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Nagru Geshe Gelek Jinpa


was born in 1967 in a nomad family in Khyungpo. In 1986 he took the general vows of monkhood from His Eminence Yong-dzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche and in 1992 he became a fully ordained monk in the Yungdrung Bön lineage. In the same year he moved to Kathmandu, Nepal, to study Bön philosophy with Yongdzing Rinpoche at Triten Norbutse Monastery. In 2001 he graduated as a geshe, which is the highest degree in Bön philosophy and dialectics. In 2005 he moved to Shenten Dargye Ling, France, and in 2013 he was appointed as an abbot of this first Bön monastery in the West. Apart from teaching philosophy and dzogchen meditation he has published books in English on his pilgrimages and travels in Tibet and Nepal, and directed documentary films.
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Bön Wisdom Treasure of Zhang Zhung




This book is dedicated to my kind root master, the living Buddha and lineage holder of the ancient tradition of Yungdrung Bön, His Eminence Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche, and to the happiness of all sentient beings.


May the world be liberated from the destruction of weapons, hunger and disease.


May every being in the six lokas attain peace of mind.




PREFACE


Dear readers,


Before I take you to Geshe Gelek’s adventurous and astonishing journey from eastern Tibet to Nepal and India, and on to the West, I would like to say a few words regarding the creation of this book and its content. Over recent years, like many others, I asked Geshe Gelek to write a book about his life and spiritual tradition, Yungdrung Bön. I felt strongly that such a book would be of great benefit to all readers and a source of inspiration and encouragement to search true happiness and peace of mind from within.
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Work on this book began two years ago when Geshe Gelek invited me to write his story with him. I was incredibly happy and eager to start the work immediately! We talked myriad hours on Zoom. I recorded everything. We wrote and rewrote the narrative over and over again. Thanks to his voluminous and detailed notebooks, documentary films and books, we were able to draw also on this material for this book. The text was finally completed during the summer retreat at Shenten Dargye Ling in 2022.


Throughout the book, with exceptional generosity and openness, Geshe Gelek shares his personal experience and insight on this millennia-old spiritual tradition of Yungdrung Bön, and on dzogchen as its highest and most profound meditation system. Readers unfamiliar with Tibetan spiritual traditions, and Buddhism in general, may find some parts of this narrative unbelievable and strange, and may think this whole book is a fantasy. Regardless of religious background or belief systems, Geshe Gelek’s story opens the door to ancient wisdom that greatly benefits everyone in search of peace and happiness. Above all, this book is a rare account of a profound spiritual path.


Being born into a nomad and farming family in a difficult historic time in eastern Tibet, he grew up as a shepherd boy without much education. At the age of nineteen Geshe Gelek became a monk and entered the local Bön monastery to study and practice dzogchen in the traditional way. After many years of ardent study, he completed the full curriculum of a geshe, which is the highest scholarly degree of Yungdrung Bön philosophy and five Tibetan sciences. He subsequently moved to the West and became a beloved dzogchen teacher, author and documentary filmmaker.


A drastic change in Geshe Gelek’s life occurred when he decided to leave Tibet, his family and precious homeland. In the Prologue he describes his exile with ten other monks all having the aim to receive teachings from the great dzogchen master, Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche, in Kathmandu, Nepal. These young monks decided to do whatever it takes to be able to study Bön philosophy and practice dzogchen under Yongdzin Rinpoche’s guidance. Without maps or any travel documents they succeeded in passing the Tibet-Nepal border after twenty-five days of hard journey; crossing high mountains and big rivers on foot mostly in the nighttime, getting lost now and then, and then miraculously finding the way again.


In the first chapter, Geshe Gelek tells of his childhood and the living conditions in eastern Tibet after the Chinese Cultural Revolution. He describes vividly his early years as a poor shepherd boy herding cows, pigs and yaks in difficult times, when all religious and spiritual practice, the very heart of the Tibetan culture and social life, was forbidden. Sacred books and statues were burned, monasteries demolished, and hosts of monks, lamas and lay people sentenced to prison. Many were exiling from Tibet. His most touching memory of this time was “one of hunger”.


The second chapter illustrates how every aspect of his life changed after meeting Yongdzin Rinpoche during Rinpoche’s first visit to Tibet in 1986. Geshe Gelek took then the monk’s vows from Rinpoche and entered the monastic life. By then, religious practice in Tibet was allowed again and people had started to rebuild the monasteries. Geshe Gelek confesses that at the beginning his motivation for becoming a monk was not at all noble. Compared to a demanding life of a nomad, it seemed that “monks got everything they wanted without having to work at all.” However, he discovered soon the life of a monk was not that much easier but more rewarding spiritually than anything else. He studied and practiced with several great dzogchen masters in Tibet before his exile and after that in India and Nepal.


In the third chapter, Geshe Gelek takes the reader on a pilgrimage to Tibet in search of the ancient kingdom of Zhang Zhung and its capital. The journey starts in Nepal in the company of dhamis and dhangres of Humla – and surprisingly, also with their gods. Their route goes through the holy mountains and lakes of the Bön tradition and culminates in the outer and inner koras (circuits) around Mount Kailash. A hint of what Geshe Gelek found during his journey can be glimpsed from his words in the end: “Without saving myself I had walked from valley to valley, from mountain to mountain in heavy wind, cold, and snow just to see that nothing matched my imagination or descriptions in history books.”


