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For Dick, whose sleeping habits I now know almost as well as Celia does, the others of the Six Proud Walkers – Terry, Barney, Chris and Mel – and those we love. With special thanks to Binod and to Dr Kidwai for giving me a second chance.




A NOTE ON TIBETAN SPELLING


Written Tibetan was adapted from a form of Sanskrit in the seventh century of the Christian era (here referred to as CE, with the pre-Christian era being referred to as BCE – before the Christian era). Tibetan pronunciation has changed very significantly since then, but written Tibetan has not. This creates difficulties when it comes to transcribing ancient Tibetan names and words into Roman form; what works for scholars becomes unpronounceable and incomprehensible to the layman. Wherever possible, I have stuck to the path followed by most non-academics, setting down the Tibetan word in Roman letters as it sounds today, rather than as it is written.
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Introduction: The Long Road






How long is the road to the weary. How long is the wandering of the fool who cannot find the path.


From the Dhammapada, ‘The Footsteps of the Law’, the collected sayings of Buddha Shakyamuni








It cannot be often that an author writes a book based on solid historical research and then discovers some years down the road that he has got it all wrong. But it happens. In 1981 I wrote a book called A Mountain in Tibet: The Search for Mount Kailas and the Sources of the Great Rivers of India. It enjoyed considerable success over the years and I like to think that it still has a cult following among a certain kind of traveller. But the more I read and the more I travelled, the more obvious it became that in writing A Mountain in Tibet I had actually missed the main point. I had written about a holy mountain sacred to Hindus, Buddhists and Jains as the centre of the world, but without grasping why this should be so. I had, as it were, felt and accurately described the elephant’s tail and rump but missed the trunk, head, tusks and ears. I had overlooked a civilisation centred on that mountain which had preceded Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism and which had laid the foundations upon which Tibetan Buddhism was built. In doing so, I had missed a quite extraordinary story. So, to begin again at the beginning.


Paradise lost, the underlying theme of this book, is the leitmotif of many a childhood. As it was of mine. My first, blissful summers were spent at a hill station called Shillong in the Khasi Hills of Assam. I swear that on a clear day you could look north from the peak above the town out over the expanse of the Brahmaputra valley and see the snows of Bhutan shimmering 150 miles away.


The Himalayan ranges came closer when my father was posted to Sadiya, right up in the extreme north-east corner of Assam, where the Tsangpo river forces a passage between the breasts of the sow goddess Dorje Phagma – the mountain peaks of Namche Barwa and Gyala Peri – and breaks out on to the plains of India as the Brahmaputra. The town of Sadiya stood then at the confluence of two rivers, at one of those power-points which the Hindus call prayag (which did not prevent it being entirely washed away in later years).


This was where I met my first Tibetans. In the bestiary of a five-year-old child they fell somewhere between ogres and bears: swaggering, shambling, woolly creatures, dressed in felt boots tied at the knees and black, hairy pelts of yak’s wool gathered up by a waistbelt and worn with one long sleeve loose and flapping at the back. Tibetans glittered: gold thread in their fur hats, gold in their teeth, chunks of turquoise set in gold earrings, gold and silver amulets round their necks, swords in silver sheaths dangling from their waists. They carried gems, amber, musk and borax, brought from the far side of the Himalayas to be traded at market in Sadiya.


They made a lasting impression, not least because summer sun bearing down on yak-butter-smeared bodies produces a particularly rancid stench that lingers in the air for hours. But one Tibetan I remember in particular: a jadhu-wallah or magic-maker who carried the narrow-sided rattledrum on a stick known as the damaru. My elder brother and I first came upon him holding court with the household servants on the back verandah of my parents’ bungalow. As honorary members of this circle, we stayed to hear him tell fortunes by throwing bones in the dust.


My parents only learned of this when I came to them in a rage: the jadhu-wallah had promised my brother success as a warrior (he eventually made it to full colonel in the Gurkhas) and a ripe old age, but for me he foretold a life of austerity as a scholar – and ill health. I also carry with me from that osteomancy a blurred memory of a dove being sacrificed: the magician cuts its head off with a sharp knife, briefly holds apart the two sections of the bird and then reunites them – and then throws the creature into the air. It flies about before settling on a rafter, and I have a distinct image of a ring of blood round its neck. I have to add that my brother remembers nothing of this.


Many years later – in the summer of 1966 – I was sent to Kathmandu as an English teacher with Voluntary Service Overseas. Every morning I washed myself under a standpipe in the school yard under the all-seeing eyes of the Swayambunath stupa that looks down on the Kathmandu valley from its hilltop. If time allowed I would bike over as the sun was coming up, climb the 300 or so steps and join the monks of the Gelugpa school of Tibetan Buddhism at their morning prayers. The content meant nothing; the sound was everything.


About two dozen gelong (monks; the term lama is more properly used to describe a spiritual teacher) would sit cross-legged and facing each other in two rows before a great gilt image of the Buddha. Their prayers followed a regular pattern: a solo recitation by a senior monk; a response; a sing-song chant in which the older men supplied a deep bass growl; then the chant gathered pace and was reinforced by the clashing of cymbals, the blowing of conches, the trumpeting of horns; and, finally, a curiously crooked stick would be banged on a large flat drum, a slow  measured tap, at first, but quickly speeding up to a loud climax. After a moment or two of silence the whole cycle was repeated.


It was – and remains still – a wondrous sound. It seemed to throb both within the prayer hall and my own skull. It carries within it that archetypal resonation that comes from the pit of the stomach and which in both Hindu and Buddhist mantras represents the universal sound of creation – Om.


The monks of Swayambu were cheerful souls. Many were youngsters, as chirpy as any other boys of their age. At their prayers they yawned, scratched themselves, twiddled their ears with their little fingers and often nodded off. Whenever this happened an adult would lean forward and slap them hard around the face.


