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   Mostly about Books 
 

 
About twelve years ago I spent a pleasant hour or so telling a curious visitor, Michelle 
Mikklesen, a few stories about how some of my books came to be written. She liked 
some of the anecdotes so much, she came back with a tape recorder and asked me to 
tell the stories again. Second time round, she played whatever the female equivalent of 
a straight man is, just prompting me with occasional questions, rather than doing a 
proper interview. Some days later she was nice enough to supply me with a transcript. 
The first part of this account is my edited version. Thank you Michelle!  
 
I decided a few days ago (July 2014) to update the presentation by writing my own 
account of what book projects I have been involved in over the last twelve years. I 
thought it would be a couple of pages, but I ended up more than doubling the original 
interview.  
 
Michelle: Can you start by telling me how you became a writer?  
 
David: A series of events led up to it. When I was staying near Ramanasramam in 1977, 
I became aware that the ashram had many good spiritual books that were hard to get 
access to. They were locked in a room near the ashram’s cowshed, and the key was held 
by a rather grumpy man in the ashram office who wouldn’t let anyone in the room. I 
volunteered to sort them out and turn the collection into a library that people could use.  

 
 
Bhagavan sitting in front of the old ashram 
post office, which was located in a room to the 
right of the entrance of the cowshed. T. N 
Venkataraman, Bhagavan’s nephew, is 
standing next to the cowshed’s front door. 
Mouna Swami, who drafted many of the 
letters that went out in Bhagavan’s name, is 
standing in front of the post box. In the 1960s 
the post office was upgraded and moved 
outside the ashram. The space was taken over 
by Arthur Osborne, who used the room as his 
office while he was editing The Mountain 
Path. After several years of disuse, I took over 
the room and ran the ashram library there for 
about three years (1978-81). It was the first 

time that the ashram had had a functioning library since Bhagavan passed away. 
 
There were thousands of books there on all kinds of spiritual topics. When I was finally 
given the job, I realised that most of these books had been sent to the ashram free of 
charge because the publishers wanted the books to be reviewed in the ashram’s 
magazine, The Mountain Path. I then discovered that the reviewing process was in a 
disorganised and moribund state. Books were being sent out to reviewers who never 
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reviewed them, or if they did, would take so long, when the reviews finally came back, 
the book would be almost out of print. Realising that the flow of books would stop if I 
didn’t get the reviewing process properly organised, I began to do reviews myself, just to 
ensure that the publishers would be satisfied that their books were receiving proper 
attention. When the editor realised that I could write well, or at least better than most of 
his regular contributors, I was given other writing and editing jobs. Within a couple of 
years I ended up editing the whole magazine, primarily, I suspect, because no one else 
wanted the job. In retrospect I would say that I became a writer simply so that I could 
have a good supply of books to read. 
 
Michelle: When did it occur to you to write a book, rather than just reviews or articles? 
 
David: I think the idea came from the teachers I have been with. It didn’t seem to 
originate with me. When I was visiting Nisargadatta Maharaj in the late 1970s, I 
mentioned that I was writing reviews for The Mountain Path. He gave me a very strong 
look, almost a glare, and said, ‘Why don’t you write a book about the teachings? It’s the 
teachings that are important.’ I remember being very surprised by this suggestion. The 
idea had never occurred to me before. I didn’t follow it up for a long time, but when I 
finally got round to it, I remembered his words and the force with which he had spoken 
them. It seemed to be an order rather than just a suggestion. 
 

 
Nisargadatta Maharaj 
teaching in his room in 
the late 70s, with 
Mullarpathan (on the 
right) acting as a 
translator. 
 
 
Maharaj encouraged 
me to write about the 
teachings, but at the 
same time he 
discouraged me from 
publicly speaking about 
them. Around 1980 I 
gave a talk in Delhi on 

Bhagavan’s teachings. On the way back to Tiruvannamalai I stopped in Bombay and 
went to see Maharaj for a few days. Someone must have told him about the talk I had 
given in Delhi. When he called me up to the front of the room, I went up and sat 
opposite him, facing him. That was where people sat when he put them on the spot.  
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Giving a talk at a 
Ramana Maharshi 
seminar in 1980. 
 
 
‘No, no,’ he said, ‘sit 
next to me, facing the 
people.’ 
 
My spirits sank. I 
didn’t know what he 
had planned, but I 
knew I wouldn’t enjoy 
it. 

 
He started off making fun of me, saying that whereas only about forty people came to 
hear him speak, I had just been talking to hundreds of people in Delhi. I was obviously 
much better than he was at this job, he said, so he invited me to give a speech to all the 
people there. I tried to back out, but when I realised he was serious, I gave a five-minute 
summary of what I had said in Delhi. I felt like an undergraduate physics student, trying 

to give a lecture in front of Einstein. One of his 
translators gave a simultaneous translation. 
 
When it was over, he said, quietly, ‘I can’t quarrel with 
anything you have said. What you said was all correct.’ 
 
Then he glared at me and added, ‘But don’t waste your 
time giving spiritual talks until you are enlightened 
yourself, until you know from direct experience what 
you are talking about. Otherwise you will end up like 
that Wolter Keers.’ 
 
Wolter Keers 
 
Wolter Keers was a Dutch advaita teacher who toured 
around Europe, giving lectures on advaita and yoga in 
at least three different languages. He was a very fluent 
and informative teacher and he used to come to see 
Maharaj regularly. Every time he came, Maharaj 
would shout at him, telling him he wasn’t enlightened, 

and that he shouldn’t set himself up as a teacher until he was. I got the message. I have 
never given a public talk since then. 
 
I received more or less the same advice from Papaji. He very much encouraged me to 
write about him. In fact, he invited me from Tiruvannamalai to Lucknow to compile the 
work that was eventually published as Nothing Ever Happened. When I interviewed 
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him for a video documentary in 1993, he said, ‘When you go back to the West, if people 
ask you about what happened to you in Lucknow, keep quiet. If they ask again, just 
laugh.’  
 

Papaji standing in front of Ramana Maharshi’s samadhi in 
the early 1980s. 
 

Nothing Ever Happened 
 
 
I was asked by him to write about 
him, but he didn’t want me appear 
in front of an audience and speak 
about him. Other people were 
encouraged to speak, but were not 
asked to write. Different people 
received different orders, different 
advice. 
 

Michelle: Did any other teachers encourage you to write? 
 
David: When I first went to Lakshmana Ashram in 1982, I was actually running away 
from writing. I had been working at Ramanasramam, editing their magazine and 
looking after their library, for several years. I just wanted to meditate and sit at the feet 
of a realised teacher. Within a couple of weeks of my arrival, Lakshmana Swamy asked 
me to write a small book about Saradamma. He explained to me that he thought she 
might give up her body because of her tendency to go into long, deep samadhis from 
which it was very difficult to bring her back to normal consciousness. He thought that if 
she had devotees of her own, she would have to externalise her attention more in order 

to deal with them. The book 
project was a way of letting the 
world know that she existed. At 
that time both of them were 
virtually unknown. I stayed in their 
ashram for about seven months 
that year. During the day there 
were usually two of us there, apart 
from Saradamma and Lakshmana 
Swamy. A few other people would 
sometimes come in the evenings. 
For one period of about two weeks, 
when Saradamma was in town 
with her family, I was the only 
person there, apart from 
Lakshmana Swamy. 

 
Lakshmana Swamy and Saradamma 
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Michelle: This was the second book you wrote, the first being Be As You Are. 

 
  
Be As You Are 
 
 
David: No, it was the first. I wrote it in 1982, but it wasn’t 
published until around 1986. 
 
Michelle: What happened? Why was there such a delay? 
 
David: It’s a long story. When Lakshmana Swamy asked me to 
write this book, I, of course, agreed. He said that I should talk to 
Saradamma and get her story from her. However, when I 
approached her, I found that she wasn’t interested in talking. She 

didn’t want the book at all. She didn’t want a lot of people coming to see her, something 
she knew might happen if this book ever came out. She was quite content with the life 
she had. 
 
I reported back to Lakshmana Swamy, telling him that Saradamma had no interest in 
cooperating with this project. He decided that he would have to sit next to her and 
compel her to tell her story. He knew that she would find it very hard to refuse his 
request to talk if he was there in person. This was a big bonus for me because it meant 
that I would get to see them both every day for about an hour while Saradamma 
narrated various incidents from her life. 
 

 
(Left) Lakshmana 
Swamy in the early 
1970s 
 
(Right) Saradamma, 
shortly after her Self-
realisation, which 
happened in 1978.  
 
Even with Lakshmana 
Swamy sitting next to 
her, encouraging her to 
speak, it was sometimes 
hard to get information 
from her. Sometimes 

she would talk willingly, but at other times she would 
close down completely and refuse to say anything. After a 
week or so of interviewing her, she announced that she wasn’t going to cooperate any 
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more unless half the book was about Lakshmana Swamy. He didn’t particularly want a 
book about himself to be published, but he had to agree in the end because that was the 
only way he could get Saradamma to carry on telling her stories. The interviews 
resumed. Neither wanted a book about himself or herself, but both wanted a book about 
the other.  
 
Lakshmana Swamy had told Saradamma about many incidents from his own life. She 
wrote down everything she could remember and then interviewed him privately to get 
extra information. All this she wrote down in a big notebook that she eventually passed 
on to me. Once I had the basic story straight, I asked him many supplementary 
questions that he was always happy to answer.  
 
Saradamma seemed to have almost perfect recall of just about every minute of every day 
of the years she was doing her sadhana. Lakshmana Swamy occasionally had to prompt 
her to stick to essentials. Even so, the material I was collecting was rapidly increasing 
every day. I realised that the ‘small booklet on Saradamma’ that Lakshmana Swamy had 
originally envisaged was going to be quite a substantial book. 
 
One morning, when I went to the interview session on Lakshmana Swamy’s veranda, he 
announced, ‘No more research or interviews. You can go off and write the book now. I 
want you to finish it in two weeks.’ 
 

 
(Left) Lakshmana 
Swamy 
 
(Right) Saradamma, 
sitting on the veranda 
of Lakshmana Swamy’s 
house around 1980. 
This was the place 
where I did most of my 
interviewing. 
 
 
I was stunned. It seemed 
to me that there were 

still many more good stories to be collected, and as for writing a book from start to 
finish in less than two weeks, I couldn’t begin to imagine how that might be 
accomplished. 
 
Two factors had combined to produce this ultimatum. Lakshmana Swamy only had a 
very small amount of money available for the publication of this book. He had received 
an estimate from a local printer that made him realise that he couldn’t afford to print a 
bigger book. The two-week deadline came from a plan he had to put a copy of the book 
on Ramana Maharshi’s samadhi on his next visit to Tiruvannamalai. He had budgeted 
two weeks for me to write the book and about a month to print it.  
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I sat down to write the book. I wrote out the first few drafts by hand and then later typed 
the final version on an old typewriter that had a couple of letters missing. I had to fill in 
the gaps by hand later. I took the two-week deadline very seriously. I seem to remember 
working round the clock for the last few days. I definitely stayed up all night the day 
before I was due to deliver the manuscript, and I think I only finished it an hour or so 
before Swamy’s regular 9 a.m. darshan. In those days he was much more available. 
Visitors could sit with him and ask questions just about every day. I prostrated before 
him at 9 a.m. and presented my manuscript. Saradamma wasn’t there that day, but I 
can’t remember why. He laughed and said that he wasn’t able to read it because he had 
broken his glasses the day before and wouldn’t be able to get a new pair for several days. 
This was the first sign that the deadline wasn’t going to be met. The last-minute rush 
hadn’t really been necessary. Since he couldn’t read any of it himself, at his request I 
read out the chapter in which Saradamma had realised the Self in his presence. He 
seemed to enjoy it. 
 
About a week later he announced in the morning darshan that he had read the 
manuscript and liked it. He looked at me and apparently said that I had done a good job. 
I say ‘apparently’ because I didn’t hear him say this. The other people present all heard 
him say these words but nothing like this registered in my mind. Lakshmana Swamy is 
extremely sparing with his praise of devotees, other than Saradamma of course, and I 
think that this was the only complimentary thing he has ever said about me directly to 
my face. And I missed it. Maybe he thought it would be bad for my ego to hear it and 
somehow managed to make sure that everyone there heard it except me. 
 
The manuscript went to a local devotee who had a printing press in Gudur, the local 
town. Unfortunately, he wasn’t equipped to print books. I think his staple product was 
wedding invitations and other items of a similar size. He didn’t have enough letters to 
make a book, and his main compositor seemed to be drunk a lot of the time. For those 
people who have been brought up on word-processors I need to say that once upon a 
time books were composed letter by letter. Small metal letters would be hammered into 
grooves on wooden blocks, the metal surfaces would be inked and a page would be 
printed as a proof sheet. When mistakes were spotted, the metal letters had to be pulled 
out and rearranged. It may sound medieval, but this, with many elaborations, was how 
most of the world’s books were printed up until the 1980s. It can be done fairly quickly 
by experts, but if you haven’t done a job like this before, it can take months and months. 
That’s what happened. By the time the visit to Ramanasramam came round, only a few 
pages had been assembled, and they were full of mistakes. It eventually became clear 
that this particular press couldn’t do the job, but by then the money for the printing had 
been spent on other projects. The manuscript was shelved for a few years and was only 
printed in 1986 when an American devotee came forward and offered to pay for it to be 
done in a major printing press. Before it was printed in 1986 I took the opportunity to 
include a few extra stories that had come to light in the intervening years, and I also 
went through it again to improve the style. The first draft had been done in an extreme 
hurry, and in several places it showed. 
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Michelle: Did both Lakshmana Swamy and Saradamma go through the book prior to 
its publication? 

 
 
(Left) Lakshmana 
Swamy in the late 80s. 
 
(Right) Saradamma in 
1978 
 
David: Oh yes, they 
both took their editing 
work very seriously. 
Lakshmana Swamy 
could read and speak 
English quite well 
because he had learned the language at school and 

college. I think he went through the manuscript four or five times, and each time he 
returned it to me there would be portions deleted or comments added in the margin. 
When he was finally satisfied with it, a devotee who knew good Telugu and English read 
it out in Telugu to Saradamma, and she too made a number of changes. It was very 
much their book, their story. I was just the scribe who put it into shape for them. 
 
Michelle: Let’s move on to Be As You Are. That’s the book that most people associate 
with you. How did that come to be written? 

 
 
Be As You Are 
 
David: In 1983 I went back to England, hoping to get a job. I 
had been in India seven years, and for most of the previous five 
years I had been supported by Ramanasramam because I had 
been doing various jobs for them – running their library, editing 
their magazine, and so on. I wanted to come back to India with 
enough money to be financially independent. I wanted to live 
outside the ashram, supporting myself, and I wanted to spend 
more time meditating, without being dependent on an 
institution for food and accommodation. Well, it didn’t work out. 
No one wanted to hire me to do anything. I sent off lots of 

applications for jobs that I was eminently qualified to do and either received no reply at 
all, or I received rejection letters that were downright offensive. I had started and run a 
library in India for five years, but when I applied for a job to run a private library that 
was smaller than the one in Tiruvannamalai, I received a reply that said: ‘Dear Mr 
Godman, Thank you very much for your very entertaining application. However, we 
would prefer to engage someone who is qualified to do the job.’ This went on for 
months. I even blew an interview to pick up litter because I laughed at the wrong 
moment. Bhagavan says in Maharshi’s Gospel that if you are destined to work, you 
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cannot avoid it, and if you are destined not to work, no matter how hard you look for a 
job, no one will hire you. That was my situation in the summer of 1983. What I didn’t 
realise at the time was that Bhagavan had other plans for me. The landlord of the house 
where I was staying was a philosophy lecturer in Leicester University, and so was his 
wife. He had just delivered a manuscript his wife had written to the editor of a London 
publisher.  
 
When she, the editor, discovered that he too was a philosophy lecturer, she had said, 
‘Why don’t you write a book for us as well. We are always looking for new books on 
philosophy.’  
 
I perked up when I heard this. This was something I could do. I called up the editor and 
asked if she wanted a book on Ramana Maharshi. Her reply astounded me: 
 
‘Come to my office at once. Don’t go anywhere else. We want you. Come right now.’ 
 
After months and months of rejections, this was a welcome turn of events. I thought up 
a quick plan for a book and discussed it with her a few hours later. She checked on the 
sales figures of the few other books on Ramana that had been published in the West and 
said, ‘We’ll do it’. It was as simple as that. I was given a contract and sent off to India to 
put together Be As You Are. I was astonished because I had been brought up believing 
one of the standard myths of authorship. The would-be writer spends months or years 
writing a book. He or she then spends just as long sending the manuscript off to various 
publishers, who all reject it. Then, if he or she is lucky, the 101st publisher finally says 
‘Yes’.  
 
It was my destiny to come back to India and write books on Bhagavan, his teachings, 
and his disciples. When I tried to do something else, I couldn’t make it happen.  
 
When I went to Lakshmana Ashram in 1982, it was to get away from the writing and 
editing work I was doing for Ramanasramam. Within a couple of weeks I was writing a 
book there. When I went to England the following year, hoping to generate enough cash 
so that I wouldn’t have to do writing work in India, I ended up coming back with a 
contract for a book on Bhagavan. That has been my work, my destiny, more or less ever 
since. Nowadays, I don’t try to fight it. I enjoy it. 
 
Michelle: Be As You Are was a big success. Most people who have only read one book 
about Bhagavan’s teachings have probably read that one. Why do you think so many 
people bought it and appreciated it? There are many other books around on Bhagavan’s 
teachings. 
 
