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About the Book

One September, writer and explorer Peter Matthiessen set out with field biologist George Schaller to journey 250 miles through the Himalayas to the Crystal Mountain on the Tibetan plateau. They wanted to study the wild blue sheep, the bharal, but also hoped to see the rare snow leopard, an almost mythical creature which Schaller had glimpsed on a previous visit. Matthiessen was a student of Zen Buddhism and for him this was as much an inner journey as a field trip. The resulting book is an extraordinary account of a ‘true pilgrimage, a journey of the heart.’



About the Author

Peter Matthiessen was a naturalist, explorer and writer. His works of fiction include At Play in the Fields of the Lord, Far Tortuga and the acclaimed ‘Watson Trilogy’. His explorations resulted in many fine works of non-fiction, among them The Snow Leopard, The Cloud Forest and The Tree where Man was Born. He died in 2014, aged 86.
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Introduction

Just ten days into his odyssey to the Crystal Mountain in Nepal, Peter Matthiessen finds his physical composure already in tatters. ‘My knees and feet and back are sore, and all my gear is wet. I wear my last dry socks upside down so that the hole in the heel sits on the top of my foot; these underpants, ripped, must be worn backwards; my broken glasses’ frame is taped.’ Like a novice before an initiation he decides to strip off the rest of his worldly accoutrements. He has his hair cropped, short to the skull. He junks a heavy wristband, worn ‘latterly as an affectation.’ Lastly goes his watch, ‘as the time it tells is losing all significance.’ What aren’t jettisoned, thankfully, are his notebook and his gift for language. At this acute moment of spiritual preparation, down into words go its exact, finite, exquisitely mundane details. Holey socks. Reversed underpants. The professorial lenses held together by tape. If this is Matthiesssen’s world-turned-upside-down, its material underbelly remains mischievously alive in his words.

But he’s laying down a warning marker for the reader here. This isn’t going to be an easy trip. Don’t expect the glittering landscapes and mythic creatures of the Himalaya to become accessible by proxy, or a short walk. Don’t hope that spiritual enlightenment comes with an easy ousting of the physical. The world sticks, like tape round broken spectacles. Burdened with Western baggage we may have to strip down too, ditch the assumption that a quest has to have an end, for instance, and that the ‘I’ of the storyteller is really the narrator.

What was Matthiessen seeking in this journey? The Snow Leopard is the first of his great travel journals to be as much a spiritual quest as an exploration of an exterior wilderness, and it’s significant that he wrote it when he did. His matter-of-fact explanation is that in 1972 the zoologist George Schaller (an old friend from the Serengeti wanderings recounted in The Tree where Man was Born, 1968) invited him to join an expedition to north-west Nepal to study the bharal, the Himalayan blue sheep. The bharal appealed to both men’s sense of the aboriginal: to the biologist Schaller as the possible ancestor of all domesticated sheep and goats; to the romantic Matthiessen as a kind of ghost from Arcadian prehistory.

But there was a more personal reason behind Matthiessen’s decision. Earlier that year his wife Deborah Love, who introduced him to Zen Buddhism, had died of cancer. He was still grieving, but, by his own spiritual standards, grieving too much. Buddhism teaches the renouncement of craving and neediness, and that the transition between life and death is just a single shift in the myriad states of universal energy. But Matthiessen hadn’t found that good karma yet, hadn’t reached such a state of unearthly detachment. Maybe up in the purifying snows of Buddhism’s heartland, he might find acceptance, and join the world here, now, as it is.

And then there was the small matter of the snow leopard, whose terrible beauty is the very stuff of human longing. Its uncompromising yellow eyes, wired into the depths of its unfathomable spirit, gaze out from the cover of innumerable editions. It is, I think, the animal I would most like to be eaten by. Schaller had mentioned that they had a good chance of seeing this electrifying creature on the Crystal Mountain, and Matthiessen felt the prospect ‘was reason enough for the entire journey.’ What was he up to, pinning ‘this journey of the heart’ on such a remote but oh-so fleshly animal? He hints at the kind of grail the leopard represents: ‘It has pale frosty eyes and coat of pale misty grey, with black rosettes that are clouded by the depth of the rich fur . . . it is wary and elusive to a magical degree and so well camouflaged in the place it chooses to lie that one can stare straight at it and fail to see it. Even those who know the mountains rarely take it by surprise: most sightings have been made by hunters lying still near a wild herd when a snow leopard happened to be stalking.’ You truly see by not trying to see.

The snow leopard is not some kind of facile symbol; Matthiessen is too good a writer to play that kind of card. It’s a flesh-and-blood animal that he is desperate to glimpse, but also desperate to allow to remain invisible, secretly itself, untouched by his cravings. It is the tension between these two seemingly irreconcilable quests – the inquisitive naturalist, hungry for new experience, and the Buddhist novice, eager to reach beyond the superficialities of experience – that gives the book its charge. No wonder its appeal endures. In the 1970s, it was one of the texts in the backpacks of Westerners on the hippy trail. Later it helped inspire a new breed of field-naturalists and filmmakers to venture with humility into extreme environments. Today, in a cultural mood sceptical of both single-minded spirituality and tunnel-visioned science, it still raises challenges. We have a broken relationship with the natural world, and do not know how to heal it. Is our peculiarly human breed of consciousness – and our perpetually questioning, rationalising, disturbingly passionate and achingly nostalgic sense of ‘self’ especially – a barrier to re-engagement, or the only medium through which we can make any sense of the world outside? Matthiessen’s book, poised between a spiritual search for what might be called a common consciousness, and an intensely personal, idiosyncratic documentary, is a fundamental handbook for this task.

