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Last Seen in Lhasa

The story of an extraordinary friendship in modern Tibet

Claire Scobie
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Please Note

All Tibetan words are spelled phonetically in English in order to make them easier to read. The political climate in Tibet remains unpredictable. On Ani’s request I have neither disclosed her spiritual name, nor that of her nunnery in order to protect her identity. I have also changed most of the names of any Tibetans mentioned.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Pass of Sharp Stones

I DON’T KNOW how I know Ani as I do. I know how I met her. I know how old she is and that at the age of twenty-two she ran away from home to join a nunnery. I know she is the fifth of nine children and grew up in a large black tent spun from yak hair. I know how at ease I feel when I am with her. Why we were thrown together is a question I have yet to find an answer to. Some would say fate, others dismiss it as chance.

My lasting memory of Ani is crossing a mountain pass in south-east Tibet. Usually one step ahead, Ani strode purposefully with a gnarled staff in her hand. The sleeves of her fuchsia-pink blouse billowed. Her straw hat sagged from the monsoonal downpours. She steered me steadily along the path, only slowing down when we wound upwards. The higher we climbed, the more rugged the landscape, the thinner the air. I became short of breath, my lungs straining with each step. Ani started to feel dizzy and to keep us on track we held hands tightly. At that moment nothing separated us from the spirit of existence.

The landscape resembled a living Stonehenge with lichen-clad boulders and giant rocks. In the distance was a glacier, its dirty minty-blue snout pointing down the mountainside. By a river, a sculpture of burnished amber rocks gleaming under the crush of glacial melt, there was a mule that had sunk to its knees and died. As we approached the summit of the pass, snow crunching underfoot, I picked buttercup-yellow primulas and electric-blue poppies – an offering of gratitude for our safe passage. Side by side now, Ani and I fell into step. Her knees were troubling her – she suffered from arthritis. I could barely feel my legs, numb with cold.

Finally the top of ‘the pass of sharp stones’ came into view, marked with faded prayer flags. The wreckage of an army helicopter lay scattered near more skeletons of mules. The local porters were slumped near their bamboo baskets laden with luggage. There were cairns of stones, greying khatas – ceremonial scarves – to placate the temperamental mountain deities and I placed the bunch of flowers among them. My head was spinning from the altitude, which was 13,500 feet. Bowing her head, Ani tied a khata at the windswept altar as she said a short prayer. With the wind buffeting us and barely able to stand, after a brief pause to catch our breath, we tumbled back down the other side.

This image remains singed in my mind: the sheer physical exertion of the climb through a wilderness barely touched by the modern world, the camaraderie between us and knowing that without Ani at my side, I’m not sure I could have made it.

We were in Pemako, a region geographically unlike anywhere else on the barren Tibetan plateau, one of the most forbidding and little known places on the planet, with a history lost in the thickets of myth and folklore. Accessible only on foot, Pemako (pronounced Pem-ack-oh) lies nestled among the Himalayas between Tibet and north-east India. With a tiered eco-system that extends from snowfields to evergreen forest before plummeting to subtropical jungle, it is home to bears and snow leopards, long-tailed monkeys and Bengal tigers. Pygmy blue flycatchers swoop and dive, fire-tailed sunbirds hover above flame-coloured orchids.

In 1992 the Chinese authorities granted a Western group permission to visit, the first in over half a century. Seven years later the valleys were again closed and there are no signs they will be reopened. As far as I know, I am the only English woman to have set foot in Pemako, ‘the Promised Land of Tibetan prophecy . . . hidden behind misty barriers where ordinary men do not go’.1

I had first gone to the mountains that border Pemako in search of a rare red lily. Little could I have predicted how that flower would interweave my destiny with a woman eleven years older than myself, who lived differently to anything I had ever known or believed still existed. Ani spends her days on pilgrimage, walking from holy site to sacred mountain, her life solely devoted to a higher purpose. What defines me bears no relevance to Ani. We do not speak the same language nor do we share background, life experience or belief. In order to understand her, I realised I needed to adopt a new mode of perception. For this I tried to define what Ani is: by birth a nomad, by nature a wanderer, by nurture a pilgrim and by choice a nun.

I enjoy the company of others; Ani seeks out solitude. I’m intellectual, I think in words; Ani is mystical, she rests in the spaces between the words. I can’t bear the cold. Ani lives in the coldest house imaginable and, if she must, will sleep out in the snow on plastic sheeting with a sheepskin for warmth. She has no money and eats the same indigestible meal – tsampa – three times a day.