David: The book did very well outside India because it had a structure that made the 
teachings accessible and understandable. Bhagavan’s teachings can be very confusing if 
you don’t have a background of Vedanta, or if you don’t understand that he gives 
different answers to the same question to different people. I think the book succeeded 
because readers were given the right set of keys to understand all the different things he 
said, all the different levels of the teachings. 
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When I went to see the editor in London for that first meeting, she asked if I had a 
sample to show her. I didn’t because I had only dreamed up the scheme that morning. 
 
I told her, ‘I’ll lend you my copy of Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi. It’s the biggest 
collection of his dialogues. I will definitely be taking quite a few extracts from this book.’ 
 
When I collected the book a couple of days later she had a bemused look on her face. 
 
‘I hope your book is better than this,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t understand a word of it.’ 
 
This was a woman who was the commissioning editor of the spiritual book division of a 
major London publisher. If people like her can’t understand Bhagavan’s teachings by 
reading books such as Talks, it’s a good guess that most other people can’t make much 
sense of them either. 
 
The other thing that made it such a success was Penguin’s ability to distribute it so well. 
Throughout the 80s and 90s I was astounded at all the different places I saw it on sale. 
If a bookstore only had ten spiritual books on its shelves, Be As You Are would usually 
be one of them. For many people in the West Be As You Are was their introduction to 
Bhagavan simply because it was the only book on Bhagavan’s teachings that ever made 
it to the shelves of their local bookstore. 
 
I remember going with my father and his second wife into a boutique in Pondicherry 
around 1990. They were hunting for cheap clothes and souvenirs. Near the checkout 
counter there was a magazine rack and a shelf that had four books for sale. One was a 
Delia Smith best-selling cookery book. The next two were airport-style thriller novels by 
famous authors of that genre, and the fourth was Be As You Are. My father was very 
impressed to find me in such company. Judging by the comments he made to other 
people, he wasn’t particularly impressed by the life I had chosen for myself. 
 

 
With my father and Pat, his 
second wife in England in 
1999 
 
Michelle: How long did it 
take you to compile this 
book? 
 
David: I suppose I did it in 
two or three months, mostly 
in my spare time. When I 
went back to India, I took 
over the running of the 
Ramanasramam library 

again, and that was a seven-day-a-week job. I did the editing in the evenings. However, 
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saying this is a bit misleading because I had spent the previous seven years reading and 
studying the Ramana literature, and I had spent years doing self-enquiry quite 
intensively. In addition to all this, I had had many long discussions and debates with 
other devotees on all aspects of the teachings. All this matured into the understanding 
that I presented in the book. If a musician tells you that he just spent a week learning a 
new piece of music, it is understood that he spent several years prior to that week 
mastering his instrument. I put the book together in a few weeks, but I can also say that 
it was the culmination of several years of study and practice. 
 
Michelle: You said that you typed out No Mind – I am the Self on a broken typewriter. 
Had your technology improved by the time you did Be As You Are? 

 
No Mind – I am the Self 
 
David: Not really. I didn’t even own a typewriter. I had to 
borrow one to type out the final draft. Before I started the work I 
bought copies of all the Ramana books I thought I would need 
from the ashram bookstore. Then I cut out all the teaching 
dialogues and put them in files. I arranged the clippings into 
subjects and then stapled conversations to pieces of blank paper 
in an order that seemed to make sense to me. It was classic cut-
and-paste word-processing, but I did it with scissors and a 
stapler instead of a computer. I don’t think I even saw a 
computer until about five years later. When I was satisfied with 
the order of the extracts, I wrote brief introductions to each 

chapter and then typed the whole thing out. I had been given an 80,000-word limit by 
the publisher. I wanted to go right up to that limit and have as much of Bhagavan as 
possible in the book. That meant keeping my explanations brief and terse. It’s 
occasionally good to have limits like this. It makes you think about the essence of the 
teachings. Also, summarising complex ideas in half a page is a good test of one’s 
understanding. 
 
Michelle: After Be As You Are and No Mind – I am the Self came out, you didn’t 
publish again for many years. What were you doing?  
 
David: I did do a lot of writing and research during this period but none of it ever made 
it as far as publication, at least not in book form. I decided that I wanted to edit a book 
about all the various saints who had been associated with Arunachala over the last 1,500 
years. Many great saints have lived and taught here during that period. Their writings 
exist in Tamil and Sanskrit, but virtually none of their output has ever been published in 
English. I decided to find as much of this material as possible and then find people who 
could translate it for me. So many bad or weirdly inexplicable things happened to the 
various people I co-opted into this scheme, I began to believe that this particular project 
didn’t have Arunachala’s blessings. 
 
All this happened a long time ago. Let me see if I can remember it all. A friend of mine, 
Robert Butler, had learned classical, literary Tamil. He volunteered to translate some 
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verses for me, but since he was new to the Tamil translation business, he wanted to have 
his material checked by someone who knew a lot more Tamil than he did. 
 

 
Robert Butler with Kuppuswamy, his first Tamil teacher, 
in Tiruvannamalai around 1981 
 
 I approached Sadhu Om, who was generally regarded as 
being the best Tamil poet and scholar in the vicinity of 
Ramanasramam, and asked him if he would be willing to 
check a few of the verses for me, just to see if Robert’s 
understanding was good enough for him to continue with 
his work. Sadhu Om said he was very busy on other work, 
but he promised he would get round to it at some point. 
Weeks went by and nothing happened. Then Michael 
James, who was his chief assistant, approached me and 
said that Sadhu Om had promised to do them the following 
day. Michael had put the verses on his desk so that he 
could start work on them the next morning. That night 

Sadhu Om had a stroke from which he never recovered. He died a few days later. 
 
 

(Left) Sadhu Om (standing) in 
Muruganar’s room at 
Ramanasramam around 1970 
 
 

 
(Right) Michael James is on the left, with a boy on his knee. I am at the back in the 
white shirt. I think we are in Sadhu Om’s compound, and the date is probably in the 
mid-80s. 
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Robert, meanwhile, had gone to England to see his family. While he was there, visas 
were introduced for British and other Commonwealth people. He wanted to come back 
with an entry visa that would enable him to stay full-time at the ashram where he hoped 
to continue working with me. I got the president of Ramanasramam to sponsor him with 
a signed letter that stated that he was coming to India to do voluntary work at the 
ashram. These visas usually take about three months to process, but his application 
dragged on for over a year, with no decision forthcoming from the government. 
Eventually, someone in Delhi checked with Ramanasramam to see if the ashram really 
was sponsoring him. Someone who didn’t know anything about this arrangement wrote 
back saying that the ashram had never heard of him, and that he was not coming here to 
work. That letter effectively left Robert marooned in England because the Indian 
government was convinced that he had faked his visa application.  

 
 
Robert Butler, riding a bike in the 
Osborne compound in Tiruvannamalai 
around 1981. 
 
I then approached a famous Tamil 
translator called Vanmikinathan and was 
delighted when he agreed to help me. I 
gave him fifty-three verses from the 
Tevarams that had been composed by 
famous saints who had been associated 
with Arunachala in the sixth to ninth 
centuries. It was tricky stuff to translate, 
needing expertise in that era of Tamil 
literature. Vanmikinathan had already 
translated and published poems from this 
era, so I was very happy to have him on 

board. After a few days I received a letter from him that stated that he had completed 
the work, that he would make a fair copy of it and mail it to me the following day. I was 
impressed with his speed. A few days later I received another letter from him whose text 
went approximately as follows: 
 
‘Dear Mr Godman, I translated your verses and left them on my desk, thinking that I 
would copy them out later. Then a gust of wind came in through the window, picked up 
your papers and blew them out into the garden. When I went outside to collect them, 
there was no sign of them anywhere.’  
 
He ended up getting into a protracted dispute with the Ramakrishna Math in Madras 
over another book he had translated for them, and I lost his services. For a while I was 
being helped by Ratna Navaratnam, a Sri Lankan scholar who was an expert on old 
Tamil and a devotee of Bhagavan. I can’t remember why she dropped out. It couldn’t 
have been anything too bad, or I would remember. 
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Ratna Navaratnam. She was a Sri Lankan Tamil who 
wrote many books on Hinduism and Hindu gods. 
When the civil war started in Sri Lanka in the early 
1980s she became a refugee and moved to 
Ramanasramam for a while. 
 
Another foreign scholar, an American woman, was also 
caught up in this drama. She wanted to do a Ph.D on 
Arunachala Mahatmyam, the Sanskrit work that 
records all the puranic stories and legends about 
Arunachala. There was a plan for her to move to 
Tiruvannamalai with her son and do all the work here. I 
remember that at some point she arranged for her son 
to do a year of French schooling here by post. I arranged 
all the paperwork at this end. I got her registered at 
Madras University and arranged for the professor of 

Sanskrit there to be her nominal thesis supervisor since she couldn’t do graduate work 
here without one. I went to all this trouble because she had promised to do a translation 
of Arunachala Puranam for me while she was here. This is a Tamil work that records 
most of the stories that appear in the Arunachala Mahatmyam. Everything was ready 
for her arrival but the Indian embassy in Paris gave her the wrong form to fill in (a 
tourist visa application) and when it was processed, it was turned down because one 
cannot do academic research in India on a tourist visa. She had to abandon all her 
research plans and stay in France with her husband and son. Once you have been turned 
down for a visa, you can’t apply again, even if it is the government’s fault for giving you 
the wrong form. Another resource gone. 
 
While all this was going on, I was continuing to collect material. I had found a version of 
the Arunachala Mahatmyam entitled Kodi Rudra Samhita 
in a government manuscript library in Madras. Since it only 
existed on palm leaves, I had to engage a pandit to copy it out 
for me in the library. The only person I knew who knew 
enough Sanskrit to tackle this kind of job was a devotee called 
Jagadish Swami who lived in Ramanasramam. I gave him a 
xeroxed copy and he said he would have a look at it and tell 
me afterwards if he thought he would be able to translate it 
for me. Before he had a chance to go through it, he died while 
he was meditating in his room. He sat cross-legged on a metal 
chair, which must have been very uncomfortable, in the 
evening for his usual meditation, and was found there the 
next morning, still upright, and still cross-legged, but 
definitely dead. I suppose that it was a good way to die, but I 
really hoped that my manuscript didn’t have anything to do 
with it. 

Jagadish Swami sitting in his room  
at Ramanasramam around 1980. 

http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
http://www.lulu.com/shop/robert-butler/arunachala-puranam/ebook/product-21107966.html
http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
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A couple of days later I did a pradakshina of Arunachala. I faced the mountain when I 
reached the Ganesh temple and tank that is about a third of the way round the hill.  
 

The Nandi statue next to 
the Ganesh temple where I 
stopped to consult Siva on 
what to do about my 
Arunachala project.  
 
I addressed Siva and said, 
‘Too many things are going 
wrong with this project. If 
you don’t want me to carry 
on with it, give me a sign.’ 
 
I should mention that I had 
already asked Saradamma 
at Lakshmana Ashram if I 
should carry on with the 
work, and she had refused 
to commit herself either 
way. She told me that she 

didn’t want the responsibility for it. I had already told her about some of the bad things 
that had been happening. I should have taken this lack of enthusiasm as a sign to stop. 
 
Anyway, within a day or so I received a bill from the man in Madras who had copied out 
the Kodi Rudra Samhita for me. I think I assumed at the time that this bill had been 
paid long before. It was a minor event, but I took this as the sign that I should stop. 
 
Relative to the other people who were involved in this project, I escaped rather lightly. I 
fractured my femur around this time and spent twelve weeks in traction, but some of the 
others fared far worse than I did. 
 
Some of the work I did on Arunachala saints did eventually appear in The Mountain 
Path, the ashram’s magazine, but not under my name. I was already contributing 
articles on Bhagavan under my own name, so when I had other material to contribute I 
would usually use someone else’s name. One man, for example, had managed to get a 
study visa to come to India, but he wasn’t doing any studying. He was just meditating 
instead. I put a couple of articles in his name so that he would have something to show 
the police if he ever got the midnight knock. Another friend of mine, Nadhia Sutara, was 
staying at Guhai Namasivaya Temple on the hill. Since her tenure there was not very 
secure, I put her name on two articles about Guhai Namasivaya and Guru Namasivaya, 
hoping that the man who ran the place would be impressed enough to let her continue 
to stay there.  
 

http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
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Nadhia (left) and my stepmother Pat 
buying fruit in Tiruvannamalai in 1991. 
 

 
 
The mantapam at Guhai Namasivaya 
Temple where Nadhia Sutara stayed in the 
1980s. Ramana Maharshi stayed there 
around 1901 and wrote parts of Who am I? 
in the sand in front of this building. After his 
departure Keerai Patti, the woman who was believed to be the previous incarnation of 
Lakshmi the Cow, lived there for several years. 
 
Michelle: Amazing! You are lucky to still be alive. What did you turn to after this 
project fell through? 
 
David: I started to collect the reminiscences of old devotees of Ramana Maharshi, 
particularly the ones that hadn’t appeared in English before. I think the aim was to 
produce a large, single-volume anthology in which each devotee would be given a 
chapter to tell his or her story. I collected a lot of good material, but the book itself 
didn’t see the light of day until fairly recently. It got demoted in my priorities because 
other projects came up that seemed more exciting, more appealing. 

 
Around 1987 I approached 
Annamalai Swami and asked 
him if I could interview him for 
this book.  
 
Annamalai Swami in his room 
in the early 1990s 
 
I knew he had worked with 
Bhagavan in the ashram in the 
1930s and I assumed that his 
reminiscences would probably 
make a good chapter. Annamalai 
Swami’s translator, who was a 
good friend of mine, lobbied on 

my behalf  but couldn’t get Annamalai Swami to agree to talk to me. Several weeks went 

http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
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by during which Annamalai Swami steadfastly refused to tell me his story. Then 
Sundaram, his translator, had a flash of inspiration. 
 
He told Annamalai Swami, ‘David has already written a good book on Bhagavan’s 
teachings. Many of the foreigners who come here say that it is the best book on 
Bhagavan’s teachings.’ 
 
This intrigued Annamalai Swami because he himself spent an hour or so every 
afternoon answering questions on Bhagavan and his teachings. He was beginning to 
attract foreign visitors to his ashram, and he agreed to talk to them on condition that the 
sole topic of conversation was Bhagavan. He didn’t want to talk about anything else. 
Bhagavan had told him not to socialise and to stay at home and meditate as much as 
possible. People who just wanted to meditate with him were told to go and meditate in 
Ramanasramam, but people who had questions about spiritual practice, or Bhagavan’s 
teachings were generally welcome, but only for as long as it took for Annamalai Swami 
to answer their questions. He was a hard man to get to see, and it was even harder to get 
to spend a lot of time with him. 

 
Sitting with Annamalai Swami and 
Sundaram in Annamalai Swami’s samadhi 
building in 1994.  
 
 
Annamalai Swami instructed Sundaram to 
get hold of a copy of Be As You Are and read 
it out to him. Annamalai Swami didn’t know 
much English, so Sundaram had to translate 
as he went along. Annamalai Swami listened 
to almost the entire book before finally 

deciding that he would be willing to talk to me. 
 
When I finally managed to see him, he told me, ‘You 
have a good understanding of Bhagavan’s teachings. I 
know that if I speak to you, you will not misrepresent 
what I say.’ 
 
There was already a very bad book about his life in Tamil 
by Suddhananada Bharati, and Annamalai Swami didn’t 
want another, equally bad version to appear. 
 
Up until that time Annamalai Swami had not told his 
story to anyone, or rather I should say that he had not 
told his story in a systematic way. He had told Sundaram 
and a few other people odd stories, but he had never 
linked them all together.  
 

Suddhananda Bharati 

http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
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For the next few weeks I went there every afternoon and interviewed him for about 
ninety minutes. I soon realised that this was not going to be just another chapter in my 
book. The material he was giving me was so astonishing, so extensive, I knew I had a 
full-length book project on my hands. When the interviews were completed, it took me 
almost eighteen months of steady, patient work and detailed research to put together 
the book Living by the Words of Bhagavan.  

 
Living by the Words of Bhagavan 
 
Annamalai Swami was something of an inspiration for me. He 
seemed to epitomise and embody all the qualities that a good 
devotee needs when he is dealing with his Guru and his ashram. 
I admired his integrity and his unshakable determination to 
carry out Bhagavan’s instructions, irrespective of the 
consequences. That’s why I called the book Living by the Words 
of Bhagavan. Annamalai Swami’s whole life was dedicated to 
carrying out his Guru’s words.  
 
When Sundaram read out the final version, Annamalai Swami 
was very happy with it. However, when he arranged a second 

reading for the Tamil devotees who couldn’t understand the original English, some of 
them pointed out to him that a few of the stories might get him into trouble with the 
Ramanasramam authorities. He agreed that this was probably true. He sent for me and 
told me to hide the manuscript and not let anyone see it. 
 
 
Annamalai Swami in his room in the early 
90s 
 
‘When I am dead,’ he said, ‘you can do 
anything you like with it, but until then don’t 
let anyone read it. Bhagavan told me to lead a 
quiet life and not to see many people. I will 
not be able to follow his instructions if lots of 
people come to see me as a result of reading 
this book, and I don’t want my life to be 
disturbed by people coming here to complain 
about some of these stories.’  
 