In the fourth chapter Geshe Gelek travels in Nepal to explore famous Bönpo monasteries, age-old meditation caves and religious sites, and visits Bönpo communities in Mustang, Dolpo, Humla, Jumla and Dhorpatan. He guides the reader from village to village, through breathtakingly beautiful landscapes, and across high and steep mountains where one misstep from the path could have been fatal. His amazing journeys are full of exciting historical discoveries, archeological findings, and stories seldom told to a wider audience. Thanks to Geshe Gelek’s research, we can now read about spiritual and cultural practices that have been preserved for hundreds of years in remote Himalayan areas.


The fifth chapter describes Geshe Gelek’s life in the West. He first came to Europe to take part in a scientific research project on the Tibetan meditation practice called tummo, or ‘inner heat’. After this retreat, he commenced to study English at Oxford University, and soon afterward he began to teach meditation in Western countries. In 2005 he moved to France to become a resident lama and later the abbot of Shenten Dargye Ling, the first Yungdrung Bön monastery in the West. During his travels in Tibet and Nepal Geshe Gelek filmed documentaries without much knowledge about the art of filmmaking. In the last part of this chapter he explains how he received the opportunity to study filmmaking in Mexico and direct his first professional documentary film.


In the Epilogue, we learn about Geshe Gelek’s visit to Tibet after many years of exile. To conclude in his words: “I have experienced joys, successes, sorrows, failures, difficulties, and dangers. An important thing I have learned from all my experiences is that circumstances do not really matter: the state of happiness arises from the peaceful mind.”


Finally, and most importantly, I want to express my gratitude to Geshe Gelek for inviting me to work with him on this book, for his continual inspiration, and for giving us all the opportunity to accompany him along his spiritual path. This work with Geshe Gelek deepened my knowledge and understanding on Tibetan history and Yungdrung Bön – Tibet’s original cultural and spiritual tradition – in a way which otherwise would not have been possible. May all those who do not already have such a true spiritual friend be fortunate to find one!


On the Auspicious Full Moon Day,


November 8, 2022 Helsinki


Anne Brunila




PROLOGUE:


CROSSING THE HIMALAYAS


In 1992 my life changed fundamentally and irrevocably. According to the Tibetan lunar calendar, it was the Year of the Water Monkey. Looking back at that year now, I can say what happened to me then was the most fortunate thing ever. My story starts in Kham in eastern Tibet, where I was born.
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The text says: “There are no words of the Buddha which are not taught by the masters. Without a master, there is no opportunity to see the Buddha’s face. Without a master, the essential teachings of the Buddha are not available. Thus, everything relies on an excellent master.”




ELEVEN YOUNG MONKS DECIDE


TO ESCAPE FROM TIBET


It was autumn and harvest time when I decided to leave Tibet with ten other young monks. I could not tell my parents, and instead of the truth I told them a little white lie. I said I wanted to go to Menri Monastery in central Tibet to complete my studies for the geshe degree, which is the highest academic degree in philosophy and the five Tibetan sciences. Lungkar Monastery, where I was studying philosophy and meditation, did not yet have the geshe curriculum in 1992.


My family was not rich, and conditions in Tibet were poor at that time. I asked my elder brother to give me some money for the journey. I also asked him to give me his old trousers, jacket and T-shirts to use during the travel. He did not believe I was planning to go to Menri Monastery and guessed I was actually planning to escape Tibet. Doubting my words, he said: “Even if you invoked the five Buddha families and showed me your five fingers and said you are going to central Tibet, I would not believe you.”


Then I revealed to him my deepest wish was to receive teachings from Yongdzin Rinpoche, because he was the most important lineage holder of the entire Yungdrung Bön tradition, the original spiritual and cultural tradition of Tibet. Most importantly, he was the single lineage holder of the Oral Transmission of Zhang Zhung, the Zhang Zhung Nyengyud.


The Zhang Zhung Nyengyud is a very special and profound teaching on the path of liberation called dzogchen, the Great Perfection. The lineage of transmission has remained unbroken from the primordial Buddha Kuntu Zangpo up until to the living Buddha Yongdzin Rinpoche and it has never been hidden as a terma (treasure). Over thousands of years this teaching and practice have led countless beings on the path of liberation, and to reaching final enlightenment, the great rainbow body, whereby the material body of the practitioner dissolves completely into pure wisdom light.


So I said to my brother: “Nothing is more important to me than to receive this teaching and transmission directly from Yongdzin Rinpoche. He is absolutely the best possible source of the Buddha’s doctrine. I have prayed and wished for this opportunity from the bottom of my heart since I met this great master six years ago. I beg you not to tell our parents that I am not heading to central Tibet, but to Triten Norbutse Monastery in Nepal.”


I met Yongdzin Rinpoche in 1986, during his first visit to Tibet after his exile in 1960. I immediately felt a strong personal connection to him, and it is impossible to describe how joyful and happy I felt! On that occasion, my friends and I took twenty-five general vows of monkhood from him, while many monks took 250 vows to become fully ordained monks known as drangsong.


In 1992 Yongdzin Rinpoche visited Tibet again and came to teach at our monastery Lungkar. All the monks were extremely excited about this rare opportunity to receive teachings from him. In the end Yongdzin Rinpoche said to us young monks: “You now have the opportunity to become fully ordained monks by taking the complete set of 250 vows. If you want to become geshes, you have to take the traditional 250 vows to become a drangsong.” The following morning, I together with forty-six other monks took all these vows from Rinpoche.


