule over another. 
This high official started chaffing me and made some 
insinuations against l\Irs. Besant which he wanted me to 
confirm. I said to him: '• I have played as a child in 
Mrs. Besant 's lap, and I will not have that." The wife 
realised the indiscretion of the husband and turned the 
conversat!on very quickly, saying: "Mr. Sri Prakasa was 
only a child at the time, how can he know?'' I do not 
think there would be many who are so free from criticism 
behind their backs ai1d who have had so many unlmown 
defenders as Mrs. Besant. 

I have already said I was 11ot a very pleasant student 
at school or college for the authorities, and I was always 
getting into some trouble or other. The authorities, how­
ever, were good to me, and I always receivecl the greatest 
amount of consideration and affection from them. Some 
of my fellow students, I fear, suspected that it was clue 
to my being the son of the much respected honorary 
Secretary of the GOllege and one of its chief founders. · l 
personally do not think so, for the same consideration was 
extended to all, however much their inferiority comple~ 
might drive them to think otherwise. I am talking of 
1907, when I was in the tenth or the highest class of the 
High School, and :Mr. Arundale was the Headmaster. The 
student movement was strong in the country, and autho­
rities were anxious. Howevei· they may have treated 
students elsewhere, the authorities of the Central Hindu 
College, undei· the inspiration of Mrs. Besant, were scrtt· 
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pulo11Sly considerate and sympathetic, and took much 
personal interest in them, especially the more active­
minded, who might be regarded either as 'naughty' or 

-'high-spirited' from different points of view. They at­
tended most of the students' meetings and themscl vcs 
addressed them. Mrs. Bcsant used often to visit the col­
lege and give talks to the students. She also had private 
talks with many. 

My class had occa.'>ion once to quarrel with the 
Assistant Headmaster, Shri Shyam Sundar Das, who 
deserves aU praise for his affectionate concern for the 
students, and for his unique services to the cause of Hindi, 
now declared the national language of India, but then 
very much ridiculed and discarded, to which he gave 
his whole life with rare devotion, battling against heavy 
odds, both private and public. I do not think I realised 
the value of the man as I do today. He had gone out 
of the class f01; a few moments, and as is not unusual, the 
students made a big noise in that interval. He came 
back and angrily inquired who was making the noise. 
The stude1;1ts used to sit in the· alphabetical order, and 
as my name began with an "S", I was seated on the last 
bench. He started asking one student after another as to 
who had made the noise. Everybody said he did not 
know. At last came my turn. I said, little realising 
what I was doing: ''I know, but I will not tell you''. 
The teacher was angry and ordered the whole class to be 
detained after the scho"ol hours, a form of punishment then 
in vogue. Being the highest class, with a set of trouble­
some students, he detained himself as well to make sure 
that we really were detained, and that one of the junior 
teachers in charge of the detention class was not bullied· 
by us irt any way. The incident was over. I believe it 
affected Mr.· Anmdale, the Headmaster, and he seems to 
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have consulted l\Irs. Besant in the matter. He himself came 
rotmd that evening to my house, to my surprise, to talk 
over it, and I think I assured him that it ""as all right and 
that I had no grievance. I also assured him that it gave 
me much consolation to kno\v that both l\Irs. Besant and 
he thought that I was right in not giving away any class 
fellow and allowing the whole class including myself to be 
punished. Sometime later l\Irs. Besant indirectly referred 
to this incident in one of her lectui·es in the school hall 
and commended the standpoint of the students. 

When the academic year was closing, l\Ir. Arundale 
was leaving for England for a holiday. Many functions 
were aiTanged in his honour to bidl\Iiss Arundale and him 
farewell. l\Iiss ..Arunda.le herself was an ideal teacher and 
used to give most illuminating lessons to the lower classes 
of the school. The main function was a send-off in the 
school hall and the unveiling of 1\:Ir . ..Arundale 's portrait­
presented by the students-by l\Irs. Besant herself. I was 
put clown as one of the speakers, and the self-same Assis­
tant Headmaster, who was in charge of the school for the 
time being, wanted us all to show him our speeches before­
hand. In my own speech, in· the midst of praises of 
Mr. Arundale-and they were all well-deserved-! had also 
put in some criticism, which also, let me hope, was not 
entirely undeserved, for what human being is perfect, and 
as Lord Morley says in his "Recollections", the best judges 
of a man are his· office assistants, that is, those who are 
under his control, his subordinates in some way or other. 
Mr. Arunclale with his bubbling humour, was himself 
among the first to recognise that he was not perfect! 
And it was a good thing for us, his students, that 
he was not! A more. human man it would be difficult 
to meet; and that accounts for his popularity wherever 
he went. Shri Shyam Sundar Das insisted that I 
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should take those portions off. I was equally adamant, 
and so I was dropped out. Mrs. Besant came to know of 
it, and a visit .from her to my house followed. She went 
iuto my mother's rooms; and seeing her in the house I 
natu~·ally ran after her. 'l'hc usual ordinary inquiries 
about everybody's welfare followed, and then Mrs. Besant 
said to me as if quite casually: ''What is the trouble 
about your speech, Prakasa''? I said: ''There wa.s some 
objection to some words in my speech and I could not 
unclerst;nd why there should be that objection.'' '' 1\Iay 
I· see it?'' she asked. I brought it out; and after reading 
it, she said: "I see nothing wrong". Then I pointed out 
the words that were object~d to. She very nicely said: 
"Then why not take them out?" I had really no option 
left. How could one insist after that? The words were 
taken out. I was again put down in the programme and the 
function passed off most successfully and gave joy to 
everyone. 

It may amuse readers to know that one of the .func­
tions an·anged in honour of the departing Headmaster, 
Mr. Arundale, was an address by the '' D'' club, a College 
students' amateur dramatic· society with a Donkey as its 
crest. The address began with a superfluity of D 'sLit 
need hardly be added that it was drafted by Mr. Arui1dale 
himself: ''We, your fellow donkeys of the 'D' club dare 
to declaim on the date of your, departure. . . . their deep 
devotion and dutiful dependence .... " 1\fr. Arundale 
had just then given up smoking. He had been an in­
veterate smoker-specially of pipes-and he sported, like 
any Cambridge undergraduate, quite a number of them 
on the mantlepiece of his old residence "Gyan G')ha "­
''The House of Wisdom''- built originally for and named 
after 1\fr. Gyanendra Nath Chakravarty by his life-lonrt 
friend l\fr. Bertram Keightley, who had been a colleague of 
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Madame Blavatsky in the earliest days of the Theosophical 
. Society. This house was later purchased by l\Irs. 

Besant, and together with her own house, '' Shanti 
Kunj ", contiguous to it on the eastern side, bequeathed to 
the Indian Section of The Theosophical Society housed 
further east. 'rhe whole now foi·ms one large compound. 
It was here that l\Ir. Arundale used to take ~reat pains 
to prepare members of the 'D' Club for their prescribed 
parts in the dramas that were staged, ·and in which he 
himself used to take an important part. I believe some 
idea had got afloat that smoking was not good for the spiri. 
tual life, and so smokers at the Central Hindu College 
were giving it up. They started burning incen~e sticks 
under their noses as a substitute, and this became a fashion 
too. 1\Ir. Arundale took to eating a lot of cardamom to 
give the necessary taste to the mouth in lieu of tobacco. 
So heaps of cardamom were presented to 1\lr . .Arnndale 
on the occasion of bidding him farewell. 

I cannot allow the year 1907 to pass without a refer· 
ence to 1\frs. Besant 's electiGn as President of The Theo· 
sophical Society on the death of Col. Olcott. There was 
almost a storm over it. l\'lrs. Besant was finally elected 
by an overwhelming majority; and I remember a cable to 
my father that arrived late one night from Mrs. Besant 
herself, who was out of India at the time, giving an 
analysis of the voting throughout tlie world. My father 
was of course Mrs. Besant 's enthusiastic wpporter. 
l\Ir. Keightley had been suggested, I believe, as a candidate, 
whom, I understand, Mrs. Besant herself favoured, and 
whom she asked CoL Olcott to nominate before his death; 
hut the Colonel nominated Mrs. Besant instead, and sl1e 
was elected and re·elected to the office till she passed away. 

The years that followed were all stormy ones. 'fhe 
situation in the country was by no means getting plea· 
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santer, and educational authorities all over the land were 
having anxious times. In the Central Hindu ColleO"e its•>lf 

0 ~ ' 

besides the political difficulties, there was a protest amongst 
the students against the dogmas of the ancient faith that 
were taught to us. I was among the greatest critics and 
sceptics despite the fact that I got almost cent per cent 
marks in the examinations in 'religion' which like many 
other subjects had, and still has, a strong intellectual­
though perhaps not so great a spiritual-interest for me. 
Mr. Arundale was very deeply devoted to l\Irs. Bcsant, and 
his anxiety was great at my being so "irreligious." This 
anxiety was shared by others, and l\'Ir. P. IC. Telang was 
reported to have said: ''Irreverence will make a moral 
wreck of Sri Prakash". l\Ir. Telang was one of the finest 
gentlemen one could think of. lie ;,vas great both at books 
and at games, and almost immediately on his arrival became 
one of the most popular figures in the College. 

It will always be a matter of deep regret to me that, long 
years afterwards, because of differing loyalties to political 
parties, I had to take a strong stand against Mr. Telang 
in an election contest to the provincial legislature. The con­
test was hot, and the Congress candidate, whom I was spon­
soring, won in the end. This, I fear, had a very bad effect 
on Mr. Telang's mind. I do not know why that should 
have been so, particularly in his case when he was such a 
great sportsman. I have myself lost elections and have 
continued to thrive after that. I believe his was a very 
delicate nature and was hurt quite easily. He felt that 

' . his services were not appreciated by Banaras to which he 
had g·iven so much, leaving his Bombay home. Some years 
later he died. Serious physical illness followed the mental 
upset after failure at that election. I have reason to 
know that Mrs. Besant was also deeply hurt. Other 
worries also intervened, and he passed away prematurely, 
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to the great sorrow of those who knew him. I felt sorry 
that I had acted against elders to whom I owed so much in 
my younger days, and I should be unhappy indeed if even 
in any remote and indirect manner I hastened the close 
of l\Ir. Telang 's valuable life. 

In those days I remember a conversation with 
Mr. Arnndale at Shanti Knnj, in which :Miss Arundale and 
he were also living at the time with 1\:Irs. Besant. He was 
most affectionate; and he said that if ever I thought of 
joining The 'l'heosophical Society, he hoped I would let him 
have the "privilege" of being one of my proposers. 
Curiously enough, though I had fought against The Theo­
sophical Society's theology~if I may use that expression 
-in Incha, I was __ greatly drawn towards The Society when 
I was abroad. In distant places in France, Germany and 
England, I met much kindness from members of The 
Society, and I found that among them alone was India a 
country that was honoured and Indians were welcome. In 
her condition of subjection, no one else cared for either her 
beliefs or her people. Theosophists alone regarded Indians 
as brothers, and also regarded India as their spiritual 
homeland. 'l'hat had a great effect on me, and I applied 
to become a member of The Theosophical Society in 1912 
when I was a student at Cambridge. Even so, I wru1ted 
to become a member of the Indian Section, and I wrote 
to Mr. Arunclale if he would like to support my applica­
tion in view of the wish he had expressed to me years 
before. He wrote back from India to say that he would 
have been glad to sign my form, but unfortunately was 
too far away. I do not remember who signed my forms, 
but my certificate of membership was signed by my father 
as secretary of the Indian Section, and Mrs. Besant as the 
President of the Society. 

My father was then in the midst of a. fearful public 
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controversy with Mrs. Besnnt over what I have referred 
to before as the 'Krishnamurti Cult'. This controversy 
was shaking The Theosophical Society from top to bottom 
nt that time. I helped to found a branch of 'fhe Society 
at Cambridge with 1\'Il:s. Pitt as the president. l\Irs. Pitt 
was a dear elderly lady, the widow of a Madras civilian, 
and lived at Cambridge with her mother, ~irs. P0ole; a 
bright old lady looking younger than her daughter: both 
mother and daughter .were very kind to Indian students, 
who gathered almost every week in large numbers for 
tea in their hospitable drawing-room. Mrs. Pitt often 
visited India also, and was deeply devoted to the 
memory of her husband. It was on behalf of this branch 
that I had invited :Mrs. Bcmnt to' visit Camoridge. I 
realised only too well when abroad, the truth· of what 
Mrs. Besant used to tell us, adapting an English saying: 
1 'He knows not India who only India knows". 

The year 1912 was a very sad year for The Theo­
sophical Society; and though I myself formally joined The 
Society in that very year, I feel distressed as I remember 
the articles I read in 'Theosophy in India '-the official 
organ of the Indian Section-in the summer of that year, 
sitting in a projecting verandah of the upper storey of 
a house in \Vurzburg; in Bavaria (Germany), overlooking 
a railway tunnel. These issues of the journal contained 
angry articles against the cult of the coming Christ by.nlY 
father who, as the General Secretary of the Indian Section, 
was ex-officio Editor of the journal as well. Mrs. Besant also 
wrote some rtotes in The Th coso1Jhist at the time full of 
sorrow and grief. I am in no position to judge the merits 
of the controversy; I can never presume to judge Mrs. 
Besant or my father, and as to judging between then1 
the thing is simply unthinkable and impossible; but I knoW 
that the two were never the same to ~ach other again after 
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those unhappy days; and though personal affection on 
both sides remained, and though my father still kissed her 
right hand in greeting and welcome when they met, so 
far as the onlooker could judge, the fire and the fervour 
had all gone, and it seemed almost as if the heart-f'trings 

. that bound them before had snapped. 
Not long afterwards some 25 members of the new 

persuasion resigned from the Central .Hindu College in a 
body, and they were the best and the most self-sacrificing 
w·orkers of it. Some students also went out with them, 
and I remember receiving at the Charing Cross station in 
London, some of those who proceeded to England after the. 
parting. Messrs. \Vodehousc and Dalal came from a1110ng 
the dissenting members of the staff, and among the students 
were Rama Rao and Yadunandan Prasad. J\fy father had 
a hard time after the break-up, t9 keep the Central Hindu 
College going and arrange for a formal ·handing over to 
Sir Sunderlal and Pandit Madan l\fohan 1\falaviya who 
had founded the Hindu University Society with which 
negotiations had been going on for some time past for 
taking charge of the Central Hindu College. These new 
authorities were very different from the old ones in out­
look and ideal, in temperament and method of work, in 
their appeal to their fellow countrymen, and the type of 
persons they preferred to work with.· 1\Irs. Besant there­
after diverted her energies to other educational institutions 
and worked in other fields of activity. 

