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“You are studying Vajrayana Buddhism with him, then?”


“Yes, actually. Indeed, I think I might be on the verge of a significant discovery, which might make a significant contribution to the furtherance of my field.” God, I was so young and naïve. I wanted to impress him. I didn’t realise the horror of what I was doing. “In your own studies, have you ever come across any references to the Black Helmets? The Dhaumri Karoti?”


To my consternation, the conversation fell completely silent at that moment. Nothing in particular had happened to dispel the noisy gaiety, but it appeared that everyone in the room had felt some sort of chill pass over it at that moment. Nervously, I realised the entire Standing Committee, to say nothing of the Count Vorontzoff, were regarding me as though I had said something very stupid. And indeed I had, though I wasn’t to understand the full consequences of my stupidity until many years later.
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For the people of Tibet. May you be
victorious in your struggle.


And for TJ, who read it when he didn’t have to . . .









 


“Then, monks, it occurred to me: ‘When what does not exist does ageing and death not come to be? With the cessation of what does the cessation of aging and death come about?’ Then, monks, through careful attention, there took place in me a breakthrough by wisdom: ‘when there is no birth, ageing-and-death does not come to be; with the cessation of birth comes cessation of ageing and death’ .”


SIDDHARTHA GAUTAMA,
from the Samyutta Nikaya,
Pāli Canon
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PART I





14 APRIL 1921


I do not have long now. I can feel it. It has crept over me so slowly that, at first, I was hardly aware of it, but it’s in my flesh now. A burning, tingling feeling, like when I was bitten by a spider as a child. Spreading through my limbs and my body, inexorably and painfully. I am outwardly in good health, despite the wound’s grey festering. But I know, and my minders know, that there is no forestalling the inevitable result. And I am always hungry.


The asylum is cold and grey; its stone walls seem to emanate a deeper, more lasting cold than the frigid wind and rain outside my barred window. The darkness is absolute, at all hours of the day. I have a private room at least, and do not have to mingle with the other inmates. That is a small mercy. I interact with no one at all, except my minders, and their clumsy attempts to get the truth from me are hardly companionship. I will never know companionship again. Garrett is dead.


I know what it is you want from me. And I will give it to you in my own time, and on my own terms. If this is to be my last testament, then damn your urgency. I do not fully believe you can stop what is coming now, anyway. But I will help you try. I will tell you what happened. You will have your intelligence, but I will tell my story. And Garrett’s.


You don’t know who Garrett was. Or, rather, you don’t know who he was to me. No one did, so far as I can tell. No one even suspected until the end: for a decade. I’m astonished at having hidden a best friend, a brother, a lover in plain sight for all those too short years. And now I will never see him again. Now that you know, I find I do not much care what you think. I have days left to live, if I’m lucky, and have no time or patience for your disapproval or the disapproval of God, or the law, or society at large. How can you punish me now? You talk of sin, but not of love. You talk of disgust, but not of beauty. And the love we had for all those years was beautiful. And perhaps it would have been even more beautiful had it been allowed to flourish in the light. God, if He is interested at all in what Garrett and I did when we were alone, now has bigger problems than us.


My name is John Sackville, and I am the only son of the Earl of Dorset. I have no children, and so the line will die with me. I was born in 1888, and I was the only one of my parents’ children to reach adulthood. There were three boys and a girl before me, but they had died of various childhood diseases before I was born. By the time I was born, my parents were in their middle forties, and had long since resigned themselves to childlessness. I was an unexpected blessing that they seized upon fiercely, and I was the recipient of their entire affections; of all that was best in them.


I grew up on my father’s estate outside Lyme Regis. Most of my father’s peers had great, rambling estates and elaborate country mansions full of pompous grandeur. My grandfather let his father’s ornate baroque palace go to ruin not long after he inherited it, and moved his family into a small manor house within our gift in the little village of Dalwood, just over the hill from the decaying old mansion. It was a quiet, unpretentious place. Clean and comfortable, and certainly spacious, but without grandiosity or pompous ornament. This was in keeping with my parents’ beliefs, for my grandfather had become a secret Quaker, and though my parents kept up the outward formalities of attendance at the Anglican Church, quietly, behind closed doors, they practised a kinder, gentler version of the faith of their fathers. Perhaps this is why they never judged me, even though I suspect, indeed am almost certain, that they knew.


My father had no interest in London, or politics, or society, or anything but managing his estates and raising his family and keeping to his religion. He kept an enormous diary and would spend the mornings beavering away at it in his study. He was also an amateur naturalist, and would go on long walks around the countryside, through the fruit orchards, often with me in tow, spotting birds and pressing flowers. My parents loved their version of God, loved each other, and they loved me, dearly. We could have spent our entire lives in Dalwood and never felt the need to leave.


And it was a pretty place, nestled in a glen, with enormous oak and chestnut trees shading a brook that flowed under a yellow stone bridge. The air was redolent with the smell of fruit from the orchards all around. All the houses, built in the same warm yellow stone, would glow in the late afternoon summer sunshine, and the light would flash and dance through the leaves of the trees in a wind which carried a faint tang of the sea. The packed earth roads would be warm under my bare feet as I skipped across the bridge looking for chestnuts and oddly coloured rocks. By winter candlelight, as frost glazed the ancient windows, my mother would read me stories by the roaring fire in our parlour, and I would doze off to Walter Scott novels and old collections of Arthurian folk tales, my head in my mother’s lap. The village had a timelessness, as though nothing had changed there for hundreds of years, and nothing would change for hundreds of years to come. At Christmas I would be allowed a glass of elderberry wine, or golden cider from the local orchards, and we would make Christmas pudding from the fruits of our own trees. My mother would always remember where the coin had been placed, so invariably my portion contained it. Perhaps it was the accumulation of luck that allowed me to pass in polite society all these years. Perhaps it was what led me to Garrett.


We were near the same age, though Garrett was about a year my senior, which made him seem so much older at an age when nine months is an eternity. I first met him when my father engaged him to give me swimming lessons in the river that ran near our home. He had been born the son of one of my father’s tenants, a thin, taciturn, black-haired man, with a dusting of a moustache, and a wife he did not seem to care for very much. Garrett and I grew up playing together in the village and in the fields and forests around it, and my father never made the slightest effort to curtail the friendship. Throughout our childhoods we were hardly aware of the class difference between us. That cruel truth would be made plain to us later. In those early days it was hardly more than my gentle mockery of his ponderous, cumbersome West Country accent, which he never lost, in later life, despite everything that happened.


He grew up stocky, with flaming auburn hair and bright blue eyes that would crinkle into his face when he smiled, which he did often. He had dimpled, pudgy cheeks, a thick beard that came to him early, and no discernible resemblance to his father of any kind. By the time we were both fourteen, it was rather obvious. And to hide his shame, Garrett’s father would beat him with a belt, imagining all sorts of crimes that deserved such punishment. I found out this secret pain one evening the summer I turned fifteen. We were playing around in the vine-covered, collapsing ruins of my family’s old estate, and he broke down in tears and confessed everything his father was doing to torture him. He sat on a low stone wall and he buried his face in his hands, weeping in that choked, broken way some men do, as though they would rather die than be seen to weep. I put my arms around his shoulders, and I kissed him once on the forehead. It seemed the natural thing to do. He looked up at me in shock, and I realised what I had done. But before I could cover my instinctive action with some plausible indifference, he was kissing me. His cheeks were wet with his tears, his lips were dry and cracked and his face rubbed mine raw with its thick, bristly stubble, already grown back from the morning’s shave. But I kissed him back with all the passion I could muster from my frail frame.


It took us months to figure out the mechanics of love for men like us. Mostly in the ruins of the old estate where we knew we would never be disturbed. I would take him inside me, and my knees would be covered in red lines from the grass where I knelt. He would take me into his mouth, afterwards, when he was spent, and finish me then. But often I didn’t need him to. It was enough to have him inside me. Sometimes, as though he felt guilty, it would be his turn to kneel. And I would do it because I knew he enjoyed it, too. But I was happiest when I was beneath him. And afterwards we would lie naked in the grass in the gathering summer dusk, a blanket discarded beside us, bathed in each other’s sweat and with our arms draped around each other. I felt safe. I felt home.


My father had avoided sending me to boarding school as a child, as most children of my class were forced to do. The Empire relies for much of its strength on brutalising children in the system of organised violence and torture that we call the Public School System. The children are torn from their parents’ sides, and thrown into a world of cold showers, casual cruelty and crushing loneliness, where they learn the delicate ropes of hierarchy and obedience, when to give, when to take, when to punish and when to accept punishment. They are stripped from love and safety and forged in the crucible of brutal conformity and rote Latin learning into good little psychopaths who can be trusted with the governance of the Empire. He put it off for as long as he could (most children were sent away before they were ten) and I had a succession of wonderful governesses and tutors, but eventually it couldn’t be postponed any longer. I cried when my father called me into his study and told me that I had to spend the next four years at Rugby School, far away in Warwickshire. He embraced me, and dried my tears, and told me that I would be home for Christmas, and that all would be well, and that he and my mother would always love me.


“Is there anything I can do that might make it easier, John? Anything at all?” I shook my head and sniffed. “Perhaps you’d like Garrett to come with you? You’re allowed one servant, after all. I suspect he would do the job well, and he would remind you of home.” He looked at me rather significantly when he said this, and I felt a sinking feeling of discovery. But to this day I do not know if he knew or suspected anything at all, or if I merely imagined it. I suspect the former.


“Yes. I would like that.”


I told Garrett that evening as we sat together, dangling our legs over the little stone bridge in the centre of the village. I wanted to hold his hand, as I sometimes did when we were alone in the ruins, but we knew enough even then to know from the fiery sermons of the vicar that we could not do so where we might be seen. I was terrified that, despite everything, he would balk at going so far from the only home we’d ever known, but he only smiled and looked in my eyes, and said:


“I’d go anywhere, sir, so long as it’s with you.” When he called me sir it was with a quiet, gentle mockery that only I understood, and an ironic knowledge of how things really stood between us. It made my heart sing with the hilarity of it.


And so we went to Rugby. I lived in my rooms, and Garrett lived in the servants’ quarters, but he was with me in the evenings. We couldn’t do anything untoward. There was no privacy to be had. And Garrett and I learned quickly under the cruel mockery of the other students and the other servants to hide in public whatever intimacy we possessed from our childhoods.


But sometimes Garrett and I could contrive to be alone with one another. And after a while, with his pay Garrett rented a little room above a pub in town from a landlady who didn’t ask questions, and I would give him some of my allowance from Father to help with the rent, and we would be alone on Saturdays and Sundays. Sometimes for the whole day, if we were lucky. Garrett would tell me casually about the mockery he faced from the other servants, but after so many beatings from his father it did not faze him in the slightest, and he mocked their pomposity and their crude Essex accents to me as viciously as they mocked him, to my raucous laughter. He was a talented mimic, and had a devastating wit.


I didn’t need to study. Mother had already drilled me in Latin and Greek, and I was well ahead of the other boys in my form. And when one day when we were sixteen Garrett expressed an interest in what I was learning, I began to tutor him myself, and smuggled him some textbooks from the lower forms, and before long he proved an astonishingly quick student, to whom languages, ancient and modern, came with uncanny ease. He eventually became a considerable classic in his own right. I admired him more and more as the years went by. I always will.


“If you’d been born with land, you’d be the talk of the school,” I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him away from his Virgil for a kiss. He smiled up at me.


“If I’d been born with land, I’d have been born far away from you, and I would never have known you at all, sir. There can only be one Lord of the Manor.”