It’s from this confusion that I start my own expedition into The Snow Leopard, feeling as ill-equipped for the task as the author did for his. I’m happy to have no faith, unless an exultation in the ‘endless forms’ of creation counts as a faith. I like the way my sense of who I am is taped together by the ceaseless scribblings in my head, and have no wish to meditate them away. But I care about the same issues that Matthiessen does, and I’m reassured by recalling one reason for his Nepalese journey that he doesn’t mention. He’s a professional travel writer. This is what he does. He deliberately goes on adventures in order to tell us stories about them.

The adventure itself is arduous, but never catastrophic. By Matthiessen’s standards it’s also short, and he’s back in New York in little more than two months. But from the outset it seems a lonely journey. The party is twenty strong, including four Sherpas and fourteen porters. But Matthiessen strides clear of them immediately. Perhaps this is the custom on these long treks, but you sense he wants to be alone with his thoughts, or at least with his perceptions. ‘Hibiscus, frangipani, bougainvillea: seen under snow peaks, these tropical blossoms become the flowers of heroic landscapes.’ Everything is a kind of bloom, an extrusion of the land: ‘The fire-coloured dragonflies in the early autumn air, the bent backs in bright reds and yellows, the gleam on the black cattle and wheat stubble, the fresh green of the paddies and the sparkling river – over everything lies an immortal light, like transparent silver.’ A few days later he spots a common sandpiper, ‘it teeters and flits from boulder to black boulder, bound for warm mud margins to the south.’ He’d seen this ‘jaunty’ bird in many other places, from Galway to New Guinea, and is ’cheered a little when I meet it here again here.’

And we’re cheered too by this little tug at the heartstrings, this brief human admission of nostalgia. Matthiessen begins the more earnest business of interrogating his reactions and motivations according to Buddhist precepts. ‘The Universe itself is the scripture of Zen’, he writes, ‘for which religion is no more and no less than the apprehension of the infinite in every moment.’ How does this flash of affective memory weigh in Zen’s scales? As a moment of weakness, drawing Matthiessen away from the intense experience of the here and now? Or as a moment of prajna – a profound vision of one’s identity with universal life, past, present and future?

I’m in need of some spiritual porters at these points. I understand the words, though not always their meaning. I admire their implicit morality. But the heavy abstraction and convolutions of Buddhist theory seem to drag down the brilliance and immediacy of Matthiessen’s encounters with the physical world. Is the goal of enlightenment to see and love this world exactly as it is, or to see through it, to something beyond? Perhaps this is a paradox only to those of us who are not religious.

Matthiessen understands this problem and experiences it himself. This is where George Schaller helps. GS is Sancho Panza to Matthiessen’s Don Quixote. He grounds the book. He’s practical, shrewd, sometimes a little geekish. He is awesomely fit, but makes his feet bleed by walking too ferociously. He loses patience with the porters, and wants to throw one off a cliff for endlessly intoning ‘OM MANI PADME HUM.’ He hates the slowness of the expedition, and yearns for the ‘crisp air’ in the high mountains of blue sheep and snow leopard. ‘Once the data start coming in’, he says, ‘I don’t care about much else; I feel I’m justifying my existence.’ It sounds like a scientist’s version of the Zen belief in the primacy of ‘Is-ness.’

And so they proceed, the intense encounters with this immense and compelling landscape counterpointed by reflections on whether it is just an illusion. By late October they are at thirteen thousand feet. ‘Three snow pigeons pass overhead, white wings cracking in the frozen air. To the east, a peak of Dhaulagiri shimmers in a halo of sun rays, and now the sun itself bursts forth, incandescent in a sky without cloud, an ultimate blue that south over India is pale and warm, and cold deep dark in the north over Tibet – a blue bluer than blue, transparent, ringing.’ It is a world that seems more real than real, yet Matthiessen tells us of the teaching that existence is but a dream, a void, that all phenomena, including time and space ‘are mere crystallisations of mind.’ It’s a metaphysical position that sits oddly with his existential moments of enlightenment: ‘It is! It exists! All that is or was or will be ever is right here in this moment. Now!’

And that exclamation suddenly reminds me of another writer, Henry Thoreau. Matthiessen makes much of the similarity between Buddhist teachings, quantum physics, modern theories of consciousness, even Christianity. St Catherine’s ‘All the way to Heaven is Heaven’, he insists, ‘is the very breath of Zen.’ But those eyeball to eyeball encounters with the here and now are also the very stuff of Matthiessen’s own literary tradition. In 1855 the American poet Walt Whitman had a vision of the unity of the world, also glimpsed from a high place. In Leaves of Grass he wrote:

I have no chair, nor church nor philosophy;

I lead no man to a dinner table or library or exchange,

But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll,

My left hand hooks you round the waist,

My right hand points to landscapes,

And a plain public road.

Just seven years earlier Thoreau had made his epic climb of Mount Ktaadn and made a statement about the absolute authority of the physical. It prefigures Matthiessen even in its highly stressed punctuation: ‘Talk of mysteries! Think of our life in nature – daily to be shown matter, to come into contact with it – rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! The solid earth! The actual world! The common sense! Contact! Contact!’ Later, in the famous passage in Walden where he discusses measuring the depth of his pond, he seems to set his face against any notion of a world beyond the material: ‘The greatest depth was exactly one hundred and two feet; to which may be added the five feet which it has risen since, making one hundred and seven. This is a remarkable depth for so small an area; yet not one inch of its can be spared by the imagination . . . While men believe in the infinite some ponds will be thought bottomless.’ The imagination, he is suggesting, needs finitude, not abstraction, for its full flowering. Perhaps Thoreau, often included amongst the US Transcendentalists, would be more accurately described as a ‘transcendental materialist’. He believed in the miraculous stuff of life, which transcends itself, so to speak, not into the realm of the supernatural but the hyper-real.

