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Out of the Void, the fullness of the universe has 

paradoxically evolved. Empty of all personalities and  

all forms, the Void is paradoxically the root of all 

personalities and all forms. There is no movement or 

change in it, yet it contains the endless possibility of  

all movements and all changes. From Void arises 

everything, from Silence come all sounds, from 

unconsciousness emanates consciousness, from 

intangibility arise all tangible things.

T

unyata, all through his simple and natural life 

in the world, danced blissfully in the Void, the 

No-thing-ness, the Silence in the invisible Real. S
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Publisher’s Note

This is a book that lingers in the memory. Some fifteen 
years after reading the first edition of Dancing with the 
Void (and the companion volume, Sunyata, Life and 
Sayings of a Rare-Born Mystic) I approached the original 
editors to ask about re-publishing these two important 
books. I was delighted to learn that they were looking for 
a new publisher and we came to an agreement.

In Dancing with the Void we meet, via Sunyata’s narra-
tive sketches, some of the great figures in esoteric and 
secular culture of the 20th Century: from his pivotal 
meetings with Tagore and Sri Ramana Maharshi, to Indian 
Prime Ministers and statesmen, including Mahatma 
Gandhi, and the fascinating characters who lived at or 
visited ‘Cranks’ Ridge’ (his home in the Himalayas). 

As I re-read the story of Sunyata’s life—and immersed 
myself in it—I was once again struck by the depth and 
flavor of this ordinary yet extraordinary being. 

And yet… Sunyata avoided being a teacher or guru in 
the accepted sense which makes his life and sayings all 
the more authentic. He possessed an unsullied wonder 
and innocence, but was not naive to the ways of the 
world and the strategies of the ego. With affectionate 
detachment, his writings bring the reader back to the 
path of eternal vision, free from social conditioning and 
the sway of samskaras.

Transcending, but also embracing, the cultural, polit-
ical and spiritual climate of his day, Sunyata’s life and 
writings contain a timeless wisdom which is as relevant 
today as it was in his lifetime.

With much gratitude to Betty Camhi, Elliott Isenberg 
and the family of Gurubaksh Rai for their cooperation 
and support.

Julian Noyce, Non-Duality Press
April 2015

Preface 

How This Book Came to Be 

How this book came to be is an amazing story. It is a 
testimony to the power of grace. 

I attended Sunyata’s weekly satsang aboard the late 
Alan Watts’ houseboat for the first time in 1978. 
Instantly I liked this elderly, gentle and wise man. At the 
end of the meeting I went up to him and asked, “Is there 
anything you need?” He thought for a moment and then 
said, “I could use someone to type my scribbles.” So I 
became his typist and he became my Friend. 

Sunyata’s weekly satsangas became the highlight of 
my week. I enjoyed listening to the questions and 
Sunyata’s responses to them. A few questions that stand 
out in my memory are: 

Question: Should we try to relieve suffering 
in the world by joining organizations set up to 
help? 
Sunyata: Only if you feel the push or urge 
from within to do so. 

Q: Should we meditate? 
S: Yes, but never force it if you don’t feel  
like it. 
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Q: Have you ever had sex? 
S: Only once in my life, as there was no need 
for it on my part. I did it for the woman’s 
sake, as her fiancé had been killed in the war. 

Q: Are your teeth your own? 
S: Who else’s would they be? 

After listening over a period of several years to these 
questions and answers, I found myself becoming less 
interested in the verbal exchange and more interested in 
the silence and radiance that was emanating from this 
“rare-born mystic.” He had a healing Presence. There was 
a kind of subtle but palatable emanation coming from 
him. A flow of Grace was what some of us called it. This 
energy was quite delicious and most satisfying to be 
around. When people would point this out to him, he 
would remark “I do not know what I do”. He once told me 
to never take credit for anything seemingly out of the 
ordinary that happens in my presence. To do so would 
simply strengthen ego-ji. Miracles or healings were to be 
witnessed as “We are not the doer.”

Whatever spare time I had I would spend with 
Sunyata and with whomever else he happened to be 
with. It became not only easy, but very pleasant to be 
with people when Sunyata was there, especially since 
there was never any disharmony. I would often wish that 
I could experience this genuine harmony with people 
more often in everyday life. This harmony never seemed 
to be anything unusual or extraordinary. What seems 
extraordinary to me is that the natural joy of being 
together with people is not present more often. Is it 
because most of us have what is commonly called a 
“shadow side,” the place where our little demons and 
unresolved ego issues reside? 

Sunyata had no such “shadow side.” He simply 

radiated. Here was someone, “Mr. Nobody,” as he was 
often called, who could walk so lightly as to leave “no 
footprints in the sand.” He was childlike and innocent 
without being childish. 

After Sunyata left his body I felt certain that some- 
one would publish his writing. When one year passed 
and no one had done it, I felt a prompting from within 
to do it myself. I approached a friend of Sunyata’s and 
asked for his assistance. He gladly agreed to help. In 
1990, in celebration of what would have been Sunyata’s 
100th birthday, the book, Sunyata—The Life and Sayings 
of a Rare-born Mystic, was published. It was well received. 
An Indian friend of Sunyata’s was visiting family in the 
United States. He wrote me a letter and later phoned to 
express appreciation for the book. We had a long conver-
sation and an unusually good rapport. He told me that 
when Sunyata left India to come to the United States in 
1979 he’d entrusted many of his writings to him. After 
Sunyata’s passing, this man began editing these writing 
for eventual publication, but he needed assistance. 
Would I help him? Since I had just completed one book 
and needed a rest, I regretfully declined. I told him that 
if he wanted to publish a book, he would have to do  
it himself.

T
I had been seeing Amritanandamayi Ma, Ammachi 

or the Holy Mother as she is often called, on her annual 
trip to her ashram in California, for several years. I 
would get my hug but never asked any questions. I 
wondered, after so many years of seeing her, if she even 
remembered me from year to year. Because I wanted to 
have some additional contact with her I thought it a good 
idea to ask her a personal question. All I could think of 
to ask was about a very small desire I had to go to India. 
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I wrote the question down on a piece of paper and after 
waiting in the long line of devotees I gave this question 
to her translator. I received my hug and her translator 
told me to wait on the sidelines for her response. She 
looked at me for a moment and then told him, which he 
translated into English, “Yes, yes, you come to India. 
Your destiny is to be with Mother.” Years later I 
approached Mother’s translator for clarification of the 
word “destiny.” I had taken Mother’s meaning to be that 
I would be destined to live for the rest of my life in India. 
The translator said, “No, Mother’s meaning was that it 
was your destiny only at that time to come to India to be 
with her.” I felt somewhat relieved.

I would never have gone to India if not for this clear 
indication by Mother. So in December, 1993 I traveled 
to Mother’s ashram in South India. After spending 
almost one month there, I felt it was time to return to the 
U. S. Then the thought arose that since my health was 
good and I still had some money, I could visit Ramana 
Maharshi’s Ashram at the foot of Arunachala Hill. The 
necessary travel arrangements were made and I arrived 
there via train in January, 1994. About one day after I 
arrived I noticed a small group of Indian people talking. 
I heard the man say that he could read palms. I was 
instantly drawn to him, hoping that he would read mine. 
However, when I approached him, he changed from the 
subject of palm reading and was more interested in 
learning about me, and what had brought a single 
woman, a Westerner, to this ashram. 

