














































































SW AMIJI IN 

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA 

BRAHMACHARINI USHA 

AT 309 Monterey Road in South Pasadena stands a gabled 
residence of the late Victorian era. It is flanked on one side 
by a gas station, and within three blocks of it cars streak 
past on the Pasadena Freeway; still the white frame building 
preserves its dignified charm. Every year, members and 
friends of the Vedanta Society of Southern California gather 
there--to meditate, to listen to stories of by-gone days, and 
to walk in the little garden behind the house. What is the sig­
nificance of this old-fashioned place for these people in the 
middle of the twentieth century? In order to find out we 
must go back to the summer of 1899, when Swami Vive­
kananda returned to America in order to give an impetus to 
the work he had begun six years earlier with his address at 
the World's Parliament of Religions in Chicago. 

On his second trip to the West, Swamiji came to the 
United States after a short visit to England. Upon his ar­
rival in New York he was taken to Ridgely Manor in the 
Catskill Mountains, the country home of Francis Leggett 
and his wife Betty. Swamiji's brother monks Turiyananda 
and Abhedananda, and Sister Nivedita, were also present. 
So was Miss Josephine MacLeod, Betty Leggett's sister. 
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(Miss MacLeod, one of Swamiji's staunchest American 
friends, was known as Joe, Jaya, Yum, and later as Tantine. 
Swamiji himself used to call her Joe, the name by which she 
will be referred to in this article.) Other friends and the 
Leggett's children rounded out the party, of which Swamiji 
was the focal point. 

One day, as Joe later recalled in her memories, a letter 
from an unknown lady arrived at Ridgely. It said that Tay­
lor, Betty's and Joe's only brother, was lying seriously ill in 
the home of a Mrs. S. K. Blodgett in Los Angeles. Joe was to 
leave immediately to look after Taylor. As she got ready to 
step into the carriage waiting to take her to the railway sta­
tion, Swamiji blessed her and said: "Get up some classes for 
me, and I will come." 

In a rose-covered cottage on Twenty-first Street, Los 
Angeles, Joe found her brother. And above his bed she saw, 
to her complete amazement, a life-sized picture of Vive­
kananda. Realizing that Taylor was fatally ill, Joe requested 
Mrs. Blodgett's permission to let him stay on in her house. 
His hostess not only agreed but invited Joe to be her guest 
as well. 

Then Joe asked: "Who is that man whose portrait hangs 
over my brother's bed?" 

"If ever there was a God on earth, that is the man," said 
Mrs. Blodgett. 

"What do you know about him?" 
"I was at the Parliament of Religions at Chicago in 

1893," recalled Mrs. Blodgett, a woman in her seventies, 
"and when that young man got up and said, 'Sisters and 
Brothers of America,' seven thousand people rose to their 
feet as a tribute to something they knew not what; and when 
it was over and I saw scores of women walking over the 
benches to get near bim, I said to myself, 'Well, my lad, if 
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you can resist that onslaught, you are indeed a God.' " 
Joe told Mrs. Blodgett that she knew this man and 

that, in fact, she had just left him in the little village of Stone 
Ridge in the Catskill Mountains of New York. Then she sug­
gested to her hostess: 

"Why don't you ask him here?" 
"To my cottage?" 
"He will come," said Joe. 
Within three weeks, Taylor died. Three weeks after Tay­

lor's death, during the first days of December 1899, Swamiji 
arrived in Los Angeles and became Mrs. Blodgett's guest. 

In a letter of December 27, Swamiji wrote from 921 
W. 21st St., Los Angeles, that his hostess was "a Chicago 
lady-fat. old, and exlremely witty." "She heard me in 
Chicago," he added. "and is very motherly." In the same 
letter he noted his impressions of the Southern California 
landscape: "It is exactly like Northern Indian winter here, 
only some days a little warmer; the roses are here and the 
beautiful palms. Barley is in the fields, roses and many other 
flowers round about the cottage where I live." 

Joe referred to her and Swamiji's stay at Mrs. Blodgett's 
in her published memories as follows: "This little cottage 
had three bedrooms, a kitchen, a dining room, and a sitting 
room. Every morning we would hear Swami chanting his 
Sanskrit from the bath, which was just off the kitchen. He 
would come out with tousled hair and get ready for break­
fast. Mrs. Blodgett made delicious pancakes, and these we 
would eat at the kitchen table, Swami sitting with us; and 
such discourses he would have with Mrs. Blodgett, such rep­
artee and wit, she talking of the villainy of men and he talk­
ing of the even greater wickedness of women! Mrs. Blodgett 
seldom went to hear him lecture, saying her duty was to give 
us delicious meals when we got back." 
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Mrs. Blodgett's own reminiscences of Swamiji's visit in 
her home are recorded in a letter which she wrote to Joe in 
July 1902, the month that Swamiji passed away: 

I am ever recalling those swift, bright days in that 
never to be forgotten winter, lived in simple freedom and 
kindliness. We could not choose but to be happy and good 
... I knew him personally but a short time, yet in that 
time I could but see in a hundred ways the child side of 
Swamiji's character which was a constant appeal to the 
Mother quality in all good women. He depended on those 
near him in a way which brought him very near one's 
heart. Possessing as he did an almost inexhaustible knowl­
edge of things old as the world, a sage and philosopher, he 
yet appeared to me utterly to lack the commercial knowl­
edge which so distinguishes men of the Western world! 
You were constantly rendering him some apparently tri­
fling service in the everyday homely happenings of life, 
he in some small way requiring to be set right .... 