“You don’t have to call me that when we’re alone.” I grinned.


“Don’t I . . . sir?” he grinned again. Then he pushed me away. “I guess that’s just the way of it. God doles out the titles before we’re born, and the rest of us suffer what we must.”


“I wish it wasn’t this way.” This was the first time we had ever addressed the subject directly.


“Wishing won’t make it so, now, will it, sir? We have to live in the world we’ve got. And we’re happy enough, far as I can see. I could be in the workhouse, or back on David’s farm.” He shuddered. He had stopped calling his father anything but David a few years before.


“Still, it’s bloody stupid that you are where you are, and we are where we are. You’d have a brilliant career ahead of you.”


“Well, your career will just have to be brilliant enough for the both of us.” He stood up and pushed me against the wall. “As long as you and I always know the score . . . sir.” His breath was on my neck, and I was pinned against the coarse oak boards, panting with anticipation. He whispered in my ear:


“Pedicabo ego vos et irrumabo, sir.” Then he flipped me around, and with a quick pull at both of our belts he was in me, and I forgot all the injustice, the deception, the risk. He was in me, and that was all that mattered. It’s all that ever will. And you can keep your judgements to yourself.


Rugby, it turned out, had its share of degenerates like us. Lock that many vulnerable boys and corrupt old masters into a cloistered prison for long enough, and things will happen. But it had none of the tenderness and respect there that it had with Garrett and I. It was transactional. It was about power, and dominance, and cruelty. My relatively advanced age, my late arrival at the school and my title shielded me from the most dreadful duties of “fagging”, as they called it. But the younger boys had it tough. Organised rape has been a principle of building male hierarchies since Sparta. You learn, and are meant to absorb forever, that there is no place so private that your superiors may not intrude there. I was disgusted by it and took no part. Garrett became jealous at the mere suggestion that I had and flushed red with embarrassment and anger when we talked about it. I promised him that I cared only for him and would never avail myself of any privileges such a corrupt system might offer me. And I never did, for the four years I was there. The younger boys treated me with a great deal of respect for it, and by the time I left school I had everyone’s grudging admiration, if never their love, for my scholarly achievements, and for how I conducted myself.


I had one truly great teacher, Master Hornby, who has some bearing on my story. He was a stern old Northerner with massive, flared eyebrows and a shock of white hair over a glowering face. He was kind to me, in a gruff sort of way. I believe he saw how lonely I was, and he offered me scholarly companionship, along with a few other boys from the higher classics forms. We would get together on Thursday evenings to read Ausonius and Jordanes and Ammianus Marcellinus and some of the other, more obscure, late Roman authors.


I was drawn to late antiquity. There was a tremendous sense of possibility in everything I read from the third and fourth centuries AD. You could see the old world dying and a new one being born right on the page. The sad, aristocratic poets desperately aping Virgil and Cicero and awarding each other meaningless honours from a dead Republic as the barbarians set up camp all around them struck me as being inexpressibly tragic. Their ornate Latin was cloying and sweet, like Turkish Delight. Then there was the more muscular prose of the early Church Fathers; their fanaticism clear as a funeral bell, their language full of deadly purpose to exterminate the old, demon-haunted world and to usher in the Kingdom of Christ. As someone who often felt he might have been more able to be himself in the old, demon-haunted world, I rather resented it, though I admired their discipline and tenacity. Besides, one can only read Virgil and Cicero and Caesar so many times before one begins to tire of it. The problem with the classical texts is that there are only so many of them. There’s the later scholarship, I suppose, but most of it is worth less than the paper it’s printed on.


Hornby also taught Oriental Studies, though he had few takers for it. When he saw how bored I had become with Latin and Greek and the dead classics, he called me to his office one evening, and offered me a cup of tea, and changed the course of my life forever.


It was early evening, and the winter light was blood-red as it spilled through the window of his third-floor study, and a fire crackled under the mantel as we sat in high-backed chairs by the fire. He was blunt.


“You need a challenge, Sackville. Tell me, what do you know of India?” I told him that my mother had read me the Thousand and One Nights when I was young, which I supposed came from Persia, but that the strangeness of them, and the sense of a whole other cosmology underlying their construction, meant that I remembered them vividly.


“Good enough. How would you like to learn Sanskrit? And then modern Hindustani? Perhaps Urdu if we have the time. It’s a much more elegant language. And perhaps Tibetan, which has a power all its own. We have some time before you go to Oxford, and I think I can prepare you in what time we have.”


“For what, sir?”


“For Oxford, boy. You’ll go mad reading the Western classics. Your father has taught you well. There won’t be much you haven’t read. I’m recommending you to Dacre Winslow at Pembroke. He’s one of the foremost scholars on Buddhism in the Western world. I believe you and he will get along famously.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“I realise that you probably just want to go back to Dalwood and manage your father’s estates with him,” I grimaced slightly. I increasingly did not think I would want that. Garrett and I could never maintain discretion for long in Dalwood. Everyone would be desperately waiting for me to marry, and father children, and I dreaded the idea. “But I do believe it would be a terrible waste of your talents, John. You are capable of much more.”


“Thank you, sir. I will do my best.”


And for the rest of that last year of sixth form I focused on the basics of Sanskrit; its curious music and its even more curious elegant, ornate Brahmic script. I was fascinated from the very beginning. After two years I was able to construe, in a very basic sort of way, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana and the Upanishads and the four Vedas. I picked up a smattering of Urdu and Hindi, but I always struggled with Tibetan, finding its complex system of honorifics difficult to penetrate. Garrett was far better at it than I was.


Before I left for home for the summer, I received a letter from Dacre Winslow cordially introducing himself and informing me that, at Master Hornby’s express recommendation, he would be delighted to take me on as a pupil at Pembroke College, assuming I had not already accepted another place elsewhere, for the Michaelmas term of 1906.


Enough has been written of the beauty of Oxford. You can find adequate panegyrics to dreaming spires in any threepenny paperback. I don’t propose to add to their number. Go and see it for yourself if you’re so inclined. It won’t disappoint. For me, it will always be the scene of some of the happiest days of my life, but what is that to you? Make your own memories.


Of course, Garrett came with me, and my rank and title got me a lovely set of ground-floor rooms on Pembroke’s Old Quad, with an adjoining servant’s quarters, so Garrett became my scout, and he and I essentially lived together for the entire three years, in and out of college. In Rugby we had had our little rooms. But in a college it was much harder to find time to be alone together. My windows left little room for privacy. Mostly when we made love it was in Garrett’s tiny, windowless servant’s bedroom, and the room would stink of us for hours afterwards. But it was a delicious smell.


Garrett grew into a great bear of a man in those years. He kept his auburn hair and beard closely trimmed. His face was round and apple-cheeked, and when he smiled it was a great toothy grin that split his face like a peach, and his eyes would crinkle and disappear. He was thick and burly with a broad chest, a hairy belly and big heavy arms and legs like tree trunks. It was the kind of weight that gives the impression of immense strength, and not of ill health. And, God, he was strong.


The other freshers were noisy and boisterous and frequently broke the windows of those unfortunate enough to have rooms on the ground floor. I avoided them, and for the most part they avoided me. I formed a small coterie of like-minded friends, and a few of us would get together on Saturdays for a luncheon, which sometimes, I’ll admit, got a little boozy. Once or twice I hosted one myself in our rooms, and Garrett would serve the food and pour the drinks for Yarmouth, Jones, Portishead and I, poker-faced and unsmiling. My eyes would follow him around the room, of course, but no one ever seemed to notice.


I did make one friend who has some bearing on my story, beyond vacuous reminiscence of Oxford days. I met him through my tutor, that first Michaelmas term.


Dr Dacre Winslow turned out to be in his late forties. Thin, tall, with a pleasant, long face and receding brown hair, he affected a little gold watch chain, but otherwise dressed much as you would expect a don to do: soberly and conservatively, all shabby gentility. His office was across the Old Quad from my own rooms, on the first floor, and at our first meeting I could look down and see Garrett clearing away the plates from breakfast in the morning sunlight. There was some preliminary chatter about how I was settling in and what I thought of the college, but once we were both comfortably seated on a pair of leather armchairs by the window, he cocked his head and smiled at me.


“So. What would you like to do?”


I was taken aback, and it must have shown on my face. Dacre narrowed his eyes and waited for my reply. The seconds ticked by on the grandfather clock in the corner of the study. I digested the implications.


“You mean we can do anything?”


“Yes, within reason. The Orient is rather large. Shall we look at ancient Persia? The Gupta Empire? The Mughals? Han China? Heian Japan?”


I hadn’t expected this at all. I was eighteen, and used to being told what to do and what to study. I had expected it to be like Rugby, where a rigorous, pre-determined course of study had existed for centuries before I got there and would exist for centuries afterwards. I hadn’t grasped that university meant intellectual freedom. It yawned like a dizzying abyss before me. I had to choose and did not know where to start.


“Well, I suppose I would like to look at Vedic India, and perhaps the Jain and Buddhist reformation.”


“Reformation?” I waited for him to laugh in my face. Instead he looked thoughtful. “Well, yes, I suppose it was not unlike a reformation. A time of upheaval and change, certainly. I see your point. Though it’s a rather more complex situation, and we have far fewer sources to hand.” That was unexpected. “Well, that will certainly make my life easier.” He drew a piece of paper from a folder on his desk.


“This is the reading list I usually give to first years. How is your Sanskrit? Passable? Good. It will improve as we go.” There was a knock on the door, and Dacre glanced at his watch. “Oh, impeccable timing. Come in!”


A boy about my own age entered the room. I was taken aback to see that he was of oriental extraction. He was tall and well-built, with short black hair, cut in European fashion, and a lithe, athletic body hidden beneath a Savile Row suit. His face was aristocratic, fine-boned, but friendly and pleasant, with heavily hooded eyes.


“Dr Winslow, I hope I’m not interrupting?” He glanced at me, cool, offhand.


“Not at all, Sid, please come in. I was hoping to introduce the two of you.” He entered. He was carrying a manuscript, which he handed to Dacre, who accepted it casually, with a nod of thanks.


“The translation is done. I trust you’ll let me know if it’s useful.”


“Yes, thank you, dear boy. This is John Sackville, the Lord Dalwood,” he said, indicating me. I stood up, hand outstretched.


“Pleased to meet you,” I said with a smile. He shook my hand. “And you are?”


“Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal,” he said. “But you can call me Sid. You might have a bit of trouble pronouncing the whole mouthful.” He smiled, diffidently.


“Ha! I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. I haven’t seen you around college yet. Where have you been keeping yourself?”


“Oh, I’m a year above you. I’m studying engineering and natural sciences, so I don’t think you’d have seen much of me, if you’re working with Dacre.”


“Right, you two can leave now, and get better acquainted,” said Dacre, and with a little wave of dismissal he turned his eyes to the manuscript Sid had handed him. We left his office, and descended the staircase to the Old Quad, and turned and regarded each other for a moment. There was an awkward silence.


“Pub?”


“Yes, pub.” And so we went down St Aldate’s to the Head of the River, and got ourselves some cider, finding a table overlooking the River Isis, watching the traffic flow back and forth across Folly Bridge. And that was how we began.


“So where are you from, then?” I asked.


“India,” he said. He offered no further explanation.


“Yes, but where in India? My guess is somewhere in the Himalayas? Maybe one of the princely states?”


“You’re a sharp one, you,” he said, smiling ironically. “I suppose you mean that I don’t look like the rest of the Indian students here.”


“Well, I wasn’t going to say so in so many words,” I stammered.


