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ABSTRACT
The Point Lorna Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical
Society Homestead, a utopian experiment established near San
Diego, california, in 1897, created a distinctly feminine
version of the "perfect community" by drawing on aspects of
Theosophy that emphasized values that during the 19th
century were closely identified with women--selflessness,
connectedness, morality, and purity of body and mind, while
deemphasizing those generally associated with male
character--intellectualism, rationality, individualism, and
aggression.

Bolstered by the almost limitless authority of

the community's founder, Katherine Tingley, the women of
Point Lorna Colony embraced an ideology of woman's morally
superior nature, and used that ideology to expand woman's
"natural" sphere of influence.

Point Lorna's emphasis on

selfless service to others required a material base that
freed women from the demands of narrow, isolated family
units by providing communal childcare and kitchens, economic
security, and access to education regardless of gender.
This limited feminine commonwealth created a space for
improvisation in which brotherhood was equated with
sisterhood, fictive family bonds replaced blood ties, and
childless mothers took the place of real ones.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The Point Lorna Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical
Society Homestead established near San Diego, California, in
1897 was one of the most successful versions of an American
tradition--creating a utopia to serve as an example of how
to live in accordance with the higher law.

Since John

Winthrop's 17th century Puritan dream of a "city on a hill,"
thousands of utopian visions have been put to the test in
the American countryside.

Point Loma Homestead was one of

the few that created a distinctly feminine version of the
"perfect community" by drawing on aspects of Theosophical
teaching that emphasized values that during the 19th century
were closely identified with women--selflessness,
connectedness, morality, and purity of body and mind, while
deemphasizing those generally associated with male
character--intellectualism, rationality, individualism, and
aggression.

They argued that men's values had been

overemphasized and were responsible for the moral and social
deterioration of the age.

The dawn of the new century

called for an infusion of womanly influence.
The Theosophical society grew out of a belief that
there is an unbroken thread of genuine esoteric truth that
can be known through mystical insight and comparative study
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of religions.

The roots of the Point Loma community can be

traced to the Theosophical Society founded in 1875 by Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky, a Russian who was a well-known
spiritualist at the time.

Her writings emphasized the

oneness of the universe and argued that humans needed to get
in touch with the Heart Wisdom.

After Blavatsky's death in

1891, the movement split into several factions.

Katherine

Tingley gained control of the Theosophical Society in
America, and in 1898 a revision of the society's
constitution named her the "Leader and Official Head" for
life and changed the title of the society to the "Universal
Brotherhood organization and Theosophical Society."

This

name change reflected a shift in the interests of the
society under Tingley's direction, away from psychic and
intellectual searches for hidden truths towards service to
humanity.
Although historians have noted that under Katherine
Tingley's leadership American Theosophists switched their
emphasis from the study of eastern and occult religions to
participation in philanthropic work, they have not noted the
gendered nature of the changes in the organization or in the
construction of community.l

This aspect of Point Loma was

not lost on all observers, however.

In 1902, a visiting

member remarked
Woman's natural characteristics are an essential part
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of the success of the whole work at Point Lorna. Her
work is recognized, her sphere respected. • . • The
high aim of the Theosophical society corresponds with
her conscience-desire, the work attaching to it gives
activity to her natural endowments, and the high order
of the associations and the surroundings, corresponds
to her inborn appreciation of that which is refined and
pure. 2
Bolstered by the almost limitless authority of its
female founder, the women of Point Lorna Colony embraced an
ideology of woman's morally superior nature, and used that
ideology to expand woman's "natural" sphere of influence.
Point Loma's emphasis on selfless service to others required
a material base that freed women from the demands of narrow,
isolated family units by providing communal childcare and
kitchens, economic security, and access to education
regardless of gender.
One strategy for empowerment used by these women was to
embrace, rather than challenge, contemporary gender
ideology, and then to demand that their "utopia" resolve the
contradictions inherent in that ideology.

They were aided

in this task by their belief in Theosophy--a remarkably
pliable cosmology.

Their most powerful argument for women's

expanded role was the requirement of selfless service, which
they used to create an array of escape routes from the
feminine private space of the home.

Their primary tactic

was a rhetorical one, in which they subverted the ideology's
basic terms by investing them with new meanings that
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diminished the importance of women's ties to male relatives.
While this worked in the short term to improve some
women's lives, it did so at a cost.

The redefined ideology

itself excluded some women's visions and most real women.
In addition, this strategy actually reinforced the edifice
of patriarchal myths built on an understanding of gender
difference that relegated the sexes to two distinct spheres:
domestic/emotional/female versus public/rational/male.

When

the material conditions changed (with a decline in financial
support and the death of the female leader), this womancentered ideology lost its power to control the actions of
men.
This study examines the experiences of specific women
at Point Lorna to understand how such ideological
improvisations can both enable and constrain individual
choices.

While i t focuses on one small community, it

addresses broad theoretical issues concerning the
relationships between cultural processes and material
conditions in the construction of new possibilities in
women's everyday lives.
Late nineteenth-early twentieth century America
presents a good arena for the study of gender role
transformation because large scale industrialization and
increased urbanization following the Civil War produced a
jarring disjunction between the received nineteenth-century
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gender ideology and the lives of many women.

victorian

ideology that glorified woman's "natural" role as mother and
wife still reigned at a time when the reality of modern life
challenged the universality of such roles.

The birth rate

was declining (from 7.04 per married woman in 1800 to 3.56
in 1900); women were leaving home to work in greater numbers
than ever before (in large cities, more than 25% of females
over the age of 14 were employed by 1900); and an
increasingly visible minority of the daughters of the middle
class were choosing education and careers over marriage and
motherhood (from 1870 to 1930, about 50% of women college
graduates did not marry).3
Consequences for gender roles of the separation of
public and private life in the Victorian era was one of the
first topics illuminated by the resurgence in
history in the 1960s and 70s.

u.s.

women's

The story by now is familiar.

The world of economics and politics belonged to man who was
more rational, vigorous, aggressive.

The world of home,

children and love was the sphere of woman, who by nature
(and God's design) was more emotional, self-sacrificing,
delicate, moral. 4

Historians noted that women wasted little

time in arguing that if men were tainted by the public
world, it was their duty, not just to try to purify their
men, but that public world itself.

Beginning within the

churches, but quickly branching out to female voluntary

12

societies, missionary activities, teaching, purity crusades,
and temperance organizations, women created a female moral
presence in the world far outside of the walls of their own
private homes. s

As Peggy Pascoe notes, " • • . women used

the values of true womanhood to extend their influence over
community life through quasi-domestic activities, from
school teaching to 'social housekeeping.' 116

The enlargement

of woman's sphere to such public activities as settlement
work was facilitated by access to higher education.

Mina

Carson, in her study of settlement workers, observed that
the gains for women in education also relied on
contradictions in the ideology of true womanhood.

II

Once

again it was asserted that the woman bore a special burden
in the progress and refinement of civilization, but she was
to be prepared not by shielding her from the harsh realities
of public life, but by educating her about them. ,,7
The Theosophists who created the Point Loma utopia drew
on the same gender ideology and the same contradictions.
Although they spoke with many voices in their magazines,
often offering seemingly contradictory ideas about women's
proper place, they never wavered in their belief that men
and women were naturally different.

As Katherine Tingley

put it,
I believe in the equality of the sexes; but I hold that
man has his mission and that woman has also her
mission, and that these missions are not the same. If
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woman is to understand the duties of real wifehood and
motherhood, she must cUltivate her femininity.8
But they reinterpreted this difference in many ways.

One

article demonstrates how many contradictions could be
embodied in only one brief attempt to explain the "higher
womanhood," Theosophic style.

It asserted that while men

have intellect, women are blessed with intuition.

But this

places woman above man, for "where man, through his
reasoning faculties attains results, woman by her higher
intuitional capacity reaches the truth •

"

The article

then notes that woman makes a mistake by trying to enter
man's field of action, although "that she has succeeded,
often brilliantly, when she has so essayed, proves that she
has in abeyance the same faculties as he, which she can
rouse if she likes into action."

Nonetheless, the article

continues, woman's true work should be with children.

Once

again, however, there are more expansive possibilities
offered, "If I have placed that of the children first it is
because I believe it to be the greatest work, but it is not
the only one."

Others included nursing, helping the poor,

or inventing useful technologies to reduce housework. 9
In trying to answer questions about what conditions
allow for changes in the power relationships between men and
women, I decided to focus on a small utopian community as a
case study because such utopian experiments provide the
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closest equivalent to a laboratory setting for analyzing
social relationships that a historian of dead people is
likely to find.

As William Frey, a nineteenth-century

communalist explains, utopians often perceived themselves as
being able to "work out under laboratory conditions a
technique of living that will ensure maximum happiness. ,,10
In fact, one of the residents called Point Loma community an
"ethical laboratory.nll
And the period between 1880-1919 was a particularly
active period of utopian experimentation.

For many years

historians of utopia looked only at the pre-civil war
communitarian socialism of such communities as Brook Farm,
Amana or New Harmony.

But unlike these antebellum utopias,

which have found an important place in our understanding of
u.s. history as essential, if extreme, components of the
pre-Civil War reform movement, the communitarian experiments
of the late nineteenth century have not been assimilated
into our understanding of that era.

For many years,

historians believed that utopianism was doomed in the
post-bellum united States.

Arthur Bestor, an early utopian

scholar, said that the communitarian faith failed after the
civil War because the "large scale of industrial enterprise
began to render obsolete as economic units the small
communities on which the communitarians had pinned their
hopes. ,,12

As late as 1983, Jerold Auerbach said that after

I
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the civil War, people dreamed of a better world through
utopian fiction, but they no longer tried to act out those
dreams. 13

However, Reverend Alexander Kent had reported in

1901 that "the last decade of the nineteenth century was
perhaps more prolific of schemes and efforts to get out of
the competitive struggle, with its pitiful extremes of
wealth and poverty, into the cooperative life, with its
promise of freedom from those ills, than any prior period in
our history."
1900. 14

He listed 25 such communities alive in

A list of utopian societies compiled by otohiko

Okugawa supports Kent's hypothesis that the stress of rapid
industrialization gave rise to many utopian experiments.
Eighty-four were started between 1870 and 1899, as compared
with 85 in the earlier "utopian golden era" (1820-1849).

In

addition, the average life span of the earlier communities
was only eight years, whereas the later utopias averaged
well over twelve years. 15
These utopias are particularly useful for the study of
gender relationships because the members often found that as
they attempted to realize their visions of a more perfect
social order, they were forced to reconsider basic
assumptions about the roles of the sexes.

Although many

scholars have noted that utopians confronted fundamental
questions about gender, few have used this insight to
question broader theories of gender and power.

As a recent
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anthology of feminist research on women and utopian
community noted, "We are at the beginning stages of our
endeavor to incorporate a feminist perspective into
communitarian studies. ,,16
One of the most important early studies of utopia,
commitment and Community, by sociologist Rosabeth Kanter,
looked at early nineteenth-century utopian experiments and
concluded that family bonds and romantic love were a threat
to the stability of the community.

Kanter expanded her

inquiry into utopia by discussing the great potential of
communalization of the family for reducing sex role
differentiation and improving the status of women.

Kanter

believed that communal rearrangements of traditional
family/society interactions (e.g. communal dining and
childcare; or radical sexual regulations) enhance the status
of woman.

She hypothesized that when domestic work becomes

community work it is more highly valued; when women and men
share in the total work of the community, women have access
to power networks that heretofore had been open only to
men. 17

Her suggestion that the blurring of domestic and

community boundaries has potential for redefining both
gender roles and status-giving work is examined here through
the Point Loma experience.
Jon Wagner has criticized Kanter's analyses of
successful nineteenth-century utopias, contending that

17

Kanter either ignored those cases that did not fit her model
or redefined her criteria until she has eliminated all
utopian experiments that did not yield her preconceived
conclusions.

For example, having noted that rural hippie

communes are quite often patriarchal, she dismissed them as
being very unstable and neither very communal nor very
cohesive.

Wagner's own research suggested that although

renunciation of family and couple loyalties is often an
important commitment mechanism, it does not always provide
greater opportunities for women.

Wagner offered an

alternative explanation for the relative egalitarianism of
some utopian communities in the nineteenth century.

He

looked at communities composed of utopians who were nativeborn and influenced by radical social ideologies and found
that the combination of the dominant culture's conservative
sex and family norms with the radical criticisms posited by
utopian socialists and other nineteenth-century social
reformers led these utopians to see gender inequality as a
central problem in human affairs. 18
A few historians have focused on communities with
"deviant" sexual norms, and in some cases have tried to
determine what meaning those sexual arrangements had for
gender relationships.

The largest, and best studied of

these communities were the Shakers.

Scholars disagree about

the degree of gender equality in these communities and about
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the contribution of celibacy to the increased power of
women.

For example, D'Ann Campbell asserts that all work

was equally valued in Shaker communities, and she gives
Shakers high marks for their egalitarian political
structures. 19

Priscilla Brewer suggests that early Shaker

communities were highly gendered and their gender ideology
was very similar to the mainstream society.

Not only did

Shaker women perform the routine domestic tasks, but they
were allowed to hold leadership positions only over other
women, while men held the offices that required contact with
the outside world and control over financial resources. 20
Louis J. Kern's study also casts doubt on the facile
conclusions that Campbell makes about gender equality in
Shaker communities.

He found that Shaker women did domestic

chores on top of other duties and seemed to have worked
longer hours than their brethren.

Kern also noted that

women officers shared in religious decisions, but not in
secular decisions.

Kern's work examines not only the

Shakers but also the Mormons and Oneida Perfectionists and
concludes that although they all rejected traditional family
and sexual norms, they did not reject men's natural right to
dominate women. 21

Lawrence Foster concurs, although he

finds more potential for female empowerment in these three
communi ties than did Kern. 22
Carol Kolmerten studied the owenite community of New
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Harmony in Indiana and found similar discrepancies between
the professed ideology of the community about gender
equality and actual women's experiences within community,
especially married women.

She concluded that the Owenites'

acceptance of the cult of trua womanhood of middle class
antebellum Americans, with its class and gender
implications, made true equality impossible.

While men

expected the women to act the part of new liberated women
and participate in community work, they also wanted them to
fulfill all of the former "womanly" services for their
husbands and families.

Meanwhile, the middle and upper

class women at New Harmony concentrated not on the gender,
but on the class implications of the cult, and "did not want
to do menial work for the community at large.

Believing

that their 'sacred sphere' was being violated, they
vociferously rebelled . . . . "

Kolmerten concludes that

this disparity between the ideal of equality and the
unquestioning belief in the vastly different natures of men
and women was an almost insurmountable obstacle to living
out Owenism's ideals.

While the residents of Point Loma

also had a similarly strong belief in the difference
betweens the genders, the experience of women there
contrasts to those in New Harmony because they challenged
the hierarchical aspects of that belief. 23
Two studies published in 1984 focused on the one utopia
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started by and for women, the Woman's Commonwealth of
Belton, Texas, and made excellent use of the pertinent, but
limited archival resources.

Both accounts quite consciously

try to place this utopian experiment within its historical
context.

Andreadis points to the convergence of three

historical conditions and traditions: 1) women's private
networks, 2) tenets of Wesleyan evangelicalism, and 3)
economic egalitarianism enjoyed by women in other
intentional communities.

sokolow and Lamanna use their

study of the Woman's Commonwealth to demonstrate that
domesticity could often be used as a prelude to
nineteenth-century feminism.

By using a tactic that

historians "have dubbed 'the subtle subversion''', the women
of the Commonwealth exploited the accepted definition of
woman as moral agent in order to go beyond accepted norms of
behavior. 24
An ambitious study by Sally Kitch looks at The Woman's
Commonwealth along with two other celibate communities: the
Shakers and the Koreshan unity.

She examines celibacy as "a

symbolic system" that has great potential for woman's
equality, by disassociating her with the work of
reproduction and dependence, and linking her to production
and leadership.

She concluded that each community used

celibacy as a symbol of unity, i.e., men and women became
more alike than different through spiritual unity, but to
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"the extent that symbolic gender differences were
articulated by believers in these groups, any hierarchy
connected with those differences tends to reverse the
mainstream system of gender prestige."

She argues that this

ability of women to achieve status precisely because of
their female gender characteristics within these communities
"can be attributed to the symbolism of celibacy."

The

experience at Point Loma seems to indicate that celibacy is
not a necessary requirement since non-celibate women there
had similar success in privileging female cultural

norms.~

The choice of Point Lorna as a case study drew on the
insights of this previous work.

Radical readjustments in

family living patterns were instituted (children resided at
the school as soon as they were weaned and visited their
parents only two hours a week), most women had occupations,
and many of women's traditional family tasks were replaced
by community work (e. g., communal meals and J.aundry).

In

addition since it was started and lead by a woman for its
first 30 years and most residents were female, it
demonstrated some clear gender differences from the
mainstream society.
contradictions.

There also are apparent gender

Although Katherine Tingley glorified

women's true calling as wife and mother, she had no
children, had been divorced twice, and did not live with her
third husband.

And the contradictions were not just
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idiosyncracies allowed a charismatic leader.

Point Loma

colonists were much less likely than other groups of the

u.s.

population to marry and almost half of the women were

childless.

As the study progressed, I realized that Point

Lorna was created around woman-centered values, and this
added another dimension to the research: a chance to examine
how an essentialist ideology can function to facilitate
and/or retard women's liberation.

Point Lorna offers an

opportunity to begin to understand how actual women have
constructed gender norms and negotiated power distribution
between the sexes, while maintaining their beliefs in
women's (and men's) natural differences.
My research method has been shaped by the post modern
discussion (angst?) over interpreting the lives and
experiences of the "other."

Most of this discussion to date

has focused on whether a dominant group can ever speak about
a marginalized group (or even if a marginalized group can
ever speak for itself).

This is almost invariably discussed

in terms of white, middle-class, privileged academics
studying ethnic or racial minorities and/or colonized
people.

However, my experience as a late twentieth century,

white, middle-class, privileged academic, with a decidedly
secular world view, looking back 100 years to a community of
white, mostly privileged, middle-class religious
enthusiasts, who have a vocabulary and life experience
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(including spiritual visitations) quite foreign to me, has
convinced me that such an ideological and historical divide
can be equally difficult to bridge. 26

My strategy in trying

to overcome this divide was to rely on varying types of
sources and approaches to try to tease out the meanings of
these peoples lives (for themselves and for our own broader
understanding of how various social institutions function).
I use chronological narrative to try to keep the cart before
the horse and let the reader experience the events in the
order in which the participants did.

As part of this

approach, when possible, I describe physical settings to try
to recreate some of the visual experiences of participants.
The census and other quantitative information provide a
check on what otherwise would be the impre5sionistic
observations of both visitors and participants. 27

But I

rely most heavily on the actual words of various members
(often without my own interpretive voice) in an attempt to
let them have a say in the writing of their history.
This multi-pronged approach was facilitated by the
existence of rich archival sources.

Although the records of

the community, which are housed in the library of the
surviving organization, were disappointingly short on
private letters and/or diaries,28 I discovered a mostly
unused, and extremely rich source in court records of
various cases brought both by community members and by their
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relatives.

Some of the cases were wonderfully protracted,

both over time and distance, and provided hundreds of pages
of women's words. 29

Several repositories have fairly

complete collections of community publications, and since
the community was the object of much curiosity, contemporary
accounts by outsiders are numerous.

In addition, the u.S.

manuscript census for 1900, 1910, and 1920 provides a list
of residents and demographic information.
Point Lorna Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical
society Homestead developed a setting for middle-class women
to exercise public moral authority outside of mainstream
churches and to fashion a community intended to provide an
example of the possibility of living according to the moral
precepts of victorian womanhood.

At Point Lorna, women as a

collective (although not always individual women) did assume
a great deal of power, often by being able to use the moral
authority of female virtue, the support of their sisters,
and the autocratic power of their female leader to control
actions of men.

This was aided by individual women's

economic independence from individual men (although again
not always absolute independence).

Most women in this

community were liberated from daily domestic chores through
cooperative housekeeping arrangements and communal
childcare.

In addition many found personal fulfillment in

work that they perceived was selfless service for others.
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There were, however, very real costs involved in these
benefits.

One of the most contentious was the requirement

that mothers give up their children to the children's group
homes, with very limited visiting privileges.

(On the other

hand, this arrangement allowed some single women to become
surrogate mothers who were valued for their maternal
skills.)

The institutionalization of late victorian female

moral virtues also produced a situation in which sexual
control was more acceptable than erotic expression.
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CHAPTER 2
THE THEOSOPHICAL RESPONSE TO THE CRISIS OF THE GILDED AGE
Point Loma, as a "utopian" adventure, was only one of a
broad array of responses to the expansion of unregulated
industry and aggressive capitalism in nineteenth century
America. 1

One consequence of structural economic change was

a loss of independence in people's work lives, as the new
realities forced a shift from small businessmen to wage
earners, women producers to lady consumers, artisans to
factory hands, shopkeepers to clerks, farmers' sons to
marginal urban workers.

A related consequence was a

fundamental change in gender roles, as women became
identified with the "private" world of family and home,
while men became competitors in the "purlic" worlds of
business and government.

This radical transformation of

peoples' lives was accompanied by an unprecedented influx of
immigrants (itself a response to similar economic flux in
Europe and the perception of greater economic opportunities
in the united States), disruptions of community as rural
populations moved to cities, increases in
professionalization that devalued traditional skills while
consolidating the influence of a new, educated middle class.
The very foundations of the "natural order" were challenged
by the popularization of Darwin's theories of evolution and
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the development of parallel theories of social Darwinism. 2
All of these, and more, created an atmosphere of intense
uncertainty, accentuated by periodic economic depressions,
which in the 1870s and 1890s were particularly acute. 3
Intellectual and spiritual turmoil contributed to a
general feeling of disquietude.

Historians of religion have

documented the effects of this unsettling social and
economic transformation on the spiritual lives of the
population.

u.s.

Whether they emphasize the conflicts between

materialism and spirituality, science and literal
interpretations of the Bible, Darwinism and creationism, or
victorianism and modernism more generally, they all
recognize that the last quarter of the 19th century was a
"critical Period in American Religion," or more broadly, a
period of "spiritual crisis" as Paul Carter has phrased it. 4
Recently scholars have begun documenting the crucial role
gender played in the religious arena, both in precipitating
the crisis of religion and in fashioning various responses
to it.

Betty DeBerg's recent work, Ungodly Women, is the

first full length work to address the gender implications of
this crisis in established churches--an arena that previous
scholarship had identified as feminized.

She argues that

late victorian gender role disruptions were central to the
emergence and fashioning of American fundamentalist
religions.

Her convincing reading of the popular press of
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this movement demonstrates that "at least one part of the
fundamentalist agenda was to regain the church for men."
Others have called attention to the same dynamic in the
"muscular Christianity" crusade, the Men and Religion
Forward Movement, the rhetoric of the Salvation Army, and
the manly morality advocated by Secret Brotherhoods. s
Whatever caused the crisis in religion, it resulted in
splits within organized churches, the rise of
fundamentalism, and a related wave of popular revivalism.
It also sparked explorations into alternative cosmologies,
esp. Asian religions, and gave rise to many new religious
organizations, such as Christian science, Father Divine's
Universal Peace Mission, the Holiness Movement. 6
This widespread yearning for moral or spiritual
grounding led to some of the first concrete initiatives for
the study of comparative religions and was the impetus for
America's first interfaith conference, the World's
Parliament of Religions.

Held in conjunction with the

Chicago Columbian Exposition in 1893, the Parliament serves
as a particularly vivid example of the desire to resolve
religious uncertainty by finding some kind of metaphysical
harmony to alleviate spiritual anxieties and reconcile
religion and science.

The organizing committee claimed to

have representatives from all of the world's great
religions, and although the meeting fell short of that goal,
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it did attract a diverse group of religious leaders.

The

chicago Daily Tribune reported that on the first day of the
conference 4,000 people crowded the hall and listened
eagerly as "profound thinkers set forth the underlying
doctrines of the religions of the world. For the first time
from the same platform spoke a Jew, a Christian, and a
Hindoo, each deeply in earnest; each logical and honest
according to his light. ,,7

Almost all speakers during the

17-day Parliament emphasized the "great brotherhood of
mankind" and the recognition that n[i]n all religions there
is a vast element of truth. "s
As Paul Carter has noted, "Some members of the conclave
seem genuinely to have sought a least-common denominator
among all the religions, upon which could be erected a world
faith; others saw the Parliament primarily as a forum for
the triumph of their own.,,9
were among the latter.

The Parliament's organizers

As the chairman John Henry Barrows

explained, "The idea of evolving a cosmic or universal faith
out of the Parliament was not present in the minds of its
chief promoters.

They believe that the elements of such a

religion are already contained in the Christian ideal and
the Christian Scriptures. ,,10

The composition of the

Parliament was certainly skewed towards American
Protestanti~m

(78% of the speakers at the Parliament were

Christians) and many religions were ignored altogether,l1
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but it nevertheless was an America milestone for the
recognition of religious diversity.12
Especially important was the role it served in
introducing westerners to eastern religions.

Although many

Asian religions were under represented (or represented by
western missionaries), prominent Buddhists and Hindus
attracted attention and followers.

Americans were

introduced to the Bahai religion, which established a center
near Chicago after the Parliament, heard the vibrant Hindu
Swami Vivekananda, who remained in the

u.s. to start the

still active Vedanta Society, and welcomed the Sinhalese
Buddhist Monk Dharmapala on frequent lecture tours
throughout the

u.s. at the turn of the century.

A scholar

of American Buddhism credits the 1893 Parliament with
initiating a surge of enthusiasm for eastern religions.

He

estimates that at the turn of the century "there were
probably two or three thousand Euro-Americans who thought of
themselves primarily or secondarily as Buddhists and tens of
thousands more who had some sympathy for the tradition.,,13
Many of those sympathizers were in the ranks of the
Theosophical Society, which claimed to extract the truths
from eastern religions and philosophy, as well as from
western ones.

Although the Parliament was dominated by

Christians, the predominant themes--that all people partook
of the divine and therefore were brothers, and that all
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religions had similar underlying "universal truths"--could
have been drawn from the goals of the Theosophical Society.
The phrase "universal truth" might grate on post-modern
ears, but it was common currency in the late Victorian era.
As confidence in the "truth" of the Bible was rocked and
advances in science raised questions about humans' place in
the world, the allure of "universal truths" grew stronger.
Late 19th century discourse was punctuated with words
signifying unity (where there was none).

As Carroll Smith-

Rosenberg has noted (drawing on the work of such theorists
as Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes),
Especially during times of radical social
transformation, symbolic languages will proliferate in
a way that reflects the formation of new economic and
institutional configurations. People embedded in the
old social system, people who experience the thrust of
change differently, will frequently misunderstand the
language of other groups and read their own meanings
into others' words, taking literally what is intended
metaphorically."w
Such powerful, unifying symbols were called upon to
help negotiate the crisis in religion.

Universal truth was

joined by such ideals as harmony and brotherhood to form a
symbolic language whose work was to establish order and
authority in a world where it seemed all traditional
measures were being challenged.

These themes were parroted

by almost all of the lecturers at the Parliament. IS
While claiming not to be a religion per se since they
had no creeds or dogma, Theosophists situated themselves
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firmly in this middle class religious discourse.

They

believed in "universal brotherhood" and searched for hidden
"universal truths."

As their first President Henry S.

Olcott explained, these Theosophists were progressive
representatives of the turmoil of the time.

"The

intelligent and broad-minded class of the day were under the
influence of the newly announced Darwinian theory of
evolution, and all the old theological foundations were
being rudely shaken."

Theosophists claimed to solve the

contradictions between religion and science and offered
Eastern spiritualism as an antidote for the materialism of
the age. 16
However, the use of similar symbols did not demonstrate
that the Theosophists were simply another Christian sect.
Their specific teachings could be quite controversial.
Undoubtedly the Christian majority would have been disturbed
by Theosophists' common assertion that universal truths had
been "republished by Jesus. ,,17

And while Theosophists

agreed with other delegates at the meeting that all
religions share some basic moral codes and philosophical
tenets (although often obscured by dogma and ritual), their
explanation for why this is so distinguished them from most
other American enthusiasts for religious brotherhood at the
turn of the century (and also exposed them to ridicule at
times).

These Theosophists believed there exists (and has

39

for all time) a Divine Wisdom, or one truth.

They argued

that the exoteric or public side has been taught throughout
history by different Teachers and various scriptures, but
that, in addition, every great organized religion has also
had an esoteric or inner side reserved for the few disciples
who were spiritually prepared for its mysteries and power.
For example, the Teacher, Jesus, spoke in parables to the
masses, reserving discussions of the mysteries of heaven for
his specially chosen disciples.
According to these Theosophists, those who searched for
"universal truth" were to begin their discoveries by
contemplating their own nature, for each had a soul that was
part of the one great soul and hence all could find a spark
of the Divine Wisdom within.

The mechanism for the transfer

of actual, hidden knowledge from generation to generation
throughout the world was a brotherhood of ancient sages, or
Adepts, who had reached the highest state of spiritual
evolution but had chosen to return to human bodies to
instruct those who had properly prepared themselves through
self knowledge and the study of ancient texts.

This concept

of direct tutelage was perhaps the most difficult of the
Theosophical beliefs for many Americans to swallow.
Such Teachers were reputedly responsible for helping
the Theosophical Society's founder Madame Blavatsky write
the first elaboration of Theosophy, Isis Unveiled, published
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in 1877.

In 1875 in New York city, Helena P. Blavatsky (HPB

to her followers), a widely travelled Russian who was known
for her spiritualist abilities, Col. Henry J. Olcott, a
reporter of spiritualist phenomena, and some fellow
"truthseekers" had formed the Theosophical Society to pursue
their shared interests in Spiritualism, mesmerism, and
comparative religious study.

This small group of middle

class New Yorkers gathered bi-weekly in HPB's rooms, and
attempted to rediscover the ancient, natural harmony of
science and religion, primarily through the study of occult
texts. IS
Isis Unveiled presented the results of this effort and
of the insight HPB had gained into the ancient mysteries
with the help of her Teachers.

Isis offered volumes of

"evidence" that a universal spiritual unity has existed for
all time.

While such a work well satisfied her followers

who were in search of clues and confirmation of a hidden
wisdom of the ages, it did little to guide them in forming
an organization.

Initially the Theosophical Society

attracted little interest and fewer members.

During the

first decade participants came and went (for example Abner
Doubleday and Thomas Edison were each involved at various
points), but an inner core developed that was to remain its
organizational and intellectual heart,

Blavatsky, Olcott,

and an Irish-American lawyer, William Q. Judge.

These
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leaders soon expanded the original intent of the
organization by the addition of an ethical component.

The

1878 constitution listed the three central goals as: "1.
The study of occult science.

2.

of universal brotherhood. and 3.
literature and philosophy."

The formation of a nucleus
the revival of oriental

By the time of the World's

Parliament of Religion, universal brotherhood had moved up
to the primary goal, and, in fact, was the only belief that
members were required to accept.

As William Q. Judge

explained to audiences at the Parliament, the Theosophical
interpretation of brotherhood was different than that being
propounded by others.

Theosophists did not believe it was

simply a nice theory or some utopian ideal, but rather
viewed "Universal Brotherhood as a fact in nature. • • • an
actual thing, whether it is recognized or whether it is
not.

,,19

They explained that every person (in fact, every

living thing) in the world was connected to the divine and
through it to each other.

In theory, every individual

action affected every other individual in the world.

As HPB

explained
In sociology, as in all branches of true science, the
law of universal causation holds good..
If the
action of one reacts on the lives of all and this is
the true scientific idea, then it is only by all men
becoming brothers and all women sisters, and by all
practicing in their daily lives true brotherhood and
true sisterhood, that the real human solidarity • . •
can ever by attained. 2o
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But while the "fact" of this universal brotherhood
remained the only creed of the organization, Theosophical
teachings presented a quite complex cosmology meant to
explain the evolution (or more precisely, the involution and
evolution) of the earth and all of its creatures throughout
infinity.

Blavatsky said the universe goes through 7-stage

cycles from spirit to matter and back again.

"The first

three stages are steps toward materialization; the fourth is
crystallization, and the last three are spiritualization and
return to spirit. ,,21

We and the Theosophists in this study

live in the fourth stage.

In addition, human species also

progress through seven stages (again from spiritual to
material and back again).

The present race is the "Aryan"

or the Fifth Root Race, which has "crossed the meridian
point of the perfect adjustment of spirit and Matter--or
that equilibrium between brain intellect and Spiritual
perception. ,,22

The theme of seven is repeated in an

individual's existence as well.

Each person is composed of

seven "sheaths," (similar to Russian nested Matryoshka
dolls) progressing from the inner Divine (through Monadic,
Spiritual, Intuitional, Mental, and Astral) to the material
or physical body.
Even such a brief summary produces sympathy with the
journalist Ray Stannard Baker, who in a story on Point Lorna
in 1907 confessed, "I come to the brief account of their
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faith, which here seems necessary, with some trepidation--so
many large and serious books have been written about it."n
The discussion that follows is delimited by using primarily
the materials produced by the Theosophists studied here--the
Point Loma Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical society.
Any discussion of Theosophy is complicated because writings
about Theosophy are often contradictory and contentious, in
part reflecting actual antagonisms between different
branches of the Theosophical movement and in part a result
of an understandably defensive stance of Theosophists who
have been attacked frequently and maliciously.Yo

The

differences in interpretation go far beyond accounts of the
history and exist even among supposedly "objective"
scholars, stemming in large part from the many possible
explications of Blavatsky's work and disagreements over what
she thought was most important to emphasize.

In addition,

for all of its antiquity, the "Ancient Wisdom" has been
exceptionally susceptible to frequent reinterpretation, and
over the last 100 years, Theosophical texts and manuals have
multiplied. 2s
In order to limit the possibilities for misinterpreting
members' ideas, I have focused on the columns on Theosophy
in the community magazines. In addition, I have analyzed
questionnaires (collected in 1911-3) from society members
and profiles of Theosophists in the Path, 1893-1896, which
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noted what books were most influential in their
"conversion."

These have allowed me to concentrate my own

reading on those texts mentioned most often. 26

Most

important to this study is the practical emphasis of
Katherine Tingley, the leader of the society during the
Point Loma days, and how she interpreted Theosophy as she
created her utopian city for its demonstration.

Since

Tingley was not a prolific writer, it is not surprising that
her wor.ks were mentioned infrequently.

However, she

lectured quite regularly, and these lectures are available
in various formats that allow me to explore the ideas that
had the most daily influence on community members.
Although the most salient goal for the Point Lorna
Theosophists as they attempted to establish Theosophical
community was universal Brotherhood, they did not give up
their search for "universal truths."

However, as they

expressed those truths to the outer world, they simplified
them and eliminated details that made them seem abstruse.
They searched for Theosophy, or godlike wisdom, about life.
They understood humans as having a threefold nature, the
soul, the mind and the body.

They explained that what most

people mean when they speak of the individual is very close
to the Theosophical concept of the mind.

It is the mind

that thinks and learns, but it is the soul that knows.

The

soul constantly pressures the mind to do its duty--to serve,
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create, love, give.

The body, on the other hand, tempts the

mind to give into selfish passions and pleasures.
Two intertwined laws (parts of the "Secret Doctrines"
that HPB had uncovered from the ancient wisdom) provide the
mechanism through which humans progress--Karma and
Reincarnation.

"The purpose of Reincarnation is to free the

mind from selfish and sensual passions and hand it over to
the soul."

The soul never dies, but is continually reborn.

Whatever comfort the belief in reincarnation brings, its
companion Karma tempers with the knowledge that each
individual is totally responsible for her/his own fate.
Theosophists most often used the Christian phrase, "What a
man sows, that he reaps," to explain this law of cause and
effect.

But they also stressed that Karma provides

continual opportunity to improve.

"If pain befalls a man,

it is his opportunity to learn to bear it heroically.

If

pleasures and wealth, it is his opportunity to share with
others and help the world.,,27
Part of the appeal of reincarnation and karma was their
potential for explaining what seemed like the harsh
injustices of urban life at the turn of the century.
Theosophists also believed they provided a more rational and
scientific explanation for after life than did the Christian
alternative of eternal punishment or reward.

Although these

doctrines relied on esoteric, complex and interwoven
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theories of various states of matter, it is not necessary to
understand the complicated mechanisms and processes in order
to understand the simple truths: each soul is eternal and
reaps the rewards and punishments of its actions in past,
present, and future lives.

Whatever suffering you endure

is a direct consequence of past actions, and whatever hope
there is for future lives comes from right action in this
and earlier ones.
While such a position might help encourage assertive
moral living to better one's chances for future lives, it
also can potentially lead to the acceptance of one's "fate"
or, more insidiously, to the belief that those less
fortunate deserve their position.

When Annie Besant applied

her understanding of reincarnation to Indian society, she
justified the caste system, arguing that it reflected the
reality of differences in evolution of the souls.

Although

she worked for reforms to make the system less harsh, she
did not want it abolished.

Similar reasoning could be

applied to racial or other categories, explaining people's
inferiority in terms of appropriate incarnations.

Such

views can lead to a view that social reforms are
"unnatural."

For example, one anonymous Theosophist

suggests that the institution of socialism would interfere
with Karma and the paying of cosmic debts, thus making the
dire mistake of improving the material conditions of the
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body, while retarding the progress of the soul. 28
The potentially radical individualism of Theosophy is
for the people studied here put to the service of community
by their belief that each individual soul is part of a
universal whole and that by working to create a true
"universal brotherhood" they help the human race advance
(improving its Karma for better reincarnations in a sense).
Good Theosophists followed two imperatives: to conquer their
lower nature so that their own souls could advance along the
spiritual plane, and 2) to work for brotherhood--no matter
how small their contribution might be.

But, as HPB had

noted, these were not two distinct goals, but rather
interconnected since "altruism is an integral part of selfdevelopment. ,,29
This version of Theosophy seems to have appealed to a
section of the middle class that was searching for something
to believe in during the tumultuous years of the late 19th
century.

As one member explained, "It was undoubtedly

because I would ask questions that I am now classified 'a
Theosophist' ,,30

These were not people whose primary concern

was to reconcile the Bible and Science, as the responses to
the questionnaires administered by the Point Loma
organization in 1911-13 make clear. 31

Although seldom

formally connected to organized religion, all of the
Theosophists who have left their stories relate their
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conversion to Theosophy as the end of a spiritual quest.
One woman claimed that Theosophy satisfied her "soul
hunger. ,,32

Often the discovery of Theosophy was narrated as

a rediscovery of some truth that they already knew
intuitively, either about reincarnation or the god within. 33
Many of the women (and none of the men) recalled
looking for some explanation of the social injustices in the
world, and finding more satisfactory answers in Theosophical
teachings than in Christian dogma.

Mrs. H.D. McAlpin wrote

that "The inequalities of birth, the great differences
between discussions and everyday facts, would not allow me
to believe church doctrine.

Why had God put the brightest

of my school friends into families of no refinement, no
money, and often no health?,,34

Some members told of

personal tragedies that led them on their soul search.
Isabel Butler mentioned having to cut short her education to
help support her family during the depression of the 1870s
and Mrs. smith talked about the death of her children.
found Christian doctrines unconsoling. 3s

Both

Often the stories

about finding Theosophy ended with a statement similar to
Margaret Townsend's, who said that reading her first
Theosophical book, "was like coming home after a long
while. ,,36
As these explanations make clear, these women saw
Theosophy as an attractive alternative to religions that
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emphasized the uncertainty of salvation.

In fact, Ann

Braude has suggested that the decline in orthodox Calvinist
faith and the dominance of women in the new religions
stressing the existence of a benevolent afterlife was a
logical result for women who took their roles as loving
mothers and spiritual guides seriously.37

Many scholars

have noted the predominance of women in the new religions of
the late nineteenth-early twentieth century.

Just as female

converts during the antebellum period's Second Great
Awakening had outnumbered males, so in the new religions of
the second half of the century--spiritualism, Theosophy,
Christian Science--female enthusiasts were quite visible. 3s
Scholars have proposed several reasons for this.

Although

women had helped to shape the contours of religious change
in mainstream churches, they could not rise to positions of
authority; whereas the new religions were often founded and
led by women.

In addition, Theosophy shared several other

characteristics that feminist scholars have identified as
having potential to empower women within religious
organizations.

In an influential article, Mary Bednarowski

examined marginal religions that had strong female
leadership and outlined four characteristics that they
shared:
(1) a perception of the divine that deemphasizes the
masculine, (2) a tempering or denial of the doctrine of
the Fall, (3) a denial of the need for a traditional
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ordained clergy, and (4) a view of marriage which does
not hold that marriage and motherhood are the only
acceptable roles for women. 39
Theosophy's assertion of the sexlessness of souls (which
were variously incarnated into male and female bodies),
belief in the dual nature of the divine spirit or FatherMother, and lack of an established clergy place it firmly in
this tradition.

Even though Theosophists were not

necessarily Christians, since they believed that the Bible
was one of the books that contain ancient wisdom, they often
tried to explain both its truths and its fallacies.
Blavatsky is reported to have addressed the doctrine of the
fall by explaining, "Yes, woman did lead man to the Tree of
Knowledge and if she had been let alone and allowed to do
what she wanted to, she would have led him to the Tree of
Life. ,,40

Bednarowski looked at the Adyar branch of

Theosophy under the leadership of Annie Besant and found
that "Theosophy had in its teachings a resistance to the
traditional marriage relationship that was somewhat subtle,
but detectable nonetheless."

In the Tingley branch, the

often repeated admonitions to women to realize that wifehood
and motherhood were their true calling makes this tendency
less detectable, but as this study shows, it existed there
as well. 41

Jill Roe points more guardedly to the potential

feminism of Theosophy.

"In the Secret Doctrine, Blavatsky

offered a signpost rather than a map of theosophic
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feminism. ,,42
In the early years of Theosophy in the U.S., the
implications of Theosophical tenets for gender relationships
were seldom discussed.

As a contributor to one of the

Theosophical Society's journals explained, "Theosophy does
not concern sex distinctions, and talks more of souls, which
are sexless, than it does of the bodies they inhabit. ,,43
However, in Blavatsky's Secret Doctrine, her greatest work
and the basis of the Theosophist's understanding of divine
wisdom, she outlines a history that had quite profound
implications for gender identity.

In her scheme, the

history of humanity was composed of seven root races.

At

the time of her writing, humanity was in the fourth (some
scholars interpret her to mean the beginning of the fifth)
race, in a cycle of continuous evolution and involution over
enormous periods of time--one complete cycle lasted over
four billion earth years, and "man as he is now formed is
over eighteen millions of years. ,,44

At the dawn of every

cycle are the self-existent, spiritual beings, the divine
Ancestors.

They produce the First Race, "'the Self-born,'

which are the (astral) shado\Ols of their Progenitors."

