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  IN 1992 I MOVED to a small Himalayan village called Mashobra. Later that year, I began to travel to the inner Himalayas, to

  the Buddhist-dominated regions of Kinnaur and Spiti. These places were very far from Mashobra, but travel to them was easy and cheap: rickety buses that originated in the nearby city of Simla went

  hundreds of miles, across high mountains and deep valleys, to a town near India’s border with Tibet. I often went on these long journeys attracted by nothing more than a vague promise of some

  great happiness awaiting me at the other end.




  I remember my first trip. The monsoons had just ended, with several dull weeks of fog and rain abruptly cancelled out by a series of sharp clear days. On that chilly, bright morning, the bus was

  late and crammed with nervous Tibetan pilgrims, peasants and traders, its dusty and dented tin sides already streaked with vomit.




  Luck, and some pushing and shoving, managed to get me a seat by the window; and then, after that bit of luxury, the crowd, the bad road and the dust seemed not to matter. Everything I saw

  – the sun leaping across and through dark pine forests, the orange corn cobs drying on slate roofs of houses lost in immense valleys and, once, a tiny sunlit backyard with a pile of peanut

  shells on the cowdung-paved ground – seemed to be leading to an exhilarating revelation.




  The day flew quickly past my window. But evening came cautiously, and the bus lost some of its cranky energy as it struggled up a narrow twisting road into the Sangla valley. Pink-white clouds

  blurred the snow peaks of the surrounding tall mountains as the river in the ravine below roared. The valley broadened at last. The mountains became even taller and more self-possessed. Long

  shadows crept down their rocky slopes and then over the green rice fields beside the river. Lights shone uncertainly through the haze ahead. Then, a long curve in the road brought them closer and

  revealed them as lanterns hanging from the elaborately carved and fringed balconies of double-storeyed wooden houses.




  The bus began to climb again; the houses and the riverside fields receded. Boulders now littered the low barren slopes of the mountains where occasionally a glacier had petered out into muddy

  trails. Finally, at the end of the flinty snow-eroded road, the air growing thinner and thinner and Tibet only a few desolate miles ahead, there was a shadowy cluster of houses on a hill.




  I was panting as I walked up a narrow cobblestone ramp. The bluish air trembled with temple bells. But the sound came from some other temple, for at this temple – shyly nestled under a

  giant oak and festooned with rows of tiny white prayer flags – there was only an old man hunched over an illustrated manuscript, a Tibetan, probably, judging by his face and the script on his

  manuscript, whose margins shone a deep red in the weak light from the lantern next to him on the platform.




  The temple, though small, had a towering pagoda-like roof; the gable beams ended in dragon heads with open mouths. The carved wooden door was ajar and I could see through to the dark sanctum

  where, serene behind a fog of sweet-smelling incense, was a gold-plated idol of the Buddha: a Buddha without the Greek or Caucasian visage I was familiar with, a Buddha with a somewhat fuller,

  Mongoloid face, but with the same high brow, the broad slit eyes, the unusually long and fleshy ears, and the sublime expression that lacks both gentleness and passion and speaks instead of a

  freedom from suffering, hard won and irrevocable.




  I had been standing there for a while before the old monk raised his head. Neither curiosity nor surprise registered in the narrow eyes that his bushy white eyebrows almost obscured.




  We didn’t speak; there seemed nothing to say. I was a stranger to him, and though he knew nothing of the world I came from he did not care. He had his own world, and he was complete in

  it.




  He went back to his manuscript, wrapping his frayed shawl tightly around himself. Crickets chirped in the growing dark. A smell of fresh hay came from somewhere. Moths knocked softly against the

  oil-stained glass of the lantern.




  I stood there for some time before being led away by the cold and my exhaustion and hunger. I found some food and a place to rest in the village. The long strange day ended flatly, its brief

  visions unresolved.




  I spent a sleepless night in a farmer’s low attic, with the smell of old dust and dead spiders, and some slivers of moonlight. I was already up the next day when the roosters began to

  cry.




  I went immediately to the temple, where there were worshippers – Buddhist or Hindu: I couldn’t be sure – but the monk was nowhere to be seen. The morning arose from behind the

  snow-capped mountains. Then, suddenly, it overwhelmed the narrow valley with uncompromising light. Sharp knives glinted in the river. The village was bleached of its twilight mystery. The wooden

  chimneyless houses puffed thick blasts of smoke from open windows and doors. A long queue of mules carrying sacks of potatoes clattered down the cobblestone ramp. I was restless and wanted to

  leave. My return journey to Mashobra blended in my memory with other journeys I made to the Sangla valley in later years. But for many days afterwards, my mind rambled back to the temple, to that

  moment in the shadow of an oak before the Tibetan exile silently in tune with the vast emptiness around him, and I wondered about the long journey the monk had made, and thought, with an

  involuntary shiver, of the vacant years he had known.




  It was around this time that I became interested in the Buddha. I began to look out for books on him. I even tried to meditate. Each morning I sat cross-legged on the dusty

  wooden floor of my balcony, facing the empty blue valley and remote mountain peaks in the north, which, I remember, turned white as that first autumn gave way to winter, and the apple and cherry

  trees around my house grew gaunt.




  It seems odd now: that someone like myself, who knew so little of the world, and who longed, in one secret but tumultuous corner of his heart, for love, fame, travel, adventures in far-off

  lands, should also have been thinking of a figure who stood in such contrast to these desires: a man born two and a half millennia ago, who taught that everything in the world was impermanent and

  that happiness lay in seeing that the self, from which all longings emanated, was incoherent and a source of suffering and delusion.




  I had little interest in Indian philosophy or spirituality, which, if I thought of them at all, seemed to me to belong to India’s pointlessly long, sterile and largely unrecorded past. I

  didn’t see how they could add to the store of knowledge – science and technology – and the spirit of rational enquiry and curiosity that had made the modern world.




  My interest in the Buddha seems even stranger when I recall how enthralled I was then by Nietzsche, among other western writers and philosophers. Probably like many other impoverished and lonely

  young men I was much taken by the idea that one could overcome despair and win from the world, through sheer will, the identity and security it seemed reluctant to give.




  I can’t recall a spiritual crisis leading me to the Buddha. But then I didn’t know myself well; the crisis may have occurred without my being aware of it. In my early twenties, I

  lived anxiously from one day to the next, hoping for a salvation I could not yet define.




  Earlier that year I had left Delhi and moved with a few books and clothes to Mashobra. A Himalayan village was a strange choice for a young Indian man like myself, someone with

  little means and an uncertain future. But I hoped that in the silence and seclusion of the mountains I would finally be able to begin fulfilling an old and increasingly desperate ambition.




  I had wanted to be a writer for as long as I could remember. I could not see myself being anything else. I had written little, however, apart from a few ill-considered reviews and essays during

  my three years at university in Delhi. I felt that I had wasted my time while most students worked hard to acquire a degree and find a job – the privileged gateway to the secure and stable

  life of marriage, children, paid holidays and pensions that the deprivations of our parents had prescribed for us.




  Although I was eager to leave Delhi, I didn’t want to stray too far from cities, to which I eventually saw myself returning. It seemed important for an aspiring writer not to isolate

  himself from society, the civilization from which all books, art and music seemed to emerge. A part of me was also vulnerable to the British-created romance of the ‘hill station’: the

  exclusive retreat in the mountains where life disarranged by the great heat of the plains could be recreated in miniature. It was why I had first gone to Mussoorie, a town in the Himalayan

  foothills, only to find it overrun by Christian missionaries and tourists from Delhi. It was why I had then gone on to Simla, which, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, had been the

  summer capital of British India.




