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“Flight of the Bön Monks is a magnificent achievement on many levels. Cole and Rice have not only preserved a vital piece of neglected history, but they present this enthralling tale—virtually unknown in the West—in the form of a riveting adventure story as thrilling as any Jack London ever wrote. I fell in love with the heroic Bön monks, the luminous religion they risked their lives to save, and the book that recounts their inspiring story.”

SARAH BIRD, TEXAS LITERARY HALL OF FAME INDUCTEE AND 
AUTHOR OF LAST DANCE ON THE STARLIGHT PIER

“This book presents the fascinating life stories of three Bön monks, Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche, Samten Karmay, and Sangye Tenzin, who later became the thirty-third abbot of Menri Monstery, the seat of the Bön religion, the oldest religion of Tibet. The book, however, is much more than stories about their courage and resilience while escaping from war-ravaged Tibet. It is also a highly valuable historical record of the survival and development of Bön in exile. Being an old religion with a small number of followers, Bön has been shrouded in mystery, legends, and misunderstanding. In China, Bön was traditionally referred to as the ‘black religion’ due to the popular belief that its followers covered their heads with black cloth. Fortunately, through careful and meticulous research, the two authors recorded a new chapter of the ancient Bön religion and present it to general readers in a smooth and catching writing style. Reading this book helped me to better understand Bön religion and enriched my knowledge of the Tibetan diaspora. I am grateful to the authors and congratulate them for a book well written and work well done.”

JIANGLIN LI, AUTHOR OF TIBET IN AGONY AND 
WHEN THE IRON BIRD FLIES

“With six decades of going on adventures to wild places, I’m often asked if I have a favorite. The answer is easy—it’s the remote, high Changthang Plateau. Flight of the Bön Monks will take you there.”

RICK RIDGEWAY, AUTHOR OF 
THE BIG OPEN: ON FOOT ACROSS TIBET’S CHANG TANG

“Flight of the Bön Monks is a riveting tale, skillfully layered with despair, adventure, terror, and hope, but ultimately a story of human triumph. This emotionally powerful book isn’t just a chronicle of courage, it is a poignant reminder of why Tibet needs to stay in our collective conscience.”

ELIOT PATTISON, AUTHOR OF THE INSPECTOR SHAN SERIES 
AND THE BONE RATTLER SERIES

“Before Buddhism came to Tibet, the indigenous Bön culture had flourished for millennia, and much of what we know today as Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism has been directly influenced by that culture. So when the Chinese decided that it was in their best interests to eradicate religion from the Tibetan plateau, the Bön suffered every bit as grievously as the Buddhists. Flight of the Bön Monks tells the remarkable story of bravery confronted by darkness; it outlines the escape from Tibet of several of the most senior and important Bön monks and how they have courageously kept their religion alive even though they were so rudely expelled from their native land. A story for our troubled times that needs to be told and needs to be read.” 

WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF 
BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY 
AND THE SAILFISH AND THE SACRED MOUNTAIN
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This work is dedicated to Yongdzin Tenzin Namdak 
Rinpoche, Samten Karmay, and the late thirty-third 
abbot of Menri Monastery, His Holiness Lungtok 
Tenpai Nyima, known in this book as Sangye Tenzin.
They teach us by example how to live our lives.
May all beings benefit.
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Prologue

A Deadly Encounter
at 15,000 Feet

Fear hastened Tenzin Namdak to the top of a rocky ridge, one of the many that crisscross Tibet’s highest plateau. A frigid wind whipped his face as he scanned the treeless, rocky landscape, searching for a glimpse of the Chinese troops who hunted him and his companions. He knew the soldiers would shoot them on sight.

The year was 1960. The Chinese had invaded Tibet a decade earlier and cajoled it into surrender with promises of respect for its religion and culture. Forsaken by the rest of the world, its military severely outmatched, Tibet had grudgingly agreed to allow China to station troops in its capital, Lhasa. But Chinese Communism was incompatible with the deeply religious Tibetan culture. Popular resentment swelled, finally exploding in a violent uprising. In retaliation, the Chinese began a vicious campaign of religious persecution.

Tenzin, thirty-four, one of the most revered lamas of the Bön religion, Tibet’s oldest and least-known faith, was among thousands of Tibetans fleeing the country to avoid Chinese reeducation sessions, where they were forced to accuse, beat, and even execute neighbors and family members in a campaign targeting religion and class. Chinese troops were dispatched to seal the borders and hunt Tibetans fleeing to Nepal, India, and Bhutan.

Tenzin hoped to outpace his pursuers as he headed west across Tibet’s bleakest and least populated terrain. Strung out along the trail with Tenzin were thirty companions, among them the most learned Bön lamas. Others were monks who had renounced their vows of nonviolence in order to protect the lamas. The lamas and their escorts had traveled hundreds of miles from several different monasteries to Tenzin’s small, remote monastery on the Changthang Plateau, a vast and desolate landscape of high plains and mountains thinly populated by nomadic herders. In this time of crisis they looked to Tenzin for direction because of his eminent reputation. They would have lost that leadership had he taken an offer of safe passage from a wealthy merchant making his way to the border, who told stories of Chinese cruelty and brought news that the Dalai Lama had fled the country. The merchant had urged Tenzin to leave with him, but Tenzin would not forsake his fellow monks. Disregarding his own safety, he had resolved to await word from the lamas who, unbeknownst to him, were dodging Chinese patrols as they made their way to him.