Then

the Second (Race, the 'Sweat-born') evolved the 'Egg- born,'
the Third (Race). ,,4S
The sweat grew, its drops grew, and the drops became
hard and round. The Sun warmed it; the Moon cooled and
shaped it; the wind fed it until its ripeness. The
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white swan from the starry vault (the moon)
overshadowed the big drop, the egg of the future race,
the Man-Swan of the later Third. First male-female,
then Man and Woman.%
The meaning hidden here is that the first two races
were sexless, and although the third race started as
androgynous and was able to reproduce by exuding something
very much like an egg, over time, the sexes became distinct.
Evidence for this came from many quarters--historical,
religious, scientific.

For example, Plato believed that

humans had first been androgynous; mythology explained that
because humans were so powerful and ambitious Zeus felt
compelled to divide each of them into two; and Genesis 1:17
offered a confused picture of the number and sex of God's
human creations.

In addition, Darwinian enthusiasts

provided growing evidence that all creatures evolved from
simpler organisms, and medical science was discovering that
the embryo itself went through similar stages in its
evolution from egg to sexed human.

It was however, the

fourth race that introduced true sexuality, that is, it must
reproduce by sexual intercourse--a prospect fraught with
danger.

It is notable that the Atlanteans, early members of

the fourth race, were perhaps the first to engage in
bestiality, and in Blavatsky's account it is clearly the
male derivative who is responsible for the "Fall into
Generation."

Her tale is replete with examples of offspring
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who are the result of a man forcing himself on female
animals and producing monsters, humanimals who walk on all
fours (apes?).

But even as humans get control of these

animalistic sexual urges, the entire fourth and fifth human
races are cursed with the burden of sexual reproduction.
Combined with Theosophists' belief in Karma, this explains
why there is a struggle for sexual equality in the modern
age.

The continual evolution of the races promises however

that the sixth race gradually will be freed from such
physical injustice as the races progress back toward
spiritual purity, and once again self-reproduce.
In fact, the Theosophists studied here argued that the
present cycle was woman's cycle--a time when the special
attributes of womanhood were needed to balance the over
masculinization brought on by industrialization and the turn
to materialism.

In 1898 a future Point Loma resident, Rose

Winkler, explained what Theosophy had done for women in
words that can serve as a guide to the community's ideas
about womanhood.
It teaches that women, like men, are living Souls,
while their bodies are sexed for the Soul's experience.
Being a Soul, woman has the equal right to live up to
her highest possibilities, for 'as she sows, so will
she reap' • . . • It teaches the true woman to make of
the home a sacred place--the place of Peace, a vestal
temple of the hearth watched over by household
gods--and that her office and dignity, place and power,
as I understand it, is in the home, unless her destiny,
her ability, her genius, or the age she lives in, takes
her for a period to walk the thornier paths of life,
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when she lends her power to heal, to redeem, to guide,
to guard, to help and teach, to feed and clothe,
causing the world to bow consciously or not, before the
stainless sceptre of Womanhood.~
Point Loma women would draw on these images of womanhood and
on the escape routes from the home that this understanding
provided as they helped build community and their own lives
in utopia.

After a brief summary of the early history of

the international Theosophical Society, the narrative turns
to the branch of the Theosophical movement that culminated
in the Point Loma utopian experiment.
The founders did not stay long in America.

In 1879 HPB

and Colonel Olcott moved to Asia, believing they had been
called by the Adepts.

Their departure seriously weakened

the attempts in the United states to keep a Theosophical
Society going.

Franz Hartmann, an American representative

at the 1884 convention in India, congratulated HPB and
Olcott, the President founder, on their success in spreading
Theosophy in Asia (in five years they had chartered 94
branches in India and Ceylon).

He regretted that without

their presence, the growth in the United states was
dreadfully slow, and he could report only 4 active branches
(Rochester, st. Louis, New York City and Washington, DC).48
In late 1884 Blavatsky left the management of the
headquarters in India in the hands of the President, Col.
Henry Olcott, and moved to England both to try to invigorate
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the movement in Europe and to defend the society against
vicious attacks from the Press and other outsiders.

This

physical distance between the two founding leaders--or the
Theosophical twins as both friends and foe often called
them--seemed to exacerbate deeper divisions and they began
to have frequent disagreements over the distribution of
power and about the philosophical direction the organization
should take.
These were not only cl3.shes between the bureaucratic
Olcott and the charismatic HPB, but reflected growing
dissatisfaction within the membership at large.

William

Quan Judge, the American leader, had often complained "that
those in Adyar did not pay sufficient attention to business"
and Blavatsky was experiencing similar impatience "at the
delays of Adyar" now that she was in England. 49

The

Americans already had moved to gain more organizational
independence by setting up a national section; and
succumbing to pressure from HPB (who actually threatened to
withdraw her English section from the Theosophical society
if she did not get her way), President Olcott in 1888 agreed
to the establishment of semi-autonomous national sections
around the world.

After a letter from the Master Koot Hoomi

materialized in his ocean liner cabin instructing him always
to yield to HPB's wishes in occult matters, Olcott also gave
in to pressure from HPB and WQJ to form an Esoteric Section
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of select members, under the sole authority of HPB, who
would devote themselves to studying esoteric philosophy and
to making brotherhood a reality.50

This elite inner group,

chosen by HPB, was a clear threat to Olcott's authority (he
was never made a member).

The new emphasis in Europe and

America away from strictly eastern religion and towards
universal brotherhood offered a further challenge to the
importance of Olcott's work with Hindus and Buddhists in
India.

Up until the time of Blavatsky's death on May 18,

1891, the three remaining founding members continued to

argue over how much power the new national sections would
have and what personal roles each leader would play.51
When HPB's pupils and friends gathered in England for
her funeral they were confident that the Theosophical
Society, although suffering a great loss, would experience a
smooth transfer of power, for many had personal knowledge
that HPB had appointed her successor.

Their confidence was

shaken when it became apparent that over time HPB had
written to dozens of pupils hinting that each was to be her
heir. 52

The three strongest candidates were Henry Olcott,

William Q. Judge, and the newcomer Annie Besant (AB), who
although she had joined the T.S. only in 1889, had, with
HPB's tutelage, risen quickly in the organization to the
posts of President of London's Blavatsky Lodge and coeditor
of HPB's magazine, Lucifer.

Initially a harmonious
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settlement was reached--each of these leaders would control
their own organizations--Olcott in India, Besant in Europe,
Judge in the U.S.

In addition, Judge proposed a compromise

for control of the increasingly powerful Esoteric section:
he and Besant would serve as joint "Outer Heads".s3
The next few years were marked by various skirmishes,
including accusations of immoral conduct against Olcott,
disputed claims of direct communications with the Masters,
and charges of deceptive tactics all around.

Alliances

between the three fluctuated as they each tried to claim the
title of HPB's rightful heir.

The disputes came to a head

in 1894-5 when Olcott and Besant brought charges against
Judge for allegedly forging various documents and claiming
they were from the Masters (including letters that had
influenced Annie Besant to agree to the sharing of power).
This was a serious charge.

Blavatsky's leadership in the

movement had depended on her claim that she received
esoteric knowledge directly from Mahatmas, or highly evolved
spiritual Teachers.

Theosophists feared that the search for

spiritual truth would be delayed without that kind of direct
input.

As one of HPB's lapsed followers put it (with his

tongue thrust quite far into his cheek), "It is an
incalculable loss to the world that Mme.

Blavatsky died

intestate, as to her riches of spiritual lore. Her survivors
will have to grub, chrysalis, butterfly and make their way

58
"~

up from the beginning.

Of the three contenders,

Judge was the only one who had credibility in claiming
direct access to the Masters who had guided HPB, and
verification of that relationship probably would have
guaranteed his control of the movement worldwide.
As soon as word of Olcott and Besant's charges of
forgery of messages from the Masters against Judge became
public, the American lodges jumped to Judge's defense, and
at their annual convention in San Francisco in April 1894
they passed a unanimous resolution expressing "full belief
and confidence in

him."~

In July 1894 Judge met his

accusers in front of the General council of the Society and
then its Judicial Committee.

Although he vigorously

proclaimed his innocence, he won the day by arguing that
since it would be impossible to discuss and decide his case
without some statement by the Society on the existence of
Mahatmas, if the Theosophical Society persisted in this
trial, it would have to break its own rule of not endorsing
any specific dogmas. 56

Judge and Besant made conciliatory

gestures at the European section Convention that followed,
but the case was not closed.

A member released copies of

the documents upon which Besant and Olcott had built their
case to a London newspaper, the westminster Gazette.

Most

Theosophists were aghast to see their dirty laundry aired in
public, and some were outraged that the Society had taken no
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action.

At the Annual convention of the Theosophical

Society at Adyar, January 1895, Besant pushed a unanimous
resolution to instruct the President Founder, Olcott, to ask
Judge to resign.
In April 1895, Judge and the American section gave
their answer by voting 191 delegates to 10 to declare
autonomy and rename the organization The Theosophical
Society in America.

The secession of the American lodges

was an enormous blow to the international organization, for
it took not only money and resources, but also a large
proportion of the Theosophical Society's membership.

A

small number of lodges in other parts of the wor1d were
split in two, and members who were

loyal to Judge withdrew

to form new organizations. 57
This controversy, which began as a power struggle among
Annie Besant, Henry Olcott, and William Q. Judge, ended by
rupturing the international Theosophical movement-permanently and deeply.

Even members who had joined at an

early stage and had worked closely with HPB to build the
organization and uncover the hidden wisdom, often could not
discover the "keys to harmony and truth" in this situation.
Friendships were challenged and sometimes destroyed and even
family bonds were broken.

This first division provides

poignant examples of the strong personal and emotional
commitments that members made to Theosophic community.

60

One striking example of the way organizational politics
became personal is the case of Bertram Keightley and his
nephew Dr. Archibald Keightley, who had shared the discovery
of occult literature during their college years, met HPB
together, lived in the Theosophical household she set up in
London in 1887, and eventually coedited The Secret
Doctrine. 58

During this controversy, Bertram Keightley

joined Besant and Olcott in their bitter attacks on Judge
and called for his resignation; Dr. Archibald Keightley and
his wife, Julia Campbell Ver-Plank Keightley, an American
who was a frequent contributor to Theosophical magazines and
a spiritual pupil of WQJ's, were among the staunchest
supporters of Judge.

Dr. Keightley initiated the split of

the Theosophical Society in Europe, and served as the
President of the English lodge, which was the first in
Europe to join Judge's splinter group.

This family dispute

erupted in the pages of various Theosophical magazines in
1895.

Archibald Keightley used the pages of The Irish

Theosophist to attack Mrs. Besant, while Bertram Keightley
conquered his "extreme reluctance" to be "drawn into any
personal controversy with Dr. A. Keightley" in order to
devote two pages in Lucifer (a magazine now controlled by
the Besant faction) to dispute his nephew's view of the
controversy. 59
This often rancorous split was emotionally charged for
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many in the "universal brotherhood," even when these splits
did not involve family ties.

Amelie Cederschiold, a Swedish

member, expressed the personal anguish that many members
felt in a letter to Julia Keightley, who, given her own
family situation, must have been very sympathetic.
I cannot describe in what a state of mind I have been.
. . • It grieves one deeply that the Countess
[Wachtmeister], who always had been so warmly
interested in our theosophical work in Sweden, should
now turn from us, reproaching us for not being true to
our pledges. . • . [T]hey treat us like traitors in
such a bitter and untheosophical way.,,60
Such personal anguish was repeated with each disruption
within the society and later accounted for much of the
vehemence in the attacks on Point Lorna.
Although this permanent separation of the Theosophical
Society did not take place until 1895-6, its roots are
clearly seen in disagreements that had underlain the
organization even before they surfaced between Olcott and
Blavatsky.

Many of the 14 enthusiasts who had met in 1875

to start the society quickly drifted away when HPB and
Olcott began to denounce "mere spiritualism" and psychism.
Another group lost interest when the Twins went to India and
for a time seemed to embrace Hinduism.

These and other

fissures focused on disagreements about how to uncover the
hidden wisdom of the ages--through the study of ancient,
mystical texts; trying to communicate with the great White
Brotherhood of adepts; or finding truth through self-

L
I
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knowledge (what Judge called the Heart Doctrine) and then
acting on that "truth ll to promote harmony in the world, or
Universal Brotherhood.
Both factions tried to claim the banner of HPB and true
Theosophy, and both often articulated the difference as a
choice between the western or the eastern path to divine
wisdom.

Annie Besant declared,

For my own part, it was H.P.B. who showed me the Light,
and I follow the Eastern Path of which she opened the
gateway to me, with no feeling against any who prefers
the Western Path. In fact, I know the latter is more
attractive to the Western mind; • . . the practical,
materially scientific Western shrinks from the rigid
discipline and long, silent patience demanded by
Eastern Teachers, from the method that works from
within outwards, and for long shows no IIresults.,,61
Judge continued to criticize what he saw as Olcott's
dangerously narrow focus on Buddhism.

Going beyond claims

of the importance of a "western II path, WQJ emphasized the
centrality of the u.s. to the Theosophical movement.

He

said HPB had chosen it as the birthplace for the
Theosophical society precisely because America was lithe
nursery for . . . the sixth Great Root-Race. 1162
Historian Emmett Greenwalt characterizes the split
primarily as an organizational and personal power struggle.
He explains Judge's actions as coming from a "natural
desire" to be President and to have the T.S. centered in the
United states where it had started.

If there was a deeper

seated meaning for Judge, according to Greenwalt it was that
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"he felt that Olcott's pro-Indian drift in philosophy was
capturing the society for Eastern occultism, whereas he,
Judge, would keep its philosophy as a sort of western
synthesis of occultism. 1I63

This characterization seems too

simplistic to explain why the split was so deep and
permanent, or why so many Theosophists saw such differences
in the two societies.

This division within the

international Theosophical movement was much more complex
than a simple choice between what version of occult
knowledge to study or where to do it.

At the 1893 World

Parliament of Raligion, both Besant and Judge had agreed
with the Indian Theosophist, Professor Chakravarty that the
mission of the T.S. was to unite the head of the West with
the heart of the East.M

Judge's own understanding of

Theosophy, especially as expounded in his Letters That Have
Helped Me, depended much more on the Bhagavad Gita than on
any western texts.

Also Judge tried to claim authority for

his version of Theosophy by claiming direct communication
with the Eastern Masters, a communication which Besant had
to undertake through an intermediary.

In addition attacks

on Besant by Judge supporters did not target her Eastern
leanings.

For example, a reviewer criticized her book,

Karma, because, lias is the case with much of her work it is
so purely intellectual, that some of the 'spirit' which
'giveth life' is lacking." M

Intellectualism was an
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attribute ascribed to the West and not the East (as it was
to men and not to women) in Theosophical, as well as
mainstream discourse at this time. M
In Besant's explanation quoted above, her association
of the western path with a desire for practical results
suggests a more fundamental difference between the Adyar
group and the Theosophists in America, a difference which
surfaced during this period and intensified over the
subsequent three decades.

Annie Besant devoted her time to

the study of both Blavatsky's writings and Eastern texts and
experimented with her clairvoyant "powers of astral and
inner vision," often claiming to be able to identify how
prominent Theosophical members had spent their previous
lives.~

Members of the American section claimed that they, on
the other hand, chose to follow HPB's exhortation to work
for Theosophy, "for its practical realization alone can save
the western world from that selfish and unbrotherly feeling
that now divides race from race, one nation from the other;
and from that hatred of class and social considerations that
were the curse and disgrace of so-called Christian
peoples."~

An enormous burst of activity in the

U.s. was not only

contributing to an impressive growth in the Theosophical
movement but significantly altering its course, an
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alteration that, according to the American Theosophists, was
sanctioned by HPB's emphasis on Theosophy as Universal
Brotherhood during the last years of her life.

The stance

of the American Theosophists who were loyal to Judge was
later summarized by Claude Falls Wright.
Many desired to transform the Society into an
intellectual institution, without spiritual daylight,
composed of mental grubbers in old philosophies, or
vivisectors of the Secret Doctrine, and psychical
researchers. . . . All this Judge had to combat . •
[I]t was necessary, to save even a remnant of the
society, to separate the soul-learners from the
intellectually wise.~
The difference was starkly illustrated on April 4, 1897 in
New York city.

Ernest T. Hargrove, the President of the

Theosophical society in America (the society that Judge
created) explained to an overflow crowd at the Concert Hall
in Madison Square Garden that brotherhood was the only
doctrine of Theosophy, and insisted that Theosophical
teaching was plain common-sense. 70

Meanwhile, Annie Besant

"lectured to a large audience in Chickering Hall on 'Another
Glimpse into the Unseen World; the Human Aura; Thoughts and
Feelings.'

It was a careful and stUdious exposition of the

doctrines and beliefs of Theosophy. 1171
In the Theosophical society in America this shift in
emphasis was evident as elite occult study groups made way
for meetings to explain Theosophy in simple terms for the
working classes, as branches throughout the nation shifted
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their attention from the interests of the old stalwart
members to the education of the very youngest, and
potentially wisest souls, and as the leaders called on
members to practice brotherhood through Theosophical
philanthropy.
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NOTES

1. Other responses include the organization of labor
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a vibrant women's movement, the growth of social reform
organizations, and others.
2.
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Evolutionary Thought. 1870-1920 (Madison: University of
Wisconsin, 1993).
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4. Arthur Meier Schlesinger, "The critical Period in
American Religion, 1875-1900," Proceedings of the
Massachusetts Historical society 64 (1932-3): 523-47; Paul
A. Carter, The spiritual crisis of the Gilded Age (DeKalb:
Northern Illinois University Press, 1971). Ahlstrom noted
"America's belated and hence unusually harsh confrontation
with . . . historical criticism of the Bible and Darwinian
evolutionary theory." Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious
History of the American People (New Haven: Yale university
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Press 1972), 731. In addition to this classic history, see
also Martin E. Marty, Modern American Religion. Volume 1:
The Irony of It All. 1893-1919 (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1986). The history of religion, like other
historiographies, has been broadened in the last two decades
by the vibrant field of social history. One result is that
studies of religious ideologies and organizations previously
ignored are adding to a more complex understanding of the
American religious experience. As Stephen Prothero notes,
"The status reversal ritual that American religious
historiography has undergone II has allowed marginal groups
like Theosophy to receive serious scrutiny. Stephen
Prothero, "From spiritualism to Theosophy: 'Uplifting' a
Democratic Tradition," Religion and American Culture: A
Journal of Interpretation 3 (Summer 1993): 197-216.
5. Betty A. DeBerg, Ungodly Women: Gender and the First
Wave of American Fundamentalism (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1990), 76. The literature on the feminization of
American religion argues that by the mid 19th century
religion and the churches had become a female preserve, as
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valuable moral work, and men ceded Christian morality to
their wives, sisters and mothers. Ann Douglas, The
Feminization of American Culture (New York: Knopf, 1977) and
Barbara Welter, Dimity Convictions (Athens: Ohio University
Press, 1978). If by the late nineteenth century, churches
were a site of female power, it seems imperative to try to
explain disruptions in those churches in terms that account
for women's interests. There is no evidence that the
scientific discoveries of evolution or geological evidence
that challenged biblical interpretations were of foremost
concern to religious lay women of the era. DeBerg
successfully paints a picture of the fundamentalist churches
as a battleground upon which men wrestled women for moral
authority, precisely over the proper place for each gender.
On muscular Christianity and other attempts to masculinize
religion, see Colleen McDannell, The Christian Home in
victorian America. 1840-1900 (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1986), 108-126; Gail Bederman, "'The Women
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CHAPTER 3
SISTERS IN THE BROTHERHOOD
Changes in the direction of the Theosophical Society in
America were apparent as early as 1892 in an article "What
Our Society Needs Most."
This first object [universal brotherhood] means
philanthropy. Each Theosophist should therefore not
only continue his private or public acts of charity,
but also strive to so understand Theosophical
philosophy as to be able to expound it in a practical
and easily understood manner, so that he may be a wider
philanthropist by ministering to the needs of the inner
man. l
This statement can be seen as directions on how to proceed
with the work over the next few years.

The previous

emphasis on erudite reinterpretations of ancient texts had
produced a small cadre of predominantly male intellectuals,
but a call for practical demonstrations of "brotherhood" and
simplification of Theosophical philosophy opened the top
ranks of the Society to a broader range of members,
particularly women.

At the end of the nineteenth century,

philanthropy was the domain of middle class women, and this
call to practice "brotherhood" resulted in an increase of
activities conventionally associated with woman's sphere,
such as work with poor children, fallen women, and war
relief work.

The new direction offered new opportunities

for female service and leadership.

This process helped to

set the stage for a woman, Katherine Tingley, to succeed
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William Q. Judge upon his death.
Katherine Tingley was able to gain her appointment as
Leader by demonstrating a connection to the occult masters
who Theosophists believed guided the movement.

She was able

to hold onto her position and increase her own power by
creating a "brotherhood" based on feminine values of selfsacrifice and purity, replacing Eastern esoteric knowledge
with plain American common sense, and breaking down existing
hierarchies within the national and local organizations by
centralizing power in her own hands.

She had to calIon all

of these strategies to counter charges of a public woman out
of her sphere.

She quite skillfully created a public image

that emphasized her reluctant acceptance of the role of
leader and her personal self-sacrifice by using a discourse
of womanhood that relied as much on antebellum models as on
the more contemporary rhetoric of social housekeeping.

The

image she had to present to her own followers complicated
her public image, for she had to convince them of her occult
connections.

She relied on veiled references in public

media while circulating secret documents to her inner
circle.

This strategy was not entirely successful and many

members began to doubt her authenticity.

she was able,

however, to develop a core of devoted followers, most of
them women, who both bolstered her position and found new
opportunities for self- empowerment within the new
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organization.
The new emphasis in practical work for brotherhood
energized the Theosophical Society in the United states.

In

1896 E.T. Hargrove, President of the Theosophical society in
America, noted that contrary to predictions that the death
of HPB would mean the death of the Society, 1891 marked the
beginning in the U.s. of " . . . new life and activity; the
membership increased, public interest increased, and the
press began to take a more intelligent view of the
philosophy. 112

critics of Katherine Tingley's leadership

have pointed to this new interest in Theosophy and the
growth of the movement and have blamed Tingley for taking
the organization in radical new directions, betraying its
Theosophical roots, and ultimately destroying the Lodge
work. Emmett GreenwaL:, in his history of Point Lorna colony,
states that if W. Q. Judge had lived,
[I]t is probable that the Theosophical society in
America, with headquarters in New York, would have
continued to build up lodges whose meetings were
characterized by philosophical and occult discourses.
As it turned out, his successor radically changed the
organizational direction of the American Society by
closing the lodges and concentrating its resources in a
Theosophical experiment of the Far West, the Point Loma
commun i ty . 3
However, a careful study of the organizations'
activities challenges that conclusion and lends credence to
a view that her success was due in large part to the fact
that she recognized and encouraged prevailing trends in the
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movement at the end of the 19th century.4

This section

analyses the results of a survey of the Theosophical Society
of America's magazine in the period just prior to Tingley's
leadership to uncover what direction the local branches and
the national organization were heading.

It demonstrates

that most of the changes Tingley implemented were well
underway among the rank and file members before she took
office, and her organizational changes simply guaranteed
that they would continue, often at the cost of more
traditional activities.
While controversies over organizational directions and
leadership did not diminish the activities within the
American Theosophical Society, they did add a degree of
instability to its structure.

This was a period of dynamic,

unstable leadership in local branches of the T.S. in
America.

Between 1893 and 1895, officeholding, which

traditionally had been quite constant over time, began
rotating, often to members who stayed in the organization
for only a short period or did not become closely involved
in Lodge activities.

Of the 376 people who served as either

President or Secretary of a local lodge, nearly one-third
(121) served only one year, and another quarter (93),
although serving for two or three years, were never
mentioned in any other capacity (lecturing, attending
conventions, writing articles) and were not mentioned at all
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after 1895. 5
In addition, new lodges were formed, existing lodges
disappeared, and meeting halls and lodge centers changed
location.

In 1893, there were 77 local branches.

In 1894,

44% of these had new officers, 43% had new addresses, and 9%
no longer existed.

In addition, 14 new branches were

organized, accounting for 17% of the 84 branches in 1894.
During the next year, six more branches disappeared, 45% of
the local branches had new officers, 42% new addresses, and
29% changed both officers and addresses.

The year 1895 also

produced 24 new branches, accounting for 24% of the 102
branches in the

u.s.

This fluidity was one consequence of a new emphasis
within the Theosophical society to proselytize.

For the

first time, the Society funded lecturers to travel
throughout the united states with "missionary intent,"
concentrating their propaganda efforts on the Pacific coast,
the Northeast and the upper Midwest.

This work of spreading

the word took on great urgency because Theosophists believed
they were living at the end of one great cycle and had to
prepare for the next.

People around the world anticipated

the arrival of the twentieth century as a significant event,
the dawn of a new age.

And while Americans, in particular

mainstream Protestants, welcomed it as the era in which
America would fulfill her destiny and save the rest of the
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world, it had even more profound import for Theosophists,
for HPB had said the cycle was to close in 1897-8.

In the

late nineteenth century, Theosophists fluctuated between
concern about the difficult times brought by
industrialization, urbanization and the decline of morality,
and optimism that the new age, with its new technologies,
shorter distances and their own version of the uncovered
"wisdom of the ages" would bring new wonders, brotherhood,
and plenty.

Like many others they identified growing

materialism as the primary cause of the difficulties of the
time, but although they sometimes attacked capitalists and
industrialists for their selfish and inhumane practices,
they never attacked the system of capitalism.

They were

just as likely to admonish labor unionists for their selfserving strategies, as they were to condemn the profit
grubbing of business owners.

As one of their most popular

lecturers, Claude Falls Wright explained on a visit to
Buffalo, New York, Theosophy's difference from other reform
movements of the time was that "it aims to deal with causes
not effects.

What political and other social doctors fail

to accomplish, Theosophy claims to be able to do by striking
at the root cause--selfishness in the human heart.,,6
And they believed this selfishness had reached serious
proportions by the close of the nineteenth century.

As

William Q. Judge explained in a letter to Jasper Niemand
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(one pseudonym of Julia Keightley),
The age is black as hell, hard as iron. It is iron, it
is Kali Yuga. Kali is always painted black. Yet Kali
Yuga by its very nature, and terrible, swift momentum,
permits one to do more with his energies in a shorter
time than in any other Yuga. 7
The following report of the activities of the Pacific
Coast Lecturer for 1894 gives an idea of the flurry of
activity that was spurred on by the knowledge that they
lived in such a "black age."
Cities visited, 100; lectures given, 99; informal,
Branch, and quiz meetings held, 159; attendance 10,000;
leaflets distributed, 17,900; press reports, 200
columns; miles travelled, 5,000; Branches formed, 5. 8
Such efforts had impressive results.

In addition to the

increase in the number of branches noted above, e.g., 24%
increase in 1895, membership seems to have increased as
well. 9
Local branches also were introducing new directions
that had important implications for future goals and
prospects for Theosophy in America.

For example, the

Pacific Coast branches began bringing the message of karma
and reincarnation to prisoners.

In July 1894, Path noted

that 120 inmates at San Quentin Prison were participating in
a class for the study of Theosophy.lO

Rev. W. E. Copeland,

who conducted Theosophy classes at the Oregon Penitentiary,
argued that Theosophy offered convicts a unique viewpoint.
"We believe that very many are there as the result of the
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life led in a previous incarnation, and that if they will
profit by the experience it will do much for them in the
present life and more in the next incarnation."lt

They

also joined other middle class reformers in trying to reach
the working classes through propaganda and handouts.

A

typical effort was to sponsor a free supper for the poor and
distribute Theosophical information, such as a pamphlet,
"Theosophy Simply Put," which was praised for "being exactly
what its title claims.

It is intended for every-day men and

women, who need a clear statement in every-day language.,,12
They also established Lodges in working class
neighborhoods"

classes for sailors on the San Francisco

waterfront, and workingmen's clubs in England. 13
Although all of these attracted new and sustained
attention, ths innovation that spread most quickly was the
establishment of Lotus Circles to bring Theosophy to
children, endorsed at the annual Convention in April 1894.
At first the Lotus circles were filled with the children of
Theosophists, because, as one member put it, "some Branch
members could not conscientiously send their children to
orthodox Sunday-schools. 1114

Often such work fulfilled its

promise of educating children to become lifelong
Theosophists; several residents of the Point Loma community
later recalled with pleasure their own experiences in Lotus
circles. 15

The new work appealed to many, especially to
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women.

As Miss Tryphen Munson explained her own interest in

Theosophy at the time, "I had been searching for years for
something that would truely [sic] help humanity and solve
the problems of life.

My heart esp. went to the children,

as the hope of the world. ,,16
The growing importance of the work with children
provided visibility for female Theosophists and helps to
explain another striking change in the organization--the
increase in female leadership at the local level.

Many

observers had noted the predominance of women at
Theosophical meetings, but leadership, with the notable
exception of Blavatsky, had been predominantly male.

This

began to change between 1893-5, when (although there does
not appear to be any increase in the percentage of female
membership) the percentage of offices held by women
increased from 29% to 38%.17
This trend is explained by the success of the
organization's efforts to open new branches and new
geographical areas to Theosophy, and not by significant
changes in existing lodges.

The gender division of power

was least equitable in the older lodges.

Of 12 lodges that

had been formed in the early years of the Society, that is
before the first American convention was held in 1887, and
still in existence in 1893, all Presidents were male and 75%
of the Secretarial positions were held by men.

In the 10

87

old lodges that continued to exist until 1895, there were no
changes in the gender composition of officeholding between
1893-5.

(This was not the result of stable leadership, for

only four of these lodges retained the same leaders in all
three years.)
Lodges chartered between the first

u.s.

convention and

the death of HPB (1888-1891) were a bit more likely to elect
women to office, particularly as secretaries--often the more
demanding and influential position since they were
responsible for correspondence and day-to-day organizational
matters.

(HPB herself served as secretary--never

President.)

By 1895 males held 58% and females 41% (1%

vacant) of the offices in these Branches.

And for Branches

formed between 1892-5 (i.e., after the death of HPB and
during a period of rapid growth of interest in Theosophy in
the U.S.) and still in existence in 1895, there was an
additional change toward gender equity in the office of
President, with 35% held by women in 1895, as compared to
24% for those branches formed in the 1881-1891 period.

Most changes in fact occurred in the newest lodges.

Of

the 29 lodges formed in 1894-5, officeholding almost reached
gender parity (males 52%, females 47%, 1% vacant}.18

For

branches chartered in 1894 and the first few months of 1895,
all 3 regions reached approximate gender parity in
officeholding.

The most active recruitment region, the

1-----

88

Pacific Coast, with its 13 new branches, provided more
opportunities for officeholding to women than to men, in
both president and secretary positions.
The Theosophical Society in America's organ, the Path,
excitedly reported the growth in the number of lodges and
new members, enthusiastically supported the new endeavors
with the working class, children and prisoners, and urged
its members on to greater efforts.

Although it duly noted

the names of officers from each branch, it never commented
on the gendered change in the leadership.

Perhaps

accustomed to the predominance of women at their meetings,
Theosophists hardly noticed their assumption to leadership.
Perhaps they feared renewed attacks from the Press if it
became common knowledge that women were assuming more
leadership in this movement already so closely linked in the
public's mind with spiritualism and mediumship.

For, not

only were female mediums seen by many people to represent
"above all else the corruption of femininity, • • • a person
whose generalized female traits had developed in perverse
and bizarre ways," but many were being exposed as fraudulent
during this period. 19

Perhaps their reticence was

encouraged by the women officers themselves, since frequent
slanderous attacks on Blavatsky, even after her death, could
endanger their own reputations as virtuous women.

Whatever

the reasons, the sex of the leaders would not long remain an
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William Q. Judge had been in fragile health for some
time, and as the April 1896 issue of Theosophy announced, he
gave up his "long and desperate fight for life" on March 21,
1896.

"with courage undaunted, with will unconquered, with

zeal unabated, with devotion undiminished--the vehicle
failed."w

His last message to the society, as

communicated through Mr. E. T. Hargrove, was "There should
be calmness.

Hold fast.

Go slow."

His colleagues

interpreted those words as both the epitome of Judge's life
work, and concise directions about how to proceed after his
death.

In the same issue of Theosophy, Claude Falls Wright

consoled Theosophists with the assurance that Judge had left
a successor, explaining that " • . . his inner powers centred
[sic] in one.

A new Messenger has come to us, to carryon

the work of the spiritual revivifiers.

,,21

Rank and file Theosophists reading this statement were
given no clue who this new leader was, for, it seems that
death had--in the end--surprised Judge, and he had not made
any explicit nomination in writing of an heir to the
position of Outer Head of the Esoteric section.

His words

to go slow became particularly significant, as those closest
to him delayed cremation in hopes that he would continue to
guide the movement for a few days after death. 22
The consensus of historians (both Theosophists and
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outsiders) is that Katherine Tingley, who had been a close
associate of Judge for at least the last year of his life,
but who had not been prominent even in her local New York
city Theosophical circles, moved quickly after his death to
guide the faithful to choose her as their new leader.

She

invited a small group of prominent Theosophists to her home
where they experienced what they believed was a visitation
by Judge who explained that Katherine Tingley was to succeed
him as leader of the Esoteric section.

The dilemma of this

group was acute, for although they were convinced (at least
temporarily) that they had communicated with Judge, they
realized that his after death appointment of a relative
newcomer and almost unknown Theosophist might come as a
surprise to his followers and provide an object of ridicule
and attack for hostile members and Press alike.

They

decided to withhold the identity of Judge's successor for a
year in hopes that she could establish her authority without
constant criticism and scrutiny of the Press. 23
The eight who had "heard" Judge's wishes announced to
the other members of the inner circle at a meeting on March
29, 1896, that they had been able to identify Judge's occult
heir.

E. T. Hargrove read "messages" from both Judge and

Blavatsky and pleaded with the members to believe that the
new outer Head, whom for the time was simply called Promise,
was Judge's true successor.
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Trust is our only salvation, but reason alone should
show us that he could not have left that body if he had
not had an occult heir and successor to take his place,
for that is the law in the Lodge. This occult heir is
the link between ourselves and him, and so on from the
Rajah to H.P.B., to Masters and to the great Lodge.
There must be that link; his papers showed us where to
find it; we have found it, have tested it and verified
it beyond all question, individually and unitedly,,24
The faith in these prominent members must have been strong;
everyone at the meeting signed an oath agreeing to the
appointment of this unidentified occultist.
A month later, Theosophists meeting in New York City
for the 2nd Annual Convention of the TSA would have had few
clues that Katherine Tingley was already serving as the
outer Head of the EST, although with hindsight her personal
touches are apparent, in the music that was a "new and very
pleasant feature • • • which relieved the otherwise dry
formalities of the routine work," in the endorsement of
Lotus Circle work with children, and in the participation of
a 4-year old girl in a ceremony removing the veil from a
bust of WQJ.

A new undertaking, the founding of a School

for the Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity,
announced by Claude Falls Wright also had her stamp.
Indeed, Tingley's only public address to this gathering, and
her first ever at a Theosophical convention, was a brief
speech about this School. 25
Not surprisingly, the Press was not as easily deterred
from questioning the identity of "Promise" as were loyal
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members.

Their efforts to uncover the identity of the

leader were expedited by Katherine Tingley's inability to
remain long in the background.

On May 3, 1896, two members

of the Inner Circle, Claude Falls Wright and Leoline
Leonard, were married at society headquarters, and Tingley,
in order to attend without being recognized, donned heavy
veils.

The Press did not miss the chance to call attention

to the "veiled Mahatma."

The New York Tribune, with its

usual respect for Theosophy (Mr. Donald Nicholson, managing
editor had been a friend of both HPB and Judge) simply noted
that although the new leader was present "all precautions
were taken to prevent recognition.

He wore a rich purple

robe reaching to his feet . . .

The Herald, offered a

"

more colorful description, "The front of the stage was held
by the adept in occultism, otherwise known as 'He-Who-MustBe-Obeyed'" and complained that a "full view of him was cut
off by a papier mache stump, covered with Grand street
artificial leaves . . . the tree of

life."~

The curiosity of members and the Press was soon
satisfied, for having heard rumors that the Press had
successfully identified the mysterious leader, on May 17,
1896, the leaders "decided to remove the veil" of the
esoteric leader, as the friendly Tribune reporter put it.
The New York Herald good-humoredly corrected its mistake,
"It is no longer "He" that is to be obeyed, but, like unto
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the everyday life in things earthy, the Theosophist's word
of command and law will fall from a woman's lips."

still

concerned that the Press would not deal fairly with the new
leader, the Theosophical Society released very little
information about her background and Tingley granted few
interviews.

Even Theosophists were told simply that she was

"a personal friend of Mr. Judge's, and outer Head of the
'E.S.T.,' to which position she was appointed by Mr. Judge
in papers left by him."

Reports emphasized her charitable

activities and her unanimous support among the Inner
Circle. v
Even today, few details are known of Katherine
Tingley's life before she became the leader of the
Theosophical Society.

The "facts" of her life as documented

in public records and accepted by her biographers are
scant. 28

Like many women of the time, most of the traces

left in the historical records are under the names of the
men upon whom she was dependent, and so unfortunately she
disappears during periods when she is on her own.

She was

born in Newbury, Massachusetts July 6, 1847 to James P. L.
Westcott and Susan Ordway Chase, but the family soon moved
to nearby Newburyport where she was raised.

According to

the Newbury vital Records her father was a shipwright at the
time of her birth, but by 1860 he was employed as the City
Marshal in Newburyport, and also was listed as an officer of
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st. John's Masonic lodge there. 29

He is given credit for

organizing a company of volunteers in Newburyport as soon as
the Civil War broke out, and they mustered into the Mozart
Regiment of New York in June of 1861, with James westcott as
their Captain.

He served in Virginia for a short while,

accompanied by his family.

He saw little actual action, and

resigned February 6, 1862 having been injured when his horse
slipped and fell. 3o

In the 1870s he bought a hotel (with a

restaurant and bar) which he ran until he died, February 15,
1900. 31
Katherine's parents sent her to Montreal to a Convent
to finish her education around 1865-6.

In 1867 she married

Richard Henry Cook, a printer, but the marriage lasted only
a few months.

Around 1880 she married George W. Parent, an

employee of the New York Elevated Company.

In 1882,

Katherine adopted an orphan, Henry Baron, who was about 6
years old, but a previous head injury affected his mental
development and probably contributed to his early death.
Also during her childless marriage to Parent, having learned
that Henry Cook's second wife had been put in a mental
institution, she contacted him and arranged to take care of
his two children, a boy and a girl.

The boy apparently did

not adjust to this new situation and he returned to family
members, but the girl remained with Katherine until 1895. 32
Her third and final marriage on April 25, 1888 was to Philo
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Buchanan Tingley, a clerk and sometimes inventor, ten years
her junior.

They remained married until her death, July 12,

1929, although he continued to reside in New York even after
her permanent move to Point Loma in 1900.
Little is known about her first two husbands, and less
about her activities when out of wedlock.

Some have

speculated that during the 1870s she was part of a traveling
theater company, but the only evidence presented for this
view is that she later exhibited knowledge and skill in
producing theatrical events in connection with the
Theosophical work.
After her marriage to Philo Tingley she established and
managed several benevolent organizations, although none of
them became part of the mainstream charity networks: The
Women's Emergency Relief Association to aid poor women and
children in New York city; The Society of Mercy, a hospital
and prison visitors association; and the Do-Good Mission,
which provided food and clothing to the families of striking
workers and education for poor children. 33

What little is

known about these charitable activities suggests they were
much like others of the period, although Tingley, herself,
must have had reasons for establishing new organizations at
a time when so many others already existed in New York City.
Either her personality did not lend itself to participation
in groups led by others or the unique features of the ones
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she established simply do not appear in their scant
historical records.

Like other philanthropic women, she

donated her own money, solicited contributions from friends,
and organized bazaars, including one in which Philo sang, to
support these charities.
Tingley's first challenge was to negotiate a course
that protected her from the negative images that could be
associated with public womanhood.

This task was made more

difficult because the boundaries of acceptable public
womanhood were being redrawn during this period when

u.s.

victorian gender ideology confronted the gender reality of a
rapidly industrializing, urbanizing, and secularizing
nation.

Much had changed since the pre civil War years when

abolitionist women who had attended mixed-sex meetings or
spoke in public had been so shockingly "promiscuous."
Middle class women had successfully argued that their
superior morality and their sacred duty to protect the home
necessitated their active involvement in public issues.
Domestic rhetoric was used by a wide range of public actors
to legitimate expansion of women's influence.

Jane Addams

and other highly educated, single settlement workers engaged
in social or municipal housekeeping.

The same rhetoric was

embraced by the hundreds of thousands of middle class
members of Women's Clubs, as they accepted the General
Federation of Women's Clubs move from an emphasis on self-
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improvement to social reform, and argued that "women's
function, like charity, begins at home and then, like
charity, goes everywhere.,,34
Katherine Tingley, with her involvement in benevolent
activities, called on this same kind of domestic rhetoric to
explain her own, reluctant position as public woman.

It is,

however, difficult to place her in the existing literature
on the history of women's reform efforts.

Born in 1847, she

was too young to fall in the Carroll Smith-Rosenberg's
category of "bourgeois matron", i.e. those women who left
the private sphere to serve in various capacities during the
civil war, and who, at its conclusion, continued to find
opportunities to expand their roles as "True Women" in the
public sphere, by arguing that "Their virtue constituted a
national resource."

She also does not fit her designation

of the "new Woman," who was born between the late 1850s and
1900, was college-educated, seldom married, and wno,
although she accepted many of the bourgeois moral
imperatives of her "mother," the bourgeois matron, had begun
to politicize gender and to demand equality in order to
implement her own social visions. 35
Indeed her cohort has not emerged in an identifiable
way in the history of women.

In a recent encyclopedia of

American women's history there are individual biographical
entries for only 45 women born between 1837 and 1857,
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compared with 54 for the previous 20 year cohort, and 75 for
the succeeding one.

In contrast to those both before and

after, women in the 1837-57 cohort were mentioned most often
because of individual accomplishments, especially "firsts"
for women or because of literary or artistic
accomplishments, and not for work within organizations. 36
Perhaps the best-known of the women whose biography appeared
in the encyclopedia--Frances Willard (1839-1898), the Leader
of the Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU)--can
provide a clue to Tingley's generation and to her approach
to reform. 37

Ruth Bordin has called attention to the

generational limitations of the WCTU.

She noted that in the

1890s the WCTU was having difficulty attracting young women,
who seemed to be much more attracted to the call for women's
equality of the National American Woman Suffrage
Association.

Although no information has been compiled on

the ages of members of each organization nationwide, Bordin
noted that in 1894 the average age of members of the WCTU in
Ann Arbor, Michigan was 52, just five years older than
Tingley. 38

In a recent study Janet Zollinger Giele compared

WCTU leaders with suffrage leaders.