  The British watched over their most valuable imperial possessions from this Himalayan town. They also played hard there: ballroom dances, polo, amateur theatre and scandals defined the

  self-enclosed world of Anglo-India that Rudyard Kipling first commemorated in Plain Tales from the Hills. There were few books on British India that did not attempt to evoke the pleasures of

  this most prestigious hill station. I had read these books attentively. In the spring of 1992, when I went looking for a cheap cottage in Simla, I was looking forward to promenades on the Mall, to

  spending brilliant snowy mornings in dimly lit coffeehouses, to browsing away the afternoons in dusty bookshops, and to the evenings that died silently on a neglected dirt path through the fir

  trees.




  I was swiftly disabused. On the winding road to Simla from the railhead, Kalka – the road that revealed at every turn another vista of green hills against a blue sky – there were

  sandbagged checkpoints. In the adjoining state of Punjab, Sikh separatists had been fighting for over a decade for their own state. A violent insurgency had just broken out in nearby

  Muslim-majority Kashmir. From both states came the news of terrorist murders, bombings, extrajudicial execution and torture – the news from a world that had existed at my university only in

  the posters warning of bombs in public places but was now urgent in the faces and voices of the policemen, who, cradling automatic rifles, brought their fear into the cramped bus on that hill road

  as they ordered the passengers to open their baggage and shouted at those who were slow to respond.




  On the narrow mountain road, these checkpoints seeded long traffic jams. The bus shuffled through black clouds of diesel fumes and a cacophony of truck and car horns. After many hours, there was

  Simla. Sighted from afar, from a sudden bend, it seemed a big heap of concrete-box buildings, less a picturesque hill station than an Indian small town recreated vertically amid green hills; and

  the view didn’t improve much as we got closer.




  The Indian economy had just begun to awaken from a four-decade-long socialist torpor. Cable TV, Häagen-Dazs ice cream and shopping vacations in Singapore were still some years away for an

  emerging middle class. For now, ambitious, mostly young men and women from the cities of Delhi and Chandigarh, savoured their growing wealth at the mock-Tudor shops and video-game parlours on the

  Mall Road. Their glowingly clear skin tones and brand-name jeans and sneakers, their emblems of class as well as caste, gave off an appearance of general well-being, of the kind the British

  probably had at the height of their power. They gave Simla a touch of glamour. But on the street just below the Mall, hectic with hunchbacked coolies in rags, the city began to deteriorate, packed

  alley by alley until it seethed at the very bottom of the hill in a favela-like squalor of low tin shacks and exposed stagnant drains.




  The old wooden cottages of the kind I had seen myself living in (muslin curtains in the windows, rose beds in the backyard) were mostly gone, burnt to the ground – the rumours blamed arson

  – or demolished to make room for blocks of flats. There were hardly any places to rent cheaply. A lethargic estate agent showed me round a few of the new flats with damp cement walls that

  already spoke of decay and gloom; he then stopped returning my phone calls. I persevered for a few days, walking around the city, browsing through the two bookshops on the Mall Road, eating at

  expensive restaurants and worrying about money.




  I remember the morning I took the bus to Mashobra, to what had been described as a ‘nice picnic spot’ in my guidebook, I was hoping only to kill some time before

  starting on the dreary journey back to Delhi.




  The half-empty Himachal Roadways bus never stopped groaning, even long after it moved out of the constriction of Simla and emerged into the broad open valley that slumbered peacefully in the

  pale sunshine. Soon, we were surrounded by damp cedars and didn’t regain our freedom for some time. The harsh winter had lingered here in the form of miniature mountain ranges of snow that

  sat dirtily beside the rutted road. At tea shacks in dark little clearings, men in woollen rags hunched over pine-cone fires.




  The bus left the highway, stuttered down a road between tottering houses of wood and tin, and then abruptly stopped. The driver killed the ailing engine, and everyone got out.




  I was the last to leave. After the pungent warmth of the bus, the cold came as a shock. I saw that I was on a long ridge, facing a vast abyss filled with the purest blue air. The overall view,

  extending far to the east, was clear and spectacular: a craggy row of white mountain peaks rising above several tiers of hills and ridges, all of them supervising the deep wooded valley before

  me.




  Wouldn’t it be wonderful, I thought, to live here? I thought of asking someone about places to rent. But the bus had emptied fast – I had been the only tourist on it – and

  there was no one around. It was then that I noticed the red tin roof of a largish house, and the spiralling dirt path that seemed to lead towards it.




  The house was indeed big and handsome, in an old-fashioned unostentatious way, with windows running round the balconies on its two floors – it had been built, I later

  learnt, in the early seventies, when timber from cedar trees was plentiful and cheap. I would come to know well the smell of old quilts and incense contained in its walls, the smells that overrode

  the change of seasons and evoked whole lives of virtuousness, regular habits and religious piety.




  On that first morning, it stood confidently on a broad ridge, facing the mountains towards the east, its windows opaque in the sun. Baskets with peonies hung from the eaves. On the wide sunny

  porch some red chillies lay drying on a bright yellow sheet. A window on the second floor was open; so was the main door that opened, I could see, onto a wooden staircase.




  I knocked and then heard the thump of bare feet on the floor. Someone appeared in the second-floor window: a thin boy. I tried to explain what I was looking for. He disappeared and then a little

  later Mr Sharma came down the stairs.




  He was a tall man, and seemed even taller in his long woollen cap, giving off an air of sombre dignity. I told him – a bit awkwardly, his young nephew appraising me from the first floor

  – that I had been a student in Delhi, and was now looking for a place in the mountains where I could read and write for a few years.




  Mr Sharma looked uncertainly at me for a moment, and then said that he would show me a cottage he had just built.




  We walked through an orchard – I didn’t know then that these were apple and cherry, peach and apricot trees – and came to a narrow spur at the corner of the hill. It was here

  that the small cottage stood, directly above a cow shed and what looked like storage rooms for fodder.




  The cottage was functional: there were three rooms altogether, built in no particular order or design but placed next to each other; a bathroom and kitchen had been tacked on almost as an

  afterthought. The rooms still smelled of wood shavings – the aroma stayed for many months until pushed out in October that year by the fragrance of freshly picked apples stored

  underneath.




  It was the balcony, however, that held me. Just beneath it was a small field of corn, barren and worked over by an old hunchbacked peasant. From the edge of the field, pine forests sloped down

  far into the valley, as far as the paddy fields and wooden houses with shiny slate roofs at the very bottom, in what seemed another season and climate. If I leaned to my left, I could see Mr

  Sharma’s orchard. Looking up, I held the same view I had as I came off the bus – the valley, the snow-capped mountains and the sky that seemed locked in a trance so private that you

  could only watch and be still yourself. In my mind’s eye, I could already see myself sitting on the balcony on long evenings and gazing at the darkening world.




  To my surprise, Mr Sharma asked for a token rent: only Rupees 1000 per month. I was expecting more, and had even begun to wonder how I could afford the cottage. He said that he

  too had come to Mashobra many years ago, wanting to read and write. His father had set up the first Sanskrit college in Simla. Mr Sharma himself published a monthly magazine in Sanskrit from one of

  the rooms under my cottage. He said he hadn’t built the cottage to make money; it was meant to host needy scholars like myself.




  I felt uncomfortable being called a ‘scholar’. I had been an indifferent student, originally of commerce, which I hoped would help me avoid the conventional role of doctor or

  engineer set out for not very well-off Indians like myself. I hadn’t written much and had barely any idea of what I might write. But I didn’t correct Mr Sharma; I did not wish to

  disappoint him. I had lived far more precariously in the hill station of Mussoorie, at a boarding house run by Christian missionaries who saw me as a potential convert, and who accosted me on my

  evening walks and wished to know the state of my soul. As I saw it, I was closer to being a scholar than a Christian.