I told him, “I had a guru who spoke very highly of 
Ramana Maharshi.” He replied, “Who was your guru?” 
(For me, Sunyata was a guru but he never declared him- 
self as one.) I was sure he had never heard of him and said, 
“He was quite unknown.” The Indian gentleman insisted 
on knowing his name. I told him. Upon hearing the name 
“Sunyata” he said, “But I knew him, he stayed at my house 

several times.” We exchanged names and only then did I 
realize that this was Gurubaksh Rai, the gentleman who 
had contacted me to help him edit Sunyata’s writings 
three years earlier when he was living in the USA.

This was a miraculous moment. Both of us were vis-
iting the ashram for the very first time, me from the 
USA, and him from his home in Delhi. We had both 
been entrusted by Sunyata with his writings. We had 
arrived at Ramanashram almost at the same time. Of all 
of the guests staying there, I had singled him out. From 
this unlikely meeting, this book, Dancing with the Void, 
was born. 

Betty Camhi, Editor  
March 2000 
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A Short Biography 

Sunyata was born on October 27, 1890, on a farm in 
Århus, in the north of Denmark. His Danish par-
ents christened him Alfred Julius Emmanuel 

Sorensen. He was called Emmanuel—an unusual name 
for a Dane that means “God within.” He was their third 
child, born to them after two daughters—Jensine and 
Mary—who were 10 and 12 years older. Sunyata’s father, 
Soren Sorensen, was a farmer, fully competent in his 
profession but simple, quiet and unassuming. He did not 
interfere in the household affairs. “Although my father 
was very active in running the farm,” wrote Sunyata, “he 
was singularly quiet and still. He didn’t assert himself or 
fuss in any way. In fact, he rarely spoke except when oth-
ers approached. So, unconsciously and without effort, he 
taught silence. And so also did nature and God, around 
and within me.” 

Emmanuel’s mother, Maren Sorensen, was sociable, 
friendly and assertive. She managed the household with 
love and efficiency. Emmanuel grew up in a peaceful, 
happy home in the quiet environs of the farm. The family 

1. Sunyata & Sister 2. Sunyata’s Father 3. Sunyata 
4. Sunyata’s Mother 5. Sunyata with his Mother & Father 

1 2

3

4 5
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lived harmoniously, surrounded by the sprawling farm 
with its green fields, crops, animals and birds. “Servants 
and helpers were hired at harvest time, and all lived in 
harmony, naturalness, and joyous ease.” 

He completed his early education up to the 8th 
grade, at the village school. He felt that traditional edu-
cation caused “mental conditioning,” which was for him 
a hindrance to the flowering of Truth. Sunyata writes, “I 
consider myself lucky to have escaped all that ‘headuca-
tion.’ I certainly did not wish to suffer it longer than I 
had to.” Emmanuel would add humorously, “But there 
was then in the last century no sports mania, no techni-
cal craze, no rat race, no film stars, no schizophrenia, no 
psychosis and no world record for suicides like nowadays 
in the little welfare States.” 

“From infancy, I was ego-free, desire-free, plan-free 
and carefree,” says Sunyata, adding, “intuitively I felt and 
awared the indwelling Christ consciousness as dimly 
alive. Neither mind nor ego was developed to be of any 
trouble during the first seven or even the first fourteen 
years of my solitary childhood. In rich solitude, I was on 
good terms with my ‘Self’—in nature and everywhere. I 
experienced harmony, contentment and calm grace 
awareness all the eternal while.” 

“The mystic Silence was the satisfying medium. It 
was the Silence of desire and thought. In the freedom of 
solitude, God was clearly immanent. God simply was, 
and it contented me that it was unhidden by ideas, 
unblurred by words. I did not think of or to God. All was 
real and simple. In this mystic clarity, there was no effort 
to explain or to understand the mystery of Being and 
Becoming, the strange (but utterly harmonious) urges to 
live and to die. In that childhood unitive mode of expe-
riencing God, the one Life was awared as comprising all 
the changing forms—in that mode of being.” 

When Emmanuel was 14, the world he had been 

living in crashed. His father sold the farm to strangers. 
The incident made Emmanuel feel uprooted and yet 
made him feel more deeply at home. “I discovered both 
my wings and my roots. Later on, although I loved my 
various homes, I was able to make myself at home every-
where. It was easy for me to be a traveler as I was unat-
tached to any special place or to a particular home. Life 
was a pilgrimage....” 

He successfully completed a four year course in hor-
ticulture, a specialized study of growing fruits, vegeta-
bles, flowers, shrubs and trees. He served his apprentice-
ship in Denmark, France and Italy. In 1911, when he was 
21, he found a job as a gardener in England, earning his 
livelihood by working on large estates like Forty Hall, 
Sunbury Court, Hampton Court and Dartington Hall. 
He settled down in England and managed nurseries for 
nearly 20 years. He often worked five days a week, from 
6 to 6, as he would say with a chuckle, not from 9 to 5. 

Emmanuel used to read books that would resonate 
with his own inner experiences. He was fond of reading 
“biographies of saints, mystic poetry and the literary 
works of well-known authors.” He went through Danish 
classics—Hans Christian Andersen, Henrik Ibsen, 
Gustav Fridring and Anker Larson. In England, he read 
the literary works of D.H. Lawrence, J.M. Murry, Aldous 
Huxley, Shelley, Shakespeare, Keats, Wordsworth, 
Tennyson and Goethe. He also read the Russians: 
Chekhov, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Gorky and Pasternak. All 
this reading was what Emmanuel called “a process of 
natural maturing and self experiencing.” He never felt 
any need to attend classes nor to seek out any teacher. 

Later in life he was to come into contact with the 
Eastern writers. His first introduction was to the 
Theosophists—Colonel Olcott, Annie Besant, Madame 
Blavatsky and J. Krishnamurti. In the bookshops and the 
libraries of London, Sunyata found a large number of 
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books on Eastern mysticism including the Bhagavad 
Gita, the Tao Te Ching, and the I Ching. By the time 
Emmanuel was 39, he was fairly familiar with Sufi lore, 
Theosophy, Buddhism, the Vedas, the Upanishads, and 
the Egyptian and the Tibetan Books of the Dead. 

Emmanuel developed a special interest in reading the 
books of India’s poet laureate, Rabindranath Tagore. He 
read the books—Gitanjali, Fruit Gathering and The 
Gardener—and recognized in them “an awareness of 
kindred values, intuitive insight and integral experience.”

Emmanuel actually met the famous poet in the 
summer of 1929. Tagore came to Dartington Hall in 
Devonshire to stay for three months. He needed rest and 
solitude to rejuvenate his energies after a strenuous lec-
ture tour abroad. The Nobel Laureate was finally alone, 
able to recuperate his health in the calm and quiet 
environs of majestic Dartington Hall. 

Tagore had time to himself in this quiet place. Here 
he painted, went for walks and conversed with the 
young gardener. Emmanuel recorded in his notes, “The 
poet had a charming wistfulness, joy of longing and a 
pathetic beauty.... He had there the time that, in Europe, 
is money. He had also the leisure which, in India, 
is wealth.”

The poet often called the simple gardener to his 
suite, where he would recite some of his favorite poems. 
“It was a momentous meeting with a living embodiment 
of Indian tradition and Vedantic wisdom, which I already 
loved dearly,” said Sunyata, adding, “The poet had eter-
nity in his eyes and in his Being’s rhythm.” Emmanuel 
responded to Tagore’s request one day to play Beethoven’s 
last quartet on his gramophone. The poet, a lover of 
music, was appreciative of Emmanuel’s kind gesture to 
play Beethoven’s last quartet for him. He later presented 
his set of Beethoven’s records to Tagore and the mystic 
poet graciously accepted. 