My parents started making preparations for my journey. They wanted to give me the roasted barley flour we call tsampa and butter. Normally when we go on a pilgrimage, we carry a lot of food and other necessities with us. This time I tried to refuse: “No, no, I don’t need much. I can easily get tsampa at the monastery in central Tibet.” My mom urged me to take more, but I could not because I knew my parents did not have much tsampa left. Anyway, they gave me a lot. To get money, my father sold a very old saddle covered in crocodile skin for 100 yuan and gave the money to me. He wanted to sell a yak too, but I said: “No, no, please do not sell a yak.” They needed yaks for their livelihood.


I took the big bag of tsampa with me and was ready to leave the village. My father accompanied me on horseback to the city, and this was the last time I was with him. He was a religious man and a devoted practitioner. First we went to my aunt’s house for lunch, and then we separated, for my father returned to the village. He normally never cried and I had never seen him cry before, but on that day he cried. I felt very bad and could not understand why he was crying. I left all the tsampa at my aunt’s place to be sent back to my family.


We were eleven monks altogether, young guys from 18 to 25 years old, who were so grateful for and overwhelmed by Rinpoche’s teachings, knowledge and kindness that we decided to go into exile and leave Tibet to receive teachings from him at Triten Norbutse Monastery, which he had recently re-established in Kathmandu. We were certain this was what we needed to do although we had neither maps nor the understanding that we would need a passport and visa to cross the Tibet–Nepal border. We had never heard of such documents. We thought we would cross the border simply by walking over to the other side, into Nepal.


Our journey started on a lumber truck going to Nagczu. It took two days to get there. From Nagczu we continued to Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. On the way we stopped at a place where everybody stopped to eat. There were women holding thermos bottles offering tea and we would have liked to drink, but somebody said: “Don’t take anything, because that will cost money and you’ll have to pay.” I thought: “Wow! This is the first time I have to pay for a cup of tea!” In eastern Tibet everything was free, and I had never heard of thought about paying for food or a cup of tea. I thought people everywhere are as generous as in my village, where food, drinks and tea were free. They never cost anything. People say that water is without cost.


We were joyful and happy when we finally arrived in Lhasa! It was very exciting to see all the important pilgrimage sites and receive blessings at holy places. We asked Geshe Yungdrung Gyaltsen Phagontsang to be our guide, because he had more experience travelling than the rest of us did. We felt very rich: we stayed at a hotel, we had butter, dried meat, tsampa and Tibetan cheese. Hot water was free. What else one could hope for? I really enjoyed those few days we spent in Lhasa!


When the Chinese allowed people to go on pilgrimages again, after ending them during the Cultural Revolution, many people from our village went on pilgrimages to Lhasa and other holy sites in the winter, after the harvest. When they returned, they had bamboo sticks and bamboo bracelets as a sign of a successful journey. It is very important to visit one statue in Lhasa called the Jowo to receive blessings and protection at least once in one’s lifetime, so one does not fall in the realm of hell in the next life. I had heard about this statue from my grandfather at a very young age and wanted to see it. Now it was possible!


Before starting our pilgrimage, we exchanged our monk’s robes for ordinary clothes to avoid drawing unnecessary attention. In our new outfits, people thought we were Chinese military. When we saw the Potala, the former palace of the Dalai Lamas, we were simply awestruck. It was so impressive, incredibly beautiful! And at Jokhang temple we finally saw the Jowo, which is generally worshipped as a Shakyamuni Buddha Statue. According to Bönpos, it is a Bönpo statue. We believed this to be true and recited prayers there. Geshe Kelsang, I think, had been there once before, and he said to us: “Don’t look down, look up!” In Tibet, we generally never look around; we look down as a sign of respect and touch our forehead to statues. There is a well-known story about an old lady from Lhasa who never saw the Jowo because she was always looking down at the ground and never at the statue.


When I think about our stay in Lhasa, one funny memory comes to my mind. We went to a restaurant and ordered thugpa, noodle soup. In Kham we put a lot of meat in it, and that was our expectation also in Lhasa. There was some meat in the soup, but for the first time in my life I saw how all the meat in thugpa vanished as soon as I started to stir the soup with chopsticks. This was so amazing that I can never forget it! The way the meat disappeared was a shock and a big disappointment for me.


TOWARDS CENTRAL TIBET


From Lhasa, we continued to Yungdrung Ling Monastery in central Tibet. Our journey there took one day by bus. The monastery was established by Nangton Dawa Gyaltsen in 1834, and it is located between Lhasa and Shigatse, across the river Yarlung Tsangpo. Before the Cultural Revolution, it had been the second-most influential monastery of the Yungdrung Bön tradition and housed 700 monks. Like so many other monasteries, it was destroyed during the Revolution, and the number of monks had diminished radically despite its restoration in 1982. When our group of young monks suddenly appeared in the monastery, the old monks were extremely pleased. They thought we would stay there. At the time, there was no real education system for monks anymore but still we felt very blessed of the opportunity to visit the monastery.