A small community of Tibetan refugees had settled near the base of Swayambu hill and from among them I recruited a Tibetan named Nawang Dorje to cook and teach me Tibetan. Nawang’s culinary skills were nil but most evenings he would come to my room and knock up a meal on my primus stove. One night he asked if I could help a friend of his. He took me back to his home, and there I met a burly young man who appeared to have breathing trouble. I suggested he go to the local hospital but Nawang said that this would be impossible. He then lifted the back of his friend’s shirt and there, just under the right shoulder blade, was a bullet entry wound like a pink rose. There was no exit wound.


Nawang Dorje and his friend were Khampas, men from the Kham district of eastern Tibet celebrated as warriors and notorious as brigands. The Khampas had played a leading role in the uprising against the occupying Chinese which had started in Lhasa in 1959, eight years after the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) had occupied Tibet in order to restore it to the bosom of the Chinese motherland (a claim of sovereignty that no international court of law would uphold, based chiefly on the grounds that the Manchu emperors actively intervened in Tibetan affairs for almost two centuries until all Chinese representatives were expelled from Lhasa in 1912. Tibet was first declared to be part of China in 1931, but when the Chinese government attempted to exercise control it was rebuffed. Tibet remained fully independent until October 1950, when Chinese ‘liberation forces’ advanced into Tibet to ‘liberate 3 million Tibetans from imperialist aggression’. In April 1951 a fatal 17-Point Agreement was concluded between the two governments, by which Tibet agreed to ‘return to the big family of the Motherland’ in return for certain guarantees, including internal autonomy in matters of custom and religion and the continuance of the existing political system). Nawang and his friend had fought with the Khampas against the Chinese until they were forced to retreat across the border into Nepal. With support from the CIA and the Indian government, the Khampas had then set themselves up in Mustang, a little chunk of Nepal jutting into the Tibetan plateau. Pressured by the Americans and the Indians on the one hand and by the Chinese on the other, the Nepalese government had been placed in a very awkward position. Finally, it acted against the Khampas.


The bullet rattling around inside the chest of Nawang’s friend came not from a Chinese but a Nepalese rifle. His band of Khampas had been chased out of Mustang by the Nepalese Army, then caught in an ambush and broken up. This was in the spring of 1967.


That year was the worst in Tibet’s history. In the previous autumn we three VSOs in Kathmandu had cycled to the Chinese Embassy to watch its entire staff gather outside its corrugated tin gates for spontaneous demonstrations of support for the Great Helmsman. All wore blue Mao caps and blue Mao suits with red Mao badges in their lapels, and waved their copies of The Thoughts of Chairman Mao in red plastic folders while they screamed and stamped and waved themselves into mass hysteria. It was comic yet chilling.


But there was nothing remotely funny about what the Chinese were doing next door in Tibet. The Cultural Revolution unleashed by the Great Leader in the autumn of 1966 had started to thrash its way across the Tibetan plateau like some insane cyclone. It reached its apogee in 1967, when thousands of monasteries, hermitages, shrines, chortens (stupas), mane (prayer) stones, mane walls and rock carvings were dynamited or torn down stone by stone. Thousands of statues were smashed, thousands of wall paintings defaced, thousands of sacred texts thrown on to bonfires along with thanka, religious paintings on cloth. No effort was spared in grinding into dust every trace of Tibetan religion.


It took a little longer for the Cultural Revolution to reach western Tibet. But here the banning of religious worship and the private ownership of livestock pushed the nomads into open rebellion. At first they succeeded in expelling the revolutionary cadres but their victory was short-lived. Soldiers from the PLA were trucked in and the insurgents were disarmed of their ancient flintlocks and relocated in communes. It is said that in that winter of 1967–8 more than half a million Tibetan nomads – somewhere between a tenth and a fifth of the entire Tibetan population – perished from hunger, hardship or disease, the direct result of resettlement programmes that left them without any means to feed themselves. This was a winter of genocide that very few outside Tibet ever heard about. A nightmare period of Red Guard denunciation of class enemies and reactionary habits followed in which the ‘four olds’ – old ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits – were relentlessly done away with.


If the outside world had been able to see events in Tibet on its television screens the Chinese might have been shamed into moderating their behaviour. But even in Kathmandu – only 50 miles from the border by the new Friendship Highway the Chinese were then building – the news from Tibet was patchy at best. It arrived mostly in the form of waves of refugees who provided rich pickings for the art houses of the West. There was a glut on the Tibetan curio market.


But, as with the fall of Byzantium, one culture’s loss is another’s gain. For what brought about the extraordinary diffusion of Tibetan Buddhism in recent years throughout the West, if not the Tibetan diaspora? In my own case, karma brought me face to face with an old Tibetan woman begging at the gates of the Royal Hotel in Kathmandu. She sold me the only thanka I could then afford. Because it was burned along both sides and all its paint had flaked off in the heat of the fire it was mine for 16 rupees. It portrays the medicine Buddha, Sangye Menla, one of eight such Buddhas who together form a sub-group within the Tibetan Buddhist pantheon of deities and saints at the level of enlightenment achieved by bodhisattvas. His ears have long pendulous lobes, which denote wisdom, and he sits cross-legged on a lotus in the lotus position, holding in his left hand a bowl containing the universal panacea known as myrobalan. Lesser bodhisattvas hover in the air around him. The colours have gone, the underlying lines are faded and the surrounding maroon cloth has been patched and stitched time and again. For thirty years now Sangye Menla has watched over my bed. But for perhaps ten or twenty times that long he has watched over other sleepers, probably hanging in the corner of the black yak-wool tent of some nomad family, as it followed the cycle of transhumance year after year, generation after generation.


The Chinese occupation of Tibet merely continued the policy of isolation that had for so long preserved Tibet’s image as a country out of bounds. The Indian government, still smarting from its hammering from the Chinese in their border war of 1962, also played its part by refusing to let foreigners anywhere near its northern borders. Unable to enter Tibet myself, I began to study the explorers and adventurers who had tried to penetrate its mysteries and the reasons why they had felt impelled to try. Some of these had been players of the Great Game, the covert political struggle between the British and Russian Empires in the nineteenth century, which was played out in Tibet and central Asia. But far more interesting were those drawn by a quest, those who, in Kipling’s words, went looking for ‘something lost beyond the ranges, lost and waiting to be found’.