So far as the parting between 1\frs. Besant and my 
father was concerned, it was clear that it made a gap l.n 
the lives of both which was never filled up. However sad 
might have been the parting of the friends of the Central 
Hindu ·College, my personal sortow was even greater-if 
that is possible-at the Central Hindu Collerre losin"" its in-

"' 0 
dependent status. How I wish it had been possible for my 
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father and such of his friends and colleagues who still re­
mained with him, to have carried on the College for a few 

~ more years. I have no doubt that those who later founded 
the Kasbi Viclyapith, with its high ideal of never taking 
any assistance from any Government even if it were a 
Swaraj Government, and never permitting any control by 
Governmental authority, would have been happy to have 
amalgamated themselves with the old institution. This 
would have given great power to workers in the cause of 
independent education, and would hayc helped them to 
carry on the traditions of the old College with great entlm­
siasm-and I believe success. 

"rt is pleasant to recollect how my father was always 
held in the Jlighest esteem by his colleagues. At one of 
the meetings at the Central Hindu College, Mrs. Besant 
presented him on behalf of his fellow workers, a silver ink­
stand with a golden image of Saraswati. :My father, when 
he got up to thank his friends, was visibly embarrassed. 
It is curious liC can never make a social speech full of 
polite nothings, though he is admittedly one of the most 
cultured gentlemen one can meet. He could only say: "I 
hope when I dip my pen in the ink-wells of this inkstand, 
I shall be able so to write such letters that those who receive 
them will send larger donations for the College than I have 
received so far." I took charge of the inkstand at the 
end of the meeting, and as I was coming home with it I 
happened to pass Mrs. Besant ncar the Theosophical Book 
Shop where she was standing chatting with friends. On 
seeing me with the inkstand she said: ''This is the way 
sons steal ·their fathers' goods". "I have got this," I 
replied, ''for years of selfless service,'' quoting the inscrip: 
tion on the inkstand-and everyone around us -laughed 
aloud. 
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l\Iy father is rui older inember of The TheosopJ1ical 
Society than l\Irs. Bcsant was. His membership certificate, 
which is signed by Col. Olcott and l\Iadame Blavatsky and 
is still in our possession, is dated the 4th month of 
the lOth year of the Society, 1·.c. sometime in 1885. 
1\Irs. Besant did not join The Society till 1889. She 
graphically describes the occasion in the last chapter of 
her .Autobiography, which is captioned "Through Storm 
to Peace''. l\fy father is very proud of the fact that he 
was an older member than l\Irs. Besant. He is perhaps 
the oldest surviving member of The Society today in the 
world. l\Iy father always delights in finding something 
which makes him feel 'older than the other fellow'; and 
so even when a person lik~ l\Irs. Besant, whom l1e loved 
and revered so much, is concerned, he points out that he 
is older than she was so far at least as the membership 
of The Society is concerned. "\Vhen Mrs. Besant proudly 
told hi1n once : ''I am ·now a great grandmother,'' my 
father said perhaps not with equal joy: "I have been 
one fo1; some time.'' Unfortunately generations go very 
quickly in India with our early marriages and socio-reli­
gious conventions I In India the burdens of the family 
continue to fall on the old which is not the case in Europe. 

If someone is older than my father in yea.rs, ·my father 
will find out that he himself intellectually is as old if not 
older, inasinuch as he took his graduate degree as early 
as or earlier than the other. I happened to be present at 
a coilversat.ion of his with Pailclit Madan Mohaii Malaviya· 
on one occasion. My father who is fond Of comparing 
ages, started doing so, and it appeared that Pandit Mala· 
viya was about seven years older; but further comparison 
showed that both of them had taken the graduate degree 
at the University about the same time,· my father having 
become a Bachelor ·of· Arts at the exceptionally early age 
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of 16. My father at this said that intellectually he was 
not younger by any means. So many of us like to remain 
ever young-that saves us much trouble-but not so my 
father, who seems always to like to feel old. 

CHAPTER VII 

ENGLAND AND INDIA 

IN 1910 it was finally decided that I should go with 
Mrs. Besant to England the next year. Mrs. Besant gave 
me a certificate : one was necessary from a respectable 
person who knew me well, for attaching to various appli­
cations. It was in this that she said she had known me 
for 16 years. When I said to her, it could not have been 
so long, she firmly replied: "It is sixteen!" Among the 
various nice things she said in the certificate, she wrote 
about me: ''He is hot and impetuous, but generous and 
forgiving". Hot and impetuous I certainly have been des­
pite ageing years-but as to being generous ai1d forgiving, I 
do not know what I was then: I do not seem to be that now, 
anyway! :My father was anxious lest ·these words might 
go against me. But Mrs. Besant said that certificates that 
contain only nice things have no value! I have followed the 
same principle about her too in these pages! 

Mrs. Besant booked her passages very much in advance. 
It was to be . a large party consisting of Mrs. Besant, 
Mr. .Arundale, :Messrs, Krishnamurti and Nityanandam, 
and mysel!. Mrs. Besant was taking Messrs. Krishnamurti 
and Nityanandam for education to England. Her idea was 
-which never materialised-to put them in Oxford. The 
passages were booked as early as November 1910, though 
we were not to leave till April 1911. Fun· of proprieties, 
Mrs. Besant superintended the ordering of the proper 
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clothes, and I remember the agent of the well known 
European tailoring firm of Bombay, Messrs. Asquith and 
Lord, measuring me for various suits, and I was equipped 
in a very first class manner at enormous cost. 1\Irs. Besant 
always travelled first class first, and my single fare from 
Bombay to London by the P. & 0. steamer via Port Said 
and Brindisi, whence we travelled in Pullman cars to Calais 
and on to Dover and London, all first class first, cost nearly 
Rs. 1000. This was the fastest mail route those ·clays-and 
the most expensive one at that-and Mrs. Besant always 
took that to save time. 

Mrs. Besant visited our house very often those days to 
see to the other equipments that were being made for me. 
She would reject anything that was not absolutely· con­
formable to the highest class arrangements of English life. 
The steamer by which we were to travel was to leave almost 
immediately after the B.A. examination of the Allahabad 
University in which I was appearing that year. At the 
examination time, while I was staying in the Hindu Board­
ing House at Allahabad, I suddenly developed very high 
fever. I remeu1ber to have answered my philosophy paper 
with a fever at 104 degrees. I lay in my room more or 
less unknown and even neglected. Suddenly one afternoon 
Mrs. Besant came to see me. That would create sensation 
enough, and the authorities after that called on me again 
and again, and even local gentlemen arrived to inquire 
after me, full of complaints that I had not informed them 
of my existence before! Mrs. Besant gave me good advice 
as to what to do and what' not to do during that illness 
with the examination on. ·when that was over, I returned 
to Banaras, and almost immediately afterwards left with 
her and a large party, including my father, for Bombay, 
whence I sailed with her for England. 

I was not at all conversant ·with the ways of putting 
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on European clothing, and I remember l\Irs. Besant 's visit 
to my cabin on the first evening when she told me how 
I was to put on the formal dress for dinner. She would 
sit on the deck writing and reading almost all the time. 
She would amuse herself now and then with playing by 
herself the game of cards called "Patience". She was very 
patient in her play as in everything else. The SS. Manlu~} 
by which we travelled, was a very crowded steamer at that 
time, as large numbers of persons were going by it for the 
coronation of King George V which was soon to follow. 
I particularly remember the Maharaja and Maharani of 
Baroda, who often came up to Mrs. Besant for a chat with 
her .. The night before we reached Aden, Mrs. Besant deli­
vered a lecture in the dining saloon on Karma and Rein­
carnation and such things, which were far beyond the ideas 
of the fashionable holiday crowd that filled the saloon that 
night to hear her. I saw my first English dance on board 
that steamer also; and saw many sports by which pa<,;sen­
gers while away their time. The most glorious sicrht 

- "' ' however, that I saw on board the steamer was the risin"' 
of the sun as if springing out of the waves, when I '.Ven~ 
on deck ve~·y early one morning expressly for this purpose 
while the ship was asleep. 

Mrs. Besant was greatly worried throughout the 
voyage about my food. I simply could not eat anything. 
I avoided going into the dining saloon practically all the 
time and used only to get some tea and toast and simple 
tit-bits from time to time, in my cabin. Once at table I ate 
only a number of potatoes. l\frs. Besant said: ''Potatoes 
will make you fat but not strong''; but I could not be induc­
ed to eat much. From SS. Mantua we change-d into a small 
boat, SS. Isis} at Port Said. There was a heavy swell in 
the Mediterranean, and all the day and night that it took 
to reach Brindisi I just lay quietly in my cabin. I was 
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considerably relieved to get on terra firma in Italy and in 
a train for the rest of the jom·1wy. \Y c were in the Pullman 
l'ars, ami very comfortable ones they were. ~arge crowds 
used to gTeet 1\Irs. Besant at various stations, reminding 
JUP of my own country: human nature is the same every­
where, ancl the nHllllll'r of Pxprcssing affection, admira­
tion and respect of a crowd for their leader is also 
the same. 'l'hese railway compartments had corridors, and 
one could comfortably "·alk from the engine to the guard. 
Once when I was sitting in my own compartment moping 
and feeling homesick and solitary, she suddenly came in and­
taking me in a very warm embrace expressed her great 
concern at my eating nothing and feeling so sad. She 
encouraged me with cheering words and assured me that 
all "·ould be well and that I would soon be getting into the 
way of things. Her sympathy, affection and understanding 
were something unique, and those who have known her 
cannot be sufficiently grateful to her. 

l\Ir. and Mrs. Leo, astrologers, who had come to India 
for the annual Convention of The Theosophical Society 
during the previous Christmas, also travelled by the same 
boat, and Mrs. Besant asked them to take me in for a few 
clays in their own horne in order to accustom me to English 
ways before I went on to rooms in a vegetarian boarding 
house. This house she had helped to found, and it was 
looked after by Mr. and Mrs. Whyte. Mrs. Besant bad 
reserved rooms for me there. Mrs. Besaut and the rest o£ 
the party went on to Miss Bright with whom they stayed 
at 82 Drayton Gardens. I often visited 1\frs. Besant there 
and had lunch or tea with the household. She was a most 
considerate person, and would not trouble a servant if she 
could help it. I once saw her bringing her heavy suit-case 
clown the stairs. She was to go out somewhere. I rushed 
up the steps to take it £rom her. Anyone }n the house 
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would have been glad to help her_ if he had only known. 
A friend had put a car at her disposal. She would tell 
the chauffeur every time she returned as to the exact time 
when he was to come next. · She would not detain him 
unnecessarily and thus enabled him to have plenty of 
leisure for himself. I fear most masters try to get their 
'money's worth' out of their servants by insisting on their 
being about the house even when not wanted. That was 
not her way. 

Some of Mrs. Besant's Indian friends did not hesitate 
to entrust her with commissions which she faithfully ful­
filled. Mr. Gyanendra Nath Cbakravarty had given her a 
fashionable dre~sing-gown of his and asked her to bring 
another exactly like that. She had asked me to pack it 
with my luggage. Some weeks later in England she called 
for it. I had forgotten all about it. After some search 
I discovered it and restored it to 'her. I had packed it in 
my bed bundle as the most convenient place for it. Bed­
ding, however, is not needed for travellers in Europe, as 
they find beds ready-made in hotels, boarding-houses, 
ships, railway trains, and even in private families where 
they may stay as guests. Unlike us in India, who receive 
and accommodate as many friends as may happen to come 
in, a host in England, even if a friend, would not be able 
to receive his friend if he has not a bed in the house 
vacant for him. My bedding remained packed after 
Bombay and was needed again only when I returned to 
India after more than three years; for then I spread it in the 
train from Bombay to Banaras. I believe she ordered a 
dressing-gown exactly like the one given to her by 
1\fr. Chakravarty and brought it with her for him when she 
returned to India some months later. 

Mrs. Besant 's idea was to put me in Oxford, and she 
took me to Oxford when she was visiting the place. She had 
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already interviewed :Mr. Arnold at 21 Cromwell Road, then 
in charge of Indian students in England. She introduced 
me to him. He was far from enthusiastic about her pro­
posal for me. During her visit to Oxford, she took me also 
to :Mr. Pargiter, a retired judge of the Calcutta High 
Court, who was settled there doing some work in ancient 
Indian history, and was in charge of Indian students at 
that University. Mr. Pargiter was not enthusiastic either 

' and was full of complaints against Indian students who 
' ' he said, neglected him; but he promised Mrs. Besant that 

he would let her know if there was any chance of my being 
admitted, in about three weeks' time. "When I was with 
her. in Scotland staying with Mr. Christie at Durie, 
:Mr. Pargiter 's letter reached her saying that there was no 
room in Oxford for me. Mrs. Besant was greatly dis­
appointed. She became quite anxious. Her host, Mr. 
Christie, coming to know of the situation, asked her if 
he could be of any help, a$ his o'vn son was at Trinity 
College, Cambridge, and he could perhaps get me admitted 
there. 1\Irs. Besant was grateful for the offer. Mr. Christie 
wrote to his son's tutor, who later desired that I should 
be sent to see him. Mrs. Besant entrusted me to l\Iiss 
Arundale and asked her to take me to Cambridge. I re­
turned with Miss Arundale from Edinburgh to London, 
and Mrs. Besant continued her tour. In the meantime the 
result of my B.A. Examination was out, and my father 
cabled to Mrs. Besant that I had passed. Mrs. Besant was 
still in Scotland and she sent a telegram of congratulations 
to my London address, having put the letters ''B.A.'' in 
the address itself so that the envelope of the telegram told 
me what the contents were. Armed with this telegram, I 
went with Miss Arundale to interview the Cambridge tutor. 
Miss Arundale was a most careful, helpful, and affectionate 
guide. Mr. Christie's son met us at the railway station 
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and took t1s to a hotel. He ·arranged for the interview with 
his tutor, Dr. Barnes, who became famous as Bishop of 
Birmingham with his unconventional views on theology 
and social matters. His recent death came to me as a 
matter of great personal grief and loss. 