Tagore saw quite a bit of Emmanuel, who was about 
40 then. Tagore was so impressed by Emmanuel’s deep, 
natural silence that he invited him to come to his univer-
sity, “Shantiniketan,” in India to teach Silence to the 
students there. This invitation from Tagore was destined 
to become a turning point in Emmanuel’s charmed life. 

emmAnUeL goeS to indiA 
In 1930, Emmanuel left England for India in response 

to Tagore’s invitation. During the journey, he carried 
with him only one book—the Bhagavad Gita. He says, 
“In Gita, there is clear consistency of awareness that 
goes beyond mere intellect and ego. This volume of 
poetical and philosophical discourses between the soul 
and the Self has become my constant companion. It is, 
to me, the grandest and most satisfying of all books.” 

This was Emmanuel’s first world pilgrimage. During 
his overland trip, he dallied on the way, visiting France, 
Italy, Greece, Egypt, Palestine, Syria and again Egypt. 
“It was rejuvenating for me to wander new places and to 
be among strange faces until they were no longer strange. 
I was greeted and accepted by total strangers wherever I 
stayed. What direct recognition I received from lovable 
common folks and fellow workers in Greece, Arab and 
Ceylon! They seem to come out, you know, shining 
through their forms. There was a spontaneous recogni-
tion and free acceptance of my love. Words or lack of 
words did not matter.” 

Sunyata writes, “The Sphinx of Giza is the earliest 
object that Egypt has created by the Red Race. It has 
become her country’s most important symbol and 
emblem. It was created by the ancient wisdom religion as 
a picture of the seemingly calm and coordinated nature, 
its paradoxes and its dangerous secret—a bull torso with 
a human head, lion feet and eagle wings. In this unity of 
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the four parts are hidden the four elements—water, 
earth, air and fire—which are the basis of occult science. 
Before Oedipus, Solon and Socrates, the Red Race knew 
that the riddle of Sphinx is man: Man, know thyself in 
conscious awareness, in intuitive fullness and grace. The 
Red Race has left no proof of its existence other than the 
Sphinx of Giza, but it has in it proved that a great 
problem had been stated and, in a way, solved.” 

From Port Said in Egypt, he traveled by boat to 
Colombo, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), later arriving in India.

SHAntiniKetAn 
After a long journey by train and seeing the sights of 

Rameshwaram, Madurai, Madras and Calcutta, 
Emmanuel arrived in Shantiniketan—Tagore’s “abode of 
peace”—a new university established by him in accor-
dance with his own ideals. It was a surprise to Tagore to 
see Emmanuel, as he had not sent any prior notice of his 
arrival. Tagore then recalled meeting him in Dartington 
Hall and immediately issued instructions to put him up 
as his personal guest in the spacious guest house. There 
were many other distinguished persons already staying 
there: Lama Govinda, Mrs. Haberman, Charles F. 
Andrews, Elizabeth Bruner and Ma Bruner (Hungarian 
artists), Arya Nikam, Asha Devi, Amiya Chakravarty 
and Anna Ornshort. Lama Govinda was to become a 
lifelong friend. Another strong friendship was formed 
with Anna Ornshort, who came from his own country, 
Denmark. She had been working for 10 years as secre-
tary to Sir Jagdish Bose (1858-1937), India’s scientist of 
international renown. 

He lived with Tagore at Shantiniketan. During the 
summer, when the heat was unbearable, he stayed at 
Tagore’s summer residence in Darjeeling up in the 
Himalayas. He said, “I am profoundly grateful for 

Gurudev’s [Tagore’s] recognition, inspiration and evoca-
tive karuna (compassionate) love. This empathy in 
karuna experiencing gives a new dimension to my con-
scious self-awareness in integral living.” 

When it was cool in October, Emmanuel left on a 
month’s tour to Burma. He journeyed to Bamo by the 
Chinese border on the river Irrawadi. Returning to 
Shantiniketan after his trip to Burma, the poet asked 
him to stay on as his personal guest for an indefinite 
period. Emmanuel accepted. He could now see Tagore 
daily in his own setting. He wrote, “It feels good to be 
close to the poet’s radiance .... Our poet looks a regal, 
ripe and cultured soul .... There is eternity in his eyes 
and the dignity of Man in his inner, integral rhythm.” 
Emmanuel was also free to travel around the country 
visiting ashrams and meeting sadhus (wandering monks), 
swamis and saints adept in Hindu and Buddhist 
culture.

SUnYAtA’S initiAtionS 
In the summer of 1932, Emmanuel was a guest of the 

famous plant physiologist and physicist Sir Jagdish 
Chandra Bose (1858-1937) in Darjeeling, where he was 
initiated into Dhyan Buddhism (like Zen and Chan, the 
principal practice is meditation). The new name given to 
him was Mani Dharma. In fact, during the course of his 
life, he experienced a number of initiations. He writes, 
“A very salutary initiation occurred in 1904. A still more 
mature one at Dartington Hall in 1929-30 in the august 
presence of Dorothy and Rabindranath Tagore. It had a 
certain inner validity or authenticity, which set a Viking 
free to move homeward to the Sun in Sun-ya-ta and to 
be richly at Home.” Nothing further is known about 
these initiations. Wise Sri Yashoda Ma once said to him, 
“I would give you diksha (initiation), Suren (Sorensen), if 
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you were to ask. I know you will never need to ask.” 
“In Beas and Baghdad, Bethlehem and Ballyganj,” 

says Sunyata, “I was pushed into initiations by terrible, 
well meaning chelas (disciples). It was in 1932 in Sir 
Jagdish and Lady Bose’s home that I was first initiated 
into Dhyan Buddhism and named Mani Dharma. In 
1936, Sri Ramana Maharshi superimposed Sri Sunyata.” 

In the same year, Emmanuel visited Mathura and 
Brindavan, the home of Krishna, the avatar of the 
Bhagavad Gita. Said Sunyata, “I have visited Mathura 
and Brindavan—places so intimately associated with 
Krishna, the eternal child, Krishna, the youth, who 
throughout the centuries has played the children of men 
into the bliss of pure love, the rhythmic joy of creative-
ness and of spiritual awareness. Krishna, the charioteer, 
has been the constant companion of my pilgrimage, and 
so I have never felt lonely or poor.” 

Emmanuel remained in India for two years instead of 
adhering to the original plan of three months. He went 
back to England in 1933 only to wind up his affairs, and 
returned in October of 1933 to live there for another 45 
years. He was then a mature 43. 

“India is a continent embracing all climes and reli-
gions, almost all physical features of the larger world,” he 
said, adding, “Describe or try to reveal India in one term 
or in one truth and lo! the exact opposite may also be 
true. We have the highest peaks and the lowest depths 
within and around. Somehow we have also, in intuitive 
synthesis, all the manifestations, paradoxes and con-
trasts which they encompass. One meaningful and per-
fect Life informs them all. The mature ego-free soul 
naturally learns to accept and to enjoy the changeless 
Life in all phenomena and to livingly know the Self in the 
endless Lila (play of the universe).” 

Discarding European dress altogether, Emmanuel 
now completely switched to the traditional clothing of 

an Indian sadhu. In the very first meeting with 
Anandamayee Ma (a highly respected saint made 
famous by Paramahansa Yogananda in Autobiography of 
a Yogi), she recognized Sunyata and gave him ochre 
clothes to wear. Yashoda Ma (guru of Krishna Prem 
a.k.a Richard Nixon) also gave him robes in ochre and 
Buddhist hues. 

