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England, on March 18th, 1837. His fa
ther, a Church of England curate, was
a descendant of Sir Robert Walpole, a
famous English Prime Minister. The
year after his birth, Bucke's parents emi
grated to Upper Canada with their
seven young children. They settled in a
pioneer homestead on a site 'not a hun
dred rods' from the present Ontario
Hospital in London. Here, thirty-nine
years later, Dr. Bucke was appointed
Superintendent.

The father, the Reverend Horace
Walpole Bucke, a classical scholar and
linguist, brought with him to Canada a
library of several thousand books in
English, French, Italian, Spanish, Latin,
Greek and Hebrew. As the children
grew up they were taught to read in
several languages. None of them recei
ved any formal education, except what
they gleaned from their reading. Three
of the six sons became doctors. Another
studied law and became a distinguished
Civil Servant.

As a child Bucke worked with his
brothers in the fields, tended cattle,
brought in firewood, drove oxen and
horses and ran errands. He was an avid
reader of novels and particularly enjoy
ed books dealing with wild life and
human behaviour. He was never able to
accept the doctrines of the Christian
Church and firmly believed that "Jesus
was a man-great and good no doubt
but a man". He was, he described, at
times subject to a "sort of ecstacy of
curiosity and hope". On one occasion,
when he was about ten years old, Bucke
earnestly longed to die so that the se
crets of the beyond, if there was a
beyond, might be revealed to him.
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A little more than a hundred years
ago (2) a remarkable young man gradu
ated from the Faculty of Medicine at
McGiU University. From the sketch
drawn by a fellow student we can see
that he had a romantic head, deep wide
set eyes, and a resolute mouth and chin.
The upper and lower jaws are garland
ed by a flocculent moustache and beard.
Long hair, waved with studied negli
gence over his brow, extends to his shirt
collar at the back. This hair-style was
quite fashionable among McGiH stud
ents, even in those days. Following an
incredible adventure in the Sierra Neva
das five years earlier, he suffered severe
frostbite which necessitated the amputa
tion of his left foot. A conspicuous limp
must have accentuated his Byronic ap
pearance. He was twenty-five years old
and his name was Richard Maurice
Bucke.

His unusual appearance and remark
able experiences were not alone in dis
tinguishing Bucke from his colleagues.
He was also a brilliant student and won
two (1) of the nine prizes awarded in
1862. This was unexpected because up
to the time of his admission to the Uni
versity, Bucke had no formal education.
In fact, there is no record of his ever
having been to school. The following
account of his origin and early history
will shed some light on his subsequent
development and remarkable career as a
modem mystic.

Richard Maurice Bucke was not born
in Canada, but at Methwold in Norfolk,
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Sketch of R. M. Bucke by a fellow-student at McGill, 1860.
Courtesy of Ina Seaborn.
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At the age of sixteen, following the
death of his mother, Bucke left home.
He wandered and worked as a labourer
in the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys and
in the Cypress Swamps of Louisiana. He
crossed the plains from the Missouri
River to the Pacific Ocean and worked
as a miner with Alan and Hosea Grosh,
discoverers of the fabulous Comstock
Lode. His adventures were so much like
fiction, that in later years, they were
published on several occasions as fiction
al accounts of the opening of the West.

In the Winter of 1857, Bucke and
Alan Grosh were on their way to Cali
fornia to register their claim to the Com
stock silver deposits, which the Grosh
brothers had discovered. They were lost
in a snowstorm in the mountains for five
days and four nights. Eight days after
they arrived at a small mining camp,
Alan Grosh died of exposure. Here is
part of Alan's own account of their
ordeal from a letter to his father, the
Reverend A. B. Grosh:

Blind Ravine
M. Am. River,
I>ecember 12th, 1857.

"Morris' feet are worse than mine, as he thaw
ed them out by the fire, while I wrapped mine
up in blankets. I had not the energy to rub in
snow; for besides being without fire for four
nights, we were without food for three days."

He continues, "I think that in three or four
days I will start for the Sugar Loaf. If Morris
is able to go, he will go with me,-if not, I
shall leave him behind at the best place that I
can find, and push on in hopes of getting
something to do that I can work at until my
feet get well, so as to sustain us both, if it
necessary."