Our next destination was Shigatse, the second largest city in Tibet, which is located in Tsang province. It is an ancient city, famous for having been the seat of the Panchen Lama and Tashilhunpo Monastery. Because transportation was poor, we had to continue on foot. We were carrying heavy sacks, it was extremely hot, and we were thirsty all the time. The landscape in central Tibet was completely different from that of our home in eastern Tibet, which is renowned for beautiful rivers, rolling grasslands, fruit trees and many kinds of other trees. The valleys and hillsides are full of flowers in all possible colours. The area around Shigatse was barren and dry, with small pastures of grassland here and there.


On the way, people inquired as to where we came from. When we said: “From Kham,” many of them became frightened, because Khampas, the people from Kham, were considered robbers and killers. Their reputation in central Tibet was really bad. Yet many people approached us asking us if we wanted to marry their daughters and stay in Tsang.


Generally, in eastern Tibet people are very honest, serious and generous. In central Tibet, people were different. For example, when we asked them to give us some firewood for cooking, they did not want to give us any. People just stared at us without responding. We had no other choice than to go and collect wood. In eastern Tibet, there is no need to ask for firewood, one just goes and takes what is needed. This seemed not to be the case in central Tibet. Most of us had never been out of our village before, and we were not prepared for such differences in people’s behaviour.


It was autumn, and farmers were harvesting their crops, mostly barley. We were passing by some fields when a truck suddenly appeared and stopped. The driver thought we were construction workers or road workers, who were normally young Tibetan and Chinese men and women without much education. He allowed us to ride and discovered he had been mistaken; we were not construction workers. He asked hopefully: “Oh, maybe you are from the military?” We said no. Then he said quickly: “Oh, I want to go in another direction,” and dropped us at a crossing. Of course he was lying just to get rid of us.


We had to walk the entire day, and at one point we came across a man with a donkey. At the roadside there was one of the camps that normally serve the local beer called chang. Monks are not allowed to drink alcohol, but we did not care, because the weather was so hot and we were extremely thirsty. When we arrived at the camp, the old man was just unloading parcels from his donkey. We sat beside him, and he asked: “Where are you from?” When he heard we came from Kham, he was terrified and started to shake uncontrollably. We asked whether there was any restaurant nearby, and he whined: “No, no, no. Not here, only in the valley. There is a restaurant there.” We believed him and decided to go there and wished him good luck. But there was no restaurant, nothing! We burst out laughing when we realized the old man had cheated us.


Then another truck stopped. The driver was a businessman from Kham going to do some business in western Tibet. We gave him some money and he took us along. On the way, we came across some police patrols checking and asking where we were going. “We are going to visit Sakya Monastery,” we replied. Of course, we were not going there. The businessman had advised us to say we were going on a pilgrimage to Sakya Monastery. The police seemed to believe us but asked us to step out of the truck because it was not allowed to carry passengers. The businessman urged us to continue on foot for a while, promising to wait for us down the road. We believed him because he was kind and because Khampas are good people. The police went away, and we followed the truck on foot. On the other side of the valley, we climbed back into the truck.


We drove deeper in western Tibet and arrived at a small city called Sagazhen. We walked through the city, and the businessman waited for us in his truck at the outskirts of the city again. Before arriving at the next city, the businessman said: “You must climb out here, because there is a military border control ahead of us.” He told us about the police and army patrols at the Tibet–Nepali border and advised us not to use the road. He pointed out a distant mountain where most people escaped to Nepal and said we should continue in that direction. We had no idea exactly where we should go or how to cross the border.


He left us at a place where nomads usually lived. There was dried yak dung, which was good for making a fire. We ate dried yak meat, butter, cheese and tsampa and had very good tea and chang before we continued our journey. We shared everything we had and agreed who would carry what. My lot was to carry the tsampa, and it was a clever choice, because we ate it every day, and my sack grew lighter and lighter.


A HARD JOURNEY


The distant mountain the businessman had pointed out to us was across a river. So first we had to cross one of the biggest rivers in Tibet, Yiru Matsang, but we did not know it then. As we reached the river, it was almost dark. The moon was rising, and the shadow of the mountain was reflected in the water. We couldn’t see what was ahead of us very clearly: we just saw shimmering water and thought what we saw was the whole river and decided to cross.


But it was not that easy! I only took a couple of steps into the water before suddenly plunging so deep that only my head remained above the surface. Although I was the tallest of us, my feet did not touch the bottom and the current almost carried me away. I quickly shouted to my friends: “Stop, stop! We cannot cross the river here, the water is too deep.” Slowly we managed to make our way back to shore.


After struggling in the water, everybody was soaking wet and exhausted. Our warm, thick blankets were wet too, but we did not care. We just sank to the ground on the riverbank and immediately fell asleep. We were young and did not care much about difficult circumstances. Our only worry was that the police or army patrols might catch us and take us back to our village.


The place we slept was probably near Drangpa Shen. In the morning, we were extremely tired and could not find any place to make breakfast. We saw the distant mountain across the river, but how would we get there? In the bright morning light, we realized the river was huge and terribly frightening. We were horrified: how could we ever cross the river safely? There was no chance of surviving. Myriads of questions and thoughts crisscrossed our confused minds, but in the end, we trusted the prayers Yongdzin Rinpoche had said for us before we left Tibet would protect us. Our strong faith gave us strength to overcome our fears.


Geshe Kelsang went to search for a place where nomads cross the river. He spied a man ahead with two horses crossing the river. He rushed back shouting “Get up! Get up! I saw somebody crossing the river with a horse.” We packed our sacks hastily and set off. We had no proper bags but carried everything in sacks.


