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For

JAMES DONALDSON

especially




The real yogi is your unfabricated innate nature.

“Yogi” means to realize the wisdom of pure awareness.

That is how you truly obtain the name yogi.…

Tibetan yogis of future generations, keep this in your hearts.

—PADMASAMBHAVA, EIGHTH CENTURY,
The Lotus-Born
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INTRODUCTION
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IT IS ESTIMATED that today there are more than eighteen hundred Tibetan Buddhist centers in Europe and the United States, and that nearly eighteen million people in North America alone practice some form of Yoga at studios, gyms, or clinics. With the ubiquity now of these twenty-five-hundred-year-old spiritual practices in the West, it can be hard to imagine that less than a hundred years ago its practitioners were known here only by their caricatures as demon worshipers and contortionists, and if a student wanted to take up a serious practice of Yoga or Tibetan Buddhism, he would have to travel around the world on a difficult journey to their Asian sanctuaries and then spend months trying to penetrate their secret societies.

In 1936, a graduate student at Columbia University named Theos Bernard decided to do just that and went to India for a year of field research on Tantric Yoga. His goal was to collect copies of the fast-disappearing Tantric scriptures and then master their practices under a qualified guru so that he could learn for himself whether these ancient spiritual technologies were still relevant for the modern mind. The exciting twists of his quest led to an invitation from the government of Tibet to make the first-ever spiritual pilgrimage by a Westerner to the forbidden city of Lhasa, and he returned home to New York after his fifteen-month trip with what a London newspaper proclaimed in a banner headline to be “The Greatest Adventure Story of the Year.” He was christened the “White Lama” by the press and became one of the pioneering teachers of both Yoga and Tibetan Buddhism in the West. But then, after a decade in the celebrity spotlight, Theos Bernard suddenly vanished from the cultural landscape.

Like nearly all of the tens of millions of people today who make some use of the practices he helped introduce to the West, I had never heard the name of Theos Bernard until a summer evening in June 2003. I was standing that evening under the stars in a sandy wash that runs out of the Dragoon Mountains in southeastern Arizona waiting with about a dozen others around an arrangement of logs set to be lit for a ritual fire puja to mark the end of Geshe Michael Roach’s Great Retreat. Out of the night we saw approaching the flashlights of Geshe Michael (the first Westerner in the six-hundred-year history of Tibet’s Sera monastery to earn the geshe degree, the pinnacle of scholarship) and the five students who all had been living in silent retreat the last three years, three months, and three days. Geshe Michael, dressed in red and yellow monastic robes, stepped over the boundary they had not crossed in all that time, and looked at the small group of faces, illuminated by a hissing lantern, that awaited him in the outside world. When he spotted me he crooked his finger to summon me to him. The first words he whispered after leaving his retreat were, “I have a project for you.” He wanted me to do a little journalistic research, he said. Some lawyer from Arizona named Bernard had gone to Lhasa, Tibet, in the 1930s and brought back a big library of Tibetan Buddhist scriptures. He wanted me to find out what I could about him.

A week later Geshe Michael showed me a worn copy of Hatha Yoga: The Report of a Personal Experience by Theos Bernard. The retreatants had all been practicing Yoga along with their four long daily sessions of meditation, and one of the few books Geshe Michael allowed into his retreat was this one. First published in 1944 by Columbia University Press, the slim volume was filled with Bernard’s personal advice about the arcane practices of Hatha Yoga and illustrated by thirty-six photographs of the author demonstrating with perfect form the poses and practices he describes. This yogi, Theos Bernard, was, as the introduction to the book revealed, also the Arizona lawyer who went to Lhasa. Geshe Michael was intrigued: Who was this man? How had he gotten an invitation to Lhasa, and how, at a time when there were almost no Yoga teachers in America, had he learned to demonstrate the asanas and mudras with such perfect alignment? A brief editorial note at the beginning of the edition Geshe Michael owned only compounded the mystery about the author. The publisher regretted to inform his readers that Theos Bernard had disappeared without a trace while returning from a monastery in the Himalayas in 1947. “Good luck,” Geshe Michael said. “Let me know what you come up with.”

It has taken seven years to follow to the end the trail that Geshe Michael set me on with those first clues. Theos Bernard, this forgotten figure, left a huge trove of biographical materials to work through, and at least nine archives around the United States preserve altogether many thousands of pages of his personal journal, letters, photographs, lecture notes, business ledgers, and organizational papers. What emerged from all this material was a fascinating, complex, and sometimes contradictory portrait of a man who was not only a pioneering scholar/adept of both Hatha Yoga and Tibetan Buddhism but also for a decade a huge celebrity—Indiana Jones and Carlos Castaneda rolled into one.

Theos trained as an anthropologist at Columbia University with Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, but he got his master’s degree there in philosophy and wrote a thesis titled “Tantric Ritual.” He was already an accomplished yogi when in the fall of 1936, at the age of twenty-seven, he went to India for a year of research on Yoga and Hindu Tantra for his doctorate. He intended to employ the new techniques of anthropological field research to learn the philosophy and practices of the few remaining Tantric yogis, and then undertake a traditional apprenticeship with a Tantric master and become, as he put it, “a spiritual guinea pig.” He would experiment on himself to test whether these antique practices could promise the same transformation in the mind of a modern man as in the great mahasiddhas of a thousand years ago.

He was unable to find in India, however, the Tantric master who could teach him both the philosophy and the practices, and he was advised that he must go to Tibet, where the medieval Tantric lineages still thrived. Tibet, though, had sealed its borders to foreigners 250 years earlier, and aside from a British military incursion in 1904 and the visits of two subsequent British political delegations, only a handful of Western trespassers had managed with disguises and subterfuge to make it to Lhasa. But Theos was determined, and he moved to a Himalayan border town, where he learned the Tibetan language and customs and then overwhelmed every Tibetan official he met with his sincere interest in their religion. It all resulted in an invitation from the highest officials of the Tibetan government to be the first Westerner ever to visit the forbidden city of Lhasa as a Buddhist pilgrim.

Theos spent two and half months in the summer of 1937 living with one of the wealthiest families in Tibet and was given open access to Lhasa’s most sacred and secret shrines and temples. He received Tantric initiation from the highest lama in Tibet and was sent home with fifty muleloads of the finest-quality Tibetan Buddhist scriptures and ritual art to support his mission of introducing Tibetan Buddhism in the West. The head of the Tibetan government and the head of the Sakya lineage of Tibetan Buddhism each wrote a letter for Theos to deliver to the president of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, requesting that he assist Theos in building the first Tibetan Buddhist monastery in America.

One of the first things everyone wanted to know when he returned was what was so special about Theos Bernard that had persuaded the Tibetans to invite him to Lhasa for a pilgrimage when everyone else who made the attempt was still being arrested at the border. The incredible explanation Theos offered was that Tibetans recognized him as an incarnation of Padmasambhava, the great eighth-century saint who introduced Tantra to Tibet and helped build the first monastery there, and they had sent him back to America with everything he needed to be the first White Lama.