So does Peter Matthiessen in the descriptive passages of The Snow Leopard. The book’s concluding sections, played out in the leopard’s own domain, are majestic. At last he gets to see the blue sheep at close quarters, and the data coming in seems to justify his existence, too: ‘I lie belly down, out of the wind, and the whole warm mountain, breathing as I breathe, seems to take me in . . . The lead female comes out of the hollow not ten yards up the hill, moving a little way eastward. Suddenly, she gets my scent and turns quickly to stare at my still form in the dust below. She does not move but simply, stands up, eyes round. In her tension, the black marks on her legs are fairly shivering; she is superb.’ In a genre that is often stupefied with an excess of metaphor it is striking how little Matthiessen relies on such devices. (And when he does they are so exactly chosen that they reverberate like an arrow hitting a target. The Himalaya is ‘as convoluted as a brain’; a lammergeier is ‘a nine-foot blade sweeping down out of the north.’) Perhaps he thinks that words themselves are already metaphors enough. But his language is direct, an unadorned outgrowth of what he is describing, an embodiment of its significance. Again I’m reminded of Thoreau, and his fantasy of what ‘natural’ writing would be like: ‘he would be a poet who could impress the winds and streams into his service, to speak for him; who nailed words to their primitive senses . . . who derived his words as often as he used them, transplanted them to his page with the earth adhering to their roots; whose words were so true and fresh and natural that they would appear to expand like buds at the approach of spring.’

Language is suspect in Buddhism, one of the layers of illusion to be transcended by meditation. It is sometimes referred to as a ‘dirty pane of glass’ between person and world. ‘The weary self of masks and screens, defences, preconceptions, and opinions,’ the author writes, ‘that, propped up by ideas and words, imagines itself to be some sort of entity . . .’ So as a materialist I am selfishly glad that Matthiessen the writer wins out over Matthiessen the spiritual explorer, and has left us this exact and luminous account of one of the most beautiful regions of the Earth, and not rejected his words as mere ciphers for a larger reality. We are a language-using species. Language is how we understand ourselves and relate to our fellows, and used with Matthiessen’s power is one of the ways we can find a kinship with the rest of creation. Maybe the great paradox of the book is that the author’s meditative discipline, his search for a purity of understanding beyond words, has led him to a supreme clarity of language.

But when it comes to the snow leopard, everybody wins. The animal is never seen, of course. There are teasing hints and signs. One bright morning on the Crystal Mountain ‘the leopard prints are fresh as petals on the trail’. Two days later, a leopard makes a scrape right across the author’s boot print. He takes it as a sign that he is not to leave. ‘It is wonderful,’ he writes, ‘how the presence of this creature draws the whole landscape to a point.’ But it fails to materialise, and in the end Matthiessen makes peace with his neediness: ‘Have you seen the snow leopard?’ ‘No, isn’t that wonderful!’ Even a materialist can take comfort in this rejection of hubris, in its acceptance of the world-as-it-is, with its own priorities, and not always the world as we want it to be. ‘Expect nothing’, a Zen priest had warned Matthiessen before he set out. In the end, wrung out by anti-climax and the effects of sudden altitude loss, he has a small revelation, more cheering than any that came from his deliberate searching: ‘I begin to smile, infused with a sense of my own foolishness, with an acceptance of the failures of this journey as well as of its wonders. I know that this transcendence will be fleeting, but while it lasts, I spring along the path as if set free; so light do I feel that I might be back in the celestial snows.’

Richard Mabey, 2010



That is at bottom the only courage that is demanded of us: to have courage for the most strange, the most singular and the most inexplicable that we may encounter. That mankind has in this sense been cowardly has done life endless harm; the experiences that are called “visions”, the whole so-called “spirit-world”, death, all those things that are so closely akin to us, have by daily parrying been so crowded out by life that the senses with which we could have grasped them are atrophied. To say nothing of God.



RAINER MARIA RILKE


PROLOGUE
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IN LATE SEPTEMBER of 1973, I set out with GS on a journey to the Crystal Mountain, walking west under Annapurna and north along the Kali Gandaki River, then west and north again, around the Dhaulagiri peaks and across the Kanjiroba, two hundred and fifty miles or more to the Land of Dolpo, on the Tibetan Plateau.

GS is the zoologist George Schaller. I knew him first in 1969, in the Serengeti Plain of East Africa, where he was working on his celebrated study of the lion.1fn1 When I saw him next, in New York City in the spring of 1972, he had started a survey of wild sheep and goats and their near relatives the goat-antelopes. He wondered if I might like to join him the following year on an expedition to northwest Nepal, near the frontier of Tibet, to study the bharal, or Himalayan blue sheep; it was his feeling, which he meant to confirm, that this strange “sheep” of remote ranges was actually less sheep than goat, and perhaps quite close to the archetypal ancestor of both. We would go in the autumn to observe the animals in rut, since the eating and sleeping that occupied them throughout the remainder of the year gave almost no clue to evolution and comparative behaviour. Near Shey Gompa, “Crystal Monastery”, where the Buddhist lama had forbidden people to molest them, the bharal were said to be numerous and easily observed. And where bharal were numerous, there was bound to appear that rarest and most beautiful of the great cats, the snow leopard. GS knew of only two Westerners—he was one—who had laid eyes on the Himalayan snow leopard in the past twenty-five years; the hope of glimpsing this near-mythic beast in the snow mountains was reason enough for the entire journey.

Twelve years before, on a visit to Nepal, I had seen those astonishing snow peaks to the north; to close that distance, to go step by step across the greatest range on earth to somewhere called the Crystal Mountain, was a true pilgrimage, a journey of the heart. Since the usurpation of Tibet by the Chinese, the Land of Dolpo, all but unknown to Westerners even today, was said to be the last enclave of pure Tibetan culture left on earth, and Tibetan culture was the last citadel of “all that present-day humanity is longing for, either because it has been lost or not yet been realized or because it is in danger of disappearing from human sight: the stability of a tradition, which has its roots not only in a historical or cultural past, but within the innermost being of man. . . .”2 The Lama of Shey, the most reverend of all the rinpoches, the “precious ones”, in Dolpo, had remained in seclusion when a scholar of Tibetan religions3 reached the Crystal Monastery seventeen years ago, but surely our own luck would be better.

