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Praise for Ian Baker’s The Heart of the World

“One of the book’s many delights—and The Heart of the World is among the most
complex, compelling and satisfying adventure books I have ever read—is to follow
Baker’s inner journey as he tries to balance his Buddhist aspirations with an

admittedly materialistic desire to find the key into Yangsang. . . . The Heart of the
World, though not easy to absorb, is one of the most extraordinary tales of adventure

and discovery ever told. On the prosaic level, it’s the search for a hidden

waterfall that eluded explorers for more than a century. But it is also—perhaps
primarily—an exploration into the heart of Tibetan Buddhism, which views the

animistic spirits of sacred geography as metaphors for the nature of mind. Both

journeys are fascinating, and each is dependent on the other. From harrowing en counters
with tribal poisoning cults to a descent into the roaring ‘throat’ of a

Buddhist goddess, Baker’s quest is an unforgettable saga. Like his fellow explorers, we find
our own inner doors opening along the journey. A century from now,

The Heart of the World will still ignite the imagination of anyone who loves to explore
and seeks the deeper meaning of his explorations. A fearless adventurer in

both body and spirit, Baker has written one for the ages.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“The Heart of the World is Baker’s blood-pumping account of claiming . . . the world’s last secret place: the heart of the Tsangpo
gorge . . . the final prize of earthly exploration. . . . Yet The Heart of the World is more than just a gung-ho adventure tale; Ian Baker
went hunting the sacred, not the gaudy trappings of geographical fame. Deep in the Tsangpo gorge, he says, the boundaries between
inner experience and outer experience break down. And perhaps, he writes, ‘that’s paradise after all.” ”

—Men’s Journal

“The Heart of the World is a compelling journey of body and mind. . . . Baker has long been a Buddhist scholar and his heavyweight
volume tracks his inner journey as much as his outer journey, elevating beyond the usual thrill-seeker tale so familiar these days. A
much-rumored waterfall deep within the Tsangpo gorge may have been Baker’s motivation for his exhaustive search through such
forbidding territory. But the inner quest may well be what resonates stronger with many readers searching for meaning in a world of
confounding confusions and doubts.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“lan Baker has given us a remarkable record of exploration—both physical and spiritual, as well as a perceptive account of a part of
Tibet that still remains rooted in the traditions of that unique culture. . . . The Heart of the World is highly recommended and will
undoubtedly become a classic of Tibetan exploration.”

—Asian Affairs

“Magnificent . . . Baker’s elegant photography and thoughtful storytelling elevate Heart far above most travel books published today.
The insightful philosophical questions he raises make it a classic of travel literature.”

—Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

“The Heart of the World is Baker’s memoir of his obsessive, decade-spanning quest to explore the [Tsangpo] gorge’s spiritual and
geographic enigmas. . . . It’s hard to imagine a more thorough document—the book explores Pemako’s culture, geography and



spirituality, often rendering the landscape in terms of local deities—and Baker is probably the only man alive who could have written it
with this much authority. The Heart of the World embraces the tension between spirit and flesh . . . it’s extraordinary.”

—~QregonLive.com

“A heady mélange of history, wilderness exploration and Tibetan Buddhism study, this true story of the search for the ‘hidden-lands’ of
Pemako, Tibet, is scholarly, entertaining and transcendent.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“lan Baker has written a brilliant account of exploring both the outer domain and inner significance of Tibet’s fabled hidden realm, Beyul
Pemako—The Hidden Lotus-shaped Land—Ilocated in a remote Himalayan valley. His riveting portrait of physical privation during an
epic five-year spiritual quest reinvents the art of pilgrimage. The Heart of the World gives all of us ways to see even mundane
environments as radiantly divine.”

—John Avedon, author of In Exile from the Land of Snows

“Western explorers have for over a century sought a legendary waterfall hidden in the depths of the Tsangpo gorge, the world’s deepest
and most inaccessible canyon. The Heart of the World is an enthralling and eloquent account of how Ian Baker and his companions,
after repeated attempts, reached this symbol of the unattainable. More importantly, however, the book is an exploration of the hidden
regions of mind and spirit, of the quest for bliss and inspiration, not only by these travelers, but also by the Tibetan lamas and pilgrims
who have for centuries considered this a sacred land, as revealed by ancient Buddhist texts. This remarkable and perceptive book
makes a genuine literary contribution to a fabled corner of our planet and to our perception of nature and ourselves.”

—George B. Schaller, Wildlife Conservation Society

“lan Baker’s amazing journey through Pemako in Tibet to the ‘hidden’ Falls of the Tsangpo is really a pilgrimage into our own true
selves. In the words Baker quotes from Marcel Proust, ‘the real journey of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in
having new eyes.’ ”

—Richard Gere

“In this remarkable book, Ian Baker narrates an extraordinary journey of spiritual and geographical discovery, and he does so in a
manner that is so deeply compelling that no reader will ever forget the experiences he describes.”

—David Napier, University College, London

“lan Baker’s gripping account of his expeditions into Tibet’s fabled Tsangpo region is richly informed by the stories of other seekers—
Tibetan monks and visionaries and British explorers alike. This is a marvelous quest that reminds us anew that the real journey has
always been the one within.”

—John Elder, author of Reading the Mountains of Home and The Frog Run

“Both a remarkable adventure story and a work of real scholarship, Ian Baker’s account of his expeditions in search of the truth behind
the myths of a magical waterfall resounds with the echoes of the early Western explorers and Tibetan pilgrims who have preceded
him.”—Michael Harner, Ph.D., author of

The Way of the Shaman and The Jivaro People of Sacred Waterfalls


http://OregonLive.com

“This is an extraordinarily brave and beautiful book, taking us into the last wild refuge on earth. Though many have dreamed of the holy
Tsangpo’s misty gorge, few have entered this breathtaking geography and lived to tell the tale. Ian Baker has done the nearly impossible:
befriended the wildest place on earth and rendered a luminous text that makes us a friend to this world as well. Wonderfully written, this
work is a pilgrim’s classic.”

—Joan Halifax Roshi, Abbot, Upaya Zen Center

“lan Baker has written a classic adventure story, telling the tale of a journey to a legendary waterfall only imagined to exist before he
got there. But he has also written something more: a spiritual quest into the human need for mystery, reminding us that some places must
remain secret so we still have reason to dream.”

—David Rothenberg, author of Always the Mountains and Why Birds Sing

“lan Baker has written a truly unusual and unique book of travel and exploration that takes us not only into one of the most inaccessible
places on earth but, even more importantly, into the minds and worldview of the Tibetan people who revere the remote bend of the
Tsangpo River as the mythic realm of a sacred hidden valley. What sets The Heart of the World apart is the way Baker weaves his
journeys and those of earlier explorers together with accounts and guidebooks by Tibetan lamas who blend the mystical with the matter-
of-fact in a haunting manner that calls into question the purely scientific descriptions and aims of Western geography.”

—Edwin Bernbaum, author of The Way to Shambhala and Sacred Mountains of the World



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Ian Baker has lived in Kathmandu, Nepal, and been a student of Tibetan Buddhism for more than twenty
years. He studied fine arts, literature, and comparative religion at Middlebury College, Oxford
University, and Columbia University. He has written several books on Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism,
including The Tibetan Art of Healing, Celestial Gallery, and The Dalai Lama’s Secret Temple: Tantric
Wall Paintings from Tibet. He is also the coauthor of Tibet: Reflections from the Wheel of Life and has
contributed articles to Explorers Journal and National Geographic magazine. He currently divides his
time among New York, Thailand, and the Himalayas.



As far as the western world was concerned, [we] were
exploring country of which nothing was known, but

much was speculated; one of the last remaining secret
places of the earth, which might conceal a fall rivaling the
Niagra or Victoria Falls in grandeur.

LIEUTENANT-COLONEL F. M. BAILEY, 1913












Mountains lie all about, with many difficult turns leading here and there. The trails run up and down; we are martyred with
obstructing rocks. No matter how well we keep the path, if we miss one single step, we shall never know safe return. But
whoever has the good fortune to penetrate that wilderness, for his labors will gain a beatific reward, for he shall find there his
heart’s delight. The wilderness abounds in whatsoever the ears desire to hear, whatsoever would please the eye: so that no
one could possibly wish to be anywhere else. And this I well know; for I have been there.

GOTTFRIED VON STRASSBURG, Tristan and Isolde

The hagiographic myth of a spiritual journey through material difficulties to the attainment of divine grace would become a
paradigm of travel to haunt posterity . . . by promising the ideal as the ultimate goal . . . it served as that purely mythic and
always unachievable paradigm located in our historical memory, by contrast with which all human traveling—whatever its
achievements and successes—can never transcend the abysm of futility.

JAS ELSNER AND JOAN-PAU RUBIES,
Voyages & Visions

There have always been two kinds of arcadia: shaggy and smooth; dark and light; a place of bucolic leisure and a place of
primitive panic . . . the idyllic as well as the wild.

SIMON SCHAMA, Landscape and Memory
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For the Unbound . . .



Although we are accustomed to separate nature and human perception into two realms, they are, in fact
indivisible . . . landscape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is built as much from strata of memory as
from layers of rock. SIMON SCHAMA, Landscape and Memory







In the borderlands between Tibet and India, in the land of savages, lies Pemako, the supreme of all
hidden-lands. This lotus-like realm is described as the body of Dorje Pagmo with five chakras . . .
the cloud and ocean like gathering places of dakas and dakinis. There is a constant menace here
from poisonous snakes, leeches, flies, clawed and long-snouted animals with fangs, dangerous
wildmen, and vicious savages. One can easily succumb to fever and gout, while blisters,
abscesses, ulcers, and sores add to the physical obstacles. The land is full of mischievous spirits
[that] . . . constantly display magic and miracles. Those without courage; or those with lingering
doubts, too many mental conceptions, or who are strongly attached to the appearances of this life
or who . . . out of ignorance, fall into accepting and rejecting . . . such people will have difficulty
reaching this land and getting through unscathed. When observed in their essential nature, all the
mountains, rocks, trees, and rivers [here] appear as magical realms or deities. . . . Those
obstructed by spiritual transgressions can never enter this great mandala.



LELUNG SHEPE DORJE
The Delightful True Stories of the Supreme Land of Pemako, 1729

Not only is Pemako extraordinarily difficult to reach from any direction, it is still more difficult to
penetrate and explore when reached. Surrounded on three sides by the gorges of the Tsangpo, the
fourth is blocked by mighty ranges of snow mountains, whose passes are only open for a few
months in the year. Beyond these immediate barriers to east and west and south, are dense
trackless forests, inhabited by wild unfriendly tribes. . . . Add to this . . . a climate which varies
from the sub-tropical to arctic, the only thing common to the whole region being perpetual rain,
snakes and wild animals, giant stinging nettles and myriads of biting and blood-sucking ticks,
hornets, flies and leeches, and you have some idea of what the traveler has to contend with.

FRANK KINGDON WARD
The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, 1925



Preface

IN A HISTORY OF EXPLORATION along the Tibetan frontier, a British field officer wrote of the futile
quest for the Falls of the Tsangpo, a colossal waterfall long dreamed of by Victorian geographers. The
author invoked a menacing deity that appears to pilgrims from behind a veil of water at the entrance to
Tibet’s Tsangpo gorge. This shape-shifting cascade, the author wrote, had lured generations of explorers
into a quixotic—and often fatal—search for a numinous waterfall in the depths of the earth’s deepest
chasm. As the author concluded, Shinje Chogyal—the Lord of Death—had not yet finished his sport with
those disposed to listen to his siren-song.” Had they been listening, he maintained, “they might have heard
.. . demon laughter borne to them on the wind.”! This book is a tribute to that ambiguous laughter, an
exploration of the forces, internal and external, that led me and others to attend to the hidden voices of the
Tsangpo gorge; the perennial call of unknown, secret places.

From ill-fated forays in the early nineteenth century through a final gambit in 1924, British explorers
sought doggedly for a “spectacular cataract” to account for the tremendous drop in altitude from where the
Tsangpo—one of Asia’s greatest and least known rivers—disappeared into an impenetrable chasm in
Tibet and where it reemerged 11,000 feet lower as the Brahmaputra in the jungles of Assam. Lured by the
prospect of a geographical grail to claim for their expanding empire, turn-of-the-century explorers
envisioned the fabled Falls of the Tsangpo as a rival to Victoria Falls, a symbol of imperial power in the
deepest heart of Africa.

Long before the legendary waterfall was even imagined, Tibetans followed mystical prophecies into
the labyrinth of the Tsangpo gorge—three times the depth of the Grand Canyon—in search of the heart of
an earthly paradise called Beyul Pemako, the Secret Land Shaped Like a Lotus. FROM APRIL 1993 TO
NOVEMBER 1998 I made eight journeys into the mist-wreathed gorges of the Tsangpo, following the
accounts of early British explorers as well as the visionary narratives of Tibetan lamas who had entered
the region centuries earlier. This book chronicles my first and last expeditions as well as a pilgrimage in
August 1995 to a mountain thought to conceal the key to Pemako’s still undiscovered sanctum sanctorum.
As I navigated between wild topography and dizzying myth, each journey opened the door to the next and
revealed realms beyond the coordinates of conventional geography. Through historical digressions and
extensive endnotes, I have tried to place in context the experiences that ultimately led me and my
companions to the lost Falls of the Tsangpo, a place historians of exploration had previously dismissed as
a “romance of geography” and “one of the most obsessive wild goose chases of modern times.”

(13

Tibetans still search the Tsangpo gorges for the elusive sanctuary that their texts describe as “a
celestial realm on earth.” The Falls of the Tsangpo, one of several portals into this mysterious domain,
was not a goal in itself, but a place of passage, a doorway—whether literal or figurative—to a hidden
realm of mind and spirit. For the pilgrim, Pemako’s elusive center is not some lost and unattainable Eden,
but an immanent paradise veiled more by habits of perception than by features of the landscape.

Lying along a suture between continents that collided more than forty million years ago, Pemako is far
more than a source of the legend of Shangri-La. The Tsangpo gorges present an ecosystem of astounding
diversity, from ice falls and subtropical jungles to rare medicinal plants. Like the visionary scrolls that
urge Tibetan pilgrims into this bountiful terrain, Pemako’s orchid-drenched cloud forests and moss-



covered cliffs offer doorways into spaces of mysterious promise, to a world unfallen, where some of the
deepest dreams of the earth and our species are still vibrantly alive.

As I followed the accounts of Tibetan pilgrims, as well as those of Victorian and Edwardian explorers,
Pemako became for me a realm of unbounded possibility, a place where geographical exploration merged
with discoveries of the spirit. This book celebrates those who have journeyed into the gorges, not to
extract trophies or make dubious claims, but in the deepest spirit of adventure, attentive to the hidden
voices of this mythic world. In 1925 the intrepid plant collector Frank Kingdon Ward wrote of his own
journey that: “I am fully conscious that a complete presentation of the regions visited is a task beyond my
power. All I can strive to do is convey an illusion—my own illusion, if you like—which nothing short of
a visit to the great gorge of the Tsangpo can dispel . . .”

MANY TIBETAN LAMAS, SCHOLARS, and artists inspired the journeys that comprise this book. In
1977 Kappa Kalden introduced me through his paintings to other ways of experiencing mountains and
rivers. In Sikkim in 1982, Sonam Paljor enthralled me with stories of Tibet’s hidden-lands and, several
years later, the scholar Tashi Tsering plied me with obscure and poetical texts that described them in
surreal detail. Chatral Sangye Dorje Rinpoche encouraged me to discover the qualities of beyul firsthand
by spending months in remote Himalayan caves, while Bhakha Tulku Rinpoche regaled me with accounts
of his own journeys through Pemako, the least accessible and most renowned of these hidden-lands. In
1987 Khamtrul Rinpoche described to me his own journey through the Tsangpo gorges and his visions in
the dark cataract of Shinje Chogyal, the “demon falls” responsible for the legend of a monumental cascade
in the depths of the Tsangpo gorge. Tulku Pema Wangyal later recounted how his father, Kanjur Rinpoche,
had passed through an uncharted waterfall during his search for Chimé Yangsang Né, Pemako’s innermost
sanctuary. This book is dedicated to the long and propitious lives of these great beings.









