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Note on Folk Story Authorship

The process of telling and retelling stories is always a group effort.
This book would not be possible without many individuals sharing
their time and stories with us. These folk stories were collected over
the course of three years of exploration in the Himalayan areas of
India, Nepal and the Tibet Autonomous Region of China. The stories
were shared with our research team in many places—on dirt paths in
the mountains; in communal halls around a fire; with locals one-on-
one in their homes; and in meeting with lamas, priests, storytellers
and village elders. It was often the case that we would hear the same
story told in multiple versions. Two well-known writers, Kamla
Kapur and Prawin Adhikari, took these stories and gave them new
life. We are very grateful to them. Most importantly, we would like to
express our deep gratitude to the local villagers who shared their
stories for the benefit of future generations. What you hold in your
hands is the result of this collective effort. More information about
the individual team members who collected the stories is included in
the Introduction.

We also would like to thank the talented translators who helped
make sure these stories would be understandable in each local
language: Samip Dhungel, Rajendra Balami, and Kriti Adhikari
(Nepali); Kelsang Chimee (Chinese); Bhuchung D Sonam and
Thinlay Gyatso (Tibetan); and Chandresha Pandey (Hindi).






Introduction

You hold in your hand a unique book of stories about a very special
shared sacred landscape. This book celebrates and acknowledges the
power of folk stories, which are amongst the most valuable treasures
that one generation can pass onto the next. Folk stories inscribe
collective meanings, give credence to cultural beliefs, and are an
integral part of how a community understands not only its history
and traditions, but also articulates its future goals and aspirations.

In publishing this book we wanted to draw attention to the
uniqueness of this remote yet intensely revered region. This particular
Himalayan sacred landscape is of equal importance to Bonpos,
Buddhists, Hindus, Sikhs, and Jains. For example, Hindus refer to the
most significant mountain within this sacred landscape as Kailas, the
abode of Lord Shiva; Bonpos refer to it as Tise, and Tibetan Buddhist
refer to it as Kang Rinpoche.

By bringing the narratives, peoples, and sacred landscapes
together, we want this collection of short stories to convey to the
reader some of the significance of the holy mountain and its
surrounding regions. We also want to show how local knowledge
illuminates the multiple connections and various traditions between
religion and ecology, time and space, the past and the future. By
making these stories available — both in print and digitally - we want
to ensure that the folk traditions of this unique region are voiced,
preserved and made accessible for future generations. This volume,
as well as the online depository of many more collected folk
stories, are available on the website of the India China Institute
(www. indiachinainstitute.org).
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The original versions gathered from this shared sacred region
were often quite short in length, and, as is often of the case with folk
stories, narrated with many variations. The primary sources of these
stories — men and women, shamans, elders and priests in Humla,
Ngari and Pithoragarh were informed that the material collected
from them would be made freely available to readers and researchers
around the world, and that their stories may be selected for retelling
by writers, or for dissemination through the internet, or for
educational purposes.

Because many of these stories transcend and overlap physical,
spiritual, and cosmic boundaries, we invited two noted writers,
Kamla K. Kapur and Prawin Adhikari, as special Editors to retell and
situate the stories in the larger context of Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Jain
and Bonpo traditions. We are grateful to these two writers whose
amazing talents flow through the pages of this book. In addition to
these retold versions, readers also have the opportunity to access the
original stories, including additional audio and video material, on
the website of the India China Institute . As a way to honor the places
where they were collected and to also make them accessible in the
vernacular, select stories appear in the English as well as in the
Tibetan, Nepali, or Hindi language.

This book emerged out of a three-year project designed and led
by the India China Institute (ICI) at The New School in New York
City and based on collaboration between The New School and the
International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development
(ICIMOD). 1t is the product of a collaborative endeavor with
ICIMOD’s Kailas Sacred Landscapes Conservation and Development
Initiative (KSLCDI), a transboundary conservation and development
initiative working to strengthen regional cooperation among China,
India and Nepal. ICIMOD’s team Abhimanyu Pandey provided
insight into the anthropology of the region, Rajan Kotru provided a
platform to meet and interact with associated colleagues, and Swapnil
Chaudhari coordinated with the team. Special thanks to Toby Alice
Volkman at the Henry Luce Foundation for her intellectual
contributions and support for the project. I want to use this
opportunity to thank all of our supporters for their partnerships and
generous contributions. Also a very special thanks to our fieldwork
team: Sagar Lama, Himani Upadhyaya, Kelsang Chimee, Kunga



SHARED SACRED LANDSCAPES

Yishe, Pasang Y. Sherpa, Sheetal Aitwal, Nabraj Lama, Abhimanyu
Pandey, Shekhar Pathak, and Tshewang Lama (Chakka Bahadur) -
for their crucial role in gathering stories from the region. Thanks to
Tenzin Norbu Nangsal for editing the Tibetan and Shekhar Pathak
for editing the Hindi. I also want to acknowledge our Grace Hou and
the rest of the India China Institute staft for all their support. In
addition to contributions from The New School, primary support for
the project came from the Henry Luce Foundation and additional
support from the International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD).

This project involved a unique collaborative effort with over
twenty scholars and experts from many parts of the world and
different disciplinary backgrounds - anthropology, international
development, history, geography, arts, and politics. Some members
are from the Himalayan region and have a deep connection to our
work of the Sacred Himalaya Initiative (Shekhar Pathak, Tshewang
Lama). Others have had extensive professional engagement in the
Himalayas (Mukta Lama, Kelsang Chimee, Ashmina Ranjit, Anil
Chitrakar, Kunga, Pasang Y. Sherpa, Ashok Gurung, Kevin Bubriski,
Srestha Rit Premnath, and Amanda Manandhar-Gurung). We also
invited scholars with no prior work in the Himalayas, but who
nevertheless have deep knowledge and interest in the relationships
between ecology, culture and religion from a global perspective
(Mark Larrimore, Rafi Youatt, Nitin Sawhney, Chris Crews, Liu
Xiaoqing, and Marina Kaneti).

Over the course of three years, between 2014 and 2016, members
of our group engaged in several pilgrimages and field trips in and
around the Kailas Sacred Landscape of India, Nepal, and Tibet. We
spent many weeks hiking through the Himalayas at an average
elevation of over 3,800 meters (12,500 feet). Encounters with the
natural landscape, pilgrims of various faiths, and travelers drawn to
the rugged beauty and serenity of the region shaped our
understanding of this unique landscape as a shared sacred space.
From the very start of designing this study in 2013, we were drawn to
the significance of multiple and often overlapping meanings and
imaginaries of this shared sacred mountain, both for people who
inhabit the region as well as those who come from outside. We hope
that our work will provide a glimpse into the unique traditions and

XI
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cultures of this region. As you will discover throughout this book,
many aspects of these ancient stories continue to inform the socio-
cultural traditions and everyday interactions of millions of people in
the region. The stories allow us to better understand the revered past
and the ways in which the Himalaya is connected to contemporary
global questions of climate change, biodiversity, and sustainable
futures. They show the various ways in which the pastand the present,
humans and nature, gods and animals are intricately and eternally
connected. The stories inspire the reader with a yearning for meaning
in life beyond ones own desires and needs.

As this shared sacred region becomes more accessible — both
physically and digitally - many important questions emerge about its
future. As the principal investigator of a project so intricately involved
with this region, I will always treasure this once in a lifetime learning
opportunity. As a member of the Gurung ethnic group from the
highlands of Nepal who was raised in the Indian Himalayas and
worked in Tibet, and as somebody steeped in the diverse traditions
of Buddhist lamas, Hindu priests, and Animists, this project also
resonated for me on a personal level. It allowed me to revisit and
rediscover stories about Lord Shiva, the Goddess Parvati, Mount
Kailas, and Lake Manasarovar that I had heard about as a child.
Finally, as an academic, the project broadened my understanding of
the many-layered and often contested meanings of the shared sacred
region. There is no substitute to experiencing firsthand the various
ways in which the region itself transcends both physical and temporal
boundaries.

My hope is that the stories in this book will similarly allow readers
to discover, or perhaps rediscover, this region in all its human
diversity and sacred timelessness.

In these varied ways, our project went beyond just storytelling
and brought a sense of what connects the peoples and the traditions
of this region. It inspired us to think beyond state and national
boundaries and to submerge ourselves in the vast universe of complex
co-existence between so many different peoples and cultures.

Ashok Gurung

Senior Director, India China Institute, and Professor of Practice,
Julien J. Studley Graduate Program in International Affairs,

The New School
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Journey to Bone and Ash

There was once an old woman called Dechen. People called her
Dechen Budhi — Dechen, the old woman. She wasn't always old, of
course. Once she was youthful, vibrant, very beautiful, with a slim,
slight figure, high cheekbones, dimples, unusually large, dark eyes,
smooth, clear skin like ivory, and thick, black hair. She took pride in
her beauty and youth. A singer and dancer, she was adored and
worshipped by men, and envied, if not hated, by women. The men
courted her and lavished gifts and money on her, which she managed
very carefully because she had known extreme poverty while she was
growing up in a large family. She had eight siblings who were always
inadequately clad, and she had experienced the death of two in the
freezing winters. As a child Dechen was always hungry, like her
brothers and sisters.

It was the custom of her polyandrous tribe for one woman to
marry three or four brothers. “Even one husband,” she could hear her
dead mother’s voice in her head, “is one too many. Managing four
has brought me to an early grave”

Dechen had determined early in life not to marry but support
herself by her own talents, and because she had many of them, she
became very wealthy.

Dechen worshipped all the gods of prosperity: Pehar, Ganesha,
Lakshmi, and all the Naga goddesses who generate and protect
wealth. She buried her money under straw and grass piles on the
ground floor of her three-story stone, wood, and mud house, the
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floor of which was used by cows, yaks and sheep. She even kept a few
yaks and dogs on that floor to deflect attention from her secret hiding
place, and hired the village idiot as a servant to graze and tend them.

In her mid-twenties, Dechen supplemented her wealth by weaving
and tailoring woolen dresses that were much in demand. Both men
and women wore them all year long in the high desert plateau where
they lived. She also began to make chhang, the favorite stimulant of
people in the winter months when the high plateau, home to some of
the highest mountains in the world, was freezing cold. Dechen’s
chhang, however, was much more than just local beer made with
barley. Using her grandmother’s secret recipe, she fermented it with
the best of yeasts and infused it with the highest quality cloves,
cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamom, pepper and ginger. Moreover, she
made it from the waters of Manasarovar, the healing, holy lake at the
foot of the great Kailas Mountain, home of all the gods and goddesses
of the Hindus, Tibetans, Jains and the indigenous Animist religions.
Many swore Dechen’s chhang was a tonic that cured them of colds,
body and joint aches, stiffness and indigestion. People traveled far to
buy it from her at a high price, and it swelled her wealth a hundred
fold.

Because Dechen did not believe in sharing - a habit she had
developed early in life on account of having altogether too many
siblings to share food and clothing with - by the time she was thirty,
not an inch remained beneath the entire mud floor that didn’t have a
thick wad of money or bags of coins. She had to find other secret
places to store it all. She sacked the village idiot for fear he might
accidentally discover it, got rid of her yaks because she didn’t want to
risk leaving her house to graze them, and spread a rumor that all her
wealth had been stolen, and a lot eaten by silverfish. To confirm her
lie, she began to wear rags even though she had exquisite dresses of
Chinese silk and woolen brocade hoarded away in wooden trunks.
She also pretended to be mad as a result of the “theft” of her money.

Dechen had no friends, but she didn’t care. She was self-sufficient
and content with her wealth, the very thought of which was enough
to send her into paroxysms of ecstasy. She spent her time hollowing
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out the legs of her bed and the frames of her looms to hide her money
in and boarding up the windows.

In her early thirties, upon seeing a woman in the haat wearing an
exquisite necklace made of gold, lapis, turquoise and coral, Dechen’s
lust for gold objects and jewelry was aroused. She decided that it
wasn’t enough to just have money that was hoarded away in various
secret places of her home. She wanted to buy lovely objects that she
could see, touch and admire — something real, solid, material and
lovely.

For many years, with her house safely boarded up, she traveled far
and wide, to India, Nepal, China, to find and buy up rare treasures
made of gold and precious stones. She brought back her purchases
— jewelry, mirrors, jars, boxes to hold her spices, finger rings, earrings,
necklaces, and gold images of the gods and goddesses of wealth —
hidden in ragged-looking gunny sacks filled with rice, kindling,
lentils and dung.

She placed the gold statues of the gods and goddesses of wealth
on an altar, bowed to and worshipped them three times a day:
Lakshmi; Ganesh adorned with garlands of gems, his rat regurgitating
jewels; Demchong Chintamani, guardian of wealth, holding the
luminescing wish-fulfilling jewel of abundance in his hands. She had
fallen in love with a statue of Vajrayogini, a female Buddha, and even
though the goddess was not associated with wealth, she had bought
it impulsively. It was only much later she saw some disturbing
elements in the statue: Vajrayogini held the curved driguk, a fierce-
looking flaying knife in her right hand, and the kapala, a skull cup in
her left as she danced in fire. But because Dechen had paid so much
for it, she kept it and placed it on the altar.

Buying, organizing, arranging, dusting, admiring her home filled
with her precious purchases for hours on end in the light of the yak-
butter lamps that illumined her dark house became Dechen’s whole
life. Her other favorite preoccupation and passion was wearing her
silk brocade gowns, adorning herself with necklaces, earrings, nose
rings, and admiring herself in her jeweled mirrors. How proud she
was of having fulfilled her heart’s desire to be wealthy and never lack
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for anything! How proud she was of her beauty! Her intense
attachment to her youth, her wealth, and her home were enough to
give purpose to her life.

Dechen didn’t realize then that having too much, and not sharing
it, is worse than not having enough. She couldnt see how her
obsession had made her a captive in her own home. She often wished
she could hire servants to help with her many tasks, but since she
didn’t trust poor servants not to steal her things — any one of which
would have helped them retire and live well for the rest of their lives
- she had become her own servant and slave.

One day, however, as Dechen was sitting on the balcony on the
third floor of her over-stuffed home, overlooking a playground in the
village in which young children were playing, accompanied by their
parents or older siblings, she felt something she hadn't felt before.
She couldn’t describe the feeling, but the first symptom of it was that
she felt dreadfully lonely. She hurried inside to her pretty objects, lit
her candles, and hoped they would cheer her up, but they failed to do
so. The solitude to pursue her material passion turned into a haunting
aloneness in which the walls of her self-made prison seemed to close
in upon her.

A big, dark, frightening emptiness opened up inside her and she
was certain she would fall into it and drown. As this was such a
horrible feeling, and as she hadn’t yet learned to give each feeling its
due of attention and introspection, she now did everything in her
power to ignore it, lock it up, throw it away, bury it.

But because she had buried a living and kicking feeling, it kept
resurfacing, again and again. The only way she could think of
banishing the feeling was buying more lovely things. So, wearing her
rags and a cheap necklace of glass beads around her neck, she went
on another tour. She bought turquoise artifacts and jewelry from
China, amber beads from Tajikistan, coral and pearl necklaces from
India, heaps and mounds of treasure to take back to her home.

Living her life the only way she knew how, without thought and
reflection, Dechen didn’t notice how Time was weaving its invisible
net inside her body till she woke up one day and saw it in her jeweled
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mirror: a network of wrinkles crisscrossing her face like the gossamer
threads of a spider that had caught her eyes, nose, mouth in its web;
gaps where her teeth had fallen; the thinning, grey hair on her head.
She turned to another mirror, and yet another: each of them had
turned traitor and reflected the same image of a face ravaged by time.
Dechen threw them away in disgust; people started calling her
Dechen budhi, old Dechen, and paagal budhi, the crazy old woman.

The old feeling of despair rose from its grave and haunted her in
nightmares. She dreamt about missing caravans because she couldn’t
pack her enormous treasure in time to take it along with her, of not
having enough mules to pack them on, of thieves breaking into her
home and carrying it all away. These nightmares were mild in
comparison to the darkest ones that emerged from the crack in her
psyche: gods and goddesses she worshipped to fulfil her material lust
turned hostile and came to her as dark, evil, wrathful, demonic forces
bent on destroying her. Demchong, Mahakal, came to her with the
ashes of the dead spread on his body, beating his drum louder and
louder as he did his dreadful dance of destruction, and trampled
Dechen underfoot; Vajrayogini came, her fierce third eye spurting
fire that burnt down Dechen’s house with Dechen in it, turning it all
to ash. In yet another nightmare Vajrayogini stepped on Dechen’s
body, bent her head downward, snapping it till it reached down to
her heart. In another she flayed Dechen with her knife, catching her
blood in her skull cup and drinking it as if it were the most delicious
of wines. Dechen felt possessed, taken over, inhabited by dark and
evil forces.

In her desperation she called for a Buddhist Lama to do a kurim,
an exorcism, to expel the evil spirits. He came with his dorje, a two-
sided metal arrow, and phurbu, a staff, to drive them away and release
Dechen from hell. But though the ceremony was elaborate and
expensive, her nightmares continued. Next, she went to a dhami, the
local spirit medium, and a dangri, an interpreter of the messages
received by the dhami. The two would charge a great deal for their
services. Besides, goats would have to be sacrificed and cooked for
the village. Dechen was very reluctant to part with any of her wealth.
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She would rather have bought another gold object. But on the verge
of madness, she decided to go ahead with it.

With ashes smeared on his face, matted hair coiled on his head,
the laru, along hairpiece wrapped with silver threads, draped around
his head and neck like Shiva’s snake, a trident in one hand, and a two-
sided damaru drum in the other, the dhami began the ceremony
after drinking copious amounts of chhang. The dangri and dhami
both beat their drums, accelerating from a slow and steady rhythm
to a maddening tempo that chased all thoughts away from Dechen’s
head.

The dhami shook his hair free, his eyes rolled up in their sockets,
his body quivered, his movements became spastic and uncontrolled
as he went into a trance. He began to dance, laugh and cry as the
gods and goddesses entered him, talking simultaneously and
cacophonously. He began to make pronouncements in a language
that was neither Nepali, Kumaoni, Tibetan, Hindi of Hoon, nor any
recognizable dialect. Dechen couldn’t understand a word. She looked
to the dangri, who had the skill to interpret what sounded like
gibberish to most people. He was silent a long time, trying to decipher
the words while Dechen stood by them, looking lost and confused.

“The gods and goddesses are saying you have poverty of the soul.
You must die” the dangri said.

Dechen felt a bolt of fear shoot through her. Her knees gave way
and she fell in a heap on the ground, weeping and wailing.

“But isn’t there anything I can do? I don’'t want to die!” She wept
as thoughts about leaving behind her precious treasure stung her
brain like serpents.

The dhami muttered some more, and after a pause the dangri
said, “It seems like a waste but he says you should throw all your
valuables into the Dhauli River. Or you will go mad and then die”

Dechen was devastated by the message. Her long-cherished
treasure, dumped in the river! No, she thought, this was a plot by the
dhami and dangri to divest her of her wealth. They would waylay,
loot and kill her.
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But as the days passed, her state of mind worsened. After much
deliberation and vacillation she decided that very night to take a
muleload of her wealth to the river. She packed gunny sacks with the
first objects to fall into her hands, boxes full of jewelry, tea sets and
jugs made of gold, and loaded them on the mule.

The moon lit the path as she made her way to the river in the
middle of the night and very reluctantly dumped the contents of the
sacks into the swift waters that carried them away.

Meanwhile, from the other shore, a man watched an old woman
wearing a ragged go pung gyan ma, gown, a worn hat and shoes,
remove sacks from her mule, and empty glittering objects into the
river. After she left, he went to the spot and saw them being swept
away. He waded in and retrieved a gold box full of jewelry. He was
baffled, and decided to see if the event repeated itself the next night.

This time Dechen decided to rid herself of all the gods and
goddesses from her altar. It was a beautiful night as she stepped out
of her house with her mule loaded down with sacks. The moon was
almost full in its reflected radiance, bright and lovely despite its
blemishes, its orb floating past a dark cloud edged with golden light
as if pushed by the gentle breezes flowing down through high
mountain passes.

As she arrived by the banks of the Dhauli River and unloaded a
sack, a man came towards her. Dechen was dreadfully afraid: he was
going to kill her and steal all her things! But the thought that
disturbed her much more was: “I can’'t die now! I haven't lived yet!”

“What are you doing?” he asked her.

Dechen was stunned by his words. Nobody had ever taken the
trouble to ask her, nor had she ever asked herself this question. His
words came to her like a revelation, peeling away hardened scabs on
the many wounds of her heart, allowing long-ignored feelings to
seep through. She sat down on a boulder and burst into tears.

The man just stood by her and waited as she wept, letting the
wave of her emotion break and pass, careful not to interrupt her tears
with words.
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Dechen looked up at him with swollen eyes. He was about the
same age as she was; his overgrown hair and unkempt beard were
grey, his mouth missing a tooth or two. Though he wore red velvet
boots that came up to his knees, a bakkhu, long robe, an embroidered
cap on his head, and spoke in her language, Hoon, there was
something about his looks and his accent that told her he was not a
local man. Because his eyes were gentle when he looked at her, she
surprised herself by her instinctive choice to trust him.

“I am Terry, an Englishman. I have lived in these regions for over
thirty years,” he explained.

Dechen laughed out loud, something she hadn't done since she
was a child.

“I thought you were a thief!” she laughed. “How foolish of me to
fear losing that which I myself am dumping into the river!”

“Tell me why;” Terry said.

Dechen burst into another heaving, wracking sobbing. Her
madness had softened her to the point where she not only appreciated
and valued, but craved real contact with a human being capable of
listening with attention. Quieting down, she patted the boulder and
invited him to sit by her.

