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  About the Book


  Kunsang thought she would never leave Tibet. One of Tibet’s youngest nuns, she grew up in a remote mountain village where, as a teenager, she entered the local nunnery. Though simple, Kunsang’s life gave her all she needed: a oneness with nature, a sense of the spiritual in all things. She married a monk, had two children and lived in peace and prayer. But not for long.


  There was a saying in Tibet: ‘When the iron bird flies and horses run on wheels, the Tibetan people will be scattered like ants across the face of the earth.’ The Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950 changed everything for Kunsang. When Chinese soldiers began destroying her monastery, she and her family were forced to flee in a hair-raising trek across the Himalayas in winter. She spent several years in Indian refuge camps. Both her husband and her younger child died. Then came an extraordinary turn of events: the arrival of Martin Brauen, a cultured young Swiss man with a fascination for Tibet, who fell in love with her daughter and took both of them to Switzerland where Yangzom would be born, the author of this remarkable book.


  Many important stories lie hidden until the right person arrives to tell them. Yangzom Brauen has rescued the story of her inspirational grandmother, writing a book full of love and endurance, and giving us a rare and vivid glimpse of life in rural Tibet before the arrival of the Chinese.


  About the Author


  Born in 1980 to a Swiss father and Tibetan mother, Yangzom Brauen is an actress and political activist. She lives in both Los Angeles and Berlin and has appeared in a number of German and American films. She is also very active in the Free Tibet movement, making regular radio broadcasts about Tibet and organising public demonstrations against the Chinese occupation of Tibet.


  For my pala, who since his youth has been advocating freedom for the Tibetan people and the preservation of Tibetan culture.


  


  Yangzom Brauen


  ACROSS MANY MOUNTAINS


    Three Daughters of Tibet


  Translated from German by


  Katy Derbyshire
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  The names of some individuals and towns have been changed to protect those still living in Tibet.


  Prologue


  It is late autumn and the wind whistles across the dry, rocky fields and meadows. As I step out of the house, a fierce gust pushes me aside, so strong that I have to tilt my body into its force. Mola stands with her legs planted wide, buttressing herself against the gale. Mola means grandmother in Tibetan. My grandmother is a ninety-one-year-old Buddhist nun. In the tradition of all Buddhist nuns, her hair, now snow-white, is cropped close to her scalp, and she wears only red, orange and yellow. Her floor-length Tibetan chupa billows out like a sail, and she has to concentrate to keep her balance. My grandmother wants to perform kora. For Tibetans, kora means walking around a sacred place absorbed in prayer, a kind of pilgrimage that can encompass hundreds of miles or only a few yards.


  There is no Buddhist shrine here on the Greek island of Paros, so Mola has brought her own sacred artefacts with her: a photo of the Dalai Lama, a picture of her guru Dudjom Rinpoche and one of Buddha, all in gold frames, which she has set up in a small niche in the living room of the ancient farmhouse where we are staying. She has laid a few incense sticks in front of them to create an impromptu altar. For Mola, this has become the most sacred place on the island. To perform kora, she must walk once around the house clockwise. But today the wind gets the better of her and she has to move inside.


  My parents, my brother, Mola and I have all met here for a short family holiday. Life has scattered us to Berne, Zurich, Los Angeles, New York and Berlin. If Tibet had remained Tibet, we would all be together in Pang, a remote mountain village in the south-east of the country, where Mola, along with my grandfather, a Buddhist monk, lived in a monastery. But my grandparents fled Tibet in the winter of 1959 when Chinese soldiers were destroying monastery after monastery, looting their treasures, leaving only rubble. Fifty years on, the country still suffers under the Chinese occupation. Every member of my family feels the pain of this.


  Later in the day, when the wind has calmed and the bright red sun is sinking, Mola sits in front of her farmhouse altar and begins to sing. My brother and I often listened to her songs as children but we haven’t heard them for a long time now. In a voice that sounds a little shaky, but is still clear and mild, she sings to us of a long-gone, faraway world. Mola sings as she sang as a young girl, and as a nun, when she lived the life of a hermit in a hut high in the Tibetan mountains.


  Back then, she would meditate at the first light of day. Now, towards the end of her long life, she meditates with the last rays of sunlight. She is free from pain, free from melancholy and sorrow. She is entirely here, in the present, entirely with us. She knows she will be leaving us one day soon, but the thought does not scare her. She is calm and composed; she does not cling to earthly existence. My mother – my amala – worships in a different way. As Mola sits by her altar, her butter lamps lit, my mother climbs to the small whitewashed Greek Orthodox chapel at the top of the hill above our house. She loves to go there at the end of the day, to light a candle, leave an offering and pray. Often she is the only one there, but sometimes she is joined by a few villagers, who pray to their Greek Orthodox God as she prays in Tibetan to her deities. Mola would never think of praying in another religion’s chapel. She must bring her own altar with her, no matter where she is. Meanwhile, I read books, lazing in the garden hammock, listening to the chickens and crickets and to the sound of Mola’s prayers emanating from the house. How different we three generations are . . .