This was 1987 I think. I put it away and didn’t 
take it out again until 1994. That year, he 
changed his mind and allowed it to be printed. 
A year later he passed away. I think he was right to put off the publication. When it came 
out, it did attract a lot of new people, and several of them did come to complain about 
some of the stories he had narrated.  
 

http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
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In the last few months of his life there was a tape recorder running while he gave his 
answers to visitors. At Sundaram’s request I edited these new dialogues into a new book, 
Final Talks, which, I think, makes quite a nice supplement to the original biography. 
 

Final Talks 
 
Michelle: We seem to have filled in some of the blanks on 
your 1980s map. What were you doing for the rest of the 
time? 
 
David: While I was collecting more information about old 
devotees of Bhagavan and from about 1988 onwards, I was 
also helping Lakshmana Swami and Saradamma with a 
piece of land they had bought here. 
 
Lakshmana Swamy had mentioned a few times that he 
wanted to move back to Tiruvannamalai. Sundaram, 
Annamalai Swami’s translator, and I were asked to look for 
possible properties that might be suitable for him. We 
found a few, but every time Lakshmana Swamy was taken 
to see them, they didn’t appeal to him. At one point we 
actually agreed to buy a piece of land near the junction of the pradakshina road and the 
Bangalore road, but the owners backed out after a price had been agreed. 
 
Then a piece of land came on the market that was located behind the Government Arts 

College. Much to our surprise Lakshmana Swamy 
gave the order to buy before he had even seen it. It 
seems that he had been sitting on this land in the 
early 1950s when he had suddenly had a vision of 
himself living there forty years later. The next time 
he came to Tiruvannamalai he looked at the land 
and confirmed that this was the place where he 
had had the vision. He had let us run around, 
looking at other properties and negotiating for 
them, but somehow he seemed to know that he 
would end up living in the place where he is now. 
 
I volunteered to develop the garden. It was just an 
empty field when we started, so empty in fact that 
we had to get the government surveyor in to 
determine where our piece of empty field ended 
and the neighbours’ empty fields began.  
 

 
Working in Saradamma’s garden in the early 90s. Saradamma is behind and above 
me, with Arunachala as a backdrop. 
 

http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
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We surveyed the land, fenced it, dug a well and started a nursery of trees. The well didn’t 
produce any water, so we ended up running a pipe to a neighbour’s well and buying 
from him. For about three years I put in several hours a day in this garden, growing 
trees and flowers. It was a tough time to start a project like this because there was a 
drought in the area. The monsoon failed several years in a row. A house was started for 
Lakshmana Swamy and Saradamma, but work was halted when the water ran out. We 
could have shipped water in tankers, but we discovered that it was too saline to be used 
in building work. The water would have corroded the steel inside the cement. When the 
work stopped, I ended up being the night watchman there. The house was full of tools 
and cement bags, but there were no doors and windows to protect them. I think I slept 
on this building site for most of a year, watching the property and waiting for the rains 
to come so that the work could continue. For two summers in a row I bought water in 
tankers to keep the garden alive. Every well in the neighbourhood was completely dry. 
 
I was still living in Ramanasramam, working on my project to collect and edit the stories 
of Ramana devotees. Sometime in 1990 I wrote to Papaji in Lucknow, asking him if he 
would be willing to contribute his story to the book. He wrote back, saying that he would 
be happy to have his story included, but he added that he didn’t want to write it down 
himself. He asked me to submit a questionnaire, and he would then do his best to 
answer it by giving verbal answers that would be recorded on tape. This seemed like a 
good suggestion.  
 

Papaji in the early 90s 
 
It took him a few months to get round to it, but when he 
finally did, he spent at least an hour talking about his early 
life and his association with Bhagavan. There seemed to be 
a few major discrepancies in his account, but when I wrote, 
asking for clarification, he just repeated the same stories all 
over again. In 1992 I decided to go and see him in the hope 
of getting his story straightened out. I spent a chaotic two 
weeks with him, chaotic because his wife died about three 
days after I arrived, which meant a major disruption to his 
usual routine. His family descended en masse; there was a 
trip to Hardwar to immerse the ashes in the Ganga; but in 
between all these comings and goings I managed to get 
most of the information I had been looking for. A lot of it 
came in a last-minute interview I had with him about an 

hour before my train was due to leave. It was that kind of trip.  
 
Back in Tiruvannamalai I went through all my notes and put together a fifty-page 
version of his life that focused on his early life and the meetings he had had with 
Bhagavan. At the time I wasn’t interested in anything that came after 1950. I submitted 
it with some hesitancy because there were still a few events that I couldn’t place in the 
right order, but he seemed to love it. He invited me back to Lucknow, telling me that he 
had many more stories he wanted to tell me. I went back in March 1993, intending to 
stay for a short time, but I ended up staying there until he passed away in 1997. 
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Michelle: What was the attraction? What made you decide to stay, and stay so long? 
 
David: First of all, I felt his power and I felt his peace. Here was a man in the Ramana 
lineage, promulgating his teachings and radiating a kind of tangible sakti that shut up 
the minds of the people around him, and in some cases gave them temporary 
experiences of the Self. It was a heady, intoxicating environment in which people were 
having amazing experiences almost every day. On top of that there was the promise of 
getting more extraordinary stories from him. My first trip there had been a kind of 
smash-and-grab raid. I had come with very limited time. With all the funeral events 
going on I had had to remind him constantly that our time was limited and that I 
wanted to talk to him about his life. Second time round I waited for him to take the 
initiative, but strangely enough he didn’t. Having invited me there to tell stories, he 
never showed any interest in doing so. 
 
Within two weeks of my arrival I was given a book project that someone else couldn’t 
deal with. A German doctor, Gabi, had been asked to collect interviews that Papaji had 
had with various visitors and arrange them in book form. She was struggling a bit with 
this because she wasn’t a native English speaker. I was asked to help her, and when she 
left Lucknow a few weeks later, I inherited the whole project. I wanted to take my time 
and do it properly, but Papaji wanted it to be brought out in a hurry. He didn’t seem to 
have much patience with long, drawn-out projects. His motto seemed to be ‘Do it, and 
do it now!’ 
 
I gave him samples every day to read and it took me a while to work out what kind of 

style he liked. I finally succeeded when I gave him a 
manuscript just before he ate his lunch. He took it back to 
his bedroom after lunch and read it in his room. When I 
went to the house again around four, there was a big water 
melon waiting for me with my name on it, and when I next 
saw him he exclaimed, ‘This is just what I want! Where’s 
the rest of it? I want to read the rest of it.’ He seemed 
disappointed that I couldn’t suddenly produce a whole 
book out of thin air at a moment’s notice. 
 
After that, knowing what he wanted, the work was easy. I 
think I finished it in about two months, which was 
probably still too slow for Papaji’s liking. This was Papaji 
Interviews, by the way. 
 
Papaji Interviews 
 

One other reason for the slowness was that Papaji also got me involved in a film project. 
An American film-maker, Jim Lemkin, arrived in Lucknow and asked if he could make a 
documentary about Papaji and his teachings. Papaji agreed and sent me along as a kind 
of advisor, interviewer and general consultant. I don’t know why I got this job. I had 
never worked on a film before in my life. Within about three months we had the film 

http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
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ready. I had spent my first three months in Lucknow finishing somebody else’s book and 
helping Jim with his film. There was no sign, however, that Papaji was willing to start 
talking about any of the incidents he had promised to tell me. I dropped several hints, 
but no business resulted.  
 
After a few months I suggested that he could just sit in front of a camera and tell all the 
main stories of his life. I didn’t know what else to do to start him talking. 
 
‘I couldn’t do that,’ he replied. ‘I would need some notes to remind me which stories I 
wanted to tell.’ 
 
This sounded like another excuse to put off the answering, so I decided to push the issue 
a little. 
 
‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I’ll make the notes for you. I’ll make a list of every story I have ever 
heard you tell, and every incident I have heard about your life, and I will arrange them 
in chronological order. You can go through the list one by one and answer any that 
appeal to you.’ 
 
I got no answer to that one, but I went ahead and made the list anyway. I gave it to him 
one afternoon while he was having his afternoon tea. He seemed to be very excited by 
the first few questions, saying what good questions they were, and how much he would 
enjoy talking about them. Then he turned the page and realised that it wasn’t two pages 
he had to go through. It was sixteen. 
 
His face dropped and his enthusiasm vanished. ‘This is a very long list,’ he said, all 
excitement gone. 
 
‘Well,’ I said, ‘you have had a very long life, and it has been full of interesting incidents.’  
 
I was hoping I hadn’t blown my chance by overloading him with questions. 
 
‘I’ll have to go through it,’ he said. ‘I’ll make notes in the margins about what I want to 
talk about.’ 
 
That seemed to be good news. At least he was going to try.  
 
The list of questions stayed in his bedroom for several months, completely unread so far 
as I could ascertain. I would occasionally mention it to him and he would reply that he 
was working on it. Whatever he was doing, he wasn’t doing it with the papers in his 
hand. 
 
In 1994 I received news that Annamalai Swami wanted me to print his book. I 
approached Papaji and asked him what I should concentrate on. I should mention at 
this point that I had unofficially inherited another project that was known as the ‘Om 
Shanti’ book. In 1992 and early 1993 Papaji began his daily satsangs with a brief talk on 
whatever he felt inspired to speak about that day. These had been transcribed and there 
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was a plan to make a book of them. At one point Catherine Ingram was supposed to be 
doing this, but when she wrote to Papaji, saying that she couldn’t do it, she added 
‘Maybe David can do it instead’.  
 
Papaji read out the letter and said, ‘Yes, David can do it’. I was sitting in a far corner of 
the room at the time, but he never looked at me, and he never officially asked me to start 
the work. Since I didn’t particularly want the job – I had enough on my plate already – I 
never asked him about it myself until this meeting I had with him in 1994.  
 
I explained to him, ‘I have been asked to go to Tamil Nadu to make sure this Annamalai 
Swami book gets printed properly. You said indirectly that you wanted me to edit this 
‘Om Shanti’ book, and the questions about your biography are all still pending. What do 
you want me to do, and in what order?’ 
 

Annamalai Swami in his 
Palakottu room around 1994 
 
 
‘How near is the “Om Shanti” 
book to completion?’ he 
asked. 
 
‘There’s one version 
available,’ I answered, ‘but no 
one likes it. If I took up that 
work, I would probably have 
to start from scratch and do it 
all again. It would probably 
take several months.’ 
 

‘OK,’ he said. ‘we don’t want that project any more. It’s not necessary. Go back to 
Tiruvannamalai, print your new book, and when you come back we will start on my 
biography.’ 
 
This was just what I wanted to hear. I had permission to go away and print Annamalai 
Swami’s book; I had got myself out of a job that I didn’t really want to do; and I had 
received a promise that he would start work on my main project as soon as I returned 
from the south. 
 
That’s not what happened though. Things rarely go according to plan when Papaji is 
concerned. As soon as I left the house to go to South India, he sent someone out to buy a 
big foolscap notebook. He took my questionnaire from his bedroom, blew the dust off it, 
and began to answer all the questions by writing them out in this book. The people who 
were there said he spent several hours a day patiently going through all my sixteen 
pages of questions. It must have been very uncomfortable for him. It was summer, there 
were frequent power cuts, and he had a brace on his neck because he was suffering from 
spondylitis. That made it hard for him to look down and see the page he was writing on. 
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He stuck at it, though, day after day, and when I finally returned he had written almost 
150 pages. The moment I walked into the house, he put his pen down and wouldn’t write 
any more. I have thought about this many times, but I still can’t come up with any 
sensible conjectures. Why did he have to wait half a year until I was out of town to start 
writing his memoirs, and why did he stop the moment I returned? He had asked me to 
be his official biographer, but he seemed to be incapable of answering questions when I 
was around. I should add that no one would ever accuse him of being shy or diffident. If 
he wanted to do something, he did it, and if he wanted to say something, no social 
convention on politeness would prevent him from saying exactly what he wanted to say. 
He was a bulldozer in everything he did. 
 

Papaji working his way through my 
questionnaire in Lucknow in 1994. 
 
 
These handwritten stories were just 
what I needed to start my book. There 
were many incidents I had never 
heard before, along with good 
versions of stories that I already 
knew. I got myself organised. I found 
myself a computer; I recruited 
volunteers who were willing to listen 
to all the old satsang tapes in order to 
find all the different versions of the 

stories he told; I started collecting letters from all the people he had written to over the 
years; I wrote to everyone whose address appeared in his address book; and I started 
interviewing everyone I knew who had been connected with him. It was a long, long job, 
but it was immensely rewarding. I 
discovered many people from all over 
the world who had been utterly 
transformed by Papaji, sometimes 
after only a single meeting with him. 
Whenever I needed supplementary 
information, I would write out a list of 
questions, and he would give me 
written answers. He seemed to prefer 
this format when he dealt with 
matters pertaining to his life story. 
However, whenever I asked him 
questions about his teachings, he 
would take the list to satsang and give 
answers there so that everyone could 
immediately benefit from what he had 
to say. 

Walking with Papaji in the Lucknow zoo in 1992. 
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For most of his life Papaji forbade his devotees from talking about him. He wanted a 
high level of secrecy to guard his privacy. When I started writing to old devotees, asking 
for their stories, they immediately wrote back to Papaji, asking what they should do. I 
had told them all in my letters that I was doing this with Papaji’s permission, but, quite 
rightly, they all felt a need to check. Papaji encouraged and in some cases even ordered 
these people to tell me their stories. Some people told me about incidents they hadn’t 
even mentioned to members of their own families.  
 
Every time I finished a chapter, I would give it to Papaji to read and check. At first he 
would go through it in his house and then later take it to the morning satsang and read it 
out there. Later, though, he would just say, ‘Put it in the satsang bag. I’ll read it 
tomorrow.’ I have to say that I was touched by the faith he showed on these occasions. I 
don’t think I would volunteer to read out a biography of myself in front of 200 people 
without first checking to see what was in it. In the beginning he would make a few 
corrections, but once I got the hang of how he liked to have his stories presented, he 
rarely touched any of them. He even stopped reading with a pen in his hand. In the last 
few hundred pages the only things he changed were the spellings of the names of a few 
Indian devotees that I had misspelled because I had never seen them written down 
before. He finished the last portion about a month before he passed away in 1997. 
Sometimes I wish that I had worked a bit harder so that I could have presented him with 
a copy of the first book, but that wasn’t ready until the middle of 1998. 
 
After Papaji passed away in September 1997 I finished work on Nothing Ever Happened 
and came back to Tiruvannamalai, and I have been here more or less ever since. 

 
 
Nothing Ever Happened 
 
Michelle: What work did you start when you came back here? 
What are you working on now? 
 
David: I did nothing for a while. I took a break from writing. I 
didn’t feel like doing anything new. Until the middle of 1998 
there were proofs of Nothing Ever Happened to go through, but 
after that I had a complete break from book work for about a 
year. Papaji had asked me to edit his Lucknow satsangs for him 
and bring them out in book form. He even told me what format 
to use. That’s a big job and I have only just started on it. 

 
In 1999 I suddenly remembered the reminiscences project I had started in the 1980s. 
Two books on Annamalai Swami and four books on Papaji had sidetracked me for a 
decade, but when one of my friends here asked to have a look at one of the unpublished 
chapters, I took everything out of its folder and read it for the first time in maybe ten 
years. Realising that I still had plenty of good material that deserved to be printed, I 
started to organise it into book form. That particular project, The Power of the Presence 
in three volumes, started about two years ago and ended quite recently when I finally 
received the last volume from the press. 
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The Power of the Presence 
 
Michelle: You are now publishing your 
own books. What made you take that 
decision? 
 
David: In the middle of 2000 I 
approached Penguin in Delhi to see if 
they would be interested in bringing out 
the series that later came out as The 
Power of the Presence. I also wanted to 
see if they might be willing to bring out 

an Indian edition of Nothing Ever Happened since it is far too 
expensive for most Indians to buy. Right now, only the American 
edition exists. Its $45 price translates as over Rs 2,100 in this 
country. Hardly anyone can afford that kind of price here. 
 
When I went to see the commissioning editor for spiritual books 
in the headquarters of Penguin India in Delhi, the woman I spoke 
to claimed that Be As You Are was not a Penguin book, and that 
the office had no record of either the book or me. I couldn’t 
believe she was serious, but she was. The book has been 
continuously in print in its Indian Penguin edition for more than 
ten years but there was no trace of it, she said, either in their 

catalogues or on their computers. I decided I didn’t want to deal with a company that 
could lose titles and authors so completely that no record of them showed up on their 
computers. It wasn’t just the English edition she had lost. She didn’t know anything 
about the versions that had been brought out in several Indian languages. 
 
I have always had bad experiences with commercial publishers. 
When Be As You Are first came out in the mid-80s, the original 
publisher didn’t tell me it was out, and didn’t even send me a 
copy. The first copy I ever saw came from a friend of mine who 
bought it in a second-hand bookstore.  
 
I decided in the end to publish The Power of the Presence myself. 
I find it quite rewarding to be involved in everything from the 
original idea to distribution and marketing points several 
thousand miles away. 
 
Michelle: Other than the new Papaji books, is there anything 
else in the pipeline? 

