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“Leslie retells her journey in prose that is as beautiful, meticulous, and captivating as the thangkas themselves.”



[image: image] MEHER MCARTHUR, author of Reading Buddhist Art


“All of us are granted the same 24-hour day. But great memoirs show us how much life we can pack into every moment if our heart says ‘yes.’ Leslie Rinchen-Wongmo, whose name means precious, empowered woman, did just that. She came upon a group stitching sacred Tibetan tapestries in India and stayed to become the first Western woman trained to make them. Her story takes us deep into the art and culture she embraced. But just as importantly, Leslie provides a luminous lesson on what she calls ‘the experience of traveling off course to a wondrous life.’”



[image: image] BARBARA CORNELL, Pulitzer Prize nominated journalist and librarian


“Threads of Awakening is a wonderful and illuminating window into the amazing worlds of brocade and embroidery tangkas. Leslie Rinchen-Wongmo is not only, to my knowledge, the first American woman to have mastered these exquisite artistic traditions but also the first to write extensively on them. And we are the fortunate ones who reap the fruits of her endeavors.”



[image: image] GLENN H. MULLIN, author of Female Buddhas and four more books on Tibetan Buddhist art


“Profoundly meaningful and deeply spiritual, Threads of Awakening is a delightful and inspiring travel memoir about a Tibetan Buddhist textile tradition and a woman’s search for purpose.”



[image: image] ISADORA LEIDENFROST, PhD, filmmaker of Creating Buddhas: The Making and Meaning of Fabric Thangkas
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For the Tibetans who welcomed me.

For the teachers who taught me.

For Mom, Dad, and Francesco who have given me more than could ever fit on this page.
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Foreword
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I am pleased that, having been drawn to a unique Tibetan craft, Leslie Rinchen-Wongmo studied it deeply and is carrying it forward faithfully, in a personal artistic manner.

The tradition of Tibetan appliqué goes back centuries. Since coming into exile, we have made a concerted effort to preserve and restore our rich culture, including artistic heritage. Our distinctive Tibetan culture, a culture of peace, non-violence, and compassion, has great potential to make a constructive contribution to the whole of humanity toward maintaining peace of mind.

This book, Threads of Awakening, reveals the intricacies and richness of the appliqué tradition. I am sure it will enhance appreciation for our unique artistic traditions.
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Tenzin Gyatso, the Dalai Lama 8 February 2021







Preface
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Leslie Rinchen-Wongmo is a pioneer in introducing to the Western world the rare and sacred Tibetan art of lhemthuk—appliqué thangkas created with hundreds of pieces of brightly colored fabrics that are meticulously cut and stitched together to create enlightened icons and motifs. This ancient tradition requires a tremendous amount of skill: it demands a degree of mastery of the eyes and hands that exceeds the skills of the more commonly known painted thangkas (traditional Tibetan scroll paintings). Appliqué thangka creation also commands an extraordinary aesthetic maturity in the design and overall color placement and skillful layering of a myriad of fabric pieces to create a three-dimensional perspective in two-dimensional form. Beyond the technical skills that appliqué thangkas require, lineage blessings, spiritual training, and genuine compassion for all living sentient beings must ripen within the artist. For these reasons, appliqué thangka creation is an art form that is extremely difficult to accomplish—something which Leslie has achieved through her rigorous apprenticeships, dedication, meticulous skills training, and compassionate motivation to benefit all beings. Threads of Awakening is a celebration of this accomplishment, demonstrating that the authentic lineage of creating traditional Tibetan appliqué thangkas has been planted firmly in America and made accessible to the world at large.

Threads of Awakening shares Leslie’s fascinating travels of exploration and growth. Interconnected moments of her life weave together like a mosaic in her quest of finding and accomplishing this rare and precious art form. In her articulate and joyfully relatable stories, Leslie lays her heart open with candor, drawing you in to walk alongside her as a companion on her journey. Of particular note, the appendix, “Stitches and Steps of Tibetan Appliqué,” is perhaps the first written record on the topic ever published. Threads of Awakening not only fulfills a critical gap in the recorded literature and preservation of traditional Tibetan appliqué thangkas—it is also sure to enrapture, delight, and inspire you!

[image: image] PEMA NAMDOL THAYE, traditional Tibetan architect, painter, sculptor, 3-D mandala specialist, author, and art educator
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This is a book about wonder.