  When my mother has made her way back from the chapel on the hill, and Mola has finished her prayers, the three of us stand outside together to watch the sun set behind the mountains. This landscape of stone and sky looks almost like Tibet. That is why my family loves this place. Mola, Amala and I fall silent as the last glow of the sun fades in the sky. I am moved almost to tears. I feel as if we are nearing the end of a long journey, a journey I want to tell you about in this book.


  1


  Trapped


  For fear of Chinese soldiers, they only dared walk through the freezing nights, with no light to guide them but the stars. The mountains were black towers before the dark sky. The group, numbering a dozen or so, had set out shortly before the Tibetan New Year festival, which, like the beginning of the Chinese calendar, usually falls on the second new moon after the winter solstice. New Year was deemed the best time to escape. The high passes were covered in snow, and icy winds whistled across them, but the snow was frozen hard at night and was sometimes even stable by day, in contrast to the warm season, when trekkers sank knee or navel-deep into a mixture of snow, ice, water, mud and scree. It was common knowledge that the Chinese border guards preferred to keep warm in their barracks during the winter rather than go on patrol in the biting cold. Everybody agreed that the soldiers would sooner spend the New Year festival, the most important Chinese holiday, celebrating, drinking and playing cards than doing their actual duties.


  My mother Sonam’s heart beat wildly as she struggled to keep up with the adults. She was only six years old.


  Soon they caught sight of danger looming in the distance. In the valley far below their path, they saw large, brightly lit buildings. They could only be housing Chinese soldiers; Tibetans had no such huge and uniformly built houses as these, with such bright lights. Shouting voices, crashes of music, laughter, sometimes terrifying screams emanated from the buildings, echoing off the mountain. The Chinese soldiers loved chang, Tibetan beer made from barley, and they presumably had plentiful supplies. The sounds Sonam heard were blood-curdling, like a herd of wild beasts gathering in the distance. But her mother whispered to soothe her. ‘It’s good that they’re celebrating,’ she said. ‘They won’t come up here if they’re cosy and warm and drunk.’


  The refugees’ path was narrow and stony and barely visible in the darkness. Often the group had to pick their way through thorny scrub and fields of scree, and then carry on between low trees. The roots of the trees protruded from the ground, tripping them up, and the dry branches scraped their hands and faces. All of them were covered in scratches, their feet bleeding and their clothes torn. The higher they climbed, the more often they had to cross snowfields.


  It was the winter of 1959, the same year the Dalai Lama went into exile and a prophecy made by Padmasambhava, the founder of Tibetan Buddhism, was being fulfilled in a terrible way. This ostensibly 1,200-year-old prophecy says: ‘When the iron bird flies and horses run on wheels, the Tibetan people will be scattered like ants across the face of the earth and Buddhist teachings will reach the land of the red man.’ The iron birds, or Chinese planes, were flying over our land, and the horses on wheels, or Chinese trains, had brought troops to the border forcing my mother and grandparents to set out on a perilous journey.


  Although the Chinese had invaded and occupied our land in 1950, it was not until years later that they dropped their initial false friendliness and began systematically arresting, torturing and imprisoning Tibetans, especially Buddhist monks and nuns, and aristocrats. As my grandmother was a nun and my grandfather a monk, they were in great danger. Their monastery was attacked and pillaged by Chinese soldiers. The Chinese ran riot in the village below the monastery. They dragged aristocrats across the village square by their hair and beat them, made them clean latrines, destroyed their houses, stole their sacred statues and gave their land to the peasants. They stole livestock, hurled insults at venerable lamas and trampled on centuries-old village traditions. It was this barbarism that made my grandmother Kunsang Wangmo and my grandfather Tsering Dhondup decide to flee to India with my mother Sonam Dolma and her four-year-old sister. They planned to cross the Himalayas on foot, with little money and no idea of the trials and tribulations they would meet along the way. They were equipped with nothing but home-made leather shoes, woollen blankets, a large sack of tsampa – ground-up roasted barley – and the certainty that escaping to the country that had taken in the Dalai Lama was their sole chance of survival. This conviction was based solely on their unshakeable faith. My grandparents couldn’t speak any Indian language, they knew not a single person on the Indian subcontinent and they hadn’t the slightest idea of what awaited them – apart from the knowledge that the Dalai Lama, whom they had never seen in their lives but who for them was the supreme authority, had been granted asylum there.