:Miss Arundale and I went up to see him. His exterior 
was exceedingly cold and forbidding, but., as I came to lmow 
only too well later on, he was a warm-hearted person-kind, 
considerate and friendly. I fear his exterior repelled many 
of his pupils-including English ones--and a Russian 
student, Chrouschoff by name, condoled with me at my 
having him as my tutor. Dr. Barnes was very kind to me 
though, and I have the most pleasant recollections of my 
dealings with him. lie was a man of few words and finish­
ed business quickly. He told :Miss Arundale that there 
was only one seat in his College-Trinity-available for 
an Indian; but it was reserved for either an Indian Prince 
or a Government scholar. If neither turned up, I could be 
take1~. :Miss Arundalc ruefully exclaimed : '' l\Iy poor boy 
is neither a Prince nor a Government scholar." Miss Arun­
dale had been a most devoted mother to l\Ir. Arundal~, 
and that afternoon at Cambridge she went on to St. John's 
College where :Mr. Arundalc had studied, tried hard to 
meet Mr. Hart, a great friend and contemporary of 
Mr. Arundale and then a lecturer at his college, and at 
last spoke to him on the telephone from the Union as he 
was many miles away from Cambridge during the smnmer 
holidays. I had later a lunch with Mr. Hart, when he 
received me kindly as a pupil of his old friend, mid know­
ing I was a vegetarian, had just boiled cauliflower both for 
himself and me! He affectionately complained that Arun­
dale had completely forgotten his old friends and congra­
tulated me on having been his pupil in India. · 

After siX weeks of waiting, Dr. Barnes asked me. to 
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see him again, telling me that I could be taken. I made 
my solitary way this time to Cambridge, after' taking 
further instructions from l\Iiss .Arundale in London; had 
an interview with him; and was admitted. I spent three 
happy years at Cambridge, the memories of which are in­
delible in my mind. \Vhen .1\Irs. Besant came to Cambridge, 
true to the tradition of English mothers, she wanted to 
interview my tutor and inquire about me. An interview 
was arranged, and she went up the old staircase to the 
tower in which Dr. Barnes had his office, and I stood below 
in the great court of Trinity in some anxiety, looking at 
the face of the huge clock that had ticked away centuries 
of time, and always gave the most beautiful of chimes; 
and I looked at the green grass of the great court that 
Undergraduates could not step on, but l\I.A. 's could walk 
across with impunity; and I saw the pleasant fouutain in 
the centre of this court. 

1\>Irs. Besant had a long interview, and when she came 
down and I went towards her, she called out enthusiasti­
cally: "Prakasa, you have a vcl.•y good character, you have 
a very good character''. I did not know exactly what to 
make out of it, but she went on repeating: "You have a 
very good character indeed. Your tutor was telling me all 
about it''. I think the tutor was over-kind and over-gener­
ous to me. Trinity College was very different to the 
Central Hindu College. There was no trouble of any sort 
at Trinity: the discipline was very strict; we did not meet 
many teachers. As I was a vegetarian, the tutor had kindly 
arranged for special dishes for me in the Hall, attendance 
at which was essential. I could not take part in college 
activities as I did at home. I was a very quiet student at 
Trinity and broke no rules. There was a rule that under­
graduates were to come it_Jdoors by 10 at night. There wa_s 
a sma1l fine for coming in between 10 and 11, and .a little 
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more for turning up between 11 and 12. I had very few 
fines to pay because I was almost always in before 10. In 
fact I studied hard from 8 to 12 at night, and so not many 
fines had to be paid. 

Once, unfortunately, after attending a Theosophical 
meeting at the Garden City of Letchworth, not very far 
away, during a coal strike, when trains were running late, 
I got back to the Cambridge station close upon midnight 
instead of about quarter past 11 as scheduled. There was 
no bus running at that late hour. 'rhc last horse tramway 
had been taken away from the streets of Cambridge in my 
time. The dear old horse was garlanded and the tram 
bedecked with flowers on their last joumey. 'rhe bus had 
just come in to displace and replace them. I walked as 
fast as I could and even ran a part of the way. I got in 
two minutes too late. I was summoned before the Dean 
the next day. The Dean, seeing my discomfiture, said: 
"Do not be frightened!" At this I plucked up courage and · 
replied: "Why should I be frightened 1 I am not respon­
sible for your coal strikes, and for the late running of your 
trains. I had the tutor's permission to go to Letchworth 
and I did iny best to get back to my rooms in time.'' '' Oh, 
is that it? " be said; and nothing more happened. That 
was the only time I was summoned before a Dean. 

Another rule was that one must dine at least five times 
a week in Hall. Despite all my tutor's arrangements for 
so-called vegetarian diet, I hated Hall, and so I always 

(took a v~ry _heavy tea in the afternoons and a light supper 
about midmght in my own rooms, before I went to bed. 
~ simply gave my attendance in the Hall by shaking my 
cap at the marker who was a remarkable person for remem­
bering faces and names. He missed making a mark once. 
I did go to the Hall, but perhaps came away thinking I 
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had been SL'en when I was not. I was summoned for this 
nlso before the tutor and had to explain. 

I am not surprised, thinking of this record, that 
Dr. Barnes thought I bore a good character. He said to 
l\Irs. Besant that he was a little anxious about my health 
because he thought I worked too hard, and did not take 
sufficient physical exercise, and was 1 biting more than I 
could chew'- an unfortunate habit that I fear I still have. 
He was surprised when at the end of just three academic 
Years I was able to take the Cambridge honours degree 
called the '' Tripos'' both in l1istory and law, and also a 
barrister's degree in Loudon. After that I hurried home to 
India by the first available boat. I was out of Banaras 
for exactly three years, three months, and three days i and 
I have never really been out of India again. 

l\Iy father had entrusted all the needed money to 
l\Irs. Besant; and she was as careful a.t accounts as at 
everything else. The following letter from her which I 
happen to have in my possession will interest my readers: 

The Lodge, 
71fy dear son, Esher, Aug. 15, 1911. 

I am payi·ng Dr. Banzes £20, Mrs. Whyte £8.15 
which cm-ries you, to September 22, and enclose £29-19-8, 
the balance I have, so that you·r father can send furthe1• 

money to 1llr. Anwld m· you, as he prefers. I am very 
alacl all is arranged at Cambridge. Ca.n. you come down 
on lllonday fm· a couple of days'! 

I fh1:nk you have been very economical. 
Yozws affectionately, 

Annie Besant 

'l'here is an enclosure also in her own hand : a copy of 
her note to my father: 
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Nov. 10, '10 Choquo Rs. 600 
April, 11, '2 , 4000 
April, 20, '11 from 

Prakasa (note.~) 600 

Rs. 5200 

May 11. Bc,[ance Rs. 3224/ · 
In English £215/-

Nov. 10 & Feb. 11 Pas­
sage 

Apri/21, 191J,Asquith. 

Tmvolling 
Boarding wul 
Lodging 18 weeks 
Cash 
School of Langu-
agCB 
Grays Inn books 
ate. 
Cambridgo fees . 

Balanco 

£215 0 0 

I have given balance to Prakasa. 

936/· 

JO.JO i-

Rs. 197f./-

£18 10 .J 

31 10 0 
10 0 0 

5 0 0 

100 0 0 
20 0 0 

£185 0 4 
29 19 8 

£215 0 0 

In response to this, I went and spent a happy and 
quiet day and night at Esher with her. It is most sur­
prising that she should have kept the accounts so carefully, 
and sent them on to my father, enclosing a copy to me 
in a formal manner. I am ashamed that she should have 
had to take so much trouble for me. It was very gratifying 
to me that she thought me economical, for not many 
Indian students are supposed to be so, when they have their 
own money to do with as they like in foreign lands. Still 
the expenses were heavy enough, though I am glad and 
grateful that I was able to go to Cambridge and spend 
three years abroad. 

In 1914 I returned home. 1\frs. Besant had paid a 
shoi·t visit to England even i\1 1914 and had invited me 
to lunch before she left for India. I myself was soon to 
follow. Mrs. Besant has duly recorded the lunch in The 
Theosophist: "A pleasant interlude was welcoming to 
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lunch Mr. Sri Prakasa, the eldest son of Babu Bhagavan 
Das Saheb of Banaras, wl10 has just been called to the Bar 
und has taken the B.A .. and LL.B. degrees of Cambridge 
University. He goes back to the l\Iotherland loving her the 
more dearly for his stay in England". 

I thought the P. & 0. was very expensive. Other 
reasons also prejudiced me against it; and though Mrs. 
Besant herself was faithful to the P. & ~ with its motto 
'Quis Nos Separabit?' ~''Who· can-or will-separate 
us?"), to the last, I booked my pao;:sage by SS. Jli arien bad 
of the Austrian Lloyd Co.~ which gave better vegetarian 
food, was much less ex~nsive, more comfortable, and less 
formal, being less fashionable. I arrived in India just four 
days before the Great War of 1914 began. 

The .Austrian Prince had been murdered after I had 
left Cambridge and London, which I had done immediately 
on taking my degrees in June 1914, but before I got aboard 
my boat at Trieste in .Austria. I found the flags were 
half-mast there, as I went into the town, having crossed 
over from Venice, and having understood no newspapers 
as I travelled through France, Switzerland and Italy, 
though I got off at many places to see new sights and cities. 

lVIany felJo"".:-countrymen, including the great Dr. Seal, 
Sarat Clwndra Bose, and my old friend .Apurva Kumar 
Chanda, came from England direct and joined the steamer 
at Trieste.· From theri1 I learnt that war was impending 
and the situation serious. We all got safely to Bombay, 
but our Austrian steamer was captured on her voyage ba_ck 
at Port Said, as the papers later reported. The P. & 0. 
steamer- that arrived that week was SS. Salscftc, and she 
had had a very dangerous voyage, something having gone 
wrong with her engines on the way. 'l'he M arienbad had 
also received an S.O.S. from her in the .Arabian Sea and­
was hurrying to the rescue when she· was informed that all 

A.ll.-!i_ 
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was well and that ·the necessary rPpairs Juul bt:l'll l'll'l~eted. 
?l'lrs. Bcsant lmcw that I was due that week and thought 
I must have come by the Salsetfc. I receivc<l an anxious 
telegram from hct· from 1\Iadras soon after reaching 
Banaras congratulating me on my safe return after such 
tt terrible voyag-e. I telegmphed back to her conveying to 
her my grateful thanks and respectful greeting·s, and as­
suring her that-l had a most comfortable voyage by the 
Jllarienbad. I was happy to Lc back home and they received 
me most kindly at the old Central Hindu School and 
College. 1\Iany of my teachers had unfortnnatl'ly left after 
the crisis of the previous year, ~ut I was happ~' to find 
my old professor of Philosophy, Professor Aclhilmri, 
officiating at the time as Principal, and Mr. 'l'arapm·cvala 
as Headmaster. Then I met for the first time anothrr 
notable figure, Prof. De, who must be ·incluclccl among the 
old guard as his inspiration was also 'l'JJCosophy and 
1\Irs. Bcsant, though he clicl not join the Coll.:ge till 1913. 
He retired (1940) after ~iving 27 years of honorary ani! 
continuous service to the Hindu University and all his life's 
savings besides. He resides on the premises of the Univer­
sity as its Grand Old :Man, universally loved :mel respected. 

Mrs. Besant went to England every year that I was 
there, and I used to see her at 82 Drayton Gardens, the 
beautifully furnished and richly a11pointed home of l1cr 
hospitable English hostess Miss Bright. Once I called ou 
her in urgent need a" I had run out of money. 'rhat was 
before my account was t,t·ansfcrred by her to Mr. Arnold 
of tl1e India Office. I could not seQ l1er as I was told she 
was busy and no visitors were allowed. I was upset; but 
I left a note. I got back to my om1 place, after visiting­
one or two other places, within two or three lwurs; and 
I found a registered Jetter waiting for me with a c11Cquc. 
In England the pos~ is delivered most promptly and punc-
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~ually. She was a great letter writer. One could almost 
be sure of the time a reply to one's letter would come. 
She attended to all her correspondence most regularly 
and punctiliously herself. I received replies to all the 
letters I ever wrote to her till 1927, after which she defi­
nitely weakened and had to give up replying to all letters. 
'l'he last letter I had from her was in 1929 on the occasion 
of my father's 60th birthday. Her mailbag was always 
very heavy, but I doubt if anyone has any complaint ag·ainst 
her for not attending to his letter. She wrote everything 
in her own hand, even the most unimportant slips. 

It was good that sometimes she closed her doors to 
visitors. vVe public men in India know to our eost how 
disturbing visitors arc; at ·what. inconvenient hours they 
eome; and how long they stay. But she was always strict. 
In 1929 my younger brother, Chandra Bhal, happened to 
be in l.1ondon, on a sight-seeing tour. :Mrs. B£>sant was 
also there, and he called to sec her. He m£>t a similar fat£>. 
He cou1cl not see her. He left a. note behind giving his 
address~ She seemed to have replied immediately after­
wards, but the letter miscarried and got back to her through 
the back door of the dead letter office. · She posted it to 
him to our Banaras address with another lettrr trlling him 
that she was doing- so, as she wanted him to lmow that 
-she would have been glad to see him. The earlier letter 
had contained an invitation to tea, and my brother was 
vt>ry sorry that it should have miscarried. 

Some time after l\{rs. Besant had passed away, my 
brother, Chandra. Bhal, started a movement for setting rip 
a statue of her in the grounds of the Central Hindu Col­
lege on behalf 6£ the old boys, who owed so much to Jrer. 
As· the President of the Old Boys' Association, I wrote 
scores of letters to old boys whom I could rPcollt>ct. The 
response '''as very poor--a grent disappointmrnt to my 
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brother and me. Some were certainly very enthusiastic­
:Mani Blmshan Banerji gave away a ":hole hundred rupees, 
far beyond his means, feeling he owed everything to 
:M:rs. Besant. Ganpatrai Saksena sent me a contributiou 
unasked, having seen our notice in the newspapers. 1\lr. 
Dwarkanath K. 'l'elang helped greatly, and :i.\Ir. J amnadas 
Dwarkadas parted w.lth a marble bust of her in bis 
possession and gave it to us. \Ve raised a memorial in the 
old Central Hindu College grounds, though not so fitting 
and imposing as we would have lilted it to be. '!'his was 
duly unveiled by my father, and stands there outside the 
portico of the main hall, in the· midst of a small garden. 
We were all happy that Chandra Bhal took the matter up 
and succeeded in seeing it through. The pedestal on which 
the bust stands has some beautiful Samskrit verses inscribed 
on it, in honour of Mrs. Besant, specially composed by 
Shri Kali Prasanna Chakravarti. It remains a matter of 
deep regret to me, as' to others, that the almnni of the old 
Central Hindu College-quite a number of them in well­
to-do circumstances-did not show more gratitude. 
One ought, however, to be thankful for small mercies, for 
did not the Greek philosopher utter a truth for all time 
when he said: "Ingratitude is man's peculiar vice". 

