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INTRODUCTION

I have always been an observer, a thinker, and a
dreamer. Even as a small child I was sorting out the world and, as
I grew up, it gradually became clear to me that beneath the
complexity of our lives the common theme that unites us all, humans
as well as animals, is that we simply want happiness and don’t want
to be hurt. And yet we so often spoil our happiness and increase
our misery through plain, selfish stupidity. In an atmosphere of
fun, competition brings many laughs, but as soon as we get serious,
the game is over and the tears start to flow. Just watch any group
of children at play and see how quickly the magic disappears and
discord arises when their egos are bruised. Adults are no
different; we are just big kids. Our games are more complex, but
our egos are no less sensitive.

Violence, from gross physical hurt to verbal and
mental abuse, has always been abhorrent to me, but it has also been
within me. I didn’t want it, but I didn’t know what to do about it.
Sometimes it felt easier to justify anger and hatred because that’s
what everyone else seemed to do. But the bad taste it left behind
poisoned my pleasure and didn’t alleviate my unhappiness. On the
other hand, I noticed that people who act out of kindness are happy
and have few problems. These may not appear to be particularly
profound observations, but they pose the question: ‘If happiness
comes from being kind, and unhappiness comes from being selfish,
why is happiness so elusive and why are we ever sad?’ In other
words, ‘Why can’t we love others and abandon selfishness?’

This book tells the story of my search for an
answer.

When I met the Buddhist teachings, they confirmed
that selfishness is the root of unhappiness. Selfishness gives rise
to pride, greed, and anger – emotions that block our attempts to
find happiness. Most importantly, the teachings give a method to
overcome selfishness: as the problem is in the mind, the solution
is in the mind. We may agree that these poisonous emotions are
undesirable, but our behaviour contradicts that knowledge. We
become angry as soon as things don’t go our own way, and we keep
pride and desire in our hearts as if they are our closest friends.
When people and possessions don’t live up to our expectations we
easily find fault in them. We rarely see, or admit, the mistake in
our own attitudes. Just as knowing the cause of an illness is
useless if we don’t take the right medicine, knowing that
selfishness is the root of unhappiness won’t help unless we
cultivate its remedy: wisdom and loving-kindness. To do this, we
need to know how our minds function and how to overcome the
obstacles that arise as we attempt to stop bad mental habits. In
everyday terms, it’s like playing a computer game within the mind.
In moving towards our inner goal, we must recognise and destroy the
unexpected mental obstacles before they harm us. If the search for
the Holy Grail is a metaphor for one’s advance towards perfection
in mystical union with God, then the Buddhist Holy Grail is the
unification of wisdom and loving-kindness within our mind. Indeed,
I believe that union with God and the cultivation of wisdom and
loving-kindness are one and the same thing.

In my own quest for the Holy Grail, I am about to
retreat into complete isolation from society for three years. It
could be longer, or even shorter. I will have no communication
whatsoever with the outside world. Even the people who supply my
fresh food will be neither seen nor heard. A wall around my earth
cabin will be the limit of my movements, and I shall not waste time
with gardening, reading, writing, or decorating. These activities
would only hinder my mission, which is to see things as they are,
undistorted by the veils of preconception. With mindfulness,
alertness, and effortless concentration as my aides, my task is to
navigate the river of emotional turbulence within my mind and enter
the calm sea of wisdom.

. . .

The historic Buddha was born as a prince in India
about 2,500 years ago. According to the Tibetan tradition, he was
already an enlightened being, beyond death and rebirth. He chose
this way of birth as a method to inspire others to go beyond
suffering and attain true happiness. Through his own example and
his patient teaching, he indicated that renunciation, great
compassion (bodhicitta), and the wisdom seeing reality were the
path to follow. Showing that the first step on the path is
renunciation of desire for sensory pleasure, Buddha turned his back
on the luxury and pleasures of the palace and became an ascetic
yogi. Then, by learning and practising all that the greatest
religious practitioners of the time had to teach, he indicated
that, by not knowing the real cause of suffering
(self-centredness), they did not have the complete cure for
suffering.

He meditated beneath the Bodhi tree at Bodhgaya and
revealed his enlightenment by teaching the four truths: there is no
real satisfaction in our lives; this is because we are under the
control of poisonous emotions arising from self-centred ignorance
and the effects of our past actions (karma); all suffering can come
to an end (nirvana); and the path that leads to the cessation of
suffering is the wisdom seeing the final reality of the self. This
wisdom is the direct antidote to self-centredness because it knows
there is no ultimately existing self. The self exists merely
nominally, nevertheless, it has the potential to attain Buddhahood.
Then, by gathering a vast circle of disciples and teaching for many
years, the Buddha showed that non-discriminating concern for the
welfare of others supported by this wisdom was the method to
realise our potential of enlightenment. To achieve this goal, we
need a qualified person to guide us out of the jungle of
self-importance.

My meditation retreat comes after nearly thirty years
as a Buddhist monk, during which I have studied and meditated with
many great teachers. Some people have accused me of being selfish
by planning to cut myself off from the world, but for me there is
no other way. Wisdom undistorted by intellectual ideas cannot be
acquired from books or from others; we can only attain it by
meditating under the guidance of a qualified teacher. At first, our
teacher’s perfect example inspires us to maintain the pure ethics
of not harming others. Then we gain an intellectual understanding
of reality and, especially, we train our minds in loving-kindness.
After that, the isolated retreat conditions are essential for
cultivating the special wisdom that directly sees reality rather
than the wisdom that simply knows about reality. Retreat is not
selfish: its purpose is to become a qualified teacher helping
others, just as the Buddha did.