Be As You Are 
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David: I am working on a new presentation of Bhagavan’s teachings that I hope will 
come out around the end of the year. It will be based on teaching statements by 
Bhagavan that were recorded by Muruganar in a Tamil work entitled Padamalai. That 
will probably be the title of the book when it comes out. There are also a few other 
possibilities, but they are so vague, I don’t really want to start talking about them. I 
think I have said enough for one afternoon. I haven’t talked this much for months and I 
think my voice is going. Come back in a year and ask me ‘What’s new?’ and I might have 
something more to tell you. That’s enough for now… 
 

 
Padamalai 
 
[This is where the 2002 interview ended. The next section 
was written, without an interviewer, in 2014:] 
 
David: The book I mentioned in the final paragraph, 
Padamalai, eventually came out in 2003. It was taken 
from a Tamil work of the same name that was over 3,000 
verses long. The original Tamil poem had no structure at 
all, and many of the verses were very similar insofar as 
they repeated the same idea in almost the same language. 
The work appeared in the final volume of a nine-volume 
series entitled Sri Ramana Jnana Bodham. It contained all 
the stray verses of Muruganar that had not appeared in 
any of Muruganar’s previous books. Muruganar was a 
hugely prolific and spontaneous poet who, over his 

lifetime, composed more than 20,000 verses on Bhagavan and his teachings. After he 
first came to Bhagavan in 1923, he took a vow that he would not compose poetry on any 
other topic, a decision he adhered to for the rest of his life.  
 
Muruganar sitting next to Bhagavan in 
Ramanasramam in 1924. 
 
Muruganar had appointed Sadhu Om to 
be his literary executor and bequeathed 
all his papers to him. In his final days 
(early 1970s) Muruganar was staying in 
the room next to the Ramanasramam 
dispensary. The ashram management 
wanted to take charge of all his papers, 
but Muruganar knew that there was no 
one other than Sadhu Om who had both 
the knowledge of Tamil literature and the 
commitment to preserve the papers. He 
gave the ashram an ultimatum, saying 
that if he was not allowed to pass on the 
manuscripts to Sadhu Om, he would burn 
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them all because there was no one he trusted to bring them out properly. The ashram 
backed down and allowed Sadhu Om to collect all the manuscripts. Sadhu Om spent the 
following twelve years organising the manuscripts and publishing the previously 
unpublished verses.  
 

Prof. K. Swaminathan 
 
Professor K. Swaminathan , who was working for the 
Central Government in New Delhi as the Chief Editor of 
Gandhi’s Collected Works, was a great lover of 
Muruganar’s poetry. He persuaded the government in 
New Delhi to give a grant to the New Delhi Ramana 
Kendra that would enable it to publish all the remaining 
unpublished poetry of Muruganar. Nine Tamil volumes of 
Sri Ramana Jnana Bodham were eventually published. 
They went on sale at the highly subsidised price of Rs 10 
per volume. Sadhu Om passed away before the series was 
completed, but the people who had helped him to work on 
the project continued the editing work until all nine 

volumes had been published. Volume nine did not appear in Tamil until the late 1990s, 
more than twenty-five years after Muruganar’s passing. 
 
Sadhu Om standing next to Tinnai Swami. 
 
Around 2000 or 2001 T. V. Venkatasubramanian, 
who had helped me with translations for The 
Power of the Presence, mentioned that the final 
volume of Sri Ramana Jnana Bodham contained 
this long 3,000-verse work, Padamalai. Though 
some of the verses contained statements by 
Muruganar either praising Bhagavan or expressing 
gratitude, the majority of them contained a 
teaching statement made by Bhagavan himself. 
This, for me, was like stumbling across buried 
treasure. I had long since assumed that all the 
teaching material that could be sourced to 
Bhagavan had been published and translated, and 
that nothing else remained. I was therefore delighted when Venkatasubramanian 
suggested that we work together on a translation of this new material.  
 
The first decision we took was to edit out all the extra verses that simply restated ideas 
that had appeared in earlier verses of the same work. We also left out a few where the 
Tamil was so ambiguous or obscure that we couldn’t, with any authority, determine 
what was actually being said. Muruganar’s Tamil is dense and complicated, and even 
Sadhu Om occasionally had to consult him, while he was still alive, on the meaning of 
some of his verses. On one occasion he took a verse to Muruganar in order to get a 
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definitive explanation of its meaning. Muruganar started at it for a few seconds before 
even he had to admit that it made no sense to him. 
 
‘One day,’ he apparently said, ‘Bhagavan will reveal to us the meaning of this verse.’ 
 

This may sound odd, but it should be 
remembered that Muruganar’s verses came to 
him spontaneously. On occasions they 
appeared to form themselves ready-made in 
his head, without much conscious thinking. If 
he had a pen handy, he would scribble them 
down on a piece of paper and then forget about 
them. In later years he would write them out 
on a slate with a piece of chalk. If no one was 
around to copy the verse onto a piece of paper, 
he would frequently wipe out whatever was on 
the slate to record the new one that appeared 
in his mind. When this happened the old verse 
would be lost forever. He did not think much 
about the meaning of what he was writing, so it 
is not surprising that, years later, he was as 
mystified by their impenetrability as those 
devotees who were asking him for explanations 
of them. 
 
Muruganar standing outside the Mother’s 
temple, probably in the 1960s. 

 
Having removed all the duplicate material and discarded those verses that we were too 
uncertain of to make any confident translation, we found ourselves with about 1,800 
verses. We took a decision that we would bring them out in thematic groups, with 
separate chapters devoted to different topics. We also decided 
to add a large number of supplementary quotations from 
other books of Bhagavan’s teachings since the same ideas 
appear repeatedly throughout the teaching literature. 
Sometimes, for example, a paragraph in Talks with Sri 
Ramana Maharshi would expand on and explain a brief two-
line verse that Muruganar had recorded in Padamalai. 
 
After we had been working on this project for a month or so, 
Venkatasubramanian suggested that we get Robert Butler to 
help us. Robert no longer lived in Tiruvannamalai, having 
gone back to the UK in the mid-1980s to look after his ailing 
parents. He married there and acquired a large group of 
dependents: a wife, her three children from a previous 
marriage, and two elderly parents who discovered that the 
pension they thought they would be getting didn’t actually 
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exist. Robert shelved his plans to come back to India and spent many years looking after 
his extended family. 
 

Robert in Tiruvannamalai around 1980 
 
In the early 1980s he had come to Ramanasramam 
where he helped me to run the ashram library.  
 
I soon discovered that he had a natural flair for 
languages. About two weeks after he had announced 
that he was going to learn Tamil, I spotted him 
reading a Tamil newspaper in one of our local tea 
shops. It only took a few more weeks before he was 
immersing himself in the intricacies of literary 
Tamil. He was making his first tentative translations 
of Tamil poems about six months after he started his 
studies. 
 
 

 
A page from a 1982 edition of The Mountain 
Path that featured the library building and 
its staff. I am in the centre; Robert is in the 
centre on the top row. 
 
He returned to the UK in 1983 and 
continued his Tamil studies there. About a 

year later, while 
he was working 
as a night guard 
in a factory, he 
managed to translate a medieval biography of 
Manikkavachagar in between patrols of the factory grounds. 
In the 1990s, while he was working as a computer expert for 
the government of his local area, the Ramana Maharshi 
Centre for Learning in Bangalore invited him to make a 
translation of a book of Muruganar’s devotional poetry. 
Though he struggled with some of the verses and sought aid 
from various experts in India, he still managed to produce a 
publishable translation of the text. Many years later, when 
his translation skills and his knowledge of Muruganar’s style 
had massively increased, he revised and expanded the text 
and republished it himself. 

 
Robert’s first attempt at translating Muruganar: Non-Dual Consciousness: The Flood 
Tide of Bliss. 
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When Venkatasubramanian suggested that I invite him to help, Robert had not been in 
India for many years. I realised that it was also many years since I had communicated 
with him. I found his phone number by trawling through ‘directory enquiries’ in his 
home town and called him from a public phone box opposite the Ramanasramam gates. 
This was before mobile phones had gained a foothold in India. When he discovered 
where I was, he asked me to open the door so he could listen for a minute or so to the 
raucous sounds of India that swirled around the ashram gates. He was clearly missing 
India, and Tamil Nadu in particular. It didn’t take me long to persuade him to join our 
project. In fact, he was delighted to be able to find a tough challenge that would improve 
his already considerable knowledge of literary Tamil.  
 
Robert had always had a flair for languages. He knew several European languages and 
had eventually ended up studying French for four years at Oxford University in England 
and the Sorbonne in Paris. He once told me that he had won a prize at university for 
writing the best essay of the year in medieval Provençal, although I can’t imagine that 
too many people entered the competition. At the end of his final year, for no reason he 
can remember, he found himself in Blackwell’s, the Oxford University bookstore, buying 
a Sanskrit dictionary, a Sanskrit grammar book and a teach-yourself-Sanskrit book. He 
had never been to India or felt any attraction to go, but he said something made him 
pick up these books, buy them, take them home and study them.  
 

 
Robert on the stage of a 
Carnatic music concert in 
Tiruvannamalai in the early 
80s. 
 
He sat down at a table, 
opened the books and 
attempted to go through the 
first few lessons. For no 
reason he could think of, he 
couldn’t concentrate on 
them. Every time he sat 
down, he felt physically 
uncomfortable and spent 

more time fidgeting than actually reading the books. This was the first language that he 
had not been able to focus on and learn quickly. Eventually, after a few days of what 
appeared to be a half-hearted attempted to pick up the basics, he gave up, deciding that 
this was one language he was not destined to learn. A couple of weeks later, while he was 
sitting cross-legged on the floor, he decided to have another go. This time the learning 
was effortless, and he picked up Sanskrit as easily as he had all his other languages. He 
used to joke that his Sanskrit samskaras (habits and tendencies from his past lives) 
were stored in his knees, and that once he assumed the right position, the language he 
had learned before flowed effortlessly back into him. He was, most definitely, an Indian 
pandit in exile. During the 1980s I used to send him dhotis by post from India. He hated 
wearing trousers but had to put up with them during his day job with the government. 
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In the evening, though, he would put on a dhoti, sit cross-legged on the floor and study 
Tamil poetry. 
 
Over the years he developed a passion for Sangam poetry, a mysterious era of Tamil 
literature from about 2,000 years ago. He learned the intricacies of its style, symbolism 
and grammar and was eventually good enough to publish a translation of Kuruntogai, 
one of the major collections of love poetry from this neglected period of Tamil history.  

 
Kuruntogai 
 
The leader of our translation team was T. V. 
Venkatasubramanian, a Tamil brahmin who followed up a 
Ph.D. in metallurgy in Chennai with a seven-year period of 
post-doctoral work at London University. Though he loved his 
scientific work and probably would have reached the top of his 
profession, had he stayed in academia, his principal passion 
was Bhagavan, and in particular the Tamil writings that 
recorded his teachings. He retired while he was still in his 
thirties, bought land on the pradakshina road, and built a 
house for himself there. He would do a pradakshina of the 
Arunachala every morning and then devote much of the rest of 
the day to learning literary Tamil and studying the spiritual 

classics that have been composed in that language.  
 
I have not included any photos of Venkatasubramanian because he is a reclusive man 
who doesn’t like to have a public profile. I doubt if many people, outside of a few people 
at Ramanasramam who collaborate with him on literary projects, would even recognise 
him if they passed him on the street. I think he likes his anonymity and guards his 
privacy, so I won’t intrude on it by posting any photos. 
 
The grammar of literary poetic Tamil is different from that which is spoken 
conversationally, so much so that educated Tamils cannot read their own classic literary 
texts unless they have undergone an extensive period of training in the rules and 
conventions of Tamil prosody. Venkatasubramanian applied his scientific intellect to 
this job. Within a few years, with almost no help from any teacher, his knowledge of 
literary Tamil was second to none. He had an almost photographic memory that allowed 
him to remember almost everything he had ever read or studied. He thought this was a 
product of the Indian educational system that generally taught students by rote 
learning, but I think there was more to it than that. I think he was naturally blessed 
without an almost perfect recall of every text he had ever gone though.  
 
Venkatasubramanian had a strong interest in the Tevarams, the Tamil devotional 
hymns that were composed over a thousand years ago by three Tamil saints, but when 
he moved to Tiruvannamalai he turned his energies to the works of Muruganar, the 
poet-devotee of Bhagavan who composed over 20,000 verses that praised his master or 
recorded his teachings. Venkatasubramanian had helped me with several chapters that 
went into The Power of the Presence. When that work was complete, he suggested that 

http://www.lulu.com/shop/robert-butler/kuruntogai/ebook/product-17485497.html
http://www.lulu.com/shop/robert-butler/kuruntogai/ebook/product-17485497.html
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml


34 

 

we turn our attention to the works of Muruganar. I agreed and we began a fruitful 
collaboration that has so far lasted over thirteen years. 
 

 
Muruganar (on the left) standing on top of 
Arunachala in front of the cauldron that is 
lit there at the culmination of the Kartikai 
Deepam festival. The photo was probably 
taken around 1930. Standing to his left are 
Kunju Swami and Yogi Ramaiah. 
 
Robert’s translation style was stunningly 
poetic, whereas Venkatasubramanian 
tended towards the literal and the prosaic. 
His mindset, possibly a result of his 
scientific training, had a zero tolerance for 
error. He wanted the meaning to be exact 
and perfect, even if the phrasing ended up 
being a little clunky in places.  

 
Our translation work would start in Venkatasubramanian’s house on the pradakshina 
road. Though he had a Ph.D in science, he had no interest in computers. We would sit 
cross-legged on his floor, pen and paper in hand, and slowly work our way (often 
syllable by syllable) through whatever verses we had selected for that day. If the 
translation was fairly easy, he would usually make a draft that we could then work on 
together for an hour or so. Once he was satisfied that he had explained all the nuances of 
meaning, of what qualified what, and how the multiple clauses should be lined up, I 
would go home and spend an hour or two trying to create a more elegant version, 
without compromising the integrity of the translation. I would generally show him my 
version the next day. Invariably he would decide that it needed further work, further 
tinkering, in order to reflect more accurately the precise meaning of the original Tamil. 
Once we had arrived at a version that satisfied both his penchant for literalness and my 
strong desire for elegance and readability, I would email our version to Robert, often 
with copious notes that explained how we had arrived at our final version. Most days we 
would ask his advice on sentences that, despite our best efforts, we could not render into 
elegant English. Robert would often rewrite what we had done, and while his versions 
were invariably in better, more flowing, English, Venkatasubramanian would often dig 
in his heels and declare that he had deviated too far from the original Tamil grammar. 
Versions would go backwards and forwards multiple times until all three of us were 
happy to sign off on a final version.  
 
Though the three of us have worked on four books together, along with a significant 
number of smaller projects, it is a peculiarity of our working relationship that we have 
never once sat down together and jointly worked on a text in the same room. Robert 
contributed his work by email from England; I worked with Venkatasubramanian in 
Tiruvannamalai and acted as the general liaison between them. The creative and 
stimulating tug of war between Venkatasubramanian’s literalness and Robert’ stylistic 
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flair was a long-distance affair that often ended up with me drafting compromise 
versions that satisfied all three of us.  
 
Around 2001 Venkatasubramanian decided to translate Sri Ramana Darsanam, a 
Tamil work that had been written in the 1950s by Sadhu Natanananda, a scholarly 
devotee of Bhagavan who had first seen Bhagavan at Skandashram in 1917.  

 
 
Sadhu Natanananda sitting in his garden in 
Ramana Nagar around 1970. 
 
 
Natanananda went on to compile Upadesa 
Manjari (Spiritual Instruction), a series of 
questions and answers that impressed Bhagavan 
so much, it was included in the Tamil edition of 
Collected Works. In subsequent years 
Natanananda edited the question-and-answer 
version of Vichara Sangraham (Self Enquiry) 
and wrote the essay version himself. This text has 
also appeared in all the editions of Collected 
Works that have appeared since Natanananda 
made his initial version of Vichara Sangraham in 
the early 1930s. In 1939 Bhagavan asked him to 
be the editor of Guru Vachaka Kovai, a collection 
of his spoken teachings that had been recorded by 
Muruganar. I will revert to that later since it is 

one of the texts that Robert, Venkatasubramanian and I translated together. 
 
Sadhu Natananananda’s style was dense, literary and in places unnecessarily prolix. He 
could write sentences that went on for several pages, and within those sentences there 
might be several subsidiary topics that seemed to have little or nothing to do with the 
general argument he was trying to make. He loved footnotes, so much so he would 
occasionally have footnotes on his footnotes. His writing style was so ornate, literary and 
densely philosophical, ordinary Tamils would have had very little chance of 
understanding what he was trying to say. I showed an early draft of our translation to 
Sundaram, the President of Ramanasramam, since the ashram had promised to publish 
the book. He returned it the next day, praising it effusively. 
 
‘I knew it would be a good book!’ he exclaimed. ‘But I didn’t realise how good it would 
be.’ 
 
‘Haven’t you read the original?’ I asked, somewhat innocently. 
 
‘Of course not,’ he replied. ‘No one reads Natanananda in the original Tamil. We can’t 
understand a word he is saying.’ 
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That was from a native Tamilian, a man who knew Natanananda personally, and who 
enjoyed reading Ramana literature.  
 
The impenetrable nature of the original text was something we had to address in the 
translation. We wanted to make the English version demonstrate the denseness of the 
original, with its interminable sub-clauses, but we didn’t want it to be as inaccessible as 
the Tamil edition. We therefore split up most of his interminable sentences into smaller 
units, but tried to keep the magisterial nature of some of the statements he had 
Bhagavan say. This, for example, is Natanananda having Bhagavan explain that 
touching the Self inside oneself was the true meaning of touching the Guru’s physical 
feet: 
 

Only the Supreme Self, which is ever shining in your Heart as the reality, is 
the Sadguru. The pure awareness, which is shining as the inward illumination 
‘I’, is his gracious feet. The contact with these [inner holy feet] alone can give 
you true redemption. Joining the eye of reflected consciousness [chitabhasa], 
which is your sense of individuality [jiva bodha], to those holy feet, which are 
the real consciousness, is the union of the feet and the head that is the real 
significance of the word ‘asi’. As these inner holy feet can be held naturally 
and unceasingly, hereafter, with an inward-turned mind, cling to that inner 
awareness that is your own real nature. This alone is the proper way for the 
removal of bondage and the attainment of the supreme truth. 
 