One day busy with my work and Swamiji absorbed 
with his curries and chapatis, I spoke to him of you when 
he said: "Ah yes! Joe is the sweetest spirit of us all." He 
would come home from a lecture where he was compelled 
to break away from his audience, so eagerly would they 
gather around him, and rush into the kitchen like a boy 
released from school with "Now we will cook!" ... Ah, 
those pleasant "tea party" days, as you used to call them. 
How we used to laugh! Do you remember the time he was 
showing me how he wound his turban about his head and 
you were begging him to hasten as he was already due at 
a lecture. I said, "Swami, don't hurry. Like the man on 
his way to be hung and the crowd jostling each other to 
reach the place of execution who called out, 'Don't hurry, 
there will be nothing interesting till I get there! '-I as­
sure you, Swami, there will be nothing interesting till you 
get there!" This so pleased him that often afterwards he 
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would say: "There will be nothing interesting till I get 
there"-and laugh like a boy. 

Just now I recall a morning when quite an audience 
had gathered at our house to listen to the learned Hindu 
who was sitting with downcast eyes and impenetrable face 
while his audience waited. His meditation over, he raised 
his eyes to Mrs. Leggett's and asked like a simple child: 
"What shall I say?" This gifted man possessing the subtle 
power of delighting an intellectual audience of c1-1ltured 
men and women asking for a theme! And there appeared 
to me in the question an exquisite touch of confidence in 
her judgment. An interesting portion of the day you lost 
in the early mornings when you and your sister were sleep­
ing. He would come in for his morning plunge in the bath 
and soon his deep voice would be heard in solemn chant. 
Though Sanskrit is an unknown tongue to me I caught the 
spirit of it all, and these morning devotions are among 
my sweetest recollections of the great Hindu. In the homely 
old-fashioned kitchen you and I have seen Swamiji at his 
best. 

I heard very few of Swamiji's public lectures; my age 
and household duties gave me no choice but like Martha 
to sit in the house. Were you present at a lecture when one 
of those ladies who love to make themselves conspicuous 
by some ill-timed remark asked: "Swami, who is it that 
supports the monks in your country? There are so many 
of them, you know." Like a flash Swami replied: "The 
same who support the clergy in your country, Madam­
the women!" The audience laughed and Swamiji pro­
ceeded with his lecture. Another time I was there when he 
lectured in the Masonic Temple in Chicago and a noted 
clergyman present said: "You believe in creeds, do you 
not, Monk?" "Oh yes," said Swami, "while you need 
them. You plant an acorn for a tree and build around it a 
little fence to keep away the pigs and goats. But when your 
acorn has grown to a tall spreading tree you do not need 
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your little fence." He was never at a loss, always equal to 
the occasion. . .. 

SHORTLY after his arrival in Los Angeles, Swamiji had be­
gun to give lectures. According to the official Life of Swami 
Vivekananda, he delivered approximately a lecture a day 
during his ten-week stay in Southern California, either in 
Los Angeles or Pasadena. Not all of his public addresses 
here have been preserved; but those extant include some of 
his most inspired ones. Ida Ansell (known as Ujjvala, who 
met Swami Vivekananda and later became a disciple of 
Swami Turiyananda) heard Swamiji say that he gave his 
highest teachings in California. 

His first lecture in Los Angeles, on "Vedanta Philoso­
phy," was delivered at Blanchard Hall, 233 South Broad­
way, on December 8, 1899. His next address was given at 
Amity Church, under the auspices of the Academy of Sci­
ences of Southern California, the subject being "The Cos­
mos." 

From the Los Angeles Evening Express of January 3, 
1900, we learn that Swamiji's second lecture at Blanchard 
Hall was presented on January 2. He spoke on the "History 
of India." The newspaper review of this address can hardly 
be termed an example of brilliant reporting. However, an 
excerpt from it is reprinted here because it gives an idea of 
the naivete concerning his native land Swamiji had to en­
counter in segments of his audience. 

India, the speaker said, is not a country but a conti­
nent containing a huge mass of races united by religion. 
It was inhabited when Columbus discovered America while 
trying to find a shorter passage to it. India has 200,000,-
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000 inhabitants and is full of small villages that extend 
throughout all the land. There is a large amount of rain­
fall, which renders the ground very fertile. Notwithstand­
ing the richness of the country, however, many of the 
people live on a kind of cereal. No animal food is eaten. 

Ancient customs have been maintained and there are 
hundreds of castes within their subdivisions, and the poor­
est man in the country may belong to the same caste as 
the most powerful ruler. 

The speaker said this state of affairs is for the de­
velopment of the masses and that it is a true democracy. 

On January 4, 1900, Swamiji spoke on "Work and Its 
Secret." ( A typescript of this lecture in the archives of the 
Vedanta Society of Southern California carries the notation 
that it was delivered at Paine Hall, Los Angeles.) On this 
occasion, Swamiji pointed out that the means of work are 
as important as the end. We are the means, he explained. 
The world can he good and pure only if our lives are good 
and pure. "Therefore, let us purify ourselves. Let us make 
ourselves perfect." 

The Los Angeles Times of January 6 reported a lecture 
given by Swamiji on the previous day at 330½ South Broad­
way, on the subject '·Ourselves." Excerpts quoted in the 
newspaper article establish this address as one later pub­
lished in the Complete W arks of Swami Vivekananda under 
the title '·The Open Secret." 