Tenzin and the lamas had set out three days earlier, joined by dozens of lay Tibetans and a group of armed rebels. Tenzin divided them into three groups. Each group would travel within sight of the others, allowing the others to flee if one group was attacked. Heading west, they changed direction whenever they spotted the black yak-hair tents of nomads or their flocks of sheep; they knew that fear or Chinese silver could induce the nomads to betray their fellow Tibetans.

The monks carried the few sacred texts and artifacts they had been able to rescue from their monasteries before they were looted by Chinese troops. Tenzin carried the most sacred object: a six-hundred-year-old reliquary containing the ashes of the founder of Bön’s premier monastery. The artifacts were mere slivers of a culture under assault by the Chinese. Soldiers were torturing and killing monks, razing temples and destroying texts, statues, and paintings. Tenzin’s world was being ripped apart. Escape was the only way to ensure the monks’ survival and the survival of Bön itself.

Their only escape route was across the daunting Himalayas that lay south of the vast plateau. In Sanskrit, Himalaya means “the abode of snow.” The Himalayas would be the final abode for untold numbers of Tibetans as they died from hunger, cold, avalanches, and steep plunges from rocky heights during their long trek to freedom.

Moving as fast as possible, members of Tenzin’s party continually cast wary eyes behind them. As the cold blue sky faded toward darkness, the monks made camp in the shadow of a mountain at the edge of a lake, tethering their pack animals and pitching their tents. While the animals were being unloaded, a black donkey reared and snorted, refusing to be handled. Tenzin saw it as a dark portent. As the monks crouched around the campfire, heating water for black tea, the crack of a single bullet rent the air. The men bolted upright in alarm. The shot grew to a fusillade as the Tibetans scattered. Streams of green tracer bullets licked at scurrying figures, pitching them onto the earth. Tenzin ran for his life.


1

Beginnings

Tibet is the highest land mass on Earth, more than two miles above sea level, and spans an area the size of Western Europe. The Tibetan Plateau is one of the most inaccessible terrains in the world, a rugged highland girdled by the highest mountains on the planet. Within the isolating ring of mountains, one million square miles of plateau soar to an average elevation of 15,000 feet.1

Tenzin’s birthplace, the village of Khyungpo Karu, lay near the eastern boundary of the soaring Tibetan Plateau in the province of Kham. The tiny community sat among hills covered with dense, dark forests on the northern slopes, and meadows sprinkled with small clusters of trees on the sunlit southern slopes.2

In the summer, swaths of primulas, edelweiss, and daisies carpeted the meadows like snow. Pika and rabbits darted among the rocks, and Tibetan gazelle and musk deer gamboled on the hillsides. At higher elevations the meadows and forest gave way to rocky inclines, home to blue sheep and the elusive snow leopard.

Kham lay on the mountainous frontier with China, a jealous neighbor that over the centuries had often attempted to dominate Tibet with varying degrees of success. At points in history Tibet did the dominating, as evidenced by a large ethnic Tibetan population on the Chinese side of the border. As Tibetan and Chinese sovereigns performed their centuries-old diplomatic and military dance, neither had threatened to eradicate the other’s religions. The ascent of the Chinese Communists would change that unwritten rule.

Khampas, as residents of Kham are called, were governed in principle by the central government in Lhasa, the world’s highest capital city at 12,000 feet. At the time of Tenzin’s birth, Lhasa was home to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876–1933), the supreme Tibetan Buddhist authority. Lhasa, which translates as “Place of Gods,” was the religious as well as political center of Tibet. However, Lhasa lay nearly a thousand miles to the west of its eastern provinces, so remote that Khampas ignored the central government’s commands when convenient. In contrast to Lhasa’s loose control over its distant provinces, the Dalai Lama’s spiritual authority penetrated deeply into the lives of Khampas. Although Tenzin’s family and their neighbors were Bönpos, as practitioners of the Bön religion are known, they nevertheless saw the Dalai Lama as the supreme spiritual and temporal authority.

The Dalai Lama was a man of peace, but the Khampas were renowned for their fighting prowess. A Khampa was rarely seen without a sword at his waist and a firearm slung across his back, usually a bolt-action rifle or an ancient muzzleloader with a folding bipod to steady its long barrel. The province was notorious for its bandits and feuds. Khampa men were taught to fight in the incessant clashes between families and tribes, which often flared for rather obscure reasons. This warlike way of life is reflected in a popular maxim:


A blow on the nose of a hated enemy,

Is surely more satisfying,

Than listening to the advice

Of benevolent parties.3




For most boys from Kham, the way of the warrior was a natural inheritance. Not for Tenzin. According to tradition, even as an infant he exuded a remarkable sense of calming peace. Before his birth his mother dreamed of receiving a scripture from a white-robed, white-haired yogi who told her, “This is your Bön destiny. Take good care of it!”4 Born in the Tibetan Year of the Fire Tiger, 1926, into a family of seminomads, Tenzin was an only child, an oddity in a culture where large families were the norm. Except for the aristocracy, Tibetans at the time of Tenzin’s birth had no family names. Monks typically named newborns, often bestowing their own names. Tenzin’s birth name was Chime Yungdrung, meaning “eternal life.” His name would be prophetically changed to Tenzin Namdak, meaning “pure holder of the teachings,” after he took his vows to become a monk.