And yet, improbably, over the years as I have travelled back and forth to Tibet our friendship has taken seed. As I have become more aware of what happens to a people when a country is occupied and freedom is denied, each of my seven journeys has been, in a sense, part of my own pilgrimage. Each stage has allowed me to discover a deeper truth. Friendship requires patience. It takes time to build trust, especially in a country where foreigners are mistrusted and political oppression is a daily part of life. For Ani to travel with me and invite me into her home took considerable risk. But for Ani to open her inner world to me – the vanishing world of a wandering hermit – took rare and singular courage. She is the last of a generation, a lone woman in pursuit of perfection, in search of enlightenment.


CHAPTER 2
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The Search for the Red Lily

IN THE DAYS before leaving on my first journey to Tibet in search of the red lily I was filled with a sense of apprehension. I had a tightness in my chest and a fear that I would be unable to breathe, that I would suffer altitude sickness. On the plane from Kathmandu to Lhasa, the Himalayan range sprawled as far as the eye could see. When I came eye-level with Chomolongma, ‘mother goddess of the universe’, better known as Mount Everest, my anxieties melted away. Her angular peak glistened like the pleated headdress of an Egyptian sphinx and for a brief moment seemed within grasp, until the plane swung sharply left into a wide gorge. Below the tributaries of the Yarlung Tsangpo River shimmered like plaits of tressed jade. There was a flash of metallic grey: one of the few tarmac roads connecting Gongkar airport with Lhasa.

Inside the terminal, the ceilings were high, the facilities basic. Propaganda posters of Chinese and smiling Tibetans in traditional costume plastered the walls. Officials jumped to attention. Soldiers with machine guns loitered. Waiting for our party was a pale moon-faced Chinese man with a shock of black hair. It was Tang Wei, our Chinese guide, who greeted everyone with a broad smile of tobacco-stained teeth and a firm hug. Outside waited Sherpas from Nepal, David Burlinson, owner of the travel agency who had organised the trip, and two Tibetan guides sporting baseball caps, Tashi and Tsering.

Besides us there was one other group of Westerners led by a tall American with an unkempt beard, a bandana carelessly tied around his neck, a man who Ken Cox, our group leader, pointed out as Ian Baker, one of the few Westerners to have explored Pemako.

Walking out of doors I was immediately struck by the intensity of the light; the sunshine was blinding and threw every detail into sharp, almost psychedelic relief. The sky was a rich velvety cobalt blue; the air, sparse and crisp. We were at an altitude of some 11,500 feet and to my relief, I had no difficulty breathing. There was merely a faint headache, a slight pounding in my temples as if I had drunk two glasses of champagne on an empty stomach. If anything, I felt curiously elated.

Our convoy of two four-wheel-drive Land cruisers and one truck drove in the opposite direction to Lhasa, following the Yarlung Tsangpo downstream through the region of Kongpo. Known in Tibet as ‘the purifier’, this river begins life as a trickle from a glacier around 650 miles west at Mount Kailash, and fills with snowmelt from the northern slopes of the Himalayas. Tibet is literally the fountainhead of Asia, the source of ten great river systems providing millions – an estimated 47 per cent of the world’s population – with their daily water.

Our plant-hunting expedition was timed for early June when alpine flowers awaken from an iron-hard winter to trumpet the start of summer. A month later the monsoon begins, roads turn to mud and avalanches block mountain passes. We had to be prepared for kaleidoscopic weather and a climate of four seasons, not in one day, but in one hour. Such substantial rainfall could serve to make Kongpo most inhospitable. For plant-hunters, it is an organic nirvana with swathes of primeval forest and peaks much higher than Mont Blanc still unclimbed. Back in 1950 Frank Kingdon Ward, the late British botanist who is credited with having collected 23,000 plants, would walk back to his camp with armfuls of new species.

Scarlet Pimpernel, Orange Bill, Yellow Peril: each flower sounded like a character from a book, each with a quixotic story to tell. Every spring they bloom in the Himalayas. Some reach over fifty feet, while others are barely knee-high. I was no plant-hunter nor particularly intrepid but when I was invited to join the hunt for the rare red lily, I could not resist.

