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The mid-to-late twenties were playtime. The human race (European section) had been through some tough lessons in the last ten years – Physical Punishment in the mud followed by a harsh Economics session, so it was nice to get out in the playground and have some fun. The naughty boys who had been squabbling a few years back made up, thanks to the Locarno Pacts (1925), and that sulky little chap who had lost his pocket money cheered up when the Dawes Plan (1924) eased his reparations.


Looking through the playground rails, it was obvious the kids were at the stage of adolescent rebellion. (So Mum had a waist, did she? Let’s merge the waist with the hips. So Mum had a bust, did she? Flatten it. Mum had big hair? Wear skull-hugger hats.)


And all the while that interesting Uncle across the water (the one with the roguish grin) kept sending across treats. He’d been ever so useful at helping break up the 1918 fight. Now he sent over Charlestons, Black Bottoms, quaint tales of quaint gangsters shooting quaint holes in each other, pyramid selling, stratospheric share prices and – finally – just to prove you should never trust an Uncle with a roguish grin – the Great Depression.


That was it. Playtime over. Back in the classroom, and if you thought the previous syllabus was tough, just wait for the next one.


The mid-to-late twenties had their uses, though. They provided a break from anything too deep or demanding, and nobody needed it more than Wellesley Tudor Pole. The Saga Of The Sixth had kept him penned and ineffective in London, but now he set off to places like Rome and Algiers where he could be rather less penned and a lot more effective.


The initial reason for his Rome trip was to see about investing capital on behalf of George Leavey, the financier. The scheme was for land reclamation in the Gargano peninsula (which, if you regard Italy as a boot, is the spur on the heel of that boot). The prospect didn’t look too good at first, but persistence made it look better, and by July 1925 he was able to tell David Russell:

My trip to Gargano and Lesina was successful and it looks as if this business would go through well. Wish I had time to describe all my experiences. Lake Lesina is a large sinister stagnant spectral stretch of shallow water, surrounded by many miles of malarial swamps and marshes. A regular plague spot, where 80% of the population are infected. It is also a focus for evil Astral forces, and I realised for the first time that Malaria is primarily an Astral disease. I am delighted to be connected with this undertaking which will turn a hundred square kilometres into a happy healthy fruitful region.
(Letter from TP to David Russell, 2.7.25)
He was accompanied by, amongst others, Count Pecorini, a Venetian businessman, who dictated his own account of the trip, offering a fascinating glimpse of Southern Italy in the 1920’s (whilst simultaneously displaying the kind of philanthropic zeal that would enthuse TP):

The inhabitants all yellow from malaria, the children naked on the roads, showing their swollen bodies, make us think our drainage work as a blessed work of redemption.



Lesina, like all the other towns of the Gargano, does not know what modern comfort is. The towns are without sewers, aqueducts, electricity, tramways, and the greater part of the inhabitants are illiterate. Afflicted by malaria, they live a life of superstition, which seems to be the only thing which distinguishes them from the animals surrounding them. We do not want only to bring material comfort to these people, but with the drainage work, we desire to provide for their moral improvement. We hope to establish schools and teach the young generations that life can be lived in a different way.
(‘Journey To The Gargano, dictated by Count Daniele Pecorini’, July 1925, Russell archives)
In the same trip they visited Monte Gargano with its famous sanctuary of St Michael. A sacred shrine would be an inevitable place for high minded people to visit, as would the monastery of a holy man. This particular holy man was Padre Pio, a figure still venerated by Roman Catholics today. TP, catholic with a small ‘c’, wrote up the visit shortly afterwards:

It was a Sunday, and we entered the Monastery Chapel about noon. Mass was being sung, and the Chapel was filled with peasants from the surrounding country. We were told that Padre Pio was hearing confessions, and that he had been in the Confessional Box since 5 a.m. without a break. It was fascinating to watch the crowd of peasants and farmers awaiting their turn to approach the Confessional Box. As each man or woman rose from his or her knees and walked toward the altar of the little church to receive Mass after Confessions, their faces seemed to be illumined by an inner light.



Soon after noon Padre Pio emerged, after seven hours in the Confessional Box, and we followed him into the Sacristy. He is a man of medium height, dressed in the simple garb of the Franciscan Order. His hair and beard are brown and his brown eyes seem aflame with an inner fire.
(‘Padre Pio of Pietrelcina’, typescript by TP, 20.7.25)
In this visit we see TP in typical two-worlds mode. He was working in one but needed help from the other, and Padre Pio struck him as the man to provide it. Therefore:

We asked his blessing upon the work of freeing the district of Foggia in Southern Italy from the age-long curse of malaria. We were rewarded by a wonderful smile and the promise of prayers and help. I noticed that Padre Pio wore mittens to cover the marks of the stigmata on his hands, and that he walked with difficulty, owing to the wounds on his feet.