In 1914 Mrs. Bcsant became an active politician and 
vigorously took up the cudgels for a drastic reform in tltr. 
Indian system of administration. She had gone through a 
terrible experience just before, as she had to fight a very 
heavy lawsuit in eonnection with her guardianship of 
Messrs. Krishnamurti and Nityanandam, which she ulti­
mately won in the Privy Council. Curiously . enough, the 
lawyer who opposed her in the Madras High Court was 
Sir C. P. Ramaswamy Aiyer, ·who .later became a close 
associate of hers in the Home Rule movement and 
was General Secretary of the Congress when she was the 
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President thereof. ·l\Irs. Besant very chivalrously paid 
handsome compliments to her opposing lawyer for his abi­
lity; and in a note in The Theosophist she wrote: "This 
brilliant young counsel should have a. great career before 
him.'' I had occasional con:espondence with her in con­
nection with articles I used to contribute to her daily 
paper "New India", and weekly paper "The Common­
weal". She printed most of these articles over my own 
signature, but used some of them as leading articles for 
her papers also. She was a person of marvellous dynamic 
force wherever she went, and within two years of her co~­
ing into active Indian politics, she was being vigorously 
canvassed for the Presidentship of the Congress at the 
Lucknow session of 1916, and was actually elected the 
President next year, in 1917, at Calcutta. She had under­
gone three months of internment during that year for her 
political activities, along with her colleagues, Messrs: Arun­
dale and W adia. 

Let me pause here and take a bird 's-eye view of the 
field of Indian politics during 1914-18, the years of the 
great ·world War I as it is called, since thirty countries 
were engaged in it, twenty-si.'"\:. on the British side, and four 
on the German. That war shook the world from end to 
end; but was very much eclipsed by the war that followed 
a quarter of a century later as World War II. These years 
were also the years of Mrs. Besant's most intense work for 
India's political freedom. The war had thrown all our 
politicians off their guard and our politics out of gear. 
Political leaders did not know exactly what to do and how 
to do it. Politics and personalities go together the world 
over-in India perhaps even more so than elsewhere. The 
liberals-the great leaders of moderate Indian politics­
~ere for every assistance being given to England and sup­
port afforded to Government in every way. But Mrs. Besant 
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suddenly came out with the slogan: "The moment of 
England's difficulty is the moment of India's opportunity", 
which staggered the 'old guard', who became positively 
incensed when she started describing political leaders as 
'yesterdays' and 'tomorrows'. 

Her dynamic personality and the clear, strong, definite 
lead she gave, brought the young around her; her Home 
Rule League became a power to be reckoned with; and her 
"New India" became the most popular and influential. 
paper. The offices of "New India" were in the city of 
Madras; and Adyar, the Headquarters of The Theosophical 
Society, where Mrs. Besant resided, was some miles away. 
It is interesting to. note that at that advanced age-she wa..c; 
67 at the time-not only did Mrs. Besant take up the 
stupendous task of editing a daily paper, besides doinrr all 
her other work, heaVy enough as it was, but she also le~rnt 
motor driving, and used to drive her own car through the 
crowded streets every day between home ~nd office. I 
have never myself seen her drive. I have only seen photo­
graphs of her at the wheel. She has praised her motor­
car-not herself-in the pages of The Theosopl{ist for the· 
good work it had clone for her. She was not a woman 
of any prejudices; and she utilised to the full all conve­
niences that science gave, for the spread of her own ideas. 
and ·the fulfilment of her own mission. She used railway 
trains, steamships, motor-cars, aeroplanes, anything that 
came in her way,· that could help the cause for which she 
stood, and enable her to do her work easily and quickly. 
Is I~ot that very unlike our own orthodox preachers, some 
of whom- would not carry money in their pockets, and 
others would never usc a vehicle for locomotion ! 

A most important convert to her cause was J awabarlal 
Nehru,. the son of Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru, the great lawyer­
of Allahabad and the then moderate of ,mocler~tes, who 
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Jiv<>(l all too wl'll in luxurious surroundings of the most 
up-to-date European pattern. Pandit l\fotilal Nehru 
seemed almost to say that India could not do better than 
imitate England in every 'way, ·and that we would not be 
able to do anything unless Indians became Englishmen. 
People think to this day that his coming into extremist 
Tndian politics, from the rigours of the sufferings of which 
-he was jailed again and again, and despite advancing 
-<~ge and declining health, he had to do much travelling and 
table work also-he died earlier than he otherwise might 
have done, was due entirely to his son's influence over him. 
[ do not know. I knew Pandit l\fotilal fairly well. He 
·was a very strong-willed and a very proud man, and when 
once he made up his ri1ind, he simply did not care for 
eousequences. l\Ir. Gokl1ale died (1915) not long after the 
Great War began, and Mr. 'l'ilak had just come out of his 
long irnprisonn;1ent (1914) and had started hammering as 
hard as ever before. lVIr. Surenclra Nat-h Bauerjea and 
others were soon engaged in reforms and talks of reforms 
.and working of reforms. 

Suddenly burst upon the scene l\Iahatma Gandhi, with 
all the halo and glamour that surrounded him on account 
of his South African work, with his strange archaic per­
sonal habits; with his stranger notions of right and wrong; 
and strangest ·of all, ·were his ideals of solvu10' all the ills of 

"' mankind by unheard-of remedies. l\Irs. Besant and he came 
nearest together in many aspirations and ways of doing 
things. Only ~Irs. Besant was very human, and Mahatma 
Gandhi seemed far away from the mundane creation. 

Mrs. Besant herself had said somewhere that the 
only Mahatma she recognised in politics ;as Gandhiji. 
'Mahatma', ·in Theosophical parlance, !';>tood for Great 
_Spiritual Beings-those who looked after the welfare of the 
world, whose chosen disciples the great leaders of The Theo-
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sopbical Society regarded themselves. Dadabhai Naoroji 
was too old; Sir Pherozeshah :Mehta seemed broken-hearted ; 
and Pandit 1\Iadan :Mohan :Ma:laviya was building up his 
Hindu University at Banaras. Mrs. Besant, Mr. 'l'ilak, 
and Mahatma Gandhi held the stage. Mrs. Besant was 
allied to Mr. Tilak sometimes, and to Gandhiji at other 
times. She seemed to be half for Mr. Tilak's standpoint 
and half for Gandhiji's. All the three, however, were too 
big and domineering to work together: each must have 
her or his own way; and the rift between Ganclhiji and 
l\frs. Besant came early. 

CHAPTER VIII 

THE PAl\TING OF THE WAYS 

AT the time of the foundation of the Bauaras Hindu 
University in February 1916, there was a number of lec-­
tures delivered by eminent people in, to me, the very 
familiar, Central Hindu College Hall at Banaras. Curiouslv 
enough, I was again in charge of the arrangements fo.r 
these lectures, and had the seats placed as I used to, when 
I was a student there many years earlier. Mahatma 
Gandhi was the speaker one evening,_ and the then }.{aha­
raja of Darbhanga, Sir Hameshwar Prasad Singh, was the 
chairman. A galaxy of Indian princes bedecked with jewels, 
sat on· the dais. Gmidhiji started his speech in his well 
known deliberate voice. His sentences were short, his voice 
had a rasping sound that carried far. He was speaking 
in English. _Tie spolw of the dirt and squalor which we 
permitted, and complained against the filth !1e saw as he 
went to the temple o~ Vishvanath. He went on to say that 
we were responsible for spoiling English people who we;e 
quite nice in their own country, and who became so un-
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pleasaut when they came in contact with us. Then he 
spoke of India's poverty. ''Princes, go and sell your 
jewels'', he said, turning towards then~ and asked them to 
use their wealth for the tmhappy and the unfortunate. 
The audience was 'electrified'. \Vas it some Christ saying: 
''Go and sell your coat, and come and follow me''. 'l'hen 
he referred to the terrible police precautions that had been 
taken for the safety of the Vicer.oy, Lore]. Hardinge, who 
had·come to lay the foundation stone of the Hindu Univers­
ity. 'l'he town was flooded with the dreaded C.I.D., mem­
bers of the secret police. It seemed to be in a state of siege. 

. \Vhen Sir Sunderlal, Pandit l\Ialaviya, and my father 
were going to the station to receive the Viceroy, they found 
as they passed our gate-our house was on the way-~hat 
our men were having a debate with a C.I.D. man who 
was trying to enter our house to post himsel{ on the highest 
roof (which 'vas just above the ladies' rooms) in order 
to keep a look-out thence. :My father was angry. He stop­
ped the carriage and told his companions: "You may 
please go on to receive the Viceroy. I must get clown to 
protect my home''. Things, however, were satisfactorily 
settled: the man went away to another roof not far away,/ 
and my father went on to the station. My brother was 
in the College Cadet Corps stationed round the foundation 
stone of the University, and I was in charge of a portion 
of the amphitheatre. l\Iy mother and my wife were all 
by thcmsel ves in the house. "\Vhen our house too was not 
safe from such police attention-and if I may say so in 
all humility, my family had been one of the well-known 
families of Banaras for generations, and my father by his 
lifelong public work and learning had won greater good-

' will and respect for it from the people and had greatly 
added to its stature-the situation in the town can be 
imagined. 
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l\Iahatma Gandhi had come to know of all this and 
was rightly upset. He referred to these excessive police 
precautions and the hardships caused to the people; and 
even went on to say-tactlessly as the world will say, or 
as his secretary and continual biographer, l\Ir. l\Iahacleva 
Desai, will perhaps describe, 'with devastating simplicity': 
''It were better that a Viceroy took the risk of being shot 
than that the innocent. people of the town should be 
harassed thus.'' The highest local governmental officers 
were all at the function. 

Mrs. Besant became restive as MaM.tma GancU1i pro­
ceeded. She was a woman given to the strict observance 
of the proprieties. She was herself at the time a leader 
of extremist polities, but she seemed to feel that that was 
no place for the expression of such sentiments. She per­
haps also felt that the speaker was using laiJ.guage capable 
of being misinterpreted. The audience was spell-bom1d : 
one could hear a pin drop; but there was obvious disturb~ 
ance on the elias. Mrs. Besant spoke to one or two distin­
guished persons near her that all that was not right. The 
matter was brought to the notice of the chairman, who 
was already feeling restless and nervous. Some person 
advised the Princes that they should- not stay. The chair­
man stopped the speaker, and then allowed him to explain 
what he really meant. Gandhiji began, but was stopped 
again. Events then followed in quick succession, and it is· 
difficult to remember them. The audience cried to Gandhiji 
to continue: he refused, saying he would obey the chair, 
and only speak if permitted. The Princes left; the chair­
man left; the meeting ended in confusion. The local 
officers were even preparing to take some action against 
:Mahatma Gandhi, but wiser counsels prevailed and nothing· 
untoward happened. 

It was clear that l\Irs. Besant and Gandhiji could not 
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work together. 1\:Irs. Besant joined bands with l\fr. Tilak, 
whose name was as yet greater than Gandhiji 's in Indian 
politics; whose programme was more intelligible; whose 
ideals were more practical. The Indian public had no 
direct personal experience and 1.-nowledge of Gandhiji. He 
was to them a legend and a mystery. At the· Lucknow 
Congress of December 191G, l\.Ir. Tilak and l\Irs. Besant 
had their way more or less; the Congrcss-:i.\.l;uslim League 
pact was also sealed, l\Irs. Besant appealing to the Hindus 
to yield to their 1\Iuslim brethren for the counti'y 's sake. 
'rhe Congress passed into new hands; the old folk were all 
ousted; new ones took their places. l\Irs. Besant was in­
terned for three months in 1917, and in December of the 
same year she presided over the Calcutta Congress. 

Gandhiji 's influence was, however, growing apace. An 
attempt was made to patch up the differences of old and 

·new by making Pandit :Madan 1\Iohan l\.Ialaviya, the Con­
gress President in 1918 a·t Delhi. He was a friend of 
everybody; was respected by everybody; was welcome in 
-every society; and was never a man of very strong views, 
(Jlle way or the other. Delhi, however, exposed the widen­
ing chasm between the various leaders. I remember an 
angry conversation between Mr. P. K. Telang and 
Mr. Bankarlal Banker ·at a private house in Delhi, during 
the Congress session (1918). l\:Ir. Telang supported 
l\'lrs. Besant, and Sankarlal, who had been closely associated 
with l\frs. Besant, along wHh Messrs. Telang, Jamnadas 
Dwarkadas and others in her Home Rule League- work at 
Bombay but was all for Gandhiji now, angrily exclaimed: 
·''Go on, Tclang I'' 

At the .A.mritsar Congress, held in 1919, after the 
Jallianwalla tragedy, the breach became complete, and 
Mrs. Besaut retired from the Congress more or less. The 
Congress passed into Gandhiji 's hands. · The mishandling 
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of the Indian situation by thr; British Government in India 
after the close of the Great War, was responsible for the 
bitterness in the Indian mind; and Gandhiji 's understand­
ing of the situation vis-a-vis the psychology of the people, 
much like that of Lenin in Russia, made him the uncrown­
ed king of the land. Many of the greatest men and women 
of the country rallied round him: Mr. C. R Das from 
Bengal, :Mr . .Rajendra Prasad from Behar, Pandit Motilal 
Nehru from the United Provinces, Lala Lajpat Rai from 
the Punjab, the brothers Vithalbhai and Vallabhbhai Patel 
from Gujarat, Mr. C. Rajagopalachari from Tamil Nad 
(South Madras), Dr. Pattabhi and Mr. Prakasam from 
Andhra (North Madras), Mrs. Naidu from Hyderabad, .... 
Mr. Kripalani from Sindh, Dr. Ansari and Hakim Ajmal 
Khan from Delhi, also, the Ali Brothers, Mohammad Ali 
and Shaukat Ali, as well as Maulana Abul Kalam Azad­
all rallied to his banner. Mrs. Besant was never reconciled 
to Gandhiji. I heard many of her speeches on politics after 
he had_ come on the scene: she seemed bitter and unhappy. 
In one of her lectures she irritably referred even to the 
harmless Gandhi cap;wondering why it was so called. as 
she had seen it in vogue ever since she had been in India ! 

