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    Dr. Walter Evans-Wentz and the Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup in Gangtok, Sikkim; circa 1920.
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Foreword




    Sometimes a glance, a few casual words, fragments of a melody floating through the quiet air of a summer evening, a book that accidently comes into our hands, a poem or a memory-laden fragrance, may bring about the impulse which changes and determines our whole life.”




    The Way of the White Clouds
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    It was in the beginning of the twenties of this century that the name of Dr. Walter Evans-Wentz came to my notice. I read a book review by a well-known Indologist, who was of the opinion that The Tibetan Book of The Dead was a translation from a fake manuscript that had been picked up in the Darjeeling Bazaar by an American tourist.




    As I had at that time no means to verify the truth, I dismissed the matter from my mind. After all, there were so many books which disappeared as quickly as they appeared that one more or less would not make any difference. Little did I know that it was the book which would accompany me for the greater part of my life and would one day alter the course of my life and destiny. It has shown me never to rely on the judgement of others, even if they were regarded as authorities. After all, the learned writer of this review did not know that he was dealing with the translation of a genuine and rare copy of the Bardo Thodol, one of the most important Termas (or rediscovered secret writings) which was recognized by all schools of Tibetan Buddhism.




    Indologists at that time had no knowledge about the vast extent and historical importance of Tibetan literature and looked down on everything that was connected with Tantric tradition, which they regarded as a decadent form of Hinduism that had crept into Buddhism. It didn’t dawn on them that the first known documents of Tantrisim as a philosophy and a way of life were enshrined in Buddhist literature, almost a thousand years before it was transferred into a branch of popular Hinduism. Scholars of early Sanskrit works found it below their dignity to translate books of a Tantric nature; like Serpent Power or Garland of Letters, etc. To them Mantras were sheer gibberish and Tantrism a purely sexual cult. Sir John Woodruffe was the first Sanskrit scholar to break the taboo against these notions and to translate the main works of medieval Hindu-Tantras into English. But even he was of the opinion that the more or less unknown Buddhist scriptures of Tantric nature were derived from Hindu tradition.




    Under this impression, Dr. Evans-Wentz asked Woodruffe to write an extensive introduction to The Tibetan Book of The Dead and he himself introduced into the translation of Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup a terminology that was mainly derived from Hinduism. Thus, the female counterparts of the Dhyani-Buddhas, who symbolized wisdom, were transformed into Shakties (or power aspects) which reversed the whole Buddhist system. However, under the influence of scholars like Woodruffe and the beliefs of Theosophy, we can hardly blame Evans-Wentz to penetrate and make plausible to the west, where people had only a very foggy idea of Tibet and its religious beliefs.




    The real mark of a scholar is not to persist in his errors but to be open to correction. In this sense Evans-Wentz proved to be a scholar of the highest integrity. To him there was no higher authority but the truth. He would never pass a statement, unless he was convinced of its correctness. Therefore, he was broadminded enough to entrust me with a revision of his translation of the Bardo Thodol as soon as he was confront with the original text.




    But I will not jump ahead of events.




    I met Evans-Wentz a few months before the outbreak of World War II at the outskirts of Almora, a hill-station at the foot of the Himalayas. He lived in a tent that he had pitched in the garden of a house on the way to Kasar Devi, a well-known hill sanctuary about four miles from Almora. He was introduced to me as the author of a number of Buddhist books of Tibetan origin. I, naturally, was greatly interested and remembered the book review of The Tibetan Book of The Dead, though I was not yet able to give an opinion about it. But we often had talks about religious matters, and one day we went up to Kasar Devi Estate and discussed the possibility of founding an ashram (a place of religious retreat and meditation), either here or on Shayi Devi, an opposite hill. As Shayi Devi was too far from Almora or any other inhabited place, I recommended Kasar Devi as more suitable. Evans-Wentz agreed.