Like other seminomadic families in the region, some of Tenzin’s extended family farmed while others roamed with herds of livestock. The farm relied on the few hardy grains and vegetables—wheat, chiles, mustard, and peas—that could survive the cold weather and short growing season at high altitudes. But their most important crop was barley, a grain so central to Tibetan life that it is part of the national identity. Roasted and ground barley is called tsampa and is the most widely eaten food in Tibet. Consumed by Tibetans since before recorded history, this staple food is packed with carbohydrates, protein, fiber, and minerals. Tsampa flour is digested easily and provides quick energy when eaten raw or mixed with water, making it ideal for travelers. Tenzin ate tsampa at nearly every meal, pouring a small amount of salted tea into a wooden bowl, adding yak butter, then tsampa, before mixing it into a paste with his fingers and rolling it into bite-sized balls.

The consumption of tsampa is a common denominator in a vast country where customs, dialects, dress, and religion vary across regions. The term tsampa eaters has been used to identify Tibetans and rally them in times of crisis.5 Tsampa is so integral to Tibetan life that it is woven into both Bön and Buddhist religious practices. Small painted figures are molded from tsampa dough for use in religious rituals, meditation, mantras, and songs. Handfuls of tsampa flour are tossed in the air as offerings to the deities when celebrating almost any joyful occasion, from births to weddings. Lamas hand out tiny balls of sugared tsampa as a blessing on sacred occasions.

Tenzin’s father, Drepo Padang, likely used a dzo, a cross between a yak and an ox, to plow his fields. The family lived on what the herd animals and a small plot produced, trading any surplus for cloth, wooden and leather goods, and other necessities. The household consisted of Tenzin’s mother, Dongza Gachung, his father, his father’s sister, and two of his father’s four brothers. His father’s other two brothers were monks at Tengchen Monastery, near the regional capital of Tengchen. In accordance with Tibetan custom, Tenzin’s mother was married to all three brothers in the household. In theory, all three were husbands in every sense, but typically one husband would take precedence. Monogamy was more common, but polyandry allowed poorer families to keep their land from being divided among brothers.

The extended family lived in a typical Tibetan two-story farmhouse of rammed earth and stone, the first floor for livestock and the second for the family. While Tenzin’s father worked the farm, another brother, Dachoe Pasang, tended the livestock, following the sheep and yaks as they grazed their way across the rugged landscape. The remaining brother, referred to as “the naughty one,” was seldom home and contributed little to the family income.6 Tenzin’s mother and aunt collected dry yak dung for fuel, hauled water, cooked, milked yaks, and spun yarn from balls of yak hair and sheep wool. They tended their small Bön shrine with the customary five offerings: butterlamps, water bowls, flowers, small pieces of cake, and perhaps a bell or conch shell. In most Tibetan homes, Bönpo and Buddhist alike, a portrait of the Dalai Lama hung over the shrine.

When Tenzin was four, his father fell victim to a mysterious malady, probably leprosy, and left the family to shield them from the disease. He spent his final days on pilgrimages to some of the hundreds of sacred sites that dot the Tibetan landscape. His illness left Tenzin’s mother alone, emotionally and socially isolated. She had a strong bond with Tenzin’s father but lacked connection with her other two husbands, his brothers. She was very young, and at her parents’ insistence returned to their home after her favorite husband’s death.

Tibetan tradition dictates that when a marriage dissolves, sons live with the family of the father and daughters with the family of the mother. Custom thus decreed that Tenzin remain under the care of his livestock-tending uncle Dachoe, who legally was also his father. Too young to understand, Tenzin cried inconsolably, longing for his mother.

Tenzin’s uncle Dachoe, devout but simple and illiterate, was left alone to work the farm, care for the livestock, and provide for his sister and small nephew. Although he strained under the burden, he was always kind to Tenzin. Tending the roving flocks and working the farm at the same time proved impossible though, and the ground soon lay fallow. Food was often scarce, and they sometimes went days without tsampa. “Ah, things were really quite difficult sometimes,” Tenzin recalled decades later.

In the mornings Tenzin helped his aunt catch yak calves so they could be fed. The calves would sometimes push Tenzin aside and run away, his impatient aunt shouting at him for his failure. Often, Dachoe put Tenzin in charge of watching over lambs in a small thatched hut. One day Tenzin saw what he thought was a wolf among the lambs. Terrified, he ran, crying and shouting that a wolf was killing the lambs. His shouting attracted the attention of the neighbors’ fierce dog, who savagely attacked the running boy. The dog bit into Tenzin’s thick woolen coat, tearing it to pieces. A neighbor pulled the dog off the boy before Tenzin was injured. Dachoe arrived and ran to the hut. Much to the boy’s chagrin, instead of a wolf he found a harmless fox.