Padmasambhava, revealer of Tibet’s hidden-lands

On my first journey to Pemako thanks are due especially to Rick Fisher for organizing the expedition
and to the Chinese geologists of Mountains & Rivers Special Tours for allowing us to proceed beyond the
limits of our permits. On subsequent expeditions special mention is due to Robert Parenteau, a lapsed
Taoist and climbing partner from college days, and his intrepid fiancée, Karen Kung, who charmed
potential obstructers with her knowledge of Mandarin; Laura Ide for preparing beds of Tibetan sheepskins
when our sleeping bags were stolen by Khampa brigands; Gil and Troy Gillenwater for accounts of
menacing serpents and eye-adhering leeches; Dr. Oy Kanjanavanit, authority on rainforest ecology, for her
knowledge of edible mushrooms, wild ginger, and banana flowers when we were running out of food;
Kawa Tulku who, while searching for a vision-inducing plant called tsakuntuzangpo, convinced some of
us to eat purple flowers growing in a high-altitude marsh; Christiaan Kuypers for miraculously surviving
a headlong plunge into boulders and sheared bamboo when a rain-drenched trail collapsed from under
him; Pemba Sherpa for fashioning a bivouac in a leech-infested jungle when rain and night descended
while we were far from camp; Ralph Rynning who, while recording a fire-tailed sun-bird, nearly stepped
on a nest of pit vipers, yet had the presence of mind to take a photograph; “Lama” of Solu Khumbu—who
preferred to walk barefoot—for performing riwosangchod and other Buddhist rites when successful
passage required more than satellite maps and good boots; Ani Rigsang, yogini of Terdrom, for her
companionship and insight into the essence of pilgrimage; Ken Storm for sharing an enduring passion for
the earth’s wildest places; and Hamid Sardar for being convinced, as I am, that Yangsang is more than a
myth.

Immeasurable thanks also to Namkha Drimed Rinpoche for his visionary account of his journey through
Pemako in the wake of Tibet’s Communist invasion; Jigme Rinpoche, the reincarnation of a revered
Pemako lama, for his insight into the nature of Pemako’s secret topography; as well as Lama Rinchen,
Dugu Choegyal Rinpoche, Peko Jedrung Rinpoche, Lama Dawa, Khetsun Sangpo Rinpoche, and Lama
Ugyen for their perspectives regarding the key to Pemako’s still undiscovered realms. Special thanks also
to Palmo, Sonam, Pede, and Tseyang for their mystic lingdro dances and guidance into the living spirit of
Pemako’s exile community in Jeerong, Orissa; Father Giles of Pluscarden Abbey in Scotland and the
Dowager Countess Cawdor of Cawdor Castle for reflections on the Western quest for an earthly paradise
while perusing the journals which the late Earl of Cawdor had kept during his journey through the
Tsangpo



Introduction

Centuries ago, texts were discovered in Tibet describing beyul, hidden-lands where the essence of the
Buddhist Tantras is said to be preserved for future generations. These revered scriptures are attributed
to Padmasambhava, the eighth-century Buddhist adept celebrated as Guru Rinpoche, who helped to
establish Buddhism in Tibet. They describe valleys reminiscent of paradise that can only be reached
with enormous hardship. Pilgrims who travel to these wild and distant places often recount
extraordinary experiences similar to those encountered by spiritual practitioners on the Buddhist path
to Liberation.

One of the most renowned of these hidden-lands lies in the region of the Tsangpo gorges in
southeastern Tibet. It is called Beyul Pemako, “the hidden land shaped like a lotus.” Many pilgrims
have journeyed there in search of its innermost sanctuary. From a Buddhist perspective, sacred
environments such as Pemako are not places to escape the world, but to enter it more deeply. The
qualities inherent in such places reveal the interconnectedness of all life and deepen awareness of
hidden regions of the mind and spirit. Visiting such places with a good motivation and appropriate
merit, the pilgrim can learn to see the world differently from the way it commonly appears, developing
and enhancing the Buddhist virtues of wisdom and compassion.

Whether this mysterious sanctuary hidden amid Pemako’s mist-shrouded mountains can ever be
located geographically is of secondary importance to the journey itself. In the Buddhist tradition, the
goal of pilgrimage is not so much to reach a particular destination as to awaken within oneself the
qualities and energies of the sacred site, which ultimately lie within our own minds.

Ian Baker has made repeated journeys into Pemako, following the accounts of Tibetan texts
describing these places of pilgrimage. These works reveal the Tsangpo gorge as the life-current of the
female deity Vajravarahi (Tibetan: Dorje Pagmo), whose form is identified with Pemako’s inner
topography. In the deepest part of the gorge he descended to a waterfall that British explorers had
sought for more than a century. Some Tibetans maintain that these falls are an entrance to Pemako’s
hidden center. Whether this waterfall is literally the gateway to Yangsang, as legend maintains, 1
cannot say, but waterfalls serve an important role in Buddhist practice as symbols of impermanence
and supports for certain kinds of meditation. Such places often have a power that we cannot easily
describe or explain. When approached with an awareness of the emptiness and luminosity underlying
all appearances, they can encourage us to expand our vision not only of ourselves, but of reality itself.
I hope that Ian Baker’s book about his journeys into one of the least explored regions of Tibet will
inspire others not only to venture into unknown lands on a geographical level, but also to discover the
inner realms within which our own deepest nature lies hidden.



TENZIN GYATSO
The XIV Dalai Lama of Tibet















PART ONE

THE CALL OF HIDDEN-LANDS

Most races have their promised land, and such legendary places must necessarily be somewhat inaccessible, hidden
behind misty barriers where ordinary men do not go . . .

FRANK KINGDON WARD

The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges

At the commencement as at the end of the religious history of humanity, we find again the same nostalgia for

Paradise. . . . The myths by which this ideology is constituted are among the most beautiful and profound in

existence: They are the myths of Paradise and the Fall, of the immortality of primordial man and his conversation
with God, of the origin of death and the discovery of the spirit.

MIRCEA ELIADE

Mpyths, Dreams and Mysteries

People make mistakes in life through believing too much, but they have a damned dull time if they believe too little.



JAMES HILTON
Lost Horizon

I FIRST LEARNED of Tibet’s hidden-lands in 1977 in Kathmandu, where I had traveled at nineteen on a
college semester abroad program to study Buddhist scroll painting. One day, my teacher told me of places
in the Himalayas where the physical and the spiritual worlds overlap. “They are called beyul,” he said,
“and they aren’t on any map.”

His words lingered in my mind, and two years later, I applied for a grant from New York’s Explorers
Club to learn more about Tibet’s sacred geography. Tibet itself was then a closed country, and I traveled
to Sikkim, a once independent Buddhist kingdom wedged between Nepal, Tibet, and Bhutan. At a small
mountain hamlet, I unloaded my backpack from the roof of a bus and began climbing toward a monastery
called Pemayangtse, Life Essence of the Lotus. I had arranged to base my research there, having
corresponded with a resident scholar named Sonam Paljor, who’d earned a degree in anthropology at
Brown University.

Sonam soon appeared out of the mists at the wheel of a lumbering jeep. He lurched to a halt and
stepped out to greet me in knee-high Tibetan felt boots; a long black pigtail hung down the back of his
blood-red robe. He stowed my gear in the backseat and we drove the remaining miles to the monastery
through moss-strung forests and drifting clouds.

When we reached the timber-framed temple, Sonam swung open the doors on heavy iron hinges. As
light flooded onto the walls, he pointed out the sixteenth-century murals of shingkam, or Buddhist
paradises, painted on the clay surface. I commented that the realms painted with plant pigments, crushed
gems, and the ash of cremated bones seemed like manifestations of inner meditative states. Sonam replied,
“They’re not just imaginary realms; there are places here on earth called beyul, hidden or secret lands,
described in texts dating back more than a thousand years. Many lamas have searched for these places in
the remotest parts of the Himalayas. Some died trying to find them; others never returned.”

Pointing north through a window toward the ice-covered peaks of Kanchenjunga, the world’s third-
highest mountain, Sonam said, “One of the beyul is hidden there beneath the glaciers. The scrolls
describing it were unearthed from a cave in Tibet more than five hundred years ago.”

That evening, jackals howled in the surrounding forests as I sat with Sonam and his family around a
hearth of blazing rhododendrons. As his wife filled a smoke-blackened pot with rice and water and
placed it on the fire, Sonam told me that the beyul were first revealed in the eighth century by
Padmasambhava, the lotus-born saint, sorcerer, and sage who helped establish Tibet’s Vajrayana, or
Tantric form of Buddhism as well as its tradition of hidden-lands. “He described their secret coordinates
to his principal consort, who preserved the locations in cryptic, yellow scrolls that she hid in caves and
walls of rock, to be discovered in future generations.”
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The first scrolls were discovered in 1366, Sonam told me. A wild-haired Tibetan yogi who had spent
years meditating in mountain caves received a vision that led him to their hiding place, and he dug them
out from the earth.! The cryptic texts contained accounts of remote Himalayan valleys where plants and
animals have miraculous powers, where aging is halted and enlightenment can be quickly attained. “The
beyul are something like Shangri-La,” Sonam said. He paused to blow on the coals through a hollow
length of bamboo.

Cradling his nine-month-old daughter while his wife lifted the pot from the fire and doled out rice and
mustard greens onto brass plates, Sonam told me stories of Tantric yogis who had made pilgrimages in
quest of the beyul, among them an itinerant lama named Lhatsun Namkha Jikme—“Fearless Sky”—who
crossed the Himalayas from Tibet in the Year of the Fire Dog (1646), guided by a dakini, or female spirit,
in the form of a white vulture. Leaving his followers behind, Namkha Jikme passed across the face of a
cliff and descended into a maze of mist-shrouded ravines beneath Kanchenjunga, searching for the door to
the beyul’s innermost realm. As the weeks passed and avalanches rumbled down the glaciers, Namkha
Jikme’s disciples assumed that he had perished and began constructing a memorial cairn to honor his
passage. Suddenly they heard the shrill blasts of his kangling, or thigh-bone trumpet, echoing from distant
cliffs. After another week, the wide-eyed yogi emerged from banks of fog and related his experiences in
the heart of the beyul. But he was unable to return there with his disciples, and the hidden realms remain
sealed from the outer world not only by towering mountains, dense jungles, and glacier-covered passes,
Sonam explained, but by protective veils placed there by Padmasambhava. Only those with the karma to

do so can enter the depths of the hidden-lands.?

According to Sonam, Namkha Jikme had used his Tantric powers to reverse avalanches and rockfalls. I
could only wish I had similar resources. Before leaving for Sikkim, I had been climbing in the glacier-
scoured mountains of western Norway and had fallen from a precipice with a volley of rocks that
shattered limbs, fractured my skull, and delayed my journey east for a full two years. I was still limping
from the accident.

Over the next several weeks, I recorded Sonam’s stories of the hidden-lands. He spoke in a sonorous
English he’d learned in part from Hope Cooke, a New York socialite made famous by her marriage to
Sikkim’s last reigning maharajah. Sonam had tutored the foreign queen in the local dialect of the Tibetan
language during her residence at the hilltop palace in Gangtok, which the American press had glamorized
as a real-life Shangri-La. Concerned by growing political unrest in the tiny kingdom, Hope Cooke left
with her children before India annexed it in a palace coup in 1975, but before she did, she arranged a
scholarship at Brown for her precocious tutor.

Sonam told me that in the centuries following Namkha Jikme’s arrival in Sikkim, his lineage holders
established remote monasteries—including Pemayangtse—where they perfected their meditations,
practiced Tantric rites, and staged noble, if quixotic, quests into the heart of the Himalayas in search of
the beyul’s elusive coordinates. The outer regions of Sikkim and other hidden-lands provided refuge to
Tibetans in times of political and social turmoil, Sonam told me, but their innermost realms have yet to be
discovered. Written in an obscure “twilight” language that is decipherable only by accomplished lamas,
the manuscripts that describe the beyul are not only narrative maps of hidden worlds, Sonam maintained,
but treatises that can alter the way we see our surroundings, transforming waterfalls, cliffs, and other
natural features of the landscape into doorways to exalted perception. Over the centuries, many Tibetans
have sold all their possessions to go off in search of these fabled lands, but only those with faith and merit
actually experience the beyul’s spiritual qualities. They are hidden not only by their extreme remoteness,



he said, but by barriers formed by our habitual ways of perceiving our surroundings.

According to Sonam, as recently as the 1950s, when Chinese Communist forces invaded Tibet, a lama
named Kanjur Rinpoche had followed Padmasambhava’s prophecies into the gorges of the Tsangpo River
in southeastern Tibet, a region known to Tibetans as Beyul Pemako, Hidden-Land Arrayed like a Lotus.
According to Padmasambhava’s revelations, Pemako is the most dangerous as well as the greatest of all
the hidden-lands, “a celestial realm on earth.” Fording treacherous rivers and living on wildflowers and
powdered bark, the lama eventually passed through a waterfall into an astonishing valley laced with
rainbows. The lama’s journals, now kept at a Buddhist monastery in the south of France, are silent about
the waterfall’s specific coordinates, but they proclaim the reality of a place that many Tibetans hold to be
an earthly paradise.

As I wandered through the mist-wreathed forests surrounding the monastery, I looked north toward the
fluted ice walls of Kanchenjunga and pondered the stories of the hidden waterfall in the gorges of the
Tsangpo, 200 miles to the east. I was still convalescing from my mountaineering accident, and with my
knee swollen under a poultice offered by a local shaman, my investigation of beyuls was confined to
recording Sonam’s stories. They presented an alluring mystery that I felt increasingly drawn to explore.



A Curriculum of Caves

TWO YEARS AFTER MY JOURNEY to Sikkim I postponed work toward a master’s degree at Oxford
and settled in Kathmandu, Nepal, as director of an American college study abroad program. One
afternoon, during monsoon season, I took refuge from a downpour in an antique gallery not far from
Nepal’s Royal Palace. While browsing through a labyrinth of masks, leopard-skin chests, and tribal
artifacts, my gaze came to rest on a thangka, a Tibetan scroll painting, hanging in a dark corner of the
room. The painting depicted a wrathful manifestation of the Tantric sage Padmasambhava. Painted in lapis
lazuli and burnished gold, the three-eyed figure wore a tiger skin wrapped around his waist and held a
scorpion in one hand and a vajra—a Tantric symbol of the mind’s innermost nature—in the other. Black
snakes coiled around his wrists and ankles. Sinuous waterfalls painted from powdered conch shells
streamed from jagged peaks.

WHILE CONTEMPLATING THE THANGKA, I overheard fragments of conversation between the
Tibetan shop owner and a maroon-robed monk. The monk was relating the experiences of his teacher,
who, while on a meditation retreat in the Tibetan borderlands north of Kathmandu, had dreamed of a beyul
hemmed in by vaulting cliffs. After confirming his vision with yak herders who knew the territory, the
lama had left his retreat on a quest for the hidden valley that he had seen in his dreams. Trailed by a goat,
a dog, and thirty retainers, he cut through thick forest and forded icy streams until he arrived at a
flowering meadow nestled beneath the very same white cliffs and glacier-covered peaks that had
appeared in his visions. As the lama performed rituals to appease local spirits, rainbows hovered in the
surrounding mists.
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I approached the gallery owner after the monk had left and asked him more about the hidden valley.
“Beyul are places where everything we need can be found and where meditation and Tantric practices are
more effective,” the gallery owner said, pouring us glasses of tea flavored with cardamom and cloves.
“Only great lamas can find them. We might be right in the middle of one and still not see it.”