He gave me the impression of being a simple-minded, child-like soul, filled with an other-worldly spiritual ardour. I can well understand how pilgrims from many nations and of diverse faiths have been drawn to San Giovanni by the influence of this holy soul.



Locally Padre Pio is looked upon as a reincarnation of St Francis, and the people speak of him with reverence and the light of loving adoration in their eyes.                                                          (‘Padre Pio of Pietrelcina’, typescript by TP, 20.7.25)
TP and his companions had approached the right person, and soon the “simple-minded, child-like soul” delivered his “prayers and help”. Writing later, TP acknowledges Padre Pio’s influence in inducing:

the sturdy peasants from the Gargano hills above to come down to this disease-infested valley to work as labourers and artisans...  He told me to let it be known throughout the district that he had blessed our work and all who were engaged upon it. This I did. Within a week over two hundred of the hill folk – men, women and children – had come down from the hills to offer their services. The only accommodation we could provide at the time was a tin shack where meals could be served, and the bell tents for sleeping quarters. The deadly mosquito was soon at work, as the necessary netting for protection was in short supply. During a period of over eighteen months not a single case of malaria was reported among them, and our workers finally returned to their hillside and forest homes cheerful, and in the best of health.
(‘The Silent Road’, 1960 ps.81-82)
Backed by such formidable resources the project duly prospered, under the acronym SACI (Sindicato Agricolo Cooperativo Italiano), and by November TP was able to report that:

Our vast and interesting undertaking moves forward, slowly but surely, and I feel that the foundations are secure. SACI now has control of the Government reclamation and irrigation works in the Gargano; some 8000 acres of land (good soil and on the proposed railway route); control of the Railway contract and of its operation, and a considerable interest in the valuable Lesina fishing rights. If we could now secure a controlling interest in the Banca di Pughlia, then with the Land, Reclamation work, Railway and Bank, we should have the whole of the Gargano region in our hands, and be able to develop industries and agriculture on sound paying lines. In fact we should be Kings of a large section of a fruitful province, containing 500,000 people, and our potency for good could be immense.                                              (Letter from TP to David Russell, 18.11.25)
Part of the “good” he planned was for “a Riviera on model lines, without Casino but with tennis, golf, bathing, fishing and sailing” (letter to David Russell, 5.10.28), but as history and humanity would have it, they did not get that far. However, the main work of drainage and infrastructure prospered, and nowadays the Gargano peninsula is described in the brochures as an unspoilt region with breathtaking scenery, sandy beaches, picturesque fishing villages and sleepy towns.


Meanwhile, news of such transformative efforts spread, and soon more offers were coming in:

Whilst in Rome and since returning from Italy I have been approached indirectly both through Mussolini and H. H. Cremonesi, Lord Mayor of Rome, in connection with the important building and re-building operations that have been decided upon by the Government for the improvement of the Capital, and the development of its resources – to include of course the full protection of its antiquities. The possibilities in connection with these projects are very great.                                                                 (Letter from TP to David Russell, 7.7.26)
And so another land development company was born, usually referred to by TP as ‘Aureliana’ after the section of Rome they worked on. However, mention of Mussolini justifies a diversion to record a few observations:

I saw Mussolini speaking from a Balcony. He looked like an ardent spirit, quite ruthless, a flame that was wearing out the body very rapidly.

(Letter from TP to David Russell from Rome, 24.6.25)
This deserves thought. We are used to considering Mussolini as a strutting fool who followed chicken-like after Hitler and led Italy into misery. But that was Mussolini number two. Mussolini number one (the 1920’s version) was admired by many (including that noted anti-totalitarian, Winston Churchill). So what brought about the change?  Maybe he did indeed burn himself out as TP foresaw, except not the body but the soul. Before any burn-out, though, he achieved much, as TP insisted on telling a sceptical press:

Though we may not agree with the Fascisti regime, yet any unbiased traveller touring Italy cannot help being struck by the happiness of the people in town and country, and the wonderful way in which the whole country is at work.

(Correspondence column, ‘Daily Express’, 27.10.26)
Three years later TP still felt positive, though once again he feared burn-out:

The work Mussolini has done and is doing for babies, children and youth is perhaps his most remarkable achievement and more ought to be known about it abroad. But can he safely cram into one generation the energy and work normally needing at least a century to unfold?            (Letter from TP to David Russell, 9.5.29)
Within a few years, alas, such questions would be answered, but for now Italy seemed a good place to do some planetary uplift, and TP had helped inaugurate two highly promising schemes: Gargano and Aureliana. So long as the country and its leader remained un-burnt-out (Mussolini mark one), the monetary investments would be safe. However, once the Great Depression spilled its gloom across the Atlantic, people began behaving very oddly. As (a) investors set about pulling out their money, (b) the Fascist regime became ever more dictatorial, so (c) TP concentrated on trying to sell the Aureliana land. All that, though, would come in the Thirties, and the Thirties were another matter.