I seem to recollect that this was all one sentence in the original. The word ‘asi’ that 
appears in the quotation refers to the mahavakya ‘tat tvam asi’ (you are that). Asi 
means ‘are’. Bhagavan’s metaphor indicates that the inner state of being is revealed 
when individuality is merged in the ‘holy feet’ of pure consciousness. 
 
It was not all as dense as this. There were many entertaining anecdotes, along with a 
serious analysis of many aspects of Bhagavan’s teachings. 
 
I liked Natanananda’s approach to Bhagavan’s teachings because it was always anchored 
in the advaitic reality of Bhagavan’s own experience of the Self. All the teachings, all the 
quotations and all the anecdotes led back inexorably to the formless Self that can only be 
found by contacting the Self within.  
 
A German friend of mine who read the manuscript before it was published told me, ‘I 
like the way this man writes. He doesn’t spread too much butter on the bread.’ 
 
That’s Natanananda in a nutshell: an austere, scholar-philosopher who was always 
encouraging his readers to stick to the essentials and not get caught up in anything in 
Bhagavan’s life and teachings that was peripheral to the essential core teachings. 
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Sadhu Natanananda. A brief clip of him talking about 
Bhagavan in a 1969 French documentary can be found 
here. 
 
However, don’t get the impression that he was merely a 
dry, dusty academic whose knowledge was only 
intellectual. He experienced the truth of Bhagavan’s 
teachings and disseminated them from direct experience, 
not from knowledge acquired by studying them. At the 
end of Sri Ramana Darsanam we added two long poems 
by Natanananda that had not appeared in the Tamil 
original. Though they mostly summarised Bhagavan’s 
teachings, there were occasional glimpses of the 
experience that Natanananda had attained through his 
practice and through Bhagavan’s grace. Here are a few 
samples: 

 
I rid myself of burdens by surrendering my life to the guardianship of Sri 
Ramana. Responsibility for my life became his, and I attained salvation. 
 
When I realised that no actions were ‘my’ actions, and that all actions were 
actions of the Lord, I was freed from ego. 
 
Only the thought of Siva Ramana made my mind clear, dispelling completely 
the fear of birth and death. 
 
By getting rid of oppressive attachments, ‘I’ died. What is now animating the 
body is being-consciousness, that which abides as my Lord. 
 
What excellent deeds did I, a dog, perform in the past that enabled me to 
come into contact with him who has no equal, and by doing so attain 
salvation? 
 

Sadhu Natanananda was my neighbor when I first lived in Tiruvannamalai in the 1970s. 
I would pass him on the road occasionally as we walked to and from our respective 
houses, but we would never even greet each other. I was told by an old devotee of 
Bhagavan, Viswanatha Swami, that he didn’t like people noticing him or saying ‘hello’ to 
him on the street. Viswanatha Swami had actually written an introduction to the first 
Tamil edition of Sri Ramana Darsanam in the 1950s, but I noticed that even he looked 
at the ground when Natanananda passed by. Natanananda was a simple, humble man 
who liked to mind his own business, without being publicly bothered by anyone when he 
went out. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sdkqQerIOg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sdkqQerIOg
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
http://davidgodman.org/books/buybooks.shtml
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Viswanatha Swami sitting with Bhagavan in the 1920s. 

 
Viswanatha Swami made the following telling remarks about Sadhu Natanananda in his 
introduction: 
 

Having such a subtle understanding, Sadhu Natanananda followed the path of 
Sri Bhagavan’s teachings, ultimately becoming one who attained the true 
benefit of them…. Through his book Sadhu Natanananda enables all of us to 
have the darshan of the true nature and form of Sri Ramana Bhagavan, 
having himself seen it and been redeemed by it. 

 
When Venkatasubramanian and I had finished our work on the book, I handed over the 
file to the President of Sri Ramanasramam and forgot all about. It was ready for the 
press, and I think I expected to see a copy of the book in a few weeks’ time. 
Unfortunately, there was an unforeseen drama that had to be negotiated first. I 
happened to be in the ashram office a couple of months after I had handed in the file. I 
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saw, lying on a table, a copy of our translation that had been printed out and circulated. 
Several people had decided that it needing editing, and each in turn had scribbled 
changes all over the manuscript. I noted from the print out that many parts of our text 
had been changed, and that these changes had already been incorporated in the most 
recent print out I was looking at. Unfortunately, the anonymous editors had not been 
consistent or thorough. For example, someone had changed ‘jiva’ to ‘jeeva’ in a few 
places, but ignored the occurrences in the rest of the book. Someone else had decided 
that some of the footnotes were not needed and crossed them out. Unfortunately, no 
renumbering had taken place, so the footnote sequence might go 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 9, and so 
on. Every page seemed to have had some gratuitous rewriting or addition, many of 
which contained misspellings or bad grammar. The text seemed to me to have been 
pointlessly vandalised by unqualified editors, and it looked as if these inconsistent 
changes were going to appear in the printed version. 
 
I went to see Venkatasubramanian, told him what was going on, and asked if he would 
be willing to come with me to the ashram President and point out what had happened to 
our ‘final’ version. He surprised me by saying that something that has been offered to 
God cannot be taken back, and that once a gift of this sort has been handed over, it is not 
acceptable to go back and complain about how it has been utilised. I was astonished. He 
was such a perfectionist and would happily spend weeks ensuring that every possible 
error in a book had been eradicated before it went to the press. In this case, though, 
cultural norms dictated that he bite the bullet and let an error-strewn version of this 
book, with his name on the title page, be published. 
 
I myself did not feel bound by this cultural convention. I recollected that Bhagavan 
would complain about errors in ashram books. He proof-read ashram books himself and 
complained if factual or 
printing errors appeared in 
books about him. I decided 
to go to see Sundaram, the 
ashram President, to see if I 
could persuade him to 
abandon the version that 
was being circulated in the 
ashram office. To prepare 
myself for the meeting I 
assembled a few pages of the 
more egregious mistakes 
that had crept into the text. 
 
Bhagavan reading and 
checking a Tamil book in the 
Old Hall. 
 
As I was walking to the ashram, I saw Nanna Garu walking towards me on the other side 
of the road. He was a devotee of Bhagavan who had a large following in northern 
Andhra Pradesh. His devotees treated him as a great realised being. I had a soft spot for 
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him because he insisted that all his followers practise self-enquiry. Most of his devotees 
were village women from his district, but he made no concessions to their devotional 
inclinations. All of them were under orders to do enquiry regularly. 
 

 
Sitting with Nanna Garu in his 
Ramanasramam room in the 
late 1980s. 
 
Every time Nanna Garu came to 
Ramanasramam, he would be 
followed around by anything up 
to a hundred people. I don’t 
think I had ever seen him alone 
on the street before. We had 
met a few times and had had 
conversations about Bhagavan 
and his teachings, but I would 
not describe him as being 
someone I was particularly close 
to.  

 
However, as soon as he saw me, he came running towards me, gave me an effusive bear 
hug and started calling out, ‘David Godman! David Godman! How wonderful to see you 
here!’ 
 
He had never behaved like this before, and I had never seen him in public in 
Tiruvannamalai by himself, without his 
entourage. The whole encounter was extremely 
odd.  
 
I continued to Ramanasramam where I had 
decided to take my problem to Bhagavan first. I 
put the manuscript in front on me on the 
samadhi hall floor, prostrated to Bhagavan, sat 
down, closed my eyes and mentally narrated 
the various events that had led me to being 
there. When I opened my eyes, there was a 
plate of chocolate chip cookies in front on me. I 
looked around but no one else was there. This 
had never happened to me before; it was the 
second odd thing that happened in the space of 
a few minutes. 
 
Bhagavan on the hill with (front and left) 
Sundaram, the future President of Sri 
Ramanasramam. He is Bhagavan’s grand-nephew. 
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I went to the ashram office to see Sundaram, the Ramanasramam President, explained 
what was wrong with the print out, and showed him a few examples of how the text had 
been needlessly mutilated. He saw the point of what I was saying and asked me how 
long it would take to fix all the mistakes. 
 
I said, ‘I don’t know. It might take a week or so because this printed version already 
includes changes that were not in the original. I would need to do a word-for-word 
comparison to the original to find out what has been changed.’ 
 
His face dropped. ‘I need a published copy of this book in a week or so. I am going to the 
US and I want to hand out copies to the devotees I will be meeting there.’ 
 
There was a simple solution. I told him, ‘The file I gave you a couple of months ago had 
no errors. It was ready for publication.’ 
 
His face brightened. ‘Really! We can use that one immediately?’ 
 
‘It’s a Word file,’ I said. ‘You will have to lay out the pages in a different programme, but 
if you can do that quickly enough, you can have your book in time.’ 
 
He got up, said ‘Come with me,’ and marched off to the room in the ashram where all 
the books were prepared. 
 
He walked in and called out in a loud voice to all the people there, ‘Whatever you are 
doing, stop doing it now. Godman has a file that I want to see as a book as soon as 
possible. In fact, I want it done…’ 
 
He paused for a couple of seconds, thinking of a suitable deadline to give us. 
 
 ‘I want it done yesterday!’ Without waiting for a response, he marched out of the room. 
 
The people in the room stared at me, probably wondering how I had managed to fire up 
the President like this. I don’t think anyone had seen him behave this way before. I sat 
down with Siva, the ashram’s principal graphic artist and book designer, and started the 
work. The book is not that long, but I was still surprised that we managed to get the 
whole file laid out in pages, and ready to print, in about six hours. By that time it was 10 
p.m. Siva stayed on to design a cover and apparently went home about midnight. The 
next morning I went back to check it and to write the blurb for the back cover. By mid-
morning I was in a position to deliver the completed file to the President. Three days 
later the first copy of the book arrived in the ashram, weeks ahead of the President’s US 
trip. 
 
That was a miraculously quick result. I usually spent weeks perfecting the layout of my 
own books, and in those days I had never encountered a printer who could deliver a 
book in less than two or three weeks. This was before the era of ‘print on demand’. 
Bringing out a book still needed several labour-intensive operations. 
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I have often wondered about this astonishingly speedy project. Was meeting Nanna 
Garu on the road and getting a huge hug some kind of blessing? In the first two decades 
of the twentieth century Seshadri Swami would indicate by his moods whether people 
going to Bhagavan to ask for things would be successful or not. He was not only able to 
sense the question; his positive or negative response would also indicate whether the 
visitors would get what they wanted from Bhagavan.  

 
Seshadri Swami 
 
Did Nanna Garu do something like this? And 
what about the plate of cookies that 
mysteriously appeared in front of me? And 
what really motivated the President’s 
uncharacteristic gung-ho response to my 
request? Were they all signs from Bhagavan 
that he wanted the book to come out error-free 
and quickly? Or was it all just an odd series of 
coincidences that serendipitously produced 
the desired outcome? I have no idea. 
 
In addition to the Muruganar work, which was 
my main activity for much of the first decade 
of this century, I also managed to edit and 
bring out a book of Papaji’s dialogues entitled 
The Fire of Freedom. The origins of that 
project go back to an interesting encounter I 

had had with Papaji around 1995. There was a tradition of serving tea in his house in the 
afternoon. I had a standing invite to attend since I was taking all my meals there. In 
earlier years this would often be an intimate occasion where a small number of people 
would sit with Papaji at his dining room table. However, by the time this story took 
place, about twenty or so people would come and we would usually all sit on the floor 
while Papaji would sit by himself 
(or sometimes with one or two 
invited guests) at the table. I 
walked into his house and headed 
for the back corner of the room, 
which is where I liked to sit. Papaji 
called me back and asked me to sit 
facing him at the end of his table. 
No one else was asked to sit at the 
table, which made me feel that 
something unusual was going on.  
 
Papaji in his living room with (on 
the left) Surendar Kaur, her son 
Titu and Jyoti. On the right are 
Almira and me. 

http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
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After some time Prashanti walked in with some copies of The Truth Is, a book of 
dialogues with Papaji that he had compiled and published while he was on a trip to the 
US. Prashanti had, for many years, done all the sound recordings of Papaji’s satsangs. 
He had picked out the exchanges he liked, edited them, and brought them out in book 
form. I don’t think he had consulted Papaji about the format because Papaji 
immediately started to complain about the way it had been edited. The gist of his 
complaint was that he generally gave replies that reflected the state of mind of the 
people he was talking to. He might give one answer to one person on a particular topic, 
but if the circumstances were different, he might give a different and contradictory reply 
to someone else if they asked a similar question. He said that it was confusing to put 
replies on a particular theme on the same page, without giving the context. 
 
He took out a sheet of paper and wrote all this down, adding that he wanted me to edit 
the book again and follow his guidelines. This was a bit embarrassing for me. Because I 
was sitting at the table when Prashanti walked in, it might have appeared to him that I 
had made this complaint, and that Papaji was backing me up by asking me to redo the 
whole book. When Papaji left, I explained to Prashanti that the scene at the table had 
had nothing to do with me, and that I had had no idea what was going to happen when 
Papaji had parked me at the end of his table. However, I had been given a job to do, and 
had even received a written commission for it.  
 
I soon discovered, though, that it would not be possible to carry out Papaji’s instructions 
because Prashanti no longer had the notes and references that would have indicated 
where all the material that had been included in the book had originally come from. 
Without that information, it would not be possible to go back to the original dialogues 
and present them the way that Papaji wanted.  
 
I went back to Papaji and explained that this crucial material was missing, and that 
without it, I couldn’t carry out his instruction. 
 
He paused for a few seconds before telling me that I should start again on a new project 
that would consist of whole teaching dialogues. 
 
‘Do it chronologically on a day-by-day basis. Often we talk about similar topics over 
several days in satsang. Or the same people come back day after day and show how their 
understanding or experience has changed as a result of what they have heard in satsang. 
None of this comes out if you mix up fragments from different dialogues on different 
days. When I give a reply, I am giving it to a particular person at a specific moment of 
time. In order for that reply to make sense, it needs a context, and the context is often 
what has gone on earlier in the conversation, or on a previous day. Often, even I have no 
idea why I say something to a particular person in satsang, but if you include whole 
dialogues, readers will have a better sense that teachings are being given to specific 
people for a specific reason. 
 

http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
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Papaji in the early 90s 
 
‘You don’t have to include all 
the dialogues from a 
particular day or week. Just 
pick out the best ones and 
give them in full. That will be 
more useful than isolated 
fragments of teachings.’ 
 
As I was listening to him, I 
remembered that he had told 
me once that one of his 
favourite Ramana books was 

Day by Day with Bhagavan, a book that recorded activities and teachings in 
Bhagavan’s hall on a chronological basis. I got the feeling that he wanted something 
similar. 
 
If you are serving a teacher and bringing out his teachings, you really should take 
advantage of his input to ensure that whatever you produce is accurate and in a form 
that he or she approves of. In the mid-1930s Ramana Maharshi was involved in a court 
case over the ownership of Skandashram. He had to make a deposition in front of 
lawyers in the hall at Ramanasramam. At one point 
one of the lawyers for the man who claimed that his 
client owned Skandashram produced a copy of Self-
Realization, the first biography of Bhagavan, and 
asked him if he had read it before it was published. 
Bhagavan replied that he had not. He was then 
asked if it was accurate and he answered that there 
were some mistakes in it. 
 
I found this to be extraordinary when I first read it. 
Narasimhaswami interviewed Bhagavan many times 
and did a lot of research to establish a narrative of 
Bhagavan’s early years, but it seems he never went 
to the trouble of showing Bhagavan his work before 
sending it to the press. Bhagavan never said what 
the ‘mistakes’ were, and now it is probably too late 
to find out. Bhagavan was generally happy to correct 
any texts that were shown to him. If 
Narasimhaswami had involved Bhagavan in the 
editing process, we might now have a far more 
accurate and reliable version of his life. 
 

B. V. Narasimhaswami 
 

http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
http://bookstore.sriramanamaharshi.org/
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It may seem obvious, but I have always had the belief that, if one is writing about a 
teacher and that teacher is still alive, one should consult him and take his advice on how 
he wants his teachings to be presented. When I first started working for Papaji, he told 
once, almost casually, that he didn’t like Wake Up and Roar, another collection of his 
teachings that had come out around the time that I had first met him. I knew he had 
read part one, and I also knew that the manuscript for part two had sat on a shelf in his 
living room unread for several months. In the end the publishers went ahead and 
published part two, even though Papaji had not gone through it. I wanted to find out 
what it was about the first book he didn’t like so that I didn’t make the same mistake 
myself, but I found it remarkably hard to pin him down and get a straight answer that 
would help me with my own work.  
 
Finally, one day, when I wasn’t even questioning him about it, he turned to me and said, 
‘That book, Wake Up and Roar, makes me sound like an American. In many places it 
doesn’t sound like me at all.’ 
 
That was a breakthrough. Papaji had been brought up in British India, reading and 
speaking British English. I decided that, even though his books were published in the US 
by his own foundation, I would stick to British English, British punctuation and British 
idioms that would not sound foreign to him. 
 