“I'm very thirsty;” she said. Terry fetched some water from the
river in his kapala, a skull cup, which, along with a knife and a
kangling, a horn made of a human femur, hung from his leather belt.
Dechen was afraid again - the skull cup was an image from her
nightmares. But her thirst made her reach for it and take a long
draught.

Dechen told Terry her whole story. He listened without
interruption as she spoke, wept, and opened up the sack of her heart,
stuffed with sorrow and fear. He was silent a long time and then said
to her.

“When I was in England, I too found myself buying too much,
accumulating too much, consuming too much. When my marriage
broke up - I have no doubt because of my own unconscious feelings
about wanting more than I was getting in my marriage, I
indiscriminately went through many women. Then one day I asked
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myself the question, ‘What hunger are you trying so desperately to
fill?” The answer came to me with total clarity: all desperate hungers,
like yours, like mine, seek only one food: the divine within and
without us. All our striving must be to clear away the weeds that
choke the divine inside us. When we find it inside ourselves, we find
it reflected in the whole world”

Dechen was quiet.

“Let me see what you have brought to give away to the river
today,” Terry said.

Together they unloaded the sacks. Terry opened one of them and
brought out the statue of Vajrayogini.

“Throw her away,” Dechen exclaimed. “I hate her!”

Terry held it in his hand lovingly. Dechen once more questioned
his motives, and once more laughed out aloud.

“Don’t hate her;” Terry said to Dechen. “She is your best friend, a
guide, a heavenly messenger who has been speaking to you in your
dreams and has come to bring you that which no money can buy:
peace, joy, happiness, love”

“She hurt me terribly in my dreams!”

“They were the wounds inflicted by your perverse passions,
Dechen?”

“No, it was her! She tried to kill me! She did kill me!” Dechen
cried.

“She kills our old, wornout selves that do not serve us any longer,
like the tight skins of snakes, that have to be shed if we are to grow
into our fullness. I have worshipped her for many years, not as a
statue, which is only a representation and reminder, but as an energy
that pervades the universe, an energy we have named Vajrayogini.
She is the reason why I left England, where I was wealthy, but very
unhappy, lost, confused, aimless, to come live in your land,
abandoning my religion to find a home in yours. Vajrayogini tramples
on distorted desires, worldly wealth, and the small, unconscious ego.
She is the one who transformed my many material passions into the
light of consciousness; now I live each moment with the awareness of
the impermanence of everything, including my body. You already
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know, I am sure, that drinking and eating from a human skull serves
as areminder of the dream-like nature of our bodies and possessions.
Vajrayogini comes to destroy false illusions, delusions, ignorance,
and bestows wisdom. She has blessed you by throwing her
thunderbolt at you with full force; your wounds are invaluable; they
will turn you towards the path of the Invisible Spirit, the dark and
light filled, male and female primal energy of the universe; the energy
of which all our lamas, rinpoches, gurus, gods and goddesses are
emissaries. Open your heart wide and accept the death she is offering,
Dechen; it is the beginning of new life”

Even though Dechen didn’t understand everything he was saying,
she listened intently. All her suffering had prepared her, like soil is
prepared by the wounds of the plough, to receive the seeds of wisdom,
our only true treasure, which transmutes lead into gold. She looked
at Terry with tears in her eyes. Someone had finally taken the time to
teach her her own religion, which was so rich in meaning.

“Are you married?” she asked, directly.

“No. I always thought spiritual development was more important
than being a householder”

“And I have always thought that material possessions were more
important than a family and love,” she said, sadly.

“I have an idea,” he said, sitting down on a mound and stroking
his beard. “Instead of just dumping all your treasure in the river
where it will be of no use to the fish, why don’t you use your wealth
to do some good?”

“Like what?”

“Let me see,” he said, scratching his beard and looking thoughtful.
“You know, so many pilgrims from so many countries and so many
religions — Hindus, Jains, Sikhs, Buddhists, Bonpo, Animists — come
to Kailas every season. I myself have traveled to the holy mountain
and done the kora more times than I can count. I can tell you from
my own experience that the pilgrims have to brave many hardships
on the way: hail, storms, snow, tornadoes, avalanches, blizzards,
freezing cold, hunger, thirst, and countless other tribulations. I have
had to sleep in hollows of ice to keep myself warm; the only
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habitations on the way are filthy and I couldn’t rest in them because
of the fleas and lice. Once I slept with lambs to keep from freezing. I
have eaten whatever leaves I could find, and gotten diarrhea and a
terrible upset stomach and lain on the snow encased in an inch of ice,
my half-starved mule, collapsing with weakness and cold, lying next
to me. Once it broke my heart to see the poor beast eating dry dung
in his hunger”

Dechen saw tears in Terry’s eyes as he recalled the event. She
realized how her lust to accumulate, her avarice, greed and selfishness
had hardened her heart so much that there was no room in it for
others. She looked at her mule, standing by the river, loaded down
with sacks full of heavy gold, and realized how little, if at all, she had
thought about anyone but herself. But seeing the tears in Terry’s eyes,
her heart opened wide. Concentric circles of compassion radiated
out from it to Terry, her mule, the hardships of the pilgrims and all
the suffering people and creatures of the world.

“On my journeys,” Terry continued, “I often wondered why there
aren’t any dharmashalas, buildings that provide food and shelter to
pilgrims at points along the way. It would be such a caring thing to
do. Think, Dechen, of how many dharmashalas we could set up on
pilgrimage routes with all this wealth.”

The we in his sentence made Dechen’s heart leap into her mouth.

“Yes,” she said, happily. “Yes, let’s do it.”

Terry looked at Dechen. Her small, long face, unmistakably
Tibetan, was a mass of wrinkles, her eyes grown smaller with age. He
saw beyond it to a beauty that bordered on luminescence, as that of
the moon. He smiled at the image of two-ratty looking people in
ragged garments, both of flesh and dress, planning a future
together.

Dechen looked at the old Englishman who looked like a tiger that
had allowed time and age to work their magic on him, and felt a great
warmth suffusing her heart.

In the long silence that followed as they sat under the stars, Terry
removed the flute made of a human thigh bone from his belt, and
began to play it. The, deep, haunting, eerie, harmonious sound

11
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singing its urgent reminder of our unshunnable journey to bone and
ash, drove home its message and dissolved whatever doubts and
resistance remained in Dechen.

They loaded the sack with the gold divinities onto the mule again
and tied them down.

“Come,” he said, turning the mule around to face the village. “Let’s
give some of this away to needy people, make our plans for the
dharmashalas, and get you some nice garments to wear. This is no
way for a rich lady to dress”

“I have many;” Dechen said. “But they may be all moth-eaten by
now.’

Day was dawning as they walked together to her house in the
village. Released of her heavy burden, Dechen’s steps were light and
buoyant as she walked straight and tall beside Terry in the early
morning. As the sun poured liquid gold on the trees and rooftops of
houses, Dechen, vibrantly aware of the fleeting nature of all
phenomena, including herself, looked at everything with new eyes.
She found reality pulsing with an intensity she had never felt before.

A sweet love, the kind that can only happen later in life when
youthful passions are spent, sprang up between the two people who
had known aloneness so intimately. Together, Dechen budhi and
Terry budha worked towards their goal, building well-stocked
dharmashalas for pilgrims in Darma, Tibet and in the Humla, Jumla
and Bajhang areas of Nepal. If a pilgrim looks closely at the
surroundings of a temple in Darma, she can see a weathered statue of
Dechen budhi, the woman who transformed from a dragon hoarding
treasure to a compassionate being capable of sharing and caring for
those in need.
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The Color of the Name

The villagers of Kudang, a mix of Buddhist, Hindu, Jain, Bonpo,
Pagans and Animists, with antecedents from India, China and Tibet,
and indigenous people, were poor, old, sick, physically incapacitated
and chronically hungry. Not much grew in the highlands and food
was scarce. Even their goats and yaks were skinny and did not yield
much milk. In the winter, the small lake froze and it was arduous
work to dig up ice with their feeble bodies and heat it with fuel that
was hard to come by. They felt helpless, bereft, abandoned by life
because of they feared sins committed in their previous lives, to
which were added sins from the current one. They felt trapped in an
endless round of accumulations of bad karma.

The main cause of their unhappiness was their frustration about
their inability to undertake the long and difficult yatra to sacred
Mount Kailas and do a kora around it. They believed that if only they
were able to have a sight of the holy mountain, they would be healed
and absolved of all their sins and be happy and rich ever after. They
had heard stories, echoed down the generations, about all the gods
and goddesses that meditated and sported eternally, joyously around
the holy mountain, which was the very center of the universe, the
very point, bindu, from which all life originates, and to which it
returns.

One cold, overcast day, when the villagers were particularly
morose, Sagar, a skinny, lame, half-blind, orphaned child, an outcast
of mixed descent, whom the villagers considered a bit crazy, hobbled
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as fast as he could, followed by his bony dog and lean cat, to the
village square and shouted joyously:

“He is coming! He is coming! He’s coming to make us happy! My
heart has been calling to him every day. I dreamt about him last night
and he is coming up the hill to our village with another man following
him! Padmasambhava is coming with a devotee!”

The villagers were convinced the boy, given to flights of fantasy,
was just imagining things. Besides, no pilgrims ever visited their
village, which was not on the way to Mount Kailas.

“Who is Padmasambhava?” someone asked. “Didn’t he live and
die hundreds and hundreds of years ago?”

“Yes, but he is still with us, though he is invisible. His body is
made of a rainbow, and his eyes can see the Invisible!”

“Like yours!” someone said to a peel of laughter.

“It’s all true! Padmasambhava was born as an eight-year-old boy
in the blossom of a lotus! My father tells me all about him?”

The villagers rolled their eyes. His father had been dead for four
years.

Sagar looked at them and said, innocently, “But he comes in my
dreams to tell me stories. He told me Padmasambhava’s name means
“The Lotus born’ Padmasambhava can fly, and though he has been
burned and destroyed, he is always here, and comes to the aid of
those in need. He is a savior who kills demons that want to destroy
mankind and he performs many miracles.”

“Miracles!” someone scoffed.

“Mother always says that miracles are holes in the cloth of reason.
I don’t know what she means, but she says it so many times that I
remember her words. Can anyone tell me what it means?”

“Nothing,” someone smirked.

“If we listen carefully and walk on the path shown to us by
Padmasambhava, we can drink the blissful drink of amrita,
ambrosia!” Sagar exclaimed, his eyes sparkling.

“Amrita! Water would do”

“But hurry! We don’t want to miss him!”
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Most of the villagers went home, but a few, a mix of old and young
people and children, followed the boy, his dog and cat at his heels.
Sagar took them past the lake that froze solid in the winter, past the
arid terraces where nothing grew for lack of rain, to the edge of the
village, and pointed to the steep path ascending up to it.

“There! See, by the rock that looks like a bird. I see him clearly,
walking with a danda staff, a jhola bag slung on his shoulder, a turban
on his head, and a long beard. He is short, and a taller man carrying
an instrument on his shoulder, is following him. The short holy
sadhu man, in the long beard, is the same person, the very same that
came to me in my dream. He laughed, picked me up, and held me
near his heart! I woke up feeling so very happy! There he is, closer
now, near the boulder that looks like a god with wings. He has come
to remove all our troubles!”

The villagers thought the boy had lost his mind. They didn't see
anyone or anything. Several more returned home. Some of the adults
and most of the children, however, stayed. They wanted to have some
fun with Sagar, whom they bullied as often as they could. They knew
nobody would show up and then they could beat him up. They never
played with him because even the untouchable children considered
him more untouchable than they were.

“Can you hear that?” Sagar said, straining his ears. “They are
sitting in the shade of the boulder. The taller man has taken out some
instruments, and is playing. They are singing!”

“We hear nothing,” the villagers said.

“Listen! Listen! Listen!” Sagar said, urgently. “You can!”

The villagers turned around and began to leave for their homes.

“You have come this far. Come further! Listen with the ears of
your soul!” Sagar shouted. “Listen to the words of the song: ‘Don’t be
one of those who are born only to die without hearing the music of
worship.”

Then, the strangest thing happened with Sagar’s words. Streams
and filaments of a blue, diaphanous mist shimmering with light arose
spontaneously around them, wrapped themselves around their
heads, entered their nostrils and mouths and lifted them as if they
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were made of air, and transported their brains with the speed of light
into Sagar’s spacious, open, wide innocent heart! Or was it Sagar’s
brain? It didn't matter, for Sagar’s brain and heart were both in the
same place, stimulating, questioning, guiding each other towards
one goal. Although Sagar didn’t know the name of this goal, he had
been moving towards it like an unwavering arrow from the moment
of his birth. No, perhaps even before it, even before conception, for
our ancestors and guides have taught us that our souls have long
roots that extend all the way to the beginning of time.

For an instant the villagers were bewildered and wondered where
they were. They had never seen the world like this before.

Looking through the innocent child’s eyes, the landscape was
transformed. They saw it suffused with beauty. The bare mountain
ranges surrounding a rolling valley lit up by the radiance of the early
evening sun vibrated with subtle browns, blues, violets. In the
distance they saw the snow-capped peaks standing tall and majestic,
like guardians. Their practical, workaday sensibility that had been
blind to the beauty all around them lit up with wonder; they began to
see and hear invisible, unheard things.

They saw two strangers sitting by the boulder they had seen
thousands of times without noticing that it looked like a god hovering
from the ground up, wings spread wide in a gesture of protection;
they heard drifting up on a current of air the musical strains of a song
sung to the accompaniment of strings and the haunting melody of a
flute. Though they could not understand the words, the language of
music, beyond meaning and sense, penetrated their slumbering,
despairing souls. Echoing through the valley, bouncing oft the
mountains, entering through the portals of their ears, reverberating
in the hollow chambers of their hearts, it aroused in them a longing
to connect more deeply with life, their own selves, and their gods;
they tasted that hunger without which human life, no matter how
luxurious and ease-filled, is a grind.

The sound, pouring into their ears like amrita, stilled all the
noises of worry, anxiety and doubts in their heads. It unfurled a
silence they had never heard before, nothingness, a shunya opening
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petal by petal like a lotus, space upon limitless space, empty space,
without stars or clouds. In that silence something stirred, like a
slumbering seed in the ooze of mud and waters. It awakened them to
the sweetness of a long-forgotten dream: a path visible through the
surrounding darkness winding soulfully up into the unknown to a
magical perch, a perspective that turned every sorrow into mulch
and slush from which blue lotuses bloom.

“They are singing, ‘Remain awake and aware. Do not fall asleep!™
Sagar, who understood all languages of the heart, translated for them.

The words were like bolts of blue lightning that tore through thick
veils in their minds. Passion awakened in their hearts. One young
girl remembered how she used to sing when she was a child; another
recalled with what joy she used to spin and weave; a young, how he
used to collect colorful pigments from the mountains and paint
images of gods and mandalas on stones; another remembered his
desire to become a herbalist and curing sickness. In that instant they
resolved to pursue their long-forgotten dreams.

When the strangers were done singing, they picked up their bags,
musical instruments and resumed their climb up the hill. Though
the path was steep, they climbed up lithely, like birds cruising on an
invisible current of air.

The strangers came closer. Though they had obviously undertaken
a long journey, they looked fresh, vibrant, glowing with health and
well-being.

They were not dressed in any garb that would distinguish them as
belonging to any religion, though the taller one may have been
Muslim, by the cut of his beard. They wore no saffron clothes,
rudraksha beads, or matted hair to indicate they were Hindus; no
maroon robes, shaved heads and begging bowls, like of Tibetan
lamas. Though their countenances were radiant, like the faces of
gods, they looked just like ordinary men in ordinary Indian clothes.

Sagar ran to the shorter of the two men, the man he had met in
his dream, and threw himself at his feet. The stranger helped him up
and Sagar instinctively clasped his neck with his arms and clung to
him, sobbing and weeping with joy. Though the villagers fed Sagar
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now and then, nobody, other than his parents, had ever embraced
him like this. One day he ate leftovers in one home, the next day in
another, and he slept with the yaks on the straw on someone’s ground
floor.

Sagar’s dog leapt on the strangers, and his cat purred and rubbed
herself against their legs.

The villagers, moved by the sight of the holy man embracing the
ragged orphan, bowed and touched his feet. As they did so, they felt
remorse at their treatment of the orphan child. They also touched the
feet of the other stranger, who shone brightly from long proximity
with the Enlightened One.

Without a word, the villagers followed Sagar, his dog and his cat
galloping ahead of them, as he led the holy visitors back to the village.
Passing by the terraces the stranger with the long beard took a
handful of some grains from his bag and scattered them wide. On the
next terrace, he took out a ball and threw it to Sagar, who caught it.
They played so vigorously and joyfully that the other children who
had accompanied their parents to the edge of the village, children
who had never played with Sagar, joined them, jostling each other,
running and shouting.

Later, on the way to the village, the stranger stood by the lake,
plunged his danda with seven knots in it into the waters and stirred
it, as if churning something up, laughing all the while. By the time
they reached the village, a sweet rain had begun to fall. Everybody
rejoiced, for they hadn’t had any rain that year and the buckwheat
and barley were drying up. Leaping and skipping, Sagar proceeded to
the barn that he called home. A few roosters and hens greeted the
throng, for that was what the meager few had become.

The dog and the cat that had followed Sagar to welcome the guests
curled up on the straw in the barn that the boy called his bed, and fell
asleep. When it was very cold, Sagar burrowed beneath it to stay
warm.

The villagers surprised themselves by running to their homes to
fetch precious food for the strangers. They discovered to their
surprise and delight how much more food than they had thought
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they had. They brought buckwheat and barley cakes, tea leaves and
yak butter for tea, dried yak meat, not just for the strangers, but also
for Sagar and the others, and even something for the dog, the cat,
and birds. Some brought extra mattresses, quilts, and hand-woven
blankets.

Everyone partook of the feast. Even the holy stranger with the
long beard ate heartily and moderately. Then he lay down on one of
the mattresses, and fell fast asleep.

The villagers asked the taller stranger his name. He said he was
Mardana from Punjab. “Most people call me Bhai Mardana.”

“Bhai Mardana Lama,” Sagar bowed to him.

“And he is Guru Nanak,” Bhai Mardana said.

“Padmasambhav Rinpoche Nanak Guru,” Sagar said, prostrating
before him as he slept. “Does he kill demons?”

“All the time,” Mardana laughed. “But the demons he teaches us
to subdue - not kill; for they are unkillable - are the demons in our
own minds.”

“What is your relationship to Guru Nanak Rinpoche?”

“Iam nothing if not the minstrel, companion, servant and devotee
of my Guru. And he calls himself his Beloved’s minstrel and slave.
The Beloved has made him his instrument and sings through him.
Baba Nanak doesn’t speak much these days, unless he has to”

“Who is the Beloved?”

“The One who lives in all hearts, regardless of caste, color, race,
class, nationality”

“But what is the One’s name?” someone queried.

“The One is Nameless, though people call it by different names.
Some call it Energy, some Mystery, some the Universe. The One has
as many names as there are people who worship them and call them
Shiva, Brahma, Durga, God, Tara, Shakti, Durga, Bhagwan, Allah,
Rab, Waheguru, and thousands of others.”

“Is the One a man or a woman?” a woman asked.

“Both and neither,” Bhai Mardana replied.

“Yes, yes, my mother says that, too. She made a painting, there,
that one, Shiva and Parvati, together, one body, one mind, one soul.
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She called it Ardhanarnari” Sagar went to the wooden wall of the
barn where he had tacked his mother’s paintings, and pointed at one
of them. In the light of the lamp the villagers saw one body, half male,
half female in its dress and anatomy, the former blue, unclad, the
latter green and adorned with jewels. Their boundaries were fluid,
merging into one another, dancing, changing, getting more and
more abstract, almost invisible towards the top of the painting where
waves of clouds dissipated into an undifferentiated blue.

“Mother father God!” Sagar said, exuberantly.

“Exactly!” Bhai Mardana said.

“What is your religion?” they asked.

“The religion of Nature and its Maker: the religion of the Creator
of rivers, wind, fire, mountains, lakes, all of Nature inside and outside
us. We are slaves of Banwari, the Lord Creator of the Universe, the
Husband for whom all Nature, animate and inanimate, is bride,
adorned in all her finery for her wedding night. We travel all over the
world to worship beauty and to meet people from all countries.
Whenever Baba Nanak sees any awe-inspiring place, he goes into a
deep trance, marveling at and praising the grandeur of this Earth,
and falls in love all over again, with the intensity of first love, with the
Beloved. We have traveled all over the world, seen many places, met
many people, seen their customs and rituals, and though there are
different countries, different ways of living and worshipping, Baba
knows the beautiful Earth, mother of us all, though she is cut oft and
parcelled into small countries, is one country, and all the people, in
all their amazing distinctions, beliefs, and many-colored variety, are
one people”

“What do you call yourselves?” Sagar asked.

“Sikhs?

“What does it mean?” The villagers, hungry with questions, asked.

“It comes from the Sanskrit word shishya, which means a student
devoted to learning in all its forms. Above all, a Sikh yearns
passionately to know, examine, explore the unknown country inside
himself or herself, for that is the ultimate knowledge. Baba knows
that this is the inward path that takes us to the Beloved.”
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“What else do you believe in?” someone asked.