It had all begun the year before on a chill November day in 1996, when I was standing ankle-deep in mud in a field in Scotland. I was visiting Glendoick Gardens, a rhododendron nursery, run by a friend, Ken Cox. Typically wearing cotton patchwork trousers with a thin navy blue jumper, Ken offered to take me on a tour of the grounds. Walking into a miniature Himalayan garden, his blue-grey eyes, framed by long eyelashes, darting from plant to plant, Ken explained that he, his father Peter, and grandfather Euan had brought the seed of many of the plants from the East.

After accompanying the well-known plant-hunter Reginald Farrer to Burma in 1919, Euan Cox had become one of the great garden writers of his age. As a toddler Ken had inherited the plant gene, displaying a precocious talent for memorising plant names. Now director of the family firm, he spent his summers leading earnest plant-hunters to China and Tibet in search of flowers not yet plucked or recorded, hybridised or patented, plants that were still new to science.

As we strolled along sinuous paths, I looked around at the towering bushes of rhododendrons, azaleas and hedges of juniper, trying to imagine what they would look like in Tibet. Or, for that matter, what Tibet would look like.

‘I’m going back to Tibet next year in search of a rare flower, the little red lily,’ Ken said, sitting on a wooden bench. ‘Lilium paradoxum has never been introduced to the West. It is to lilies what duck-billed platypus is to reptiles or amphibians. There’s nothing else like it. The shape of the flower, the size, the colour – all are different. This time I’m determined to find it.’ He paused, searching my face. ‘Why don’t you come? You could write a story about it.’

I had no idea there were places in the world still unexplored, places where someone like me – unfit and afraid of heights – could go. By the time I left Scotland to fly back to London I’d made up my mind to join the expedition. Months of uncertainty lay ahead. Other willing plant-hunters needed to be found to make up group numbers. Official permission from the Chinese had to be granted. South-east Tibet still remained off-limits and four permits were required from four different offices: Foreign Affairs, Military, Tourism and, most importantly, the secret police, known as the Public Security Bureau (PSB).
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With such a brief flowering season, plant-collecting in Tibet is always a gamble. I had no assurances that I would locate my floral grail and in June 1997, when we finally set off, it was to be a long drive before I could start looking for the lily, on two mountain passes that cross into the remote region of Pemako.

Situated about 400 miles east of Lhasa, Pemako is located in lower Kongpo, where the Yarlung Tsangpo plunges off the Tibetan plateau into a tangled knot of Himalayan peaks. In only twenty-four miles the river level drops from 9,600 to about 1,000 feet as it makes a nearly 180-degree turn to run south-west into Assam, carving out the world’s deepest, most impenetrable gorge. At its lowest point the Tsangpo Gorge plunges to 17,658 feet: over three times the height of the Grand Canyon.

On our journey, days passed jumping in and out of the four-wheel-drive jeep as eccentric, somewhat fastidious plant-hunters spied unusual flora. At times, they were blind to all else, like ducks on a pond: head down, tail up. Nights were spent in soulless hotels with bathrooms but no water. Outside were terrible toilets, concrete like the rest of the Chinese-built towns. In restaurants with red velvet-clad walls, reminiscent of a Parisian brothel, occasionally with a large picture of Chairman Mao staring down, the ice began to thaw among my eclectic travelling companions.

Over dinner, the conversation between the dozen plantsmen and women from England and America would meander around sex, bowels and plants. Blonde, long-legged Amy Denton, a PhD student from Seattle, would describe flowers as the exquisite genitalia of the plant world, ‘so much more attractive than our own’. Anne Chambers, a fine botanist painter from Glasgow, rhapsodised about her favourite plants, the lime-green and yellow Arisaema flavum with curling tongue-shaped petals and the dark maroon Cypripedium, a six-petalled slipper orchid that resembles a perfectly proportioned gonad. (The word itself ‘is derived from the Greek Kypris pedion, which translates as “the genital region of Aphrodite”.’1) The wise-looking elder of the group, Tony Cox (no relation to Ken), seventy-five, a retired customs official, sat quietly in the corner, suffering a touch of altitude sickness.

The drive was punctuated with regular military checkpoints and incidents with erratic, louche-looking Chinese policemen: one, blind drunk at nine in the morning, was found poking through our luggage; another in plainclothes pointed a gun at Tang Wei’s head after a dispute escalated in a restaurant. On day five we reached Bayi, a military town in the middle of nowhere, where our group reported to the Section of Alien and Entry-Exit Administration at the Public Security Bureau for papers to be rubber-stamped.