  My mother’s shoes were hardly adequate footwear for climbing mountains in the winter. The smooth leather soles slid across the snow, sending her slipping or falling to the ground every few feet. The snow gradually soaked through the roughly sewn seams, making the hay she had stuffed into her shoes in place of socks cold and slimy. She wanted only to sit down and cry, but she had to concentrate all her willpower on placing her feet, one step at a time, into the footprints left by the adults ahead of her. Just don’t get left behind, she repeated to herself. She knew it would be the end of her.


  It became harder and harder for Sonam to continue. The water in her shoes had long since frozen. Her feet felt like big, heavy clumps of ice that she had to drag along with her. Her little sister was much better off: although she could walk, she would never have been able to keep up with the trek, so Kunsang carried her younger daughter, fastened to her back like a rucksack, tightly wrapped in blankets to keep her warm. The little girl never cried or screamed. She sometimes reached a hand out of her blankets to stroke her mother’s head as she walked, whispering a soothing ‘ela oh’ in her ear, meaning something like ‘oh, I’m sorry’ in the language of Kongpo. It was as if she wanted to apologize to her mother for adding to her burden. Sonam sent yearning looks up to the warm bundle on her mother’s back. How envious she was of her little sister!


  When another joyless morning dawned after a long night’s trek, the group sought shelter under a rocky outcrop, beneath which a narrow cave opened up, just high enough for a small child to stand. At least the wind wasn’t blowing in their faces, and nobody could spot them here. Yet it was bitterly cold in the small space between the smooth walls of the cave. My mother’s feet were completely numb, although she couldn’t tell whether the numbness was from the pain or the ice and the cold. Cautiously Kunsang freed Sonam’s feet from the ice-caked leather, now more like tattered spats or gaiters than shoes. With even more care she plucked the frozen, crushed straw from Sonam’s blue-tinged soles and placed her feet deep into the warming folds of her own dress, on to the bare skin between her breasts. What a shock those freezing feet must have been for my poor grandmother, and what an indescribable relief for my young mother. I can vividly picture her as a small child from the many stories she has told of this escape.


  That was the only pleasant part of the short rest the group granted themselves. Nobody was allowed to light a fire, so they were unable to melt snow for drinking water, and they were running low on food, since nobody had expected to be on the road for weeks.


  The only way to quench their burning thirst and soothe their chapped lips was to gather water in their cupped hands at an ice-free spot where a rivulet ran across the rock, or to shove snow into their mouths. This allayed their thirst but left a terrible icy feeling in their throats and chests, and later their stomachs.


  Rocks and ice and snow were not the only obstacles nature had placed in their way. Every few hours, a stream, a foaming waterfall or a wild river shot out from between vertical rock faces on the flanks of the mountains. Most of these rivers were only partially frozen and gave an impertinent display of their strength. Wading through them and continuing onwards with their clothes soaked up to their hips was a miserable experience. Walking on the pebbles frozen on to the thin soles of their shoes made every step a hellish torture.


  A few hours after they left the cave, they heard the distant rushing of a raging stream, which grew louder and louder as they approached. The torrent sliced though the rocks, leaving a deep ravine with a rope bridge suspended above it. Their immediate feeling was relief – until they saw the condition of the bridge. Four ropes were stretched across the canyon, tied together at the bottom with thinner ropes intended as rungs. These were far apart from each other, and through the large gaps you could see spray and foam and the rocky ravine below. My mother was terrified, certain that she would lose her grip and plummet from this phantom of a bridge into the bottomless depths below.


  Kunsang left her daughter no time for thoughts like that. With a jerk, she pushed her towards the precipice, then led the way, clinging firmly to the ropes but always leaving one hand free for Sonam. The bridge began to sway terrifyingly, the water roaring so loudly that even Kunsang, directly in front of my mother, could barely hear her piercing screams. She grabbed her daughter as she slipped, holding her up on the ropes and pulling her along, struggling to keep her own balance and trembling with fear. Step by step, they made it to the other side of the ravine.


  Once they had crossed the swaying makeshift bridge, the familiar tortures began anew for my mother, tramping one foot after the other through the ever snowier and ever icier mountain wasteland with no destination in sight. She could see nothing else. She had seen nothing else for days. To make matters worse, it was growing colder and the wind was becoming more biting. On and on the group climbed, to the frozen heights of the Himalayas.


