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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION


[image: ]The Author1


Tenzin Gyaltsen was born the second of three sons to Ka lan pur and Norki in 1894 or early 1895 in the village of Shunam in the Rupa region of Kinnaur, or Khu nu (as the local people call it), on the Indo-Tibetan border. His village lay in a relatively prosperous farming region, 2,000 to 2,500 meters above sea level, surrounded by mountains as high as 6,500 meters and drained by the upper reaches of the Sutlej River. The valleys in this region are extremely beautiful, covered with thick forests of mountain pine giving way at lower levels to orchards of apple and apricot trees fringing fields of mountain barley. Though not a rich area in the modern sense, its economy easily supported a traditional way of life that was based on the Tibetan Buddhism of south central Asia and strongly influenced by the accommodating syncretism of the north Indian plains people to the south.


Amongst his own people, Tenzin Gyaltsen is better known by the honorific names Khunu Rinpoche (“precious one from Kinnaur”) and Negi Lama. Negi is a clan or caste name used by almost all the people of Kinnaur except metal workers and weavers, and is said to derive from a term of respect given in earlier times to officials at the court at Rampur, an important town on the Sutlej River. In the case of Negi Lama Tenzin Gyaltsen, Negi refers as well to his personal family name (Ne gi pang), which means the guru from the Negi family, or the guru from the people of the Negi caste. As a sign of respect, and following the customs of his own people, I refer to him as Khunu Rinpoche, or Rinpoche for short.


Khunu Rinpoche started his spiritual training at the age of seven under the guidance of his maternal uncle Rasvir Das, who lived in an adjoining village. Rasvir Das taught Khunu Rinpoche how to read and write Tibetan, and then, following the custom in those parts of the border area of Tibet, had him memorize the Diamond Cutter Sūtra (Skt. Vajracchedikā Sūtra) and the Verse Summary of Perfect Wisdom (Skt. Ratna-guṇa-saṃcaya-gāthā). The Ne gi pang family were traditionally followers of the Drukpa Kagyu sect of Tibetan Buddhism, so at the age of thirteen Rinpoche went to Lib pa (an area north of Kinnaur where the southern school of Drukpa Kagyu flourished) to receive instruction in the spiritual exercises preliminary to the practice of the general precepts of Buddhism. He studied under Sonam Gyaltsen, a personal student of a famous teacher from Kham (southeastern Tibet) called Togden Sakya-shri.


In 1913, at the age of nineteen, Khunu Rinpoche set out for Tibet to continue his religious training. Although there are a number of passes leading directly into western Tibet from Kinnaur, Rinpoche, who at that time could not even afford a new pair of shoes, instead first went through the Kullu Valley, where he collected some interest owing on loans made by his older brother to Kinnauris settled in that region, and with that small amount as his travel money he made his way to the Kagyu monastery Rumtek in Sikkim. He stayed there for three years studying Tibetan grammar and poetry with Urgyen Tenzin. In 1916 or 1917, Khunu Rinpoche finally traveled to Tibet, where he first made a base for himself at the seat of the Panchen Lama at Tashi Lhunpo, the Gelugpa monastery in Shigatse. Subsequently, he traveled to Lhasa where he studied, not the traditional subjects of a monk in one of the large debating or tantric colleges, but rather advanced subjects in grammar, poetry, and composition. He made an exhaustive study of these subjects, after which, as requested by the then Panchen Lama Chokyi Nyima, he returned to Shigatse and began teaching Tibetan aristocrats and other students from the Tsang region in a special school for Tibetan grammar and poetry.


After some time Rinpoche resigned from his position and traveled to Derge in Kham. Rinpoche studied in Derge for five years, during which time he learned the thirteen volumes of the essential Buddhist scriptures. Khunu Rinpoche himself said that while in Kham he mastered the Tibetan tradition of Sanskrit grammar (the Sarasvatī, Candragomin, and Kalāpa systems), but as he was unable to make headway in the Pāṇinian tradition of Sanskrit grammar (which was pretty much absent from Tibet), he went to Varanasi in India in order to find someone to teach it to him. There he became a student of Pandit Dev Narayan Tripathi and studied with him for five years. The presence of Khunu Rinpoche in Varanasi at this time is corroborated by the flamboyant traveler from Amdo (northeastern Tibet), Gendun Chophel.