    As I left Almora shortly afterwards, I had no idea of his further plans. Since he lived rather frugally and traveled in a very simple style, I never suspected that he was a man of considerable means. Due to similar interests, we had become good friends, but as the political situation became more and more threatening, he was advised to return to American before the traveling by sea would become more hazardous or perhaps altogether impossible. So he left for California after having purchased the plot of land on Kasar Devi hill and with intention to return as soon as possible. He had no idea that American would involved in the war and that it would be years before the world would return to normal.




    By the time the war was over, we had lost sight of each other. As I had no address, I did not even know where he was. But a strange thing happened. During my absence from Ghoom (near Darjeeling), where I lived with my foster mother in a little house, hidden in a bamboo grove and hardly visible from the road above, except by the presence of a prayer flag, a wandering Tibetan monk came by. Probably attracted by the prayer flag, he gave my foster mother a Tibetan book wrapped in a piece of cloth (as was customary in Tibet). Thinking that he came for alms, she offered some food to him and gave him money for the book. But the monk refused to accept any money and said, “Please keep it for your son.” I do not know how he knew about my existence, but it may be that my modther mentioned that the book would be useful to me.




    By the time I came home, the book had been forgotten and years later I found it among my possessions and unwrapping it, I found to my surprise that it was the Tibetan original of the Bardo Thodol. In the meantime I had been presented with the German translation of The Tibetan Book of The Dead according to the Evans-Wentz version. Remembering the controversial nature of the book review which I had read some years before, I was somewhat curious to compare it with the original. To my further surprise, I found that though the book followed the general tenor of the original blockprint, it differed in many important items.




    So I wrote the publisher and offered to revise the next edition according to the Tibetan original, provided Dr. Evans-Wentz and the translator of the Swiss edition agreed. However, the publisher told me the translator had left Switzerland for New York and that the address of the author was not known. So I wrote to New York and received a favorable answer from the lady who had translated the book as well as Dr. Evans-Wentz’s address. But before the publisher could bring out a new edition of The Tibetan Book of The Dead, I offered to write for him a book on Tibetan mysticism. He agreed to my proposal after seeing the first chapter and my critical notes in connection with Evans-Wentz’s work. And so I was on my way to publisher a number of Buddhist books which were later translated into many languages and established my career as a Buddhist writer.




    But this was not the only consequence of the unexpected gift of the Tibetan original of the Bardo Thodol.




    I immediately wrote to Dr. Evans-Wentz who was delighted and grateful for my offer to correct the German version of his book. But soon I found that it was not sufficient to merely correct the German edition, but also the English translation. In short, the whole book had to be revised according to the Tibetan original and in view of the advanced state of Tibetology. Moreover, it was found that the xt used by Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup was a hand-written copy which apparently differed in some respect from the authorized Tibetan blockprint in my possession.




    In view of this, I prepared an extensive list of corrections and sent it to Dr. Evans-Wentz who agreed with my opinion and asked me to revise also the Third Edition of the Oxford University Press. But to our disappointment they refused to make substantial changes and suggested that I should write a new introduction indicated the main changes. This, they felt, would be cheaper than typesetting the whole book again. In order to save some expense, the Oxford University Press preferred to publish a book in spite of numerous mistakes and misunderstandings instead of a thoroughly revised edition according to the standards of modern Tibetology.




    This was all the more regrettable as the Swiss publisher, Rascher Publishing House, was dissolved due to the death of its owner, before the revised edition could get into print. Some of the publications were bought by another Swiss firm (Walter Verlag, Olten), but it took a number of years before they agreed to print the revised edition.




    It would have been esier perhaps to make a new translation from the original, but I did not want to deprive Evans-Wentz, in whom I had found a real friend, of his authorship. Especially as he was the first in discovered this important scripture. Unfortunately, he did not live to see his main work completed. However, in gratitude for assisting him (like formerly Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup had done), he invited my wife, Li Gotami, and myself to take up residence at his estate at Kasar Devi, where in the meantime since out meeting there, he had built a solid bungalow. We lived there, after further improvements and by making the estate into an ashram (as was his intention), for almost 25 years. Evans-Wentz hoped to join us there but postponed it from year to year until he felt too old for traveling.