  Suddenly the ground opened under Sonam’s feet and she slid into a crevasse. She bounced off an icy wall and fell six feet on to hard-packed snow. Panicking, she saw that the crevasse dropped away next to her, becoming even deeper. And she saw too how far it was to get back up. Everything was white – the snow, and the cold, indifferent sky suspended above the mountains. Nobody had noticed her fall; she had been bringing up the rear. She waited, listening breathlessly, but heard only the whistling of the wind. She cried. She didn’t scream, because she was afraid to. Whatever happens, don’t call out, don’t cry, don’t scream, the adults had instructed her dozens of times. No fire, no noise, no shouting; the Chinese could be anywhere. Seized by panic, she clawed at the icy sides, yet her smooth, wet, snow-caked shoes slipped down the walls of her prison. Was this how her escape would end? Was she never to see her parents again? Was she to be imprisoned for ever in this dark hole in the ice?
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  A Land Far From Time


  My grandmother, Kunsang Wangmo, may well have been the youngest nun in Tibet. When I was a child, and she would tell me stories of her own childhood, I found it hard to imagine that at an age when I was still playing with toys, my mola was dedicated to a religious life. ‘But I always wanted to be a nun, even when I was very small,’ she would say. ‘I loved to watch the nuns who spent their days in the temple at the Ahne nunnery, praying, singing and meditating. I wanted so much to be like those women. I wanted to shave my head like they did and wear the same red and yellow robes; I wanted to be as dignified and calm and holy as they were.’


  The Ahne nunnery was in the easternmost corner of Tibet, in the province of Kham. It was high in the mountains, a good three hours’ climb from the village. On the other side of the valley were the gilded parapets and spires of the monastery, where the monks lived. At that altitude, little grew but grass and herbs and wild flowers – ox-eye daisies, orchids, gentians and edelweiss, by turns swaying in the summer winds or buried under a layer of snow by the winter storms. The apricot and nut trees, willows and water lilies and small vegetable gardens that thrived in the village could not survive at this elevation. Here, the only trees were the tall wooden masts constructed by the monks and nuns with the brightly coloured prayer flags strung between them. As the flags fluttered in the wind, they scattered the prayers printed upon them in all directions.


  On the steep slopes about half an hour’s walk above the nunnery were the crooked huts and tiny houses where the hermit nuns lived. Some of the huts were provisional structures made of dry branches and leaves tied together with long grasses; others were built of wood or bark. The villagers attended the temple in town for religious festivals, and sometimes visited the monasteries to bring offerings to the monks and nuns and ask for special prayers and rituals. They rarely climbed the extra distance to the hermit nuns’ huts, out of their great respect for the women who spent most of their time in silent contemplation. The hermit nuns did not speak to strangers and barely talked among themselves. They did not receive visitors, and only ventured down to the village to collect food. When they did descend to the valley, they prayed outside the houses with their eyes cast to the ground, accompanied by the steady dram-drum rhythm of the wooden hourglass drums they twisted in their right hands. The nuns set an example of the Buddhist ideals of humility and poverty, and showed the villagers their devotion by praying for them. The villagers, who reaped rich spiritual rewards from the nuns’ prayers, paid them back in food. They gave the nuns tsampa, cheese, tea and butter.


  My grandmother was the youngest of four children; both her brothers, five and seven years older than she, were monks, and her sister, ten years older, was a nun. Kunsang was the only child still living at home. ‘I learned at an early age that clinging to earthly possessions only causes suffering,’ she would tell me. ‘I wanted to achieve my own freedom and peace, unhampered by worldly objects.’ Though it was common for a young boy to be interested in becoming a monk, it was unusual for a girl, especially such a young girl, to want to be a nun. When she was only five or six, Kunsang went to the temple in the village and had her head shaved. Other girls wanted to do the same, but they didn’t like the results and soon let their hair grow back. For Tibetans, long hair is a very important part of being a woman. My grandmother has kept her hair close-cropped her entire life.


  My grandmother does not know her exact age. Nor does she know what date her birthday is according to the Gregorian calendar. It does not interest her. What matters for Tibetans is the animal symbol of their year of birth and the associated element. My grandmother knows she was born in an iron-bird year. Age is measured in relation to the New Year, which falls on the second new moon after the winter solstice. My mother, for example, was born in a snake-water year, five days before the Tibetan New Year. That made her one year old at New Year, even though she had only been alive for five days. Had she been born a week later, she wouldn’t have counted as one year old until 360 days later.


  When she was much older, my grandmother had her birth documents made up based on estimated dates. I don’t think she has ever taken a single look at these documents. Although the authorities demand them, to her they are unimportant. There were no identity documents in old Tibet, just as there were no birth registers, birth certificates or registry offices. Children were not born in hospitals; there were no hospitals in the entire country. Women gave birth at home, in huts, in nomadic tents, in farmhouses in the villages or in the stately town houses of the rich families.


  It is said that every fifth man in Tibet at that time was a monk living in a monastery or a hermitage. The country then encompassed twice as much territory as today’s ‘Tibet Autonomous Region’, which the Chinese set up in the 1950s after awarding the northern and eastern parts of the Tibetan territory to the Chinese provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan. Old Tibet had approximately five million inhabitants, half of them men, meaning that there were some half a million monks. There are no estimates for nuns, but their numbers were much smaller.