Eventually, Khunu Rinpoche returned to Kham, probably in the mid-1930s, where he again taught and studied for many years. It was during this period, in the course of teaching grammar and poetry to the children of the Derge royal family, amongst others, that he wrote his widely used commentary on the Tibetan lexicon of the translator Palkhang called The Lamp for Learned Speech (Tib. Ngag sgron).


Leaving Kham in the mid-1940s, Khunu Rinpoche returned to Lhasa where, as requested by the Tibetan government, he began teaching at the main Astrological and Medical Institute (the famed Mentsi Khang). He taught there for three years, after which time he resigned in order to return to India to continue his study of Sanskrit.


In all, Khunu Rinpoche spent thirty-four years traveling and studying in various parts of Tibet and India. During that period his parents had passed away, as had his first teacher and uncle, Rasvir Das. It was probably sometime shortly after India’s independence from Britain in 1947 that Khunu Rinpoche made the trip back to Kinnaur, where he intended to spend only a short time before returning to Varanasi. In fact, strongly urged by his remaining relatives and fellow Kinnauris to stay in his native place and teach, he spent nearly eight years there, during which time he composed a number of short works to help the mountain people learn the Tibetan alphabet.2


 After teaching in Kinnaur, Khunu Rinpoche returned to Varanasi toward the end of the 1950s where he remained based until near the end of his life. By this time his learning had made him a well-known figure and he had a position teaching at the Sanskrit University. Nevertheless he retained essentially a lifestyle of renunciation, declining the salary that ordinarily would have come with the post and living in an unassuming part of Varanasi with an old friend from the 1930s, Jobo Ganga-gire. This dear Hindu friend of Rinpoche had an old temple in Lakasa which he looked after. Rinpoche built a room on the top of that temple and would always, after his journeys to Bodh Gaya, or after spending the hot season away in Sikkim where he was a personal guru to the royal family, return to live there.


Khunu Rinpoche had a spontaneous kindness that extended to all equally, regardless of their sect, religion, or nationality. He saw the great hardship of Tibetan refugees arriving in north India in 1959. He saw that these Tibetans, who had admitted him to schools, taught him, and given him work, were now dazed by the loss of their country and their way of life, often nearly destitute, with little but the clothes on their backs. Khunu Rinpoche felt for these refugees deeply. He taught many of them, among them the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. These students would, in later years, refer back to that time and recall the kindness that Khunu Rinpoche embodied. In addition to teaching the refugees through personal kindness and example, Khunu Rinpoche went to Mussoorie at the Dalai Lama’s request to instruct the Tibetan refugees in grammar and poetry, remaining there for nearly a year. It was through this work in particular that Khunu Rinpoche became well known to the Tibetan refugees in India.


Among the countless stories that illustrate Khunu Rinpoche’s disinterested yet active meditative kindness is one of an American woman, Tubten Pemo, who met Khunu Rinpoche some years before his death in the mid-1970s in Kathmandu, Nepal. She and a number of other foreigners who had gone to Nepal to study Buddhism asked Rinpoche if there was anything he needed that they could supply. He said, “No. I have all I need because I have bodhicitta,” and the next day, he sent an offering of one rupee (the	equivalent of three or four cents) to each of the foreign students.


Khunu Rinpoche spent the last months of his life in Lahaul, stopping on his way there at a monastery in Rewalsar, a place sacred to Padmasambhava, near Mandi. He arrived in Lahaul in August 1976, where he taught all—the gifted and the slow—by example, by personal advice, and by teaching gatherings of the faithful in the traditional way. He taught from Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of Liberation (Tib. Dwags po thar rgyan) and other important texts of the Drukpa Kagyu tradition as well as from his own composition.


Some time before his death Rinpoche moved to the Tashi Shuling monastery (Shur Monastery in the local dialect) in a quiet part of Lahaul. He stayed there with his longtime female companion, the Drikung Khandro. Each afternoon it was his custom to give a teaching for about two hours from the Jewel Ornament of Liberation. On February 20, 1977, while in the middle of teaching the wisdom chapter of that book, Rinpoche suddenly, and without any change in the kindly, peaceful expression on his face, died. His ashes have been enshrined in a number of reliquaries in the region straddling the Indo-Tibetan border in the state of Himachal Pradesh.
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