    Thus the gift of the pilgrim Lama, who had entrusted me with a copy of the Bardo Thodol, had actually changed my whole life and helped me to realize the dream of Evans-Wentz to make his estate into a religious center (ashram) for the preservation of Tibetan Buddhism, to which he had dedicated his life.




    In 1969 we were entrusted with the ashes of Evans-Wentz, which until then were kept in a mausoleum in San Diego, California, where he died. As it was his last wish that his ashes would find their permanent resting place at Kasar Devi Ashram, we built a Stupa in the form of a Tibetan Chorten. There, facing the Grand Himalayan Range, his ashes are preserved. The Stupa serves as a monument in gratitude and remembrance of his dedicated work in the field of Tibetan Buddhism.




    





    SARVA-DANAM DHARMA-DANAM JINATI!




    Lama Anagarika Govinda, 1981
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Introduction




    Seldom is another’s life as we would like it to be. Whether the person is a friend, lover or a relative there is always something with them we want to be better. Upon making a study of a person such feelings become even more pronounced. One can start out with the highest aspirations, thinking only the best and the brightest of an individual then come to the realization that they too are as human as the rest of us. Dr. Walter Yeeling Evans-Wentz has proven no different.




    In my recording of his life I came to discover that no one really knew him. He was an insular man who lived solely within his own mind. He was a driven and compulsive individual who scorned personal and public excess and condemned artistic restrictions whenever he saw them. Yet, he never came to grips with his own shortcomings. His estate totaled close to a million dollars, however, he lived the last 25 years of his life in a small working class hotel and wore threadbare clothes.




    Evans-Wentz was also a highly principled man, a meticulous scholar and a businessman who was well organized and shrewd. He was a pioneer in the field of Tibetan Buddhism and broke ground with his books: The Tibetan Book of the Dead, the Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation, Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines, Tibet’s Great Yogi Milarepa. His first published work, The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries, remains a unique testament to a vanished culture. That he didn’t end his life as the great good guru, as some wanted, was unfortunate, however, until the day he died he was continuously searching for ways to be useful to the world.




    In retrospect, it would be easy to point out his failings and personal idiosyncrasies. However, to do so would negate his more positive contributions as a pioneer scholar and interpreter of a field few understood or even knew existed. In the course of my investigations of the man I found western scholars and students of the Vajrayana quick to condemn him while Asians in general, and Tibetans in particular continue to honor him. This, to me, puts his work in the proper perspective. Evans-Wentz came from a pioneering era; men like himself aren’t easily categorized, nor are they wrapped up in acceptable academic cloaks and institutions. They stepped in before many of the internationally acclaimed disciplines existed and carved out a niche through all the superstitions, prejudices, orthodoxies, and ignorance of their subject matter. Many of them rode horses and took ocean liners to their destinations, some fought bandits, and others crawled through the muck of international conflagrations and counted themselves lucky to have survived. Inspiration came from other centuries, and the influences that propelled their professions had little to do with technological advances. Their work appears dated, their methods naïve in retrospect, their qualifications stretched--but I find it interesting their work is often referred to more than that of contemporary academic figures.




    That Walter Evans-Wentz has proven to be a contrary individual, full of conflicts and self-doubt, in no way detracts from his work as an early scholar of Tibetan Buddhism. That he was the first to bring us such sacred literature remains a fact. His life was quite a mixture and to me the most important aspect of his time here remains in what tried to present to us, what he wanted us to consider, weigh and perhaps judge through our own experience.