Sometimes I do wonder if my aim is realistic. After
so many years as a monk my mind is still not free from
self-importance. I cannot maintain concentration for more than a
few seconds and desire and anger still rage out of control. There
is no guarantee that after three, or even thirty, years I shall
emerge as a qualified teacher. But only death will prevent me from
trying. And even if I don’t enter the calm sea of wisdom, the
experience of trying will benefit others. I recall how a friend of
mine was amused by a sign outside an office in India, which read,
‘Sanjit Roy LLB (failed)’. My friend was compelled to go inside and
ask about it. ‘To have studied law and failed,’ explained Mr Roy,
‘is much better than to have never studied at all. I do have
something special to offer my clients.’

Even if I do not manage to attain the Holy Grail, I
will have something special to offer.

What I now have to offer is the story of how I
reached this point in my life. The idea to write this story first
came to me in the 1980s when I was in charge of transforming an old
French mansion into the first Tibetan Buddhist monastery for
Westerners. I was replacing broken tiles on the roof when an early
model Mercedes pulled up. The driver, a man in his thirties,
switched to English as soon as he realised my French was not up to
scratch.

‘Is this a Tibetan Monastery?’ he asked.

I looked around. A more typical rural French scene
could not be imagined. ‘Yes, this is a monastery, or at least the
beginnings of one.’

‘Is there a Tibetan lama here?’ he asked.

There was. While drinking tea with our abbot, the man
told us his story. He had once seen a vision of a god-like being
who told him that in seven years’ time there would be a Tibetan
Buddhist Monastery near his home in the south of France. He was to
go there and give the resident lama a jewel that had been in the
family for several generations. It was now seven years since that
vision. He handed our abbot a small package and left.

The abbot and I looked at each other in
astonishment.

‘Let’s have a look,” I said with a smile.

The abbot unwrapped the package to reveal a
rectangular green object, about an inch and a half long. It was
surely too large to be an emerald.

‘Oh, it’s just glass,’ I said dismissively.

‘No,’ replied the abbot, ‘this happened all the time
in Tibet. When we were building monasteries, dakas would
come out of the mountains and give us precious jewels.’ Dakas, with
their female counterparts, dakinis, are beings with high
levels of attainment on the spiritual path. While completing their
own paths in magical abodes, they also assist us mere humans in our
practices. In this respect, I presume they are equivalent to the
biblical angels. ‘We must see how much it is worth,’ the abbot went
on.

We took the man’s gift to a jeweller’s shop in
Toulouse. The jeweller held it up to the light and examined it
closely. ‘It’s an emerald,’ he said. ‘Nobody in Toulouse can afford
to buy this. You will have to take it to Paris. Rich Arabs like to
collect large stones such as this.’

As we left the shop, I again asked the abbot to show
me the gem. Now it glowed in my eyes. ‘Wow, it’s beautiful,’ I
said, and we laughed together like small boys who had successfully
raided the pantry.

That evening I reflected on what had happened. My
scientific scepticism had been greatly softened by Buddhism and I
had learned to take such incidents in my stride. Whether our
benefactor was a daka, or simply a generous person, I did not know,
but my mind was open to both possibilities. It occurred to me then
that I should write down the story of how my world-view had become
so accommodating.

Even before discovering Buddhism, my search for truth
had led to many unusual adventures, including a remarkable journey
when my friends and I sailed down the Indus River in Pakistan. That
voyage had given me the courage and the determination to change my
life forever, and I decided to write down my story beginning with
the record of that journey. Later, in 1999, at the request of my
teacher, Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, I went to Mongolia to help the
Mongolian people rediscover their Buddhist heritage after seventy
years of communist repression. During my fourth Mongolian winter,
having written forty or more articles on Buddhism for the local
English-language newspaper, I completed this story. It describes
the sequence of events that led to my abandoning an ordinary if
unconventional life as a doctor and becoming a Buddhist monk. My
tale is more than a chronicle of events. It reveals the inner and
outer changes that have brought me to the threshold of the most
important event in my life: my three-year retreat.

I have written this story for those who don’t have
the same freedom to travel that I had in the 1970s, but who are
asking similar questions. Hopefully, they will find something to
help make sense of the world and give meaning to their lives. The
frightening advent of international terrorism, and the equally
frightening use of violence to combat it, have generated a sense of
helplessness in the world. What can we do to stop the senseless
killing? How can we maintain peace? There is a danger that cynical
indifference will lead to our abandoning the thought to help others
and, instead of trying to improve social conditions, we will pour
our energies into self-indulgence.

I am convinced that all hope for society lies within
its individual components – ourselves. If, through a sense of
personal responsibility, each one of us works to combat our own
selfishness, greed, and hatred, there will be a chance for things
to improve. World peace depends upon a foundation of
non-harmfulness in the minds of the people. It can never be
achieved through violence. Politicians of a non-violent nature can
bring an end to the insanity of war. Let us become those
politicians.

Disharmony in the external world is a reflection of
the disharmony in our minds. Our efforts to achieve inner peace are
continually frustrated by self-importance, and yet we blame others.
For our own happiness we depend upon our partners, our possessions,
our reputations, and the love of others. But none of these things
is reliable. Even our own bodies cannot be trusted to not get sick
or not show the signs of ageing. Fulfilment repeatedly slips from
our grasp. In our never-ending pursuit of happiness, we need an
inner method to subdue our self-centredness. War cannot create
inner peace, but inner peace can prevent war.