My own questing started in 1979 when the pilgrim trail to the traditional source of the Ganges in the Garhwal Himalayas was first opened to foreigners by the Indian authorities. I travelled with the photographer Richard Cooke and as the first Westerners allowed to visit those parts for many years we aroused some suspicion. A permit was required from New Delhi and we had to inscribe our names in a spanking new register at the Uttarkashi checkpost. Here an unspeakable government official, whom we named the Purple Brahmin because of his caste and his ridiculous beret, informed us that he would honour us with his company. Over the next two days he drove us to the point of distraction with his ceaseless extolling of the virtues of Brahminical culture compared to the moral depravity of the West. By the third day we were desperate to get rid of him, but the faster we walked the harder he talked. He matched us stride for stride as we came through the deep cleft which the Bhagirathi has carved through the central Himalayan range, and he was still chattering away as we rounded the bend in the river that brought us east into the upper Gangotri valley. But just below a village called Harsil we gave the Purple Brahmin the slip, quietly packing up and tiptoeing away while he dozed after tiffin.


One of the aims of this trip was to examine the viability of slipping into Tibet at the head of a valley off to the north of the one we were following, via the Tsang Choka La (‘la’ means ‘pass’). It was this pass that Heinrich Harrer, author of Seven Years in Tibet, and his companion Peter Aufschnaiter had crossed to enter Tibet after escaping from their internment camp in India in 1944. But the pass and the valley leading up it were now disputed territory, claimed by both the Indian and Chinese governments. It was a highly sensitive area from the Indian point of view, as Richard and I discovered when we were arrested at the instigation of the Purple Brahmin. The local police treated us very decently and we were soon freed, but it put paid to any ideas of further exploring Heinrich Harrer’s escape route.


At about this time – I fudge the date deliberately – I went to look at the other main tributary of the Ganges to weigh up the prospects of crossing into Tibet by way of the Mana La beyond Badrinath, or the Niti La further east. After being caught napping by the PLA in 1962 the Indian government had embarked on a crash programme of road-building in the Himalayas so that reinforcements could be quickly moved up to any threatened frontier post. That meant it was now possible to drive all the way by bus from the plains of India to the famous temple of Vishnu at Badrinath, one of the most ancient and important pilgrimage sites in India – and, formerly, one of the hardest to reach.


For a thousand years and more pilgrims from the plains of India have been making their way here on foot: first to Hardwar, where the Ganges breaks out through the Siwalik foothills; then to the confluence of the Bhagirathi and Alaknanda Ganga at Rudraprayag. Here you can take the left fork, which leads to Gangotri and Gaumukh, where the Ganges emerges from the ‘cow’s mouth’ of a glacier, or you can fork right and follow the Alaknanda to Badrinath.


One of the first Hindu shrines in the Himalayas was built here at Badrinath. The sacred Hindu text known as the Skanda purana states that, at the time of the Hindu revival in the eighth century of the Christian era (CE), the reformer Adiguru Shankaracharya threw out a Buddhist statue from the temple and replaced it with an image of Vishnu, which itself had been thrown out by the Buddhists a thousand years earlier. But look carefully at the weathered black stone statue now enthroned in the temple at Badrinath, and you will see a figure seated in the padmasan posture of meditation, far more characteristic of Buddhist statuary than Hindu. Whatever Hindu orthodoxy may say, the fact is that the Himalayas were never ‘Hindu’ as we would understand the term before the eighth century. Indeed, the first deities which were worshipped here almost certainly belonged neither to Buddhism nor to Hinduism. The probability is that they belonged to the faith which preceded Buddhism in Tibet, the mysterious, much-maligned religion which was once practised throughout the Tibetan plateau – and which is the main subject of this book.


Badrinath is today one of Hinduism’s most important shrines. This is partly because of its proximity to the source of one of the main headwaters of the sacred Ganges, but also because it stands at the threshold of the most important pilgrimage site in Hinduism: the holy mountain Kailas, abode of the tantric god Shiva, and the holy lake at its foot, Manasarovar, the lake conceived in the mind of the great god Brahma. But to reach Kailas you have first to cross the Mana La into Tibet.


The Mana La is about 25 miles beyond and 8,000 feet higher than Badrinath. The local village of Mana was as far as I was allowed to go, so I turned round and caught the bus back to Joshinath. Here I got off the bus and, finding no one there to stop me, started yomping along the military road into the Dauli valley, which leads up to the Niti La.


I hadn’t gone more than a couple of miles when a jeep drew up beside me. In perfect English a voice asked, ‘Can I give you a lift?’


I climbed in and we drove on up the valley. As we proceeded I was questioned with great courtesy by a person whom I shall describe simply as a senior Indian Army officer. Did I know I was in a prohibited area? What was I proposing to do? As we talked we got on to the subject of early Himalayan travellers and the so-called ‘pundits’ recruited in these same hills and trained by the British as explorer spies. We were driven through two military checkposts.


‘Shall I duck?’ I asked, as we approached the first.


‘Why? You’re with me!’


So we drove on and up until we came to the end of the metalled road. The Niti La must have been no more than four or miles further on. It was the nearest I had yet come to Tibet. Here the senior officer invited me to share his tiffin in a tent. When the meal was over we shook hands and I was packed off with his driver back to Joshimath. If he should ever read this account of our meeting, I offer him my salaams.


The fruit of these travels and researches was A Mountain in Tibet, first published in 1982. In that same year the Indian and Chinese governments – still to this day in a state of ceasefire rather than at peace, and still disputing several sections of the Indo-Tibetan border – reached agreement on cross-border crossings by Hindu pilgrims from India.


Every June and July since, a limited number of these yatris have been allowed to cross into Tibet from Garhwal, not by the Mana or Niti passes but by the Unta Dura pass further to the east, which brings them down into far western Tibet near to the regional headquarters of Purang. Here Chinese lorries drive them to their destination, first to the shores of Lake Manasarovar and then on to Mount Kailas.