The first job that Papaji gave me was editing the interviews that were to be published in 
the Papaji Interviews book. Between 1990 and 1993 Papaji had given a number of 
lengthy interviews to various spiritual figures, devotees and journalists, all of which had 
been recorded. These were very useful because Papaji adopted different ‘rules of 
engagement’ if it was a formal interview of this sort. In satsang, particularly in the mid-
90s, if you asked a question, Papaji might simply ignore it and talk about something 
else, or ask you to sing a song. However, if a formal interview had been granted, the 
interviewer was allowed to ask about anything, and Papaji would feel obliged to address 
every question and give proper answers. I took advantage of this on a few occasions by 
asking interviewers to ask Papaji specific questions that I wanted answers to, simply 
because I knew he would not dodge them in the setting of a formal interview. 
 

 
Papaji teaching in his living room 
in the early 90s. 
 
Papaji had selected which of these 
interviews he wanted to be 
published, and the work of editing 
them had fallen to a German doctor, 
Gabi. I was asked to help her, but 
when she left Lucknow, the whole 
project was turned over to me.  
 
At first I was hesitant to tinker too 

http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
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much with his words. I would correct the grammar wherever necessary and try to keep 
the phrasing of the words as close to the original as possible.  
 
Periodically I would show samples to Papaji. He would go through them, occasionally 
scribbling comments or corrections on the text. He didn’t seem to be particularly 
enthused by my offerings, but he went through them diligently.   
 
At some point I realised that I was editing spoken comments that Papaji had made that 
sounded great when he uttered them, but were far less inspiring when they were 
recorded verbatim on a printed page. Somehow, the power that people felt while 
listening didn’t transfer to the written word. Just as an experiment I rewrote a few pages 
of one interview in my own words in an attempt to recapture some of the magic and the 
power of his spoken teachings. I kept all his key points and followed his arguments and 
logic faithfully, but I recast them in a way that, to me, read much better in print. I 
handed in this new sample at lunchtime and then left with some trepidation since I 
knew I had taken some severe liberties with his exact words. 
 
I went back at about 4 p.m. and discovered that Papaji had gone through this new 
presentation in his bedroom. He was asleep when I arrived, but there was a big water 
melon on his table with a little flag stuck into it, on which was written ‘For David’. I 
knew then that he liked the new approach. 
 
He came out a few minutes later, waving the manuscript and saying, ‘This is how I like 
it. Where is the rest of the book? I want to read the whole book.’ 
 
I had to tell him that the rest of the book would be some time in coming since I now had 
to start from scratch and convert everything into this new style. 
 
By trial and error I had discovered that he didn’t want to sound like an American, and 
that he wanted me to rewrite a lot of what he had said because, like me, he seemed to 
recognise that verbatim transcripts were not that inspiring on a printed page. Having 
established a basic style based on Papaji’s own preferences, I then completed the book to 
his satisfaction and went on to write his biography using the same ground rules. I would 
rewrite just about everything, but to make sure I hadn’t overstepped too much, I would 
always show him what I had done and get his approval. I found a style of presentation 
that he liked and within a matter of days I was getting manuscripts back with no 
corrections marked at all. 
 
I should like to now tell another story that indicates that Papaji did have strong views on 
how his teachings were being presented in public, even though he rarely made 
comments on this subject. I mentioned a few paragraphs back that Papaji never dodged 
questions or fudged answers when he was interrogated in formal interviews. Questions 
that would be ignored or diverted on any other occasion were dealt with head on. I 
remember a Dutch journalist, Sanatan, asking Papaji about the status of all the people 
who were teaching in his name. He specifically mentioned Gangaji, Andrew Cohen and 
Isaac Shapiro and wanted to know if they were merely messengers, or masters in their 
own right. Papaji replied that they were sent out as messengers, but their egos had come 



47 

 

up and they now regarded themselves as gurus in their own right. He had kept quiet 
about this phenomenon for some time, but on this public occasion he made a very clear 
statement of his disapproval of their activities.  
 
A few sentences into his answer he even remarked, ‘They are all going to hell and all 
their followers are going to go to hell with them.’ 
 
Papaji did tend to hyperbole on occasions, but even so this was a clear and strong 
statement that he very strongly disapproved of the way these people were behaving. He 
went on to say that he had sent these people out as ambassadors, and that the job of an 
ambassador is to pass on the messages from the authority that has dispatched them. The 
message, he said, was to encourage people to come to satsang in Lucknow. He also 
noted that when an ambassador exceeds his authority, he is recalled by his home 
government. Papaji never did contact his ambassadors directly to cancel their teaching 
authority, but he made it clear on this occasion that he was not happy with the way they 
were behaving. This, by the way, was the last public statement that Papaji ever made 
about his ‘messengers’. There is therefore a case for saying that this was his final word 
on the subject. 
 
The interview was in January 1994. At that time I working on Papaji’s biography in 
Satsang Bhavan, the hall where Papaji gave satsang. Several people came up to me after 
this interview and asked if I could make transcripts. I thought it had been a good 
interview that covered many other important topics, such as the necessity of the human 
guru, so I made an edited version of the interview and took it to Papaji to get his 
approval. 
 

Working on Papaji’s biography in Satsang Bhavan 
around 1995. 
 
I told him, ‘Several people have asked me for a transcript 
of that interview you gave to Sanatan. You said some 
controversial things in it. I just want to make sure that I 
have recorded and edited it properly before I pass out any 
copies.’ 
 
He took out his pen, went through the whole interview 
without making a single mark on it, and then returned it to 
me, saying, ‘No mistakes’. 
 
‘So I can give away copies to anyone who wants to read it?’ 
I asked. 
 

‘Why should you spend your own money on this? Make copies and sell them at the 
Sunday bazaar.’ 
 
In those days there was a market in Satsang Bhavan every Sunday where people who 
were leaving would sell household goods, and anything else they didn’t need, to people 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RG-8RRHrIWk
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who were arriving who wanted to set up a household near Papaji. There were also a few 
visitors who supported themselves by making and selling various products. 
 

 
Papaji sitting cross-legged on 
the floor of his living room. This 
is where he used to teach until 
the room became too small for 
the many people who wanted to 
see him. 
 
The next Sunday I joined the 
other traders, equipped with a 
large stack of the interviews that 
Papaji had ordered me to sell. 
One of the first people I saw 
there was Isaac Shapiro, one of 
the teachers Papaji had singled 

out for criticism in his reply. He had just arrived. I decided that I should give him 
advance warning of what Papaji had said about him in the interview. 
 
I went over to where he was sitting, greeted him, and said, ‘Papaji has told me to come 
here and sell copies of an interview he gave a few days ago. I just want to give you a 
heads up that he said something uncomplimentary about you in it.’ 
 
‘Oh, really?’ he said, ‘Can I have a copy?’ 
 
‘You can if you pay Rs 20,’ I said. ‘Papaji ordered me to sell them, and not to give them 
away.’ 
 
After he had handed over the money, I gave him a copy, showed him the page where 
Papaji had made his critique of all his messengers, and waited to see what his reaction 
would be. 
 
He just laughed and said, ’Isn’t it great to have a master who makes jokes like this?’ 
 
Being criticised so publicly and so overtly didn’t seem to make any impression on him at 
all. So far as I am aware, none of the messengers ever contacted Papaji after this 
interview to find out why he was so annoyed with them. They just carried on doing what 
they had always been doing. 
 
Books about Papaji came out that he didn’t particular like or approve of, and students of 
his set themselves up as teachers, many claiming to be in a lineage that went back to 
Ramana Maharshi. Even Papaji never claimed that he was in a lineage that had started 
with Ramana Maharshi. On the few occasions he spoke about the authority to teach, he 
said it came from the Self, not from a human authority. Apart from issuing the 
occasional strong disclaimer about his messengers, such as the one given in this 
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interview, Papaji did little to bring this rather anarchic situation under control. It wasn’t 
any of my business, so I just watched the show unroll around him. I decided that, since 
he had invited me to Lucknow to work on his biography, I would stick to that and make 
every effort to write and present it in a way that he would approve of. I made a point of 
showing him every word that I wrote, and nothing I wrote about him was ever put in the 
public domain until he had personally signed off on it.  
 
There was another literary project that was being prepared while I was in Lucknow. 
Using ‘Om Shanti’ as a working title, it aimed to collect and present all the preliminary 
talks that Papaji gave in satsang in 1991 and 1992. In those days he would begin his 
satsangs with a short dharma talk. These were powerful teachings that moved and 
inspired many of the people who listened to them, but they suffered from the usual 
drawback of looking a bit insipid when the words were transferred to the printed page. 
Some people who read them couldn’t believe that what they were reading were the same 
words that Papaji had uttered in satsang. There didn’t seem to be the same power in 
them on the printed page, irrespective of how much they were tinkered with. I offered 
some input to the editors, but I was never really involved until Papaji let slip, indirectly, 
that he wanted me to take up this work as well. By that time several people had made 
versions of the book, but none seemed good enough to print. Some of the versions had 
been offered to Papaji, but rather than go through them himself, he would ask other 
people to read the manuscript and give him an opinion. No one gave a thumbs up to any 
of the versions that were delivered to him. I really got the feeling that he had little or no 
interest in this project, despite the enthusiasm of the people engaged in the editing. I 
don’t think he ever asked anyone to do this work. A group of devotees just took up the 
work, thinking the material would make a good book. 
 
My belief that Papaji didn’t really have much interest in this book was confirmed when I 
finally asked him what he wanted me to do with the manuscript that had somehow 
ended up being my responsibility.  
 
When I told him I thought that it was unfixable, and that I would have to start from 
scratch if he really wanted a good version to come out, he simply said, ‘We don’t need 
this book. You can drop the project.’ 
 
That left me free to focus on other writing projects that I was actually more interested 
in, and which Papaji was more enthusiastic about.  
 
I want to revert now to the book of dialogues that Papaji had asked me to compile. When 
he asked me to do the work, he didn’t tell me to drop everything and do that instead. I 
think it was something that he wanted me to bring out when I had the time to do it 
properly. The biography of Papaji I was writing (Nothing Ever Happened) was getting 
bigger and bigger and consuming more and more of my time. I originally envisaged a 
single 400-page book, but it ended up being three volumes totaling over 1,200 pages. I 
only managed to get the final chapters read and approved by Papaji a few weeks before 
he passed away. I didn’t get a chance to do any work on the book of conversations until I 
returned to Tiruvannamalai. 
 

http://www.avadhuta.com/papajibooks.html#truth
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I asked a friend of mine, Aruna, who had attended Papaji’s satsangs in Lucknow, to help 
me by making transcripts of some of the conversations that had taken place in 1991, a 
time when Papaji was relatively unknown. Satsangs in those days took place in his 
Indira Nagar living room. About twenty people would normally be there. In later years 
upwards of two hundred people would crowd into the rented building that Papaji gave 
satsang in when his home became too small for the crowds that flocked to see him every 
day. I picked a sequence of satsangs that spanned about six weeks of the summer of 
1991. 
 

Me and Aruna, around 2003. Aruna 
later taught herself all the necessary 
skills to be a professional graphic 
designer. Having graduated from being 
a transcriber, she did the page-making 
for The Fire of Freedom, and designed 
covers for several of my other books. 
Nowadays she is based in 
Tiruvannamalai. 
 
It was a period of Papaji’s life when he 
was aggressively challenging everyone 
who came to see him to look within and 
find the source of their ‘I’. It made for 

some great exchanges as the visitors one by one attempted to turn Papaji’s words into a 
direct experience. This was Papaji’s aim throughout most of his teaching career. He 
didn’t give people advice on how to go away and practice. 
He expected people to sit in front of him and discover the 
substratum of their own true Self as he was cajoling them 
into doing enquiry and simultaneously transmitting a 
power that frequently made people drop their mind-
perspective and instead experience what lay behind and 
beyond it. It was an intoxicating era to be with Papaji. 
‘Waking up’ experiences were happening on an almost 
daily basis in his presence, and one could sense the acute 
hunger in the questioners who all wanted to be the next 
person to experience directly what Papaji was pointing at. 
 
I entitled the book The Fire of Freedom. Papaji used to 
say that freedom was available only to those people who 
want it not merely more than anything else, but to the 
exclusion of everything else. He would give the example 
of a man whose clothes were on fire, who was running 
towards a river so that he could jump in and quench the 
flames. 
 

The Fire of Freedom 
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He would say, ‘You are running towards the river with your clothes on fire. You have 
only one goal: to get to the water as quickly as possible. If you meet a friend on the way 
who invites you in for a coffee, do you accept his invitation, or do you keep on running?’ 
 
He wanted people to be on fire for freedom, to want it to the exclusion of everything 
else. When nothing has the power to distract you, you race towards the Self and 
immerse yourself there. The following story, which I think Papaji made up to make his 
point, is taken from The Fire of Freedom. It is an elaborate parable that illustrates his 
basic thesis: 
 

All jivas [individual people] are going home to the Self, but because they 
imagine themselves to be real, separate entities, they forget about going home 
and get distracted by other things. 
 
There was once a king who had no children. Since he was getting old and had 
no heir to succeed him, he decided to adopt one who would be the ruler of the 
kingdom when he died.  
 
He thought to himself, ‘If I don’t have an established heir in place when I die, 
there will be a lot of trouble in the kingdom after I die’. 
 
He called one of his guards and asked him to make an announcement that he 
would open the gates of his palace the following day from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. and 
that all the people of the kingdom could come in and be interviewed for the 
job of being the next ruler. No one would be prohibited from coming in. 
 
The next morning crowds of people assembled at the gate, each of them 
hoping that he or she would be the next ruler. They were greeted by the 
guards and the courtiers. 
 
One of the courtiers announced, ‘You are about to meet the king and be 
received by him. You must look good when this happens. Look at you all! 
Some of you are just dressed in rags. We will clean you all up, give you a nice 
bath, feed you and give you some nice new clothes, and then you will be 
presentable to the king. Come with us.’ 

 
Everyone was taken into the palace and offered all the facilities that the king 
enjoyed. For this one day all the visitors had the run of the palace, which 
meant that they could take and consume whatever they wanted. Those who 
were interested in perfumes collected bottles of perfume; those who were 
interested in clothes collected many items of clothing. Other people luxuriated 
in the king’s baths, ate his food, and watched his dancers and singers perform. 
This went on all day and everyone forgot what he or she had come to the 
palace for. The king waited in his throne room, but no one went there to see 
him because all the candidates were too preoccupied with enjoying 
themselves with the king’s luxuries. At the end of the day, at 6 p.m., when no 
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one had shown up to claim the throne and the kingdom, the king withdrew his 
offer and asked everyone to return home. 
 
If anyone had gone to the king immediately, without getting sidetracked, all 
these treasures would have been his or hers permanently, not just for a few 
hours. But everyone forgot the purpose for which he or she had come to the 
palace. 
 
This is what happens to jivas. The throne of the kingdom of liberation is 
waiting for anyone who wants to walk in and claim it, but these jivas all get 
sidetracked into enjoying pleasures and accumulating possessions. At the end 
of their lives they die and get reborn again and continue with their pleasures 
and sufferings. 
 
You are all so busily engaged with your attachments and desires, you have 
forgotten the purpose for which you incarnated. You have forgotten that you 
came here for liberation. What good will these desires, attachments and 
possessions ultimately do you? What will you leave this world with? Nothing.  
 
Alexander the Great conquered all the known world of his day. All the riches 
and territories of the world were his while he was alive, but when he died he 
had nothing. And he knew this. Before he died he gave an order: ‘When you 
put me in my coffin, leave my hands on the outside. That way everyone will 
know that I am leaving here with nothing.’  
 
Make the best use of this moment in time, this moment that you have in 
which you can look at your own Self and not at the objects of your desires. 
This moment may never come back. If you postpone because you want just a 
little more enjoyment before you go to the throne room of your own Self, you 
will be lost, you will be washed away. Your chance will not come again. You 
can see your own true face only in this moment, not in the next or the last. 
You have to do it now, not later. In this instant of time you have to devote 
yourself to your own Self. 
 
To accomplish this you don’t have to study, you don’t have to practise and you 
don’t have to go to the Himalayas. Just this moment, here and now, is quite 
enough. Put your face inside and you will see it. Don’t waste this moment. It is 
a very precious one. I am not going to discourage you. In fact, I congratulate 
you for being here. There are six billion people in the world, but there are only 
twenty people here today saying, ‘I want freedom. I want to sit on the throne 
of freedom.’ Well done! All I ask is that you don’t postpone. You have been 
postponing all your life – ‘I will do it later today, tomorrow, next week, next 
year,’ and so on.  
 
Postponement is the mind. Mind is the past. Mind is manifestation. 
Manifestation is samsara. And samsara is suffering. You have to choose and 
decide what you want, and you have to choose in this instant of time, not later 
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on. In this instant look at your own Self. If you allow this moment to slip, it 
will become the past. Don’t allow it to slip…. 
 
All are enjoying, eating and dancing. Whose fault is this? Freedom is waiting 
for you with extended arms, but you are not responding to the loving embrace 
that it wants to give you. You are otherwise engaged. What you don’t 
understand is that when you try to get happiness from all these objects of 
pleasure, you are really searching for the happiness of your own Self. Your 
search is simply misdirected. You are all looking for happiness, but you never 
find it because you are all looking in the wrong place. If you find the correct 
place to look, instantly you will get it. That instant is the moment you drop all 
the pleasures of the king’s courtyard and walk directly into the throne room to 
meet the king. How much time do you need to do this? How much time does it 
take to turn your back on all these enjoyments in order to accept the invitation 
of the king? In this story, the gate was open for twelve hours, from six in the 
morning until six in the evening. In your lifespan you have eighty years. You 
can enjoy that life, but remember that the most important thing you have to 
do in this incarnation is to run into the king’s throne room and claim that 
prize. Don’t postpone. Don’t think that you have time to do it later. Make it 
your first priority. Reject transient pleasures and run inside to meet your 
inner king. Once you have done that, the whole kingdom will be yours.  
 