This story describes my search for inner peace.
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PART ONE: ON THE RIVER

[image: tmp_cf6b0ff706a0006c41ab5340dee12fd5_EvrRt5_html_m350358c5.jpg]







BIRTH OF THE
WANDERLUST

My paternal grandparents were Jewish. My grandfather,
a descendent of the Khazars of southern Russia, was born in Odessa
and emigrated to Australia via South Africa in 1908. In the ninth
century, seeking a religion that worshipped only one god, the pagan
ruler of the Khazars invited scholars from the Jewish, Christian,
and Moslem faiths to debate their beliefs. The rabbi won and the
people adopted Judaism as their faith. This was a unique event in
history: a civilised society that had protected Eastern Europe from
the invading Muslims, that stood in defiance of Christian
proselytising, had adopted a religion that had no political power
and was persecuted by nearly all.1

My grandmother’s parents brought her to Australia
from Germany when she was a toddler. Her father, the best
cigar-maker in Melbourne, had a tobacconist shop in Bourke Street,
where my father, Jules Feldmann, was born and raised. In poverty
resulting from the Great Depression and his father’s gambling
losses, Jules struggled to educate himself while at the same time
working to help support the family. He won a scholarship to study
arts at the University of Melbourne.

Apart from history and politics, my father had a
reasonably orthodox Jewish education, although his parents were not
particularly religious. He spent five years teaching Hebrew and
could have studied for a rabbinical degree, but when World War II
broke out he joined the Royal Australian Air Force. He volunteered
for pilot training, but deafness in one ear ruled that out.

My mother’s family, strong Methodists, emigrated from
England in the mid-nineteenth century. During her last years at
Methodist Ladies College, Lorna Stinton sold evening newspapers at
her father’s newsagency in St Kilda, where Jules used to buy the
evening Herald. Wooed by the tall and handsome Jewish boy in
RAAF uniform, she married Jules in 1941. The fact that Lorna wasn’t
Jewish disturbed some members of my father’s congregation, but
their objections meant nothing to him.

Soon after his marriage, Jules was seconded into the
Australian Army Education Service as a founding member and chief
writer of the army journal SALT. It prospered and by the end
of the war, the readership was well over a million. The Joint
Chiefs of Staff of the Allied Forces praised it as the best
soldier’s magazine, superior to the British Army’s Union
Jack and the American Army’s Stars and Stripes.

My parents had four children. My older brother, Max,
was born in 1942, I was born in 1943, my younger brother, Guy was
born on Guy Fawkes night 1945, and my sister, Kate was born in
1951. My father referred to me as ‘the scholar’ when I was just
five years old, not because I had any innate genius, but more to
distinguish me from Max, ‘the undisciplined scamp.’ We lived in
Melbourne’s beachside suburb of Elwood until I was four, then the
family moved to Sydney where Jules worked as a scriptwriter for the
Commonwealth Film Division.

In Sydney, we lived in a flat at Bondi and I and my
brothers were given the freedom of the streets. Our playground
stretched from Bondi Beach on the ocean to Rose Bay on Sydney
Harbour. My first school was right on the beach. Barefoot, I would
leave for school early and go for a swim or to watch the fishermen
hauling in their nets and loading the fish directly onto trucks.
During the summers we virtually lived on that beach and my brothers
and I swam in the small ‘bogey hole,’ a rock pool at North Bondi.
To prove our courage, almost as a rite of passage, we would leap
into the men’s bogey hole, a turbulent and dangerous patch of water
amongst the rocks right on the point.

To the consternation of the ranger, one of the best
places in our playground was the Royal Sydney Golf Course. Finding
and selling lost golf balls was a lucrative treasure hunt. When we
couldn’t find any lost balls, we would hide in the bushes beside a
fairway with a hill. Golfers driving from the tee couldn’t see
where their balls landed and we would sneak out and place a big
Moreton Bay Fig leaf over the ball. When, in frustration, the
golfers couldn’t find their ball and played on with another, we
would consider the ball legitimately lost and ours for the
taking.

Another memory I have of that time is of our local
Italian greengrocer, known by us as ‘No Potates’ because this was
his usual greeting when Mother entered his shop. Potatoes were in
short supply during the post-war years. Mr Taranto kept a grey
rabbit in the yard at the back of his shop. We liked Mr. Taranto,
but Max and I heard that he was going to eat the rabbit. Filled
with pity for the animal, I stood guard while Max sneaked into the
Tarantos’ backyard and pinched the rabbit. With much satisfaction,
we set it free on the golf links.

Getting by with little money and having to work hard
looking after her family was difficult for my mother, but she was
saved by her sense of humour and her good heart. She never had a
bad word for anyone. At a Christmas party at the film studio where
my father worked, a cameraman whose crazy humour had driven Jules
to distraction introduced himself to her:

“Hello Lorna, I’m Hugh McInnes.”

“Oh,” she replied, “your first name is Hugh? After
listening to Jules every night I had thought it was
Bloody.”

Hugh loved this reply, and from then on he and his
wife, Rita, became close friends of our whole family. Jules had a
tendency to be too serious and not a little angry, and Hugh’s habit
of taking the mickey out of him gave Lorna a fresh perspective and
a method to deal with the intensity of it all.

During the war, Hugh had been a cameraman for
Movie-tone News, an Australian-produced newsreel, and one of his
jobs was to follow and record Chiang Kai-shek’s movements in China.
As the Nationalist Kuomintang leader emerged from a meeting and
descended the steps of a town hall somewhere in China, Hugh
McInnes, Australian cameraman and chief mickey-taker, was lying on
his back filming him from a worm’s point of view.

“There’s that awful man again,” remarked the great
leader. For the rest of his life, Hugh wore that comment as a badge
of honour.