At the request of Pandit Ram Narayan M:isra, the 
then Headmaster of the Central Hindu School, she lll­

veiled a portrait of. Gandhiji in the Central Hindu School 
Hall, called the 'Sharga' hall, having· been donated by a 
student of that name. who died in a London Hospital of 
an accident. I was present. She seemed obviously ill at 
ease~ She had accepted the invitation out of courtesy; and 
Pandit Ram Narayan, as all his friends knew, had an un­
conscious l1abit of putting people in embarrassing situations 
by his well-meant efforts at bringing irreconcilables to­
gether. She was painfully avoiding the usc of Gandhiji 's 
name, referring to him sometimes, as 'this eminent man • 
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and sometimes as 'this grrat Indian'. It seemed to me 
that she did not like to call him 'l\Iahatma', and did not 
like to hurt the feelings of her audience either by using any 
other honorific designation. 

Mahatma Gandhi's personal regard for Mrs. Besant 
seemed to have been great in the early years. I remember 
a conversation between l\Ir. Chintamani and Mahatma 
Gandhi at the Allahabad residence of Pandit Madan Mohan 
Malaviya in 1917, at which I happened to be present acci­
dentally, during the days l\Irs. Besant was in internment. 
~fahatmaji 's proposal was that he with a party should 
g-o to Ootacamund where she was interned, and ask her 
to come out beyond the prescribed boundary aucl thus defy 
authority. l\Ir. Chintamani asked: "If she does not agree?" 
l\fahatmaji said: "So far as I am informed, she is not 
averse to a proposal like this.'' ''And then Y'' asked 1\Ir. 
Chintamani. "'fhen we shall sec what to do. A satya­
grahi does not think of so many steps beforehand.'' 

I may note here that my father's great aversion to 
l\fahatmaji 's philosophy of life was Gaudhiji 's unwilling­
Jwss . to see· nuu1y st<'ps lwfor<'hand and insist on con­
stantly r<'peating-and following in his own life-Cardinal 
Newman's dictum: ''One step enough for me.'' l\Iy father 
l'Pgards this ·process as dangerously short-sighted, and feels 
that om· want of success in our political endeavours under 
i\fahatma.li 's lead-as it t}l('n appeared-was due to this 
poliey of deliberate].'· shutting his <'Yes to a long view 
of things; to ·not weighing of };ros ancl cons; to not think­
ing· nf possible eons<'qnences and ·alternative plans. 

l\Irs. Besant and Gandhiji were not happy with ·each 
other. If they could have pulled together it would have 
hcen all for ·the good of India· but both ·were masterful 
personalities, imcl collaboration' between them was almost . 
impossible. I l)('lieve she attended only two Congresses 
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after 1!)19-at Belgaum in 1924, when Gandhiji was pre­
~iding; and at Calcutta in 1928, when Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru 
·was the President. I have already given some sidelight 
views of the latter. In 1924 she came in only for a few 
hours to Belgaum, accompanied by Shiva Rao, now an 
eminent, much soug·ht-after and popular ;j~urnalist at 
Simla and Delhi and a Member of Parliament, and Yadu­
nandan Prasad, who died, like Nityanamlam and Patwar­
dhan, in America, all cut ofi' in the prime of their lives. 

Gandhiji sat in the rostrum at the Belgaum Congrrss, 
a little away from the main dais to keep a check on the 
speakers and control the audience. Loud speakers and 
mic·rophoncs had not then come into thr country. He 
;;toad up as :;\Irs. Besant entered the huge 11nndal at the 
further end, aud the audienee stood up with l1im to bid 
her welcome. Many persons were quite angry with 
GancU1iji at having cxtelllled such cxtraonlinary regard 
and consideration to :Mrs. Besant. She walked to the dais 
and sat among the ex-presidents. I happened to be very 
near. She immediately wrote out a. note in pencil and 
addressed it "President". and handed it over to me-she 
recognised me at once in that crowd-saying: '' Pralmsa, 
will you plea!ie give it to the President". I went up at 
once to Gandhiji and handed over the slip to him. Gandhiji 
soon after stopped all proceedings and invited l\frs. Besant 
to speak, and asked the audience to give her a most res­
pectful hearing. Mrs. Besant had become very unpopular 
in politics-that is the fate of most politicians-and she 
was often interrupted in her public speeches, though she 
remained herself undisturbed even if anxious and troubled. 
I forget what she said. My memories of her earlier 
speeches m·e keener than those of her later ones: but I 
believe it was all in the nature of a warning against the 
way the Congress was going. 
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l\Ir. Polak happened also to be there when she was 
speaking. He also had only just then arrived, and sat near 
me. He had been a colleague of l\Iahatma Gandhi in 
~outh Africa and had suffered handcuffs and imp~·isml­
mcnt for India, and was also a follower of Mrs. Besant 
as a Theosophist. He had by then, however, allied himself 
in politics to the moderate Liberal Party in India and 
was of their persuasion, though he kept his friendships 
strong with everybody, and was very sore a couple of years 
earlier when he had been refused permission by Govern­
ment to see l\Iahatmaji in jail. After her lecture Mrs. 
Besant at once left for the station. She had made a very 
long journey just to deliver this speech, and the President 
was glad to give her an oiJportunity to do so. Her 
eloquence, however, was going from her. The old fire was 
burning low. She was already beginning to forget words 
of which she used to be a profound master; but her earn­
estness, her sincerity, her courage, her devotion remained 
the same to the last. 

She was true to the country of her adoption, and 
sPrved her in her own way and in accordance with her 
own 1 ights till tlw end. I was myself discontented with 
lJeJ' attitude in the later years. On one occasion, during' 
those years, she had come with lVIr. Krishnamurti to have 
tea ·with ns. I was very excited, and tried to cut into her 
arguments with heated words. She spoke quietly and then 
suddenly became silent. Ho·wevcr strong-ly she might speak 
on the platform, in personal conversation she would never 
f'arry on any controversy. There slw strictly followed 
tlw in,junction of tl\e anciPnts not to argue too lwatedly 
with I)('rsons one loves and with whom one dPsirC'S friend­
ship; and her personal rC'lations with ]wr old friC'JHls l'e­
mainPd always undisturbed. 

Soon after my fatlwr's i1nprisor:iment for his allt-ged 
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activities in connection with the boycott of the visit of the 
Prince of \Vales to Banaras (1921)-the Prince of \ValeH 
who later became ICing Edward VIII and hall to abdicate 
his throne because of his marriage (1!.137 )-she informed 
me of her com,ng to Banaras for the Theosophical Con­
vention and sent us her sympathies in our sorrow and 
anxiety. I had sent my carriage to the station for her 
but did not go myself. 'l'he carriage did not return for 
a long time and I wondered. She had dl"ivcn straight 
with llfiss Willson and Pandit Iqbal Narayan Gurtu to the 
district magistrate, and armed with h:s permission, had 
gone to the Central Prison to sec my father before going 
to her own home; and this after three nights and three 
days in the train travelling from l\Iadras. She dicl love 
her friends. In the question and answer meeting at that 
Convention, she was asked by some tactless individual, per­
haps too loyally inclined towards Government, why she bad 
gone to see my father in prison when she was opposed to 
his politics; and the questioner got a fitting though courte­
ous answer. 

When we come to think of it, it might almost be said 
that Mahatma Gandhi, who had been the undisputed leader 
of the Indian National Congress-and as such of a major 
portion of political India-since 1920, only intensified the 
programme that had been chalked out by Mrs. Besant in 
the days when she led the extreme wing in Indian politics. 
She seems in a way to have heralded Mahatmaji 's non-co­
operation. It was under her inspiration that almost the 
first person to non-co-operate from an official educational 
institution was Mrs. Shiva Kamu, later a sister-in-law of 
Mr. Arundale; and it was for l\frs. Besant 's sake, when 
she went into internment, that almost the first person to 
throw off a title-and a big one at that-was Sir Subra­
manya Iyer, an ex-Chief Justice of the Madras High Court., 
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who made history by sending a letter to the President of 
the United States of America over the Indian situation. 
It ;vas because of this that Sir Subramanya had a row 
with 1\Ir. 1\fontagu, the then Secretary of State for India, 
when the latter came to India (1917) to investigate and 
recomuwnd reforms almost as the direct result of 
1\'Irs. Besaut 's agitation. However much she may have 
opposed Gandhiji 's movement and the direction Indian 
politics took under his guidance towards non-co-operation, 
she may be said to Jwve started the movement herself even 
in its details. 

It was the strict rule of Col. Olcott, the President­
Founder of the Theosophical Society, that the annual 
Conventions of the Society should be held alternately 
.<~t Banaras and ..1\dyar (l\Iadras) and nowhere else. Seth 
Dharamsi l\Iorarji of Bombay, the invariable Bombay 
host· of l\Irs. Besant, a most devoted follower of hers, an 
earnest Theosophist and a millionaire-philanthropist, is 
reported once to have offered to meet all the expenses of 
t.he Theosophical Convention, including the travelling 
~barges of all the delegates, if only an annual Convention 
could be held in Bombay. The proposal was turned down 
by the very strict Col. Olcott. 

A large number of orthodox Hindus in the pt·ofcssions 
of law and Government service were attracted to -The 
Theosophical Society by Mrs. Besant 's inspiration and came 
to these annual Conventions. They felt proud of their 
own ·faith because a 'foreigner' was sponsoring it; they 
felt confirmed in their own superstitions because they 
found a 'foreigner' was apparently upholding them. I 
do not know jf many of those retained their allegiance 
when l\irs. Besant took to extremist views in Indian poli­
tics! As a boy I used to be a volunteer at the Convention-s 
·()f The Society at Banaras; and had to serve the crowd. 
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'rhey were very orthodox in their habits and very trouble­
some in their ways. In their opinions on public questions 
they appeared to me to be very timid. \Vc volunteers 
had a hard time; for though the functions of 'l'hc Society 
went off punctually and the delegate-members attended 
them punctually also-as l\lt'S. Besant would wait for no 
one and make exception for none, and in accordance with 
her strict instructions, first-comers were served first regard~ 
less of age or sex at her public meetings-they were always 
late for meals; and we boys, mere negligible volunteers 
that we were, could not get away much before midnight 
in those cold December weeks when the Conventions took 
place at Banaras. 

During the days when lVIrs. Besant was closely asso­
ciated with Indian politics, and was at the same time Presi­
dent of The Theosophical Society, the Conventions, how­
ever, used to be held where the Congress was held. Both 
used to take place during the Christmas week. I remembet· 
those Conventions at Lucknow ( 1916), Calcutta ( 1917) 
Delhi (1918) and Amritsar (1919). T~1e 1915 Couventio1i 
was even held at Bombay thus f·ulfillmg. Seth Dharamsi 
l\Iorarji 's wish though he ·was not alive to Partak~ 
in it himself-when t_hc Con~r;ss had a)~o met there. r 
<lid not attend the sessiOn myself. At .Amntsar .Mrs. Besant 
broke from the Congress finally; anc1 though she attended 
t\\'o more Congress fitfully,. in 1924 and 1928-I do not 
remember if she attended any others-she was really 
never of the Congress again. The Conventions then went 
back to Banaras and Adyar. Mrs. Bcsant fulfilled all he1, 

engagements during these Conventions while seeming to 
be attending to Congress work also all the time. She wal> 
wonderful in the way she could do things. At the Amritsm· 
Congress she went on writing letters and correcting proofs 
at the presidential table at wl1ieh . she sat next to thr 
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President,· Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru. She was her own re­
porter for her paper ''New India,'' for which she reviewed 
Lord l\Iorley 's ''Recollections'' in a running train. 

I should like to record here my memory of the meeting 
of the .All-India Congress Committee that was held m 
Banaras in the summer of 1920. In December 1919 at 
Amritsar, the Congress had passed into the hands of 
1\fahatma Gandhi, who had made an offer to the British 
Government for peace and goodwill despite the .Amritsar 
massacre and the Punjab wrongs generally of the martial­
law days of that year. The Committee that had been ap­
pointed by the Congress to investigate the wrongs had 
presented its report, and the same also, curiously enough, 
was signed in Banaras some months after the Arnritsar 
Congress. There was, however, no response from the 
Government to meet the Congress demands, and the All­
India Congress Committee meeting ·was called in the 
summer of 1920, also at Banaras. Pundit Motilal Xehru, 
the then President of the CongTess, had paid me a special 
visit to express his desire that I might take charge of the 
arrangements, which I gladly did. This Committee was 
particularly· called so that a special session of the Congress 
eould be held before the usual annual session scheduled 
to be held in due course in December 1920. A special 
session was regarded as necessary because it was felt that 
the first elections to the new legislatures that were to take 
place as· prescribed under the scheme of reforms introduced 
after the visit of Mr. l\fontagu, and the presentation of the 
report by him and the then Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, 
should, in the circumstances, be boycotted by the Congress. 
These elections were scheduled to take place before the 
annual session of the Congress in the following December, 
and the verdict therefore of a special session of the Con­
gress before then became necessary. 
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When I took chat·ge of the meeting I felt that as 
the Central Hindu College and its hostels were vacant 
owing to the summer vacations, I could easily house the · 
members of the Committee and hold its meetings in the 
spacious rooms and halls of the institution. I had, however, 
counted without my host. The Central Hindu College 
had long before this passed into the hands of the Banal'as 
Hindu University, as readers will recollect from my earlier 
references, with Pandit l\Iadan Mohan 1\Ialaviya as its 
virtual head. I had no doubt that I would easily be able 
to get his permission for the use of these buildings for this 
purpose. l\Iy surprise was therefore great indeed when, 
despite my telegrams and letters, entreaties and exhorta­
tions, he not only declined to allow the halls of the old 
College for the meetings of the Committee, but also refused 
permission for the use of the boarding house even for the 
accommodation of the members. I was amazed and con­
fused, and did not lmow what to do and where to go. 