...

Meanwhile, TP was experiencing something of a spiritual malaise. He might be getting out and about in the material world, but he struggled to get very far in the Beyond. He just could not make contact like he used to.  Nor did he think others were doing better.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, had been playing spiritual detectives and felt he knew what was coming up, letting the public know about a few tasty disasters on the way. TP was not happy about this, telling Sir Arthur that people had quite enough to worry about:

Conan Doyle is highly diverting. His guide ‘Phineas’ (whose predictions so far have been fulfilled he says) tells CD that the world is on the eve of a gigantic Cataclysm, a greater upheaval even that the Atlantean Deluge. Hundreds of millions of people are to disappear (mainly the wicked ones apparently) and we shall have several years of earthquakes, tidal waves and volcanic eruptions. The genesis of it all is to be found around the North Pole. He talks as calmly and confidently about all this as Rawson used to talk about the end of the World. He seemed rather taken aback by my friendly comments and showed that he has not even a groundwork knowledge of Occultism or Metaphysics. “The same sort of things on a smaller scale have happened before,” he said, “and why not again? The world needs a great awakening.” I enquired whether this meant that natural human evolution had broken down and was it a confession of failure on the part of the Divine and he said, “No, it was all part of the Plan.”



And this from the acknowledged leader of the Spiritualist Movement!



Probably the time has come for some of us to come out into the arena again. I can’t sit silent indefinitely whilst so much rubbish is being sown right and left.                                                                           (Letter from TP to David Russell, 21.5.25)
Conan Doyle, of course, was not a man to retreat under fire, and he attempted to defend his position, informing TP that his guide:

has foretold with accuracy so many things which have actually happened - some of them quite improbable ones - that I am bound to take him very seriously.



Then there are the sixty independent corroborations from all parts of the Globe. I have them all - or nearly all - typed and could show you them. They would take a lot of explaining away. Some deal with one aspect and some with another, but they all fit with the connected scheme as given to me.

(Letter from Conan Doyle to TP, 25.9.25)
TP was unimpressed, suggesting to Conan Doyle that intelligences in the Beyond might actually get things wrong (an idea we could all ponder):

You are probably aware that in the sphere immediately around this world, events likely to project themselves upon the earth often appear either in magnified or distorted form, making it extremely difficult for onlookers on that side to gauge either time-factors or the exact manner in which events will manifest in the world. The difficulty is to know whether our friends on the other side can read astral distortion and magnification in the correct manner.

(Letter from TP to Conan Doyle, 27.9.26)
We know well enough where TP’s reservations came from after his experiences with BB (not to say the lady psychics of 1907). He might trust informants of the stature of Abdul Baha, but not any Tom, Dick or Spook. As for his own abilities, he was in the middle of a spiritual drought. So what does a man of two worlds do in such circumstances? How about a book? Those who can, do; those who can’t, write a book.


The book that TP wrote was called The Cosmic Touch, and no one seems to know a thing about it. He wrote it in 1926 for his and Russell’s Deeper Issues Series, but J.W. Watkins, the publisher, said No, and TP was not the man to go barging insensitively on. Therefore, all that remains of The Cosmic Touch is a set of disorganised carbon copies in the Russell papers at St Andrews.


Before we consider an example of this ‘Touch’ it would be good to look at TP’s draft introduction, because it helps give the feel of the age, and perhaps we need to sense how it felt to be in the mid-to-late Twenties. One way it felt, beneath all the jolly frivolity, was tense:

The great European War of 1914-1918 has left much misery behind it and has proved to the World once more that material force can solve none of the great problems by which mankind is faced. Out of this war was born, among much else, the Russian Revolution. Many thinkers believe this latter event is likely to produce greater changes and upheavals than the Great War which preceded it. Meanwhile the consciousness of man has become leavened with new forces and fresh ideas. So far as the Western World is concerned the mental stagnation and the materialistic outlook of the 19th Century have given place to a period of great restlessness. The reactions from the War and the Revolution have created mental and spiritual tension, making it difficult for the individual to retain inner serenity and poise.