The endless newspaper and magazine articles profiling the White Lama created an aura of instant celebrity around him. Within months of his return to the United States, he had an agent and two book contracts. His editor at Scribner’s was none other than Maxwell Perkins, the living legend who discovered and brought to print F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and Thomas Wolfe. Hemingway himself asked Perkins for advance copies of Theos’ Penthouse of the Gods to send to his children.

Theos was featured four times in eighteen months in the Family Circle—one of the largest-circulation magazines of the day—and upstaged Errol Flynn, Bette Davis, and Dorothy Lamour on the cover with photos twice the size of theirs. Inside the magazine, long articles profiling him introduced the readership of three million housewives to the mysteries of Tibet and the theories and practices of the subtle body in Tantric Yoga.

While he was in Tibet, Theos shot ten thousand still photographs and eighteen thousand feet of movie film, a collection that was being called the greatest photographic record of Tibet in existence. He edited those into an illustrated lecture and took it on a tour that crossed the United States four times in six months, with capacity crowds filling venues ranging from New York’s Town Hall to the Sioux City Knife and Fork Club to see it.

With his celebrity appearances, Theos intended to sow the seeds of Tibetan Buddhism and Tantric Yoga broadly in American popular culture. But he also wished to sow those seeds deeply. Trained as both a philosopher and an anthropologist at Columbia, Theos wanted to cut through the cultural jargon and accretions of “twilight language” that obscured the essence of Yoga and Tantra and employ a skeptical, scientific approach to investigate these ancient spiritual traditions and adapt what worked to the demands of contemporary life.

To do that, he created two visionary institutions. The first was the American Institute of Yoga, a groundbreaking center for practicing in a rigorous and comprehensive curriculum the complete path of Hatha Yoga along with the philosophy of Tibetan Buddhism. The second, called the Academy of Tibetan Literature, established a center near Santa Barbara, California, where Tibetan lamas would be employed to translate the entire Tibetan canon of Buddhist scriptures and a small group of hard-core American students would dedicate years to the study and practice of Tantra.

World War II and his second divorce delayed the full development of his plans for these new centers, and in 1946 he returned to India to continue his studies with Tibetan lamas. After leaving a monastery in a remote Himalayan valley in the fall of 1947, Theos Bernard, at the age of thirty-eight, disappeared without a trace. The young institutions he founded could not survive his untimely death, and after the last news reports about his disappearance, the White Lama, despite his decade of fame, vanished for fifty years from our collective memory.

Most of the thousands of fine Tibetan texts Theos brought home with him were sold to university libraries after his death by his father, but the treasury of Tibetan art that Theos hauled out of Tibet and all his personal papers gathered dust while they passed from his estate to his father’s estate and then to his father’s housekeeper’s estate. Not until 1999, when appraisers were called in to estimate the value of some of the Tibetan artifacts found in the housekeeper’s estate for tax purposes, did it become known what an astonishing collection had survived them all. The appraisers rolled up the doors on four self-storage units in Upland, California, and found piled there 119 cardboard boxes and 18 large trunks filled with 750 high-quality pieces of ritual art, the artifacts of a now vanished Tibetan culture.

Among the piles were forty boxes of Theos Bernard’s personal papers, a biographer’s dream, that included detailed journals of his historic experiences in Tibet, long letters to his two wives and his last love, notes and transcripts of the groundbreaking lectures he delivered to his Yoga groups, organizational papers for the institutions he founded, and drafts of his five published books and unpublished works as well. It all added up to more than thirty shelf-feet of documents when it was all fumigated, organized, and indexed by the Bancroft Library at the University of California. Because of the sheer volume of documents the work was not completed and the documents made available to the public until 2007, four years after Geshe Michael Roach launched me on my research. But it is only now, after the digestion of all those files, that I can finally tell Geshe Michael what I uncovered about this lawyer from Arizona who mastered Hatha Yoga with no apparent teachers and who was sent home from his pilgrimage to Lhasa with the mission to introduce Tibetan Buddhism in America. This is the untold story of Theos Bernard, the White Lama.


Chapter 1
OUT OF A CLEAR SKY
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HE WAS BORN Theos Casimir Hamati Bernard on December 10, 1908, at his parents’ home in Los Angeles, and although his birth records fail to record the kind of miraculous events that accompanied the eighth-century birth of Padmasambhava, it is clear that Theos arrived to a most unusual turn-of the-century American family and that his early life in America’s Wild West prepared him well for his odyssey across the Tibetan Plateau.

His mother was named Aura, and Theos means “god” in Greek. As his first wife, Viola, pointed out, “Somebody named Aura with a son named Theos is expecting great things, like first white lamas.”

The year before Theos’ birth, Aura took a long leave of absence from her job as postmaster in Tombstone, Arizona, and, as a friend recollected, went to New York to study Theosophy. It was there, the friend supposed, that she met Theos’ father, Glen Agassiz Bernard, who, although only twenty-three years old, had been studying Hindu Tantra for almost a decade.

By the spring of 1908 Glen and Aura were married and living in Los Angeles. The marriage, though, didn’t last much past the signing of the birth certificate in December. Glen is said to have abandoned the family shortly after Theos’ birth and gone off to India to continue his studies of esoteric Tantric philosophy, and Aura soon left Los Angeles and returned with the infant Theos to her hometown, the Old West legend, Tombstone, Arizona.

Aura had moved as a young girl with her family to the booming mining town of Tombstone in 1884, just six years after prospector Ed Schieffelin discovered a rich ledge of silver in the remote, dusty hills of southeastern Arizona Territory. The town took its name from the mining claim that Schieffelin filed, which he called “Tombstone” in mocking tribute to the soldiers and settlers who had predicted that he would find nothing more among the area’s waterless hills and raiding Apaches than his grave.

The silver ore in the area was rich and close to the surface, fueling rumors throughout the West of another bonanza on the scale of the Comstock Lode discovered near Virginia City, Nevada, twenty years earlier. Miners flooded to the area, and within two years of its incorporation as a village, Tombstone, with its ten thousand souls, was one of the largest and most sophisticated towns between New Orleans and San Francisco.

The year after moving to Tombstone, Aura’s father died and she went to live at age seven with relatives in Detroit. She was still so homesick after a year, however, that she was sent home to her mother, who by then had married W. A. Harwood, one of the most prominent men in the area.

Harwood was a lumber dealer and the first mayor of Tombstone, which was getting a reputation already as one of the deadliest towns in the West. The boom attracted more men than the mines could employ, and a shiftless crowd of unemployed and growingly desperate and well-armed men loafed on the streets and in the thriving saloons. “Some of the boys will have to be boxed up and sent home yet if they don’t behave themselves,” wrote Tombstone diarist George Parsons. “Too much loose pistol practice. Bradshaw killed Waters because Waters resented with his fist being teased about a shirt.… Men killed every few days, besides numerous pullings and firings of pistols and fist fights.”