“Baba tells his followers to live their lives fully. He himself is a
farmer, a guru, a husband, a father, and performs all his roles well,
participates in and engages with everyaspect of his life dispassionately
and detachedly. He lives like a hermit amidst life, like a lotus,
unsullied by the dirt and slime out of which it springs. He tells his
devotees to earn their living honestly, share what they earn with
others, and treat everyone equally. Baba also says don't get stuck in
superstitions. Live bravely and without fear. Use your mind but know
its limits. Use the senses but know their boundaries, and above all,
remember! Remember, remember the Great God’s Great Name,
especially when you are suffering!”

“Why?” a child asked.

“Because when we remember someone, that person comes alive
in our memories and our minds, becomes present; because as soon
as you remember the name of your Beloved, the Beloved is there!
Repeat it whenever you can, make it your friend, so when you can't
even remember to remember it, when you are in the deepest distress,
it will remind you to remember. Ah, the name of our Beloved is our
closest friend whose long, strong hand reaches down through the
layers of thick snow when you are buried in an avalanche, plucks you
to safety, and lights a fire in the blizzard to warm your bones! On our
way to Mount Kailas we encountered a blizzard and let me tell
you...”

“You've been to Mount Kailas?” the villagers asked in a chorus.

“Yes, we're returning from a yatra, a pilgrimage to Mount Kailas
and Lake Manasarovar, where Baba and I swam with the fishes,” Bhai
Mardana said.

As soon as the villagers were reminded of their unattainable
desire, the source of all their misery, a swirling, whirling blizzard
with icy, furious winds flung them out of their warm, cozy corners in
Sagar’s expansive soul and hurled them back into their own unhappy
brains. The storm that blew them out was nothing like the hurricane
in their heads that raged furiously with wailing sounds, deafening
them with its frightening cacophony. As they sat in the barn a change
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came over their bodies, too. Their limbs and bodies collapsed,
slumped, their faces became long, their eyes mournful. Their
moaning, groaning and whining began as they complained to Bhai
Mardana about their miserable lives, their feeble and diseased bodies,
their inability to undertake the pilgrimage that would cure them of
their diseases, and absolve them of the sins accumulated over
lifetimes.

“So that’s why both of you are pure and radiant!” someone said
bitterly. “Your sins and curses dissolved in the sacred waters and you
have been made holy by your pilgrimage! Well, welcome to our
unholy village”

“Kailas and Manasarovar are splendid sights, indescribable, but
they are no holier than any other awe-inspiring place in Nature, no
holier than your own village, homes and bodies,” Bhai Mardana said.

“Blasphemy! Mount Kailas is the most special place in the whole
world. It is the center and navel of the universe!”

“There are as many centers of the world as there are people and
creatures,” Bhai Mardana said. “Mount Kailas was and is a mythic
metaphor before it was ‘real.”

“What do you mean? What is a metaphor?”

“A metaphor is a physical object, like Mount Kailas, that stands
for a truth that cannot be described any other way. Mount Kailas
stands for what Hindus, Buddhists and Jains call Mount Meru, or
Sumeru, around which the sun, planets and stars are said to circle.
Some say Meru is in the middle of the Earth; some say it is in the
middle of an ocean; some say it is the Pamirs, northwest of Kashmir,
some that it is Mount Kailas; most believe it is the place where all the
gods live, the high mountain from which humans can climb into
heaven and paradise,” Bhai Mardana explained.

“Yes, we believe this, too!” the villagers cried with one voice. “But
we will never be able to reach it! We are doomed!”

“But we must not make the metaphor the thing itself. If you
worship an image made of stone, or a mountain, and forget that it is
only an image, a representation, a reminder, then you close yourself
off from the boundless, imageless, formless One that no metaphor
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can describe, the One who is not confined to any one thing or place.
We must question our beliefs when they limit us and the Limitless
One. On my way to Mount Kailas I was wondering what the word
‘Meru’ meant. I asked many priests and holy men but none knew.
And then one day I realized that it must be an affectionate variation
of the word ‘mera, mine. ‘Mera’ has a lot of ego in it, but ‘Meru’ has
sheer love. And in a way, it is all mine. In this sense, the whole
universe is mine. This belonging happens when I enlarge my ego, like
a balloon. But unlike a balloon that bursts as it enlarges, the ego
stretches to include everything there is. Everything. Nothing left out.
This is who we truly are, tiny but at the same time large enough to
house the whole big universe!

Though people think Meru, or what you call Mount Kailas, exists
in different places, yogis know it exists inside us. Enlightened ones of
all times have known that our spine, which they call merudanda, the
staff of Meru, is the axis and center of the world. We have to learn to
climb from our baser instincts to the higher ones; from the bottom
of our spine, where Mara and his many demons live, up through the
nodes and knots in the spiral of our spine that lead to the thousand-
petal lotus on top of our skull. This is the true pilgrimage, what Baba
calls ‘the pilgrimage to yourself’ It is this journey that makes us aware
of our sins and with the Beloved’s aid, makes us pure”

“Easy for you to say all this because you have been there,” someone
said angrily. “But we are physically debilitated, poor, hungry, and
very unhappy. Our crops are blighted every season; the winters are
so harsh that we lose many from our community; our children don’t
have enough to eat and many die before their first year”

“We have rotten karma, we are decayed from the inside out,
stained and grimed with sins. We will never get to Mount Kailas, the
Dharma Dwar, the gateway to heaven, that will make us healthy and
whole again,” a woman began to keen.

“Baba says in one of his songs: When your clothes are soiled and
stained by urine, soap can wash them clean. But when your mind is
stained and polluted by sin, it can only be cleansed by the Color of
the Name.”
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But the woman continued to cry. Bhai Mardana despaired. He felt
the villagers hadn’t heard or understood a word he had said. Only
Sagar was listening to him intently, eating and digesting all his words.
Perhaps he had not been sincere enough, or sermonized too much,
Bhai Mardana thought. He doubled his efforts.

“There is hope,” he said. “I too was full of sins. I have doubted,
cheated, lusted, raged, envied, coveted, held ‘me’ and ‘mine’ too
tightly, been proud, arrogant and ungrateful. But Baba has helped me
to become what I am, a gurmukh, one who faces the Guru of all
Gurus, God himself, instead of his own ego. He has also taught me
that what I was truly seeking beneath my searching for wealth and
fame was the fountain of amrita that is within me. It is wherever I go.
You don't need to go anywhere to be happy and healthy. Now that
Baba has come to you, you have to trust that all will be well. You too
will learn that your village, your home, your body is blessed and
beautiful”

“What’s so blessed and beautiful about it? What do you see here?”

“You have to learn to open your eyes,” Bhai Mardana said.

“But our eyes are open,” they replied. “We are not blind!”

“See?” Bhai Mardana said, looking at the gallery where Sagar had
hung his mother’s paintings. He pointed at an image of two eyes
shaped like fish and a third sitting calmly above them.

“See with your third eye, the one that unites our conflicts, our
double vision and shows us the Truth. When you see through it, your
sorrows become lotuses, and your curses turn into gifts.”

“Tell us how to do it,” the villagers pleaded. “We will work very
hard to open our third eye.

Just then a loud chuckle was heard from Baba Nanak as he turned
over in his sleep. Bhai Mardana shut his eyes and was silent, as if
listening to something his guru had just conveyed to him. Then he
opened his eyes and said, “Effort is important but will get you
nowhere. See, I have been making so much effort to explain all this
to you, but I am a fool. I forgot something very, very essential. I
should have begun with a prayer to ask the magnanimous Fulfiller of
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Dreams to help me in my efforts. Without the One’s aid, all our efforts
are straw in the storm.”

“We pray alot but nothing ever happens,” the villagers complained.

“But how do you pray?” Bhai Mardana asked.

“With our mouths, of course”

Bhai Mardana laughed.

“Learn to pray with your heart. Be present. Know that the One
you address is present, more present than what you see with your
two eyes. ‘He is! He is! He is! He is, He is — I say it millions upon
millions, millions upon millions of times, Baba sings ecstatically.
The Truth of the One is Guru Nanak’s most important message.
Remember that when you take even one step towards trying to open
your third eye, the Beloved, if you have remembered to love the Lord
of the Universe, to ask for His aid on your pilgrimage, He will come
towards you a thousand steps to help you to see. There are many,
many precious rewards for our love. Baba says, ‘If you listen to just
one thing the guru says, pay attention to and act on it, keep it in your
ear and heart, your mind will become a treasury holding precious
rubies, pearls, coral and diamonds”

“Is it really true that the guru can give us wealth and precious
stones?” someone asked.

“Our real wealth, the highest and best, is the One, in loving whom
we can get both material and spiritual gifts, the most important of
which is learning to see with the Third Eye. It is the Magical Eye that
can turn ugliness into beauty, poison into amrita, and, as Baba sings,
‘our sorrow into the most health-giving of tonics. There are ways of
seeing things from a height, as if from a star, as if from the pinnacle
of Time that is far, far larger and vaster than our own past, present
and future. Let me give you an example”

Bhai Mardana reached for his bag and took out a handful of
seashells, worn smooth with age, some brittle, some whole.

“I know!” Sagar said. “They are called ‘shells’ and they are found
on the ocean floor”

“What is the ocean?” someone asked. They lived so far away from
the ocean that they hadn’t even heard the word, let alone understand
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the concept. But somehow, somewhere, in the deep recesses of their
memories, the ocean roared in their dreams.

“It is what my name means, Ocean!” Sagar said excitedly. “It is a
vast body of water that ..

“Like Manasarovar?”

“Nothing like Manasarovar! There is much more ocean than there
is land on this earth!” Sagar said excitedly. “My parents told me all
about it! The ocean is so deep that there are mountains in it, large
mountains and volcanoes. We know very, very little about it, it is
mysterious and without limits, like God. They told me to always
remember what my name means, that I have an ocean in my heart,
and I must never forget it! Maybe that is what Rinpoche Mardana is
talking about! Even though I have never seen it I feel it in my heart!”

“How can that be? We haven't seen it!”

“We have to admit to ourselves that many things exist that we
can’t see with these eyes,” Bhai Mardana responded. “Did you know,
for example that your high plateau and Mount Kailas were once the
ocean floor? These shells are proof of it. Baba and I collected them on
our way to Mount Kailas”

It took a while for the villagers to understand what Bhai Mardana
was saying. They were silent a long time, trying to stretch their minds
to envision Mardana’s words.

“Nothing is forever on this earth. Mount Kailas, too, one day, will
be beneath the sea again. But the mythic Mount Meru will never
perish. It is within us. But I have been talking too much. Come, let us
meditate and pray together” Bhai Mardana sat cross-legged, and
instructed the villagers in a few brief sentences how to pray and
meditate. His voice was gentle and full of compassion as he said, “Sit
comfortably, shut your eyes, know that we are in the presence of the
One who is within, like breath, and surrounds us, like air. If many
thoughts crowd your mind, let them be, but gently steer yourself
back to the presence of the One. Be grateful for what you have before
you ask for what you want. Today, ask for help to embark upon the
journey of all journeys, the journey to the home of the Beloved in
your heart, the Beloved that erases suffering”
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Their brief sojourn in Sagar’s trusting and hopeful heart had
made the villagers want to return to that place where they saw, heard
and felt things that had filled them with hope. They were sick of
being sick and sorrowful. They did as they were told.

When they opened their eyes after meditation, they felt something
had shifted in their consciousness. They had moved on from their
locked in, habitual mode of thinking and feeling. Their minds, which
had been stagnant for so long, were flowing again.

Bhai Mardana yawned. It had been a long night, and he had talked
too much. He smiled to himself as he recalled the sound of Baba’s
chuckle. In the silence that followed he had asked for help to help the
villagers. After all, that was the reason Baba had suddenly changed
course in the middle of his travels and headed towards Kudang. He
went where he was needed.

The villagers, relaxed into peace, began to yawn, too.

“I have a message to convey to you from Baba,” Bhai Mardana
said, as the villagers began to touch his feet before leaving for their
homes.

“Tomorrow morning, when the night is drenched in dew, and the
stars are still twinkling brightly in the sky, gather in the center of the
village and follow Baba and me to the crest of the hill that separates
your village from the next village, Sosa. Baba will take you to the
dharma dwar, the gateway and threshold of all that is sacred. By
visiting it whenever you feel you need to, you will dissolve your
suffering. It is a place holier than Mount Kailas and more sacred than
Manasarovar.”

Although their old minds still whispered to them that the crest
was too high to climb and that they would never be able to do so, the
villagers, eager to follow Bhai Mardana and Baba Nanak on the path
that would give their suffering wings, agreed.

At dawn the next day, all of them, including some old people and
children, assembled in the center of the village. The dog and cat were
there too, excited at the prospect of an adventure. They too were
eager to follow a path that would help them reincarnate as humans in
their next life. Guru Nanak, whom the villagers now called
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Padmasambhava Rinpoche Nanak Guru, was vital and energetic.
Bhai Mardana Lama too was glowing with energy and health. More
than anything else, their aspect and appearance, conveying well-
being and vitality, made the villagers trust them.

After a prayer led by Bhai Mardana, the villagers took their first
step in the direction they had never gone before. Although some of
the villagers huffed, puffed and groaned a bit, they all made it up the
hill to the crest. They were amazed at looking down the path they
had climbed, it seemed in retrospect, so easily. They saw their village
as if for the first time. How lovely, cozy, heartwarming it was, their
collective home, tucked into the sides of their mother mountain, as if
in the folds of Parvati’s protective body.

The villagers felt invigorated, healthy, alive after the exercise.
Their bodies sang with gratitude and joy. This, they knew, was the
purpose of the ascent, for Mardana Lama had already told them they
contained Mount Kailas, the axis, the center of the universe where
gods meditated and sported. The lesson was driven home on the
summit of the crest.

Morning had not yet dawned though there was enough light to
see by. It was the brief and fleeting time of day when gates to others
world are wide open for all to walk through. The indigo sky was still
embroidered by stars as the holy current of healing and awakening
dawn breezes, that sages in India called malyanil, blew gently down
from the peaks of the high mountains, caressing their limbs and
entering their lungs.

Guru Nanak pointed his staff to a large arch in a huge rock eroded
by the elements of wind, water and time. Through it towered snow-
capped peaks that were so high that their tops were veiled with
clouds and mist, peaks unseen by any human eye. The sight filled the
villagers with wonder, and as one body, they bowed down in worship
and awe that something existed so close to them without their
knowing it. The sight opened their hearts and minds to humility:
how little they knew! How closed and blind their sight had been as
they huddled in misery in their village of Kudang, without venturing
out of the borders of their minds!
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The insight, accompanied by harmonic chords of music, filled
them with amazement at the mystery of their own existence within
the presence of the universe. They turned around from the sight of
the peaks to see that Bhai Mardana had taken out the rabab and was
playing it. Baba cleared his throat, shut his eyes.

A note, emanating from somewhere deep within him, was carried
on the waves and currents of air all around them till the mountains,
valleys and high peaks echoed with it. It drifted back into their hearts
and minds, enlarging them in a way they had never dreamed possible.

The note, unfurling in its many permutations, under and over
tones, morphed like a wave into another note that reflected and
contained it, and then another, and another, all strung together like
prayer beads on a string, till it became an irresistible melody that
penetrated, possessed and suffused their beings with its magical,
transformative power. All their suffering and Bhai Mardana’s sermon
the previous night had ploughed, cleared and prepared their hearts
and minds for Babas song and message, for blessed music and
winged song reach to the depths and pinnacles of our soul where no
words can go. They did not understand the words Baba sang but
since they had already imbibed its lesson through Bhai Mardana, the
song worked its magic in their souls. They would never be the same
again.

They understood that though the dharma dwar existed for those
who wanted to make an external pilgrimage, they didn’t need to go
anywhere to reach the fountain of healing within them. All they had
to do was sit in the comfort of their own homes, meditate the way
Bhai Mardana had taught them to, and bathe in the holy waters of
Manasarovar at the foot of Mount Kailas within them.

Bhai Mardana and Baba Nanak got up, picked up their bags and
began their descent to the next village that needed their presence to
open its eyes. Sagar was about to cry but understood instantly that he
would never again be separated from his Padmasambhava, who had
come to transform his life.
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The villagers strained their eyes to follow them down the long
and visible path to Sosa, but they never caught sight of the strangers
again. They had disappeared as if they had never been.

In the days, months, years, and decades that followed their sudden
appearance and disappearance, the villagers saw green shoots of rice
spring out of the soil in the terraces that Rinpoche Nanak Guru had
strewn with seeds of rice; the lake didn't freeze where their holy
visitor had roiled its waters with his danda; the child Sagar grew up
and funds arrived magically for him to open up a gompa, a small
temple of religious learning; the villagers, much more prosperous
than before Baba Nanak paid them a visit, told, retold and embellished
the story of the visit of the holy ones to their children and grand-
children. They and their descendants often wondered if the story was
just a myth and a dream - a dream that had changed everything.
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You Don’t Die
Till You’re Dead

A herbalist, a stone carver and a cook were very close friends, even
though the herbalist was a Bonpo, the stone carver a Buddhist and
the cook, a Hindu. They had a lot in common: they were weary of
their wives and their children’s demands. Their wives nagged them to
get better and bigger houses, better kitchens to cook the family
meals, more and more land to grow fruit and food, better conditions
for their children and their families, while the children were fighting
bitterly among themselves and with their parents for the family’s
inheritance.

All three felt tormented by their wives and mauled by family
conflicts. They decided that life was not worth living on these terms,
and what they really wanted was to renounce “Maya,” the illusion of
the material world, all attachments and possessions, and take a holy
vow to go on a quest to affirm, protect and worship the sacred in
nature, undertake a pilgrimage to the holy Mount Kailas whose one
glimpse washes away sins, enlightens the soul and elevates it above
attachments and afflictions. They would gain merit by circling the
inner, more difficult path at its base, then spend the rest of their lives
meditating, the way Lord Buddha had done under the Bo tree, or
Shiva had done in the lap of the sacred mountain near the holy lake,
Manasarovar. Lord Buddha, too, had left his young, beautiful wife,
Yashodara, their son and kingdom. Lord Shiva had shunned the
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comforts and struggles of a household, left his wife, Parvati, for
solitude and peace in the very navel of Mother Earth. Both had
learned to control their minds so strictly that they did not stray to
material things.

They decided, as many before them who had taken the same path
to liberation, to perform their own funeral rights as a symbolic
gesture of dying to the world, to everything profane including their
bodies and their incessant needs and cravings, before leaving. In the
middle of the night when the villagers and their families slept, they
made their way to the village cremation spot by a pool on the banks
of the river. They placed effigies of themselves on piles of wood that
served as funeral pyres, poured ghee on the effigies, and set them
ablaze. Throughout the burning they chanted mantras and prayers
for their own souls. When the effigies turned to ash, they took fistfuls
of their own remains and consigned them to the river in a ceremony
that included the lighting of lamps and feeding the fish the cooked
rice and lentils they had brought with them in lieu of feeding the
villagers, to whom they owed a feast on their deaths.

At three in the morning, when the ceremony was over, the friends
left their sleeping wives and children and set out on their journey
with only the clothes on their backs, the shoes on their feet, and their
begging bowls. But each, without telling the others, had sewn up
money in his clothes. The reason for the secrecy was because they
did not want to appear to be materialistic. They also wanted to keep
the money safe from the many deadly dacoits whose profession it
was to guiltlessly rob and often kill pilgrims as they trudged devoutly
on in their quest towards godhood in the difficult, dangerous terrain
and inclement weather to the very center of the world: the axis from
which one made it to another dimension, known to the gods as
Mount Meru, and to humans as Mount Kailas.

They climbed throughout the day, chanting “The tree is holy; the
dirt on the path is holy; the stone is holy; the river is holy; the sun,
stars, moon are holy; all nature is holy, holy”

In the late afternoon they rested in the shade of a boulder at the
foot of a mountain of sheer rock devoid of vegetation, their feet,
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limbs and joints hurting, their mouths parched with thirst, their
bellies growling with hunger. But they had to keep up appearances
and did not admit any of this to each other.

Finally the cook, feeling faint, said, “It would be so good to have
some tea.”

The herbalist licked his lips at the very thought, tasting it on the
tongue of his mind as his wife made it, with yak butter, honey, pepper
and spices.

He said, “Why don’t we make some basil tea? I know the sacred
herb, tulsi, grows here! It is Vishnu’s own plant, and it is so magical it
will infuse us with energy and quell all our hungers!”

“And I will go collect some stones to make a fire pit. Hopefully I
will find some dried yak dung or prickly bushes for fuel,” the stone
carver said eagerly.

“And I know just how to brew it!” the cook replied. “T'll go fetch
some water from that stream.”

It took a while for the herbalist to find a stunted little bush with
tiny blue flowers, purple stems and leaves. As he reached his hand to
pluck some leaves and stems, he paused.

How can I pluck something that is so holy? he thought. Tulsi is a
goddess, after all, a manifestation of Lakshmi, goddess of wealth, and
consort of Vishnu.

An image of his Hindu wife worshipping the plant that grew out
of a pedestal pot in the center of their courtyard flashed before his
eyes. Each morning she bathed, wore clean clothes, swept the area
around it, fetched water in a pot scrubbed clean with ash, lit incense,
lovingly washed the plant, and circled it, chanting prayers to the holy
herb.

The herbalist withdrew his hand. No, he could not pluck it. He
started back for the campsite empty-handed.

The stone carver, on his quest for stones to make a fire pit found,
after a great deal of wandering, a cairn of mani stones that other
pilgrims on the same journey had left as an offering to the spirits of
the place. He knew from carving the prayer Om Mani Padma Hum
on them with utter devotion all his life that these stones were
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altogether too sacred to make a fire pit. Besides, misfortune always
befell those who used them as anything other than prayers to the
deities. How could he profane them to make tea? For the briefest
moment his desire for tea overcame his conscience and he reached
out to pick up three of them. But he withdrew his hands instantly.