AFTER WEEKS OF LECTURES and excursions amid Kathmandu’s ancient markets, palaces, and
intricately carved temples, the students in my charge disbanded for a month of independent study. On the
pretext of exploring locations for future study tours, I packed my rucksack and hired a dilapidated taxi to
take me to the eastern edge of the Kathmandu valley, where I began the six-day trek that would bring me to
the mountain retreat of the lama who had discovered the remote sanctuary I’d heard about in the antique
shop.

The path climbed steeply through a breach in the valley wall, following a chalk-white river that
cascaded through dark forests of hemlock and pine. On the first night I slept on a mud-floored porch in a
small village, but as I walked deeper into the mountains I took smaller side trails that led me through
increasingly uninhabited terrain.

On the fourth day, the cobalt-blue flash of a monal pheasant lured me down a steep track that soon
dissipated into dense forest. Garlands of moss swayed sensuously from ancient oaks and broad-leafed
rhododendrons. Fern-covered cliffs and black-faced monkeys dropped below me into the mist. Enchanted,
I pressed on through the lush forest, putting aside concerns about being off route.

As twilight descended through the canopy of trees, I took off my boots to cross a stream and began
looking for a rock outcrop where I could shelter for the night. As the light faded, I caught a scent of
burning logs and came across a small clearing and a primitive shelter made from bamboo matting
stretched over saplings. A lone Tamang woodcutter, dressed in a matted wool tunic, sat by a fire stirring
leaves in a soot-blackened pot.

Two days later I finally arrived at Neyding, a small collection of retreat cabins that the followers of the
lama Chatral Sangye Dorje, the Adamantine Buddha, had hewn from the forest. I was now in the outer
reaches of Beyul Yolmo Kangra, Hidden-Land Screened by Snow Mountains, where a maze of cliffs and
forested ravines run southward from the main Himalayan range that borders Tibet. As early as the
eleventh century, the celebrated Tibetan yogi Milarepa was said to have meditated here to deepen his

realization.2

Chatral Rinpoche—as he was more commonly known—was already in his seventies when he founded
this retreat community not far from Milarepa’s cave and instructed his beguiling daughter Saraswati and
other disciples to undertake retreats of three years, three months, and three days—a powerful formula in
the Tibetan tradition for advancing along the Buddhist path.

I entered Chatral Rinpoche’s cabin and found him seated cross-legged on the floor on the skin of a
long-haired Tibetan goat. At first glance he looked like some Himalayan avatar of Merlin. His long white
beard and undyed cotton robes distinguished him as a master of Tibet’s Tantric lineages. A bell and vajra



sat on the table, the paired ritual implements symbolizing wisdom and compassion. Thangka paintings
hung from rough-hewn wooden rafters.

Speaking in faltering Tibetan, which I had only recently begun studying in Kathmandu, I told Chatral
Rinpoche that I had heard of the hidden sanctuary he had discovered and requested directions to get there.
For a long moment, the lama was quiet. Then, in a deep, resonant voice, he told me that beyul are not
places for the idly curious, but places for meditation. As the mind opens through spiritual practice,
Chatral Rinpoche said, so too do new dimensions of the environment. If I really wanted to know the
qualities of a beyul, I wouldn’t find out by spending one or two nights in one, taking pictures and leaving.
Nor would I find out simply by asking questions about them or reading about them in a text.

I tried to steer the conversation toward the specific location of the hidden valley, but Chatral Rinpoche
remained adamant. If I was truly serious about understanding beyul, he said, I should come back when I
had enough time to stay alone there for at least a month. That way, he said, I wouldn’t have to ask what a
beyul is; I would experience it for myself. I agreed that I would come back to Yolmo the following
summer.

My commitment to completing my degree at Oxford delayed me for another year, but I returned to
Neyding in July of 1986, following a path along the Malemchi Khola River. As I climbed through
torrential monsoon rains, I passed through Buddhist villages marked by sodden prayer flags and long
rows of moss-covered rocks carved with mantras. The villages lay mostly deserted, their surrounding
fields fallow and overgrown. The inhabitants of Yolmo had traded goods between Nepal and Tibet until
1959, when Chinese Communist soldiers blocked the passes. Forced to abandon their cross-Himalayan
trade, many left their small farms and resettled in Kathmandu. Higher up in leech-infested forests, local
herders still tended yak-cow hybrids called dzo (dzomo if female), shifting their camps according to the
season.

When I reached Chatral Rinpoche’s encampment it was dark and pouring rain. Saraswati led me to a
loosely shingled storage shed piled high with sacks of barley and rice. In the surrounding huts, the Lama’s
students engaged in esoteric forms of meditation. I faded off to sleep to the piercing blasts of their
kanglings, ritual instruments carved from human thigh bones that are used in Tibetan Buddhist rites for
severing attachment to the physical body and outmoded forms of thought.

In Kathmandu, Saraswati had told me more about Chatral Rinpoche’s earlier life. He had lived for
years as a vagabond ascetic, wandering through remote regions of Tibet while perfecting his practice of
Tantric yogas, which unveil the body’s inner energy currents and illuminate deeper levels of the psyche. In
the 1940s, under the direction of his teacher, he served as tutor to the regent of the current Dalai Lama.
When mounting Chinese influence and palace intrigue threatened his life he returned from Lhasa to eastern
Tibet, but left soon afterward for Bhutan and India, several years before the mass Tibetan exodus in 1959.
He eventually settled at a hermitage outside of Darjeeling and married the daughter of Dulshuk Lingpa, a
renowned terton, or revealer of Buddhist treasures. He later built a small monastery in the hills outside
Kathmandu, by the cave where Padmasambhava, practicing with his consort Sakyadevi, is said to have
attained full enlightenment.






Chatral Rinpoche is revered as one of the greatest living masters of Dzogchen, the culmination of
Buddhist practice in which the mind sees beyond the threshold of thought directly into its essence: “like
mind gazing into mind.” Tibetan tradition considers Dzogchen, which translates as the Great Perfection, to
be the joyous realization of humankind’s highest potential. An early Dzogchen text entitled Culmination of
the Supreme Path refers to this undivided awareness as “the hidden essence of one’s own mind . . . the
inner radiance of reality itself.”

THE DAY FOLLOWING MY ARRIVAL, Chatral Rinpoche spoke to me about hidden-lands. He pointed
to a mandala, a circular icon of expanded consciousness, on one of the thangkas hanging from the roof
beam, and said that beyul become increasingly subtle as one approaches their innermost realms. In a
voice like softly rumbling thunder, he said that beyul have outer, inner, secret, and ultimately secret levels

(chi, nang, sang, yangsang) that correspond to advancing stages of spiritual development.

Without offering any further explanation, he told me of a cave several hours away where I should stay
for the next month. In firm calligraphic strokes, he painted Tibetan syllables on a silk khata, a traditional
Tibetan offering scarf, and fixed gold-colored threads at three points along its length. When I reached the
cave, he told me, I should fix this banner to a pole as a gesture of sealing the doors to samsara, the world
of everyday thought and experience. He handed me a sack of tsampa, freshly ground roasted barley, which
is the staple of Tibetan diets, and told me to return from the cave after a month and tell him of my
experience. He had already asked a local herdsman named Pema Rigdzin to take me to the cave; he and
his twelve-year-old son were waiting for me outside the hut.

I followed Pema Rigdzin into the forests high above the Malemchi Khola, the roar of the river
billowing up in waves from the ravines below. We gradually veered away from the main track up the
valley, climbing up steep slopes of bamboo and hemlock and across narrow ledges of fragile shale. When
we finally arrived at a shallow cave perched on a steep slope far above Neyding, Pema Rigzin announced
that this was the place to which Chatral Rinpoche had told him to take me. We cleared out piles of
pungent, matted grass from the cave floor; Pema Rigdzin laughed and said that Chatral Rinpoche had
hoped that the bear we were now evicting would not return.

I WAS DISAPPOINTED AT FIRST that we had not crossed over the high passes leading to the more
remote cave that I had first heard about in the shop in Kathmandu, but I surrendered to my circumstances. I
busied myself at first cutting firewood in the rain and carrying water from a nearby spring. I built a crude
hearth from broken rocks and made a rack above it to dry out the soaked logs. Besides Rinpoche’s
tsampa, which I mixed with local dzomo butter and dried cheese, I had brought a month’s supply of mung
beans and brown rice, as well as carrots, onions, and spinach, which I had dried weeks earlier on my



roof in Kathmandu. To fortify my diet, I’'d bought a bag of yartsagunbu (cordyceps sinensis), a high-
altitude caterpillar fungus favored by the Chinese olympic team, from a Tibetan trader in Kathmandu. I
evened out the surface of the cave floor with rocks and pine boughs and tied the calligraphied banner to a
length of bamboo that I planted in the slope above the cave. I settled into a month of solitude.

I scheduled my day around four three-hour periods of meditation, but before long the persistent
dampness caused my watch to stop, and I adopted a less rigid routine. I woke each morning before dawn
and began the first in a sequence of practices designed to free the mind from customary patterns of
perception.

On most days rain fell like a curtain from a still sky, but when the wind blew I had to cover the fire pit
with my poncho and press myself against the inner wall of the shallow cave to keep from getting
drenched. To avoid traversing out over sloping ledges to my sole water source, I set out two stainless
steel pots to collect water dripping from the cave roof. With neither paper on which to write nor books to
distract me, meditation became my only refuge. I found inspiration in the verses that the Buddhist sage
Milarepa had composed in a cave farther down the valley nearly a thousand years earlier:

The nature of Mind is Emptiness and Luminosity
Inseparably conjoined . . .

Spontaneously merging with that original state

I am indifferent to experiences of good and bad.

With mind free and effortless, I rest in happiness and joy.

Where subject and object are realized as a single sphere
Happiness and sorrow mingle as one . . .
Whatever circumstances I encounter,

I am free in the blissful realm of self-awakening Wisdom.>

I thought back to my previous summer, which I had spent writing essays on Shakespeare at Oxford
University. From my vantage point in the cave, the hidden wisdom that King Lear attains as an
“unaccommodated man” in a hovel on the heath did not seem unrelated to what the Buddha, Prince
Siddhartha, awakened to beneath a flowering Figus religiosia. Years earlier, I’d met an Englishman who
had played the part of Lear for a theater company that traveled through villages in rural India. One day
taking his role to heart, he simply walked off the stage and into the jungle, only emerging five years later.
When I met him he’d become the director of Oxfam in the Indian city of Ahmedabad, but was still
dreaming of returning to the forest.

Initially my mind mingled happily with the rain shimmering on green leaves and the display of clouds
and mists that formed and dissipated in the surrounding ravines. But as the days progressed my mind
rushed toward feeble distractions. I found myself reading fragments of Nepal’s national newspaper, The
Rising Nepal, that enclosed the bundles of egg noodles I had brought from Kathmandu. I burned them in
the fire to remove the temptation, the words transforming in flames and air. I took short scrambles up the
surrounding slopes, but the treacherous terrain and the leeches seemingly on every leaf urged me back to
my narrow ledge. On the rare occasions when the sun emerged through banks of mist, bees swarmed on
my unwashed body. A crow regularly alighted on the branch of a dead tree below the cave, eyeing me
with sideways glances that seemed to mirror my own uncertainties.



In Sanskrit the word Tantra refers to the connective principle underlying all existence. Its Tibetan
translation, gyud, means thread, string, or that which joins together, and its practices encompass all that
overcomes the sense of separation stemming from belief in an autonomous self. Rather than renouncing the
ephemeral thoughts and emotions that bolster self-identity, Tantra, or Vajrayana, seeks to transform them
into potent catalysts for entering deeper, less restricted strata of consciousness, and unveiling the
enlightened mind of wisdom and compassion said to be inherent within all beings.

By urging me to spend a month in solitude in a beyul, Chatral Rinpoche had inspired a loftier goal.
Padmasambhava’s revealed scrolls speak as much about the mind as they do about hidden-lands. “In its
true state the mind is naked, immaculate, transparent, empty, timeless, uncreated, unimpeded; not
realizable as a separate entity, but as the unity of all things, yet not composed of them; undifferentiated,
radiant, indivisible . . . to know whether this is true or not, look inside your own mind.” A later
seventeenth-century Buddhist master had written: “Do you not weary of the mind’s endless convolutions?
Cut to the source and rest in the essence, the undivided union of emptiness and spontaneous presence.”
But the mind’s habits do not yield easily. I immersed myself in ancient practices of mantra and
visualization. At times waves of doubt and perceived futility opened into edgeless rapture. At other times,
thoughts rose up like an impenetrable wall.

As day followed day, I tallied mantras on a string of 108 sandalwood beads, but my mind was often
clouded by frustrations that neither conjured deities nor half-remembered Buddhist poetry could dispel.
While reciting a lengthy invocation over a brass mandala plate piled with rice, I reached a moment of
total exasperation and hurled it off the ledge. It spiraled downward through layers of air and disappeared
into the glittering, impenetrable forest.

I gazed blankly down the cliff.

The Buddha proclaimed sunyata, or Emptiness, to be the underlying nature of all phenomena, a web of
causal relationships that the philosopher-poet Octavio Paz referred to as a “fathomless abyss above
which metaphysical thought flaps its wings.” In the Buddhist Tantras, this “truth that does not itself exist”
and the concurrent freedom from self-identity is celebrated as the birth of a radiant, compassionate
awareness, often symbolized by luminous multiarmed deities.



My prescribed month in the cave had come to a close, but as my meditation deepened I resolved to stay
on for another week. My food supplies had dwindled, and I lived on little more than lemon water and
sautéed yartsagunbu. The monsoon had ended and the small stream where I had once washed my clothes
had turned to a trickle. I sat naked in the sun as the cave walls behind me slowly began to dry. Vivid
dreams filled my nights and I awoke on one occasion to the sight of strange lights circling down the
pathless slopes on the far side of the ravine. I imagined that Chatral Rinpoche might have sent men with
torches to check on me, but the luminous spheres began to circle upward in erratic patterns before
dissipating into night.

With the leeches now gone, I crawled through the steep and shimmering forests searching fruitlessly for
edible mushrooms and for communion with terrain that Tibetan Buddhist texts eulogize as a “tray of
gems.” The distinction between beyul and so-called ordinary geography absorbed me like a Zen koan.
Were the texts describing hidden-lands really evidence of some heightened perception, I wondered, or
merely poetic attempts to invest nature with qualities that belonged more properly to the mind? Were they
challenges to discover what lies ultimately within ourselves? As I moved through tangles of green-leafed
bamboo, my thoughts served only to estrange me from the environment. The crow continued to eye me
suspiciously from its perch below the cave.

I finally left my stone aerie, thin from my meager diet, gliding with a light pack through forests of
drifting lichen. The weeks in the cave had been richly rewarding, but now I looked forward to seeing the
beyul texts that Chatral Rinpoche said he would share with me on my return. Without his oral commentary,
their metaphors and symbols—written in sandhabhasa, the Tantric “twilight language” in which truths are
revealed only indirectly—would be largely unintelligible; I’d be like someone new to English trying to
decipher Finnegans Wake.



I reached Neyding at nightfall. The prayer flags that circled the clearing hung motionless in the evening
air. A long-haired retreatant in a sheepskin jacket was chopping wood at the edge of the compound. He
paused to tell me that Chatral Rinpoche and his daughter had left a week earlier for Kathmandu.