It was during this period that the gunfight at the O.K. Corral made Tombstone the lawless icon of the Old West. Doc Holliday and the brothers Virgil, Morgan, and Wyatt Earp drew first and shot down the McLaury brothers and Billy Clanton. Boothill Cemetery was filling fast, and at one point in 1882, President Chester A. Arthur, sensing that the area was spiraling toward anarchy, considered imposing martial law and sending in federal troops to keep order.

For all that, Aura’s mother and stepfather provided her and her two brothers and a sister a cultured and sheltered childhood among the scorpions, snakes, bordellos, and saloons. All four children were baptized on the same day, February 17, 1895, when a circuit preacher came to St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Tombstone, and for Aura, who was sixteen at the time, the event marked a blossoming spiritual awareness. She became an active, lifelong member of St. Paul’s, ran the Sunday school, and even conducted services in the absence of the circuit preacher.

But Aura’s search for spiritual inspiration roamed far beyond the stained-glass windows and walnut pews of St. Paul’s. Her father, when he was young, had spent several years in India, and the tales of his adventures there ignited Aura’s early interest in the exotic Far East. She investigated the Baha’i faith, the emerging religion whose message that humanity is a single race and should be reconciled in one global society spurred her to attend one of its first conferences in America. Aura’s friend Mary Price, who was the principal at the Tombstone elementary school, recalled, “She read the most unusual books in the world. She used to give me a book review once in a while, and it was all on Eastern Philosophy.”

At age nineteen, Aura landed what would have been one of the choicest jobs in Tombstone. Through the political connections of her stepfather, W. A. Harwood, Aura received an appointment from President McKinley to be postmaster of Tombstone. She became the youngest woman postmaster in the United States, but the town welcomed her as the manager of one of its most important social hubs. Aura was a good writer and was almost daily asked to pen letters for the many Chinese in the community or write eulogies for departed loved ones. Aura was a much-loved town icon and served as postmaster for ten years until she resigned in February 1908, shortly before her marriage in Los Angeles to Theos’ father, Glen Bernard.

With Glen’s departure for India so soon after Theos’ birth, Aura wasted little time in getting out of California. She took Theos back to Tombstone, moved in with her parents, and had Theos baptized at St. Paul’s when he was six months old. With the grandparents now available to babysit, Aura quickly got a job as a postal clerk from the new postmaster—her brother Francis—who had succeeded her.

No one knows exactly how long Glen stayed in India on his first trip, but census data show he had returned and was renting a room in Ventura, California, by the time Theos was seventeen months old. He stayed in touch with Aura, though their relationship during this period is confusing. The only surviving letter, written by Aura to Glen when Theos was probably three years old, suggests that they were, in fact, still in love and making plans to see each other. “I always want to know you have love for me,” she wrote to him, “for your life is dear, very dear to me—and Glen when the sale does take place and you can get away, can we not plan for you to get something in San Francisco? I do not know just when I can go … but will write and tell you.” She filled Glen in on the details of his growing son’s everyday cuteness as if Father were merely away on a business trip. “Little Theos has taken a little cold and had fever again. He seems better today. I ask him, ‘where’s Papa?’ and he waves his little hand and says ‘Bye Bye.’ ” Aura thanked Glen in the letter for a money order he sent, and then, despite the affectionate prologue, asked him to sign some court documents she mailed to him, presumably regarding divorce.

The Tombstone to which Aura and the infant Theos returned in 1909 saw its fortunes still plunging through one of the most desperate periods in the frequent boom-and-bust oscillations of a mining town. In the previous decade, silver had dropped in value and the growing interest in gold and copper siphoned professionals from the old camp. Businessmen followed the miners out of town and in many cases dismantled their woodframe buildings and took them with them. The community shrank to a population of 649, and Tombstone would have become another of Arizona’s ghost towns had it not been the county seat.

With the uncertainty of the times, Aura decided that—regardless of her feelings for Glen—Theos needed a stepfather, and in 1913 she married Jonathan Gordon, a Scottish mining engineer. Gordon, as the family called him, was educated at the University of Edinburgh and Kings College London, and was the only registered mining chemical metallurgical engineer in Arizona. After the wedding, Aura and Theos moved into the small adobe miner’s house Gordon rented for $10 a month on Third Street, just a half block from St. Paul’s.

About that time, the fortunes of Tombstone veered again toward prosperity. The Phelps-Dodge Company bought the major mining properties in Tombstone near the end of 1913 and began to invest heavily in them. By the spring of 1914, all the vacant houses were filled again, and the mines were running around the clock. In the summer of 1914, the Great War erupted in Europe, and an order from the Allies for twenty-five million shell casings brought record payrolls to the Tombstone mines.

The delayed American entry into the war in the spring of 1917 also brought patriotic fervor to Tombstone. Nine-year-old Theos was among the chorus of schoolchildren that led the singing of patriotic hymns at the weekly downtown rallies in support of the Red Cross and Liberty Bonds. The Gordons also did their part for the war effort by observing the mandates for wheatless Mondays and Wednesdays, meatless Tuesdays, and porkless Saturdays.

By the time the war ended in 1919, Aura and Gordon had three more children, all boys. Gordon was described by a grandson as a “fascinating man, strict, a tyrant.” He was fluent in Latin, Greek, French, and Spanish and kept records on everything. Bookshelves lined the living room walls, and Gordon wrote freely in the margins of his many chemistry books arguing with the authors.

One of Theos’ school friends, Daniel Hughes, remembered Jonathan Gordon as “a very intelligent, well-educated man, but very impractical. He never made any money.” Aura’s friend Mary Price observed, “He was a good mining man, and he could have sold his mines for a good price, but he wouldn’t sell them because they weren’t offering enough. He’d let them starve before he’d sell.” Another friend of the family recalled that the Gordons were so poor that when she asked Theos what he wanted for graduation, he replied, “A pair of socks.”

In the Gordon household, however, there was a rich, nourishing climate for the boys’ developing minds. As a chemist and engineer, Gordon taught his sons to take a scientific approach to life, to make judgments based on evidence, and to keep a mind open to surprise. “Don’t reject something that you don’t understand until you have a basis for doing so,” he taught them. As a result, the house was an occasional “battlefield of debate,” as Theos’ stepbrother Dugald recalled.

To balance their scientific ideology, Aura insisted her sons learn the arts as well. Theos played piano and Dugald clarinet. There were also a zither and a violin in the house. Aura was a charter member of the Tombstone Woman’s Club, was active in its poetry group, and stocked alongside Gordon’s chemistry texts on the living room bookshelves an eclectic library of Eastern philosophy.

