A SONG FOR OUR MOTHER

A

friend and colleague of Sister Nivedita, Saralabala Sarkar, taught at the school that Nivedita started in
Calcutta in 1902, where Saralabala’s daughter was a student. Saralabala was a well-known writer and
nationalist. In 1953 she was appointed as the Girish Chandra Ghosh Lecturer at Calcutta University. She
was the first woman to hold this lectureship, which is still being given every two years.
Her poems, short stories, and essays were widely read. Among her writings is a booklet in Bengali, entitled Niveditake
Jemon D ekiyachi , that she published shortly after Nivedita’s passing in 1911. Translated into English by Probhati Mukherjee,
Nivedita as I S aw H er was later published by the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita’s Girls’ School, Calcutta.
Having observed Nivedita’s teaching style first-hand, her account of Holy Mother’s visit to the school reads:
Nivedita was overjoyed and couldn’t do enough by way of preparation. She had all the rooms of the school dusted
and cleaned. She decorated the doorways with flower garlands to welcome Mother, and made detailed arrangements of where Mother would be seated and would converse with the students. She prepared the gifts that the
students were to offer, the welcome speeches were rehearsed and every minute detail thought of, without any
delay. Finally, when the day arrived for Mother’s visit, Nivedita seemed to be carried away with ecstatic joy. She
was flitting about excitedly, seeing that everything was in place, laughing delightedly like a child, and even hugging
the teachers, students, and helpers by turn, in a surge of irrepressible joy.
Saralabala composed a song for the students to sing on this auspicious occasion of Sri Sarada Devi’s visit. We can
imagine Mother’s delight when the children’s voices rang out:
You are my mother, you are my mother!
I searched the whole wide world,
But could not find more heartfelt words than:
“You are my mother, you are my mother!”
When I see within the hundred-petalled lotus
of my heart the seat of your holy feet,
I go mad trying to think of
what to offer you in worship
and what treasure to give you.
I want to call the whole world to come and see
the image I have installed in my dilapidated room.
However much I try,
I cannot explain you to them better than:
“You are my mother, you are my mother!”
Oh my mother, my mother dear!
I offer my life at your holy feet
which I will never let go!
Revered Pravrajika Shraddhaprana, President of Sri Sarada Math and Ramakrishna Sarada Mission from 1999 to
2009, included this poem in her article “You are My Mother,” published in T he E ternal M other , November 2004.
In her introduction to the poem she described the written words as “painting an incomparable picture of the compassionate mother” and noted that the poem itself expressed Saralabala’s “heartfelt devotion.”

In Mother’s Words “Do you notice this human body? Today it is and tomorrow it is not.
And the world is full of misery and pain. Why should one be eager to have another birth?”
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FRANK MARGESSON AS WE KNEW HIM

April 25, 1994: Behind Lord and Lady
Margesson, in the distance, is the Prophet’s
Pine, which was planted by Frank’s mother
when she was a child. Little France was
aided in the task by her aunt, Josephine
MacLeod.

It seemed to many who met Frank Margesson that he had inherited a special role:
that of curator of his family’s history in general and of its unique association with
Swami Vivekananda in particular. As the grandson of Francis and Betty Leggett,
on his mother’s side, and of Lady Isabelle and Lord Mortimer Margesson, on his
father’s side, this was no small undertaking. Most of Frank’s stories had been published in various sources, including his mother’s autobiography L ate and S oon.
Yet, through him, the past came to life in the intimacy of a direct connection. He
was telling the story of his own family; that he spoke with the eloquence of an
English lord gave added charm to his natural gifts as a storyteller.
Frank’s death on November 11, 2014, at the age of 92, has prompted fond
memories of our association with both Frank and his wife, Helena, which began
through a mutual friend, Betty Zimmer.
Knowing that the Margessons were planning to put Ridgely on the open
market, Betty contacted various centers of the Ramakrishna Order to encourage them to purchase the estate where Swamiji had stayed. Unable to arouse
interest, Betty then called her friend Joan Shack, who was the president of Sri
Sarada Society, an organization of devotees that had recently formed. On April
25, 1994, Joan went with Betty to meet the Margessons and tour the estate.
After having the property appraised and hiring a real estate attorney, Sri Sarada
Society decided to enter into negotiations to purchase Ridgely. Joan recalls:
Frank was just plain gracious. And so expressive....When one of the contracts written by his lawyer was sent to Frank, he asked me: ‘Isn’t it ghastly?’
Indeed it was! Pages and pages of legalese...And he was mortified when
he came to learn that the contract contained a clause stating the Society
could be sued...He called right away to apologize.
The negotiation process between attorneys proved difficult, resulting in
three breakdowns in our conversation...Eventually, we had to write up a
contract ourselves: something simple, but binding. Frank let the Society’s
lawyer create the legal document.