  Almost every Tibetan village in those years had a monastery. Some were home to more than one monastery or nunnery. Historians estimate that there were more than 6,000 monasteries and nunneries in Tibet. Some monasteries were occupied by only two or three men, others housed several thousand.


  Monks were in charge of the monasteries’ estates, goods and workers; they did the bookkeeping, paid wages and gathered taxes and dues. Some monks took care of practising and teaching classical Tibetan medicine, while others taught astrology, which was considered a science. Some copied religious texts, which circulated nearly exclusively among the monks themselves. There were very few schools, most of them privately funded; only the very rich could afford to employ a tutor for their children or send them to school in India. Apart from the noblemen, monks and nuns, most Tibetans were illiterate.


  My grandmother came from a respected family, Chökhortsang, from the region of Samanang in the province of Kham. They owned land and large herds of animals, which they drove up to the surrounding mountain pastures in the summer. They were prosperous enough to give generous donations of food to the neighbouring monastery. Kunsang was born in Rege, where her parents had recently moved. In Rege, the family was not so wealthy; they owned only a few fields. Her father made paper out of the branches of a particular bush, which her mother collected. These branches were boiled until they produced a paste, which was then poured into a cloth-covered frame. The mixture dried into a thin layer and became a sheet of paper, which would be traded for other goods. Neither of my great-grandparents could read.


  When Kunsang was born, in the early 1920s, there were no roads in Tibet, no railways, in fact no means of transport except animals. Although people were familiar with the wheel, it was a religious symbol for Buddha’s teachings and the country’s government of monks did not want it desecrated by everyday use. Heavy loads were transported on the backs of yaks, horses, donkeys – and human beings. Buddhism determined every aspect of life. Everyone prayed to the gods, used prayer wheels and prayer beads, consulted prophets and asked monks or nuns to perform rites and rituals for them in times of need. Tibet clung to its traditional view of the world and its spiritual way of life, disregarding many scientific, modern and enlightened ideas. The people left political, social and economic decisions to a small circle of aristocrats, monks and spiritual dignitaries, most of whom came from respected families.


  The authorities were a small, close-knit class of worldly aristocrats and high clerics under the personal guidance of a Dalai Lama, or ‘ocean teacher’ (the literal translation of what was originally a Mongolian title). However there wasn’t always an adult Dalai Lama in office. Often the new Dalai Lama wasn’t recognized in a young child until years after his predecessor’s death, and he had to grow up and complete his education and training before he could take charge. During these long power vacuums, the influential noblemen and clerics of Lhasa made the decisions.


  Communication was by word of mouth. News of developments in the capital and more rarely from outside the country trickled down to the villages through stories told by nomads or merchants travelling with horses and yaks. Around hearths fired by yak dung, news, rumour and gossip gave rise to imagination. Runners took what little official post there was from one village to the next – a letter from Lhasa would take several weeks to reach Kham. Life on the roof of the world almost a century ago was one of deep spirituality, peace and self-imposed isolation. The Tibetans were completely unaware of the crises going on outside their country. They herded their yaks, dris (yak cows) and sheep as they had done for generations. They planted barley, then roasted and ground it to make what is called tsampa, which they mixed with butter and tea as they had always done. The peasants handed over part of their harvests to the monasteries and noblemen from whom they rented the land or for whom they worked as serfs, just as they had for centuries. In return, they lived in a firmly structured society, which gave them security and stability.


  Hundreds of thousands of monks and nuns prayed day and night for the blessings of the protective deities, soothing any evil intentions from local spirits, calming dissatisfied gods and winning the favours of placid ones. Many Tibetans made once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimages to cleanse themselves of all sinful deeds and bad karma. The pilgrims would perform kora, circling a sacred mountain or monastery making a thousand prostrations – kneeling, sliding along the ground and lying down, before standing up again and continuing.


  Of course the Tibetans were perfectly familiar with the scourges of disease, premature death, hardship and deprivation. They had no concept of hygiene; medical care was extremely limited and the average life expectancy short. It was not unusual for children to die at birth or shortly afterwards. Many adults died of diseases that could have been cured with simple medication or operations. Yet they did not feel themselves to be deprived. They knew nothing outside their own lives, lives without depression or neurosis, lives without insecurities or doubts. Their deeply rooted, unshakeable faith kept them upright, however adverse the circumstances might be. Those who had lived honourably had every hope of a good reincarnation, a better life to come. For Tibetans, their current life was merely one link in a long chain of lives. My grandmother was fortunate to have this faith, given the difficulties she was soon to face.
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  Sickness