    It’s been over 30 years since Pilgrim of the Clear Light was first published, and the study of Tibetan Buddhism has greatly changed. It has expanded into a massive publishing venue. Tibetan teachings, source material and documentation are widely available and the political awareness of Tibet’s vanishing culture is actively debated. Few people are alive now who once knew Dr. Walter Evans-Wentz, his approach appears quaint and tainted with suggestions of his being a Romantic Orientalist. The manuscripts he once worked on have had more sophisticated translations with appropriate cultural, scriptural and spiritual commentaries. Yet, his work endures. It is endlessly quoted and indexed and Oxford University Press continues to re-issue all four of his Tibetan Buddhist books. Historical revisionism has its uses, but often the inherent negative aspects denigrate so much that has been done that the original message is lost. I prefer to leave such investigations to the individual. Everything has a context, and I urge readers to consider their studies with an open mind. There are no substitutes for reading critically and coming to an independent conclusion.




    





    Ken Winkler




    Chiangmai, Thailand




    Berkeley and Playa del Rey, California


  




  

    
One




    “I took the supreme resolve, living like




    a hermit in solitude, to dedicate my life




    to the pursuit of wisdom.”




    1924 Diary Entry




    At the beginning of the volatile and turbulent decade following the Armistice that ended WWI, Walter Yeeling Evans-Wentz was sitting quietly in a guest bungalow in Gangtok, Sikkim writing his autobiography. A compulsive traveler, he had been wandering around the Middle East and India for several years. While this break in 1919-20 came to be of significance later, at the time it was merely another stop to collect, study and write.




    Though he never came to call it chance his being there, it was indeed a casual whim of finding a translator that initially propelled him to this outpost of Buddhism on the edge of Tibet. Despite an enforced stay in Egypt during the early years of WWI, he rarely spent more than a few weeks at a stretch in any one place, his routine was highly compressed. His Gangtok days were mixed with intense scholarly study, morning meetings with his teacher (the Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup) and spare moments for his own reflections. At the time, Sikkim was a functioning principality and its rhythms more that of a mountain village rather than the tourist destination it became years later.




    Prefacing his notes on himself with invocations to understanding, he mentioned in great detail how he had “striven to love all mankind of all nations and races and faiths.” Then, he outlined his practices; he had “dwelt in the solitude of the deserts, of the jungles, of the mountain tops…sought neither worldly goods nor worldly honor…relinquished those things which men struggle for most.”




    Evans-Wentz compared his travels to this point “as the bee wanders from flower to flower seeking honey, so has he wandered from land to land seeking truth.”




    Such flowery descriptions were easier to get away with a century ago when writers were more addicted to florid and grandiose metaphors. Odd as his statement may sound today that he would bring “a ray of light to those in darkness,” it is safe to assume he meant it. The historical significance, at least in his own mind, of what he was presenting, let alone his personal interpretations, was never far from his thoughts, language use notwithstanding.




    His education spanned much of the 20th century and included study at major universities, however, Evans-Wentz retained a somber romanticism about himself which was heavily influenced by Theosophy and Spiritualism, as well as the Classics. Such attitudes and subject familiarity were common to many young men of his generation. Before the First World War, the glories of Greece and Rome were major sources of inspiration to the students of Oxford and Stanford universities; with many the preoccupation lasted all their lives. At this stage, his study of the esoteric systems as outlined by the Theosophical Society were quite advanced, and, as will be noted later, represented the base from which many of his spiritual inquiries evolved.




    There is little left in modern-day Trenton, New Jersey to be recognized by a boy who was raised in a little red brick cottage standing on (so Evans-Wentz described) “ground consecrated to freedom by the historical Battle of Trenton of the American Revolutionary War.” Viewing the urban sprawl of the city itself today it seems improbable it was ever smaller and quieter. However, during his boyhood in the later years of the 19th century (he was born February 2, 1878) Trenton’s population was not much more than 5,000. Research of his earlier years has not produced any childhood revelations of the neighborhoods he lived in or schools attended. It’s as though once he moved away, Trenton was erased from his memories. Also, there are no recorded conversations or journal entries that describe what he and his siblings thought about their upbringing. Their existence as family members has survived only through occasional comments he wrote to selected correspondents or in personal notes.