Says Emmanuel, “With her pure unpossessive love, 
Sri Yashoda Ma gave me robes in saffron and Buddhist 
hues. Sri Anandamayee Ma has also given her Bhaiji 
(brother) yellow robes. Other holinesses have sent me 
the real garments of orange and gold from Burma and 
Nepal.” He visited with Anandamayi Ma and Yashoda 
Ma many times. 

CLoSeneSS to neHRU FAmiLY 
It was through Tagore that Emmanuel came to meet 

with Jawaharlal Nehru, one of the most popular leaders 
of the independence movement in India at that time (and 
who later became the prime minister of India). Emmanuel 
frequently visited Nehru’s home as his guest in the early 
1930’s. 

In 1934, Emmanuel accepted an offer by the Nehru 
family to stay at their newly purchased estate, “Khali,” 
near Binsar, about 10 miles from Almora. He writes, 
“The Jawaharlal Nehru family had just bought an estate, 
Khali, near that mountain city, and offered me this as 
home and playground. I helped Ranjit and Vijaya 
Lakshmi Pandit (Nehru’s sister and her husband) with 
the planting of fruit trees, corn and vegetables, and 
attending the hydraulic ram. During that time, the 
Pandits and Jawaharlalji were often in prison, resting or 
writing books. Ranjit translated Kalidas from Sanskrit 
into English, but prison life broke down his physical 
health and he left us early.” 
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Emmanuel made the Khali estate of the Nehrus his 
new home. He worked voluntarily as caretaker and 
looked after the sprawling lawns with his horticultural 
skills. As he was a friend of the Nehrus and not an 
employee, he was free to continue his travels to the 
plains in the winter. 

A glimpse of Sunyata’s love of travel can be had from 
one of his journal entries: 

Soon I pass on to the caves of Ajanta and Ellora; to 
the Venice of India—Udaipur—and other marble 
cities of Rajputana (now Rajasthan), famed for 
beauty, bravery and chivalry. Then onwards to pay 
homage to Taj Mahal, to Krishna at Mathura and 
to Satyanand (Samuel) Stokes, 50 miles beyond 
Simla. In November, I am due at holy Benares 
(now Varanasi) with Malviya, on the holy Ganga 
Ma, with Bhagwan Das and with Chakrawarti 
Mataji (Yashoda Ma) and Krishna Prem, also 
near the Ganges. Later, I go to Gorakhpur and the 
Nirvana Stupa and Kushanagar where Gautama 
Buddha left his old body and to Lumbini in 
Nepal where he took birth. Thence to Kumbha 
Mela at Allahabad and to the Himalayan Khali 
estate to greet the snow and to fold my wings for 
a while, preparing a place for Jawaharlal Nehru 
and Kamla, who may be glad of a rest and respite 
from prisons and from the wilderness of European 
civilization.

It was at the Khali estate managed by him that he 
came to know more about Almora and its environs. 
Located about 250 miles northeast of Delhi, about 
6,000 feet above sea level, Almora commands breathtak-
ing views of the Himalayas with their snowclad peaks 
and lush, green, thick, calm and unravaged forests. It is 

close to the borders of Tibet and Nepal. Mahatma 
Gandhi, who stayed there for three weeks in 1936, 
wrote, “In these hills, Nature’s hospitality eclipses all 
man can ever do. The enchanting beauties of the 
Himalayas, their bracing climate and the soothing green 
that envelops you, leaves nothing to be desired. I wonder 
whether the security of these hills and the climate are to 
be surpassed if equaled by any of the beauty spots of the 
world. After having been nearly three weeks in Almora 
hills, I am more than ever amazed why our people need 
go to Europe in search of health.” 

Emmanuel’s close association with the Nehrus— 
Jawaharlal Nehru, his wife Kamla Nehru (who was alive 
then) and their only daughter Indira (who was in her 
teens); Nehru’s sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, her hus-
band Ranjit Sitaram Pandit and their three daughters, 
Chanderlekha, Tara and Rita—resulted in a growing 
circle of contacts. Here Emmanuel came in touch with 
the Anglo Indian philanthropist E.T. Thompson, who 
owned a big estate at the Kalimath Ridge in Almora. 
Eager to help him, Thompson offered Emmanuel a 
portion of his estate, which was picturesquely located. 
This generous offer was accepted by Emmanuel as a 
God-sent opportunity. He could now fold his wings and 
grow roots.

Asked why he chose the Himalayas as his permanent 
abode, Emmanuel replied, “The Lord in the Gita says, 
‘Amongst the mountains, I am the Himalayas.’ In 
Himalayan India, there is serene leisure to think and to 
contemplate and to go beyond thought, time and ego 
fuss. Uttar means North and Himalaya is the northern 
crown of India. Uttar is also called the throne of the 
gods. It is a special abode of Siva and Vishnu, rishis, 
sages, Sufis, silent sadhus and singing paramahansa 
swans. Mature mystics have wandered and dwelt here. 
Many respectable extroverts from the middle to the far 
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west come here and become simple and natural and they 
cultivate the grace of Silence. 

“I was contented in Denmark though I could see that 
others regarded me as an oddity. In England, I felt freer. 
In India, I felt at home. But in Himalaya, I feel closest 
to heaven.”

meeting RAmAnA mAHARSHi 
In India, Sunyata was interested in meeting those 

mature souls who radiated spirituality. He was less 
interested in “semantic muddles, senti- or supra-mental 
wallowing in sticky concepts and glittering word sym-
bols.” Of all these great souls, he found the darshan of 
Ramana Maharshi to be one of his life’s richest experi-
ences. Emmanuel first heard of Ramana Maharshi from 
Lama Chow Chuji in Kashmir in 1935. He also read 
Paul Brunton’s well known book A Search in Secret 
India, in which a detailed description of Ramana 
Maharshi and his ashram in Tiruvannamalai was given. 
Emmanuel’s neighbor in Kalimath Ridge, Dr. W.Y. 
Evans-Wentz, celebrated translator of The Tibetan Book 
of the Dead, gave Sunyata first-hand information about 
the Maharshi. 

During the years between 1936 and 1946, Emmanuel 
made four trips to Tiruvannamalai, staying for a few 
weeks each time within the bodily radiance of Ramana 
Maharshi. The first visit in 1936 was for two weeks. 
Here he met Paul Brunton (1898-1981), with whom 
Sunyata had hitherto been in contact only through cor-
respondence. During his stay, Sunyata had darshan of 
Maharshi every day but never once did he ask any 
question. He would sit quietly in the back of the room. 
After he left the ashram, Maharshi told Paul Brunton 
that Emmanuel was a “rare-born mystic.” This remark of 
Ramana Maharshi about Emmanuel was quickly 

conveyed to him in a letter by Paul Brunton. Emmanuel’s 
response to this remark was, “This seems to us enough 
recognition and grace for one lifetime.” Emmanuel, who 
did not undergo much formal education, or what he 
preferred to call “headucation,” said the mere presence 
of Ramana Maharshi in silence gave him much. Maharshi 
was, to him, “the advaita experience, whose chief lan-
guage is radiant silence.” 