I RETURNED TO MY DIRECTORSHIP of the American college program in Kathmandu. The city’s rich
artistic traditions and often byzantine customs offered a wealth of revelations, but my primary interest
remained the enigma of the beyul.

That following spring, in 1987, I arranged an audience with the Dalai Lama for myself and nine
American college students who had come to Nepal to study Tibetan language and culture. We traveled by
train through northern India and finally arrived in Dharamsala, the seat of the Tibetan government-in-exile
on a cloud-wrapped ridge at the base of 18,000-foot mountains. I had arranged to meet with His Holiness
privately following our group session.

With disarming warmth the Dalai Lama drew me toward a plush beige couch in his reception room,
which was dominated by a gilded statue of Avalokiteshvara, the multiarmed Buddhist divinity
representing universal compassion. The supreme leader of the Tibetan people waited patiently as I read
through a list of questions, mostly concerning the nature of beyul and né—hidden-lands and sacred sites—
and their place in Buddhist practice. After a bemused reminder that meditation is not dependent on place,
His Holiness conceded that spiritually advanced beings leave imprints on the physical environment. “The
fact that many holy beings stay and practice in a certain place changes the atmosphere of that place,” His
Holiness said. He cited the example of Bodhgaya, the site where the Buddha attained enlightenment more
than 2,500 years ago. “When other beings with less experience or spiritual development practice at such a
place they can obtain certain special kinds of experience.” The Dalai Lama also spoke at length about
subtle beings such as dakas and dakinis® who, according to the Tantric teachings, congregate at such
sanctified places, bestowing powers on those who meditate there. He then told a story of his previous
incarnation, the 13th Dalai Lama, who had traveled to the sacred mountain Wu Tai Shan on the frontiers of
Tibet, where he had crossed an invisible threshold and visited a temple that no others could see. Through
the power of meditation, His Holiness said, great practitioners are able to enter hidden realms which,
though part of this world, are beyond the range of common perception. “It’s a bit like quantum physics,”
he reflected, “which recognizes parallel dimensions and multiple universes.”



As our conversation progressed, I told His Holiness about the month that I had stayed in Beyul Yolmo
Kangra. I told him that I had requested leave from my work to return there the following summer and fall.
As we spoke about meditation, I confessed my frustration with the lengthy invocations and supplications
of Tibetan ritual texts. What practice could I do, I asked, that would most powerfully reveal the hidden
dimensions of mind and landscape? His Holiness laughed and said, “Buddhism is not about faith in a
transcendent deity or higher being, but about thoroughly investigating the nature of our minds and emotions
. .. and discovering the way things truly exist.” In Dzogchen, he said, nothing needs to be abandoned or
rejected. The mind’s innermost essence—and its interconnectedness with all things—can be discovered
in every moment, in the flow of every experience. He told me then of a Dzogchen practice that should be
undertaken in total seclusion, remote from human habitation. “If others see you,” he said laughingly, “they
will think that you’ve gone mad.” He demonstrated how one must act out an innumerable range of
existences from heavens to hells. Bringing his hand to his chin and closing the thumb and palm rapidly
together, he said: “At times you’ll have to run through the woods howling like a wolf!” He took me by the
hand and led me into a back room, where he took a small gold-plated Buddha from a shelf. After holding
it at the top of his head and reciting an inaudible prayer, he placed it in my hands. When I walked out onto
the lawn a female security guard brandishing an AK-47 smiled angelically as bougainvillea flooded from
the roof like purple light.
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THREE MONTHS LATER I trekked to Yolmo during a break in the summer rains. When I arrived in
Neyding, I found Chatral Rinpoche sitting on the grass outside his hermitage feeding a consecrated elixir
to a flock of crows. I told him of the teachings that I had received from the Dalai Lama and that I hoped to
practice them in Yolmo over the next several months. Releasing one of the birds into the sky, Chatral
Rinpoche said that specific né in Yolmo are conducive to particular kinds of practice. Places with
waterfalls inspire reflection on impermanence. Places with steep cliffs where the rocks are dark and
jagged are good for meditating on wrathful deities. Places with rolling hills and flowering meadows
support meditation on peaceful deities. For the practices I had received, Chatral Rinpoche said, all
elements should be present and the best place was a valley called Pemthang, the Sandy Plains, at the
headwaters of the Malemchi Khola. According to Chatral Rinpoche, Padmasambhava himself had
meditated in this remote sanctuary.

Padmasambhava is commonly referred to in Tibet as the second Buddha, and his miracle-filled life and
multiple manifestations serve as parables of the Tantric path. In the eighth century, the Tibetan emperor
invited him to help establish Tibet’s first Buddhist monastery. Legends relate how Padmasambhava
converted the Tibetan people to Buddhism by subduing their most belligerent local deities, and
performing magical feats, such as driving wooden daggers through solid rock and flying on the rays of the
sun.

During an evening meal of buckwheat bread and wild mushrooms, Chatral Rinpoche clarified that the
beyul that Padmasambhava established in Tibet are not literal arcadias, but paradises for Buddhist
practice, with multiple dimensions corresponding to increasingly subtle levels of perception. Beyond
Yolmo’s visible terrain of mountains, streams, and forests, he said, lies an inner level, corresponding to
the flow of intangible energies in the physical body. Deeper still, the subtle elements animating the
environment merge with the elements present within the practitioner—the secret level. Finally, at the
beyul’s innermost level—yangsang—Ilies a paradisiacal, or unitary dimension revealed through an
auspicious conjunction of person, place, and time. Like other lamas I had spoken with, Chatral Rinpoche
contended that Yangsang is not merely a metaphor for the enlightened state, but an ever-present, if hidden,
reality.

THE VALLEY OF PEMTHANG to which Chatral Rinpoche had directed me lies cradled between
towering walls of rock and ice at the headwaters of the Malemchi Khola. To reach it I climbed through
forests of rhododendron and oak with Pema Rigdzin, my guide once again. The directions in the Yolmo
neyigs, the traditional accounts of the hidden-lands’ sacred places, were vague and surreal. “Follow the
dragon’s tongue to the horse’s saddle,” reads one passage, until you see before you a mountain “like the
billowing skirts of a queen.” The stocky herder led us up a sinuous stream bed and across shifting
landslides toward a high, mist-shrouded pass beyond the reach of the heat-seeking leeches that had
plagued our steps. Scree and stones scattered beneath our feet into the dense fog curling up from the



ravines below.

We crossed the pass and veered north, skirting the rock wall of Dawajati, the Moon Bird. According to
local legend, Padmasambhava stood on the summit of this lofty peak to subdue Yolmo’s malevolent spirits
and transform them into guardians of the Buddhist path. Near the base of the peak we passed a small lake
nestled between mossy spires. Rigdzin told me that local shamans traveled here on the August full moon
to draw power from the clear black water. As we moved farther toward what had seemed an
impenetrable line of cliffs, a narrow break appeared, and I saw a steep, snow-choked gully leading
northward into the mists below. This was the door to Pemthang, Rigdzin said. At that moment the mists
parted, revealing walls of blue-gray rock and shimmering ice. Below the clouds lay a green valley laced
with streams.

As we descended, the snow and scree gave way to slopes of fragrant bushes of Rhododendron
anthropogen. Rigdzin collected their tiny pearl-colored flowers to bring back to Chatral Rinpoche. We
crossed a series of milky glacier-fed streams where I collected water. Unsure of its purity, I added five
drops of iodine solution to my water bottle, and as I shook the mixture, Rigdzin asked me what it was I
had added. Jokingly, I told him it was blood of a dremo, a Himalayan brown bear, and that like the small
flowers that he had collected on the slopes above, it was good medicine. On the valley floor we entered a
forest of rhododendrons and boulders wreathed in thick layers of moss. Tendrils of saxifrage swept our
faces as we forged our way through. Where the braided streams winding across the valley floor
converged into a single torrent, a tree had fallen across the river. A few meters below us the river swept
into a seething cataract and dropped into a deep gorge. With his heavily laden bamboo basket Rigdzin
walked barefoot across the narrow wet trunk, and I followed him in my sodden leather boots.

A narrow track through a stand of birch and fir led to a gigantic boulder that we had seen from far
above. Built into a cave on its southern end was a tsamkhang, a hermit’s shelter with a crude wooden
door. Gray cliffs soared above into a rainy sky. To the north the high, snow-covered range of the Ganja
Himal spread out, as the neyig had indicated, “like the silken robes of a queen.”

Rigdzin stayed one night to help cut firewood and stack it on a drying rack that we made above the
hearth. As I paid him for his services the next morning he asked if he could have a bit of the bear’s blood
for the journey back.

PEMTHANG LIES in the heart of Yolmo. During monsoon, the surrounding walls of rock are laced with
waterfalls. Two streams falling from glaciers to the north join at the headwall and, at the valley’s center,
wind through marshes teeming with primulas and tall-stemmed turquoise-blue poppies. The snow-
covered peaks at the head of the valley lay draped in cloud.”

Like the hidden-lands themselves, the Dzogchen rites that I had come here to practice are divided into
outer, inner, secret, and yangsang, or ultimately secret, levels. By acting out conjured existences from
heavens to hells, the practitioner recognizes how intention shapes reality and connects to an open, heart-
centered consciousness in which all experience, emotions, thoughts, and sensations are perceived as the
mind’s natural state of self-manifesting wisdom, an energetic field empty of inherent existence. As
Padmasambhava stated in an ancient text called Liberation Through Seeing with Naked Awareness:



Samsara and Nirvana have no other difference than that between the moment of being unaware and
aware. . . . Since we are not deluded by perception but by fixation, Liberation naturally occurs

when we recognize that fixated thoughts are only mind grasping at its own empty reflections.?

During my months in Pemthang, I followed the trajectory of unbound thoughts and ran through wet
forests and rolled in dark streams, seeking the source from which I was never apart. My mind drifted
through shadows and vivid absences as leaves glittered in the saturated air and rainwater carved channels
down the cave walls. I sometimes heard what I thought were voices and woke from dreams into further
reveries. Much of the time, however, I spent simply tending the fire, rigging up tarps to keep the rain from
dripping from the granite walls, warding off predatory frogs, and thinking of Chatral Rinpoche’s daughter.

By mid October I ran out of food and I began the journey back to Neyding. I left at first light under a
liquid sky. Wet ferns brushed against my legs as I made my way to the river. The stream had widened with
recent rains, and I cut birch saplings to use as poles to cross the slippery log above the waterfall. On the
other side the entire landscape had rearranged itself since my journey in. Landslides had cut new ravines
into the steep slopes, silvery streams fell through vertical jungle, clouds streamed against white cliffs, and
the heady scent of sinpati and balushukpa filled the air. I found the narrow break between the cliffs and
crossed the pass in heavy rain, the slopes below carpeted in small blue and yellow flowers. Far below
the pass, yak and dzo grazed like apparitions in the mist while a lone herder standing beneath a cairn
strung with sodden prayer-flags buried his head beneath the plastic covering of his pack basket and
offered no reply to my greeting. Lower still, the cries of unseen shepherdesses called home their herds.
For perhaps an hour we kept up a dialogue of resonant cries—empty sounds echoing in the mist. I
descended lower through stands of wavering bamboo and labyrinths of rhododendrons, the ground soft
like wet velvet beneath the interwoven limbs of the trees. I reached Pema Rigdzin’s hut and saw that he
had piled fresh dzomo butter outside in wooden buckets. I stopped in for tea and tsampa. Lower still, I
forded rushing streams, their banks carpeted in thick moss, and finally arrived in twilight at the split-rail
fence encompassing Neyding.

I plucked bloated leeches from my hair and limbs; the fallen slugs wallowed on the ground, intoxicated
with blood. As I climbed over the wooden gate, dark birds passed above my head, sweeping the earth
with their shadows. I took off my sodden boots and entered Saraswati’s hut. She sat in a sea of white
lambs-wool, black hair tumbling across her shoulders and her eyes like sonnets. I warmed myself by her
fire until the wood turned to glowing coals and then retired to the storage shed to sleep. Rain fell in
blissful waves against the roof.

The next morning, Saraswati introduced me to a lama named Bhakha Tulku Pema Tenzing, who had
arrived in Neyding from his monastery in Powo, a once independent kingdom in southern Tibet. Bhakha
Tulku spent his days in a wooden retreat cabin, but he came to Saraswati’s hut for his evening meals.
Bhakha Tulku had learned fluent English soon after escaping from Tibet in 1959, and in the evenings by
the fire, our muddy shoes and umbrellas laid out on Saraswati’s porch, I listened to his stories of Pemako,
the place revered in Tibetan tradition as the greatest of all hidden-lands.



In a remote corner of southeastern Tibet, one of Asia’s largest rivers, the Tsangpo, descends into a dark
and precipitous gorge, circles around the easternmost summit of the Himalayan range, Namcha Barwa,
and flows into the jungles of India as the Brahmaputra River. Tibetans refer to this region of soaring
glaciers and lush, subtropical rainforests as Beyul Pemako, the Hidden-Land Shaped Like a Lotus. For
centuries, Bhakha Tulku told me, the maharajahs of Powo, who ruled the valleys to the north, had laid
claim to these territories, which were connected to their kingdom by the Tsangpo’s primary tributary (the
Po Tsangpo or Po Yigrong River) and by several high snow-covered passes. Primitive tribes that the
Tibetans called Lopas inhabited these remote jungles. They climbed half-naked over the mountains to
leave pelts of clouded leopard and medicinal plants on the threshold of Powo’s monasteries and at the
Showa palace, the seat of Powo’s kings, in exchange for woven cloth, copper cookware, and iron swords
that they carried back over the passes. The wild and remote regions where the Lopa lived were spoken of
in Padmasambhava’s prophecies as the outer reaches of the most dangerous and sacred of all hidden-
lands.

IN THE LATER HALF of the fourteenth century, Bhakha Tulku told me, a renowned Tibetan yogi named
Sangye Lingpa discovered texts on Tantric alchemy in a cave on Namcha Barwa and found additional
scrolls in a rock wall behind a waterfall near the entrance to the Tsangpo gorge. Two hundred years later,
when Tibet was invaded by Mongols headed by Gushri Khan, a scholar and meditation master named
Rainbow Heart (Jatsun Nyingpo, 1585-1656), unearthed the first of Padmasambhava’s prophecies
concerning the remote and unknown lands farther down the gorge. As Bhakha Tulku related, the scrolls
proclaimed Pemako as the ultimate place of pilgrimage. Even taking seven steps toward this mysterious
realm, stated one of Jatsun’s rediscovered scrolls, ensures rebirth in Pemako’s innermost sanctum—



Chimé Yangsang Né, “the innermost secret place of immortality.” According to popular legend, if one
could actually find this place one would live to be a thousand years old, and, at the time of death, dissolve
into rainbow light. Hoping to establish a refuge from invading Mongol hordes and the resultant civil wars
within Tibet, Jatsun Nyingpo encouraged one of his disciples to journey to the region of the Tsangpo
gorges and to open a route to the prophesized sanctuary.

Jatsun’s disciple, Rigdzin Duddul Dorje, the Vajra Demon Tamer (1615-72),2 crossed high blizzard-
wracked passes from the valley of Powo and, with a retinue of followers, descended into the tangled
forests of Pemako. Following the directives in Padmasambhava’s scrolls, the group made shelters from
wild banana trees and subsisted on foods from the jungle. They built primitive stupas—reliquary shrines
symbolizing the body and mind of the Buddha—to pacify the spirits of the land and performed Tantric
rites to turn back the Mongol armies that had invaded Tibet. They penetrated deeper and deeper into the
wilderness, but hostile tribes, unfamiliar diseases, and plagues of insects prevented them from reaching
Chimé Yangsang Né.