    His father, Christopher Wentz, was German, actually of “Gaullist stock,” his son said, from Weissengen on the “marches of Baden and Alsace.” As a young man, the elder Wentz had come to the New World with his own father, never to return to Europe. Evans-Wentz wrote “although at heart a good man, my father’s father had, like many of the American immigrants born and bred in Europe, brought with him an uncontrollable appetite for strong drink; it was due to that than anything else that he died while he was still not a very old man.” At no other time did he mention the effect this condition had on any members of the family, unlike his literary contemporary Henry Miller, who documented very graphically what his German-American family problems were.




    Perhaps it was under the influence of childhood tales from his mother, Mary Evans Cook, that he was entranced by the imagery of the fairies, the memory of which might have led him to compose his first book, The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries. He traced her ancestry to Wales and England, and “probably also part of Ireland in pre-historic days.” He later trekked over these lands, gathering folk tales for his book. Evans-Wentz often declared she greatly influenced him, though other than adopting her name as his own when he brought out this first book, he was never specific as to just what the influences were.




    Mary Evans Cook was a Quaker and had earlier American roots than her husband. Reportedly her family had come over in the early 17th century. Though Evans-Wentz speculated that some of his mother’s ancestors may have been among the first immigrants to America, “whether their progenitor found standing room on the Mayflower I have never been told.”




    Further descriptions of his mother were not forthcoming. Undoubtedly of importance in his life, Mary Evans Cook seemed to disappear from his thoughts as well as his written records. Even his siblings, with the exception of one brother, Richard, were lightly mentioned in his diaries. Besides Richard, there was another brother, James, and two sisters, Anna and Mattie. Two other children died in infancy. In the 30 years since this biography first appeared, the author has neither been contacted by any family member nor has he been able to trace any distant relatives of the family.




    Though Evans-Wentz mentioned his family seemed filled with solid farmers and quiet, pious folk (on his mother’s side), it was the black sheep which took the imagination (and the innocent avarice) of he and his brothers and sisters. A half-brother of his father was believed to be living in the late 19th century in “some remote part of the world, probably Australia or the South Sea Islands,” and since he was credited with having amassed a fortune and was unmarried, Evans-Wentz wrote they all wondered if he would leave it to them.




    Furthermore, it was speculated a fortune was waiting back in Germany from some scion of his father’s family. (This seems to be a recurring fantasy among German-American families, that of castles, missing fortunes and aristocratic connections.) Because it was never claimed, the family feared it would be confiscated by the state. His father put no faith in the rumor (in fact, he may even have invented it), though he wouldn’t return to Baden to check it out lest he be impressed into the army (a common enough experience at the time, though never elaborated upon). “So again,” he concluded, “a fabulous fortune was lost, as we children thought.”




    And, these weren’t the only stories. His mother had a very religious brother with a patriarchal beard who fell to shop-keeping in a country village and married a servant girl. “He was said to be worth $20,000 and having had no issue was expected to leave the money to his brother and sister after his widow had the use of it during her lifetime.”




    Again, they lost. When this uncle died, he left the bulk of his fortune outright to a certain “Baptist missionary society for the purpose of upsetting the religious beliefs of ignorant savages in Polynesia or Africa.” The widow received only a small amount for her lifetime and when she died the remainder went to the missionaries. Walter Evans-Wentz himself was bequeathed only an antiquated and motionless watch which no watchmaker could ever repair. (When told of this inheritance, Lama Anagarika Govinda choked and laughed so hard and long that Li Gotami and the author were concerned for his health.)




