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Introduction


It’s been said that Alan Watts was a natural-born thinker. Even before he took up philosophy as an actual profession, he was known to question his surroundings. From a young age, he was deemed to be much wiser than his limited number of years might otherwise have conveyed.

Watts made his entrance into this world on January 6, 1915, as the bouncing baby boy of Laurence and Emily Watts. His mother was already 39 years old when he was born, and since he was her first child at this late age, she was overjoyed. She had, in fact, almost given up on the idea of ever having children at all when little Alan arrived like a most pleasant surprise. Interestingly, it would later be learned that Emily had RH-negative blood. Mothers who are RH-negative can have a hard time carrying babies if the baby’s blood is not compatible.

At any rate, the boy seemed to be a godsend, and he was a joy to both of his parents, who absolutely adored him. They doted on him and nurtured his every imagination. Not many are lucky enough to grow up in such a rich and nurturing environment. Alan himself would later admit that if his family home was a garden, he was indeed well cultivated. In fact, the actual garden of the Watts house was a lovely world to itself that Alan would fondly remember as the proving grounds of his youth.

Here, he would admire nature and gaze up at the sky, wondering what it all might mean. As he pondered the depths of the secrets of the universe, his mind was surely growing and expanding, every bit as much as his mother’s garden-variety tomatoes. Soon, the whole world would get to know the thoughts and yearnings of Alan Watts’ wistful soul.


Chapter One

Early Life in Kent

“I was sent off to boarding school for instruction in laughing and grief, in militarism and regimented music, in bibliolatry and bad ritual, in cricket, soccer and rugby, in preliminary accounting, banking and surveying and in subtle, not really overt, homosexuality.”

—Alan Watts

Alan Watts grew up in the picturesque countryside of Kent, England. Here, he was free to roam. Although other children might group together, Alan proved to have an individual streak early on, as he preferred to wander about on his own. He would pass through the serene nature scenes of the country before finding his way to the town square in Chislehurst, where he would visit all of the shops and other points of interest.

As Watts grew older, his parents realized that their inquisitive boy was something of a scholar. In order to improve his lot in life, they sent him off to boarding school in 1923. Yes, at the ripe old age of seven, Alan was shipped off to St. Hugh’s Preparatory School. This was the place where he first learned the meaning of being independent. When Alan was made to wave his final goodbyes, it was a heart-wrenching sight. At the very last minute, overcome with trepidation, Alan pleaded with his parents to allow him to go back with them. However, his mother Emily was quite sure of the arrangement and insisted that her son make the best of it.

Even at that tender age, Watts was made to quickly learn how to get by without running to his mother or father. As one can imagine, it was a tough adjustment, and the fact that he was smaller and younger than most of the other students only made matters worse. It’s said that he was often the target of bullies when he first arrived at the school. Nevertheless, he soon adjusted. Watts did well with his coursework, and he also excelled in athletics after joining the school’s rugby team. After a few years had passed, he even earned a scholarship, which proved to be his ticket out of St. Hugh’s.

In 1928, the young Alan Watts was springboarded to the prestigious King’s School over in Canterbury. It was at King’s that Watts would first become acquainted with Eastern philosophy. By this time, he had also already met the first of many mentors along his philosophical road—Francis Croshaw. Watts met Croshaw through his son Ivan, and he would immediately become endeared to not just Francis but also his wife Elvira. Alan always felt that Elvira exuded a more refined maternal presence compared to his own mother. While he held deep affection for his mother, his memories of her were tinged with perceptions of her being somewhat stern and somber. In contrast, Elvira was vibrant and charming. He admired both her ability to speak fluent French as well as her generally sophisticated approach to life.

Nevertheless, it was Francis Croshaw who would have the greatest impact on Alan. Francis was the embodiment of a relaxed, urbane lifestyle of luxury. In contrast to Alan’s father, who worked for a tire company, Francis was wealthy, well-educated, and apparently without a care in the world. He would read fine books, drink fine wine, and smoke fine cigars—the latter of which he would occasionally share with Ivan and Alan. Francis and Elvira would also share their love of all things Eastern.

These were the heady last couple of decades of the British Empire. Back in those days, India was still part of the British fold and so too was Hong Kong. Rich Britons like Francis and Elvira were able to procure exotic items from these faraway places through the vast maritime trade networks of the empire. Realizing that the boy had such interests, Elvira began to gift Alan with many pieces of artwork and even books from the East. This, of course, only piqued Watts’ interest even further. The East seemed to beckon, and his passion for the Orient would stick with him for a lifetime.


Chapter Two

Broadening His Horizons

“Alan is very well and happy at his school in Canterbury. . . . He is growing up very fast and is a very companionable sort of boy. Both the Headmaster and his Housemaster think well of him.”

—Laurence Watts

During Watts’ teenage years, his home life was disrupted when his father’s ability to provide for the family was impacted by the global economic downturn known as the Great Depression. They did what they could to save money and managed to bring in a little revenue by way of a small rabbit farm that Alan’s father Laurence managed. Thanks to the scholarship that Alan utilized at King’s School, they also didn’t have to worry about their son’s education.

Yet as much of a blessing as having a scholarship to pay for his schooling might have been for Watts’ parents, there were times it almost seemed like a curse for Alan. This was due to the fact that most of his peers at the school were quite well off, and they tended to look down on Watts since his parents weren’t using their own money to pay for him. Rather than admiring him for making good enough grades to earn a scholarship, they seemed to view him more or less as a charity case. For Alan, their sidelong glares and cutting remarks were indeed quite painful for him to bear—so much so that on one occasion, he actually tried to run away.

The effort was probably more a cry for help than anything else, and soon enough, Alan was back. He would later acknowledge that, in spite of his aversion to many facets of schooling, education held the key to a better future. Nevertheless, Watts would write at length against the practices then employed by the British school system. He would even complain about the food, claiming that it was a steady regimen of nothing but boiled meat and vegetables, as well as the obligatory side of “stale bread.” One would think for all of the money that folks were shelling out for King’s that the cafeteria food would be a bit more appealing, but back in those days, students counted themselves lucky just to get an education at all.

At any rate, Watts decided to make the best of the situation he was in and soon became more involved on campus. As a result of these efforts, by the time he was 14 years old, he was taking part in a debate club. It was for this debate club that Alan first began to delve deep into Eastern philosophy when he initiated a debate subject he called “The Romance of Japanese Culture.” For this particular debate, he stockpiled an immense wealth of information on the two main Japanese religions: Shintoism and Zen Buddhism. Shintoism is an ancestral religion unique to Japan, whereas Buddhism originated in India, spread to China, then Korea, and on to Japan. By the time Buddhism reached Japan, it had transformed significantly into the branch that would come to be known as Zen Buddhism.

Although he was still very much a beginner as it pertained to these complicated concepts, Watts was a quick learner and eager to show off what
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