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‘Arise! Awake! And stop not until the goal is reached.’

—Swami Vivekananda


EarLy Lessons

Swami Vivekananda was born amid political, social and cultural turmoil, and perhaps like with many great men, this tumult shaped him into who he became.

He was born as Narendranath Dutta in 1863 in the city of Calcutta (now Kolkata). It was then the foremost city in British-ruled India. A century and more after the British established a strong presence in Bengal with the East India Company (EIC) assuming control of the province in 1757, this period witnessed many changes. As the British Crown took over the EIC-ruled provinces, more and more Indians were involved with government. Six years had also elapsed since the First Indian War of Independence had broken out in 1857. It was in Barrackpore in north Calcutta that the sepoy Mangal Pandey was hanged for having fired at senior officers, and it set off a chain of events that culminated up north and all across the United Provinces and Central Provinces (now Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh).

Though the uprising was suppressed, the British knew it was time for transformations. Among these was the formation of the Imperial Civil Service (ICS), officers who were recruited by an elaborate system to administer India. Joining the ICS was coveted by many but till the 1920s, the number of Indians who could join was restricted. Simultaneously, the railways were introduced and expanded, and there were changes in the education system. For example, the universities of Calcutta, Bombay (now Mumbai) and Madras (now Chennai) were all set up in the 1850s, and in the colleges, subjects such as western philosophy, logic and systems of thought were introduced. Education in English began to be imparted in more institutions and schools than before, even those set up by Indians, as the latter realized that this afforded more opportunities for jobs. At the same time, as the number of Indians, especially those in the Presidencies of Bengal, Bombay and Madras, rose among the educated, they began to question British rule. They also became more aware of the ills and problems that plagued their own society.

Calcutta, which had been the centre of the EIC’s activities, remained the chief city. There were many who had come to make their fortunes in this city, and among them were Vivekananda’s forebears. Originally from Burdwan, to the west of Calcutta, they moved to Govindapur, a village that would later be included in Calcutta, along with others. Narendranath’s great-grandfather, Rammohan Dutta, worked for a managing agency, a firm that dabbled in commerce and business while being closely associated with the EIC.

They lived on Shimla Road, a prosperous area, known for its silk-cotton trees that bore fragrant red-white flowers from January to March. It was the tree that gave the road its name (now it has been rechristened Gour Mohan Mukherjee Lane). The area was then a laid-back colony, with spacious houses located in well-tended lawns. His father and grandfather had been prominent lawyers, and the family’s fortunes in land had also been built up over generations by dint of merit and sheer hard work.

The house the Duttas lived in was impressive; it had two storeys, and a courtyard that separated the inner chambers from the front rooms that doubled up as offices. There was always, in Narendranath’s childhood, an officious-looking durban or guard at the main door.

Narendranath was born to Vishwanath Dutta and Bhuvaneshwari Devi on Monday, 12 January 1863. It was the day observed as Makar Sankranti, an auspicious day for Hindus and traditionally observed as marking the onset of spring. As a child, he was called Naren for short, though his mother called him Biley, a name for the god Shiva. When he was born, his mother had considered naming him Vireshwar, after Shiva, but Narendranath was what he was called till the world came to know him as Swami Vivekananda.

His grandfather Durgadas was a reputed lawyer, but as the story goes, he renounced the world when he was but 25 years old. His father had made him a partner in the family law firm, and Durgadas was well educated, and well versed in Persian and Sanskrit. Yet his spiritual inclinations made him give it all up. He left his family and went to Benares (now Varanasi), leaving behind his wife Shyamasundari and young son Vishwanath. In that house full of relatives and well-wishers, it was Shyamasundari who brought up her son with great courage and fortitude.

Some years later, it is said, his wife Shyamasundari and their son made the journey to Benaras too, with other women from the family. Benaras was a pilgrimage site and it was considered auspicious to visit it in one’s lifetime.

There are various versions for what happened thereafter. It is said that the boat they were in capsized, and Shyamasundari grabbed hold of her son to keep him afloat, fighting the strong river current as she did so. Her grip on her son’s shoulder left a lasting mark. Apparently, she also met her husband on the steps of a temple, but he—already a hermit—turned away, after having recognized her. Another story goes that a few years later, a hermit came by their house. Such sadhus were never turned away, but were always given food or even shelter, but this one’s arrival was greeted with some consternation. It was presumed it was the grandfather Durgadas who had come back again. He was kept locked up for three days before he managed to escape. It is also said that he blessed young Naren during this time.