Alan's letter ends with an apology: "The
ends of my fingers are slightly touched with
frost and my wits end with fever, so that I
feel very much ashamed of the confused note
I have written you. But it must go, as I can
not write another. Neither of us can walk."

On the back page of this letter, which
was copied from the original, is the fol
lowing note, dated December 20th, 1857:
"Sir it becomes my painful duty to inform
you of the death of your friend (son) E. A.
Grosh. He died on yesterday, 20 minutes past
4 o'clock. Mr. Grosh was buried today, very
genteely, at t past 4 o'clock."

(Signed) W. J. Harrison

Alan Grosh died of exhaustion and
exposure and Bucke survived after hav
ing one foot and part of the other
crudely amputated. The wound took
forty years to heal. He eventually made
his way back to Canada where, having
inherited a small legacy from his moth
er, he became a medical student at Mc
Gill.

Following his graduation in 1862,
Bucke spent two years in England and
France on post-graduate studies. During
this period, he kept a journal. In this
he recorded his daily activities, his emo
tional experiences and an account of his
reading (7).

He was a born student and a prodi
gious and systematic reader. His inter
ests included history, science, literature,
particularly poetry and biography. At
the same time he carried on a life-long
correspondence with numerous friends
and professional colleagues. Even at that
time he probably had a sense of immor
tality because almost all the letters he
received from people, such as Walt
Whitman, Horace Traubel, Buxton For
man, Edward Carpenter, William Osler
and John Burroughs, etc., have been
carefully preserved.

In 1864,Dr. Bucke returned to Canada,
married and settled down for 12 years
to practise medicine in Sarnia. In 1876,
he was appointed Superintendent at the
newly-opened mental hospital in Hamil
ton. After a year, he was transferred to
the Ontario Hospital, London, where he
served for 25 years with great distinc
tion until his sudden death in 1902.

He was a founder of the Medical
School in London and its first Professor
of Nervous and Mental Diseases. He was
a Fellow of the Royal Society of Can
ada, President of the Psychological Sec
tion of the British Medical Association
and, finally, a distinguished President of
the American Medico-Psychological As
sociation-now the American Psychia
tric Association.

It is not widely known that Bucke, a
friend of Alexander Graham Bell, was
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the first telephone subscriber in London,
Ontario. The first public demonstration
of the telephone took place in the
Asyium, which was connected to the
City Office of the Dominion Telegraph
Company on Richmond Street, four
miles away (8).

Although not the first in Canada to
introduce 'Moral Treatment' into North
America, Dr. Bucke carried this con
cept into practice further than anyone
else before him. He abolished the use of
alcohol as a sedative, he removed all
forms of restraint and devoted himself
to providing occupations so that 90% of
his patients were healthily employed.
Female attendants were successfully in
troduced on the male wards and some
of the patients were even paid for their
work.

The 'Open Door' policy was initiated
in London by Bucke in 1882. Additional
doors were built as exits to increase the
sense of freedom. There were no un
pleasant incidents and Dr. Bucke was
able to justify his opinion that "It is res
traint that makes restraint necessary".
He also claimed that "The object of
treatment in the case of insanity is (to
my mind) not so much the cure of dis
ease as it 'is the rehumanization of the
patient". In recent times this view has
found expression in a variety of rernoti
vation programs.

Although he was an exceedingly well
respected figure at international gather
ings, at home Dr. Bucke was not always
popular with his medical colleagues.
Towards the end of his distinguished
career he was publicly condemned by
some of them for "meddlesome gyne
cology" and "mutilating helpless luna
tics". The cause of this was his reports
of the surgical treatment of pelvic dis
eases discovered in a group of female
patients. In 1893, a patient named S.Q.
who suffered feom chronic mania was
found to have an ovarian disease. After
consultation with specialists, it was de
cided to operate on her. She made a
good physical recovery, but for months

her mental condition remained the same.
However, within a year after the opera
tion she was much better and within
two years she was almost well, Later she
was discharged from hospital recovered.
Follow-up a year later found her per
fectly well.