Giele's content

analysis of the magazines of the WCTU and the suffragists is
particularly illuminating.

"Compared with the suffragists

branch of the feminist movement, the WCTU was more oriented
to personal reform and the quality of domestic life than to
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far-reaching structural change in public life and the social
order."

Her analysis showed that "half of the articles in

the temperance newspaper were focused on personal change,
compared with only one-fifth of the articles in the suffrage
newspaper. 39

Tingley shared many ideological tenets and

approaches with WCTU members (although as far as J know she
was never a member, perhaps because of their strong
association with Christian religion).
In addition, some insight on Tingley's place in women's
history can be gained by examining her in light of her antisuffrage stance.

Manuela Thurner, in a recent article,

argued that historians have been too influenced by the
caricatures of anti-suffragists promulgated by suffragists
themselves and hence have failed to understand just how
similar these two groups were or to understand what each
really thought was at stake in this battle over the vote.
She found that not only did they resemble each other in
economic class, age, and other biographical particulars, but
"both groups declared themselves to be deeply committed to
women's public activism and social reform."

She presents

convincing evidence that by the Progressive Era, Anti's main
argument against the suffrage was that it would eliminate
women's special political power.

"For the Antis, it was the

very fact of their disfranchisement and concomitant
disinterestedness that had made women such efficient
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reformers," and they looked to history to demonstrate "the
inefficiency of the vote to alleviate or remedy social ills
and problems."

Like the anti-suffragists described by

Thurner, KT was committed to fighting against suffrage
exactly because she believed women's moral superiority
placed them above politics. 40

But Paula Baker's argument

about the Antis position can apply equally to KT.

Although

the Antis were correct that if they left the home (or the
extended home they had created for female public action),
they would lose "their place above politics and their
position as the force of moral order," their argument was
already anachronistic because structural changes were in
process that were already limiting their ability to
influence government.

For a variety of reasons, not the

least of which were the effective demands of progressive era
women, "government increasingly took on the burden of social
and moral responsibility formerly assigned to the women's
sphere. ,,41
Ultimately the argument that women should have expanded
influence in the public sphere because of their innate moral
superiority served merely to redefine and not to eliminate
the boundaries of acceptable public womanhood.

While it

enlarged the public sphere for some, it excluded women who
either would not or could not conform.

Female

philanthropists' emphasis on selfless, voluntary, benevolent
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work demeaned paid labor and excluded working women from the
ranks of "true womanhood;" in addition, these benevolent
ladies created a definition of innate womanly purity in
quite conscious opposition to emerging images of working
class women whose behavior was a bit too public, for
example, dancehall girls or prostitutes. 42

Arguments for

women's public roles based on innate differences also served
to separate their exponents from women who argued for
women's rights on the basis of sameness and equality, for
example, socialists like Emma Goldman, or of sex radicals
who dared to speak openly about indelicate subjects like
birth control. 43

In addition, while increasing women's

opportunities for participation in public roles that could
be identified with womanly traits, such as teaching, charity
work, and child welfare advocacy, it hampered women's entry
into male-identified roles.

It also contributed to

occupational gender stereotyping, which in turn led to
devaluation of women's

labor.~

When Tingley emerged as leader of the TS, she
understood these problems facing public women well; she was
very much a part of the white middle-class that was actively
defining true womanhood.

She tried diligently to place

herself within the sphere of proper female public work by
conforming to the discourse of domesticity, purity and
submission.

When she was accused of transgressing the
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boundaries of proper gender norms (by living apart from her
husband or being a ruler of men), she resorted to a defense
reminiscent of the old appeal to piety.

She insisted that

since she had been chosen to be the Leader of the TS by a
divine presence, she must sacrifice her own private life and
sometimes step beyond the bonds of modesty for the higher
cause--universal brotherhood.

Although Theosophy provided a

philosophical foundation upon which she could have argued
that she was working towards a more balanced and harmonious
nature, one that balanced womanly and manly virtues, she did
not resort to this argument, nor did she draw on the
Theosophical principle of uniting heart and mind/science and
religion.

Rather she continued to rely on an image of

herself as the quintessential virtuous, philanthropic woman,
emphasizing her domesticity, her willingness to sacrifice to
work for brotherhood, and her submission to the will of her
Theosophical Master.

In one discussion of the attempts of

former Theosophists to slander herself and HPB, she made
this association explicit, "Vigorous attempts were made--and
still continue--to enlist a certain class of journalism in
their onslaught against Womanhood, purity, and Truth. ,,45
Members knew little more than the details given above
about Tingley when she came to power.

She had officially

joined october 13, 1894, although her name did not appear in
the public records of the organization until she emerged as
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its Leader in 1896.

She was not associated with any Lodge,

but had a close relationship with William Q. Judge during
the last two years of his life, loyally supporting and
advising him when he was under attack.

Her ascension to

power was abrupt; she went from a confidante of Judge's
(unknown to all but a handful of his close associates), to
the leader of the national movement on the basis of her
supposed appointment by WQJ and the Masters upon whose
wisdom he relied.
For a while, attention was diverted from the
personality of the new leader, for the Leaders of the TS,
under Tingley's encouragement, had decided on to embark on a
worldwide Crusade to propagandize for Theosophy.

Although

Theosophy noted that "From its inception the Theosophical
movement has been a holy war, and this Crusade goes forth to
conquer the world by the power of Light and Truth," there
was nothing in the history of the Theosophical society that
equaled this effort.

On the other hand, there were many

precedents for adopting the term Crusade with its undertone
of both a military campaign and a moral/religious
imperative.

In addition, for middle-class American

Victorians the term inevitably recalled the Temperance
Crusade of 1873-4, the battle against saloon keepers and
alcohol, that had given birth to the Women's Christian
Temperance Union.

Many at the time and since asserted that
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this great crusade was the nursery in which many women, even
conservative women, experienced public power based on moral
authority for the first time and felt themselves part of a
"universal sisterhood. ,,46
In the same vein, the Theosophical Crusaders, bolstered
by their moral certainty, embarked on their journey to help
all humanity experience the "reality of universal
brotherhood."

The trends in the Theosophical Society in

America required that the teaching of Theosophy should
include not just the whole globe, but everyone on it, even
the heretofore overlooked poorer classes.

As H. T.

Patterson put it at the kick off rally in Boston on June 7,
" . • . we commonly go among the poor with a mistaken
kindness, forgetting that they are not our inferiors and
that there is a common basis back of us all; and then we
wonder why we don't get in touch with them.

The fault is

ours and it is because we are lacking in that quality which
perhaps they have more than we, the quality of
brotherliness."

The Crusade, however, was not just to be

the message of universal brotherhood, but of universal
brotherhood as understood by its American section.
Crusade took on the character of

The

u.s. Theosophical

imperialism as leaders declared a duty to spread the work
from "this land of promise and of freedom, young in its
present civilization but older than almost any other if pre-
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historic epochs be taken into account. ,,47
The intense level of activity necessary to undertake an
international proselytizing mission by mid-June was
characteristic of Katherine Tingley's early leadership.
Funds had to be solicited; visas obtained; travel arranged.
And after leaving New York City, the pace did not lessen for
Mrs. Tingley and the six members who accompanied her. 48
During the trip across the Atlantic the Crusaders arranged
to hold a meeting to bring the light of Theosophy to the
gloomy halls of steerage.

There they shared the lecture

spotlight on board with Commander Herbert Booth who was
trying to find "soldiers" to join his Salvation Army.

And

when they arrived in Europe, this contest for the working
classes continued.

When circumstances and finances allowed

they began each stop with a "Brotherhood Supper" at which
they provided a hearty, free meal for "the very poorest of
the poor" and always praised the recipients for being wellbehaved at such gatherings. As one correspondent wrote with
some surprise after a supper in Liverpool for 300 of the
city's poorest residents, "There was no grabbing, no
struggling for place nor any of those elements of disorder
that one might expect to be naturally manifest," and he
concluded that such "civilized" behavior must be a result of
the genuine feelings of brotherhood held by the
Theosophists. 49
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Another area of emphasis in their visits to European
countries was to initiate, or in many cases revitalize, the
work with children.

At public gatherings the Crusaders read

messages of greeting from Lotus Circle children in the U.S.,
and Katherine Tingley and Leoline wright spoke of the need
for Theosophical education of children, urging parents "to
keep constantly in mind that with their children rested the
future of the human race. ,,50
Katherine Tingley used every opportunity to gather
contributions and pledges for support of the School for the
Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity (SRLMA), arguing
that at the dawn of a New Age it was particularly important
to provide a sanctuary for the reproduction of the ancient
wisdom.

The discovery of rocks to serve as cornerstones for

the School took on mystical significance after KT directed
the Crusaders to the first stone, a perfect green triangle,
in the woods near Killarney, Ireland--a spot Tingley had
never seen.

By the end of their globe-encircling journey

they carried many special "cornerstones" which they believed
were endowed with occult powers.
Even the choice of the location for the school was
surrounded with an aura of wonder and destiny.

In early

August, 1896, Katherine Tingley asked E. August Neresheimer,
the Treasurer of the TS in America, to purchase the property
for the school so the cornerstones could be dedicated when
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the Crusaders returned to the U.S.

Although she had never

been to California, she described the future location of the
SRLMA as a windswept hill above the Pacific Ocean on a spit
of land near San Diego.

About two months later, while in

Switzerland, Tingley received a telegram from Neresheimer
that the piece of land she described was owned by the
government and could not be obtained.

u.s.

As she sat at her

desk with the telegram in hand, Gottfried de Purucker, a
young American Theosophist came to make her acquaintance.
When he heard the news he informed her that he had lived in
San Diego and that the land she described was just north of
the government land on Point Loma.

Tingley cabled

Neresheimer who was able to close the deal for the site for
the School before the Crusaders arrived in California in
February 1897. 51
The mystical episodes contributed to the new Leader's
influence with some European Theosophists and elicited
endorsements from some of the best known, oldest members.
For example, Charles Johnston, the husband of HPB's niece
and a renowned scholar of Asian philosophy, compared KT
quite favorably with the former head of the Esoteric
Section.

"Though Mrs. Tingley does not give one so large a

sense of the presence of a primeval natural force--so that I
am inclined to consider Mme. Blavatsky the greater actual
power--she has yet the advantage of being greatly more even
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and balanced. ,,52
The Crusaders carried their purple and yellow banner
with the motto, "Truth, Light, Liberation for Discouraged
Humanity," to England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Belgium,
the Netherlands, Germany, switzerland, Austria, Italy,
Greece, Egypt, India, Ceylon, Australia, New Zealand, Samoa,
and Hawaii.

In some places, the arrival of the Crusade

invigorated existing branches; in others the Crusaders
simply recruited a few interested people to try to get
Theosophy started.

Katherine Tingley and the Crusaders were

most heartily received in areas where many had remained
loyal to Judge in the 1895 split, and made great gains in
membership and enthusiasm for Theosophy in England and
Ireland.

An English Theosophist reported that "We began

1896 with 11 Lodges, a few Centres, and but 150 members; we
finished the year's work with 33 Lodges, 14 Centres, and
about 450 members in the British Isles.

For this remarkable

increase we are mainly indebted to the Crusade . . . . ,,53
These areas also embraced the new activities, propagandizing
in lower income neighborhoods and initiating Theosophical
work with children there.

In other countries, such as

Germany, they built on previous work by small branches of
devoted members and recruited modest numbers of new members
(for example, 11 members were admitted during the first
convention of the TS in Europe,

Germany).~

In countries
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where they had no foothold, they tried to introduce broad
concepts of universal truth, sometimes finding themselves,
e.g., in Greece, in the position of reintroducing
"Theosophy", or the ancient wisdom religion, to people whose
ancestors had written of those same "mysteries" centuries
ago.
India was perhaps the Crusaders biggest challenge, for
it held a special place in the history of the movement,
having been the home of HPB for many years and the source of
much of the "hidden wisdom" that Blavatsky had uncovered in
Isis Unveiled and The Secret Doctrine.

It was also the site

of the headquarters of the rival society headed by Annie
Besant and Col. Olcott, whose opening shot in the battle for
Indian Theosophists was to announce in The Times of India
that the "Crusade" arriving in India was made up of "persons
who are at present masquerading in India under the name of
the Theosophical society". 55

Al though the Crusaders

published counter attacks, they had little success in
overtaking the popularity of Besant's and Olcott's brand of
Theosophy in India.

This is hardly surprising given each

faction's vision of the future and India's role in it.
Olcott and Besant had gained the confidence and respect of
many Indians by praising Indian culture and establishing the
Hindu College to help rediscover the basic teachings of
their own wisdom religions.

Katherine Tingley and the
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Crusaders, on the other hand, believed that "The mental and
spiritual stagnation of India is simply indescribable."
They were most critical of the "stale intellectualism" of
modern Hinduism, but their derision was ecumenical.
"Cornmentaries,--that is the first and the last step of
literary and spiritual achievement in the Hindu community!
It is nearly as true of orthodox Mohammedan enterprise,
though there are more exceptions to the rule, as there
certainly are among the Parsis."

Katherine Tingley in an

address in Bombay, Oct. 29, 1896, even attacked claims made
by Besant, and others that India was the ancient source of
the wisdom religion.
That sacred body that gave the world its mystic
teachings and that still preserves it for those who
yearly become ready to receive it, has never had its
head-quarters in India, but moved thousands of years
ago from what is now a part of the American continent
to a spot in Asia, then to Egypt, then elsewhere,
sending teachers to India to enlighten its inhabitants.
Having failed to make serious inroads into Besant's power in
India, Tingley seems to have been trying to eliminate the
importance of India to the past as well as to the future of
the Theosophical movement.

She added to Judge's claim that

America was the site of the next great root race, the
assertion that it had also been the headquarters of the
wisdom religion from the beginning of time.

For these and

other reasons, as Greenwalt concluded, "The Indian part of
the crusade fell far short of American hopes.

Meetings were
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held, lodges formed, famine relief attempted, but no
permanent Society remained, after two months of endeavor. ,,56
A personal rite of passage also awaited Katherine
Tingley in India, for the "Masters" who had guided HPB were
reputed to live in the Great Lodge in nearby Tibet.
Requesting the other Crusaders to wait for her in Calcutta,
Katherine Tingley journeyed to Darjeeling, near the Tibetan
border, accompanied only by E. T. Hargrove.

One morning she

awoke early, gave Hargrove the slip, and later returned to
report that she had had a meeting with one of the Masters
who had helped to guide HPB.

Although validation from the

Masters could serve as an important anchor for her claims to
occult leadership in the TS, it also carried some risks.
The outside Press had always had great fun with the idea of
Mahatmas and turbaned "spooks," while within the TS charges
of false claims of communicating with the Masters had undone
the careers of some and precipitated the split in the
organization itself.

The caution with which this episode

was announced in the TS magazine is an indication of the
ambivalence many felt about publicly discussing this part of
their beliefs.

The February report of the activities of the

Crusaders mentioned a meeting in Calcutta "conducted by
those members of the party who did not go with Mrs. Tingley
to Darjeeling--a small town not far from Kinchinjunga, one
of the Himalayan peaks."

A similarly oblique statement
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appeared in March from Tingley herself, "some members.
went on a tour of inspection and for other reasons, to
Darjeeling."

Such cryptic messages would have alerted

members that KT had at least attempted contact with HPB's
Masters, but would not put the press on the scent of another
occult claim to ridicule. 57
After leaving India the Crusaders started the long trip
home, pausing only briefly in countries along the way.
Although they claimed success in Australia and New Zealand
where some of the local Theosophists enthusiastically
endorsed the American version of Theosophy, Jill Roe,
historian of the Theosophic movement in Australia, found
little evidence that the Judge/Tingley organizations had
much following, and noted that most newspaper reports of the
Crusade were unfavorable.
Zealand.

The situation was similar in New

The Crusade did not have long lasting effects.

There were only 21 active New Zealand members mentioned in
the TS magazines during the 10 years following the
Crusade. 58
One of the most tangible outcomes of the Crusade was
the creation of an international cadre of Theosophists
committed to Katherine Tingley and her vision for the
Theosophical Society.

As KT began to implement her plans to

establish the SRLMA and its "white city," she called on many
of these to move to Point Loma to help demonstrate practical
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brotherhood.

One perhaps unforeseen consequence was that

Lodges around the world were often drained of their most
dedicated workers.

For example, New Zealand's most active

member, the Rev. Samuel J. Neill, and his wife to moved to
Point Loma in 1898. 59
As the Crusaders continued their journey home, the
shipboard birth of a son to Leoline and Claude Wright, the
couple whose wedding was Katherine Tingley's first public
event as leader (albeit in disguise), must have seemed a
propitious sign of the dawn of a new generation, and a great
impetus to continue the work with children.

They arrived in

San Francisco February 11, 1897, and the next day served a
free supper to 300 of San Francisco's poorest, followed by a
public lecture on toleration and the harmony of the world's
religions.
The success of these events (the public lecture was
attended by over 2000) testified to the enthusiasm for
benevolent and public work that had been generated by local
Lodges' commitment "to spread more widely the simple truths
of Theosophy, especially among the poor" as part of the Home
Crusade that Tingley had authorized to coincide with her
international trek.@

Travelling lecturers emphasized the

ABC's of Theosophy; while around the country Theosophists
served brotherhood suppers, started lotus circles, added
music to their public meetings, rented larger halls, and
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formed new Lodges.

Even the Oriental Department of the TS,

which had been created to translate and provide commentaries
on difficult Asian philosophic and scientific occult texts
announced a new policy of publishing a broader range of
Asian literature, beginning with "a series of examples of
Indian humor, chosen from the most popular of Sanskrit
storybooks."

In addition, Theosophists were becoming

involved in activities aimed more at practicing brotherhood
than at teaching Theosophy.

Women in New York city started

the Katherine A. Tingley Brotherhood Club to continue the
work of teaching poor children initiated by Tingley before
she had joined the T.S., to provide money and clothing for
the needy, and to offer sewing classes for young women.
Mrs. A. B. Leonard and her son Mr. J. D. Leonard opened a
Brotherhood Settlement in Chicago; and Theosophists in
Boston got permission to set up a soap box in Boston Commons
where on Sundays a working class member, Thomas Seele, tried
to recruit other workers during their leisure hours.

Like

the Theosophical Sunday schools, such activities followed
models provided by other groups in the United States and
elsewhere. 61
Once back in the u.S. the Crusaders continued to
emphasize the significance of the forthcoming School for the
Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity, and individual
members who were taken into Katherine Tingley's confidence
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began to hear of her grandiose vision for Point Loma.

E. A.

Neresheimer had purchased the land described by Tingley in
San Diego County, California and had legally incorporated
the SRLMA in New York, setting forth as its objects, "the
mutual improvement in religious knowledge by the comparative
study of religions; investigation of the secret mysteries of
antiquity; [and] the performance of charitable and
benevolent services". 62
An advance guard of Theosophists had gone to San Diego
two weeks preceding the arrival of Tingley and the Crusaders
and fed the Press stories of the new Theosophical venture at
Point Loma.

The promise of a school for the study of

mysterious truths peaked the curiosity of hundreds who made
the 7-mile trip from the city to Point Loma on November 23,
1897, for the first public ceremony there--the dedication of
the cornerstone for the School for the Revival of the Lost
Mysteries of Antiquity.
Unfortunately Katherine Tingley and her party have not
left a record of their reaction to the spot she had chosen,
sight-unseen, as the centerpiece of her Theosophical
movement.

But a newspaper account of the setting certainly

suggests that they must have been well pleased with this
manifestation of her powers.

The Point Lorna peninsula

protrudes from the San Diego mainland, near "Old Town San
Diego" towards the south--almost reaching the Coronado spit.
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The V1S1on is unobstructed for at least fifty miles in
all directions, the glistening waters of the Pacific on
one side, the bay and city of San Diego on the other.
And while at this favored spot the fragrance of the
orange and lemon is in the air and the ground is
covered with a carpet of richest green, the snow-capped
mountain range back of the city serves to remind one of
less favored climes.~
The site today is still breathtaking--perched on sculpted
cliffs, high above the Pacific--although now the view is
obstructed by the lush vegetation sent by Theosophists from
allover the world, a living monument to the international
appeal of Theosophy and this white city on a hill.
San Diegans were treated to a Tingley-style pageant in
this, their first glimpse of their new neighbors.

The

dedication ceremony drew on both solemn ancient rituals and
American style boosterism.

The cornerstone shared center

stage with a dais draped with the American flag.

The

Crusade banner, "There is no Religion Higher than Truth"
formed an arch above them, while flags from all of the
nations visited on the Crusade flapped from the tall derrick
positioned to move the stone into place.

Katherine Tingley,

dressed in a long black robe accented with a purple and gold
scarf, led the procession of fourteen prominent Theosophists
from the u.S. and Europe (three women and eleven men),
followed by a young girl and boy, "carrying emblems and
utensils to be used in the ceremony."

Laying the cement to

secure the stone with a silver trowel, Katherine Tingley
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dedicated, "this stone, a perfect square, a fitting emblem
of the perfect work that will be done in this temple for the
benefit of humanity and to the glory of the ancient sages."
She then poured wine, corn and oil over the stone, followed
by symbols of the four elements: "Earth--emblem of man's
body; air--emblem of man's breath; water--emblem of man's
inner self; fire--emblem of man's spiritual power." M
These rituals would have been quite familiar to many in
the crowd for they were borrowed directly from Freemasonry's
cornerstone dedication ceremony. 6S

There were differences

however--at the Point Loma ceremony a woman donned the
colors usually worn on aprons by Masonry's Masters of the
Grand Lodge, she assumed the role of Master Mason, spreading
the mortar with a silver trowel (the symbol of the honest
craftsman), and she scattered the elements of Masonic
consecration (corn, wine, oil), which had been carried by a
young boy and girl, and not by a "Worshipful Master" of any
sort.

What is surprising in this pageantry is not its

resemblance to Masonic rites, for, as many scholars have
noted, there was borrowing as well as out right stealing of
rituals among fraternal organizations of the day.

What is

notable is that in this ceremony, the rituals of manhood
were coopted by a woman and some of the Masonic
brotherhood's most sacred symbols were in the hands of
children. 66
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There were other departures from the standard Masonic
rituals as well.

Demonstrating the truly catholic nature of

Theosophy, the participants read from a wide variety of
texts--beginning with the beatitudes from the Christian
bible and continuing through excerpts from the Upanishads,
Confucius, little known Latin priests, zuni prayers, and
even Emerson.

"All then chanted a Sanskrit mantram, after

which a tone was struck, answered by another, and
immediately the stars and stripes were run up to the top of
the flag staff while the band played 'Red, White and Blue,'
and 'Hail Columbia'."

Then various members made a series of

addresses about the school which, they explained, would be
modeled on old Greek academies and would teach the science
of life as understood through a study of the ancient
mysteries.

Tuition would be free and students of all ages

from around the world would come to San Diego and enrich it
with their culture, spirituality, and wealth.

The day ended

with Col. Blackmer, a San Diego Theosophist, concluding that
the school would be so unique that "Point Loma and San Diego
will be heralded, . • . until in every land and in every
tongue the name and fame of our fair city shall be the
shibboleth that will become a synonym of all that is
beautiful, grand and ennobling. ,,67
The ceremonies and hyperbole continued as the Crusaders
made their way across the U.S., preaching universal
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brotherhood, soliciting contributions for their school, and
encouraging work among the poor.

For the last meeting of

their long journey, they were met by a standing room only
crowd at the Concert Hall at Madison Square Garden, crowning
their triumphant return to New York, where the Crusade had
begun 8 months and 40 countries earlier.

As the Tribune

noted, in this meeting, as in all of the worldwide meetings
before it, the Crusaders "eschewed the teaching of involved
dogmas, but mainly confined themselves to expounding the
benefits that would come to humanity from a harmonious
brotherhood .

[and] added considerably to their

success by forsaking erudite terms for more elementary
descriptions."

Even the normally hostile New York Times

treated the event with respect. 68
The following year was in some ways Katherine Tingley's
probationary period in the united states, since the
announcement of her identity had been followed so closely by
her departure for the Great Crusade.

It was only now, as

the country's Theosophists got to know her, through her
incessant memos and her frequent travels, that they could
understand the import of her emphasis on brotherhood.
During this period, although Tingley did not articulate her
plans to the TS membership, she consistently moved towards
two interrelated goals: 1) to reorient the TS towards the
practical, philanthropic side of "universal brotherhood,"
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while deemphasizing intellectual exploration of esoteric
knowledge, and 2) to centralize control of the organization
in her own hands.
At the Theosophical Society's annual convention on
April 25 and 26, 1897, the 2000 delegates from the United
states and around the world cheered Katherine Tingley and
thanked her for making the Crusade a success due to her
"great heart, wise judgment and invincible courage. ,,69

The

only significant action taken at this convention was to
sever the rapidly expanding work with children from any
direct connection with the T.S.

Tingley and others reasoned

that many people were scared off by the term Theosophy and
thought the public would be mor"e receptive to the Lotus work
if it was clearly nonsectarian and unconnected to esoteric
teaching.

Theosophists would still be in charge of the

work, of course; in fact, Tingley was named President for
life of the Lotus Circles.

But the work would be publicized

simply as a "step towards brotherhood. ,,70
A few days later it became clear that this sidestepping of the TS label was part of a larger plan to make
Theosophy more acceptable to mainstream Americans.

Tingley

announced the founding of the International Brotherhood
League (IBL), which like the Lotus work, would be conducted
by Theosophists, with Tingley serving as President, although
the League itself would not be an official part of the

1---
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T.S.A.

A similar action was taken in November 1897 when the

organization's primary publication, Theosophy was renamed
universal Brotherhood.

Katherine Tingley's explanation for

this change applied equally to the establishment of the IBL.
"The difficulties in the way of obtaining an unprejudiced
consideration for the truths of Theosophy must be removed
one by one.

The word itself must not be regarded as sacred

when it makes more difficult the task we have undertaken." 7l
The IBL had the rather impressive goal of trying to
unite all people in the world who genuinely wished to work
to better the conditions of humanity.

Its objects were

broad indeed:
1. To help workingmen to realize the nobility of
their calling, and their true position in life.
["Workingmen" was replaced within the year by the
phrase "men and women"]
2. To educate children of all nations on the
broadest lines of Universal Brotherhood, and to prepare
destitute and homeless children to become workers for
humanity.
3. To ameliorate the condition of unfortunate
women and assist them to a higher life.
4. To assist those who are, or have been, in
prisons to establish themselves in honorable positions
in life.
5. To endeavor to abolish capital punishment.
6. To bring about a better understanding between
so-called savage and civilized races, by promoting a
closer and more sympathetic relationship between them.
7. To relieve human suffering resulting from
flood, famine, war, and other calamities; and
generally, to extend aid, help, and comfort to
suffering humanity throughout the world. 72
This list outlines Theosophists' approach to the
numerous ills of society at the close of the 19th century.
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They wanted to encourage a feeling of personal
accountability for problems, and although they often worked
to ameliorate the suffering of unfortunates, they did not
challenge the system itself.

They were most committed to

changing individuals, specifically by inculcating the
beliefs of Theosophy, such as self-sacrifice, universal
brotherhood, and individual responsibility as understood
through the doctrines of karma and reincarnation. (Objects
1, 2, 4 and 6 demonstrate this self-help approach.) 73
Object 3 combined this personal improvement through a
Theosophic understanding of one's "higher self" with the
more worldly goal of providing housing for destitute women.
Object 7 was simply an ameliorative, typically humanitarian
goal, indistinguishable from that of other benevolent
organizations.

The only one of these which directly

challenged any American institution was Object 5; and
throughout the years of Tingley's tenure the abolition of
capital punishment was the only political issue that she and
the Theosophical Society engaged. 74
Although it was far from clear how the League was to
approach these goals, members were encouraged to embrace the
concepts of the International Brotherhood League and trust
the leader's guidance in this new direction.

Even those

closest to Tingley did not seem to know quite where she was
headed with this new scheme.

In a long, and remarkably
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incomprehensible article, "The Helper's Hand," signed by
"Zoryan," the seven objects of the IBL were likened to
the seven nerve centres appearing in the jelly-like
substance of an embryo of the new cycle, which is
dawning--and no matter how insignificant they may
appear at the beginning, they are perfectly necessary
to give an ever-growing instrument for the already
existing heart and soul of humanity to manifest itself
in the world.
J. H. Fussell, a prominent official at TS headquarters,
explained that the IBL "began as a tiny seed, as a single
thought, born of the love which Katherine A. Tingley bears
for the whole human race.

Already the seed has grown and

become a strong and vigorous plant, . • • " but he went no
further in identifying what species of plant this might be.
And E. August Neresheimer, Treasurer and Vice President of
the Theosophical Society in America, told members gathered
at the summer Lotus Home in New Jersey, August 8, 1897 that
he was "only beginning to dimly understand the possibilities
that lay before the League. ,,75
Perhaps the women in the organization experienced less
confusion, for Katherine Tingley was in fact creating a
auxiliary, benevolent arm to the T.S., one whose approach to
society's problems was very much like that of hundreds of
women's voluntary organizations around the country.

But

although the types of efforts were similar, the
rationalizations were focused on the evolution of the
philanthropist's own soul as well as the soul of humanity at

1---
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large.

"The soul must help those lives below itself to rise

or evolution cannot go forward, for the Law of Laws is
compassion. ,,76

In fact, many efforts of this kind had

already been initiated by Theosophists in their local
branches, and Tingley incorporated them into the IBL along
with some of her pet projects, for example Dr. R.A. Gunn's
work with inebriates in one of New York City's poorest
neighborhoods (work that had been supported by Tingley's 00Good Mission before she became associated with Theosophy).
Typically, although Tingley and her fellow Theosophists
identified the primary source of alcoholism as the difficult
living conditions for the poor, the "cure" dealt only with
the symptom of these conditions.

The doctor and his staff

combined "absolute noncondemnation" with a medical treatment
that helped to eliminate the alcoholic's physical craving
for alcohol.TI
Also with Tingley's encouragement an ongoing effort in
Buffalo to provide temporary housing to homeless and
friendless women (primarily "fallen women") was brought
under the wing of the IBL.
also "noncondemnation."

The approach at the Wayfare was

They emphasized the strength and

goodness of each woman's individual soul, and endeavored "to
help the inmates to cUltivate forgetfulness of mistakes of
the past, and to encourage hope in the lives of those who
have had so little sunshine."

While perhaps more
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compassionate than that of mainstream Christian missions
with their emphasis on sin and repentance, this approach did
nothing to change the underlying causes of women's sexual
and economic vulnerability. The IBL also became involved in
r,otus work by sponsoring a summer home for some of New York
City's tenement children, located in the New Jersey
Palisades, overlooking the Hudson River.78
Such active philanthropic activities required more
money than the Theosophical Society could hope to accumulate
from the traditional dues and small contributions from
members, or even the potentially large ones of wealthy
members, such as E. A. Neresheimer and Franklin Pierce. 79
To ensure the continuation of her new initiatives, Tingley
turned to benevolent women's tried and true methods of
charity fund raising--the Bazaar and public entertainments,
or sometimes the combination of both.

Such "ladies' fairs"

had been common for at least 40 years, serving many
organizations as both a mechanism for reinforcing a sense of
community and providing a medium through which women's
productive labor (needlework, cooking, etc.) could be turned
into profit for the charitable organizations they
supported. 80
There was clearly some apprehension about how the men
in the TS would view this new activity.

Just prior to the

first IBL Bazaar, to be held in December, 1897, the New
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century published a fictionalized conversation between two
men, one of whom was trying to encourage the other to attend
a bazaar.

The skeptic explained his astonishment since he

had often heard the other "inveigh against 'Fairs' and
everything of that ilk, as 'humbugs' • • . 'simply a ruse
women employ to get money.'"

But his friend assured him,

"This is a Brotherhood Bazaar, . . . not the ordinary Fair
we dread, as a burned child dreads the fire."

The

description of the event in New York City, nevertheless,
sounds much like the bazaars of old, although certainly one
of the more lavish.

There were booths representing various

countries, religions, and ethnic groupings, with about fifty
ladies "dressed in the appropriate • • . costumes."

The

North American Indian tent included a "brave and squaw," and
a "'Rebecca at the Well,' from which she drew forth
refreshing lemonade . . .

"

On three nights the

entertainment was provided by Mrs. Richmond-Hampton Green
who "gave a mystical interpretation of Shakespeare's 'A
winter's Tale,' illustrated by Tableaux Vivants."

On the

fourth and concluding night, J. H. Fussell narrated a show
of stereoptican lantern slides of the Crusaders' world tour.
Branches from around the world contributed unique items for
sale. 81
Not all of the Society's energy was devoted to
organizing and funding new endeavors, however.

There was an
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existing organization to attend to, and Tingley and her
colleagues grew increasingly concerned that the local
branches and the travelling lecturers were misrepresenting
Theosophy. 82

Claiming that the rapid expansion of the work

in so many directions, geographical as well as philosophical
and practical, had resulted in "considerable confusion,"
Tingley proposed a more centralized system, "especially in
the methods of Theosophic propaganda, • . • "

in which

speakers would have to have the sanction of the national
leaders before local branches could sponsor their public
lectures. 83
Such actions produced some dissatisfaction both with
Tingley and her new directions.

Editorials in the TS

magazines repeatedly warned that at such a crucial time in
the history of the Society and of the human race--the end of
a cycle--members had an awesome responsibility to put their
trust entirely and rather blindly in the Leader (a term that
began to be consistently capitalized).

J. D. Buck, an old

member and close associate of WQ Judge, addressed the
discontent within the ranks most directly, and encouraged
members to understand that just as the leaders of the T.S.
had changed, so must the methods.

He argued that

[t]here was a new literature to be created and H. P.
Blavatsky accomplished it. There was a solid
organization to be wrought out and permanent methods of
work in certain lines to be established, and W. Q.
Judge put these things in order. All this preliminary
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work made a new epoch inevitable and new methods
necessary • •
Give the workers, and especially the
new leader, a chance without trying to put words in
their mouths, or trammels on their hands, and wait
patiently for the outcome.,,84
Some Theosophists who had been closely involved with
Tingley during her first year as Outer Head began to revolt
against her undemocratic leadership.

Buck's own patience

lasted less than a year before he withdrew from Tingley's
society.

In early September 1897 E. T. Hargrove resigned

his positions as President of the Theosophical Society in
America and editor of Theosophy, saying that "serious
financial events" required him to devote his "energies to
business occupations for some time to come."

However, the

New York Herald reported that "It has been broadly hinted
that Mr. Hargrove was anxious to get away because he did not
like to be under the dictation of Mrs. Tingley."

The rumor

was in fact correct for Hargrove had mounted a clandestine
campaign to be reelected President of the T.S., and to
disavow Tingley's claim to be Judge's true successor.

He

was joined by a few other prominent members, such as
Archibald and Julia Keightley. 8S
In a circular to members of the EST, or Inner Circle,
marked "Strictly Private and Confidential," Katherine
Tingley advised that these "traitors" must be left behind so
that they could "learn through experience that the only way
to spiritual advancement . • • is by fidelity to the Master
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and trusting obedience to the one who represents the Lodge,"
i.e., Tingley.

Tingley quoted HPB's caution that "Self-

watchfulness is never more necessary than when a personal
wish to lead, and wounded vanity, dress themselves in
peacock's feathers of devotion and altruistic work."
Perhaps realizing that this statement might be applied to
her own actions, she offered a rationale for excluding
herself from this dictum.

"Sometimes when I act without any

explanation, rest assured that it is not because I wish to
assume the position of controller.

My efforts are at all

times directed to carry out the work of the Master. "S6
At the Fourth (and last) Annual Convention of the
Theosophical Society in America, convened February 18,
1898 n in Chicago, these "traitors" aired their discontent
openly by supporting Hargrove's reelection as President
instead of Tingley's choice, E. A. Neresheimer, whom they
claimed was nothing more than a front concealing that the
real power was wielded by Katherine Tingley.

They declared

that "Mrs. Tingley shall no longer set herself up as a
dictator," when she actually held no official position in
the society. ss
The problem of Tingley's unofficial power within the
T.S. was resolved at the Convention, but not in the manner
that the dissidents wished.

On the first day, an

enthusiastic crowd of over 200 delegates passed, by an
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overwhelming majority, resolutions endorsing Tingley's plan
to "unite at the beginning of this great cycle all
departments of Theosophical work in one organization," the
new Universal Brotherhood organization CUBO).

The UBO

subsumed the nascent International Brotherhood League and
the Theosophical Society, which was renamed the Literary
Department and given the task simply of disseminating
Theosophical literature.

More astounding than this decision

by Theosophists essentially to demote the parent
organization to a minor subsidiary of the UBO was their
equally enthusiastic endorsement of Tingley's proposal to be
named "Leader and Official Head for Life" of the UBO and all
its units.

The power she was given was truly autocratic.

As explained in Article IV, section 1 of the Universal
Brotherhood Constitution, approved at the convention, "There
shall be one supreme office in which shall reside paramount
authority regarding all matters which concern the welfare of
the BROTHERHOOD."

She could overrule any decision taken by

those named or elected to serve under her, had final
authority to amend the Constitution, and had the power to
name her successor.

As the Tribune headline put it the next

day, "Woman is a Czar."

In a single vote, the Theosophical

Society transformed itself from an essentially democratic
organization to an autocracy in the hands of one woman. 89
After the Convention, Hargrove and others who were
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unhappy with the turn of events, charged that "Mrs. Tingley,
by her enormous hypnotic power, has converted the school
[the Esoteric Section] of which she is the
into a mere vehicle for her ambition.,,90

o. H.[Outer Head]

No evidence exists

that Tingley used actual hypnotic power over her supporters;
in fact she consistently denounced hypnotism as potentially
evil and destructive.

However, the success of her agenda at

the convention provides a clear demonstration of her
extraordinary power within the T.S.A.
contributed to this authority.

Several factors

Her close relationship with

Judge before his death bolstered her claim that he had
approved of this plan and of her intention to follow
Blavatsky's injunctions to work for Brotherhood.

The belief

of many members' that she was an agent for the eastern
occult Masters Morya and Koot Hoomi reinforced her support.
She was able to frame her grab for power as an act of selfsacrifice and service.

As can be seen in the secret

circular, she demanded "trusting obedience" based on her
claim to represent the "Lodge" (the Brotherhood of
spiritually advanced Masters whom many thought were the real
leaders of the TS), while disclaiming any personal wish to
lead.

In addition the incredible success of all the

endeavors she had undertaken since she assumed leadership-the well-publicized Crusade, the enormous increase in the
number of branches and membership, the growth in the
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treasury, and the increasingly well-respected benevolent
work testified to the soundness of her methods and her
managerial skills.
To explain the necessity for the drastic changes,
Tingley's supporters returned to the leitmotif of
persecution from without and within that had resounded
through the pages of their magazines for the last two years.
Everyone agreed that Tingley's emphasis on practical
brotherhood had radically altered the press coverage
Theosophy received worldwide.

Ridicule and attacks from

without had decreased in direct proportion to the decline in
emphasis on the occult and Eastern religion.

As the

Convention resolution had said, she "raised Theosophy above
suspicion and ridicule . • . and has made it

popular."~

Hargrove unwittingly helped to prove this point when he
publicly declared that Tingley had lost the support of the
Master Koot Hoomi because of her unbrotherly actions towards
himself and other dissenters.

The headlines of the New York

Sun articles following this assertion were typical of the
kind of press coverage that Tingley was trying to avoid with
the change in name and emphasis: "Kitty Tingley, Despot.
Theosophists Rebel Against the Petticoated Mahatma," and
"Koot Can't Scare Kitty."92
On the other hand, Tingley's supporters were not
abandoning their Theosophical belief in the occult.

Indeed
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they argued that the dangers within could only be checked by
recognizing that the movement had been established and
continued to flourish only because of it's direct connection
to the Occult Masters.

They saw the new constitution as

true to that understanding because it removed the threat
posed by "ambitious individuals who sought to become
leaders" by placing all power in the hands of the Lodge's
representative, Katherine Tingley.

Or as Dr. Herbert Coryn

put it more directly at the Theosophical society convention
in Europe, "Let us have a despotism of Adepts."~
As the reports of the Convention went out to the local
Branches, it became clear that Katherine Tingley had
overwhelming support of the rank and file as well.

"More

than 95 per cent of the membership accepted the action of
the Chicago Convention.

In all, some 200 members out of

approximately 6,000 followed Mr. Hargrove and his
associates.~

The dissidents argued, and lost, five

separate cases in front of the New York Supreme Court,
attempting to have the actions of the Convention ruled
illegal."

Not accepting defeat, E.T. Hargrove, A.C.

Spencer, and Julia Keightley formed a new society to focus
on the old Theosophy.

It lasted over 30 years but its

membership never exceeded 300, and although it often helped
to focus the opposition to both the Tingley and the Besant
factions, it never posed any real threat to either
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organization. 96
Part of Tingley's success in gaining control of the
Theosophical Society was attributable to her ability to
create a public image that appealed to Theosophist and non
Theosophist alike.

One of her followers complained that

n[i]solated incidents of her life are collated and
interpreted so as to serve as the foundation for an
attack." 97

It could equally be asserted that isolated

incidents of her life were collated and interpreted by
Katherine Tingley and her followers so as to serve as the
foundation for a favorable public image.

The creation of

public identity is, of course, a process all people engage
in--one that is ongoing.

The pressures on anyone in the

public eye to either conform to standards of acceptability
or answer for transgressions were particularly intense for
·women at the turn of the century.

Although Tingley never

wrote her autobiography or life story, she did speak
publicly about her life and brief autobiographical passages
appear in several of her published works.

I have found it

useful in trying to understand Katherine Tingley's public
persona to draw on the literature on women's autobiography
that, although concerned primarily with the formal genre of
full-length autobiographical works, offers compelling
insights into women's self-representation or
self-construction.
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Recent literary criticism, particularly post
structuralism, challenges the notion that language has some
underlying stable meaning and questions the validity of the
Western concept of a unitary, autonomous self.

Many critics

of autobiography have begun to focus on the narrative form
of the text, much as they would a novel, and to insist that
the "subject" of the autobiography does not exist as some
singular, discoverable, "real," entity, but rather is a
fiction, actively created.

Feminists have added the

deceptively simple insight that when a woman writes
autobiography, gender moves to the center of the story for
it is impossible for her to pose as the "universal human", a
middle class, white, heterosexual man.

Nancy Miller, one

feminist critic interested in women's life stories, has
added that for women autobiographers, "The decision to go
public is particularly charged

[T]he female

autobiographers know that they are being read as women.
The concern with notoriety, then, functions as an additional
grid or constraint placed upon the truth. ,,98

I think this

observation is equally true for Katherine Tingley and other
public women of her era, even if they did not actually pick
up a pen to "write" their lives.
From the beginning of her career as Leader of the TS,
she carefully created herself as a public woman.