I didn’t know that when I started writing it. I thought it would be about art—Tibetan art, sacred art, textile art—and my experience learning how to make that art in India. And it is about all those things. But it’s also a vehicle for a deeper and more universal story about wonder—finding it, seeing it, making it.

It’s about charting a course in life with wonder as your guide—your wonder, which is unlike anyone else’s. It’s about delight in the simplest, most ordinary details and encounters—with a spider, a flower, a human being, or a strand of thread.

To wonder, you have to loosen your grip on what you think you know. “It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.” Mark Twain supposedly said that, and Buddhist teachings agree. Things are not as they seem.

There are many ways to look at the same thing, and in our looking we create the thing—even if that thing is our self, even if it’s the world. Travel can help us look differently. So can Buddhism. The ideas that animate Tibetan Buddhist art are all about examining what we see, interrogating it, wondering about it, seeing it differently, and creating a fresh experience.

In this book, you’ll read about how I found my way halfway around the globe in the 1990s and settled in the Himalayan hill town of Dharamsala to study Buddhism and volunteer for the Tibetans in exile. There, I learned an ancient textile art: a pieced-silk version of the Tibetan wall hanging icons called thangkas.

Being in a strange land, among people who spoke an unfamiliar language and saw the world in an unfamiliar way, highlighted the arbitrariness of my own viewpoint and made it easier to try on new perspectives. Facing uncertainty and confusion every day was both disorienting and rich with possibilities.

Such physical wandering can open the door to deep spiritual wondering, but exotic travel is not the only way to make those journeys. There are many ways to challenge the familiar, and there’s a long spiritual tradition of doing so. You can do it in your own backyard and even inside your own home. Tibetans, in fact, refer to themselves as nangpa or “insiders” because they know the path of spiritual transformation is an inside job: the most important work happens in our inner world. We just have to leave the comfort of what we think we already know.

As one of very few Westerners to have mastered the art of Tibetan appliqué, I’ve always known that someday I’d write a book about it, especially after His Holiness the Dalai Lama encouraged me to make it relevant to people from my own culture. Even so, it took me a long time to feel ready. For many years, I was more interested in making the art than writing about it, convinced as I was that I’d have to take a scholarly approach to the subject rather than writing from my own experience. I explored university graduate programs in Asian art history, believing my hands-on knowledge wasn’t enough.

As I continued to make my thangkas and to share them with a wider audience, however, I noticed a distinct strand of questions arising. At each exhibition or talk, someone would invariably ask, “How on earth did you get to India? Why did you end up doing this artwork? What drew you to such an exotic life?” Someone else would say, “I wish I could do that!” or “I never could.” Over time, I realized that alongside and underneath people’s curiosity about Tibetan appliqué and my particular journey, were the barely audible questions: How can I find what I love? How can I find the courage to follow my heart and discover my dreams? How can I, too, live freely?

After years of being asked how I chose my unconventional path with this rare and sacred art, I finally realized I have all I need for writing this book: a unique expertise gained from learning the techniques of Tibetan appliqué from two of its greatest living masters, an intimate connection with Tibetan teachers and friends, good stories to tell, and the personal experience of traveling off course to a wondrous life.

My purpose in writing this book is to share my knowledge and experience of Tibetan appliqué in a way that stirs your curiosity not only about this art form and the culture it came from but also for your own possibilities. I hope my story will fuel your sense of wonder and embolden you to follow your own threads to a uniquely beautiful and meaningful life.


A note on terminology

Throughout this book, you’ll read about the art of Tibetan appliqué and my experience making silk thangkas. Thangkas are wall hangings that depict sacred figures of Tibetan Buddhism, and I will address the Tibetan word thangka, for which there’s no English translation, in Part Three of the book. Before we get started, though, I want to talk about the English words I’ll use to define the particular form of thangka that I describe on these pages: the form made from pieces of silk.

“Appliqué” is the term most often chosen by English-speaking art scholars and museum curators to describe the textile technique Tibetans use to create sacred images from pieces of silk. But the term doesn’t really fit the art. In their own language, Tibetans employ a variety of non-specific words that basically just mean “sacred images made from really good fabric that’s cut up and sewn together.” Here are a few terms I’ve heard:


	
göchen thangka = thangka made of great or special cloth

	
göku = cloth image

	
lhandrubma or lhandrubpa = sewn together

	
tsemdrub = sewing (or embroidery)



After hearing the term “appliqué” from visitors and reading it in books about their culture, Tibetans adopted this label for describing their indigenous technique to the outside world. Still, it doesn’t fit.