  And then it didn’t really matter after I moved to Mashobra – a few days after my first visit – and with my books and my absorption in them began to look like a scholar of

  sorts.




  It was very cold when I first arrived. For much of my life, I had longed for this kind of extreme cold. On the summer afternoons of my childhood, when a scorching loo raged just outside

  the darkened windows and doors, and while everyone in my family slept – the siesta being part of the obligatory surrender to the heat that emptied the streets of our small town – I

  sprawled half naked on the grainy stone floor and read and reread the Mahabharata, dreamily transplanting myself among the white peaks in the religious-kitsch calendars on the walls of our

  old railway bungalow. I imagined myself with the Pandava brothers in their self-imposed exile, and with the Hindu sages and seers shown meditating next to glaciers – men whose lengthy and

  bushy beards had seemed to the calendar artist a sign of wisdom and self-control.




  And, now, I was in the Himalayas. But for many days I was far from exultant. I felt subdued by the pale-blue light that filled the valley, delicately shading the hollows of the distant

  mountains. I was oppressed by the silences, which were so fine that they could be broken by the apologetic cough of the hunchbacked peasant working somewhere invisibly in the orchard. Strange

  apprehensions seemed to lie in the damp shade of the pine forest I went walking through. The smell of the home fires drifting upwards from the valley inspired no memories of the many smoke-filled

  mornings and evenings of my small-town childhood; nothing, in fact, seemed to have any clear associations with my past.




  It was as if the cold weather in a new place was forcing another side of me to emerge; as if I had grown too accustomed to living on the plains, where the same fierce white light fell from the

  sky all year long, enclosing everything – the self as well as the towns, fields and rivers – in a changeless substance.




  I felt particularly restless in the evenings. The bare apple trees in the orchard looked beaten, and, as the lights of a hundred unseen homes began to twinkle on the distant hillsides, vivid

  fantasies of security and warmth arose in my mind. Cruel icy winds, the residue of snowstorms in the highest mountains, sometimes blew through the cracks in window and door frames and almost

  extinguished my kerosene lamp. I bought a locally made heater from one of the shops in the village. But the power supply was erratic, and the two rods barely had time to glow a weak orange before

  the light went out altogether. The hours spent huddled under the igloo of Mr Sharma’s quilts and hot-water bottle did not finally relieve the viciousness of the tap water.




  Occasionally, Mr Sharma dropped in, after supervising the milking of the cows and paying off the hunchbacked peasant. He brought fresh milk, or tea in steel tumblers which, because of the cold,

  always had a thick layer of cream over it, and was consumed in two or three quick sips. We sat wrapped in thick shawls in my room on facing wicker armchairs, Mr Sharma very erect in his.




  We didn’t always speak. In fact, the silences could lengthen considerably; they made me uneasy and I was the first to break them, often by asking Mr Sharma if the power supply was likely

  to become more regular, whether the plumbing in the bathroom could improve soon, if the large spiders I had seen around the house were poisonous, or – and I knew that this subject did

  interest him greatly – if it had snowed enough over the winter to help the apple trees.




  Mr Sharma did not seem to notice either the silences or my questions. When he spoke in his slow measured way it was invariably about the depredations of modern civilization on nature. Even the

  supposedly eternal snows on the high Himalayan ranges were melting fast. The water in the river Sutlej that arose in Tibet and flowed not far from us was polluted. The hillsides were littered with

  plastic bags. The deforestation in the hills not only caused earthquakes but also terrible floods on the plains. Human beings had forgotten that they too were part of nature. They had been arrogant

  enough to think themselves masters of nature, and nature was now going to have its revenge on them.




  I thought he talked to me of things he turned over in his mind but couldn’t share with the people he lived with: his father, Panditji, a sprightly octogenarian with the appearance and

  robust self-absorption of a Hindu seer, who performed sacrificial rituals and made horoscopes; his affectionate mother who, like most women of her generation, had not received much formal

  education; or his sister, a woman of melancholy beauty who had been widowed some years previously and now worked at a government office in Simla.




  The difference in our ages was great – he was then in his late fifties. Perhaps that’s why he thought of me as primarily a listener, and responded frugally to my own curiosity about

  him. I wanted to know more about his past in Simla. He had first known the city when it was the summer capital of the largest portion of the British Empire, and perhaps subconsciously I wanted him

  to endow it with the glamour I had arrived too late to see.




  But he said he disliked Simla. It appeared from various things he said at different times that his father’s Sanskrit college had been of little use to him, and that he had to work at the

  missionary-run Bishop Cotton School in Simla, teaching Hindi to the children of rich local shopkeepers, people he might not have had much time for in the past. Mr Sharma seemed to me then to

  contain many unfulfilled aspirations, his over-formal manner being the defensive reflex of someone who saw the outside world as full of threats to his dignity.




  The weather steadily improved. In the morning, there was a thin layer of frost on the ground. But the afternoons were warm. I often lay on the grass outside the house during

  the long hours of sunlight. My book remained unopened as I surrendered to idleness. I watched the clouds in the sky and smelled the grass and the soil beneath me; the fragrance summoned the silent

  overgrown gardens of my childhood, the places of retreat where I had once watched the industriousness of ants and snails and enacted scenes from the Mahabharata.




  The rooms were cool and mysterious and aloof when I went inside. They had not yet insinuated themselves into my being as had the many provincial rooms I had lived in as a child, the rooms with

  their particular detail (the frayed wicker chair so hospitable to daydreams, the dry aroma of a cupboard, the pattern of cracks in the stone floor) from which separation was always painful.




  I began to go on little walks, to the shops on the main road, and learnt more about Mashobra. Most of the village’s two thousand inhabitants – farmers, low-level government

  employees, small shopkeepers – had little money. But there was no wretchedness of the kind found on the Indian plains. Its houses, opening out boldly on to the road, or hidden in cobbled

  alleys down the hill, were tall and large. The only ragged people on the road were out-of-work foreigners, Kashmiri and Nepalese porters, sullen, silent men wearing dusty ropes around their necks.

  The village seemed to belong to itself; and there were quiet Sunday mornings when the soft bells of the old English church could sound too insistent.




  One day in the forest on the hill looming over the village, I came across a helipad and well-laid lawns, and then found myself surrounded by armed guards. I had strayed into the former retreat

  of the British viceroys, now assigned, like their much grander residence in Delhi, to the President of India, if hardly ever used by him. There were bigger and emptier houses on the road leading

  north from the village: old bungalows that hid behind tall hedges, and had, apart from the kind of melancholy gardens and arbours I had read about in Turgenev’s novels and stories, dingy

  smoke-filled sheds for servants, where women with broad Mongoloid faces squatted around wood fires.




  The road had more surprises as it cut through a pine forest, past a meadow and an old Kali temple and ended at a hilltop forest rest house, which the locals pronounced Carignano, and which

  turned out to be Craignano, the site of a mansion built in the late nineteenth century by an Italian confectioner from Turin.




  Mr Sharma couldn’t tell me what an Italian was doing in the Himalayas in the nineteenth century. But he did know that the wealthier British often escaped to Mashobra from hedonistic Simla.

  He had also heard of some of the Indians who now owned the bungalows. One of them was the descendant of a lecherous Maharajah whom the British had banned from entering Simla. One bungalow served as

  the hideout of a prince from Nepal. Three decades before, a famous film actress from Bombay had bought one of the best properties in Mashobra, but she had never been seen in the village. An

  industrial magnate from Delhi, someone fleeing private tragedy – the death of his young son – was the most faithful among the absentee owners of the bungalows, which were maintained

  largely by the servants, who were mostly migrant labourers from distant villages.