An ugly functional town, Bayi – literally 1 August, the founding date of the People’s Liberation Army – is the sort of place one wants to leave on arrival. Rainbow-coloured motorcycle rickshaws touted for business along wide empty streets, figures in khaki-green uniform climbed in and out of jeeps. Our convoy crossed a bridge with another military checkpoint, before a steep ascent up to a pass, where yaks ran like scared rocking horses with ankle-length furry skirts, and only then did we leave Sino-Tibet and enter into another world – the Wild West of Asia and the heart of Kongpo.

Unlike much of Tibet, Kongpo is densely forested with higher rainfall and a wetter climate. Ethnically and linguistically distinct, the province has long been influenced by its proximity to the indigenous tribes from Burma and Assam who have migrated into the eastern Himalayas, and over the centuries intermarried with Tibetans. Historically the rulers of central Tibet have regarded the inhabitants of Kongpo with suspicion. Reputedly the locals poison their enemies, indulge in incest, even cannibalism and are well versed in the black arts. Once a stronghold for the shamanistic and animist Bon religion – worshipping the spirits in nature, mountains and trees – that pre-dates Buddhism and was formerly known as Black Bon (now as New Bon), it is this that may have ‘added to [Kongpo’s] reputation as a region of darkness in the eyes of the Buddhist’.2
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On the long drive east, I cast my mind back to the series of events that had brought me to Tibet. It was undoubtedly the red lily that proved to be the final impetus I needed to leave my secure London life and become a freelance journalist. Crucially, I had to persuade my editor at the Telegraph Magazine, where I was working, to commission an article on the hunt for the rare red lily on a freelance basis. My editor agreed, telling me, ‘You better find it.’ After handing in my notice at the magazine I dutifully amassed a bundle of research on all aspects of Tibet. While I should have been reading about the current political situation, I was much more interested in the yellowed cuttings about the intrepid botanist Frank Kingdon Ward, in whose footsteps we would be following, or, rather, going where he had not.

Kingdon Ward, wiry, with pronounced lines in the centre of his forehead and bushy eyebrows, always dreamed of becoming an explorer. Enduring the toughest conditions, he would spend months alone, scrambling up and down mountainsides as he relentlessly collected plants, photographing and surveying the land. The hardships, dangers and the paltry amounts he earned from some twenty-five books mattered little, for he was utterly bewitched by the wild temperate gardens of south-east Tibet. I wondered, as I read, if I would be cast under the same spell.

Before I left England for Tibet, I made a visit to Eastbourne to meet Ward’s second wife. She lived in a spotless flat, the shelves crammed with a collection of films on nature, science and astronomy, reflecting her own life-long interest in exploration. She had fine silvery hair set in a classic perm, blush-pink cheeks and sharp eyes. I had brought a map of south-east Tibet to show her the route our plant-hunting expedition would follow.

‘Oh gosh,’ she said. ‘It makes my fingers tingle. Snow should be teeming down when you go.’ Her eyes twinkled as she talked about her ten ‘marvellous years’ married to Frank. He was a man who, despite four gold medals and fifty years of plant-hunting, ‘was very hard on himself’, without ‘the slightest conception of what a great explorer he was’.

They had met at a lunch party in 1944 in Bombay where Jean’s father was a judge in the Bombay High Court. Three years later, when she was twenty-six and Frank sixty-two, they were married in Chelsea, and five days after that were en route to Manipur in north-east India. ‘My parents were worried for me,’ said Jean, an only child. ‘But they did accept the marriage with good grace, despite Frank’s superiority.’ For ten months the newlyweds lived in a mud hut, setting their watches by the sun. Over the years Jean learned to endure sleeping in bedding so wet that every morning she would wring it out.

We walked slowly to a local pub near Jean’s apartment block and over half a pint of beer, she relived her plant-collecting days as ‘a botanette’. (One of Frank’s favourite lilies found in Manipur in 1946 was later named after his wife, born Jean Macklin, Lilium mackliniae.) The most frenzied season was October when the seeds were drying, she explained, taking a sip of beer. ‘You were always unpacking and packing these damn packets of seeds. Some, like lily seeds, were dry anyway; others, like magnolia, were very oily.’

‘When you were travelling in Tibet,’ I asked, impressed by her fearlessness, ‘did you ever experience any discrimination as a woman?’