On the way to Nepal, I stopped at Varanasi, the holy city on the Ganges, and visited the Buddhist shrines at Bodh Gaya and Sarnath. In those monsoon days of mid-September, the brown heat of India was awesome, and after a few days on the Ganges Plain, I was glad to fly north to Kathmandu, in the green foothills of the Himalayan wall. That day was clear, and among the temple spires and tiered pagodas, black kites and red veered on the wind. The dry air at 4000 feet was a great relief from the humidity of India, but in the north the peaks were hidden by thick clouds of the monsoon, and by evening it was raining.

I found GS at the hotel. We had not met for a year or more, our last correspondence had been in midsummer, and he was relieved that I had turned up without mishap. For the next two hours we talked so intensely that I wondered later if there was anything left to speak about in the months ahead; we shall have no company but each other, and we do not know each other very well. (Of GS, I had written earlier that “he is single-minded, not easy to know”, and “a stern pragmatist, unable to muster up much grace in the face of unscientific attitudes; he takes a hard-eyed look at almost everything.” He was also described as a “lean, intent young man”,4 and I find him as lean and as intent as ever.)

The rains prevailed throughout the last three days in Kathmandu. GS was desperate to get under way, not only because he loathes all cities but because winter comes early to the Himalaya, and these rains of the monsoon would bring heavy snow to the high passes between this place and our destination. (We later learned that the October rains set an all-time record.) Months before, he had applied for permission to enter Dolpo, but only now, on the final day, were permits granted. Last letters were written and sent off; there would be no mail where we were going. All excess gear and clothing were discarded, and traveller’s cheques exchanged for small rupee notes by the dirty packet, since large bills have no currency among the hill peoples. With our Sherpa camp assistants, we packed tents and pots, and bargained for last-minute supplies in the Oriental rumpus of the Asan Bazaar, where in 1961 I had bought a small bronze Buddha, green with age. My wife and I were to become students of Zen Buddhism, and the green bronze Buddha from Kathmandu was the one I chose for a small altar in Deborah’s room in the New York hospital where she died last year of cancer, in the winter.

In the early morning of September 26, in a hard rain, with a driver, two Sherpas, and all expedition gear, we packed ourselves into the Land-Rover that would carry us as far as Pokhara; two more Sherpas and five Tamang porters were to come next day by bus, in time for departure from Pokhara on the twenty-eighth. But all arrivals and departures were in doubt; it had rained without relent for thirty hours. In the calamitous weather, the journey was losing all reality, and the warm smile of a pretty tourist at the hotel desk unsettled me; where did I imagine I was going, where and why?

From Kathmandu there is a road through Gorkha Country to Pokhara, in the central foothills; farther west, no roads exist at all. The road winds through steep gorges of the Trisuli River, now in torrent; dirty whitecaps filled the rapids, and the brown flood was thickened every now and again by thunderous rockslides down the walls of the ravine. Repeatedly the rocks fell on the road: the driver would wait for the slide to ease, then snake his way through the debris, while all heads peered at the boulders poised overhead. In raining mountains, a group of shrouded figures passed, bearing a corpse, and the sight aroused a dim, restless foreboding.

After midday, the rain eased, and the Land-Rover rode into Pokhara on a shaft of storm light. Next day there was humid sun and shifting southern skies, but to the north a deep tumult of swirling greys was all that could be seen of the Himalaya. At dusk, white egrets flapped across the sunken clouds, now black with rain; on earth, the dark had come. Then, four miles above these mud streets of the lowlands, at a point so high as to seem overhead, a luminous whiteness shone—the light of snows. Glaciers loomed and vanished in the greys, and the sky parted, and the snow cone of Machhapuchare glistened like a spire of a higher kingdom.

In the night, the stars convened, and the vast ghost of Machhapuchare radiated light, although there was no moon. In the shed where we lay down, behind a sort of inn, there were mosquitoes. My friend, dreaming, cried out in his sleep. Restless, I went out at daybreak and saw three peaks of Annapurna, soaring clear of low, soft clouds. This day we would depart for the north-west.

fn1 Superior numbers refer to the Notes that begin here.




WESTWARD
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Just as a white summer cloud, in harmony with heaven and earth freely floats in the blue sky from horizon to horizon following the breath of the atmosphere—in the same way the pilgrim abandons himself to the breath of the greater life that . . . leads him beyond the farthest horizons to an aim which is already present within him, though yet hidden from his sight.



LAMA GOVINDA

The Way of the White Clouds

All other creatures look down toward the earth, but man was given a face so that he might turn his eyes toward the stars and his gaze upon the sky.

OVID

Metamorphoses




September 28

AT SUNRISE THE small expedition meets beneath a giant fig beyond Pokhara—two white sahibs, four sherpas, fourteen porters. The sherpas are of the famous mountain tribe of northeast Nepal, near Namche Bazaar, whose men accompany the ascents of the great peaks; they are Buddhist herders who have come down in recent centuries out of eastern Tibet—sherpa is a Tibetan word for “easterner”—and their language, culture, and appearance all reflect Tibetan origin. One of the porters is also a Sherpa, and two are refugee Tibetans; the rest are of mixed Aryan and Mongol stock. Mostly barefoot, in ragged shorts or the big-seated, jodhpur-legged pants of India, wearing all manner of old vests and shawls and headgear, the porters pick over the tall wicker baskets. In addition to their own food and blankets, they must carry a load of up to eighty pounds that is braced on their bent backs by a tump-line around the forehead, and there is much testing and denunciation of the loads, together with shrill bargaining, before any journey in these mountains can begin. Porters are mostly local men of uncertain occupation and unsteadfast habit, notorious for giving trouble. But it is also true that their toil is hard and wretchedly rewarded—about one dollar a day. As a rule, they accompany an expedition for no more than a week away from home, after which they are replaced by others, and the testing and denunciation start anew. Today nearly two hours pass, and clouds have gathered, before all fourteen are mollified, and the tattered line sets off toward the west.