On Sunday afternoon, January 7, Swamiji spoke again 
at 3301/2 South Broadway. The Los Angeles Times reported 
on the 8th that his lecture was delivered "before an audience 
that packed the house to its capacity." From the passages 
printed in the paper ( about one-fourth of the address) it is 
easily identified as his famous lecture on "Christ the Mes­
senger." Swamiji said that day, in words reflecting the Gos-
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pel according to St. John: "No man hath seen God at any 
time but through the Son." Warming to his subject, he con­
tinued: "It is true that you and I, and the poorest of us, the 
meanest even, embody that God, even reflect that God. The 
vibration of light is everywhere, omnipresent; but we have 
to strike the light of the lamp before we can see the light. 
The Omnipresent God of the universe cannot be seen until 
he is reflected by these giant lamps of the earth-the Proph­
ets, the man-Gods, the Incarnations, the embodiments of 
God." During the course of his lecture, Swamiji drew a pic­
ture of Jesus as a "true son of the Orient, intensely practi­
cal," one who placed no faith in this evanescent world but 
preached purity and renunciation as the way to salvation. 
"The kingdom of God is within you," Swamiji reminded his 
listeners in the words of Jesus, and he exhorted them to 
realize their divine nature. 

Joe, who was present, later called this "perhaps the 
most outstanding lecture" she ever heard. She said that dur­
ing this talk Swamiji "seemed to radiate a white light from 
head to foot, so lost was he in the wonder and the power of 
Christ." "I was so impressed with this obvious halo," her 
reminiscences continued, "that I did not speak to him on 
the way back for fear of interrupting, as I thought, the great 
thoughts that were still in his mind. Suddenly he said to me, 
'I know how it is done.' I said, 'How what is done?' 'How 
they make mulligatawny soup! They put a bayleaf in it,' he 
told me.'' Joe later commented: "That utter lack of self­
consciousness, of self-importance, was perhaps one of his 
outstanding characteristics. He seemed to see the strength 
and the glory and the power of the other man who felt that 
courage enter into him until everyone who came near him 
went away refreshed and invigorated and sustained. So when 
people have said to me, 'What is your test of spirituality?' 
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I have always said, 'It is the courage that is given hy the 
presence of a holy man.'" 

On January 8, Swamiji spoke in Los Angeles on "Pow­
ers of the Mind." Man's mind, he said, has extraordinary 
latent powers. By applying the science of raja yoga, these 
powers may he developed and man can thereby hasten his 
growth toward perfection. At the end of this lecture Swamiji 
offered to teach this science to anyone genuinely interested 
in learning it. 

The Home of Truth, a branch of New Thought, had a 
chapter in Los Angeles where Swamiji gave a series of ad­
dresses. An article published in February 1900 in the mag­
azine Unity mentions eight, all of which were considered 
"intensely interesting." According to this article, there was 
combined in Swamiji "the learning of a university-president, 
the dignity of an archbishop, with the grace and winsome­
ness of a free and natural child." With considerably more 
insight into Swamiji's work than the Los Angeles newspapers 
were demonstrating, Unity explained that Hindu mission­
aries did not come to the West to convert Christians to a 
better religion than what Christ had taught, but to show that 
there is in reality but one religion; "and that we can do no 
better than to practice what we profess to believe." 

On Christmas Day 1899, Swamiji spoke at the Home 
of Truth on "Christ's Mission to the World." 

Another of his lectures at the Home was entitled "Hints 
on Practical Spirituality." On this occasion, Swamiji was 
inspired to do what he used to call "a little bomb-throwing" 
-which meant that he would jolt his audience out of its 
comfortable ruts of complacency and prejudice. "The wom­
an in the street, or the thief in the jail is the Christ that 
is being sacrificed that you may be a good man," Swamiji 
said that day. "Such is the law of balance. All the thieves 
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and the murderers, all the unjust, the weakest, the wickedest, 
the devils, they all are my Christ! I owe a worship to the 
God Christ and to the demon Christ! ... My salutation 
goes to the feet of the good, the saintly, and to the feet 
of the wicked and the devilish! They are all my teachers, all 
are my spiritual fathers, all are my Saviors .... I have to 
sneer at the woman walking in the street, because society 
wants it! She, my Savior, she, whose street-walking is the 
cause of the chastity of other women! . . . Whom shall I 
blame? Whom shall I praise? Both sides of the shield must 
be seen." 

his not known just when Swamiji began to give lectures in 
the neighboring town of Pasadena. Certainly he was work­
ing there by December 22, 1899. On this date, he wrote to 
Sara Bull: "I am grinding on in Pasadena; hope some re­
sult will come out of my work here." 

Under the headline "The Swami Vive Kananda [sic], 
an Illustrious Visitor in Pasadena," the Pasadena Daily 
Evening Star of January 15, 1900, reported as follows: 

The most conspicuous figure in the World's Congress 
of Religions at the World's Fair in Chicago was probably 
the great Indian teacher, The Swami Vive Kananda, who 
represented the Hindoo [sic] religion and aroused the 
people of Chicago to great enthusiasm by his charming 
and unique personality and presentation of his country's 
religion. 

The Swami Vive Kananda was a visitor in Pasadena 
today, lecturing to the guests of the Green this morning. 
. . . A reception will be given him from three to five 
o'clock Saturday in the Shakespeare Club rooms. 

Two days later, the same newspaper carried this item: 
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A small audience was present at the Shakespeare Club 
last night to greet Swami Vivekananda, the interesting 
young Hindu scholar and teacher and listen to his account 
of the Brahmin religion. The Swami will speak Friday 
morning at Hotel Green and tomorrow evening again at 
the Shakespeare Club. 