‘None whatsoever,’ she said sharply. ‘You won’t find any difficulty at all. Women are treated equally.’

Before her arrival Frank’s medicine kit was hopelessly inadequate, she recalled. ‘There was quinine, aspirin, a starter and a stopper. But he just carried on.’ In 1954, after being ill for some time, a senior doctor at the Tropical Hospital in London refused to give him a health certificate for the Colonial Office because his blood pressure was too high.

‘If he wanted to go on another expedition, even with blood pressure of 250, who was I to stop him?’ she said. ‘It was none of my business. I was fully aware that he might drop down dead and amazed that he didn’t. We got away with it.’

Four years later, aged seventy-three, Frank died suddenly. They were living in a bedsit in a Cromwell Road hotel in London, having never owned a home or garden of their own. That ‘was part of the beauty of it, one was pretty free’, said Jean, who would later move to Norway after meeting her second husband Albert Rasmussen.

‘And after those trips to Tibet at a young age, did it feel like other experiences in life couldn’t compare?’

‘Oh yes,’ she conceded. ‘Nothing’s been as good since. I loved my time in Norway too, but those ten years with Frank were quite unique. I think I was very very privileged.’
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Now that I was in south-east Tibet, I was beginning to appreciate Jean’s enthusiasm for this remote corner of the world. Since the Victorian era when the race to discover unknown plants began in earnest, reaching its zenith in the 1920s and 1930s, thousands of ordinary British garden plants – rhododendron, magnolia, primula and, of course, lilies – have originated from the Sino-Himalaya.

Our thirty-three-year-old group leader, Ken Cox, was equally enthusiastic about the botanical cornucopia still waiting to be discovered in Kongpo. Lean, engaging and seemingly immune to the cold, Ken would bound up the mountains, combing the slopes for unusual flowers and simultaneously deliver a monologue on the existentialism of gardening: ‘in a constant state of growth and deterioration, a sort of compression of the futility of life’. He was passionate about all plants, but particularly the red lily. Since he had first read about it in the meticulous field notes of two British plant-collectors, Frank Ludlow and George Sherriff, this elusive flower had captured his imagination.

In their 1947 expedition, Ludlow and Sherriff hoped to cross into the region of Pome in Kongpo via the Su La pass – ‘virgin country to the botanist’ – and sent two of their local guides on ahead to secure a safe passage from the irascible local headman, the dzongpen. The pair of servants returned with over twenty rhododendrons and several new species, including the red lily. They also brought bad news. The dzongpen refused to give them any assistance in the matter of food and transport until he had seen the expedition’s passport. ‘This action,’ wrote Ludlow in his diaries, ‘has now ruined the whole of our plans for collecting on the Su La range because once refused, there is no second chance.’3

In 1956 the single specimen collected would be described in the Bulletin of the British Museum as a ‘dark purplish-red’ lily, growing one to two feet high. The classification affirms that there is ‘no information about the poise of the flower in the living state’, and, what’s more, that it is a ‘species apart’.

‘From what I’ve read, Ludlow and Sherriff were clearly very excited about this lily,’ said Ken, clearly very excited himself. ‘So here’s a plant that’s been known and written about, there’s even a specimen of it in the British Museum Herbarium, but it’s never been introduced. You do your detective work to solve the puzzle and find the plant.’ He clapped his hands. ‘That’s what gives you the thrill.’

The guitar riffs of Pink Floyd flooded our car – Tang Wei was an ardent fan of rock music – and, leaning forward in his seat, Ken went on: ‘It’s a historical game. You can’t get the lily – the weather, the Chinese, the Tibetans, the fact that it’s disputed territory by the Indian and Chinese governments. Everyone gets in the way. As a plant-collector it’s my goal to find a mountain range that people haven’t been to before. The Tibet-India border area is it. It’s a place on the map that you can point a pen to and say no-one has been there.’

It was during Ken’s 1996 expedition to the same region that a mountaineer named June Ross spotted a ‘flash of red’ growing high on granite scree on the Dokar La. She cautiously climbed towards it, and succeeded in photographing the flower and picking one bloom before the loose rock-face gave way. When Ross arrived back at the camp 3,000 feet lower down she showed Cox the flower.

‘Unmistakably,’ Ken told me, ‘this was the red lily.’

‘But what’s so special about it?’