When first reported to the Annual
Meeting of the British Medical Associa
tion held in Montreal in 1897, these find
ings aroused a great deal of heated con
troversy. The critics argued that the
surgery on insane women was both un
necessary and useless. Dr. Bucke replied
that the operations were necessary even
if no mental improvement took place.
"The operations are done," he said, "in
every instance to remove actual physi
cal disease; the mental recovery, when
it takes place, is of course of unspeak
able importance to the patient and her
friends; but is not needed in the least for
the purpose of justifying the operation."
"It comes to this," he said, "that the
treatment of the mind resolves itself into
an endeavour to place the whole physi
cal system on the best possible basis of
health and efficiency."

This view underlies Bucke's whole
philosophy of treatment. To him, men
tal illness was not simply an accidental
aberration. It was, he thought, evidence
of a failure of the total biological pro
cess by which mankind adapts to
change. This he suggested could only
be understood in the perspective of the
evolution of consciousness. His whole
life, which Bucke described as "one pas
sionate note of interrogation and unap
peasable hunger for enlightenment", was
devoted to understanding the nature of
man's psycho-physical interrelationships
with the Cosmos.

The turning point in Bucke's life came
when he was 30 and first started reading
Walt Whitman's, Leaves of Grass. A
copy of the Rossetti edition was loaned
to him by Dr. Sterry Hunt, a friend
from his McGill days.

Bucke's long-awaited meeting with
Whitman is described in a letter to his
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friend Harry Forman", dated October
24th, 1877.

We were old friends in less than two min
utes and I spent a good part of the forenoon
with him. We then crossed the river (Dela
ware) together to Philadelphia as he had an
engagement there. I hardly know how to tell
you about W.W. If I tried to say how much
he impressed me you would probably put it
down to exaggeration. I have never seen any
man to compare with him-any man the least
like him. He seems more than a man and
yet in all his looks and ways entirely common
place (Do I contradict myself). He is an aver
age man magnified to the dimensions of a
God-ebut this does not give you the least idea
of what he is like and I despair of giving you
any idea at all, however slight-I may say that
I experienced what I have heard so much
about, the extraordinary magnetism of his pre
sence. I not only felt deeply in an indescrib
able way towards him, but I think that the
short interview has altered my attitude of
my normal nature to everything-I feel differ
ently, I feel more than I did before-this may
be fancy, but I do not think it is."

Whitman's effect on Bucke, as well as
on many others who came under his in
fluence, corresponds in many respects to
the experience of religious conversion.
The symptoms were still in evidence
when Dr. Bucke was an old man. They
were skilfully recorded by Sir William
Osler and published in Cushing's bio
graphy:

"One evening after dinner at the Ritten
house Club with Dr. Chapin, Dr. Tyson, Dr.
J. K. Mitchell and a few others who I knew
would appreciate him, I drew Bucke on to tell
the story of Whitman's influence. It was an
experience to hear an elderly man-looking a
venerable seer-with absolute abandonment tell
how 'Leaves of Grass' had meant for him
spiritual enlightenment, a new power in life,
new joys in a new existence on a plane higher
than he had ever hoped to reach. All this with
the accompanying physical exaltation express
ed by dilated pupils and intensity of utterance
that were embarrassing to uninitiated friends.
This incident illustrates the type of influence
exercised by Whitman on his disciples-a cult
of a type such as no other literary man of our
generation has been the object . • ."

In 1879 Dr. Bucke published his first
book. Its title was Man's Moral Nature,

°Harry Buxton Forman (1842-1917) British Critic
& Editor, is chiefly remembered for his scholarly wurks
on Keats and Shelley.

An Essay. Bucke used the term 'moral'
to mean man's emotional nature. He dis
tinguishes between emotions or 'moral
states' and concepts or 'intellectual
states'. Moral states, he reasons are ulti
mately reducible to four 'simple' states:
'faith', 'love', 'fear' and 'hate'. Of these,
Bucke claims that the role of 'faith' is
most frequently misunderstood because
it is often confused with 'belief' which
is only its corresponding intellectual
state.