“It’s all right, it was a good guess.” He took a long sip of his cider, and looked pensive, like he was weighing up his response. “Yes, I’m from Ladakh. My father is a merchant there.”


“Quite a successful one, if he’s able to afford to send you to Pembroke.”


“Yes, he does quite well.”


“And you’re mostly studying the sciences?”


“Yes, it’s a matter of practicalities. I need to be able to return home with something useful to offer my people. There is much to learn from the British. If we’re ever to make something of India, or to become independent, we need to learn all we can from you, as long as this awkward arrangement of ours persists.”


“Makes good sense you wouldn’t be taking Oriental Studies,” I laughed. “What would there be for you to learn?” I cringe to think of how awkward and ham-fisted my attempts at humorously bridging the gap between our worlds was, but Sidkeong was accommodating, and he shot back with jokes of his own.


“Quite. I’ll have to go back to Ladakh and set up an institute of European studies, see if we can unravel the riddle of you people,” he grinned. I laughed.


“It is rather an awkward arrangement, as you say.”


“Who’s that professor who came out with that tripe a few years ago about how the British Empire had been acquired in a fit of absence of mind?” Sidkeong asked.


“Ugh, I believe it was John Seeley,” I said. “What a facile thing to say.”


“Too right,” said Sidkeong. I admired the idiomatic fluency of his English. Even his accent was purest Oxbridge. If it weren’t for the colour of his skin you’d have thought he was just another young English gentleman taking his ease by the river. “I don’t think anyone but the British could possibly believe that you had anything other than full presence of mind when you brought half the Asian continent under your sway. But presence of mind is a tricky thing, that I’m not sure any European really has.”


“I suppose that’s the Buddhist in you?”


“Indeed, you people seem to think that if you pray very hard to Jesus, he’ll just give you all the answers, and grant you your wishes like some sort of Arab djinn.” I barked with laughter.


“And there’s more to it than that, you’d say?”


“I would. Perhaps if you knew how to meditate, you wouldn’t have absent-mindedly stumbled around the world snapping up territories and dispossessing people.” His voice was heavy with sarcasm.


“Quite,” I agreed, laughing. “Perhaps I should give it a try.”


“Meditation?” He raised his eyebrows.


“Why not? It seems silly to read all this Buddhist literature and just to treat it as an idle foreign curiosity. It seems to work for millions of people, there must be something to it.”


“How interesting that you should think so,” he said.


“It’s the thing that appeals to me about Buddhism,” I said, the cider making me rather loquacious. “It seems to deal with reality in a way that the Abrahamic faiths simply don’t. The Four Noble Truths seem to get to the core of it. Eventually I will get old, I will get sick, everyone I know will die, and then I will die. It seems the challenge must be to make peace with that, surely? Not to pray very hard to Jesus, and hope that in the end he will give me a biscuit.” Now Sidkeong laughed; an open, full-hearted laugh.


“Make sure the chaplain can’t hear you,” he said. “I must say, you’re an unconventional one, for an Englishman.”


“I hope so,” I said with sudden feeling.


“To the unconventional. And, if you have no objection, to the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha,” said Sidkeong with an ironic smile, raising his glass.


“To refuge,” I said. And we toasted each other.


There was very little formal instruction. I met with Dacre once a week to discuss the essay I had written based on research in the various libraries. Every day I would walk from Pembroke up St Aldate’s, down the High Street, and through Radcliffe Square to the Bodleian, or, more frequently, to the India Institute at the corner of Broad and Catte streets. At first, I would read in the Radcliffe Camera and have my books brought there, but as time went on I began to find it rather too pretentious and intimidating, with its classical curlicues and arching sky-blue dome. I found that most of the books I needed were in the library of the Indian Institute anyway, just up the road from the Camera, which was much more snug and utilitarian. I found myself a cosy little desk by a window looking out onto Broad Street, and I would read there, occasionally looking up to daydream and watch the crowds moving past the Sheldonian Theatre and the Clarendon Building through the large, mullioned windows.


Every day, around four o’clock, I would leave and head to the King’s Arms or the Turf Tavern and have a pint of cider, to remind me of Dorset. On days I went to the Turf, where I was less likely to see fellow students, due to its slightly dubious reputation, Garrett would come and meet me, and we would sit in the beer garden and talk. About what I had learned that day. About how the college servants got on. About my more aristocratic acquaintances whom I had to deal with to keep up appearances, and their various foibles. I talked frequently of what I was learning, and Garrett soon shared my fascination with India and its religions and its traditions. The harder I attempted to explain to him how it was that the British had ended up ruling the entire Indian subcontinent, thousands of miles of ocean away from home, the harder it became to understand, let alone explain. Garrett was always insightful and could make me laugh as no one ever could. To all appearances we were just two students having a quiet drink and a laugh and enjoying each other’s company. Garrett’s accent wasn’t precisely refined, but he could easily have passed for an Exhibitioner: the working-class boys of great promise that the colleges would finance to remove them from the worlds they’d known and thrust them into a world they were entirely unprepared for, and in which they would never fully belong.


It wasn’t very prudent, I will admit. Only once, in Hilary term, were we surprised by someone from the college. We were in the back-beer garden in the cool of a rainy January evening, warming ourselves by one of the charcoal braziers, in the shadow of the old city walls, when Tom Kelso suddenly appeared. Drunk, as usual. He was the son of a Scottish laird and had a rather boorish reputation around the college. He stumbled up to us, a pint of ale in his hand.


“Sackville. What are you doing here? Never thought you’d stoop this low.” Garrett and I shared a quick glance. Kelso saw Garrett. “Aren’t you Sackville’s servant?” His eyes narrowed.


“Yes, sir, begging your pardon, sir.” Garrett camouflaged himself immediately and well.


“What’s going on?” I narrowed my own eyes in turn, and adopted my coldest, most supercilious manner.


“What business is that of yours?”


“God, that Quaker father of yours wants to abolish all notions of rank, does he? He lets you fraternise with the servants?”


“My father is a good judge of character, Kelso. Better than you. And Garrett is one of my oldest friends. I won’t pretend I don’t prefer his company to yours.”


Kelso blinked in surprise. “You . . . what do you mean?”


“I mean you’re drunk, and you’re meddling in something that does not concern you. I mean that you should take yourself off to some other gin hole or other rather quickly. Garrett and I are talking about old times.”


Kelso didn’t seem to know what to say. But it appeared he was inclined to take offence. I braced myself for a fight. But, instead, he took another pull on his ale, muttered something slurred and apologetic, and slunk back into the bar. Garrett and I looked at each other.


“That was dangerous, John. It wasn’t wise.” He only ever called me John in moments of danger.


“Was it? I find I don’t care all that much. Besides, he was absolutely six sheets to the wind. At worst, he’ll remember he saw us here tonight.”


“Still, wouldn’t it be better to pretend I were someone else?”


“How? You’re known around the college as my manservant. Nothing for it but to brazen it out.”


While I was outwardly confident, I will confess that I passed more than a few sleepless nights, waiting to be exposed. The consequences would have been dramatic and devastating. Certainly, I would have lost my place at Oxford, and Garrett and I would both have been prosecuted under gross indecency laws, and sentenced, if found guilty, to two years of prison and hard labour. The social ruin would have been permanent and lasting, and Garrett and I would never be able to resume our relationship again without suffering further legal action. I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again, and certainly dreaded prison. It wasn’t until a month had passed that I really began to feel safe again, and our mutual fear somewhat clouded our relations until we could feel certain the danger had been avoided. But in the end it was. I never heard anything more about it. Kelso gave me strange looks for a while. I think he remembered that he’d seen something unusual, but I don’t think he ever put two and two together. Some scandals are preserved from exposure by their very unthinkability. And the privileged classes always give each other the benefit of the doubt.


There is one other instance, and one other encounter, in my second year, that has some bearing on future events, and that doubtless you wish me to relate the particulars of. One afternoon, in the library of the Indian Institute, I gained my first intimation of the existence of the Dhaumri Karoti, and a few days later, at the Oxford Union, I met Count Evgeni Vorontzoff for the first time.


It was an ordinary late winter’s day. The sun was already fading, though it was only three in the afternoon, and Broad Street was dissolving into inky blacks, indigos and dark, sombre blues. Figures were stalking through the streets, their coats pulled up to their chins against the harsh, damp February cold. A steady babble of obstreperous voices was rising from the King’s Arms, audible in the silence of the library, where I sat in my accustomed place nearest the window at the back of the reading room. I had requested some Tibetan texts from the Bodleian Library, and they had been delivered the day before. I was excitedly working my way through them.


They were works of Je Tsongkhapa, a great medieval Tibetan Buddhist teacher; indeed, he was almost a saint he was held in such reverence. He was the head of the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism. I was doing my best to acquaint myself with the differences between this school, and others in the Vajrayana, or Tibetan, school of Buddhism. The Gelug were the newest of the orders, who were crudely differentiated by the hats they wore; the Gelug were known as the yellow hats, the Nyingma as the red hats, and so on and so forth. The various schools of thought emphasised different aspects of the soul’s journey towards enlightenment and nirvana, or release from constant rebirth and death. Tsongkhapa’s great work was The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, which is as great a work of medieval theology as anything Aquinas or Augustine ever wrote. It was fascinating, and the hours had flown by quicker than I had expected. It was my practice to read voraciously during the day, go to meet Garrett or some of my friends in the early evening, and then, before bed, make notes based on the reading I had done during the day. I was working my way through a book of correspondence of the great man, compiled by a later scholar in a comparatively minor work, when I came across something curious.


“Naturally it is necessary for the faithful to reject the doctrines of those of the Chan heretics, who regard that conceptual analysis and correct views are unnecessary. This is a quietist view, rejecting the proper role of the lama, which is to study, and to correctly assess and visualise emptiness, in its proper form. As Chandrakarti says, in Entering the Middle Way, ‘If the intrinsic characteristics of things were to arise dependently/things would come to be destroyed by denying it;/emptiness would then be a cause for the destruction of things./But this is illogical, so no real entities exist.’


“Of course, I do not put the Chan heretics on the same level as the great vileness, the great misery of the Black Helmets, the Dhaumri Karoti, those spawn of the lowest hells, those eaters of human flesh. Their darkness is of another order. Their evil is without precedent in the realms of cyclic existence, and their hunger for destruction and for the vile things of this world is of an order completely without precedent in any of the current heresies. I do not accuse the Chan of achieving the same depths of nihilistic perversion as the Dhaumri Karoti, cursed be their very name, which I only write here, and do not utter, so as not to break the sacred prohibition on their disgusting works, but as you know . . . ”


“John?”


With a start, I looked up from my reading. Sidkeong stood before me, one hand on the desk, watching me with an amused smile.


“Oh, forgive me, Sid, I was far away . . . ”


“You’re reading Tsongkhapa, I see?”


“Yes, indeed,” I shook my head, and closed the book, replacing my silk bookmark. What I had read fascinated me. I had never heard of a sect known as the Black Helmets, and clearly they had been a sect of some importance, for Tsongkhapa to have such strong views on them.


“Anything interesting?” Sidkeong asked. I wish to God that I had said something, anything, about what I had discovered. All manner of evils might have been averted had I spoken to Sidkeong then. But it was my arrogant practice not to discuss what I was learning until I was ready to speak of it. And I had all the pride of a young scholar thinking I had discovered something new, and unwilling to share my revelation before I could publish about it.


“Oh, always. Tsongkhapa is very wise.”


“I’m glad you think so. He is one of the great masters. Anyway, are you coming? We’re supposed to meet Yarmouth in a few minutes.”