We are glad to go. These edges of Pokhara might be tropical outskirts anywhere—vacant children, listless adults, bent dogs and thin chickens in a litter of sagging shacks and rubble, mud, weeds, stagnant ditches, bad sweet smells, vivid bright broken plastic bits, and dirty fruit peelings awaiting the carrion pig; for want of better fare, both pigs and dogs consume the human excrement that lies everywhere along the paths. In fair weather, all this flux is tolerable, but now at the dreg end of the rainy season, the mire of life seems leached into the sallow skins of these thin beings, who squat and soap themselves and wring their clothes each morning in the rain puddles.

Brown eyes observe us as we pass. Confronted with the pain of Asia, one cannot look and cannot turn away. In India, human misery seems so pervasive that one takes in only stray details: a warped leg or a dead eye, a sick pariah dog eating withered grass, an ancient woman lifting her sari to move her shrunken bowels by the road. Yet in Varanasi there is hope of life that has been abandoned in such cities as Calcutta, which seems resigned to the dead and dying in its gutters. Shiva dances in the spicy foods, in the exhilarated bells of the swarming bicycles, the angry bus horns, the chatter of the temple monkeys, the vermilion tikka dot on the women’s foreheads, even in the scent of charred human flesh that pervades the ghats. The people smile—that is the greatest miracle of all. In the heat and stench and shriek of Varanasi, where in fiery sunrise swallows fly like departing spirits over the vast silent river, one delights in the smile of a blind girl being led, of a Hindu gentleman in white turban gazing benignly at the bus driver who reviles him, of a flute-playing beggar boy, of a slow old woman pouring holy water from the Ganga, the River, onto a stone elephant daubed red.

Near the burning ghats, and the industry of death, a river palace has been painted with huge candy-striped tigers.

No doubt Varanasi is the destination of this ancient Hindu at the outskirts of Pokhara, propped up on a basket borne on poles across the shoulders of four servants—off, it appears, on his last pilgrimage to the Mother Ganges, to the dark temples that surround the ghats, to those hostels where the pilgrim waits his turn to join the company of white-shrouded cadavers by the river edge, waits again to be laid upon the stacks of fired wood: the attendants will push this yellow foot, that shrivelled elbow, back into the fire, and rake his remains off the burning platform into the swift river. And still enough scraps will remain to sustain life in the long-headed cadaverous dogs that haunt the ashes, while sacred kine—huge white silent things—devour the straw thongs that had bound this worn-out body to its stretcher.

The old man has been ravened from within. That blind and greedy stare of his, that caved-in look, and the mouth working, reveal who now inhabits him, who now stares out.

I nod to Death in passing, aware of the sound of my own feet upon my path. The ancient is lost in a shadow world, and gives no sign.

Grey river road, grey sky. From rock to torrent rock flits a pied wagtail.

Wayfarers: a delicate woman bears a hamper of small silver fishes, and another bends low beneath a basket of rocks that puts my own light pack to shame; her rocks will be hammered to gravel by other women of Pokhara, in the labour of the myriad brown hands that will surface a new road south to India.

Through a shaft of sun moves a band of Magar women, scarlet-shawled; they wear heavy brass ornaments in the left nostril. In the new sun, a red-combed rooster clambers quickly to the roof matting of a roadside hut, and fitfully a little girl starts singing. The light irradiates white peaks of Annapurna marching down the sky, in the great rampart that spreads east and west for eighteen hundred miles, the Himalaya—the alaya (abode, or home) of hima (snow).

Hibiscus, frangipani, bougainvillaea: seen under snow peaks, these tropical blossoms become the flowers of heroic landscapes. Macaques scamper in green meadow, and a turquoise roller spins in a golden light. Drongos, rollers, barbets, and the white Egyptian vulture are the common birds, and all have close relatives in East Africa, where GS and I first met; he wonders how this vulture would react if confronted with the egg of an ostrich, which was also a common Asian bird during the Pleistocene. In Africa, the Egyptian vulture is recognized as a tool-using species, due to its knack of cracking the huge ostrich eggs by slinging rocks at them with its beak.

Until quite recently, these Nepal lowlands were broadleaf evergreen sal forest (Shorea robusta), the haunt of elephant and tiger and the great Indian rhinoceros. Forest-cutting and poaching cleared them out; except in last retreats such as the Rapti Valley, to the south-east, the saintly tread of elephants is gone. The last wild Indian cheetah was sighted in central India in 1952, the Asian lion is reduced to a single small population in the Gir Forest, north-west of Bombay, and the tiger becomes legendary almost everywhere. Especially in India and Pakistan, the hoofed animals are rapidly disappearing, due to destruction of habitat by subsistence agriculture, overcutting of the forests, over-grazing by the scraggy hordes of domestic animals, erosion, flood—the whole dismal cycle of events that accompanies overcrowding by human beings. In Asia more than all places on earth, it is crucial to establish wildlife sanctuaries at once, before the last animals are overwhelmed. As GS has written, “Man is modifying the world so fast and so drastically that most animals cannot adapt to the new conditions. In the Himalaya as elsewhere there is a great dying, one infinitely sadder than the Pleistocene extinctions, for man now has the knowledge and the need to save these remnants of his past.”1

The track along the Yamdi River is a main trading route, passing through rice paddies and villages on its way west to the Kali Gandaki River, where it turns north to Mustang and Tibet. Green village compounds, set about with giant banyans and old stone pools and walls, are cropped to lawn by water buffalo and cattle; the fresh water and soft shade give them the harmony of parks. These village folk own even less than those of Pokhara, yet they are spared by their old economies from modern poverty: one understands why “village life” has been celebrated as the natural, happy domain of man by many thinkers from Lao-tzu to Gandhi. In a warm sun children play, and women roll clothes on rocks at the village fountain and pound grain in stone mortars, and from all sides come reassuring dung smells and chicken clatter and wafts of fire smoke from the low hearths. In tidy yards, behind strong stiles and walls, the clay huts are of warm earthen red, with thatched roofs, hand-carved sills and shutters, and yellow-flowered pumpkin vines. Maize is stacked in narrow cribs, and rice is spread to dry on broad straw mats, and between the banana and papaya trees big calm spiders hang against the sky.