The cook, dipping his begging bowl in the stream, also stopped
midway in the act.

He thought, How can I take away this holy water from a stream
that is most probably a tributary of the most sacred of all rivers, Ganga,
the goddess who flows like the liquid stem of a lotus flower from
Vishnu’s very toe!

He stood beside the stream and recalled yet another myth of
Gangas descent to the realm of matter. Daughter of the Himalaya,
descendant of Mount Meru, the mythic name for Mount Kailas,
Ganga was very angry when - in response to the pleading of the gods
- her father ordered her to go to earth for the good of humankind.

Who in their right mind would abandon the bliss of heaven and
descend to the land of suffering? Besides, being a goddess, Ganga
could see far, far into the future and see herself dammed, polluted,
abused by ignorant, foolish, exploitative and short-sighted human
beings with no respect or understanding of nature and her ways.

But her father brooked no argument and forced her to go.

Expelled from heaven, she landed in a fury, cursing and swearing,
on Shiva’s head as he meditated in isolation and utter peace on the
high peak of the mountain. In order to save the world from the
destruction Ganga could unleash in the world, Shiva braided the
river, like a strand of jasmines, into the coils of his matted hair and
checked her headlong course. He held her till she calmed down,
reconciled herself to her fate, and learned patience to wait for
millennia for Homo Insapiens to truly become Homo Sapiens, respect
and honor her, and all the rivers of the world for the goddesses that
they were.

Then Shiva released her into a lake from which she flowed into
many tributaries and distributaries, blessing the land she gushed and
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meandered through, irrigating it to create an abundance of food and
fruits, and quenching many material and spiritual thirsts.

No, I cannot make tea out of this goddess! the cook thought. I won’t
commit this sacrilege!

So, all three friends gathered together again with empty hands.
Each related his experience to the others. Though they were
comforted by the knowledge of their similar reactions, they could
not help be disappointed. They had given up hope of sustenance, but
their stomachs still growled. They sat dejectedly in the fading light,
too tired and too hungry to move.

As they sat thus, an old shepherdess with her goats, yaks and
sheep passed by, wending her way back home from a green valley.
Her face beneath her headscarf was wizened and wrinkled in the
harsh weather, her teeth missing in her mouth, her eyes sharp and
piercing. She saw the three men sitting forlornly by the boulder,
stopped her twirling spindle with which she spun yarn rapidly, and
said in a less than friendly voice:

“And what is the matter with the three of you? You look like you
have swallowed dung!”

The three men began relating their story to her.

“Hurry up, I don’t have all day!” she snarled. They told her about
their wives, children, funerals, quest to become gods above the mess
of human existence, their thirst for tea, and how they dare not disturb
and consume holy things.

“The grass is too holy for my cattle and food and drink too holy
for you? Everything is holy except you and your human needs? Don’t
you know the Great Being that made us made all things for our use?
Everything is food, fools! Everything is a sacrifice for holy life! You
will feed worms when your time comes, feed fire and wind and fish
in the ponds! Learn to be fully human before you can learn to be
gods!”

“But,” said the cook, “We have to protect nature from predation
by man! We have to respect water, plants, trees — all that is holy in
Nature!”

“We can't abuse sacred things!” cried the carver.
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“Everything was made for our use and for our benefit. Use, don't
abuse it. Make sure to replant seeds to replace the things you
consume, ensure the water of life continues to be pure, abundant and
free for all, that holy stones remain holy when you clean and return
them to the cairn after enjoying your tea. You don’t die till you are
dead. Morons!” She added in a whisper loud enough to be heard.
Then, resuming her spinning, calling and whistling to her cattle, she
moved away.

Her words were like hammer blows on their heads. That one
word, “morons’, pierced through the veils of their perceptions,
revealed their folly to them, and woke them up from their unrealistic
desires. They admitted that they had been wrong in reinforcing these
desires in each other, of not questioning and examining them in
themselves, of being afraid to mention their own truths. They also
confessed about the money they had stashed away in the lining of
their clothes.

Convinced that they and their needs, too, were holy, they
reverentially fetched the stones and water, plucked the tulsi, made
their tea in one of their iron bowls, and sipped the warm fluid with
much pleasure. Resolving in the next town to buy provisions, hire
donkeys to carry them, and have a comfortable journey, they
proceeded to Mount Kailas.

After braving a fierce storm and more hunger, they arrived in a
town, relieved and happy to find barley flour, lumps of brown sugar,
tea, biscuits, flints, ghee, lentils, wheat flour, umbrellas, bedding and
balms. As they were loading up their donkeys, the cook said,
courageously:

“But what about after our pilgrimage? Do we want to go back to
our wives and our homes? I do”

“But a householder’s life is so much trouble and conflict!” the
stone carver said.

“Life is trouble and conflict. You don't think the storm we went
through was any less trouble? We have to learn to become enlightened,
which for me means gaining the right perspective and not allowing
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ourselves to waver with every whim of circumstance and event,” the
herbalist replied.

The three men succeeded in completing their pilgrimage in as
much comfort as such a difficult journey allows. Praying that Mount
Kailas would wash away their ignorance, teach them to listen to,
respect and love their own holy selves and all of nature, to take
conflict in their stride, they made their way home.
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The Attitude of Gratitude

Matsya and Devi, an aging fish couple, lived in a pond of the Karnali
River by the village of Chhipra. Since the pond was by the village
crematorium, fishing was not allowed, so the couple was safe and
survived into adulthood and beyond. They fed on the bones and
mineral-rich ashes of the dead, on smaller fish, and the rice grains
that relatives and friends consigned to the river to carry to their
loved ones in the afterlife.

Matsya had been very discontent lately. He knew he was aging.
Also, being used to the clean, clear waters of the Karnali River all
year round except during the monsoon, he was particularly distressed
and depressed as our story begins. It was monsoon season and he
was weary of the muddy waters of his habitat and of being pelted by
rain. The year before they had hardly had a monsoon, and they
almost perished from lack of water.

“What is life all about?” he would frequently ask his wife, Devi.
“Yes, we have increased the population of Karnali River by our
offspring, we have hunted and eaten, and now we are going to die”

Devi, who had grown happier as she aged, tried to tell her husband
about the attitude of gratitude that had enriched her own life in her
later years. She reminded him that they were lucky to be alive; that
even at this late age they hadn’t been caught and eaten; that while so
many other fish starved for lack of food, they had plenty; that they
now had a measure of peace and leisure after a lifetime of spawning
and rearing.
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But nothing affected Matsya’s discontent.

Devi, who knew that her husband had always wanted to travel to
newer territory, had an idea to cheer him up.

“Let’s go on a pilgrimage like the humans! Let’s get away from the
heat and the constant rain. Let’s go to the Mount Kailas, home of the
gods and center and axis of the universe! The place where Lord Shiva
dances and sports with his consort, Parvati, and the Ganga River
streams out of Lord Vishnu’s big toe,” she said, flapping her fins and
looking at her husband with eyes wide in her head.

“Are you mad?” he replied. “We are not young anymore like these
other fish that sometimes take the long and arduous path to the
source. My digestion is bad. I can't eat the bones anymore, and
sometimes even the smaller fish upset my stomach. The only thing
that goes down well is rice, but sometimes even that passes through
my body without being digested. Go upstream at this age? It will kill
us!”

“We are going to die, anyway, Devi reasoned. “Everything that is
born, dies. We should know that from a lifetime of living by the
cremation grounds. Why not die doing something you have always
wanted to do? Some Hindus who undertake the sacred journey
perform their own funeral rights, kill their fears and desires, and
head up to Kailas, source of the many rivers, and the turquoise lake,
Manasarovar, the Lake of the Mind. It is a boundless expanse of blue
that mirrors the heavens and is the true home of so many fish like us.
It is our source, beloved, from which our own home river flows!”

Devi knew the last detail of her description was false. A visiting
fish returning downstream had told her the Karnali originates far
west of Manasarovar. She forgave herself the lie because she had
heard her husband mention the lake before and knew he would be
excited about visiting it.

Matsya looked at her skeptically and Devi wondered whether he
had seen through her lie.

“Even if we don't reach it, we could have a glimpse of Mount
Kailas, and that alone will be enough, and more than enough! I
would be so happy if you agreed!”
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Matsya was silent. He felt the stirring of desire in his heart, but his
fear subdued it.

“You, Matsya, are named after Vishnu himself, Lord of the
Waters,” Devi reminded him.

“Oh, what was that story again?” Matsya asked, almost despite
himself.

“In one of his incarnations Vishnu became a huge, horned fish
named Matsya.”

“Why did he bother? Wouldn't it have been better for him to have
stayed a god?” Matsya replied cynically.

“Manu, the first man Vishnu created,” Devi began her tale, glad to
see that her husband’s eyes had a sparkle of interest, “was bathing in
the river one day when he caught a tiny fish. It flopped about in his
cupped hands, scattering rainbow reflections from its shimmering
scales, and cried, ‘Please don't eat me! I am not even a morsel for you,
and I want to grow up, live and experience my life!’

Manu, feeling his heart opening with love and compassion for
this tiny creature with fins, small round eyes, and colorful scales,
agreed to release the fish back into the water.

‘Please also protect me from the bigger fish, the little fish pleaded.

‘How can I do that?” Manu asked. ‘If I throw you back in the river
so you can live, you will be eaten up unless Vishnu protects you!

‘Keep me in a jar; the little fish advised. ‘When I grow bigger, put
me in a small pond. When I become too big for the pond, put me in
a bigger pond, and finally, when I am so big no little pond can contain
me, put me in the ocean’

“The ocean! But you are a freshwater fish’

‘Never mind the details. In time you will know who I am’

Manu did as he was told. The fish grew and grew till it became so
enormous that Manu - reluctantly, because he had grown to love and
adore the fish — had to take it to the ocean and release it. But before
the fish swam away with a huge splash, it said to Manu,

‘Let me repay you for your kindness. A great deluge is coming; all
land on this planet will become the bed of the sea. Build a ship, and
stock it with grains, seeds, all varieties of creatures, and the Vedas,
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repository of all the wisdom of the Earth. Call on me when you find
yourself in trouble, and I will come and rescue you’

Manu, who trusted the creatures of the Earth and knew that they
knew far more than he did, built himself a ship and stocked it with
animals, seeds, grains, and a copy of the Vedas. Just before the deluge
came, rending and tearing the skies in a thunderous uproar, Manu
climbed aboard. And just in time. Incessant torrents flooded the
banks and shores of rivers till the great ocean rolled upon land and
swallowed up everything.

Manu felt safe and in his mind thanked the fish for saving him.
But he didn’t know what danger lay ahead. Huge waves and swells
rose all around him, wide vortices appeared before him that
threatened to suck his little ship down to the dark depths and destroy
the very seed of all life. Manu was dreadfully afraid.

Just then he heard the fish’s words in his head: ‘Call on me. I will
save you.

‘Oh Fish, great Fish, come, please come and rescue me!’

A huge hump obscured the horizon as the Great Horned Fish,
grown so large that Manu couldn’t see the end of it in any direction,
appeared before him. It dived beneath the ship, rose till the ship
rested safely on its back, and began to swim with great muscular
force towards the North in a journey that took a long time. It swam
till Manu saw on the horizon a huge round peak covered with snow,
standing tall and majestic above the waters. The Fish, which as you
know, was Vishnu himself in his incarnation as Matsya, threw a great
thick rope around the peak and moored the ship to it so it was safe
till the flood receded. That peak, my beloved husband, was Kailas!”

Matsya was silent. He had to admit to himself that Devi’s story
had cheered him up and calmed him down. Yet his mind kept
interfering with his peace.

“Why did you tell me that story? What relevance does it have to
what we were talking about? I don’t believe these stories. They are
just stories,” Matsya grumbled in his habitual way.

“Don’t you see? Remember, we both have a spark of Vishnu in us!
He will protect us! We both have a purpose to our lives.”
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“Yes, he’ll protect us like he protects all the fish that get eaten up
by other fish. Purpose! There is no purpose!”

“Let us not fear and doubt, dear husband. Take courage, and let us
begin our quest!”

Matsya grumbled and was quiet. But his wife’s words and
descriptions stayed with him all night, entering his dreams and his
fantasies. In the morning he said to her,

“Oh, alright! Let’s give it a try. But will I find rice on the way? It is
the only thing I can digest now.”

“We know that humans always burn their dead by rivers and
many cast grains into the water together with bones and ashes.”

“Why?” asked Matsya.

“Rivers are symbols of life, dear, the energy stream that generates
all life, that brings, gives, takes away, and brings again.”

Matsya looked uneasy, and Devi reassured him, “We can keep an
easy pace, and when we get tired, we can stop and rest.”

Because fish don't have to pack anything when they go on long
journeys - they are luckier than humans that way — and because they
were refreshed by a night of sleep, they started right away after
Matsya had had his fill of rice. While Devi was much more excited
than her husband about the adventure ahead, Matsya prided himself
on being realistic, and said over and over, “We will die before we get
to the lake.”

They swam upstream, a little bit at a time, pausing to catch and
eat smaller fish and nibble at the grasses and moss on the many
boulders in the river, avoiding and dodging bigger fish, resting and
sleeping when they needed to. Fortunately, because it was harvest
season in the lowlands, there were always, in addition to other fish,
some grains of rice for sustenance in the shallows around cremation
grounds. And as they swam further, their stamina and excitement
grew, for the holy journey they were on fueled their quest.

But though their hearts were aflame to reach their goal, their
bodies were wearing out.

Midway through their journey, it was evident that their life force
was ebbing. They spent more and more time trying to recoup their
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energy, resting instead of swimming upstream. They knew their end
was near. When they reached Kholsi, Matsya’s guts gave out, and
Devi’s body, too, was spent. Though she was, through a long practice
of acceptance of all life brings and takes away, reconciled to her fate,
Matsya, his eye dimming in the dawn, looked at this wife and
whispered,

“Purpose?”

With one final burst of energy, Devi leapt out of the river, landed
on the shore, flip-flopped her way further inland, and looked around
her.

“Look,” she said to her husband. Matsya, too, wanting to die
within sight of his wife, sprang out of the water and onto land. He
followed her gaze as she looked north at the banks of the Karnali. A
clump of rich, emerald green swam into his dimming eyes.

“Rice,” whispered Devi, with her fading breath. “You, my beloved,
have brought rice where it has never grown before! You have
performed a great deed in your life! How glad humans will be when
they see this!”

“What about Manasarovar? What about Kailas? We have . . .
failed,” he gasped.

“Manasarovar means the ‘Lake of the Mind, my husband. It exists
within us. And wherever we, sparks of Vishnu, are, is the axis of the
world?”

Matsya looked at the Karnali River, in which he had lived all his
life. Now that he was out of it, he could truly see it for the first time,
bouncing, leaping, dancing and shimmering downstream in the
morning light, lovely beyond description; he could see, too, how
every little pebble changed the flowing pattern of the river.

“What a lovely river was given to us as our home, my wife,” he
said, looking at his mate with eyes full of love for her and everything
he saw around him.

As the light began to fade in his eyes, his inner vision sharpened.
Matsya closed his eyes for the last time. As he did so, he found himself
leaping with a rainbow flash into a boundless turquoise lake so
tranquil that he knew he had arrived at his source in Paradise.
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Matsya and Devi’s bodies began to harden into stone at the arrival
of day; in time the rock bodies of Matsya and Devi grew larger, like
Vishnu morphing from a tiny fish to a huge horned fish. In time, the
sprouts of rice, too, grew to maturity, the wind scattering the seeds
far and wide till there grew entire fields and terraces of it; in time
humans migrated to the blessed rice fields. Worshipped by the
villagers for bringing them rice from the lowlands, the fish couple
can still be seen today, side by side, standing tall, firm, majestic in
Dharapori, the habitation that sprang up around the fields of rice,
that rich and delicious source of sustenance.
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Ripples on
the Mirrored Lake

As surely as sowing must come before the harvest, and as surely as a
pebble thrown into a still pool creates ripples, cause and effect are
forever related: the cause must precede the effect, just as the effect
must follow a specific cause. As simple as this may seem, most people
do not immediately understand it; instead, they spend most of their
lives fighting hard, pretending that this law doesn’t apply to them.
They will pray to a god, if that helps, or pretend to be a god, if that
makes matters easier, instead of sitting down to close their eyes,
introspect and acknowledge that, indeed, effect follows cause, and
that rejecting this law leads to sorrow.

Once upon a time, in a roving settlement of felt tents in the grasslands
of Tibet, lived a king blessed with a plentitude of cattle and sheep and
horses, a kingdom full of pastures and gentle streams, a son and a
daughter, and a queen. His name was Joro.

His wife, Lhamo Tsendama, was his true treasure, for she caused
his prosperity to grow through diligence and diplomacy. She
established ritual friendships with the nomadic traders from south
of the Himalayan mountains, and begged them to take the extra
trouble of bringing her timber, so that she might build monasteries.
Whenever she managed to bring the statue of Milarepa out from a
cave high on the face of a cliff to the spacious and well-lit wood-
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paneled halls of a monastery, nomads from as far away as four days’
ride would make a pilgrimage, bringing offerings to the monastery
and commerce for the people of her husband’s kingdom. When
Lhamo Tsedanma received Indian sages versed in the art of healing,
the Gyeshe at the monastery obtained invaluable supplies of herbs
from the Indian coasts, or even the island of Sri Lanka, and the ailing
and infirm among her husband’s subjects benefited. She possessed
soft words and grace, which she often had occasion to employ on
behalf of her husband and young son, for they lacked these virtues.

Joro and his son Palden possessed the pride that is the particular
mark of those who are born into divinely ordained kingship: their
word was law, this they knew. They therefore keenly enforced their
superiority over their subjects: the fattest sheep and the finest wool
in the kingdom were demanded in tribute from all who toiled in
Joros kingdom. Palden played at being a king and ordered his
playmates to carry him on their shoulders. When a merchant arrived
from Persia or Mongolia, Joro demanded that they beg for an
audience in his stately tent and present him with turquoise and silk.
But he didn’t share his wealth with his subjects.

Joro and Palden liked to ride their swift horses and chase and
shoot deer and pheasants, while Lhamo Tsedanma taught her
daughter Dolma the prayers to the Avalokiteshwor who offered
wisdom and protection. With the wind sweeping through the manes
of their horses and with their mastiffs running down stags, the men
of the family felt their power ripple outwards through the world,
subjugating and conquering everything within their dominion. But
the women of the family felt their compassion radiate out to bring
succor to the suffering of the people, and knew that they accumulated
merit for themselves and for every sentient being in the universe. By
the time the children had reached adolescence, Dolma’s prayer beads
were worn smooth with the oil of devotion whereas Palden’s prayer
beads hung around the forearm of his right hand, knocked coarse by
mindless action.
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On a morning dulled by grey clouds that covered the skies after the
southern wind had been beaten back by the cold northern winds,
Lhamo Tsendama felt fade. As she watched her husband laugh loudly
with his men, the hair on his chin wet with chhang, and as she
watched her son wrestle away the rib of a yak from his favorite dog
while his playmates pretended to feast on dishes of dry grass, she
understood that the men didn’t possess the virtues of kindness or the
grace needed for serving others.

“Dolma,” she called to her daughter, who came and sat by her.
Lhamo Tsendama took her daughter’s hand and said, “Yama, the lord
of death, will come to take me to the underworld soon, but you will
have a long life ahead of you. Make no mistake, daughter - it will be
a life of hardship and trials, for suffering is the nature of the world,
and only mindful action and constant compassion will deliver you
from suffering. There is nothing I can do to mitigate the vagaries of
the world, the miasma that is samsara, but I will give you this gift;
she said, and handed Dolma a box made of tough ox-hide and tied
shut with a leathern cord.

“Your father and your brother will require compassion from you:
they do not have the inner eye to see the future results of their actions.
Nor do they possess the eye that looks inward in introspection to
identify the past causes of their present actions. I fear that they will
treat you cruelly and with disdain. Forgive them. But, do not abandon
yourself to suffering. When the peril is the greatest — and this you
will recognize when the time comes — when you realize that your
mortal life is in danger, open this box, read the letter inside, and do
exactly as I ask you to.”

“Yes, mother;” Dolma said and quietly accepted the box, for she
was obedient.

And, as the air turned colder, as snow first fell like a dusting of
tsampa flour and then as heaps of lamb’s wool and then turned into
hard stones of ice, the flame of life in the queen’s heart grew dimmer,
and her breath turned short as the days turned shorter, until one
night she quietly passed away, led by Yama’s servants through the
gates of the afterworld. Dolma, who had been attentively praying by
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her mother’s side, recognized the passing of the soul. She lit a lamp
by her mother’s head and through the night recited mantras to the
compassionate forms of the Avalokiteshwor.

Joro was astounded to find his wife dead, and Palden wailed like
a child, for Lhamo Tsendama’s death had caught them unaware.
Seeing that neither her father nor her brother had the fortitude of
spirit to confront the death of her mother, Dolma went to the
monastery and informed the Gyeshe, who made arrangements for
the funeral. The men of the camp carried away Lhamo Tsendama’s
body to the cremation grounds and consigned it to flames. From her
tent across the frozen meadow Dolma watched the dark smoke from
the pyre rise to the skies.