Theos recalled after the return from his historic trip to Lhasa in 1937 that his youth in the arid hills and vast desert basins of Arizona prepared him well for his fifteen-hundred-mile journey on horseback across the Tibetan Plateau, where suffocating dust storms blocked the sun for hours and a day’s travel brought him to sleep on the dirt floor of a mud-block hovel “without even a cowboy saddle for a pillow.” In the Gordon household, discipline, hard work, and a spirit of adventure were cardinal virtues, and everyday danger was part of a boy’s training.

For young Theos and his gang, exploration of the miles of abandoned mine tunnels under the town was a favorite outing. Whenever they bought candles at the mercantile, the clerk lectured them about the dangers of cave-ins and gas pockets, and they promised with fingers crossed behind their backs to stay out of the old mines.

When Theos and each of his half brothers reached the age of eight they started spending their summers working Gordon’s own mines. From the porch of their adobe house in Tombstone, the boys could look across twelve miles of desert basin to the abrupt granite crags of the Dragoon Mountains and the sheer faces of a formation known as Sheepshead Rock. Gordon’s mines, the San Juan Group, were located in a high basin behind Sheepshead Rock at a cooler altitude of six thousand feet. A primitive road over the mountains took them most of the way to the claim, but supplies had to be hauled the last mile up a trail by Gordon’s string of burros.

The San Juan mining camp, with its bunkhouses, blacksmith shop, and grub shack for the Chinese cook, was built in a cluster of juniper trees under the looming east wall of Sheepshead Rock. A path led to a stream course that flowed during the summer rains down a solid granite sluice and plunged into deep pools. After a hot day of work, the boys shinnied down the limbs of a tall pine to descend a cliff face to reach their favorite swimming hole.

While still young and small, the boys were assigned to pull chain, build monuments, drive stakes, and hold field targets for surveying claim boundaries. As they grew older, stronger, and more experienced, they chopped wood, carried water, loaded ore cars, and eventually set off dynamite charges.

Just a generation after the gunfight at the O.K. Corral, a still-dusty and rugged Tombstone provided Theos and his brothers with an all-American boyhood. Prohibition had closed the grand saloons, and the bordellos of the Great White Way were razed to build a new high school. All four brothers were Boy Scouts, and both Theos and Dugald earned the twenty-one merit badges required to be an Eagle Scout, the highest rank in Scouting.

Outside his family, Theos’ gang included his two inseparable friends Daniel Hughes and Billy Fowler, classmates through grammar school, high school, and the University of Arizona. People in Tombstone called them the “Three Musketeers,” and their small clique accounted for a full third of Tombstone High’s senior class. Theos lettered in every sport available at Tombstone High, but favored running and swimming. As Daniel Hughes remembered, “He was a good athlete, he liked the girls, and he liked excitement.” But even while pursuing the typical interests of a young man with promise, Theos already showed a contemplative nature. As Hughes put it, “Theos didn’t go to church that much, but he was always thinking about religion.”

Theos graduated from Tombstone High in May 1926 and in the fall entered the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the University of Arizona in Tucson. He lived on campus in South Hall and washed dishes at the Copper Kettle restaurant near the university in exchange for meals. Aura insisted that everyone in the family contribute what they could for his expenses—even nine-year-old Dugald pitched in when he was able to save a dollar from his paper route.

Theos got straight C’s his first term at the university and was midway through an uneventful second term when, on a cold and rainy spring day in 1927, fate intervened to change the course of his life and set him on the path of Yoga. Freshmen who neglected to wear their beanies were subject to hazing, and “a fight with the sophomores,” as Daniel Hughes called it, resulted in Theos being thrown into Memorial Fountain. He returned to his room in South Hall for a change of clothes, but the next day he developed a severe cold that quickly turned into strep throat or scarlet fever. He allowed the infection to go untreated, and it quickly worsened to a case of rheumatic fever, which damaged the valves of his heart.

Theos finally checked into the campus infirmary, and a doctor—termed “incompetent” by Aura in a letter to the dean—gave him experimental and highly toxic Mercurochrome injections, thought to stimulate white blood cell defenses against the infection. In his 1939 book, Heaven Lies Within Us, Theos wrote:


I overheard the doctor speaking to my nurse. He said, “He will not live.” … In the meanwhile, they would keep me sufficiently doped with morphine, so that the agony itself would not rob me of my last breath.… Every joint of my body was swollen. Indeed, all of my body had become so sensitive to pain that not even the sheets were allowed to touch me. A wall of pillows was built all around me, and the sheets were stretched tight above me. The attendants could not enter the room without causing me pain.



Theos pleaded with his mother to take him home to die in his own bed, and Aura, believing that the Mercurochrome treatments were making him sicker, ignored the doctors’ dire protests and arranged a car to take Theos back to Tombstone. The pain of the rattles and jolts of the car over the dusty and corrugated seventy-eight-mile gravel road to Tombstone was excruciating, and once Theos was home, it was days before he could raise his head and take any food except what he could suck through a glass tube.

Theos was in bed for three months, but he slowly began to recover, and when he was strong enough to hold a book, he pored through his mother’s library of Eastern philosophy and made plans for the future. Expecting that his damaged heart valves would force Theos to adapt a career to his physical limitations, Aura encouraged him to follow the path of her brother Francis, a successful lawyer, and they planned that after another year of studying liberal arts he would enter the Law College at the University of Arizona.

As the summer grew hotter in Tombstone and Theos grew stronger, Aura allowed him to finish his convalescence with his brothers at the cooler elevation of the San Juan mine. While his brothers and Gordon worked the mine, Theos spent endless undistracted hours in the bunkhouse reading the books of Eastern wisdom from his mother’s library. He realized quickly, though, that what he needed was not to fill his head with novel ideas but to learn a practical program for regaining the strength of his body. The damage to his heart and the atrophy of his muscles after weeks in bed made getting back into shape through running, swimming, or climbing unthinkable. His modest goal was to become strong enough again to finish his education and keep up the schedule required for work in an office.

One of the books Theos brought to the mine was The Story of Oriental Philosophy by L. Adams Beck, a biographer and writer of “Oriental fantasies” popular in the 1920s. “Open the treasure house of Eastern philosophy,” the jacket proclaimed. “Learn the teachings of Buddha, Confucius, Lao Tsu, Shankara, Mencius, Patanjali and others. With this book you can understand the mysterious and ancient wisdom of the East.” Inside, Theos found hope of a new method to recover his strength: “Infinite energy is at the disposal of any man if he knows how to get it. And this is a part of the science of Yoga.”

Inspired by that promise, Theos read over the summer everything he could find on the subject. But however inspiring the books of the time about the endless benefits of practicing Yoga, Theos found none that could actually instruct him on how to do the practices. Indeed, all the books stressed the dangers of attempting to practice without the direct supervision of a teacher, and considering the weakened condition of his heart, Theos took the warnings seriously.