Vishwanath followed his father’s footsteps and became a lawyer too. He was kind-hearted and spiritually inclined. He also absorbed himself in intellectual pursuits; there were always discussions on at their house, and Naren was always privy to these even as a child. Just as his father, Vishwanath learnt Persian (then along with English, the official language of British-ruled Bengal), Arabic and also English. He loved quoting from the Diwan-i-Hafiz, the work of a 14th-century Persian poet whose poems spoke of love and faith, and against hypocrisy. Vishwanath, generous to a fault, was a magnanimous host and often held musical soirées. Narendranath inherited his love of music from his father. Vishwanath would sometimes engage his son in discussions and advised Narendranath to always be equable, no matter how delightful or trying the circumstances in his life.

Narendranath was the fourth child of his parents. An older brother had died in infancy. He had two older sisters. Of the ten Dutta children, seven grew to adulthood. As a child he learnt about piety and devotion from his mother, Bhuvaneshwari Devi. She devoted herself to the care of her family and others too. She had prayed to Shiva before he was born, and in one version, she had even dreamed that the god Shiva would be born as her son. When Naren was particularly naughty, his mother would pour water on his head, chanting verses in honour of Shiva. She would then berate herself half-mockingly, telling herself that the god Shiva had sent her one of his demons instead.

His mother would always serve other family members their meal first, before sitting down to eat. When a sadhu or an unexpected guest came by, she would make him feel welcome and go without food herself. She knew the epics and the sacred texts by heart and Naren learnt of these from the stories she would tell her children. He admired her patience and ability to do so much. Once he said that his mother ‘would do a hundred of things, which I could not even do for five minutes’.

She told him that he must always remain devoted to the truth, no matter what the cost. Thus Naren grew up terrified of telling lies and fabricating falsehoods. He also learnt to be generous like his father and would give away everything to mendicants who stopped by. Once, after he gave away a new silk dhoti that had been gifted to him, he was locked up every time a sadhu wandered by.

He seemed to have inherited his spiritual leanings from his parents and grandfather, and his family, realizing his intentions, wanted him to get married. But he always managed to put it off.

A crisis came when Vishwanath Dutta passed away in 1884, of a long-standing heart ailment. The splendid house was divided up after his death. Naren was only 21 and had only just completed college. His father had been careless and too generous with his money, and the debts had piled up. It was hard for the Duttas, especially when one branch of the family including an old aunt who had lived with them for several years, filed a case claiming possession of the entire house. It took years for the suit to be settled, but these were difficult times for both Naren and his mother, for he was the oldest son and expected to shoulder the family’s responsibilities.

Narendranath ensured his mother and younger siblings were cared for and it was only then that he, following his spiritual teacher or guru Shri Ramakrishna whom he met while still a student in college, took the vows of a sanyasi or a sadhu who had renounced the world.

It was in the late 1880s that he became a wandering monk and devoted his life to serving people, but he always remained devoted to his family, making sure they were well-provided for. However, his compassion and love spread much beyond his immediate family and encompassed the entire universe, especially the poor and downtrodden. He once spoke about his mother and all that he had learnt from her to an audience at Cambridge city in Massachusetts, USA. They later wrote to her at Christmas-time, appreciating her and all that she had imparted to her son, who was spreading the message of universal tolerance and understanding in all his public addresses and lectures.

As a boy, Naren loved animals too, and had several pets. There were white mice, a monkey, a goat, a peacock, and several pigeons. He remembered watching the mice play in their pen, running over the wheels time and time again: it taught him about the world, its constant movement and how every individual had to simply do his or her duty. Later, when he spent time at the Ramakrishna math or monastery at Belur, he had more pets to care for. He gave them names and spent time with them whenever he could.