During his second visit to the Maharshi’s ashram in 
1938, Emmanuel was, as usual, quiet and left the ashram 
after a fortnight’s stay. At a later darshan during his third 
visit in 1940, Emmanuel discerned a special radiance from 
the Maharshi directed toward him. “Ramana Maharshi 
did not give initiation in any ritualistic or orthodox form 
but he did transmit it by a look or in silence.” Emmanuel 
continues, “Then, suddenly, out of the pure akasha and the 
living Silence, there sounded upon Emmanuel these five 
words, ‘We are always aware, Sunyata!’”

So profound was the influence of the words “We are 
always aware, Sunyata” that Emmanuel had received 
telepathically from the Maharshi, that he took these as 
mantra, initiation and name. Since then, Emmanuel has 
used the name Sunya or Sunyata to refer to himself. In 
India, he now came to be known as “Sunyaji” or “Sunya 
Baba” or “Sunyata.” He was also addressed by other 
names such as “Sadhu Baba,” “Sant Baba,” “Sohan 
Singh,” “Swamiji” and “Mahatmaji,” but the names 
Sunyaji and Sunyata were most commonly used. Some 
did call him by his first name Alfred (as did Nehru and 
his family). His foster mother, Yashoda Ma, always 
called him Sorensen. 

After leaving England and arriving in India, Sunyata 
never had to earn his living. Everything that was needed 
was simply given to him. Indians invariably extend warm 
hospitality, especially to ascetics, who are regarded in 
the highest esteem. It is the duty of householders to look 
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after the needs of ascetics or seekers on the spiritual path.

it FALLS doWn LiKe mAnnA! 
Sunyata did not marry. He had no possessions. He 

did not entertain any ambition. He did not join any 
exclusive religion. He said, “I have escaped ‘education,’ 
‘property,’ ‘marriage,’ ‘power,’ ‘ambition’—and ‘special 
belonging’ to any exclusive religion, association, organi-
zation, or society. I belong to the whole.” Since Sunyata 
was now a full fledged ascetic, a sadhu in his lifestyle, it 
was possible for him to live completely carefree and 
independent. People accepted him as one of their own 
and graciously offered him money for his daily needs. 
Sunyata accepted only the bare minimum, just enough to 
meet his immediate needs. On money, he said, “If you 
don’t chase it, then it chases you.” Sunyata said, “I never 
had to worry for money in India .... It just falls down like 
manna. In India, the values are very different.” 

Sunyata embraced all that was best in Indian spiritu-
ality. Indians revered him as a saint, a baba or a sadhu. 
His reputation as a saint of high standing spread 
throughout the country. “My chief Viking assets were 
simplicity, adaptability, a certain intuitive light and a 
patient acceptance of the truth revealed in Vedantic lore. 
I had a passive uncritical attitude and the inwardness, 
the rich sahaj solitude,” he said. 

Sunyata’s virtues of humility, simplicity and love 
charmed a large number of intellectuals, professors, 
politicians, ambassadors, rajas, holinesses and even mil-
itary commanders. “They happened upon me and I could 
respond to my Self in all—even to millionaires like Birla 
and Jamnalal Bajaj; to rishis like Ramana Maharshi, 
Anandamaya Ma, Yashoda Ma, Swami Ramdas and 
many others, as also to rajas of princely states like Tehri 
garhwal, Aundh, Sivpuri, Kashipur and Rarngarh.” 

Recalling his numerous visits to the ashrams, Sunyata 
observes, “And with their acharyas, would-be holinesses 
and willful shakti business, I would be freely accepted as 
one of them. I would glide in and out of their company 
freely, without much effort, and sink into the light and 
the rhythm of this group or that. I fully comprehended 
their movements, their motives, their values, their matu-
rity and their rightness in the joyous jijimuge—the maya 
lila shadow interplay.” 

In 1950, the Birla Foundation in India, established to 
provide grants to meet the minimum needs of sadhus 
(monks) engaged in spiritual pursuits, offered Sunyata a 
lifetime grant of 100 rupees per month (that was equal 
to about $25 in those days). Sunyata accepted half that 
amount, saying that it would be enough. When prices 
rose with heavy inflation, Sunyata never asked for more. 

AndAmAYee mA And YASHodA mA 
In 1937, Anandamayee Ma visited Sunyata’s newly 

established dwelling in Kalimath Ridge in Almora on her 
pilgrimage to Mt. Kailash. She blessed his abode and 
then continued on her pilgrimage. Sunyata also had her 
darshan at Kishanpur, Kashi, Pit Kutir, Brindavan and 
Almora. About Anandamayee Ma, Sunyata wrote in his 
notes: “Anandamayee Ma is a simple village maiden and 
yet she embodies a culture, the fringe of which is never 
touched by the highly cultured people. She is practically 
illiterate, yet she is the repository of all wisdom. She 
never received formal initiation from any external Guru 
but was ego freely cultivated in natural spirituality.” 

On his experience of samadhi at the Kashipur ash-
ram, Sunyata wrote, “I remember how at Kashipur ash-
ram, Ma Anandamayee expressly asked me to enter her 
silence room for meditation. I did. It was a shunya  
darshan—a relief like death.” 
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Sunyata recorded his association with Sri Yashoda 
Ma, whom he called his foster mother. She had an ash-
ram near Almora. Recalling a memorable experience he 
had in Brindavan in association with the two mothers, 
Sunyata wrote: “I remember a Himalayan silence—brief 
but eternal—in the Uttar (north) Brindavan ashram. I 
happened to be with my foster mother Sri Yashoda Ma. 
lt was there that Anandamayee and party stopped to 
greet the bodily invalid Sri Yashoda Ma, who was whole 
and free in the unitive life of Advait conscious awareness. 
lt was marvelous to sense and aware the two Himalayan 
mothers together.... and still more marvelous to be 
requested to stay on in the room, where the two mothers, 
‘not two’, were otherwise alone together. On this occa-
sion, there was inner silence for half an hour. The shunya 
silence is eternally here and now. The silence at uttara 
Brindavan is one of my richest Himalayan experiences.” 

SUnYAtA’S HUt in ALmoRA 
Sunyata had the spare, wiry body of a man who lived 

just about as simply as it is possible to live. He lived in a 
little one room cottage which he built himself at his site 
on the Kalimath Ridge. Here he kept a small collection 
of books, an old gramophone and a few records, which 
included Ludwig van Beethoven’s four quartets. Often, 
when the sun had left all but the highest cliff of ice and 
the indigo came darkening up out of Nepal, Sunyata sat 
on the Ridge and let the mystery and majesty of creation 
envelop him in silence. 

The small room he built for his personal living was 
surrounded by a secluded, spacious garden of flowering 
shrubs, mimosa and blossoming trees at the Kalimath 
Ridge. It was roughly 12’ by 12’ with a low ceiling. Some 
photos of saints hung on the walls. There was a heap of 
books against one wall. The only furniture in the room 

was a worn-out wooden couch covered with a simple long 
cushion, an old armchair and three upturned wooden 
boxes—that’s all. 

Two or three other stone huts were later built by him 
on the lower slopes of his site. He accommodated his 
visitors in these huts. As there were then no arrange-
ments for water supply by the local municipality to his 
cottage, Sunyata used to go down to a well to fetch 
water. The well was about half a mile’s descent on a 
mountain trail. For washing, he made his own arrange-
ments to collect rainwater and store it in his own 
self-constructed tanks. His guests, if any, would get up 
in the morning, make a fire, prepare tea and sit in the 
sun for a while or do whatever they liked—meditating, 
reading, having tea, walking, or simply viewing the dis-
tant snowy peaks and diving deep into the scenic beauty. 