Theos recovered sufficiently to return to the University of Arizona for the fall term of 1927, but he was not a good student, getting mostly C’s and D’s in his classes. His health, though, seems not to have been the issue. Daniel Hughes, who with Theos lived in Cochise Hall, offered another explanation: “He seldom lived in a room alone. He was a Don Juan with the ladies and out to have all the fun he could.”

One night Hughes and Theos went out to a movie and procured an illegal bottle of liquor. “Theos couldn’t drink,” Hughes said. “After one or two drinks he would start raising Cain.” Theos decided to go to his fourth-floor room by climbing the fire escape and the others called up to him, “Come down from there, you’ll fall!”

Theos yelled back, “You think I’ll fall? Watch me!” and he hung by his knees from the fourth-floor fire escape ladder for several minutes. The fun apparently continued through the summer school session of 1928. Theos took Economics 31 by correspondence but failed to complete the course and got an F.

In the fall of 1929, after two years with indifferent results in the university’s College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, Theos took the next step on his career plan and entered the College of Law. At the time, a bachelor’s degree was not required for admission to the College of Law, and it was common for students to study liberal arts for a couple of years before specializing. A former registrar at the university remarked about Theos’ admission to the Law College, “In those days they graded much harder,” and Theos’ barely passing grades actually marked him as an average student.

The missing inspiration for Theos’ studies may have been supplied that fall by the crash of the stock market, signaling the start of the Great Depression. College has always seemed a good alternative to unemployment lines, and by his second semester in law school, Theos got B’s in three classes—Contracts, Torts, and Property Rights in Land—and an A in Agency. Theos finished law school in three years, with his final year on a scholarship, and was awarded a Bachelor of Laws degree on June 3, 1931.

After graduating, Theos went to Los Angeles, the city of his birth, and spent the summer (and likely the fall) working as a clerk for a federal court judge. And although he rarely talked about it and never mentioned it in his memoirs, it was probably then, at age twenty-two, that he met his father, Glen Bernard, for the first time. Their meeting, as Viola Bernard recounted years later, had “a great deal to do with deflecting his path from law to what it became.”

Glen’s main activity at the time of his first meeting with Theos continued to be what it had been when he abandoned his son twenty-two years earlier to go to India: his research into the many aspects of Yoga practice. Glen supported his research with a variety of jobs in Los Angeles. He worked in the movie industry as an electrician and then got some training as a chemist, working for a time making cosmetics. Glen’s interest in chemistry, however, stemmed from his studies of Ayurveda (the ancient Indian system of medicine) and Tantric alchemy (processes for transforming normally toxic mercury into compounds to be ingested as an aid to enlightenment). Glen described his occupation for the 1930 census as “salesman of home medical supplies”—meaning, perhaps, that he was selling the Ayurvedic and homeopathic remedies he compounded. He had been married to a hairdresser for a time around 1920, but when Theos met him he was single again and renting an $18-a-month house in Los Angeles.

Glen Bernard’s passion for esoteric Hindu philosophy came out of an unlikely background. He was born in the small farming town of Humeston, Iowa, in 1884, and while still a teenager was introduced to Sylvais Hamati, one of the first teachers of Tantra in the United States, by his older half brother, Peter Perry Baker.

Perry, as he called himself, had been sent by his family when he was thirteen to live with a relative and to apprentice in the building trades in booming Lincoln, Nebraska, and Hamati, a highly educated man of Syrian and Bengali descent, lived across the street. Hamati was one of only about eight hundred East Indians living in the United States at that time, and he spoke fluent English. Rather than apprentice in the building trades, Perry began an intensive course of Vedic studies with his neighbor that included ethics, psychology, philosophy, religion, and natural philosophy, and he continued over the next twelve years to live and travel with Hamati as his disciple.

When Perry was seventeen, he left Lincoln with Hamati and moved to California. Perry’s family had also left Iowa and moved to California for a time, and it was probably there that he introduced his nine-year-old half brother, Glen, to Hamati. Glen moved back to Iowa with his family when he was twelve. It is unknown exactly when and how intensively Glen began his studies with Hamati, but by the time Glen was twenty-two, Hamati had left the United States (presumably to return to India). It seems likely that the reason for Glen’s trip to India immediately after Theos was born two years later was to visit his guru in Bengal. Before he left his new family, Glen and Aura paid homage to him by naming their son Theos Casimir Hamati Bernard.

Glen made a second trip to India in 1926 at age forty-three. By this time Glen was well connected in the shadowy world of Hindu Tantra, and he stayed for eight months. Those connections may have been the fruit of his trip to visit Hamati seventeen years earlier, or resulted from introductions provided by his half brother, Perry, or even from the well-known Indian yogi Paramahansa Yogananda, who would become famous as the founder of the Self-Realization Fellowship and the author of Autobiography of a Yogi.

Yogananda came to the United States in 1920 as India’s delegate to an international religious conference in Boston and then spent the next four years teaching on the East Coast. Glen met and perhaps studied with Yogananda there and contributed to financing the national teaching tour Yogananda set out on in 1924 by purchasing from the swami a large, full-headed tiger skin—the meditation rug of high yogis—which Glen kept until his death in 1976.

Glen had also studied in the United States during the 1920s with Yogananda’s disciple, Swami Dhirananda, and with Hatha Yogi Wassan (author of the 1927 book Secrets of the Himalayan Mountain Masters and Ladder to Cosmic Consciousness), and with Sukumar Chatterji, whose lectures in San Francisco on Pranayama, Ayurvedic medicine, and the various schools of Indian philosophy Glen preserved in hundreds of pages of lecture notes.

However it was arranged, Glen was able on his 1926 trip to Calcutta to consult with one of the best available authorities on the subject of Bengali Tantra, Atal Behari Ghosh. Ghosh was the unidentified collaborator of Sir John Woodroffe on several of the books that first brought a serious study of Tantra to the West. He was the Sanskrit scholar of the pair, and the pseudonym Arthur Avalon—under which Woodroffe published several of his best-known works, such as The Serpent Power and Shakti and Shakta—appears to be essentially a composite identity for the two of them.

The surviving correspondence between Glen and Atal Behari Ghosh reveals a close, mentoring friendship. Ghosh sent invitations to parties at his house and briefed Glen on Woodroffe, who had returned to teach at Oxford and was having health problems. But more important, after Glen returned to California from India, Ghosh continued to give him detailed instructions and advice on Tantric Yoga practices. He told Glen that he realized practicing concentration in “a country like yours, where everyone seems to be boiling over,” was difficult and suggested that to control the mind in meditation he should try fixing his gaze on the tip of his nose or on a speck of light while repeating his mantras. “As for Pranayama,” he told him, “never exert yourself more than you can do with ease and comfort.” Ghosh admitted his English was “not what it ought to be” and his translations of the Tantras were defective because of that. He hoped Americans would “evolve a language more fit for the expression of spiritual ideas than English is.”