It was a job, making arrangements for the accommo­
dation in private houses of members who were to come 
in large numbers from all over the country. That, how­
ever, I managed. The problem of the meeting still re­
mained. As the matters to be discussed were to ' bt'" 
important, I did not want to go to the municipal Towu 
Hall as that place was much too public. I therefore be­
thought myself of the hall of The Theosophical Society; 
and my father was good enough to help me ont of my 
rlifficulty by himself telegraphing to Mr. Purnendu Narayan 
Singh at Patna, then the General Secretary of the India11 
Section of The Theosophical Society. l\Iy father was 
greatly surprised at the attitude of Pandit Malaviya, wh(} 
had himself been among the foremost political leaders of 
the land and had twice already presi~led over the Indian 
National Congress. H.e was present at this meeting of tlH· 
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All-India Congress Committee, and was by no means, a 
silent spectator either! 

I obtained the General Secretary's permission for the 
use ·of his hall for the meeting of the All-India Congress 
Committee, much to my relief. The meeting was duly 
held 'there. It was perhaps one of the most momentous 
meetings of the Committee ever held till then, as the non­
eo-operation or civil disobedience or Satyagraha (call it. 
what one may) movement that was to play such an all im­
portant part in India's public life for the quarter of a 
c~entury .that followed, practically started from that time. 
Mrs. Besant came to that meeting from Madras. Mahatma 
Gandhi, Pandit l\Iotilal Nehru, Mr. C. R. Das, Lala 
f..~ajpatrai (who later presided at the special session that 
was called at Calcutta in the succeeding September), 
Mr. Tilak (who would have presided at the Congress but 
who died before then) were· all there. "When Mrs. Besant 
"amc to us for her usual breakfast dm~ing this visit, I told 
her of the difficulties I had had in arranging for the meet. 
iug and how thankful I was to The Society for placing its 
hall at our disposal. She was glad that though the_ 
Congress was going away in a direction she did not approve 
of, The Theosophical Society, of ·which she was the. Pre­
sident, had come to my rescue even at that juncture. I 
was duly grateful. It was a matter of deep regret to 
Mrs. Besant and my father, founders of the College-and 
to myself also as a. very old student of the institution­
that it should have gone into such hands that it was not 
possible to get its buildings for a national function, and 
that even tlic request for their usc by the original founders 
themselves, co'uld be so miceremoniously turned down. 

1\frs. Besant has, in her .Autobiography, described in 
vivid language her own coming into The Theosophical 
Society after her first meeting with :Madame Blavatsky. 
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Readers of that book will renw;mber that she was given 
:Madame Blavatsky's "Secret Doctrine" to review by the 
famous \V. T. Stead. The study of the book changed her 
mind; and from an unbeliever she became a believer;. and 
joined The Theosophical Society. That was in 1889. I 
had read her Autobiography while yet a small boy, and 
I -..vas also familiar with W. T. Stead's "Review of 
Reviews'', ''Books for the Bairns'', ''Penny Poets'', etc. 
I always had a great desire to meet him, since my child­
hood. While in England, I happened to be invited -to 
an evening party at \V. 'l'. Stead's through some mutual 
friends. Mr. Stead wa.<; sailing for America by the ill-fated 
"Titanic" soon afterwards (1912); and he gave a little 
p~rty at his home just before starting. He died on that 
voyage. I have been told that he himself bad feared that 
ue would be kicked to death in the London streets for his 
heresy and unorthodox opinions. He was, however, des­
tined to meet a watery grave at sea. .At that meetincr I 
s~w him for the first and the last time. He was. a rema~k­
able and attractive figure; and I do not wonder that his 
relations with Mrs. Besant were so cordial. 

I have already spo~en of the storm in T_he Theosophical 
Society after the commg of Messrs. Krishnamurti and 
Nityanandam in Mrs. Besant 's life. She was no~ a person 
to give up friends even if friends gave her up; and she 
fought hard for her colleagues. · The split, however, sadly 
affected the Central Hindu College. The Workers who 
followed Mrs. Besant left the College; and my father found 
it difficult to manage its finances unaided. Pandit Madan 
Mohan l\falaviya 's idea of a Hindu University had been 
taking shape; a Hindu University Society had been 
founded by Pandit Malaviya, Sir Sunder Lal, Maharaja 
Sir Rames!Jwar Prasad Singh of Darbhanga and others, in 
!911, and Mrs. Besant and my father were also n1embers of 
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that Society. The Government had made it a condition 
that the Central Hindu College should form the nucleus 
of this University if the latter was to be recognised by law. 
Paudit l\Ialaviya had always fought shy of the Central 
Hindu College and 1\:lrs. Desant; but now there were 
pourparlers. They were still going on after the internal 
split in the College in 1913, and I remember the visits of 
Pandit 1\:lalaviya and Dr. Sunderlal to my ·father at 
Banm·as soon after my return from England. Thus the 
College passed the more r~adily into Paudit l\lalaviya 's 
hands. and it expanded into the Banaras Hindu University. 

' To many of us of the old Central Hindu College, 
the memory of this merger will always be sad as long as 
we live; for the Central Hindu College stood for something 
t~lse and unique. It refused all Government aid, while the 
Llindu University is receiving a great deal and ever 
dumouring for more. Such aid destroys inevitably the 
vitally necessary independence of educational institutions. 
'l'he Hindu University is a great institution- a fine crea­
tion of a great man who deserves all praise and admiration 
for it. But the Hindu College is dead. I happened to 
be elected to the :(il'st Court of the Hindu University. 
Mrs. Besant aud my father were there also. My father 
delivered a long speech, criticising many aspects of the 
Hindu University; but 1\frs. Besant was· against him who 
had been her right-hand and closest colleague in the build­
ing up of the· old Central Hindu College; and supported 
Pandit 1\ialaviya instead, in the very hall my father and 
she had built together. For me it was a curious sight; 
hut Mrs. Besant would support the person whom she had 
once pledged herself to support. 

That, however, did not mean that she was happy at 
the change. :Mrs. Besant 's notes in The TheosO]Jhist of 
HH2 and 1913 show how hurt she was at the way things 
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were going at the University, and she particularly felt un­
happy at Pandit Malaviya giving a pledge to a questioner 
of his that his University would have nothing to do with 
Theosophy. 'fhat led her, as the notes in The Theosophist 
testify, to the formation of the Theosophical Educational 
'frust and her proposal to found a National University. 
'fhe arrangement, as we were all given to understand, was 
that l\'lrs. Be:;ant and ten of her colleagues of the old 
Board of Trustees of the Central Hindu College would be 
taken as life-members of the Court of the new Hindu 
University. There was some confusion somewhere; and in 
the regulations as finally framed and passed, this particular 
item was not entered. They wanted to take l\Irs. Besant 
on the Court any way, and so the rule was made that 
only Hindus could become members of the Court except the 
first one. Thus l\1rs. Besant and also l\1r. Arundale could 
be and were all elected to the first Court. \Yhen their term 
of office expired, there was trouble about her re-election. 
I wrote to her a letter asking her if she would permit 
me to propose· her name for re-election as a Hindu, for I 
took her to be one from every possible consideration. Here 
is her reply : 

''New .India'', Tele"grams : 
'Standard', l\Iadras. 
Telephone No. 12. 

P. 0. Box. 39, Madras, E. 
November 22, 1920. 

My dea1· son, 
Thank you. for your nice letter. 
I pressed on Pandit Snnderlal and mm·e than once on 

Pandit ill alaviya, the unfainzess of ignoring the condition 
011 which the C.H.C., 1"ts builcl1'ngs and funds, tve1·e g·iven 

to tlle Hindu Universitl). Both acknowledged it ancl over · · · . . 
promised to remedy it, but the prom1se 1·enuans unfulfilled. 
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We elected the then President and ten f1·ustces as life­
members of the Cow·t. As I was English, my 1wmc was · 
put 1·n the schedule of the Draft Bill, but had disappeared 
from the Bill as passed .. The names of the elected persons 
a1·e h~ the Trustees' ilfinute Book. I believe the1·e 1"s gro111zd 
for a suit, claiming back the land and buildings, but I 
have neve1· wished to bring one. · ' 

I do not think you can call me a "Hindu". I am one 
by belief, but not by birth, and I think parentage 1·s an 
element in the 11amc. ilfy claim docs not 1·est on that 
foundation, but on my share 1·n building up the C.H.C. 
and the concUtion made when we agreed to hand it over 
and to make possible the Hindu University. I have said 
many times that I cannot claim to be a Jl{ndu, beeau~e 
of my birth, but am one in all but that. 

Thanking you. fo1· thinki1zg of me, 
Yours affectionately, 

Annie Besant 

This is a characteristic letter. It is a delicate one. It 
shows how she felt the change that had come over the 
Central Hindu College. It shows her devotion to her old 
colleagues. It shows ho~v anguished she was that a solemn 
undertaking was not fulfilled. It shows how grateful she 
felt even for small remembrances from folk who them­
selves owed so . much to her. · It alsd shows how she 
honoured the conventions of faith,· and how despite her 
own personal belief~, she would refuse to force herself into 
a place whence customs, however silly, barred her. I have 
preserved this letter among my most prized possessions. 
Luckily the University authorities, though they did not 
have the regulations properly changed to bring li~r and her 
ten colleagues permanently on the Court, got these changed 
sufficiently to enable them to elect a non-Hindu, who was 
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on the first Court as a member thereof, even afterward:;. 
'rhis was done specially for :Mrs. Besant, and she, I think, 
was regularly re-elected as a member of the . Court to 
the last. 

CHAPTER L~ 

AS SHE LIVED AND DIED 

How methodical Mrs. Besant must have heen, and how 
careful even about little details, are evident in everything 
that pertains to her. She once discovered that some stray 
1ssues of The Theosophist were missing from her collection 
in the Adyar Library. She wrote in The 'l.'heosophist that 
they were so missing, and asked if any friends could help 
her in replacing them. I found that I had complete 
volumes of those years in our private library; and I wrote 
to her offering to send all the volumes because we did 
not need them, and it would be best to have a complete 
.set at one place at least. Here is her characteristic reply: 

Tele { graph: ·Olcott, Madras 
phone No. 663 

My dear Son, 

The Theosophical Society, 
Adyar,,Madras, S. 

Jan. 21, 1921. 
Calcutta. 

It was very nice of yon to be willing 'to spoil a volume 
of the Theosophist to fill oiw neecl, but the single copies. 
have reachecl 1ts, so I. have your lcind thought and the 
volu.me 1·ema£ns intact. Believe me, clear Prakasa., that my 
feelings to you all are quite unchanged. Differences of 
opinion should not touch old ties. 

I hope to be in Banaras by the Punjab ]fail on the 
26th ancl to stay Wl the morning of Feb. 2. Please tell 
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you1· father, with my love< and say that I expect to be 
asked to breakfast 011e day. 

Yours affectionately, 
Annie Besant 

She would be grateful even for small considerations: she 
would assure everyone of her continuing love; and she 
would not even forget to remind one that she must have 
her breakfast at the old. place in the old way! 

1\Irs. Besant was really a very methodical person. On 
my way to England, seeing my luggage neatly tied, she 
told me : ''I love neat pach.-ing. '' My father is also very 
particular, and it is the despair of his servants and his 
sons-the arrangement of his luggage-when he travels. 
Even for short journeys, his luggage is tied up long in 
advance. He docs it all himself: it is no good any one 
interfering or offering to help. He would tie his bedding 
in specially made· straps, m1d he actually measures with 
his span from the edges of the bundle to make sure that 
the straps are absolutely symmetrical and equidistant 
each from each. He himself had carefully packed my lug­
gage for my European voyage, and so no wonder Mrs. 
Besant thought it was neatly tied. Her own luggage was 
always equally neat, tidy and co~pact. 

It may perhaps interest my readers if I say something 
here about my father's extreme orderliness and pi.mctilions 
neatness. All his things~keys,-J)apers, money, clothes;books 
etc.-are always a:t their prescribed places. He would put 
everything· in its allotted place immediately after usc, and 
one can always find what one wants of his things at the 
place one bas always found it before. This is so to such an 
extent tha:t it might sonietimes have even tragic conse­
quences. A servant who had left his service and turned ri 
thief, got entrance into his rooms at Chunar one night, 



breaking open some doors. lie opened ,just the dt·awe~·s and 
ba(J's that contained what he wanted and decamped wtth the 
pt~·se and silver tumbler. He left everything else absol~ttely 
undisturbed. · M.y father would rub off the ink from the 
nib every time h~ stops writing; carefully cut the pages 
of a book as he reads;· underline and sideline the passages 
he likes with the help of a ruler; get his books bound so 
that the bindin,g might not abut the edges of the pages 
lest they fall out by their weight from the binding as they 
very often do when lying in the almirah. He most care­
fully folds his clothes and extracts all pins and unfastens 
all strings from the papers and pacl,ets sent to him and 
preserves them for future use. He carefully keeps a diary 
cum engagement boolt and an account bool{; and unlilw 
anyone whom I know and who uses a cheque boo];:, he would 
never sign a cheque without making sure from the pass 
book that there was enough money in the Bank. He has 
very strict principles regarding expenditure being within 
the income and never either lending or borrowing. The 
porters at railway stations have a very difficult time 
if they do not arrange his luggage in the compartment at 
the exact place and the exact angle he wants them. 
Philosophers are not supposed to be practical, and if there 
is one word in the English language that my father abhors, 
it is 'practical', and if be chides and lectures at extreme 
length to any person in the world, it is to the one who 
uses that word in his presence : but if in all my experi­
ence I have known one man who is really practical-in the 
truest sense of the word-it is my father. His philosophy 
of life enables him to be that without perhaps his knowing 
it. 