  I felt slightly diminished by this new knowledge about Mashobra. On clear days, when I walked to the top of the hill with the presidential house and saw the snowy peaks on the horizon and felt a

  fresh cool breeze on my face, I could believe that a new life was beginning for me, in which I too would have a claim on the world’s ample store of happiness. But the big houses made me fear

  that I was going to be as disappointed in Mashobra as I had been in Delhi.




  I had taken to Delhi my provincial ability to be quickly impressed, and a hunger for new adventures, possibilities of growth. In well-protected enclaves, there were libraries

  and bookshops, cultural sections of foreign embassies, film festivals and book readings. There were even – if you had the money and the confidence – a dozen five-star hotels. But these

  excitements were temporary – best possessed at a high level of wealth and security, and maintained beyond the first few minutes only if, after the new European film, you were returning in an

  air-conditioned car to a house with high walls. For to emerge into a humid night from the cool auditorium of the British Council onto the broken pavement with the limbless beggars; to push and

  elbow one’s way into the sweat, dirt and noise of a packed bus; then to watch with a foolish little twinge of privilege the stranded men at the bus stops, was to be robbed of the new and

  fragile sensations of the previous few hours; it was to have yet again a sense of the hollowness of the city’s promise and the mean anonymity of the lives it contained; it was to know the

  city as a setting not of pleasure but of work and struggle.




  I was somewhat relieved to find out that my association with the Sharmas gave me a certain status in the village. Strangers greeted me with namaste as they passed me on the road. The men

  in the cavernous shops, idle behind open sackfuls of kidney beans and chickpeas and rice, were attentive, eager to talk and offer gossip about local politics.




  The Sharmas themselves lived quietly, except when a special occasion – a festival, a shradh (a death anniversary ritual) or a yagna (a fire sacrifice) – brought the scattered family

  together in a happy whirl of silk scarves, crying babies and sizzling puris (some of which came my way). Mr Sharma’s sister left for her office in Simla early in the morning and returned just

  before dusk. Only Mr Sharma and his mother remained in the big house with the many windows, which looked deserted during the long afternoon. There were visitors, middle-class people in new cars

  whom the shopkeepers gazed at curiously. Mr Sharma’s father, Panditji, who seemed to spend most of his day walking around the orchard or inspecting the cows while leaning on his stick, was, I

  discovered, very well known as a priest and astrologer. People from places as far off as Chandigarh visited him in order to know about, and improve, their prospects in this and the next life. He

  was also the personal priest of the former king of the nearby district of Rampur, whose political career he helped boost through elaborate fire sacrifices on his lawn.




  Each month, Mr Sharma, working away unseen in his house, brought out his Sanskrit magazine, Divyajyoti, from an antique printing press kept in one of the dark rooms just below my cottage.

  Mr Sharma told me that it had a circulation of five hundred copies, and it went out to Sanskrit colleges and institutions in India and elsewhere. He wrote most of the magazine himself during the

  first half of the month. I did not ask him what he wrote about, but I imagined he pronounced on broad social and political issues of the kind he discussed with me. Some of the articles may have

  been commentaries on a fifth-century BC book of grammar Mr Sharma often held up proudly as proof of Sanskrit’s divine origin and inspiration.




  He brought the loose pages to the press, smiling awkwardly when I passed him on the narrow path through the orchard. For the second half of the month, Daulatram, the big round-faced jovial handy

  man, would laboriously typeset the longhand version, a solitary figure in a corner of the dark room messy with wooden galley trays and metal sticks: the tips of his fingers were stained black when

  he came up to my cottage to replace a fuse or to offer some freshly plucked fruit. A week before the fifteenth of each month, the issue would be printed. The press would begin to hum loudly as

  Daulatram turned on the power, and then, after an uncertain staccato start, ease into a regular beat, which was as peculiarly soothing as that of a train at night. Then, on the morning of the

  fifteenth, Daulatram would jauntily walk up the hill to the post office, holding the finished copies in a small bundle under his giant arm.




  The days acquired a rhythm, began to pass. I was awakened very early in the morning, the sun bullying its way even through the thick coarse-textured blue curtains of my window.

  Shortly thereafter, I heard a knock on the door: it was Mr Sharma’s young nephew with a plate of parathas and pickle. This was the gift of the women in Mr Sharma’s household: his mother

  and his sister. The day stretched long and somewhat emptily after that, even though I went to bed babyishly early, at around nine o’clock, by which time the whole village was already

  asleep.




  For years, I had felt a small thrill at the sight of the sentence, ‘I read all morning’. The simple words spoke of the purest and most rewarding kind of leisure. It was what I did

  now: I read all morning, sitting out on the balcony, and then, early in the afternoon, with the sun roughly overhead, I walked up the hill, through a dappled pine wood, for lunch at a roadside food

  shack called Montu’s dhaba.




  Montu, a lumbering corpulent man with eyes perpetually red from drinking, ran the dhaba along with his wife. They lived in two dark low-roofed rooms at the back, curtained off from the

  road-facing dhaba with a torn cotton sari. At lunch I sat alone on the wooden bench, under the outdated calendar with pictures of Shiva, and read the censorious articles in Punjab Kesari, a

  local Hindi daily, about masturbation (bad for eyesight) and blue jeans (bad for blood circulation), while Neeraj, the couple’s polite young son, brought warm chapattis on a small aluminium

  plate.




  The food was unremarkable, the menu unchanging. There was frequently a lot of something called ‘mixed dhal’, which was all Montu said he could afford by way of dhal in the days of

  post-socialist inflation. But his son Neeraj asked hopefully each time if I had found the food satisfactory, and I had to lie.




  On the way back I stopped at the post office, a large dusty room with a disused telephone booth and an old damaged clock. There would often be a few men there – mostly servants from the

  big empty houses – sending money to the families they had left in remote Himalayan villages. They would ask me to write a few cryptic messages on the small margins of their money-order forms.

  ‘Everything is fine,’ I usually wrote, ‘use this money for your medicines. I will send more soon.’ Or: ‘I am sorry that I can’t send more money. I have not heard

  from you for a long time. I am very worried. I pray that you are well. Please write and tell me so.’




  There was rarely any mail for me, apart from an occasional letter from my parents and a cheque – payment for one of the reviews I wrote to support myself. But the ageing postman was always

  grateful to give me some letters for my landlord and save himself the steep walk to and from the house. I, in turn, would hand them to Mr Sharma’s mother who sat knitting at the open

  second-floor window. She would sit there from late morning, all through the long drowsy afternoons until the sun disappeared behind the hills to the west, when the shadows, languid all day, swiftly

  stole across the orchard and the valley, and the soft golden peaks in the distance seemed to hold, briefly, all the light in the world.




  Weeks passed. The summer was warm and long. Some exotically coloured birds cut slow lazy circles in the blue air all day. In the evenings, smoke arose in thin nervous columns from houses deep in

  the valley, where, late at night, the dogs would abruptly begin to bark.




  The monsoons finally came in early July and pulled a thick veil of grey over everything; the rain was comforting at first, but then grew insistent and dreary. I began to long for clear days, and

  I think that it was soon after autumn set in, with the first of its long bejewelled afternoons, that I first went to the inner Himalayas.




  
 





  The Invention of ‘Buddhism’
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  THE DAYS WERE SHORTENING with intimations of winter when I returned from the inner Himalayas to Mashobra. When spring came,

  and the roads cleared, I began to travel to the Spiti and Pin valleys. There, in the lonely cold deserts, speckled wherever the snow melted into streams with green oases of pea and barley fields,

  and watched over by hilltop monasteries of sun-baked bricks, I saw many more images of the Buddha. I visited Tabo, and found the oldest monastery in the region still full of lamas, as jaunty in

  their maroon robes as the prayer flags fluttering from electric poles in the treeless expanses.