She agreed

to few interviews, at first only during times of outside
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attack, and she granted audiences only to those journalists
whom she believed would give her a fair hearing.
interview was typical.

The first

Having been ridiculed in the New

York Herald when her identity was discovered, one of her
colleagues arranged an interview with a friendly New York
Tribune

reporter.~

Although Tingley spent most of her time

working feverishly at the TS Office on Madison Avenue, the
reporter was invited to her home, a lovely brownstone in a
well-to-do neighborhood on the westside of New York.

In

this domestic setting, she explained that she hated
publicity, but since "so many unkind and untrue statements
regarding her have been published," she decided she had to
set the record straight.

The reporter painted her as a

modest woman who although "a fluent public speaker and a
ready conversationalist, . . . seemed particularly averse to
saying much regarding herself."

In addition to trying to

answer the charges and innuendos published in the Herald and
other papers (charges that she was a practicing spiritualist
medium, had committed her daughter to a mental institution,
and was being sued for fraudulent investment schemes
involving one of her husbands inventions), she emphasized
her voluntary work among the poor in charitable
organizations she had founded.

Although this was clearly

acceptable public activity for a woman of the middle class,
she hastened to explain that even in those, "not caring for
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prominence," she was not the President, but simply acted as
manager.

When asked if her family supported her work, she

responded, liMy husband has always been in sympathy with my
general work, but adverse to any public activity, knowing
the inevitable SUffering that comes from the criticism of
those who never do much work themselves, but who are jealous
of the good work done by others."

(This construction of

"public" seems to accept work, such as charity work, outside
of the home as long as a woman received no public
recognition for it.)

The article reiterated that Tingley

was reluctant to take on the role of Leader of the TS
because of the "public activity" associated with it, but
felt she had no choice.
she must do her duty.

After all, she had been chosen and
The article began and ended with

information supplied by the male President of the TS
verifying the accuracy of her statements. 1OO
This image of an essentially private woman who was
chosen to serve humanity, without pay and without any desire
for public notoriety was parsistently promulgated.

Tingley

soon began to draw on her considerable talent for staging
and costuming in her efforts to invent an acceptable public
self.

On her return from the first crusade around the world

she was interviewed by Mabel Craft, a young reporter who a
year later became the first woman assigned to the
Chronicle's prestigious city room.

Miss Craft, invited to

1----
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join Tingley for breakfast at her hotel in San Francisco,
reported that she seemed to delight in her domestic role.
"She is a charming hostess within her own four walls--greets
you warmly, almost effusively, hovers over the chairs to
select the best one for you, and then bustles daintily about
her chafing dish and coffee things."

Miss Craft noted

Tingley's bejeweled hands and her fondness for flowers, esp.
violets, which she fondled "lovingly, burying her small nose
in them delightedly."

confessing her own inability to

penetrate the occult knowledge taught by Theosophy, even
when discussed in plain terms by such a "refined American
woman," Craft retreated to the mundane and conceded that
Tingley
understands gowning as well as philosophy. For her
breakfast she wore a negligee dainty as it was
becoming. Her figure was without stays, and a long,
loose robe of a lavender and green chaille, prettily
sprigged and flounced, clung softly about her. There
was a touch of lavender ribbon and lace at the neck,
ruches where ruches ought to be, and a full, short
sleeve to show the arm swelling from the small wrist.
Craft twice records that Tingley assured her that she is
very domestic, and showed her pictures of her home in New
York.

Much of this comes across as theater, with

exaggerated gestures, like the fondling of flowers.

The

reporter actually seemed aware that Tingley was fully
controlling this interview, at one point explaining that
Tingley "is as clever with the foils as any seventeenth
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century nobleman.

She will not be caught in the butterfly

net of any harmless-looking question, but flutters gayly
away.
up.

You may follow if you like, but you will never catch
Mirages behave in this way. ,,101
In this construction of herself Tingley could have

found many models in the women's fiction of the period.
Jill Kerr Conway has noted that in the nineteenth century in
the u.S. the
problems of personal narrative were intense for white
women writers, social reformers, political leaders,
athletes, and foreign adventurers. There were no
conventions setting them outside bourgeois norms.
Most, needing an appreciative audience for their causes
to prosper, had to present themselves as the
embodiments of romantic femininity, women to whom
things happened rather than people who shaped events.
Like the heroines of novels, Katherine Tingley presented
herself as "being carried by events toward moments of
intuitive insight and emotional truth. ,,102

Jane Marcus

notes that two women's autobiographies of the same period
reveal "a deep anxiety about exposing female selfhood as
egotism when Victorian ideals of women's selflessness were
deeply ingrained in their consciousness. ,,103
That this was a calculated self-presentation intended
for public consumption is clear by comparing such tranquil
domestic moments with descriptions of her day-to-day
activities published in the organizations' magazines, for
consumption by the faithful.

These consistently emphasized
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that she worked day and night at the office and seemed to
have limitless energy.
rests.

Even when travelling, she took no

In a report from the Congress of Religions held in

October 1897 in conjunction with the Nashville Centennial
Exposition, her right hand man, F. M. Pierce wrote,
Just as we were comfortably settled for a quiet rest
and snooze which the material man said he positively
required to prepare him for what was ahead, we were
aroused and required to carry our unwilling bodies into
the chief's drawing room, where we were all kept busy
in noting down improved methods for carrying on present
work and plans for new work • . . • This kind of thing
continued throughout the journey going and returning,
and is symbolic of the fun one has on a pleasure trip
with Mrs. Tingley.
He then listed her activities: carrying on a worldwide
correspondence, directing all the branches of the work,
editing the publications, guarding the movement against
outside attack and concluded,
If one stops to figure out the sort of brain mind
necessary to do all these things without getting them
into a snarl, one will give it up and decide that we
have a real, thoroughly alive, practical occultist as
leader, and quit hunting for the strange mannered
solemn kind generally found up a tree or sitting on a
snow-capped mountain peak, useless to humanity and
themselves. ,,104
But Theosophists too needed to be assured that their Leader,
for all of her executive, manly abilities, was above all a
womanly woman.

Sydney Coryn tried to capture both sides of

her in the following note in a British magazine published by
her supporters,
When the Leader told you to move, you had to move, and
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quickly; and none were ever asked to undertake work
that she herself would not do, even to the unpacking of
cases; every detail of the work was under her personal
direction and control, and everything that passed her
hand had stamped upon it the lovin?o sympathy of the
woman and the wisdom of an Adept." os
This contrast between KT the reluctant public woman and
KT the active leader points to another challenge for KT--she
was being "read" by two different audiences, Theosophists
and outsiders.

Although Theosophists themselves were mainly

middle class and shared Victorian moral standards with
others of their class, their belief in the possibility of
interaction with spirits now dead posed special problems for
public credibility.

Tingley was acutely aware that she

needed to try to identify who her readers (or audiences, as
we would say in the social sciences) were at any given time,
because she had to appear to be a normal, modest, moral
woman for the general public, while establishing her
credentials as Leader of the Esoteric section of the TS by
virtue of her connections to the Masters and her leadership
qualities.

From the first announcement of her identity as

the Outer Head of the Esoteric school of the Theosophical
Society until the publication of her obituary in the New
York Times, July 12, 1929 the controversy surrounding her
public womanhood centered on two themes that demanded
different perspectives to satisfy each of these audiences:
1) her claims to special power to communicate with the
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Adepts and her past connection to Spiritualism; and 2) her
position as a female ruler, not just of women, but also of
men.

Perhaps the most powerful assaults against her were

those that combined these two points by claiming she
controlled men by some sinister, hypnotic power.
Katherine Tingley realized she had to convince
Theosophists of her occult powers while downplaying them for
the more skeptical, general public.

Members of the inner

circle of Theosophists had accepted her as the legitimate
successor to William Q. Judge because of his after death
communication with them, a communication that was
facilitated through her mediumship.

This information was

given only to members of the Esoteric section in
communications marked "strictly Private and confidential,"
and even in these members were simply advised that a small
group close to Judge had evidence that he had named Tingley
his successor.

It was important to downplay Tingley's

earlier involvement in spiritualism, for although ma.ny
Theosophists had been spiritualists in the past (indeed
Blavatsky herself had come to America in order to
investigate spiritualism), by the end of the 19th century
she and her followers worked hard to distinguish themselves
from common spirit mediums and their Theosophy from the
American brand of spiritualism.

As she wrote in Isis

Unveiled, "The totally insufficient theory of the constant
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agency of disembodied human spirits in the production of
spiritualistic phenomena has been the bane of the Cause. ,,106
Tingley contended that she had never produced or believed in
physical phenomena.

She had explored spiritualism as part

of her search for the divine truth and found it sadly
lacking.

But disaffected Theosophists who doubted her

credentials pointed to her past as a medium and used it to
challenge both her claims to be in touch with the Masters
and her after-death appointment by Judge.
Tingley and her associates sporadically sent out
circulars with various notes about her communications with
the "Master."

In one, dated September 25, 1896, she claimed

that she had been the recipient of a letter from the "Great
White Lodge" that had encouraged Judge to split the American
section from the Theosophical Society in 1895.
were present

"Those who

• will be able to describe the appearance

of the message, in the way in which the 'Lodge odor' would
come from it in sudden puffs and the way in which the
letters and words would appear and disappear."

In another

private circular issued prior to the February 1898
convention during which the Theosophical Society was
replaced by the Universal Brotherhood organization and she
was named Leader for life, Katherine Tingley announced to
the members of the Esoteric School of Theosophy that she had
been instructed to start a new phase of the work.
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Anticipating resistance, she wrote: "Sometimes when I act
without any explanation, rest assured that it is not because
I wish to assume the position of controller.

My efforts are

at all times directed to carry out the work of the master."
These assertions that her authority came both William Q.
Judge and from one of the Adepts or Masters served both to
make a claim to occult authority and as a way to pose as a
submissive female following male orders.

Such external,

male validation of aggressive female initiative is a common
devise in female autobiography.

Sidonie smith notes that

st. Teresa of Avila styled herself an "unwilling author" who
wrote her autobiography upon the insistence of her
confessor, and Rebecca Sherrick argues that both Jane Addams
and Florence Kelley authorize their own active, public lives
by presenting themselves as following in their fathers'
footsteps. 107
To convince the larger audience of rank and file
members to support her drastic changes in the organization,
she emphasized her close relationship to the Eastern Adepts
by retelling the story of her solitary meeting with a
Mahatma outside of Darjeeling during the first international
Crusade.

For example, in one of her few published works,

The Path of the Mystic, Tingley used the incident not only
to reinforce her personal authority as a chela or pupil of
the same "Teacher" as HPB and WQJ, but also to validate her
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practical approach to Theosophy.

She reported that the

Adept was dressed simply and sat whittling a peg to be
inserted in the yoke of a pair of oxen to ease their burden.
He called KT's attention to a pupil, silently plowing the
field, doing whatever humble work came to hand.

The lessons

that the Teacher shared with Tingley that day served as a
critique of the intellectualism of her opponents and a
support for her own intuitive, practical brand of Theosophy.
He stressed the impossibility of achieving happiness or
divine wisdom through the "brain-mind," or through lectures,
or study, or experimentation with psychical phenomena.

"The

Divine Law is in every man and woman, and each must find it
there for himself, and make it manifest in his life . • • .
Selflessness attains; selfishness defeats: men's
possibilities are in direct proportion to their ability to
see beyond themselves and to feel for others" Perhaps she
thought it would be easier to convince men to adopt the
womanly virtues of self- sacrifice, service and empathy if
the order came from the mouth of a male

Master.l~

For her Theosophical audience she also had to account
for her relatively late conversion.

This she approached by

recounting childhood incidents and beliefs to demonstrate
that she had been a theosophist long before she knew there
was capital "T" Theosophy.

One of the most interesting

attempts to establish this credential was a two-part story,

146

"Visions of A Life," which appeared on the front page of two
issues of the organization's magazine in 1897.

The first

was a rather disjointed tale of a young girl who was only
happy when in the woods with the birds, flowers, and her
faithful dog.

One day she was visited by a spirit guide who

with a touch released her soul from its "prison-house of
flesh" and helped it move through space and time to
experience a harmony and beauty that she had longed for.

As

he returned her to the New England woods near her home he
explained that he would someday tell her more about these
things, so that she would "be able to tell others and teach
them, for humanity has forgotten the knowledge of right
living."

The story closes when her Grandpa, the only person

who really understands her, comes to take her home.
Perhaps the message here was too subtle, for in the
next installment the child is called Kathie and various plot
details closely resemble the facts about her life that
Tingley gave in press interviews.

The adventure this time

centered on an aunt's insistence that Kathie go with her to
church.

Kathie was saved from this ordeal by the

intervention of an old friend of the family, a unique woman
known for her charitable works and kindly nature, who
explained to the aunt that Kathie was a special child.
she was arguing that you could see from the child's eyes
that she was an "old soul," who had "some great force

As
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guiding her life in the right direction," the robed spirit
guide briefly appeared and nodded his approval.

When she

returned home Kathie shared her mystical experiences with
her grandfather, and then took another soul journey with her
guide, seeing a reflection of herself as "a tall,
dark-skinned Egyptian."

certain details of this story

closely resemble those given in an article about Tingley
published in the New York Daily Tribune two months earlier,
causing one to wonder what is fact and what is fiction in
these stories of Kathie's life.

The article called Tingley

a native New Englander whose
grandfather was the Grand Master of the Masonic order .
. . and a profound student of mysticism. He was
extremely fond of his granddaughter and filled the
child's soul with nature's teachings [although,
interestingly, in the story she seems to be his teacher
in nature and mysticism] . . . • [W]hen a child Mrs.
Tingley was constantly talking about things which she
said she could see but which her parents could not • .
Mrs. Tingley was intuitively a Theosophist in
doctrine and sympathy long before she became an actual
member of the society, and for years taught to those
with whom she came in contact, rich and poor, the ideas
of Theosophy, though without giving them a name.l~
These attempts to establish her Theosophical
credentials played rather differently in the mainstream.
Early examples of the fun the press had with Mahatma Kitty
and Koot Hoomi were repeated many times during her career.
In the mostly positive New York Daily Tribune article quoted
above her occult powers and links with spiritualism were
mentioned seven times, providing plenty of ammunition for
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those who were not so respectful of her association with the
occult.

Newspaper stories often recalled her past as a

spirit medium, and the Los Angeles Times persistently called
Point Loma "the Spookery" (until Tingley sued for libel and
won a $7500 judgement in 1903).
In part these attacks reflect changes in the nature of
spiritualism and the public's perception of it during the
period.

In the pre Civil War years spiritualism had been

primarily a middle class movement, and although it was far
from part of mainstream culture, its support by many
prominent Americans (Horace Greeley, William Cullen Bryant,
the Grimke sisters, and many others) had given it a modicum
of respectability.

Trance speakers often attracted large

audiences and received respect in many corners, especially
in reform circles. 110 Spiritualism had always had some
appeal for the lower middle and lower classes because of its
extremely democratic tendencies, arising from the belief
that anyone could communicate with spirits regardless of
education or social standing.

By the end of the nineteenth

century changes in public expressions of spiritualism
increased its appeal to the masses and discouraged
participation by more cultured elites.

Spiritualist camp

meetings and sensational mediums attracted thousands with
their theatrical displays of news from beyond.
themselves also began to be sorted out by class.

The mediums
Middle
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class mediums were able to perform their services in the
relative privacy of the domestic sphere with only friends
and relatives in attendance, whereas, women without means
either had to charge for their seances or rely on the
sponsorship of wealthy men.

Either of these positions cast

doubt on the womanliness of these poorer mediums.1l1

In

addition, the older generation of trance speakers could not
compete with the new materialization mediums, who were bound
dramatically and locked into cabinets in dimly lit rooms.
From there they called forth spirits, who appeared to the
attendees as misty images vaguely resembling a dead loved
one.

Anyone who has seen the gauzy, diaphanous ghosts

flitting through the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland can
understand how real such forms could appear to the bereaved
and how easily the appearance of such "spirits" would be to
fake.

Given the desire of the bereaved to find comfort "no

excessive degree of cleverness is required in order to make
a comfortable living as a medium, if one is not too
scrupulous. ,,112
Members of the middle class still interested in
spiritualism shifted their focus to attempts to prove or
disprove its authenticity. In 1885 following the British
example they founded an American Society of Psychic Research
and began to set up scientific experiments to test
mediumship and seances.

Some of their exposures of
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fraudulent phenomena were widely reported.

The most

shocking case of fraud involved the Fox sisters who were
famous for having given birth to American spiritualism at
Hydesville, New York in 1848 when they were able to
communicate with spirits by a rapping sound.

In 1888 they

demonstrated how they had thrown their big toes out of joint
to produce the famous spirit rapping events.

Although this

confession was later retracted the taint of fraud clung to
mediums .113
Even spiritualists who scrupulously tried to prevent
fraud were not exempt from becoming morally suspect.
Mainstream observers began to view the Spiritualists'
traditional support of women's rights and marriage reform as
a more dangerous Free Love position when Victoria Woodhull
was elected President of a national organization, the
Association of American Spiritualists in 1873.

Such

concerns with the immorality of spiritualists was confirmed
when in 1892 a prominent spiritualist, Lois Waisbrooker was
arrested under the Comstock AntiObscenity Act.

As historian

Ann Braude explained, her crime was that she "continued to
agitate for the reform of marriage and sexuality long after
entrenched Victorian values made [her] activities
scandalous."

Such unacceptable moral positions combined

with the growing identification of spiritualism with the
working classes and cheap theatrical spectacles to frighten
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away many in the middle class. 114
These changes had implications for how Tingley tried to
paint her public portrait, for she had been well known in
some spiritualist circles in New York City prior to her
entry into Theosophy.

In the attacks on her by

non-Theosophists, in addition to poking fun at the notion of
spirits rapping on tables and flying around overhead at
seances, she was often branded a "common spirit medium" who
charged for her services.

As the Los Angeles Times put it

during coverage of Katherine Tingley's libel case against it
and its publisher General otis, the testimony "shows her to
have been not only the 'dollar medium' that defendant has
accused her of having been, but even a 25-cent conductor of
spiritualistic seances."
counts.

Tingley defended herself on both

Her arguments resembled those she had used all

along, that although she had investigated spiritualism in
her search for divine truth, she "strongly opposed the
seeking after physical manifestation and seance practices,
and insisted that the human soul should be made the object
of study."

She also countered such attacks on her class

status by responding that she never personally made any
money on her readings, but occasionally "raised part of the
money for her charity work through parlor talks on occult
philosophy at the houses of her wealthy friends."1lS
Katherine Tingley's image problems were increased
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because she had to closely identify herself with Theosophy's
founder, Madame Blavatsky, who had been rather careless
about her own image as a public woman.

She was famous for

smoking, drinking and cursing, and loyal Theosophists had to
find ways to explain her bohemian behavior.

Charles Ryan, a

Theosophist and historian of the movement, calls her that
"'strange woman' whose occasional unparliamentary language
and outward uncouthness in manner were deliberately assumed
to shock men out of their conventional judgements and to
arouse their intuition.,,1l6

In addition many people

questioned her occult abilities.

In 1885 after an extended

investigation the British Society for Psychical Research had
reported that Theosophy was a fraud and that "all the
marvellous narratives put forward as evidence of the
existence and occult power of the Mahatmas" were fakes.

The

examining committee found Madame Blavatsky very impressive,
and concluded, "For our own part, we regard her neither as
the mouthpiece of hidden seers, nor as a mere vulgar
adventuress; we think that she has achieved a title to
permanent remembrance as one of the most accomplished,
ingenious, and interesting impostors in history. ,,117

In

1890, shortly before her death, the New York Sun had
published a stinging article about Blavatsky's career,
including rumors that had been circulating for years that
she was a hashish-smoking Bohemian who had affairs with many
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different men and had given birth to an illegitimate child.
And just before Tingley took power in 1896, another expose
of Blavatsky's life, A Modern Priestess of Isis, was
published in English, once again calling the attention of
the American public to the old questions about Blavatsky's
career.

HPB's questionable reputation had potential

consequences for all female Theosophists.

For example, in

1893, Mary Chapin, a schoolteacher in Brooklyn, was fired
because she would not renounce her belief in Theosophy.
Part of the accusation was that "the representative
Theosophist, Mme. Blavatsky, was a woman of vile
character. ,,118
If the virtue of female Theosophists could be impugned
simply by being associated with the name of Blavatsky,
certainly Theosophical leaders, like Tingley, were
especially vulnerable.

Accusations of sexual impropriety

could be very effective against any prominent woman since
the legitimacy of public womanhood was based on claims of
moral superiority.

Tingley's opponents, especially rival

Theosophists from Annie Besant's Adyar Theosophical society,
tried this approach early in her career.

For example,

several newspapers reported that Tingley's father had been a
saloon keeper and that she had been notorious in Newburyport
for her loose behavior in his establishment while a young
woman--before she was sent away to a convent.

While it is
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true that her father owned a hotel that included a
restaurant and bar, he also served as the town marshal and
an officer of his Mason's Lodge.

In short, he was an

upstanding citizen and his family was well-respected in his
home town.

Public attempts to discredit her through

allegations of sexual misconduct came to an end after she
successfully sued the Los Angeles Times for libel, in part
because they published stories based on unsupported sexual
innuendo.

One article quoted a Mrs. Leavitt, whom it called

"thoroughly informed" about the activities at Point Loma.
She reportedly described midnight ceremonies in which women
and men wore only thin night clothes, and alleged that
"gross immoralities are practiced at Point Loma by some of
the disciples of spookism."

At the trial it was revealed

that Mrs. Leavitt was a member of Besant's society and had
never personally witnessed such ceremonies.

The same trial

included the deposition of Mr. Reuthling, who had been a
neighbor of the Tingley's in New York during her
"spiritualist" days, who testified that at Katherine
Tingley's invitation he had called on her at home where she
sat close to him and made "improper suggestions."

When

asked what he meant he said, "I understood it very plainly
to be a desire for sexual intercourse."

\'lhen pushed by

Tingley's attorney he could not recall exactly what words
were said or when the event occurred, and the Judge did not

1-···

I
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allow his accusations to go to the jury.1l9
But ultimately in this case, as in the rest of her
public life, neither the sexual allegations nor her
supernatural powers were the main issue.

Rather it was her

public presence itself that was at the center of the
controversies surrounding her.

This case makes it clear

that the real offense of Katherine Tingley was that she was
an "unnatural" woman with unnatural powers over men.

By

"usurping" the sacred mantle of motherhood, she had gained
access to public power outside of the control of any man.

I

end this section by looking at the Times case and allowing
Mr. Shortridge, the eloquent attorney representing the
newspaper, to make my closing arguments for me.
Katherine Tingley sued the Los Angeles Times over an
article published october 28, 1901, which she contended was
"false, malicious and defamatory, . • . and every portion of
said article charging plaintiff with improper practices,
fraud and immorality are false, malicious, libelous and
untrue.

,,120

This article, entitled "outrages at Point Lorna;

Exposed by an 'Escape' from Tingley.
in this city.
convicts.

Startling Tales told

Women and Children Starved and Treated Like

Thrilling Rescue," was simply the most recent and

most sensational of many negative stories the Times had
published since Tingley began her activities in San Diego.
In addition to the "outrages" enumerated in the title, the
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story reported that Tingley's "spookery" held insane
ceremonies, kept wives away from husbands and mothers from
their children, made women work in the fields, and
encouraged the practice of gross immoralities.

During the

trial, the defense attempted to bring out "facts" about
Tingley's general reputation, tried to get testimony on the
record about her work as a medium, and called witnesses
(mostly disaffected members of the TS) to testify to
conditions at Point Lorna.

Almost all of the testimony they

tried to introduce was disallowed by the Judge who insisted
that they deal with the allegations in the article, none of
which they were able to prove true.

As the case was given

over to the jury, the Judge instructed them that the details
in the story were libelous per se and since the defense had
offered no evidence to prove them, the court ruled that the
plaintiff had won the case.

Therefore he instructed the

jury that its sole duty was to decide on the amount of
damages to award Tingley. (They decided on $7500 although
she had asked for $50,000)
But the counsel for the Times did not see this case so
narrowly.

After a rather perfunctory nod to issues of

freedom of the Press, he addressed the issue of whether she
could be damaged by the libels in this case.

He stressed

that the plaintiff was a "public character" and as such
should keep herself so pure and above reproach that she
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would not concern herself with what anyone said about her.
"The great man, the great woman, the pure and upright of
heart and character, stand like rocks in the desert, and the
words of newspapers touch and hurt them not." 121

He argued

that if all she really wanted was to clear her name she
would simply have asked for a retraction, or she would
settle for winning this suit and ask for only one dollar as
a symbol.

"It is not vindication which she seeks, it is

money for which she grasps and has grasped at every stage of
her life. ,,122
Mr. Shortridge did not believe that this was the real
issue in this case.

He pleaded with the members of the jury

to understand the gravity of their decision.
[I]n the name of society and civilization, and in the
name of the Saviour of Nazareth who upon Calvary shed
his blood that we might live, I ask you for justice
here; • • • rebuke this plaintiff whose doctrines and
whose practices . . . make her an enemr of all that is
good and pure and noble in our lives. 12
Although the Judge later instructed the Jury that it was not
the "opinion of the court that either the progress of
Christian civilization or, the principles of the Christian
religion, are involved in the issues of this case,,,rn it is
instructive to follow Mr. Shortridge's argument.

He was

most concerned about the power Tingley's position of
autocrat gave her, especially over men.

Reflecting on what

they had learned about Point Lorna during the trial and the
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witnesses who had come forward in defense of Tingley, he
remarked,
I do not know whether to say of the men that they are
feeble minded or not, of the women, that they are
earnest and sincere, but . • . misguided, the fact of
the matter is that this plaintiff occupies a position
which is extraordinary. . • . Think of this power. • •
[S]he has marched with a stride up and taken her seat
upon the throne, and American citizens, men, are proud
to bow before her and to do her bidding. Gentlemen, it
is extraordinary, and the case is extraordinary by
virtue of that feature in it. 12S
And Shortridge continued on this line for hours (his closing
statement went on four and one half hours) .
I cannot understand why men of apparent intelligence
will surrender themselves to the dictation of a woman
such as this . • . . All through this testimony it
appears uncontradicted that she was well known by that
term and that name, as 'Mother.' Mother of children?
We do not know. Wife, we do know, • . • she said she
had to devote part of her time to her husband and
family. Where is he? By her side? No. 126
Shortridge particularly emphasized the absurdity of
such a one allowing herself to be called the Purple Mother.
Usurping that most sacred name was clearly her greatest
transgression.
Every American citizen will go with counsel to the
uttermost in paying tribute to the mother of children,
the blessed being who gave us birth, the blessed being
who through the agony of death brings birth--life. . •
But is there any pretence [sic] here that such an one
has been libeled? Her children here, weeping,
hurt----no. She stands upon the record and here in
court alone. 127
Perhaps anticipating the issues that would come up in
the libel trial, Point Loma's magazine the New century
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explained early in 1902 that Mrs. Tingley
is today doing a humanitarian work so broad that it
affects the entire world. Yet think you she has
stepped out of her 'sphere?' Think you she has
forgotten how to take care of a baby or dust a room?
Not at all. You can find nowhere a truer, happier,
more home-like home than hers in Lorna-land. And,
instead of caring for two or three children and doing
it after a fashion, she is caring for hundreds and
doing it as it ought to be done. The greater, larger
love which flows out from the heart of a true woman,
that love which goes out to all the world's children,
never blots out the love that is given to her own, but
includes it, as surely as a universe includes
worlds. 128
But the forceful indictment of this surrogate mothering as
presented in the Times trial exposes the difficulties of
using maternalist rhetoric to authorize public action.
Feminist theologians and historians of women's leadership in
marginal religions have noted that claims for women's
special nurturing qualities as wife and mother to the
exclusion of other characteristics tend to have limited
appeal in the long term.

They remind us that

"[e]ven in

the Christian monastic traditions, a woman is validated in
her role as a celibate religious because she is the bride of
Chr ist . ,,129
Katherine Tingley's carefully self-constructed
biography, her attempt to live a life above moral reproach,
and her diligent adherence to the discourse of true
womanhood--none of this was enough to shield her from
attacks as a public woman, whose power was illegitimate
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simply because of her gender.

In the final analysis she was

guilty of being a woman who dared to act in public, alone.
And the very fact of her individuality.

"If you believe in

the family circle and the hearth and the fireside your duty
is plain.

If you

. respect the institution of marriage,

if you respect and revere the divine sentiment between
mother and child, your duty is clear . .

. • [D]emand that

this pretender be rebuked by your verdict.

,,130

For most American Theosophists at the end of the
nineteenth century, Katherine Tingley had established
herself as a legitimate leader.

Tingley's Crusade

emphasizing "Universal Brotherhood" (with little attempt to
introduce the deeper meaning of Theosophy); the attempt to
rewrite propaganda in plain language for a broader audience;
the encouragement of the work with children; the
inauguration of the IBL to serve the poor, the friendless,
and the intemperate; and the change in the name of their
magazine had all been precursors to the ultimate step--the
founding of the Universal Brotherhood organization.

Less

than two years after Judge's death, the transformation from
the study of esoteric knowledge, to the work of practical
brotherhood was complete.
Over the next year and a half Katherine Tingley would
devote her considerable talents and energy to three efforts
that evolved into the foundation for her utopian experiment
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at Point Loma: the training of orphan children to serve as
future teachers; the use of music and drama to illustrate
divine truth; and the practical demonstration of universal
brotherhood through efforts to relieve suffering in the wake
of the spanish American war.
Theosophic work with children before Tingley's
connection with the TS primarily had been the provision of
Sunday schools in which children, esp. the children of TS
members, could be taught that they were souls and learn to
cUltivate the noble side of their nature.

Under Tingley the

work had been expanded to poor children in ghettoes,
establishing clubs for the teaching of both Theosophical
"truths" and the white, middle class norms of cleanliness
and industriousness.

Mrs. Elizabeth Mayer was in charge of

this work, and developed song books and lesson plans that
were sent out to the local groups.

Children around the

world began singing songs such as ""Happy Little Sunbeams"
and repeating the motto "Helping and Sharing is What
Brotherhood Means." By 1898 there were 65 Lotus Groups in
America. 131
Under the auspices of the IBL Tingley further expanded
this branch of the work by establishing a summer home for
poor children from NYC.

Although this increased her control

over the environment of these "Lotus buds," she still could
not fully test her ideas about raising children to serve
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humanity--for that she needed access to younger souls, not
yet tainted by exposure to an untheosophic world.

As she

often asserted, "Let me have a child from the time of its
birth until it is seven years old, and all the temptation in
the world will not move it.
divinity of its soul. ,,132

It will have been taught the

She believed that by recognizing

the duality of children's nature, the proper teaching and
environment could "bring forth the good and dwarf the evil
tendencies."

In her usual fashion, Tingley soon had created

a suitable opportunity; in Buffalo, New York, on August 13,
1898 she dedicated an IBL orphanage--a large brownstone,
rented and furnished by local IBL members.

Here the IBL

could begin to achieve its goal of preparing "destitute and
homeless children to become workers for humanity."

All of

the workers at the home were unpaid volunteers, carefully
selected by Mrs. Tingley.
Theosophists.

It is not clear that all were

For example, Dr. Mary Innis Denton donated

her time both as President of the Board of Directors and
attending physician, although she was never mentioned in
Theosophical society publications in any other capacity.
Donations of money, clothing, medicine, and household
furnishings came from Theosophists and non Theosophists in
Buffalo and around the country.

By the end of its first

year there were 11 children at the Lotus Home, all but one
under a year and a half old.

The Buffalo Lotus Home was
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only a temporary setting; these orphans were to be
transferred to Point Loma as soon as the homes and schools
were ready. 133
The Board of Directors of this Lotus home were the same
as those of the Buffalo Wayfare home.

In its four-year

existence this home had provided temporary shelter to
hundreds of women.

Over time the emphasis shifted from

helping "fallen women" to providing shelter for two other
vulnerable groups of women--young women newly arrived in the
city (in essence, potential fallen women) and elderly women.
The Annual Report for 1899 gives insight into the kind of
help the Directors perceived they were giving to their
clients.
Many of these women are young and attractive, and the
Home has proved the resting place that has assisted
them in withstanding the temptations that peculiarly
beset such in a large city. Perhaps the saddest part
of the work is that relating to the many elderly women
who are forced, by stress of circumstances, to again
and again avail themselves of the accommodations
offered at the Horne, as they find themselves unable to
keep a situation for any length of time.l~
Another addition to the work of the IBL was also an
extension of activities already underway.

Katherine Tingley

had introduced the use of music at meetings as soon as she
became the leader of the Esoteric section, and her flare for
drama and staging had made the Crusade a colorful and
entertaining venture.

Accompanying her on the Crusade were

Mrs. Alice Cleather and Basil Crump--both experts on the
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mystical and symbolic meanings imbedded in Wagner's operas,
and when circumstances allowed, they would play music and
explain its symbolism for the Crusade audiences.

Pageantry

became a standard feature of celebrations and fundraising
efforts.

For example, the end of the summer at the New

Jersey Children's Home had been marked by the production of
a children's play in which fairies and brownies were
awakened to their "true nature" by the Prince of Harmony
(i.e., truth).

"A Winter's Tale," presented at the New York

Bazaar, was the first of many Theosophical interpretations
of the bard's plays, for "[t]he Shakespearean world is
crowded with such examples of virtue glowing triumphantly
over the depths of vice. ,,135

In early summer 1898 Tingley

created a new division of the Universal Brotherhood--the
Isis League of Music and Drama--because she believed that
both were excellent tools for understanding and teaching
life's hidden wisdom.

She also announced that the Isis

Conservatory of Music would soon be initiated under Mrs.
Elizabeth Churchill Mayer's direction at Point Lorna.

These

Theosophists believed that music not only offered the
benefits of demonstrating harmony and melody, but also had
the occult property of bridging the gulf between the
invisible world and the inner self.
Tingley herself favored Greek dramas as a tool for
Theosophic education because they had been written
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specifically to express in symbolic form the nature of the
universe.

Her choice of Aeschylus' "Eumenides" for the

first full-scale production under the auspices of this new
League illustrates the "truths" that she wanted to
"uncover."

Not only does the play represent the triumph of

good over evil, but demonstrates the power of good to
transform people previously under the influence of the
darker side of their own nature.

In its climax, the

Eumenides (who had been pursuing Orestes to avenge his
murder of his mother) threaten destruction when Athena
declares Orestes innocent because he had only been following
Apollo's orders.

"But Athena soothes away their anger by

promoting them to be the agents of prosperity and
beneficence, so that henceforth those avenging furies become
the bestowers of happiness and peace.

,,136

In this, as in future dramatic productions, Tingley
involved herself in all aspects of the play's production,
drawing on the musical and acting talents of New York city
Theosophists, on the sewing skills of the female members of
the Headquarters staff, and the paid labor of some of New
York's finest composers and musicians.

The Eumenides' first

performance, New York City, November 15, 1898 was favorably
reviewed by the outside Press as well as members.

It was

repeated many times and became a standard at Point Loma. An
added benefit to such educational dramas was their potential

166

as fund raisers for other projects of the UBO.

This play

was originally intended to raise money for the work with
children, but by the time of its presentation the ticket
money was diverted to a more urgent project.

The

International Brotherhood League had undertaken relief
efforts to aid soldiers returning from the spanish American
War.
When the united states Congress declared war on Spain
on April 18, 1898, Theosophists, like many other Americans,
used the rhetoric of patriotism and a moral obligation to
free victims of Spanish despotism to overcome their pacifism
and support the war effort.

with the quick conclusion of

the war in August came reports of the dire conditions in
Cuba, and Tingley seized this opportunity to act on the
seventh goal of the IBL: "To relieve human suffering
resulting from flood, famine, war, and other calamities;
and, generally, to extend aid, help, and comfort to
suffering humanity throughout the world."

She had already

committed the IBL to famine relief work in India, but now
she could pursue a project closer to home--one that she
could engage in personally.

In early August the IBL issued

a "war relief call," urging all members to money, supplies
and provisions for the sick and wounded.

At Headquarters in

New York City, Dr. Herbert Coryn, a longtime Theosophist who
had just arrived from London, began a training course in
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nursing for some of the young women in the UBO, calling it
the IBL sisters of Compassion.

Mrs. Tingley got "busy with

her band of lady workers, who [were] meeting daily, sewing
and making up material already sent in. 11137
Another field of action soon presented itself even
closer to home.

The u.s. government, which had been so

poorly prepared for mounting a large military campaign, was
equally ill-equipped to handle the thousands of weak, sick,
and wounded soldiers as they returned to the u.s.

The IBL

set up a tent hospital and feeding station close to the army
processing center and hospital at Camp Wikoff at Montauk on
Long Island.

For three weeks workers from New York provided

baths, clean clothing, food and transportation to soldiers
too weak or sick to get to the Army facilities.

And as

always the pages of their magazine praised Katherine
Tingley's contributions, calling her
a true leader indeed, not only directing the work in
the smallest as well as the greatest details, but
sharing the heat of the day, working the hardest of
all, and setting the example, as she says, of 'living
as near hardtack as possible,' not eating even the
smallest portion of the precious delicacies intended
f or our boys. 138
In addition, the IBL headquarters in Bridgeport, Connecticut
was converted to a hospital to meet the need for extended
care--a project supported by the Mayor, whose wife was a
member of the DBO.

Whether by chance or careful planning,

many of those sent to Bridgeport under the care of the IBL
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were members of the "McKinley Volunteers" from Canton, Ohio.
This might have played a role in McKinley's recognition of
the work done by the IBL.

His administration arranged

passage on u.s. government Transport for the next stage of
the IBL effort--a relief expedition to Santiago, Cuba.
On February 2, 1899 Katherine Tingley, Dr. Coryn, two
newly-trained nurses, and six other IBL workers finally set
out on the u.s. Berlin for Santiago.

They encountered their

usual good luck upon their arrival; they immediately met
Santiago Maceo, the son of Cuba's most famous martyr to
independence--General Antonio Maceo--who offered to serve as
their interpreter and later traveled to the United states
with them. 139

Within 24 hours they had secured a large,

centrally located house to use as their headquarters, where
they distributed the 150 boxes of supplies (food, medicine,
and clothing), donated by people from all across the United
states.

On one day, they were besieged for aid by an

estimated 1600 people--and this in santiago where the relief
effort had been early and extensive. 140
Katherine Tingley, although she performed the mundane
tasks along with the others, found time for one of her
signature events--a carefully orchestrated children's
pageant.

She persuaded Emilio Bacardi, the mayor of

Santiago, to declare March 12th "Cuban Children-' s Liberty
Day" and thousands turned out to see the planting of two
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trees--one for the

u.s.

and one for Cuba--to symbolize the

new tie between the two countries.

Two young girls (one of

them the daughter of Mayor Bacardi) were dressed in costumes
to represent American and Cuban goddesses of liberty.

Flags

of both countries decorated the stage and a band played.
Mrs. H. K. Richmond-Green, Tingley's travelling companion
and head cook at their headquarters in Santiago, summarized
the meaning of the event, "No more the call to arms, the
clash of steel, the cruelty and inhumanity of man to man,-the past lies behind you; at your feet this day are
thousands of children, free, happy and joyous. 1I

Typically,

Tingley was particularly attentive to the needs of the
orphaned children, and she promised to arrange for some to
come to Point Loma and vowed to establish schools and
orphanages on the island to help others. (The first promise
was fulfilled, beginning August 4, 1900 when the first of
many Cuban orphans arrived in the u.s. under the auspices of
the IBL.

In 1902 Theosophists from Point. Loma arrived in

santiago to open a school for children along the same lines
as the one in the U.S.)

Katherine Tingley and party left

Santiago just over a month after their arrival, but they had
cemented firm friendships with influential locals,
particularly Mayor Emilio Bacardi, who was impressed so
favorably with Tingley's plans for the education of Cuban
children that he later donated a parcel of land on the
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outskirts of santiago for one of her Raja Yoga schools.
They took with them Maceo, the patriot's son, and Antonia
Fabre, a young woman who had promised her dying father that
she would be educated by the American Theosophists and
return to teach Cuban children.

The work in Cuba

illustrated that the goals of the IBL were often combined:
to educate destitute children to serve humanity, to relieve
human suffering, to bring about a better understanding
between so-called savage and civilized races, and by example
to help men and women realize their own nobility. 141
The changes at the national level of the organization
were clearly profound, but the individuals involved on a
daily basis in the work discussed above were few.

For

instance, Isabel Morris served as a nurse at Montauk, helped
in the early days of the Lotus Home in Buffalo and
accompanied the mission to Cuba;

Dr. Herbert Coryn

supervised the Montauk effort and was the physician who
travelled to Cuba;

Mrs. Richmond-Green helped in the

production of Eumenides as well as serving as Tingley's
companion in cub&.

Franklin Pierce was involved in each of

these enterprises.
However an analysis of the organizations' magazines
makes it clear that the transformation of the Theosophical
Society into the Universal Brotherhood organization affected
many beyond the coterie surrounding Tingley.

Simply looking
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at the gender distribution of active members mentioned in
the magazine of the Society over time reveals an important
change. 142

During Judge's last years at the helm

(1893-1896),820 names were mentioned in connection with
various aspects of Theosophic work.w
male and 39% female.

Of those 61% were

In the period after KT's announcement

of the creation of the IBL and through the settling out
period following the crucial Convention that created the UBO
(September 1897-August 1898), 571 people were named in the
New Century--58%male and 42% female.

As the directions of

the IBL and UBO became clearer (and dissenters left the
organization), the percentages became much more equitable.
In the New Century's second (long) year (October 1898November 1899), 619 were mentioned--51% male and 49% female.
A closer look at the kinds of activities in which members
were engaged reveals explanations for the gender
differences .144
In the early period (1893-6) 95% of the names were
mentioned in connection with traditional activities, such as
giving lectures, serving as an officer, attending
conventions, or working on other areas connected to local
Lodge activities.
female.

Of these about 61% were male and 39%

In the period when the new directions were being

introduced (September 1897-August 1898), only 58% were
involved in traditional activities, which were strongly
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dominated by males (72%).

The new activities, such as

working with children, entertaining at meetings, fundraising
at fairs or bazaars, and participating in war relief
efforts, were the purview of women (60%).

In the following

period, after the new activities had become well established
(October 1898-November 1899), there was an almost equal
distribution of activities in old and new work (49% old; 51%
new).

Although men still predominated in the traditional

work (63% male, 37% female), the predominance of women in
the new work continued (60% to 40%), explaining the growing
gender equality in the distribution of names mentioned.
The differences in the activities of men and women also
can be seen in the types of contributions they made.

The

First Annual Report of the Buffalo Lotus Home (1899) listed
financial contributions and other donations.