‘Lilies are flamboyant, feminine, sexual, larger than life and, like orchids, are the most evolutionary advanced of the plant world. This particular lily, as the Latin name implies, is a paradox. It’s not quite a lily as its leaves grow in a distinctive whorl around a long slender stem.’ He paused for breath. ‘But a lily right at the bound of lilydom, kind of halfway between a lily and a Nomocharis.’

I stared at him blankly.

‘The Nomocharis is a closely related genus to lilies. They’re tiny things, smaller lily-like bulbous plants peculiar to these mountains. At one point the Nomocharis was included in the lily genus and then someone took it out—’ He checked himself as my eyes glazed over. ‘This is the sort of thing that happens in taxonomy.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘The fact that it’s so rare, does that mean it’s worth a lot?’

‘The commercial value isn’t huge, perhaps £20 at most but lily-collectors would be on the phone: rich, pedantic, monomaniac lily-collectors. The lily could become a really great parent and breed a fantastic race of new lilies.’ He paused, thinking about this. ‘Or it could be genetically incompatible with all other lilies because it’s quite isolated. We don’t know.’

‘So if the seed was successfully collected, it could with some coaxing grow in a Scottish nursery?’

‘Yes. When a new plant is discovered two people get credit. So the red lily,’ he added, a touch wistful, ‘would be discovered by Ludlow and Sherriff, introduced by Cox.’
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Continuing further along the Sichuan Highway, we passed a prison where a group of inmates, their ankles manacled in chains, were digging a trench with an armed officer standing guard. The image could have been from a Second World War newsreel of a prisoner-of-war camp. Later I would discover that this was probably Powo Tramo Prison, notorious for its brutal treatment of inmates.

The road unwound before us like a corkscrew from 11,500 to 6,500 feet down to the village of Peilung. Renowned as one of the worst stretches of road in Tibet, precariously hewn into the hillside and frequently washed away by landslips, corpses of trucks lay scattered down the steep riverbank. The climate turned humid, and temperate rainforest clothed the slopes. Wild strawberries and bushes of brambles grew with sweet tangerine-coloured fruit, similar to a raspberry. Less appetising were the leeches, which I discovered when taking a pee. Midstream I leapt up in the air as half a dozen thirsty bloodsuckers shot towards my exposed flesh, much to the hilarity of the plant-hunters who were foraging for subtropical exotica that grew in the foliage.

While I found my botanical companions entertaining, they were a world apart from the Tibet that I was eager to explore. Over dinner in the steaming mess tent they would casually break out in Latin, quibble about the merits of etymology and have feuds over taxonomy.

Over a week into the red lily trip, I was getting restless at seeing Tibet only through the prism of a car window. I was not alone. Unrest was growing among the group, with complaints at the rudimentary conditions. ‘Bed tea’ brought to the tent every morning by our polite Sherpas counted for little when the bedding was damp, the rain never ceased and the loo was a hole in the ground surrounded by a tarpaulin. One day after a bone-shaking drive and frustration at the changing itinerary – snow still blocked the passes where the alpine flowers were growing – dissent became mutiny when one irate plant-hunter threatened to throw rocks at another, who responded with angry curses. Amy, the blonde student, sat in the crossfire looking distinctly unwell and had to hop out of the car every ten minutes with diarrhoea.

Not long after, on one exceptionally rowdy evening, I went outside after dinner to cool down by the river. The clouds were heavy, the forest thick. Some monks approached: two old men and two young boys wearing luminous yellow hats peered into my face. They were on a pilgrimage to Lhasa and held out their hands for a donation. When I offered 10 renminbi, their eyes glinted like stars.

Earlier that day I had seen something that had stopped me in my tracks. Two pilgrims in their mid-twenties, around my age, were prostrating along the road. Wearing worn plastic aprons, flat wooden gloves and kneepads, with their hands in prayer position, they bent, kneeled and laid themselves full-length, their forehead touching the ground, then rose again. As I watched them my familiar rational world fell away. They displayed a depth of faith that I had never encountered, one that would take them to Lhasa, prostrating all the way.