Appliqué is a type of ornamental needlework in which pieces of fabric are sewn or stuck onto a larger piece of fabric to form a picture or pattern. The word “appliqué” is derived from the Latin applicare or the French appliquer, which means “to apply.” But that is not how these thangkas are made.

In Tibetan “appliqué,” there’s no single ground, no base material to which pieces are applied. Instead, the fabric image is a composite whole, constructed of pieces. Each segment of the design, each splash of color, is a distinct piece of silk outlined with a special piping, which I’ll describe in Part Four and Five. These outlined pieces are assembled like a jigsaw puzzle, or like stained glass. The pieces overlap slightly to form a bond where they meet their neighbors. Then, they’re stitched together to create a unified picture. They depend on one another, not on any unifying foundation.

This serves as an apt metaphor for existence—for the interdependent nature of our lives and the world. From a Buddhist point of view, nothing exists inherently and singularly. Every phenomenon is, in fact, a composite of parts. And no being exists separately from all the other beings who love, hate, notice, antagonize, and support them.

I have searched for years for the perfect word to describe the distinct textile art form I inherited from the Tibetans. I’m still looking. In my personal view, “patchwork” is the best single word in the textile field. It’s the one word that accurately conveys the piecemeal structure of the textile artworks the Tibetans taught me to make.

Patchwork is both the act and the product of stitching small pieces of fabric together to create a larger, composite design. Throughout history, and around the world, patchwork has found its way into every realm of society.

Whereas appliqué is used to decorate the surface of a garment or object in the same way that attributes might decorate an independently existent self—if such a self existed—patchwork actually constructs the garment or object: the joined pieces become the “fabric” of the item. This integral, inseparable nature is crucial in understanding how Tibetan fabric images are built—and how we and our world are built.

Unfortunately, to many readers, the word “patchwork” may imply an ordinariness or a haphazardness that in no way characterizes the delicate meticulousness of this sacred artwork. I don’t think anyone who has ever worked in patchwork would make this error of understanding. In my experience, patchwork is frequently executed with extraordinary precision and ingenious engineering. It takes meticulous planning and execution to cut and stitch together hundreds of pieces at precise angles and achieve a flat, perfectly squared surface. Even the smallest imprecision can result in misshaping puckers.

Patchwork in the West often involves the assembly of many similar pieces, creating a repetitive pattern of geometric shapes. Tibetan fabric images, on the contrary, are formed from a multitude of irregular shapes. And they are figurative, not abstract.

For the first solo exhibition of my work in 2002 (at the Pacific Asia Museum in Pasadena, California), I invented the term “pieced-silk images.” Perhaps, that phrase still fits better than anything else. Pieced-silk images. Pieced-fabric pictures. Pieced thangkas. Pieced buddhas. Pieced.

And aren’t we all pieced together every day, every moment? Everything we perceive is composed of pieces. We imagine a through-line, a thread, a base, a self, an “I.” But is it really there? If you actually look, you won’t find anything solid, and certainly nothing autonomous. Instead, you’ll discover a thread of stories, of experiences, thoughts, memories, sensations, relationships … parts and pieces. That’s what this book is made of too: pieces that made me into a pieced silk thangka maker and pieces of the thangkas themselves.

Despite the inaccuracy of the term appliqué, I do use it in this book. I do so because language is imperfect, and because that’s the conventionally accepted term, and because I don’t yet have a perfect alternative. When you read the word, I hope you’ll look below the surface and perceive all the complexity I’ve described within it.









Part One: FIBERS
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Traveler, there is no path. The path is made by walking.

—ANTONIO MACHADO, Proverbios y Cantares XXIX
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DHARAMSALA, INDIA—1997
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Voices wafted through the glass doors, muffled by heavy cream-colored curtains decorated with rust-hued flowers and gray-green leaves. We’d been told he was meeting a group of new arrivals on the veranda and would then come inside to talk with us. The Dalai Lama would be with us shortly. I urged my breath to calm and my hands to cease their nervous fidgeting.

From our seats in the reception room, we could hear urgent murmuring laced with soft whimpers and punctuated by an aching wail.