December 23, 1994: Joan Tailleur, real
estate attorney, and Joan Shack, Sri Sarada
Society president, meet with the Margessons to sign a one-year option contract to
purchase the Ridgely estate.

The first of two contracts between the Margessons and Sri Sarada Society
was signed on December 23, 1994. It provided the Society the opportunity to
work towards a purchase agreement, while offering hopeful fulfillment of Frank’s
wishes for the estate. On Swami Vivekananda’s birthday, January 23, 1995, our
fund drive began. With an agreement in place, Frank and Helena joined forces
with Sri Sarada Society in preparing information about the estate’s significance.

Early 1995: Caroline Williams, Lord Margesson, and Joan Shack
at work on the script for “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely.”

April 22, 1995: Welcoming Swami Sarvatmananda to
the Manor for the centennial celebration.

Sri Ramakrishna “She is Sarada, Saraswati. She has come to impart knowledge. She has descended by covering
up her beauty this time...She is full of wisdom. Is she of the common run? She is my Shakti.”
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Major focus went into producing “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely,” an
eighteen-minute video that explores the history and nature of Swamiji’s
association with the Leggett family and the estate. Frank assisted with
filming and scripting, and both he and Helena contributed to the narration. The VHS video was distributed to Vedanta centers, organizations,
and individuals—any who might want to help with the effort to “Save
Ridgely.” Three brochures were also released outlining aspects of Swami
Vivekananda’s legacy, the significance of Ridgely Manor, and Sri Sarada
Society’s mission statement, respectively.
April 22, 1995, marked the centennial anniversary of Swami Vivekananda’s first stay at Ridgely. Swami Sarvatmananda, then assistant
minister of the Vedanta Society of Boston, took part in the centennial
celebration, giving a brief talk on Swamiji and answering questions.
Guests were met at the entrance to the property and invited to ride to
the Manor by a carriage drawn by Morgan horses, the same breed that had
brought Swamiji. There they were greeted by the Margessons, who gave
tours of the house. In the dining room, Helena delighted guests with the
story of how Frank’s grandmother, Betty Leggett, would draw Vivekanada
back to the table by announcing that ice cream would be served.
In the afternoon everyone gathered on the back lawn of the Manor to
enjoy a concert of musical selections offered in honor of Vivekananda by
the New York Vedanta Society choir, under the direction of John Schlenck.
In the months that followed, as they had done for many years prior to
placing the estate up for sale, the Margessons continued to graciously
receive expected and unexpected pilgrims who would arrive at Ridgely
in search of the home that had been dear to Vivekananda.
Efforts by Sri Sarada Society to purchase Ridgely came to a close late
in the summer of 1997, when Swami Swahananda was authorized by
the Ramakrishna Mission, Belur Math, to acquire the estate as a retreat
center. Sri Sarada Society has continued to sponsor retreats at Ridgely,
led by visiting pravrajikas from Sri Sarada Math.
The friendships we formed with Frank and Helena during those early
days continued after Mother lifted the task of purchasing Ridgely from
the shoulders of Sri Sarada Society.
And like family members before him, Frank Margessson was able to realize his own legacy to Vedanta, especially Vedanta in America—through
seeing the blessed estate, made sacred by the presence of Swamiji, preserved as Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely.
E ditor ’ s N ote : “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely”
will soon be available for online viewing in honor of Frank Margesson
at http://srisarada.org/margesson.html

October 2012: Jayanti and Joan visit with the Margessons.

April 22, 1995: A century after Swamiji, guests
were driven to the Manor by horse-drawn carriage.