    The family didn’t give up easily. His brother-in-law persuaded him that this religious uncle had been mentally unfit to make such a will and had Walter put up $10 in a legal effort to break it. “My father,” he reported, “was too shrewd to finance such an adventure, although nothing would have suited him better in those days than to deprive the missionaries of the money. As he predicted, the suit was lost.”




    The experience left the younger man with distaste for modern-day Christian behavior, especially the proselytizing variations, a feeling that did not mellow with age. (It was missionaries who, in later years, tried to have him kicked out of Ceylon for his “heretical” views on rebirth and his general published thoughts on various Christian practices, both historical and contemporary.) It also may have encouraged his later habits of thrift, and property acquisition, while quietly building up his own bank accounts.




    Despite the amusing anecdotes he recorded about his family they remained a paradox to him. “My family and its traditions have far more psychological meaning to me now in mature life,” he wrote in 1920 after several of his relatives had died, “than they had in youth; and yet always in practice parentage and ancestry have been regarded by me as of no fundamental importance in my life’s history, but rather as having been a mere means of entry into life and as a stepping stone from things conventional to things unconventional, from the narrow selfish atmosphere of the family circle and the clan to the broad altruistic air of the one humanity.” Such a depersonalization of and distancing from his family perhaps served to deflect further inquiries into his personal life, or, in his own mind, block any unpleasant memories or issues they represented.




    (His brother, Richard, might have felt similarly. At one point he took off for 11 years. It was only by chance their father discovered him working as a waiter in a Pablo Beach, Florida hotel that the older man owned and happened to be dining in.)




    “Mankind are themselves imperfect,” Evans-Wentz continued, seeking further to explain his attitude towards his family and perhaps his own solitary nature. (At the time of his stay in Sikkim, those members left alive had scattered and only tangentially remained in contact.) He felt the sociology of Plato in The Republic seemed the ideal to which “human society will yet turn…they are still in the making. How can it be thought that the present state of society based on the family unit and marriage is the best? They may be the best for the world as it is…certainly they are not the best for the world of the future.”




    A lifelong bachelor (there is no evidence to the contrary); he believed the marriage system was not the best means of continuing the race, though his private speculations as to just what would be the alternative remain unrecorded. In 1920 he declared, “I denied it before I was old enough to experiment with it.” Of course, by then, he had spent several years traveling and studying alone and had just come from intense meetings with scores of Hindu and Buddhist holy men. Dawa-Samdup himself had lost his heart to a missionary woman who left him when he refused to convert. “Oh, the misery!” He later confided that the “best accomplishment of an uneducated girl is faithfulness, humility, obedience and full submission to the husband’s wishes and orders. All these qualities,” he confessed, “are no where to be found now.” Evidently, he found a local girl to sleep with so the concern seemed moot. But he worried about “Christian guilt,” even though he was only considering converting at this point. What finally convinced him was when he told his missionary betrothed he needed to go into the jungle on retreat to consider the situation and practice yoga, he reported “if she had me with her, she would keep my thoughts away from such nasty beliefs. (1) Both men must have had some interesting conversations along these lines given their histories.




    This then is the rebellious mood which he felt throughout his adult life. These were the foundations and ideals that kept him from any entangling alliances. They are sketchy and vague, but then he himself was. He remained a defensive solitary who kept the world at a distance, though his conversations and discussions were remembered years later as being lively and wide-ranging, though reportedly somewhat impersonal and scholarly Perhaps his attitudes developed, as he admitted, from his “never having been conventionalized by my environment. Perhaps there is lacking within me that religious and racial and national bond to bind me to the faith and race and nation into which I was born.” Rather than stopping him, or turning him towards a more scientific leaning as many of his generation felt compelled to do, Evans-Wentz decided to investigate the processes of human society. “Mankind still is in the making,” he often declared, which seemed to justify in his mind, at least, his never having to go to church, or study the Bible through programs, methods or groups he felt were oppressive.
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    Dr. Walter Evans-Wentz as a young man entering Stanford University
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