A canal bridged here and there by ten-foot granite slabs runs through a hamlet, pouring slowly over shining pebbles. It is midday, the sun melts the air, and we sit on a stone wall in the cool shade. By the canal is the village tea house, a simple open-fronted hut with makeshift benches and a clay oven in the form of a rounded mound on the clay floor. The mound has a side opening for inserting twigs and two holes on the top for boiling water, which is poured through a strainer of cheap tea dust into a glass containing coarse sugar and buffalo milk. With this chiya we take plain bread and a fresh cucumber, while children playing on the shining stones pretend to splash us, and a collared dove sways on a tall stalk of bamboo.

One by one the porters come, turning around to lower their loads onto the wall. A porter of shy face and childlike smile, who looks too slight for his load, is playing comb music on a fig leaf. “Too many hot,” says another, smiling. This is the Sherpa porter, Tukten, a wiry small man with Mongol eyes and outsized ears and a disconcerting smile—I wonder why this Tukten is a porter.

I set off ahead, walking alone in the cool breeze of the valley. In the bright September light and mountain shadow—steep foothills are closing in as the valley narrows, and the snow peaks to the north are no longer seen—the path follows a dike between the reedy canal and the green terraces of rice that descend in steps to the margins of the river. Across the canal, more terraces ascend to the crests of the high hills, and a blue sky.

At a rest wall, two figs of different species were planted long ago; one is a banyan, or nigrodha (Fiscus indica), the other a pipal (F. religiosa), sacred to both the Hindus and the Buddhists. Wild flowers and painted stones are set among the buttressed roots, to bring the traveller good fortune, and stone terraces are built up around the trunks in such a way that the shade-seeking traveller may back up and set down his load while standing almost straight. These resting places are everywhere along the trading routes, some of them so ancient that the great trees have long since died, leaving two round holes in a stonework oval platform. Like the tea houses and the broad stepping-stones that are built into the hills, the rest walls impart a blessedness to this landscape, as if we had wandered into a lost country of the golden age.

Awaiting the line of porters that winds through the paddies, I sit on the top level of the wall, my feet on the step on which the loads are set and my back against a tree. In dry sunshine and the limpid breeze down from the mountains, two black cows are threshing rice, flanks gleaming in the light of afternoon. First the paddy is drained and the rice sickled, then the yoked animals tied by a long line to a stake in the middle of the rice, are driven round and round in a slowly decreasing circle while children fling the stalks beneath their hooves. Then the stalks are tossed into the air, and the grains beneath swept into baskets to be taken home and winnowed. The fire-coloured dragonflies in the early autumn air, the bent backs in bright reds and yellows, the gleam on the black cattle and wheat stubble, the fresh green of the paddies and the sparkling river—over everything lies an immortal light, like transparent silver.

In the clean air and absence of all sound, of even the simplest machinery—for the track is often tortuous and steep, and fords too many streams, to permit bicycles—in the warmth and harmony and seeming plenty, come whispers of a paradisal age. Apparently the grove of sal trees called Lumbini, only thirty miles south of this same tree, in fertile lands north of the Rapti River, has changed little since the sixth century B.C., when Siddhartha Gautama was born there to a rich clan of the Sakya tribe in a kingdom of elephants and tigers. Gautama forsook a life of ease to become a holy mendicant, or “wanderer”—a common practice in northern India even today. Later he was known as Sakyamuni (Sage of the Sakyas), and afterwards, the Buddha—the Awakened One. Fig trees and the smoke of peasant fires, the greensward and gaunt cattle, white egrets and jungle crows are still seen on the Ganges Plain where Sakyamuni passed his life, from Lumbini south and east to Varanasi (an ancient city even when Gautama came there) and Rajgir and Gaya. Tradition says that he travelled as far north as Kathmandu (even then a prosperous city of the Newars) and preached on the hill of Swayambhunath, among the monkeys and the pines.

In Sakyamuni’s time, the disciples called yogas were already well evolved. Perhaps a thousand years before, the dark-skinned Dravidians of lowland India had been overcome by nomad Aryans from the Asian steppes who were bearing their creed of sky gods, wind, and light across Eurasia.2 Aryan concepts were contained in their Sanskrit Vedas, or knowledge—ancient texts of unknown origin which include the Rig Veda and the Upanishads and were to become the base of the Hindu religion. To the wandering ascetic named Sakyamuni, such epic preachments on the nature of the Universe and Man were useless as a cure for human suffering. In what became known as the Four Noble Truths, Sakyamuni perceived that man’s existence is inseparable from sorrow; that the cause of suffering is craving; that peace is attained by extinguishing craving; that this liberation may be brought about by following the Eight-fold Path: right attention to one’s understanding, intentions, speech, and actions; right livelihood, effort, mindfulness; right concentration, by which is meant the unification of the self through sitting yoga.

The Vedas already included the idea that mortal desire—since it implies lack—had no place in the highest state of being; that what was needed was that death-in-life and spiritual rebirth sought by all teachers, from the early shamans to the existentialists. Sakyamuni’s creed was less a rejection of Vedic philosophy than an effort to apply it, and his intense practice of meditation does not content itself with the serenity of yoga states (which in his view falls short of ultimate truth) but goes beyond, until the transparent radiance of stilled mind opens out in prajna, or transcendent knowing, that higher consciousness or “Mind” which is inherent in all sentient beings, and which depends on the unsentimental embrace of all existence. A true experience of prajna corresponds to “enlightenment” or liberation—not change, but transformation—a profound vision of his identity with universal life, past, present, and future, that keeps man from doing harm to others and sets him free from fear of birth-and-death.