“Ya, ya.” The deep voice that responded was unmistakable and full of empathy. His Holiness welcomed the group of refugees into the warm embrace of his presence. The force of his listening filled the space like a balm as he comforted and reassured compatriots of all ages who had made the long and perilous trek out of Tibet to Dharamsala, India, to see him at least once in this lifetime. They’d traveled over frozen mountains, spent all their money, risked capture by Chinese guards and shakedowns by Nepali officials for this opportunity to glimpse their exiled leader. They yearned to receive his blessing and, maybe, to give their children the possibility of a Tibetan education. Some would settle here. Others would leave their children here to study their native language and culture among the Tibetan exile community while they themselves made the long journey back to a home where such study is forbidden.

Inside, I sat erect on the firm edge of a beige tweed sofa, fiddling with the rolled white scarf I’d brought to offer my respect to His Holiness in the customary Tibetan way. Excitement coursed through my body, making it hard to keep my hands still. Every now and then I stretched out my fingers, willing my sweaty palms to dry.

An arm’s length to my left on the same couch sat my father, quietly thrilled to have been invited to share such an unexpected opportunity with his itinerant daughter. I don’t think I’d ever seen my dad nervous before. It made him look younger than his sixty-two years, and softer. He’d been growing more tender anyway as time passed. The high-strung young father who had expected perfection and made me feel like mistakes were dangerous had been replaced some years back by an easygoing guy I liked a lot better. To have Dad here as my companion and witness in this moment, awaiting the blessing of the kindest man on earth, well, that in itself felt like a blessing.

The room was large enough to hold fifty people or more and contained as many chairs—some capacious enough to draw one’s legs up and sit cross-legged within them, others straight and narrow. But the furnishings had been arranged with such attention that our seating area at one end of the room felt almost cozy, just right for intimate conversation. Mountain sunlight filtered through leaf-shaded windows softly illuminating the space.

In one window near our end of the room, curtains had been parted to reveal the Buddha, my Buddha, the silk thangka I’d spent the last two years stitching. It hung from the window latches, precisely framed by the curtains as if it had been made for just this spot, this moment. I delighted at the way the backlighting brought it to life. Was it just the light from the window making it glow in that way? Or was it the fact that His Holiness the Dalai Lama was about to lay eyes on my creation, to offer his assessment, his advice, and (dare I hope?) his approval?

A door swung open without warning. Dad and I scrambled to our feet, white scarves in hand, as a guard ushered the maroon-robed monk into the room. He paused before the thangka, offering a respectful greeting to the patchwork Buddha, then turned, fully present, to convene with us humans.
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Thought of as material, fabric is cloth, textile, tissue. As a metaphor, it suggests structure, infrastructure, framework, foundations. Fabric even has psychological, social, and cultural implications as in the fabric of society.

Fabric as a material is the literal foundation for my work. I’m a textile artist. I make sacred pictures from pieces of silk fabric. The silk is beautiful to begin with. Then, cut into pieces and reassembled, it becomes beauty in a new form, like impermanence, like rebirth, like life.

Supple fabric is constructed of lines. The warp and the weft. Straight lines of intersecting threads, each strand incapable of covering or holding anything. These insubstantial fibers meet each other at right angles, greet and pass, greet and pass, greet and pass, slipping over and under one another at regular intervals, becoming enmeshed. This is fabric. Rows and rows, columns and columns, intersecting again and again. Each individual thread meets each specific other only once and chooses to pass over or under. “You first.” “No, you.” Each choice is made in concert with the whole, in perfect relationship to all the others. Together, these single encounters transform the insubstantial fibers from one-dimensional lines into a fluid two-dimensional plane: a strong and pliant tissue that can hold, carry, wrap, warm, protect, adorn, and inspire. Fabric is an embodiment of the strength and flexibility of interconnection.

My life as an American maker of Tibetan textile art is the moving weft that intersects with the long warp of tradition from another culture. By my steps and with my stitches, I weave into a lineage that is not my own but that welcomes me, supports me, and changes me. Like a golden yarn shuttled through a silk warp to create brocade, diverse fibers of life and culture interact to create a fabric of strength and beauty, resilience and shimmer.
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SANTA CRUZ, CALIFORNIA—1979
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I first saw His Holiness the Dalai Lama in 1979 when I was in college, and he was visiting the United States for the first time. I don’t think I knew who he was. I don’t know if anyone around me did either.