There is not an iota of physical or mental indol.ence in 
my father. He sits from hour to hour and always upright in 
his chair-without bending forward at all, scarcely resting 
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his hack against the back of the chair-even in his old an-e 
b 

with intense eoucentration of mii'ld readin<l' or writino-
, 0 b' 

I·egarcUe:,;s of heat or cold. He makes his own index on 
the books that have it not; adds many new items in t11C 
indices already existing; corrects spelling and grammatical 
!llistakes; as if he were reading proofs for the press. If 
the type is small he uses a magnifyi~g glass; and 
he consnlts a dictionary or even au Encyclopaedia­
leaving his chair immediately to do so-whenever in doubt 
about anything. He makes his own glossaries and scarcely 
takes the help of any secretary or stenograplier. Thou~h 
old, he would lift heavy trunks, bedsteads etc. himself and 
place them in their right position if they are not all pro­
perly placed-that is parallel to the sides of the room. He is 
always keen on rectangles and does not like circles or semi­
eircles in buildings or arrangement of furniture or even 
flowerbeds. He is a great builder; and most of the build­
ings of the old Central Hindu College are in accordance 
with his plan~. He has no need for rotmd pillars even 
and prefers square or rectangular ones. To him it is a 
matter of deep regret that the Hindu University buildings 
are not in straight lines, but in a so-called semicircle which 
t>'\"en though they appeared beautiful on the map when 
oriO'inally drawn, parallel to the curve of the river GanO'a 

0 • b , 

are an evesore to lum as they abut one beyond the other 
when l~oked at after construction. He warned the 
engineers against this when the plans were originally dis­
cussed-but to no purpose! 

. In one of my talks with Mrs. Besant in the later days 
I said to her: "You have been with us for over 30 years: 
;von have given your all to my country during this long ex~ 
pause of time; will you not please tell me what defect You 
find in us that prevents us from rising, that keeps us down 
where we ever were before!'' She wanted to put me off-
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she was so scrupulously polite and so anxious never to hurt 
anyone. But I was not to be warded off. I bad my way. 
She yielded and said : '' Prakasa, I am sorry to say, you are­
not a generous people''; and she continued to tell me­
she did not mention names, but I could spot them a.s she 
spoke, for I knew them all so well-bow our leaders do not 
encourage the younger people; how they try to put down 
talent in others; how jealous they feel of anyone coming 
up; how they spoil their own work by not taking steps to 
hand it on; and so on. All she said was very true. t know 
this unhappy trait amongst us only too well. 

l\frs. Besant herself wus generous to a fault, not only 
in her. estimate of fellow-men, but also with her very 
limited financial resources. She · once made up for the 
loss by theft of many hundreds of rupees of a Samskrit 
teacher of our College, which he had painfully saved for 
a daughter's ·marriage, and which was stolen on the. eve 
of that marriage. Many persons took unfair advantage of 
this trait of her nature and deprived her of money 
of which perhaps she stood in greater need than themselves. 
I have not only known of persons coming to her for money 
pretending that their pockets had been picked while travel­
ling, or some relative had died whose body had to be 
cremated, but also know of a son of a well-know1i politician 
who came to her saying that his father was away and his 
mother being in great need, had sent him to her for help. 
She would freely give away her money, and to 
this young man she gave the comparatively large sum of 
one hund1;ed rupees. Not satisfied, she sent her secretary 
later on to the politiciati 's house to finer out if the moriey 
was sufficient, and if more was needed. The secretary had 
already suspected something wrong, but his advice had not 
been heeded by Mrs. l3esant who was quite· impervious when 
bent on a inission of charity. The srrretary went. to enquire, 
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<llld the politician's wife was aghast when she learnt of 
what th<' Soil had done, and told the seerctarv how the son 
had gonr astJ·ay and was bringing infamy ~n the family 
.by such conduct. She sent her profuse apologies to l\Irs. 
Besant and begged lwr never to give him anytlling in 
future. There arc nwuy· other instances. Bnt let these 
t>uffice. And unlike others who would complain about such 
deception, she never made any grievance of it, nor did she 
•~hange her ways! · 

l\fy first baby came in 1916. Soon after the event 
i\[rs. Besaut visited Banaras. l\Iy father was not here, ancl 
>he askNl me to bring my wife and baby to her at Shauti 
kmd; and so m~· wife and I "·ent with the baby and fruits 
and :flowers. l\Irs. Besant took the baby in her lap and 
I stood behind the baby's head. 'rhe baby turned its 
pyeballs backward as babies will, to see a. familiar figure: 
):Irs. Besant told me never to stand behind a baby's head 
like that, for that hurts tl1e baby's eyes; but always in 
front. l\Irs. Besant knew to all these thing·s . .also. I have 
passed on the information to many careless Indian parents 
nfter that, with what effect I know not. In England Mrs. 
Besant introduced me to her son, Mr. Digby Besant, a 
wealthy businessman, about whom 1\Irs. Besant said one 
day at table nt Miss Bright's: "Digby is becoming shame­
lessly rich". I 1het her daughter, 1\:Irs. Besant-Scott, and 
~rand-daughter, l\Iiss Besant-Scott, also at the self-same 
table. I met t4em only once or twice; and though with 
Mrs. Besant the bonds of our family were very strong, 
there were no continuing bonds between the two families 
ns suclJ., as not unoften is the case in our own country. 

My wife died in 1926. Mrs. Besant was in America 
nt that time. The -news was in the Indian papers. She 
always had Indiai1 papers sent to her in weekly bul.1dles· 
"When she '''as travelling abroad. \Vl1en I had gone to 
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England with her, she used to get weekly buntlles of the 
Allahabad daily, the Leade1·, and after reading them 
would sent them on to me by post. She wrote from Amei·ica 
a letter of condolence to me which I reproduce below. It 
is so movingly characteristic: so sweet, so beautiful, so 
consoling : 

NE\V HOTEL SHER:l\IAN, CHICAGO, 
Sept. 6 1926, 

S. Paul's. 
My dew· Son, 

I am very sorry to hear that your dear wife has passed 
to the other side. It 1's a sad thing for a man to lose the 
L1'ght of his Home. 

Please give my loving sympathy also to your father 
and mother. 

Always affectionately yom·s, 
Annie Besant 

It is a very short letter; but she made time to write 
this much at least, She was aging rapidly. She knew my 
wife so well; .and she also knew what she had meant not 
only to me but to the whole household. 

Mrs. Besant 's last visit to Banaras was at tlic time of 
·the Theosophical Convention in December 1930 and 
January 1931. Mrs. Besant's mind was fast failJng. I saw 
her twice during that visit of hers. She did not· reme_IJlb.--. 
mitny things i and when I said good-bye to her after the 
second visit--and that was the last good-bye-she said: 
, , you will remember me to your wife, won't you?'' Not 
to hurt her, I replied: ''I will certainly.'' My wife had 
passed away more than four years before. Mrs. Besant 
had sent me a letter of condolence; and she had herself 
visited the vacant home many times afterwards; but she 
had forgotten everything. I came away wondering sadly 

.. 
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\\"hat was happrning to that powerful mind. She has gone 
now. I have no mot·e message to receive from her, and that 
message she left for my wife has remained and will ever 
r.emain undelivered. She went away to Auvar never to 
come back again. Her memory-and m~mo;.Y is mind­
failed more and more afterwarcls. SllC snffer~d greatly in 
t1wse last. da.rs, so I learn from persons who "·ere with her 
tilen. She was faithfully attended upon by :Miss Willson 
to tlw last, and she left hc>r body when she was "·ithin 
t \\·elve (lays of eompleting 86 years of age. 

In her declining yc>ars, whenever she camP to Banarfl.s 
she used to detrain at the Kasbi railway station because 
she could walk ft·om the platform to the waiting car with­
out having to go up any stc>ps or slopes, while at the more 
familiar Bmmras CantonmPnt railway station, "·hieh was 
the nearest to her homC' in Banaras, there arc the steep 
slopes of an overbridge to negotiate. This Kashi station 
stands right on the southern bank of the 'Ganga': l\Irs. 
Hc>sant abhorred the English form of "Ganges", always 
gave to thP holy rivrr its own indig~nous iwme, and insisted 
on everyone> else doing· the same. .An old friend, Damodar 
Prasad,- Headmastc>r of hrr Theosophical School in 
Baparas, told me once that. as be was bringing away Mrs. 
Besant from the Kashi station on one occasion, and she 
:-;aw th<' rivPr, she said: "Bhagavan Das has often pro­
mis!'cl that he would eremat.c> me here in Banaras, on the· 
hank:-; of the Ganga. I do not think, though, he will 
hC' ablr to do so.'' 'I'll is seems to be al.most like the wish 
of an ohl Hindu woman ,,·autiug to be cremated in Kashi 
011 the banks of tlw stwred Ganga and at the hands of 
lll'r hrst lowcl s011. She Llicd in Adyar, and so my father 
to his gTcat sOI'I'O\\' could not assist at the obsequies. 
' I happc>n<'cl to be at Lnc1mow at the time of hrr passing. 
J "·as prt•siding· over a mr<'ting of Congrrssmen that hacl 

.\. B.-fl. 
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~:len hastily summoned by Jawaharlal .Nebl'll to ~ake coun, 
together on the political situation, after hJs sudde11 

release from jail on account of his ~other's serious illness 
A colleague, Har Prasad Saksena, suddenly said, as th~ 
r.ne t' d d' ~ e lOg was proceeding, that they sboul a Journ as q_ 
mar~ of respect to Mrs. Besant's memory as the news of hel, 
passing had just come. I was stunned.. I seen1ed to <'ol_ 
lapse on the pillow that was put bchmd my back, f 
presidential distinction, on the floor where .the membe~: 
-were sitting. I simply could not utter ~ word.. I belie-..~ 
I had no. idea that l\frs. Besant could diC. -~ sJmpJy saicl. 
to the meeting: "We must stop all procccdmg~ and ob, 
serve silence." Politicians, J10wever, cannot observe lllUciJ 
silence-r fear they must talk incessantly-and after . 
minute or two Jawalwrlal said: "We had. bettc1· talk 0~ 
"}.1rs. Besant". Mrs. Besant's relations With his father 
pandit :Motilal Nehru, Jwd also always bee~l very cordia]' 
and Jawaharlal lwd been known to l!er smce. childhood: 
J-Ie paid a warm tribute to 1\Irs. Besant, and I Sll11ply kept 
011 exclaiming from time to time: ''We owe much to hel·' 
-w-e O"~-'·e much to J1er ". ' 

I could not follow the proceedings at all closely. My 
O tion was overpowering me, though the meetino- co . 

eJll p . "' n. 
. ued for a long time; and being the resident I could 

tJ1lt Jeave either. But I remember I walked up quickly t 
no l . 1. I o 11 ead · te egraph office of Lucknow unmec ~ate y the 1ll t tlle . . ec-

......,.8 s over, and ~cnt a telerrram to Miss \Vlllson snv1· ·no-n "' '"·' nrr· 
: < ofiel· lie art's reverential lwmage to memor! of dep~rt:ci 

t ''. I l1ad an acknowledgment of tlus from l\I' 
1-ea. D . - 1ss 

ft .1150n from arJeeling some weeks later. The strain f 
'\V'~sit1fr and the sorrow of tlJC parting were too great f~r 
11t.~ '\ViJlson. She too lost her memory soon afterwar 1 
1\,1' l sS 1 , 1 1 1 d. ( S, 
; J. }le ( ICC as Ier great leader hac 1ed, when life l 1 cl s 1 , . 1ac 
fill 1 to 1a \ e reaetwns on lJCr and her memory was d d 

n5ec ea . .-e•. 
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Her only memory was ~Irs. Besant; and she repeated con­
stantly almost like a child, when last I saw her: "I have 
known A.B., I have known A.B.". Indeed, it was a rare 
privilege to have known Mrs. Besant: a privilege of which 
one can be justly proud and which one can never forget. 
I am proud and happy that I had that privilege myself 
in an abundant measure. 

My father received the news of l\1rs. Besant's passing 
as he sat in his chair working in his retirement at his table 
in Chunar. My mother tells me how tears trickled down his 
aging face and long white beard. I doubt if many people 
have seen my father in tears. Like others, he has also 
suffered numerous bereavements; only three, within 
my memory, have affected him: the death in 1903 of my 
younge.>t brother, a bright young boy of three from whom 
great things were expected by the fond parents; the death 
in 1922 of his own younger brother Shri Radha Charan 
Sah to whom he was deeply attached; and the death in 
1926 of my wife who had grown up as his own daughter, 
having been wedded to me. when she was only 11, and 
having been with him when my sisters had been married 
and when I was studying abroad. But even on these three 
occasions I do not think lH~ shed tears, as he masters his 
emotions almost cruelly and would not let the world know 
how he fet~ls. Mrs. Besant 's death, howe,;er, brought tears 
even to his eyes-though Mrs. Besant was really too old 
and ailing to live any longer, and it must have been a 
relief to her to go; and my father also was too old with 
wisdom and experience himself to cry over a mere death. 

My father was, however, keen on fulfilling his last 
duties by ~frs. Besant; though curiously enough he is not 
very keen on ceremonials and ordinarily he goes through 
them-when he must-fairly carelessly. She was cremated 
at Adyar and a portion of her ashes was brought, in obe-
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dience to her will, to Banaras. '!'hough her wish for crema­
tion at Banaras could not be fulfilled, her ashes were carried 
with reverence in a great procession of citizens and mem­
bers of. The Theosophical Society after a meeting- in th•· 
'l'heosophical Hall, to the Ganga. My father himself cat-ried 
them in an urn in his hands, bare-head and almost bare­
foot, for he took off his leatl1er shoes and put on a white 
cloth cover-on sacred occasions we m;e no leather-and 
deposited the ashes in the river from a decorated boat, full 
of friends, colleagues, admirers, including a high Govern­
ment officer. The river at the time was in flood and it ,\"a!> 

·with difficulty that the boat was taken to the middle of 
the stream. Immediately after, he presided over a public 
meeting· in the Town Hall, where tributes were paid to 
her memory. I was suddenly called upon to speak also, 
and with emotion related ;;omc of the inc~idents of lll.'' 

childhood. · 
The citizens assembled at the meeting passed a reso­

lution requesting the municipal authorities of Banaras to 
name after her the road that passes at the back of Shanti 
Kunj, her old residence, and on which epcn out gates 
leading to The Theosophical So~iety's quarters and the old 
Central Hindu College, opposite each other, all hallowed 
by innumerable n~emories. of het·. The resolution was dnlv 
forwarded by my father as -the chairman of the meeting·, 
and her name was given to the road and is insc·ribed 011 

large marbled-cement boards, spcciully erected for the pur­
pose by the roadside. 