These pilgrims have to be bona fide Hindus and Indian nationals. I was not the only foreigner who tried to get on the list and failed. Of a number of fascinating letters from readers of A Mountain in Tibet, the most treasured was received in 1992 from a thirty-two-year-old Welshman christened Stuart but now a Shaivite (follower of Shiva) named Bom Shankar. His experiences mirrored mine, but on a different plane. Bom had visited all the ‘upper’ shrines in India and then set out to go a little further:






Inspired by the nectar of Shiva – charas [Indian hemp or marijuana] – which I had been consuming with relish in the company of the local sadhus, I set off, but just after skirting the village of Mana I was intercepted by the local peacekeeping force who refused to let me continue, despite my efforts to convince them that I was on a yatra [pilgrimage] and not a tourist. I returned to Badrinath and then to Joshinath before, more carefully, heading straight for Kailas via the Niti route. Sadly, a chance meeting with authority near the Niti pass.


‘Why no Tibet visa?’


‘Would you have let me in, even with one?’


‘No.’


‘That’s why I didn’t bother to get one!’


Even when asked at what stage in history had the law of man superseded the law of God, they refused to let me go on. I shall have to stop asking that question. I asked it last week, too, as Dover HM Customs and Excise were separating me from my one kilogram of charas – no intent to supply, just to dance with Shiva!







Bom Shankar’s letter had been written in HM Prison Canterbury. He had been banged up for attempting to import a kilo of Indian hemp into the UK. I wrote to him in jail but my letter was returned unopened; the addressee had been moved to another prison and they were apparently unable to forward it. So if you read this, Bom, Om namaya Shivaya!


Other pilgrims had better luck. John, formerly of Twickenham but now Jungli Jaan and residing in the Indian hill station of McLeodganj in Kangra, wrote to say that he had completed more than forty journeys into the Himalayas and western Tibet. Between 1986 and 1992 he had managed to visit the traditional and true sources of the Indus, Tsangpo-Brahmaputra, Sutlej and Karnali-Ganges, the four great rivers of the Indian sub-continent linked to Mount Kailas and Lake Manasarovar in both geographical and mythological terms. This is something that even the great traveller Sven Hedin failed to accomplish (see my two chapters on Sven Hedin in A Mountain in Tibet for a potted account of his extraordinary efforts to ‘conquer all Asia’ or, better still, read his own accounts on his Tibetan travels between 1894 and 1908 in Southern Tibet, Central Asia and Tibet, Adventures in Tibet and Trans-Himalaya).


These were golden years for independent travellers in Tibet. The authorities seemed to have no system for keeping tabs on those who did it the hard way, wandering round Tibet on foot, hitching rides in lorries where they could. None was more dogged and resourceful than an American physicist named Victor Chan, who over some ten years probably covered as much ground as all the great explorers of Tibet from the ‘Chief Pundit’ Nain Singh to Professor Giuseppe Tucci put together. Chan’s monumental Tibet: A Pilgrim’s Guide will be the discerning Tibetan traveller’s vade mecum for years to come.


Westerners can now travel quite legally and openly within Tibet. There are restrictions – most notably, the requirement to travel as part of a group of five or more and with an accredited Tibetan guide – but the situation has improved dramatically since the years of horror.


For almost two decades the Chinese authorities did all they could to destroy Tibet’s identity. The nightmare years ended in China in 1976 with the public scapegoating of the ‘Gang of Four’ and the admission that ‘errors’ had been made at the time of the Cultural Revolution, but it took time for these more liberal policies to reach Tibet. Not until 1981 was the communal system of livestock rearing abandoned as an unfortunate experiment. Every surviving adult nomad was then given an equal share of the communal pool, which worked out at five yak, twenty-five sheep and seven goats. To allow the local economy to recover, all local taxes were abandoned until 1990.


The nomads have been allowed to return to their old way of life and once more roam the Chang Tang – the great Tibetan upland – with their herds of yak, goats and sheeps, their mastiffs and black tents. They are currently believed to number about half a million in all, far and away the largest single element of the Tibetan population within Tibet, which numbers about 2 million. However, there are also believed to be as many as 400,000 khaki-clad representatives of the PLA stationed within Tibet’s borders, the spearhead of a Han mass migration from China which in eastern Tibet now far outnumbers native Tibetans.


Freedom to worship has also been restored and with it the freedom to go on pilgrimage. All over Tibet the ruins of monasteries, temples, shrines, chortens and mane walls are slowly and lovingly being restored. Mane stones are being recarved and frescos repainted. Terrible things were done to the Tibetans and the outward manifestations of their faith and – on a greatly reduced scale – injustices, oppression and tragedies continue, but the spirit of Tibet, the shared inner life-force which gives its people their own special grace, remains as vital as ever.


Greater access to Tibet, coupled with the spread of Tibetan scholarship outside its borders, has given Tibetan studies an enormous boost in the last few years. As new sources and texts become available for study and translation in the West, our understanding of Tibetan culture is being transformed. Tibet’s history is now having to be totally reassessed. In that process the part played by the pre-Buddhist religion of Tibet has suddenly taken on a new significance.


This most curious and misrepresented of religions goes by the name of Bon. It adherents are known as Bonpo, ‘followers of Bon’. Its homeland on the Tibetan plateau was a mysterious kingdom called Shang-shung. Together, these three elements – a religion, a people and a kingdom – provide much of the subject-matter for what follows.