About 1/3 of

the cash contributions were from females and 2/3 from males
(although the average contribution for each differed little,
$19.60/male, $19.32/female).

However, if the few large

contributions of $100 or more are subtracted, the average
contribution made by females was considerably higher than by
males--$11.00 compared with $8.57.

In addition, donations,

often homemade clothing or household furnishings were much
more likely to be contributed by women than by men (45 women
and 21 men contributed by name).

The case of the Lotus Home

demonstrates that women provided a sUbstantial portion of
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the material base of the Lotus Home, as well as supplying
most of the unpaid labor for the work with children--both at
the Lotus Home and in the many lotus groups around the
world.
As the work of the UBO and IBL increased and attention
to esoteric teachings diminished, many of the best-known
members, who had devoted themselves to the study of ancient
texts, writing scholarly articles, and touring the country
lecturing on Theosophy found no role in the new
organization.

Many drifted away, some left rather noisily.

Even in local Lodges, erudite lectures were being superseded
by a discussion format, in which a topic was announced in
advance and everyone was expected to speak briefly.

For

example, as a Swedish lodge reported, "All the members
present, with only few exceptions, delivered speeches in
turn about the things experienced or about that which was in
their hearts. ,,145

One effect of this change was to subvert

the existing hierarchies in Lodges since being knowledgeable
about Theosophy was no longer a primary qualification for
prestige.

In reality, men had always been the most

prominent lecturers (about 66%), but even poorly educated
women could take a role if the requirement was to speak from
the heart.
In addition, Lodges were instructed to reduce the
frequency of their public meetings to once a month, and
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Katherine Tingley sent programs that each Lodge was required
to perform.

The first of these in late 1900 was in the form

of a Greek symposium based on the story of Hypatia.
Although the texts used by the Lodges are not available, it
is possible from various accounts in their magazines to
outline the significant elements of the story as presented
by these Theosophists.

Hypatia was the leader of the

Neoplatonic School in the 4th century A.D.

However, the

symposium did not focus on her philosophy (indeed it could
not, since none of her works exist), but rather told the
story of the persecution and death of this wise, virtuous
woman.

The Theosophists relied on John Toland's version of

her life, who defended her public actions, saying

"that

never woman was more caressed by the public, and yet that
never woman had a more unspotted character.

She was held an

Oracle for her wisdom, which made her be consulted by the
magistrates in all important cases • • . • "W6

It was

because of her role as adviser to Orestes, the Governor of
Alexandria, that she met her death.

The rivalry between

Orestes and cyril, the head of the church in Alexandria,
having reached murderous proportions, an angry mob of
clerics (who believed Hypatia was responsible for Orestes
attacks on the church), dragged Hypatia to a church,
stripped her, beat her, and finally tore her to pieces.
The motivation for this choice of programs undoubtedly
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was connected to Tingley's own vulnerable position as a
female leader.

Not only was the public given an example of

a woman who was so wise that she was an adviser for men, but
she was also virtuous beyond reproach, even though she
assumed a public role.

In addition, at about this time the

clergy in San Diego had begun an all out attack on Theosophy
(although they certainly stopped far short of death and
dismemberment), and Tingley identified strongly with the
role of martyr.

Aside from the obvious implications for

justifying Tingley's position as a powerful public woman,
the symposium, which was repeated over and over at the local
Lodge level, took men and their lectures off the agenda and
put women in flowing Greek robes in the spotlight.
Like the imposition of predetermined programs, many of
the changes instituted in the UBO were attempts by Tingley
to maintain total control of the organization at all of its
levels.

Her faithful supporter, Francis Pierce, sent out "a

word of caution against unconsidered impulse and overaction."

In response to some members' too great enthusiasm

and creativity, he urged "[c]lose and most strict adherence
to the very letter of all and every suggestion and
instruction from the Leader; not alone this, but the taking
of no action relating to the general work--especially with
individual non-members and the public-at-large--which is not
first approved or directly suggested by her. ,,147

However,
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Tingley found it impossible to control activities going on
so far from the center, and over the next few years expelled
noncompliant members and dissolved many of the individual
local branches that refused to accept her form of
centralized power, which, in practice, leveled the power
relationships within existing branch organizations.

In

1902, one disaffected member claimed that "[o)f the 140
prosperous lodges . . . not more than a dozen exist today."
Theosophists loyal to Tingley explained that she simply had
chosen true Theosophists "and welded them into a compact
body for the expression of the deeper meaning of Theosophy
in every-day life

,,148

A well-known San Francisco member, Jerome Anderson,
explained his decision to leave the UBO in terms that call
attention to the changes wrought by the new leader.

"I

stood by Mrs. Tingley just so long as I could and retain my
manhood and my belief in the real tenets of Theosophy. ,,149
This statement makes clear the connection between gender and
the kinds of activities in which the Tingley Theosophists
had become engaged.

The shift in the focus of the former

Theosophical Society from a mainly intellectual endeavor to
a concentration on the practical work of "brotherhood" had
complex gender implications.

Not only were intellectual

qualities connected in the public's mind with the "natural"
sphere of males, but the term brotherhood had become a
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shibboleth for manliness as well.

HPB had drawn on

philosophical notions of a shared human experience and
perhaps ignored the gender implications of her term
"universal brotherhood."

She was notorious for paying

little attention to the limitations society attempted to
place on her because of her sexed body.
But Tingley was not blind to the term's masculine
connotations.

Brotherhood was on the lips of many in the

late nineteenth century, but almost exclusively in relation
to masculine, sex-segregated organizations.

As Mary Ann

Clawson, Mark Carnes and others have demonstrated, during
this period when a changing economic and social order
challenged earlier symbols of masculinity, a flood of
fraternal organizations (led by Masons but followed by
hundreds of others) were formed--often quite consciously to
assert men's difference from women and to reclaim masculine
moral authority.

Most organizations simulated cross-class

solidarity by emphasizing manly bonds (such organizations as
the Masons, the Knights of pythias, or even labor groups,
such as the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen).

The concept

of brotherhood also was used in efforts to strengthen class
or race identification (for example, the Socialist Eugene
Debs relied on the rhetoric of working class brotherhood to
forge political links; many organizations either admitted
only whites or had separate organizations for whites and
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blacks).

The consistent element in all of these versions of

"brotherhood" was the exclusion of women. ISO
As female Theosophists embraced the practical work of
"universal brotherhood" they worked to redefine its meaning.
An early articulation of a switch to a female version of
brotherhood appeared in a magazine in 1898, in an article
praising two men for their tireless volunteer work on a
Universal Brotherhood float for a parade.

"Indeed, very

large size bouquets are due these gentlemen for taking the
brunt of the work that invariably falls to women's lot. • .
(Do you suppose it means 'Brotherhood' is being
assimilated?)

,,151

The potential for alienating men with such gender
inversion was clearly of some concern.

The pages of their

magazines were replete with (often specious) distinctions
between the work of the UBa and the common "ephemeral
charities" of society women.

The male members who

accompanied Tingley were often praised as "practical men of
business sense," who were enduring great hardships to do
their manly duty.

But in order to follow the new directions

of the organization, manly duty itself had to be redefined.
Joseph Fussell, who had been Judge's Secretary as he was
Tingley's, wrote of KT's work at Montauk,
[T]he amount of work she accomplishes would astonish
those who do not know her and her methods, but to us
who do know, it is not surprising but encouraging and
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inspiring; for is she not in her rightful and favorite
sphere of helping others? That too is our rightful
sphere when we shall claim our birthright and act as
true men and brothers.
This remarkable statement accepts a common argument of the
day, that woman's nurturing qualities could and should be
used to enlarge her sphere of activities to charity beyond
the walls of the home, and then claims that this new female
"sphere of helping others" is the "rightful sphere" for
"true men" as well. 152
In the end many men, like Anderson, were unwilling to
join Tingley and her sisterly brotherhood.

A perhaps

surprising number were, and eventually made their home at
Point Loma, a utopian community built on such "feminine"
values as purity, self-sacrifice, and devotion to children.
The nature of this new conception of brotherhood demanded a
setting where both men and women could act according to the
prescriptions of female morality without the contradictions
that accompanied such prescriptions in everyday life.

At

Point Loma Theosophists tried to create the "rightful
sphere" of brotherly action that was lacking in the outside
world.
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CHAPTER 4
THEOSOPHY'S FICTIVE FAMILY REUNION AT POINT LOMA
Katherine Tingley often recalled that ever since
childhood she had had a vision that she would create a
perfect city; Theosophy merely offered her the opportunity. 1
She had not, however, clearly pictured what a Theosophical
utopia would be, and when she first began to talk about
Point Loma she always associated it with the founding of an
esoteric school for the Revival of the Lost Mysteries of
Antiquity--precisely the (masculine) aspect of Theosophy
that all of her other projects were deemphasizing.

Although

she laid cornerstones and rededicated them, and recruited
some scholars of ancient history and philosophy, the SRLMA
never became the centerpiece of Point Loma--indeed the
cornerstones were never connected to walls and roofs.
When in 1900 she did finally turn her full attention to
Point Loma, she used her power to fashion a community that
reflected her personal, female "vision of a life"--one that
seemed to be grounded as firmly in her roots as a white,
middle-class Yankee woman as in her understanding of the
tenets of Theosophy.

Apparently for her, there were no

contradictions in the two visions.

A childhood love of

beauty and a feeling of affinity with nature were easily
accommodated within Theosophical principles of harmonizing
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nature and civilization.

Her longing for a home life where

she was loved and understood grew from her personal
experience of feeling that her parents never understood her.
At Point Loma she was able to create a new kind of "home,"
not dependent on actual family ties, but rather based on a
Theosophical understanding that universal brotherhood
unites the whole human family.

In fact, Katherine Tingley's

vision met a responsive chord for many of her followers, who
worked to construct at Point Loma a victorian middle class
paradise based on the gendered virtues of (manly) selfcontrol and (womanly) self-sacrifice.
When Katherine Tingley and company returned to New York
City from their relief work in Cuba, they began hasty
preparations for the Brotherhood Congress, scheduled to
begin at Point Loma on April 13, 1899.

The members of the

Universal Brotherhood who were making the journey had few
clues about what to expect when they arrived at Point Lorna.
After the initial stone-laying ceremony, Katherine Tingley
had left William T. Partridge and his family at the Point as
caretakers, and they occasionally wrote short descriptions
of the natural setting at Point Loma--usually noting the
scent-laden breezes--breezes presumably laden with a more
pleasant scent than the odiferous winds of urban America of
this period. 2

But aside from these brief references, all

that was said was that the Leader was progressing in her
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plans for Point Loma and the School for the Revival of the
Lost Mysteries of Antiquity.

In fact KT and her colleagues

were so involved in the feverish activities elsewhere that
they had devoted little time to this project across the
continent.

The only significant change at Point Loma was

the construction of a sanitarium/hotel by Dr. Lorin Wood on
land that he had purchased about a half-mile from the site
of the future SRLMA.

Wood had served as President of the

Westerly, Rhode Island Theosophical Lodge for many years,
until he moved with his wife and two children to Point Lorna
at the end of 1897.

By the time this Congress, his

sanitarium/hotel had been in operation for over a year as a
"first-class, perfectly appointed, and well-managed hotel,
for both sick and well and those seeking rest and change."
It provided a suitable site to house some of the delegates
(the San Diego Union estimated that 200 of the Theosophists
stayed there) and served as the headquarters for the Leader
and other officers of the UBO.

It later became the base

camp for the Theosophical pioneers who stayed at Point Lorna
to prepare the way for the new school and colony.3
The Congress reflected the constitutional changes that
put everything in the hands of the Leader, and the event was
vintage Tingley--elaborate ceremonies complete with chanting
and costumes; a rededication of the cornerstone of the
SRLMA; singing children dressed all in white and bedecked
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with flowers; speeches linking the dawn of a new era of
brotherhood with the future of the American republic; and an
elaborate production of Eumenides, featuring a cast of 200
and the dramatic "entrance of Athena in a chariot of blue
and gold drawn by a magnificent pair of pure white horses."
Members expressed appreciation for the fruits of autocracy
which manifested themselves in a unique "harmonious
atmosphere," created by the new "constitution which
eliminates the red-tape procedures which occupied so much of
the time in our annual gatherings in past years." 4
The 500-600 Theosophists attending the Congress from
around the world were joined at the public events by over a
thousand curious San Diegans, most of whom were quite
sympathetic to generalized goals of universal brotherhood
and eager to know precisely what this organization planned
for their hometown.

The pages of the local papers provided

information about the events, transportation details, and
interviews with prominent Theosophists who emphasized the
contributions the SRLMA and Universal Brotherhood
Organization would make to San Diego's wealth and
international reputation.

Clearly impressed, the Chamber of

Commerce wrote to Katherine Tingley to offer aid in any form
requested, including the use of the Chamber's offices for
meetings.

Marston's department store, perhaps hoping to

procure the business of this potentially grand community,
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ran ads inviting the delegates to visit the store not only
to browse through its offerings of California souvenirs, but
"to use its telephones, easy chairs and ladies'
faci Ii ties.

lIS

In an open letter to the Chamber of Commerce Katherine
Tingley outlined her grandiose plans for Point Lorna.

She

explained that in addition to the purposes she had announced
earlier, that is to "establish schools, lecture halls, homes
for men, women and children, . • • the principle purpose of
the proposed colonies" would be industrial.

She promised to

select colonists from allover the world to come to Point
Lorna to be educated so they could return to their homeland
and help their own people.

She invited the Chamber of

Commerce to assist her in finding the 15,000-20,000 acres
this project would require.

Such ambitious schemes helped

to secure the support of San Diego boosters, even though
there was still some skepticism, especially among the
clergy, about this strange group that proposed to uncover
the ancient mysteries. 6
At the time of the Congress little progress had been
made preparing for such a large undertaking.

In addition to

Dr. Wood's hotel, some native vegetation had been cleared, a
few gardens laid out, and the small caretaker's house
renovated.

After the Congress Katherine Tingley, members of

her Cabinet, and other volunteers set to work in earnest on
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a section of land about a mile and a half northeast of the
Hotel, designated as the International Brotherhood colony,
which was to serve as the home for Cuban children.

As one

participant explained, the work was done with such
enthusiasm that by the end of "a week, the house was ready
for the plasterers, the orchard was fully irrigated, the
garden tidy and many garments and other necessaries ready
for the coming colonists.,,7
However, Tingley was not yet ready to turn her full
attention to the Point, for she felt she first should
consolidate support for her efforts among the worldwide
membership.

In early June she and several of her followers

headed for New York stopping at Lodges along the way, and
soon after she left for Europe.

The trip across the united

states and on to Europe served two purposes: it helped
stabilize some Lodges that had been having disagreements
about Tingley and the new directions, and it provided an
opportunity for Tingley to cUltivate support for Point Loma
and to recruit loyal workers for her ideal colony.

Although

later she and her followers rejected any attempt to label
Point Lorna utopian, during this early stage she actively
sought the right ingredients to fashion a paradise on earth.
As she told the audience at the Swedish Universal
Brotherhood Congress in stockholm, Point Lorna was an ideal
site and "with a minimum of labour it would be easy to make
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here a real utopia. "s
While the trip was quite successful in creating
enthusiasm and recruiting members for Point Loma, it was
less promising for the future of the Universal Brotherhood
organization.

Although the force of Tingley's personality

revitalized some of the Lodges, particularly in Sweden and
England, it also led to the secession of some prominent
members who were not willing to accept her claims of occult
guidance or her insistence on autocratic control.

Such

continued defections helped convince KT that the public work
of the Lodges should be curtailed.

In hindsight it is easy

to anticipate the decline of even those Lodges most closely
associated with the new directions, for the names of those
involved read like a list of future Point Lorna residents. 9
Tingley concentrated more and more on her plans for
Point Loma and enthusiasm was building among the members.
Several times the magazines had to remind people that they
could not move to Point Loma without an invitation.

A

visiting member explained that during this crucial period
"when the nucleus to the Greater Colony is being
crystallized" it was necessary for Tingley, the
"Master-hand" to "select, direct and control every unit
identified with it and guard well the outer gate. ,,10

When

Tingley and some staff members from the New York office
moved permanently to Point Lorna in February, 1900, her plans
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seem finally to have crystalized. l1

First, the Universal

Brotherhood organization purchased Dr. Wood's Hotel and
renamed it "the Homestead."

In a "Prospectus of the

Students Home or Community called 'Esotero''', although still
referring to the School for the Revival of the Lost
Mysteries of Antiquity, Tingley outlined plans to establish
a colony for adult students "seeking Spiritual Knowledge."
The pamphlet began with the usual vague rhetoric, for
example that at Point Loma "the waning energy in every heart
will be reanimated in the search for truth," but, for a
change, this language was accompanied by more specific,
corporeal details.

"The raising of the revenue for the

construction of buildings, making improvements, maintenance,
and the establishing and maintaining of a sinking fund will
be based upon the Ground Rental system."

Each student had

to apply to and be personally approved by the Leader.

Upon

acceptance each was to donate $500 to a general fund and pay
a year's rent in advance (individual rental agreements were
to be negotiated with Tingley).

In exchange such students

(and their families) would receive lodging and sustenance in
the city of Esotero, at the Homestead if unmarried and in
the separate family dwellings to be designed by Tingley if
married.

such steep admission fees would certainly have

limited the membership of this new city to the well-to-do
middle and upper classes, but in reality Tingley made
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frequent exceptions.

Although financial records are not

available, there are indications that wealthy members, such
as E. A. Neresheimer, paid more, and Tingley welcomed some
loyal workers with limited incomes.

For students unable to

meet these financial requirements and for those not deemed
by Tingley to be intellectually or spiritually advanced
enough to gain full privileges at the SRLMA, the nearby
International Brotherhood League Colony would provide
apartments and "facilities which will give to its residents
the benefits of the preparatory teachings of the School for
the Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity."

This

distinction between the advanced students "on the hill" and
those who were relegated to the Colony, produced a
persistent hierarchy in Point Lorna, one that sometimes
created tensions among members.
Time~

For example, during the

trial in 1902, Louis Fitch testified that being sent

to the "colony" was used as a punishment for recalcitrant
workers , although others contradicted this. 12
This hierarchy was to have an imperialist dimension as
well.

The "Prospectus" proposed that Group Homes be

established in separate areas "where students of different
races and nations will find a welcome without interference
with such of their home customs and habits as are good and
helpful . . • ," where all races and Creeds "freed from the
bonds of sectarianism, nation and race, will live apart yet
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together for a common purpose, and willingly held in harmony
by the higher and stronger bond of Universal Brotherhood."
(emphasis mine)

since Katherine Tingley remained the

arbiter of which customs were good and helpful, Tingley's
cavalier dismissal of much of Indian culture and religion
during the first Crusade gave a preview of how such
decisions might be made and served as notice that there were
limits to Theosophical brotherhood.

When the Cuban orphans

began to come, they lived, for a time, a short distance from
the other residents in a separate Cuban colony. 13
On the other hand, in contrast to these elements that
produced (or in most cases, simply reproduced) hierarchies
within the community, there were some steps taken to
collapse class differences as well.

All members wore

clothing produced at the colony--the men a military style
uniform and women simple dresses.

The children also wore

standardized clothing, and rich and poor wore hand-me-downs
of the older colony children.

In addition, all food was

prepared and eaten at the refectory, with no distinctions
beyond dietary needs and preferences (for example, some were
vegetarian and some were not).
Guided by the "Prospectus" and Tingley's daily
instructions Lomaland took shape during 1900.

Vegetation

imported from allover the world was flourishing and
provided stark contrasts with the sparse desert vegetation
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of a few years before.

The stunning natural features of

this site on a bluff, surrounded on three sides by the
Pacific Ocean, were enhanced by Tingley's architectural
visions.

Demonstrating her belief that the public buildings

should represent the eternal cycles of life was the immense
circular Temple, "surmounted by a glass dome thirty-five
feet in diameter, and having a height of thirty feet" on
which was placed a sphere of amethyst glass nineteen feet
across.

The Homestead, already a large imposing building,

was being reconstructed with a similar design.

Its

"interior court, with its straight lines all made into
curves, is being domed over; the dome being a ground glass
which, when tinted

. will in itself be, possibly, the

most charming nook in the Homestead."

These glowing glass

domes could be seen from San Diego at night, creating what
Tingley saw as a symbol of the light of truth about right
living that this community would demonstrate to the rest of
humani ty .14
Although most "Students" (both married and unmarried)
were living at the rather elegant Homestead (formerly the
Hotel) temporarily, Tingley's designs for future housing
emphasized simplicity and harmony with nature.

Tingley had

promised that the student dwellings would be "absolutely new
to modern times, reviving the beauty and chasteness of
ancient periods. • . • more beautiful and utilitarian than
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the most expensive modern dwellings."

The first of these

were built at the "Colony for the International Lotus Home"
to accommodate the children who had arrived from the Buffalo
orphanage in the fall of 1900.

The children's homes had

floors and wainscoting of wood with walls and roofs of
canvas.

Each of these circular tents, about 25-30 feet

across housed 8-10 children and one adult who served as
caretaker and teacher.

Each had a veranda and its own

flower garden where the children worked as soon as they were
old enough to hold a hoe.

These structures, not only had

the advantage of being inexpensive and quick to erect, 15 but
conformed to notions about fresh air and health that were
current at the time, and gave a feeling of living

3S

part of

nature itself when the canvas walls were raised.

Similar

designs of canvas and wood were adapted for the housing of
resident members, in addition to more sUbstantial structures
erected for wealthy members .16
Under the constant supervision of the Leader, not only
was the physical community beginning to take shape, but
lines were being drawn between those who were acceptable
residents and those who were not.

This was made clear in a

symbolic way by the building of a fence around the property
of Lomaland.

One letter from Point Lorna noted,

That confusing haziness with which we groped has been
clarified, and miles and miles of white fence, gleaming
in the sunshine unmistakably locate the domain. . . .
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Significant again is the entrance to the grounds. An
arch of massive proportions, imposing, stately,
dignified, stands at the approach, and in no uncertain
language affirms the way to the establishment, and by
seclusion forcibly protests against the indiscriminate
coming in. 17
Publications warned people not to come to the Colony
without being called; not all were suited to the task.

One

Theosophist, who became a long term resident of the colony,
Henry T. Edge, alluded to difficulties of adjusting to life
at Point Loma when he wrote that "We have a Leader with us
who, knowing our real needs and inward desires, tells us to
do things which the clouded intellect rejects as foolish or
useless.

Those who, by faith, do them, soon find out the

value of the injunctions."

Even those with faith often

found the work mentally, physically, and spiritually
challenging.

As Joseph Fussell described it in an

enthusiastic letter during a visit, "Life here is not easy,
it is strenuous, for we all, earnest students though we be,
have difficulties of habit, disposition, tendency, built up
and ingrained and fostered through past years and past
lives, to combat and overcome."

It was in particular the

ability to lose one's individuality and become "members of
an united family group, of which the self-interests of each
are merged and lost in the well-being of all" that was
valued here. IS
Discontent also surfaced when some were confronted with
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unfamiliar work demands. "[T]here is work to be done, such
as building a house, tending flowers in the garden, carrying
food for the Lotus Buds or caring for and helping the little
ones or addressing envelopes or office or household work;
each one fits into his place, performs his allotted task, is
no more business man, lawyer, physician, writer, etc., but a
man or woman with a glad heart and willing hands ready to
serve."

Such statements consistently were signed by men, in

this case Joseph Fussell, who seem to have had more trouble
adjusting to such service than the women pioneers.

In

striking contrast to his remarks that professionals in
particular had trouble giving up the status their
occupations had afforded and simply performing whatever task
was assigned, Dr. Rose Winkler, who had only recently
completed her education at the Hering Homeopathic Medical
College in chicago, testified that she found her position as
housekeeper for the Homestead a continual pleasure.

"I

never labor, I enjoy my duties . • • . There is no menial
labor in this world.

All labor is

honorable."~

It is not possible to know exactly who came to Point
Loma in these early years or why.

No internal records of

the community (aside from their magazine accounts) are
available, but as might be expected, these initial stages of
community building seemed to be a bit turbulent.

(For

example, the early caretakers, the Partridges, were not
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mentioned in the reports from Point Lorna after 1898, but
seem to have been replaced by the Reverend Samuel Neill and
his wife from New Zealand in the Groundskeeper's cabin. 20)
The following section provides a demographic snapshot of the
Point Lorna population in 1900, using the u.S. manuscript
census for 1900 and then looks in more depth at the stories
of some of the early recruits to utopia.
To understand who the pioneers of Point Lorna were I
begin with the 1900 manuscript census of the Point Lorna
Theosophical community.

I use the comparison with the u.s.

and California population not to prove that this utopian
experiment with its carefully selected membership differs
from the world outside--that difference is hardly
surprising--but rather to point to those characteristics
that do distinguish it in order to begin to understand the
demographics of this version of utopia.

At the end of June

1900 when the census taker visited, there were 95 people who
had a connection to the work at Point Loma, of whom 55 were
adults {35 women and 20 men).21

Most (46) were living at

the Homestead, or the former hotel/sanitarium. 22

There were

37 children--19 were orphans from the United states (16 of
these were one year old or younger), 11 were from Cuba
(between the ages of 5 and 15), and 7 were children of
resident members.

In addition there were five Theosophist

households nearby (with a total of 9 adults and 2 children).
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The comparison with the u.s. and California census
figures illuminates unique characteristics of Point Lorna
that persisted throughout the next two decades.

The

community was predominantly middle class and female,
overwhelmingly white, and over one-third immigrants, most
from the British Empire, Sweden and Cuba.
The most noticeable contrast in 1900 is the
predominance of females.

Point Lorna was 59% female, the

u.S. 49%, and California 45%.

This difference was even more

pronounced in the adult population, with Point Lorna adults
being 64% female, compared to 48% U.S. and 43% California.
The comparison with California raises the question of who is
doing the physical work of building infrastructure and
housing, traditionally male work, in this fledgling
community that, during these pioneer stages, was markedly
female.

The emphasis in Point Lorna was on building

Theosophical community, which created a need for female
Theosophical workers, particularly to staff the orphanage
and to begin Point Lorna's broad educational efforts,
especially with small children and in music and the arts.
The mundane tasks of physical construction could be safely
handled by hiring outsiders--mostly local male
non-Theosophists.
Because of the transfer of some of the children from
the Buffalo Lotus Home, not surprisingly, the age

216
distribution at the community in 1900 was quite different
than for the u.s. at large.

Despite the presence of the

orphans, there was a slightly smaller percentage of children
at Point Lorna than in the u.s. as a whole.

(In the u.s.

children under 20 made up 44% of population, while at PL
they were only 41% (although California had an even smaller
percentage, 35%).

This was due to the small number of

children of resident members, and points to another striking
difference between Point Loma and the larger community--the
marital status of its members.
Point Loma had a higher percentage of single adults
than either the u.s. or California in 1900 and remarkably
few married couples. 23

There are particularly striking

contrasts in the largest adult age group in Point Loma:
those 35-44. 24
Table 4.1--Comparison of Conjugal Relations by Age
females (over 19)

males (over 19)
single
Married
Widowed

PL 50%
PL 50%
PL 5%

US 31%
US 64%
US 5%

CA 43%
CA 50%
CA 5%

PL 62%
PL 38%
PL 0%

CA 22%
US 66%
US 13%

us 20%
CA 63%
CA 14%

females (35-44 )

males (35-44)
Single
Married
widowed

PL 43%
PL 49%
PL 9%

US 17%
US 79%
US 4%

CA 35%
CA 61%
CA 4%

PL 62%
PL 23%
PL 15%

US 11%
US 80%
US 9%

CA 11%
CA 77%
CA 12%

The predominance of men and women on their own is even
more striking than these numbers demonstrate, for 1 of the

217

married men and 9 of the married women were at Point Loma
without their spouses, i.e., 10% of married men and 50% of
married women were living apart from their spouses.

In

summary, an extraordinarily low percentage of adults at
Point Loma lived with a spouse (23% of women and 40% of
men)

.2S

In some cases the separation from spouses was
temporary; for example, Mrs. Dr. Kean who had been involved
in the orphanage work in Buffalo remained at Point Loma
without her husband for a very short period.

In some cases,

especially for women over 50, the separation was permanent,
for example, Olivia Petersen and Emma Gawthorpe, both of
whom remained at Point Loma without their husbands until
their deaths.

Mme. Petersen was married to a Norwegian

physician whom one Theosophist remembered as a man "who had
no use for Theosophy," and who was "a somewhat egotistical
and entirely skeptical materialist. ,,26 In the case of
Katherine Tingley the separation was permanent although
apparently amiable.

Her husband Philo visited the colony

occasionally and she visited him when her work took her to
New York, but he did not move to Point Lorna until several
years after she died.

In some cases the separation was

caused by a disagreement over the decision to come to the
Point, and some of these marriages ended in divorce.
discuss one such case below that provides a good

I
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illustration of both the tensions that the Theosophical
commitments of one spouse could bring to a marriage, and the
opportunities that Theosophy provided for sundering
unsatisfactory family relations. v
The final comparison from the Census information is
that of nativity.

Point Loma, true to its promise to be

international in scope, had a relatively high percentage of
immigrants.

In 1900 in the

u.s. only

13.7% were foreign

born and in California 25%, while at Point Loma 36% were
immigrants.

The characteristics of this immigrant group

also differed from the average.

Of the immigrants at Point

Loma colony, most (59%) were Cubans and another 37% were
northern or western Europeans (8 of them from Great Britain
and 2 from Sweden).
immigrants in the

During this period, only 12.7% of all

u.s. were from the western hemisphere, and

40.6% were from northern and western Europe.

It is clear

from the manuscript census that the immigrants were unique
in other respects too.

The Cubans, regardless of age, were

listed as students; the17 had come to the U.S. specifically
to be educated.

The Europeans had a variety of occupations

that placed most of them firmly in an educated middle class:
physician, musician, artist, minister, although a few were
from the working classes, for example, machinist, plumber
and cook. 28
I have not tried to compare occupations as reported by
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the

u.s.

and California Census figures and those at Point

Loma because of the unique situation at the Homestead, where
most work was shared, all labor was voluntary, and few
people were actually engaged in their customary
occupations. 29

Nevertheless, the census does reveal

interesting information about Point Loma residents'
perception of work.

Magazine articles, newspaper accounts

and court records leave no doubt that all of the 46 adults
(30 women and 16 men) living at the Homestead were engaged
in some aspect of the work necessary to build and sustain
the UBO and the community.

Of those, in response to the

census taker's question, "What is your primary occupation,"
7 women (no men) reported no occupation, and 9 women and 1
man simply reported income (with no further elaboration).
Some clues to what such people actually were doing appear in
the "relation to household head" column, normally used to
record family relationships.

The head in this instance was

Katherine Tingley as Leader of the Universal Brotherhood and
Theosophical Society (who herself had recorded no
occupation), and the census recorder usually recorded an
individual's position within the organization in this
relationship column.

Although two women were listed in this

column as "lodger" (both of them wives of members), all
others had designations connecting them to the work.

The

responses to these two questions are particularly helpful in
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understanding those economically independent women who were
listed simply as "income" in the occupation category.

six

of them were listed as part of the headquarters staff, two
as working in the children's department, and one simply as a
worker.

(The male with "income" was also listed as

headquarters staff).

Most of them had been working actively

in UBO projects since it began, for example, Isabel Morris
and Elizabeth Whitney.

Seven of them remained involved in

the work for at least the next 20 years.

These women

certainly had occupations, although they received no cash
payments for them.

Their reluctance to identify themselves

that way is indicative of middle class standards that
denigrated women's paid labor.

It is instructive that they

were able to divulge their actual work experience as members
of a household, with Katherine Tingley as the head, or
surrogate mother.

Most of these women were what would have

been called "spinsters" in their day (they were single women
over 35), a category also often analyzed during the time as
a population of "superfluous women."

Perhaps the

opportunity for daily, useful, volunteer work in a setting
that was explicitly created to simUlate "home" was their
motivation for joining the Point Loma community during its
early years.
In early 1900 people's previous occupations played
little role in their work assignments at Point Loma.
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Professionals, in general, were most likely to have an
occupation recorded and least likely to be doing work
related to that occupation.

For example, there were 6

physicians (4 women and 2 men), but only one (a man) was
listed as connected to the Medical Department.

Three (the

other man and two women) were listed as part of the
Headquarters staff, one female physician was ... isted in the
educational department, and one was simply

~

lodger

(although within a few months she was assisting her daughter
teaching residents' young children).

There was also a

cotton manufacturer working as Headquarters staff, a
contracting engineer serving as secretary General of the
organization, and a newspaper reporter driving the supply
wagon.

The exceptions in this category were artists and

musicians.

Three female musicians and one male artist were

connected to the Isis Conservatory of Arts and Music.
One other group of residents seems to have been
assigned to tasks based on their experience in previous
occupations: members of the working class.

There were two

women who listed cook as their occupation; one was the cook
at the Homestead and the other was listed simply as a
worker.

Several craftsmen (painter, piano maker, carpenter)

were at Point Loma, but rather than being relegated to jobs
specific to their skills, they seemed to be used as general
manual laborers, designated on the census simply as
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workers. 3o
A comparison of the people at Point Lorna in 1900 with
my data base of those involved in the organization from
1893-1899 failed to uncover universal selection criteria
based on past roles in the organization. 31

Only a few had

been active for more than four years; thirteen (4 females
and 9 males) had been mentioned in the TS magazine, the
Path, between 1893-6, the years prior to Katherine Tingley's
assumption of the leadership.

Of these, five of the men and

none of the women had served as officers of local TS groups,
although 3 women (9%) had been noted for sponsoring meetings
or giving lectures during that period.

Five members were

very active, both in administration and practical work
during all periods recorded--4 men and 1 woman.

There were

three additional men who had been very active for a long
time who moved to Point Lorna just shortly after the census
taker's visit.

Of these 8 active members, four had been

leaders in the Aryan Lodge in New York city.

I have found

no other characteristics setting them apart from other
active members that would have predicted their early move to
Point Lorna.

Although in most cases individuals had to be

invited personally by Katherine Tingley to move to the
colony, it seems that for these members there was simply an
unspoken assumption that they would transfer their
Theosophical activities to the new colony as it became the
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center of the international work.

They had devoted

themselves to the TS and then the UBa and had amply
demonstrated their loyalty to Tingley.

They stayed at Point

Lorna the rest of their lives, forming a core of leadership.
Most of the adult residents at Point Lorna in June 1900
were relative newcomers to Theosophy.

This is consistent

with the finding in the earlier chapter that the Lodges and
their membership changed dramatically under Tingley.

In

1901, the magazine that reported on Lodge activities called
attention to this: "Each lodge has at least a nucleus that
is in close touch with the Leader.

That nucleus is often

composed of members who have not been long in the
movement. ,,32

seventy-six percent of these adults were not

mentioned even once between 1893-6, and women residents were
less likely than men to have been active enough during that
period to have appeared in the pages of the magazine during
that period (31 or 89% of the women were never mentioned and
11 or 55% of men).33

In fact, 31% of these early residents

had not been mentioned at all in society publications prior
to their arrival at Point Loma--4 men (20%) and 13 women
(37%) (five of these were wives of members, another four
were Cubans who were not introduced to Theosophy until the
UBO's war relief effort in Cuba in 1899.)
I have found no consistent pattern of prior activity to
explain why these particular members became Point Lorna
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pioneers.

For the 18 (51%) women who became active in the

years immediately preceding their move to Point Loma, most
were mentioned as doing Lodge work, some as being involved
with war relief and 5 working with children.

In general

once women became involved they participated in all of these
activities as well as various entertainments and
fundraisers.

The pattern was similar for the 7 men whose

names did not appear until the period immediately preceding
their arrival at Point Loma.

In summary, no distinctive

patterns in amount or type of Theosophical activity prior to
the move to Point Loma emerged from my analysis to explain
why certain people either were chosen by Tingley or decided
on their own to come to Point Loma colony.

However, as

noted in Chapter 3, under Katherine Tingley's leadership the
decrease in traditional lodge activities, coupled with the
increase in philanthropic activities, particularly the
emphasis on the work with children, had sparked an increase
in the percentage of women actively associated with the work
of the society.

The continuation of those activities within

the community helps to explain the large proportion of Point
Lorna residents who had not been involved in the Society
before Tingley came to

power.~

Clearly one factor that contributed to decisions to
come to Point Lorna was family ties.

Although more

individuals there than in the general population were free

1--
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from marital commitments, about half had some family at the
Point.

Only 28 adults were there without a family member,

and many of those had come with close associates from their
local UBO Lodge. (In fact, given the difficulty of tracing
family relationships, especially for women, from census
information, the number was probably smaller.)

In addition,

throughout the years, family ties remained important factors
in recruitment to this utopia with sisters, in-laws, and
aging parents often arriving within a few years of other
family members.
The analysis of occupational and other information
revealed differences in criteria for recruiting men and
women.

For women, the most common qualification for being

chosen to come to Point Loma seems to have been that they
had an independent income sufficient for meeting the $500
donation and yearly maintenance fees. 35

There is little

evidence that these women's incomes were high (they were not
noted for contributing large amounts for special projects),
but at least they could support themselves and not be a
drain on community resources.

For males the patterns in the

1900 census are not as clear, but by 1903 many men who moved
there were well-to-do business men who had arranged to take
a less active role in their concerns while not relinquishing
the full income from their business, such as Frank Pierce,
Pierce Engineering Co.; Clark Thurston, American Screw
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Company; E. August Neresheimer, Neresheimer Diamond Brokers;
Albert Spalding of Spalding Sporting Goods.

Indeed, perhaps

not surprisingly, the early male pioneers who seem most
sought after were those with wealth.

They contributed

generously to the community, often by paying for the
construction of the family living space which they then
rented back. 36
Very few of the early residents had skills relevant for
the work of physically constructing the community (perhaps
because active Theosophists were primarily from the middle
classes), and at times as many as 100 local workers were
hired to do the manual labor required.

Once the Leader and

her staff moved to the Point, they realized they needed to
reduce expenditures on labor, and began actively to recruit
members with skills related to the demands of daily life.
One such member, Mrs. Irene Neill (later Mrs. Irene Mohn),
told how she was called to Point Lorna in 1900.

She had been

an active member of the Los Angeles Lodge since before
Katherine Tingley came to power, and had enthusiastically
embraced the new directions of the work.

She had gone to

Point Lorna for the laying of the cornerstone in 1898 and
again in May of 1900 for a short visit.

About ten days

later, Mr. Beach, the President of the Los Angeles branch,
came to her and told her that Katherine Tingley had
instructed him to tell Mrs. Neill to corne immediately and
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bring her 7 year old daughter to live at Point Loma.

At the

time, Irene was separated from her husband, was living with
her mother, and had no income.

Dr. Beach gave her the money

for the trip and within 24 hours she was at the Homestead.
She says that Tingley at first denied that she had sent for
her, but then assigned Irene the "urgent" work of serving in
the dining room and helping in the kitchen.

Her daughter,

Isabel, was sent to the colony with the Cuban children and a
few others.

This arrangement did not please Neill, and she

left after only three weeks. 37
For both men and women, having an appropriate skill
became increasingly important.

As noted above, artists and

musicians had been sought early on to staff the
conservatory, and as the school grew, teachers of all sorts
were recruited.

The permanent move of all Universal

Brotherhood departments from New York City provided both new
residents and the demand for additional skilled workers.

In

addition to the routine details that were attended to by the
bureaucrats of the organization, other branches of the work
were expanded.

The demands were particularly intense for

workers to keep up with the increased output of the printing
and literary offices, which added the pUblication of books,
pamphlets, and programs to the already demanding schedule of
publishing two magazines for the organization.
move, the Woman's Exchange and Mart took on the

with its
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responsibility of furnishing costumes for theatrical
productions and ceremonies and clothing for the

c~lonists,

in addition to their production of arts and crafts to be
sold to raise money for the UBO.
Although it is not possible to find prototypes of the
diverse people who came as early pioneers, understanding the
stories of some can help put meaning to the numbers.

From

the characteristics of the population in the early years of
Point Loma identified through analysis of census records and
Theosophical magazines, several categories of people stand
out.

Below I try to allow members of these different groups

to tell their own stories of how they came to utopia: 1)
Grace Bohn was a married woman without a spouse at Point
Loma; 2) recruits from Macon, Georgia illustrate the role of
family and community ties; 3) Mrs. Mary Kratzer left because
she was discontented at this utopia; 4) Dr. Herbert Coryn
immigrated from Europe to work for Theosophy;

and 5) Frank

Pierce was a successful businessman and recent convert to
Theosophy.

Through these peoples' stories I try not only to

examine possible personal motivations for joining this
utopia but also introduce some of the issues that both
united and divided Theosophists.
The example I discuss for the category of married women
without spouses is Mrs. Grace Bohn, a young, relatively new
convert to Theosophy, who moved from Chicago to Point Loma
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in the fall of 1901, and lived there the rest of her life.
Her case is undoubtedly unique in respect to the level of
contention that was made public, but this public record
allows us to gain insight into the possible motives of women
who were at Point Lorna without their husbands.
Prior to Grace Bohn's arrival at Point Lorna in october
of 1901, her name appears infrequently in the pUblications
of the organization.

I first noted it on a list of people

contributing to the Lotus Home in Buffalo in 1898; Grace
contributed a "quantity of children's clothing, partly
worn."

Her first article in the Theosophical magazine,

Univ"!rsal Brotherhood; "The Ethics of Sex;" was one of
relatively few published during the period to examine
questions of gender.

In it Grace seems to be struggling to

discover the Theosophic meaning of marriage.

The essence of

her argument is that since for most people, the biggest
constraint to improving oneself, or one's soul, is
selfishness, marriage offers an unequaled opportunity for
ethical advancement through self-abnegation.

She reasoned

that the true expression of the higher self is "service, the
ideal which leads us to accept it is brotherhood, and to
that expression the other sex is only the embodied
opportunity."

She posited that the only institution more

efficient for teaching self-sacrifice than

marriage~

was

marriage coupled with parenthood, especially motherhood.
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Because the sacrifices identified with the care of children
were "more inevitable to the mother than to the father, she
is likely to learn this lesson more speedily."

Grace

suggested that this was one reason that each individual soul
had to incarnate in both male and female bodies; there were
some lessons that were more unavoidably learned in the body
of the "nurturing" sex. 38
Shortly after the publication of that article,
Katherine Tingley passed through Chicago on her way to
California and Grace introduced herself.

She confided that

her marriage was so "unharmonious" that she thought it must
be her duty to leave her husband and take their two sons
away to protect them.

Tingley disagreed and encouraged her

to stay with her husband.

In Tingley's opinion it was

Grace's duty to "cultivate a larger patience .

• and to

try to find the higher nature of the man which was beneath,
and to lead him to find it too."