I originally planned to make several volumes of The Fire of Freedom since there is a vast 
amount of material available that could fill several more books. One day, when I have 
time, I hope to get back to this series. 

 
While I was working on this book in Tiruvannamalai, I was also engaged in a long-term 
project to bring out a new English translation of Guru Vachaka Kovai. Robert Butler, 
Venkatasubramanian and I had moved on to this after we had completed Padamalai. 
 
Working with Robert in my home a 
few years ago. 
 
Guru Vachaka Kovai is, in my 
opinion, the most complete and the 
most authoritative collection of 
Bhagavan’s spoken teachings. Since 
this is a bold claim to make, I feel I 
should explain why I came to this 
conclusion. 
 
In the 1920s and 30s Muruganar, the 
compiler of Guru Vachaka Kovai, 
wrote down teaching statements that 
he heard Bhagavan make, recording them in the form of four-line verses. He would 
show these verses to Bhagavan on the day he recorded them. Bhagavan would either 
approve them on the spot, or make some suggestion on how they could be made more 
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accurate. Bhagavan’s knowledge of Tamil prosody was almost as good as Muruganar’s, 
so he was often able to suggest improvements to the style as well as the contents of the 
verse. 
 

Muruganar sitting in front of 
Bhagavan in 1949. 
 
 
Although Muruganar had the 
kind of mind that enabled him 
to compose, almost 
spontaneously, Tamil verses on 
any aspect of Bhagavan’s 
teachings, he didn’t have the 
kind of intellect that would 
allow him to organise this 
collection of teachings in a 
coherent way. When about 800 
of these verses had been 
recorded, Bhagavan handed 
them over to Sadhu 
Natanananda and asked him to 

arrange them thematically so that they could be printed in book form. During 
Bhagavan’s lifetime all of Muruganar’s literary works were published by 
Ramanapadananda, a devotee of Bhagavan who made it his life’s work to raise money 
for the publication of Muruganar’s poetry. He would travel around the country, giving 
public readings from Muruganar’s poems, 
and encouraging his audiences to contribute 
money to future publications. On one 
occasion he even went on a tour of South-
East Asia to collect funds for his publication 
projects. 
 
Ramanapadananda standing next to 
Muruganar in the 1930s. 
 
 
Sadhu Natanananda sent his arrangement of 
Muruganar’s verses to Ramanapadananda, 
who printed out a proof copy for Bhagavan 
to read and check. And this is where the 
story gets really interesting. Bhagavan went though the manuscript word by word, 
revising some of the verses, changing the sequence of others to make the continuity of 
the arguments more clear, and occasionally adding extra verses of his own. After 
Bhagavan had finished his editing work, there were twenty-four of his own verses 
interpolated among over 800 of Muruganar’s. The proof copy that Bhagavan went 
through has been preserved in the Sri Ramanasramam archives, allowing us to see what 
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Muruganar wrote, how Sadhu Natanananda arranged the verses, and how Bhagavan 
edited and rearranged the material himself. Here, for example, is an extra verse that 
Bhagavan composed. The arrow indicated where he wanted it to appear in the text. 
 
 

  
 
Bhagavan’s new verse says: 
 

Simply to enquire, ‘Who is it that experiences this karma, this alienation 
[vibhakti], this separation [viyoga] and this ignorance?’ constitutes in itself 
[the paths of] karma, bhakti, yoga, and jnana. For when, upon enquiry, the ‘I’ 
ceases to be, these [karma, and so on] are [known to be] eternally without 
existence. Only abiding as the Self is the state of reality.  
 

In addition to editing the teaching portions, Bhagavan made two significant changes to 
the introduction and prefatory verses that indicated his high regard for Muruganar and 
his appreciation of the text itself. The final prefatory verse was originally composed by 
an anonymous admirer of Muruganar who praised Muruganar and the efforts he had 
made to record the teachings of Guru Vachaka Kovai. This is what he wrote: 

 
Holding in his heart as the supreme truth the feet of illustrious Ramana, God 
manifesting in the form of the Guru, [Muruganar revealed] the ambrosial 
truth of all things. Declare that his name is Mugavai Kanna Murugan of the 
Bharadwaja lineage. 

 
Mugavai is an alternative rendering of Ramanathapuram, Muruganar’s home town, and 
Kanna is the Tamil version of Krishna, the name of Muruganar’s father. When Bhagavan 
saw these lines, he crossed out almost all of the original words and replaced them with a 
verse of his own:   
 

He who [recorded and] strung into a garland a few of the Guru’s instructions 
and announced this pre-eminent scripture to the world is Kanna Murugan, 
who sees through his eye of grace that the essence of all things is only the far-
reaching feet of his Lord. 
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The word translated as ‘pre-eminent scripture’ (paramarttam) can also be translated as 
‘Supreme Truth’, ‘Supreme treasure’, or ‘Treasure of jnana’. Whichever phrase one 
chooses, it is a high accolade given by Bhagavan to this collection of teachings. It is also 
worth noting that in the final portion of the verse – ‘Murugan, who sees through his eye 
of grace that the essence of all things is only the far-reaching feet of his Lord’ – 
Bhagavan is confirming that Muruganar is having the experience of seeing everything as 
the Self.  
 
Bhagavan made an even more significant editing intervention in the introduction that 
had been written by the editor and compiler, Sadhu Natanananda. Towards the end of 
this introduction Natanananda had written the following sentence: 
 

 
 
 
Natanananda’s sentence can be translated as: 
 

In summary, it can be said that this is a work that has come into existence to 
explain in great detail and in a pristine form Sri Ramana’s philosophy and its 
essential nature [swarupa]. 
 

Look at the last line where an extra syllable was subsequently inserted by Bhagavan. He 
added the suffix ‘ay’ after the word ‘idu’, which by itself means ‘this’. This insertion 
makes a significant difference to the meaning of the sentence. 
 
The addition of this suffix can give two meanings that can be roughly translated as ‘this 
definitely’ or ‘this alone’. Sometimes both meanings can be taken simultaneously. 
Bhagavan is either saying: 
 
(a) … this work alone has come into existence to explain in great detail… 
 
(b) … this work indeed has come into existence to explain in great detail… 
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Or both meanings may be indicated. Whichever option one takes, Bhagavan’s editorial 
insertion at this point gives an exceptional and unique imprimatur to this collection of 
teachings. 
 
There are several large books that contain the conversations that Bhagavan had with 
visitors and devotees: Day by Day with Bhagavan, Talks with Sri Ramana Maharshi 
and Letters from Sri Ramanasramam spring to mind. Virtually none of the material 
that appears in these books was ever seen or checked by Bhagavan. Some of the smaller 
books of conversations, such as Spiritual Instructions and Maharshi’s Gospel were seen 
and checked by Bhagavan during his lifetime, but none is as comprehensive as the 
teachings that were assembled in Guru Vachaka Kovai. 
 
Bhagavan’s role in checking and revising Guru Vachaka Kovai was the main reason I 
signed on to this project to bring out an authoritative new English translation of this 
work. I felt that a work of this authority and magnitude deserved to be made available in 
a comprehensive English edition. Other versions had appeared before, but parts of them 
were either paraphrased or were not complete, and none of them had incorporated all of 
Muruganar’s own comments and explanations. We utilised Muruganar’s own prose 
renderings of the verses, his notes, additional verses from a work entitled Anubhuti 
Venba that contained explanations of some of the verses, and we also added many 
quotations from other Ramana books that complemented or expanded on the teachings 
that were found in the original verses. 
 
Venkatasubramanian, Robert and I spent four years (2004 to 2008) translating and 
editing our presentation of this text. A few appreciative devotees donated money to 
subsidise the printing, enabling us to bring out a 650-hardback that retails in India for 
Rs 150 ($2.50). 

 
Ramanapadananda 
 
I should mention in passing that Muruganar’s works seem to 
attract patrons. I have already mentioned 
Ramanapadananda who went on fund-raising tours to 
collect contributions that would allow him to continue to 
publish Muruganar’s work during Bhagavan’s lifetime. I also 
mentioned how Prof. Swaminathan procured a grant from 
the Central Government in New Delhi that allowed the 
Ramana Centre there to publish the nine volumes of Sri 
Ramana Jnana Bodham at Rs 10 (16 cents US) per copy. 
Last year I was approached by a group from Andhra Pradesh 
who wanted to bring out a Telugu edition of our translation 
of Guru Vachaka Kovai. They didn’t even want to charge 

people for the book. They gave all the copies away to devotees and Ramana centres in 
the state. 
 
When Muruganar first came to see Bhagavan in 1923, he was primarily interested in 
finding a Guru who could grant him liberation. He also wanted to have a Guru-disciple 
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relationship that was similar to that between Manikkavachagar (a Tamil poet-saint who 
lived over a thousand years ago) and Siva, who manifested in person to be his Guru. A 
poem that Muruganar composed in the Arunachaleswarar Temple when he was on his 
way to see Bhagavan for the first time, hinted that he was looking for this kind of 
relationship.  
 
On his second visit a few weeks later he composed a poem of his own that was modeled 
on one of Manikkavachagar’s more famous compositions and presented it to Bhagavan. 
It even had the same title: Tiruvembavai. 
 
Bhagavan sensed this inner desire of Muruganar to be the poet who burned with love for 
his Guru and who composed ecstatic verses in praise of him. Sadhu Om has described 
how Bhagavan gave his permission to proceed with his ambition: 
 

He [Muruganar] one day composed his ‘Tiruvembavai’ beginning with the 
words ‘Annamalai Ramanan’. Seeing that the verses of that song were replete 
with many sublime features similar to Manikkavachagar’s Tiruvachakam, Sri 
Bhagavan playfully asked, ‘Can you sing like Manikkavachagar?’ Though Sri 
Muruganar took these words to be a divine command from his Guru, he 
prayed to him, ‘Where is Manikkavachagar’s divine experience of true jnana 
[true knowledge], and where is my state of ajnana [ignorance]? Only if 
Bhagavan removes my ajnana by his grace will it be possible for me to sing 
like Manikkavachagar; by the mere talent of this ego, how is it possible to sing 
like him?’  
 

Despite his misgivings Muruganar accepted the commission from Bhagavan and began 
to compose a work, Sri Ramana Sannidhi Murai, that was modelled on 
Manikkavachagar’s classic devotional text. I am guessing that he worked at it 
intermittently, between his other projects, because it was nine years before the first 
edition was published in 1933, and even then the work was far from complete. In 
Manikkavachagar’s Tiruvachakam there is an opening poem entitled ‘Siva Puranam’ 
that praises and thanks Siva effusively. The first edition of Sri Ramana Sannidhi Murai 
had no equivalent introduction. Muruganar decided that one was needed for the next 
edition of the book. He began to compose a poem, in Bhagavan’s presence, that was 
closely modelled on ‘Siva Puranam’. Sitting in the Old Hall in front of Bhagavan, he 
managed just over 200 lines before he decided to take a break. He wanted some time to 
think about what would come next, and he also needed a break to think about a suitable 
title. The poem he was modelling his efforts on was entitled ‘Siva Puranam’ because it 
praised and glorified Siva. Since Muruganar saw Bhagavan as Siva in human form, he 
thought that he might use the original title for this new work. However, he also toyed 
with the idea of changing it to ‘Ramana Puranam’. ‘Puranam’ by the way, can be 
translated as ‘history’ or ‘ancient story’. 
 
When he returned to the hall several hours later, he discovered that matters had been 
taken out of his hands. Bhagavan had picked up his manuscript and had written 
‘Ramana Puranam’ at the top of every page. The title issue had been resolved, but 
Bhagavan had not stopped there. While Muruganar was out walking, Bhagavan had 
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picked up his pen and completed the work, adding over 300 lines to the poem. Though 
this extensive contribution is the longest piece of poetry that Bhagavan ever composed, 
Bhagavan’s role in completing the work was not widely known, and the portion he 
composed has never appeared in his Collected Works. 
 
As the work was being prepared for publication a proof copy was given to Bhagavan to 
read and approve. Muruganar had written a footnote indicating which section had been 
composed by him and which lines had been added by Bhagavan. 
 
When Bhagavan saw this note, he turned to Muruganar and remarked, ‘Was I only 
responsible for those 300 lines?’ 
 
Muruganar realised that while he was sitting in front of Bhagavan in the hall, Bhagavan 
had somehow been channeling some sort of power or grace in his direction that enabled 
him to complete the first portion of the poem. He deleted the footnote. In subsequent 
years Muruganar refused to tell anyone which lines had been composed by him, and 
which by Bhagavan. Even Sadhu Om, his literary executor, couldn’t get an answer from 
him. If you ever asked him this question, he would shrug it off by saying, ‘Bhagavan 
composed it all’. 
 
I have mentioned this story in some detail because Venkatasubramanian decided that 
we should bring out an English translation of this poem. We invited Robert Butler to 
join us and gave him the job of writing the first draft. We all agreed that while 
Venkatasubramanian’s talents for philosophical and literary precision made him the 
ideal person to do the initial work on texts such as Padamalai and Guru Vachaka 
Kovai, we needed Roberts’ talent for devotional poetry to bring out the full grandeur of 
‘Ramana Puranam’.  
 
As usual, drafts went backwards and forwards multiple times until we were all satisfied 
that we had done justice to the work.  
 
Stylistically, the work is different from anything else that Bhagavan composed. 
Muruganar had begun by modeling ‘Ramana Puranam’ on a similar poem that had 
composed over a thousand years before. When Bhagavan took over, he kept to the same 
somewhat archaic style. Muruganar addressed Bhagavan directly in his portion of the 
poem, praising and thanking him. When Bhagavan took over, he assumed the ‘voice’ of 
Muruganar and continued to praise Bhagavan (himself) in the style that Muruganar had 
adopted. Here, for example, is a section (lines 233-54) that Bhagavan composed. He 
takes on the role of Muruganar and thanks Bhagavan for the grace he has bestowed on 
him: 
 

You concealed yourself within me, 
like the oil within a sesame seed, 
so that your presence within me 
could not be clearly discerned. 
Because of that veiling known as ignorance 
the truth within my heart 
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was cloaked entirely in deep darkness, 
and in this condition 
the mind somehow turned outwards. 
Through the power of multiplicity 
which deludes and shows the world 
as the five sense perceptions, 
my mind, which knows them [objectively] as ‘that’, 
became bewildered, 
and deeming them [the sense perceptions] 
to be profitable, sought them. 
 
That seeking, evolving itself into desire, 
became the seed that engendered 
the never-ending succession of births, 
bringing into existence the great and evil tree 
that is the illusion of birth [and death]. 
 
In my forgetfulness, I became a bird in that tree, 
my mind confused by good and evil actions. 
Looking around on all sides, in my perplexity, 
I repetitively devoured its sweet and bitter fruits in vain, 
experiencing again and again  
unceasing suffering and enjoyment. 
 
In this state of disgust, wherein there was not a trace 
of clarity within my mind, 
the king, who is my very life, 
through his grace that is the truth, 
free of the feelings of rejoicing and aversion, 
appeared as a unique sage 
in the city of Arunai [Tiruvannamalai] 
to save me from death, 
worthless cur that I was, 
and through his compassionate gaze 
he revealed to me his holy lotus feet, 
infusing me with an abundant, unending flood 
of the ambrosia of being-consciousness 
so that my mind became still. 

 
The original ‘Siva Puranam’ was an ecstatic outpouring of praise and gratitude. 
Muruganar followed this template in the early portion of ‘Ramana Puranam’. When 
Bhagavan took over, he took the liberty of thematically branching out by including 
teaching statements. Here for example (lines 343-50) he has Muruganar explain how 
the ‘I am the body’ idea covers up the true awareness of the Self: 
 

The wealth, the real that blazes forth 
as the radiant light of the Self, 
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is obscured and dimmed by the ego, 
the thought ‘I am the body’, 
which harasses and torments jivas 
through the obstacle whereby they are unable 
to satisfy unlimited and excessive desires, 
thus filling them with the poverty 
that is base and worthless ignorance. 
But you, source of my existence, 
shine within my Heart 
like a perfect storehouse of treasure 
that is beyond the three primal entities, 
so that I, your devotee, 
rise up resplendently and with exhilaration, 
totally free of that ignominy. 

 
It is worth noting that Bhagavan was entirely comfortable with Muruganar claiming that 
he had realised the Self through his, Bhagavan’s, grace. Though Bhagavan never made 
any public endorsement of this, he was happy to write verses, pretending to be 
Muruganar, in which he stated quite unequivocally that this had happened. He was also 
happy for these verses to be publicly read out in the hall where he lived. When Sri 
Ramana Sannidhi Murai was first published, Bhagavan organised communal readings 
of the text in his presence. Devotees would take it in turn to read out the verses 
Muruganar had composed, many of which expressed his gratitude to Sri Ramana for 
bringing about his liberation. Bhagavan would join in the readings, making it clear that 
he endorsed the sentiments that had appeared in the poems. 
 