The Margessons gave guests a tour of the Manor,
which remains much the same as in Swamiji’s time.

John Schlenck led the Vedanta Society of New York
choir in a concert on the back porch of the Manor.

Guests reenacted the famous photo of Swamiji.

Swami Vivekananda “You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother’s life, none of you.
But gradually you will know. Without Shakti (Power) there is no regeneration for the world.”
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PITCHER OF BLISS
She lived for years in a room so small
she could barely stand, fish in a pot
that hung above splashing water on her
as she slept. No space there for a cot—
the floor she sometimes shared with other
women was of stone. In spite of this,
she said to her companions, “My heart
overflows with a pitcher of bliss.”

A famous writer of Calcutta—
that drunkard Ghosh who became a saint—
once visited her village home, where
she did not wear a veil. “O, this can’t
be so!” he cried. “That face, your sweet bare
face I’ve known from boyhood, when in this
form you came and pulled me back from death.”
Laughter poured from her pitcher of bliss.

Years later, she’d agree life was hard
then—”Yes, my legs still ache from sleeping
on that damp and chilly floor.” And yet,
what she remembered best was peeping
through a broken screen to sometimes get
a glimpse of her beloved Gadai. “This,”
she’d say to disciples, “this alone
could fill my heart with a pitcher of bliss.”

“What kind of mother are you?” Girish
asked. “Your real Mother, my child,” she said,
“not just the wife of your guru, not
a foster mother, not a vague sort
of mother, your real Mother.” He sat
for a moment in silence. “Can this
be true?” Girish asked at last, and wept
the tears that filled his pitcher of bliss

When she would return from time to time
to the little town where she was born
in West Bengal, the devotees would
follow her from the city. Though torn
by a wish to be alone, she could
not turn them away. “They came for this,”
she’d say, pointing to her heart. We knew
she meant her love, that pitcher of bliss.

Br. Shankara
Br. Shankara is the resident minister of the Vedanta Society of Atlanta.
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IN NIVEDITA’S STEPS
Selenda Margot Giardin grew up in America hearing about her courageous great-aunt after whom she was named:
Margaret (Margot) Noble, Swami Vivekananda’s foremost disciple. In February, she traveled with her son to Kolkata. There
they saw Nivedita’s house, which is currently undergoing restoration, and visited Sarada Math, Sister Nivedita’s Girls’
School, Udbodhan, and Belur Math. Speaking before large gatherings, she
told of her family connection to Vedanta as well as a little about her own
life, ending with a message reminiscent of both Nivedita and Swamiji:
Nivedita did so many wonderful things. She did more than what
seems humanly possible. She had wonderful ideas: freedom and
independence for India, furthering Indian science, and education
for girls. What can we do? It seems we can’t possibly be like her. But
we can if we each do one thing and stay with it. If we help young
children and if we help the sick, the needy, if we work on something
that we have a passion for: if we can be a doctor, we can help the
sick. We can help people. You can even be a janitor in a hospital
because it is essential. Everything you do is essential. I have been a
janitor, a chamber maid, I’ve done reupholstering, I’ve done painting,
I’ve done photography, and I’ve done journalism. There are so many
things to do in life, and if you do them well that is what is important.
Each time you help educate a child, each time you feed the hungry,
each time you heal the sick or comfort those that mourn, you are
doing the work of Sister Nivedita.

Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit association of spiritual aspirants interested in the application
of the universal ideals of Vedanta with Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, as our inspiration.
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SARAH FARMER, SWAMIJI, AND GREEN ACRE
This is the first in a series of articles by Joan Shack exploring the spiritual heritage of Green Acre, located in Eliot, Maine.