The river was wide with several channels. At some point we thought we had crossed and put our shoes on. But we only walked a little bit before we came across another channel and we had take off our shoes to cross it. Then we saw many more channels ahead of us. The grass between the channels was very sharp, so it was impossible to continue barefoot. We had no other choice but to take off our shoes to cross one channel, put on our shoes again, and then take them off again to cross the next channel. We had to repeat this routine all day as fast as we could, because we were afraid a Chinese army patrol or the police would come after us at any moment. There was absolutely no place to hide; anybody could see us struggling to cross the river.


Eventually, we managed to reach the other side of the river. That evening we were totally worn out and too tired to care much about whether somebody saw us. We had some dried meat, tsampa and cheese for dinner before falling asleep.


In the morning, we saw local people herding sheep on the opposite bank of the river. We were scared and ran up to the hill to hide in the rocks. That night we slept in the hills, because the Khampa businessman had advised us: “You must be very careful and stay hidden. You should not talk to the local people, because there is the risk somebody will report you to the police and send the patrols after you if they see you.”


We walked across the mountain slopes, mostly at night in order not to be seen. There were no paths or roads, and it was really dangerous to walk in the wilderness. We had not thought to carry any drinking water with us, because where we came from we were used to having plenty of fresh water everywhere in the lakes and rivers. It had not occurred to us that in this mountainous area water was scarce and not easy to find. We had been walking for two days without water when we saw a river in the moonlight. We had the impression it was very close. We all rushed toward the river only to discover it was far down the mountain.


We stayed by the river the next day. I was very sick then and thought I would die. I could not walk straight and kept falling to the rocks. My companions believed I was dying of hunger and mixed tsampa with butter and gave it to me. It tasted totally disgusting. I could not eat it and vomited it up. The others shouted: “You have to eat it! You have to eat!” We have a saying in Tibet that the worst thing to eat is tsampa with butter when you have nothing else to eat. I don’t really understand the meaning of this, because tsampa mixed with butter is normally very delicious. I knew the problem was trouble with bile because I had eaten too much butter. During our escape we had eaten only dried meat, tsampa and butter. So I was ready to die. I had no fear of dying, and I did not regret anything except not being able to see my mom and Yongdzin Rinpoche and receive his teachings.


Slowly, slowly, I got better by evening, and we continued to walk from mountain to mountain during the night. We were always looking for water. One night we saw water glittering in the moonlight, and we drank it although it was very dirty and smelled of yak urine. Of course normally everybody pays attention to whether water is clean, but as we felt like we were dying of thirst, we did not think about whether it was clean or dirty. Just seeing water made us extremely happy! By then we were all really worn out and had no energy left. We did not care about the police or army patrols. We thought: whatever happens, it is our karma. We decided to walk during the daytime. If we have the karma to cross the border, we will cross it, but if we don’t have it, we will not, and so be it.


We reached one mountain, climbed it, and saw some houses at a crossing. The houses were the Chinese and Nepalese business buildings called Chardog Zongra. Not far from us we saw a shepherd. We approached him slowly and told him a horror story so he would not expose us to the border patrols. We said: “We come from Kham, Tibet, and one of us has leprosy, and one of us is carrying a sword like we Khampas do.” The shepherd was so frightened his whole body was shaking.


To make sure he would not tell the army or police he had seen us, we threatened to kill him if he did. We asked him where exactly we had to cross the mountain to get to the Nepali border. When we started out on our journey, we had no idea where or how to cross the border. The only thing we did before leaving was to ask Yongdzin Rinpoche to pray for us. We trusted completely in his prayers and the Bön protectors. We all trusted Yongdzin Rinpoche and his prayers would guide us so we would always find help at the right time and never get completely lost on the way. The shepherd explained the route to the border: “You will first come to a lake, and after that you have to cross a mountain called Mayamla. It is in the border between Nepal and Tibet. You can stop there and make tea; there are no police.” In 1992, there was less border control than today.


We believed in the shepherd’s honesty and soon we saw a path leading in the right direction, towards the mountain Mayamla. We stopped at the lake and collected yak dung to make fire and cook tea. We were eating and drinking and talking and laughing. We had a very long rest there before crossing the mountain. Geshe Kelsang and Mönlam Tharchin were slower than the rest of us because they were carrying heavy loads of books we had taken with us. When they reached us, Geshe Kelsang said: “When we arrive at Kathmandu, there will be no lack of texts. Why are we carrying all these texts?” They both discarded the books there after having struggled with them many days.


Luckily the mountain was not too tall. The shepherd had said if we manage to cross the mountain, then we are on the Nepali side of the border and the police and Chinese army would not come catch us there. We were far too exhausted to be afraid anymore.


REACHING THE TIBET–NEPAL BORDER


We crossed the mountain and arrived at the border the way the shepherd had told us. After having pulled through all the hardships and difficulties during our escape, we felt extremely happy. We had made it! We prayed and sang joyfully and slept peacefully through the whole evening and night. The moment when we set foot on Nepali soil was full of genuine joy. All our fears and anxiety vanished, and we felt utterly relieved. We were safe and overjoyed at the opportunity to receive teachings from Yongdzin Rinpoche!