“Yes, of course, I’d forgotten. Just let me put these away.” And I took the texts and put them back on the reserved shelves, ready for me to resume my researches the next day. We left the library, turning the corner of the Indian Institute, where Yarmouth was already waiting for us, having a cigarette outside the King’s Arms.


Yarmouth had become involved in the debates at the Union in first year, and had got himself elected Treasurer, one of the more important of the Society’s Standing Committee positions. I had little interest in climbing the greasy pole myself, but I sometimes went to support Yarmouth and avail myself of the heavily subsidised drinks from the Union’s capacious cellar, which was well stocked with claret, port and Madeira. It was tedious to be toadied to by unctuous, social-climbing young politicos blinded by deference to my wretched title, but a few glasses of wine made it bearable. Yarmouth was the one who invited me on the day Vorontzoff came to speak. He and I and Sidkeong got ourselves pints of cider and ale at the King’s Arms, and retreated into one of the back rooms, where Yarmouth lit another cigarette, adding to the stinking fog that was permeating the entire pub. I have never got used to that vile smell, but I didn’t begrudge Yarmouth his habit.


“We’ve a senior official in the Russian foreign ministry coming to give a talk. He’s in London on a diplomatic mission, and Rawson got in touch with his father who works at the Home Office, asking if he’d come and give us a lecture on the Tsar’s foreign policy in the aftermath of the war with Japan.”


“Oh, I say, that’d be fascinating,” said Sidkeong.


“You should both come,” said Yarmouth. “It’s at the end of sixth week. I’ll be sure to get you in for drinks afterwards, I’m told he’s quite a fascinating gentleman. He’s been in the Russian diplomatic service since the war in Crimea.”


So the day came, and Sidkeong and I went down to the Union, and entered the imposing, high-ceilinged red-brick chamber where the debates were held, and the talks were given. The talk was well attended, but hardly packed, and the chatter of the assembled young men (and they were all men. There were a few small colleges, like Somerville and Lady Margaret Hall, where women were studying, but they weren’t allowed to use the Bodleian Library and we rarely saw them) was sedate and calm. I saw a number of fellow aristocrats there, alongside the usual Union hacks, and could hear a number of Russian voices mixed in with the English. There was a small rustle by the doors to the chamber, and the President, flanked by Yarmouth and the Secretary, led the day’s guest of honour through the crowd and to a small lectern in the well of the chamber. There was a wave of polite applause and the Russian put both his hands on the lectern and surveyed the crowd. A silence fell.


He was tall, thin and imposing, and I would have guessed that he was in his middle forties if I hadn’t known from Yarmouth that he had been in the Russian service since the 1850s. His hair was flecked with grey, and his eyes were piercing and slightly sunk into shadows in his face. There was something in his gaze that was rather unsettling, as he regarded us thoughtfully during the President’s introduction, though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. He had a trim moustache, and was dressed in white tie and tails, as were the rest of us for a formal Union occasion. He wore a silk top hat, which he removed, and placed on the lectern in front of him before he began to speak.


“Gentlemen, I must say it is pleasant to be back in Oxford at a time of peace between our countries, and to be a guest of such an august and distinguished society. Some of you know that I am myself a member, and was Treasurer in my day, when I was reading Oriental Studies at Brasenose. This is a city of happy memories for me, and I thank you for the invitation to speak to you of some of the challenges facing the Russian Empire at this challenging time in our history.”


He was a powerful, fluent speaker, and he held us spellbound as he ran through the Tsar’s recent foreign policy, and frankly diagnosed the malaise that was gripping the Tsarist regime and had led to such a humiliating defeat at the hands of a rising, non-Western power, which had shocked the world. He made it clear that it was his view that the chief mistake of Russia had been to underestimate the Japanese as an uncivilised people when they deserved to be treated as equals. He preached understanding for the ancient, rich civilisations of the Orient, and said that European countries had much to learn from them. While much was made in those days of the “Yellow Peril”, he felt that East and West could meet from a place of mutual understanding and that it was for the Western nations to extend the hand of brotherhood to the civilisations of China and Japan and welcome them into the twentieth century. The reaction of the crowd, mostly conservative young Englishmen unwilling to tolerate such open-mindedness, was coldly hostile, if scrupulously polite. Vorontzoff answered a number of questions from the floor, including one of mine, and the talk concluded, with many of the young men commenting to each other that the speaker was interesting, for a foreigner, but not entirely sound. Not to be relied upon. Like all the Russkies.


After the talk I retired to the President’s offices with Yarmouth and Sidkeong, and the rest of the Standing Committee and their aristocratic guests. We found the Count Vorontzoff holding court, regaling the company with anecdotes and tales from his long career, and holding the young men enraptured.


“When I was a young man, not much older than all of you, my father hosted a British officer as a prisoner during what, God willing, will be the last war our two countries are obliged to fight with each other. He was a wonderful guest, and we got along very well together. He could not hold his liquor as well as you young men, however. I hope none of you ever have to enjoy such Russian hospitality again.” I shudder now, to think of the “hospitality” that that unfortunate officer had to endure. I know more of it now than I ever wished to. “At home, you would find we can drink you under the table.” There was laughter at this, and the drinking continued. I was never much of a drinker, and I nursed my glass of port as long as it took the Committee to sink a bottle each. As they became drunker and drunker, the Count lost interest in them and I found myself sitting next to him, on some chairs by the door. He smiled at me.


“I hope you weren’t offended by my response to your perfectly fair question, young man.” I had asked a question at the end of his talk, which had provoked some derision among the audience.


“Certainly not,” I said, offhand.


“Are you yourself interested in diplomatic service?”


“Yes, I suppose it’s one of the routes open to me.” He regarded me thoughtfully.


“You aren’t, by any chance, the Lord Dalwood, are you?” This was the courtesy title I held while my father yet lived.


“Why, yes, I am,” I stammered, caught off guard. “How did you know?”


“You resemble your father, who I believe attended Brasenose College when he was up?”


“Yes, he did,” I said. I was astonished. He appeared far younger than my father, who had had me rather late in life, and was already an old man by that time. “You knew him?”


“Yes. We were not close. I did not approve of his radical politics, and he did not approve of my father and I keeping serfs. This was before the late Tsar freed them in a fit of liberality.” He took a sip of his port. “I see some of those radical opinions have passed on to you.”


“I don’t consider my views particularly radical,” I said.


“Perhaps they are not, in this country,” said the Count.


“I believe you said you read Oriental Studies when you were here?” I asked.


“I did indeed.”


“Do you know Dacre Winslow?”


“Slightly,” he said, glancing away to the right, where Yarmouth and the President were jabbering drunkenly at each other. “We crossed paths many years ago now, when he was a doctoral student.” He looked back to me, appraising, and I felt a coldness as his eyes fixed on me. I saw for the first time that one of them was electric-blue and the other so deeply brown as to be almost black. It was this that gave his gaze its peculiar, alarming, intensity, I realised. “You are studying Vajrayana Buddhism with him, then?”


“Yes, actually. Indeed, I think I might be on the verge of a significant discovery, which might make a significant contribution to the furtherance of my field.” God, I was so young and naïve. I wanted to impress him. I didn’t realise the horror of what I was doing. “In your own studies, have you ever come across any references to the Black Helmets? The Dhaumri Karoti?”


To my consternation, the conversation fell completely silent at that moment. Nothing in particular had happened to dispel the noisy gaiety, but it appeared that everyone in the room had felt some sort of chill pass over it. Nervously, I realised the entire Standing Committee, to say nothing of the Count Vorontzoff, were regarding me as though I had said something very stupid. And indeed I had, though I wasn’t to understand the full consequences of my stupidity until many years later.


“I believe I’ve encountered the name,” said Vorontzoff quietly. “I wonder what you know of them?” The conversation resumed, as though best efforts were being made to ignore my indiscretion. I blushed crimson with embarrassment.


“Nothing as of yet, but it appears they’re an ancient sect of Tibetan Buddhists that are completely unknown to Western scholars. I plan to make it a subject of my future researches.” I sipped my port primly and slightly nervously, as his eyes were boring into me with disconcerting force.


“I wish you joy of it,” he said. “It appears you have a genuine interest in the Orient, then?”


“I have.”


“Then perhaps you should not consider the diplomatic service.”


“Oh?”


“Perhaps you ought to avail yourself of some time in India. You would surely find employment there, in your civil service, should you wish it, and you could experience the Orient for yourself, and not just read about it endlessly in books. A young man can make his name and fortune very easily East of Suez, as you British call it. And you may find that it is easier to conceal certain things about oneself in a society that is less scrupulous about observing the Christian pieties . . . ”


“Interesting,” I said. I coughed nervously and looked away. I felt he had seen something about me with those eyes, and was nervous in his presence. “I shall consider it.”


“I hope you do,” he said. God, what I would give now to have ignored his advice. To stay in England and lead an entirely dull life, and never again have dealings with that monstrous man. After a few moments longer, I got up and felt his eyes follow me across the room as I crossed it to tap Sidkeong on the shoulder, and ask if he was ready to leave. He nodded, and we got up and walked down Cornmarket Street back to Pembroke.


I returned to the library incessantly in the next months. In addition to my usual reading, I now found myself obsessively searching the Tibetan and Indian and Chinese literature for references to the Dhaumri Karoti. I ransacked treatises, letters, meditation instructions, anything I could find. For a while, I was convinced that I would discover more, and that it would make my reputation as a scholar. But the most I could find, besides the reference in Tsongkhapa, was a note from an abbot in a minor monastery in Amdo, in the east of Tibet, remarking that one of his monks had been discovered to be an acolyte of “the forbidden sect, the vile desecrators”. This I took to refer to the Dhaumri Karoti. But the note said merely that the monk had been burned alive, “to cleanse him of the evil doctrine of Vadakha”. This did shock me. Buddhist monasteries generally did not engage in such barbarities, as far as I could tell. I thought perhaps there had been some sort of mistranslation. After all, Vadakha, in Sanskrit, meant executioner. But here it was used as though it was a proper name for someone, or something. There was a world of fear implicit in the note, but in the end I had to give up the search. There simply wasn’t any more to be found. I did get the sense, as I searched and searched, that the sect was visible by its absence. It was as though many of the writers I read were arguing with someone, refuting something, without being able precisely to say who, or what, it was. I eventually gave up the search, and resumed my regular studies, which were taxing enough. I asked Dacre about them, once, at a tutorial, and he was dismissive.


“Oh, that. It’s really nothing to be concerned about. The Black Helmets never existed. They were more of a foil, a sort of bogeyman devised by the lamas, a straw man for their arguments to refine themselves against. I wouldn’t waste a lot of time on them, if I were you. Lord knows I wasted enough when I was a younger man.”


Unsettling as the encounter with Count Vorontzoff was, I found that I pondered his suggestion frequently in the months ahead, as I prepared to sit my Finals, and to leave college, which was indeed forcing a decision about my future. Garrett and I had talked a great deal about what we were going to do next. I discussed the idea with him one night as we lay in his little servant’s bed together.


“I’ve a hankering to see India, sir. And I think you do too since you’ve been reading about it so long. It seems a good idea. Why don’t you take the India Service examinations?” I was startled.


“I could sit them, I suppose.” I had no doubt I would pass them. I would be a catch for the India Service. “But would you really want to go so far away?”


“I already told you, sir, I’d go anywhere on earth, so long as it was with you.” He smiled and looked in my eyes as he said it, and I kissed him warmly.