In the fifth century B.C., near the town of Gaya, south and east of Varanasi, Sakyamuni attained enlightenment in the deep experience that his own “true nature”, his Buddha-nature, was no different from the nature of the universe. For half a century thereafter, at such places as the Deer Park in Sarnath, and Nalanda, and the Vulture’s Peak near present-day Rajgir, he taught a doctrine based upon the impermanence of individual existence, the eternal continuity of becoming, as in the morning river that appears the same as the river of the night before, now passed away. (Though he preached to women and weakened the caste system by admitting low-born brethren to his order, Sakyamuni never involved himself in social justice, far less government; his way holds that self-realization is the greatest contribution one can make to one’s fellow man.) At the age of eighty, he ended his days at Kusinagara (the modern Kusinara), forty miles east of Gorakhpur and just west of the Kali Gandaki River.

This much is true, all else is part of the Buddha legend, which is truth of a different order, In regard to his enlightenment, it is related that this wanderer was in his thirties when he gave up the rigours of the yogi and embraced the “Middle Path” between sensuality and mortification, accepting food in a golden bowl from the daughter of the village headman. Thereupon, he was renounced by his disciples. At dusk he sat himself beneath a pipal tree with his face toward the East, vowing that though his skin and nerves and bones should waste away and his life-blood dry, he would not leave this seat until he had attained Supreme Enlightenment. All that night, beset by demons, Sakyamuni sat in meditation. And in that golden daybreak, it is told, the Self-Awakened One truly perceived the Morning Star, as if seeing it for the first time in his life.

In what is now known as Bodh Gaya—still a pastoral land of cattle savanna, shimmering water, rice paddies, palms, and red-clay hamlets without paved roads or wires—a Buddhist temple stands beside an ancient pipal, descended from that bodhi tree, or “Enlightenment Tree”, beneath which this man sat. Here in a warm dawn, ten days ago, with three Tibetan monks in maroon robes, I watched the rising of the Morning Star and came away no wiser than before. But later I wondered if the Tibetans were aware that the bodhi tree was murmuring with gusts of birds, while another large pipal, so close by that it touched the holy tree with many branches, was without life. I make no claim for this event: I simply declare what I saw there at Bodh Gaya.

Already the Yamdi Khola narrows; soon it will vanish among mountains. In a village on the northern slope, the huts are round or oval rather than rectangular, and Jang-bu, the head sherpa, says that this is a village of the Gurung, a people who came down long ago out of Tibet. In this region of southern Nepal live various hill peoples of Mongol and Aryan mix, most of them Paharis, or hill Hindus. For centuries, the Hindus have come up along the river valleys from the great plain of the Ganges, while Tibetans crossed the mountain passes from the north: the Tibetan-speaking Buddhist tribes, which include the Sherpas, are called Bhotes, or southern Tibetans. (Bhot or B’od is Tibet; Bhutan, which lies at the southern edge of Tibet, means “End of Bhot”.) Of the tribes represented by the porters, the Gurungs and Tamangs tend toward Buddhism, while the Chetris and Magars are Hindus. Whether Hindu or Buddhist, most of these tribes—and the Gurung especially—pay respect to the animist deities of the old religions that persist in remote corners of the Asian mountains.

Some long-haired Tibetans, buttery flat faces red with ochre sheen, descend the river barefoot on the silver stones. (Ochre is a traditional protection against cold and insects, and before the civilizing influence of Buddhism, Tibet was known as the Land of the Red-faced Devils.) These people are bound for Pokhara from Dhorpatan, a week away. When crops are harvested, the Tibetans, Mustang Bhotes, and other hill peoples follow the ridges and valleys south and east to Pokhara and Kathmandu, trading wool and salt for grain and paper, knives, tobacco, rice, and tea. One Tibetan boy has caught a rockfish in the shallows; he runs to show me, almond eyes agleam. The children all along the way are friendly and playful, even gay; though they beg a little, they are not serious about it, as are the grim Hindu children of the towns. More likely they will take your hand and walk along a little, or do a somersault, or tag and run away.

Where the valley narrows to a canyon, there is a tea house and some huts, and here a pack train of shaggy Mongol ponies descends from the mountain on a melody of bells and splashes across the swift green water at the ford. From the tea house, a trail climbs steeply toward the southwest sky. In this land, the subsistence economies have always depended upon travel, and in its decades—centuries, perhaps—as a trade route for all the hill peoples, broad steps have been worn into the mountain path. Wild chestnut trees overhang the trail; we pull down branches to pick the spiny nuts.

At sunset, the trail arrives at the hill village called Naudanda. Here I try out my new home, a one-man mountain tent, in poor condition. Phu-Tsering, our merry cook, in bright red cap, brings supper of lentils and rice, and afterwards I sit outside on a wicker stool acquired at the tea house at the ford, and listen to cicadas and a jackal. This east-west ridge falls steeply on both sides to the Yamdi Valley in the north, the Marsa in the south; from Naudanda, the Yamdi Khola is no more than a white ribbon rushing down between dark walls of conifers into its gorge. Far away eastward, far below, the Marsa River opens out into Lake Phewa, near Pokhara, which glints in the sunset of the foothills. There are no roads west of Pohkara, which is the last outpost of the modern world; in one days walk we are a century away.


September 29

A LUMINOUS MOUNTAIN morning. Mist and fire smoke, sun shafts and dark ravines: a peak off Annapurna poises on soft clouds. In fresh light, to the peeping of baby chickens, we take breakfast in the village tea house, and are under way well before seven.