I mentioned earlier that Robert Butler had independently translated and brought out 
another book (Sri Guru Ramana Prasadam) of Muruganar’s devotional poetry. I was 
not involved in this project, other than to arrange for its printing in Pondicherry. The 
following sequence of verses, taken from this work, has Muruganar extol, in glowing 
terms, the powerful ‘look’ of Bhagavan that brought about his liberation: 
 

50    It was the gaze of the unique Master that revealed the eternally shining 
existence, the Self-nature within my heart, as my own experience, so that I 
awoke into an awareness far wider than the normal waking state, that of 
jnana, in which the delusion caused by the mind’s divided consciousness is 
destroyed completely. 
 
51   As the dark prison of mental bondage crumbled and disappeared, I 
became his servant, finding joyous life in the open sky of his ambrosial grace. 
The knot which locked my consciousness to the physical body was sundered 
by the bright sword of my Master’s glance and was no more. 
 
52   When, with the unerring arrow of his glance of jnana, my guru, the 
supreme Lord, sundered the knot between my body and my consciousness, 
and my mind, transformed into the supernal sky of his grace, became clear 
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and radiant, the veiling deception of bitter worldly bondage disappeared and 
the truth I then saw was my own Self. 
 
53   Sundering the [fusion of] consciousness and the insentient that is the 
perplexed wandering mind, the acute grace-bestowing gaze of the great jewel, 
guru Ramana, was consummated in me as the expanse of grace, rare mauna, 
such that the sorrow of birth that stems from Self-forgetfulness was entirely 
abolished. 
 
54   Subduing me and bringing me under his control, he drew my 
consciousness to himself with the irresistible magnet of his grace. From the 
profound depths of his mauna, his gracious glance cleaved the knot of my 
ego’s ruinous cravings in an instant. How great is the power of his piercing 
gaze! 
 
55   Lost in the fruitless round of birth and death, I 
surrendered before my Master and my heart became 
clear and serene through his gracious gaze. Then, 
through the luminous spiritual practice in which I 
embraced his holy feet as the true path, I merged 
with the nature of the Real, so that the disastrous 
error [of forgetting my true nature] was no more. 
 

Sri Guru Ramana Prasadam 
 
56   Through the forgetfulness [pramada] that arose 
through the error of failing to enquire what was truly 
real, I revelled in the illusory existence of the physical 
body. But the Lord, through his glance of grace, 
united with my consciousness, and brought me into 
harmony with true existence, the fullness of the open 
sky [of the Self]. 
 
57   Through the grace-bestowing gaze of the Lord, of which I am totally unworthy, 
the miraculous and wonderful magic trick of the world’s illusion fell away, and as 
both bondage and liberation faded like a daydream, I merged into the state of the 
Self, which is my own radiant nature. 
 
58   I was a learned fool. My flawed mind knew nothing until I came to dwell with 
him whose glance filled my heart with the light of awareness. Dwelling in that 
gracious state of peace whose nature is mauna, so hard to gain and know, I entered 
into union with the deathless state of the knowledge of reality. 
 
59   Siva Ramana, whose gracious form is purest gold, came, drawing my wicked 
self to him and making me his servant. Under his gaze, true awareness has 
manifested as divine love through the bright and pure reality of his nature, whose 
form is supreme bliss. 
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Venkatasubramanian and I had originally planned to publish our version of Ramana 
Puranam ourselves, but when Sundaram, the President of Sri Ramanasramam asked if 
he could publish it, we gave him our final version, which he then printed as an ashram 
publication. When I mentioned to him that Robert had privately printed his translation 
of Sri Ramana Guru Prasadam, he immediately offered to buy the entire print run and 
sell it in the ashram bookstore. 
 
Sri Ramana Sannidhi Murai, the work that has ‘Ramana Puranam’ as its opening poem, 
has never been fully translated into English. Prof. K. Swaminathan translated about half 
of it in a selection (Homage to the Presence) that Sri Ramanasramam published. 
Venkatasubramanian, Robert and I have translated two additional poems, 
‘Tirukannokkam’ and ‘Upadesa Tiruvahaval’, but the remainder of the work still only 
exists in Tamil. 
 
Over the last ten years or so Venkatasubramanian, Robert and I have collaborated on 
other, smaller, translation projects, mostly long articles about Tamil saints whom 
Bhagavan spoke about with evident approval. Where Bhagavan had cited lines from 
their poems, we went back to the original Tamil texts and made new translations, 
usually of the whole poem. One particular saint and Guru, Sorupananda, attracted our 
attention primarily because Bhagavan had included his only known work – Sorupa 
Saram – on a list of six must-read books that he gave to Annamalai Swami in the 1930s. 
This work had never been translated into English, and even the Tamil text had been out 
of print for many years. We decided to bring out a bilingual edition (Tamil and English) 
that would bring the original Tamil text back into print and also allow English readers to 
appreciate why Bhagavan had regarded it as such an outstanding work. 
 
Bhagavan had another reason for liking Sorupananda. In a story he told on several 
occasions Sorupananda quietened the minds of a group of skeptical and doubting 
visitors simply by keeping quiet and abiding as the Self. Here is the version he told in 
Day by Day with Bhagavan, 21st November1945: 

 
Tattuvaraya [Sorupanananda’s chief disciple] composed a bharani [a kind of 
poetical composition in Tamil] in honour of his Guru Sorupananda and 
convened an assembly of learned pandits to hear the work and assess its 
value. The pandits raised the objection that a bharani was only composed in 
honour of great heroes capable of killing a thousand elephants, and that it was 
not in order to compose such a work in honour of an ascetic. Thereupon the 
author said, ‘Let us all go to my Guru and we shall have this matter settled 
there’. They went to the Guru and, after all had taken their seats, the author 
told his Guru the purpose of their coming there. The Guru sat silent and all 
the others also remained in mauna. The whole day passed, night came, and 
some more days and nights, and yet all sat there silently, no thought at all 
occurring to any of them and nobody thinking or asking why they had come 
there. After three or four days like this, the Guru moved his mind a bit and 
thereupon the assembly regained their thought activity. They then declared, 
‘Conquering a thousand elephants is nothing beside this Guru’s power to 
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conquer the rutting elephants of all our egos put together. So certainly he 
deserves the bharani in his honour!’ 
 

Sorupananda articulated his experience of the Self in the verses that comprise Sorupa 
Saram. The format is a brief question and answer, followed by an elaboration on the 
answer. Here is an excerpt (verses 14-19) that gives a taste of the elegant advaitic purity 
of Sorupananda’s replies. It is not hard to see and understand why Bhagavan 
appreciated these verses enough to put them on a reading list for Annamalai Swami: 
 

Question: What is the benefit arising from this experience [of the Self]? 
 
Answer: It is becoming the ruler of the kingdom of liberation. 
 
I obtained the supreme lordship that is never lost. I burned up the pair of 
opposites – happiness and misery. I gave up the life of the body-forest, which 
tormented the mind. I entered and occupied the house of liberation. 
 
Question: What play will this king witness on his stage? 
 
Answer: He will witness the dance of the three avasthas [waking, dreaming 
and sleeping]. 
 
In the waking state I will witness the dance of the five organs of action and the 
five organs of sense. In dream I will witness the dance of the mind. In 
thought-free sleep I will dance the object-free void-dance. However, I will 
[always] remain as the exalted essence [the Self]. 
 
Question: Where was this experience when you were [formerly] regarding 
happiness and misery as ‘I’? 
 
Answer: Then, too, I was remaining as the Self. I was nothing else. 
 
Who was the one who remained as [the ego] ‘I’? If I see him, I will not allow 
him to take up the form of the body. Only the ‘I’ whose form is consciousness 
is the real ‘I’. All other ‘I’s will get bound to a form and go through birth and 
death. 
 
Question: The Self is immutable. Will it not get bound if it gets involved in 
activities? 
 
Answer: As the Self remains a witness, like the sun, it will not get bound. 
 
Even if I bear the burdens of the family and have them follow me like a 
shadow, or even if the cloud called ‘maya’ veils, I am, without doubt, the sun 
of knowledge, self-shining as pure light and remaining as the witness [of the 
world]. 
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Question: But the jnani is not remaining motionless like the sun. 
 
Answer: He also remains actionless. 
 
Whatever comes, whatever actions are performed, in whatever I may delight, I 
am only pure consciousness, remaining aloof and aware, without becoming 
any of them. 
 
Question: All things move because the Self makes them move. Hence, is 
there bondage for the Self? 
 
Answer: Like the rope that makes the top spin, there is no bondage for it. 
 
In the same way that a top is made to spin by a rope, desires fructify in my 
presence. But, like the rope that is used to spin the top, I will not merge with 
them. I have rid myself of their connection. I became my own Self. My 
bondage is indeed gone. 
 

The relationship between Sorupananda and Tattuvaraya, his chief disciple, had several 
similarities to that which existed between Bhagavan and Muruganar. In both cases a 
mostly silent and powerful Guru brought about the liberation of a mature disciple who 
went on to write thousands of verses that either praised the Guru, recorded his 
teachings, or expressed some aspect of his experience of the Self. After we had 
completed our work on Sorupa Saram, Venkatasubramanian, Robert and I also 
translated a few of the thousands of verses that have been attributed to Tattuvaraya. 
These were published online and in The Mountain Path. 
 
One other not-so-well-known Tamil saint has been the target of our research and 
translation activities in recent years. His name is Guhai Namasivaya, and he lived on 
Arunachala about four hundred years ago. The traditional story of his life reports that he 
came to Tiruvannamalai from Sri Sailam, Andhra Pradesh. He was accompanied on his 
journey to Arunachala by Virupaksha Devar, the 
man who gave his name to Virupaksha Cave. Both 
were devotees of the same Guru, and both received 
his permission to relocate from Sri Sailam to 
Tiruvannamalai. Very little is known about 
Virupaksha Devar, but Guhai Namasivaya has 
many stories associated with him, and he has, in 
addition, composed a significant number of verses 
in praise of Arunachala. Other than Bhagavan he is 
the only saint I know of who claimed that he was 
liberated through the power of Arunachala and 
who subsequently wrote verses in praise of the 
mountain, thanking it for the role it had played in 
his final realisation. 
 

Sivaprakasam Pillai 
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The mantapam at Guhai Namasivaya 
temple where both Bhagavan and Keerai 
Patti stayed in the first decade of the 
twentieth century. 

 
 
(Right) The courtyard of the Guhai 
Namasivaya Temple. Bhagavan wrote out 
some of the answers that later appeared in 
Who am I? in the sand of this courtyard. 
 
Bhagavan himself stayed in the Guhai 
Namasivaya Temple, on the lower slopes of 
Arunachala, for a brief period around 1901. It 
was there that Sivaprakasam Pillai met him 
for the first time and recorded the answers that were later published as Who am I? 
When Bhagavan moved up the hill to Virupaksha Cave, the mantapam next to the 
samadhi temple of Guhai Namasivaya was taken over by Keerai Patti, an old lady who 
served food to Bhagavan in the first decade of the last century. It is widely believed that 
Keerai Patti was the previous incarnation of Lakshmi the Cow, who attained liberation 
at Ramanasramam in 1948.  
 
I visited the Guhai Namasivaya Temple many times in the 1980s. I found it to be an 
extraordinarily peaceful and powerful place, even though the street noise from the town 
of Tiruvannamalai was always drifting up the hill. Curious about the place that had had 
such an effect on me, I did a little research and found that there were 136 published 
verses by Guhai Namasivaya that spoke of his experience of Arunachala and his life on 
the hill. 
 
Sometime in the 1980s I was asked by V. Ganesan, who was then editing The Mountain 
Path, to locate in the ashram archives a text that related the mythological stories of 
Tiruchuzhi, the town where Bhagavan was born. As I was hunting for it, I noticed an old 
handwritten notebook that had ‘Guhai Namasivaya’ written in Tamil letters on the 
covers. Wondering what it might be, I opened it and found hundreds of Tamil venba 
verses, all attributed to Guhai Namasivaya. I took the notebook back to the ashram to 
make further enquiries. The first thing I discovered was that the handwriting in the 
notebook was Bhagavan’s. This piqued my curiosity even more. I came to the conclusion 
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that Bhagavan had copied these verses into the notebook when he was staying on the hill 
around 1901. At that time there were still palm-leaf manuscripts in the possession of the 
owner of the Guhai Namasivaya Temple. These disappeared in the late 1970s when 
someone who had promised to get them published took them away and was never seen 
again. It was therefore quite likely that Bhagavan’s notebook was the only place in the 
world where the vast majority of Guhai Namasivaya’s verses were still recorded.  
 
At the time I was not in a position to do much with them. Robert had disappeared off to 
England and I had not yet teamed up with Venkatasubramanian, although he had 
helped me out with a couple of small translation jobs. I put the book aside and decided 
that at some future date, when I had more time and better resources, I would get back to 
it. 
 
When I left for Lucknow in early 1993, I thought I would be back in a few weeks. When 
it became clear that I would be staying there for a long time, I gave the key to my 
Ramanasramam room to a friend and asked him to clear the room and put everything in 
storage. I had a trunk full of books and manuscripts that I had borrowed from the 
ashram library and archives. I asked my friend to return all the books and papers since I 
didn’t know when I would be back. It took me three years to return. When I finally did 
return, I opened the trunk that had contained all the manuscripts and papers. It was 
completely empty except for the Guhai Namasivaya manuscript. I took this as a hint that 
I should get to work on it and make some effort to bring it out. 
 
Ramaswami Pillai told me a story many years ago. He once asked Bhagavan, ‘How can I 
tell if choosing a particular course of action is something that I should be doing, or is 
something that will merely distract me from more important things?’ 
 
There is a Tamil tradition that fate or destiny is a load that one carries on one’s head. 
 
Bhagavan replied, ‘Throw if off your head three times, and if it jumps back three times, 
it is something you have to do.’ 
 
Seeing this manuscript, which I had tried to return years before, still sitting in the 
bottom of my trunk seemed to me at the time to be an illustration of Bhagavan’s story. I 
had asked for the manuscript to be returned, but there it was, still in the trunk, still 
demanding my attention. The project had jumped back on my head. 
 
I showed the manuscript to Venkatasubramanian, who copied it out and edited the 
verses for publication in Tamil. Sri Ramanasramam agreed to print the verses because 
of their theme (Arunachala) and Bhagavan’s connection with the place where they were 
composed. Around the time that we were finishing our work on Guru Vachaka Kovai, 
Venkatasubramanian, Robert and I decided it was finally time to bring out an English 
translation of all these verses that Bhagavan had taken the trouble to record and 
preserve more than a century before. 
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Robert Butler sitting on 
my veranda around the 
time that we started work 
on the translation of the 
Guhai Namasivaya 
verses. 
 
As I write this (July 2014) 
the verses have all been 
translated and a long 
biographical introduction 
that contains all the 
known details of Guhai 
Namasivaya’s life has been 
completed. The book has 
not been published yet 
since I am still writing 
notes and explanations for 

the verses that contain obscure religious and cultural references. 
 
Guhai Namasivaya had a famous disciple, Guru Namasivaya, who lived with him on 
Arunachala before being dispatched to Chidambaram by his Guru to do important 
renovation in the temple there. Since his disciple, Guru Namasivaya, has his own 
entertaining hagiography and since he has also written moving verses on Arunachala, 
we will include a section in our book that will contain the material we have managed to 
find out on him, along with his most famous poem, Annamalai Venba, which sings of 
the greatness of Arunachala.  
 
Here are a few sample verses (22, 26, 31, 33, 39, 99) from Annamalai Venba, composed 
probably in the 16th century. ‘Annamalai’ is the Tamil name for Arunachala. It means 
‘unreachable or unapproachable mountain’ a reference to the principal myth of the 
mountain. In order to demonstrate his superiority over Brahma and Vishnu, Siva 
manifested as a column of light and asked the other two gods to try to find either his top 
or his bottom. Both gods failed in their attempts. Siva later condensed the column into 
the mountain of Arunachala so that devotees and the gods could have a less dazzling 
form of him to worship. 
   

Mountain who drives out the darkness of spiritual ignorance. 
Mountain who, for devotes, illumines what is false.  
Mountain in the form of perfect jnana. 
Mountain who came to me, a mere dog, 
As father, mother and Sadguru: 
Annamalai. 
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Celestial Mountain who, coming into the world 
As my Guru Om Namasivaya, 
Dwells within the heart of this devotee. 
Mountain who wipes out the fruits of former deeds. 
Mountain who abolishes all the suffering 
Of a long succession of births, too numerous to tell: 
Annamalai. 
 
Mountain who is the delightful sweet honey 
Of the pure Siva-jnana, 
Which assuages the pangs of hunger. 
Mountain who eternally affords His gracious sight to devotees, 
Warding off the obscuring waves of illusion: 
Annamalai. 
 
Majestic Mountain who, as my Guru,  
Held me in His sway, 
Keeping me from wandering through ever-increasing births, 
Placing in my hand sweet, true knowledge, 
And uniting his twin feet together upon my head: 
Annamalai. 
 
Mountain who yields up to the devotees who sing his praises 
All the things that they desire, 
The foremost of which is liberation. 
Mountain clad in lasting glory. 
Mountain who, as Sadguru, ruled over me, 
Wicked wretch that I am: 
Annamalai. 
 
Mountain who confers undying liberation. 
Mountain who, destroying for his devotees 
The indestructible residue of deeds, comforts them, 
Decreeing that the impassable ocean of multifarious births 
Shall henceforth be still: 
Annamalai. 

 
The indestructible residue of deeds mentioned in the final verse is a reference to 
sanchita karma, the residue of karma left over from all previous lifetimes. 
 
And that brings me to the end of my update. I have several other projects in the pipeline, 
but none is advanced enough to merit inclusion in this account of books published, or 
about to be published. Maybe, one day, there will be another update. 
 
 
 


