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Sometime in the spring of 1974, in a 
bookstore somewhere in the Boston area, a 40-
year-old woman, who was also a Yoga teacher, 
looked longingly at a book on yoga.   At that 
moment, she didnʼt have enough money to buy 
the book but wrote down the name, author and 
ISPN # with the intention of getting it soon.  The 
next day she received a letter from a friend 
telling her that she, her friend, was putting a 
special book on yoga in the mail to her and that 
she would get it within a week. The name of the 
woman was Jyoti Hansa. The name of the book 
was Light on Yoga by Sri  B.K.S. Iyengar.   

Jyoti began to study this new way of doing 
Yoga from the book. Since the explanations 
were in the front and the photos in the back, as 

soon as she had some money, she bought two 
additional copies, cut them up and put the 
pictures next to the explanations into a very 
large three-ring notebook.  “It was so heavy it 
was ridiculous,” she commented much later.

That same year, word got out that a 
woman named Rama Vernon, who lived in 
California, was bringing Sri B.K.S. Iyengar to 
California.   Jyoti and her then husband, Jim La 
Peer, got in their car, drove across the country 
and attended the weekend workshop with this 
new master yoga teacher.  “At the end of that 
weekend,” Jyoti told me,  “we gathered around 
Mr. Iyengar to ask him how in the world  can we 
go home now  [and teach as before] because 
we [feel as though we] know nothing”

“If youʼd learned anything about being 
here with me,” Mr. Iyengar  answered, “you   
teach what youʼve learned. Then you go home 
and you continue your practice and you keep 
gathering knowledge by practicing. That way 
you will have more to teach.”

So Jyoti and Jim returned to their 
Sadhana Yoga studio in West Newton and 
began transitioning out of their eclectic form of 
yoga to their new teacherʼs work based on 
alignment and precision in the poses.

 “Jim and I went into every class saying 
ʻall that stuff weʼve been teaching - forget it! 
Start again!ʼ We lost all our students because 
they couldnʼt relate to this new way. Our studio 
eventually went bankrupt and we had to close. 
But we had a group of friends who were also 
our students and we got together every 

Saturday night to 
practice.  One person 
would take Light on Yoga 
and read the directions of 
the pose while the others 
would do it. Then weʼd 
pass the book to the next 
person and so on.  This 
is how we learned.”
Fast forward to the spring 

of 1976.  Rama Jyoti Vernon lets Jyoti know 
that Mr. Iyengar would be coming to Ann Arbor, 
Michigan; California; and Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  “He would also like to come to 
Boston. Can you organize something?”  “Of 
course,” Jyoti answered.

In anticipation of Mr. Iyengarʼs arrival, Jim 
and Jyoti organized classes on Sunday 
mornings to prepare the students for this new 
way of working. “We would get together for 
three hours and try and teach people as much 
as we had learned. It was open to anyone, but 
only a handful of our student/friends showed 
up.   But there were two people who came 
every Sunday morning, regularly, without fail:  
Patricia Walden and Victor Oppenheimer.
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 “And they were faithful and they 
were there. And they were ready.” Jyoti told 
me, emphasizing both the words ʻthereʼ and  
ʻready.ʼ 

Mr. Iyengarʼs classes were held at Christ 
Church, United Methodist at the intersection 
of Route 16 and Route 135 in Wellesley.  
There were about twenty-five students. 
Estelle Simon, a yoga teacher who lived in 
Newton, held a dinner for Mr. Iyengar and all 
the participants were invited.  Mr. Iyengar 
also stayed at Estelleʼs house that weekend.

The first class began on Saturday 
morning and was to go for three hours.

 “After two and a half hours, I was to let 
him know when there was only a half an hour 
remaining,” Jyoti told me. “ So I let him know. 
He said ʻYes.ʼ Another fifteen minutes went 
by, then another 15. I let him know the 3 
hours were up.”  He looked at me and said,

 “How can I stop? Theyʼre not 
learning!  If theyʼre not understanding, how 
can I stop?”    The class went on for 6 hours!”   
Two more classes followed, one on Saturday 
night almost immediately after the Saturday 
ʻmorningʼ class, which had inevitably spilled 
over into the afternoon, and one on Sunday 
morning – all in all a small intensive by 
contemporary standards.

 But that was enough to get everything 
started. From that point on, Iyengar Yoga 
began to blossom like wild flowers in 
summer.  Patriciaʼs classes on Linnean Street 

in Cambridge began to grow dramatically.  
Victor Oppenheimer taught out of his house 
on Fresh Pond Parkway and I, who had 
recently moved to Boston from Paris, began 
teaching at Carol Nelsonʼs yoga studio and 
at The Kushi Institute both in Brookline.  
Estelle kept her classes going out of her 
house in Newton. Jim and Jyoti continued to 
teach in Natick and Jyoti was teaching at 
The Boston Adult Education Center.

In December of 1976 Victor, Patricia 
and I flew to Pune to partake in a six-week 
intensive with Mr. Iyengar at his new 
Institute.  Everyone was there – Victor Van 
Kooten, Angela Farmer, Manouso Manos, 
Ramanand Patel, Joan White and many 
others. It was exhilarating!