The deeper we journeyed into Kongpo, the more intrigued I was by the integral relationship between Tibetans and their land. There was a collective belief grounded in the power of nature, revered and feared in equal measure. Sacred markers were scattered everywhere: Buddhas carved on rocks, prayers flags strung across mountain passes. To the pilgrim, writes Keith Dowman, ‘The landscape becomes a treasury of symbols . . . [to] provide a constant source of comfort . . . A reminder of the goal of the path.’4

For some years I had been looking for a deeper spiritual foundation for my own life, in reaction to the materialist ethos of society that placed such a high value on outward success, on money, on ‘doing’ rather than simply ‘being’. I was curious, open and at times hungry for what spiritual teachings offered: wisdom, clarity, inner serenity and a profound equanimity with whatever hand life dealt. Now that I was removed from my normal London routine, among the hypnotic silence of the mountains, something inside me was ignited. The singular combination of wide horizons, the searing light and the wildness of this strange land was bewitching. In the words of Edwin Bernbaum: ‘By awakening a sense of the sacred, making us aware of a deeper reality, mountains connect us to the world and make our lives more real.’5

Out of the darkness the gleaming white teeth of Tashi, one of the guides, appeared.

‘Having a good time?’ he asked. ‘First time to Tibet?’

I nodded.

‘You like flowers like the others?’ Tashi motioned towards the mess tent where raucous laughter was erupting. The nightly game of bridge was under way.

‘Yes. I’m looking for a rare lily. It’s a sort of flower—’ I stopped, taking one of his Panda cigarettes. ‘Where are you from?’

‘My father was from Kham but I live in Lhasa.’ He squatted on his haunches. ‘You know how Buddhism came to Tibet?’

‘No,’ I said, guessing he was going to tell me.

‘It was like this. How you say, a giant ogress she mated with a monkey. They had two children, one boy, one girl. They were the first Tibetans. Stupid, ignorant, very sinful.’ He took a long drag on the cigarette. ‘Then much later, in the eighth century, King Trisong Detsen invited Padmasambhava to come from India. He flew on a lotus and rescued the country from demons. We call him Guru Rinpoche, he’s like a second Buddha.’

I didn’t look convinced.

‘This is true,’ he insisted. ‘This is how the Tibetan people were born. Tibet was a very bad place before Buddhism came. If you pray to Buddha, he save you. I see you have a photo of Green Tara, Buddha of Compassion.’

I turned my mind back to the year before when I’d been given the photo of Tara, said to be the first woman to reach enlightenment, who vowed that she would always be reborn in a female body. It was unexpected. I was in a Scottish hotel, writing an article on a weekend of the paranormal when I had fallen into conversation with Gordon Smith, one of the guest speakers. Known as the ‘psychic barber’ he is now recognised as one of Britain’s foremost mediums. He insisted I take the photo of Tara. Writing the words of her mantra, Om Tare Tu Tare Ture So Ha, on the back, he said knowingly, ‘It will help you on your journeys.’

It is an arresting image of an emerald-green goddess with pouted scarlet lips, floating cross-legged on a peach lotus above a tranquil landscape of mountains and a family of deer. Since arriving in Tibet, the photo had become something of a talisman.

Dragging myself back to the moment, I found Tashi still talking. ‘I see sometimes you say her mantra. You should take the Tibetan name Drolma which means Tara.’

‘How do you pronounce it?’

‘You say it like Drohh-ma.’

‘I like that,’ I said, repeating it softly. ‘Drolma, Drolma. That can be my name in Tibet.’

He looked at me hard, weighing me up. ‘Big problems now in Tibet. Once there were 6,000 monasteries in my country. Now only 400. It makes me sad, very sad, but what can we do? Who can we tell? No-one will listen.’
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The following afternoon I visited my first Tibetan monastery, where Frank Kingdon Ward had stayed in 1933. The ruins of the original building stood stark on the steep, barren hillside; the new buildings were half the size. The view remained: 20,000-foot mountains with fluted cliffs and the Ata Kang Glacier towering over silvery-aquamarine lakes. The pyramidal peak, known as Dorje Tsengen, ‘so sheer that no snow lies on its south face’, wrote Ward, lorded above the lakes.6

Juniper smoke wafting towards me from an open brazier, I approached an old monk who was sitting on a woodpile outside the monastery. His robes were thickly greased with dri butter (from the female yak), his face like an ancient map of the world. Through the Tibetan guide Tashi, the monk told me about his life, speaking as he turned his string of speckled amber prayer beads in a deliberate, methodical manner.

At the age of nine Phuntsok joined the Geluk monastery. When he was thirty-three, in 1959, he said, ‘the Chinese army came and all the monks ran away. Much of the monastery was destroyed and we all hid in the forest.’ The following year the monks were joined by twenty-five local Tibetans armed with guns. They left their forest refuge to fight the Chinese, ‘to protect what was left of our monastery’.