  One morning when Kunsang was about six years old, her amala suddenly collapsed. On the previous day, Kunsang’s mother and a friend had walked to visit the next village. She returned in the best of moods. She had been offered plenty to eat and drink, including boiled meat; the two women had even brought some of the meat home as a treat for their families. But as soon as they got back, both of them fell ill. They were seized with stomach cramps and vomiting; feverish, alternately sweating and shivering, they seemed close to losing consciousness. Kunsang’s mother’s friend died the next day. The day after that, her daughter – Kunsang’s friend – followed her. The entire village was in a state of alarm and agitation. Fearing the sickness might be contagious, Kunsang’s mother left the village, even though she was so ill she was barely capable of standing. With no doctors or medication, self-quarantining was the only solution the villagers had to avoid mass infection.


  My great-grandfather was away with his herds, so Kunsang had to help her mother, supporting her weight as they struggled up the mountain towards the nunnery. It took several hours; the two had to pause countless times before they reached a vacant hut, where they collapsed. For two days and two nights the child watched over her mother, falling asleep by her side out of sheer exhaustion. She brought her mother water, dried her brow and prayed. Her mother vomited over and over again, and did not always make it to the door when she needed to relieve herself. Kunsang cleaned up after her as best she could.


  On the third day Kunsang went down to the village to fetch food and found that her father had returned. But when he heard the terrible news, he asked his daughter to go up to the hut again. He was scared of catching his wife’s disease and leaving his daughter without parents. He made soup, which Kunsang had to carry back up the mountain to her mother. The path to the hut was narrow, steep and treacherous, snaking across mountain pastures and over rocks. Kunsang had no lid for the heavy pot of soup and she spilled much of it. The next day she made the exhausting trip again; no one else dared to get close to her sick mother.


  In the meantime, her father went to the monastery and brought the monks offerings so that they would hold ceremonies for his wife. The monks recited the bartsche lamsum, a prayer against the spirits that caused difficulties and suffering.


  On the fifth afternoon Kunsang was surprised to see her amala finally resting peacefully. One moment she had been writhing with cramps, moaning and rolling her eyes; the next she lay still, calmer than she had been for days, with only her eyes twitching. Her pain seemed to have subsided. The hand that had been clutching her daughter’s slipped to the floor next to her makeshift bed, as limp as a rag. She seemed to be sleeping, even though her eyes were open.


  Evening was drawing in. The mountain shadows were getting darker. When the butter lamps in the hut burned out, Kunsang could no longer see her mother. She was hungry, so she went down the mountain to her father, hoping he might have some soup or tsampa for her.


  ‘How is your mother today?’ her father asked.


  ‘She is more peaceful,’ Kunsang replied. ‘She is sleeping with her eyes half open, and she is quiet, no shivering or sweating.’


  Her father was silent. The change Kunsang had found comforting seemed to make him sad. He sat with his head bowed, not moving. ‘We’d better go up to her,’ he said finally.


  Kunsang was surprised that he now wanted to go to his sick wife. He took a piece of kindling with him for light. When they arrived at the hut, Kunsang’s father greeted her mother, but she did not reply. Her silhouette danced across the walls in the flickering light of the tiny flame. He touched her hand, but she did not react.


  ‘She’s asleep,’ said Kunsang.


  Her father stood stock still as he looked down at his wife. Tears flowed down his face. ‘I had never before seen my father cry,’ my grandmother told me. ‘Before this moment he had always had something to do, something to say; he could explain almost anything. Now he did nothing, said nothing and knew nothing. We stood there for what seemed an eternity, neither of us moving a muscle. I had never experienced such a deep silence; it was not a good silence, and I was gripped by fear but I didn’t dare to interrupt my father’s thoughts.’


  An age passed before her father said in a quivering voice, ‘We have to fetch a lama. He has to perform powa.’


  ‘What’s that?’ she asked.


  ‘Your mother is dead.’


  So that was it. Kunsang had heard adults talking about death, but she didn’t know exactly what it was. She had never seen a dead body. She knew that death was important because it was followed by rebirth, and a new life, which comes after the old one. But she didn’t know exactly how the various lives interlinked. It must be something like sleeping, she thought. When her mother woke up again, she would have a new mother.


  Her father wanted to set off straight away to fetch the lama, who lived in a hermitage much higher up the slope of the mountain. He had known the lama for many years, and had made several previous visits, taking him food and asking for blessings. He gestured to Kunsang to come with him, but she did not want to leave her mother.


  ‘Let me stay here with Amala,’ she said. ‘I’ll look after her if she wakes up.’


  ‘She won’t wake up,’ her father answered. ‘She’s dead now.’


  Kunsang still didn’t want to go with him. She wanted to stay with her mother. She hadn’t yet absorbed the meaning of her death.