From Sunyata’s notes: 

Below is the Almora town, recently electrified. 
It is a sea of light in the surrounding dark hills. 
I rest awhile under the pine trees on the top of 
the cave. When I awoke, the “morrow” had come 
from somewhere and was “today” and with it 
came the thoughts of body needs and daily bread. 
Take no thought for tomorrow, say the lilies and 
the birds. But today I have to get water from the 
well, and flour, dal and vegetables from the village 
far below my cave.

Natural activities and dharmic tasks are part 
of my constant contemplation, all acceptance and 
unity awareness. I get good contemplation when 
I walk in nature and when I write at 3 or 4 a.m. 
in bed. I also get it when I build and repair 5 or 6 
small huts. Yes, food-fuss and cave-cleaning can 
be a nuisance. I am on good terms with dust! The 
sun and the pure air disinfect. Emmanuel’s body 
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has not seen a doctor here. I enjoy my walks during 
which I induce good contemplation. Of food, one 
needs very little when one lives harmoniously. 
One should eat slowly and masticate well. A day 
of food fast can make a virtue of necessity when 
provision is short or when one is traveling. If one 
takes satvic food, one does not expand or waste 
much. It is good to do deep breathing in pure air. 
All this is nourishing for harmonious growth. 

I keep my body fit and flexible in activities 
such as building huts, caves, cottages and water 
tanks. This is natural “yogic skill in action,” 
without any rigorous tapas (ascetic practices) or 
special yogic discipline. 

Sunyata walked up and down a steep hill three or 
four times a week between his home and the Almora 
town, a distance of about four miles. Almora was 1,000 
ft. down the hill. It took about two hours to walk all the 
way—descent and ascent. Sunyata’s body was strong and 
agile even in his 80s. He did not feel any strain. The walk 
was easy for him, as there was plentiful youthful energy 
bubbling up in his young old body. He needed only a 
little food. He writes: 

I live on what happens to be available and what 
comes to me. I feel that I am near heaven. There 
is vital nourishment in the pure ether and the blue 
space around. I do not ask anything from anybody 
but I may accept whatever is offered for my needs 
in the right spirit. In Himalayan solitude, one 
does not think or talk about any ailments, dis-
eases or ego woes. Within me, there are no sin 
complexes, frustrations or grievance complexes. 

SUnYAtA’S PRiVAte CAVe on tHe HiLL 
There were not only Sunyata’s stone cottages on the 

Ridge, but also a private place higher up. It used to be a 
cave under a tree. The back of the cave was on the rocks. 
The front was constructed by Sunyata. It contained two 
doors and a window. Inside was a fireplace with a chim-
ney and a water kettle in it. A cot was the only piece of 
furniture. From the roof of the cave one could glimpse a 
panoramic view of the Himalayan peaks and sense the 
silence of the Ridge and the steep valleys. One could also 
listen to the eternal music of the pine trees. This cave 
was used by him as an alternate dwelling. It was truly a 
place of undisturbed contemplation. There were not only 
colorful flowers at its door but also bright, scuttling liz-
ards and birds. The singing mynah, the crow, came at 
breakfast time. The long tailed Himalayan magpie and 
the woodpecker tupping like a typewriter were also reg-
ular visitors. High up under the dark blue thunder- 
clouds, one could sometimes spot snowy vultures. 

Now and then, herdsmen came down the long track 
from Tibet or elsewhere. They brought their sheep, laden 
with borax and salt. At a great distance in that still air, 
one could hear the tinkling of a mule bell or the song of 
a grass-cutter. A rare note of the bell could also be heard 
at the little Kali shrine on top of the next hill. The eve-
nings came. Sunyata was at peace. He scribbles: 

“Darkness enfolds us but the star suns radiate silently. 
The planets seem to wink at us. I climb up to the cave 
around the big pine trees. The moon has appeared. Its 
light reveals the snowy summits hundreds of miles away.”

CRAnKS’ Ridge 
Locals called it “Cranks’ Ridge,” although its real 

name was Kalimath Ridge, so named after the goddess 
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Kali. Locals wondered why so many foreigners had 
gathered there, each living his own unique lifestyle. 
“What are a bunch of cranks doing here?” they won-
dered. The foreigners in and around Kalimaths’ Ridge 
were mostly mature folks who were living the spiritual 
paths they had chosen. 

Emmanuel had found a magnificent place to live in 
this region of powerful energy which attracted so many 
spiritual aspirants. Some of the more prominent resi-
dents from abroad were W. Evans-Wentz, Lama Govinda 
(Ernest Hoffman), author of The Way of the White Clouds 
and Foundations of Tibetan Buddhism; Krishna Prem, 
Earl Brewster, an English painter; and John Blofeld, a 
Buddhist and Taoist scholar and author of The Wheel of 
Life and many other books. Sunyata epitomizes them in 
one of his pastorales: “The inmates in and around the 
Ridge lead solitary lives. They are friendly but are 
inclined to avoid social mix-up. Attuned to silence, they 
do not favor listening to the radio. They study Sanskrit, 
yoga, abstract painting and indulge in other spiritual 
pursuits.”

Some of Sunyata’s neighbors lived and died here. 
Apart from these Himalayan neighbors, many other 
foreigners came to Almora to stay with Sunyata in his 
abode, Turiya Niwas (the name he gave his dwelling), as 
his guests. 

HiPPieS in ALmoRA 
In the 1960s, a great many hippies settled on 

Kalimath Ridge. Some of them liked Sunyata and stayed 
with him in the two extra huts he had near his dwelling. 
One of them was Alan Marlowe, an American who 
maintained a correspondence with him from a Zen 
monastery in Carmel Valley. The well known hippie 
luminary, Timothy Leary, also came and stayed at the 

guest house called Tibetan View Estate run by a Tibetan 
family. Sunyata was away when Leary made his appear-
ance in Almora. 

Ralph Metzner also visited at that time. He provided 
Lama Govinda with his first and only acid trip as an 
experiment to see how it affected his consciousness. 
Lama Govinda, according to Sunyata, took the dose only 
to put it down. Sunyata said, “There is obviously no use 
taking it if you’re not prepared to let go. People taking 
drugs fluctuate so much. The heightened consciousness 
is temporary. It is not abiding. I know many hippies who 
used to take drugs. Hashish has been used for thousands 
of years. It may be useful for many things but the fact 
remains that taking drugs is like playing with electric 
wires.” For the most part, Sunyata was not in favor of 
this method of altering consciousness but he did say, 
“Drugs can give a glimpse of another reality.” 

WUti 
During his stay in Almora, Sunyata often had a pet 

dog, four of them that he kept at different times. The 
first was eaten by a leopard. Another one, named Wuti, 
would go to a butcher’s shop and sit outside with his 
paws pressed together—a gesture of namaste—which 
was very hard for the butcher to refuse. Wuti was very 
well fed. Sunyata says, “Wuti became famous in Almora. 
Much more famous than I. I was a nobody. In fact, 
people started calling me ‘The Dog Sadhu’, because 
there were so many sadhus in that part of the Himalayas 
and you needed to sort them out. 

“After 10 years, Wuti was poisoned. It was one of 
those drug pushers who called themselves ‘hippie heads.’ 
There were a large number of them in the 1960s who 
came for the drugs and who committed crimes against 
the Himalayan silence, including rape and murder. The 
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hippies had chosen to live in a house not far from mine 
and one day on a trip into the village, I noticed Wuti 
mooching about inside that fellow’s door. Wuti must have 
found something very delectable there, for I had to call 
him away three times before he would come. By the time 
we reached Almora, I could tell he was poisoned. He 
vomited, cramped and shook. I carried him in my arms 
to the veterinarian’s office, who was away and had to be 
sent for. He returned in quarter of an hour, but by then, 
Wuti had died. I carried him back to our hut where I 
buried him. It was his time to go, and so he went.” 
Sunyata later changed Wuti’s name to Wuji, adding “ji’’ as 
a sign of respect. After the dog’s demise, Sunyata began 
using the name Wuji when referring to his own higher Self.