Outnumbered by the army, the rebels were all killed or captured. Phuntsok was one of those caught and spent the next twenty years in jail in Chamdo, some 250 miles to the north. For the first decade, he said simply, ‘the conditions were very strict, then things got a bit easier.’ After his release in 1982, there was a period of relative religious freedom, and he was told the Chinese government would give money to rebuild the monastery. When nothing materialised, he and some monks went on pilgrimage to Lhasa to raise funds. In the late eighties the temple was built with help from local villagers, desperate to have their monastery back. Too remote for high lamas from Lhasa to visit, our group were the first foreigners to see the new building.

‘Before 1959,’ Phuntsok said, gesturing to the ruins behind, ‘it was much bigger, with herds of yak and sheep. Today there are only twelve monks and one young boy, the cow-herder. I’m eighty, the oldest here.’

The old monk answered my questions without hesitation. Pasang, one of the drivers, hovered nearby, finally motioning Tashi to stop talking and for us to leave. While there was seemingly nobody else around and we were far from any obvious police or military presence, in my naivety I hadn’t realised that by having such a conversation I was endangering not only the monk, but also the guide and driver.

Ken had brought a photocopy of a photograph of the monastery taken by Kingdon Ward in 1933. Shortly before leaving, he gave it to the monk, whose face lit up. Holding the piece of paper between gnarled fingers, Phuntsok studied the picture intently. He doubtless had not seen an image of the monastery of his youth before its destruction. It was a poignant gesture and even the most cynical of the group were touched. As we left, Tony Cox, usually stoical and reserved, was close to tears. Puffing on his pipe, he said, ‘I hope you continue to enjoy this view. Such a beautiful view.’

When we drove away, the old monk watched us go down the twisty track, his presence lingering in the car afterwards. Everybody was moved to silence. Later that day, mulling over what had happened, I felt a wave of guilt that I had placed the Tibetans at such risk. Tashi took me aside and suggested it was better not to mention the conversation with the monk to Tang Wei, our Chinese guide, who, sick with flu, had not accompanied us for several days. Meeting the monk and hearing his story, told with dignity and courage, with no trace of blame or anger, had a profound effect: it gave me a searingly authentic insight into that dark passage of history when Mao Tse-tung ordered his armies to ‘liberate Tibet’.
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At breaking light the next day, our first serious search for the red lily began south of Pome (pronounced Pom-may) up to the Dashing La pass. Ascending the trail, the local porters we had hired complained that their loads were too heavy and sat down on strike until more money was promised. Only then would the bedraggled men begin again, their flimsy Chinese army pumps sliding in the rain. The logging trail cut through forests of picea, spruce and junipers over 200 years old, with soft shell-pink Rhododendron uvariifolium growing in abundance in the foliage.

On our track through the Tolkienesque forest, everything dripped. Underfoot was soft and springy moss. Tree trunks, spongy to the touch, littered the ground. Ferns were coiled in clumps, their slimy heads like sea horses dipped in black oil. Lichen hung like cobwebs spinning the elfin forest together in a pale green net. When we stopped for lunch with Ken, I noticed a movement in the undergrowth and spied a red panda. About two feet long, this rare and endangered raccoon-like animal, with a dark russet and white face and a thick bushy striped tail, took pause to stare before disappearing.

The following morning, the day had finally arrived when we would be tramping across potential red lily country. The weather was predictably awful and, in sleety rain, only a few of the stalwarts climbed up towards the Dashing La. Cutting steps in the snowfields, we ascended into a natural alpine garden at 12,000 feet. There were scats of musk deer and we were told that black bears and Bengal tigers still roamed. When the clouds began to clear, allowing a crack of visibility, our party climbed towards those promising patches of barren scree where the lily might grow.

Within a few minutes, my footsteps set off an avalanche, curdling my insides. A glimpse of sun and both the blushing red flowers of a waxy Rhododendron forrestii and an avalanche burst into life. The glaciers groaned and moaned as if crying out to each other across the valleys. These eerie sounds caused by the ice retreating and advancing made the mountainside seem peculiarly animate and I could appreciate why, among the crags, Tibetans believe deity-protectors or suma still dwell. It is said that the great Tantric master Guru Rinpoche (Padmasambhava in Sanskrit) subjugated many of the natural
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