The story of the "Annie .Besant Road" in Banaras 
will be found interesting. 1\:Iy father was the Chairman 
of the Municipal Board, Ba,naras, from the beginning of 
1923 to the end of 1925. He was perhaps the most 1~c­
markable dwirman that the Banaras Board ever had. He 
was very keen on the dignity of the :Mayor of the tow11 , 
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<llld raised the status of the ?!Iunicipality as a. self-govern­
ing institution to a very great extent. The Board under 
his guidance "·as also able to introduce many reforms in 
the administration and to afford various civic amenities 
that were unknown bef.ore. He fought throughout his term 
of office for the city's freedom from official interference. 
Once in the co~u·se of official correspondence, the Conunis­
sionet· of Banaras, had taken up what my father thought 
was an offensive tone. He sent the letter back inscribing: 
'· RPtnl'llcd in the original for being properly worded." The 
Commissioner-a kindly English gentleman who became 
a friend of ours afterwards-paid a visit to my father, ex­
pressed his regret, and said that the wording of official 
(•orrespondencc should not be regarded as anything per­
~;onal. 'fhere was a cordial conversation and tea to close 
the chapter! 

.At. the last meeting of that Board, before its 
relinquishment of office and the ele~tion of a new Board, 
the members unanimously expressed the desire to name thl' 
road that runs from the Banaras Cantonment station past 
our house, after him. He declined the honour "\lith many 
thanks: saying that he would prefer the road to be called 
the 'Vidyapith Road' instead, in honour of the Kashi 
Vidyapith that also stands on the self-same road. .At 
this desire of his the road was named accordingly. An 
address was presented to the retiring Chairman by the 
Rtaff of the Municipality and a. group photograph of the 
members was also taken. Very unlike what happens in 
such portraits, my father is seen in this standing at the back 
with other elderly members whom he insisted on taking 
there, while the youngest members are seated on chairs 
in the front row. Was not this nice of him? I may add 
here in parenthesis an amusing episode. \Ve all lmow that 
officers VC'ry carelessly sign their names not only illegibly 
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but aslant, and also inscribe their notes on the margins 
of documents in slanting lines. There was a definite note 
from my father for the office that signatures should be 
legible and that the lines of manuscripts should not be 
aslant but parallel to the edges of the pages. He •looked 
into and knew all details and amazed everybody with his 
knowledge of them. He was a hard taskmaster but a very 
sympathetic one. He worked harder as Chairman than 
two permanent officers put together! 

The Boards that succeeded his Board found it difficult 
to carry on his traditions, and affairs went from bad to 
worse. In fact the Government superseded the Board and 
took its affairs in its own hands. Just before the super­
session, howev.cr, they had decided to name after him the 
road stretching beyond the Vidyapith Road a11cl running 
between The Theosophical Society and the Central Hindu 
College building, both of which owed so much to him. 
My father knew nothing about this, ~either did I nor any­
one else connected with him. The public meeting in the 
Town Hall of Banaras in memory of 1\frs. Besant was held 
during the period of the Board's suspension, when the 
city's municipal affairs were administered direct by Gov­
ernment through its officials. Soon after the resolution 
reached the official administrator over the signature of my 
father, the Executive Officer of the municipality called on 
me and told me that the previous Board had decided to 
name the identical road after my father, and it was now 
embarrassing to find a letter from my father himself asking· 
that the road should be named after Mrs. Besant. He 
was anxious that I should find out if my father would 
still desire a change. M:y father was surprised when he 
learnt of this, and was most emphatic that the road should 
he named after Mrs. Besant and not himself. It is inter­
esting to note that the long stretch of road right .on from 
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the Banaras Cantonment station to what is lmown as the 
Bhelupura crossing in Banaras-a distance of quite three 
miles, which is now called in two parts the 'Vidyapith 
Road' and the 'Annie Besant Road '_..!..was to have been 
Hamed after my father by two successive municipal Boards 
if he himself had not interfered. It is gratifying to find 
that they gave the names he himself proposed instead. I 
think it is a good example for those persons who are most 
nn.'dous to have roads named after themselves and employ 
methods to achieve their objects which are far from right 
and proper. 

A grateful city has thus tried in a humble and inade­
quate manner to keep her memory green; but why did 
Mrs. Besant die at all? Perhaps for the simple reason 
that all must die. No one can be immortal. But why did 
Mrs. Besant suffer so much towards the end? Why did 
her body survive her mind, so to say? l\Iy own theory is, 
which I once mentioned to l\Ir. Arundale, when he said 
there may be something in that-that she had overworked 
her brain which, unable to bear the strain, at last gave 
way. Her body, however, pure and unspoilt, would not 
go, So it outlived the mind, bringing much suffering to 
her. At last it too had to go; and she went with it. And 
so Mrs. Besant died; she passed away to the Unlmown; 
anyway, Iter body was consumed by fire and cannot be 
Heen. T_his great woman-woman indeed in her apprecia-, 
tion of values; in her affection for the young; in her 
capacity to attract love and give it; in her intimate know­
ledge of human problems and her intuitive wisdom in meet­
ing them; in her simple, serene, and severe domesticity; 
this great leader-leader indeed in the way she· spotted 
out talent in the men and women she met; in the manner 
~he pulled such persons out of obscurity and pushed the~ 
mto the light; in the way she bound them to herself m 
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the strongest bonds of personal affeetion and got. her w01·k 
done by them willingly, eagerly, devotedly; in the ha1·cl 
work that she herself put in from day to day, givjng lwr 
message by tongue and pen, all the time traw•Jiing oVPI' 
and over again throughout the length and breadth of the 
world; in her courage to face all ·dangers bravely, imd 
never asking any one to do what she was not prPparcd 
to do herself; in her clear vision of the goal and lwr 
equally clear idea regarding the means that "·ould take 
her there ;-this great woman and leader died. 

So disappeared this Personality from the stag(• of the 
world, which had once almost challenged God on llis 
:\Iighty Throne and questioned His very existence, let alone~ 
His Greatness and His Goodness; had hurled anathemas 011 
His established Christian Church, almost a couple of 
millennia old; had charged Society with high crimes and 
misdemeanours for maintaining glaring differences between 
rich and poor; had led what was perhaps the first peaceful 
Industrial revolt, in the form of a strike of match-girls in 
London and had disturbed the even tenor of smug self­
,;atisfied and ease-loving social life of conventional English 
1nen and women. 

So passed away this great Pioneer of an Indian edn­
(•ation that was to be free from financial assistanr~e and 
control of Government, under which boys and young men 
could breathe the air of freedom, having been specially 
freed from the fear of corporal punishment; this great 
preacher of a new and reformed Hinduism whose n1ain 
tenets she made famous the world over, and whose philo­
-;;ophy of life she taught to those who called themselves 
Hindus but knew not what that meant; this great advocate 
of practical social reform in all department'> of lnunan life; 
this fiery lover of liberty for India, who first initiated new 
modes of politieal work here, roused a sluinbering people 
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to a sense of self-respect, and took t-hem· on to paths of 
true patriotism and active resistance to wrong. 

So went the way of all mortals, this author of a 
hundred books; the deliverer of twice ten thousandleetures: 
the im>ilirt•r of a hundred million people the world over; 
this great dreamer of the dream of a new world of peace 
and goodwill; of a ucw age of national freedom and in­
tcrJ~ational co-operation; of a new union of the peoples 
of the Earth; of !"1. new orientation of the religions of man­
kind in the light. of that 'l'heosophy "·hich was so clear 
to her. Optimistic to the last, she worked in her own 
JWrson to the last also to bring this dream to birth aml · 
fruition, to make the vision a living reality in the world 
nf human beings. . 

So l\Irs. Besant went away; the familiar figure of Ban: 
Jfcm Sahcb-' 'the grand olcllady"--ea.n no more be seen; 
her familiar hand can 110 more be touched; her familiar 
voice can nci more be heard. "There has she gone Y I do 
rwt know. It is nll n vast unknown to many, to me un­
knowable also; but she herself used to speak of it as if she 
lnww it nll ver~· ''"ell herself in person. I cannot say. I 
hope she is right. I hope those who love meet again s~me­
where; I hope-but. I <llso fear that cam10t be. 

And so I have come to the end of my reminiscences. 
In the very nature of things, alas, tlwre ~an be no more. 
These remi1iiscenees, many of them, may be of an intimately 
personal nature; but I think they have a public value also. 
Mrs. Besant worked in many spheres, ~nd always left the 
iml)ress of her personality everywhere. One wonders, bow-

. ever, whether in the wicked world in which we live, any 
oi1e, however great, can really leave any lasting. effect 011 
anyone else. Life seems to flow as evdr before; and joy 
and sorrow, health and disease love and hatred, seem to 
remain revolving in an uneudi;1g succession just as night 
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and day, despite the endeavours of the best and greatest to 
cure the evils of existence. Neither precept nor example 
seems to exercise any influence; and just as Vyasa of old 
with uplifted hands begged people in vain to follow Dharma 
from which alone, he said, flowed stable riches and joys for 
all, and lamented that no one listened to him, and every­
one always went into wrong ways, so, I fear, Mrs. Besant 
and all other great teachers of mankind may· also exclaim 
and sorrow. It all seems so futile. 

Have I myself been able to follow Mrs. Besnnt in any­
thing Y some may ask. 'V ell, to come down from the 

·sublime to the ridiculous, since the age of 10, if not earlier, 
I have been a very punctual person. Her punctuality 
attracted me early. I have by now become almost a by­
word for good humoured joke among my friends for 
punctuality. People are almost inclined to set their clocks 
by my arrival and departure at places, though I hope I 
am not so bad as all that. And in India punctuality is a 
bad habit; it does not 'pay'. Here, the last comers are 
usually served first; and I have to waste a lot of my time 
oecause I get to places punctually. Once I rushed my 
father along, driving the car myself almost too fast for 
safety, to keep an engagement with Mrs. Besant; and when 
we arrived on the minute, my father said to her: "Prakasa 
wants to vie with you in punctuality". 

The otheF thing I have unfortunately followed Mrs. 
Besant is in the matter of replying to letters. I do not 
know if tbere l1as been any letter written to me, till I came 
into office on the advent of Swaraj in 1947 and work be­
came too heavy for me to attend both to official papers 
and private correspondence, to which I ?ad not replied, 
provided it has reached me and not miscarried or been 
swallowed by official censors, who have always been active in 
India. It also is a bad habit here : correspondence grows 
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to enormous proportions; the expense in time, money, and 
energy is heavy in coping with it; high expectations are 
roused, and the delay even of a few days in reply-however 
busy I might be-brings complaints from those who have 
little to do and themselves scarcely attend to correspond­
·ence; and worst of all, persons from whom I should like 
and love to hear, do nut write, while my heavy mail bag 
brings all sorts of communications I would rather not have. 
:May I just add that the wordly wise man never commits 
himself on paper and so seldom writes. A person used 
to writing letters is constantly inclined to put his pen to 
paper and not unoften gets into trouble. I do not know 
if Mrs. Besant ever did: I certainly have sometimes been 
surprised at the results of my well-meant efforts to be 
courteous in attending to the letters from all and sundry! 

'l'he're are other things too that I believe I have learnt 
from Mrs. Besant. Of that I must not and ·cannot-speak 
myself. But I will say this, that following nlrs. Besant 
ca·.'l lead no one to what is called worldly success. She 
herself almost seemed to have a great deal of regard and 
even respect for those who had succeeded in life· in the 
material sense; but for herself she followed the paths that 
led to failure; and those who tried to follow her must 
have some other than the usual sense of values and must 
take failure itself as success. Hers was the path of service 
to mankind: to give of what she had and even more than 
she had; hers was not the path of exploitation: of taking­
as successful persons take-from others very much more 
than they can afford to give and indeed very often all that 
they have. Those who followed her have served but have 
not succeeded. The mean-the right, proper, balanced, 
middle-path has, I fear, yet to be found whereby men 
may serve their brother men and not ruin themselves in 
the bargain. 
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Those friends who have had the patience to wndl' 
through my pages thus far, may feel inclined to say that 
when apparently I knew l\Irs. Besant so well, would I not 
write something about the lessons her life has to teach; 
would I not give an appreciation of her work. It woi1Id, 
I fear, be impertinent on my part to try to appraise· 
)frs. Besant 's wo1:k for the world and for India. I simply 
could not do it. I fear-and I am sorry and almost asham­
ed to confess it-I did not even understand her main work 
that perta.ined to worlds other than tllis, and to lives )·r· 

nioved from those on this planet, and on planes away from 
the physical. I believe spiritually the distance between her 
and myself was so great that that side of her work I could 
neither app1:ehend nor appreciate. I had nothing to do 
with it. 

There was another side, and to me a biggei· and a 
brighter side. I could see her pl~ysical self, and I loved it 

. for all its beauty, its dignity, its grandeur, its simplicity 
aJ{d its nobility; I could also see her concrete work and 
admired it fervently, intensely. I clearly sensed her strong 
mind, her sympathetic imagination, her earnest constant 
longing for the betterment of the lot of her fellov,· men and 
women, children and animals, on earth. And there was 
absolutely on the surface for all to witness her courage 
and devotion, her truth and chivalry, her incessant hard 
work and utmost reliability, her intensity of purpose and 
sympathetic· understanding of human nature, her loyalty 
to comrades and generous disposition, her efficiency in 
action and strength of will, her meticulous care of little 
as of great things, and her high regard for small as for 
big persons, her appreciation of values and of men. AU 
this I have tried to understand and have even tried to 
follow, however·humbly and distantly, however unsuccess­
fully and ineffectively. She verily was an ideal and an 
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inspiration; and· all that I can do today, as I close these 
reminiseenees, is to lay at the feet of this great lady-~:me 
of . the greatest beings that took human form,. cei·tainly 
the greatest person among all with whom I have been 
privileged to come in contact-my tribute of devotion and 
of gratitude. I offer as one who always felt like a baby 
in her presence, a grandson's lgYe to a grandmother. I 
could do no more even if I tried; nothing to my mind 
(~an possibly be more; and I cannot do better than close 
\\'ith the heartfelt prayer "·ith which she ended mmiy an 
inspiring book of her own_: 

PEACE TO ~\LT~ BEINGS 
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