According to Bucke the intellectual
nature of man is located in the cerebral
spinal nervous system. On the other hand,
he claims that man's moral nature or
emotions are centred in the sympathetic
nervous system. The cerebral-system
enables us to express intellectual ideas
and concepts, but the 'sympathetic', be
ing responsible for the emotional states,
has no vocal organs.

Psychotherapists will appreciate Dr.
Bucke's useful analogy. He writes:

"I can tell you that I am afraid, or that I
love. This, however, would not be an expres
sion of an emotion. This would be only an
issue of intellectual paper intended to repres
ent emotional gold, which never leaves the
vault of the bank".

This kind of formulation has gained
a wide acceptance with the development
of psychosomatic medicine. Less well
known, at least in the Western W orld,
is the very much earlier Vedantic teach
ings on cbakras or 'centres' as the seats
of our emotional experience (6).

Dr. Bucke postulates that well-being
and even longevity are ultimately de
pendent on the proper function of the
sympathetic nervous system. He also
expresses, for the first time, the Dar
winian idea that the evolution of cons
ciousness in mankind operates on a basis
similar to natural selection.

In his study of Richard Maurice
Bucke, A Doctor of Mysticism, Colom
bo (5) points out that the influence of
Whitman was a decisive factor in
Bucke's life, but it was not the only one.
Perhaps even more important, was the
sudden experience of illumination which
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occurred in his 36th year in London,
England, early in the Spring of 1872. A
detailed account of this is given in
Bucke's major work Cosmic Conscious
ness. It has been described many times
and it is only necessary to summarize it
here.

Bucke had spent the evening with
friends reading poetry. It was midnight
when he Ieft them to drive home in a
hansom cab. He was in a state of quiet,
almost passive enjoyment. All at once,
without warning of any kind, he found
himself wrapped around as it were, by
a flame-coloured cloud. For an instant
he thought of fire, some sudden confla
gration in the great city, the next he
knew that the light was within himself.
Directly afterwards came upon him a
sense of exultation, of immense joyous
ness, accompanied or immediately fol
lowed by an intellectual illumination
quite impossible to describe. He claimed
that he learned more within the few
seconds during which the illumination
lasted than in the previous months or
even years of study and that he learned
much that no study could ever have
taught.

Bucke was convinced that this was an
instance of Cosmic Awareness or Cons
ciousness. He devoted the next thirty
years of his life to establishing a scienti
fic framework within which it could be
understood as a natural phenomena
quite different from similar morbid ex
periences.

Dr. Bucke regarded Walt Whitman
as the most perfect example of the dev
elopment of the Cosmic Sense. He also
believed that the poems Leaoes of Grass
were a direct result of Whitman's mysti
cal experience (3).

"The illumination (or whatever it was)
came to Walt Whitman or upon him, one
June morning, and took absolute possession of
him, at least for a time. His life received its
inspiration from a newcomer, the new self,
whose tongue, as he expresses it, was plunged
to his bare stripped heart. His outward life,
also became subject to the dictation of the new
self.-'it held his feet'. Finally in this great

poem, Whitman tells how new faculty
changed his mind and heart:"

"Swiftly arose and spread around me the
place and joy and knowledge that passes all
the art and argument of the earth; And I
know that the hand of God is the elder hand
of my own, And I know that the Spirit of
God is the eldest brother of my own,

And that all the men ever born are also my
brothers, - And the women my sisters and
lovers, And that a Kelson of the creation is
love".

Emerson and Thoreau, who were
among the first in North America to
possess translations of Vedantic litera
ture, doubtlessly recognized the signifi
cance of this poet of the New W orld
especially the striking resemblance be
tween the Bbagauad-Gita and the Song
of Myself·*

Bucke's interest in Whitman, as the
finest example of Cosmic Consciousness,
developed from a study of the poet he
published in 1883 (9). This book ran
through. two editions and brought Dr.
Bucke mto contact with the leading
literary figures of his day.

It lead Dr. Bucke to visit Alfred, Lord
Tennyson in 1891. He took with him a
note from Walt Whitman written a
year before his death.