  I came to recognize the colourful murals and to understand somewhat the symbolism of the mystical circular diagrams (mandalas) on the wall hangings. I could spot from afar the distinctive

  shape of the gompas, or Buddhist monasteries; and although I felt excluded by the faith they expressed, about which I knew little then, I came to value them for their solitude and distance

  from the known world.




  I was intrigued, too, by the monks, their childlike simplicity, cheerfulness and serenity. I attributed these qualities to the plain and undemanding world the monks lived in, until I found out

  that some of them had travelled to, and spent time in, Europe and America. One of them had studied in a monastery near Lhasa for about twenty years; I was surprised to know that his subjects had

  been logic, epistemology, cosmology, psychology and ethics as expounded in Buddhist texts written in India as early as the second centuryAD.




  I began to write a travel essay, in which I tried to record my surprise at finding traces of Buddhism in these remote Himalayan valleys. I wrote about the other kind of Indian Buddhists I had

  met before: they were Dalits, low-caste Hindus, millions of whom had converted to Buddhism since the 1950s in an attempt to escape an oppressively caste-ridden Hinduism. I tried to describe how

  these politically active Buddhists, who did not appear to take much interest in spiritual matters, differed from the monks in the Himalayan monasteries.




  The small bookshop on the Mall in Simla was well stocked with books in English on Buddhism – in expectation, the owner told me, of the European and American tourists who came looking for

  writing on spiritual figures and themes, and often travelled from Simla to the hill town of Dharamshala, the home of the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan community in exile.




  One of the books I found there was an English translation of the Milindapanha (Questions of King Menander), which I had seen mentioned as a basic text of Buddhist philosophy in an

  essay by the Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges. King Menander was a Greek who reigned in north-west India, now Pakistan, around the first or second century BC. He is said

  to be among the rulers of the time who embraced, or was at least familiar with, Buddhism. The book, which was preserved in Ceylon for centuries, consists of Menander’s conversations with an

  elderly Buddhist monk called Nagasena.




  Their dialogue on the individual self, which drew explicitly upon the Buddha’s ideas, had particularly struck Borges. It begins with Menander asking Nagasena his name. Nagasena says that

  his name is ‘only a generally understood term, a practical designation. There is no question of a permanent individual implied in the use of the word.’




  Menander replies, ‘If there is no permanent individuality, who gives you monks your robes and food, lodging and medicines? And who makes use of them? Who lives a life of righteousness,

  meditation and reaches Nirvana? Who destroys living beings, steals, fornicates, tell lies, or drinks spirits? . . . If your fellow monks call you Nagasena, what then is Nagasena? Would you

  say that your hair is Nagasena? Or your nails, teeth, skin, or other parts of your body, or the outward form, or sensation, or perception, or the psychic constructions, or consciousness? Are any of

  these Nagasena? Are all these taken together Nagasena? Or, anything other than they?’




  Nagasena answers no to all of Menander’s questions.




  Menander says, ‘Then for all my asking I find no Nagasena. Nagasena is a mere sound! Surely what your reverence has said is false!’




  Nagasena now takes over the questioning. He asks Menander, ‘Your Majesty, how did you come here – on foot, or in a vehicle?’




  Menander replies, ‘In a chariot.’




  ‘Then tell me,’ Nagasena asks, ‘what is the chariot? Is the pole the chariot?’




  ‘No, your reverence,’ Menander replies.




  ‘Or the axles, wheels, frame, reins, yoke, spokes, or goad?’




  Menander replies that none of these things is the chariot.




  ‘Then all these separate parts taken together are the chariot?’




  Menander again says no.




  ‘Then is the chariot something other than the separate parts?’




  ‘No, your reverence,’ Menander says.




  ‘Then for all my asking, your Majesty,’ Nagasena says, ‘I can find no chariot. The chariot is a mere sound. What then is the chariot? Surely what your Majesty has said is

  false! There is no chariot!’




  Menander protests that what he had said was not false. ‘It is on account of all these various components, the pole, axle, wheels and so on, that the vehicle is called a chariot. It’s

  just a generally understood term, a practical designation.’




  ‘Well said, your Majesty!’ Nagasena replies. ‘You know what the word chariot means! And it’s just the same with me. It’s on account of the various components of my

  being that I am known by the generally understood term, the practical designation, Nagasena.’1




  There were many such clear and simple exchanges in the book, illustrating the Buddhist view of individual identity as a construct, a composite of matter, form, perceptions,

  ideas, instincts and consciousness, but without an unchanging unity or integrity.




  ‘I think, therefore I am,’ Descartes had said; and when I first came across these famous words as an undergraduate they expressed all that then seemed holy to me: individuality, the

  life of the mind. It was comforting to believe that the human mind was capable of acting rationally, logically and freely upon the inert outside world. I was attracted, too, by the idea of the

  authentic self, which I had picked up from the French existentialist philosophers, who for some reason were very popular in India. These descriptions of the self – as a discrete entity shaped

  through rational thought and act – helped offset the uncertainties – financial, emotional, sexual – that I lived with then.




  But the dialogue between the Greek king and the Buddhist monk seemed to refute intellectually the Cartesian ‘I’, by implying that one cannot speak of a separate self or mind thinking

  ‘I think’ inside the body, inasmuch as this self is nothing but a series of thoughts. It suggested that the ‘I’ was not a stable and autonomous entity and indeed was no more

  than a convenient label for the provisional relations among its constantly changing physical and mental parts. It also matched better my experience: of finding incoherence where there was supposed

  to be a self, of being led on by stray thoughts, memories and moods, and thinking that nothing existed beyond that flux.




  I read other books. I learned quickly that although Buddhism often had the trappings of a formal religion – rituals and superstitions – in the countries where it existed, it was

  unlike other religions in that it was primarily a rigorous therapy and cure for duhkha, the Sanskrit term denoting pain, frustration and sorrow. The Buddha, which means ‘the

  enlightened one’, was not God, or His emissary on earth, but the individual who had managed to liberate himself from ordinary human suffering, and then, out of compassion, had shared his

  insights with others. He had placed no value on prayer or belief in a deity; he had not spoken of creation, original sin or the last judgement.




  He had spoken instead of a suffering that was man-made and thus eradicable. He had confined himself to human beings living everyday lives with desire, attachment, pride, jealousy and hatred. He

  had analysed the workings of these emotions and asserted that they arise from a craving for and an attachment to a self that has no true existence. He had developed analytic and contemplative

  techniques which helped prove that neither the self nor the phenomenal world are solid, stable and discrete entities, and which attuned the human mind to ‘things as they really are’:

  interconnected and in a state of change.




  The Buddha was, broadly speaking, an empiricist who denied that there are any fixed substances underlying appearances; this is true as much for what one feels to be one’s inner self or ego

  as for the outer world. He claimed that experience, rather than speculative metaphysics, holds the key to wisdom. He assumed that the quality of all human experience depends on the mind and so had

  been concerned with analysing and transforming the individual mind. To see that one was neither identical with one’s thoughts as they arose continuously and discursively in one’s mind,

  generating desire, anxiety, fear and guilt, nor indeed limited by them, was to be aware of the possibility of controlling them and of moving towards a new kind of spiritual and intellectual

  freedom.




  Clearly, the Buddha had been more of a trenchant thinker and psychologist than a religious figure. He, and later interpreters of his ideas, had investigated in detail the contents of human

  consciousness; they had located in it a quality of will which when strengthened through meditation can become an effective barrier against craving and suffering.