Jules had joined the Communist Party in the 1930s
and, even though the party was now banned, Lorna was very active.
We kids had no idea who the furtive strangers were who appeared at
our door in the middle of the night. The fact was that hidden in
our lounge room was a printing press. Our flat was the source of
communist propaganda leaflets and other publications being
distributed in Sydney.

In 1951, after my sister, Kate was born, the family
moved to Hobart. Working for the Tasmanian Education Department,
Jules was clOsely observed by the Australian security office, ASIO.
Their recently released file on him indicates a high degree of
absurd and unfounded suspicions. ASIO kept watching the family even
after we returned to Melbourne where we moved into a new house in
Ashwood on the eastern fringe of Melbourne.

In the fourth grade at Ashburton Primary School, I
sat next to a boy called Garrey. He lived not too far from us and
we became close friends. Garrey’s home was not too far from where I
lived and we became close friends.

With the
intellectual atmosphere of my home, school examinations were never
a problem for me, despite my aversion to formal study. I devoured
every book in the children’s section of the Ashburton library, and
then moved on to the adult section. On reading Dostoyevsky’s novel
The Brothers Karamazov I identified with the youngest
brother, Alyosha, the quiet dreamer, the lover of living things,
the universal favourite, shy and respectful towards girls, one of
the best students who never came first.2 And Mitya, the
oldest brother, independent, in conflict with his father and living
an extravagant life, was Max. Even though I knew nothing about
religion, there was something strangely appealing about Alyosha’s
wish to enter a monastery and become a hermit.

Both my parents were captivated by films and books,
and they kept up with everything new. Jules was working in
advertising, but he maintained his interest in films and was a
judge at the annual Melbourne Film Festival. As a schoolboy in the
1950s, I used to accompany him to the film festivals at the
University of Melbourne, where the meaning of many of the films
went over my head but something stuck as I remained transfixed for
hours. Later, the annual film festival became more popular and
moved to the grand Palais Theatre in St Kilda. Tickets were
prohibitively expensive for us, and so Garrey – now at art school –
and his mates printed tickets for us all. There was always a big
section of empty seats at the Palais.

In 1963 I entered medical school at the University of
Melbourne. Most of my fellow students were from private schools
and, while I envied their broad education, I think they envied my
street-wise ways. I spent more time in the pubs than in the
libraries, but managed to pass each year. With all the social
change of the 1960s it was a good time to be at university. I may
have been street-wise, but I was socially naive and a dreamer. With
my books open in front of me, my mind was away on sun-drenched
beaches riding perfect waves, catching perfect fish, or holding the
perfect woman in my arms.

At art school, Garrey met Kris, a fellow student, who
worked as a part-time life model for his class. She was young, shy,
and very attractive with long dark-red hair. Dressed in her
favourite shades of red and mauve, she radiated warmth and love. In
their gradually maturing and occasionally turbulent relationship, I
played a supporting role for Kris and we became very close. While
playing our part in the downfall of the Establishment during the
1960s, all three of us cultivated a healthy disrespect for
authority in any form.

I was shy with girls and had no steady girlfriends.
Listening to my father’s ranting at night had given me the resolve
to find a relationship where love would not be tarnished by anger
and its associated irrationality. Even observing that the parents
of all my school friends had similar domestic disputes did not
dampen my idealism, but it certainly made me choosy. I became
sensitive to aggression and tried to avoid discord wherever it
arose.

After finishing art school, Garrey sailed to England
with his family. I wanted to take a year off and travel with him
through India on his return, but my father wasn’t too happy with
the idea and there was no money anyway. Garrey arrived back from
Europe with a copy of the new Beatles record, Sergeant Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band, that hadn’t been released in
Australia. He also had some LSD. At a peaceful beachside cottage
with Garrey and Kris, the combination of the music and the drug
changed our world forever. It was beautiful experience, beyond
imagination. Intrigued by the mind’s potential, I wanted to know
more, but as a fifth year medical student I had to concentrate on
passing examinations and I didn’t take LSD again while studying. At
the time, I read about an Irish professor of psychiatry who, in
describing his experience of LSD, reported that the most lasting
effect was that he had lost all interest in earning money. Luckily
so, because the mere admission of taking the drug cost him his
job.

My wish to travel was finally fulfilled when, after
my own graduation, I obtained a position as resident medical
officer at an Australian government base hospital in the Territory
of Papua and New Guinea. In the town of Lae on the north-eastern
coast, the spectacular environment and the even more exotic
diseases I was seeing soon convinced me to specialise in tropical
medicine. I delighted in the intensity of life on the equator. The
child-like simplicity of the New Guineans and their natural sense
of dignity taught me a new approach to life: notice and enjoy the
small things and don’t allow preconceptions to obscure
happiness.

On the wards I had far more responsibility than any
first-year graduate in Australia. There was a physician, a surgeon,
a paediatrician and, occasionally, an obstetrician. A local general
practitioner was our part-time anaesthetist. All were extremely
proficient in their work and I learned much from them. Apart from
malaria and other endemic tropical parasites, the most common
illness was pneumonia. While I was in New Guinea, an influenza
epidemic was killing hundreds of people in the highland villages.
One poor woman, who had just lost her husband, thought her severe
cough indicated her own imminent death and she tried to hang
herself and her two boys. The tree branch broke and fell into a
river. The boys drowned but she survived. After I conducted a
post-mortem examination of the bodies at our hospital, I was flown
to the highlands to attend the inquest. The mother, wearing a grass
skirt and bound by chains, was sitting on the floor of the district
officer’s room. Guns were neatly stacked along one wall. In this
terribly intimidating environment, she was charged with murder
under Australian law. A few months later she was admitted to our
special tuberculosis ward – this had been the reason for her cough,
not the influenza.