Tenzin longed for his mother. One day, overhearing his aunt and uncle chat, he learned that his mother was living in a nearby town, Tengchen Kha. The next day, forsaking his chores, he set off for Tengchen Kha in the hope of finding her. The farther he walked, the more alone he felt and the more fearful he became. He had never been so far from home on his own. Swallowing his fear, he asked directions from passersby and eventually made it to Tengchen Kha. In such a small community it was easy to find someone who knew his mother and could take him to her. Upon seeing her son, Gachung scooped him into her arms and held him tightly, tears dampening her cheeks. She lamented his tattered clothing and shoes, so worn that his feet were bleeding. She cried as she washed and soothed her son’s feet. Nevertheless, the joy of their reunion could not withstand tradition, which dictated that Tenzin return to his uncle, who soon arrived to claim his wayward nephew.

Even without the burden of maintaining the farm, the strain proved too much for Tenzin’s uncle and his health deteriorated. When his uncle died, Tenzin lost yet another caregiver. What happened to his aunt is unclear, but according to tradition she would have remained alone on the farm or been supported by a monastery. Within three years, Tenzin had been separated from his mother and lost both his father and his uncle.

The obligation to care for Tenzin, now seven, passed to one of his monk uncles, Talsang Tsultrim. Talsang was the omze, or chant leader, at nearby Tengchen Monastery, a red, seven-story building built in 1110 on a mountainside. His uncle Talsang brought him to the monastery, leading him up the wide stone staircase that rose steeply to a portico supported by seven scarlet pillars. The boy gawked in wonder as they passed the glittering statue of the many-armed deity Palpa Phurbu, the figure’s body forming the shape of a ceremonial dagger.

Tenzin had few belongings aside from his clothes, making it easy to find a space for him in his uncle’s spartan quarters, equipped with a brazier for cooking and a straw-stuffed sleeping mat. “My uncle, the chant leader of the monastery, was very good to me,” Tenzin would recall.

During the daytime he would sit in his square meditation seat and let me sit in there with him to keep warm. He was there day and night, and when the time came to sleep, he would lay me next to him on a small goatskin. When I woke up in the morning I would find myself some distance from him. I suppose he would carry me there while I was sleeping, but I didn’t like being away from him and would start to cry. So he would let me stay next to him again. In the morning, my uncle would give me some tsampa in a bowl. He would give me four sentences of scripture to learn a day, then he would give me the tsampa. When he was performing rituals, he would let me make the torma offerings [cakes made of tsampa]. You are supposed to go outside and throw the torma high into the air, but I just tossed them a short distance into the air so that they landed by the door. Then after replacing the plate on the altar, I’d go and collect them up to eat later. He knew what I was doing, but he never said anything. I was always hungry, but I was really very happy. This was a very good time for me.7

The monks taught him to read and write, life-changing skills in a country where literacy was rare. He also became more acquainted with the Bön religion, properly known as Yungdrung Bön, translated as “Eternal Bön.”

In Tibet, only monks concerned themselves with meditation or knowledge of religious texts. Even so, religion was knit into the everyday life in the form of ceremonies and prayers. Nearly all Tibetans chanted mantras, sacred syllables recited to various deities for blessings, as they went about their daily chores. Every Tibetan had a mala, a string of 108 prayer beads similar to a rosary, that they fingered to count the recited mantras. Every morning seven bowls of water were placed on the family altar as an offering to the deities, after which family members prostrated three times before the altar. Wives burned food offerings to appease mischievous spirits that could damage crops with disease and drought. In the evening, as soon as it became dark, wives would prepare tsampa soup—tsampa boiled with cheese and, when available, a few chunks of meat or bone. After eating, the family would recite a mantra before retiring.

Now Tenzin’s monk uncles exposed him to the history and philosophical underpinnings of Yungdrung Bön and introduced him to the intricate rituals undertaken only by monks. Bön rituals had been so much a part of his life that he had never given them much thought, but now he realized that the monastery was custodian of a rich history and spiritual knowledge far more profound and broader than he knew.

He learned that Bön was founded around eighteen thousand years ago by Tonpa Shenrab Miwoche, a noble from the ancient kingdom of Zhang Zhung. In Bön literature, Tonpa Shenrab is regarded as a buddha much like Shakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism. Shakyamuni was also known as Siddhartha Gautama, who lived from 566 to 485 BCE. Although centuries apart, their lives had many similarties. Both renounced the world, took monastic vows, and taught a path to enlightenment, or buddhahood. Tenzin was heartened to learn that just like Tonpa Shenrab, Shakyamuni, and other masters, he too could, in his lifetime, become a buddha—an enlightened being—by realizing the state of pure consciousness of wisdom and compassion. According to a Bön saying, “There are as many buddhas as stars in the sky.”