W

hen Swami Vivekananda disembarked from the steamboat at Green-Acre-on-the-Piscataqua, he would have
sighted first the oversized white flag hovering high over the main tent, with the word PEACE written in large
green letters on it. The numerous small tents scattered around on the flatland, above the landing site, and the
Inn on the knoll were likewise in his view. It was the summer of 1894 and Green Acre was to host an event of historical
significance.
Sarah Farmer had attended Vivekananda’s lectures in New York City earlier that year, extending a speaking invitation
to him to the first Green Acre Conference that she was organizing. At the opening ceremony on July 3rd, Sarah dedicated
the conference to the dual ideals of world peace and religious harmony. Speakers of various faiths and philosophies were
present. Attendees were asked to abandon religious and spiritual prejudices and listen respectfully, with an open mind.
From written accounts of the gathering, the word PEACE was not merely symbolic. It
described the influence Green Acre exerted on the lives of those present.
Sarah Farmer’s ardent commitment to peace and good will, along with her understanding of the importance of freedom and equality, were attributes exemplified in
the lives of her parents. Sarah’s mother, Hannah Farmer, was a philanthropist and
humanitarian. In support of the abolitionist movement, their home became a safe
house for the underground railroad. When the family moved to Eliot, Maine, Hannah
founded Rosemary’s Cottage—a summer retreat for the less fortunate women and children from the Boston area, affording them a summer respite in the rural countryside.
Sarah’s father, Moses Gerrish Farmer, taught in the field of electrical science;
“preeminent inventor of the 1800s” was a title ascribed to him. In 1847 his electric
car was operated in an exhibit in Dover, New Hampshire, where the family lived. In
1859 their house was illuminated with a string of electric lights. Thomas Edison was
then a young boy. With respect to his inventions, Mr. Farmer’s were informed by his
faith. Believing they were “thoughts of God existing in the universe to be picked up
Swami Vivekananda, Sarah Farmer,
by sensitive minds,” not his personal property, patents weren’t initially sought. The M. H. Gulisian, and Edward Everett
Columbian Exposition of 1893 (World’s Fair) in Chicago became the showcase for Hale at Green Acre, 1894.
his numerous life-changing inventions.
In partnership with others, the Farmers ventured to open a resort hotel in 1890 for summer vacationers, the Eliot
Hotel (later named Green Acre). Amelia Thorp, the mother of Sara Bull, advised her friend Sarah to convert the hotel
into a spiritual retreat center. Later Sarah was to thank Amelia: “I shall be eternally indebted to you for your brilliant
idea.” As early as 1892, Sarah had in fact envisioned a place “under spreading pines, in green pastures, and beside
still waters,” where divergent philosophies and all religions could find equal expression.
Sarah Farmer and Sara Bull worked together in sending out formal letters of invitation for the 1894 conference,
organizing the program, and printing brochures highlighting Green Acre. Universal peace based on spirituality was
a cause they both shared. With the construction of a large lecture hall in 1897, a variety of conferences on topics
such as evolution, electricity, psychology, and business were held at Green Acre in subsequent years. The Monsalvat School for the comparative study of religions was founded in 1896; for years, the organization hosted religious
conferences in a grove of pines at Green Acre.
In 1898 Sarah set down her extensive vision for its future, in hopes of giving the school physical form. She planned
to have constructed a permanent residence for those “who have risen above all temptations of the lower self” and
“have consecrated their lives to the needs of the world.” These individuals of different faiths would serve as teachers
to “train missionaries for the work in foreign lands…where they would go, not to quarrel but to meet on the common
plane between religions.” By recognizing “the unity of God in every individual,” these students will bring to those
they meet “a fuller realization of this unity.”
Interestingly, Marie Louise Burke writes in Swami Vivek ananda in the West : New D iscoveries that Swami Vivekananda
had an interest in founding an international university whose faculty was to “include professors selected from all religions.” In an article dated October 14, 1894, the Baltimore Sunday Herald also referred to the university as “one of Mr.
Vivekananda’s pet ideas.” Upon the request of clergymen in Baltimore, he delivered a speech on “the university plan,”
with the hope of giving practical expression to his exhortations at the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions calling for
help and not fight, assimilation and not destruction, and harmony and peace and not dissension.

Contacting Us Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203, Phone (518) 869-6088
Fax (518) 869-6084, Email notes@srisarada.org, Holy Mother’s Website http://www.srisarada.org/
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O DEATH, WHERE IS THY STING?