  But, reading the often very abstract and difficult Buddhist treatises on the mind, I often wondered why the Buddha, ostensibly the founder of a religion, had concerned himself with this kind of

  close and dry analysis of the inner world of experience; why had he not extended his analysis to the external world, tried to establish clear, distinct and certain foundations for knowledge, and

  founded, like Descartes, a tradition of scientific enquiry? Certainly Buddhism with its rational outlook was immune to the kind of conflict between religion and science that defined modern western

  philosophy.




  It seemed that the Buddha had had other priorities and that he had been concerned almost exclusively with the inescapable fact of suffering. But here, too, he seemed to differ radically from the

  intellectual fathers of the modern world, Rousseau, Hobbes and Marx. For he had presumed to offer a cure for human suffering that did not involve large-scale restructuring of state and society.




  Mr Sharma, whom I told about my growing interest in the Buddha, couldn’t say much about this. He had taken to dropping in more often than before, and he appeared to have loosened up a bit.

  He told me more about his life. He had grown up in a village near Simla, among apple and pear orchards. He had spent no time at all on the plains; he spoke with something like pride of how his few

  visits there had proved to be ordeals. When he spoke of the Himalayas as a place of exile and refuge, when he told me about the nearby regions which the Pandava brothers in the Mahabharata

  had visited thousands of years ago, he seemed to be speaking not so much of the myths of the race – the idea of the Indian plains with their relentless heat and dust as a trap – as of

  his own life.




  He had never married; family life with its obligations was, he said, not for him. But he seemed not altogether at ease in his self-imposed solitude. I wondered if he sometimes resented it, and

  wished, like everyone else, that he could have had another, more active and fruitful life, far away from the small place where he had spent, and was now to end, his life.




  He seemed a bit puzzled by my interest in the Buddha. He said that Dalits, low-caste Hindus, who had converted to Buddhism thinking it to be something opposed to Hinduism, had dragged the

  Buddha’s name through mud. For the Buddha was actually the tenth incarnation of the Hindu God Vishnu, and had emerged from the mouth of Brahma, and therefore was part of rather than opposed

  to the Hindu tradition.




  I told him that this was more myth than history. The Buddha may have emerged metaphorically from the mouth of Brahma, but the evidence collected by British scholars in the nineteenth century had

  proved that he had also been a flesh-and-blood being, a figure no less historical than Jesus and the Prophet Mohammed, and, furthermore, that he had lived and died not far from where we were. I

  also told Mr Sharma that I had been to the Buddha’s birthplace in Nepal and seen the iron pillar erected there by Ashoka, the third-century BC Indian emperor.




  The Buddha’s birthplace is called Lumbini, and is just north of the vast Indian plain across which the great rivers of the subcontinent, the Ganges and the Yamuna, flow.

  The legends of the Buddha speak of it being close to the Himalayan foothills. This gives the place romance: tall mountains and waterfalls and pine forests as the backdrop to the Buddha’s

  luxurious childhood.




  But when you finally get there – after a long arduous journey within either India or Nepal – the high mountains to the north are no more than a rumour; at best, an added chill in the

  winter breezes, and a faint swelling on the horizon on clear spring days. The feeling of being exposed in the vast flat land never leaves you, especially in the summer when, after weeks of

  blistering heat, whirlwinds of fine dust and dry leaves scatter across the exhausted rice fields and the huddled villages of mud and straw.




  Occasionally, there are clusters of mango and tamarind trees and ponds: oases of shade and cool, where the physical world regains form and colour. The land that looks so parched grows quickly

  green after the first rains of the monsoons in late June or early July. Two months of monsoons impose an unruly lushness upon it. But the endless rain wearies; the prickly heat saps energy; and the

  rivers and streams often burst their banks, turning the earth into obdurate mud. It is only during the months from October to March that the weather stops being punitive. All day long a mellow

  light falls gently over the busy fields and the villages from a tenderly blue sky. The evenings are short, and the nights often chilly.




  In 1985, when I visited Lumbini, I was sixteen years old. I had just left home for the first time and was living as a student in Allahabad, one of the emerging urban centres of the

  Buddha’s time and now a decaying old provincial city in the Gangetic plain. I travelled cheaply and very slowly, on trains pulled by steam engines and country buses and, once, on a ferry over

  a dangerously swollen muddy river, passing through the places that the Buddha as a young scion called Siddhartha had dreamed of visiting.




  I am not sure if you can travel much faster these days. Things don’t change much in that impoverished part of North India; when I revisited Lumbini many years later I found myself

  wandering through the same empty land, past the same yellow fields of mustard and forgotten villages and small towns.




  Lumbini itself hasn’t changed much. It has a few more buildings, mainly monasteries run by Buddhists from Japan, South Korea, Thailand and Myanmar. New monasteries are being built in the

  distinctive national styles of South-east Asia. Some miles away, there is an expensive hotel catering mostly to Japanese tourists, and a research institute with a grand but deserted library.




  Very few Buddhists live in Lumbini or its environs and these are mostly monks from South-east Asia. There is a temple with a stone relief of Maya, the Buddha’s mother, who was worshipped

  by local Hindus for centuries as a Hindu deity. The nearby towns – poor and squalid – are full of shrines to Hanuman, the Hindu monkey-god. Further into the countryside, the blue-tiled

  minarets of the mosques, looming out of the flat dusty land, proclaim the faith that originated in distant Arabia. On the whole, the Buddhist revival of our times, so concentrated now in the rich

  societies of the West, seems to have left Lumbini untouched.




  Perhaps this is why when I first visited it – on a melancholy spring evening, the light fading but still sharp and golden on the sugarcane and rice fields – it took me some time to

  realize where I was.




  I hadn’t imagined the birthplace of the Buddha to be a real, accessible place until Vinod, a fellow student at the university in Allahabad, told me about it; and although

  Vinod got the whole trip going with an invitation to his ancestral house, which was not far from the Indian border with Nepal, he wasn’t much interested in visiting Lumbini, which he had

  already seen and had found very uninteresting.




  He, like me, wanted to go to Nepal because it was the only foreign country we were, or so it seemed then, ever likely to visit. There were other students in Allahabad who went on tours to

  southern Nepal – tours that were more like sorties since after two days and nights of ramshackle country buses and cockroach-infested ‘guest houses’, you never really got much

  beyond the border. The mountains remained on the distant horizon; and most people returned trying to suppress the disappointment of having found Nepal as flat and dusty as the part of North India

  they themselves lived in.




  Nevertheless, the visit to Nepal retained its glamour. The richer students bought themselves a Chinese-made Walkman, and almost all of us who managed to go returned from the trinket-selling

  shacks at the border with at least one garishly printed baseball cap which we wore gratefully for a year or two, trying to overcome, but more likely setting off, the shabbiness of our terylene

  pants and shirts.




  Vinod might not have been much interested in the baseball cap. It wouldn’t have gone well with the embroidered Benares-silk kurtas and tight churidars he usually wore; it would have added

  an unnecessary frivolity to his serene good looks and quiet manner. Compared to the general run of students at the university – people from impoverished rural or semi-urban families in the

  Indo-Gangetic plain – he seemed well off. He was, I had heard, the only son of a rich landlord. He lived in a three-room house outside the campus while most of us lived – two or

  sometimes three to a room – in one of the dingy university hostels.




  Most of us hired bicycles at 75 paise an hour to move around the city while Vinod had a rickshaw waiting outside his house at all times of the day and night, along with a driver, a low-caste boy

  in his early teens, who seemed to pedal with extra vigour when he brought prostitutes to Vinod’s house, twisting and turning through the potholed alleys with such abandon that it was hard to

  distinguish the ringing of his bells from the jangling of the heavy silver bangles and anklets worn by the very young women he carried.