Virtually nothing was known about Bon in the West until refugees began to flow into India and Nepal from 1959 onwards. David Snellgrove’s pioneering study The Nine Ways of Bon appeared in print in 1967, followed by the publication in 1972 of Samten Karmay’s The Treasury of Good Sayings, both containing part-translations of major Bonpo historical texts. Since then it has become increasingly apparent that Tibet’s early history has been seriously, even grossly, misrepresented. The main culprits have been the scholars of the Gelugpa school, popularly known as the ‘yellow hats’. This monastic sect became the most powerful of the four main Tibetan Buddhist schools in the early fifteenth century mainly as a result of the patronage of the Mongol emperors. Through the authority of their spiritual leaders, the Dalai Lamas and Panchen Lamas, the Gelugpas were able to impose their own orthodoxy over much of Tibet. This led to the Bonpo, along with followers of the two oldest schools of Tibetan Buddhism, the Nyingmapa and Kagyupa sects, being persecuted in very much the same manner (and at more or less the same time) as were non-Catholics in Europe in the hands of the Inquisition in the years of the Counter-Reformation. The curious Tibetan custom of sticking out one’s tongue as a gesture of respect is said to originate from this persecution. It was believed that constant repetition of ‘black’ mantras by the Bonpo and others of the heretical faiths turned their tongues black or brown, so to prove your innocence you stuck out your tongue whenever you met someone of high rank.


As part of the process of eliminating heresy, Tibetan historical texts were revised to expunge or downplay Tibet’s Bon heritage. From the eleventh century onwards the Bon tradition was presented as a false or ‘black’ religion which had shamelessly modelled itself on Buddhism and plagiarised Buddhist religious texts. This calumny stuck and was taken up by the first generations of Tibetologists from the West. As recently as 1964 it was still possible to find an American anthroplogist – who should be thoroughly ashamed of himself – describing Bon rituals as ‘patently a wilful distortion or perversion of Buddhist ritual … which brings to mind the Black Mass of Satanic cults’.


After much painstaking research – by Per Kvaerne in Sweden, R. A. Stein and Samten Gyaltse Karmay in Paris, Dan Martin in the United States, Namkhai Norbu and Roberto Vitali in Rome, Charles Ramble in Kathmandu, and others – only now in the 1990s is a more balanced picture of Bon’s place in Tibetan history and culture beginning to emerge.


At the same time, the present (Fourteenth) Dalai Lama and his advisers in exile at Dharmsala in India have made real efforts to redress the injustices of the past. The Bon religion is once more recognised as an integral part of Tibetan culture and support has been given to the rebuilding of its institutions, both within Tibet itself and at Dolanji in India, where Gyalwa Menriwa, the present leader of the Bon church, has his headquarters.


Yet Bon remains a great mystery and the original Bonpo remain the Etruscans of Tibet: nobody quite knows who they were, where they came from or what their original religion was. This mystery is neatly summed up by Dan Martin in his recent book, Mandala Cosmogony, as follows:






We do not know how it originated. The statements usually supplied in answer to the question of origins, while various, may be reduced to a few types. The first basically says, ‘We know that Bon is the pre-Buddhist primitive shamanism of Tibet.’ The second says, ‘Bon equals Tibetan folk religion.’ A third group, basically agreeing with Tibetan polemical traditions, says, ‘Bon, as it existed during the last millennium, is little more than a deceitful appropriation of Chos [Tibetan Buddhist] scriptures and practices.’ A fourth group, which includes most of the adherents themselves, believes Bon is the original Buddhism, predating Sakyamuni Buddha by thousands of years. The fifth view … is this, ‘Bon as it existed during the last millennium represents an unusual, yet quite legitimate, transmission of Buddhist teachings ultimately based on little-known Central Asian Buddhist teachings.’







This book presents a sixth view. To summarise it here would be to spoil the fun, but it sets out to tell what I believe to be the real story of far western Tibet and Mount Kailas – or rather, Kangri Rinpoche, the ‘Precious Snow Mountain’, since ‘Kailas’ is nothing more than a garbled Sanskrit rendering of the Tibetan Kangri. I have approached the subject rather as an archaeologist with limited resources might do when confronted by a large site which contains a number of tantalising mounds. I have dug a limited number of trial trenches to various levels at a number of promising points around the site, and reported on each of these trenches in turn. Only when all my trial trenches have been dug have I drawn conclusions about the site as a whole. Some of these trenches may, at first sight, appear misplaced. One, for example (see Chapter 5, ‘The Kingdom of Prester John’) sheds light on the medieval legend of the priest-king of inner Asia but tells us precious little about the Bon religion or Shang-shung. Having read it, the reader might feel justified in asking what this has to do with my ‘sixth view’. But read on, because it has a great deal to say about the spread of Nestorian Christianity through inner Asia and about the Western view of Tibet as a place of hidden mysteries.


So this is not the full story. It is only a beginning; an enormous amount of digging has still to be done. It is bound to contain errors of fact, since I have made a number of assumptions based on still far from conclusive evidence. And it is most certainly going to infuriate those Tibetologists who belong to what might be termed the sentimental school of Tibetan Buddhist scholarship. But I hope I have done enough to show that long ago something quite extraordinary took place in far western Tibet in the shadow of the Precious Snow Mountain. It is the stuff of legend – and that, as we shall see, is precisely what it became. Out of the ruins of the Bon kingdom of Shang-Shung came the story of Shambhala – the mystical, hidden land beyond the Himalayas – and from Shambhala came the more mundane ideal of an earthly paradise which we know of in the West as ‘Shangri-La’.


Literary research has its limitations. A time comes when you have to push back your chair, close the books, shut down the computer and get your boots on. The grand theories must be put to the test.


For years I had tried and failed to get access to far western Tibet by way of the ancient pilgrim trails over the Himalayas. But in May 1996 the way was at last opened for me to enter Tibet – though not from the plains of India, as I had wanted, but from western Nepal. I gathered together five friends and off we went.




1 Lost Horizon






‘Lama, how does it happen that Shambhala on earth is still undiscovered by travellers? On maps you may see many routes of expeditions. It appears that all heights are already marked and all valleys and rivers explored.’


‘Verily, there is much gold on the earth, and many diamonds and rubies in the mountains, and everyone is so eager to possess them! And so many people try to find them! But as yet these people have not found all things – so, let a man try to reach Shambhala without a call … Many people try to reach Shambhala uncalled. Some of them have disappeared forever. Only few of them reach the holy place, and only if their karma is ready.’