There is no admission fee to these lectures and every­
one is welcome. The Swami will he pleased to lecture fur­
ther next week if people will organize classes and each 
contribute what he is able to the support of the Industrial 
English schools in India, which the Swami Vivekananda 
is working for. 

From these and other newspaper accounts it is evident 
that Swamiji spoke at the Green Hotel (99 South Raymond 
Avenue) on January 15, 17, and 19. On the 15th. his sub­
ject was "Bhakti Yoga, or the Religion of Love." The older 
part of the Green Hotel, where Swamiji lectured, was torn 
down many years ago. But a newer part of the Hotel was 
still in business in 1962, and an arch dating back to Swa­
miji's day, and connecting the two parts, was still standing. 

The Shakespeare Club in Pasadena, where Swamiji 
spoke on January 16 and 17, 1900. was then located in a 
small building (The Stickney Memorial Building, at Lincoln 
Avenue and Fair Oaks Avenue) which is no longer in exist­
ence. The Club, however, was still functioning in 1962, a 
few blocks from its original location. 

The following quaint story, reporting Swamiji's lecture 
at the Shakespeare Club on January 17, was published in 
the Los Angeles Times of that date: 

Clad in his maroon robe, Swami Vivekananda ad­
dressed a small audience, composed mostly of women, at 
the Shakespeare Club this evening. He gave an account 
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of the religious legends of Brahminism, which are em• 
bodied in the daily lives of the Hindus, of the origin of 
Shiva and his surrender to the pure spirit of his wife, to­
day the Mother of all India, whose worship is carried to 
such an extent that no female animal can he killed. Vive­
kananda quoted freely from the Sanskrit, translating as 
he went along. Speaking in his soft, low voice of the mys­
ticism of subtle India to a little gathering of people listen­
ing with rapt attention to the things of small significance 
to the uninitiated, the striking young Hindu scholar with 
the glow of the zealot on his swarthy face, was the center 
of an esoteric tableau. 

People who attended Swamiji's lectures marveled at his 
ability not only to speak without ever referring to notes, hut 
to get up on the platform "without a moment's preparation." 
Here is an example of how he arrived at one of his lecture 
topics, recorded, with the address itself, in the Complete 
Works of Swami Vivekananda. 

On January 18, he was scheduled to speak again at the 
Shakespeare Club. On this occasion, he told his listeners that 
he did not know what he was to lecture on and invited them 
to choose his topic for him. One questioner challenged Swa­
mi ji: "We would like to know the result of your philosophy; 
has your philosophy and religion lifted your women above 
our women?" 

"You see, that is a very individual question," was Swa­
miji's quick parry. "I like our women and your women too." 

The questioner pursued the matter: "Well, will you tell 
us about your women, their customs and education, and the 
position they hold in the family?" 

"Oh yes," agreed Swamiji, "those things I would be 
very glad to tell you." 

Whereupon he proceeded to lecture extemporaneously 
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on India's social, cultural, and spiritual order, and explained 
woman's place within this scheme. This address was later 
published as "Women of India." 

"My Life and Mission" was also given at the Shake­
speare Club-on January 27. As reported in the Complete 
Works, Swamiji was to have spoken on Vedanta philosophy 
that day; but the president of the Club and some of the 
ladies and gentlemen had asked him to tell them something 
about his work. And so Swamiji did. This was the first time, 
he said, that he lectured on the subject of his mission. He 
told his audience about India and the ideal of renunciation, 
about Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother, about the foun­
dation of the monastic order in the Master's name, and fi­
nally about his own coming to America and his plan for 
raising the economic and educational standard of the Indian 
masses. 

The following day, January 28, Swamiji gave what, 
with the exception of "Christ the Messenger," is considered 
to have been his most popular lecture in Southern California. 
Entitled "The Way to the Realization of a Universal Reli­
gion," it was delivered at the Universalist Church in Pasa­
dena, located at Raymond Avenue and Chestnut Street­
about a block from the old site of the Shakespeare Club. In 
the course of his talk, Swamiji declared that any attempt to 
bring all mankind to one method of thinking in spiritual 
matters has been a failure and always will be a failure. "Var­
iation is the sign of life," he said, pointing out that the reli­
gions of the world are not contradictory but complementary, 
"each embodying part of the great truth." He blasted the 
ignorance which makes a man go· out "into the world, God's 
menagerie, with a little cage in hand, and says, 'God and the 
elephant and everybody has to go into this. Even if we have 
to cut the elephant into pieces, he must go in.' " An ideal 
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religion, Swamiji continued, must be broad and large enough 
to supply food for all kinds of minds: "It must supply the 
strength of philosophy to the philosopher, the devotee's heart 
to the worshiper; to the ritualist, it will give all that the most 
marvelous symbolism can convey; to the poet, it will give 
as much of heart as he can take in, and other things besides." 
Acceptance, not exclusion, will be our watchword, said Swa­
miji, expressing his credo as follows: 

I accept all religions that were in the past, and wor­
ship with them all; I worship God with every one of them, 
in whatever form they worship him. I shall go to the 
mosque of the Mohammedan; I shall enter the Christian's 
church and kneel before the crucifix; I shall enter the 
Buddhistic temple, where I shall take refuge in Buddha 
and in his Law. I shall go into the forest and sit down in 
meditation with the Hindu, who is trying to see the Light 
which enlightens the heart of everyone. Not only shall I 
do all these, but I shall keep my heart open for all that 
may come in the future. 