Dolma gave away her mother’s possessions to mendicants and
minstrels who passed through the camp, and she fed the hungry so
that they would offer prayers in her mother’s name. After fortynine
days, when a portrait of her mother was offered up to a ritual fire to
signify the final perishing of Lhamo Tsendama’s mortal form, Dolma
set about keeping house for Joro and Palden as if her mother had
never existed. From nothing Lhamo Tsendama had passed into
nothing, and Dolma was certain that her mother’s noble virtues and
accumulated merits would free her from rebirth into the lower
orders, perhaps opening the path to rebirth as a highly realized man
who would, over the next few births, pass forever into the great
nothing. But the actions of her father and brother, who, although
they had been born as men and into the light of the Buddha’s
teachings, still neglected their duties towards all sentient beings, and
towards their own consciousness, worried her.

A few days after the last of the snow had melted, Dolma heard
heartrending squeals of pain mingled with laughter of bloodcurdling
cruelty outside the tent. Palden’s dog was tossing about a gaunt
marmot, its hindquarters mangled, but the life in it still strong.
Perhaps it had strayed out of its burrow after the winter, weak from
the hibernation, and had been set upon by Palden’s mastiff. Each
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squeal of terror made Palden laugh, which encouraged the dog to
toss the poor rodent about to elicit more laughter from Palden.

Dolma was transfixed with horror: compassion melded her mind
with that of the marmot, and she experienced its pain and fear, along
with its strong desire to live. Many moments had passed before she
could move to intercede on behalf of the marmot. Joro had emerged
from another tent. “What is this noise?” he bellowed, took a brief
look, clipped Palden on the side of his head, kicked the dog in the rib
and stomped the marmot on its head.

“No!” Dolma screamed, but knew immediately that the marmot
had died.

“Did you want the rat to scream more? Did you want it to live in
pain?” Joro turned his angry eyes to her.

“No,” she said, eyes downcast to hide the hot tears. “It could have
lived”

“It is a rat. Dogs kill rats,” Joro said, and returned to the tent from
where he had emerged.

A few days later, Dolma found Palden alone. “Brother;,” she said
haltingly, “the dog, the yak, the rat, the men and their horses - they
are all the same” She had given this speech great thought and
carefully chosen the words, for she knew these would be the first
words he would hear of the path towards compassion, the path that
leads away from suffering. But Palden laughed.

“Are you the old Gyeshe at the monastery?” he shrieked with
laughter. When the noise made one of his lackeys peep into the tent,
Palden repeated Dolma’s words in a high, mocking pitch, making it
preachy and singsong. Palden’s friend joined in the mocking.

“The worm and the bird are the same,” one said.

“The mud and the dung are the same,” another said.

Yes, they are, Dolma wanted to say triumphantly, but that was not
in her nature. Instead, she turned away from them and found refuge
in the corner where her mother used to pray, and where she had
given up her spirit.

Over the next month, Joros attitude towards her turned from
negligence to disdain to something akin to barely suppressed hatred.

101



102

SHARED SACRED LANDSCAPES

As if she had deeply offended him by showing concern for the
mangled marmot, he now sought every opportunity to force her into
situations of cruelty and degradation: he put her in charge of the
hunting dogs.

“Palden, you will learn the son’s trade: you’ll study the horses in
our possession, for they are true wealth. Dolma, you will care for the
dogs.” Joro intended his son to grow up to be a great king and owner
of a prosperous stable, so he taught Palden how to recognize strength
and stamina in a horse. He would prop Palden before him on the
saddle of his horse, so that he might learn to ride the steed, and chase
the other horses through the meadows as he exercised them. Dolma
was plopped behind Joro on the same horse, learning to command
and bring to heel the mastiffs that ran after their quarry.

But the dogs had eaten from Palden’s hands since they were pups,
blind balls of fur and teeth. Palden knew everything about them, as
he liked to boast to Dolma, and he relished the opportunity to show
how he knew more about the task given to her. Also, it was in his
heart to hunt and kill, skin and roast, eat and belch out the flesh of
birds and animals. He became more animated each time the ferocious
mastiffs stretched their necks and shot through the grass of the
meadows. Dolma, on the other hand, could barely see the dogs, since
she had to close her eyes tightly and cling to her father’s back as the
horses galloped through the grass. She learned to become one with
the horse, to feel the dirt and grass through the horse’s shod hooves,
to register the tremors of hesitation or excitement in the horse’s
muscles and sinews when it prepared to leap over a brook or bank
around an insurmountable obstacle. The horse was of the wind,
while the dogs were of the earth, and Dolma learned to fly with the
horse.

And that was no accident, for her father’s horse was capable of
flying; just as it was capable of understanding the suffering of the
people around it. Gyadong Syabu, the treasure of the kingdom, and
the pride and joy of Joro, could fly into the skies and over the
mountain, not merely as metaphor, but in substance and body.
Similarly, Senya Chumo, the second best prize in the stable, was like
a golden fish in the ocean, for it could glide through the grass of the
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meadows and over the rocks and snow of the mountains, and turn in
a flick to face the direction whence it had come, just like a nimble fish
in the ocean.

On the day when the sun took the longest to journey across the skies,
and the shortest night was set aside for bonfires and feasting, Joro
took Palden and Dolma on a hunt and quizzed them about horses
and dogs. While Dolma did not surprise her father with the meager
amount she knew about dogs, he was dismayed to know how little
Palden knew about horses.

“Son,” Joro said, “We are nothing without our horses, for they are
the source of our wealth and power. If you can’t learn about the
horses in your herd, how will you learn to understand your
lieutenants, your allies and your enemies? How will you be king?”

Dolma saw the distress on her brother’s face and out of compassion
whispered answers to him. When Joro saw this, he was alarmed.
“Does your sister know more about horses than you do?” he asked in
disbelief.

“How does it matter?” Palden answered with irritation. “I knew
all the answers to your questions about the dogs, just like she knows
about the horses!”

“She is a girl)” Joro muttered. “I am not disappointed that she
doesn’t know about dogs. But you...” he said, but he didn’t finish his
sentence. Instead, he quietly turned around, and without waiting for
his son or his daughter, Joro walked his horse back towards camp.

Dolma watched as Joro became more and more restless, sometimes
asking for chhang even before Dolma had finished her morning
prayers. He would stare at her with undisguised hatred and mutter
under his breath. One day, late in the night, as she lay in bed, she
heard her father growl, “T'll kill her if I have to, but my kingdom will
not pass to a woman. I'll be mocked by all kings and princes of the
world if they learn that my son is unworthy””

Dolma now understood the extent of her father’s pride, and the
utter absence in his heart of any light of compassion or humility. A
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man so engrossed with his picture of himself as a man of strength
that he would resent his daughter the knowledge of horses! What
might she have possibly done in her past lives that she should be
born a daughter, only to be murdered by her own father? She wept
silent tears, decided to pray for safety through the night and,
oppressed by gloom, resigned herself to her fate. She didn’t indulge
in the selfish act of counting the merits of her karma to find a way of
explaining her present predicament. What shall come shall come,
she thought: I can only be righteous in my actions; I cannot be
responsible for the thoughts and actions of others.

Yet, the next morning, when her father left on yet another hunt,
seating Palden behind him on the horse, Dolma sought out the box
made of ox-hide. Inside were a pendant of silver and a letter in her
mother’s hand.

“Go to the kingdom of Lo, to the south. There, present this
pendant to the king, for it once belonged to his house, and was given
to me as a token of respect. Lose not a moment, daughter — make
haste. Take with you the flying stallion Gyadong Syabu, for he is the
fastest, and not even the second treasure of your father’s stable, the
mare Senya Chumo, who can outrun the wind, can catch him?”

Dolma was too afraid to be seen flying through the skies in the
day, so she waited for the night. In the night, when she stole to the
stable with nothing but the ox-hide box and a handful of tsampa, she
hesitated to steal Gyadong Syabu: after all, the flying stallion was her
father’s favorite horse. The loss of the flying horse would cause
immense anger and grief in Joros heart, and his anger and grief
would amplify upon learning that his daughter had stolen his beloved
steed. Dolma, through her compassion, felt just a fraction of Joros
emotions of disappointment, loss and anger. She turned away from
Gyadong Syabu and defied her mother’s wish. She felt a barb of regret
for disobeying her mother, but she put away that feeling, like an
oyster does a grain of sand, or a wound does the sting of a thorn, not
knowing what fruit it would bear far into the future.

She said to herself - “Flying through the skies could bring me face
to face with the siddhas and dakinis, those who traverse the skies on
their magical tasks. What if they take my flight as an insult and



SHARED SACRED LANDSCAPES

punish me for my hubris?” And, so, Dolma took the mare Senya
Chuma and rode towards the kingdom of Lo.

The next day, as she was resting the mare in the shade of a large rock
in the desert plateau between the meadows of her father’s kingdom
and the fertile lands of Lo, an old man in along, worn robe approached
her. “Where do you go, daughter?” he asked.

“To the kingdom of Lo, old father,” Dolma replied. The old man
regarded the mare and smiled at Dolma.

“I have water to share if you are thirsty;’ the old man offered.
Dolma accepted the water with gratitude, but she shared it with her
mare before wetting her own lips.

“Why do you go to the kingdom of Lo?” the old man asked.
Dolma’s eyes welled up with tears, but she didn't want to speak ill of
her father. “My fate takes me there, old father,” she said.

Dolma offered the old man half of her tsampa and watched him
eat it. When he had finished, she made the rest of the tsampa into a
ball, divided it into halves, and gave one portion to her mare.

“Ah, daughter!” The old man scratched his head. “You show
compassion, yes, but daughter, she is a mare. She will happily eat
grass when she reaches the valley” Dolma then laughed, because her
stomach did growl with hunger still.

The old man and the young princess traveled towards Lo. Sometimes
the princess rode on Senya Chuma, and sometimes she dismounted
to beg the old man to rest his feet astride the mare, and sometimes
they led the mare as they walked. This they did not merely out of
compassion for the mare, but also because there was joy in conversing,
and telling each other stories about their lives and the sights they had
seen along the road.

“My mother asked me to visit the king of Lo, old father,” Dolma
told her fellow traveler after they had exchanged enough stories to
build trust.
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When they reached the gates of the walled city of Lo Manthang,
the old man bid Dolma to stay outside the city. “But, do give me your
mother’s pendant,” the old man smiled.

Soon, a young man came running out of the gates, and begged
Dolma to ride the mare while he led them into the city, his hand on
the bridle, until they reached the house of the Gyalpo, the king of Lo.
The old man, still in his robes, sat to the right of the king’s throne, on
a chair piled high with yak pelts and sheep skin.

“Bring her to me, my son,” the king commanded in a kind voice.

“Yes, father,” said the young man by Dolma’s side, and with a
sweep of his arm, begged her to approach his father, the king.

“Your fate and mine met on the road, didn’t they?” the old man
said with a chuckle as she approached the king of Lo. “Nephew,” he
addressed the king, “This young woman is the treasure born to the
wise and pious Lhamo Tsedanma, wife of Joro, to whom our house
had sent this pendant as a token of our esteem. It is true that I failed
in my embassy to the kingdom of Amdo to return with the princess
betrothed to your son. But, instead of a lotus from the gardens of a
mansion, I have brought you a blue poppy of the vales. Instead of a
painted doll swathed in silks, I have found a compassionate heart
and boundless virtue”

Dolma slowly understood what was happening, and with
astonished eyes looked at the king, the old man and the young prince
by her side. The prince smiled back kindly; there was no spark of
mischief in his eyes, but they pooled deep with a constant light of
compassion. Dolma saw that she had been delivered into a new
family that welcomed her. She would respect and love her father as
long as she lived, but this would be her new home and family to
which she would forever be devoted.

She bowed with gratitude and prayed to the siddhas and
Avalokiteshwor to bless every sentient being in the universe.

Many years passed. Joro tried to forget his losses — a daughter who
would have made a good bargain as a bride for a merchant or a
prince, along with the jewels of his possession, his miraculous horses.
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Years of increasing poverty had forced him to part with the flying
horse. Joro had entrusted the money from the sale of the horse to
Dorje, a nephew, who then bought a large herd of horses and trained
them to be sold to warring kings in India. Palden and Dorje had
crossed the mountains to the south to sell the horses. But when they
returned, Palden had brought Dorje home bound in ropes. Refusing
to believe Dorje’s protests that he was innocent, Joro had his nephew’s
eyes put out with hot needles for stealing the money earned from the
sale of his herd. When Dorje shouted, rolling in the dust outside
Joros tent, that someone in the king’s caravan had stolen the money,
and that he was innocent, Joro had the blind man’s tongue cut out for
his lies.

Joro treated his other subjects no better, and Palden learned no
better from Joro than to bully and exploit. His subjects began pitching
their tents farther and farther away from the large tent of their king,
until, one winter night when Joro came out of his tent, desiring more
beer with which to warm himself, he could barely make the outline
of the nearest tent, pitched a hundred yards away, and with a blizzard
raging in between.

“Fetch me a bowl of beer;” he growled at Palden.

“Do it yourself;” the prince muttered as he turned around on his
pile of sheepskin and went back to sleep.

Joro kicked Palden. “I am your father! Is this how you show
obedience?”

Palden reluctantly got out of bed, grumbled under his breath as
he swaddled himselfin a coat of fur, braced against the cold and went
into the blizzard. When he returned an hour later, most of the beer
had spilled or frozen into slush. Joro glowered at Palden, but the
prince laughed derisively and said — “Are you the only one who feels
the cold?”

As Palden lay snoring drunkenly in his corner, Joro thought of his
tent, his grasslands and his kingdom. When merchants came from
the south or the west, they rarely stopped with him for the night
anymore. Instead, they quickly paid their respect in reluctant bows
and tribute in goods of inferior quality, and journeyed with their
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caravan to the edge of his kingdom. Although his subjects grazed
their sheep and yaks on the greenest and sweetest grass of his
kingdom, the cattle he received as tribute rarely had a shiny coat or
fat thighs. The tent was always dim, even in noon when the sun
glimmered fiercely outside. A pall lay over everything that he
touched.

Joro closed his eyes and tried to find the signposts along the path
of life that had brought him to a place where he found no love or
respect, but only barely concealed contempt and fear. He remembered
the manner in which he had treated his daughter, and realized that
she had run away because of his own conduct. He remembered the
insolence Palden showed him. Doesn’t the tree show what seed it
came from? Joro had never taught his son kindness and grace: he had
only taught him strength of arm and roughness of voice. Joro thought
of his wealth and influence: he had scared away his kinsmen by
forcibly taking from them without ever giving them anything in
return, so that when his people fell away from him, just as birds flee
a blazing tree, he had been left with nothing. The monks at the
monasteries built by his wife no longer invited him to the many
ceremonies to which people flocked from miles around because he
had once tried to strong-arm them into paying him a tithe instead of
offering them his share of wool and sheep. As he lay there in the
dark, Joro saw that every misfortune that smothered the peace of his
mind now had its origin in an act of unkindness or a hurtful remark.
For the first time in his life, in the autumn of the breaths left to his
name, tears of remorse wet Joros cheeks until he fell into a sweaty,
uneasy sleep.

“Father!” Palden awoke him the next day. Joro sat up with bitterness
clinging to his tongue, his breath foul even to himself. A merchant
stood by the entrance, cap in hand, confusedly studying the tent.
“Am I in the right home?” the merchant asked. “Am I before our
king?”
Joro waved him towards a low table by the stove gone cold in the
middle of the tent. The merchant took out a sack of hulled rice, a
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bundle of incense sticks, silver coins from the valley of Nepal, which
was now the currency at Lhasa, and a small lump of deer-musk. He
bowed deep and started walking backwards towards the mouth of
the tent.

“Wait,” Joro said. “Sit”

The merchant looked at the lackluster surroundings.

“Where do you come from, friend?” Joro asked as politely as he
could.

“From Leh, south of the Shang Shung,” the merchant replied. A
curious smile spread on Joro’s face. He walked to the merchant and
held him by the arm and sat him down.

“Son,” Joro said to Palden, “Go to Dorje’s and ask his wife to come
here. Without a woman’s graces in the house, hospitality is
incomplete”

Dorje’s wife arrived with dried jimbu grass, the rare pods of red chili,
flakes of sun-dried yak meat and anything else her neighbors could
afford to share to welcome their king’s guest. Palden watched the
sudden turn in his father’s behavior until, his belly filled with warm
food and beer, the merchant boasted of his kingdom’s splendors and
his king’s riches. After drinking some more, he raised his arms and
made swooshing sounds, as if flying, and then neighed and snorted
like a horse.

“It is a splendid horse, but it keeps trying to fly back to where it
came from,” the merchant said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Do you
know where my king bought it?”

Joro smiled broadly and slapped the merchant’s back and roared
with laughter. Palden also laughed.

“It is your horse!” the merchant pointed to Joro and giggled.

“My horse,” Joro laughed. “My flying horse!”

A scheme had suggested itself to Joro’s mind, and, for the first time in
his life, he was putting aside his pride in order to plot, scheme,
deceive and trick someone. One aspect of evil had shielded itself
from him while another aspect now befriended him and whispered
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into his ears. Was it really stealing if he could affect the theft without
once setting foot into the house of the owner of the goods? Was it
collusion if his partner in crime knew nothing of what he was doing,
and why?

The day came for the merchant to leave for his home. Joro bowed
before him and said, “Sir — have we not become the best of friends
over the past week?”

The merchant blushed at being addressed so intimately by a king,
albeit a poor king in a shabby tent. When Joro took his hand, the
merchant began nodding vigorously in agreement.

“Have you not made me happy, my friend, by sharing my
hospitality?” Joro asked again, and the merchant stuttered in
agreement, “Yes, my king, yes! The honor has been immense.”

“You will go home and brag to your wife about sharing a table
with us!” Palden joined in on the ribbing. The merchant beamed
brightly.

“I beg you this small favor, my friend,” Joro said as he took off a
boot and pulled out the insole. “Take this to your king’s stables and
burn it in a place where my beloved Gyadong Syabu lives now. When
I had to sell him to your king, a piece of my heart withered and died.
I am sure my horse grieves for me, too. If he smells the odor of the
insole of my boot he will remember the fond hours we spent together,
roaming through the grassland and climbing to the night sky. It will
bring him solace to know that I still remember him, and it will bring
me solace to know that he will embrace me once more, through the
joy in his heart, over these vast distances that separate us.”

The merchant was overcome with sorrow for Joro and the horse,
and immediately agreed to do as instructed. He took his leave and
headed homewards.

“A day will come when I will need your help, Palden,” Joro said to his
son. “You will do exactly as I ask you to, and our fortunes will turn
for the better”

And so the father and son waited for the day when the merchant
would reach Leh, steal into the king’s stables and burn Joro’s insole at
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a spot where Gyadong Syabu could smell it. The scent would be the
magical signal to put the horse into a frenzy; it would break all chains
and fly into the skies and race swiftly over meadows and valleys,
rivers and mountains to alight outside the tent. Joros wealth would
return after years of want and penury!

Joro would close his eyes through the long autumn afternoons
and imagine the path to Leh, just where the merchant would rest for
the night, or just when he would approach a village late in the
evening. Joro counted the days on his fingers, then with knots of
grass outside his tent, then with scratches into the tent-pole nearest
to his bed. He forgot the taste of food and the comfort of his bed
because the constant coveting of the mere possibility of wealth grew
too big inside him and made him restless. Until one evening, he
suddenly sat up in his bed and shouted.

“Palden!” he said, “prepare for Gyadong Syabu’s return!”

“From where?” Palden asked. “It has been many years since we
sold him. Why would he return to us now?”

“You don't know of the scheme I have effected, and you don’t
know of the magical bond I have with the horse. Just do exactly as I
say, and we shall have our wealth return to us.” Joro told Palden to
find a wide clearing with soft soil underfoot and burn a bright line of
torches to guide the horse safely to the ground. “Go now!” Joro
shouted, “And do exactly as I have said. When the horse approaches
the torches, it will neigh loudly. You must shout out his name at that
exact moment, so that he knows he is awaited. If you fail to do this,
all will be lost!”

There always comes a moment in a story, just as in the pages of our
lives, when events shape up in defiance of our expectations; these are
either moments of unexpected joy, or of undeserved violence and
grief. When they happen in our lives, such accidents make us wail in
grief and disbelief and ask the skies —“Why?” The mind searches for
reasons why something should have occurred in the manner it did;
then it fantasizes about all other possible alternatives. Then it seeks
to lay blame on anybody or anything at all, and, if nothing surfaces,
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it tries to make sense of the strange thing called coincidence. The
mind resists seeing it for what it truly is: the inevitable result of a past
action. It resists giving credence to the inevitable bond between a
moment and the next: an action and its consequence. The mind tries
to live in fantasies of how an event would have turned out if, at the
most crucial juncture, an event or intention or word or action had
been ever so slightly different; it desperately invents fantasies of
alternate futures. The mind bathes in the kaleidoscopic pictures of
fictional pasts and fictional futures, while stubbornly refusing to see
the plain, unadorned nature of everything that unfolds in the present.

What happened next wouldn’t have come to pass if Dolma had
obeyed her mother and escaped with Gyadong Syabu. It certainly
wouldn’t have happened if greed hadn’t entered Joro's heart, or if
Palden had obeyed his father. But, these three actions were already in
the tomb of the past, and in the womb of the future the consequences
were sliding towards the moment when they would become actions
in the world, the echo in the samsara of past deeds.

Palden found a wide, soft clearing, but he didn’t bother to light
the torches. A magical flying horse should have enough sense not to
fall to the ground. What is a torch to a fantastical beast that can fly
over fortresses of snow and rock, high in the southern skies? When
Gyadong Syabu approached the meadow near his former master’s
dwelling, he saw no beacon to guide him. Palden didn’t see the horse
rapidly approach him against the dark sky, and therefore didn’t call
out Gyadong Syabu by his name, which was itself the magic and
talisman, and thereby caused the horse to slam headfirst into the
ground, break the bones in his neck, and instantly die.

