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Royal Monk 
(Its Vivekananda's 153th birth Anniversary this year) 

-Amrita Saraogi 
Have you ever wondered why Swami Vivekananda is usually 
seen in his images dressed more like a maharaja in saffron, 
than a sanyasi? The majestic turban and robe are in fact, so 
inseparable from the image of the Swami that most people, 
perhaps, would not recongnise the great Indian monk without 
them. But what is much less known is that both his famous 
attire and his name Vivekananda were not bestowed to the 
Swami by his Guru, as convention would dictate, but instead 
by a disciple —Maharaja Ajit Singh of Khetri in erstwhile 
Rajputana inJhunjhunu distinct, Shekhawati—the man Swamiji 
claimed was his "only friend on Earth". 
Meeting The Maharaja 
Khetri was known for its enlightened rulers who were pioneers 
in various fields. Incidentally, it was also the place where 
Rajasthan's first branch of the Brahmo Samaj, the new brand 
of reformist Hinduism established by prolific Bengali Social 
reformers of the time, was established in 1886, five years be-
fore the Swami's first visit to Khetri. 
As a young 28-year old wandering monk on a pigrimage to 
understand his motherland and discover his vision in life, 
Swamji travelled to Rajasthan as well. It was in Maharaja Ajit 
Singh's summer palace in Mt. Abu that they first met. The 
Maharaja's first question to Swamiji was, "What is Life"? to 
which Swamiji replied, "Life is the unfolding and development 
of a being under circumstances tending to press it down." The 
Swami spent five months with the Maharaja, who was per-
haps his age, and accompanied him to Khetri. 
The Maharaja dedicated himself to Swamiji as a benefector, 
disciple, and philosopher-friend. He provided him with not just 
the means to fulfil his grand vision, but also the all-important 
gift of a lasting friendship. The Swami, in one of his letters, 
went to the extent of saying that "I have not the least shame in 
opening my mind to you", and could indeed, because of the 
Maharaja's "steadiness of purpose", as he himself said, de-
pend on him at any time. 
The two conversed mostly in English, and sometimes, inter-
estingly, in Sanskrit too. They not only conversed, but partici- 
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pated in hunting expeditions and musical sessions where the 
Swami sang and the Maharaja, also a skilled Veena player, 
accompanied him on the harmonium. 
Once, upon learning that the Swami was uncomfortable with 
the heat, the Maharaja advised him to wear the turban, and 
taught him how to wind it —an art that the Swami soon mas-
tered and took away with him as a prominent Rajasthani cus-
tom he adopted. Swamiji assumed that name of Vivekananda 
for good at the suggestion of the Maharaja, just before leaving 
for America. He previously roamed about India assuming vari-
ous 'monastic' names such as Sachchidananda or 
Vividishananda—successfully fulfilling his aim of breaking all 
ties by concealing his identity. 
Swamji would say, "As for Rajaji, his love for me is simply 
without limit." Interestingly, althought he formally initiated the 
Maharaja as his spiritual disciple, Swamiji gave him lessons 
not just in the deepest philosophy of Vedanta, but also in ma-
terial sciences such as physics and chemistry, for which a 
special lab was constructed. He also gave him lessons in 
law,and even astronomy. 
Swamiji's discourses to the Maharaja carried on even while 
he was away through lengthy letters. In one such letter, he 
writes, "And when I think of you, Raja Ajit Singh 	I cannot 
help believing in the glorious renaissance of the religion eter-
nal, when such hands are willing to rebuild it again. "And the 
Maharaja 	would rise in the middle of the night to carry out 
the humbling services of a devotee, pressing his feet, or fan-
ning him, despite the Swamiji's fervent protests. 
Once, the Maharaja, celebrating the birth of a son born with 
his guru, Swamiji's blessings, had arranged a nautch (dance) 
performance one evening, and requested the Swami to join 
him, who, being a monk, felt it inappropriate and refused. The 
nautch singer was deeply hurt by this dismissal, and cried 
loud in agony, a devotional Surdas song that matched her 
emotions perfectly, elaborating to the Swami how the Lord sees 
all with the same-sighted vision. The Swami, touched pro-
foundly by this deep vedantic insight of oneness, joined the 
party, and later recollected how this incident "removed the 
scales from (his) eyes". 
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Benevolent Benefactor 

At the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, 1893, Swamiji was claimed 

by The New York Herald to be the most renowed philosopher of the time. It 

was Ajit Singh's contribution that was a prominent source of funding for 

Swamiji's first historic trip to America 	The Maharaja provided Swamiji 

with resources not only for his own work, but also a fixed monthly amount 

for the upkeep of his widowed mother and younger brothers.... 

Maharaja's support indeed continued lifelong, and he also provided 

Swamiji with a large sum of money towards establishing his visionary 

project, the Belur Math. As Swamiji articulated lucidly in a letter to 

Jagmohanlal, "Certain men are born in certain periods to perform cer-

tain actions in combination. Ajit Singh and myself are two such souls — 

born to help each other in a big work for the good of mankind 	We 

are as supplement and complement." 

One of the most captivating illustrations of the Swami's teachings also 

happened to take place in Rajasthan, in Alwar, in the presence of its 

anglicised Maharaja, Mangal Singh. When the Maharaja proclaimed that 

he did not believe in image worship. 

Swamiji indeed left deep impressions on some other significant 

Rajasthanis, too. One of them was Har Bilas Sarda, who went on to 

become a renowed historian, and also championed the Child Marriage 

Restraint Act, popularly known as the 'Sarda Act' as a member of the 

Central Legislative Assembly of India. And the only disciple to have been 

formally ordained by Swamiji's guru, Sri Ramakrishna was Narayan 

Shastri, also from Rajasthan. 

Swamiji was inspired by Colonel Tod's famous account, Annals and 

Antiquities of Rajasthan, and quoted the tales of Rajput bravery exten-

sively from it, to inspire his listeners, including Americans. 

In order to celebrate Swamiji's birth anniversary, and as an attempt to 

keep their relationship intact and evergrowing, the Ramakrishna Mission's 

centre in Khetri, housed in the Maharaja's palace, Fateh Bilas, renamed 

as 'Vivekananda Smriti Mandir', is at the moment trying to restrengthen 

its roots by refurbishing this historical heritage property. 
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We beg from the Almightly God, the possessor of marvelous 
power. The most Lovable by His nature. He is the Most Longed 
for by the soul's, who in reality is the President of our ruling 
assembly and is thus the Most Worthy of being resorted to by 
all creatures-a discriminating power. This is our hearties de-
sire which has been given vent to here. 
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