Nicholas Roerich, ‘Shambhala the Resplendent’, published in Talai-Pho-Brang, 1928







MID-MAY 1996


Gatwick Airport North Terminal on a mild Sunday afternoon, in the fourth month of the Year of the Iron-Mouse. There are six of us; all male, five of us North Londoners, the sixth formerly from North London but now living in Hollywood: Chris, a movie actor who plays baddies with smooth upper-class British accents. He works out and has an impressive physique. He has prepared for this as carefully as for any role, but my main concern at this stage is that he has brought far too much baggage. He is to be partnered by Mel, on the theory that opposites attract. Mel describes himself as ‘just an ordinary Jewish boy from North Willesden’; he’s dark, lean, wiry, horribly fit, tough as nails, and the country’s leading sports injury physio. That’s one reason why I’ve invited him along; the other is that he’s climbed in the Himalayas. Chris and Mel are the outsiders. The rest of us have known each other since the days when our kids first started going to the same local schools. Three of us – myself, Dick and Terry – are all teetering close to or over the fifty-year mark; the fourth – Barney – is Terry’s eldest son, probably the most mature and self-composed member of the party, even if he is only twenty-one. I would go so far as to describe Dick and Terry as my ‘best mates’ and that is chiefly why I invited them to join me. But it helps that Dick is a highly rated professional photographer and Terry an artist.


The six of us stand and marvel as the space in front of the Royal Nepalese Airlines check-in counter fills with men and women clad in the purple robes and saffron vests of Tibetan monks. Only they’re not Tibetan monks. They have shaven heads and sport all the right trappings in the way of rosary beads and prayer wheels, but something jars. They have pink and white skins. Their bare shoulders and pates are too pale and the skull shapes are wrong: dolichocephalic when they should be neatly brachycephalic. Their ears stick out. Some even sport tattoos.


But we take this collective contemplation of monks to be prime karma. We make our farewells and board the plane in good spirits; jumbos packed with so much faith don’t fragment at 35,000 feet. The Buddhists fill the first four rows of the main cabin. From behind they resemble rows of Humpty Dumpties sitting on walls.


Young Barney discovers that I have brought four pairs of footwear: walking boots, trainers, flip-flops and après-ski snow boots. This after I have badgered everyone to travel very light. He names me the Imelda Marcos of the expedition. Having also suggested that we confine ourselves to one book each, I have again played foul by bringing Simon Schama’s doorstopping Landscape and Memory. This will prove to be my Pilgrim’s Burden, growing increasingly heavy and hateful, until finally Dick covers it with urine one night in a failed attempt to follow Lyndon Johnson’s well-known advice about peeing out of tents. This will allow me to give it an honourable burial up on the Tibetan steppe (perhaps one day it will be found as a terma, a text deliberately hidden in order to be rediscovered in the future, and so add a further footnote of confusion to Tibetan history).


On the final leg of the flight, from Dubai to Kathmandu, I get talking with one of the Buddhist monks on the plane. He is a Mancunian named Tashi and a member of the Samye Ling Tibetan monastery at Eskdalemuir in Dumfriesshire. Their party is led by two Tibetans: Lama Yeshe Losal, the Retreat Master of Samye Ling; and his brother the abbot, Lama Akang Rinpoche. They plan to fly on from Kathmandu to Lhasa and then visit Tsurphu monastery, about eighty miles west of Lhasa, the historic seat of the Karma Kagyupa school of Tibetan Buddhism. The monastery was founded in the twelfth century by Karmapa Dusum Khyenpa, a renowned ascetic and yogi who is credited with the inception into Tibetan Buddhism of tulku: the institution of the reincarnated lama which became a very important feature in Tibetan politico-religious life. Before his death the first Karmapa predicted the circumstances of his rebirth, so making it possible for his reincarnated self to be found and installed as his successor. Since that time seventeen Karmapa reincarnations have presided over the monastic life of Tsurphu. For several centuries they dominated the political life of Tibet, as well as providing spiritual leadership first to the Mongols and then subsequently to the Ming emperors of China, before giving way in the mid-seventeenth century to the increasingly powerful Dalai Lama reincarnates of the Gelugpa sect. From then until 1951 and the arrival of the Chinese it was the Dalai Lamas who called all the shots in Tibet, while the Karmapas returned to the role of spiritual heads of their order.


Talking with Abbot Akang Rinpoche, I learn how he served the Sixteenth Karmapa until his death as an exile in 1981. He had then taken part in the search for his successor, who was found in Tibet as a small child of four in 1990. After passing tests, which included picking out his previous incarnation’s rosary beads, drinking bowl and other personal items, the boy was recognised as the Seventeenth Karmapa. He was allowed to return to Tsurphu by the Chinese governing powers to preside over the rebuilding of his monastery and the restoration of its monastic community. Now the abbot is on his way to revisit someone whom he regards as an old friend and mentor, and whose identity he recognises in the person of a small boy.


Our hotel is within the bounds of the mediaeval city of wooden temples. When I first came here thirty years ago it was very different: ownership of private motor cars restricted to members of the Nepalese Royal Family and a privileged inner circle, no taxis other than pedal-rickshaws, a curfew at night and just one set of traffic lights. Now the old Kathmandu narrow toles are packed with vehicles, as noisy and polluted as any other city on the sub-continent. Cow killing still tops Nepal’s criminal statute book but now plastic is performing the slaughter. Every mendicant cow I meet has scraps of plastic bags sticking out of the corner of its mouth. I drift off to sleep to the barking of dogs. What once drove me to distraction now fills me with nostalgia.


We need several days to sort out permits and logistics before flying out west to Simikot. The sights still enthral: the great Durbar square with its pagodas; Pashupatinath and its burning dead; Swayambunath with its golden eyes; Bodnath, where the circular ambulatory enclosing the great white stupa is packed thick with tourists and now lined with booths selling Tibetan trinkets. We buy several rolls of brightly coloured prayer flags. We also buy some pot.