A child dragging bent useless legs is crawling up the hill outside the village. Nose to the stones, goat dung, and muddy trickles, she pulls herself along like a broken cricket. We falter, ashamed of our strong step, and noticing this, she gazes up, clear-eyed, without resentment—it seems much worse that she is pretty. In Bengal, GS says stiffly, beggars will break their children’s knees to achieve this pitiable effect for business purposes: this is his way of expressing his distress. But the child that lies here at our boots is not a beggar; she is merely a child, staring in curiosity at tall, white strangers. I long to give her something—a new life?—yet am afraid to tamper with such dignity. And so I smile as best I can, and say “Namas-te!” “Good morning!” How absurd! And her voice follows as we go away, a small clear smiling voice—“Namas-te!”—a Sanskrit word for greeting and parting that means, “I salute you”.

We are subdued by this reminder of mortality. I think of the corpse in Gorkha Country, borne on thin shoulders in the mountain rain, the black clothes blowing; I see the ancient dying man outside Pokhara; I hear again my own wife’s final breath. Such sights caused Sakyamuni to forsake Lumbini and go in search of the secret of existence that would free men from the pain of this sensory world, known as samsara.

Grieve not for me, but mourn for those who stay behind, bound by longings to which the fruit is sorrow . . . for what confidence have we in life when death is ever at hand? . . . Even were I to return to my kindred by reason of affection, yet we should be divided in the end by death. The meeting and parting of living things is as when clouds having come together drift apart again, or as when the leaves are parted from the trees. There is nothing we may call our own in a union that is but a dream. . . .3

And yet, as his own death drew near, Sakyamuni turned again towards the north (“Come, Ananda, let us go to Kusinagara”). Like the rest of us, perhaps he longed for home.

The path tends west around small mountains, then climbs toward a village in the pass. Where a white vulture sails in the sunny mist, a high forest comes in view, threaded by waterfalls. We are escorted through the village by a boy playing a tom-tom; he wears a saucy hat, short shirt, and vest, and nothing more. One day this boy and others will destroy that forest, and their sheep fields will erode in rain, and the thin soil will wash away into the torrents, clogging the river channels farther down so that monsoon floods will spread across the land. With its rapidly increasing population, primitive agriculture, and steep terrain, Nepal has the most serious erosion problem of any country in the world, and the problem worsens as more forests disappear in the scouring of the land for food and fuel; in eastern Nepal, and especially the Kathmandu Valley, firewood for cooking (not to speak of heat) is already precious, brought in by peasants who have walked for many miles to sell the meagre faggots on their backs. The country folk cook their own food by burning cakes of livestock dung, depriving the soil of the precious manure that would nourish it and permit it to hold water. Without wood humus or manure, the soil deteriorates, compacts, and turns to dust, to be washed away in the rush of the monsoon.

In GS’s view, Asia is fifteen to twenty years behind East Africa in its attitudes toward conservation, and the gap may well prove fatal. All of the region from western India to Turkey, and all of northern Africa as well, has turned to desert in historic times, and yet a country such as Pakistan, with but 3 per cent of its territories left in forest, is doing nothing at all about the impending disaster, despite a huge idle standing army—sponsored, of course, by military-industrial interests in the United States—that could just as well be out in the weary countryside planting new trees.

Pine, rhododendron, barberry. Down mountain fields, a path of stones flows like mercury in the sunlight; even the huts have roofs of silver slates. The path winds around the mountain to the bottom of the pine forest, where a shady hamlet overlooks the confluence of the Modir River with its tributary from the north. This is the way of foot travel in Nepal, steeply up and steeply down the labyrinthine valleys. The down is hardest on the legs and feet, which jam at the knees and into the toe of the boot. In Kathmandu, our youngest sherpa, Gyaltsen, had taken my mountain boots to a cobbler to have them stretched; unstretched, the boots came back with neat round patches of bright leather sewn onto the outside surfaces at the indicated points. The patches were removed in Pokhara, but the cobbler there had no tool to stretch the boots, and so they are just as narrow and—due to perforations—less rainworthy than before.

Today we have been walking for ten hours; there are signs of blisters. Gyaltsen, who is carrying my backpack, is somewhere far behind, and since I have no gym shoes in my rucksack I walk barefoot. My feet are still tough from the past summer, and the paths are mostly rain-softened, for we have descended once again into a lowland. Eyes to the ground, alert for sticks and stones, I can admire a cocoa-coloured wood frog and the pale lavender-blue winged blossoms of the orchid tree (Bauhinia) and the warm loaf left by a buffalo, deposited calmly from the look of it and even, perhaps, in contemplation.

But since the encounter with the crawling child, I look at paradise askance. Along the Modir, my feet are hurt by sharp rock shale, and where we make camp in the village of Gijan, we pick off leeches: while taking rice supper in a local hut, GS investigates wetness in his gym shoe and finds it full of his own blood.

It relieves me that GS is mortal, prey to the afflictions of the common pilgrim. I am an inspired walker, but he is formidable; were it not for the slow pace of the porters, he would run me into the ground. GS’s strong legs are so crucial to his work in the high mountains of the world that he will not ski or play rough sports for fear he might do them damage. I tease him now about his bloody shoe, quoting a letter from the curator of mammals at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City (in regard to a set of mousetraps for collecting purposes that I would bring to GS from America): “I look forward to learning what you and George see, hear, and accomplish in a march through Nepal. I should warn you, the last friend I had who went walking with George in Asia came back—or more properly, turned back—when his boots were full of blood. . . .”

“That chap was out of shape,” GS says shortly.

OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
&« VINTAGE

THE SNOW LEOPARD
PETER MATTHIESSEN





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg
N NN
TAkS
& \\1\\“,‘

¥






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS
T





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg
BN TN R P S N
INNERDOLPO 220 N NS
: ——

NI
S5 2 ofthema
4 2

AR

o s
Podtasp st TGN

€I NI