There is a story, repeated over the ages in many books, about two
birds sitting on the branches of a fruit tree. One bird feels hunger and
thirst; it feels also the sweetness of ripe fruits and the bitterness of the
unripe. So it pecks at the fruits, titters in delight when the flesh is
juicy and sweet, and screeches in dismay when it is raw and bitter.
The other bird doesn’t feel hunger or thirst; it feels no need for the
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sweet or bitter tastes of the fruit. It merely witnesses the first bird, for
it is the first bird, snared inextricably in the senses, and it is also the
second bird, aloof from the material world. It is aware of its separation
from the world of sensations and desires. The first bird doesn’t know
that it also exists as the second, on a different and higher branch of
the same fruit tree. And, so, the first bird thrashes about in briefest
agony or joy, never once looking up to watch the serenity and majesty
of the second.

When Joro was brought news of his horse’s death, Joro suddenly
understood what had happened: he had murdered Gyadong Syabu!
His greed had called the horse over the mountains. His conduct
towards Palden had made the young man disobedient and insolent,
lacking in industry but brimming with arrogance. There was no such
thing as a coincidence: no effect arises without a precedent cause.
Just as joy is a consequence of a past action, so is grief a consequence;
and all are ripples on the mirrored surface of the great lake of Time.

A bird flew out from Joro’s body and climbed to the top of his tent
and watched down, detached from this world of words and signs,
attachments and desires, the incessant deluge of consequence after
consequence that tumbled forth from all the nodes and moments in
the past, incessantly being devoured by a million different possible
futures. It watched itself, Joro, as the old king went blind in a flash of
comprehension, for the sudden confrontation with the light that
separates this world from its eternal and unblemished second self is
too terrible to behold.
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Godsland

In Humla, gods and goddesses walk among the folk in the guise of
men and women. They have multiple abodes, inhabiting villages far
and wide, and they keep the dharma in the world. They answer the
prayers of their worshippers, and they enforce the laws of dharma by
punishing transgressions. The land touched by the river Karnali is
strewn with evidence of their prowess: in cliffs and along river banks,
deep in alpine forest or in unattainable caves are the petrified remains
of demons and monsters slain by the gods. In the lives of the people
of Humla are echoes of old tales transmitted over the generations,
recounting the glory of ancestors who became gods, or gods who
granted protection or delivered retribution to ancestors. Their stories
are retold during the festivals all through the year: each deity’s dangri,
who is the interlocutor between the heavenly world of the deities and
the mortal realms of the people, recounts in painstaking detail the
journey his deity must make from the holy mountain of Kailas,
passing the holy lake Manasarovar, and entering the body of the
deity’s own dhami, so that they may listen directly to the petitions
made by the sick and the unfortunate, or accept the grateful offerings
of petitioners who have received grace and benevolence from them.

Jumla, an empire to the south of Humla, was once called
Vishnubhumi, or the land of Vishnu, signified in the person of the
king who ruled there. In Jumla, the laws of the king were kept. But in
Humla the laws of the gods, or dharma, were kept by the dhamis and
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dangris, speaking directly to the gods and to the people. This is the
story — or, rather, the manifold stories — of how the gods came to
walk the earth in Humla, giving their patronage to the land and
people there, and thereby giving it the name Devbhumi, the land of
gods. If the stories seem a babble of voices, a polyphony of narratives,
it is because there are many gods speaking simultaneously through a
host of dhamis spread from Kholsi in Humla, where the Khas have
their farthest-upstream settlement, to villages in Achham, far
downstream. Each dhami or dangri will expand the story of his deity
and embellish it with details about their lord’s latest outburst of anger
or most clement act of mercy.

Each sacred shrine or grove, or stream or meadow or pass or
recess in the forest, has a story, enmeshed with the lives of the
villagers in nearby settlements, of gods and demons, or of ordinary
men and women who were suddenly confronted by divine or hellish
beings from other worlds. It is only possible to imagine a complete
canon of these individual stories; it is not possible to collect every
story of every god’s exploits in this vast, difficult land. These are not
static stories belonging to a specific place and time alone, but are
stories that are ever-mutating, growing with every new act of divine
miracle or human error. But it is possible to discern the outlines of
the astonishing web of stories that bind the world of the twelve
brother gods and cast their awesome shadow over the Karnali and
Mahakali region in Nepal and India. Here is such a story, significant
for the fact that it recounts the arrival and settlement of the gods, but
insignificant in the fact that it is but a mere fragment of the great
repository of images, songs and rituals preserved in the magical
nexus between a divine being, their shamanic medium the dhami,
and the dangri interlocutor between the realm of the gods and our
own world.

In Indralok, where ruled Indra, king of the gods, his younger
brothers who are the twelve gods of Humla heard that a heap of cow-
dung had taken the form of a mountain and that a half-liter measure
of water had become a lake in the plains to the north of the Himalaya.
The gods said to each other, “It is a sacred sign. The mountain is
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Kailas, and the lake is Mankhanda, and there is merit to be earned by
bathing in the sacred lake and circumambulating the mountain.”
They approached Indra and begged his permission to make a
pilgrimage to the newly emerged abode of the holy and the sacred.

“Yes, brothers,” Indra said to the twelve brothers. “Go to the land
to where Kailas transfixes all realms, and around which the cosmos
revolves. And make haste: once the mortals learn that the briefest
glimpse of Kailas or the touch of the waters flowing from the lake of
Mankhanda liberates the soul from the eternal cycle of rebirths, they
will flock thither, wishing to shed their mortal selves on the arduous
pilgrimage. Before their presence befouls the sacred, go and pay your
respects.”

The gods journeyed to the land to the north of the Himalayas. The
twelve brothers, Rampal, Haripal, Ghantapal, Banpal, Madhumpal,
Shankhapal, Kalshilta, Gura, Betal, Shuklahansa, and the two
Mashtos, Daarhe and Dudhe - the former fond of the blood of
sacrificial victims, and the latter placated by milk alone - bathed in
the blue Mankhanda lake and praised the Creator; and they
circumambulated Mount Kailas, where lived Shiva, the primal yogi
who, out of incomprehensible compassion takes on the terrible duty
of destroying Creation, so that Brahma, his equal and other self, may
renew it through the awesome agency of imagination.

There, in the brilliant and blameless light remaining from the first
flash of Creation, the gods lost all sense of time and spent twelve
varshas and eighteen yugas, entire cycles of creation, sustenance and
destruction for their mortal subjects, but a mere blink of the eyes for
the three self-created lords, Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, who together
weave the snares of illusion and also offer paths of salvation. Yet, the
twelve brothers were mere gods, not self-created but begotten, and,
in time, they felt the need to travel back to Indralok, from where they
could watch over the world of the mortals, and through the mortals
play out their games of amusement.

“We have not received any offerings for twelve varshas and
eighteen yugas,” said Rampal, the eldest. “Without the libations and
sacrifices in our names, we grow weak and wither with hunger and
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thirst. We must return to Indralok and seek sustenance before the
fiery tapas of our inner selves dims.”

Rampal’s words brought to the wandering brothers sudden
weakness of the body, and, as if they were mere mortals, they felt
thirst and hunger, and fatigue of the limbs. As they returned
homewards, a demon of vast dimensions barred their way.

The demon of Dangechin was no ordinary demon: he was the
king of the race of demons that inhabited the rocky and sparse land
between the abodes of snow and the sacred mountain and lake
further to the north. He called the twelve gods trespassers over his
land, and challenged them to a battle, refusing to let them pass
without inflicting punishment.

“I have held dominion over this land since the dawn of Creation:
these grasslands are mine; the birds of the air and the beasts on the
ground are mine. To me is owed the blood of all sacrifices, the smoke
of all incense, the water offered to placate my wrath. When devas like
you walk these grounds, the mortals from across the Himalaya will
follow, and they will worship you, instead of offering me the still-
beating heart of the ram, or milk, or grain and salt. I must destroy
this path that you have walked from your realm into mine, and I
must destroy you.”

The twelve gods faced up to the battle and tore the demon of
Dangechin asunder, painting the hills with his blood, crushing his
body into the ground. Even today, as a pilgrim marks her journey
from Hilsa to Purang, she may see the petrified remains of the
demon, the red heart and the plucked kidney strewn across the land,
the head thrown miles away from the torso.

Or so goes one version of the story. But the dhamis of the powerful
deity Lauhasur, begotten not in the dawn of Time, but to an unholy
union between a chaste goddess and lustful demon, tell a different
story that gives their god primacy in the events that led to the victory
of the gods. Thus goes their version:

The battle between the twelve gods and the legion of demons
raged for another twelve varshas and eighteen yugas, a length of time
too vast even for the gods. The demon captured the brothers, one by
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one, bound them in chains of iron and packed them in a cage, and
buried them in a cave deep under the red dirt and snow of Tibet.

There, the gods remembered a nephew, a half-caste born to a
union between an asura and Bhawani, their sister and manifestation
of Shakti, the energy that sets existence in motion. This nephew
possessed supernatural strength and intelligence superior to that of
his reluctant uncles.

“Nephew;” the gods now called from their prison. “None but you
can be our liberator!”

But the nephew had endured insult and disdain from his uncles.
Let alone accept him as an equal in strength, the gods had always
reminded him of his lowly origin, treating him as a pariah.

“What is in it for me?” the nephew asked. “What share of your
glory will you offer in exchange?”

Although some of the gods still retained their arrogance and
scoffed at this just but proud question, others saw the good sense in
offering their nephew a place by their side for all time to come. After
all, he was their nephew, begotten to their sister, and therefore filled
with the light of the divine.

“Liberate us, our nephew, and you shall live among the mortals as
our equal, asking and accepting from them your share of offerings.
They shall build you shrines and bring you the best of their harvest,
wool from the flock and grain from the land, milk from the cattle
and the blood of sacrifice”

Pleased with this offer, the nephew traveled to the depths where
his uncles were imprisoned, and, with his sharp teeth, he chewed
through the iron chains that bound the gods, and tore away the iron
cage, and freed his uncles. The gods emerged from the earth, from
the snow under which they were buried, and challenged the demon
of Dangechin to another contest, from which they emerged
victorious. And they painted the land between Hilsa and Purang
with his blood, strew his organs over the barren land, and forever
after secured the path through the Himalayas to the sacred sites of
the Kailas and the Mankhanda.
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Liberated into the light of the day, Rampal, the eldest among the
twelve gods, called his nephew to his side and said, “Forever hence,
you shall have renown as Lauhasur, for you have liberated us from a
prison of lauha, the element that is iron”

Or so say the dhamis of the god Lauhasur. But there is yet another
version, told by the dhamis of the goddess Bhawani, once again
giving primacy to their own deity in the events that led to the victory
of the gods. Their version goes thus:

After a battle that raged for twelve varshas and eighteen yugas, the
gods felt their virility and prowess diminish even as the demon grew
ever more powerful, as if every blow they dealt him was absorbed
into his limbs as strength. Although the twelve gods tussled with the
demon of Dangechin, each god wrestling a separate form of the
demon who was a master of illusion and could generate a multitude
of selves, no god managed to get an upper hand over the demon. As
they grew weaker and the demon grew stronger, the gods cried in
despair.

This was not an outward cry, but the inward cry of terror and
helplessness. In this brief moment when they each experienced
perfect humility, their despair also became a prayer. When their
masculine exertions bore no fruit, their pleas turned to the feminine
inherent in all aspects of existence, and, from the evocative power of
their imaginations, they called forth into their presence Shakti, in the
form of Bhawani, their sister. She took corporeal form to answer the
despairing cries of the gods. Bhawani is the very essence of
compassion, and she is also the utter wrath that animates all aspects
of existence. She is the warm breath of life and she is the cold ether
that rises from death. She is both the illusion and the absence of it.

Bhawani saw the terrible battle between the gods and the demon
of Dangechin - and the legions generated in his image - and jumped
into the melee.

Bhawani engaged the demons and, like an enraged elephant
rushing through a field of sugarcane, trampled underfoot the minions
of the demon king, and reached the demon himself. With a swift
stroke of her curved and bloodthirsty blade she cut him down. But,
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from every drop of blood that spurted from the headless demon and
touched the ground sprang another form, as ferocious as the demon
himself, and as powerful in every respect. Although Bhawani
stormed through the battlefield with electric speed, and although she
cut down every head of every form of the demon of Dangechin, from
the fresh fountains of blood sprang fresh legions of demons.

The goddess of terrible beauty realized that the demon of
Dangechin, who fought not only to defeat the gods but to defend his
domain from invaders who had crossed the Himalayas to sup on the
bliss that filled his land, was undefeatable. She decided upon guile.

When dusk fell, Bhawani assumed her form of irresistible beauty
as Devi, a maiden untouched by fire or by water, radiant and without
material or immaterial blemish. As Devi, she walked through the
battleground, and yet she was untouched by grime or gore, and all of
Creation paused to watch her walk. The battling hordes held their
breath; when she walked to the shores of the Mankhanda lake and sat
down, even her reflection in the lake’s water became still and watched
her, enamored.

“We cannot attack a maiden of such beauty,” the demons heard
themselves say even without their will. “She should become the
queen to our king, who, although he is possessed of unparalleled
virility and strength, has never found a consort of his match.”

They rushed back to their king, who separated a form of himself
from the dozen images that engaged the twelve gods and asked,
“What news?”

“A maiden, our king, more beautiful and possessed of grace than
imagination or reason can account for. She sits by the lake and with
her presence enchants even the ripples on the water. It is our humble
prayer unto you, our king, that you accept this maiden as your
consort, for there isn't another maiden in all of Creation worthy of
your valor and virility. Every king needs a queen, after all”

Even in the heat of the battle the demon king was persuaded to
marry the maiden. “Carry to her my message,” he shouted before
leaping into the air with his mace and blade, “Tell the maiden that
she shall sit by my side and rule over all three realms.”
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Devi’s enchantment grew thicker, and her gossamer charm wove
itself thick in the minds of the demons; the king’s emissaries even
believed that it was their idea to find a queen for their king, and not
an enticement lit in their minds by Devi. They arrived before the
goddess, pleased with themselves, and put their helms by her feet
and said, “Maiden! Our king possesses all the powers befitting a king,
and he has in his thrall all men, beasts and gods of this land. But he
has no queen to grace his court. And there is none that compares to
you in beauty and grace. Come with us, maiden, and make our king
happy”

“You say you want me for your queen, and yet you address me
with such rudeness,” the maiden said. The demon emissaries were
taken aback, and felt bashfulness color their countenance. “Return to
your king, and tell him this - I do not take entreaties from emissaries.
If the king desires me, let him come to me and ask for my hand”

The demon king’s emissaries rushed back to their king and relayed
the message, overjoyed at the opportunity to report the rebukes of
the goddess. Even as he traded blows with a god, the demon of
Dangechin laughed, his ego tickled by the response of the maiden,
and roared, “Let the sun go down, and let me beat into the dust this
southern invader who calls himself a god, and I shall entreat the
maiden in person.”

Later that night, after the retreat was sounded on both sides for
the night, the demon king haughtily approached the divinely
beautiful Devi, and she promptly devoured him whole.

After their king was thus tricked and killed, the demon hordes
attacked Devi with renewed fury. Devi returned to her wrathful form
as Bhawani and continued the slaughter of the resident demons of
Dangechin. Yet they refused to die, each multiplying into a host with
every decapitation. Another twelve varsha and eighteen yugas of
hard-fought battle passed before Bhawani paused for a moment and
felt the sheen of sweat on her brows. She wiped the sweat from her
face and threw it to the ground.

Immediately as the sweat of the goddess hit the ground, it
transformed into a swarm of flies that multiplied to cover the dirt of
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the battlefield. Now, whenever Bhawani decapitated a demon, the
flies drank up the blood before a single drop of it could hit the ground
and take the form of a demon. Thus, the gods were granted victory
by Shakti, in the forms of Bhawani and Devi, at turns using strength
and seduction.

After the battle of Dangechin, the gods returned to their home in
Indralok. But they had lived for many an epoch as prisoners and in
battle, and their hunger and thirst were great. The twelve brothers
appeared before Indra, covered in grime and gaunt with hunger, and,
in a babble of desperate voices, said, “Brother - look at us! We have
been away for many varshas and many more yugas, wandering and
warring. We slept naked in the snow, and we went without
nourishment: What have we to eat? What have we to drink? What
have we to clothe ourselves in? What is to become of us?”

“You are right,” Indra replied. “You have warred without eating or
drinking, and you have received no gifts. You have suffered greatly.
Return to the land of the humans, my brothers, and there be the
keepers of my dharma: Let no man profit from wealth earned through
dishonesty. Let Death claim nobody before their appointed hour of
demise. Let there be no miscegenation; keep strictly the rules
regarding the defilement brought by menstrual blood and
untouchable castes. Punish adultery, punish falsehood, punish
disrespect to the elders and gods. Go to Humla, and claim it as
Devbhumi, Gods’ land, and there, play the horns and the drums and
dance in joy. There inflict suffering upon the people, so that they may
invoke you to talk to them and walk among them through human
vessels, and from them take your fill of the blood of the sacrificial
victim, and grain of every harvest”

The twelve brothers agreed to this arrangement and descended
once more from Indralok to Hilsa, at the edge of the plateau where
they had battled the demon king and his horde, and been handed
victory. There they danced on a meadow and brought forth nine
springs of the water of Manasarovar, and there they washed thmselves
clean of the grime of battle and suffering.
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Somem say they bathed on their way to Indralok, right after the
battle in which they killed the demon of Dangechin, or perhaps right
after their nephew sprang them from the cage of iron and cut them
out of fetters of irons and helped them kill the demon, or perhaps
after Bhawani had created the swarm of flies to assist her in liberating
her brothers from the frozen pit into which they had been thrown.
However, at the nine springs of Naumule the gods did wash
themselves and dance.

Their hunger wasn’t yet sated, so the gods looked at the world
around them and saw a Jaad merchant with more wealth than suits a
mortal, from the land around what is now the town of Purang in the
Ngari prefecture of Tibet, and what the Khas of the Karnali basin call
Taklakot. His house was splendor itself, and his possessions rivaled
that of Kuver, the store-keeper for the gods. In his flock was a four-
horned ram with a white face, a magnificent beast that would satisfy
the gods. But, when the gods approached him for the ram, the
merchant refused them.

Gura, the youngest of the twelve brothers, inflicted the Jaad
merchant all over the body: he broke bones, he festered boils, brought
aches to the teeth and to the belly, he smothered the merchant with
fever, hoping that he would offer up the ram. But the Jaad was a
learned man who knew the herbs of his land, and healed himself
without the gods. He made balms and salves, potions and incense,
and drove out every ache or disease that the gods threw at him. Then,
Gura, entered the merchant’s eyeball and caused blinding pain.

The Jaad was finally at a loss for a remedy, for the eye couldn’t be
lanced to ease the pain. No balm could be applied to the eye, and no
potion or incense could heal it and it couldn’t be set like a broken
bone. Admitting defeat, the merchant offered the four-horned and
white-faced ram to the gods. Gura accepted the offering and healed
the eye.

The four-horned ram was wrestled to the ground and its stomach
was cut open, its still-beating heart was pulled out from its chest and
Gura drank its blood, and it delighted him. He feasted upon the ram
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and went to the springs to wash himself after this eminently satisfying
but profane act of feeding.

When Gura arrived at Naumule after feasting upon the four-
horned ram, his brothers demanded, “Where is our share?” Gura
laughed at them. His brothers were displeased, and set about dividing
the realm of the mortals among themselves: one would bring children
to the childless and accept blood sacrifices and offerings; another
would maintain the cycle of seasons and permit sowing and
harvesting and accept sacrifices and the first ears and fruits of
harvest. Yet another would protect the traveler from malevolent
spirits, and another would punish adultery, and so on. They left Gura
with no function in the world of the mortals, exposing him to the
possibility of spending eternity without food or shelter, for why
would a mortal pray to a god without a function, without the ability
to inflict misfortune or to correct them?

“This is injustice, my brothers,” Gura protested. But his elders
scoffed at him and dismissed him, for they had each secured a role in
the mortal world, where they would dance and play music and
increase their tapas through accumulation of praise, for the good
they did and the terror they promised. Gura seethed inwardly and
waited for the opportune moment when he would avenge himself.

The gods went to the springs to bathe, and thereafter to dance in
the meadows and celebrate their status in the world of mortals, when
they saw Gura bounding away.

The eleven brothers frantically looked around and discovered
that Gura had stolen the four Vedas from them. No mortal would
respect a god who didn’t have the knowledge of the Vedas, but Gura
now sought to deprive them of their most important source of
credibility.

“Come back this instance,” Rampal roared and chased after Gura.

But, like a sulking child, Gura bounded from rock to rock, up and
away from the meadow, and answered, “You have wronged me,
brothers, and you know it. You have left me nothing with which to
terrorize the mortals or bring them prosperity. I have known hunger
for many varshas and many more yugas, and I have no intention of
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living as miserably again. The Vedas are mine to keep, and for you to
covet”

Although the other gods tried to capture and chastise Gura, he
leapt into the Karnali with the four Vedas in his possession. Rampal
caught hold of Gura’s long top-knot.

“I will cut off your lari, proof of your divine status, if you don’t
return the Vedas to us,” he threatened Gura.