"Camden, N.J., us. America, June 26, '91"
"If you are feeling well enough and in op

portune mind, let me introduce my good
friend and physician, Dr. Bucke. He is Super
intendent (Medical and other) of the big In
sane Canadian Asylum at London, Ontario-is
an Englishman born, but reared (as we say it)
in America. I still stick out here in the land
of the living, but pretty tough pulling most
of the time." "Walt Whitman"

At 4:00 on Sunday, August 9th, 1891,
Dr. Bucke called at Lord Tennyson's
home. He was received by Hallam
Tennyson, who explained that his father
was asleep. He was invited to meet Lady
Tennyson who, curiously enough, turn
ed the conversation to Canadian politics.
Lady Tennyson said that she regarded
the death of Sir John A. McDonald, in
June of that year, as a deplorable event.
She said that Lord Tennyson had tele
graphed Sir John on the occasion of his

"'See-Whitman in the Light of Vedantic Mygticism
by V. K. Chari. Univ, Nebraska Press 1964.
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victory at the last election, and that he
had been rather surprised never to re
ceive a reply. Dr. Bucke tactfully ex
plained that there must have been some
strong reason why Sir John had not
answered.

Eventually, Dr. Bucke was able to
spend an hour with Lord Tennyson
who was over 80 years of age at this
time, and very frail. The topics of their
conversation included a discussion on
immortality and the possibility of life
being continued independently of our
present bodies. Bucke was rather sur
prised to find that Tennyson seemed
doubtful about the possibility of the
continuity of life after death. They also
talked of thought-transference without
any of the recognized modes of. com
munication, and agreed that this was
not only possible, but that it constantly
happened. Incidentally, Tennyson was
sharply critical of the Americans. He
complained to Dr. Bucke that they h.ad
stolen his books and never offered him
any remuneration. A~though t?e inter
view was not entirely satisfactory,
Bucke was evidentaUy very pleased with
himself. He said: "I needed no carriage
. . . wings were good enough to take
me home that evening". In fact, he
walked home-the best part of four
miles.

This interview with Lord Tennyson,
recorded by Horace Traubel (10), ~s

not mentioned in Bucke's book, Cosmic
Consciousness. This is curious, because
Bucke quotes Tennyson's mystical ex
perience as one of the examples of less
than perfect Cosmic Awareness.

Tennyson referred to:
"A kind of waking trance I have frequently

had, quite up from boyhood, when I have
been all alone. This has often corne upon me
through repeating my ow?- name to myself
silently till, all at onc~, as It wer~, ~ut; of ~he

intensity of the c.onsclOusness of m~lvlduahty,

the individuality Itself seemed to dissolve and
fade away into boundless being; and this is
not a confused state, but me clearest of the
clearest, the surest of the surest, the wierdest
of the wierdest, utterly beyond words, where
death was an almost laughable impossibility,

the loss of personality (if so it were) seeming
no extinction, but the only true life (4)."

Bucke points out that in ~epeating his
own name, Tennyson qUIte uncons
ciously was using (the Koan) a means
laid down from time immemorial for the
attainment of illumination.

In 1894, Dr. Bucke read a paper on
"Cosmic Consciousness" to the Ameri
can Medico-Psychological Association
Meeting in Philadelphia in May of that
year. In this he introduces his theory
about the development of consciousness
in man. He also provided the basis for
his later view that a higher form of
consciousness than that possessed by
ordinary man is historically appearing in
the human race. By 1899, he had com
pleted the manuscript for his magnum
opus, Cosmic Consciousness-A Study
of The Evolution of the Human Mind.
After a great struggle to find a publish
er, this remarkable book appeared in
1901 under the imprint of Innes & Sons,
Philadelphia. It is now in its 22nd edi
tion and has never been out of print.

Bucke explores fourteen instances of
illumination. He begins with Buddha
and the Christ and continues with
Mohamme.d, Paul, Dante, Bacon, Jacob
Behmen, Blake and concludes with Walt
Whitman and Edward Carpenter. He
also provides thirty-six case studies of
less than perfect examples of illumina
tive experiences. His thesis is that there
exists three grades of consciousness:
1) Simple Consciousness, which is pos

sessed by the upper half of the ani
mal kingdom.