Duddul Dorje passed on his mantle of explorer-yogi to Taksham Nuden Dorje, Powerful Tiger-skirted
Vajra, (1655-1708), a revered Buddhist master from eastern Tibet who had settled in the temperate forests
of Powo and revealed numerous treasure-texts with detailed descriptions of Pemako’s innermost realms.
Bhakha Tulku related how Taksham’s visionary texts describe Pemako’s mountains, valleys, and streams
as geographical emanations of a Tantric goddess named Dorje Pagmo, the queen of all dakinis. Taksham’s
texts invoke the Tsangpo as her spine and the regions through which the river flows as her chakras, or
lotus-centers of psychic energy. Bhakha Tulku emphasized that these topographical regions ultimately
correspond to the pilgrim’s own mystical anatomy as visualized during meditation, the ritual journey
through Pemako’s sanctified landscape and the search for its innermost center paralleling an inner journey
toward enlightenment.
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AS WE SAT ON GOATSKINS laid out by Saraswati’s hearth, Bhakha Tulku described a journey he had
made in 1956 to a sacred mountain said to hold the key to Chimé Yangsang Né. Crossing over a high
mountain pass from his monastery in Powo, he passed into dense, moss-thick forests abounding with musk
deer, tigers, and leopards. At the mountain proclaimed to be the gateway to Pemako’s innermost realm, a
white musk deer guided him in his quest. But, like those before him, he too had been unable to continue on
to Pemako’s innermost secret realm.

“Has anyone ever reached it?” I asked. Bhakha Tulku told me of the lama Kanjur Rinpoche, whom I had
first heard about in Sikkim; how he had entered through a passage behind a waterfall into a mystical
valley surrounded by glittering snow peaks. “The way is lost now,” Bhakha Tulku said wistfully. “Even
Kanjur Rinpoche could not find the route again.” As Bhakha Tulku spoke, the haunting wails of ritual
thigh-bone trumpets sounded from the surrounding huts.

A burly Tibetan named Tsampten had recently completed his three-year retreat, but had stayed on at
Neyding to manage the transport of supplies. One afternoon he invited me to his house for lunch. As he
diced potatoes with a silver-handled dagger, Tsampten looked over his shoulder with a mischievous
smile and told me that Bhakha Tulku wasn’t the only one in Neyding who had been to Pemako. In 1962
he’d been there himself on a covert surveillance operation for America’s Central Intelligence Agency.

Hailing from a fierce warrior tribe in eastern Tibet, Tsampten and nearly three hundred other Khampa
freedom fighters had been trained in guerilla warfare at a secret, high-altitude camp in the Rocky
Mountains of Colorado, supported by the U.S. government in a futile campaign against the Communist



forces that had invaded Tibet. By the early 1960s a ragged battalion of the People’s Liberation Army had
followed the Tsangpo River into the valleys of Pemako, destroying monasteries and laying claim to all
regions north of the Brahmaputra River in the Indian state of Assam. Outfitted with a shortwave radio,
pistol, machine gun, and a bracelet containing a vial of cyanide to be swallowed on capture, Tsampten
parachuted into the subtropical jungles on the Tibetan border to assess the strength of the Chinese forces.
He found a primeval realm, he told me, with foliage so dense that the enemy could be a few feet away and
still not be seen. Cobras and deadly vipers abounded, Tsampten said, along with primitive tribes that ate
monkeys and dressed in their skins.

Tsampten’s interest in this disputed wilderness extended far beyond the shifting line of control that
separated India and China. Like most Tibetans he knew of the lost paradise hidden in Pemako’s interior.
“The Chinese will never find that place,” Tsampten told me. “It’s not on any map. It will remain hidden
until the time is right for it to be revealed.” Later Tsampten had been stationed as a sniper with a 55-mm
recoilless rifle on a ridge above the Tsangpo River. He slept in a cave where local villagers kept him
supplied with meat and tsampa. From his hidden vantage he sabotaged convoys of Chinese supply trucks
as they plied the torturous newly constructed road between Lhasa and Beijing.

The survival rate of the Khampas who parachuted into Tibet was extremely low. The only living
member of the first mission, a man named Bapa Lekshey, described the operation as “like throwing meat
into the mouth of a tiger.” When the U.S. government dropped its support for the Tibetan resistance
movement after Henry Kissinger’s secret visit to Beijing in 1971, Tsampten traded in his commando gear
for maroon-colored robes and entered a three-year meditation retreat in Yolmo.

As Tsampten spoke, the daughter of a local herder came up the log ladder carrying fresh butter and a
pail of dzomo milk. Pouring the contents into a wooden churn filled with an infusion of salt and boiled tea
leaves, she pulled hard on the wooden plunger to make the dubious buttered tea consumed throughout the
Tibetan world. “Why are you so interested in beyul?” she asked me teasingly. “Do you think they’re
places where you won’t have to work?”



The Search for Scrolls

BACK IN KATHMANDU, I searched monasteries and private collections for Tibetan texts describing
Pemako and other beyul. I also applied repeatedly to the Chinese authorities for permission to visit the
Tsangpo gorges, but the same answer came back every time: it was a military zone and completely off
limits. For the time being, I contented myself with tracking down and studying block-printed manuscripts
based on Padmasambhava’s prophecies of the hidden-lands. Padmasambhava’s consort, Yeshe Tsogyal—
Lake of Gnosis—had written down these accounts on amber parchment and concealed them in temple
pillars, lakes, and walls of rock. Throughout the centuries, lamas and yogis were led to these yellow
scrolls ( sghog-ser) in dreams and visions. Those who discovered them were called terton, or treasure-
revealers, and what were often no more than fragmentary texts written on yellow parchment were called
terma, or more simply ter— concealed treasures that also included ritual objects that inspired the quest
for enlightenment. Like the papyrus scrolls of the Christian gnostics, the original manuscripts were often
found in earthen jars hidden in caves and cliffs. Unique hazards are said to attend their discovery; a story
is told, for example, of a terton who pulled a yellow scroll from an urn found in the opening of a cliff,

only to have the rock close on his hand and chop off one of his fingers when he reached back in for

more.10

Some of the original revealed texts were reputedly written with invisible ink that appeared only when
the paper was slowly heated over a flame. Others were coded in a runic alphabet called khandro dayig,
or secret script of dakinis, which the terton could decipher and interpret only after months of meditation,
often embellishing them with his own insights. The decoded yellow scrolls—full of ambiguous terms and
cryptic allusions and almost entirely devoid of case particles—were later transcribed onto insect-
resistant paper made by boiling and pressing the inner bark of a Himalayan shrub called yubok (Daphne

papyyracea).



The scrolls elucidated subtle teachings on the nature of mind and phenomena. Those that described
routes to the hidden-lands were known as neyig, or guides to sacred places. Most of the neyigs I
examined had been reprinted during the last century in loose folios stacked between wooden covers and
wrapped in yellow and red silk. They typically opened with apocalyptic prophecies of war and
devastation, but shifted into what read at times like a Fodor’s Guide to a parallel universe, with outer,
inner, and secret descriptions of isolated regions of the Himalayas. Like a Tibetan Pilgrims’ Progress, the
texts refer to the journey’s inevitable hazards as inner obstacles that, once surmounted, lead to greater
merit and spiritual realization until, ultimately—in the innermost heart of the hidden-land—*"“the eyes can
see and the ears can hear that which elsewhere is obscured.” Whatever the reality or coded metaphors
behind such claims, the neyigs had reshaped Tibetans’ relationship to the natural world and revealed it as
a place of continual revelation.

Some collections of the neyigs had been preserved on microfilm at the National Archives in
Kathmandu. Sadly, though, the duty manager informed me, the card catalogue was incomplete, as a “high-
ranking officer” had stacked the bundles in a corner, where they had been eaten by moths. The greatest
surviving collection of these esoteric manuscripts, he assured me, could be found in the Library of Tibetan
Works and Archives in Dharamsala, India. In February 1989 I went there to meet the head of the research
department, Tashi Tsering.



I FOUND TASHI in his book-lined office chasing flies with a plastic swatter. Tashi was known both for
being one of the most knowledgeable of Tibetan scholars and for his refreshing irreverence. He smiled
when I told him I was interested in finding Tibetan texts about beyul, and Pemako in particular. “Ah,” he
said, “you mean the Bermuda Triangle of Tibet.”

Tashi’s own scholarly research had covered many aspects of Tibetan civilization, but he too had a

personal interest in beyul and he waxed eloquent on their role throughout Tibet’s volatile history of

invasions and civil wars.1!

He told me of the many lamas and pilgrims who had disappeared over the centuries while searching for
Pemako’s innermost sanctuary, such as the treasure-revealer Rigdzin Choeje Lingpa (1682-1725), visions
of whom Lopa hunters still claim to see, surrounded by a retinue of dakinis. He then introduced me to a
monk who served as one of the librarians. Climbing up the wooden stacks in his heavy wine-colored
robes, the monk returned with armfuls of dusty tomes containing accounts of hidden-lands and biographies
of those who had revealed them.

In text after text, Pemako was invoked as an earthly paradise:

There is a secret place known as Pemako. It is shaped like a womb. All the trees are perfumed
like akaru, sandalwood, and jasmine. Saffron grows like grass. Wheat, barley and rice grow wild
and honey is found in abundance. The animals of Pemako provide endless milk. The rivers flow
with amrita the color of milk. When you drink it, you will never feel thirsty. All fruit and water is
medicinal. Everyone will become joyful and prosperous. Old men will become youthful. With
perfume in the air, a rain of flowers falls and rainbows spread out everywhere. Food, drink,
clothing—all needs are magically satisfied, whatever one wishes for . . .

The happiness and enjoyments here are equal to a god-realm. Even without meditating, anyone
who reaches here can attain the state of a Buddha.






I soon had stacks of photocopies to take back to Kathmandu.

When I returned to Tashi’s office, I asked him whether Western scholars had ever written about the
sacred texts describing Pemako. The first account of Pemako to reach Europe was brought back by a
French explorer named Jacques Bacot, Tashi told me. Bacot traveled through eastern Tibet between 1907
and 1910. Traveling toward the semi-independent kingdom of Powo, north of the great bend of the
Tsangpo, Bacot learned of Pemako from Tibetan nomads who were fleeing there from the depredations of
Chinese warlords in their homeland in eastern Tibet. Bacot was not able to follow the Khampa pilgrims,
but he hand-copied the thirty-six folios of their guidebook, which likened Pemako to the terrestrial body
of the goddess Dorje Pagmo—the same deity that, in the guise of a vulture, had guided Namkha Jikme into
the depths of Sikkim.

A LARGE ROOM IN THE TIBETAN LIBRARY and archives was devoted to works in English. During
my stay in Dharamsala, I combed through glassed-in cases in the rare book section and came across
several turn-of-the-century works that deepened my perspective on the region of the Tsangpo gorges.
Although I had learned a fair amount about what Pemako meant to Tibetans, I discovered how significant
a pull the area had also exerted in the West. I spent several days poring over these Victorian-era accounts.
A medical officer attached to the British military campaign which had forced a trade treaty on the
Tibetans in 1904 had written of efforts by the British Raj “to get a trustworthy map of the great unknown
territory of the Land of Lamas which for so many hundreds of miles marched with the frontiers of India.”
During the nineteenth century very little was known about the forbidden lands north of the Himalayas; as
the eminent Victorian surgeon general L. Austine Waddell wrote, one of the “greatest geographical
problems of the day” was the fate of the Tsangpo River after it disappeared into a “terra incognita [that]

has never yet been penetrated even by the Tibetans.”12

I learned that geographers in the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India offices in the Northern Indian
hill station of Dehra Dun had long speculated that Tibet’s Tsangpo River cut through the easternmost
Himalayas to join the Brahmaputra River, in the jungles of Assam, but they had no direct evidence of the
link between the two rivers. Rival theories, popular in Europe, speculated that the Tsangpo flowed
instead into the Irrawaddy in Burma. Some, even more improbably, traced the Brahmaputra to the
mythical Lake Chiamay that maps, based more on rumor than fact, situated north of present-day Thailand.
As Waddell wrote: “This problem had baffled all attempts at direct solution; for not even the Tibetans
themselves know what becomes of their river after it turns southward . . . and enters a tract of country
absolutely unexplored, a no-man’s land, peopled by fierce savage tribes who have successfully resisted

all entry of strangers into their country, indeed they kill Tibetans on principle.”12



In 1824, the chief goal assigned to the Assamese branch of the Survey of India was to establish the
source of the Brahmaputra River. Its officer-in-charge, Captain James Bedford, was ordered to “unravel
the mystery regarding its fountainhead” and to make his way as far upstream as possible. Bedford forged
his way through mountains and dense rainforests until his progress up the Dihang—the chief feeder of the
Brahmaputra—was halted by hostile warriors dressed in cane helmets fringed with bear skin and
brandishing spears; wide, sharp-edged swords called daos; and crossbows with arrows dipped in
aconite and deadly nightshade. Bedford returned from this encounter unscathed, but his successor was not
so lucky: he was hacked to death on a later expedition.

The various clans of Abors—an Assamese word meaning “one who does not submit”—continued to
harass villages under British administration until the Raj resolved to restore its lost prestige by “inflicting
such chastisement as will teach these savages to respect its power.” The punitive expeditions included
elephant-drawn howitzers, but the British were still no match for the Abor warriors, who ambushed them
with volleys of poison arrows. A climactic military campaign in 1862 ended in political victory for the
Abor clans. In exchange for annual subsidies of salt, iron, and cloth and the British government’s promise
to desist from any further mapping or encroachment into tribal territories, the Adis (as they called
themselves) agreed to stop their raids and depredations of Assam’s villages and emerging tea estates. The



riddle of the link between the Tsangpo, the Dihang, and the Brahmaputra remained unresolved.
Cartographers realized that because of the impenetrable barrier of the hostile tribes, any further progress
would have to come from the other side of the Himalayas, in Tibet.









The Quest for a Waterfall

DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY Tibet itself was a sealed and secret land. Tibet’s ruling
powers had become deeply suspicious of British expansionism and had forbidden all but a few well-
known merchants from Nepal and Ladakh from entering the country. Hungry for geographical information
about the territory beyond its borders, the British Survey of India began training a class of surveyor-spies
to work undercover in Tibet disguised as traders and Buddhist pilgrims.# The first Pundits, as they came
to be called, began training in 1863 at the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India offices in Dehra Dun.
Ethnic Tibetans from the British-ruled territories of Sikkim and Kumaon, the Pundits (Sanskrit for learned
men) learned to use sextants and prismatic compasses and to determine altitudes by measuring the
temperature of boiling tea water with a hypsometer. (In order to obtain measurements accurate to within
ten feet, the boiling point had to be calculated to 1/100th of a degree.)

In the manner immortalized in Rudyard Kipling’s classic novel Kim, the Pundits concealed their notes
and surveying gear within their Buddhist prayer wheels and used rosaries of one hundred rather than the
conventional 108 beads to count off their steps and measure distances (two thousand paces to the mile).
Adopting code names by reversing the first and last letters of their names, these explorer-spies set out to
secretly map the forbidden frontiers, mountain ranges, lakes, and river systems of Tibet. The Pundits’ first
order was to chart the long-debated course of the Tsangpo and, if possible, to follow it through its
innermost chasms to the borders with India.

ONE OF THE MOST INTREPID of the explorer-spies in the employ of the British government was an
illiterate Sikkimese named Kinthup, code-named K.P., first dispatched in 1878 as the assistant to a spy
named Nem Singh, an amateur Pundit ill-versed in clandestine surveying. Traveling as pilgrims, the two
were ordered to follow the Tsangpo downstream from central Tibet. Two hundred miles from their
starting point, they reached a small village called Gyala where the Tsangpo was seen to disappear into “a
gigantic cleft in the Himalayan wall.” Unable to proceed farther they retraced their steps and returned to
Darjeeling.