Cannabis resin in the form of ganja plays a big part in Hindu ritual, particularly in northern India and the hills. Since the ’60s it has also loomed large in the lives of Western travellers and hippies in Kathmandu, so the heart gives a little jig of recognition when a shifty little man sidles up as we leave the Bodnath complex and hisses: ‘Wanna buy some hash, man?’ Echoes of ‘We are stardust’ and ‘Be sure to wear some flowers in your hair’. Thrilling with guilt, we pile into a nearby café to make the deal. The ganja man stage-whispers, ducks, weaves and slides his eyes so dramatically that I start to wonder if this isn’t a set-up. Paranoia – a classic element in the pot experience. Then we spot the real dealer, a Westerner seated in a corner trying to smother his giggles. The price is settled and now a further pantomime of oh-so-furtive drop and pick-up has to be played out before 10 grams of resin can change hands for 850 Nepalese rupees, about $15. ‘I can’t think what all the fuss was about,’ I tell the others. ‘It’s all quite legal here.’


But when I tell Binod Rai, who’s coming with us as guide leader, and his father Jagdish, who’s organised the trek for us, their bronze Gurkha faces blanche under their smiles. Scene’s changed, man. In Kathmandu jail there’s a lad from Kentish Town who’s serving six years just for possession. Not only is pot now illegal but so is alcohol where we’re going – as well as meat, once we cross the border. Mortification. The ganja is dumped and the liquor stored for our return.


The morning before our flight to the west I slip out while it’s still dark and take a scooter-rickshaw to Bodnath. How different at half past five in the morning! All the booths are shut and the courtyard silent but for the shuffle of feet, the click of beads, the creak of spinning prayer wheels and the murmur of prayers. Circling round the stupa are hundreds of Tibetans, walking four and five and six abreast. They stride out, heads down, concentrating their thoughts: a bright swirl of colour.


A curtain has been drawn across the entrance to the main temple. Over it I can just see the top of the shaven head of a Tibetan monk. What is odd is that this head glides along behind the curtain from left to right, then turns and glides back, then turns again, back and forth. When I lift the curtain I see that the monk is skating on two dusters, polishing the central aisle of the temple in a kind of ritual dance. Behind him, morning prayers have already started.


About forty monks are present, seated cross-legged facing each other across the aisle in two rows. All ages, including boys who could be as young as five or six. The prayers follow their familiar cycle: monotone to choral chant to brazen climax. The yawns and scratching are equally familiar. A boy dozes off, his eyes close and his head drops. An elder catches the eye of a younger boy next to the sleeper and jerks his head in his direction. Without batting an eyelid or missing a note the lad turns, clips his neighbour on the pate, returns to his orisons.


An hour into the service two youngsters trip round with wooden bowls and buns and then return to pour out tea from an elegant copper teapot with a long curved spout. Prayers stop while buns are dipped into bowls; breakfast is taken in silence. Salt-butter tea, the flavour of which has been described as akin to a beggar’s armpit, but palatable if taken in small sips. I sip small, dip and nibble contented, privileged to have shared this communion.


I slip out as the service winds down to a close. My joints have seized up; I stagger into the sunshine like a drunk.


Bad weather means we fly to western Nepal a day later than planned. That extra night in Kathmandu I do precisely what I have warned the others not to do: I eat some foul-tasting buffalo meat.


We fly west to Nepalganj early next morning but too late to catch the daily Pilatus flight north, so we check into a local hotel. Nepalganj, down in the Nepalese terai, is as hot as any plains town in north India in late May: that’s to say, a fanless oven set at 140 degrees Fahrenheit with the door closed. By mid-morning I am seriously unwell, losing more liquid than I can keep down. By mid-afternoon my body’s temperature-control mechanism has started to shut down. I’m going downhill so unbelieveably fast that it’s impossible to take it on board myself, let alone convince anyone else that I’m seriously in need of medical attention.


Fortunately for me, young Binod Rai appears and takes a grip. He lugs me out into a rickshaw and I’m pedalled, semiconscious, across the open plain for what seems like miles. I am driven to the gates of hell and then dragged up steps into a dark, airless blast furnace, crammed with the sick and dying. I see the name ‘Dr M. Kidwai’ written on a notice board but my poor tilting mind reads this as ‘nilgai’, the Indian name for the blue bull Boselaphus tragocamelus. I titter at the doctor as he takes my fading pulse. ‘You’re a blue bull,’ I croak.


I writhe on a bed of flames; fire rages in my brain and every cell in my body is burning to cinders. Dark shapes hover round me, fan me, wipe me with wet cloths, hold my hand. I greet the needle biting into my inner elbow with a groan of delight, expecting a rush of glucose to follow. But no relief. The drips slide down like translucent slugs. At times my consciousness divides: I’m inside myself, mind whirling uncontrollably round and around like a wave trapped in a sump hole; but also outside myself so that I observe myself clinically as I am: a pallid middle-aged man spread semi-naked on a rubber mat, whimpering, shaking, panting. To my left lies a little child so stark and still that she must be dead, to my right an old man who has just had his pelvis crushed by a lorry. I am humbled by their company but also indignant at the manner of my going. This isn’t how I thought it would end.


An hour stretches like chewing gum. One infusion bag gives way to another and somewhere down the line it dawns on me that I am not going to die today. I drop into shallow pools of sleep and each time I surface Binod is there, bathing me like a mother.


Later that same night I’m stabilised enough to be brought back to our hotel. The others are gathered in one room and look suitably subdued when I appear looking like Banquo’s ghost. I tell them there’s no question of my going on. It isn’t simply a question of not being strong enough; I’m in a funk. If I have another attack like that in Tibet there will be no one to save me with intravenous drips. I was very fit, very healthy, but in half a day I have been reduced to an invalid. I am simply too shit-scared to go on.


So the others fly up to Simikot and Binod’s father Jagdish flies out from Kathmandu to look after me. I didn’t think it possible to feel so weak. For two days I totter from my room to the verandah and back, while Jagdish coaxes food into me. Looking down at my body I think of those old film clips of newly released British POWs at the end of World War Two. Weeks later, after weighing myself, I realise that in that one day of horrors at Nepalganj I must have shed something close to thirty pounds in weight.