With a bitter smirk on his face, rather than return to his wrathful
brothers, Gura cut off his own lari, and let the Karnali sweep him
downstream. Ever since, the dhamis of Gura do not grow a lari,
whereas all other dhamis must bind theirs - first in gold when they
are initiated, and in silver each year thereafter, until the moment of
their death, when the lari is taken back to where the gods first bathed
in the mortal world: the shores of the Manasarovar.

This was done in a flash of rage and resentment, but over the ages,
the gods forgave Gura, and Gura relented, so that all dhamis could
have knowledge of the Vedas, for the holy books contain the language
in which the gods communicate with the mortals who bow to them
and seek their patronage.

Of course, the land was already populated with the Jaad, but they had
a separate pantheon: they invoked and worshipped other gods of the
land, and didn’t offer sacrifices to the twelve gods who had descended
from Indralok, battled demons and bathed at Naumule, and followed
the waters of the Karnali as it flowed downstream. Those who kept
faith in the twelve gods migrated upstream, from the empire of
Jumla, and brought with them rice, the four varnas of men as defined
by Manu, and all the laws of dharma.

So began a time of prosperity for the gods: their shrines multiplied
as they kept the dharma in Humla. The gods rewarded good conduct
and punished infractions. As more men brought their families to
Humla, they brought along more gods. Along with Lauhasur came
other nephews of the gods: Lhango, Sarki and Betal, brought in secret
by their faithful from their original shrines in the faraway kingdoms
of Bajhang or Achham. Sometimes the gods lived in harmony and
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shared a mandu shrine between them. Sometimes they instituted
and maintained rivalries that feuded over many mortal generations.

A supplicant might speak to the dangri of her misfortune: an ache
where the gallbladder is, perhaps, or her adolescent daughter’s
sudden giggles and whimpers, or of the barb that stuck in the softest
of her hearts when her neighbor and cousin called her a barren waste
of a womb. The dangri would then speke to the god, residing
temporally in the dhami, in the sacred and secret tongue.

The dhami would recall the lineage of the particular god: which of
the twelve brothers, or which nephew of the gods, or which form of
Bhawani? Or, perhaps one of the many land and forest and water
spirits of the valley? These were matters of common knowledge,
necessary to test whether a man was indeed the possessed vessel and
voice of a god, or if he was mimicking a performance. Only the
perfect recall of the path the god needed to take all the way from
Kailas would be sufficient proof that the dhami was genuinely
possessed by a god.

Once, a supplicant said, “My husband’s lawful and first wife uses
her black tongue against me, slanders me for a thief and a witch,
drives away my family and wishes me rejection.”

“What do you wish for her?”

“Nothing now, not in this life, O god - I shall take the barbs and
insults; I am a destitute in this life, and I seek no comfort for myself.
But, let her suffer eternally a thousand-fold the suffering that she
wishes me now. Take from her the sons who already have sons; take
from her grandsons their breath also. She has enjoyed watching sons
beget sons: let her watch from the afterlife how her line ends, how
her name is erased from the register of Time. Let her writhe in
hunger and thirst, for she will be without a man to carry forth her
name and to offer her sustenance in the afterlife through ancestor-
worship. Then, as she watches her name disappear, give to my sons
and their sons the wealth that she enjoys now.”

“And, what shall I have?”

“The blood of an unblemished goat-kid, black from unformed
horn to tender hooves, every year at the full moon of the month of
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Shrawan, for seven generations to come, O god, if you deliver me my
revenge! I will make your name the secret prayer of all of my sons,
and their sons in turn, so that they remember where their fortunes
came from.”

And so the god would bide his time over generations and effect
his game. But, this is a game that everybody plays: all the gods, all
men, and all women. Sometimes a god, lusting for the blood of
sacrifice as promised by a supplicant — and, as promised to him by
Indra - would sometimes find himself pitted against a fellow god as
the mortals made offers and counter-offers to placate, incite and
goad them on to battle on their behalf.

The woman who wanted the decimation of her rival wife’s line
had gone to Kalshilta, a powerful god with powerful dhamis scattered
around Humla. Kalshilta had taken the lives of the two young sons of
the lawful wife, rendering her aput, sonless, and consigning her to an
eternity of hunger and thirst. Her wealth had passed to the surviving
sons of her late husband: sons born to the second and unlawful wife
who had made promises to Kalshilta. But, after a generation or two,
the men who had benefited so greatly from Kalshilta’s intervention
had forgotten the secret prayer of their ancestor’s promise, and
driven by lack of land and the friction that comes from too many
generations living cheek-by-jowl in a crowded village, they had
spread far and wide. Nothing is more loathsome to the gods than the
scattering of their mortals: for, this is how dharma is weakened, how
rites are abandoned and forgotten, how the praise decreases and the
hunger and thirst of the gods increases. Over seven generations, the
descendants of the supplicant had forgotten their promise of the
sacrificial blood of an unblemished goat-kid, black from unformed
horns to tender hooves.

In the seventh generation, in our very time, with the story of their
ancestors long forgotten to the opaqueness of time in a place where
the seasons of growth are short and full of labor, and where the snows
of winter linger on for far too long and the mind is numbed by
hunger and cold, a man desired to move away from his clan. He had
earned enough wealth to build a house somewhere far away. His



SHARED SACRED LANDSCAPES

daughter, young and educated, yearned to move away from the
village and perhaps even take up employment.

This angered the god. So, to punish the folk who had forgotten
him, Kalshilta started pelting the young woman with stones as she
walked alone in the forest. She would frantically look around, but
would see no one, hear no rustle in the woods. Meanwhile, her
father’s trade suffered losses, pushing the family to the brink of
bankruptcy. Women fell ill with aches that couldn’t be treated with
pills or balms. The family deity immediately knew that the family
had offended Kalshilta. The elder of the family went to the dhami for
Kalshilta in utter submission and supplication, offering his services
to the god for as long as he lived, and offering the promised sacrifice
of the black goat kid for as long as his progeny lived in their rightful
place in the village of Dadafaya, on a ledge above the river Karnali.
Appeased, the god Kalshilta halted the torture being inflicted upon
the young woman who, against the laws of the gods, wanted to enter
the world of men and migrate away from the land of her gods, and he
blessed the family with favors again, taking away the aches and pains
of the women and multiplying the men’s profit in trade.

Thus, the gods lived among the folk, sometimes afflicting men
and women with misfortune and diseases, so that they would offer
the fattest ram or an unblemished goat kid in sacrifice. Sometimes
they accepted the sacrifices given and rewarded their supplicants.
They didn’t let wealth from injustice prosper; didn’t let death come
before its time; brought falsehood to kneel before the truth. They
increased the harvest, grew the flocks, and gave sons to the sonless.
Each year, they gathered in villages across Humla to wear splendid
dresses and dance to the music of drums and horns and pipes, to
bathe ritually and drink the blood of the victims of sacrifices, and to
perform miracilous feats before their worshippers.

The dhamis, containing their long top-knots in turbans of purest
white, and in their ears wearing large hoops of gold beaded with
coral and turquoise, would sing and dance together to represent the
gods who filled them just as water fills empty vessels. Then they
would perform miracles as proof of their divinity: they would crush
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a handful of highland wheat into flour; a stone they could crush with
their bare hands into dust; a handful of sesame became oil. The ring
of an iron tripod stove was heated red hot and the dhamis pressed it
to their tongues, lapping the hot iron without fear, and wearing the
ring around their neck without burning themselves. With each
astonishing feat, and with the recollection of the superhuman deeds
of the gods over all of Creations age, the folk of Humla witnessed
directly the presence of the gods in their midst.

Eventually, stories of the miracles being performed in Humla by
the dhamis, aided by the dangris, reached Jumla, where Vishnu ruled
and kept the dharma as the mortal king. But what offended the king
the most was the news that the dhamis also claimed to be the
enforcers of the laws of dharma, preserving the rules of conduct for
each caste according to the scriptures, showing men and women
their place in the hierarchy of society, and passing judgment on the
conduct of the folk in relation to everybody else. The half-liter
measure of rice that the dhamis and dangris accepted in exchange of
opening channels of communication between the realms of men and
gods also angered the king: nobody but the king was owed taxes and
offerings.

The king of Jumla sent his soldiers to round up the dhamis of
Humla and bring them before him. Or, as the dhamis of Humla say,
the gods, in the person of their individual dhamis, were brought
before Vishnu, in the person of the king of Jumla.

“Who are you to dwell among the people of my kingdom and take
offerings from them?” the king thundered at the dhamis.

“We were given leave by Indra to dwell among the people and to
bless or afflict them as we saw fit to accept or demand our share of
their harvests and flocks,” said the dhamis. Then one of them took a
fistful of barley and crushed it into a black powder to demonstrate
the divine power with which dhamis were appointed by their gods.

The king made a fistful of barley into black powder, for he, too,
possessed the power to perform this miracle.

The dhami made a fistful of barley into red powder, and the king
did the same. Next, the dhami took a fistful of sesame seeds and
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crushed it until oil flowed from his fist. The king also pressed oil
from sesame with his bare fist. The dhami grabbed a stone and made
it into dust, and the king repeated the feat. Proving himself the equal
of the gods, the king said, “You may not invoke gods in my kingdom
and accept offerings.”

The dhami then heated oil in a copper cauldron. Once the oil
came to a boil, the dhami drank it. But the king couldn’t drink boiling
oil, and finally accepted that the dhamis had a place in his kingdom.

“I am Vishnu, the self-generated elder, and you are the begotten
gods, my younger. You shall keep my laws in Humla. You shall reward
virtue and punish crimes according to my laws. You won’t allow
anyone to commit adultery or theft, or to deceive anybody. You may
afflict the people and demand your share of offering,” said Vishnu
through the king.

“You are the elder, and we are the younger,” said the gods through
the dhamis. “We shall reward and punish according to the ancient
laws. We shall keep your laws of dharma; we shall bathe in
Manasarovar and pay our respects to Kailas by walking around the
sacred mountain. We shall never accept any offering that is not our
share. As Jumla shall be Vishnubhumi, land of the king, Humla shall
be Devbhumi, land of the gods.”

Eons after the battle with the demon of Dangechin, or, as in other
versions of the story, the battle with the demon-king of Dangechin
and a host of his minions, or, as in yet another version of the story,
the battle with the demon-king of Dangechin and a host of demons
made from his blood and in his image, the twelve gods who had set
out to venerate Kailas by ritually perceiving the mountain through
the act of darshan and to purify themselves by bathing in the lake
Manasarovar continue to live and dance among the people. They
breathe and move in the very earth and air of Humla.

These days, however, their number is shrinking. The people have
forgotten ancient strictures against commingling with the Jaads or
with people of other and lower castes. Sins offend the gods, as they
are offended by the consumption of chicken, and even more by
women who now spend nights in the family home during the days of
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the month when they are with the curse, and so they refuse to fill the
vessel of new dhamis when old dhamis die and their topknots are cut
off to be offered to Kailas and Manasarovar. Folks of the lowest rung
of Khas society — those generated from the feet of Brahma - offend
the gods by acquiring knowledge of the alphabets and coming into
the presence of Saraswoti, who resides on the tongue of Brahma
himself. The gods are offended that their worshippers come to them
in a moment of panic and ask for advice, but they don’t follow the
gods’ instructions, and instead, travel to Simikot, Nepalgunj,
Kathmandu, Delhi, in search of other healers wearing white robes
and stethoscopes. Dharma, the eternal way, is being corrupted, and
there isn't enough awe or praise for the gods, without which their
tapas, the self-generated heat that comes from being in concordance
with Rit, the correct cosmic order, begins to deplete.

Perhaps a silence will come over Humla soon, one made of the
absence of the divine echo in the actions and thoughts of the mortal
men and women, and perhaps the multilayered unity of the elements
and human actions will decay. Perhaps the men and women of
Humla will break the rules that keep their societies intact, and the
gods will feel fatigue and thirst, hunger and homelessness. Or,
perhaps they will continue to sing and dance as long as breath is
given to their stories.
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The Miller’s Song

We do not know how long ago the events described here occurred -
or where in the weft of events past or yet to come these people lived
and died - but, in the village of Yari, deep in the shadows of the
Himalayas, in a valley of plenty and gurgling with the restive Karnali,
lived a merchant with an insatiable desire. It wasn’t merely greed or
ambition, for he was a learned man, a man of the world who believed
in hardwork and who had met and studied a thousand other men
just like him. His desire was built on caution and thoughtfulness: as
a child he had seen deprivation, and as a merchant he had profited
from the hardships and the excesses of others. But, as much as he
knew how to gain and gather wealth, the miracle through which it
could be retained for all ages to come had eluded him.

Every morning, well before his sons or their wives awoke, the
merchant chased away sleep and wiped clean his mind muddled with
dreams. He cleaned the shrine for the ancestors kept in a corner of
the wide, flat roof of his splendid house. He offered water and incense
to the aged brass statue of the Buddha in the shrine, and remembered
the gods of his home, of the village and the valley, and then
remembered all the shrines, peaks and passes, rivers and lakes,
meadows and forests where he had prayed for safe passage. In the
few moments of rest before the day awoke like a beast in a hurry, he
allowed the mind’s eye to wander, and allowed himself the proud but
quiet joy of watching himself on his roof, in the home he had built to
tower above all the houses in the village, a house that was slightly
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bigger than the village monastery. There were forty rooms under his
roof, each built during the spring thaw of the forty years since he had
started his life as a trader.

The merchant hadn't started rich; he had grown up in a two-room
hut, fatherless, in the bosom of a mother who shied from accepting
charity and chose instead to labor for each rope of garment and each
morsel of food. When his brother, older by two years and a lifetime
of hardship already, had failed to return after a summer of herding
cattle in the highpastures, he told his mother that he wanted to
become a trader instead of working his kinsmen’s fields in exchange
for just enough grains to see them through the long winter.

His mother had taken his face in her hands, gazed into his eyes,
and quietly walked out of the house. She returned in the evening
with a bundle of lamb’s wool. “Urgyen, you’ll repay them, each of
them, before you gather your own wealth,” she said and recited to
him a list of names and measures: women in the village who had put
them in debt by sparing a handful of wool each. Even now, in his ripe
old age, standing on the roof of the house where he had gathered
more wealth than all the wealth of the richest men in every village
within three days in every direction, he could recite the list of names,
recall the face of every aunt or elder who had gently pushed him
towards his fate.

Through that first winter, when the snow lay thick over the valley,
the young merchant spun and wove and carded and felted the wool.
His mother sat by the fire and prayed. When the thaw came and the
first of the green shoots of wheat peeked out from the wet and dark
soil, when traders who had wintered in the southern plains returned
with bales of printed cloth and sacks of grain, pots of oil and boxes of
ivory and coral, and news of beasts made of iron and smoke, the
young merchant was ready with two blankets of coarse black wool to
trade and a felted shawl under which to pass the nights.

His kinsmen who had crossed the high passes into the blue skies
of Tibet and the frothy rivers to the dark jungles of India, who spoke
sometimes among themselves in tongues he knew to be foreign
smiled at him with compassion and took care never to speak to him
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harshly, even when they scolded or pelted their own sons with the
dry droppings of goats and yaks for laughing too much or letting a
goat wander off the trail. And the young trader repaid them with his
only possessions: service, loyalty, obedience and deference. He took
special care to know which cattle belonged to which merchant, and,
without eavesdropping or being intrusive, he made it a point to
remember the particulars of each kinsman’s transactions with traders
along the long route over and around the mountains. He learned to
look at the facts of trade like a handful of grains to be sifted, the chaff
to be separated from what could become seeds to be sown in the
coming year.

After the spring spent trading in the endless grasslands and salt-
swamps of Tibet, the pair of blankets became twenty sacks of salt. He
accompanied his kinsmen back to Yari for a spurt of hurried farm-
work before continuing south, through the gorges cut by the Karnali
and past villages of Khas people, who saw his age and assumed
innocence and tried to seduce him into parting with his sacks of salt
for cheap. But he persisted; he watched how friendships were made,
how belligerently or politely bargains were struck, how quickly some
kinsmen converted profit into goods or how they sewed coins into
the linings of their coats. He didn’t sell his salt, but he readily opened
a sack to hand out a large fistful to poor women with sons of his own
age. He smiled politely and pretended not to understand the gestures
made by Khas men with thick arms and soft bellies, but he spent the
evenings sharing his tsampa with, and accepting salted gruel from,
boys who wore hunger around their eyes and soil under their nails.

“Sell your salt,” kinsmen only a few years his elder would tell him.
“Sell it, buy the grains you need and return to your mother. She must
be worried sick”

But he persisted, without seeming stubborn, without causing
offence to those who were clearly more fortunate, and therefore may
have taken offence at his ambition. He didn't offer excuses, and he
didn’t let it appear that he sought greater profit.

He had seen how a day’s walk northwards into the windswept
plains of Tibet or southwards into the humid stench of the hot valleys
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of Salyan increased the value of his goods. In Yari, a measure of salt
could be bartered for three measures of grain brought by Khas
traders from Jumla. But a measure of grain would become three
measures of salt when transported to the salt swamps of Tibet, where
all day long the women and children carried buckets of brine to their
raised terraces where the sun separated the salt from the water. The
trader’s life was full of hardship between the two ends of such
journeys, but the reward was of the ever-increasing sort. Even as a
young boy, the merchant could count in his mind the vast possibilities
of wealth that he could command. Accordingly, he acted with
caution, holding back his merchandise until the very moment when
the potential for gain was the greatest.

Gradually, his kinsmen retraced their steps homewards, loaded
with dried apricots and obdurate highland wheat and mustard oil.
But the merchant was determined to see the end of the road, to
encounter the iron beasts that carried more goods in a day than all
the yak caravans of the world combined, to befriend the dark men of
the forested plains, for there the greed for gold and musk, the perfume
of mountain hashish and sap of pine the was greatest: there lay the
wealth he needed for his mother.

Coral, mirrors and glass beads, statues and amulets with the
image of the Buddha - if a trader went deep into the malarial south,
these were the goods he brought home. But when the young merchant
returned, just before harvest, he had acquired two new pack mules,
and each was laden not with the trinkets or trifles expected of a
novice, but only with grains. He showed his face to his mother. She
touched foreheads with him, muttered a prayer of thanks and peered
deeply at his face, then set about boiling water and preparing him a
meager but warm meal. The young merchant immediately went
around the village to the door of each woman who had given him a
measure of wool.

“You are too generous, Urgyen,” each woman said when she saw
the measure of grain set before her as repayment. He didn't look up
as he added more grain to the already generous portions, and, in
response, the women climbed the ladders to their stores and each
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brought back an armful of fine wool. “Son,” each of the women said,
“don’t embarrass us by repaying this gift. Your father was like a
brother to me, and this I give because I have the right to love you like
you are my own son.”

And that was a very long time ago - forty-one winters had passed
since. His mother had died, leaving him truly orphaned, but the
merchant had built a wide world for himself. He had built his house
one spacious room at a time, climbing up the terraced mountain. He
had been still young and virile by the time he had gathered wealth
enough to last his lifetime. Kinsmen who had once taught him to
distinguish between coarse and fine merchandise brought to him
their young sons to learn the trade. Richer men offered him their
daughters in marriage, but he chose for his bride a poor orphan who
knew little of luxury but enough of hardship and economy. Sons
were born, and they, too, learned to trade, married pretty brides and
filled the house with their laughter.

Now, when he took account of the wealth he had laid away - the
gold and silver, the musk and yak tails so sought after in the plains of
India, the bales of fine silk in teakwood chests and heads of cattle
strewn across seven meadows and a week’s walk, blocks of sandalwood
and utensils of brass — he accurately counted that his sons and their
sons, and their sons and grandsons after them, could live for seven
generations to come without ever having to card wool or carry salt,
without ever having to leave the village of their birth. The merchant
let out a sigh as he opened his eyes to face the gods on the altar of his
house - this wouldn't suffice, this horde that would last a measly
seven generations after his death. What of the sons and daughters to
come after? He needed to work harder if he was to earn enough to
last another seven generations beyond the seven he had secured
against the tomblike cold of the winters and the sharp hunger that
infected those months of inactivity.

But lately, as the end of his days approached, his mind had lost the
surefootedness of his youthful years when every calculation fell
snugly into place, like the hooves of the bellwether yak that plods
through blinding blizzards on the high passes across the Himalayas.
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The beads on the abacus that in years past had flitted about like the
shuttlecock on a loom now moved clumsily, as if tired after a life of
counting and recounting, and the thread of his thoughts often frayed
abruptly. It was in one such moment that he finally recognized the
melody that he had often heard through his days filled with industry,
when he heard for the first time the words in the songs that he had
mistaken for a voice inside his own mind. The merchant was amazed
that his daily routine had all along been accompanied by songs so
full of reward; the calm and patience he had experienced for so many
years was owed to the voice of another, to songs that echoed through
the village and found him as he worked. When he understood this,
he felt the shores of his patience and calm crumble away, for they had
never been his possession, but simply gifts borrowed until this
moment of rupture.

Didn’t the merchant once have a friend who died of malaria,
nearly twenty years ago? Did the man not leave behind a child? No
fate worse than to die shivering of sweat and fever in the winter, with
the paths to shrines and sacred groves of ancestor gods buried under
snow, weighed down by the helplessness of knowing that the disease
had smuggled itself here from a faraway land, so that no local spirit
or god could answer the appeals, for the gods, too, admitted to their
inadequacy at such times, and the dhamis haltheartedly muttered
their incantations, the smoke of the incense only stung the eyes and
didn’t fill the flesh with the hope of healing. Malaria should kill men
in the damp swamps of the Terai, not in the crisp air and crystal light
of the mountains. And, so, after prolonged suffering, the man had
died, leaving behind a seven-year-old girl, who, straightaway,
knowing fully the hardship that awaited her, pursed her lips in quiet
determination and set about being the orphan who doggedly pursues
survival.