Upon our return, we began to invite 
many of our colleagues  – Victor, 
Ramanand, Angela and eventually Dona 
Holleman to give workshops in the area.  We 
rented various venues around town. There 
was tremendous energy for these workshops 
and the student body interested in Iyengar 
Yoga began to build even more.

Fast forward to 1982. Patricia and I 
decide to rent a third floor artistʼs studio on 
Harvey Street in North Cambridge. It was a 
fairly small space but it allowed us both to 
hone our own skills as teachers and develop 
a database of students.  At the same time, 
the Iyengar Yoga community was growing in 
leaps and bounds.  More and more teachers 
were opening up and or developing their 
already operating studios - Carol Nelson in 
Brookline, Barbara Benagh in Boston, Zoe 
Stewart in North Cambridge, and Victor 
Oppenheimer in Cambridge.  More teachers 
came from abroad to give weekend or 
weeklong seminars, often at The Cambridge 
Friendʼs School on Concord Avenue.

Dona Holleman was one who came 
frequently to teach.  Donaʼs clarity and 
discipline were intoxicating. She had a 
fantastic personal practice and spurred us on 
to create an intense personal  practice on our 
own. “Practice is more important than 
teaching,” she told us sternly.      

Victor Van Kooten came often as well. 
We all loved hanging out with Victor with his 

marvelous sense of humor and his observant 
eye. Soon Angela, with her more organic way 
of her breaking down of the rules of 
alignment, would join Victor. Eventually she 
and Victor became partners and still teach all 
over the world and especially in Greece.    

In 1985 Patricia and I rented a larger 
space on Elm Street in Somerville. Our 
classes had grown and the walls were 
bursting with energy.  Gradually we formed a 
partnership which was the basis of the B.K.S. 
Iyengar Yoga Center of Somerville, eventually 
of Greater Boston, whose sole purpose was 
to further the work of B.K.S., Prashant and 
Geeta Iyengar. 

In August of 1987 the first B.K.S. 
Iyengar Yoga Convention of North America 
was held at Harvard University.  It was co-
chaired by Patricia Walden and Victor 
Oppenheimer and lasted almost ten days.  
Mr. Iyengar was 69 years old.  Over 600 
people came from all over the United States 
and Canada. The goal of the Convention was 
to give students and teachers alike the 
opportunity to interact with Mr. Iyengar and to 
have the chance to watch him correct the 
participating teachers practice their own skills 
in the art of teaching. Victor, who hosted Mr. 
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Iyengar that August, had this to say of his 
houseguest:  

“He evinced a childlike joy and had such a 
humble and sweet demeanor. He was a very 
caring houseguest. He would get up at the wee 
hours in the morning way before the rest of us 
to do his personal pranayama practice and 
every night we would leave a thermos of hot 
coffee outside his door so he could have it prior 
to his practice in the morning.” 

I remember walking in on Mr. Iyengar 
having coffee in Victorʼs kitchen that August. It 
was mid morning and he was reading the 
paper.  Surprised to see him there alone, I 
accidentally blurted out, “Oh, Mr. Iyengar, 

youʼre having a  coffee!” “Ah, coffee,” he 
sighed, a huge smile on his face, “coffee is the 
elixir of life!  Backbends are too, but coffee is 
also wonderful!” he added laughingly.

On June 1st, 2003, The B.K.S. Iyengar 
studio on Elm Street closed down.  Patricia 
continued all of her classes at St. Maryʼs and I 
all of my classes at my Loft space.  It was the 
end of an era.  Mr. Iyengar came to visit us one 
more time after the Convention in 1987.  It was 
on October 12th, 2005.  It was held at The 
Emerson Majestic Theatre in Boston.   The 
tickets were sold out and there were over 1200 
people in the audience.  Many teachers got up 
in front of the audience to read something to 
Mr. Iyengar who also gave a wonderful talk as 
well.  Afterwards there was a reception at 
Harvard with   sumptuous Indian fare.  I had 
the honor of sitting at the same table and 
observed that he had taken  on his plate very 

small amounts of food, modestly proportioned. 
In spite of all his success and adulation, Mr. 
Iyengar,  at the ripe age of 86, was still a very 
simple man living a very simple life.    

Fast forward to October 2010 and to The 
Providence Convention Center in Rhode Island 
where teachers from all over New England had 
come to teach at The First Regional Iyengar 
Yoga Conference, “Shining Light on New 
England” co-chaired by Linda DiCarlo and 
Patricia Walden. Despite the winds and rains 
battering the city, hundreds of people attended. 

From that first longing glance at a book in 
a bookstore somewhere in Boston, to a     
regional convention with highly skilled teachers 
teaching  highly skilled students, it was clear 
that we had come a long long  way.  Finally 
Iyengar Yoga  had come of age and we as a 
group had reached an apotheosis of maturity. 

And we were happy.  And we were glad.
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