By 1931, when Theos met his father for the first time, Glen Bernard had quietly become one of the best-educated native-born Yoga scholars in America. His nearest rival, in fact, was probably his half brother Perry, who had in the previous decades become famous under the name Dr. Pierre Arnold Bernard and founded a posh center for the study of Vedic philosophy and “physical culture” on a country estate in Nyack, New York, called the Clarkstown Country Club. In stark contrast, however, to his half brother’s huckstering showmanship at the Clarkstown Country Club, Glen approached Yoga with a dour intellectualism.

Glen’s desire to have everything “on a rational basis” was understandable, Ghosh wrote to him, but he would “have to take certain things on trust to start with … Reasonableness will dawn before you as you progress.” He would, as he continued his practices, “experience what is now beyond your ‘conscious’ mind’s understanding … These are material manifestations of unconscious powers.”

In the reunion with his father, Theos at last found the teacher he longed for since his introduction to Yoga in the books of his mother four years earlier. Glen instructed his student in a comprehensive series of Hatha Yoga practices to work on, and then advised him to return to the University of Arizona—even though Theos had just finished his law degree—to study philosophy. In February 1932, Theos enrolled for two more years of study in the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, but with a dramatic change in course from the business-oriented curriculum of his freshman and sophomore years. He registered for the spring semester as a philosophy major and began by taking Logic and Elementary Psychology, earning a B in both.

It was undoubtedly Glen’s influence behind Theos’ sudden interest in philosophy and psychology, but curiously, after his historic trip to Lhasa made him a celebrity, Theos found it necessary to completely conceal his father’s role in shaping him as a yogi. He created instead a fictional Indian guru whom he described in great detail, but during his entire life—even when it was demanded for his academic writings—he refused to name him.

The story Theos tells in his 1939 memoir, Heaven Lies Within Us, about meeting his guru is, like much of his autobiographical writings, a mélange of verifiable fact and pure invention. Here he writes that after he discovered the promise of Yoga during his recovery at his family’s mine in the Dragoon Mountains, and after studying all the books on Yoga he could find and cautiously developing the elementary practices they described, he despaired that he might never find a teacher to take him further.


How was such a teacher to be found, of all places, in Arizona? I had often read in my books of Eastern teachings that when a student was ready the teacher was sure to appear.… Then, one day, out of a clear sky, I was summoned by one who had just arrived from India. He proved to be my first spiritual teacher or Guru.



Theos states that a member of his family had told the guru about his heart condition and interest in Yoga and asked the guru to contact him during an overnight stop on his travels through Tucson. They met, Theos said, after dinner at the guru’s rooming house and talked through the night until dawn.

The guru, in this account, outlined the entire path of Yoga, promised a list of books on Tantric philosophy, and advised Theos to adhere strictly to his vegetarian diet and “forego acquiring the collegiate habit of smoking and indulgence in intoxicants.” Most important, the guru gave Theos four practices as the foundation for his yogic path. Before they parted at dawn, Theos wrote, the guru had one more instruction for him. As is the case with most of the practices of Tantra, which require a vow of secrecy, Theos was instructed: “I must never tell anyone about my practices. I should keep my every effort wholly to myself. Silence is Power.”

Ironically, after he became famous, Theos wrote at great length about his practices, and his detailed description of his experiments on himself is perhaps his greatest legacy to today’s Yoga practitioners. The one thing he refused ever to tell, however, is usually the first thing that teachers of Buddhism or Yoga philosophy tell their students: the lineage of their teachers. In all of the many pages of his writing about this period, Theos refers to his teacher—who all evidence suggests had to be his father, Glen—only as “the Guru.”

THE ANONYMOUS GURU, Theos wrote in Heaven Lies Within Us, also instructed him to read the masters of both Eastern and Western philosophy, and after the spring term at the University of Arizona in Tucson, Theos returned for the summer of 1932 to Los Angeles, where he took two summer school classes at the University of Southern California: Survey of English Literature and Shakespeare. He undoubtedly also spent as much time as he could cultivating his budding relationship with Glen.

Theos returned to Tucson for the fall term and followed another of the guru’s injunctions—to prepare himself to be financially independent—by getting certified to practice law before the Arizona Supreme Court and the U.S. District Court in Arizona. He went to work as a part-time clerk for judge Alfred M. Sames, who had risen to the federal bench after serving as a superior court judge in Tombstone. Theos got the job doing research in the law library through his old friend Daniel Hughes, who worked for Judge Sames as a court interpreter.

Continuing his studies as a philosophy major, Theos took classes in the literature of the Bible, the history of philosophy, elementary Greek, the philosophy of religion, philosophical literature, abnormal psychology, and Roman literature. And along with the full load at school and his part-time job, Theos applied himself to his Yoga practice, which, during this period, as his guru instructed, he kept entirely secret.

The guru instructed Theos that of the four foundational practices he gave him, he should start by mastering Padmasana, the lotus pose. This well-known posture, in which one sits with a straight back and each foot up on the opposite thigh, is considered one of the most stable and powerful poses for meditation, and it was the first pose to learn, the guru told him, if he expected to make any progress in Yoga. Theos was able to get in long hours of practice by sitting in lotus while reading his university assignments.

At the same time, Theos applied himself to Sirshasana, or headstand. He was given no instruction on how to actually get into a headstand, but he was told that once he was able to get up, he should start by holding the pose for only a minute, and when that was comfortable add a few seconds each day. The guru instructed him to always stay within the safe limits of his capacity and stop when his breathing became labored and he began to sweat. Regular practice would gradually increase his capacity until he reached the point where he could remain on his head for three hours straight on thirty consecutive days. He could then consider this practice perfected. Theos was quickly able to reach the point “where half an hour on my head three times a day was the most resting and relaxing thing I could do.” He was then able to eventually extend each session to an hour, for a total of three hours each day.

During his years in school Theos maintained a steady correspondence with his guru.


I wrote often, and no doubt at tiring length.… Never would he explain my problem. At best he would say that I was on the right path. It was not his method to teach me; rather it was to stimulate me to teach myself.



If, in the course of his reading, Theos came across a practice he wanted to learn, the guru invariably refused, saying the time for that would come later. “Enthusiasm must be directed,” he wrote. “The perfection of one practice was the perfection of all.”

Another of the four foundational practices given to Theos by his guru was Uddiyana, or inter-abdominal control, as Theos termed it. The practice calls for hollowing out the abdomen by exhaling the breath and then raising the viscera and diaphragm, bringing the belly button nearly to the backbone. Theos was advised to practice every morning and evening, with increasing sets of rapid contractions until he reached fifteen hundred a day and then continue that for six months. Uddiyana brings the nerves and muscles of the organs under conscious control and the stomach and intestines “lose their lethargy and act with increased vigor,” as Theos described it.