SUnYAtA’S WoRd SYmBoLS 
Sunyata often used the words “ego-free,” “time-free,” 

“death-free,” “age-free,” etc., rather than “ego-less,” 
“timeless,” “deathless,” “and ageless,” which are so com-
mon in ordinary language. The meaning he was trying to 
convey is that of being free in ego, free in time, free in 
death. He uses the word in and not of or from, which 
means the Self can be free in ego and not free from or 
of ego.

His other favorite expressions were “joyous ease,” 
“delightful uncertainty,” “affectionate detachment,” and 
“innerstanding.” “My term symbols such as innerstand-
ing and mind freeness are not scholarly,” he elucidates, 
adding, “but a simple carefree fool can play in words and 
can step immunely where angels and erudition fear to 
tread.” For him, the word innerstand was a better substi-
tute for the word understand as, for him, it went deeper, 
beyond the mental. He imagined that the word inner-
stand would one day be incorporated into the English 
dictionary.

ViSitS to denmARK & eURoPe: 1964, 1970 
In 1964, Sunyata visited his family and friends in 

Denmark after 34 years’ stay in India. A number of par- 
ties were hosted by his friends and admirers upon his 
arrival. At one of them he met Prince Peter of Greece 
and his wife. Sunyata, as usual, was dressed in a brown 
homespun llama robe and a turban wrapped around his 
head. He looked like an Indian wizard and quickly 
became the center of attention. 

Sunyata also encountered a delightful older couple—
Elizabeth Ratel, a Dane, and her husband, a Frenchman 
with Buddhist leanings. The Ratels invited him to visit 
France and to stay with them at their “Hill Farm” in the 
south of France. Sunyata accepted their invitation and 
visited them some weeks later. He stayed there for a 
fortnight before returning to India. 

Six years later (1970), Sunyata once again left India 
for Denmark, this time to see his 92 year-old sister, who 
was lying critically ill in a hospital. During this visit, 
Sunyata attracted the attention of the media and some 
articles on him and his life in India appeared in the local 
papers in Copenhagen. After staying in Denmark for 
several weeks, Sunyata again made a visit to France on 
his way back to India, where he happily stayed with the 
Ratels for two more weeks. 

SUnYAtA ViSitS tHe USA 
In 1973, a group of yankee “guys” and “girlies” from 

the Alan Watts Society met Sunyata at his Turiya Niwas 
in Almora and were impressed by what they found. They 
wanted him to come to the USA, to which he replied, 
“But I have nothing to teach and nothing to sell.” 

“That’s why we want you,” came the reply. In October 
of 1974, Sunyata agreed to fly to the USA on a four 



A Short Biography  ◆  xxxixxxxviii  ◆  Dancing with the Void

month sponsored visit as a guest of the Alan Watts 
Society, visiting California (Zen Center, Green Gulch, a 
sunny and sheltered hut in Druid Heights, and Palm 
Springs), Vancouver, Canada, Chicago and Buffalo, New 
York. He returned to India in early February, 1975. In 
1978 the Alan Watts Society again arranged for him to 
come to the United States, this time for good, to live 
permanently in California as their guest. He was 88 
years young. 

Alan Watts’ old houseboat, the S. S. Vallejo in 
Sausalito, became the center of Sunyata’s weekly sat- 
sang. He would answer questions from a small group of 
people every Tuesday evening. Bill Keeler of the Alan 
Watts Society has preserved a number of taped record-
ings of the questions and answers from these meetings. 
A few extracts from his talk of June 2, 1982 (questions 
from the audience and replies by Sunyata), are 
given below:

Question: Why are you here? 
Sunyata: Because the Alan Watts Society 
financed me here. 

Q: Why did you do that? What would you 
teach? 
S: I told them that I had nothing to teach 
and they said, “That’s why we want you.” Aha! 
How nice! So I am the Silence behind all this 
noise.

Q: Did you want to come to America? 
S: I had no wish to go anywhere. The body 
was 84 and perfectly fulfilled, content that 
I would go to heaven rather than America. 
Utter contrast. It had to happen. I accepted 
it. I knew it could be done because they had 

financed Lama Govinda several times here. 
Bob Shapiro wrote saying, “Reality wise, 
Sunyaji doesn’t need to do anything.” That’s 
why I’m here—to do nothing. 

Q: How did you get on in India? 
S: My utter simplicity was an asset there. 
And my adaptability. I could be at home 
anywhere. 

Q: How did you come to choose India to live? 
S: I didn’t choose India. India chose me. 
Tagore invited me to “come to India to teach 
Silence.” And now I come here to America to 
do nothing. Look at that. Poetic. Tagore felt 
that Silence. That Silence is a kind of reality 
to me. It was there in my childhood. It’s not 
the Silence of sound but really the Silence of 
desire, willfulness, craving, fear. 

When I came to Shantiniketan a year 
later, Tagore had forgotten about this simple 
fellow. When I’d been there for a week or two 
in the guesthouse, they put me in the long 
guesthouse, where people lived who were 
staying for a long time. And there I met Lama 
Govinda and his mother, C.F. Andrews, 
and many others. Then the heat came and 
I can’t stand the heat even now. So I went 
to Darjeeling. Tagore had a house there 
and the first monsoon I spent there. Then I 
went to Burma for one month. Coming back 
from Burma, I went to Shantiniketan. There 
I met two Quakers who gave me letters of 
introduction to Indian people. I never made 
any plans. The Plan is there and I fit in, with 
joyous ease and delightful uncertainty! 
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Q: How did you come to this Silence? 
S: I was born so. And that was what the great 
sage in South India [Ramana Maharshi] said 
of me—“a rare-born mystic.” I didn’t know 
what “mystic” was. I mean, what Ramana 
Maharshi meant by it. I built my hut in the 
Himalayas and lived there in solitude and 
quietness. I had no expression. No language 
to express it. Then the language grew up in 
letters to friends. 

T
Every year in April, Sunyata would go to Chicago to 

give darshan to another group of seekers at Jungian 
psychiatrist Dr. Arvind Vasavada’s home. Sunyata used 
to wear a big blue badge with the name “Mr. Nobody” 
boldly inscribed on it. He loved the badge and would 
occasionally lift his shawl to display it with gusto. 

Sunyata lived in Mill Valley until 1982, but later 
moved to William Pat Patterson’s house in San Anselmo. 
In July, 1984, Sunyata again moved into a new house 
bought for him in Fairfax by Lottie Rose. Even at the 
advanced age of 93, he was agile and full of youthful 
vigor. Who knew that Sunyata would meet with an acci-
dent only a month later, on August 5, at a street crossing 
in Fairfax, California? The police report said that 
Sunyata was at the corner of Azalea Avenue and Sir 
Francis Drake Boulevard. A 1972 Toyota going at a 
speed of 30 miles an hour approached from the west, 
hitting Sunyata as he stepped onto the pedestrian cross-
ing. The driver, a young woman, slammed on the brakes, 
her car skidded and hit him into the oncoming lane of 
traffic. The police removed him to the nearby Ross 
Valley Hospital. The femur bone in his left leg was 

broken and fatty deposits entered his bloodstream. 
Sunyata’s body went into a coma at midnight from which 
it never recovered, despite all efforts to save him. Eight 
days after the accident, Sunyata finally left his body at 
9:27 a.m. on Monday, August 13, 1984. Autopsy of his 
body revealed all his tools were functioning fine, the 
same as a healthy man of 50 years. But for this unfortu-
nate accident, Sunyata might easily have lived many 
more years.