First there were the Finals. The Oxford final examinations are as much a test of character as they are of knowledge. They almost broke me. They almost broke most of us. But then it was all over, and a few months after my final examinations I walked out of the Sheldonian Theatre, after a short ceremony in Latin, a Bachelor of Arts in Oriental Studies, in the Year of Our Lord 1909. A few weeks later, I went up to London and sat the necessary examinations for the civil service. I was twenty-one years old.


I did well and was formally offered a place in the India Service a few months later. Initially, this meant that very little changed. The India Service trained its recruits in Oxford, and I found I could even keep using the library I had grown so accustomed to. I had to spend a year on probation studying Indian law and institutions, reading Indian history and learning the language of the province I would be posted to. By this point, I was already fluent in Urdu and Hindi, and competent in classical Sanskrit, so they shortened my probation from the standard two years, and assigned me to the northern province of Sikkim, where I was slated to take up the post of secretary to the British delegation to the court of the Chogyal of Sikkim, a heavily Buddhist princely state, where they believed I would be useful, given my background. Naturally, the India Service, in their infinite wisdom, sent me to the one region of the subcontinent where my learned languages would be next to useless. I was to become used to such surreal decision-making. I spent the year brushing up on legal papers and learning the rudiments of Nepali and Sikkimese, the local language, which is closely related to Tibetan, and so I found I had finally to learn how to read the Tibetan script.


I told Sidkeong of my plans a few days before he left England, at a goodbye dinner I hosted for him in my rooms, to celebrate his graduation.


“I assumed you would,” he said, smiling. “It’s a perfect fit for you. Where have you been posted?”


“Sikkim,” I said. “Have you been?”


“Once or twice,” he said. “I wish you joy of it.”


“Perhaps I’ll come visit you in Ladakh,” I said.


“Perhaps you will. I’ll look forward to it. I’m sure we’ll see each other again,” he said, with an enigmatic smile, and we toasted our friendship. I saw him off from college the next morning, his trunks packed by porters into a waiting hackney carriage, and I waved him goodbye as he turned up St Aldate’s, heading for the railway station that would take him to Southampton, and the beginning of the long voyage home.


That last year in Oxford was paradise. I no longer had to keep rooms in college, so Garrett and I were free to move into a little house in Jericho, near the University Presses, and we lived together quite comfortably. I took no other servants, as having kept others would have meant having to conceal our relationship at home, so I frequently pitched in to help Garrett with the domestic duties when no one was around to see. I was next to useless, as most men of my background would have been. Garrett taught me how to cook, how to do my own laundry and how to use a broom, a mop and various cleaning solutions and potions. He still insisted on dressing me, as a valet would, and I was happy to let him. I had few visitors, and when I went for dinner with my old college friends or my new acquaintances from the India Service, I went alone. The fact that I rarely entertained myself was remarked on, given my position and relative wealth, but was accepted as mere eccentricity, or unsociability. People will assume many things, and fail to assume many others, about what might be concealed under the convenient label “confirmed bachelor”.


I booked us passage on P&O early that summer, after I had completed my training. The Rajputana was a comfortable, unpretentious ship, and she and I got along well together. The passage was to Calcutta. Bombay was the up-and-coming port on the west side of the subcontinent, in the Marathi country, and closer to Suez, but Calcutta was more convenient for Sikkim. The voyage was long and uneventful; dull, really. The company on board, and most of British India, for that matter, was very middle class, and many of the memsahibs-to-be were quite obsequious to a young, titled, unattached lord. It was rather tiresome, but I was polite, and participated in endless rubbers of whist that a suitable amount of brandy made bearable enough. A few of the male political officers were interesting, and full of useful information. One or two were even good-looking, though invariably my thoughts would turn back to Garrett when they travelled in this direction. Garrett had to travel third class, as it would have been too conspicuous for him to travel first, with me, and in such close quarters. I passed the time by reading the Upanishads on deck, and even once or twice tried to enter one of the meditative states they describe. The act of meditation seemed so deceptively simple that it almost felt like a trick, and I am sure that the rapturous joys that the Upanishads and the early Buddhist scriptures and poetry describe are very real, but I’m afraid I never made a consistent habit of it. It isn’t what we do, after all, it’s what we do consistently. And I could never find the time to devote myself to it properly. The sea air was bracing, at least.


We stopped briefly in the Protectorate of Aden; our first taste of the world “East of Suez”. I got a glimpse from the first-class promenade deck of Garrett below on the bow, in third class, leaning as far out over the rail as he could and devouring the exotic sights and smells of the Arabian port, with its white-sailed dhows and rows of terraced houses and winding alleys. He must have sensed me observing him, for he looked up and saw me and grinned his irresistible grin, full of excitement, as if to say, “Isn’t it all wonderful?”


I smelled India long before I saw it. The steamer was in a headwind for that final approach into Calcutta, and before land even came into sight there was a heavy, dead smell in the air, like rotten vegetation and wet earth, with a sharp tang of coal smoke. When the ship finally arrived at Kidderpore Dock, it was overpowering. And it wasn’t just the smell, it was the roiling, seething crush of bodies surging and swarming up and down the concrete pier, chattering and babbling and yelling in one endless, overwhelming roar. Now, within the general stench, one could distinguish the smell of cooking oil and animal dung and exhaust from motor cars and stagnant, filthy seawater redolent with dead cats and other horrible things. I clutched a handkerchief over my face and discharged down the gangplank, my head held down. I found Garrett, who had taken charge of our trunks, and he was grinning that same grin, a wild, manic glint in his eye.


“It’s incredible, sir, I’ve never seen anything like it. What a place!”


“What a place indeed,” I sighed through my handkerchief. I closed my eyes and remembered that Sikkim was a remote province, high in the Himalayas. I was seized by a mad urgency to get on the train heading north, and away from this massive, foul city, as soon as humanly possible. Garrett and I picked some native porters from the yelling crowd, frantically gesticulating for our attention, and headed for the terminal building.


Waiting for us in the terminal was a tubby little chap named Rawlins, sweating great buckets through his white linen suit, under a parasol being carried by a tall, unsmiling native servant. He waved frantically when he saw me.


“Lord Dalwood, sir?” I nodded. He held out a sweaty hand, with little round fingers, and beamed from his rotund, but amiable face. I could tell he was going to be one of your sycophantic types. People react differently to titles, and I’d seen most reactions, from slavish deference to studied indifference. “I’m John Rawlins. Assistant Political Officer to the Court of the Chogyal, working under Mr Charles Alfred Bell, as I’m sure you know. Mr Bell instructed me to come and meet you here and escort you to the Siliguri station, and then to Gangtok, where you will meet Mr Bell, and begin your duties.” He kept smiling. “Naturally all the British residents are very curious to meet your Lordship. I see your bags have already been seen to?”


“Yes, I didn’t think it could be helped.”


“You probably overpaid.”


“Well, as long as nothing gets stolen.”


“And this is . . . ?” He indicated Garrett.


“Oh, John Rawlins, this is Benson, my manservant.” Garrett nodded, looking elsewhere in his best servant manner.


“Pleased to meet you, sir,” he said.


“And you, Benson! Welcome to India! I must say it’s a rare servant who comes all the way to see India with his master. Why did you come?”


Garrett smiled. “I’d a hankering to see it, sir. And Lord Dalwood has been good to me. Couldn’t let him get lost out here on his own now, could I?”


“Splendid! Right, well, if you’re ready, my lord, we’ll find a carriage to take us to Howrah Junction, where we’ll board the eight o’clock sleeper to Siliguri.”


“I see. And how will we get to Gangtok?”


“Can you ride?” I flushed. It wasn’t my strong suit. It was certainly Garrett’s, though. Rawlins smiled. “Never mind, my lord, we’ll get you there in one piece.”


“John will do, if you prefer.” I liked Rawlins from our first meeting and was prepared to make the concession.


“Very well. Come along . . . John.” He was all flustered energy at the condescension, and politely ushered our porters along in loading our bags into the nearest carriage. Motor cars were beginning to make an appearance in England when I left, but there didn’t yet seem to be many on Calcutta’s streets.


We made the train in plenty of time. It was large and beautifully furnished, and Garrett and I had a little suite of compartments to ourselves, upholstered in English oak and red velvet. There was an excellent dining car serving delicious French wine and passable English cooking. It was peculiar how a dish as banal and familiarly English as lamb with mint sauce was somehow inflected with an exotic flavour. I suppose it could have been the cooking oils they were using. It wasn’t unpleasant, and, indeed, I soon found my palate vastly preferred the curries and dals and other Indian dishes I encountered. British cuisine has seemed dull and pedestrian and ordinary ever since. Rawlins was amiable dinner company, and by the time I got back to my compartment I was more than a little drunk. I found that Garrett had turned down the sheets, and drawn the blinds, and he surprised me by bursting out of the little servant’s chamber naked. That was the first night we made love in India.


Lying in my bed afterwards, we talked excitedly about how Sikkim was likely to be, and mocked Rawlins a little, Garrett deploying his powers of mimicry.


“Oh, I say, how capital Lord – Lord – my Johnship, how lovely to see you! Please, come right this way.” I couldn’t help but laugh.


“You’re a cruel one, you are,” I said.


“He’s a funny little fellow, that one.”


“Oh, leave him alone. He seems all right.”


“He does indeed. Trifle grovelling perhaps, but a decent feller all round. Do you think he looked at me strangely?”


“I don’t think so.”


“I thought he did, mind. Just once or twice.”


“I didn’t think you were looking in our direction much at all.”


He tweaked my nose. “Jealous, are we?”


“Of Rawlins or India? Maybe a little of India.”


“We’ve only just begun. What an adventure, sir.” And we drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms, swaying with the rhythm of the train in our little trundle bed. The clack of the rails and the occasional ghostly whistle of the engine, and the pitch blackness all conspired to give me what I still remember as the best sleep of my life.


I awoke the next morning to grey light filtering through the gap in the curtains. Garrett was dozing beside me. I lifted the curtains, revealing a bright morning, clear as a bell, and gasped, waking Garrett to gasp in his turn.


The train was negotiating a curve through what seemed to be empty air, and all around us were snow-peaked mountains, resplendent and enveloping, creating a jagged horizon in the sky that completely encircled us. The rails were on what seemed a shockingly narrow little band of flat ground, and below us a sheer cliff face fell for hundreds of metres to the bottom of a lush green valley. Wispy cirrus clouds scudded about their peaks, and the sky was a blue so shocking it was as though the world had been remade entirely in cerulean. The sun felt harsher, nearer, as though one could reach up and grab it. White snowy peaks gave way to dense blue-green forest as the mountains hurtled down into the lush valley of what I now know was the Teesta River far below us. Garrett and I looked at each other and grinned wildly. Neither of us had ever seen anything like it in all our lives. England’s landscape is so tame and domesticated that even when it is wild, it is wild because humans have spared it for their own reasons. These mountains looked like no empire, not even ours, could conquer them, and that they would be here long after the human race has passed from all knowledge. My relief that India was not to be like Calcutta was palpable.


Eventually the train pulled into Siliguri, a hill station carved in terraces into the sides of the mountain valleys, and Rawlins procured horses and carts and porters from a government stable. As we set off on the road to the capital, Gangtok, I couldn’t take my eyes off the encircling battlement of mountains. My eyes were drawn to one, away to the west, that seemed to have five separate peaks, clawing at the heavens like the paw of an enormous tiger. Great drifts of snow were being blown from each of them in trailing plumes, bearing mute testament to ferocious winds. I asked Rawlins if it had a name.