The ultimate development of Uddiyana is Nauli, the fourth foundational practice Theos learned. The practice of Nauli draws the abdomen in as far as possible while one stands hunched forward with hands on thighs. With the side muscles fully contracted, the two muscles of the abdominal wall, the recti, are isolated and pushed forward. A sort of rolling motion is then performed, giving the abdomen the appearance of undulating ocean swells.

After Theos had developed Uddiyana and Nauli to the prescribed standards and maintained the practices for six months, the guru wrote that he was now prepared to begin the purification practices. “It was of the greatest importance that one be clean, even to his veins, arteries, and nerves,” Theos wrote of that time. The first stage of his training focused on expelling the body’s numerous secretions. The bowels should be kept free of all feces and gases, the throat and stomach must be free from excess kapha, or phlegm, the acid of the stomach must be reduced to a minimum, and one should perspire a little each day to keep the pores of the skin open.

The six yogic processes of purification Theos learned are called the Shatkarmas: Dhauti, Basti, Neti, Nauli, Trataka, and Kapalabhati. For the time being, Theos concentrated on two of the six practices: Dhauti and Neti. Dhauti is a process for cleansing and massaging the mucous membranes of the throat, esophagus, and stomach that he practiced by swallowing a wetted four-inch-wide, twenty-two-and-a-half-foot-long piece of surgical gauze. Dhauti is recommended for removing excess phlegm, bile, and other impurities of the stomach to prevent coughs, asthma, leprosy, and twenty kinds of diseases caused by excess mucus. Theos was advised to do this practice every morning while doing headstand.

Concealing what would naturally seem bizarre behavior to the uninitiated led to some embarrassing moments.


Again and again I let the door bell ring and ring. Sometimes, too, the phone would ring with a dogged persistence, due to the fact that the person ringing knew that I was invariably at home at this time. I let him imagine that I was in the tub. Or the person must have been perplexed at my voice, as I tried to talk to him over the phone with about fifteen feet of cloth within me and the rest dangling from my mouth.



The other practice Theos perfected at this time was Neti, a process of cleansing the nasal passages and sinuses and removing all phlegm from the head. As Theos described it, a thin thread is used in the beginning and inserted through one of the nostrils. Aided by vigorous inhalations, the thread passes back into the throat, where it can be reached and drawn out through the mouth. The thread is then slowly pulled back and forth through the nose and mouth. After a few minutes of this, the same operation is performed on the other nostril.

Theos also added a daily cleaning of his ears, teeth, and tongue to his growing practice schedule. The guru instructed him that washing the root of the tongue was necessary for learning the control needed to swallow the tongue, a practice known as Kechari Mudra. The guru wouldn’t yet reveal the precise purpose of the practice but promised it would be very important for Theos’ future development.

Making use of every available minute, Theos practiced Kechari Mudra while walking around campus, and more awkward encounters were inevitable. With his tongue swallowed into his throat, his mouth would fill with saliva, and his first reaction when surprised by a friend was always a mystifying contortion in his mouth and gulping of saliva. “It was difficult to explain away, except by the remark that I had been daydreaming,” Theos recounted in Heaven Lies Within Us. “I was continually in a position where I had to make excuses for myself which never sounded quite plausible.”

One of the results of his practice was that Theos’ resting respiration rate slowed to three or four breaths per minute and his pulse rate dropped to twelve beats per minute. A recurrence in those days of the dangerous symptoms of rheumatic fever was common, and during Theos’ frequent checkups, the doctors grew alarmed by his slow heart and breathing rates and ordered him to rest in bed. But they couldn’t deny all the other evidence that Theos had, as he told them, never felt better in his life, and they sent him on his way with the usual warnings about not overtaxing himself.

Theos was no longer able to spend summers with his half brothers at the family’s San Juan mine, but he tried to get back during school breaks. Theos had shown his half brothers a few of the basic asanas he was working on, and one day he was standing with them in the shadows of the junipers at the mining camp when, as Dugald recalled, Theos drew a circle around them in the dust. They could all easily do a headstand there in that circle, Theos told them; what was the difference between doing it there and in the same size circle on top of the towering Sheepshead Rock? The difference was only in their minds, he told them. It was the fear that they would fall. Theos then led them up to the top of the formation, where he demonstrated his conquest of fear with a headstand on the sheer summit of Sheepshead Rock. For his whole life Dugald kept a photograph of that performance, as well as a series of photos showing Theos doing a headstand on the back of one of their placid mining camp burros.

Although Theos revealed at least these acrobatic aspects of his Yoga practice to his family, he kept it entirely secret at school. By the time he graduated, Theos had mastered all the practices given him by the guru, but even his good friend Daniel Hughes knew nothing about it.

FOR THE SUMMER and fall terms of 1933, Theos focused on philosophy, psychology, and literature classes, and with these he came within two credits of the requirements to add a bachelor of arts degree to the bachelor of laws degree he already held. He arranged to get the last two credits needed in philosophy by examination, allowing him to graduate in May without having to attend classes during the spring term of 1934.

He continued his part-time work in the law library of Judge Sames and picked up some additional work as a bill collector, a business in which, at the depths of the Great Depression, there was always an opening. The manager of a downtown collection agency remembered that Theos came in to discuss an overdue bill one day, and although Theos didn’t pay the overdue amount, the manager was seduced by his charisma and not only hired him on the spot but also gave him his choice of accounts to go after.

“He was anxious to get out of Tucson,” the manager recalled. “He was a student at the time, but … he wanted to get it over with. His interests were elsewhere.”

He also remembered, “Theos loved girls.… I don’t know if it was he that went after the girls, or if they would throw themselves at him. I tended to think it was the latter. I’d see Theos saying good-bye to the girls on the street at the entrance of the building before coming up to the office.”

One day that winter, Theos was at his other job in Judge Sames’ law library when fate again seemed to take charge of his life. Daniel Hughes was also working in the library at the time and years later remembered that as the day Theos first got the idea of going to New York. Hughes was leafing through the July 1933 issue of Fortune magazine when he encountered a three-column feature about Theos’ uncle Pierre Arnold Bernard.

The laudatory piece began:


Dr. Pierre A. Bernard no longer wears the robes and the title of the Omnipotent Oom, a name which irreverent reporters gave him. Today his clothes are those of a prosperous, solid businessman and his titles: president of the State Bank of Pearl River, New York, (deposits; $619,000), treasurer of the Rockland County Chamber of Commerce, president of the Rockland County Title Mortgage and Guaranty Co., president of the Biophile Realty Holding Co. He also controls and operates the Clarkstown Country Club. Years ago the tabloids had a pressman’s holiday with lurid reports of scandalous goings on at the club. But the last time the newspapers had occasion to mention Dr. Bernard was two years ago when he became a bank president.