F

by Jayanti Hoye

or the retreat “On Death and Dying” that she led last year is San Diego, Pravrajika Vrajaprana, of the Vedanta
Society of Southern California, took a somewhat different approach. Instead of giving the customary series of
lectures, she invited participants to share their own thoughts and experiences. This started me thinking about
the “two sides of death” that I had accepted pretty much all my life. For as long as I can remember I’ve tended to
view dying itself as either a positive or, at the very least, neutral for the one who has passed. It is my own perception
of the circumstances of the death, and my feelings of loss, that provide the “sting.” As I considered this more deeply,
I became aware of having experienced distinctly different reactions to recent deaths within my Vedanta family.
Wonder: Now, at 102, Clementine Rigby was ready to leave the world. Mother had become her all in all. Yet, her
final days were filled with struggle and seeming despair—peace coming only at the end. Her suffering distressed
many of us. Where was Mother? Why should death, so naturally timed and carefully anticipated, prove so difficult?
Our doubts were assuaged with the explanation from a swami that every last vestige of karma must be destroyed if
one is to achieve liberation. Another revered swami had assured her that this would be her final birth. Having experienced Clemmy become expansive and all-loving in her later years, characteristics she herself attributed to the
Mother’s power to transform, I cannot doubt that Mother did come for her child.
In the weeks preceding her passing, before complete weakness took its hold, Clemmy contacted many individuals:
those who had touched her life and those who looked to her for encouragement. Assisted by our resident swami,
who visited her almost daily, she made calls to friends, devotees, and monastics, near and far. While I imagine that
each received her final message in their own way, I cannot help but feel that Clemmy’s life serves as an inspiration
for all who knew her. How often do we witness a life brought to full completion and death fully embraced?
Healing: During Pravrajika Vrajaprana’s retreat I had shared with the group that having to “deal with a mix-up in arrangements” had kept me from reaching my mother’s side as she was dying. Given my many positive experiences associated with death, this was surprisingly negative. Clearly, a feeling of having “failed my mother” was weighing on me.
Not long after the retreat, I received the news of Pravrajika Anandaprana’s impending passing with my usual acceptance.
I recalled her kindness during my visits to the Santa Barbara Convent in the 90s, following my trip to India. She and the
other pravrajikas had made this pilgrimage possible by providing me with the perfect companion. It was amid these fond
memories that something wonderful happened. It was prompted by a comment, via email, from Pravrajika Vrajaprana.
The nuns had been busy making arrangements to bring Anandaprana back to the convent so she might depart in
their loving company, but she died just before they were ready to move her. “As you can imagine,” wrote Vrajaprana,
“we’re really sorry that we couldn’t get her home in time for her to pass away....but apparently the Lord had his own
plan and she went for it!” Reading this, I smiled. Then I laughed out loud. Most likely Mom knew I was trying to
come to her. She had simply been offered a better option than waiting for me!
Shock: In preparing the retreat flier I had recalled the story in the Mahabarata of Yudhisthira being asked: “Sir, of
all of the things you’ve observed in life, what is the most amazing?” Upon reflection he replied: “That in seeing the
death of animals and people all around them, no one believes that they will die.” To this I must add: or that someone
you know will die unexpectedly. I am certain I was not alone in my feeling of utter surprise upon learning that John
Schlenck was dead.
Yet, for me at least, “sudden death” acquired unprecedented meaning. Yudhisthira had gotten it right. I was dazed,
wondering: “How can this be!” Freshest in my awareness was a sense of John poised, riding the crest of new creativity, happy, content, and so very alive. Hence, his death sent a resounding reminder that nothing is assured to us
within this relative plane of existence. I imagine John, a longtime Vedantin adept in conveying its principles, amused
by the unexpected twist of divine play that would use his very life and death to drive home this basic truth.
Being linked directly with love, we cannot avoid feelings of sadness and loss. We read of Mother and Thakur
being overcome by grief. However, while theirs is an immediate, temporary response, ours is rooted in long held
desires and expectations. They, who are all-loving, show us that it is possible to be attached through love without
being bound by desires. As we come closer to the conviction that death itself has no sting, then even in this time of
tremendous emotional stress we can begin to witness our reactions and learn from them. In the words of Mother:
“However spiritual a person may be, one must pay the tax for the use of the body to the last farthing [i.e., suffering and death]. But the difference between a great soul and an ordinary person is this: the latter weeps while leaving
this body, whereas the former laughs. Death seems to him a mere play.”
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