Disappointed with Nem Singh’s performance, the officer who commissioned the expedition replaced
him with an even less experienced Chinese lama. With Kinthup acting as guide, the two were to proceed
as far as possible beyond where Kinthup and Nem Singh had turned back. At the farthest point, the two
agents were instructed to insert metal tubes into 500-foot-long logs and, over a prearranged period, throw
them into the river at the rate of fifty per day while Captain Henry Harman’s men kept watch at the
junction of the Dihang and Brahmaputra. If the logs appeared, Harman would secure incontrovertible

evidence that the Tsangpo and the Brahmaputra were one and the same river.l2

Kinthup and the Chinese lama reached Gyala in March of 1881 after a journey of seven months, over
the course of which the lama managed to lose all of the expedition funds gambling, and Kinthup was



forced to use his own modest resources to buy the lama out of an entanglement “owing to the Lama falling
in love with his host’s wife.”The explorers marched for several days below Gyala, ascending and
descending “many steep rocks through jungles and obstructions” until they arrived at a small monastery
called Pemakochung, deep in the Tsangpo gorge. At this point, towering cliffs barred further progress.
After three days of searching unsuccessfully for a route downriver, they retraced their steps and looked
for a way around the impenetrable chasm. North of the gorge, near a village called Tongyuk Dzong, the
lama left on an errand, telling Kinthup that he would soon return. He failed to reappear, and Kinthup soon
learned that the lama had sold him to the local dzongpon, or district administrator, in exchange for a horse
and sufficient funds to make it back to his homeland.

AFTER NINE MONTHS in captivity Kinthup managed to escape. Instead of returning to Darjeeling as
might have been expected, he rejoined the Tsangpo River below its innermost gorges in a valiant attempt
to complete his mission and close the “missing link.” Crossing back and forth across the lower Tsangpo
on ropes of woven bamboo and “almost perishing from hunger and cold,” Kinthup eventually reached a
small gompa, or monastery, in Pemako where “fifteen nuns and thirty priests were allowed to live
together.” A search party sent by the dzongpon from whom Kinthup had escaped discovered him at
Marpung Gompa, but the abbot took pity on him and after ten days of negotiation, bought him for 50
rupees. Kinthup stayed at the gompa for nearly two years, requesting periodic leave to go on religious
pilgrimages. During the first of these excursions he descended to the banks of the Tsangpo and, to
complete the original goal of the expedition, assembled five hundred marked logs that he concealed in a
cave. Two months later, Kinthup requested a second leave to go on pilgrimage to Lhasa, from where he
dictated a letter to Captain Harman informing him of the date he would launch the logs into the river:

Sir: the Lama who was sent with me sold me to a Jongpen [headman] as a slave and himself fled
away with the Government things that were in his charge. On account of which, the journey proved
to be a bad one; however I, Kinthup, have prepared the 500 logs according to the order of . . .
Captain Harman, and am prepared to throw 5 0 logs per day into the Tsangpo from Bepung in
Pemako, from the 5 th to the 15th of the tenth Tibetan month of the year called Chhuluk [the water
sheep] of the Tibetan calculation.1®






He sent the letter to Darjeeling with the wife of a fellow Sikkimese whom he had met in the Lhasa bazaar.

Kinthup returned to the gompa and served the abbot for another nine months before requesting leave to
go on pilgrimage to Kundu Dorsempotrang, a sacred mountain in the heart of Pemako and the gateway to
its innermost realms. Impressed by Kinthup’s devotion, the abbot reputedly told him, “I am glad to see you
visiting the sacred places, so from to-day I have given you leave to go anywhere you like.” Freed from
slavery, Kinthup set out to release his cache of five hundred logs. For ten days in a row, he set himself a
daily regime of throwing fifty logs into the river, after which he attempted to follow the Tsangpo south
into India. Confronting hostile Adi (Abor) warriors, he retraced his steps to Lhasa and continued on from
there to Darjeeling, which he reached on November 17, 1884, four years after he had set out with the
rogue lama. The letter that he had traveled hundreds of miles to dispatch from Lhasa had never reached its
destination, and the man to whom it was addressed, Captain Harman, had died in the interim from frost-
bitten lungs after a map-making expedition on the slopes of Kanchenjunga. The marked logs that Kinthup
had so painstakingly launched either floated unnoticed into the Bay of Bengal, or had been lost in the
depths of the gorge in the Tsangpo’s fearsome rapids. In Darjeeling, Kinthup dictated an account of his
journey to the office of the Trigonometrical Survey through an Indian scribe. His oral report was regarded
with suspicion until it was noted that the information he provided largely tallied with the accounts of a
Mongolian lama, Serap Gyatso, who had supplied the office with details of his residence in Pemako from
1856 to 1868. Combining Kinthup’s account with the “list of monasteries, sacred places and villages”
provided by the Mongolian lama, the Survey Department compiled a sketch map of the course of the
lower Tsangpo, furnishing what the deputy surveyor general described as “the first contribution to the
geography of that unknown tract.”

British geographers compared the apparently “genial terrain” of the lower Tsangpo to the vales of
Kashmir, and considered it “the probable highway of the future” into Tibet. Even more interesting to the
Survey Department was mention in Kinthup’s account of a monumental waterfall deeper in the gorge than
he himself had been able to reach. As stated in the report published by the Trigonometrical Branch of the
Survey of India in 1889: “Two miles off [from a remote monastery called Pemakochung, the Tsangpo]
falls over a cliff called Sinji-Chogyal from a height of about 150 feet. There is a big lake at the foot of the
falls where rainbows are always observable.” Years later, a British field officer would write that this
description “translated from the oral report of [Kinthup’s] Tibetan travels . . . was responsible for one of
the most obsessive wild goose chases of modern times.”1?
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FOLLOWING KINTHUP’S RETURN from the Tsangpo gorges, “The Falls of the Sangpo” was placed on
the Survey map. One British officer estimated the waterfall “to lie in about 29 degrees 36’ N. latitude and
94 degrees 47’ E. longitude” and commissioned a Tibetan artist, “a native of the place,” to make a
drawing of them, which he published in 1895 in the Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of
London.



FALLS OF THE TSANGPO RIVER. (From a Tibetan drawing.)

Despite the fact that no European had come remotely close to setting eyes on the “spectacular cataract”
in the Tsangpo’s innermost gorge, the president of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Thomas
Hungerford Holdich, wrote that one “can well imagine the wild magnificence where the river rounds the
Himalayas on the east. A dense subtropical jungle, rich with every variety of tree fern and bamboo,
stretches up the hillsides. . . . Towering above all are the eternal snows and the everlasting silence of the
ice-fields. . . . The falls are very sacred, and the bourne of many a devout pilgrimage. Clouds of misty
spray rise into the clear atmosphere above them, and it is said that a rainbow ever spans the valley.”18

IN 1893, THE LURE OF THE IMAGINED WATERFALL prompted another Englishman, Jack Needham,
assistant political officer in Sadiya, Assam, to journey into the tribal territories bordering Tibet on the
pretext of subduing the Padam Abors, the tribe of “cannibals” who had prevented Kinthup from following
the Tsangpo south into British-held territory. In his telegram to Assam’s chief commissioner, Needham
requested permission to travel north along the Dihang into the “unknown tract” of lower Pemako.

While hacking their way through dense jungle toward the Padam village of Damroh, Needham’s rear



guard was ambushed by Abors, who had entered the camp pretending to be porters. After killing all but a
wounded washerman who had leapt into the river, the half-naked warriors made off with fourteen rifles
and crates of reserve ammunition, effectively ending the campaign as well as Needham’s chances for
further exploration in the mysterious regions to the north of the Indian-Tibetan frontier.

It was due in part to the unrelenting savagery of the Assamese hill tribes that the British eventually
forced their way into Tibet along the trade route between Darjeeling and Lhasa. By 1903, Lord Curzon,
India’s viceroy, had become increasingly concerned about Russian influence in Tibet and central Asia
and, in a culminating gambit of what Rudyard Kipling called the Great Game, launched a full-scale
military expedition replete with a caravan of camels, yaks, and mules, led by the illustrious Sir Francis
Younghusband, who later planned and organized the first of several British attempts to climb Mount
Everest.12

Besides forcing an exclusive trade treaty with the isolated Land of the Lamas, the British were eager to
continue the mapping of their frontiers. As the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra had already been envisioned as the
probable “highway of the future” between British India and the forcibly opened Tibet, a branch of
Younghusband’s expedition led by a British officer named Captain C.H.D. Ryder was commissioned to
push on beyond where Kinthup had turned back and to follow the Tsangpo and Dihang all the way to
Assam. (This was the same year, 1904, in which the British brought a railroad to Victoria Falls as part of
a projected Cape to Cairo Railway Line that was to traverse the entire African continent through territory
held by the United Kingdom.) Like all earlier attempts to penetrate the Tsangpo gorges, however, Ryder’s
expedition was thwarted, in his case after a mule train carrying essential equipment and supplies was
ambushed en route to Lhasa.

Nonetheless, the hook was set. It became conventional wisdom that it was in the commercial and
imperial interests of the British Raj to open a route to Tibet along the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra River. In
1906, the president of the Royal Geographical Society wrote:

The one great natural highway into Tibet is indicated by the valley of the Brahmaputra, which may
possibly not only lead by easy grades to the plateau, but directly taps such wealthy valleys as may
exist in Zayul and Poyul [Powo]. . . . Approaching the great bend the valley obviously closes to
something in the nature of a gorge, and the stupendous falls . . . can only be outflanked by a turning
road involving a considerable detour. . . . There is nothing so far which can be reckoned as a
formidable obstacle to the engineering of a road unless it be the falls . . . but a further and more

detailed exploration of the valley is urgently required.2

In 1911, Noel Williamson, Jack Needham’s successor as assistant political Officer in Sadiya, made a
further push “to get up to the falls” from Assam. On the pretext of arranging for a poll-tax from the local
tribes and “to ascertain the extent of Tibetan and Chinese influence in Abor country,” Williamson and his
Tibetan-speaking companion Dr. Gregorson ventured into territory that the British had circumspectly
avoided for decades. The expedition was soon massacred by an Abor war party. The majority of
Williamson and Gregarson’s Naga, Miri, and Gurkha retainers were speared as they attempted to escape
from the Abor morang, or long house, where they had lodged, and the two Britishers were hacked to
death with daos. The few who got away were tracked down by Abor hunting dogs and slaughtered by the
banks of the Dihang,

The British government sent out a “miniature army” to avenge the murders. It confronted stockades,
rock-chutes, and concealed pits lined with poisoned stakes, but the relentless advance of more than 7,000



fighting troops and 3,500 spear-wielding coolies from the Naga Hills eventually forced the Abor gams, or
chieftains, to concede victory to the Raj. They heralded their surrender by sending a courier with a
double-bent sword and spearhead, signifying their pledge of future peace.

The hostile tribes guarding the frontiers with Tibet had now been subjugated, offering the British an
unprecedented opportunity to explore their long-coveted passageway to Tibet. The major survey column
of the Abor Field Force headed north up the Dihang with the express mission “to explore and survey as
much of the country as possible, if practicable the Pemakoi [Pemako] falls and incidentally settling the
question of the identity of the Tsangpo and the Dihang rivers.”2l Two columns explored surrounding
watersheds while the main party, led by Assam’s district commissioner with an escort of three hundred
rifles under a Captain Trenchard, advanced 24 marches up the Dihang to the last of the Abor villages.
Supplies had begun to run out and lacking resolute leadership, the column was unable to penetrate into the
region that Kinthup himself had explored nearly three decades earlier. One commanding officer wrote:

I loathe walking day after day for miles . . . and climbing up and down hills over impossible
paths. One is bored with sleeping on the ground and getting wet for the sake of geographical

additions to the map.22

Confronting a range of jagged snow-covered peaks, the expedition leader, Captain Bentnick, began to
doubt the value of their mission, referring to Kinthup’s report as “one of the romances of the Survey of



India.” “It may be said in a word,” he continued, “that the nearer we got to where the falls ought to be the
less there was to be known of them.” Their Abor guides offered to continue but demanded that at least
three British officers go with them. “One of you,” they said, “will probably die because the country is so
bad, and then you will blame us, whereas if three go two may die, but there will still be one to come back
and say that it was not our fault.”22 Soon enough, thick fog, torrential rains, deep snows, and the sheer
weight of the unknown brought the expedition to an ignominious halt.

THE MORE IMPREGNABLE THE TSANGPO’S inner gorges seemed, the more the British speculated
about what they might conceal. The vast drop in altitude between where the Tsangpo mysteriously
disappeared and where it reemerged in Assam as the Brahmaputra supported the notion of a giant
waterfall, but the region had thwarted the best efforts of the British Raj to penetrate its depths.

At the turn of the century the unexplored gorges of the Tsangpo were as talked about as Everest, the
existence of “the stupendous falls” in their innermost depths calculated through a formula of hope and
statistical estimation.?* Fifty years earlier, on November 16, 1855, David Livingstone had spied the
billowing mists of Mosi-oa-Tunya, The Smoke That Thunders, on the Zambezi River and dutifully
renamed the 355-foot cataract after the Empress of the British Empire. Victoria Falls became an enduring
symbol of imperial power in the heart of the Dark Continent. Now the imagined waterfall in the deepest
reaches of the Tsangpo gorge promised to be an analogous geographical trophy, a jewel in the crown of



the British Raj.22 As the president of the Royal Geographical Society put it:

In those good times when the last relics of savage barbarism shall give place to that interchange of
commercial rights which is, after all, the best guarantee of international peace (a guarantee
founded on mutual interest), it will be realized that the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra is the natural
highway from India to Tibet . . . and we shall have a Tibetan branch of the Assam railway, and a
spacious hotel for sightseers and sportsmen at the falls. This prospect is not more visionary than
twenty-five years was that of a modern hotel at the Victoria Falls of the Zambesi; or the splendid
establishments which will soon overlook the falls of Iguazu on the Parana’, in South America.2®

Although it was known only through the unverified report of an unlettered agent of the British government,
the Falls of the Tsangpo had transformed in popular imagination into a topographical holy grail.

MY EFFORTS TO SECURE PERMISSION from Chinese authorities to visit the Tsangpo gorge had all
been routinely denied. I determined to follow the example of the Pundits and to travel there without
official sanction. In June 1986, I arrived in Lhasa with detailed notes on how to proceed surreptitiously
along the restricted road paralleling the Tsangpo River. The notes—gathered from Tibetans who had
traveled in the region in recent years—revealed the location of Chinese military check posts, bridges that



could be circumvented at night by yak-skin coracles, and, when the road ended, unguarded passes by
which I could enter into Pemako. To cover the 300 miles between Lhasa and the region of the Tsangpo
gorges, I had counted on hiding in the back of a Tibetan logging truck—an established means of transport
when traveling beyond the range of permits. But penalties for drivers had become harsh and, after
numerous unsuccessful attempts to secure a ride, my covert operation ended at a dismal truck stop east of
Lhasa. Frustrated, I returned to Kathmandu.