Grace and her husband John

continued to live together in Chicago for two more years,
and in the fall of 1901 John arranged a business trip to the
Pacific coast because Grace wanted to go to Point Lorna to
try to regain her failing health.

The circumstances

surrounding her arrival and stay at the Point were soon
aired at a habeas corpus hearing in Los Angeles Superior
Court when John claimed that Grace was conspiring with
Katherine Tingley to keep him from seeing their sons and she
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claimed that she had evidence that he planned to desert her
in California and kidnap the children and take them back to
Chicago.

The details of the Bohns' married life and the

tensions created by her devotion to Theosophy made shocking
headlines in the local papers. 39
The Los Angeles Times reported that the court room
drama presented the "revelations of how a home had been
broken up, a husband's happiness ruined, a wife crazed and a
mother's heart broken through the influence of the Tingley
"School of the Lost Arts."

This was an accurate summary of

John's perception of the last few years.

As he testified in

the trial, following their marriage in 1892, Grace had
seemed content to be his wife and help him in his business
(he published a magazine for the hotel industry).
had two sons and was a devoted mother.

She soon

He said she even

took a course in "kindergarten methods to fit herself as a
wife and mother--as I suppose, because at that time she
thought that to be the true and noblest object of every
woman's life."

In fact he testified, "our relations were

ideal--we were perfectly devoted to each other."

But then

she became interested in Theosophy and would attend meetings
three or four nights a week until midnight, leaving John and
the boys at home.

He said he tried compromising with her;

he offered to attend one meeting a week with her, and said
he would allow her to go to her Theosophy meetings every
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other Sunday, if on the alternate Sundays they could go back
to their old practice of having friends in for a musical
evening.

This compromise did not last long and soon she

resumed her pattern of going to meetings several nights a
week.

John complained that even when not a meetings, she

was totally absorbed by Theosophy; she would stay up until
2:00 or 3:00 in the morning "writing a commentary of Faust
from the Theosophical standpoint.

Instead of reading the

Cosmopolitan or other popular magazines, she put her time in
on such books as 'Isis Unveiled' and Theosophical
magazines."

He believed Theosophy also turned Grace against

her mother, Dr. Mary Green, because she supported John in
his criticism of Grace's preoccupation with the Universal
Brotherhood Organization.

Grace had refused to even speak

to her mother for the last year. 40
Finally, John said, he made his final attempt to make
Grace happy.

Although he was not in favor of a trip to

Point Lorna because Grace's health was too fragile for such a
long trip, he gave into her request and arranged a Pacific
Coast business trip for three months in the fall of 1901.
When they arrived at Point Lorna he was shocked by the
strange ceremonies, the guards around the property, and the
way the children were taught.

He was also surprised at the

high cost of staying in the hotel, but then he found that
they "were assigned to a fine suite of rooms at a reduced
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rate in return for some important work that Mrs. Bohn was to
do."

When Mrs. Bohn told him that she intended to put the

children in the school there, he objected, they quarreled,
she vowed to divorce him, and he left.

After that, he said,

she had often refused to let him see his boys and threatened
to take them to Mexico so that he could not get custody.41
Grace had a quite different perception of their
marriage and the events that led to its failure.

She

testified that she had married Mr. Bohn, an old friend of
the family, at her mother's urging, when she was only 20 and
he was 35.

She had helped him in his business until the

children were born.

Their relationship had been "normal"

until her mother interfered and tried to get John to prevent
her from going to Theosophy meetings.

(It came out during

this hearing that her mother was associated with Annie
Besant's branch of Theosophy, and the Tingleyites clearly
thought these rival Theosophists were behind this public
attack.)42

She contended that she seldom went to meetings

more than once a week (a statement confirmed by Mary smith,
a member of the Chicago Lodge who was visiting Los Angeles),
and that her Theosophy work, like her kindergarten study,
was undertaken so she could teach her boys "the true
philosophy of life."

Grace said that during the past year

John had become very unpleasant toward her, once saying in
front of the children that she was an immoral woman who
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"attended meetings in disreputable places, and went downtown
just to see men."

She said that John had tried to get her

to come to Point Loma alone, leaving the boys in his care in
Chicago, but when she refused he made the business trip
arrangement.

After their quarrel over whether or not the

boys should attend the Raja Yoga school at Point Loma, he
left and then sneaked back on the premises to abduct the
boys.

After this, John had abandoned her without a cent and

Grace decided she could bear no more; she filed a petition
for maintenance in San Diego county courts and began divorce
proceedings in Chicago.

John's attorney tried to get Grace

to confess that she and John had had kindly relations before
coming to California, and that John had sometimes said he
was proud of her.

She replied,

Yes, I sometimes thought so, but I must have been
mistaken. If he hadn't thought he owned me, body and
soul, and left me empty and wretched, maybe I wouldn't
have left my home and gone out after Theosophy and
kindergarten. . . . The predominating trait in his
character is the love of possession. He just wants to
own everything he gets interested in. ,,43
In this instance, Grace's appeal for her right to own
herself, and her belief in her natural right to her children
did not impress the Court.

The Judge gave the children into

John's custody to return to chicago so that the Divorce
Court there could make the final decision.

This was a

tremendous blow to her already precarious health, and
Grace's doctors refused to let her make the long journey to
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Chicago.

Ultimately she lost permanent custody of her boys;

John did not even allow her to communicate with

them.~

The Judge in the hearing clearly agreed with Mr. Bohn's
interpretation that Theosophy and Tingley had wrecked an
otherwise happy horne.
this testimony.

Indeed, that's how many people read

One person in the audience came up to

John's attorney and claimed, "sir, that is just the way
Tingleyism has broken up my family."

This impression was

given in part because Grace Bohn and her attorneys were
reluctant to provide information about her personal
motivations and private life.

(Even her mother's

interference in her marriage was introduced mainly as
evidence of an attack by rival Theosophists.)

Grace Bohn

and the Tingleyites understood that in the public eyes
Theosophy and Point Lorna were on trial here, so she did not
explain what the pull of Point Lorna was for her.

Because

she was still trying to preserve her public dignity, she
only hinted at some of the private indignities that were
pushing her away from John and Chicago. 4s
Grace's article, "The Ethics of Sex" contains some
clues about what attracted her to Theosophy and to Point
Lorna.

Written when her two sons were only 2 and 3 years

old, the article explained, motherhood meant "the sacrifice
of our social pleasures, our recreations, time, money,
physical ease, perhaps health."

Although John complained
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that Theosophy had interrupted their social life, Grace
seems to have found her life radically altered by her
experience of mothering and her own poor health after the
birth of her second son, all prior to her interest in
Theosophy.

The article continued, "[motherhood] means

broken rest, disorderly rooms, the washing of bedaubed
little hands, and the kissing of, oh, such dirty little
mouths."

(Perhaps Grace's first public action for Theosophy

was a donation to the orphanage because she marvelled at the
pictures from the Lotus Home, displaying smiling babies,
dressed in sparkling white frocks, happily tended by
well-trained nurses and teachers.)

And Grace concluded that

"[motherhood] means that we have to shut our Aeschylus and
shelve our Faust and our Homer for a few years at least."
From John's testimony and from Grace's continued literary
and lecture activity it is clear that she could not abandon
her books--not even for a few

years.~

What a paradise Point Lorna must have seemed when she
arrived.

One of her first experiences was to witness a

ceremony in the recently completed temple, in which
perfectly behaved little children, dressed in white and
decorated with fresh flower chains, sang and made little
speeches.

She visited the almost completed Greek theater

being built on the cliffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean
where ancient plays, like the previously performed
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"Eumenides" by Aeschylus, would be revived.

Exhausted from

her failing health and her long trip, she temporarily
relinquished her children to the care of a well-trained,
Theosophical teacher.

She learned that if they were

accepted into the Raja Yoga school, they would actually live
in the new "home" environment with such a teacher, visiting
their mother only on weekends (hopefully with recently
washed little hands and mouths).

And finally, this woman,

who refused to give up her independence and become the
possession of her husband, was able to bargain her own labor
in order to afford the hotel suite.

And this was perhaps

the best of all, for the "important work," i.e., the
Theosophical duty she was called on to perform, required
that she get Faustus and Homer down off the shelf again.
Instead of playing the role her mother and husband had
assigned to her of the madwoman scribbling away through the
night, she assumed the part of a prominent member of the
Theosophical Society Literary Staff.
But as Grace was to learn, she had to sacrifice much to
do her duty for the "higher good."

When she lost her

children in the court action, her own prose (from the same
article) could have provided comfort.
[O]rdinarily, . . . both husband and wife must lose
their personal selves in their children, and if, for
selfish reasons, they refuse this service, they are
missing the culture of this incarnation. If they
refuse it for reasons ~hat are unselfish, for the
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opportunities of a wider ministry, that is, as Kipling
would say, 'another story.' That is the supreme
sacr if ice. ,,47
But Grace's devotion to Theosophical duty was not her
only reason for coming to Point Loma.

At the hearing in

1901 she gave some testimony about her poor relationship
with her mother, whom she insisted on referring to as "that
woman."

She said her childhood had been "a perfect

nightmare--beatings, constant nagging and fault finding."
She vividly described one incident in which her mother beat
her and kicked her until blood ran from her nose and mouth
before she mercifully was rescued by her father.

The

divorce proceedings she started in San Diego County in 1903
make it clear that the "nightmare" continued after her
marriage.

John Bohn and her mother Dr. Green had been close

friends during Grace's adolescence, and Grace contended that
her mother pushed her into this marriage.

Grace said that

although she had never loved John, she had been a dutiful
and faithful wife.

She accused him of inflicting "grievous

bodily injury and grievous mental suffering" on her,
especially during the last three years of their marriage.
John's lesser offenses were using profanity around her,
accusing her of immoralities, allowing her mother to hit her
in his presence, and then deserting her in California
without any financial support.

She also declared that she

was in very poor health after the birth of her last son, and
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that although "she was for a long period of time wholly
unfit to perform the duties of a wife. . . . John persisted
in having sexual relations with her, which greatly injured,
aggravated and destroyed [her] health and frequently caused
[her] great torture and suffering. ,,48
But the accusations that seemed to have precipitated
her decision to file for divorce were about John's
relationship with her mother.

She charged that they had

conspired to harass her and had successfully plotted to take
her children away from her, and she offered a shocking
revelation of what their motivation might have been.
"Plaintiff is informed and alleges on information and belief
that on or about the 15th day of May 1901 at Chicago,
Illinois, and on or about the 1st day of August, 1901, at
Charlotte, Michigan, at the home of said Mary E. Green, and
at divers other times and places, the defendant John J. Bohn
coromi tted adultery with said Mary E. Green. ,,49
In the light of Grace's difficult situation, it is hard
to believe that anyone could construct this as a cult
religion ruining a happy family life, as did most of the
newspapers at the time.

It illustrates well the kind of

complexity that real women face in making decisions to leave
a bad marriage, particularly at a time when they had very
little legal standing even to the custody of their children.
It also helps us to understand the roles that religion can
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play, both in creating difficult personal situations and in
empowering people to deal with them.

Grace sought out

Theosophy at a time when she was looking for meaning in her
life--a life that had just become seriously circumscribed by
her new role as wife and mother.

She found a belief system

that placed great value on woman's morality and elevated her
role as mother.

When Grace's first attempt to use her

understanding of Theosophy to justify getting out of her bad
marriage was not sanctioned by Tingley, Theosophy also
provided adequate explanations for the necessity of the many
sacrifices she had to make.
It appears that Grace's discovery of John and her
mother's sexual relations in the summer of 1901 gave Grace
the incentive to try to get a different decision from her
spiritual leader.

Possibly she also went to Point Loma

hoping to be allowed to remain there, for she did not have
an independent income upon which she could draw for support
if she were to sue for divorce.

She was not at first

successful with Katherine Tingley who continued to counsel
Grace to work things out with John.

It is not clear what

finally persuaded Tingley to change her mind.

Perhaps Grace

at first had withheld the humiliating information about her
mother's relationship with her husband.

Perhaps Tingley was

pushed to respond to John's public actions because she
attributed them to an attack by rival Theosophists.

For
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whatever reasons, when Grace needed support, Katherine
Tingley and the entire organization stood behind her, with
money for lawyers, and room and board at the Homestead.
When Grace lost her children, she could find solace in her
opportunity to work for the whole world in the cause of
universal brotherhood, and when she lost her husband's
financial support she was able to turn to Theosophy and the
Point Loma community as a source of material support.
Theosophy not only gave some people an opportunity to
break marital bonds, but also in some cases strengthened
family ties.

The group of Point Lorna pioneers from Macon,

Georgia illustrates the processes and motivations that
linked those family networks that helped to recruit members
to this utopia.

It demonstrates how previously established

networks of family and community contributed to stability
within the Theosophical colony.

In 1900 there were three

couples, the Harrises, Hansons, and Charpiots, (with 6
children between them) from Macon and one single man (Ed
stowe, who does not appear to have stayed long).

within

five years five additional Macon families, another single
man, and at least one young child (unaccompanied by parents)
had come.

Most had been active in Macon during the

1897-1900 period so they knew each other well.
related.

Some were

For example, Walter T. Hanson, who had moved with

his family to the Homestead in 1898, was followed by his
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sister and brother-in-law (Fanny and H. Ross White) and his
mother (Cora Lee Hanson) in 1905, just after his father's
death.

The most common pat'cern in these families was for

the wives of men who had been quite prominent in local and
national work for the last few years not to have been
mentioned at all in the organization's magazines prior to
their move to the Point.

In fact very few women were

mentioned in reports from Macon even though the Macon lodge
had embraced the new lines of work, such as brotherhood
suppers and children's groups, that seemed to have strong
appeal for women in other sections of the country.

Perhaps

the men in the society did not welcome their wives
participation, or perhaps there was a reluctance on these
southern women's parts to take an active public role in this
mixed-sex, non-Christian organization.

As a report from

Macon in 1897 explained, when Mrs. Mayer came to town as the
representative of the IBL to speak at one of the local
events, "Previous to the speech the public was prejudiced
against women speakers, but after listening to Mrs. Mayer
they learned that it is possible for a woman to make a
strong effort on the stage, and at the same time preserve
her womanly dignity and sweetness. "so

During her visit in

Macon, Mrs. Mayer conducted a meeting specifically for
women--not a standard organizational tactic elsewhere.

Anne

Firor Scott has noted that southern white women were less

I-~'-~

.
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likely than their northern sisters to join mixed-sex public
organizations.

She and others also have emphasized that for

southern women the path to increased public activity began
in and stayed within the churches for many decades.

Perhaps

some of the Macon middle class women who eventually came to
Point Lorna were unwilling to cross the double boundary of
gender and religion to take a public role in the
Theosophical Society within their small, southern
communi ty . 51
But even in Macon women were sometimes the more active
members and seem to have been instrumental in convincing
other family members to join the movement and eventually to
move to Point Loma.

Miss Elizabeth Bonn and her mother Mrs.

Sallie H. Bonn both were first mentioned as organizers of a
Thanksgiving day brotherhood feast in Macon in 1897 that
served an estimated 1000 hungry people.

Elizabeth was

mentioned frequently after that, playing the piano at
meetings, serving as secretary of the IBL's Women's
Industrial Exchange there, and writing letters about the
work in Macon for the organization's magazines.

In March

1901 she visited Point Lorna and shortly after that became a
resident.

She spoke periodically at the organization's Isis

Theater beginning in 1902.

By 1907 she was a teacher in the

San Diego Raja Yoga Day School.

Around 1903 or 1904, her

mother, Mrs. Sallie Bonn, and her brother Samuel Bonn and

1-----
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his new wife, Laura (neither of whom had been mentioned
before), moved to the Point to join her.
household had increased:

By 1910 their

they had two young children who

were being educated at the school there and Sallie's sister
Lizzie Hayes (who had never been mentioned in connection
with the UB and never was) apparently had come to live out
her last days (she was 85 in 1910).ll
Most of the Macon members were solidly middle class,
and I examined local histories to try to identify their
interests beyond Theosophy.

Macon was a town of 23,272

(1900 census) and had several women's benevolent
organizations associated with the local churches, but I
found no record that any of the women who became residents
at Point Loma had been involved in these charitable
activities.

(Perhaps this is an indication that these women

did not have ties to any church.)

Some of the men served on

city commissions, the Chamber of Commerce and the county
library board; and both men and women Theosophists were
mentioned often in the Society columns of the local
newspapers.

Iverson Harris was a practicing attorney and

the grandson of a Georgia Supreme Court Justice; Walter
Hanson was the son of a prominent manufacturer and railroad
man, and he and his brother and brother-in-law served as
officers of the family cotton mill, the Bibb Manufacturing
Co., which was estimated to be worth $1,705,000 in 1901. 53
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Neither Mrs. "Jimmie" Harris nor Mrs. Estelle Hanson
had ever been mentioned in connection with Theosophy or the
Universal Brotherhood activities before coming to Point
Lorna.

Both were actively involved soon after their arrival.

In 1971 in an oral history interview, Iverson Harris, Jr.
explained how his mother Jimmie got involved.
When my mother came to Point Lorna, she wasn't
particularly interested in Theosophy. She wanted to
cooperate with my father. In Macon she had a colored
servant to do the housework and cooking and she
attended her ladies' parties in the afternoon. She had
never done any physical work of her own, she didn't
have to. We weren't wealthy, but we were comfortably
situated. At Point Lorna in about 1902, I think it was,
a Mrs. Pennell, who was running the kitchen which we
called the refectory where all the meals were prepared
and served, had to go to Texas to take care of an
invalid son. Madame Tingley said to my mother, 'Mrs.
Harris, would you be willing to supervise the work in
the refectory for two or three weeks until Mrs. Pennell
returns?' And mother said, 'All right, I'll be glad to
do what I can to help.' Instead of staying there for
two or three weeks, she supervised the kitchen and the
dining-rooms for 29 years! Mrs. Pennell never did come
back.
In this telling, Iverson, Jr.'s mother's role in moving to
Point Loma is hardly noted.

But her decision to "cooperate"

with her husband actually more closely resembled a helpless
surrender to his will.

Elsewhere in this interview,

Iverson, Jr. tells what he calls "a funny story."

He and

his father had gone to Point Lorna for the Unity Congress in
1899 and Iverson Sr. decided to live there permanently.
left his 9 year old son at the Point Lorna Homestead.

As

Iverson, Jr. tells it, when his father returned to Macon,

He
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limy mother was expecting her little boy to come back. .
I wasn't there.

I was still out at Point Lorna!

So the only

thing to do was for her and my sister to come out."
they did.

And so

Iverson, Sr. gave up his law practice, they

packed all of their belongings, Annie, the sister, left her
close high school friends, and Mrs. Jimmie Harris and the
rest of the family moved to a community devoted to a
religion she wasn't "particularly interested in."S4
In this light Tingley's ability to find an amiable way
to include Jimmie is all the more remarkable.

Iverson, Jr.

might not be the most accurate witness for what her previous
domestic responsibilities or social engagements had
consisted of, but his story of how Tingley had tapped her
management skills rings true.

Many followers commented on

Tingley's ability to recognize talents that individuals did
not even know they had and put them to work for "the Cause."
Iverson, Sr.'s own ardent commitment to Theosophy probably
also played a role in convincing her to make the best of the
situation, for she was not likely to change his mind about
relocating.

In a speech at a convention the year before his

decision to move to Point Lorna, he asked what more proof
people needed before they would accept KT as the true leader
Do you not feel the impression of the grand thoughts
and ideas which flash from her scintillating mind, do
you not feel the force as it comes from the sparkle and
radiance of her eyes . • . . [I]s there not purification
in the fire which flows through her nature and which
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moulds the natures of others? Is there not power and
triumph in her magnificent generalship and is there
not peace in her compassionate heart?"Js
I have found no story about how Mrs. Estelle Hanson was
drafted into the work, but like Mrs. Harris, although she
had not been a Theosophist before going to the Point, she
eventually participated fully in the work.

The Hanson

family had taken up residence in Dr. Wood's Hotel in 1898,
and by May 2, 1900 Estelle had become interested enough in
the work to serve on the Board of Trustees for the
International Lotus Home.

But Estelle Hanson's conversion

to Theosophy had not been immediate, and even after she
became a willing participant in some of the activities at
the Homestead, she did not agree to all that was asked of
her.

During the Times libel trial several witnesses

testified that Mrs. Hanson was not a member of the society,
and would not allow her children to be sent off to the Cuban
colony to be housed and educated as Tingley demanded.

One

witness, Irene Neill, who lived at Point Lorna in May 1900
testified that Mrs. Tingley had told her that she had to
make an exception to the rule of sending children to the
colony in this case because "Mr. Hansen (sic) pays well for
his being here at the Homestead and for his children, so I
have to submit for a while."

She said that she often heard

Mrs. Tingley urging Mrs. Hanson to send the children to the
colony with the others.

,--_.

She must have been persuasive,
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because all four of the Hanson children were at the colony
by August 1900, shortly after the children's group homes
were completed there. 56
After Katherine Tingley moved permanently to the
Homestead, she tried to find ways to pull Mrs. Hanson into
the work.

She first asked Estelle to be responsible for the

floral arrangements at public meetings and then appealed to
her to share her real expertise by lecturing on motherhood
at UBO meetings.

By 1902, at the time of the Los Angeles

Times trial Estelle and Walter had left their four girls
(ages 5, 7, 8, and 9) at Point Loma and were in Cuba
establishing a Raja Yoga school there.
Point Loma's most committed workers.

She became one of
Only 4 years after her

refusal to let her children go to the school at the colony,
Mrs. Hanson gave a talk at the Isis theater praising these
methods of Theosophic education.
As soon as it can lift its little hand it is taught to
help itself and others. No discord in the home mars
its tender years, and its appetites are not fed at the
expense of its body . . . • It will be guided by those
who know Theosophy and therefore understand child
nature . . . . And so the mothers who have children who
are being trained in the right way, and know what a
blessing Theosophy is to a young life, would like to
share their joy with all the world.
Mrs. Hanson remained at Point Loma long after her husband
Walter's death, May 23, 1909, although she clearly did not
have to do so since Walter Hanson had named her the
executrix of his considerable estate. 57
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These cases offer an interesting contrast to others
documented in earlier utopian experiments.

For example,

Carol Kolmerten's study of antebellum owenite communities
concludes that these were anything but utopia for the middle
class wives who moved there because of their husbands'
enthusiasm.

Many felt that the "equality" they had been

promised simply translated into "working hard plus giving up
the power of being in charge of 'their' home or child.

This

elimination of their one role--the True Woman in charge of
her separate sphere--with no role to take its place created
intense bitterness for married women."

Tingley's ability to

find meaningful work for these wives, and the continuity
provided by existing ties of family and friendship made the
transition to utopia successful in these Macon cases. 58
However the transition was not so happily accomplished
for some.

The two early residents who have left records of

their reasons for becoming dissatisfied, Mrs. Kratzer and
Mrs. Neill (discussed briefly above), were both single
mothers who came to Point Lorna from Los Angeles with their
children in response to an urgent request from Katherine
Tingley.

They were also both penniless and immediately upon

their arrival were assigned to service positions.

They both

left primarily because they felt they were expected to work
in menial positions without pay and were being denied
maternal rights.

Matilda Kratzer, a teenage girl who went
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with her mother and 12-year old sister, Annie, to Point Loma
for 5 months in 1900, told about their experience at Point
Lorna during the Times trial. S9

Like Irene Neill, she and

her mother were members of a Universal Brotherhood Lodge in
Los Angeles, although neither were prominent enough to have
been mentioned in the pages of the Organization's magazines
prior to the Times trial.

They met Katherine Tingley at a

meeting in Los Angeles in early 1900, and soon after were
told by Mr. Beach, the President of their Lodge, that
Tingley wanted them to go to Point Loma right away.
According to Matilda, who was a promising pianist, Mrs.
Tingley's main motivation was so that Matilda could continue
her education at the recently established Isis Department of
Music and Art.

Beach gave them money for the trip and

within a day they had moved all of their belongings to the
Homestead.

The mother, Mrs. Mary Kratzer was listed on the

census as a cook, and Matilda, although no occupation was
listed, was called a servant in the relation to household
head column.

Although she was only 14, there was no

indication that she was attending school in 1900.

In her

testimony she said she worked cleaning the Homestead 10
hours a day, and she complained that she had little time to
practice piano and had received only six lessons during the
five months (mid-March through mid August 1900) she was at
Point Loma. 60

o___ _ _ _

I
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Matilda Kratzer's testimony was refuted in several of
its particulars by residents of the Homestead, including
Tingley herself, who said that Matilda was being trained as
a housekeeper at the request of her mother.

They argued

that her tasks could not possibly have taken 10 hours to
complete.

They emphasized that all members at the Homestead

took a turn at various tasks that Matilda and her mother
performed routinely, for example, the piano teacher also
waited tables on occasion.

What is not disputed is that

Matilda, her mother and Mrs. Neill were the only members who
were assigned domestic service as their "special" work.
Clearly Matilda believed that others had more pleasant and
less physically demanding "special" work, even if they were
occasionally assigned additional household duties.

Some

were teachers of the young children; some were assigned to
the literary staff; others supervised the international
work.

Although the philosophy of the community was that all

labor was noble and all members should be equally valued for
performing their own special duty, certainly in Matilda and
her mother's perception, there was a hierarchy of labor in
which they were at the bottom.

Part of their evidence was

that very few members had to work at these menial tasks.

In

fact, the only people who regularly worked with Matilda were
a Chinese man, who was hired to clean rooms for guests (the
homestead was still functioning in part as a hotel), and a
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hired servant girl.

Matilda and her mother also were keenly

aware of another difference between them and most of the
residents at the Homestead--they had no money for their room
and board, and felt powerless even to leave when they were
dissatisfied. 61

Mrs. Kratzer thought Matilda and 12-year

old Annie were not getting the educational advantages they
had been led to expect.

Matilda's complaints about the lack

of time for piano lessons and practice were refuted by many
members of the Homestead, although all of them agreed that
there was a 6-week period of extensive renovations in the
Homestead, during which the Piano was covered and not used
by anyone. 62

Because they felt that this move had resulted

in each of them working long hours, with no greater
advantages than they had had outside of utopia, one of the
Kratzers' first acts after leaving was to inaugurate (an
unsuccessful) suit for back wages.
In addition to disappointment over working conditions
and the infrequent music lessons, Mrs. Kratzer was very
upset by what she saw as Mrs. Tingley's interference in her
family relationships.

Mrs. Kratzer said she did not want

Annie sent to the children's colony, and she demanded to see
her more than the two hours allowed for visiting on the
weekends.

Tingley testified that Annie was at the colony

school at her mother's insistence, and she was treated like
all of the other members' children there.

Tingley said that
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Mrs. Kratzer had begged her to let her come to Point Lorna to
escape a brutal husband (although the 1900 Census recorded
her as a widow), and that once she had agreed, Mrs. Kratzer
began to make demands on Tingley and the institution--asking
for special privileges for her daughters.

Tingley said the

children had been happy there and produced letters from
Matilda, thanking Tingley for her kindness and begging her
to let them stay.

Although Tingley thought the children had

great potential, she had to let them go, saying "it was
quite impossible for me to have their mother dictate to
me. ,,63
The Kratzers' story exemplifies two issues that
continued to cause tension in the Universal Brotherhood's
colony: class hierarchy and parental versus communal
authority over children.

Although these Theosophists tried

at various times to incorporate different classes into their
organizations and their community, their belief that the
karmic law was responsible for each individual's position in
life was more appealing to those who were reincarnated into
the middle and upper classes than to those at the bottom.
Matilda Kratzer would hardly have been pleased by the
solution offered to the "domestic problem" by one Point Lorna
student.
If . . . one woman is placed in a household as its
mistress and another as the servant, be sure this is no
accident. There will be problems for each to solve, of
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course; . • • But the solution will come through each
doing her full duty in the position in which
circumstances have placed her. M
The difficulties of incorporating poor members on an
equal basis with the middle class members at the community
were accentuated in these early years because living
accommodations were limited and financial needs were great.
Irene Neill Mohn had testified at the Times trial that she
had been told she would have to leave the Homestead to make
room for paying guests.

The class dimensions of early

recruitment were made quite explicit a month after the
Kratzer's arrived by the publication of a warning that no
one should come to Point Loma without an invitation,
especially those who, "in fancied devotion to the work, but
having small means

might come, and then, when want and

privation overtake them, as they must, they will on the
ground of 'sentimental' brotherhood expect, often demand,
support from our Organization."

The organization already

had the considerable burden of supporting the 19 orphans and
some of t.he Cubans who had no income. 65
Both Mrs. Kratzer and Mrs. Neill were quite vocal about
their unhappiness with the policy of sending all children to
live at the Raja Yoga school, which was located about 1 3/4
miles from the Homestead.

Separating children from their

parents, as soon as they were weaned, remained the norm
throughout the next several decades.

The practice was often
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criticized by people outside of Point Lorna (the Los Angeles
Times liked to refer to the children's section as the "child
pen") and occasionally caused problems within resident
families.

Although this policy was in place by 1900, it had

not been an initial aspect of the community.

It was only

after the Hanson children reached school age and some older
Cuban orphans arrived that the structures for educating them
developed.
However, anyone who had been paying attention to
Tingley's pronouncements on the work with children would
have anticipated the approach she took when asked to
institute a school for the children of members.

After all,

she had promised that the work at the orphanage with infants
would be the most successful of all the activities with
children, because Theosophical methods could be used to
teach them to control their lower nature early in life.

She

argued that most parents (read mothers) were too indulgent
and through misdirected parental feelings spoiled their
children and encouraged them to indulge their selfish
natures.

In an oft repeated statement, she asserted that

she could teach a child to live by its divine nature if she
could have it from birth until the age of seven. M

The

policy which she developed at Point Lorna rested on this
belief.

Children were to be in the complete control of

teachers trained in Tingley's methods; parents were to visit
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them for no more than 2 hours each weekend.

Some parents,

like Mrs. Hanson, eventually came to approve wholeheartedly
of this method; others, like Mrs. Neill (Mohn), even when
reluctantly agreeing to put their children in the Raja Yoga
school, continued to resent the practice which they
interpreted as being deprived of their maternal rights.
Although Tingley argued that she was not trying to usurp
those rights, it is clear from her comment about Mrs.
Kratzer, that she would not be dictated to--not even by a
mother on the issue of how to raise her own child.
Trying to find the stories of single men who came early
to Point Loma has proved more difficult than finding those
of women and family men.

Although a few of the men were

rich and relatively well-known and so can be traced in
traditional historical sources, such as Who's Who and local
histories, their prominence and their gender seem to have
shielded them from situations in which they felt a need to
explain their reasons for coming to utopia.

The best

sources for women and their motivations have been court
records, but few Point Loma men had to answer formally,
either in court or in the Press, for transgressions in their
personal lives.

Within Theosophic community, the men of

Point Loma, like their mainstream brothers, were able to
assume the mantle of universal man, and with it
unexceptionalness.

In the pages of their own magazines,
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they were simply Theosophists--un(re)marked, while
Theosophical womanhood was the subject of special pages and
columns.

Nevertheless, I present two portraits below that

give some understanding of what kind of men joined the
community, although they do not provide much insight into
their personal motivations.
Dr. Herbert Coryn is an example of one of the foreign
Theosophists who was so committed to the directions KT was
leading the T.S. that he immigrated to the u.s. to help in
her work.

His Theosophic activities prior to joining Point

Lorna community, which demonstrated a preference for
practical applications of Theosophy over more philosophical
and literary pursuits, fit a pattern that I had hypothesized
might explain individuals' decisions to support Tingley and
to move to her utopia.

Dr. Coryn had been a member of

Blavatsky's advisory council in London, and was one of the
select few in her Inner Group of the Esoteric section.

He

was one of the members most enthusiastic about trying to
reach the working classes with Theosophic propaganda.

He

wrote pamphlets and gave lectures in poor districts of
London.

In 1895, he and his medical partner, Dr. Archibald

Keightley, were instrumental in beginning the Theosophical
organization to support William Q. Judge.

He welcomed

Katherine Tingley to England during her first European
Crusade, and worked hard on her behalf throughout the

258

British Isles in 1896 and 1897.

In 1898 he left his medical

practice in England (this coincided with Archibald
Keightley's decision to reject Tingley and the change to the
Universal Brotherhood--see Chapter 3), and he moved to the
United states to help more directly in the international
brotherhood work.

This timing was propitious, for the IBL

was just beginning the relief work with soldiers returning
from the Spanish American war.

He worked tirelessly

training Theosophists as nurses, and then overseeing the
relief camp at Montauk Point.

As soon as that work was

completed, he resumed the training course, this time for
those who would go to Cuba where he was in charge of the
medical work.

In New York city he had had various duties

connected to the Lodge work, but was particularly active in
establishing boys' clubs.

Although he had completed the

necessary U.S. medical courses and had been certified to
practice in the U.S., he found little time away from his
Theosophical work to do so.

He moved to Point Loma in late

1899. m

He is a prime example of a professional who gave up his
career to work for practical Theosophy.

Since his close

association with HPB gave him sound Theosophic credentials,
~ingley

often asked him to lecture about the differences in

the Theosophic Society headed by Annie Besant and her own.
In one such lecture, read at a public meeting in San Diego
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in July 1901, he declared, "The activities [at Point Loma]
exemplify practical Theosophy, Theosophy with its coat off,
not Theosophy of drawing-rooms with much recondite talk
ending in nothing and leading to nothing but the next
meeting."

He criticized the Besant brand of Theosophy,

"Bearing the name of Brotherhood, it offers nothing • • .
for fallen men and women, nothing for those in prison,
nothing for the victims of calamity, of war, and of the
alcohol and morphine habits."

On the 1900 Census his

occupation was listed as physician, but his relationship to
household head was member of the headquarters staff, which
more accurately reflected the activity that occupied his
time.

By the 1910 census his occupation was listed as

journalist, and he specialized in propaganda for prisoners
and in articles about Theosophy and health.68

At 35 years

of age, he was one of the single men in the largest age
cohort (35-44) at Point Loma in 1900, and, like all others
in that cohort who were single in 1900, he never married. 69
Throughout its history, Point Loma had a relatively small
number of married couples, which affected the shape of the
community and the concept of home and family articulated
there.
I looked in vain for any discussion about Dr. Coryn's
motivations as a man for embracing the philanthropic work
that was so often identified in the public mind with women,
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and for moving to this community under the rule of a female
autocrat.

As if the public too wondered about the

motivations of those men who became Theosophists, newspaper
stories often noted with a bit of astonishment that Tingley
and Theosophy seemed to attract many men who were not weak,
mystical dreamers, but rather sound business men.

Tingley

prided herself on having attracted such men to her ranks,
Walter Hanson the cotton manufacturer, E. August Neresheimer
a successful diamond merchant, and Clark Thurston president
of the American Screw Company.

The closest most of these

business men came to defending their manhood was when they
tried to answer jibes that they were controlled by a woman
with "more power than a Russian Czar," as the newspapers
liked to put it.

A typical slur is evident in a reference

to Katherine Tingley and her Cabinet in the Los Angeles
Times, which called them "the purple person and her
satellites, • • • her faithful valet, the very important
little Mr. White of Georgia; her devoted bodyguard, the foxy
Secretary-General Pierce; the royal purse-bearer, Mr.
Neresheimer; and sundry scribes, physicians and other
supernumeraries huddled round their august potentate with
obsequious obeisance."w
I examine Francis Marshal Pierce, one of the members
who personified a "hard-headed, practical business man,
[who] believes in common-sense Theosophy," and one of the

261
few men to be called to account publicly for his devotion to
this female leader.
Massachusetts.

Like Tingley, he was born in 1847 in

He fought as a volunteer in the civil War

when only 15 years old, and then worked in a New York city
bank for 7 years.

After that he was hired as a bookkeeper

of the Ingersoll Rock Drill Co. where he eventually became
President.

Having educated himself as an engineer, in 1874

he and a partner started the Pierce & Miller Engineering Co.
in New York and later became sole head of his own
engineering firm specializing in the construction of power
plants.
Pierce did not become involved in Theosophy until 1896,
about the time that Tingley became the leader, and after
that he was almost always at her side.

For a short time in

1896-7 he was even a lodger at the Tingley home and hired
Philo Tingley, Katherine's husband, as Secretary of the
Pierce Engineering Company.

Although he had no official

capacity in the Theosophical Society at the time, he was one
of the Crusaders and was called the "representative" of
Katherine Tingley's pet project the School for the Revival
of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity, even though it did not
yet exist.

In reality he served as the "cicerone" for the

Crusaders, making all arrangements for travel and
accommodations.

with the establishment of the Universal

Brotherhood Organization in 1898 and during his early tenure
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at Point Loma, he held the title of General Secretary, using
his business experience and management skills to carry out
the Leader's wishes and to keep the organization running
smoothly.

In 1898 Pierce sold his interest in his company

and in 1900 moved permanently with Katherine Tingley and
others from the New York headquarters to Point Loma.71
I have found no statement by Pierce about how he became
attracted to Theosophy or why he was willing to resign his
position in his company to devote all of his time to
Universal Brotherhood.

Quite possibly he became a member

because of his acquaintance with Katherine Tingley.

In 1919

he testified that he had been availing himself of her "wise
counsel • • . since first becoming acquainted with her
twenty five years previously."72
Although most of pierce's time was spent in the daily
managerial duties at Point Lorna, during the early years he
also led the young boys in drills.

Iverson Harris, Jr.

recalled that during his boyhood at Point Loma,
We would all get up in the morning about 5:30 and we
would go out and have calisthenics, physical drill. In
those days, we even carried guns. We had military
drill because the Secretary General of our Society at
that time, Frank M. Pierce, was a civil War veteran and
thoroughly believed in military discipline. We had
some of the discipline, we learned to march and so
forth. 73
Indeed his desire to play soldier continued and with the
outbreak of World War I, Pierce wrote a Senator vOlunteering
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his services to assist in the war effort in any way he could
to free up some younger man to fight--he was 72 at the
time. 74

Perhaps the best way to understand Pierce's

motivations for devoting himself to the UBO can be seen in
the combination of his military background and his desire to
serve as expressed in this letter.

"I sold out and devoted

my fortune to the Educational and Humanitarian work of the
Universal Brotherhood . . . , giving to it my services
for my subsistence."

stuart McConnell has noted similar

definitions of manliness in his study of civil War Veterans
in the Grand Army of the Republic.

These veterans conceived

of themselves as disciplined gentlemen for whom the ultimate
virtue was self-mastery; in a word they were victorians.
McConnell says that when these veterans used the term
manliness they "meant self-denial, devotion to high
principle, renunciation of grubby materialism.
was to have control of one's self ." 75

To be manly

As many have noted,

during the late Victorian age as the middle class confronted
a loss of control in many aspects of their lives, selfcontrol became an increasingly important part of a masculine
self-image.
within the ideals of Theosophy, such self-mastery meant
mastery of your lower nature, i.e., control of your
passions, materialism, aggression, etc.; and once achieved,
such self-control was to be used to selflessly serve
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humanity.

In nineteenth-century gender ideology, women were

presumably best suited by "nature" for such moral rigor and
selfless service.

Perhaps it is not so surprising then,

that for Frank Pierce, and other males at Point Lorna, the
model for selfless behavior was female--Katherine Tingley.
You can hear the soldier's admiration for "woman" in an
article Pierce wrote arguing that woman is by nature
stronger than man because of her inherent courage.
We feed our muscular egotism by dubbing woman 'the
weaker sex.' How long would man hold his spine erect
had he the responsibilities of maternity and the
rearing of the coming race? What corps of veterans,
familiar with the herculean feats at arms of the
ancient Amazons, would seek combat with their equal in
number of such? . . . Man's physical courage is largely
the result of training, discipline. Woman is
inherently from nature courageous, daring, spontaneous.
• • . Between these contrasted facts the true basis of
woman's superior strength is found.
Pierce and the other men of this utopia believed that at
Point Lorna they had found their true place and "become again
what man once was--the Right Side of an Equalized

Pair."~

Some members of the mainstream seemed to be unable to
find the manliness in this relationship that Theosophists
interpreted as the "natural harmony the sexes," but what
from the outside looked very much like "unnatural!! female
control over men.

During the Los Angeles Times libel case,

Pierce came in for particular scorn from the defense
attorneys because he demonstrated fierce loyalty to Tingley,
yet refused to acknowledge that she had any control over

-----_..
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him.

The defense attorneys suggested that he was so

hypnotized by her that he could not be trusted to tell the
truth.

As the Times reported, Pierce

came in for a severe scorching, but with brazen
effrontery he sat through the ordeal, a scowl of
malevolence meanwhile accentuating the ugliness of his
unforbidding countenance • • • • Everything in his
manner on the witness stand indicated subterfuge,
equivocation and attempt to escape from telling just
what he did know. This is a pretty fair index to the
character of the man." n
This characterization of his testimony was in some respects
quite accurate. He tried to circumvent questions suggesting
that his very position at Point Loma was contingent on
Tingley's will.

He testified that he had never thought of

KT as his boss or that he served at her pleasure.

When

asked who had appointed him to his present position, he
responded that he had simply found his name on a list of
officers.

When asked if she could fire him if he didn't

perform his duties, he said he had never thought about it,
since he planned to continue to discharge them.

This tactic

was taken by others as well, i.e., simply denying that
Tingley had power over them.

In fact this perception seems

so widespread that it appears that Tingley's autocracy was
quite subtle.

Although formally she had total control over

most aspects of the Universal Brotherhood Organization, she
seldom had to explicitly demonstrate this power.
reporter at the close of the trial noted,

The Times
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A remarkable thing about the Tingleyites is that while
their obligations to their leader are most binding in
their printed by-laws and constitution, when it comes
to a show down in Court, Mrs. Tingley has practically
no authority over them; persons holding official
positions have 'just walked into' offices, as Pierce
described it • • • • Mrs. Kramer, the commissarygeneral of the Point Lorna institution testified today
that she 'just worked into' her position and is
responsible to no one. Dr. Lorin Wood, the head
physician • • . denied that he was professionally
responsible to the official head of the brotherhood or
anyone.
What is so facetiously reported here reflected the reality
for many Point Lorna residents.

Many years later, Iverson

Harris, Jr. tried to explain Tingley's power, n[S]he just
knew how to run things, and, to my mind, one of her greatest
assets was that she knew how to inspire others to live a
dedicated life and to serve and to be proud to do so. n78
Anthony Rotundo, in his discussion of conceptions of manhood
at the turn-of-the-century, observed that there was a new
emphasis on true manliness encompassing a submission to
authority, devotion to greater good, and searching for
leaders or heroes.

In some respects the men of Point Lorna

were trying to achieve that vision of manhood, but the
differences in Theosophical manhood could create new
manliness problems.