2) Self Consciousness. This is a distinc
tively human attribute. By virtue of
this, men and women are able to
step aside from themselves as it were,
and say: "Yes, that thought I had
about the matter is true; I know it is
true and I know that I know it is
true."

Finally there is,
3) Cosmic Consciousness. This is, as the

name implies, an intuitive awareness
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oi the Cosmos and of the life and
order of the Universe.

The experience comes usually at about
the age of 35, often in the Spring or
Summer. It can be readily identified in
the life history of the individual because
of significant changes in the quality of
work done. There is also a range of new
qualities, a sense of re-birth, a joy, an
enhanced moral nature and improved
intellectual powers. This higher form of
consciousness occurs only to a few men,
but the incidence of its occurrence is
increasing. Because of this, Bucke felt
that the future of mankind was indes
cribably hopeful.

There were, he presaged, three im
pending revolutions;
1) The material, economic and social,

which will depend upon and result
from the establishment of aerial nav
igation.

2) The economic and social revolution
will abolish individual ownership
and rid the earth of two immense
evils; riches and poverty. And

3) The Psychical revolution. With this,
all religions will be 'melted down'.
Religion will still dominate society
when all creeds, priests and rituals
would be superseded by man's direct
intercourse with God."

In the final chapter of this prophetic
work, Bucke excuses himself for not
devoting a section of it to the various
artificial means used to achieve heighten
ed consciousness. He touches only
briefly on the mental states induced by
anesthetics and says: "Just as drinking
alcohol induces a kind of artificial and
bastard joy, so the inhalation of ether
and chloroform sometimes induces a
kind of artificial and bastard conscious
ness." In this way, he anticipates the
work of Huxley and others who have
experimented with the use of LSD. and
other so-called Psychedelic, or mind
expanding drugs.

°Remarkably similar views have, more recently,
been expressed by the Jesuit Priest, Philosopher and
Palaentologist, Pere Teilhard de Chardin, in The

Phenomena of Man, 1959.

The 22nd edition of Cosmic Cons
ciousness published last year does not
contain in it the remarkable letter ad
dressed to Bucke's eldest son, Maurice
Andrews, who died most tragically in
Montana, in 1899, at the age of thirty
one. My purpose in concluding with a
quotation from this deeply moving let
ter, is to give some indication of the
strength of Bucke's conviction about
immortality. He writes:-

"I desire to speak here of my confident hope,
not of my pain. I will say that through the
experiences which underlie this volume I have
been taught, that in spite of death and the
grave, although you are beyond the range of
our sight and hearing, notwithstanding that
the universe of sense testifies to your absence,
you are not dead and not really absent, but
alive and well and not far from me this mo
ment. I have been permitted-no, not to enter,
but-through the narrow aperture of a scarcely
opened door, to glance one instant into that
other divine world, it was surely that I might
thereby be enabled to live through the receipt
of those lightning-flashed words from Mon
tana which time burns only deeper and deeper
into my brain.

Only a little while now and we shall be
again together and with us those other noble
and well-beloved souls gone before. I am sure
I shall meet y~>u and them; that you and I
shall talk of a thousand things and of that un
forgettable day and of all that followed it;
and that we shall clearly see that all were parts
of an infinite plan which was wholly wise and
good. Do you see and approve as I write these
words? It may well be. Do you read from
within what I am now thinking and feeling?
If you do you know how dear to me you
were while you yet lived what we call life
here and how much more dear you have be
come toIPe since.

Because of the insoluble links of birth and
death wrought by nature and fate between us;
because of my love and because of my grief;
above all because of the infinite and inextin
guishable confidence there is in my heart, I
inscribe to you this book, which, full as it is
of imperfections which render it unworthy of
your acceptance, has nevertheless sprung from
the divine assurance born of the deepest in
sight of the noblest members of our race.

So long! dear boy.
Your father"

Almost as if he had wished it, Dr.
Richard Maurice Bucke died suddenly
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on February 19th, 1902. He was in his
65th year and the labours to which his
whole life had been dedicated were
triumphantly concluded.
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