Although normally monks were not allowed to sing, we sang out of pure joy. We slept in a barn, and the next morning we started to descend the mountain. After a couple of hours of walking, we arrived at a Nyingma monastery and sold some clothes and butter to get local money. The weather had turned warm, and our butter started to melt. An old lama thought we had mixed water with the butter. We all laughed. Water cannot be mixed with butter.


The lama showed us the road and the direction we should go. Soon we arrived at a junction of two big roads, but unfortunately we had no idea which one to take. We had no guide or map. So the only thing we could do was perform a divination to show us which road to take. Our divination was not very successful, since we chose the wrong direction. The road went through a valley and then climbed a mountain and then suddenly disappeared altogether.


We were looking around, wondering where to go. Finally, we decided to follow some human footprints and fresh horse dung we saw on the ground and started to climb upwards. To our surprise, we spotted a Japanese tourist up ahead with two guides, two horses and a mule. When they saw us, eleven young guys suddenly appearing from nowhere, they were really frightened. Thanks to the experience of Geshe Yungdrung Gyaltsen Phagontsang, who had been in India and Kathmandu, he could tell the guides he knew Norbu Lama, who owned an old Tibetan hotel in Kathmandu. A kind of miracle happened! The two guides and the tourist relaxed immediately. To our astonishment we learned the guides worked for Norbu Lama. They offered us tea and we enjoyed tea and tsampa together.


We were supposed to proceed towards Samling Monastery in Upper Dolpo, but because we had chosen the wrong road, we instead came to Tsarkha after a two days’ walk. Geshe Yungdrung Gyaltsen said: “Oh, I know one geshe from Tsarkha. He was studying at Dolanji and has now returned to his village to renovate an old monastery.” It was exciting to see the place. We crossed very high mountains and the roads were terribly bad, but we were strong young men with a very strong motivation to complete our journey. From the mountaintop we saw a village and the newly renovated monastery down below.


We had imagined monasteries in Nepal are built in the Tibetan style: big, beautifully decorated wooden buildings. What we saw were just a few small houses. “That cannot be a monastery!” we exclaimed. To us they looked like wretched huts. We had imagined old monasteries look the same everywhere. We had seen photos of Menri Monastery in Dolanji and other monasteries that looked exactly the same as the monasteries back home.


It was harvest time. Down in the village, people wanted to buy our old clothes and kept asking whether we wanted to get married and stay there. They hoped some young Khampa men would stay in Dolpo and carry on their families.


In Dolpo people spoke Tibetan, but we could not understand a word. Their dialect was different. I think the proteins in their food were also different, resembling our experience in the restaurant in Lhasa, when the meat in the thugpa soup disappeared. In Tibet, tsampa is made from very fine barley flour that is easy to mix with tea and butter, but in Tsarkha the tsampa was coarse and formed lumps when we poured water in our teacups. We ate the same amount of tsampa as in Tibet but we never felt well after eating. Although my stomach was full and in constant pain, my mind felt hungry.


In the village, we met Lama Tashi. He was the first monk from Tsarkha who had graduated as a geshe from Menri Monastery in Dolanji. By this point our tsampa was gone, and Lama Tashi urged us to beg for food from those who had gathered at the monastery for a retreat. For the first time in our lives, we had to beg for food and we felt really ashamed.


We met also some other lamas and young monks and did a few days’ retreat with them. After the retreat, Lama Tashi asked his nephew to guide us to Kathmandu. At last we had someone to show us the way! Before reaching Lower Mustang, we had to cross high mountains. The roads were unbelievably dangerous. I had never seen such roads in Tibet – steep, narrow tracks ascending to mountaintops and then descending almost vertically to a valley below. If one slipped, one would tumble down with no hope for survival. Even today if I think of those roads, I feel terrified. This part of the journey was extremely hard, but we managed to cross the high mountains and came safely down. Near Jomsom we found a cave where we spent the night. From there we had to continue during the night to avoid police patrols and getting arrested. Again, we had to be wary of the police.


The following day, we arrived at the village of Dongkar Zdong in Mustang, where our guide had relatives. They gave us good advice, because the reputation of Khampas was not good there either. They told us that in Mustang the reputation of Khampas was really bad, because in earlier times Khampas had killed and robbed people in that area, and the bad memories were still fresh in people’s minds. We spent the night in the cave, and in the morning we headed towards Kathmandu. We were bold enough to walk during the daytime.


For the first time in our life, we met Western people and strange-smelling Nepali people. We had to pinch our noses,and they did exactly the same thing when they met us! No wonder, because many of us had never taken a shower! And we had been walking and sweating, sleeping in caves and outside for weeks without any possibility to wash our bodies or clothes.


On our way to Pokhara, the Nepali people were very nice and gentle and gave us food. We had to walk at night on only certain parts of the journey. At some point, somebody started to chase after us, and we had to escape and hide in the jungle and grasslands during the night. There were leeches that sucked our blood, which we had never heard of. In the morning we stopped to have breakfast and took off our shoes. We were appalled to see big leeches full of blood inside our shoes. We had never seen these kinds of creatures before. Somebody remembered that normally they suck only bad blood, and therefore we needed not worry.


We arrived at Pokhara by bus and stayed there for some days. There were other Tibetan people there, but our guide forbade us to speak to them, because he said they were bad and would report us to the police, who would come to arrest us. I think in Pokhara there was some sort of service centre for newcomers to Nepal. We hoped to get assistance there, but the officials said the Tibetan Government in Exile would help us. They asked: “Why you have come here? The Dalai Lama is going back to Tibet soon.” I doubted whether this could be true, the Dalai Lama going back to Tibet! Geshe Yungdrung Gyaltsen felt uneasy and did not want us to stay in Pokhara. And so our guide rented a bus to drive us to Kathmandu.