In the mainstream discussed by Rotundo,

this accompanied a new emphasis on military values and
heroes, while in Point Lorna the leader is a pacifist female.
Perhaps this is why Theosophical men often emphasize
Tingley's executive, manly abilities, and occasionally
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explicitly note that her decisions are really only
instructions from the Adepts (always presumed to be
males)

.79

The defense attorneys at the Times trial also made a
feeble effort to imply that there was some kind of an
immoral connection between the men of her Cabinet,
especially Pierce, and Tingley.

Pierce barely bothered to

answer questions with such innuendoes.

When asked if he was

a "particular friend" of Tingley's, he asked for
clarification.

When the attorney substituted "ardent," he

asked for more clarification.

To the final question are you

an "enthusiastic friend," he responded, "I am not--I am an
enthusiastic member of the Universal Brotherhood."

Early in

his cross-examination the attorney had questioned whether he
and other cabinet members had 24 hour access to KT's private
chambers and whether he sometimes slept on a pallet outside
her door to protect her.

He denied both and refused to talk

about such a silly assertion.

This refusal to answer to

accusations of private immorality was one of the privileges
of manhood.

In that same trial Katherine Tingley was not

able to shunt questions about her sexuality aside, just as
she was unable to avoid attacks on her womanliness because
of her position as a public figure. w
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NOTES
Tingley was not alone in claiming a lifelong V1S10n of a
better world. Jane Addams, "In her carefully crafted
autobiography . • . . charmed her readers with her childhood
daydream of dwelling someday in 'a large house • • • right
in the midst of horrid little houses.'" Mina Carson,
Settlement Folk: Social Thought and the American Settlement
Movement, 1885-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1.

1990),27.

2. Although he signed himself, W.T. Partridge, FTS (a
Fellow of the Theosophical Society), I have found no mention
of him in their magazines before his appointment as
caretaker, so he certainly had not been a prominent member.
New Century I, #24 (26 March 1898): 5;
3.
18 April 1899, 3.

San Diego Union,

San Diego Union, 18 April 1899, 3; New Century I, #24
4.
(26 March 1898) : 5.
5.

San Diego union, 17 April 1899, 2, and 22 April 1899, 2.

6.

San Diego Union, 17 April 1899, 2, and 22 April 1899, 2.

7.

Crusader I, #4 (13 June 1899): 302-3.

8. Such statements are rather routine for those who try to
build what others call "utopia" because of the word's
connotations of impossibility and the utopians' belief that
they are undertaking practical experiments in actual living.
Crusader 4, #8 & 9 (27 September and 13 October 1899) as
quoted from the Swedish newspaper the Stockholm Tidningen,
no page or date given.
9.
In 1904 she eliminated the public work of the Lodges
altogether. She claimed in the Searchlight, an occasional
newsletter sent on an emergency basis to members, that
William Q. Judge had talked about such a step shortly before
his death. She quoted him, "If I thought members would
understand, and not cripple my efforts, by permitting
disharmony to grow from this, I should act at once; close in
the Lodges for a while; steady them down; readjust their
forces, and launch them out on a clearer path." Searchlight
2, #2 (15 August 1904): 21.
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10. The comments were made by Dr. Ames McAlpin, New century
III, #16 (3 March 1900): 5.
11. In October, 1900 the remaining departments of the UB
and IBL--the Theosophical Publishing Company, the New
Century, and the Woman's Exchange & Mart, moved from New
York City to Point Loma, making the relocation complete.
12. Prospectus of the Students home or Community called
"Esotero", February 13, 1900, Defendant's Exhibit "A",
Katherine Tingley v Times Mirror Company, Superior Court,
San Diego County, California, 1902-3.
(Hereafter cited as
KT v LA Times.)
The name Esotero, presumably chosen because
of Theosophists' search for esoteric truth, did not stick.
(Very quickly residents began to refer to the site as the
Homestead or Lomaland.)
The same word was chosen in 1903 by
Cyrus Teed's Koreshan unity for their community in Florida.
Robert S. Fogarty, Dictionary of American Communal and
utopian History (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press,
1980), 110, 215.
13. Prospectus of the Students home or Community called
"Esotero", KT v LA Times, emphasis added.
14. San Diego Union, 15 April 1900, 4; New Century III, #22
(14 April 1900): 5; New Century III, #43 (8 September 1900):
3.

15. The cost factor was important. The remodeling of the
hotel into the domed Homestead cost $30,000. At the same
time housing had to be provided for the orphans who were
arriving from Cuba. That housing need was met with an
expenditure of $2700 for 16 of the tents with wooden sides.
16.

New century III, #43 (8 September 1900): 3.

17. New century III, #34 (7 July 1900): 5, emphasis in
original.
18. For a typical warning, see New century III, #22 (14
April 1900): 5; Edge in New century III, #19 (24 March
1900): 2; Fussell in New century III #33 (30 June 1900):
5-6; Sydney G. P. Coryn, !'A New Study of our Growth and
possibilities," Universal Brotherhood Path XVII, #1 (April
1902): 14
19. New century III, #33 (30 June 1900): 5-6;
Testimony in KT v LA Times, ~3021.
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Winkler
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20.
New century II, #44 (26 August 1899): 5. The Reverend
Neill had been an active member for a decade and had
resigned from his ministry in the Presbyterian church after
attempts to depose him because of his Theosophical
involvement. He and his wife had met Tingley during the
first Crusade and followed her to the u.s. soon after for
the laying of the Cornerstone of the SRLMA. He would later
serve as the Librarian for its extensive library of ancient
texts.
21.
In addition there were two paid servants whom I have
excluded from my analysis. Throughout this chapter adult
refers to people over 19 years of age and children to people
19 years or younger.
22.
six of these adults were explicitly listed as connected
to the International Lotus Home and five were Cubans
recorded as part of the Cuban colony, so they actually might
have been residing in tents in separate areas that are
mentioned in other sources.
23.
I calculated u.s. and California figures from u.s.
Bureau of the Census, Census Reports. Volume II. Population.
Part II. Twelfth Census of the United states, Taken in the
Year 1900, (Washington: United states Census Office, 1902),
Conjugal Condition Tables 28 and 29, 253-55.
24.
This is not the cohort that historians have noted to be
the least likely to marry, or as one historian put it, the
"largest generation of single and childless women in
American history. The cohort of women born between 1865 and
1874 married later and less frequently than any group before
or since. At the turn of the century nearly one in five
married women were childless." In Point Lorna 2/3 of that
cohort of women were married (4 married women and 2 single),
while in the cohort described above, born between 1856 and
1865, almost 2/3 were single.
Point Lorna women were also
les3 likely than women in the u.s. as a whole to have
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CHAPTER 5
THE MATURING OF UTOPIA
During the halcyon years at Point Loma (around 1910),
this Theosophical community demonstrated some of the changes
in gender roles, especially in women's work roles, that
scholars of utopia and of women and socialism have outlined.
The full-time day care available (indeed, mandated) and the
communal dining and laundry had "freed" women, especially
married women, to participate more fully in gainful
employment.

The assumption that no one would be paid for

their labor and that all would be supported within community
certainly provided an important economic basis for women's
independence form individual men.

In addition, the

establishment of the Raja Yoga school, not only as an
educational institution for community children, but as a
boarding school for an estimated 200 children of non
resident families, had focused the community's resources on
the raising and teaching of children--activities clearly in
the domain of women.

Women were the majority of workers in

the school as they were in the various domestic activities
necessary to feed and clothe so many children.

The division

of labor did not challenge the late Victorian assumption
that the sexes are naturally different or the gendered
nature of occupations.

For women the most noticeable
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difference was that married women were not excluded from
teaching, although they still were far less likely to be
teachers than single women, in part because most teachers
lived in the group houses with their students.

This same

living arrangement mandated that some men be employed in the
training of small children, since the education and living
arrangements were segregated by gender.

This was the most

impressive gender role difference in the world of work
compared to the outside.
Trying to understand women's position relative to men
at the community is very difficult.

Looking at conventional

measures, such as the gender of officers and Cabinet
members, the conclusion is inevitable that women here, as in
the outside world, had very little access to public
authority.

Almost all of the Cabinet members were male

(Gertrude Van Pelt was a common exception) and all of the
officers of the Universal Brotherhood organization. l
However, it is very unclear how much authority any of these
male officers had given Tingley's autocratic control.

For

example, in testimony in various court cases, men seemed not
even to remember what offices they held or what was talked
about at Cabinet meetings.

However, it is clear that men

enjoyed certain privileges that women did not, especially
opportunities to meet with the leader and study Theosophical
doctrine.

It is not clear if women were excluded from these
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evening study sessions on the basis of a perception of
natural difference or whether they simply had no interest in
attending.

In fact, it was probably a combination of the

two.
On the other hand, most of the work that was essential
to the survival of the community was woman's work,
especially connected with the school.

Women were at the

head of each of the departments that ran these efforts; Dr.
Gertrude Van Pelt was the Directress of the Raja Yoga
Academy in 1911 and Isabel Butler headed up the Department
of Arts and Crafts that, in addition to many other tasks,
made all of the children's uniforms.

Women played a large

role in the only significant UBO outreach efforts by 1910.
The three Cuban schools were usually headed by women, and
when Tingley decided to embark on a worldwide peace effort,
she first organized a woman's group to begin the work.
Whatever the structural mechanisms of power were, the
ideological framework upon which they were based could lead
to empowerment for some women.

The changes that women did

experience in their lives at Point Loma were because
Theosophy had been interpreted there in a way that valued
women's work and elevated womanly virtues.

The Theosophical

emphasis of individual souls and their improvement served to
extend the victorian masculine virtue of self-control to
women.

1------

This expectation of female self-control was given
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full support of the community, especially the community of
women, when women acted to enforce female moral standards or
loyalty to the Point Loma "family."

In some cases this

allowed women to leave abusive family situations, as was the
case with Grace Bohni at times, it was used to condemn the
improper sexual conduct of a man.

This was, however a

limited kind of power, and such norms of self-control and
sacrifice could be applied to marginalize women whose dreams
might include visions of sexual expression.
Visitors to Point Loma always commented on the
impressive physical setting, the lush vegetation that the
Theosophists had coaxed to life on this desert peninsula,
and the impressive white buildings with their colored glass
domes.

Approaching the colony, they came to the Egyptian

gate which marked the entrance to the community, paid their
ten cent admission fee (a contribution for the work with the
children), and entered a garden paradise. 2

In 1905, Julian

Hawthorne, a writer and grandson of Nathaniel Hawthorne,
exclaimed that Point Loma, " . . . as it then appeared, in
the morning light and sunshine, with the silver mirror at
our feet, the outspread city in the middle distance, and the
mountains afar, seemed to me the most exquisite sight I had
ever beheld in my wanderings." 3

Visitors walked up a broad

tree-lined avenue, marveling at the buildings, all
surrounded by well-tended gardens, many partially covered by
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flowering vines, and arrived at the Homestead, now the
headquarters of the Universal Brotherhood Organization.
Here they were met by a guide who served to explain the
community and to prevent visitors from invading the privacy
of members or disrupting the work.

One of the first stops

on the tour was the Aryan Temple, where visitors were
treated to a short musical program and a very brief talk on
Theosophy.

The last stop was at a store run by the Woman's

Exchange and Mart where visitors could purchase books,
pamphlets or magazines on Theosophy in addition to souvenir
postcards and trinkets produced by members.

In fact, this

tourist trade in large part had replaced the propaganda work
that had suffered from the closing of the local lodges, and
leaders proclaimed that it was more effective.
Instead of the laborious work of trying to interest the
indifferent and overworked such as make up the
audiences of large cities, there has been a most
remarkable change. . . . Where formerly there might
have been one out of a hundred whose soul was really
touched by the opportunities which the society gave to
the great masses of people during the many years of its
long course of faithful work, there is now hardly one
out of the thousands who come to the Aryan Temple who
is not touched to the very heart.4
The fact that during the busiest tourist seasons as many as
eleven men had to take time away from their usual work to
serve as guides testifies not only to the perception that
not all who came were disinterested observers, but also to
the importance the community placed on this phase of the
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public work. 5
Visitors were also allowed a view of the unique
residential and industrial structures at Point Loma.
Although no other buildings were as dramatic as the
Homestead and Temple, all continued to be designed by
Katherine Tingley and incorporated her ideas about making
homes conducive to good health.

Windows were large and

plentiful, most residences had verandas, sometimes
encircling the whole house, and many had canvas roofs which
not only reduced building costs but added beneficial
ventilation.

In fact, the canvas proved to be a better

roofing material than the glass domes, which leaked so much
that during rain storms the temple and the Homestead rotunda
were often unusable. 6
The living arrangements of all of the students were
determined by Katherine Tingley as "Foundress, Directress of
the School of Antiquity, and the Leader and Official Head of
the Universal Brotherhood organization and the Theosophical
Movement throughout the world," who also adjusted rents,
based both on ability to pay and past service and loyalty to
the organization. 7

In housing, as in other aspects of life

at Point Loma, there was a clear hierarchy.

For example,

Group Home #1, built for and rented to the wealthy sporting
goods manufacturer Albert Spalding after he married
Elizabeth Churchill Mayer, a resident Theosophist, featured

285

a nearly round shape, with octagonal rooms, an "ornate
central lantern tower" surmounted by an amethyst glass dome,
and an exterior spiral staircase leading to a flat roof. s
In contrast there was a row of one-room "bachelor"
bungalows, furnished with the woodshop projects of young
students.

Although there had been almost constant building

since 1900, facilities could not keep up with demand.

A

private tent village (run by the former head of the Chicago
Lodge and a prominent banker prior to coming to Point Loma)
was situated just outside the gates to house both the
overflow and visiting Theosophists, many of whom, following
the legacy of the original Point Loma destination--the
sanitarium, came to regain their health. 9
The construction of work spaces was governed by the
same principles of good health, and one journalist noted his
astonishment upon seeing the typesetting operation,
ordinarily set up in "close, ill-smelling, poorly lighted
rooms," but here in an airy building with windows that
opened onto a breathtaking vista of the Pacific ocean. tO
Often expediency led to a new discovery of the benefits of
simple living.

An early 20th century enthusiasm for the

outdoor life and camping was seized on to provide "ideal"
housing for the literary staff.

A large version of the

Point Lorna tent was constructed in a eucalyptus grove and
named Camp Karnak house.

It allowed the writing staff to
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live an "extremely simple" life, "the friction of domestic
labor being reduced to a minimum by the convenience of the
appointments."

This residence had the added feature of

serving both as work space and residence.

Each of the

members "priva.te" rooms surrounded a central work room,
separated only by blinds which could be raised so that the
house became "one large and airy hall. ,,11
simple living spaces were possible in part because very
little actually took place in individuals' homes.

All meals

were cooked at the community refectory, laundry was sent
out, and children were cared for in their own group houses.
Everyone continued to work without pay at whatever job was
assigned, or was "at hand."
jobs were rotated.

Many household and maintenance

Iverson Harris, Jr. recalled that "the

older people, after breakfast, would all go to work in the
different departments" but everyone took a turn at labor
outside of their "special" work.
painter, worked in the kitchen.

Edith White, a famous
Reginald Machell, a

Parisian sculptor, was in charge of a group of unruly boys.
Katherine Tingley herself often waited tables."
Since there was a quite traditional gendered division
of labor at Point Loma, these cooperative domestic services
affected women most.

As one woman remarked to Ray Stannard

Baker, "'You don't know what it means . . • to escape all
cares of the kitchen and of servants. It is heavenly!

And
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there is nothing to equal it in making free women!' ,,13

As

this member hints, the communal aspects of this community at
times seem less an approach to a better way of living than a
rather elaborate answer to the servant problems that so
bedeviled middle class women during this period.

This is

reminiscent of many utopian novels of the time. 14

It is not

clear what models Tingley drew on in organizing the communal
aspects of Point Loma.

Theosophists undoubtedly were as

eclectic in finding sources for their ideas about domestic
arrangements as they were in locating bits of the ancient
wisdom.

They certainly were familiar with Edward Bellamy's

influential utopian novel Looking Backward, published in
1888, which gave rise to the Nationalist Club movement.
Cyrus F. Willard, a prominent Boston Theosophist who bought
a ranch just outside of the gates of the Homestead in 1900,
was one of the founders of the original Nationalist Club.
Blavatsky herself encouraged Theosophists to become involved
in Nationalism. ls

There were many similarities in domestic

arrangements at Point Lorna and in Bellamy's Boston in the
year 2000--simple but elegant housing; a common kitchen and
dining room, with an option of having meals brought to your
private home in special, insulated carts; and communal
childcare.

But these were not ideas unique to Bellamy, or

existing only in the world of fiction.

They were being

discussed and experimented with by material feminists and
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others throughout this time period.

In addition, the

material circumstances of the early years at the Homestead
dictated that members eat together--it was, after all, a
hotel--and the orphanage already had institutionalized child
care. 16
Although outsiders found the cooperative domestic work
interesting, the aspect of daily life that remained most
unusual and controversial was the early separation of
children and parents.

Mothers took their babies to the

nursery within a few months of birth, and visited them daily
until they were about a year old.

After that, and for the

rest of the time that the child remained at Point Lorna, the
children visited their parents for 2-3 hours on Sundays.

As

one guide, who was also the father of one of the babies,
explained
We believe that this is the only true way to bring them
up,--not only the scientific way, but the higher human
way.
. . It is better for the children • • • , and it
leaves the parents free for carrying out their greater
work for humanity. Paternal love too often smothers
the broader love of humanity. 11
Even though in this example the term paternal love is
used, in most discussions of the necessity for the baby
nursery at Point Lorna and the more general need for a reform
in the way children were raised, mothers were the focus.
The nursery doctor explained why they did not allow women to
breast feed.
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[W]e can never tell what taint there may be in a
mother's blood, and we know the food we give it is pure
and just exactly right. • . • [T]here is always the
possibility of the baby receiving bad influence through
its mother, even though she is in perfect health. By
our method we avoid all such possibility.IS
And it was not only mothers' bodies that were considered
potentially harmful.

Another journalist, K. H. von Weigand,

challenged one member who was talking about the importance
of each doing her duty, "Is there a higher duty than that of
mother to child?"

The response indicts most

mothers--Theosophists and non-Theosophists alike. "No. Not
if that duty be wisely performed, which it rarely is. ,,19
Although the media was not as bold in later years as
the Los Angeles Times had been with such comments as "the
baby pen" before Tingley's successful law suit, every
journalist commented on the "unnaturalness" of the
arrangement, although they also admitted that all of the
babies seemed happy and healthy.

They often thought they

saw evidence that the parents, especially the mothers,
suffered.

For example, one man said he was walking past the

nursery with his guide when he
saw a young couple coming toward us, but obviously
oblivious to our presence. Both were looking eagerly
into the nursery, the wife clutching her husband's
sleeve, and almost sobbing out her hungry desire for a
glimpse of her baby. 'Aha, I know somebody who wants
to see their baby,' was the jovial salutation of my
companion; and both father and mother returned the
greeting with a happy smile. ,,20
This story certainly tells as much about the writer's

290
perceptions of what the parents' should have felt as it does
about the actual experiences of the smiling parents, but
there are many examples of parents who did find this part of
community life challenging.
Mrs. Grace Bohn who had lost her two boys in her
divorce from her first husband, John, later married a
community member, Frank Knoche, and in 1906 gave birth to a
daughter, Katherine.

She had suffered so from the loss of

her sons that she could not bear to put Katherine in the
nursery.

Tingley made a special exception in the case of

her namesake and allowed Grace to keep her at night for
almost three years. 21

Another member, Alfred Robinson, a

father who had given up his daughter, Larona, at the age of
six months, explained that he and his wife were avid
Theosophists and had perfect faith that with Katherine
Tingley Larona "would have opportunities to develop
spiritually, mentally and physically which were not
obtainable anywhere else on earth."

So they "turned Larona

over to the Raja Yoga School and stifled the ache at their
hearts with the thought that it sprung from selfishness. ,,22
It must have been even more difficult for those Theosophists
who were not residents.

Mrs. Small, a Theosophist in Macon,

Georgia, was so convinced that Tingley's methods were
correct she brought her only child Emmett to Point Lorna in
1905, when he was not yet 2 years old.

She stayed for two
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months and then returned to Macon.

She visited him every

year and his father visited as often as he could.

Emmett

never moved back to Georgia with his family (he did not even
visit until he was 19 years old), but he did have relatives
in Point Lama's large Macon contingent, e.g., his mother's
first cousin and some third cousins.

In an oral history he

noted that what his mother did took courage.

n[I]t invoked

a lot of criticism from her friends down south--it was a
very conservative town. n23
The Raja

Yoga~

Academy that was the home and school

for all of the Point Lorna children had by 1910 become the
centerpiece of Point Loma.

None of Katherine Tingley's

early pronouncements about the plans for Point Lorna
specifically mentioned any such school, although her belief
that the only way to change the world and promote
brotherhood was by starting with little children should have
mandated such a plan.

The early announcements about the

School for the Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity
clearly referred to a school where advanced Theosophists
would come together to study occult mysteries.

such a

school never materialized under Tingley's leadership, and
the cornerstone that was dedicated in 1897 and rededicated
many more times, never formed the corner of any structure.
The Raja Yoga (RY) school had been started in 1900 at
the request of parents of children at Point Lama.

The
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school was designed to help children learn independence and
self control.

In her plans for such a method of raising

children, Tingley called on the authority of Blavatsky who
had outlined the kind of education necessary.
Children should above all be taught self-reliance, love
for all men, altruism, mutual charity, and more than
anything else, to think and reason for themselves. We
would reduce the purely mechanical work of the memory
to an absolute minimum, and devote the time to the
development and training of the inner senses, faculties
and latent capacities . . • • We would aim at creating
free men and women--free intellectually, free morally;
unprejudiced in all respects and above all things,
unselfish. 2S
As soon as the RY school was well established, it
became an integral part of the work of the Universal
Brotherhood, with members from around the world sending
their children to the boarding school to receive a true,
Theosophic education.

In 1900 there were 5 children at the

school; by the end of 1901 there were over 100, and in 1907
Baker estimated there were 300.
waiting list. 26

At times, there was a long

The school, like other departments at the

Point, required those who were able to contribute a more
than fair price for this schooling while those who did not
have the means were admitted to the school free of charge.
Alfred Robinson reported paying $500.00 a year for his
daughter's tuition in 1907. v
as $1000.

others sometimes paid as much

In 1924 the community's magazine reported that

up to that date 37% of the students had been educated free
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of charge.

Even with such a large percentage of

"scholarship" students, it was one of the few profitable
enterprises during Point Loma's long history.28
At Point Loma children entered school at the age of 18
months to watch the older children, and by the age of three,
they had half an hour of lessons per day.

This was a

remarkable aspect of the community to outsiders who often
asked, "Did you ever see babies go to

School?"~

Children,

both males and females, who lived at Point Loma stayed in
school generally until their early 20s, the school itself
expanding as the children grew.

By 1919 the community had

also established a college so that children of members would
not have to leave for their advanced education.

The school

drew not only children of Theosophists from around the
world, but because of its excellent reputation, many
children whosa parents had no affiliation with Theosophy
came.
Although after the age of six, children were segregated
in classrooms on the basis of gender, there were no
differences in the academic curriculum for boys and girls,
and some activities, such as the required orchestra and
chorus, included both males and females.

One eleven year

old student, writing to his parents in Sweden in 1914,
reported taking the following courses: arithmetic, reading,
French, German, Spanish, geography, history, poetry and
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stenography.

In addition to these academic subjects, he had

violin lessons, took part in required physical exercises,
and spent an hour each day working in the garden. 30
Iverson Harris, Jr. remembers his school days as
similar to this.
We would get up in the morning about 5:30 and we would
go out and have calisthenics, physical drill. The
girls went out and drilled and had their calisthenic
exercises, hoop-drill, etc. too. Then, at about seven
o'clock, we'd all march to breakfast in the community
dining-room where we all ate together. • . . Then all
the children would clean their own houses. We had no
hired servants. Then [we] would go to school from
about nine to twelve, then have lunch together. We had
a thorough scholastic training and then we'd also have
our orchestra and choral rehearsals. We all learned to
play some instrument. Then we had our art classes
• • • .We were given a thorough cultural education;
but, only those who, when they reached an age when they
wanted to, would have teaching in technical
Theosophical doctr ine. 31
other accounts mentioned vocational or practical
training as well, which usually was segregated by gender.
Boys assisted in reforestation and were taught agriculture
and nature studies during the course of that work.
also often served as apprentices at the Aryan Press.

They
Girls

helped with the sewing at the Woman's Exchange and Mart and
were instructed in domestic skills, including cooking, child
care, and raising flowers.
The demographic snapshot of Point Lorna, presented by
Census information reveals distinct characteristics that
help to explain community experiences.

Point Loma continued
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to differ from the rest of the United states in its sex and
age distribution and the marital status of its members. 32
The colony had grown more than threefold between 1900 and
1910 when the census recorded 357 people there (199 females
or 55.7% and 158 males, 44.3%), but had declined slightly by
1920 with only 320 residents (184 females or 57.5% and 136
males, 42.5%).

In the adult33 population the female

majority is slightly higher; in 1910 Point Loma was 56%
female compared to 49% in the U.S., and in 1920 it was 61%
female compared to 49% in the u.s.

This majority is smaller

than the 64% in 1900.
The age structure of the community is also instructive.
In 1910, 67% of Point Loma residents were adults and in
1920, 72%, compared with 58% in 1900.~

This is a

disproportionate percentage of adults compared with the
U.S., which in 1910 was 58% adult; in 1920, 59%; and 1900
56%.

Although the u.s. population as a whole was aging, the

population at Point Lorna was older and aging much faster,
especially in the family resident population.
Table 5.1--Median Age for each of the Census Years3S
u.s.
1900
1910
1920

22.9
24.1
25.3

P.L. Total
29.5
30.0
32.5

P.L. Residents
35.0
37.0
44.0

The small percentage of children in the youngest age cohorts
signaled that the community would continue to age.

In 1910
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children under 10 made up only 10% of the colony's
population, compared to 22% in the U.S., and in 1920, that
young age cohort made up only 6% compared to 22% in the u.s.
In 1920, there were only five children under five years of
age and of those, only one was the offspring of a Point Lorna
family.

These numbers reflect both the low marital rate at

Point Loma and a low reproductive rate.

In 1920 there were

19 married women at Point Lorna of childbearing age (here
defined as 20-45); of those only 4 had children (5 between
them).
Like the residents in 1900, the population at Point
Lorna over the next two decades was much less likely than
that in the United States as a whole to get married.

In

1910, in the u.S. adult male population, 29% were single,
64.7% married and 6.5%

other.~

In Point Lorna 51.5% of

adult men were single, 40.4% married and 8.1% other.

For

women in the u.S. in 1910, the percentages were even more
tipped in favor of marriage--19.4% single, 67.2% married and
13.3% other.

Women in Point Lorna, by contrast, were much

more likely to be single, 48%, with only 35.2% married and
16.8% other.

In 1920 the percentages of marriage for both

sexes in the united states rose slightly, with males
distributed as 26% single, 67.5% married, 6.5% other; and a
similar pattern for women, 18% single, 68% married, 13.9%
other.

The percentages in Point Lorna continued to differ:
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males 50% single, 43.4% married and 6.7 other, .and women,
52.5% single, 28.8% married and 18.7% other.

The percentage

of Point Loma men and women without a marital partner is
even more striking when those people married but living
apart from their spouse are combined with single and
widowed.

In 1910, 55.6% of the men and 73.6% of the women

and in 1920, 62.2% of men and 75.5% of women were living
without a spouse.
There is also a significant difference in age at
marriage: in 1910 no one at Point Loma under 25 was married
while in u.S., 48.4 % of women 20-24 were married and even
10.5% between the ages of 15-19 were married.

Even for men

between 20 and 24 in the U.S., 22.4% were married.

In 1920,

there was a similar difference, with 8% of women at the
Point between 20-24 married and none in the earlier ages,
compared to 52.3% in the U.S. between 20-24 and 12.5%
between 15-19.

None of the men at Point Loma in the 20-24

age group were married, while 28.3% in the U.S. were.
The 1910 Census offers occupational information that
adds considerably to a portrait of what people did at the
community.

(This is in contrast to the 1900 occupational

category that was difficult to interpret, and the 1920
occupation, for which the Census taker simply wrote "na,"
that is not applicable, for every adult.)37

Even though it

must have been difficult to record only one occupation in
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this community in which much of the work was rotated, and
many people had more than one job, most occupants seem to
have attempted to list their "special duty. ,,38
The most striking contrasts to the United states
population was in percentage of women who listed
occupations.

In 1910, 25.5% of women (16 and older) were

employed in gainful occupations in the united states.
Point Loma 61.5% were.

In

This was not just a reflection of

the predominance of single women, for at Point Lorna 68.2% of
married women reported employment, while in the united
states only 10.7% did. 39

In fact, the cohort of u.s. women

most likely to be employed (16-20) was the age group least
likely to work at Point Loma since there was such a large
student population,

(both boarders and children of resident

families).
Table 5.2--Percent Gainfully Employed by Age and Se0°
age group

us males

PL males

us females

PL females

10-13

16.6

0.0

8.0

0.0

14-15

41.4

0.0

19.8

0.0

16-20

79.2

25.0

39.9

15.0

21-44

96.7

90.2

26.3

72.6

45 & over

85.9

75.8

15.7

64.0

As a rough measure of how the community allocated its
labor resources, I classified occupations using the system
of the u.s. Census Bureau.
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Table 5.3--Percentage of Employed Population in Major
occupation categories. united states and Point Lorna, 191041
occupation
category

united states

Point Lorna

Agriculture, forestry,
animal husbandry

33.1%

4.1

Extraction of minerals

2.5

0.0

27.9

26.7

Transportation

6.9

1.2

Trade

9.5

1.2

Public service

1.2

1.1

Professional service

4.4

41.9

Domestic and personal
Service

9.9

16.9

Clerical occupations

4.6

7.6

Manufacturing and mechanical
industries

The predominant categories at Point Lorna were
professional service, manufacturing and domestic service.
Although the percentage involved in manufacturing was
remarkably similar to that in the united States, the kind of
manufacturing was different.

The only products Point Lorna

industries manUfactured, beyond what they needed for daily
life. were publications, and 24.1% of the men involved in
manufacturing at Point Lorna listed this as their "special
duty," whereas only 1.8% in the u.s. were involved in were
in publications. The others either specified general labor
or were craftsmen, such as plumber, electrician.

The main
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"manufacturing" work of women (76.5%) was needlework (not in
a factory), compared with only 24.6% for the U.S. 42
The small percentage of people who listed agricultural
pursuits as their primary activity is notable since the
community reported producing approximately half of the food
they consumed in 1910.

Of the seven people in this category

only one was listed as a farm laborer, one a farm manager,
and one a farm foreman; the others were actually
professionals--botanist, forester, horticulturist.

This is

ample support for the colonists claim that everyone, from
the smallest children to the oldest, most prestigious
members took a turn in the vegetable plots, orchards, grain
fields, and flower gardens.
An important signpost to the nature of this community
is the high percentage of Point Lorna residents who were
employed in "Professional Service" (almost 10 times higher
than in the U.S.).

A

breakdown of this category (Table

5.4) shows that the educational emphasis in the community
shaped this result.

The most obvious divergence from the

U.S. is the large percentage of males in the category who
were teachers, an occupation that as the u.S. census
demonstrates had by 1910 become "woman's work."

The

practice of teachers living in the sex-segregated student
homes with 7 or 8 students necessitated this population of
male teachers.

1-------
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On the other hand, there are no sUbstantial differences
between the percentages of females in specific professional
occupations in the u.s. and Point Loma.

(The smaller

percentage of musicians is deceptive, since at Point Loma
many were recorded as teachers, while in the u.s. they
appeared under the separate category.)

Understanding that

such a large proportion of women at Point Loma were teachers
and other professionals aids in understanding the kinds of
women who were attracted to this utopia.
Table 5.4--Percentage Employed in Professional occupations
by categories and Gender. united states and Point Loma. 1910
occupation category
Actors
Artists
Engineers
Clergy
Law
Music
Physician
Teachers
Nurse
Others

united states
male female

Point Loma
male female

1.8
2.0
6.3
12.6
12.3
5.9
15.3
13.0
0.6
30.1

0
6.5
6.5
0
3.2
9.7
12.9
51.6
0
9.6

1.6
2.1
0
0
0
11.5
1.2
65.1
10.4
7.8

0
7.3
0
0
0
4.8
4.8
73.2
7.3
2.4

Point Loma continued to have a conspicuous immigrant
population; in 1910, 40% of Point Lorna was foreign born,
whereas only 14.7% of the u.s. population was.

There was

also a marked difference in the countries of origin.

In the

u.s. as a whole the source of immigrants by 1910 had become
predominantly Central and eastern Europe,

(44.5% of

Immigrants), followed by Northm:n and \:astern Europe

I-~---·
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(31.4%), Southern Europe (11.3%) and Americas (11.0%).

The

Largest group of immigrants in Point Loma in 1910 came from
Northern and Western Europe, (49%) especially England
(29.6%--compared to only 6.5% immigrants from England in the
u.s. as a whole).Only 9.8% were from Central Europe, 0.7%
from Southern europe, 3.5% from Asia, and 37.1% from the
Americas--mostly from Cuba (31.5% as compared to only 0.1%
from Cuba in the u.s. at large).
The three countries with the largest number of
immigrants at Point Loma were Cuba (45 people), England (42
people), and Sweden with 15.

These immigrant groups were

distinguished form each other by age distribution, even
though most of them had arrived at about the same time
(i.e., within the last ten years).

Most of the Cubans were

children, with an average age of 13.7.

The Swedes were

about evenly distributed between children and adults, with
an average age of 21.50.

The English immigrants were

considerably older, with an average age of 39.17.
In 1920 Point Loma still had a larger percentage of
immigrants than the united States (35.4% compared to 13.2%),
but the composition had become much more homogeneous.

In

the u.s. as a whole the source of immigration was continuing
to shift away from northern Europe, with only 27.5%.

At

Point Loma, however, 72.7% of the immigrants in 1920 had
been born in Northern or western Europe, a percentage that
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was similar to the united states in the early 19th century.
In addition the Cuban presence was almost gone.

In part

this simply reflected the maturing of the Cuban children
who, in fulfillment of Tingley's original plan, had been
educated and in many cases had returned home to become
educators themselves.

But it also marks the decline of

interest in the Cuban experiment.

It was simply too

expensive to continue to fund and staff schools in Cuba or
to provide transportation and housing for Cuban students to
come to California.

In 1910, Tingley claimed that the Point

Lorna Homestead had been spent $49,000 over the previous year
to maintain the three Cuban schools.

Spurred by political

unrest in Cuba and a desire to concentrate her new
educational work in sweden, KT closed the

Cu~an

schools in

1912. 43
The change in the composition of the immigrant group
also reflects a rather conservative reassessment of racial
possibilities.

Racial ideology among Theosophists is

complex, but in general, they believe that each race goes
through cycles of ascendancy and decline.

In the racial

hierarchy outlined by HPB, at the present time the ascendant
race, or the fifth root race (designated the Aryan race by
HPB) , was developing in the united states.
Theosophists' attitude to the Cubans was ambivalent,
for the Cuban people had been living under oppression for
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two centuries and it was hard to tell if they were on the
way up or the way down.

During the spanish American war and

its aftermath, Theosophists were quick to criticize the
American government and yellow journalists who painted the
Cubans as savages.

For example, upon the return from the

relief mission in 1899, Francis Pierce tried to "disabuse
the minds of the people of the erronecus impressions
circulated regarding the Cubans.

He said they were a good

hearted people and that they responded with their whole
hearts when they were treated in the proper spirit ...
However, Theosophists' ideology of racial difference often
seemed like nothing more than benevolent racism.

It is only

a short step from praising Cuban boys in art class for their
"peculiar love of color, which is so characteristic of the
Southern races,"

to calling for restriction of immigrants

from southern Europe because they are "hot-blooded and rash
in temperament.,,44
The experience of community members with the Cuban
children who came to be educated was also mixed.

Although

Tingley had carefully outlined the types of children who
should be chosen (generally poor, but deserving, preferably
from previously prominent families), the new arrivals did
not always fit her requirements.

Not surprisingly, this was

especially true for those orphans who had been living on the
streets of santiago since the war.

A story in the New
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Orleans Picayune about a group of Cuban orphans waiting to
go through immigration focused on one particular boy who
might resist becoming a "happy little Lotus bud."
One of Uncle Sam's officers, a big, burly fellow with a
beefy face and a half malicious smile, after making
himself as disagreeable as possible to the gentlemen
and ladies on the wharf who had come to meet the party,
was trying to impress the little fellows with the fact
of his great importance, having failed to arouse more
than a passing comment on his disagreeable personality
from the adults. They looked at him with wonder, and
finally one little fellow stuck out the middle finger
of his left hand and with a contemptuous sneer said,
"Charajo," which settled all attempts to establish his
importance from that time forth. 45
Although Tingley refused to give up her dream of teaching
these Cubans, the task was not easy.

There were reports

that some of the children were caught stealing jewelry and
silver ware from the wealthy members at the Point.

Some of

them had no interest in becoming the self-disciplined
creatures that Tingley and the teachers expected.

Finally,

some of the more unruly boys were sent to the edges of the
community to be trained in the vocation of forestry under
the firm guidance of Mr. Gowsell.

When isolation did not

work, Tingley sent some of the most disruptive boys back to
Cuba.

The Cuban girls fared better, but they too were

segregated into occupational training if they did not
quickly show an aptitude for English, cleanliness, and self
control.
Many aspects of the complex interactions of old
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hierarchies and the new gender order are demonstrated by a
divorce action and custody proceedings brought in 1916-1919
by two community members, Fritz Sage Darrow and May Goodall
Darrow.

May and Fritz came to Point Lorna in 1910 after he

had been fired from his position as Professor of Classics at
Drury College in Springfield, Missouri because of his rather
public advocacy of Theosophical views.
Theosophists before their marriage.

Both had been

(In fact, Fritz's

mother had encouraged his Theosophical leanings early.

She

was a member in Rochester New York, and he had joined when
only 16.)

At Point Lorna, May taught young children in the

Raja Yoga school and Fritz taught Greek and other classical
subjects to the older students, in addition to aiding
Tingley in the writing and production of dramas based on
classical Greek stories.

They had two boys (18 months and 3

years old) who attended the Raja Yoga school.
In 1916 Fritz Darrow transgressed the moral norms of
the community by falling in love with another community
member.

On March 4 Fritz sent a box of roses to Miss Alice

Peirce, with one of the strangest and certainly one of the
longest notes ever to accompany American Beauties.

At the

top of the first page was a large D with an arrow drawn
through it.

The first page acknowledged that Miss Peirce

probably would be surprised by this offering, since she did
"not know all the circumstances, which prompt the sending.
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Did you do so, I am certain that you would approve of them
and give them a welcome. 1I

The next two pages contained long

quotes from Aristophanes, Euripides, and Robert Browning
vaguely suggesting that Miss Peirce was his muse, or
variously, his goddess.

He ends the letter with a P.S.

complaining that he had not seen her in two weeks and asks,
Is it too much to ask you to help me • • • by letting
me catch at least one glimpse of you? • • . Such
glimpses are pleasures, not light heartedly to be lost.
Were not hands and tongue tied, I would have much to
say and do. 46
Miss Peirce's first response was shock that a married
man could IIhave treated [her] so unjustly,1I but she quickly
turned her attention to the effects this act might have on
others.

As she explained to Darrow in a letter on the same

day, III first thought to send the letter and the flowers
directly to your bungalow, but thinking • . . it might have
compromised the work and given you no chance to correct your
mistake, I took it to the Leader."

She told Darrow that she

would happily follow Tingley's suggestion never to tell
anyone about it because it would make trouble for his
family.

She thought that Fritz must be either

lIoverstudying" or ill, and advised him "for the sake of the
Work and . . . family to see Dr. Wood at once ... 47
Tingley apparently concurred in this diagnosis.

On the

following day she sent Darrow a letter explaining that "This
is the result of what I feared might happen in an overworked
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brain.

You spend too much time on books in your special

line, and not enough time in other ways."

She, however,

assured him that although she was "seriously disturbed" by
what he had done, she remained confident that if he looked
into himself he would be able to see that this idea that he
was in love with Miss Peirce was simply a "delusion--self
imposed through some hidden desire in the lower nature."
She counseled Fritz to get more exercise, to eat better (and
less), and to use his self control to conquer his lower
nature. 48
As later became clear, the efforts of Miss Pierce and
KT to spare May Darrow were not necessary.

She had

suspected that Fritz was enchanted by Miss Peirce and after
several months of strained relations, May had finally
confronted him with the accusation of his love for another a
few weeks before Fritz sent the flowers.

Fritz claimed that

all of this came as a surprise, "The whole thing struck me
like a thunderclap for I knew that up to that time I had not
had the thought and feelings, which in this explanation she
ascribed to me. ,,49

If we are to believe Fritz, the power of

May's suggestion that he was in love with Miss Peirce was
strong, for by July he had stopped denying his love and
wrote to Alice Peirce that "since my choice to cherish and
increase the love I feel for you, absolutely every single
thing within that is true and pure has clustered about YOUi"

1---
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even though he knew that she did not share his love.
apparently did not try to hide his feelings from May.

He
He

left copies of his love letters on his desk at home, and May
stole them and filed them away for her divorce proceedings.
Although he assured May that he would remain her husband if
she wished, he felt he could no longer sleep with her
because that would betray his feelings for his "dream
maiden," one of his pet names for Peirce.

Fritz even

offered to start kissing May good morning again if she would
only return the papers she had stolen.

She refused saying

that she would "feel defiled since your nobility is
something I haven't discovered yet."

This response

convinced him that May no longer loved him, and he declared
himself free to love the other. so
His freedom, of course, was illusory.

Alice Peirce had

promised May that she would do everything possible to keep
Fritz from destroying the family.

Katherine Tingley had by

the fall lost patience with Fritz, and arranged a meeting
with Fritz, May, Alice, Oluf Tyberg (one of Fritz's friends
at the colony), and Ethelind Dunn to try to get Fritz to
corne to his senses.

He became so enraged when they asked

him to give up Alice Peirce, his true love, that Dr. Wood
was called to sedate him.

Tingley told him that his

presence was too disturbing and ordered him to leave the
colony.

She and May asked Alice to intercede with him,
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since she was the only person he trusted, and persuade him
to go to his father's (a physician) to rest and to cure
himself from his delusions of love.
Fritz eventually did return to his father's house in
Rochester and the couple divorced in 1918.

Fritz recovered

rather quickly from his love for Miss Peirce, and remarried
in Rochester, May 31, 1918.
Point Loma.

May remained with the boys at

In 1919 Fritz started custody proceedings to

try to regain control of his sons, and the evidence that
came out during this hearing makes it clear that there was
more than Fritz's mid-life crisis going on in this case. 51
It seems Fritz and May were having problems
their move to Point Loma.

~efore

Fritz was about five years

younger than May and was still in college when they married.
They lived on May's inheritance until he finished his
degree.