A series of addresses on the "Epics of Ancient India" 
was given by Swamiji at the Shakespeare Club. On January 
31, 1900, he spoke on "The Ramayana" and on February 1, 
on "The Mahabharata." According to The Life of Swami 
Vivekananda, the series also included lectures on "The Story 
of Jada Bharata" and "The Story of Prahlada." The Pasa­
dena Evening Star reported that Swamiji was scheduled to 
speak at the Shakespeare Club on "The Aryan Race," Jan­
uary 30, and on "Buddhist India," February 2. 

And on February 3, 1900, Swamiji delivered his famous 
lecture on "The Great Teachers of the World," again at the 
Shakespeare Club. In this lecture he presented two tremen­
dous philosophical conceptions of Hinduism: the advent of 
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Divine Incarnations and the cyclic movement of the uni­
verse. The cyclic movement, which he compared to wave 
forms, is true of the march of human affairs, of the history 
of nations, and of the history of religions, Swamiji said. 
After a fall in a nation's spiritual life, the wave rises again, 
and "always on the topmost crest of the wave is a shining 
soul, the Messenger. Creator and created by turns, he is the 
impetus that makes the wave rise, the nation rise: at the 
same time, he is created by the same forces which make the 
wave ... " Swamiji explained that each of the great Mes­
sengers, Prophets, or Divine Incarnations plays a part, the 
harmony consisting in the sum total. Each came to preach 
a great idea: Krishna, nonattachment and surrender of the 
fruits of action to God; Buddha, unselfishness; Mohammed, 
equality, the brotherhood of man; Christ, readiness, "for 
the kingdom of heaven is at hand." Swamiji urged that we 
take all these great ideas and supplement them with our own 
realizations. These World Teachers, he said, attained their 
perfection, and we are going to attain ours now. 

ALTHOUGH Swamiji's correspondence during his stay in 
Southern California is indicative of his thoughts and feel­
ings on many subjects, it can only be touched upon very 
briefly within the confines of this article. 

He felt that his health, which had been poor, was getting 
better. Joe had unearthed "a magnetic healing woman" from 
whom, to please Joe, he was taking treatments. "Whether it 
is magnetic healing, California ozone, or the end of the pres­
ent spell of bad karma, I am improving," Swamiji wrote on 
December 27, 1899. Mentally, also, he was stronger, and 
very calm-as he mentioned in several letters of this period. 

Although he was disappointed that his lecturing had 
brought little money to help in expanding the Order's 
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work, Swamiji considered California receptive to his teach­
ings. "Some people here are very enthusiastic," he wrote 
from Los Angeles on December 22; "the Raja-Yoga book 
did indeed great services on this coast." And a few days 
later he wrote: " ... when I leave I shall send for Turiya­
nanda and make him work on the Pacific coast. I am sure 
here is a great field." 

To those who were close to him, Swamiji admitted his 
increasing longing for peace and freedom from his heavy 
responsibilities as head of the Ramakrishna Math and Mis­
sion. He wished to resign the presidency, a post which he 
had filled from the inception of the organization. Moreover, 
he felt that his mission from the platform was finished. "I 
want rest, a meal, a few books, and I want to do some schol­
arly work," he wrote on January 17, 1900. "Mother shows 
this light vividly now .... I am but a child; what work have 
I to do? ... I cannot any more tell from the platform .... 
the next phase will be the miraculous touch and not the 
tongue-like Ramakrishna's." 

But in spite of his desire for release from work, Swami­
j i's attitude was one of surrender to the will of the Divine 
Mother. "I am afraid that the rest and peace I seek for will 
never come," he wrote to his disciple Nivedita on January 24. 
"But Mother does good to others through me, at least some 
to my native land, and it is easier to be reconciled to one's 
fate as a sacrifice. . . . The great worship is going on-no 
one can see its meaning except that it is a great sacrifice. 
Those that are willing escape a lot of pain. Those who resist 
are broken into submission and suffer more. I am now de­
termined to be a willing one." 

IT WAS at one of Swamiji's public lectures, probably at the 
Shakespeare Club in Pasadena, that the three Mead sisters 
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met him for the first time. They were Mrs. Carrie Mead 
Wyckoff, Mrs. Alice Mead Hansborough, and Miss Helen 
Mead. Their brother William, a banker, was prominent in 
Los Angeles society. Alice became known as Shanti among 
her Vedanta friends, the name by which she will be referred 
to in this article. Carrie ( afterwards named Lalita by Swa­
mi j i's brother disciple Trigunatita) will be called Sister, as 
she was known in her later years. Any of the following stories 
concerning Swami ji and the Mead sisters, unless otherwise 
identified, were told by Shanti or Sister to Swami Pra­
bhavananda or members and friends of the Vedanta Society 
of Southern California. 

Shanti had read Swamiji's Raja Yoga, which had been 
published in New York during his earlier visit to America. 
And so, when the sisters saw an announcement of one of 
Swamiji's lectures, they decided to go and hear him. Later 
Shanti said that when she had first heard Swamiji speak 
she had at once been eager to help in his work. Sister, too, 
was tremendously impressed. She said that Swamiji kept his 
audience spellbound; when he spoke you could hear a pin 
drop. 

Sister and Helen were shy, but the bolder and more 
enterprising Shanti met Joe after the lecture and inquired 
whether Swamiji intended to hold any classes in Pasadena. 
Joe suggested that she ask Swamiji himself. Shanti did, and 
he said to her: "Why don't you arrange some classes for 
me?" Thus it happened that Shanti became Swamiji's secre­
tary, and that Helen, the youngest of the three sisters, re­
corded some of his lectures. (Since Helen recorded "My 
Life and Mission," the Mead sisters must have met Swamiji 
before January 27, 1900.) 