The founder of Bön, Tonpa Shenrab, spread Yungdrung Bön throughout Zhang Zhung, thought to have been centered in what is now western Tibet, near Mount Kailash, and extending as far west as Persia. According to Bön texts, he made a single trip to Tibet, then a small country bordering Zhang Zhung, persuading Tibetans to abandon their shamanistic religion of bloody sacrifices for Yungdrung Bön. After Tonpa Shenrab’s visit, Bön became the dominant religion in Tibet and remained so until Buddhism shouldered it aside. As Tibet expanded into an empire, Buddhism gained its first foothold when the ousted ruler of Nepal, King Narendradeva, asked the Tibetan king, Songtsen Gampo, for sanctuary in the seventh century. While in Lhasa, Narendradeva employed Nepalese architects and artisans to build Tibet’s first Buddhist temple, the Jokhang. Buddhism edged further into the royal court with Songtsen’s marriage, for diplomatic purposes, to a Chinese princess. She brought the first statue of Shakyamuni Buddha, which was placed in the Jokhang. As Buddhism increasingly gained favor at court, Songtsen continued annexing territory, extending Tibet far beyond the Tibetan Plateau to include vast areas of China and the remnants of Zhang Zhung.

Although Buddhism was by now the court religion, it was regarded with hostility by the populace. Nevertheless, King Trisong Detsen, the thirty-eighth king of Tibet, declared Buddhism the official religion in the 780s. The king was impressed by Buddhism’s rational approach to the world and its powerful political and cultural influence in countries bordering Tibet. Bön lacked such international influence.

The official declaration of Buddhism as the national religion led to the suppression of Bön. Tibetan monarchs who adopted the religion for political reasons often ignored the fundamental Buddhist precepts of compassion and nonviolence and persecuted Bönpos in the eighth and ninth centuries. Buddhist scholars wrote diatribes falsely portraying Bönpos as practicing a savage and bloody religion—misinformation parroted by Western scholars. To avoid inquisition and forced conversion, some Bönpos hid in caves, where they secreted their religious artifacts.

Hidden Bön texts began to be discovered in the tenth century, eventually fueling a resurgence of interest in Yungdrung Bön. Some modern scholars believe Yungdrung Bön evolved out of Buddhism, and some view the two religions as virtually identical. Other scholars believe that Bön consisted of traditional rituals unconnected to any organized religion before Buddhism arrived. Bönpos insist that Yungdrung Bön has been practiced in its current form since its establishment by Tonpa Shenrab some eighteen thousand years ago.

Although many Buddhists disparage Bön, scholars believe Tibetan Buddhism took on its unique character by absorbing certain elements of ancient Bön practices, such as prayer flags, smoke offerings, and fire ceremonies, to adapt to the peculiarities of Tibetan culture. These adaptations made Tibetan Buddhism distinct from the forms of Buddhism practiced in other countries. Bön and Buddhism, as practiced in Tibet, became so similar that it is difficult to know which borrowed from the other. Bönpos believe that Shakyamuni—Siddhartha Gautama, the Indian prince who became the Buddha some 2,500 years ago—was taught by a disciple of the founder of Bön, Tonpa Shenrab.

Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso (1617–1682), known as the “Great Fifth” Dalai Lama, studied Bön, as he did the doctrines of differing Buddhist schools, issuing an edict in 1679 that recognized Bön as an official religion. A copy of the edict is inscribed on a wall in the White Palace, a building in the eastern section of the Potala, the Dalai Lama’s thousand-room winter residence that looms over Lhasa from its perch on the side of Red Hill. After the Fifth Dalai Lama’s death, persecution resumed, and many Bönpos were forcibly converted to Buddhism. Bön remained stigmatized by many Buddhists until 1977, when the present Fourteenth Dalai Lama reinstated it as an official religion.8

It’s likely that Tenzin learned much from his uncles about the fraught relations between Bön and Buddhism. Most of his instruction, however, focused on the philosophical foundations of Bön. His monk uncle taught Tenzin that desire, anger, and ignorance of the mind’s true nature cause unhappiness and suffering, that our current situation results from our previous actions, and only our actions can change our situation for the better. To avoid the suffering that causes unhappiness and realize enlightenment, true peace must be discovered within each practitioner. Such a discovery is done through meditation and purifying negative thoughts caused by the five poisons: anger, desire, ignorance, jealousy, and pride. As Bön teacher Geshe Nyima Dakpa Rinpoche puts it, “We can be like a lotus flower, which is beautiful even though it is growing in the mud. Its beauty is never affected by its surroundings. . . . By applying the teachings to our everyday practice, we are not affected by the poisons of this world.”9

Decades later, long after he acquired the titles Yongdzin, “teacher,” and Rinpoche, “precious one,” Tenzin would give his core instruction:

Your own mind is the root of both happiness and suffering; knowing how to train it in the positive way, that is the basis for happiness. Merely following the passions of your mind, that is the basis for the ocean of miseries and sufferings. Thus, if you know how to choose the right way, you are an excellent person.10

In Yungdrung Bön, like Tibetan Buddhism, there is no worship of a supreme being who controls the universe or grants enlightenment. Bön founder Tonpa Shenrab is considered a teacher, not a god. Like Buddhism, Bön has a pantheon of deities who offer support in daily life and in the pursuit of enlightenment. These deities serve as spiritual guides. Envisioning deities during meditation assists the practitioner in achieving understanding and enlightenment. For example, one of the deities most revered by Bönpos is the goddess Sherab Chamma, the “Wisdom Loving Mother.” Sherab Chamma is considered the mother of all enlightened ones and the source of all love, wisdom, and compassion. Bönpos pray to her to help overcome the problems of everyday life, such as infertility, personal conflicts, illness, and untimely death. Tenzin and his family chanted the Sherab Chamma mantra every day.