On another occasion, a report came to us that a man
had died after a fight with his own brother. This too had to be
investigated. Our helicopter landed in the centre of a village of
straw huts thatched with palm leaves. Not a soul was in sight –
everybody had fled into the jungle. Our interpreter called out, and
after several minutes the headman and some others appeared from the
thick vegetation. The headman bore the signs of his office, a
tattered old army peaked cap and a silver handle from an umbrella.
Their fathers had been cannibals and I wasn’t too sure about our
safety, especially as we had come to interfere with the dead. But,
in apparently high spirits, they exhumed the three-day old corpse
that had been wrapped in banana leaves and buried in thick red
soil. The cause of death was almost certain; due to chronic malaria
the victim probably had an enlarged spleen that would have been
ruptured by a blow to the abdomen. But the law required a
post-mortem. Wearing several masks to stop the smell, I pierced the
bloated abdomen and looked at the spleen area. With the diagnosis
confirmed, I had no intention of further examining the rotting
corpse and I ordered it to be buried again.

I socialised with the other doctors on formal
occasions, but they were older and quite conservative. Spending
most of my free time with people my own age, I went skin-diving on
the coral reefs and joined the sky-diving club that operated from
the airstrip right beside the hospital. Garrey came and stayed with
me for a few weeks and then left for Singapore. He was on his way
back to London. We spent a lot of time exploring the botanical
gardens on a hill behind the hospital. The vast collection of
tropical orchids and a plantation of palm trees from all over the
world inspired us with the vision of one day starting a commune
where we could create our own botanical paradise. Garrey had
already begun creating a botanical paradise in the garden of my
hospital house by planting some marijuana seeds. The bushes grew
rapidly and their leaves added a new dimension to my New Guinea
experience.

One evening I was called to an emergency at the
hospital. Upon leaving a party in a building at the airport, a man
had driven on to the tarmac to see how fast his car would go. To
avoid being seen, he did not use the headlights. As the speedometer
passed 100 miles per hour, the car reached the end of the airstrip
and plunged into the sea. At the emergency department I recognised
the man, he belonged to my sky-diving club and he and his wife had
wanted me to deliver their baby but I was not in town when the baby
was born. He was unhurt, but his wife was dead. There was no sign
of the baby, who had been on the back seat. Later that night I was
again called to the hospital, the baby had been found and had to be
seen by a doctor to confirm its death. Back home, I could not
sleep. In the middle of the night another sky-diver came to ask if
what he had heard was true. When he saw the tears on my face he
knew the answer. Dealing with death is a natural part of hospital
life, but this was my first confrontation with the sudden loss of
someone close to me.

. . .

I returned to Melbourne at the beginning of 1970
determined to make my way to England for post-graduate study at the
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. My year in New
Guinea had given me direction for my medical career: I wanted to
work in a hospital somewhere in the tropics. My brother, Max, was
studying law and among his circle of friends at the university a
girl named Judy stood out like the first flower in spring. She was
twenty-one, with shining black hair that flowed over her shoulders,
and a sense of humour that picked out the absurdities in life. Her
laugh melted my heart. A group of us drove to Boydtown on Twofold
Bay in New South Wales where we stayed in tents and caravans, and
Judy and I became very close. Everything seemed perfect, but our
romance was curtailed when Judy’s father helped me to obtain a
position as ship’s doctor on the Delphic, a Shaw-Saville
cargo ship sailing to England. She was finishing her arts degree
and couldn’t come with me.

As the Delphic sailed from Melbourne, I stood
on deck watching the ever-diminishing figure of Judy standing alone
at the end of Station Pier. The radio engineer came up to me and
said, ‘I wouldn’t leave a bird like that behind.’ The enormity of
what was happening hit me hard and the excitement of embarking on a
new adventure faded away.

My mood soon lifted as I became accustomed to life on
board ship. The officers were my own age or younger and I spent a
lot of time on the bridge, learning about navigation and observing
the changing weather patterns. The cook obligingly collected flying
fish that had landed on the decks overnight and prepared them for
my breakfast. The ship loaded cargo at several ports on the
southern Australian coast and then we crossed the Indian Ocean to
Durban. Letters from Judy were waiting for me at each port of call.
And so our love for each other was communicated by mail, as it
would be for the next two years. But the more we were separated by
distance and time, the more our knowledge of each other strayed
from the reality of our changing personalities.

In Durban, my cousin and his South-African wife took
me to see a Zulu village and on returning to the ship in the
evening I found some of the crew swimming in the harbour. I took
one look at their grinning red eyes and asked, ‘What have you boys
been smoking?’

‘Jeez Doc, how do you know?’ I thought of Garrey’s
garden in New Guinea and smiled as I led them to the dispensary to
treat the cuts on their hands caused by barnacles on the jetty.
Durban Poison, as the local weed was known, is particularly
powerful.

The Suez Canal was blocked due to the Egyptian
President’s War of Attrition declared against Israel the previous
year, and so we were obliged to sail around the Cape of Good Hope
and into the Atlantic Ocean. Although we were sailing directly into
a force-8 gale, the current was so strong that the ship was moving
at a greater rate of knots than at any other time on the voyage.
Massive waves crashing over the bows damaged several containers
lashed to the deck. I didn’t leave the bridge until it was too dark
to watch the exhilarating spectacle.