Shanti's energy and carefree spirit pleased Swamiji. 
He asked both Shanti and Helen to go to India as workers 
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for his cause. But neither of them went. Shanti refused be­
cause she did not want to leave her daughter Dorothy. 

The "three Graces," as Swamiji called the sisters, were 
then sharing a rented house at 309 Monterey Road, South 
Pasadena. They were very eager to have Swamiji come to 
their home, hut he had not encouraged any definite arrange­
ments for a visit. One morning, however, a horse carriage 
drew up in front of the Meads' house. To the surprise and 
delight of the sisters, Swamiji climbed out of it, dropped his 
hags and baggage at the door, and announced: "I have come 
to stay with you. That's too much of a lady!" 

Just who was "too much of a lady" is not clear. Un­
fortunately, Swamiji's movements during his Southern Cali­
fornia stay have not been, and seemingly may never he, fully 
established. The official Life of Swami Vivekananda states 
that he spent "nearly a month" at the Los Angeles Home of 
Truth and that, while in Los Angeles, "he was for a time the 
guest of Miss Spencer." To complicate matters further, ac­
cording to the Los Angeles Times of January 14, 1900, Swa­
miji was then supposedly the guest of a Mrs. J. C. Newton 
of South Pasadena. 

It is known that Swamiji arrived in Los Angeles during 
the first days of December 1899, certainly by the 6th. He 
went immediately to Mrs. Blodgett's, where, according to 
Joe's reminiscences, they stayed "for months." As indicated 
by Swamiji's correspondence, he was still at Mrs. Blodgett's 
on December 27. Swami Prahhavananda was told by Sister 
that Swamiji stayed at the Meads' home for six weeks. (The 
photograph reproduced on the inside of the front cover 
shows Swamiji standing in front of their house in South 
Pasadena, with Sister in the background.) Since Swamiji 
left Pasadena for Northern California sometime between 
February 20 and 25, he may have moved to 309 Monterey 
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Road about the second week of January, 1900. Although 
Joe says in her published memories that "Swamiji lectured 
a great number of times at the Home of Truth," she makes 
no mention of his having lived there. And neither she, nor 
Sister, nor Shanti, nor Swamiji's letters of this period have 
given evidence to show that he stayed at Miss Spencer's or 
Mrs. Newton's. 

DURING Swamiji's visit with the three sisters, the impact of 
his spiritual power was such that they felt, as one of them 
put it, as if Christ himself were in their midst. Not only did 
he teach the highest religious truths, he manifested them in 
his life. Moreover, he had the gift of expressing subtle spirit­
ual ideas with the utmost simplicity. Shanti remembered 
that Swamiji informed her there were two stages of divine 
realization: the first, "All is not, Brahman is," and the sec­
ond, "Brahman is all." And once he told Sister that she was 
omnipresent, omnipotent, and omniscient-thus reminding 
her that the Atman, the indwelling Godhead, is the only 
reality. When she was an old lady, Sister still recalled the 
emphasis and seriousness with which Swamiji made this 
affirmation. 

Those who have enjoyed daily association with a man 
of God cherish for the rest of their lives many apparently 
inconsequential details of daily living pertaining to him. 
These are precious to the devotees because by recalling them 
the holy man's personality and their relationship with him 
are recreated. Sister thus treasured every incident connected 
with Swamiji's stay in her house: small services she was 
permitted to render him, his comments on some happening, 
his jokes, his daily actions. And she shared some of her 
memories with those who were eager to hear them. 
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She used to busy herself with cooking, tidying Swami­
ji's room, and various other household chores. And so Swa­
miji told her one day: "Madame"-this was his way of ad­
dressing Sister-"Madame, you work so hard that it makes 
me tired. Well, there have to be some Marthas, and you are 
a Martha." 

Sometimes Swamiji helped Sister in the kitchen, cut­
ting up vegetables, shelling peas, grinding spices. He loved 
hot food, chicken curry being a favorite dish. When he pre­
pared the chonk for it ( frying spices in butter before adding 
them to the meat), a great amount of smoke was .produced 
which would make the sisters' eyes smart. And so Swamiji 
used to call out a warning: "Here comes grandpa; ladies 
are invited to leave." 

A friend of the sisters came to visit one day. The ladies 
chatted for more than an hour while Swamiji sat in the 
parlor with them, smoking his pipe in perfect silence. Ob­
viously the visitor had no idea who he was, because to the 
sisters' and Swamiji's vast amusement, she asked as she was 
leaving: "Does this gentleman speak English?" 

In the cool of the evening, Swamiji used to enjoy sit­
ting and meditating in a little garden spot behind the house. 
In his time, the hilly country to the southeast of the home 
was quite undeveloped. Swamiji used to take daily walks 
there, the sisters' dog accompanying him. And occasionally 
he joined picnic parties which the devotees would arrange 
for him. A photograph, taken on one of these outings, shows 
Swamiji wearing the cap he had designed for the monks of 
the Ramakrishna Order. He is sitting in the middle of a 
group of ladies-Sister standing behind him, Shanti seated 
on his right. (This photograph is reproduced on the inside 
of the back cover.) 

Swamiji had great affection for the Mead sisters. "Lord 
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bless their hearts," he wrote to Betty Leggett. "The three 
sisters are three angels, are they not? Seeing such souls 
here and there repays for all the nonsense of this life." In 
a letter to Swami Turiyananda, he referred to them as "gen· 
uine, pure, and absolutely unselfish friends." And before he 
left the Meads' home he said: "You three sisters have be­
come a part of my mind forever." 