KATHMANDU


Arriving in Kathmandu was really scary. So many cars, bikes, rickshaws, noises, people. It was too noisy for me. Our guide had advised us to be careful of the police. Every single policeman I saw made me really frightened.


The Great Stupa of Swayambhu is one of the most sacred Buddhist stupas in Nepal. We were especially excited to see it, as it is said that Buddha Tönpa Shenrab, the founder of the Bön tradition, built a stupa on this hill thousands of years before this famous stupa was built around the beginning of the 5th century. We circumambulated around the Swayambhu.


We were breathless and sweating as we climbed the long staircase leading to the top of the Swayambhunath hill. The Great Stupa and numerous other sacred temples, shrines and monasteries made an indelible impression on all of us. For the first time in my life, I saw monkeys, a lot of monkeys all around the hill and temples! No wonder Western tourists call Swayambhunath the Monkey Temple.


From the hilltop, we could see the entire Kathmandu Valley and also our final destination, Triten Norbutse Monastery, looming on the hillside just opposite Swayambhunath. The road to Triten Norbutse Monastery travelled through beautiful rice fields. We had never seen rice fields before. It was autumn and very beautiful.





1 I WAS BORN IN


THE YEAR OF THE


EARTH MONKEY



As a child I used to lie on my back and watch the vultures delight in floating on the updrafts. They soared through the sky near the mountains where we lived in a tent my mother wove from yak wool. In the evenings, she used to tell the origin myths, and the one I liked most was the one with light, the ocean, and the Primordial Mother, Chucham Gyalmo, the origin of existence:


“In the beginning, light was the source of cosmos. The ocean was formed from this primal light, and from that light, the Primordial Mother emerged. She smiled, and from her breath a conch egg took form, out of which the white conch man Sangpo Bumtri arose. The Primordial Mother pulled something egglike from the ocean, and out of this the spirits, demons, human beings, and animals of this existence came into being.”
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AN UNFORTUNATE TIME


My father named me Sonam Tsewang, which means ‘lucky’. On reflection, I suppose I have been very lucky, for in this life I have enjoyed a rare opportunity to study meditation and philosophy with the great masters and teachers of my spiritual tradition, Yungdrung Bön. I have also had the rare opportunity to explore ancient Bönpo sites in Nepal and meet kind, generous, warm-hearted people during my journeys, make a pilgrimage to Tibet with dhamis and dhangres from Nepal, teach in several Western countries, write books and make documentaries. I have been very fortunate to meet wonderful people who have offered me their genuine friendship and helped me fulfil my dreams.


I was born to a family of nomads and farmers in the Year of the Earth Monkey. I have been told Monkey-Year people are known for their mischievousness, unpredictability, playfulness and incurably curious behaviour. They thrive on change and spontaneity. It is also said that people born in the Monkey Year are very clever, but their mind is occupied with too much thinking – and this I know to be true! Monkeys are considered rebellious, and they do not do very well with authority. They prefer to be with people of simple origins.


People have told me I was an intelligent child, but I did not receive much education. I was a shepherd boy and spent most of my childhood as a nomad, herding yaks in the pastures and mountains. Yaks may look dangerous, but they are very pure animals: they eat pure grass and drink pure water. I became friends with them.


As a teenager, I had all sorts of different ideas and dreams about what I would like to do when I grow up. For example, I wanted to become a dancer, but the treasurer of our village and the other local men said my body was not flexible enough. I also wanted to join the military, but I was not allowed to do that either. And I would have liked to work with my uncle, who harvested wood. Basically, I just wanted to run away from home to see the world.


I was born during an unfortunate period. Tibet was suffering from the Chinese Cultural Revolution, which created a lot of difficulties for Tibetans. We did not have enough clothes or food, especially in the early summer, when supplies of tsampa (roasted barley flour) ran out. Despite all the hardship, my grandfather, grandmother and mother always taught us to behave well and to not lie, steal, think badly of others, kill birds or beat dogs, or we would be born in a place like hell. And if we lied to somebody our tongues would be cut off. These words sound very harsh, and I suppose especially in the ears of Western people!


My family lived in Khyungpo Nagru in Kham in eastern Tibet, not far from the birthplace of my beloved master Yongdzin Rinpoche. The name of the place I am from, Khyungpo, comes from a mythical horned bird called Khyung, or garuda. It is said that once upon a time Khyung emerged from the body, speech and mind of Kuntu Zangpo, the Primordial Buddha. It landed in a flower garden in the region of Khayug in the ancient kingdom of Zhang Zhung. After the Khyung had flown away, people found three eggs: one white (karpo), one black (nagpo) and one yellow (serpo). From the eggs emerged three children, and they were called Khyungpo, the children of the Khyung. These three children were the forefathers of the Khyung clan, and the land they ruled became known as Zhang Zhung, the Land of the Khyung. Even today, the region of Khyungpo is divided in three parts according to the descendants of the Khyung: Khyungkar, Khyungnag and Khyungser.