We entered the Mediterranean and unloaded some cargo
at Valletta. There was little work for me and the Delphic
became my travelling hotel. At Piraeus I had the opportunity to
explore Athens at my leisure and see the Parthenon. One afternoon I
went to a port-side tavern with the ship’s boson. Conversation was
entertaining at the beginning, but as we drank more bottles of
beer, each bottle coming with a free glass of ouzo, the boson’s
contribution became reduced to frequent utterances of ‘Woodja,’
which I understood to mean, ‘Would you believe it?’

I managed to get the boson to the ship, where two
sailors had to carry him aboard, and the doctor’s reputation grew
to a great height as the man who drank the boson under the table.
Woodja!

After three months at sea, we finally arrived at
Liverpool. The Delphic was 25 years old and this had been
her last voyage; a new crew took over to take her to the scrapyard.
With several of the old crew, I took the train to London where I
met up with Garrey and Kris who were living in an attic apartment
in Kensington. London was still in its swinging sixties phase and I
loved every minute of it.

The National Health Service sent me to a hospital at
Oxford where I had to prove my command of the English language and
competency in medicine, as every foreign doctor had to do. I passed
the test and in my few weeks at the hospital I learned how and
where to apply for a serious job. It worked, and I obtained a
six-month position in casualty and orthopaedics at a hospital in
Surrey. On my weekends off I took the train to London and stayed
with Garrey and Kris. The months passed quickly and easily and,
although still corresponding with Judy, I began a relationship with
a radiographer from South Africa. My dilemma of being attracted to
two beautiful women was resolved when my appointment finished and I
moved to London to begin the course in tropical medicine at London
University.

Postgraduate education was one reason for leaving
Australia, the other was an inner conviction that the whole world
was out there for me to discover. There was also something that had
not been on the medical school curriculum. I was looking for a
purpose in life other than the simple pursuit of pleasure. I knew
nothing about Western religions, but the mere concept of a creator
god who rewards and punishes good and bad was unacceptable to me. I
believed there was too much hypocrisy in religion, and too great a
history of bigotry and violence. I was looking for a rational link
between science and my own insights into the mind. During bouts of
loneliness in London, this search itself appeared irrational and I
questioned why I had left Judy behind and abandoned the happiest
period of my life.

After gaining my diploma in tropical medicine, I
began work in paediatrics in Essex. It was a small hospital and I
soon fitted into a pleasant routine of visiting the ward, the
outpatient department, and, after work, the local pub. The best
feature of the hospital was a croquet lawn in a secluded garden
where I upheld Australian honour against the English. This was not
difficult. The game has its rules and, like cricket, there are
certain things that can be done but gentlemen do not do them. I was
no gentleman.

Garrey and Kris left to travel overland to India and
I inherited Norman, a white rabbit I had rescued from being served
up as somebody’s dinner and given to Kris the year before. Despite
his obnoxious habit of leaping into the air and spraying piss in a
circle, and the close to mortal sin of eating Garrey’s marijuana
plants, Norman was much loved. He quickly adapted to hospital life,
living in a cage in my room and coming on ward rounds, to the
delight of my young patients. On the croquet field, his presence
among the brightly coloured balls and mallets made one wonder when
the Queen of Hearts would appear and cry, ‘Off with his head.’

During one ward round with the paediatrician, a nurse
told me there was a phone call from Australia. It was my family,
and Judy, ringing to wish me a happy birthday. The news got around
and that afternoon the children presented me with hand-drawn
birthday cards in which Norman and I featured strongly.

Judy’s voice had stirred my longing to be with her
and I wrote to tell her that I was thinking of returning to
Australia when my term finished at the hospital. In her reply, she
told me she was living with someone else and it was not a good time
to come back.

The darkening autumn skies matched my mood. Needing
somewhere to contemplate my future, I walked through the woods
behind the hospital to the lake. It was a place of solitude and
beauty, recommended by Charles, one of the doctors and a keen bird
watcher. He told me to look out for a flamingo that had been seen
in the marshes.

On a hill overlooking the lake, I lit a pipe and lay
on a carpet of forget-me-nots, with just a touch of warmth from the
feeble sun retreating to the south. Withered sunflowers, their
heads bowed, stood around me. Among the flowers I found a pheasant
feather. It had the same colours as a dress Judy had once worn, and
I admonished the forget-me-nots to stop playing tricks with me.
Overhead, in a dome of clear sky above the purple mist, planes flew
in a holding pattern, circling like vultures as they waited their
turn to touch down at Heathrow.

I had to decide whether to stay in England, return to
Australia, or follow the wanderlust in my heart. A quick return to
Australia had just been ruled out. Reason told me I should stay in
England to gain more experience in order to pursue my ambition of
working in a jungle hospital. Reason, however, had a fight on its
hands. I had also received a letter from Garrey and Kris who had
reached Afghanistan and were living in a house in Jalalabad with a
dozen travellers of various nationalities. Garrey had illustrated
the letter with exotic images, both written and sketched, of the
things they had seen and done. Taking another look at the enticing
drawings, I made my decision, I’m going to Afghanistan. The
wanderlust had won.







MAGICAL MYSTERY
TOUR

In mid-January, 1972, I
emerged from the customs area of Karachi airport and looked around.
The sun had just risen and, for a moment, it seemed that everyone
was still in their pyjamas, until I realised this was the Pakistani
national dress. For men anyway. There were no women in sight. I
stepped outside the glass doors of the terminal into an atmosphere
of warmth, humidity, and odours that were very different from
wintry London. And very exciting. It was like taking a breath of
freedom for the first time in my life.