Long before me, a British field lieutenant named Frederick Marsham Bailey had also tried to reach the
Tsangpo gorges without the formality of a permit or passport. A twenty-one-year-old officer on the 1904
Younghusband mission, Bailey was profoundly affected by the failure of Captain Ryder’s expedition. As
he wrote: “Was there somewhere in the no-man’s land which lay between Assam and the terra incognita
of Tibet a waterfall which would rival or even surpass Niagara? . . . It became one of my ambitions to
solve the mystery of the Tsangpo gorges and I did everything in my power to equip myself for the task . . .
[making] plans for attempting alone and as a private individual what the party under Ryder . . . had failed
to achieve.”%’

As travel through central Tibet was still restricted, he set out from Peking in January 1911 with a
sixteen-year-old Tibetan servant named Putambu, resolved to establish whether the Falls of the Tsangpo
were real and to make a rough topographical survey of the lands through which he traveled. Tibetan
officials blocked his passage, but he remained undaunted, and in 1912 he secured a place for himself as
intelligence officer on a mission into tribal regions east of the Dihang, the name given to the Tsangpo after
it crosses the Tibetan border and flows into Assam. While the expedition surveyed a major tributary,
Bailey learned of a remote settlement called Mipi that was inhabited by Tibetans. Bailey took a small
party to investigate, and after an eight-day march through dense jungle, they reached a collection of huts
surrounded by fields of barley. The Tibetans had no warning of the British advance, and when Bailey
arrived at the village with his armed escort the Tibetans fled, believing them to be Chinese soldiers sent
there to kill them.

After allaying the Tibetans’ suspicions, Bailey befriended the local headman, who told him that, ten
years earlier, one hundred Khampas in flight from mounting Chinese oppression had journeyed to this
remote valley, where they built a temple—Karmoling—from timber and bamboo and set up a base from
which to search for Chimé Yangsang Né, the paradisiacal sanctuary described in Padmasambhava’s
prophecies.

Bailey learned that their quest for the lost paradise had been headed by a lama named Jedrung
Rinpoche who had unearthed a neyig called Clear Light from a cave in eastern Tibet. The scroll
described a crystal mountain in the heart of Pemako with multiple valleys spreading out around it “like the
leaves of a thousand-petalled lotus.” The hidden sanctuary promised refuge from famine, disease, and war
and offered caves for “attaining supreme spiritual accomplishments.” Healing springs and medicinal
plants assured longevity and miraculous powers. The texts described a “secret path” through dense forests
and enumerated the many dangers such as tigers, leopards, and venomous snakes that seekers would face
en route, but they failed to indicate what would turn out to be the pilgrims’ greatest obstacle: the hostile

tribes that confounded their every effort to journey farther up the valley.28

The following year, 1903, two thousand more Tibetans had set out from eastern Tibet to join the remote
colony of pilgrims. Many died while crossing high snow-covered passes and many more starved when the
valleys near Mipi proved unable to support such large numbers. Many of the new arrivals attempted to
return to Tibet but perished on the way. The Tibetan settlers who stayed were increasingly harassed by the



Chulikata Mishmis. As quarrels escalated, the tribesmen began burning the Tibetans’ crops and houses,
setting traps along jungle paths, and shooting at them with poisoned arrows. The savagery of the natives,
coupled with the ceaseless rainfall and blood-sucking flies, caused many of the pilgrims to lose faith that
they were on the threshold of an earthly paradise, and in 1909, when Jedrung Rinpoche returned to Tibet,
the majority of pilgrims returned with him. The ninety Tibetans who remained in Mipi were for the most
part too old or feeble to attempt the journey, Bailey noted, let alone continue the search for Yangsang. The
Mishmi attacks continued unabated. Two of the Khampa men who stayed back to protect the remaining
colony were wounded in an ambush the day before Bailey’s arrival and were treated by the expedition
doctor.

BAILEY LEARNED THAT THE TIBETANS had better relations with the Mishmis of the Emra valley to
the west. The tribesmen sold them bamboo baskets, musk, rice, and silks, which the Tibetans carried over
high mountain passes into Tibet and bartered for salt, wool, swords, and cooking pots, all of which were
highly valued by the local tribes. Bailey quickly realized that this trade route into Tibet was the
opportunity he had been waiting for.

Bailey proposed a journey north along the trade route to Captain Henry Morshead, a surveyor attached
to the expedition who had impressed him with his “keenness, efficiency and his extraordinary powers of
physical endurance.” During their journey through Mishmi territory, Morshead often made daily climbs of
several thousand feet, waiting on ridge tops for hours in mist and rain for a fleeting break in the weather
to triangulate on a distant snow-covered peak across the border in Tibet. He leapt at the opportunity.

Bailey and Morshead set out with ten porters and three Tibetan guides on the astrologically determined
date of May 16, 1913 (10th day of the 4th moon of the Water Ox Year). They carried meager rations of
barley meal, tea, sugar, and powdered rice that Bailey hoped to supplement with wild pheasants that
“were there in great numbers.” Cutting their way through dense bamboo that “grew so close together that
it was impossible to push or squeeze between them and we had to hack our way through,” they proceeded
toward the first of the passes. Sinking up to their waists in snow, they crossed the pass in pouring rain that
they would soon learn was a near constant presence in the lands of Pemako. On the far side they
descended avalanching slopes into thick fir forests, passing the “fleshless skeletons” of past pilgrims who
had perished in this no-man’s land of mist, rain, and swamp.

Days later they surmounted the pass that would lead them to Chimdro, the first settlement in Tibet.
Gazing down from the top of the 14,395-foot pass Bailey described “what looked like an inferno.” As he
wrote: “We could not see the bottom of the valley. Clouds of dark mist came billowing up obliterating the
view. All we saw were steep cliffs in every direction down which, without any firing of gunshots, great
masses of snow would break off and avalanche into the mist below.” Descending the precipitous slope
through waist-deep snow, the mists parted and “there was a gasp of horror as we saw that the slope ended
in a sheer drop.” Caught in an avalanche, Bailey saved himself with the handle of his butterfly net while
his Tibetan guide, Sonam Chumbi, swept past him, calling out for salvation to Padmasambhava before
coming to rest safely at the edge of the cliff. That night, their guides chanted prayers and gave thanks for
their successful passage.



Once in Chimdro, Bailey dispatched one of the Tibetans to announce their arrival. “Since we had no
authority to be where we were,” Bailey wrote, “our best tactic was to behave as if we had.” The headman
in Mipi had written them letters of introduction, and Bailey had brought photographs of the Panchen and
Dalai Lamas; with these they managed to allay suspicions and secure food and transport for their journey
down the Chimdro River to its confluence with the Tsangpo. Descending three days “through thick forests
and climbing over ladders,” they reached the river and began heading north up the east bank.

Thirty years earlier, Kinthup had traveled through the same terrain. Bailey wrote: “The villages on the
opposite bank which we passed fitted in well with Kinthup’s report. If he remembered these so well four
years after he had visited them, we told ourselves that he could hardly have been mistaken about the Great
Falls.”

As they traveled upriver, Bailey asked continuously about the waterfall farther up the gorge, but the
information he received was sketchy and vague.?? Villagers became increasingly hostile. A representative
of the Powo court—fearing they were in league with the Chinese—forced the two explorers to change
direction and escorted them to Showa over a high snow-covered pass. Powo’s remaining court officials
kept them there as virtual prisoners until they proved their status as British subjects.2

Once cleared, Bailey and Morshead resumed their journey, traveling westward down the Po Tsangpo
River in hopes of following it to its confluence with the Tsangpo. Morshead continued his surveying work
while Bailey kept notes on the fiefdom’s system of taxation and political relations with Lhasa. When time
permitted, he netted butterflies and combed the fir and cypress forests for rare pheasants.

Farther down the valley, a flash flood had washed away the bridges leading southward toward the great
horseshoe bend of the Tsangpo, and Bailey and Morshead veered west for ten days until they could cross
the Tsangpo well above the gorge.

Bailey and Morshead arrived in the village of Gyala on July 17 and continued downriver to the small
monastery of Pemakochung, where three decades earlier Kinthup and the Chinese lama had searched
fruitlessly for a route deeper into the gorge. “The river here is an extraordinary sight,” Bailey wrote,
“falling in one roaring rapid over which hangs a mist of spray. In places the water is dashed up in waves
twenty feet high.”

Huge mountains, mostly obscured by clouds, towered on both sides of the river. Their Tibetan guides
referred to the peaks as the head and breasts of the Tantric meditational deity Dorje Pagmo, Pemako’s
anima mundi. Although Bailey noted these ethnographical facts in his journal, he and Morshead were
more concerned with the mountains’ heights. Triangulating from 100 miles to the south and taking into
account the curvature of the earth, atmospheric refractions, and plumb-line deflections, surveyors on the
Abor expedition of 1912 had already determined the glacier-covered peak of Namcha Barwa on the south
side of the gorge to be 25,445 feet above sea level. Morshead and Bailey had both seen the unmapped
peak called Gyala Pelri on the northern side of the gorge during the survey of the upper Dibang and
Morshead had already fixed its altitude at 23,460 feet. (This measurement was later adjusted to 23,891).
Both peaks were known, but no one had realized that the Tsangpo flowed between them. Clearly this was
one of the earth’s deepest gorges.

Bailey searched below the Pemakochung monastery for the waterfall described in Kinthup’s report but,
after lowering himself by roots and vines through a tunnel in the rock, he discovered only a thirty-foot
drop where the Tsangpo narrowed to a width of fifty yards and sent up plumes of spray. Beneath the falls,
the passageway formed a subterranean grotto where pilgrims had lit butter-lamps and gazed out from a



ledge at the rainbows that form above the thundering waters.

With dwindling supplies, Morshead and Bailey returned upriver to the village of Gyala. Across from
the small collection of houses, a waterfall poured over a 150-foot limestone cliff and disgorged into the
Tsangpo. Bailey learned that this sinuous cataract was also an important place of pilgrimage and
reachable by a primitive ferry that crossed the Tsangpo where it widened beneath the falls into the
semblance of a lake. The falls were named after Shinje Chogyal, the Tibetan Lord of Death that Waddell’s
artist had depicted behind the curtain of falling water in the sketch in the Journal of the Royal
Geographical Society of London. Bailey surmised that this tributary cascade had been conflated in the
Survey of India’s official report with the thirty-foot falls below Pemakochung—whether due to some fault
in Kinthup’s memory or an error on the part of the scribe.

Bailey’s discovery of the mistake in the Survey’s report did not dispel the myth of a colossal waterfall
on Tibet’s greatest river; it simply suggested that the falls must lie farther downriver in the Tsangpo’s
unexplored chasms. Bailey had tried to push on alone below Pemakochung, but mutinous porters had
thrown down his load and abandoned him at the base of a cliff. “The question of whether or not there
were a falls on the Tsangpo was still of great interest,” Bailey wrote. “There now remains a gap between
the lowest point I was able to reach below Pemakochung (7,480 feet) and Gompo Né (5,700 feet). There
is no track of any kind on this stretch of the river, and it was difficult to obtain any information, but, from
what I was able to find out from the Monpas who deserted me at the cliff . . . the distance must be about
twenty miles.”

BAILEY AND MORSHEAD RETURNED to British territory in November of 1913, traveling to Calcutta
by train and reporting soon after in Simla, the newly established summer capital of the British Raj.
Several months later, Kinthup was found in Darjeeling, where he was working as a tailor, a skill he had
learned during his captivity in Tibet. Summoned to the government offices in Simla, he arrived barefoot
and dressed in his deep crimson woolen chuba, a mala of 108 beads strung around his neck. Kinthup
looked less a retired secret agent than the pilgrim he perhaps always was. As he related his journey
through Pemako, it emerged that Kinthup had never mentioned a great waterfall on the Tsangpo. Being
illiterate, he had dictated his account to an Indian scribe, describing the 150-foot cascade at Gyala which
conceals an image of Shinje Chogyal, the Tibetan Lord of Death, and reported the thirty-foot drop on the
Tsangpo at Pemakochung. As Bailey had suspected, the error was due to a misunderstanding or
mistranslation of Kinthup’s words. Either the scribe or the clerk who had translated the document into
English had conflated the two waterfalls. Kinthup, not being able to read the report, had never been aware
of the mistake.

Bailey requested that the British government of India grant Kinthup a small pension “in recognition of
his service to Tibetan exploration,” but fearing an “indefinite financial commitment” the government
offered him only a thousand rupee bonus. Either way, Kinthup did not need the money. He returned to
Darjeeling and died a few months later. Although they never reached the Tsangpo’s innermost gorge to
confirm or dispel the possibility of a falls deeper in the chasm, Bailey and Morshead’s journey brought
the mystery of the link between the Tsangpo and Brahmaputra rivers to a definitive end. They established



that, after flowing for nearly a thousand miles across southern Tibet, the Tsangpo enters a narrow chasm
between the towering summits of Namcha Barwa and Gyala Pelri, cutting through the Himalayan range in
one of the deepest, longest, and most spectacular gorges on the planet. Although the section of the gorge
that Bailey and Morshead had been unable to enter remained totally unknown, they had narrowed the
blank space on the map to less than fifty miles.

Although they themselves lost faith in the possibility of a colossal waterfall in the heart of the Tsangpo
gorge, others were not so ready to concede defeat. Shortly after their return, a reporter for London’s
Morning Post interviewed Sir Thomas Holdich, the former president of the Royal Geographical Society.
On November 18, 1913, Londoners read: “While paying a tribute to Captain Bailey’s intrepidity and
entire credibility as a witness, [Sir Thomas] expressed the gravest doubt whether he could possibly have
acquired such evidence as would justify him in saying that the Brahmaputra Falls did not exist.” Sir
Thomas was quoted as saying that: “The evidence as to their non-existence is imperfect . . . The question
of the falls must remain still in the air.”
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BRITISH EXPLORERS OF THE VICTORIAN and Edwardian age were not all merely agents of empire
armed with theodolites, plane tables, and dreams of conquest. Most were as committed to getting off the
map as to charting the frontiers of colonized territories. Departing from Bombay for the coast of Africa in
1856, Sir Richard Burton wrote in his journal: “Of the gladdest moments in human life, methinks, is the
departure upon a distant journey into unknown lands. Shaking off with one mighty effort the fetters of
Habit, the leaden weight of Routine, the cloak of many Cares and the slavery of Civilization, man feels
once more happy.”3! A generation later Sir Henry Morton Stanley wrote of his “perfect independence” of
mind in Africa. “It is not repressed by fear, nor depressed by ridicule and insults . . . but now preens
itself, and soars free and unrestrained; which liberty to a vivid mind, imperceptibly changes the whole
man.”2? In 1871 David Livingstone—the first white man to have seen Victoria Falls—explained his
wanderings through the Dark Continent as “God’s doing . . . I am away from the perpetual hurry of
civilization, and I think I see far and clear into what is to come ...”32

Colonel Francis Younghusband, the legendary imperialist who led the British forces into Lhasa in
1904, returned from Tibet with a bronze Buddha given to him by the Dalai Lama’s reigning regent. In
response to a mystical vision during his campaign, he devoted the better part of his remaining years to
exploring “the supreme spiritual ideal,” founding the World Congress of Faiths and numerous other
religious societies. His Mountain Sanctuaries Association sought to offer pilgrims “the full impress of the
mountains” and “that ineffable bliss which springs from deepening union with the spirit.”3* Lieutenant-
Colonel Waddell, who accompanied Younghusband’s mission as medical officer, was averse to Tibet’s
“priestcraft and superstition,” but he admitted to hearing “echoes of the Theosophist belief that
somewhere beyond the mighty Kanchenjunga there would be found a key which should unlock the
[ancient] mysteries . . .” Such turn-of-the-century murmurings later found fuller expression in the novel
Lost Horizon, which introduced the word Shangri-La into the English language. Sir Thomas Holdich of
the Royal Geographical Society seemed to be referring to more than Tibetans when he described the Falls
of the Tsangpo as “the bourne of many a devout pilgrimage.” Bailey returned from his journey through the



Tsangpo gorges to write of his “annoyance with myself for rushing to conform again after those splendid
months in which none of that mattered; months when the falls, the map, the flora and the fauna, the lie of

the frontier . . . were the only concerns.” In Tibet, he and Morshead had wandered “where and when we
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could, happy in the knowledge that every place was unknown.