Half a world away, in India and Nepal, Western hippies and students traveling overland by bus from Europe had encountered the Tibetans a decade earlier. The Hippie Trail was a twentieth-century Silk Road through Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan (or alternatively through Syria, Jordan, and Iraq). Rather than commerce, these modern explorers were trading in experience, discovering entirely new ways of being. Upon reaching India, some had taken vows to become Buddhist monks. Many were attending teachings, doing retreats, and studying language with Tibetan lamas and Indian gurus. A lama is a Tibetan Buddhist monk or spiritual master.

But I didn’t know any of that yet. My classmates and I at the University of California, Santa Cruz, had been in utero when the Chinese overtook Lhasa and the Dalai Lama was forced to flee Tibet, followed by a hundred thousand of his compatriots. By 1979, His Holiness and the Tibetan refugees had been resettled in India and Nepal for twenty years. A generation of Tibetan children had been born in exile. While we UCSC students were children, Tibetans who remained in Tibet had suffered religious repression, nomad collectivization, and starvation, and had endured the Cultural Revolution along with their Chinese occupiers. Thousands of monasteries had been destroyed and tens of thousands of monks and nuns killed. People had been forced to denounce the Dalai Lama, renounce their vows, and even to beat and humiliate one another.

We students, in contrast, had grown up in prosperous cities and suburbs in a period of free expression, empowerment, abundance, and experimentation. UCSC was at the cutting edge of that experimentation, exploring new modes of education, evaluation, and fields of study. Egalitarian relationships were promoted, and students called professors by their first names. Idyllic redwood forests, rolling hills, and pastures were our classrooms, looking out over a spectacular bay and some of the best surfing in California. “Question Authority” buttons and bumper stickers urged us not to accept as givens the stories by which we’d been conditioned.

Eastern spirituality had entered our awareness from an early age and was an ingredient in the human-potential milieu in which we immersed ourselves. The Esalen Institute just down the road offered mind-expanding ideas and beautiful hot tubs, open to the public after midnight, clothing discouraged. Most of our soaks were in simpler surroundings, in the redwood-clad hills of the Santa Cruz Mountains.

We were insatiably curious, and at least some of us were oriented toward growth in every aspect of our lives. So, when a friend showed me a flyer announcing that a Tibetan holy man was coming to speak on the East Field, I rushed to see him with the same mix of enthusiasm and trepidation I would have taken to an antinuclear protest, an open-air dance concert, or a walk in the woods on magic mushrooms.

On this first visit to the United States, the Dalai Lama was not greeted by statesmen but was welcomed at college campuses and spiritual centers around the country, avoiding media and politics. I have no idea how our small, nonconformist university got on his itinerary.

His Holiness’s talk focused on the need for compassion in society. He highlighted the common goals of the world’s religions, explained the workings of karma, introduced the Four Noble Truths, and delved into the luminous nature of mind. He started in soft-spoken English, then switched to Tibetan—deftly translated by an interpreter—when the subject matter got more complex.

It was a sunny day, and everything seemed to sparkle around me, ordinary and extraordinary at the same time. Something in my core felt strengthened as if it were being seen anew, understood, and welcomed home. There on that open field, listening to His Holiness, I knew I was in the right place. What I didn’t know then was where that “place” actually was or that a seed planted there would grow to become my life’s path.
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SAN BERNARDINO MOUNTAINS, CALIFORNIA—1987
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“How long have you been a saint?”

I craned my neck trying to look back at Joe as he lobbed the unexpected question. I was barely holding on, halfway up a tall pine. Harnessed and roped, my task was to climb up up up to a tiny platform near the top of that majestic tree. From there, if I could harness the courage, I’d jump for a ring that was suspended just a bit higher and waaaay out in the center of that circle of pines. I would fall. Fall fall fall. But I would be safe, caught by the rope, held by Joe. Wooden slats nailed to the trunk acted as a ladder. Joe held the belay. I climbed.

“How long have you been a saint?”

Lacking the agility to talk and climb at the same time, I stared straight into the tree trunk instead.

Huh?

After a confused pause, I resumed my climb. I must have misheard.

“How long have you been a saint?”

There it was again. That strange question. Joe was behind me. I was scared of the upcoming jump, of letting go, of looking stupid, of the myriad questions I didn’t have answers for.

I need to get to the top of this tree and jump off so I can survive this fear and get on with my life, thank you very much. I’m trying to have a breakthrough here. Please don’t distract me with wacky questions! Obviously, I’m not saying these words out loud. The din in my head is far too loud to talk over.

“How long have you been a saint?”