Tenzin was also taught to recognize the reality of impermanence, a fundamental Bön doctrine. Everything changes; everyone dies. The terminal illness of his father and the death of his herder uncle were harsh lessons in impermanence. Tenzin was consoled by the knowledge that they would reincarnate. According to Bön doctrine, all unenlightened sentient beings, animal and human, are reborn after death. The cycle of rebirth connects all living creatures, and one form of being may be reincarnated as another, depending on its actions, or karma. Everyone has reincarnated so many times that all sentient beings are interconnected. This interconnectedness makes Bönpos averse to killing other sentient beings, as they could be killing a relative, even their mother. Escaping the cycle of death, rebirth, and the suffering that goes along with it can be done only by realizing enlightenment. Devout Bönpos would never swat a pestering fly or step on a cockroach, but their aversion to killing did not make them strict vegetarians. The slaughter and butchering of animals was left to the poor who could not make a living through other means and who often belonged to a reviled class, the ragyabpa. Ragyabpa were sometimes called “body breakers” because they also performed sky burials: dismembering corpses and leaving them to be devoured by Himalayan griffon and lammergeier vultures. Sky burial was a practical way to dispose of bodies, which Tibetans considered nothing more than empty vessels, in a terrain where the ground often was too hard or rocky for graves, and timber too scarce and too valuable for cremation fires.

Tenzin’s religious education at the monastery was interrupted in 1935 when he was nine by the death of his monk uncle, Talsang. With the remaining two uncles on his paternal side unwilling or incapable of caring for him, he was reunited with his mother. He lived with her for about a year before moving in with his maternal grandfather, Dongdo Buga, in the nearby village of Khyungpo Tengchen. His mother remarried and moved in with her new husband in another village. Tenzin, uncomfortable with his mother’s new husband, seldom saw her.

His new life with his maternal grandparents opened a fresh phase in Tenzin’s education. Tenzin’s grandfather, Dongdo Buga, was a well-known and highly regarded painter, the patriarch of an artist family. Tenzin’s mother, her two sisters, and three brothers were descendants of the senior Dongdo, Dongdo Buga’s father and one of Tibet’s most esteemed painters. His fame gave his family aristocratic status and allowed his lineage to carry his name. The family was renowned for its painting acumen. According to tradition, one of Tibet’s most revered holy men deemed paintings of divinities by Dongdo’s family lineage so perfect that they did not need the typical consecration required of other such paintings. Dongdo senior was famous for his paintings on the walls inside the prestigious Yungdrungling Monastery in central Tibet that he produced in the nineteenth century. Tenzin was expected to take up the family trade and learn the art of painting, a skill that would help him throughout life and gave him the opportunity to study at one of the most revered Bön monasteries.11 Although his painting abilities would unlock doors, he would need courage and determination to force them open.


2

An Artist Becomes a Monk

When Tenzin turned eleven, his maternal uncle Tshering Yangphel helped him master the skills he needed before being allowed to apply his first brushstroke on the walls of a monastery or shrine. Hour after hour he practiced, drawing figures in proper proportions, using a stylus on an oiled black wooden board smeared with ashes to give it a white surface. The room was cold and his hands became so dry that they sometimes bled.

A year later he joined sixty artists at the Yungdrung Palri Monastery (not to be confused with Yungdrungling Monastery) in the village of Gogum, Kham, where Tshering had been commissioned to paint frescoes. To prepare the uneven surface of the mud walls, Tenzin learned to mix a blend of chopped straw, partially sieved clay, and a slurry of cow dung. He flung the mixture onto the walls, then smoothed it with his hands. After it dried, he repeated the process at least twice. Next came a layer of river sand, small pebbles, and yellow clay; another layer of fine sand, yellow clay, and a greenish-brown clay; a fourth layer of light beige clay; and a final layer of fine white clay mixed with animal glue and chang, Tibetan beer made from barley. Once dry, the surface was painstakingly polished to a glasslike smoothness.

Once the surface was prepared, the artists turned to making rich colors drawn from elements of the Tibetan landscape to infuse into their paint. Tenzin learned to create richly hued blues and greens by washing and scrubbing azurite and malachite that came from copper mines in central Tibet, then grinding them in water. He made deep vermillion with red crystals of cinnabar, a mercury-bearing mineral from China. Black was made from soot or charcoal; white from chalk, lime, bone, or bone ash; an intense yellow from trisulfide of arsenic, sometimes found in hotsprings; and a more subdued yellow from limonite. The colors prepared, he learned to diagram his paintings in charcoal before filling in the lines with the vivid hues.

Tshering also taught Tenzin how to create thankas, religious images painted on cotton or silk that can be hung or rolled up for storage or transport. He taught him how to stretch cloth on a wooden frame and coat its surface with a mixture of animal wax and calcite powder before painting the intricate figures of various deities.