“That’s Kangchenjunga. We used to think it was the highest mountain in the world. As it turns out, the real one’s some way to the west of here in Nepal, on the border with Tibet. But it’s still a magnificent sight, isn’t it? The name means ‘The Five Treasures of the High Snow’ and the Lhopo believe that hidden treasure will be revealed to the devout there when the world is in peril.” And perhaps it will be. Who knows? Perhaps it is worth your looking into. We need all the help we can get now.


“I hope so.”


“Come along, John. Best not to keep Mr Bell waiting.”


I had never ridden a horse so far or so long in my life. I’d ridden them before, of course, as a child, but this was my first trek of any substance. I found I soon got used to it. Garrett had grown up on a farm and seemed even happier in the saddle than he’d been on the train. The Himalayas were all around us, and a steady wind off the mountains whipped through the trees around us, giving form to the air. As we ascended higher and higher, they gradually changed from oak, aspen and other familiar deciduous trees into decidedly alien pines and firs and other conifers, and the air began to take on a brisk chill, which I quite enjoyed. We made camp at a wayside inn when the sun went down suddenly behind the mountains, almost instantly throwing the entire landscape into gloom. There was a good fire, and hot tea, and Rawlins and Garrett and I passed a companionable evening. By noon the next day, we were in Gangtok.


My first impression was of one of those terraced rice paddies you see so often in China. The houses lay in serrated rows along the slopes of the mountains that it was built seemingly over and throughout. Winding lanes and alleyways flowed up and over ridges, and the houses were packed close together, so that the lanes felt narrow and constricted, but not in the claustrophobic way they had in Calcutta. Here the closeness felt intimate and friendly. As we cantered up the central road towards the Chogyal’s palace, we cleared the crowds before us, and drew many curious stares from the locals who parted to let us pass. White men were clearly a rarity in this part of India. Children ran alongside us for a better look, and I noticed many of the women looking at Garrett and I and giggling to each other behind their hands. I smiled. Garrett deserved the attention. In the distance we heard the crash of cymbals and the low chanting of lamas. As we rounded a bend, it became clear that it was coming from the Chogyal’s palace.


“Oh, they’ve prepared a reception for us! Mr Bell must have told them you were a person of importance.”


“I’m sure they’ll be disappointed.”


We passed through the gate, and into the palace courtyard; though palace hardly felt like the appropriate word in any sense but the technical. It was an unpretentious place. At first my eyes were drawn to a large, square, white building, with a sloped, golden roof, from which the bulk of the cymbals and chanting was coming. It was small, certainly, but had a sort of dignity, and I assumed this was the palace. But as I made to ride towards it, Rawlins grabbed my elbow.


“Not there. That’s only the temple. This way.”


Low to the ground, with only two storeys, the palace itself was an unprepossessing cream colour, with a red roof and two verandahs facing forward. It looked for all the world like a Swiss hotel, very modern and rather Western. A few rows of dignitaries funnelled us towards the Chogyal, not enthroned in state, but, rather, sitting in a high-backed wooden chair, simply dressed in a yellow robe with a red collar, and a black silk hat. This was Thutob Namgyal, the 9th Chogyal of Sikkim, who had ruled his mountain kingdom for over thirty years by the time I arrived. He had fought the British in his youth, and now he had made a treaty with them, giving up control over his foreign affairs, and retaining nominal independence and control over his population by submitting to have a British Political Officer at his court as a “representative”, with substantial rights to intervene if he so chose. Before him, waiting for Rawlins and me to dismount, so he could conduct us to the Chogyal, was Charles Alfred Bell.


He was a tall, razor-thin man, with sad, heavy eyes in dark shadows, tidy hair, prematurely white, with a high forehead atop a handsome, Roman face, with a long, aristocratic nose and a morose, tidy little mouth. He smiled as I approached, though his eyes remained rather glum, and he shook my hand.


“Lord Dalwood. A pleasure. You come highly recommended.” He took my arm and walked me to the Chogyal, leaving Garrett standing with the horses. The Chogyal, an old man then, with a lined, copper face and a dour expression, surveyed me silently.


“Great Dharma King,” Bell addressed him in English, “may I present Lord Dalwood. As I told you before, he is a man of high station in our country, and it is a sign of the great esteem in which our King and Emperor holds Your Highness that he has been sent to us.” The Chogyal regarded me gravely.


“He is a young man,” he said in excellent, lightly accented English. “That is good. There are enough of us elders about these days.” He looked at me with a blank, guarded expression. “What will be his role in your delegation?”


“He will work with Mr Rawlins in the same manner as Mr Boxwood before him, providing administrative support, handling correspondence with Calcutta and Delhi, providing advice and support to me, and, above all, learning about your country and its manifold complexities.” This, I supposed, was as much for my benefit as for the Chogyal’s.


“Hmm,” the Chogyal sniffed. “Those seem like minor administrative duties for a person of his status to be carrying out, no? Perhaps he is not as important as you led us to believe.”


“Lord Dalwood is still a young man, and, as Your Highness knows, in our civil service, seniority and merit count for a great deal. More than rank, in this particular instance.” Again, this was probably for my benefit as well. I kept silent. “I am sure his advice and counsel will be valuable to both of us, but he is also new to India, and new to Sikkim, and has much to learn.”


“Quite.” The Chogyal nodded, as if satisfied. “Then welcome, Lord Dalwood, to Sikkim. I trust you will find our small country hospitable. These are my chief ministers.” He indicated a rank of men who bowed low as they were introduced one by one, which made me rather uncomfortable. Some were courtiers, holding various palace functions, and these were elaborately dressed in lavish silk robes with intricate patterns, and black Tibetan-style silk hats. Then there were the heads and acolytes of the various large Buddhist monasteries, Rumtek, Phodong and Ralang, and their accompanying sects, and these were in simple red robes, with shaved heads or the yellow crested hat of the lama. Lastly, he indicated a young man of perhaps twenty-five, handsome in a pretty sort of way, with prominent eyebrows and high cheekbones, who smiled broadly and barely nodded his head in greeting. To my surprise, he looked rather familiar. I was sure I had seen him before, but I couldn’t quite place it. “This is my son, Prince Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal, heir to the throne of Sikkim and recognised reincarnation of Sidkeong Namgyal I, Abbot of Phodong Monastery.”


He offered his hand for me to shake. “You can still just call me Sid.” He was grinning like a mad hatter. I gasped, and started, and took a long moment to process the shock. Then I grinned in turn.


“You clever bastard!” The courtiers drew a collective gasp.


“What would have been the fun in telling you?” He was laughing now.


“What are the chances . . . Your Highness?”


“Don’t bother with that,” he laughed. The courtiers looked aghast. “I had a feeling I’d see you again, John. You were always going to come to India, I knew that the minute I met you.”


“I suppose you knew me better than I knew myself.”


“You’re not that hard to read.” He was smiling broadly, and I let out a little laugh. What a relief it was to see a friendly face, and in such circumstances. Sidkeong turned to his father.


“John and I had a mutual friend at Oxford, Great Dharma King: his tutor, Dacre Winslow. Sound chap, Dacre. He often had me over for dinner, and we would discuss whatever sacred text he was translating at the time. I hope I was of some small help to him, and perhaps to you, through him.” He clapped me on the shoulder.


“I . . . I can’t believe he never mentioned . . . He knew I was coming to Sikkim.”


“Doubtless he thought it would be a jolly surprise.” I had to admit it was, rather. The Chogyal and Mr Bell were agape at all this, and the courtiers and lamas were eyeing each other anxiously, but Bell caught my eye, and with a stern look encouraged me to fall silent. So I did. The Chogyal blinked and looked back and forth between us.


“Most extraordinary. It is most unlikely; I can’t fathom it.”


“Oxford is rather a small world, Your Highness,” said Bell. “It would have surprised me if they hadn’t a thing to say to each other.”


“Indeed. Well, this is fortunate. Welcome to Sikkim, Lord Dalwood. We hope your stay here will be fruitful for all of us.” And he rose from his chair and signalled that the interview was over, turning to retreat into the little palace. Bell and Rawlins bowed, and I followed their lead. We remained so until the little knot of courtiers and lamas, and, of course, Sidkeong, had followed the Chogyal into the palace. Then we rose and turned back towards the horses.


“I had not known you were a Pembroke man,” Bell regarded me solemnly.


“Indeed, sir, I thought perhaps Dr Winslow would have mentioned it.”


“He did not. I assumed you were at some other college and came to him for Oriental Studies. Silly of me.” We walked back to where Garrett was holding the horses. “Still, all’s well that ends well. If you were to re-establish your friendship with the Crown Prince, it might certainly prove most useful. It doesn’t appear that that will be difficult, either. I will have to think on this.” We arrived at Garrett and the horses. “And you are?”


“Garrett Benson, sir. Lord Dalwood’s manservant.”


“You brought a manservant, did you?” Bell raised an eyebrow. “Well, I suppose it’s nice to have some small reminder of home. You’ll have plenty of native servants, of course.”


“Perhaps Benson can supervise them?” I ventured.


“I speak Hindi, sir, a little,” Garrett offered. Bell raised the other eyebrow and blinked rapidly in surprise.


“Indeed? Extraordinary. Well, I’m afraid it won’t do you much good here. Mostly the servants speak Lepcha or Nepali. The Sikkimese don’t work as domestics. Especially not for us.”


“I need Benson, sir. Can’t manage without him.” I was alarmed at where this seemed to be heading.


“Well, he seems an enterprising chap. I’m sure he’ll be useful to you. And perhaps I can find a use for him as well, before long. Rawlins,” he snapped his fingers. “Escort Mr Benson to Lord Dalwood’s lodgings, and show him the ropes. Lord Dalwood and I will speak in my office. I’ll send him to his lodgings in a litter after we’re done.”


Garrett and Rawlins took the horses and headed out of the gate, and I followed Mr Bell over an immaculate green lawn into a modest building that turned out to be the Political Officer’s residence, and my chief place of business for much of the next ten years. We passed through an outer office, clean and airy, through a heavy oak door into his private office. It was spotless, with a large walnut desk and comfortable brown leather chairs. The furnishings were gold, but very tasteful; only a sleek golden clock on the wall and some golden candlesticks on a little end table between the two leather easy chairs before a roaring fireplace, burning with what smelled like a hint of sandalwood. This was welcome, for even in high summer Sikkim was rather chilly given the altitude. The desk was clean, with paper and pens and an inkstand set up just so, at right angles. Orderly, but not fussy. A book lay open and face down on the table, with its leather spine cracked. Mr Bell motioned me to the easy chairs and walked over to a little captain’s table with crystal decanter and glasses.


“Good God, it’s nearly half past five. Sherry?”


“Yes, thank you.”


“Good man.” He poured two little glasses for each of us and brought it over to me. I waited for him to sit down first, out of deference. Once we were comfortably seated, he was blunt. “Now, what are you doing in Sikkim?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“I’ve seen your civil service scores and read your letter of recommendation from Dr Winslow. You could have taken a post anywhere in the Service, anywhere in the Empire. For that matter, you could be home managing your father’s estates, or living a life of idleness and dissipation in London. I’m sure that’s what most of your peers are doing. Why are you here, in the back of beyond?”


“Well,” I hesitated. I hadn’t articulated it particularly well to myself. “As you know, I’ve been fascinated with Buddhism for some time now. And with Vajrayana Buddhism in particular.” This was the tantric, or secret mantra variety of Buddhism that prevailed in Tibet, Mongolia and the Himalayan states. “But, of course, Tibet is closed to foreigners, and Sikkim is under British sovereignty. I was also considered for Ladakh”, a Buddhist region of the princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, “but I was told the weather was better here. Also, you were the one who needed help, after Boxwood resigned.” He kept his head poised on his index finger, regarding me with hooded eyes.