In winter and early spring, snow covers the landscape, and there is not much people can do. In the farming area, the weather can be truly horrible, with heavy winds and dust blowing everywhere. Conditions in the nomad area are generally better, because trees and forests offer shelter from the dust. Early spring, before the world turns green again, is absolutely the worst season. After that comes the best time of the year, when the good life starts again with huge amounts of wild vegetables and flowers. In summer and autumn, the meadows are full of many kinds of colourful and beautiful flowers, fruit, wild onions, and medicinal plants.


The nomad area is breathtakingly beautiful, with huge mountains of bare rock, rolling grasslands and crystal-clear rivers. My favourite time of year was autumn, when the leaves on the trees glowed golden, yellow, red and orange and the animals were strong. I have a vivid memory of these wonderful colours, and I often miss this extraordinary beauty. The farming area has majestic mountains, mostly blue and red, but also yellow and white. The nature in Khyungpo is so beautiful that I cannot imagine a place more beautiful.


My family was neither wealthy nor prestigious, a sort of a middle-class family, although my mother, Bumo Kalzang, comes from a very rich family that used to own many fields and nomad areas before the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Despite her old age, she is still very strong by nature. In our family she has always been the boss of the tent, the typical dwelling of nomads in Tibet. Farmers live in houses, which are so low my head almost touches the ceiling.


My father, Bu Kalzang, was a religious person and devoted Bön practitioner. He was calm and quiet and did not usually speak very much. I remember how he would always pray discreetly and silently whisper mantras, his mind merging with the sound. His knowledge and understanding of the prayers were extensive. In addition to farming, he was engaged in road building and construction work, but he was not good at collecting and keeping possessions.


His sisters had good positions at the hospital, but they never offered any help to my father. That was quite peculiar, since traditionally Tibetan people always help each other. My father had seven children, but none of his siblings helped him send any of us boys to school to get a proper education. Even today, my aunts’ nonchalant behaviour remains a mystery to me.


Before the Cultural Revolution, my father had been taught many of the teachings of the Bön doctrine and completed the preliminary practices called ngöndro. When we were little, he had to recite mantras in silence, because practicing his faith was forbidden by the Chinese authorities. Nobody was allowed to teach us mantras, prayers or anything related to our Bön tradition, and thus we had no clue what our father was murmuring all the time. The Chinese government had recruited spies to watch those who had been religious practitioners and to check whether their lips moved in silent recitation of prayers and mantras. Sometimes after I had heard my father recite these prayers, I repeated them in front of everybody. When I did, he beat me so I would understand this was not allowed.


I have two older brothers, four younger brothers and one sister. I was the only one in our family who desired to become a monk from an early age. Later my eldest brother also became a monk. Although religious practice was not allowed, our grandfather taught us compassion and to be kind to animals. If we lied, our parents slapped us and told us lying creates bad karma. We were all afraid of bad karma and believed in it. When they taught us something, we accepted it without questioning.


It is common in Tibet for several generations to live in the same household, and family relationships are not rigid. In this respect we have a very open society. So my father’s parents, who were not actually his real parents, lived with us. My grandfather Palden was a skilful tailor, and he sewed clothes for the villagers and later for local leaders as well. My grandmother Menlha was a farmer, like my parents.


I suppose we washed our faces and hair only once a year, on the first day of the new year. My mom brought the water from the spring early in the morning, and it was icy cold. Grandmother Menlha would warm it up. Washing our faces felt good, but then our grandfather Palden put butter on our faces, and it got in our eyes. This was truly painful. I did not like it at all! I tried to escape every time, but he always managed to catch me somehow. He liked shiny, oily faces. When our noses ran, we had nothing with which to clean them, and we would just wipe away the snot with our hands and let it dry on our cheeks.


When I was a child, the longest night was the night before the new year. This was not because of the special food and celebrations, but because of new clothes and shoes. We did not have many extra clothes to change into, and we did not get new clothes very often. We wore basically the same outfit winters and summers, and our coats, chupas and shoes were always in bad shape. When my grandfather was alive, he always made us new clothes for the new year’s day. We were not allowed to put them on before the morning; we had to keep them under our pillows all night. It was thrilling to have new clothes and shoes!


For the Tibetan new year, Losar, we always wanted to go back to our farm, because nothing special happened in the nomad area. Every day was the same, everybody doing their daily job. In the morning we went up into the mountains with the animals, and in the evenings we just drank beer, chang. Losar was the same, except people drank more beer, nothing else. In the farming area, the villagers arranged huge Losar celebrations despite the poverty. Whatever good food we had, we prepared for Losar.


A STORY ABOUT MY GREAT GRANDFATHER


My family members never talked much about themselves. Some of my family history I heard from a relative, an old nun who lived in Kathmandu. I am told my grandfather Palden’s family, especially his father and his two elder brothers, were very popular among the villagers. The family had a big house, and grandfather Palden’s father, who was the youngest brother in the family, used to be a powerful leader in the village. The family had been very influential, but the poor behaviour of the two elder brothers, their gambling and squandering, gradually destroyed the family’s property and position.


The family had arranged for my great grandfather to marry the daughter of the local leader, who lived in another part of the village. He was not pleased about this arrangement, because he had never seen the girl. Traditionally, there was a lot of competition among men to win a bride, and following this custom, one hundred horsemen from my great grandfather’s village went to capture the girl, and the girl’s family sent two hundred horsemen to escort her to our village. So altogether three hundred horsemen gathered to compete.
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