  ‘You have to come with me,’ said her father. ‘It’s dark, the moon’s not out. My old eyes can’t find the way in the darkness.’


  Kunsang went with him with no further protest. Tibetan children never disobey their parents, especially not their fathers and especially if they are girls. Elders are always right, their instructions must be followed – tradition and respect for age are very strong in Tibet.


  In the darkness, Kunsang and her father climbed the mountain with steady steps. Kunsang walked ahead, her woollen chupa hitched up so it didn’t get wet or catch on the stones and scree along the way. Her father carried a long stick to aid him when the climbing got difficult. As the path snaked higher and higher up the mountain, they heard nothing but their own laboured breathing and the wind whistling through the mountaintops.


  When they arrived, they found the lama asleep in his sparse quarters, lying on top of a thin mat on the bare floor. Kunsang’s father woke him up with great caution, even timidity. With a jerk, the red-robed man sat up as straight as a rod, as if he had not been asleep at all. When he heard what had happened, he began calmly preparing for the powa. He got up, lit the embers beside his bed with a few twigs of kindling, made tea and poured some for his visitors, mixing it with tsampa and butter. He himself ate and drank nothing, simply lit some herbs in a small dish, which burned with much smoke and crackling. As they burned, he knelt, murmured prayers and began swaying his upper body to and fro. With his eyes closed, he recited holy mantras that Kunsang had never heard before and which she did not understand. All she could tell was that his murmured words were very important. Soon, she fell asleep.


  It was light again when Kunsang awoke and found herself slumped on the floor. Only when she saw the praying lama still sitting in the same place and inhaled the smoke of the burnt herbs did she remember where she was. What was her mother doing now, all alone and helpless in the hut further down the mountain?


  The lama was well advanced in his powa. It was a ceremony that had to be carried out as soon as a person died. Buddhists believe that after death, the consciousness should not be allowed to leave the body through one of the nine ‘normal’ and impure orifices – the nostrils, the eyes, the ears, the mouth, the anus and the genitals. Instead it should be directed through the top of the head, at the spot where a baby’s fontanelle is. This experienced lama could prevent my great-grandmother’s consciousness from wandering dangerously and guide it in the right direction, thus enabling her to make a favourable rebirth. At this point in time her karma, the consequences of her good and bad actions while she was alive, was of secondary importance.


  Father and daughter knew my great-grandmother was in good hands. They saw that there was nothing they could do for the rest of the powa, so they took their leave of the lama in the traditional way, bowing deeply and walking backwards. The lama, his mind entirely on the ceremony, turned briefly towards his visitors to say goodbye. Kunsang’s father would soon bring tsampa, tea, butter, cheese and cured meat in return for the lama’s efforts. Without these gifts, the holy man’s prayers would have no effect, as it is was in this way that a petitioner proved his sincerity.


  4


  Forty-Nine Days


  My great-grandfather wished for a sky burial for his dead wife, the traditional Tibetan funeral ritual where, after all the required prayers and blessings, the monks expose the corpse to the vultures. In the Tibetan mountains and high plains, digging graves is often all but impossible; the ground is hard, rocky, often frozen. Wood for burning the dead is always difficult to come by. Disposing of a body is far less important to Buddhists than their concern for the deceased’s consciousness. Once the soul has left the body, the corpse is merely an empty vessel according to Buddhist belief, and this vessel should be put to the greatest possible use for the benefit of other creatures. We respect birds that feed on carrion just as we respect all living beings.


  Sky burials can only take place in very particular places, and are conducted by skilled masters. They have to cut up the corpse in a certain way, then break up and grind down the bones. All this requires someone who knows how to open a skull and how to mix the brain with tsampa so that the vultures will eat as much of the remains as possible. Almost nothing should be left after this feast of transience.


  To his great regret, Kunsang’s father could not afford a sky burial for his wife. The nearest burial site was several days’ journey away. It would have been far too complicated and expensive for him to move the body there. So he had to choose a more modest form of burial. Fortunately, there were meadows in the valley where a ditch could be dug as a temporary resting place for the corpse.


  ‘Your mother’s consciousness is already on its way to a new body,’ Kunsang’s father told her. ‘She is being accompanied by the lama’s prayers.’