Me?! I’m just a scared little girl trying to be good enough, trying to make some difference. Really, I’m trying.…

Joe was a ropes course trainer who could see through to the soul of a person. My heart felt naked before him. He was the most insightful being I’d met up to that point in my life. And I took every chance I got to attend his wilderness courses, experiences in which the inner wilderness met the outer wilderness and magic ensued.

“How long have you been a saint?”

What is a saint anyway? I don’t believe in that Christian stuff. I’ve never been religious.

Raised in a mixed family, with a Jewish father and a Christian mother, the first thought I ever had about religion was, “I’m not Christian.” I couldn’t abide by a worldview that required belief in what seemed to me an arbitrary magical story. So, I identified as Jewish, because that was the only other option I saw, and the more rational one.

Throughout childhood and into young adulthood, most of my friends were Jewish—or mostly Jewish. But, spiritually, I found a resonance with Eastern thought from the moment I encountered it. Mom began meditating in the 1970s. I read Ram Dass’s Be Here Now at age twelve, and my heart-mind flew wide open. I was initiated into Transcendental Meditation at fourteen and began a lifelong resistant relationship with meditation. I’d done human-potential trainings that encouraged a responsible and reciprocal relationship with reality—the est Training at fifteen and Lifespring at twenty-five. It was through Lifespring that I’d been introduced to Joe’s ropes course.

“How long have you been a saint?”

Always? Never? Can you give me a hint?

I had no idea why Joe was harping on this saint question, not an inkling of myself as saintly in any way. I did try to be good. Tried to be a good friend, a good girl, a good student, a good citizen. My curious nature may have led to some quirky choices, but even when I stepped off the beaten path, I always stepped carefully, trying to do this life thing right. What could he possibly be getting at?

[image: image]

A few months later, I found myself once again standing in a circle of earnest personal-growth junkies as Joe introduced another ropes course.

He had just returned from a trip to the South Pacific. As soft California mountain soil and pine needles crunched beneath our feet, Joe spoke of his experience of coming home from a tropical archipelago. A month-long immersion into a very different world had rendered his home culture freshly visible, and fascinating, almost as if he were discovering it for the first time. Through his words, I sensed his visceral experience of home and caught a whiff of what it might feel like to journey far outside my own cultural boundaries.

I was always captivated when Joe spoke. Even when the things he said didn’t make much sense in the moment, they always opened up possibilities in my mind. Under the towering pines, this talk about islands and home flipped a switch in my soul/heart/gut. I instantly made a decision that had been waiting to be made: I’m going trekking in Nepal.

Huh? Where on earth did that come from?

My travels were to take place the next summer. I would finish grad school in June and start my real estate consulting job in September. A herniated lumbar disc just after college had derailed my plans to study architecture—sending me to get an MBA, instead, with a degree in urban planning on the side. I was one of only two students enrolled concurrently in UCLA’s urban planning and business schools. My intention up to that point had been to apply management skills in the nonprofit world, developing affordable housing and innovative communities. Already I’d become a voyager of sorts between the radically different cultures of the two graduate schools—the progressive urban planning community and the more conservative business students. Situated opposite each other across a wide walking path, the two buildings offered worldviews as distant as America and Asia.

The fact was, I’d been born and raised bridging cultures. My Jewish father came from New York City. My mother was raised in rural small towns. My father’s secular rationalism was a world apart from my mother’s artistic mysticism. They had met in Washington, DC, married and had me, then set out for the West like twentieth-century pioneers, a green Dodge for a covered wagon. As a colicky one-month-old infant, I went on my first transcontinental road trip.

In the 1980s, it was common for new graduates from UCLA’s business school to go on some kind of travel adventure between getting an MBA and starting a job. Most went to Europe and came back to start their intended careers relatively unchanged. My path would be different, as it so often was. I don’t do ordinary very well, though ordinary life in southern California was nothing to complain about. I shared a rent-controlled apartment near the beach with nice roommates. My career prospects were promising. I planned to work in real estate consulting for a while just to see if I hated the corporate world as much as I expected to. Then I’d get a job in public service or in a nonprofit where I could be somewhat useful to the world, I thought.

I wanted my post-grad-school travel to be context shifting. As a little girl, I’d fancied myself a Saturnian, an explorer from that most beautiful and idiosyncratic planet, the only one adorned with rings. It was time for me to explore another planet. I hoped for an experience that would move my inner world at least as far as the airplane carried my body. Whatever that meant! I’d been waiting for a stroke of inspiration to show me where to go. Well, here it was. As Joe recounted his journey to and from a tropical island, my decision emerged whole and clear: I’m going trekking in Nepal.