In his letters, Garrey had begun my education in the
economics of the road. Rule number one was never to change money at
banks: the black market is always better. There was no sign of a
bank, and no black marketeers. While I was pondering this
predicament my bags were picked up, whisked into the boot of a
taxi, and I was bundled into the back seat.

‘I have to change money,’ I explained to the driver’s
companion.

‘Yes, I change money, no problem,’ he said as he
closed my door and jumped into the front passenger seat. Garrey had
not prepared me for this situation. As we drove away, he turned and
asked, ‘Hotel?’

‘No, take me to the railway station.’

‘What country are you from?’

‘Australia.’

‘Ah yes, Ian Chappell, very good batsman.’

‘Yes,’ I replied, too dazzled by the strangeness of
everything to become involved in a conversation about cricket.

‘How many dollars you change?’

‘Twenty. What rate do you give?’ Garrey’s second rule
was always to carry small denominations of American dollars. I had
no idea of the worth of an American dollar in Pakistani rupees.

‘Eighteen.’

‘No, I can get better at the bank,’ I bluffed, as if
I had been doing this all my life.

‘No, no, no, bank rate is only 12 rupees.’

I gave in. It was only $20 and I had no alternative,
my head was spinning with tiredness, jet lag, and the amazing
things I was seeing outside the taxi window. When the deal had been
done the interrogation continued:

‘You want hashish?’

‘No,’ I said, a little suspiciously. Having probably
been ripped off on my first money exchange in Pakistan, I was not
prepared to give away any of my expensive rupees on a dope deal.
Unfazed by my rejection, the man produced a piece of hashish and
gave it to me with a smile.

‘Baksheesh,’ he whispered.

The hash alone would have cost a lot more than $20 in
London, so I accepted the gift and put it in my pocket, thinking
they must have made a really good deal with the money exchange. The
taxi pulled in at a railway station and they drove off,
happily.

My map showed a railway line connecting Karachi with
Peshawar, 800 miles to the north and the last city before the
Khyber Pass and the border with Afghanistan. At the ticket window,
I asked for a ticket to Peshawar.

‘You have to go to Karachi railway station.’

‘But this is Karachi.’

‘This is Karachi cantonment, you have to go to the
main railway station.’

I quietly cursed the taxi driver and his friend, and
asked how to get to the main station. A local train was leaving in
ten minutes. I bought a ticket for a few paisa and struggled to the
platform with my heavy luggage. An empty and unbelievably dirty
train soon pulled in and I sat on the wooden seat alone. It was
still too early for the inhabitants of Karachi to be up and about.
I looked around at the filth in the compartment, even worse than
the London tube, I thought blackly.

Karachi railway station was definitely classier than
Karachi cantonment, but it had seen better days. A thin old man
with white hair and beard and wearing a shiny brass armlet
inscribed Porter Fee, 25 Paisa per Baggage came to me and
asked in a deep voice, ‘Porter, sahib?’

The word sahib jolted me. I had thought sahibs
were repressive colonial administrators and a thing of the past,
but there was neither resentment nor servility in the way he said
it. Gratefully, I nodded and he swept my suitcase and duffel bag
onto his head in one easy movement that made me wonder why they
seemed so heavy to me. I asked him to take me to the ticket
office.

‘First class, sahib?’

The third rule of the road was always to travel third
class, but I desperately needed sleep and I said rather guiltily,
‘Yes, first class.’ I didn’t have to tell Garrey about this.

The ticket office was not yet open so I sat on my
suitcase and watched steam trains shunting back and forth, a
wonderful way to pass the time. After about half an hour a Hindu
lady appeared behind the ticket counter. Ignoring me, she shuffled
and arranged her papers for a very long time and then, like a proud
queen granting a rare audience to a commoner, she turned to me and
asked if I wanted something.

‘I would like a ticket to Peshawar.’

She shook her head. I was crestfallen – I didn’t know
that on the Indian subcontinent a shake of the head is a positive
response.

‘But they told me this was the main station.’

‘North-West Frontier Express leaves from
platform one at five o’clock in the afternoon,’ she
interrupted.

‘Oh, is it going to Peshawar?’

Again, she shook her head. I was exasperated.

‘But I want to go to Peshawar.’

‘I told you this train is going to Peshawar,’ she
said, getting a bit exasperated herself. You did not, I thought,
but I was not going to argue. I bought a sleeper for the cost of a
taxi ride across London and then, miraculously, I found the
left-luggage office to be open and was able to unload my heavy
burden.

It was just after eight in the morning. I had nine
hours to wait. Hesitantly, I walked out into the bright sunlight as
Karachi slowly awakened from what appeared to have been a very
rough night. A port on the Arabian Sea, and Pakistan’s first
capital after the country’s secession from India in 1947, Karachi
was a vital trade link. It was also a sprawling slum. With no
sleep, unshaven, culture-shocked, hungry, and not a little
frightened, I felt a mess. But compared to Karachi I was a picture
of elegance. It was the dirtiest, dustiest, smelliest place I had
ever seen.

Off the main road, a man with an ox-cart was
delivering water contained in slippery, wet animal skins, with the
legs and other orifices sewn up. The cart itself, seemingly as old
as time, held my fascination, and the bloated, dripping bladders
added such a grotesque touch that I simply stood there, trying to
take it all in. My mind was not programmed for such sights. In the
same lane was a seething mass of cats – ginger, black, white, and
tortoise-shell – scavenging for food in a pile of rubbish. There
was an air of wild desperation about them and they looked like one
monstrous cat rather than a pack of individuals. Eroded brick walls
leaning at impossible angles in defiance of gravity added to the
sense of unreality.