  Vinod, who was much older than I, had a fully realized personal style – or so it seemed to someone as timid and inexperienced as myself, who had freshly emerged from a constricted life at

  home. I remember that I would visit him in the afternoons so as to catch a glimpse of the women. Often the boy resting on the rickshaw would stop me from going upstairs, and I would hang around the

  dusty deserted alley, the solemn tones of All India Radio newsreaders leaking out of the shuttered windows, until the woman had emerged from the narrow staircase, freshly and clumsily lipsticked,

  blinking in the harsh sun.




  All the forbidden deliciousness of sex lay in Vinod’s dark bedroom when I went upstairs. It was present in the mixed smell of sandalwood incense and cheap lipstick, on his dimpled bed, the

  discarded strings of jasmine flowers, which were already wilting as Vinod, his handsome face perfectly composed, and still in his sleeveless vest, leaned over a small table and cut a guava into

  thin little slices.




  ‘Aaiye-ji, aaiye-ji, come in, come in,’ he would say, the ‘ji’ always an unaffected part of his courtesy. ‘Paan layngay na, aap? You will have some

  paan, no?’ I rarely had any paan and did not much like chewing either the betel leaf or tobacco. The first couple of times I had met him had been at a paan stall near the university, and he

  never lost the notion that I was an addict. He would walk up to the window, open it and then, instead of shouting for attention – for the boy below never seemed to take his eyes off the

  window – calmly place his order. Closing the window – the room made enigmatic again after the moment of drab light – he would turn to me and ask, ‘What are you reading

  today?’




  He himself was a fanatical reader. Like many students wishing to demonstrate a modern outlook and intellectual maturity, he possessed the Hindi translations of Sartre and Camus. But much of the

  shelf space in the rooms was taken up by the lectures of ‘Osho’ Rajneesh, the international guru of the 1970s and 80s, who exalted both sex and meditation, and whom Vinod thought of, he

  once told me, as a great philosopher. There were books by J. Krishnamurti and several pamphlets by Swami Vivekananda, the nineteenth-century monk and thinker, who in 1893 had introduced Hinduism to

  the West at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago.




  He also had different books on the various systems of Indian philosophy. But they had more to do with his course work as a postgraduate student, which he neglected, staying away from classes and

  living, from what I could see, a life of willed leisure: he read in the mornings; the women in the afternoons were followed by long sessions of body-building at an akhara; the women sometimes

  returned at night, with the boy driving more cautiously and the rickshaw hood up.




  The question about my reading was how he attempted to respond to my fascinated interest in him. Otherwise, he asked me few questions about myself. He seemed self-contained, fully consumed by the

  present moment, and with none of the anxiety with which the rest of us – poor students with uncertain prospects – darkened the future.




  On the map, Nepal seemed close to Allahabad, at the end of a short straight line to the north, just a few hours away. But Vinod and I left at dawn and travelled for much of the

  day, first by train and then by bus, under the empty sky, past townships of naked brick houses, the roadside shops with dirty glass jars full of sticky sweets, the buildings with the faded signs

  exhorting family planning, and the young men at auto-repair shops with dated hairstyles.




  Late in the afternoon we reached the border. We waited here for a long time, as idle as the long queue of trucks waiting to get into Nepal, which lay just beyond the customs and immigration

  post: a small dark room before which uniformed police officials lay half sunk in their charpoys, and from which drivers with the necessary papers emerged every few minutes and strode back to their

  vehicles in a triumphant flurry.




  Our own turn finally came, and then the disappointment that had been building up all day became sharper as we crossed the border and into a township. The signboards on top of the shacks selling

  cheap electronic goods and nylon T-shirts and baseball caps displayed a strange script. Some of the men in the crowds were short, and had Mongoloid features. But the rest of the scene – the

  heaps of roadside rubbish, the wandering diseased cows, the stalls with fried foods, the buses of abraded metal – seemed defiantly familiar.




  The landscape became empty again as we left the border behind. There was little traffic, except for a few donkey carts hobbling over the rutted verge of the road. The bald brown mountains in the

  distance displayed patches of weak sunshine, but white bands of haze fenced in the mud villages and the rice fields, and scraps of white paper and plastic bags lay undisturbed on the ground before

  the shuttered roadside shops selling beer.




  The half-empty bus meandered on narrow country roads for what seemed many hours. It was flagged down a few times, before the usual low shack selling cheap liquor and cigarettes. Vinod, sitting

  in the row just ahead of me, fell asleep, his head gently bumping against the sharp-edged frame of the window. Other passengers – mostly local villagers anxiously gripping cloth bundles and

  cheap cardboard suitcases to their chests – also nodded off, their heads gently uncertain on their shoulders. I too felt some of the soporific quality of that afternoon and I didn’t at

  first bother opening my eyes when the bus stopped and the driver jumped out of his cockpit, shutting the door behind him with a loud thud.




  I looked up to see a parking spot: a field of pure dust, blackened in places by diesel oil where buses and trucks might have stood, and fenced by shop shacks of the kind we had passed. Vinod

  still seemed asleep. Some men got off to urinate. They waddled as they unfastened the strings on their floppy pyjamas and then stood rigid, legs apart. I joined the men, and it was as I stood there

  with them, forming a row of sorts, leaking water into a small beshram shrub, staring ahead somewhat embarrassedly, that I saw the monk, the trees, and the partially constructed buildings in the

  near distance.




  He may have been from Korea or Japan – I couldn’t tell the difference then, and the pagoda-shaped buildings he was walking towards were as hard to place as he was. He was walking

  away from us, indifferent to our presence, even to the cloud of dust which the worn tyres of the bus had kicked up towards him, and which enveloped him, settling quietly on his ochre robe and

  tonsured head.




  I heard the driver say, ‘Five minutes and then we leave.’ I turned back to see Vinod emerging from the bus, his face still blurred with sleep. He staggered slightly as he walked

  towards me. He said, ‘Dekhiye jo dekhna hi, yahi hai Lumbini. See what you have to see, this is Lumbini.’




  His voice held the disappointment of his own first visit. And perhaps it was hard not to expect more, and not to feel let down, at the sight of the birthplace of the founder of one of the

  world’s greatest religions, preceded by only a field of dust and some incomplete buildings.




  The bus would leave in five minutes. I hurried after the monk. I saw him enter the hedge-fenced compound of one of the odd-shaped buildings, and then I lost sight of him. Inside the compound

  there was a garden with a complicated design, through which ran a narrow cement path. I followed the path, past low shrubs and cactuses, and little pools of water holding slices of the sky.




  And then, suddenly, the land cleared again, the sun low and hazy in the sky ahead of me, the light golden and still. Green rice fields stretched to the horizon, dabbed occasionally with peasant

  women in bright clothes and black buffaloes with gleaming sides.




  I saw a strange hillock on my left – an archaeological mound. Immediately before me, in a seemingly perfect configuration, there was a rectangular tank, a large sal tree draped with

  handkerchief-sized prayer flags, and what at first seemed to be a low-roofed temple with a long pillared veranda.




  I turned to hear soft chanting. It was coming from one of the buildings behind me – monasteries, I finally realized. Walking on, I saw the monk. He stood on the moss-grey steps of the

  tank, his hands folded, his head bent; the still greenish water before him held the interlaced branches of the surrounding sal tree.




  He did not move as I passed him, on my way to the white pillar I had seen beyond the tank and the sal tree. Around the ugly iron railing, which enclosed it and which was festooned with prayer

  flags, were a few clay flowerless pots, with stubs of incense sticks protruding from their dry soil. The pillar was of stone, with many cracks running down its thick girth. At its base was an

  inscription in an unfamiliar script. A tiny metal board offered, in fading and chipped white paint, the translation and some other information.