Don’t ask how talk of the tropics turned me to the Himalayas! That’s still as much a mystery as Joe’s interrogations into my sainthood, which I now suspect might have been intended to point me toward my buddha-nature, always perfect even when I’m not. In hindsight, I can see that the groundwork had already been laid for me to connect with Asia. Joe’s tropical story wasn’t about the tropics at all, not for me.

[image: image]
My brother Danny and I open Christmas gifts, circa 1965.
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Lighting the menorah on the sixth night of Hanukkah, circa 1965.
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LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA—1988
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Back at my kitchen table after talk of the South Pacific directed me unexpectedly toward the Himalayas, I began to research trips to Nepal. It didn’t take long to figure out that I’d have to adjust my new plan to reality—specifically climate reality. The summer months are rainy on the Indian subcontinent. I love rain and would later come to love the monsoon, but rainy season is a miserable time to trek in Nepal. Clouds obscure the mountains, trails are muddy, and leeches are abundant. Not the experience I was looking for.

Nearby Ladakh, in contrast, lies in the rain shadow. Protected from monsoon by high mountains, Ladakh is a Tibetan Buddhist region that ended up in the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir by geopolitical happenstance and was thereby protected from the Chinese occupation that had afflicted Tibet. Because the high passes that separate the area from the rest of India are closed by snow for most of the year, trekking season in Ladakh is limited to the summer, from July through September. This was perfect timing for my post-grad-school adventure. I signed up for a two-part trek through Kashmir and Ladakh, with a treacherous bus ride over the mountain passes in between.

Kashmir is a majority-Muslim state that was divided between India and Pakistan when both countries gained independence from Britain in 1947. It’s also the most beautiful place on earth. Its deep green meadows, pristine and glistening snow-capped mountains, lakes, and rivers are each more breathtaking than the last. The extraordinary serenity of the landscape makes it hard to imagine the sectarian violence that has occurred and persisted there. The year of my trip was a good year—the last year of peace before fighting disrupted tourist traffic and the lives of Kashmir’s residents for a decade. (As I write this book, the people of Kashmir are once again in pain.)

In July 1988, on my twenty-eighth birthday, I flew from Los Angeles to New Delhi, via Bangkok, planning to be away for three weeks. It was the biggest adventure I could imagine taking. I’d traveled cross-country before and had gone to Europe with my family as a teenager. But I’d never been to the other side of the globe, never walked for days on end, never traveled to a foreign land all alone, never been away from everything I knew for three whole weeks.

Remember the story of Gilligan’s Island? Remember how it started with a three-hour tour? Powerful number, three. You just never know where it will lead. Three’s an important number on the Buddhist itinerary too. Not that I was aware of being a Buddhist at that time, but a path is made by walking and becomes visible when we look back at our footprints. In hindsight, I can see that a track was already forming.

[image: image]

Through the three doors of body, speech, and mind, travelers on the Buddhist path seek safe haven in three refuges, also known as The Three Jewels.

There’s Buddha—not a god but an example. “Buddha” can refer to the man who became enlightened in India five hundred years before Christ or to your own buddha-nature. Buddha is not only the teacher but is also the seed of awakening in all students.

There’s Dharma, which can refer to the teachings of that same historical Buddha or to the reality we seek to understand and open ourselves to: life as it is, with its impermanence, causes, and consequences. Dharma is the path as well as its signposts.

And there’s Sangha, our community of support and inspiration—the ones who have already made it and those who travel beside us.

What dangers do we seek haven from in these three precious refuges? From all our distresses—our dashed hopes, our disappointments and losses, our fear of death, our failures, and the successes that don’t turn out to be all they’re cracked up to be. We seek shelter from the untrustworthiness of the world or, more precisely, from the trustworthy inadequacy of that world—as we see it—to meet our needs and make us whole.

For me, though, three was merely the number of weeks I thought I’d be away before resuming the journey I believed I was on—the journey of being a slightly-norm-challenging-but-basically-normal contributing member of society in America. If I sought refuge from anything, it was from my pervasive insecurity, the incessant chatter in my head, and my constantly fidgeting fingers. By no choice of my own, I chewed on my cuticles and tugged at my eyebrows as I prepared to depart on my great adventure.
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