I walked a long way, taking in new and exotic scenes
at every corner, and keeping an eye on landmarks so that I could
find my way back to the station in the afternoon. There was an
amazing assortment of petrol, animal, and human-powered vehicles. I
was hungry and thirsty but there was nothing resembling what I
would call food, and the tropical medicine course that I had
recently completed in London was too fresh in my mind. No way was I
going to fill my intestines with the eggs of parasites that
certainly existed in abundance in this place. I found a man selling
Coca-Cola and thought that had to be okay. I drank it, and then
found a walled park where I could sit on the grass and gain some
equilibrium.

I needed to empty my bladder, but where? There had
been piles of human faeces in the back alleys, and the whole city
smelled of urine, but how did one relieve oneself with dignity? I
opted for a quiet corner of the park where there were some shrubs
to conceal the act, and discovered that many others had used the
same spot.

Back on my patch
of grass I became immersed in Gurdjieff’s Meetings with
Remarkable Men, a book that Garrey had asked me to bring to
Afghanistan.3 Gurdjieff was a Russian mystic
born in 1877. The stories behind his creation of the Institute for
the Harmonious Development of Man were to become the inspiration
for my own remarkable Pakistani adventure.

The park was an oasis of security and peace in a
strange city, and I intended to stay there until it was time to
catch my train. Several young male students came over to ask
questions that I soon realised formed part of the standard question
and answer routine they had learned at school. Although their
English was clear enough, the students were mostly unable to
develop a conversation beyond my simple answers.

I was careful not to talk about the war, as my
sympathies were with Bangladesh. Religious tension and territorial
disputes between Pakistan and India had broken out recently and
East Pakistan had just declared its independence as the new state
of Bangladesh. I had expected signs of military mobilisation, but
Karachi did not seem like a city at war. In fact, I wondered how
anything could be accomplished in the run-down chaos I could see in
every direction. An air of listlessness pervaded the people, the
dogs, and even the kites wheeling above with mournful cries like
lost children.

During a brief moment of peace, I emptied the tobacco
from a cigarette, mixed it with crumbs from the block of hash, and
refilled the cigarette. This was not a good idea. The dope only
enhanced the sense of unreality in my surroundings, but it did add
a touch of humour. It occurred to me that, apart from Queen
Victoria at the railway station, I had not seen a woman during the
entire day. My thoughts drifted back to Australia, and an image of
Judy tightened the knot of loneliness in my heart. I yearned for
her companionship, wanting someone with whom I could share the
experience of travel. Without a companion, a soul mate, what was
the point of doing anything?

When it was time to leave my refuge, I retraced my
steps along the dusty road to the railway station, picked up my
bags from the left-luggage office, and walked along the platform
just as a magnificent black and green locomotive puffed, hissed,
and screeched its way to a halt. The North-West Frontier
Express had come to take me away on a magical mystery tour.

If only the industrial revolution had stopped at the
steam engine, I’m sure the world would be a better place. Excited
as a child, I allowed the cloud of steam to envelope me as the
massive monster came to rest. A crowd of turbaned men fought for
third-class seats at the rear of the train, thin brown limbs
sticking out in all directions, and I was thankful for my
prescience in buying a first-class ticket. Finding my empty
carriage, I sank down with relief on the padded leather seat.

Still alone when the train began its journey, I
became absorbed in the passing panorama of backyard Karachi, the
sight of which invoked a feeling of familiarity from deep within my
mind. I had seen it before, but when? And how was that possible? I
did not believe in reincarnation. Perhaps I was experiencing what
C.G. Jung called the collective unconscious that reflects our
shared past. Or perhaps it was the lingering effects of the hash.
Either way, my reflections were interrupted by the carriage
attendant, a lanky young man with a moustache.

‘Tea, sahib?’ he asked.

Are you kidding? I thought. The sahib would
give 10 quid for a cup of tea, and the attendant obliged with a
whole pot for only 1 rupee. As the sweet nectar energised my body,
the attendant took my order for supper. I had not eaten all day and
was more than ready for whatever there was. The curry was too hot,
but I devoured everything and drank water to cool my throat,
thinking that if it contained any cysts of amoeba or giardia they
would be burned by the chili. That night, rocked by the swaying
carriage and mesmerized by the clickety-clack of wheels carrying me
closer to the Hindu Kush by the minute, I slept deeply.







THE NORTHWEST
FRONTIER

I awoke early. The man who
had boarded the train during the night was still sleeping. Feeling
the stubble on my face I decided to let it stay. The transformation
of the clean-faced doctor into a traveller had begun. I took a
towel and a bar of soap into the toilet and washed my body as well
as I could in cold water from the hand basin. Refreshed and now
fully awake, I returned to the compartment to a pot of fresh tea
and an omelette. Just what the doctor ordered.

I had become interested in Eastern philosophy when
Bengt, a fellow student at the London School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine, lent me The Way of Chuang Tzu, Thomas
Merton’s interpretation of the poetry of the Chinese Taoist
practitioner Chuang Tzu. These poems and anecdotes hinted at
another way of seeing the world, a way that Garrey and I were
beginning to notice.

My fellow traveller was now awake and introduced
himself. He was an advocate and a philosopher. He told me how he
felt about the conflict with India and then he talked about his
philosophy. As I was to discover, all inhabitants of the Indian
subcontinent are innate philosophers, the males anyway – foreign
men rarely get the opportunity to talk to the females. I read to
him some passages from Chuang Tzu and we discussed the
meaning of Tao. I was not too interested in his equating Tao with
God, but I enjoyed his enthusiasm as







. . .
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A LIFE'S JOURNEY