“And?”


“And, well, it’s rather peaceful up here. I like the quiet, and the mountains, and the forests. I believe I’ll enjoy the privacy.” This was getting a little too close to the nub of the matter.


He let a moment pass. “That’s all very well, and I’m certainly happy to have the use of your talents. But I rather think you’re here because you’re running away from something. I can’t imagine what. Neither I suspect, can anyone else. But if you choose to hide yourself away up here for a while, I’ve no reason to stop you. Besides,” he smiled slowly, “I could use a research assistant.”


“Oh?”


“My own studies of Vajrayana Buddhism are progressing. I have been working on a book on the religion of the Tibetan Plateau for some time. I must confess that part of why I selected you for the post was because I rather hoped you could aid me in my research. I hope I didn’t presume too much?”


“No, not at all. I’d be delighted to help.”


“Good.” He stood up suddenly. “I do apologise for keeping you. I’m sure you’ve had a long journey and would like nothing more than to settle into your quarters.” He signalled to a tall, blank-faced Sikh butler. “Please send Lord Dalwood to his accommodations in the litter.” We shook hands. “I’ll be in touch tomorrow about the commencement of your duties.”


The litter, a ridiculous contraption that made me feel like a coddled child, bore me out of the palace gate and down a nearby side street, to what turned out to be a very pleasant little bungalow, with modern furnishings and large glass windows overlooking the mountains and the valley of the Teesta River. The house already came with native servants, who to my relief turned out to be an old Nepali cook and a Lepcha chambermaid, and not the small army Bell had hinted would be necessary. When we were left alone, Garrett and I caught each other’s eye and starting giggling like schoolboys at our luck. We had a little nest of our own. And then we embraced and celebrated vigorously in the large mahogany king bed we would be sharing for the foreseeable future. No more single beds in airless little rooms for us.


Life soon settled into a comfortable routine. I went into work in the mornings at the palace, and Garrett got things in order around the house, prepared the day’s meals with the help of the cook, and, when that was all in hand, which was usually very quickly, he would wander the streets of Gangtok, picking up Nepali and Lepcha and Sikkimese and Tibetan, and shopping for various odds and ends the house needed. He would go into the smoky taverns in the Tibetan quarter, where the locals drank, and order a beer or whisky, and get drunk with them. I was worried about how risky this was, but in the end acceded. As he put it:


“Nobody cares what language you speak when you’re the one buying the drinks. Besides, it’s helping my Tibetan. With one or two pints inside me it tends to flow off the tongue.”


In the evenings, after we’d sent the cook and the chambermaid home, I would put out a second set of plates and cutlery for Garrett, and we would have dinner together, and, as there was no one to see us but the birds in the pines outside the window, we could finally dispense entirely with all that nonsense of master and servant, and in our own little world we could talk and drink and plan and scheme. We were in no rush to go anywhere specific, but it was great fun building castles in the air. Perhaps I would put in a transfer to the diplomatic, and we would go to Tokyo, to the court of the Meiji Emperor. Perhaps we would sell up in a few years and go and set ourselves up as merchants in the Shanghai international districts. Perhaps Bombay might suit, if it was less dismal than Calcutta. Who knew?


Prince Sidkeong and I quickly renewed our friendship, despite my newly discovered knowledge of his exalted status, as I learned to my consternation one lazy Saturday morning about three months after I arrived, when Mr Bell was away on business to Bhutan, whose relations we were also responsible for. Garrett and I were having a lie-in, dozing in the late morning light, when we were suddenly disturbed by the clatter of hooves in the street outside the little bungalow. We were prepared for this, and Garrett quickly sprang into the water closet while I put on my silk bathrobe and slippers and went to answer the door. The Prince was there, alone, with a smile on his face.


“Good morning, John. I hope this isn’t a bad time?”


“No, not at all, Your Highness.”


“None of that. It’s Sid. I won’t be calling you Lord Dalwood, to be sure.”


“Ha! Quite right. Come in, come in.” I beckoned him into my sitting room, and he sat down on the sofa and steepled his fingers. “What will you have?”


“A pot of tea would be lovely, thank you.” A few moments later, Garrett emerged from the kitchen, fully dressed and with a silver tea service in hand. He set it down in front of the Prince in his best London servant manner.


“And how are you finding our little kingdom? We’re a long way from Pembroke now, are we not?”


“I find it suits me well! The air here is so clean and pure. I’ve never been more content.” It was true, I realised. I was happy.


“I am glad to hear it. Of course, it seems a poor place after having seen London.”


“Why?”


“Because London is power, and wealth, and being at the centre of things. London is having mastery over the forces of industry and science and money. London is the future, bold and domineering. Gangtok . . . ” he trailed off.


“I’m not entirely sure I agree. I certainly see how it looks that way to you. But to me London is also filth, and poverty, and decadence, and chaos, and squalor. London is an arrogant, bullying landlord. London is a footpad who knifes you for pennies outside a pub. London is deluding yourself that nature can be bent to your will, and that money and industry and science will save you from her. London is a horrible machine, bleeding to death, from which there is no escape.”


“But it is your home.”


“No. My home is a small place in the countryside, far from London. I always hated London. My father did, too. We avoid it if we can.”


“So, are you here then because you think our oriental ways have been preserved from the machine? That we live a simpler life up here in the mountains?”


“Don’t you?”


“Poverty and simplicity are different things. If you spent your days in my father’s palace, watching his courtiers scheme and squabble over who gets to squeeze which group of peasants dry of their few lakhs of rice . . . ” he narrowed his eyes and sipped his tea. “You would not think life here simple, at any rate.”


“I am sorry to hear it.”


He smiled at me, and I smiled back. I could hear Garrett busying himself in the kitchen. I sipped my tea, and asked a question.


“Do you miss it?”


“No, I don’t miss England. People treated me with invincible contempt, even knowing I was as royal as their King Edward. But I know something about living abroad that you don’t yet, John. The truly difficult thing about living away from your home country for some time is not going there. That’s new, and exciting, and stimulating, and an adventure. The truly difficult thing is coming home and seeing it with the eyes of a stranger. For the first time, as it were. Indeed, of finding that you are now a stranger, to your countrymen, to your friends, even to your own family. I look around Sikkim now, and I don’t see a holy kingdom, blessed by the light of the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. I see a valley on the side of a hill between Tibet and India; poor, backward and medieval.” I didn’t quite know what to say. “We live our lives in the shadow of the Tibetans and the Nepalis, fearing them as great powers. But compared to Britain or Russia or China or Germany, Tibet and Nepal are a pack of children squabbling in the nursery while great armies clash and destroy each other in the world outside.”


“If I may say so, Sid, you may be overvaluing power. Britain is a power, most certainly, convinced of our civilising mission. But we don’t bring civilisation, so far as I can see. More often we bring death. And perhaps money. And I’m not even thinking of the repression. We kill bodies when we need to. But much more insidiously, we kill souls. We kill cultures. Cultures older and richer than our own. We build railways, but only to suck the wealth of our subject peoples. We build universities, but only to convince our subjects’ children of the superiority of our ways, and the inferiority of everything they’ve ever learned, and leave them with contempt for their parents and nothing of value to say to their countrymen. We send missionaries, but only to strip away the underpinnings of thousand-year-old cultures, to replace them with . . . what? Jesus? I am not sure Jesus would do you much good here.”


“There, at least, we agree. There is much that is backward in Sikkim and Tibet. But Buddhism is not backward. Buddhism is not darkness. Buddhism is the light. Did you know that the Tibetans once had a mighty empire?”


“I did.”


“We were their subjects. So were many other peoples, including many of the Chinese. They were a fierce, warlike people. Until they found the Dharma.”


“I know.”


“They renounced it all. They withdrew to their own land. Their empire did not fall to economic ruin, or to military defeat. It fell to conscience. Your Jesus renounced worldly power, just as our Buddha did. But a whole country? Renouncing power? I did not read of any such thing in your classics.”


“I suspect you did not.”


He regarded me consideringly for a moment. “Should you like to see a monastery?”


“I believe I would.”


“Come. We will go to Karthok and see the murals. I’m sure you’ve been longing to see the real thing, outside the plates in your books.”


“Just give me a moment to get properly dressed, and I’ll be with you.”


Karthok Monastery was much, much larger than the Chogyal’s palace. Prayer flags fluttered in the breeze all along the approach to the monastery gate. The belief is that every time the flag flutters in the wind, the prayers inscribed on it are repeated. It brings the one who erected it great merit, in this life and the next. Pilgrims clogged the road, chanting and prostrating themselves in the ritual kowtow, or spinning prayer wheels with scrolls inside them, and achieving much the same spiritual effect as the prayer flags. All along our approach people stopped to bow to Prince Sidkeong, and even a few to the foreigner who accompanied him, though most people regarded me with either mild curiosity, or sullen suspicion most of the time, in the vicinity of such a sacred place. As we passed through the gate, guarded by burly monks in saffron robes, the clatter and noise of the pilgrims outside quickly faded and a great silence fell.


“Ah,” said Sidkeong. “They are in meditation.”


We dismounted and proceeded on foot. The first courtyard was wide and flagged with grey stones, with a monument in its centre, and all around were low buildings in that riot of red, white, blue and green that Buddhist temples possess in that part of the world, which somehow manages out of all that multicoloured chaos to radiate peace and order and harmony. In the centre of the second courtyard was a much taller building, with ornate gables and a golden roof, in the centre of which, through the heavy red doors, we could see a golden statue of the Buddha flickering in the light of oil lamps. The monks we could see faced the Buddha, and sat in rapt silence, deep in meditation.


“What do we do now?” I whispered to the Prince.


“We wait. We do not disturb the Abbot.”


And so we stood in the courtyard in silence for twenty minutes that felt like an hour, while the monks faced the Buddha in rapturous silence. The only sound was the flutter of prayer flags in the breeze, and the chirping of birds in the nearby trees. For lack of anything else to do, my eyes were drawn to a Bhavachakra, or devotional painting, on the temple wall, an enormous parchment print swaying slightly in the cold wind. A Bhavachakra is a wordless aid to meditation, designed to represent the endless wheel of Samsara, in which all sentient beings are trapped, and help laymen understand Buddhist teachings, and obtain their release from Samsara, even if they aren’t able to read the sutras, or canonical texts; much like the vivid images in paint and stained glass in medieval churches. This particular Bhavachakra was at least eight feet long. Yama, god of death, rendered in a fiery red, with fierce, evil eyes and a dragon face, held the wheel that encloses the realms of men, the realms of beasts, the realms of the gods and the realms of the denizens of hell. Yes, Buddhism has a hell. In fact, it has eighteen hells, or Narakas; eight cold, eight hot and two others, though the scriptures vary on this point. Like Dante’s circles of hell, each is tailored to the evildoers it houses. Your sins relegate you to a particular hell, and you dwell there temporarily, until your karma is addressed, but for aeons so long that they may as well be eternity. Reincarnation is not the pleasant fantasy that in a past life you were Cleopatra, floating down the Nile. It is experiencing life, again and again and again, in all its pain and suffering, across all the realms of cyclic existence. The painting endeavoured to show them all.