The merchant now remembered, not without revulsion, the cold
and rational manner in which he had asked his eldest son to carry a
sack of rice and a blanket to the orphan, and never since given any
thought to his dead friend or his daughter. She was the singer: this he
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now learned. And he also learned that he no longer remembered her
name.

The merchant came to the edge of his roof and watched the young
woman - what was her name? Sonam? Tseten? — as she walked past
his house. She glanced up and saw him. He froze in guilt; she smiled
and scratched her head, walked around the corner of the house and
began humming her tune again. The merchant walked to the room
where he worked - a brazier in a corner, a tiger-skin rug before a low
table, an abacus, a bowl and a flask of water, ink, discreet heaps of
scrolls. He scratched his head tilted to a side to follow the orphan
miller’s song.

Every day, the orphan miller walked to the top of the village, to
the mill on the stream that rushed through, and waited for villagers
to bring her grains to be milled. Her share was a measure of the flour
she delivered to their homes in the evening. Every year, each family
also spared her their old clothes and blankets. There was no trade to
be had through the winter when the stream froze over - she had to
set aside a portion of her wages each day, a fistful of the flour or
tsampa, a store against the lean months. She lived downstream of the
village, in a hut on the way out of the valley. The merchant rode his
horse past the hut four times every year, and when he put his mind
to work recollecting what he had heard and seen of the hut each
time, he realized that he had seen nothing and heard nothing:
through the always open door, past the threadbare blanket draped
halfway across the threshold, he had seen nothing but the dim shape
of a pellet on the damp floor and two pots stacked by a corner
bearded in soot. He had heard nothing, but the miller’s song had
always chased him to the gorge leading out of the valley, or welcomed
him home after his lengthy travels.

Grief had left no score on the orphan: within weeks of her father’s
death, Thendup, the old miller, had invited the geshe from the
monastery and asked elders from each household to drink tea at his
house. “I have milled your grains, brothers, but now I am tired.
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Geshe has given me mantras to chant, and a hut behind the monastery
where I can rest my old bones, and I hope you will come when he
calls you to bury my body. But, my brothers and nephews, know that
you will not see me again in this village”

The men had nodded their heads solemnly, scratching their bare
heads, waiting for someone to ask the necessary question: “But, who
will take your place, Thendup?”

Before anybody did ask the question, Thendup spoke in a soft
voice, asking the men to lean in and listen. “I have learned something
that none of you have — milling is not a job for someone without
gratitude. Yes, the stream turns the water-wheel and the millstones
grind the grains, but the miller makes the flour” Everybody
understood Thendup: without the care and compassion of the miller,
each batch of flour wouldn’t match its purpose.

“We have among us an unfortunate child. Geshe knows better if
she suffers now because of her father’s karma, or if this suffering is
due to the karma of her own soul.” It was understood then that the
child would become the village miller. For months to come, the
women of the village would have to show the child how to mill the
flour for noodles and how to grind roasted grains for tsampa, how to
break grains for cattle-feed and how to store the chaft of wheat. But
the orphan learned, and became the miller.

And, as her work became her life, when her daily routine required
no effort, the orphan started singing. From dawn to dusk, with each
breath, she sang — of gods and love, of faraway lands she had heard of
only in songs, of the mother whose love she had never known, of the
wind that brought snow and rain, and of the sun that brought the
thaw. She remembered a song after hearing it once, and she could
recite the songs of harvest and rain, songs of pilgrimages to Kailas in
Ngari and to Swyambhu in Nepal. Her songs became the yarn that
stitched together the village: they awoke to a song and were lulled to
sleep by another; in the winter the songs touched the ache in the
bones, sometimes taking away the pain, and sometimes sweetening
it into a longing for the first runs of snowmelt in April. In the short
spring the song was the smell of new grass and the flitting of
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butterflies among short-lived flowers. In abrupt moments when a
man caught himself mid-thought, the miller's songs were his
thoughts, fading away in smoky curlicues. The wails of births and
deaths in the village were twined with the miller’s songs.

The merchant spent the day poring over accounts, distracted,
worrying the cubes of chhurpi mixed into the dry tsampa in a pocket
of his chuba; he had always disdained the interruptions that came
from his body: the need to feed, the need to chew his food, the
cramps and aches in his limbs and joints, the need to empty his
bowels even as he was in the middle of planning the next caravan to
Purang in the north or Achham in the south. It felt profane, this
insistent repatriation back to carnality. His daughters-in-law knew
this, and all day long they quietly circled him, placing before him
warm, salty tea or porridge flecked with dried yak meat, adding
wood to the brazier or cracking open the window to let out the
smoke. When his moon-faced second daughter-in-law climbed up
the ladder with a bowl of rice and meat, he asked her to wait. He
scratched under his hat, thinking, but she waited patiently.

“Dawa,” he said, “when did you go to the mill last?”

“I am going tomorrow, father;” she said.

“Go today,” the merchant said. “Go today”

In the evening, the merchant heard the miller approach his door
and call Dawa.

“I am coming,” Dawa said as she hurried down a ladder. The
merchant called her in a louder-than-usual voice. “Dawa! Come up
for a moment”

Dawa stood on the ladder and peeked into the room, just her
head and shoulders appearing through the passage on the floor.

“Give her more than her usual share, will you? Give her two times
what you would give”

Dawa nodded and smiled. As she climbed down, the merchant
muttered, half a command to Dawa and half a reminder to himself,
“We have enough to spare, don’t we?”

“Tseten,” he heard Dawa call. “You will need a bigger sack today!”
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Over the next week, the merchant sent Dawa to the mill twice, and
heard a lift in the miller’s songs. He instructed his daughters-in-law
to bring to him their tattered old dresses, and although they protested
that they didn’t have any tattered old dresses, that they had been well
provided for, he nevertheless cut a comical figure, the patriarch
rifling through the clothes of the women of the household and
picking chuba robes and a thick outer bakkhus.

“Send these to the girl, Dawa,” he said.

When he noticed that the miller walked barefoot, the merchant
sent her his dead wife’s shoes. And he wondered if he had done
enough, if it was quite enough. Throughout the week he listened to
the miller’s song, now with a certain amount of proprietorship. He
even tried humming along to one of her songs, but was too
embarrassed to listen to himself. However, with each day, through
his mind's eye, he saw how little work he was getting done: he
watched himself go about the day clumsily, mislaying scrolls,
forgetting trading camps along a route, losing confidence that he had
successfully imagined what people in a particular village would want
beyond just the bare necessities of salt, grain and yarn. He had lived
for so long now with the singular purpose of increasing wealth,
without pause or rest. But he was restless now; he knew he was still
poor, because the merchant inside him could feel the raw absence of
what would bring fulfillment.

On a quiet evening, after watching from his roof as women
gathered grains and greens drying in the sun, or gathered the children
playing in the alleys, and as men ducked indoors to close the purse of
the short autumn day, after listening to the miller walk past his house
with her upbeat songs, the merchant put on a hat trimmed with fur
and stepped out. “Urgyen la,” a cousin called from his house, “Where
are you going?” But the merchant didn’t stop for longer than it took
to wave at the cousin to signal that he was on urgent business. With
each turn in the alleyways that took him farther from his house and
closer to the mill he felt more like a thief. The cold lump of a silver
ingot in his pocket felt heavy. He was grateful when the jumble of
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houses ended abruptly and the path to the mill opened up before
him, hugging close to the clear, cold stream.

The millstone, resting still for the night, was as broad as the
merchant was tall, and the mill was swept clean, with not a stray
grain or sprinkle of flour anywhere. Water rushing under the mill
chilled the air but the smell of crushed grain brought warmth to the
merchant’s mind. Surely, nobody ever came here in the dark - to the
young and innocent the stream was the abode of a water-demon; and
the mill was the domain of the miller, where only her labor was of a
thing of value, for the rest were stone and wood and nothing more.
The merchant took out the silver, embossed with an imperial seal -
shaped like the head of a horse, with eyes cut into deep grooves — and
carefully placed it by the millstone. Will she recognize it for what it
is, he wondered. Only a man as widely traveled as he was, and only a
man as wealthy, could tell the rare piece of silver from a misshapen
lump of tin. It was the emperor’s own coin, worth a cartload of
sandalwood, a hundred cartloads of salt. This was his gift for the
poor miller: he wanted her to share in his wealth just as he had shared
in her wealth of songs. A lifetime’s worth of wealth for a poor miller.
But she will recognize it, the merchant told himself. When she arrives
in the morning, even in the dim light of dawn, the silver will gleam
and catch her eye, he thought.

Dawn broke the next day, as it did every day in the village of Yari, in
the plentiful valley under the Himalayas. First stirred the fog from
the river, rising to hide the stars already retreating from the morning’s
brilliance, then stirred the birds in the pine and juniper, then came
the calls of deer farther out in the forest and the lowing of cattle in
their enclosures. A murmur filled the valley as men awoke to pray
and women to prepare for the day. Incense rising from the sweet
resin of juniper boughs chased after the thinning fog, meeting it
midway between earth and sky, and dissolving before they could
together smother out the sun. The miller’s song approached the
merchant’s house and passed without hurry. The merchant smiled at
the altar to his ancestors and touched the statue of the Buddha,
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calling forth a witness. He settled at his low table; the abacus and the
scrolls rolled towards him. A shaft of sun illuminated the heavenward
path for his prayers and offerings.

An abrupt silence snaked through the village and entered the
merchant’s room: of course there were a thousand other noises that
made up the voice of routines roped together like the crackle of fire
and the gurgle of boiling gruel, but there was also the dread absence
of a particular note: the miller’s song had gone quiet.

Drugged as they were by the omniscience of the miller’s songs,
the villagers failed to hear the silence, but the merchant’s ears rang
with the coarseness of an uninvited silence, and he saw the song
withdraw and fade from the overlay of the village: now, the alleyways
would seem dimmer, the cattle restless, the light in the ears of wheat
dull. As the echoes of the miller’s songs faded away, the suffusion of
warmth that had covered the village also ebbed and dissipated. The
silence was a shadow, as if the gods had turned their backs upon the
people of the valley.

Throughout the day, the merchant got up abruptly to stand at the
edge of his roof, high above the rest of the village, to lean in the
direction of the mill, as if through this supplication he could call
forth the lost songs. He saw women carry sacks of grains to the mill,
and, surely, he heard the millstones grind. But the miller didn’t sing.
The merchant watched the miller hurry past his home in the evening,
huddled under a bakhhu he had given her. In the morning, the
merchant searched for the wisp of smoke that should have come
from the miller’s hut, but saw nothing. When she hurried past his
house, without looking up or making smalltalk with Dawa, it was
already midmorning, and she had an unpleasant look pasted to her
face, as if the villagers calling her to the mill had stolen the morning
from her.

“Dawa!” the merchant called his daughter-in-law when he heard
the millstones grind to a halt sometime in the mid-afternoon. “Go to
the mill, Dawa. Take two baskets of wheat”

“Father,” Dawa said. “We have more flour than we need for the
entire winter.”
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The extra flour, the clothes and blankets and shoes - the merchant
turned red with embarrassment. What explanation did he have to
give? What must they think, his sons and daughters-in-law? But he
didn’t have the patience to explain anything just then.

“Daughter, just go, will you? Half a basket of wheat, if you think
we already have too much, but go”

When Dawa returned, the merchant tried to think of a way in
which he could ask her about the miller, if she seemed sour or if she
had laughed freely, but without letting his impatience and dejection
become apparent. Just then, he heard Dawa talk to her sister-in-law.

‘Something has taken over Tseten. She is pale, she is shivering, as
if she hasn't slept for a week. She didn’t even hear me call her name,
and when she saw me, she jumped up, scared, and ran to a corner.
She wouldn’t come to the door, she wouldn’t move her feet. She must
have been hiding something. She stood like this, on her bakkhu, like
she was killing a frog under her foot. She scared me’

The merchant had to sit, because now he understood why the
miller had stopped singing: the silver he had offered her had become
her demonic master; greed had bred fear, and suspicion in her heart
now poisoned every comfort. He looked at the wealth around him:
the silk khata around the Buddha, which he knew was cut from the
same cloth that a Lhasa merchant had offered to the Potala to be
sewn into the robe that His Holiness the Dalai Lama wore for his
ascension to the holy seat; the tiger pelt on which he sat daily; the
ivory of his pen and the sandalwood of his table. The many rooms in
his house where nobody slept or sat around a fire, but which were all
full to the rafters. Debts outstanding that he hoped to collect from
Limi, from Purang and Dunai, from Achham and Ladakh. The chest
of turquoise that bore his seal and sat idle in a Muslim merchant’s
home in Srinagar. Far to the east, in the valley of Nepal, in a Shakya
artisan’s home in Patan, his name being carved into the base of a
bejeweled statue of the Guru Rimpoche, with rubies and lapis lazuli
on the sage’s crown. The silver was a paltry nothing compared to the
wealth the merchant surrounded himself with every day, but it had
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been enough poison to seed suspicion and greed in the miller’s mind.
Urgyen had taken away the song from her.

That night, after washing his bowl with hot water and drinking
down the swill, the merchant asked his sons to sit with him. He
passed around the scrolls and asked them to recite the contents to
each other, then quizzed them hard. Dawa came into the room twice
to replenish the oil in the lamps before the merchant was satisfied
that his sons knew every detail he wanted them to remember.

“Go to your beds now;” he told his sons. “Remember - this,” he
swept an arm around, a finger pointing to the skies to encircleg
everything he owned in the world. “All of this is yours, for you to
keep and enjoy until the end of your days.” His sons looked at him
with worry, but they were obedient, and so they went quietly to their
wives. Perhaps he had given them too much to remember all at once.

The merchant didn’t bother with the gods on his roof when morning
broke the next day. Before his daughters-in-law could rouse their
tired husbands, the merchant had put on his fur hat and left the
house. He was astonished to find the miller in the mill, sitting still in
a corner as if somebody had forgotten her there a thousand years
ago. When he stirred in the doorway, she looked up, recognized him,
and scurried back with a tiny yelp of protest. Her knuckles went
white from gripping the silver ingot in her hand. The merchant could
make out the shape of the piece of silver under her bony palm. What
names old Thendup would call me now if he could see what I have
done! My sin is the greatest, he thought, for I have done worse than
harbor greed: I have tainted an innocent mind with greed and
avarice.

The merchant kneeled by the door, keeping out of the morning
light. “Why don’t you sing anymore, Tseten?” The merchant was
embarrassed by how simple and plaintive he sounded. The miller
didn’t answer. This woman - this poor orphan, this daughter of a
dead friend - how pitiable and ugly she had become over just a few
days!
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“Tseten,” he tried to approach her, but she retreated into the dark.
“I haven't come to take back what I gave you. I have come to ask why
you don’t sing anymore. Your song was the joy of our village. It was
my joy, too. But you have taken it away from us”

The miller watched the merchant as if it was he who had lost his
mind. She tried to laugh, but only a repulsive twitch of the mouth
filled her face. She buried the silver piece deeper into the flesh of her
chest.

“It is only silver, Tseten! It isn’t the breath of life or the blessings of
our ancestors. It can buy silk and wine, but it cannot buy a moment’s
peace in the world” Was the merchant telling this to the miller, was
it Urgyen pleading to Tseten? Like scales falling away from a serpent,
or like the colors of a sand mandala being swept away to reveal the
plain ground underneath, desire fell away from the merchant, even
as he realized that more and more desires were clinging to the miller
every new moment.

After a long and quiet moment, the merchant kneeled before the
miller and spread a scarf on the mill-floor. “Daughter;” he said, “Give
me a fistful of flour”

As he walked away, lightened of a burden, weighed down by
another, he heard her call after him in a voice made ragged by a new
fury - “Doesn’t fill your belly, a song doesn’t. Doesn’t keep you warm,
doesn't fatten you, doesn't make you the mistress of a big house like
it makes your daughters-in-law, a song doesn’t. What do you know of
want and poverty? When have you known the cold embrace of the
floor and the shattering lightness of an empty belly?”

It didn’t take the merchant as long as he had feared it would take to
walk far away enough that he wouldn’t see any of the mountains
around his village: after all, the trading route hewed close to the
serpentine rush of the Karnali. A sharp bend in the river, and
everything else in Creation was hidden out of sight, save the blue-
tinted light of the space and whatever life found a hold within.
Knowing that he no longer saw his village or valley instantly put the
miller’s song out of the merchant’s mind. In a fold in his coat he
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carried a small sack of tsampa, and in the lining were three gold
coins. A party of Khas shepherds recognized him and flocked to him,
bringing him firewood and water, showing him a flat recess in a fire-
blackened cave where to sleep, never daring to question why he was
so far from home and so obviously without kinsmen or merchandise,
horse or mule. He tried to share his tsampa with them, but they
laughed and brought him misshapen copper bowls of hot food
instead.

The fire burned bright and hot for an hour, but soon no spark
from the crackle climbed with the smoke, and the ash on embers
turned as grey as the moonlight on it. When he saw that everybody
around him was warm and asleep, the merchant spread his bakkhu
by the fire, covered himself with an old and worn felt blanket, and
waited for sleep to find him.
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Journey to Bone and Ash

Collected from Chaudhans, Uttarakhand, by Himani Upadhyaya
from Dhiren Budhathoki. Retold by Kamla K. Kapur. Translated into
Tibetan by Bhuchung D. Sonam.

The Color of the Name

Collected from Chaudhans, Uttarakhand, by Himani Upadhyaya.
Retold by Kamla K. Kapur. Translated into Hindi by Chandresha
Pandey.

You Don’t Die Till You’re Dead

Based on a Tibetan story recounted by Tshewang Lama (Chakka
Bahadur) of Humla. Retold by Kamla K. Kapur. Translated into
Hindi by Chandresha Pandey.

Attitude of Gratitude

Collected from Dharapori, Humla, by Sagar Lama from Krishna
Bahadur Shahi. Retold by Kamla K. Kapur. Translated into Nepali by
Kriti Adhikari.

Ripples on the Mirrored Lake

Story told by Po Wobu, Ngari, Tibet Autonomous Region. Collected
by Kelsang Chimee. Retold by Prawin Adhikari. Translated into
Tibetan by Thinlay Gyatso.

Godsland

Based on conversations with dhamis Man Bahadur Shahi, Tul
Bahadur Shahi and Suvarna Roka of Humla. Written by Prawin
Adhikari. Translated into Nepali by Samip Dhungel.

The Miller’s Song

Based on a story told by Kharkyap Dorjee Lama of Yari, Humla.
Collected by Sagar Lama. Retold by Prawin Adhikari. Translated into
Nepali by Rajendra Balami.



About ICIMOD

The International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) is a
regional knowledge development and learning centre serving the eight member
countries of the Hindu Kush Himalayas — Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China,
India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan - and based in Kathmandu, Nepal.

Globalisation and climate change have an increasing influence on the stability
of fragile mountain ecosystems and the livelihoods of mountain people.

ICIMOD aims to assist mountain people to understand these changes, adapt
to them, and make the most of new opportunities, while addressing upstream-
downstream issues. We support regional transboundary programmes through
partnership with regional partner institutions, facilitate the exchange of experience,
and serve as a regional knowledge hub. We strengthen networking among regional
and global centres of excellence.

Overall, we are working to develop an economically and environmentally
sound mountain ecosystem to improve the living standards of mountain populations
and to sustain vital ecosystem services for the billions of people living downstream
now, and for the future.

Within its Transboundary Landscapes Programme, Kailash Sacred Landscape
Conservation and Development Initiative (KSLCDI) is a flagship transboundary
collaborative initiative between China, India, and Nepal that has evolved through a
participatory, iterative process among various local and national research and
development institutions within these countries. The Kailash Sacred Landscape
represents a diverse, multi-cultural, and fragile landscape. The programme aims to
achieve long-term conservation of ecosystems, habitats, and biodiversity while
encouraging sustainable development, enhancing the resilience of communities in
the landscape, and safeguarding and adding value to the existing cultural linkages
between local populations across boundaries. The Kailash Sacred Landscape
Conservation and Development Initiative (KSLCDI) is supported by partner
organizations: Department for International Development (DFID) - UK Aid, and
Bundesministerium fiir Wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung/
Deutsche Gesellschaft for Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH.
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About ICI

The India China Institute (ICI) is based at The New School, a university in New York
City. Established in 2005, ICI supports research, teaching and discussion on India,
China and the United States, with special focus on making comparisons and
understanding interactions among the three countries as well as their joint impact
on the rest of the world. Through fellowships, courses, public events, publications,
and collaboration with a wide range of institutions around the world, ICI promotes
academic and public understanding of issues of contemporary relevance.

This publication is part of ICI’s Sacred Landscapes and Sustainable Futures in
the Himalaya Initiative, funded by the Henry Luce Foundation, The New School and
ICIMOD. For three years (2014-2017), ICI worked with a team of scholars, policy
makers and artists from India, China, Nepal and the United States to study
relationships between religion and ecology, sacred landscapes, pilgrimage routes
and ecological, economic and cultural sustainability and resilience in the Himalayas.

About The New School

The New School is a university founded in New York City in 1919 by a small group
of prominent American intellectuals and educators, amongst them Charles Beard,
John Dewey, James Harvey Robinson, and Thorstein Veblen, who were frustrated by
the intellectual timidity of traditional colleges and envisioned a new kind of
academic institution, an innovative college where faculty and students would be free
to honestly and directly address the problems facing society. With over 135
undergraduate and graduate degree programs, The New School offers a more
creatively inspired, rigorously relevant education than any other.
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