For Sunyata, it was the triumphant end of his earthly 
journey. He finally went home where he always was. 

Jawaharlal Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, knew 
Sunyata while he lived in Almora. She had been Prime 
Minister of India since 1967 and, except for three years’ 
break (1977-79), continued as Prime Minister until she 
was assassinated in New Delhi by a fanatic Sikh on 
October 31, 1984. It was a coincidence that Sunyata died 
the same year, only ten weeks before Indira Gandhi’s 
assassination. On being informed by Dr. Ved Prakash 
Khanna, an old friend of Sunyata’s and chairman of the 
Sunyata Memorial Society in Almora, that Sunyata had 
died in a car accident in the USA, Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi wrote the following letter, dated September 23, 
1984, addressed to Dr. Khanna: 

It is good of you to let me know of Sunyata’s 
accident and passing away. 

I met him first in the mid thirties, drawn by 
the notices asking for silence, which indicated the 
approach to his abode. He kept in touch during 
my stay in Almora and later was a regular winter 
visitor to my father’s house in Delhi. Afterwards, 
I did not see much of him, though he did drop in 
a few times and often wrote. 

We had some interesting talks but perhaps I 
was not ready for his message. And, I must confess, 
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I did not always understand what he wrote. Why 
did he call himself Wu? When he stopped coming 
or writing, I did not realize that he had gone to 
the USA. I regret that I could not benefit more 
from our acquaintance. 

His detachment was obvious and he felt at 
peace with himself and his surroundings. He 
proved that in matters of the spirit there can be 
no boundaries of any kind. It is apt that his ashes 
should rest in Almora. My thoughts will be with 
you on that day. It is sad that he is no longer in 
the body with us.” 

SUnYAtA’S WRitingS PASSed on 
A few months before his departure for the USA in 

1978, Sunyata visited Chandigarh, India, where I was 
then living with my family. He honored us by staying 
with us as our guest for ten days. 

In the evenings, fifteen to twenty people would show 
up at our place to have his darshan. Sunyata was simple, 
unassuming, humble and easily accessible. He would 
give proper and convincing answers to the questions 
asked by seekers. His radiant, silent presence was 
enough to dispel any doubts they had. 

Sunyata ate whatever was served to him. He did not 
show a preference for any special kind of food. Whatever 
food was normally cooked in a devotee’s kitchen was 
acceptable. He liked Indian food and he ate it with  
his hands.

After Sunyata left Chandigarh, just prior to his trip 
to the USA, he sent me a small bundle of his selected 
writings from Almora. Going through these, I found 
them immensely inspiring and profoundly expressive, 
with an intuitive wisdom. Later, I met him twice in the 
USA—first, in early 1981 at his residence in Mill Valley 
and, second, in May of 1982 at his residence in San 

Anselmo. We talked about his writings stored with me. 
Smilingly, he told me to do whatever I wanted to do with 
his work. Saying this, he handed me over a few more 
pages. This book is primarily edited and excerpted from 
these early works, with a few additions from later 
writing.

Gurubaksh Rai  
March, 2000 
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Who Am I? 

took human peasant birth in Jutland (Denmark). 
After a lovely solitary childhood in harmonious 
nature, I learned horticulture. As a simple gardener, 

I happily earned my livelihood for 20 years in various 
European countries. It was India’s Poet Laureate 
Rabindranath Tagore who, during his stay at Dartington  
Hall, Devonshire (England), invited me to come to 
India. I arrived in India in 1930. After five years of 
constant travel in India, Burma and Ceylon, I have now 
been joyously settled in the Himalayan rich solitude, 
least lonely or lonesome when freely alone. I have built 
my simple abode, and call it a cave or a palace, according 
to mood.

In the sahaja [unity consciousness] sense, I seem to 
have happily died in Europe and was not in conscious 
search or quest of psychic healing or ease in the fabu-
lous, esoteric and “spiritual East.” Yet I was objectively 
interested in Indian culture and its cults, in the simplic-
ity of Vedantic lore and in the simple, intuitive way of the 
so-called Far East. I was chiefly interested in how life is 
lived in actuality rather than in theory, dogma, doctrine, 
ideal or perennial philosophy. Paradoxes and poetry 

Editors’ Note 

Most of the essays in this book were written by Sunyata 

during the 48 years he lived in India (1930-1978), prior to 

his coming to the United States in 1978. 

In Sunyata’s original writings (and speech) he never 

used the words “I”, “me”, or “mine”, when referring to him- 

self. The editors have taken the liberty of changing the word 

“we” to “I” or “me” and the word “our” to “mine” when these 

words appear in the text. 

Other changes have been to increase clarity and read-

ability, leaving intact basic structure and context. 

Definitions of Hindu terms used by Sunyata are given 

in the glossary. 

I
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were easily digested and enjoyed. My mind did not spe-
cially usurp—and I had no ax to grind nor any urge to 
assert. My chief Viking assets were simplicity, adaptabil-
ity and a passive uncritical attitude. I was happily blessed 
with the inwardness of rich sahaja solitude. 

So, I could easily glide into the various ashrams, 
institutions, and organizations—and was freely wel-
comed by their acharyas and would-be “holinesses” in 
their willful shakti business. I could freely adjust into the 
light and the rhythm of this group or that. By simple 
identity, I could sense the values, the strength and the 
Silence in these bubblings or stiffened life forces. 

I had not been in conscious search of the masters or 
the outer guides. But it was only Sri Ramana Maharshi, 
living in the calmly glowing Arunachala Hill, who 
seemed to me the most mature of the Himalayan peaks. 
His silence seemed to be simple and real in quality, in 
effort-free radiance. He was always the same. He was 
the same with the highest and the lowest, without an 
idea of favoritism of any kind. If he spoke, it was out 
from the whole rather than about It. He is Himalayan 
and has been nearer to me ever since he left his visible 
bodies.

I feel our word symbols must befit our experience.
Whether it is “mind” or “thought” or “time” or “ego,” I 
call it duality-consciousness. I am essentially free in 
them and can be consciously so. Whether I am con-
sciously aware or not, I am serenely poised in the “cen-
ter.” I am in the stillness which abides in the present. I 
am ever free in rather than from or of the thing and  
the quality.

I can be awakened and be consciously free in the 
opposites. I can play in the complementary contrasts, in 
the seemingly beautiful differences. I can play in “form- 
free,” “effort-free,” “carefree,” “time-free,” “age-free” and 
“word-free” rhythm. I am free in rather than of or from; 

the meaning, if any, is in the feeling tone and in the vital, 
blank spaces or in the clear Silence between the black 
lines and the shadow words. 

Merely “to know” and “to understand” seem to me to 
be far too mental expressions. I experience in “integral 
consciousness”—which includes sub-consciousness and 
supra-consciousness—the whole of my being. I am weary 
of arbitrary abstractions like “love and hate,” “East and 
West.” My joyous ananda bubbles up because we are 
sharing a common Life. It is a karuna [compassion] 
bubble in Sahaja Prajna Light. 