After three years of apprenticeship, Tenzin was deemed competent enough to be included in a group of sixty-one artists invited to paint the walls of a new temple. At thirteen he was the youngest artist and eager to assist in such an important project. His uncle Tshering was in charge and, unimpressed by Tenzin’s level of artistry, assigned him a dark corner of the temple where his painting would be least open to public view. The treatment by his uncle contrasted sharply with the high regard others showed Tenzin. Most of his elders considered him precocious at everything he attempted. His uncle seemed to think otherwise and would try to block Tenzin’s advancement whenever he could.

One day as Tenzin mixed pigments in warm animal glue in preparation for applying them to a wall, the monastery’s abbot, Zopa Gyaltshen Rinpoche, entered the temple. He watched Tenzin paint awhile before declaring, “This child is special. He will be of benefit to our teaching.”1 The abbot’s pronouncement was significant because Zopa Rinpoche was regarded as a great master, respected for his depth of knowledge. Every day thereafter Zopa Rinpoche would arrive at the monastery as Tenzin and his uncle were preparing to paint. As Tenzin worked, the abbot sprinkled him with blessing water before reading the biographies of great Bön spiritual leaders of the past and regaling him with colorful stories of his travels to India and other countries. The boy absorbed the stories with fascination. “These stories were so interesting and so inspiring that sometimes I would lose my concentration on my work and drop my paints everywhere,” Tenzin said.2 The stories kindled a yearning within Tenzin to become a holy man, wander distant lands and seek enlightenment. He would later credit Zopa Rinpoche with inspiring him to devote his life to religion.

Tenzin began reading deeply from Bön texts. At age fifteen he went alone on a pilgrimage to visit remote places where Bön masters had isolated themselves in meditation. He meditated in caves and by the sides of lakes and rivers as had Bön masters before him, entering into a mental state of clarity, devoid of emotion and desire.

That same year, 1939, the Year of the Earth Rabbit, a monk arrived in Khyungpo Tengchen from distant Yungdrungling Monastery, the most prestigious abbey in the Bön religion after Menri Monastery. The monk, Mongyal Nyerpa, was visiting his hometown, but he had an important mission to accomplish as well. He had recently overseen the construction of a new hundred-pillar temple at Yungdrungling Monastery. The walls of the new temple needed to be adorned with symbols, illustrations of the deities, and portraits of renowned masters. Monastery officials wanted the work done by the best Bönpo painters in Tibet. The monk knew that the best painters were in his hometown. His mission was to hire from the Dongdo family of artists. A hundred years earlier, the patriarch of the family, Dongdo himself, had painted the original Yungdrungling temple, and so it was only fitting that his descendents should paint the new one. The family agreed to a contract, and Tenzin’s uncle, Tshering, was placed in charge of organizing a crew of seven painters. Tenzin longed to travel to Yungdrungling and escape the monotony of life in Tengchen, but his uncle told him that he was too young and inexperienced. “Why on earth should you come?” Tshering asked. “You don’t know how to paint.”3 Defying his uncle, Tenzin went directly to the Yungdrungling monk who had contracted the Dongdo family. Tenzin’s charisma and persuasion proved irresistible, and the monk agreed to hire him. By defying his uncle, Tenzin was defying tradition. This was a direct challenge to an elder. As Tenzin’s elder, Uncle Tshering felt a familial right and obligation to oversee Tenzin. From his uncle’s perspective Tenzin was flouting his rightful authority.

Miffed at being outmaneuvered, Uncle Tshering took the unusual step of appealing to Tenzin’s mother, convincing her that at fifteen Tenzin was too young to go. Tenzin learned of his mother’s decision from his uncle, but the boy would not be swayed. As reports of her son’s intransigence filtered back to her, she realized the flimsiness of her authority and began to worry that he would run away. She finally decided that it was better for him to go with the other painters from his village than leave on his own. Over the objections of her brother, Tenzin’s uncle, his mother finally gave her permission. Because Tenzin had been hired directly by the contracting monk there was nothing Uncle Tshering could do to expel him, so he grudgingly accepted Tenzin and began making preparations for the trip.

Tenzin and the seven other painters, their belongings loaded on several yaks and a single horse, traveled along narrow mountain trails, through alpine meadows ablaze with wildflowers and past snow-fed lakes of shimmering turquoise. The journey took more than a month, as they climbed through rugged mountain passes cloaked in year-round snow, passing within sight of Namcha Barwa, at 24,900 feet one of the world’s highest mountains. Finally they descended to the valley of the Yarlung Tsangpo, the longest river in Tibet, and followed it upriver until they reached Yungdrungling Monastery, its new gilt-roofed temple gleaming amid a cluster of monastic buildings about 130 miles west of Lhasa, near the north bank of the river.

After being shown their accommodations and settling in, they got to work preparing the walls. First they coated and smoothed the surfaces before layering them in a deep, vibrant red and drawing intricate designs to be painted in bold shades of gold, green, red, and yellow. In the assembly hall, the artists depicted scenes from the life of a great holy man, Nangzhig Dawa Gyaltsen, on the wall behind the abbot’s throne. On the other walls they illustrated Bön deities.