There was a dog called Bagha, a she-goat named Hansi, an antelope, a stork, several cows, sheep, ducks and geese, and also a kid goat called Matru he was particularly fond of. It had a collar of little bells, and with it Narendranath ran and played like a child. He pretended Matru was related to him in a previous life and Matru even stayed in the same room as Narendranath. When Matru died he was inconsolable. Before milking the goat Hansi, he would gently ask its permission. Bagha the dog went to bathe in the river Ganga with other devotees on auspicious occasions. When Bagha died, he was buried in the grounds of the monastery. Once it had rained heavily in Calcutta and there was every danger of a flood, and so Narendranath wrote to a friend in the USA about his concern—and that included his pets too.

One of his younger brothers, Bhupendranath Dutta, wrote a book on him, calling Vivekananda a patriot and prophet. Bhupendranath had been a member of revolutionary militant groups like the Jugantar, and of the Ghadar party that sought to overthrow the British. An erstwhile member of the international communist group, Commintern, he later joined the Indian National Congress and worked for labourers and trade unions. Another younger brother, Mahendranath Dutta, too wrote a book on him and was a disciple of Shri Ramakrishna as well.

Some of Vivekananda’s childhood joys continued to give him happiness later in life. He loved to sing, and also cooked for his fellow monks, friends and disciples, striving to get everything in the right measure. Once in Pasadena in California, USA, soon after he had completed a lecture, his disciples saw him deep in thought. They quietly followed a few steps behind, when suddenly he stopped, and shouted that he had found a solution. It turned out that he had just realized that mulligatawny soup acquired its unique taste from the bay leaf added to it for flavour!

Vivekananda grew to become one of India’s foremost religious philosophers and social reformers. He travelled widely in India and in the West, introducing the philosophy of the ancient Hindu texts, as explained in Vedanta (the philosophical traditions concerned with interpreting the three basic texts of Hindu philosophy: the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras and the Bhagavad Gita). He found a guru in Shri Ramakrishna and founded the Ramakrishna Mission in 1897 to do social work. He engaged monks and dedicated disciples to serve the poor and the needy in India. His message to erase ignorance and to broaden understanding between religions and nations, is an enduring one, and his birthday on 12 January is celebrated as National Youth Day across India.

What Swami Vivekananda Said

Don’t be ruffled if now and then you get a brush from the world; it will be over in no time, and everything will be all right.

What I thought to be good yesterday, I do not think to be good now. When I look back upon my life and see what were my ideals at different times, I find this to be so. At one time my ideal was to drive a strong pair of horses; at another time I thought, if I could make a certain kind of sweetmeat, I should be perfectly happy; later I imagined that I should be entirely satisfied if I had a wife and children and plenty of money. Today, I laugh at all these ideals as mere childish nonsense.

Hope is dominant in the heart of childhood. The whole world is a golden vision to the opening eyes of the child.

Let positive, strong, helpful thoughts enter into your brains from very childhood. Lay yourselves open to these thoughts, and not to weakening and paralyzing ones.

We only get what we deserve. It is a lie when we say, the world is bad and we are good.

When I was a child I thought if I could be a cabman, it would be the very acme of happiness for me to drive about.

Youth and beauty vanish, life and wealth vanish, name and fame vanish, even the mountains crumble into dust. Friendship and love vanish. Truth alone abides.

From my childhood everyone around me taught weakness; I have been told ever since I was born that I was a weak thing. It is very difficult for me now to realize my own strength, but by analysis and reasoning I gain knowledge of my own strength; I realize it.

We are what our thoughts have made us; so take care about what you think. Words are secondary. Thoughts live; they travel far.

We are responsible for what we are, and whatever we wish ourselves to be, we have the power to make ourselves. If what we are now has been the result of our own past actions, it certainly follows that whatever we wish to be in the future can be produced by our present actions; so we have to know how to act.

Learn everything that is good from others, but bring it in, and in your own way absorb it; do not become others.

Education is the manifestation of perfection already existing in man.

The whole life is a succession of dreams. My ambition is to be a conscious dreamer, that is all.

The love which my mother gave to me has made me what I am, and I owe a debt to her that I can never repay.

My huge stork is full of glee and so are the ducks and geese. My tame antelope fled from the math and gave us some days of anxiety in finding him. One of my ducks unfortunately died yesterday. She had been gasping for breath more than a week. One of my waggish old monks says, ‘Sir, it is no use living in the Kaliyuga, when ducks catch cold from damp and rain, and frogs sneeze!’
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