(TP: ‘The Cosmic Touch’, draft introduction, 1926)
And that, perhaps, is the picture we retain of the twenties: people frantically dancing to ‘Tiger Rag’ or ‘Yes, Sir, That’s My Baby’, as though to distract themselves from some unspeakable malaise. T.S. Eliot spoke something of it in ‘The Waste Land’, the unions mimed some of it in the General Strike. Churchill, always on the look-out for a dragon to slay, and now a Conservative, attacked the very workers he had defended as a Liberal. Even the Church of England was at war over the revised Book of Common Prayer. No wonder King George V fell dangerously ill with a chest infection, and while the surgeons operated, there were “flappers” in the streets nearby, shocking their elders by smoking in public or applying lipstick in full view. As TP observed in continuation:

Restlessness is in the air; indeed to such an extent is this the case that there are many who predict the coming of world-shaking cataclysms and catastrophes.

(TP: ‘The Cosmic Touch’, draft introduction, 1926)
And they were coming alright, not the Conan Doyle ones, but sufficient to shake people thoroughly. TP’s book, though, was about something else. Having shown us one picture, he went on to discuss an alternative one:

Throughout history mystics and seers have become aware during moments of ecstasy of the One Life Principle upon which our whole Universe is based, but we are never told in any detail how it is possible to bring about this relation, or how to become conscious of what may be termed the Cosmic Touch in our own lives.                                                                      (TP: ‘The Cosmic Touch’, draft introduction, 1926)
This is a highly promising opening. Is TP about to tell us how to do it? Not totally, but he does quote many encouraging examples from, for instance, Jacob Boehme, Abu Saad, St Teresa and Edward Carpenter. As for his own experiences, he does, with due hesitation, log some, and these might be worth a look, as offering precise data in an area where precision is hard to come by:

Some years before the war I was sitting alone in my study on a peaceful summer evening with the windows open to the setting sun. Without warning the room became filled with the tumult of rushing wind, yet the evening was a quiet one and I noticed with surprise that the curtains were still. The wind ceased as suddenly as it had begun and was followed by a strange and complete silence. Then the four walls and the objects in the room seemed to dissolve so that they became transparent. Values changed. The material objects around me became unreal and illusory. I passed into a new dimension of consciousness and in a flash the spiritual realities underlying the external world became a part of me, or I a part of them. A sense of exaltation took possession of me until my mind lost itself in a feeling of inexpressible joy.



I felt as if I knew God, understood Creation and the goal toward which mankind is striving. I was lifted into the heavenly heights and the light within and around me became unbearable. It seemed as if the true purpose of life had become revealed in a blinding flash and I could hear myself repeating over and over again – Thank God!  Thank God!  Thank God!



I remember that I was struck by the fact that I could hear the clock ticking, although the clock and the mantelpiece on which it stood had become invisible. Centuries seemed to pass and then the room came back into view, the silence left me and I found that the whole experience had occupied less than five minutes.                                               (TP; ‘The Cosmic Touch’, typescript pages 19 & 20)
The still curtains and ticking clock seem particularly eloquent details – emphasising, by contrast, the rushing then the silence – and it is somewhat characteristic of TP that while zooming into one world, he retains a noticing toehold in the other. He goes on to say that this was one of a number of such events:

Experiences somewhat similar to the one just described have come to me since and at the most unexpected times and places. During sleep, in the Desert, in the King’s Chamber within the Great Pyramid of Gizeh, on the battlefield in Palestine, on a Scotch hilltop, in Factories and in the Street. Suddenly time ceases to exist, a great silence descends usually following the rushing of a mighty wind, material objects dissolve and then comes the sense of AT-ONEMENT with the Centre and Circumference of all Life.



I suppose it is impossible to convey to others the depth and significance of such experiences as these. One’s angle of vision changes to such an extent that the so-called tangible realities of everyday life become illusory to the point of non-existence and the intangible spiritual forces which invisibly surround us always, become actual and even visible. This awareness of Cosmic realities must be a spiritual and mental process, a faculty lying dormant within us all. Our task is to awaken this faculty so that it may serve our purposes and enrich our lives.                                                   (TP: ‘The Cosmic Touch’, typescript pages 21& 22)
Nowadays an anthology of such experiences might easily squeeze its way onto the heaving shelves of New Age uplift. Not so in 1926. TP was convinced it filled a gap, and in 1931 a German translator thought similarly, but in England, Watkins, the publisher, begged to differ:

Herbert von Krumhaar wants to know if there is any objection to an authorised German translation being prepared? I don’t agree with Watkins that there is no room for a small book on Cosmic experiences and am sorry he put us off.                                                                         (Letter from TP to David Russell, 5.1.31)
And that is the last we hear of The Cosmic Touch. If Herbert von Krumhaar did translate and publish it, TP never mentioned the fact, so – barring unexpected updates from Germany – that is where the matter rests...
________________________________________________________________________
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