In the realm of the gods, delightful beings all in saffron and gold strolled through immaculate gardens and sipped tea and smiled at each other; just, generous and beautiful, full of noble intention and calm purpose, but beset by arrogance and pride. In the realms of beasts, carnivores chased herbivores through jungles, and birds flew in the air, and fish frolicked in the sea, driven by instinct and appetite. In the realms of men, men and women in vermilion robes schemed and plotted and gossiped and committed heinous crimes and glorious acts of heroism, mad with desire and ignorance. And in the realm of the denizens of hell, sinners were wracked with torments that I was surprised any human could imagine: boilings and burnings and flayings and rendings and crushings and myriad more gruesome, lovingly rendered punishments, inflicted by ferocious demons with dragon faces and bodies of the darkest lapis lazuli. Every scene was overflowing with life, crowded with images, and befuddling in its immensity and detail. After a while, my mind began to ache contemplating the immense futility of it all, the raptures of the blessed no less than the punishments of hell.


I began to remember what Dacre had told me about the translation of Dhukka, the Buddhist concept of suffering. Suffering, he explained, was the wrong word entirely. It conjured images of Wagnerian drama and tragedy. Dhukka was unsatisfactoriness. The nagging sense, no matter what is happening in your life, success or failure, triumph or tragedy, love or hate, that it is just not enough, or that it isn’t right. That there must be something more. Yet as I scanned the realms of existence, worlds beyond worlds beyond what the Abrahamic faiths were even capable of imagining, for the fourth and final time, my eye caught the figure of a Buddha, instantly recognisable, and his face an ocean of inexpressible calm. Once you saw him, you realised that he stood at the heart of the kaleidoscopic scene. Then I noticed him again in the realm of the beasts, identical and full of calm compassion. Then I saw him in the realm of the gods, and even in the realm of the denizens of hell. To all alike, across all worlds and across all sentient beings, the figure of the Buddha was there, promising liberation. Even the denizens of Avici, the lowest hell, though their confinement be hundreds of thousands of years, have this route available to them, the calm acceptance of suffering and the cultivation of peace and enlightenment.


Suddenly, so suddenly that I realised I had drifted away entirely, a bell sounded, and the monks bowed to the statue of the golden Buddha as one, and began to chant a sutra, their voices ringing out low and clear in the mountain air. Then they stood and filed out of the dim hall into the light, blinking and silent. An old man, bald and wizened, with a staff, was escorted towards us on the arm of a burly young man, with a shaven head and calm, smiling eyes. I bowed to the old man, and they both drew up in shock.


“Your Eminence,” I addressed the older man, “thank you for allowing us to visit you here, in this peaceful place.” The old man and the young one laughed in my face. Sidkeong grinned broadly, a wicked gleam in his eye. The old man shook off the younger one’s assistance and shuffled away on his staff towards the monk’s cells in the outer buildings. The young man put his hands together and bowed to Prince Sidkeong, and then he bowed to me.


“I am Abbot Dorje Norbu.” I mouthed like a fish in embarrassment. “It is a natural mistake. We would expect no less of a foreigner.” He smiled and beckoned us to follow him. “Shall we adjourn to the audience chamber?”


The audience chamber was adorned on all its walls with riotous, multicoloured frescoes, stained with the smoke of what must have been centuries of burning oil lamps. Some light penetrated from the windows, from which could be seen the surrounding mountains, but many lamps were still burning throughout the chamber. Rich Indian carpets covered the floors and a number of silk meditation cushions lined up towards a sort of raised throne, all upholstered in gold and red. A few comfortable Western chairs stood at the base of the throne, which to my surprise the Abbot did not sit in. He took up a cross-legged position on a red cushion to the immediate right of the throne, and motioned Prince Sidkeong and me to take up the two Western-style chairs, which we did.


“Prince Sidkeong tells me you are learned in Buddhist theology, Lord Dalwood? Is such a thing possible?”


“I would hardly call myself learned, your Holiness.”


“Your Eminence will suffice. I prefer for my students and disciples to refer only to His Holiness, the Dalai Lama, as such. You see his throne there.” He indicated the raised platform. “It is only for his use, should he ever grace our monastery with his presence.”


“Well, your Eminence, I have studied Buddhism, among other religions, in my time at Oxford, where I briefly knew the Prince, as he has no doubt told you. But I would hardly call myself learned.”


“I am sure you underestimate yourself.”


“You are very kind, but a few years of an undergraduate degree do not a theological doctor make.”


“Well, at any rate you will be better than most British, I am sure.” He nodded and smiled. “We are honoured the White Queen has sent someone who understands even a little of our ways here in the mountains. I have some news, which I wish you to convey to your superior, Mr Bell, as soon as he returns from Bhutan. Before, if your correspondence may travel faster than ours.”


“Of course.”


“His Holiness may be gracing our monastery sooner than we thought. He has fled Lhasa.”


“Indeed!”


“The Chinese Emperor has sent troops into Tibet, and while they will no doubt be humbled for their brazen sacrilege in attacking the Holy City, for the present His Holiness is coming to India, to seek asylum and potentially help from the White Queen and her servants, in his struggle against the Chinese usurpers.”


“The White Queen is dead, your Eminence. She has been for some years. There is a White King now,” Prince Sidkeong interjected with an ironic smile. He inspected his nails.


“Yes, of course, I had forgotten,” said the Abbot. “At any rate, he is moving for the Indian border with all speed, and he will formally seek asylum and protection when he arrives, of course, but perhaps you could notify your border officials? The pass where we suspect he will be arriving is rather remote, and I’m afraid that the first British officials to meet him will not recognise him or treat him with the respect his rank and sanctity deserve.”


“Well . . . of course. I shall inform Mr Bell immediately. And consult with Mr Rawlins and see what may be done in the meantime.” It was startling, this sudden foray into mountain diplomacy. I wasn’t quite sure how to respond, but I assumed Mr Bell to be a compassionate man, on our limited acquaintance, and did not imagine he would turn away an exiled potentate at the border; especially not one held in the kind of awed reverence that I already knew the Dalai Lama inspired in the Buddhists of Sikkim. I had heard that pilgrims to the holy city of Lhasa kowtowed in reverence towards his Potala Palace before they came within half a mile of the place, such was its intense holiness.


“Very good, Lord Dalwood. I am grateful.”


“I told you he would be amenable, your Eminence,” said the Prince.


“Naturally!” I smiled.


“May I ask whether you have ever tried to practise Buddhism, Lord Dalwood? Even Christians may derive much benefit from meditation.”


“Do you know, I think I may have to begin. While I’m here it would be foolish not to.”


“Splendid!” He smiled to hear himself use so British a word. “When you sit, for a beginning, you may say to yourself: ‘May I, and all sentient beings, awaken together.’ And when thoughts arise, as they will, you may ask yourself, ‘what will I think of next?’ I believe you will notice a great change if you start from this place.”


“Well, I’ve tried in the past, your Eminence, but to no discernible effect.”


“Give it time. With repeated practice, you will notice great changes.” He shifted in his seat. “Do you have any questions about our ways here, that I might be able to answer for you?”


“A few.”


“I will be pleased to answer them.”


“Well, for a start, I have frequently heard men like the Dalai Lama, and the Panchen Lama and the Karmapa, who I believe heads your order, described as Tulku.”


“Yes?”


“So far as I can tell, the word refers to recognised reincarnations of departed figures.”


“Yes. The current Karmapa, the head of our order, is his fifteenth emanation in this world. He and the other bodhisattvas we describe as Tulkus are beings who have reached the very threshold of enlightenment, but have chosen to defer its bliss to return to our world of suffering and guide other sentient beings to the light, knowing that none of us are free until all of us are free. They have renounced bliss in order to save us other mortals. An act of great heroism.”


“And this is . . . universally believed?” I couldn’t quite get to my essential point, which was to ask whether they themselves believed it. Surely this was along the lines of Roman religion; meant mainly to keep the lower orders pacified and in line. Or indeed all religion. Such was my naiveté at the time.


“It is not believed, Lord Dalwood,” said the Abbot. “It is known. I personally was present at the selection of the fifteenth Karmapa and watched him identify all his possessions from his former life. He was then a child of just under three years of age. Prince Sidkeong is himself a Tulku; a reincarnation of his uncle, the former abbot of our monastery.”


I started and shot the Prince a look that could not conceal my surprise. He smiled at me with hooded eyes.


“Oh dear, I am sorry,” I muttered. What did one say to that?


“Not at all, John.”


“I am sure that His Holiness, when you meet him, will be able to answer your questions. To a point.” The Abbot smiled. “We understand that it is difficult for you British to grasp.”


“And you . . . remember your past lives then?” I asked the Prince. Sidkeong considered.


“I have flashes of memories that I know I have, but that I cannot quite believe to be mine. They were stronger when I was a child. My present self is rather dominant now. Mostly they come to me in dreams.”


“Ah.”


“Do you have any other questions I can answer within my poor power?”


“Well, yes, actually, one more for today. In my studies I learned something of the four sects of Buddhism as it is practised in Tibet. The Yellow Hats, the Red Hats, the Black Hats, or, rather, the Gelugpa, Kagyu, Sagyu and Nyingma sects, and I know some little of the differences between them.”


“Yes?”


“But once in a lesser work by Tsongkhapa, the first Ganden Tripa, I came across a reference to a fifth school: the Dhaumri Karoti sect, or the Blackeners, was the translation that was offered.” Immediately I felt the atmosphere in the room change. You’ve felt it before. When you’ve alluded to something at a dinner party that the hosts would prefer not to discuss. Or when you’ve asked a man whose mother has just died how she is keeping. Their faces instantly changed, and their eyes flashed, and the lamps in the room even seemed to flicker and darken, or so it seems in retrospect. “I . . . could not find any reference to them in any further book I read. And even Tsongkhapa only alluded to them quite briefly. I was curious at the omission, for he seemed to be execrating them quite strongly, without once referring to their doctrine itself.”


There was a long silence. Finally, the Abbot spoke.


“Two thousand years ago, in the north of India, near Lumbini in Nepal, a prince was born. The seers prophesied at his birth, and told his father, the king, that when he grew he would either become a great holy man and spiritual guide, or he would conquer the world. Naturally, his father was inclined to the second outcome, and so he raised the young prince in a garden of earthly delights. His every wish was granted, his every whim satisfied. He saw nothing, heard nothing, ate nothing, smelled nothing, felt nothing and consorted with no one who was not beautiful. He lived in a paradise on earth. His name was Shakyamuni.” I nodded. Of course, I had heard this story before. It was basic. The life of the Buddha.


“Then one day, on a trip outside the palace through the kingdom when he was about nineteen years of age, he saw a man wizened and unsightly, whose few remaining teeth were falling out of his head, and whose body was wrinkled and shrivelled and wrecked by time. The Prince recoiled in horror and drew the curtain of his litter until the unsightly apparition had faded. After minutes of silence passed, he asked his attendant about the horrible man he had seen. The attendant, who had barely noticed, looked back and understood. ‘Sire, that is change. As we age, we do not always stay young and beautiful.’ The Prince shuddered, and they returned to the palace in silence.


“The next day, the Prince went out again, beyond the gates of the palace, and into the kingdom he was destined to rule. It wasn’t long before he and his attendant came across a leprous woman, her face a grinning skull mask, and her eyes pits of despair. She rattled a begging bowl at the Prince, who again recoiled, and ordered his attendants roughly to push the woman away. After some minutes of silence, he again asked his attendant, ‘what was that woman?’. The attendant sighed, and replied ‘Sire, that is illness. All human beings will someday become ill, and perhaps disfigured and wasted like her.’ The Prince said nothing but ordered his retinue to return immediately to the palace.” I was listening in frustrated politeness, as surely every child in this part of the world knew the story of how Buddha became Buddha. But I noticed that Sidkeong’s face was a mask of fear, and that the Abbot was telling the story slowly, deliberately and without pause, but with every expression of extreme distaste and fear. In spite of myself, I listened more closely. I did not believe I had heard the tale told quite this way before.
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