During this hearing May asked to be reimbursed, and

Fritz said that he had made no legal obligations to repay
her.

On his part, he felt he was entitled to a portion of

her assets since he had supported her as his wife for many
years.

He complained that when she put the kids in the Raja

Yoga Academy she had deposited her entire fortune of $5,000
with the school.
This testimony led directly to accusations about May's
unwomanly independence.

Fritz's sister, Elizabeth, claimed

that she had witnessed May's "uncontrollable temper" many
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times when she lived with the Darrows in 1908-9, "sometimes
taking the form of abusive language toward defendant
[Fritz], sometimes refusing to prepare food for defendant,
sometimes locking the defendant out of the house."

She

claimed that May had told her that she knew she was meant
for higher things.

Fritz's mother added, "She wrote that

she had a soul above housekeeping and baby tending and must
have time to cUltivate her soul. ,,52

May refuted the

specifics here, but she explained that once when she
received a large sum of money from Fritz's father as
appreciation for boarding her sister-in-law, she had told
Elizabeth that she planned to use some of the money "for
some singing lessons for herself."

Dr. Lydia Ross testified

that she had known May since before her marriage; in fact
had been her physician in Watertown, New York.
There was nothing flighty or emotional or sensational
or artificial in her make-up, and it is out of keeping
with her whole character to suppose she would neglect
her home and family with the idea of taking up a
career. . . . She mapped out career enough to engage
all her talents when she contracted to take care of
Fritz.
Everyone from Point Lorna who testified noted Fritz's lack of
ability to take care of himself, his excitability, and his
obesity.

Dr. Ross thought that "he was unable to control

himself, much less mentally or by example direct the care of
children predisposed to self-indulgence by heredity. ,,53
Fritz himself had explained in a letter to KT at the
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beginning of this crisis that he had been "overstrained,"
although it had not been mental overstrain, as she
suggested, but rather strain from "the impulsive, romantic
and sentimental side of my nature."S4
The passionate side of Fritz's nature was precisely
what was at issue here.

May testified that he was

morbidly erotic in his physical, emotional and mental
nature; that . • . he indulged in sexual excesses and
made many efforts to go far beyond what he accomplished
in this regard; that on frequent occasions he would
come into the bed-chamber • • • in a state of absolute
nudity for the purpose, as he expressed it, of giving
more intensity to his experiences. 55
In fact, she realized he was in love with another woman
because he tried to use May "as a sUbstitute in the flesh
for the woman with whom he was enamored," and using "terms
of endearment such as he was accustomed to use in speaking
and thinking of this woman, he would seek to accomplish by
the nature of proxy what he was unable to accomplish in
physical reality. ,,56
In May's testimony, and the less direct expressions on
sexuality from the other Homestead witnesses, it seems that
"morbid eroticism" is applied to all non-procreative sexual
activity.

One expression of this within the Point Lorna

community was the vigilance Tingley required of the teachers
to prevent masturbation among the stUdents.

For a while the

subject even became the focus of her public talks, as she
tried to distinguish her own Theosophical organization from
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Annie Besant's after one of Besant's colleagues, Charles
Leadbeater had been caught teaching masturbation to his
young male pupils. s7

She argued that boys and girls were

vulnerable to their passions because parents are reluctant
to discuss sex with them.

She cautioned that such

"delicacy" was understandable, but harmful.

Children must

be told about their passions and about how to control them.
She recounted a story of a young man who was in San Quentin
prison for forgery.

She explained that "it all began with

self-indulgent habits that mothers shrink from correcting
. • • • As his mind grew, he found that he had no will.

He

became nervous, restless, unduly reserved, and timid; and
open to all influences. ,,58

From most evidence available on

this little talked about subject, teachers at Point Lorna did
not engage in any real sex education.

Children were warned

to conquer their lower natures; if there was any suspicion
that they were not successful, pupils were required to sleep
in a special jacket which confined their hands in sleeves
which were then loosely tied to their beds.

This was a

great benefit since Tingley and others believed that the
children's lower natures often tried to escape control at
night.
In matters of sexuality, the Point Lorna colonists seem
to have taken Victorian mores to an extreme.
basis for this in Theosophical writings.

~----.

I

There is ample

The ultimate state
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is sexlessness, from which humans sprang and to which they
will someday return.

The main goal of Theosophic living was

to conquer your lower, that is your bodily, sensuous nature,
by concentrating on the development of your soul.
Theosophists, however, did not require celibacy as did some
other religious communities.

Once when William Q. Judge had

been asked directly if Theosophists should abstain from sex,
he explained "Like the abstention from meat, celibacy is
essential to advance after a certain stage, but that stage
has not been reached by you, and you cannot, therefore, be
subj ected to its conditions. ,,59

It certainly is possible

that some Theosophists could see abstention as a step that
might speed their soul's evolution.

Even though at one

level, the community norms empowered May to claim control
over her own body and refuse undesired sexual advances from
her husband, these norms did not support real control over
her own sexuality.

In essence the community's sanctions

simply gave women the power to repress others' sexual desire
as they did their own.
In Fritz's case, not only was he hampered by heredity
(his mother had been in insane asylums at least three
times), but he also had fallen under a bad influence at
Point Loma, Samuel Charpiot.

Charpiot was the only one of

his acquaintances who encouraged Fritz to fight for his
"dream maiden."

Witnesses, mostly women, testified that
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Charpiot, a Theosophist from Macon who had lived with his
non Theosophist wife nearby since 1901, swore, made advances
towards women, and espoused anarchist views.

For example,

Edytha Pierce, who had been a resident for 18 years,
testified,
He is the only man on the Hill who has ever attempted
any familiarity with me. • • • [HJe was always ready to
put a wrong meaning to anything that was said, even a
casual remark, ••. and liked to use low and vulgar terms
in order to shock people.
. I used to avoid him
whenever I possibly could and laid his peculiarities to
his being a Frenchman.®
with both heredity and bad influences working against him,
Tingley finally realized that Fritz would not be able to
resist his lower nature.

The Court seemed to agree, and

left the children with May at Point Loma.
This episode once again features a woman who seemed to
have trouble accepting the limiting role of wife and mother.
May was a "graduate of a good school of athletic training in
England" and had taught classes in gymnastic training before
her marriage.

After her marriage Fritz and his family

criticized her for wanting to take dance classes and singing
lessons.

At Point Loma she was able not only to teach her

physical exercise classes but to take what ever classes
pleased her.

She seems to have taken her role as controller

of the passions seriously, and had nagged Fritz long before
they moved to the colony to try to control his appetites.
In Point Loma, when his lack of self-control went too far,
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she was able to calIon community standards to force his
expulsion.
A striking aspect in these court proceedings is the
relative absence in the story of Alice Peirce--the other
woman.

She was not called to testify--that would have been

degrading to this pure woman who had done nothing to
encourage Fritz's advances.

In fact, very little

information is available about her although she was a
resident of Point Loma for almost all of her adult life.
She moved to Point Loma in 1900 from sioux City, Iowa, where
her mother served as Secretary of the Universal Brotherhood
Organization and Alice had helped in the Lotus work.

At the

time of Fritz's attraction she worked in the woodworking
shop at the colony.
least 1929.

She remained at Point Loma until at

I have found no record of her beyond that.

Alice Peirce is typical of many of the single women
here.

They simply do not surface in the kinds of records

that are available as historical evidence, and therefore the
stories of the majority population at Point Loma are very
difficult to uncover.

Some, like Dr. Gertrude Van Pelt (the

most often mentioned), were professionals, primarily
doctors. 61

All of them gave up their medical careers by

moving to the Point, but none of them left a record to
explain that decision.
Elizabeth New Jersey.

Van Pelt was born April 16, 1856 in
She graduated from Cornell with a
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B.S. in 1881 and from the Woman's Medical College in
Philadelphia in 1886. 62

Her specialty, like most female

physicians of the time, was obstetrics gynecology, but she
found it difficult to receive any training in surgery.

She

went to Vienna to study new ideas about child birth and care
of infants, but found that women were not allowed to take
classes with men.

One professor tutored her privately

before she went on to Paris for three more years of
training.

When she returned to the United States she worked

at the New England Hospital for Women. It was in Boston that
she joined the Theosophical Society and quickly became very
active in the work with children.

She also was, and

continued to be, a prolific author of articles relating to
science, medicine and Theosophy for the society's magazine.
She served as many years as the Directress of the Raja Yoga
Academy at Point Lorna.

Perhaps she was convinced by the

author of an article on woman's work in 1898 that woman's
true work is to love and guide children.
It does not matter that she may not be the child's
recognized parent. How many a little one turns from
her who is called his mother, to some other who can
feel with and understand him. The great Mother-heart
of Nature with its pervasive love is everywhere, but
while it is fanned to a white heat in some hearts, its
fire is almost dead in others, and too often is this
latter condition the case with those who have taken
upon themselves the most sacred of obligations, that of
motherhood on this plane.~
This surrogate motherhood role was filled perhaps most
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publicly by Van Pelt, but many of the single women at Point
Loma, who lived with and taught the children, must have
rationalized their own choice of single womanhood in similar
ways.

In fact, an article in one of their magazines drew on

the doctrines of reincarnation and karma to explain that
some women have already had the experience of marriage and
motherhood enough in their past lives to learn the lessons,
and now there duty was to "help to make other happy homes
for others, and care for motherless children." M
In addition to the few professional women, there were
many single women, like Alice Peirce whose motivations for
coming to Point Loma and their experiences there are
obscure.

Some had been teachers and Theosophists before

they arrived and must have welcomed an opportunity to apply
their Theosophical principles without threat of School Board
reprisals.

For example, Miss Sara Levy, listed in the

chicago city Directory, 1898, as a school teacher, came to
Point Lorna in 1901 and taught there for at least the next 20
years. 65

For others, like the Munson sisters from a

prominent family in Denison, Texas, Point Lorna offered
opportunities to make useful contributions without stepping
out of their proper sphere.

Some artists quite explicitly

considered Point Lorna an artist colony that offered them
time for their own creative endeavors in exchange for either
teaching art or applying their labor to embellish community
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buildings or raise money.

For example, Grace Betts, who

graduated from the Art Institute of chicago in 1903 with an
emphasis in portrait painting learned how to batik after she
moved to the colony and produced items for sale at the
Woman's Exchange and Mart.

Although I found no personal

accounts of why these women were single, an article
published by one of them suggests that some of these women,
dedicated to progressive ideas and believing that they had
something to contribl.lte to the world, had difficulty finding
acceptable husbands, since the average man "has been quite
disturbed by the new woman's developing independence--of
him.

The Prince Charming is a less important figure on the

stage when the Princess is found wide awake and contentedly
busy. ,,66
Others, like the widow Isabel Butler, found the
economic security that they had struggled for in the outside
world.

Isabel Butler (nee Hamilton) was born around 1860 in

New England.

She relates the story of her life (as part of

a conversion story published in one of the Theosophy
magazines) that demonstrates just how precarious class
position and economic stability can be for women.

As she

explained, she did not have an easy life, but rather one of
"stern necessities, many vicissitudes and changes, and cruel
temptations."

Her father's business failed when she was 15

and she had to leave school to earn her own living.

After
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two years she had earned enough money to enter Normal
School, but as she recalled, "This time, the money I had
saved for my education went to pay doctor's bills, for the
ambitious girl had overworked herself, and could not bear
the grind after the first three months in school."

Deeply

depressed she began to search for the meaning of such a hard
life.

Churches did not satisfy her and she continued to

search for answers.

Finally she married and devoted herself

to "making an ideal Home," but after only a few years her
husband died in a terrible accident.

She grew cynical, but

one day by chance heard of Theosophy and when she went to a
meeting and learned of reincarnation, it "awakened [her]
hope."

After her husband's death she supported herself as a

fancywork

seamstress.~

She had been a branch officer

during the Judge years and when the UBO was established she
increased her Theosophical activities.

In 1899 she moved to

New York city to head up the Women's Exchange and Mart at
Headquarters and moved to Point Lorna when its activities
were transferred there.

She remained at Point Loma the rest

of her life, and by 1910 her mother and nephew had joined
her there.

Grace Knoche remembered that Mrs. Butler was the

one who introduced tie-dying to the Mart.

For many years

her creations draped the windows of the buildings at Point
Loma with splashes of color, like a garden camouflage. 68
Perhaps at Point Loma she found "the glory of conscientious
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work," as she described it in 1902.

"[W]ork done not from

any hope of remuneration or reward, not to be seen of men,
not to promote luxury and selfish ease; but work done simply
to fulfill the desire of the Soul to use the powers and
faculties of the mind and body

aright."~

Point Loma offered a variety of strategies for women
who sought to live within the bounds of victorian gender
ideology, while maintaining some independence and
cooperating in meaningful work.

One of the spectacular

court cases, a prolonged dispute over the will of Albert
spalding in 1916, demonstrates both that Theosophy required
women to sacrifice their own personal desires for the
greater good of universal brotherhood, and that there were
rewards for doing

SO.70

It offers a glimpse of what a

transformed "ideal home life" at Point Lorna could be--a home
life that when closely examined depends on a strong,
independent woman who works for the cause, accompanied by a
relatively superfluous, physically and emotionally dependent
man (in this case offering not much more than his great
wealth) .
Elizabeth Churchill Mayer had been a committed
Theosophist for many years, was one of the first to embrace
Tingley's new practical directions, and was one of the
earliest residents of Point Loma.

In 1901 she married her

childhood sweetheart, Albert Spalding, the sporting goods
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manufacturer.

They were often cited as an example of what

Theosophic homelife and marriage should be.

When Spalding

died in 1915, his heirs, and especially his son Keith by his
first marriage, were surprised to learn that the bulk of his
fortune was to go to his widow.

Keith challenged the will

on the grounds that his father had not been in his right
mind because of his advancing age, sickness, and money
worries and therefore the final will should be declared
invalid.

In many ways his arguments seem rather routine for

a son who had been passed over in favor of a woman not his
mother.

He contended that most of his father's fortune had

been made during his first marriage with the help of his
first wife, who had wished that her portion would go to her
son.

He also claimed that he had a close relationship with

his father who had often expressed in the company of others
that his business (which accounted for most of his fortune)
should go to his son, Keith.
But these were not the points around which the case
centered.

Keith alleged that there had been a continuing

conspiracy between Katherine Tingley and Elizabeth Spalding
to get control of Albert Spalding and his money, a
conspiracy that began prior to the marriage.

The

depositions taken from Katherine Tingley, Elizabeth Spalding
and others continually came back to the relationship between
the two women and the fact that it infringed on the
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"natural" relationship between husband and wife, and between
a man and his blood relations.

During the course of this

trial, the ideal home life at Point Loma was held up to
scrutiny, and the ideals of Theosophic womanhood were
articulated by Elizabeth and Katherine as justification for
what seemed to them as their virtuous deeds, which were
being unjustly attacked.
The Court never had to decide the issue of whether the
women were indeed engaged in a continuing conspiracy because
Elizabeth Spalding settled out of court, giving Keith half a
million dollars.

However on the face of it this was a

rather absurd charge.

The contest suggested that for the

last 15 years of his life, Albert Spalding, the King of
Baseball, was a near mental defective whose every action was
controlled by two scheming women.

Businessmen who traded

with his sporting goods company, San Diego entrepreneurs who
joined him in his real estate and transportation ventures,
and certainly the Republicans who had backed him in his
almost successful 1910 Senate race must have been bewildered
by such allegations. 71
To prove their case--that these women controlled Albert
Spalding--the lawyers focused on "unnatural" incidents.

One

such incident occurred in 1907 during a Theosophical society
ceremony in Cuba in which Albert Spalding was to make a
presentation of a ring to a prominent Cuban sympathetic to
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the society.

At dinner, the night before the ceremony

Albert informed Katherine Tingley that he had decided not to
make the presentation, and in a fit of anger she hurled the
ring at him.

According to the witness, William Temple, a

disaffected community member, Elizabeth his wife, took no
offence, but simply took Albert's arm and led him from the
room.

The next evening Albert gave the presentation as

"ordered."
When Elizabeth's lawyer objected to this prolonged,
irrelevant testimony, Keith's lawyer, Mr. Barrett explained
its relevance.

"It is . • .for the purpose of showing that

• the predominance of the influence of Katherine
Tingley, with Elizabeth spalding, [was] so much greater than
the influence of Mr. A. G. Spalding himself over • • . his
wife, that this kind of an insult could be inflicted upon
him, and that Mrs. Spalding, to all appearances, sided with
Mrs. Tingley, • • . [and] compelled her husband to do Mrs.
Tingley's bidding • . . . I want to bring out . • . all that
Mrs. A. G. Spalding failed to do, that a wife could
reasonably be expected to do under the circumstances." 72
This incident points to one of the prime pieces of
evidence to support the conspiracy charge: There existed a
relationship between the two women strong enough to take
precedence over the relationship between a man and wife--a
relationship characterized by Tingley as "quite a sweet
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friendship" but characterized by the lawyers as a
"conspiracy. ,,73

Mrs. Spalding sometimes told "secrets" to

Katherine Tingley that she kept from her husband, such
confidences as her concern about her mentally ill son
Durand--things she did not want to trouble Albert with.

Mr.

Barrett interpreted this as deliberately denying Albert
Spalding of the "confidences that are most naturally a part
of the marital relationship.

,,74

Elizabeth was also accused of interfering with other
"natural" relationships--those of blood.

Most serious was

her alleged effort to prohibit the son, Keith, from seeing
his father--by secluding Albert at Point Loma--and then
compounding her offense at the time of Albert's death by
arranging a hasty funeral without any effort to allow his
family to come.

Elizabeth defended herself by pointing out

that she had telegraphed the family about arrangements and
they had sent back condolences and flowers but no request
that she postpone the funeral so they could attend.

After

pages of testimony on this point, in exasperation she
finally responded, "if Mr. Keith Spalding is so sensitive
that he had got to be invited to come to his father's
funeral
lawyer did.

. why then I don't" know what to say.

But the

He said that this proved that Katherine Tingley

and Elizabeth Spalding had "a studied purpose and system of
keeping relatives out of Albert Spalding's life, breaking
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any bonds that might bind. ,,75
But the lawyers were not the only ones to appeal to
"natural" gender roles to make their case.

When Mr. Barrett

accused Elizabeth Spalding of being mercenary by not
granting Keith

hi~

rightful inheritance, she defended her

action by saying she was simply trying to do her wifely duty
and carry out the wishes of her dead husband.

But Elizabeth

had trouble convincing the attorneys that she was a model of
wifely submission.

In 1900 after her engagement to Albert,

he wrote to her to say he had decided that she would have to
give up her work with the Theosophical society.
response was to break off the engagement.

Her

The lawyer asked

her what her feeling had been at that time, and we learn
much about her from her response.

She did not use

appropriate, womanly words like heartbroken, or shamed, or
even hurt.

"I was annoyed to think that I was in a position

where a man could send me such a message as that.

,,76

This

attitude might have shocked the lawyers and they hoped it
would shock the court, but as Katherine Tingley testified,
anyone who knew Elizabeth Churchill Mayer knew "that she
would not dissociate herself from the society, she was
willing to take up wifely duties and attend to them, but
not" at the expense of her life work.n
Although both Elizabeth spalding and Katherine Tingley
were testifying to feelings and understandings that were 15
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years in the past, there is interesting evidence that their
memories on this account were accurate.

Shortly after the

marriage of Elizabeth and Albert in June 1900,

"A Heart

story" was printed in one of the Point Loma magazines in
which a woman, Elizabeth refused to marry an old sweetheart,
Harold, because he demanded that she give up her faith in
Theosophy.

Although this story doesn't have the happy

ending of the man coming to his senses (instead he dies in
Elizabeth's arms during the spanish American war in Cuba
where he was a soldier and she was a nurse), the parallels
are quite clear.

The man in the story has a sister who is a

good friend of Elizabeth's, just like in real life, and
neither Elizabeth will sacrifice her work for her lover.
The fictional Elizabeth uses words that were echoed by the
real Elizabeth 15 years later (and quite likely were very
close to those uttered by the real Elizabeth in 1900.)
"Knowing me as you do, you can see it would be impossible
for me to retain my self-respect and accept your
proposition.

To be your wife! with such unjust limitations-

-never!"~

In real life Albert agreed to let Elizabeth continue
her work (better than dying in Cuba like the stubborn
Harold).

He moved to Point Loma and took a smaller role in

his Chicago-based business.

As Katherine Tingley testified,

Spalding was one of the few residents of Point Loma "who was
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not a member and he had that privilege .
the husband of Elizabeth. ,,79

because he was

Although he was never as

committed to Theosophy as was Elizabeth, he often was
associated with its public activities.

As Tingley explained

in a letter to Albert, Jr. (his adopted son), "often when I
wanted Elizabeth to come with me on a short trip connected
with the Work, for she was pledged to the work, you know; he
would say that he could not stand it; and he would want to
go himself; he would say that he did not want to interfere
with the Work, but he could not spare her, he needed her
so. ,,80
At base this is where Keith Spalding's hopes lay.

He

had to demonstrate the inversion of gender roles at Point
Loma--an inversion that was characterized by a conspiracy of
power between two women.

A conspiracy that culminated in

the feminization of his father--the king of baseball.

These

two women so controlled Albert Goodwill Spalding that he had
become totally dependent on Elizabeth (he needed her so much
that he travelled along with her on her work); he had a home
and an identity in the community only because of his role as
husband, and his son charged that he had been confined
within the four walls of his home--not allowed to venture
out into the public world.
This strategy of using devotion to the great cause of
Theosophy and universal brotherhood provided a way to argue
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that even within marriage a woman's work could take
precedence over a man's (after all, Albert Spalding "work"
was merely selling sporting goods). 81
Point Loma w·omen might empower themselves through such
gender inversions.

Fritz Darrow had also taken on such

"feminine" characteristics; he confessed that he was
"impulsive, romantic, and sentimental."

Since he had lost

the manly virtue of self-control, the community expected
May, not only to exercise control over herself, but to try
to control Fritz as well, with the help of the community and
Leader if necessary.

By providing a mechanism--the force of

community opinion--point Lorna had given women the ability to
exercise their supposedly superior moral instincts and
actually control the sexual behavior of men.

By providing

women economic independence from individual men, Point Lorna
gave women the option of expelling men who would not succumb
to that moral authority.

By creating a shared culture of

working for the benefit of the community and of all
humanity, they had forged bonds of sisterhood and provided a
setting in which even a scorned wife and the "other woman"
could find common ground.
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CHAPTER 6
THE LIMITS OF FEMALE MORAL AUTHORITY

Katherine Tingley and her followers built a victorian
village at Point Loma based on Theosophical beliefs that
emphasized values that in the 19th and early 20th century
were closely identified with women--selflessness, purity (of
mind and body), and dedication to an ideal homelife.

They

created Point Loma colony as a "home," and themselves as a
"family," where in exchange for their allegiance and love,
they received economic sustenance and an opportunity for
selfless service.

This limited feminine commonwealth

created a space for improvisation in which brotherhood was
equated with sisterhood, fictive family bonds replaced blood
ties, and childless mothers took the place of real ones.
During the years immediately prior to the establishment
of Point Lorna, Katherine Tingley consolidated her power by
carefully constructing an image of herself as a selfless
worker called to the service of universal brotherhood by
Theosophic Masters.

She, like others, used this period of

shifting gender roles to enlarge women's sphere of
acceptable activity by insisting that woman's moral
superiority and selflessness were needed in the world at
large.

She built on existing trends in the Theosophical

Society to make Theosophy more acceptable to the general
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public, a change symbolized by the change in the name of the
Society to the Universal Brotherhood Organization.

She

shifted the emphasis away from an intellectual examination
of the occult world and towards practical demonstrations of
brotherhood by focusing on benevolent activities that
closely mirrored those of other middle class women of the
period.

These new directions and the destabilization of

local Lodges as Tingley insisted on central control resulted
in increased participation by female members and more women
becoming leaders in local branches.
These t'eminine ideals also shaped the community at
Point Loma.

While continuing to use a rhetoric of duality

and emphasizing that woman's place was in the home (a
rhetoric that can be used to subvert women's power), Tingley
and the Point Loma pioneers set up a moral code and
community that implicitly privileged women's values and
provided an ideal "home" for independent women and those men
who could embrace and CUltivate the "feminine" side of their
nature--men who could learn self control and selfless
service.!

Point Loma replaced the understanding of

universal brotherhood as an abstract concept of all
creatures sharing in the divine with a specific injunction
for selfless service: "Helping and sharing is what
brotherhood means."
As in other utopian settings, the boundaries of public
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and private were redrawn.

Here miles of white fence and an

impressive entrance gate "forcibly protests against the
indiscriminate coming in.,,2

with the real world shut out

the community itself could be constructed as Home.

Within

this utopian domestic space, children were cared for in
groups, members ate together, laundry and other domestic
tasks were centrally organized, and clothing and other
material needs were provided by the community, eliminating
almost all consumption work.

As Kanter had hypothesized,

when domestic work became community work, women's work was
valued. 3
When members' Theosophical beliefs met resistance from
real family members, they could turn to their fictive family
in the Universal Brotherhood, for "family ties are as
nothing compared to the more lasting bonds of spiritual
Kinship. ,,4

This "family" came into existence even before

the grounds at Point Lorna had provided a permanent
Homestead.

In 1900 a letter from one of the local Lodges

reported that a visiting member "spoke of the 'Home' feeling
in the circles and Lodges she had visited from time to time,
saying that it was particularly grateful to her because her
work had made the breaking of personal home ties
necessary.

,,5

These material and emotional conditions of community,
coupled with a reliance on a victorian, female-centered
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morality and an extension of the masculine virtue of
individuality and self-control (or self-possession) to
women, created a potential for women to improve their lives.
Some found a haven from abusive relationships.

Grace Bohn

was not alone in escaping an impossible marriage.

Cora Lee

Hanson, the mother of Walter Hanson, one of the earliest
residents from Macon, Georgia, came to Point Lorna to escape
"innumerable acts of indignity" which her husband inflicted
upon her. 6

May Darrow and Grace Bohn both were able to use

the moral code at Point Lorna to protect themselves from what
they perceived as the sexual excesses and betrayals of their
husbands.

Others found the Point Lorna family a refuge from

the home of a drunken or abusive parent.

Kathleen Olga

Fitzpatrick testified that she "had the privilege and good
Karma" to have made a home at the Raja Yoga School at Point
Loma.

She was there because her "mother had endured things

too horrible to mention at the hands of a brutal man lacking
in heart, soul and conscience. ,,7
A number of women and men discovered that Theosophy and
the home at Point Lorna offered them something more important
than marriage, and they permanently separated from their
spouses.

Mrs. Olivia Petersen has already been mentioned.

E. August Neresheimer and Katherine Tingley both left their
spouses in New York.

Nathan B. Acheson, who had come to

Point Lorna at his wife's insistence, remained there when she
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decided she was unhappy and returned to their home in
Youngstown, Ohio.

He wanted to sue for divorce, but

Katherine Tingley persuaded him not to.

When he testified

in 1919, they had been living apart for almost 15 years, and
he continued to send her $50 a month for support. 8
For some married women, Point Loma offered an
opportunity to pursue careers or interests they had given up
while trying to perform their duties as wives and mothers.
For example, May Darrow wrote to friends upon her arrival at
Point Loma that she was feeling rejuvenated because she had
resumed teaching athletics.

For women on their own, Point

Loma provided a family/home setting without the attendant
feeling of dependence on relatives.

Isabel Butler, for

example, was able to live well and eventually provide a home
for her mother and her nephew.
For many single women, the colony provided the chance
to pursue "woman's true calling," the care and teaching of
children.

Point Loma was an experiment in maternalism,

defined by Seth Koven and Sonya Michel as, "ideologies and
discourses that exalted women's capacity to mother and
applied to society as a whole the values they attached to
that role: care, nurturance, and morality.,,9

The residents

at Point Lorna, like many others who used such maternalist
discourses, quickly began to separate the capacity to give
birth from the more sacred and ideal concept of motherhood.
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The consequence was an attack on actual mothers (who seldom
could reach the ideal, either because of poor training, bad
karma, or tainted genes) and a sUbstitution of their own
methods of child rearing, in which the ultimate mother was
Katherine Tingley--the Lotus mother.

As one single woman

told another in a story published in a Point Loma magazine,
"Oh, you don't need children of your own to find your work;
. . • there are plenty of children worse than homeless-starved."l0

Surrogate mothers, like

G~rtrude

Van Pelt,

received the accolades of the community and of outsiders for
producing a generation of disciplined, well-educated young
adults.

Some real mothers, like Mrs. Hanson and Mrs.

Darrow, accepted that their personal loss was necessary for
the good of their children.

Others, like Mrs. Kratzer, felt

deprived of their natural rights as mothers.
To uncover some of the limits to women's empowerment at
this community we return to the story of Mrs. Irene Neill
Mohn, one of the women who left Point Lorna in 1900 both
because of her assignment to domestic service jobs and
because she disagreed with the practice of children living
separately from their parents. 1I

Not long after Mrs. Neill

returned to Los Angeles, she and another Theosophist, Dr.
George Mohn, were married.

They continued their association

with Theosophy and by 1906 George was eager to move to Point
Loma.

She did not want to go, but "she realized that he
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could never be happy any place but Point Loma," and so she
agreed to try to make amends with Tingley for the
"slanderous" testimony she had presented at the Times libel
trial three years before.

On Tingley's suggestion she went

to Judge McKinley and signed an affidavit (17 March 1906)
that her deposition in the case had been "a falsification
and misrepresentation and that she wanted to retract it
all."

In 1906 they moved with Irene's 13 year-old daughter

Isabel to the tent village outside of Point Loma.
Apparently relations with Tingley were not satisfactory and
in August 1906, George asked Irene to send a letter of
apology, which Irene later contended he dictated to her. In
it she said she understood why KT had not allowed them to
remain at Point Loma in 1900.
troublesome.

"Isabel was becoming

It is plain to me now that the fault was all

with me and not with you or any of your workers.
of yours and theirs was wisdom..

,,12

Every act

Isabel was

enrolled in the Raja Yoga Academy and George and Irene moved
to a ranch outside of the Homestead grounds.
The truce between Katherine Tingley and Irene Mohn
began to get shakier in 1911 when George inherited $300,000
from his mother, and the Mohns moved to the first floor of
the elegant North House near the Homestead.

George

deposited about half of his inheritance with the School for
the Revival of the Lost Mysteries of Antiquity in exchange
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for interest, which provided about $4000 annuity for life to
cover rent and other expenses at the colony for the three of
them.

He donated the rest of the inheritance to activities

of the UBO.
In Irene's version of the next seven years, George fell
more and more under the influence of Katherine Tingley.
Irene felt that he would not make a move without her advice.
She complained that sometimes he would promise to meet her
in town for afternoon tea, but then Tingley would not give
him permission to leave.

She also found the living

arrangements unsatisfactory; here, too, the Leader intruded
into what Irene perceived to be her private affairs.

North

House had a moderate-sized parlor and dining room and
Tingley sometimes asked to entertain special guests there in
its "homelike atmosphere." Irene agreed, because she felt
she had to, but she felt offended.

Tingley sometimes told

her how to act in front of guests and occasionally even told
her that she would have to leave.
The community and Tingley had a different view of
private dwelling spaces than did Irene.

In one instance,

Per Fernholm, who was in charge of utilities at Point Lorna,
wrote to the Mohns instructing them to "close the heating
registers in the social rooms of North house."

Irene

responded angrily that "North House was supposed to be our
home;" and no one should be able to send a note to shut off
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the heat in "mY living room and parlor and dining room."
Once when Tingley was away from Point Loma, Irene
redecorated her parlor.

When Tingley returned, she took

down Irene's curtains and removed the rugs because she felt
they were in poor taste and would reflect badly on Point
Loma .13
Irene said that she tried, but she was never really a
part of the Point Loma community.

Whenever she expressed

discontent, either Tingley or George would bring up her
perjured testimony in the Times trial.

When she criticized

anything at Point Loma, George would respond, "Well, you
know your record here--of untruthfulness."

As time passed

her complaining got more frequent and louder. 14

Tingley

warned her that all of the neighbors could hear the Mohns
arguing and it reflected badly on Irene.

In fact, colonists

stopped talking to Irene and Tingley asked her to stop going
to the Women's Exchange and Mart on her two days of work
assignment, because she was so unpleasant.
Irene simply was not happy with the Point Loma way of
life, as is evident from the Mohns disagreements over money.
Irene felt that she was deprived because George had donated
almost all of his money to the Theosophical work and gave
her only $30 a month for her extra expenses.

George thought

that Irene was irresponsible about money and ran up
unnecessary bills.

He testified that although she had an
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elegant home and "more and higher priced clothing than the
great majority of the women with whom she daily associated,"
she always wanted more.

He wanted her to be content like

all of their friends at Point Loma who "lived very simply
and in a way that did not require the expenditure of great
sums of money for personal wants. "IS
Much of Irene's unhappiness revolved around her feeling
that Tingley interfered too often in her relationship with
her daughter Isabel.

The testimony suggests that Isabel had

been a good student and caused little trouble during this
second stay at the Raja Yoga Academy.

Upon her 18th

birthday, however, she decided to go to Nursing school in
Chicago because she wanted to be on her own, and Irene and
Isabel convinced George to pay her expenses.

Reports

filtered back that she was living a "carefree" lifestyle,
and Tingley convinced Irene to have a Private Detective spy
on her.

Although his report cleared Isabel, the testimony

about her conduct over the next several years points to a
life far different than the one she must have led at the
Raja Yoga Academy.

She was expelled from two Nursing

schools in the Midwest and moved to San Francisco to try
another.

The trouble between Irene and George in 1918

started with his refusal to pay Isabel's $400 doctor bill
"for the third major abdominal operation which

Isabel

had had performed in the period of about three years."
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George said he would not pay it

because "no control was

being exercised over the moral conduct of said Isabel," and
she was "guilty of moral lapses."

She had bragged to one

former classmate, "I can smoke as many cigarettes; drink as
many highballs, and run around with as many married men as
any girl in the city. ,,16

Tingley was convinced that

Isabel's morals were so bad that she told Irene that Isabel
would not be allowed to eat in the refectory with the other
residents when she came to Point Loma to visit her mother.
The strict sexual mores at Point Loma would not allow lunch
time chats about sexual conquests. 17
Although by the time of the divorce, Irene only focused
on the interferences in her private, family affairs, she had
on numerous occasions initiated such actions by writing to
Katherine Tingley to see if she could persuade George to
increase her allowance, or asking for advice about how to
deal with Isabel.

Many of these letters and Tingley's

responses were quite cordial.

Often Tingley refused to

intercede, saying that she believed it was better "not to
touch this family matter. ,,18

Irene was particularly

disappointed when KT refused to try to help her get more
spending money from George.

After Isabel left Point Loma,

Irene became determined to join her but she knew that she
would never convince George to leave.
Whereas Irene believed that their life at Point Loma
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had interfered with her marriage and ruined her happiness,
George could imagine no other home.

He said that Irene's

demand that he leave was cruel because she "knew it was
impossible to separate [his] life--his feelings, his
purposes, his interests, his peace of mind and his happiness
from the welfare and success of the said organization; •
the whole institution of Point Loma was and is in a very
real sense his home, and all its members were like members
of his own family.

,,19

This story demonstrates that the Point Loma "family"
was not designed to please everyone.

The decline in the

population and resources at Point Loma by 1920 is witness to
the lack of appeal Victorian standards held for an
increasingly modern society.

The tension inherent in the

nineteenth-century notion that woman's moral superiority
should be used to influence the behavior of her family,
including the sexuality of her husband, while still being
economically dependent on and subservient to that same man,
were mitigated at Point Loma by providing economic security
and community support for morally acceptable women.

outside

the colony gates, that same tension was being negotiated in
some middle class families (and in popular movies, advice
books, and magazines) by a new model of romantic,
companionate marriage and an acknowledgement of women's
sexual desire. 20

Both Fritz Darrow and Irene Mohn left
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utopia because such marriages were not sanctioned.

They

could pose a threat to community ("fictive family") bonds
and unleash "morbid eroticism. II

On the other hand, the

Point Loma attempt to resolve the contradictions of
victorian gender relationships made it difficult to
reproduce the community.
The long term effects of maintaining an essentialist
ideology that persisted in acknowledging natural gender
differences, even while trying to reassess their meanings
became obvious after Katherine Tingley's death in 1929.

She

was succeeded by Gottfried de Purucker, a scholar of
esoteric philosophy who claimed endorsement from the occult
Masters.

He changed the name of the organization back to

the Theosophical Society, and eliminated many of the
communal elements of Point Loma living, such as uniforms,
separation of children and their parents, and the
extravagant ceremonies and rituals.

He shifted attention

back to intellectual examination of Blavatsky's writings and
ancient texts and building up the TS lodges in America. 21
The members of the Point Loma Homestead had been raised
with an understanding of gender difference that relegated
the sexes to two distinct spheres: domestic/emotional/female
versus public/rational/male.

Under Katherine Tingley the

female side of this duality had been emphasized, resulting
in great rewards and responsibilities for women in the
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community.

As one old Theosophist recalled in 1986,

"She

put the whole load of the world on the woman. • . • She said
that woman could revitalize the world.
to do would be to try. ,,22

All she would have

There has not yet been a study of

the Point Lorna years under de Purucker, but when that study
is finished it will tell a very different story than the one
recounted here.

r----

353

NOTES

1. The only other kind of man who received praise in the
pages of the community's magazines were those who recognized
the important contributions women could make. Philo Tingley
was such a man who, as Iverson Harris recalled, stayed out
of the way and allowed Tingley to perform her duty. "He was
a self-effacing man, who recognized her ability and
willingly and deliberately put himself in the background and
let her go ahead and do her work." Iverson Harris, "Oral
History," Transcription of oral history conducted by Bob
wright, San Diego, California, October 23, 1971, 25. San
Diego Historical Society Archives.
2. New Century III, #34 (7 July 1900): 5, emphasis in
original.

3. Rosabeth Moss Kanter, "Family Organization and Sex Roles
in American Communes," in Communes: Creating and Managing
the Collective Life, ed. Rosabeth Moss Kanter (New York:
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1973), 287-307. In the case of
Point Loma, the value of woman's work was recognized from
the beginning and contributed to the seeming ease with which
the cooperative housekeeping was institutionalized.
4.

New Century III, #40 (18 August 18 1900): 5.

5.

New Century III, #42 (September 1, 1900): 6.

6.

Cora Lee Hanson, Affidavit, Darrow v Darrow, Case No.
24 November 1919, 2.

26346,

7. Kathleen Olga Fitzpatrick, Affidavit, Darrow v Darrow, 6
November 1919, 1. Bertha Griswold Leslie told a similar
story. Her father and mother had divorced because of her
father's drunken behavior. Her mother remarried and when
she was expecting her second child, asked Tingley to take in
her two children if she should die in childbirth. Tingley
made good her promise. Affidavit, Darrow v Darrow, 24
November 1919.
8. Nathan B. Acheson, Affidavit, Darrow v Darrow, 19
November 1919, 2. A similar story was told by George
Davenport. His wife had decided that she could not agree to
send her children to the group homes, even though it was the
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opportunity for the Raja Yoga education for her children
that had motivated their move.
She left her husband a note
that she and the children had "gone to town." He never saw
them again, but heard that they had returned to Canada. He
related this story 10 years after his wife left. Affidavit,
22 November 1919.
9. Seth Koven and Sonya Michel, "Introduction: 'Mother
Worlds,'" in Mothers of a New World: Maternalist Politics
and the Origins of Welfare States, ed. Koven and Michel (New
York: Routledge, 1993), 5. They, and I, choose this term as
more descriptive and less all encompassing than social
feminism or relational feminism.
See for example, Karen
Offen, "Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical
Approach," signs 14 (1988):119-57; Nancy Cott, "What's in a
Name? The Limits of 'Social Feminism'; or Expanding the
Vocabulary of Women's History," Journal of American History
76 (1989): 809-29.
10.

New century V, #8 (5 January 1902): 7.

11. See Chapter 4 for Irene Neill's brief experience at
Point Loma in 1900. The following account of Mr. and Mrs.
Mohn's experiences is drawn from a number of Court cases.
They sued each other for divorce several times between 1918
and 1925 when the decree was finally granted (Superior
Court, San Diego County, California, Case 40649, Final
Divorce Decree, 2 July 1925).
In addition, in 1919 Irene
Mohn sued Katherine Tingley for alienation of her husband's
affections. She won a verdict of $75,000 in damages and
$25,000 in exemplary awards because the Jury judged Tingley
malicious. Tingley appealed and lost.
(Superior Court, San
Diego County, California, Irene Mohn v Katherine Tingley,
Case No. 30386, Decisions made 17 March 1921 and 18
September 1923; Irene M. Mohn, Respondent, v Katherine
Tingley, Appellant, California Supreme Court, 191 Cal. July
1923, 470-493.)
12. Superior Court, San Diego County, California, Irene
Mohn v Katherine Tingley, Case 28838, Irene Mohn testimony
(many pages not numbered). Hereafter cited as Mohn v KT, #
28838.
13. Irene Mohn Affidavit, Mohn v KT, # 28838, 257, emphasis
added.
14. Ibid., 124.
Ibid., 44-45.

Irene said that they argued everyday.
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15. George Mohn v Irene M. Mohn, Case 40649, George Mohn,
Amended Complaint, 21 November 1923. Hereafter cited as
Mohn v Mohn, # 40649.
16.

Ibid.

17. Mohn v KT, # 28838, 247. Tingley blamed Irene for
Isabel's lack of self control. She said that Irene had
always spoiled her and kept her from reaching her "raja
yoga."
18.
19.

Ibid., 153.
Mohn v Mohn, # 40649, George Mohn Affidavit.

20. As May has argued, this served to raise expectations
and the divorce rate. Elaine Tyler May, Great Expectations:
Marriage and Divorce in post-victorian America (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1980). Also see Robert
Griswold, Family and Divorce in California. 1850-1890:
Victorian Illusions and Everyday Realities (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1982).
21. On the de Purucker years, see William Michael Ashcraft,
"'The Dawn of the New Cycle': Point Loma Theosophists and
American culture, 1896-1929," (Ph.D. diss., University of
Virginia, 1995) Chapter 7; and Emmett A. Greenwalt,
California Utopia: Point Lorna. 1897-1942, (San Diego: Point
Loma Publications, 1978) Chapter 17.
22. Eunise Emily Wright, "Oral History," Transcription of
interview conducted by Craig Carter, San Diego, california,
September, 1986, 10. San Diego Historical Society Archives.
Ms. Wright did not live at the community and did not
particularly like Katherine Tingley. She was a part of a
younger generation that did not appreciate so much
responsibility for the world's morality. "I just felt like
it was too much a load for the woman to bear alone; I always
figured that man could help out a little bit ...

-.-
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