WE shall briefly consider three persons associated with Swa­
miji during his stay in Southern California-whom he chose 
as instruments of his work and whose lives he transformed. 

There was Shanti. 
While Swamiji was still in South Pasadena, he received 

an invitation to lecture at the Unitarian Church in Oakland. 
He asked Shanti if she wished to accompany him, saying, 
"If you want to go with me, don't let anybody keep you 
from coming." So Shanti went to Northern California with 
Swamiji. She was one of two ladies who kept house for him 
in San Francisco, and in addition she served as his secre­
tary. In a letter dated March 17, 1900, Swamiji wrote: "Mrs. 
Hansborough, the second of the three sisters, is here, and 
she is working, working, working-to help me." 

After two months in the Bay Area, Shanti found that 
she missed her daughter Dorothy very much, and so she 
was torn between the desire to return to Los Angeles and 
the wish to be with Swamiji who had been invited to Camp 
Irving-a retreat on the outskirts of Camp Taylor in the 
redwoods of Marin County. Swamiji urged Shanti to go to 
the camp. "I'll teach you to meditate," he told her. So she 
went. Among the devotees at the camp was Ujjvala, who 
later recalled that Shanti was very busy in taking care of 
Swamiji's needs while at the retreat. One morning. accord-
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ing to Ujjvala's memories, Swamiji found Shanti in the 
kitchen, preparing a meal, when it was time for his class. 
"Aren't you coming in to meditate?" he asked her. "Yes," 
she answered, "but I have to get this broth simmering first. 
Afterwards I shall come in." Then Swamiji told her, "Well, 
never mind; our Master said you could leave meditation for 
service." 

Once it rained at the camp for twenty-four hours. Swa­
mi j i had a fever and became very ill. Shanti did everything 
she could for him. Swamiji later told Joe: "The married one 
nursed me with such kindness, you will never guess," as Joe 
wrote Helen Mead in her letter of September 7, 1902. Ujj­
vala, too, was deeply impressed by Shanti's devoted nursing 
-so much so that fifty years later she still remembered see­
ing Shanti stand in the pouring rain that night at the camp, 
completely unaware of getting drenched, in order to place 
an extra piece of canvas over Swamiji's tent. 

THEN there was Sister. When Swamiji sent his brother dis­
ciple Turiyananda to continue the work he had begun in 
California, the Meads accepted him eagerly and Sister be­
came his disciple. One day Swami Turiyananda told Sister: 
"You will have a work to do; but it will be quiet work." 
Almost thirty years later she gave all she owned to Swami 
Prabhavananda, who started what became the Vedanta So­
ciety of Southern California in her Hollywood home. 

Everyone who knew Sister in her later years testified 
to the fact that she was a saintly person. Her truthfulness 
was exemplary; yet she managed never to say or do any­
thing that might possibly hurt anyone's feelings. Although 
her age, association with Sri Ramakrishna's disciples, and 
services to the local Vedanta work would have entitled her 
to special privileges, she was always the essence of humility. 
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Even when she was in her eighties, she would stand aside for 
younger persons to pass through the door first. This self­
effacement was completely natural, never affected. 

Sister was quiet and retiring by nature, but whenever 
someone mentioned the name of Vivekananda in her pres­
ence she would become a different person. She loved to talk 
about him and would do so with great animation. Whenever 
she spoke of him she tried to convey what a unique God-man 
he was. And both she and Shanti always gave the impression 
that Swamiji was a living presence to them. 

Until the last days of her life, Sister meditated regularly 
three times a day. At one period, Swami Prabhavananda 
noticed that she remained prostrate for a long time when 
saluting the Lord in the shrine, and he made reference to 
this. "It takes me so long until I see the Light," she explained 
apologetically, assuming in her ingenuousness that others, 
whose prostrations were less prolonged, were more spirit­
ually advanced than she and thus able to see the Light 
sooner. 

In July 194,9, when she was ninety years old, Sister 
passed away; her mind, at the last, going to the spiritual 
children of Sri Ramakrishna whose blessings she had re­
ceived. Just before losing consciousness she uttered three 
times the names of Vivekananda and Turiyananda. 

AND there was Joe. Joe of course had known Swamiji long 
before he came to Los Angeles. But she is mentioned here 
because her ties with Southern California did not end when 
Swamiji left for Oakland in February 1900. In later 
years she frequently visited the Vedanta Society in Holly­
wood; and always during these visits Swamiji was her fa­
vorite topic of conversation. She often said that she never 
considered herself· as his disciple. "I am his friend," she 
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would say, adding, "After I met him I was never the same." 
Joe was completely identified with the growth of the Rama­
krishna Math and Mission's work, and after Swamiji's death 
she continued to make trips to India. Among other things, 
her contributions made possible the publication of many of 
Swamiji's writings and also provided a guesthouse at Belur 
Math for the use of Western visitors. Joe was in her nineties 
when she returned to Southern California for the last time. 
She passed away at the Hollywood Center of the Vedanta 
Society in the fall of 1949, three months after Sister's death. 

There is a typed copy of a fragmentary, undated letter, 
which Joe wrote from the Belur Math guesthouse some time 
after Swamiji had passed away. It carries a notation in her 
handwriting that she wanted it to be saved. In this letter, 
Joe tells of Swamiji's impact on her life: 

The thing that held me in Swamiji was his unlimitedness. 
I never could touch the bottom-or top-or sides. The 
amazing size of him-I think Nivedita's hold was that, 
too .... Oh, such natures make one so free. It's the reac­
tion on oneself that matters, really, isn't it? What one gets 
out of it. 