Hughes showed the piece to Theos, who was instantly intrigued. Theos had undoubtedly heard some slighting references about his uncle and his country club approach to Yoga from Glen, but this article put an entirely different spin on his career and profiled P. A. Bernard’s career path from Tantric guru to business maven in glowing terms. Curiously, the piece mentioned the fact that a member of P. A. Bernard’s group, the heiress Mrs. Jacob Wertheim, had built a half-million-dollar house adjacent to his Clarkstown Country Club. Her name would have meant nothing to Theos when he read that, but less than six months later he was married to Mrs. Wertheim’s second daughter.

Perhaps sensing that his life was about to change forever, Theos wrote to his uncle, and a reply came with an invitation to visit him in New York along with the money for the trip.


Chapter 2
THE PHILOSOPHER’S DANCE

[image: ]

THE EASTER PARTY on the lawn of his uncle’s Clarkstown Country Club was for Theos a young man’s version of a debut ball. Not only was he presented to the daughters of some of the arbiters of New York society, but he also was encouraged for the first time to bring his secret Yoga practice out to a welcoming community.

Cut into the stone pediment above the gate Theos walked through that day was the inscription “Here the Philosopher May Dance and the Fool Wear a Thinking Cap.” The Reverend Charles Francis Potter, the well-known founder of the Humanist Society, described the club as “one of the rare spots on earth where a group of healthy and happy people makes a play-time pursuit of the deepest philosophies of life.”

Located in Nyack, twenty-five miles up the Hudson Valley from Manhattan, the club’s emerald lawns and stately half-Tudor lodges offered an elegant setting for the smartly fashioned artists, intellectuals, businessmen, and heiresses who collected around Theos’ uncle Pierre Bernard and his wife, Blanche DeVries. They were all drawn to hear the “Loving Guru” expound on his multifaceted, commonsense approach to healthy living based on Hatha Yoga and Tantra.

When Theos was introduced to the group on April 1, 1934, the Clarkstown Country Club was at its peak, with almost four hundred members. At various times in the previous decade the group included such eminent personalities as Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt, second wife of the railroad mogul; Sir Paul Dukes, the former chief of British spies in Russia; conductor Leopold Stokowski; author Francis Yeats-Brown; cosmetics company founder Helena Rubinstein; actress Helen Hayes; and, most important for Theos, Emma Wertheim, widow of the cigar magnate Jacob Wertheim. As the article in Fortune had mentioned, Mrs. Wertheim had in 1930 built a thirty-three-room mansion adjacent to the Clarkstown Country Club grounds so that her two young daughters, Diane and Viola, could more easily continue their studies at the club without having to commute from Manhattan.

The Clarkstown Country Club did not intend to duplicate the lavish appointments of the other resorts its affluent members helped finance, but its amenities did include six fine tennis courts, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, two gymnasiums, sports fields, a myriad of gardens, billiard and card rooms, a powerful rooftop telescope, artists’ studios, and a fifty-foot cabin cruiser for trips on the Hudson. There was also a small theater company and a library of more than seven thousand volumes that included what was called the finest collection of Sanskrit manuscripts and translations in the United States.

The essence of the club, however, was to be found in the Open Forum, a series with more than 150 lectures a year by leading philosophers, physicians, theologians, and psychologists exemplifying the group’s maxim that “philosophy should be the rule, guide, and governor of our lives.”

It was all presided over by the club’s founder, Pierre Arnold Bernard, or P.A., as he was called—“a phenomenal rascal-master … as well-versed in the ways of the world as of the spirit,” as Alan Watts, the well-known popularizier of Eastern philosophy, described him in his autobiography. P.A. was a compelling mix of showman and prophet who could lecture for hours on a vast range of topics such as the comparison of Shankara Vedic philosophy with the Gnostic heresies of the early Christians without referring to a single note. At age fifty-eight, when Theos met him, he could still turn a somersault without putting his hands on the ground and could still stop his breath and pulse long enough to be declared dead, only to then sit up and light another of the twenty-five cigars he smoked every day.

Bernard’s wife, Blanche DeVries, was a lithe, graciously handsome woman, sixteen years younger than he, who could, again according to Watts, “go through the most astonishing Hatha Yoga contortions I have ever seen.” She was a charming, cultivated woman and an accomplished dancer. She had a flair for interior decorating and used her knowledge of costuming and lighting to produce professional effects with the club’s theater company and the extravaganza of its annual circus, to which all of Nyack was invited.

Performing under the club’s big top—said to be the largest privately owned tent in the United States—acrobats, jugglers, wire walkers, and clowns dazzled the townsfolk, but the highlight of the circus was the performance of the club’s four elephants, featuring Old Mom, the ninety-year-old pachyderm legend who carried the entire membership of the Nyack Village Board on her back in local parades. Their act was so polished that the Ringling Circus paid Bernard $1,000 to feature the elephants in the troupe’s performances at Madison Square Garden. For all their fame, however, the elephants had to share a garage on the grounds of the country club with Bernard’s collection of vintage Stanley Steamers, which he drove on occasion down to Manhattan to pick up particularly important clients.

Also popular with the Nyack villagers was Bernard’s championship semipro baseball team. At the depth of the Depression, P.A. helped relieve unemployment in Nyack by hiring 198 men to work alongside the elephants in building a 3,500-seat stadium, which opened in 1933 complete with a public address system and lights for what was claimed to be the country’s first night baseball games.

Baseball and circus acts may seem to have little to do with the Clarkstown Country Club’s pursuit of philosophy as the “rule, guide, and governor of our lives,” but that sort of egalitarian outreach had succeeded in integrating the club and P.A. into the mainstream of Nyack civic affairs, and by the time Theos met him, his uncle was content to describe himself as “a curious combination of the business man and the religious scholar.” Public acceptance—or even tolerance—of P.A. and his activities was a recent development, however, and probably had much to do with the current hard times and the amount of money his group injected into the community. For most of the previous three decades, Pierre Arnold Bernard had been first vilified and then lampooned in the newspapers of both coasts as “Oom the Omnipotent” and his Tantra groups branded a “national danger.” Theos’ choice a few months after meeting his uncle to ground his own study of Tantra in the legitimacy of university academics probably had much to do with the cautionary example of P.A.’s groundbreaking but notorious introduction of Tantra to America.

The “father of Tantra in America,” as Pierre Arnold Bernard has rightly been called, was born in an Iowa farm town in 1875 with the name Peter Perry Baker. Hounded by prosecutors and yellow journalists for his promotion of what they termed “mystic religious rites,” he became so assiduous at disguising his past that newspapers for fifty years reported he was born with the name Peter Coon, an alias he used for an early court case. His parents divorced when he was three, and Perry, as he was called, lived with his grandparents for a few years until his mother, Kittie, married a widowed farmer, John C. Bernard. When Perry was nine this marriage produced a half brother, Theos’ father, Glen Bernard.

Perry had little formal education, but his grandfather and uncle were both doctors and from them he learned some natural history, philosophy, and the basics of medicine. In 1888, when he was thirteen, Peter moved to Lincoln, Nebraska, to live with a relative, and it
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