  It said that the pillar had been erected on orders of Ashoka, the great Indian emperor of the third century BC, who embraced the ideas of the Buddha and instituted

  nonviolence as state policy.




  The translation of the inscription read:




  

    

      Twenty years after his coronation, King Devanampiya Priyadarsi (beloved of the gods), visited this place in person and worshipped here because the Buddha, the sage of the

      Sakyas, was born here. He ordered a stone wall to be constructed around the place and erected this stone pillar to commemorate his visit. He declared the village of Lumbini free of taxes and

      required to pay only one-eighth of its produce as land revenue.2


    


  




  Ashoka! Rarely a day had passed in my adult life without my encountering Ashoka’s name or works in some form. The lions and wheels carved atop of his stone pillars were

  the crest of the government of India; they were featured on rupee notes, public hoardings, official stationery and in newspaper advertisements. But so unexpected was the pillar, so miraculous

  seemed Ashoka’s presence and the surviving tokens of his generosity and goodness in the remote land of the Buddha’s birth, that I had to read the translation again to confirm that I

  hadn’t made a mistake.




  Ashoka was among the great names I was taught to revere at school. My textbooks presented him as Buddhism’s first imperial patron, and his life in the form of a religious

  legend. He was the particularly brutal conqueror who at the end of his genocidal invasion of eastern India converted to Buddhism, put the resources of his vast empire at its disposal, held an

  important council of Buddhist monks where the future shape of the dharma, or the Buddha’s teachings, was determined, and sent out Buddhist missionaries to Afghanistan and Central Asia.

  Ashoka’s conversion to Buddhism, the textbooks implied, was the most significant event in the history of Asian culture.




  I read about Harsha, the seventh-century AD Indian emperor whom the Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsang had described as a generous promoter of Buddhism. I was also told about

  the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Hiuen Tsang himself, who had made an extraordinary journey to India also in the seventh century.3 The history textbooks

  contained a sketch of him, carrying what seemed to be a backpack and a parasol; they also emphasized the cosmopolitanism of the Buddhist university of Nalanda, where Hiuen Tsang had studied, and

  where young men were taught grammar, medicine, mechanics, ethics and philosophy.




  In the millennium after Christ, the Buddha’s ideas had travelled as far as China, Korea and Japan and many other Asian countries, and had assumed new forms there. In China, they had

  displaced even the powerful influences of the local sages, Confucius and Lao-Tzu. A ninth-century Chinese translation of the Diamond Sutra, an Indian Buddhist text, was the oldest-known

  printed book in the world. Buddhism was already the state religion of China by the seventh century, when Hiuen Tsang brought back rare manuscripts from India. Buddhism had been an equally powerful

  force in Japan and South-east Asia.




  Obviously, the Buddha had been one of the great men, if not the greatest man, born in India. But I would have been hard pressed then to distinguish clearly between his ideas and those of, say,

  Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit Nehru or Rabindranath Tagore.




  I had been quick to correct Mr Sharma when he claimed that the Buddha had emerged from the mouth of Brahma. I had told him confidently about my visit to Lumbini, and about Ashoka’s pillar,

  which I had not at all expected to find. I couldn’t admit that for a long time I hadn’t known much more about the Buddha than he had.




  Growing up in North India in the 1970s and 80s I had come across a broad outline of the Buddha’s life. He had been the young scion of a ruling clan called the Shakyas in a remote

  city-state in North India, leading a life of leisure and some luxury, when sudden exposure to old age, sickness and death led him first to doubt and introspection and then to the abandonment of his

  wife and son and a lonely search for wisdom. He had practised and grown disillusioned with extreme asceticism, before discovering one night ‘the middle way’ between self-mortification

  and the sensual life. He had given his first sermon near Benares, where he had also found his earliest disciples, and set up the sangha, the monastic order, which later spread his

  dharma around the world. He had then wandered through North India for the rest of his long life, speaking to both kings and commoners about the causes and cure of suffering, before achieving

  nirvana, or liberation from rebirth.




  This well-worn story, lacking all specific detail, was one reason why for a long time I, like Mr Sharma and probably most other Hindus in India, thought of the Buddha as a Hindu god, an

  incarnation, along with Rama and Krishna, of Lord Vishnu, rather than a historical figure. I didn’t know then it was precisely this notion of Buddhism as a branch of Hinduism that had been

  angrily rejected by the Dalit converts to Buddhism, who wished to liberate themselves from Hinduism and who publicly affirmed during their conversion ceremony that they ‘do not believe that

  Lord Buddha was the incarnation of Vishnu’.




  The Dalits were partly right. Much of what we now know as Hinduism – the cults of the gods Vishnu and Shiva, the Bhagavadagita – took shape only after the time of the Buddha,

  and was not called Hinduism until the nineteenth century. But it was true that the Buddha had broken with the religious orthodoxy of his time, which consisted mainly of rituals aimed at appeasing

  the gods of nature and so allowed the hereditary elite of priests who performed them, the Brahmins, to claim a higher estate (varna) than the warriors (kshatriya), the merchants

  (vaishya) and the servants (shudra). He had done so no less radically than Mohammed and Christ had spurned the religious systems of their time. But he had not offered an exclusive new

  God, or a theory of creation as replacement for previous beliefs. Although he attracted followers he had not called himself their leader and refused to appoint a successor to take over after his

  death. Nor had he demanded mass allegiance, like many other founders of religions.




  He had rejected the abstract speculation popular then among Brahmin philosophers about the nature of reality and soul. He had spoken instead of ordinary human experience: of how neither the

  individual self nor the world is stable, how our desire for things innately impermanent makes for frustration, turning life into perpetual discontentment, and how human individuals could achieve

  liberation, nirvana, by freeing themselves from greed, hatred and delusion. He had traced suffering to the human belief in the solidity of the self and the phenomenal world. He had claimed

  that individuals could avoid suffering through an awareness, heightened by meditation, of the self as primarily made up of, and kept on the boil by, desire, disappointment, fear and resentment.




  The Buddha had upheld release from suffering as the only worthwhile spiritual aim, and in emphasizing rigorous and regular practice, not complacent belief, Buddhism had opened itself to people

  from all faiths, classes and castes. This distinguished the Buddha clearly from the cult of deities and sacrifice and the upholding of social hierarchy that Brahminical religion and ideology then

  and later mainly consisted of.4




  The Buddha did not directly attack Brahmins or their world view. But he warned individuals that rituals were of no use to them, and he had tried to make them self-aware and responsible for their

  own salvation. He insisted that virtue and salvation were open to people from all estates. It is why, according to one scholarly conjecture, insecure Brahmins attacked and undermined Buddhism in

  India, even before Turkish invaders in the twelfth century sacked the few remaining Buddhist monasteries there.




  But one needs history to make informed speculations. It wasn’t just Buddhism, but also the religion I was born into – Hinduism – that appeared to have no history. Unlike Islam

  and Christianity, it had neither a founder nor a church; there was no conceivable date from which it could be said to have begun, and it appeared not to have produced, during its long existence,

  personalities or institutions influential enough to enter the historical record. So it was that early in my childhood, myth and legend had become my guide to the world.




  Living in a small town that had no bookshop or library, almost the only thing I read was the classical Indian literature I found at home. But even if I had looked for histories of the Buddha I

  would have found mostly legends. There were few archaeological and textual records about ancient India, particularly about the sixth and fifth centuries BC, the centuries

  when the Buddha is supposed to have lived. Even the life of Jesus is better known than the life of the Buddha. Not only is the historicity of the Buddha not clearer than that of Jesus, there had

  been no Paul among the Buddha’s followers to institutionalize and give an evangelical edge to his teachings.
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