You ask if I am utterly secure in my grasp on the 
ultimate. Yes, utterly. It seems to be part and parcel of 
me. It is the Truth I saw in Swamiji that has set me free! 
One's faults seem so insignificant, why remember them 
when one has the ocean of Truth to be our playground? 
It was to set me free that Swamiji came, that was as much 
a part of his mission as it was to give renunciation to 
Nivedita or unity to dear Mrs. S. But it is in renunciation 
that he is India's great spiritual gift, and so the workers 
in and for India (Nivedita) used to say, "I only hear one 
word ringing through my ears day and night, Remember 
Renunciation." ... I haven't any renunciation, but I've 
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freedom. Freedom to see and help India to grow-that's 
my job and how I love it. To see this group of fiery ideal­
ists burning new paths and outlets from this jungle called 
Life ... 

I feel that Swamiji is a Rock for us to stand upon. 
That was his function in my life, not worship, nor glory, 
hut a steadiness under one's feet for experiments! At last 
I'm free. It's so curious to feel free, not needed any more 
in the West, but all my characteristics-in India .... With 
two new upper chambers of the guest house I am living 
in great luxury and space, quiet on this great river. I 
never dreamed of such luxury anywhere! The luxury of 
space-no furniture to take care of, no rugs, pictures, 
dishes-only a tea set. That impingement of things is 
gone! Things to do, to take care of, all melted into thin 
air. Yet I'm not alone! {That I couldn't bear). One doesn't 
have to leave the body to find Heaven. 

I see-and why all this? That's the wonder. 
"They are fooling us with little brains, but this time 

they won't find me napping. I've found a thing or two 
beyond brains, and that is love" as Swamiji wrote to Mrs. 
Leggett, bless them both. 

IN February 1900, on the day Swamiji left the Meads' home 
to go to Northern California, he placed his pipe on the man­
tel of the sisters' fireplace, saying: "This house won't remain 
the same." In 1955, the property was acquired for the Ve­
danta Society of Southern California through the generosity 
of one of its members. And the following year, in the pres­
ence of two Trustees of the Ramakrishna Math and Mission, 
Swami Madhavananda (who became the Order's President 
in 1962) and Swami Nirvanananda, it was consecrated as 
a shrine. 

That the exterior of the house has undergone few 
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changes since 1900 may be seen by studying photographs 
taken at the turn of the century. The floors and ceilings are 
also substantially the same. The interior has been redeco­
rated in the late Victorian style of Swamiji's day. The fire­
place, where he left his pipe, was discovered behind a wall 
which had been erected since the Meads' occupancy; it has 
been restored. The pipe was kept by Sister for many years 
before she entrusted it to Swami Prabhavananda; it is now 
preserved in Hollywood with other relics. The table at which 
Swamiji sat with the sisters stands once more in the dining 
room of the house. The upstairs bedroom where Swamiji 
had slept has become the shrineroom. And the garden in 
which he loved to sit is once again carefully tended. 

In 1962, on the eve of his birth centenary, it was evi­
dent that the influence of Swami Vivekananda's visit in 
Southern California has been a lasting one. His lectures and 
letters have retained their immediacy and power. Devotees 
like Sister and Joe, who loved Swamiji, served as instru­
ments of his work until the end of their lives; and people of 
our generation, in associating with these devotees, have es­
tablished a bond with him. Finally, Swamiji's presence con­
tinues to make itself subtly but tangibly felt in the Mead 
sisters' home. 

For a growing number of people, the old-fashioned 
house at 309 Monterey Road, South Pasadena, has become 
a place of pilgrimage. They gather there to pay their re­
spects to the unique God-man who blessed it by his presence, 
and who has endeared himself to them by stating the truths 
of religion in a dynamic and compelling way. For these 
Western devotees, Swami Vivekananda is a special link with 
Ramakrishna-Vedanta. 
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In June 1895, Swami Vivekananda visited the summer 
camp of his friend Francis Leggett in Percy, New Hamp­
shh:e. On June 7, Sw_amiji wrote from Percy: "This is one 
of the most beautiful spots I have ever seen. Imagine a lake 
surrounded with hills covered with a huge forest, with no­
body hut ourselves. So lovely, so quiet, so restful . . . It 
gives me a new lease of life to he here." The cottage at Percy 
where Swamiji stayed is reproduced on the inside of the 
h_ack cover. Miss Katharine Whitmarsh and Mrs. Frances 
Leggett made this photograph available for publication. 

The original of Swami Vivekananda's photograph re­
produced in the upper right-hand corner on the inside of the 
hack cover was one of two snapshots enclosed in a letter 
from Mary Wright, Cambridge, Mass., to Nivedita. Dated 
March 5, 1900, the letter contained this message: "I am 
sorry that I have not had time to print you something better 
than these which are only to show you what the children 
did." The letter and snapshots were sent to Swami Pra­
bhavananda through the courtesy of Mrs. Frances Leggett. 

In the article "Swamiji in Southern California," se­
lected passages from the following Advaita Ashrama publi­
cations have been quoted: Complete Works of Swami Vive­
kananda, The Life of Swami Vivekananda, and Reminis­
cences of Swami Vivekananda. Clive Johnson's checking of 
Los Angeles and Pasadena newspapers dating from Decem­
ber 1899 through February 1900 furnished new information 
concerning Swamiji's lectures in Southern California. Other 
members and friends of the Vedanta Society of Southern 
California were helpful in recalling incidents of Swamiji's 
visits to t;his area told them by Mrs. Wyckoff, Mrs. Hans­
borough; and Miss MacLeod. 
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