One morning the painters found the door to their quarters locked from the outside. They heard shouting and gunshots. A violent takeover of the monastery was underway, led by four monks who had become wealthy traders on the side. The monks had borrowed money from the monastery to capitalize their venture. Their business flourished and they owned a hundred yaks to carry grain to trade for wool and butter. The monk merchants were angered when Mongyal Nyerpa, the monk who had hired Tenzin, confronted them about their failure to repay the loan. The monastery needed the money to complete the new temple. They refused to repay the loan, and savagely beat Mongyal Nyerpa and other monk officials. They locked down the entire monastery and mounted four machine guns atop key buildings in the monastery complex.

That evening, Tenzin and the other painters broke open the locked door and found the bloody, beaten monks. The painters brought the injured monks to their rooms. Tenzin and his cousin stood guard at their doors to protect them. Tenzin’s cousin was armed with a small sword, and Tenzin with a pile of rocks. Mongyal Nyerpa died from his injuries the next day. During the takeover of the monastery, the merchant monks killed the abbot and the head teacher and appointed their own supporters to replace them. Only then did the merchant monks allow some semblance of monastic life to continue.

Horrified by these shocking events, the painters debated whether they should continue their work. They finally decided that Mongyal Nyerpa would have wanted them to complete the temple paintings, and so they continued. The merchant monks persisted in terrorizing the monastery for several months before a complaint reached the government in Lhasa. The merchants’ reign ended after government troops arrived at Yungdrungling, arrested the four miscreant monks, and took them in shackles to Lhasa.4

For the next two years the painters labored in the temple at Yungdrungling, completing their work in 1942, the Year of the Water Horse. The painting completed, gold and copper reliquaries containing the remains of monastery abbots were moved into the temple, and gleaming statues of deities placed in niches along the walls. The painters began packing for the return to Tengchen—all but Tenzin, who surprised his uncle by telling him he wanted to remain at Yungdrungling and become a monk. As far as his uncle was concerned, Tenzin’s declaration was yet another irritation from a pretentious boy with exaggerated goals that far outstripped his station in life. Sometimes shouting, he argued that Tenzin’s mother would be opposed to him living so far away from the family. “I’m not leaving you with anything,” Tshering said. “You will die here.” Tenzin was unmoved. “I don’t care,” he replied. “I’m not going.” Eventually Tshering realized the futility of his opposition.5 Other than physically subduing the boy and carrying him home against his will, there was nothing he could do. Under pressure from the other artists to begin the journey home, he finally yielded to Tenzin’s unbending will. Along with the other artists Tenzin’s uncle departed for home. Before leaving, his uncle showed he cared about Tenzin despite their differences by leaving him a box of tea to sell.

Tenzin remained at Yungdrungling, studying in preparation for taking his vows. In the 1940s, entering a Tibetan monastery to become a monk was a simple process. There were no entry requirements, and nearly all comers were accepted. Once vows were taken, monks were seldom expelled except in extreme situations: for example, murder or breaking the vow of celibacy. Nor was devotion to religious study enforced. Only those truly interested in pursuing such studies, like Tenzin, applied themselves.6 Others engaged in secular pursuits such as monastery administration, gardening, or trading, like the monks who had seized Yungdrungling.

Tenzin dove into his monastic studies. He relished academic life, delighting in the Bön texts. After a year of study he climbed the path up nearby Mount Shari Phowa to Menri Monastery, Bön’s most prestigious institution, and took his vows at age seventeen. He entered a small chapel and prostrated three times before the two highest-ranking monks. The abbot, who normally administered the vows to new monks, was away. The monks began chanting a prayer. As they chanted, one grabbed a tuft of Tenzin’s hair, cut a lock, and placed it in a small dish. He added a pinch of tsampa and tossed the mixture in the air to symbolize cutting ties with the world outside the monastery. The monk then poured blessed water into Tenzin’s left hand and over his head to cleanse him. Tenzin made the bodhisattva commitment to strive for the enlightenment of all sentient beings. He took his monastic vows, including promises to abstain from killing any living being, lying, stealing, using alcohol or drugs, and sex. The monks gave him his spiritual name, Tenzin Namdak, replacing his birth name.

After taking his vows, Tenzin took a break from his studies at Yungdrungling for a year-long pilgrimage to monasteries in Nepal with two other monks. One of his companions was
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THE DALAI LAMA

FOREWORD

This book, Flight of the Bon Monks. tells the story of the escape te freedom of three
individuals, one of whom was Menri Trizin Sangyé Tenzin, who played key roles
in re-establishing the Tibetan Bon tradition in exile.

Despite our sincere efforts at peaceful co-existence, the Chinese authorities in
Lhasa were intent on crushing any form of resistance. This led to the Tibetan
people’s uprising of 1959, which in turn forced me and tens of thousands of
Tibetans to escape into exile.

Regardless of the challenges of being uprooted from our homeland, we have been
able (o establish a firm foundation for the survival of our identity and culture in
India, primarily with the generous support and encouragement of the Government
of India. As this book explains, the comparatively small Bénpo community in exile
is a clear example of this success.

Although I often speak of how Tibetans have kept alive the ancient Indian
traditions of study and practice upheld at Nalanda University, the pre-Buddhist Bon
tradition adds a distinct Tibetan quality. I am confident that readers will appreciate
the efforts that authors Harvey Rice and Jackie Cole have made to shed light on the
Tibetan Bonpo religious tradition.
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