The others have offered to wait two nights in Simikot before starting to walk; officially to acclimatise at just under 10,000 feet, but really to give me a chance to catch up. I clutch at this straw and on the third evening in Nepalganj Dr Kidwai warns me against it but clears me to go. There’s a seat for me on the plane next morning and I take it. As the Pilatus taxis to take off I see Jagdish waving goodbye, his face creased with worry.


From Nepalganj the plane flies due north until it reaches the point where the Karnali debouches out through the lower foothills of the Himalayas on to the Indian plains. From then on we follow the twists and turns of the river as the green hills grow into brown mountains and the brown mountains into grey, jagged peaks and ridges and rounded snow summits. Range follows range and perhaps for the first time in my life I can comprehend the enormous depth as well as length of the Himalayan barrier. Standing between the pilots’ seats as the nose of the plane dips down towards the landing strip at Simikot, a frisson of fear passes through me: I have crossed into the fourth world where luxuries like doctors and drip-feeds are no longer available on call.


Simikot perches high above a junction of two rivers, with the last great range of the Himalayas at its back. Here the Karnali river turns from its eastward course and grinds its way south down through the ever rising folds of the Central Himalayas. Heart in mouth, I step down onto the airfield – and there’s Mel jumping up and down outside the perimeter fence and grinning like a idiot. Much backslapping and hugging. They waited for me!


The tents have already been struck and the baggage packed, so now it’s just a matter of loading up the ponies and going. Fortunately, there’s barely 500 feet to be climbed on this first day and the rest is all downhill, so I start walking as soon as is polite and before my body starts to cotton on that it isn’t acclimatised. Easy and slowly as she goes, and before long I’m over the ridge above Simikot and scrambling 2,000 feet down into the Sat Thapali, the Valley of the Seven Villages. My heels are chafed and blistered but my spirits are singing. A long lunch of soup and chapatis in the shade of a spreading walnut tree draped with mistletoe. Nearby is the first and what turns out to be the only shop in the valley. In a day or two it will dawn on us that this valley is as Nepal was thirty years ago: no pukka road, no electricity, no tea houses, no hoardings, no litter and – apart from us – no tourists. We are the foot in the door. In five years’ time the Sat Thapali will be abuzz with backpackers.


Campsites are few and far between. We pitch our tents on either side of the track, 100 feet above the Karnali river. Two whistling thrushes wheel about singing their hearts out, their liquid sound almost lost in the thunder of the waters. A mountain torrent joins the river just above the camp and I’m standing in it cooling my feet when one of our ponies wheels about and knocks me into the water.


Chris joins me in the stream and performs the first of several wash-downs which leave our porters and the inevitable local spectators agog. Some years ago Chris hit the headlines with the first male frontal on British television. Now he performs a Nepal first, all rippling pecs and six-pack, to a small crowd of bemused bystanders. Chris’s greatest virtue is that whatever he does, he does wholeheartedly. Nothing by halves. On the march he carries two adjustable metallic poles and strides out like Roald Amundsen on his way to the South Pole, which earns him the title of Nanook of the North. He is a great hit when we pass through a village, provoking screams of excitement from the younger women.


Next morning we climb through a narrow gorge where the river plunges spectacularly down a series of falls. The path twists between two hundred-foot waterfalls from side streams and on the far side of the main river, where a third waterfall drops into the Karnali, a troop of Hanuman langur monkeys with long tails and black faces gibber at us from the treetops. The place is called Chachera, which I translate as Gorge of the Three Waterfalls, though its literal meaning is ‘place of high water’. The gorge is a gateway: behind and below us the Hindu country of temples, paddy fields, cows and water buffaloes; in front and above the Buddhist world of prayer flags on poles, mane stones on mane walls, barley fields and yaks.


Snow still covers the higher slopes down to about 12,000 feet but at the sharp end of our valley, at about 8,000–8,500 feet, the temperature soars. The day drags out into a long, hot afternoon as we climb diagonally along the northern slope of the valley, first through woods of wild pear and then to the edge of the coniferous forest line where wild strawberries are ripe for picking. The others wait for me at the summit of our first real pass: the 9,800-foot Salli Lagna, the Pass of the Pine Trees, marked by a cairn piled with carved mane stones. A breeze tugs at the bright-coloured prayer flags. From here we can see tonight’s campsite in a forest of tall pines about 800 feet below us.


This first rock pile has significance for each of us. I overhear Binod, who is a Christian, mutter the Buddhist mantra ‘Om mane padme hom’ under his breath as he replaces a stone that he has dislodged off the cairn. He grins like a schoolboy caught with a stolen sweet when I catch his eye.


Binod’s family are from the Rai hill tribe of eastern Nepal, who for generations have supplied first the old Indian Army and subsequently the British Army with recruits for the Gurkhas, reckoned by many to be the finest infantry soldiers in the world. Binod had hoped to follow in the footsteps of his father Jagdish and become an officer in the British Gurkhas, but his eyesight let him down. A cruel blow for him but a blessing for us, because Binod is the best there is, even though he’s only in his mid-twenties. He possesses the Gurkha virtue of absolute self-confidence coupled with a modest demeanour. He listens quietly to your argument and then equally quietly puts you right. A great man in a crisis, as I have already discovered. He also has that extra ingredient which might be termed a sixth sense. In the previous summer Binod was taking a party of British Army soldiers on an adventure training holiday round the Annapurna range. It was an out-of-season trek and the summer rains were in full spate. They had come to a tourist lodge close to a mountain stream and were just about to sit down to their evening meal when Binod told the British warrant officer in charge of the group that they should move out. The WO accepted his advice and, despite protestations from the soldiers, they packed up and moved on in the pouring rain. That same night a dam created by an earlier landslide upstream gave way and a wall of water tore through the tourist lodge, killing a number of trekkers and local people.
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