  Usually burials were accomplished with the help of family, friends and neighbours, and afterwards everyone was served a hearty meal. But their friends and neighbours refused to help, fearing they might catch the deadly disease from the corpse. Kunsang and her father had no close relatives in the village. Kunsang’s two brothers were travelling the country as monks, and her older sister was a nun living several difficult days’ journey away. None of them yet knew that their mother had died. So the funeral procession to the ditch was not only sad, but lonely and laborious. Before the burial, Kunsang’s father had asked an astrologer to calculate the best moment for the body to leave the hut on the mountainside. At the designated time, he fetched his wife’s corpse from the hut, dragging it out of the door to a low wall, where Kunsang had to keep it stable while her father stooped to balance it across his shoulders. He lugged the body down the narrow, bumpy path, then pulled and dragged it towards the ditch. Kunsang was horrified; she could see her mother’s body already decaying, and the finality of this began to hit her as she helped her father push and tug and lift her poor mother’s body so that it would not be scratched to pieces by thorns and sharp stones. At last it landed in the ditch, and they covered it with heavy rocks. As her father stood praying, Kunsang tried to join in, but she was too choked with tears.


  Afterwards the two of them went to the monastery, taking the monks a sack of tsampa, butter, tea and other food and asking them to pray for the dead woman for forty-nine days. During this period, prayers are said to help the deceased so that they have no fear of what is coming, and to lead the way to rebirth. Each week for these seven weeks my great-grandfather took offerings up to the monastery. Kunsang and her father collected her mother’s chupas, aprons, blouses, shoes and jewellery and took them to the monastery too. Later the monks exchanged the women’s clothing for food and kitchen utensils to meet their own everyday needs.


  Many times my grandmother has told me how dead people spend three days reliving their lives down to the tiniest detail. At sunrise on the third day the consciousness returns to the body, not realizing what has happened. Then the dead wander among the living but no one acknowledges them, no one talks to them, looks at them or touches them. They want to be with the living and they do not understand why we ignore them – until a terrible suspicion dawns upon them. To test their fears, they walk across sand, seeing to their horror that they do not leave footprints. They lower themselves into water and see that they make no waves; they try to break off a twig and see that the twig resists as if it did not feel their touch. They try all these things until they realize they are no longer among the living; their consciousness has parted from their body. After these three days, the consciousness of the dead comes across forty-two peaceful and fifty-eight wrathful deities. Anyone who has seen pictures of these terrifying divinities can imagine how disturbing and frightening such encounters must be. Therefore it is important that the dead are accompanied by the monks’ prayers, which prepare their souls for these meetings.


  The prayers were also intended to explain to my deceased great-grandmother that the gods she saw were not real but merely illusions and there was no need for her to fear them. The monks hung up pictures of the one hundred gods, so that she could get used to the sight of them. They also made a simple drawing of a woman, to represent my great-grandmother, and showed this image little pictures of the individual divinities. Many monks keep a stock of pictures for this purpose.


  After the forty-nine days, Kunsang’s father fetched his wife’s body from the ditch, this time with the help of some monks. ‘The ground is not a good place for the dead to remain,’ he told Kunsang. The monks burned the now semi-putrefied corpse and carried out a fire ceremony, a ritual that calms and banishes all damaging energies and pacifies the spirits that wish evil upon the dead. Liquid butter is poured into the flames and presented as a gift to the god of fire, along with twelve other substances including rice, flour, grasses and blossoms. The fire god, Tibetan Buddhists believe, takes the essence of these offerings to the other deities.


  After the cremation, the ashes were gathered and mixed with clay and water. This mixture was pressed into a mould to make tsa tsa, small, roughly shaped figures of divinities. The ashes could simply have been scattered into the river, but my family has always been very religious, and tsa tsa was a more spiritual choice. My mother still has the heavy, funnel-shaped brass mould used by the family to make tsa tsa for generations. The inside has a finely carved lotus border, below which are 108 small cavities. 108 is a holy number for Tibetans. The mould is used to make a tsa tsa in the form of a small stupa, or shrine, representing the entire universe.


  Tsa tsa can be placed in a pure or holy place – any place where no animals graze, no crops grow and no wood is felled. They can be placed on a stupa or under an outcrop of rock high in the mountains, or even on the shores of a river, where the waves will gradually take them to the ocean, an inconceivably long journey for Tibetans.


  It was not until much later that Kunsang realized her mother’s death must have been caused by the meat she ate. All three people who had eaten it had fallen ill; on arriving back from the neighbouring village, Kunsang’s mother’s friend had given some to her daughter. It was only because my grandmother had been asleep when her mother came home that she didn’t eat any.


  Food poisoning was common in those days. The only method Tibetans had for preserving meat was curing, but the process took place either in the open air or above the fireplace, where the meat could easily be contaminated.


  Buddhists are not supposed to kill animals. When they built houses, worked in the fields or the garden or simply walked along a path, Tibetans took care not to step on earthworms or other insects. If they found spiders in their houses, they carried them outside rather than killing them. But because little grew in the mountains other than barley, a few types of vegetables, herbs and grass, meat was the only high-calorie, high-protein food source. The only people who did not eat meat were those who could not afford it. In the larger towns, a caste of slaughterers had grown up, often Muslims who did not follow Buddhist religious rules. However, since
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