BY SYSTEMATICALLY CHARTING THEIR FRONTIERS, the British sought to secure their empire, yet
the riddle of the still-undiscovered falls transformed imperial dreams of geographical conquest into a
yearning for what lay beyond the horizons of empirical knowledge. At the end of the nineteenth century,
what Joseph Conrad had called the last remaining “blank spots of delightful mystery” represented not only
unexplored portions of the Earth but gateways to new orders of experience. Like a distant mirror, the
long-imagined Falls of the Tsangpo reflected the era’s twinned, if seemingly contrary, spirits of science
and romanticism. The waterfall became a symbol of the unattainable for both East and West, Bailey’s
“last secret place” conflating with the Tibetan vision of an unmappable paradise—a place long imagined
but never reached. Like Yangsang—the ultimate goal of Tibetan pilgrims—the lost falls filled a blank spot
not only on the map of the world but in the human spirit. In an audience, the Dalai Lama likened Pemako
to Shambhala, a mythical kingdom described in the Buddhist Tantras, a place both of the earth but beyond
it, a place, His Holiness said, one could actually visit but not by conventional means.



IN THE LATE 1980S TRAVEL RESTRICTIONS tightened in Tibet in response to demonstrations in
Lhasa for independence from Chinese rule. I contemplated ever more elaborate ways to reach the Tsangpo
gorges. One day while discussing the matter with Tashi Tsering in a Dharamsala teahouse, I learned of a
young Tibetan woman named Ayang Lhamo, whose grandfather had been a lama in Pemako. Ayang had
lived for several years in Italy but had recently returned to her parents’ home in a Tibetan resettlement
camp not far from Dharamsala, Tashi told me. “Ayang is spirited and pretty and speaks the local Pemako
dialect. She has relatives there who will be able to help you. You should ask her to go with you.”

On the day I left Dharamsala, Tashi handed me a stack of thick worm-eaten folios wrapped in a silk
khata, or offering scarf. The densely marked pages comprised one of the earliest surviving manuscripts
concerning Pemako, Tashi told me, and contained rituals and invocations to open the doors to the hidden-
lands. ¢ At each cardinal direction are gates with so-called curtains, obstructions that must be overcome
before the beyul can be entered. But more important than any ritual, Tashi said, was to go with what
Tibetans call danang, or pure vision—something, I suppose, like what William Blake meant when he
wrote of seeing “not with the eyes but through them.”

I hired a vintage Ambassador taxi to drive me to the resettlement camp and sought out the house of
Ayang Lhamo. Her grandfather had been the head lama of a monastery only an hour’s walk from the one
where Kinthup had sought refuge after escaping from slavery. Between bowls of home-brewed chang, a
potent beverage made from fermented barley, Ayang’s mother regaled me with stories of life in this
remote land. “When people die there,” she told me, “rainbows touch the bodies of the dead.” “Have you
seen this yourself?” I asked. “Not just me,” she said, “everyone sees these things in Pemako.”

Ayang took me to meet two togdens, dreadlocked yogis, who had escaped from Tibet in 1959 following
a route through the Tsangpo gorges. In the middle of winter, they had traveled for weeks through the wilds
of Pemako, living on the bark of trees and boiled shoe leather, their dreams deepening and guiding them
toward Yangsang. They kept warm practicing tummo, the yoga of inner heat. Without the appropriate texts,
they had been unable to locate Pemako’s innermost realms, and with Chinese soldiers in close pursuit,
they had crossed the border into India.

Ayang asked one of the togdens to perform a divination as to whether she should go with me to Pemako.
It came out favorably and, with her parents’ approval, we made immediate plans to leave for Tibet. Using
Ayang’s connections, we planned to hire a truck to transport us clandestinely to where we could cross
over the mountains into Pemako. As Ayang had relatives in one of the first villages we would reach after
crossing the Doshung-La pass, we felt confident that we would be aided in our journey onward toward the
heart of the beyul.

In Kathmandu, Ayang and I scoured local trekking shops to outfit her with hiking boots and other
essential gear. Bhakha Tulku had come down from Yolmo and began translating the Pemako neyigs which
I had brought back from Dharamsala, annotating them with his own insights and experience.






Plans changed abruptly, however, a week before our intended departure. Due to proindependence
demonstrations in Lhasa on March 10—the thirtieth anniversary of the day in 1959 when Chinese troops
trained their guns on the Dalai Lama’s summer palace and massacred thousands of Tibetans—the Chinese
government declared martial law and cancelled all travel permits to Tibet. I went to see Chatral
Rinpoche, who said, “Go to Beyul Kyimolung instead and meditate.”

The hidden-land of Kyimolung lies in the Tibetan borderlands, north of the Himalayas and beyond the
headwaters of one of Nepal’s greatest rivers, the Buri Gandaki. Milarepa, Tibet’s revered poet-sage, had
visited the area in the eleventh century and described it as a demon-infested land with an
incomprehensible language. Kyimolung’s inner valleys were opened only in the seventeenth century, when
an itinerant yogi followed a red mountain goat to the base of a sheer cliff. He found three scrolls hidden in
the rock, one of which, “The Heart Mirror of Vajrasattva,” designates places for meditation where one
can reputedly accomplish in a single day what elsewhere takes years to attain.

With Tibet closed and a new agenda of solitary retreat, Ayang returned to India while I prepared for the
journey up the Buri Gandaki with Hamid Sardar, a recent graduate of Tufts University who had first come
to Nepal two years earlier on a semester abroad program which I had been directing.

Hamid was born in Iran and had lived in Tehran before the revolution, in a house surrounded by
gardens and towering walls. He summered with his family at an estate on the Caspian Sea, where his
father took him to fish for sturgeon and to hunt bear. When he was ten, his father made a difficult shot over
his shoulder to fell a large brown bear that had reared up out of the underbrush and was poised to attack
him. As Hamid told the story, he saw a wildness when looking into the eyes of the bear that he had sought
to rediscover ever since. In 1978, when street riots calling for the overthrow of the shah erupted, Hamid’s
family left for Greece, where his uncle was ambassador. Soon thereafter the Ayatollah Khomeini seized
power and plunged the country into a decade of war with Iraqg. Hamid then moved with his parents and
two younger brothers to a chateau outside of Paris where his father began to breed Arabian horses.

Years later, while attending college in the United States, Hamid learned of Bon, Tibet’s pre-Buddhist
shamanic religion, which traces its origins to Tazig in ancient Persia. A growing interest in Eastern
mysticism led to his college semester abroad in Nepal in 1987 and to our shared interest in Tibet’s
hidden-lands. I had told Hamid about the remote sanctuary that I had heard about in Kathmandu and,
during his independent study period, he had traveled to Yolmo and met with Chatral Rinpoche. Hamid
found his way to the hidden cave and spent several weeks alone there, producing a series of haikulike
poems called “Naked Mist,” which he submitted in lieu of a final report. When he left the valley, he
forged a trail through a previously untrammeled gorge. Impressed by his boldness, Chatral Rinpoche
initiated him into the practices of Vajrayana Buddhism and conferred on him the name Lekdrup Dorje,
Adamantine Accomplishment. The following summer—while I stayed in the cave in Pemthang—Hamid
also returned to Yolmo and began another protracted meditation retreat. Although Pemako and the
Tsangpo gorges had become a dream for both of us, we were eager to deepen our Buddhist practice with
further mountain retreats. Kyimolung, the hidden-land in the Tibetan borderlands, seemed the next best
thing to Pemako.

After a ten-day trek Hamid and I passed through a series of stone portals, crossed a plank bridge over a
narrow gorge hundreds of feet deep, and entered Beyul Kyimolung. By chance, we arrived on the tenth
day of the third Tibetan month, the beginning of an annual festival when herders and shamans from the



surrounding mountains gather to perform religious ceremonies and sacred dances at an isolated gompa
circled by glaciers and towering peaks. When we reached the monastery, the head lama was performing a
ceremony at the valley’s “soul tree,” an ancient cedar rising above the temple walls. Seated beside him
was a row of rough-clad village ngakpas, or lay lamas, visibly drunk and banging on large double-
headed ritual drums. A pretty nun, equally intoxicated, was brewing a batch of potent grain alcohol in an
iron cauldron as pilgrims arrived bearing alpine flowers.

Chatral Rinpoche had written us a letter of introduction and, after the conclusion of the three-day
festival—during which monastic vows had been resolutely suspended—the head lama, Chokyi Nima, Sun
of the Dharma, led Hamid and me through steep forests to two caves—several hours apart—where we
would spend the next month in solitary meditation. Hamid’s cave, Fortress of the Vajra, was built into a
cliff overlooking glaciers; mine, several miles away through fir and bamboo forests, was perched above a
waterfall looking across at walls of ice and rock that form the border with Tibet. The lama referred to the
cave as Sangwa Dechen Puk, the Secret Cave of Bliss, and told me that it had been used for centuries for
the Tantric practices of korde rushen and tsalung.



During the month that I stayed at the cave wild Himalayan tahr, a species of mountain goat with short
curving horns and flowing hair, grazed nearby, entirely unconcerned by my presence. Between sessions of
meditation, I made journeys to the waterfall to collect water. The Tibetan saint Milarepa had meditated in
the same valley, writing ecstatic verse such as:

The wilderness cave is an open market
where Samsara can be bartered for Nirvana.

In the monastery of your heart and body
lies a temple where all the Buddhas unite.

After a month, I traversed along moss-laden cliffs and found Hamid perched on his ledge, gazing out at
glaciers hanging from the valley wall.

With our retreats finished, Hamid and I continued up the Buri Gandaki on an ancient trade and
pilgrimage route toward Tibet. In 1990, the area was completely closed to foreigners, and to circumvent a
police check post guarding the upper valley we camouflaged our packs with pine boughs and traveled
after sunset, sleeping in caves to avoid detection. In one of the odd ironies common on pilgrimage, we
were assisted on our mission by two young women of Tibetan descent who had seduced and robbed us on
our journey up the Buri Gandaki six weeks before.

Once in the upper valley, we visited hermitages where Milarepa had meditated nearly a thousand years
ago. The most important site, we learned, lay across the Himalayas in Tibet. Closer to the border we took
refuge in a village of retired Khampa guerillas, one of whom offered to send his son to take us into Tibet



over an obscure pass that did not appear on our map. Traveling as lightly as possible, we crossed high
glaciers and descended snowfields into a village where children announced our arrival by shouting, “The
Chinese have come! The Chinese have come!”

To our knowledge, no Westerners had ever visited this remote settlement and there was no precedent
for our appearance, still less for our being allowed to continue deeper into Tibet without passports. At
our guide’s insistence, we attempted to pass ourselves off, not as Chinese, but as a Nepalese doctor and
schoolteacher on pilgrimage. Whether or not the headman believed this improbable story, he said he had
no authority to let us continue but that if we waited three days, he would send a runner to the nearest
Chinese headquarters and request permission for us to continue our journey. Until the runner returned we
could stay as his guests. The plan suited us well for, in any event, Hamid was snowblind from our trip
over the pass. Expecting a Chinese police patrol to come and arrest us, Hamid and I sat with our packs by
an abandoned Chinese bunker above the village. From our lofty vantage point I could watch the trail by
which the messenger, and anyone accompanying him, would have to return.

Two days later, we watched the runner descending the steep escarpment leading into the valley with no
more than his single companion. He bore surprising news. In the absence of any Chinese officials, the
local Tibetan authorities had sent a letter to the headman requesting him to escort us to the region’s
primary pilgrimage site, a cave complex called Dorje Trakdzong, where Milarepa had perfected the



practice of powa, or transference of consciousness. Relieved at not being reprimanded for having
allowed us to stay the few days that we already had, the headman sent us with horses for the journey to the
caves. Accompanying us were his son and daughter. Dressed in a faux leopard-skin jacket, his daughter
served us tea beside the trail on colorful Tibetan carpets. After our return to the village the following day,
they escorted us up toward the pass. Never sure just who they thought we were—Westerners or Nepalese
—we crossed the snow-covered divide with our Khampa guide and descended back into Nepal.

Weeks later, when we were back in Kathmandu, we heard that during our illicit sojourn in Tibet,
Chinese students and ordinary citizens had protested in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. Unnerved by their
demands for democracy, the eighty-three-year-old Communist party patriarch, Deng Xiaoping, had sent
tanks and PLA soldiers to quash the “counter revolutionary rebellion.” On June 4, the day we had crossed
the pass, hundreds, if not thousands, of Chinese had been killed. Fearing further uprisings beyond Beijing,
martial law had been declared throughout Tibet.



Measuring Darkness

I HAD BEEN LIVING in Kathmandu for more than six years now, from 1984 to 1990. Like Paul Bowles’s
Tangiers or Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria, Kathmandu, with its vital mingling of ethnic groups and
cultural traditions, offered a rich curriculum in which lines sometimes blurred between formal study and
experiences beyond what Richard Burton had once called “the deadly shade of respectability.” Since
Nepal opened its borders in the 1950s, many Americans and Europeans had found their way to this
crossroads between south and central Asia. Many felt they had come of age here, and the kingdom, ever
accommodating, referred to the growing expatriate community as Nepal’s “forty-forth tribe.” Some found
their calling as artists, writers, or photographers. Others dealt in antiques or more nefarious commodities.
Many became Buddhist practitioners, supporting themselves by diverse means as their visas, passports,
and connections to the West slowly expired.

Unlike foreign communities in other Asian capitals, Kathmandu’s expatriates were rarely motivated by
economic or career considerations. They were more impelled by an ill-defined sense that this cash-poor
mountain kingdom with its wealth of ancient traditions could provide a more fulfilling existence than their
cultures of origin. An important aspect of the Kathmandu experience for many of us was the presence of
the Tibetan lamas who had settled there after the Communist invasion of their homeland during the 1950s.
Their teachings of Tantric Buddhism offered an inspiring vision of human potential which had resonated
deeply and assuaged a spiritual restlessness that more orthodox religions had failed to address.
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Despite Kathmandu’s legendary enticements I felt an increasing pull to return to graduate school in the
West; not to prepare myself for a job in academia, but to frame what often felt like an excess of
experience in some larger perspective. I worried sometimes that, like the narrator in one of Henry
James’s novels, “I had spent too long in foreign parts.”
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On trips to America and Europe, I met with professors in anthropology departments at Berkeley and
Oxford, but never felt sufficiently inspired to commit myself to the doctoral programs that they headed. In
the end, I applied to Columbia’s Graduate School of Religion; it offered a Buddhist studies program
chaired by Robert Thurman who had recently appointed an erudite Nyingma scholar whom I hoped would
prove a sympathetic mentor. Although I submitted essays, transcripts, and letters of recommendation, I
never completed all elements of the application. The Graduate Record Examinations, central to the
process, were offered in Kathmandu at a time when my work required me to accompany students on a
village stay in the mountains. I accepted then that my fate did not lie in academia and that my interest in
Buddhism and sacred landscapes would remain primarily experiential. As I settled deeper into my life in
Kathmandu I soon forgot all about the abandoned application.

Months later, in April 1990, I was woken up at two in the morning by a telephone call from the review
board at Columbia University. “We’re looking over applications,” a male voice said, “and we see that
yours is not complete.” Before I could mumble any response, the voice continued over the static, “You’re
still interested in coming aren’t you?” I replied that I was interested, but that as I wasn’t able to take the
Graduate Record Exams, I didn’t see how it would be possible. “We’ll see what we can do,” he said, and
hung up the phone. The next night I was woken again by a second call. It was the same unknown voice.
“We’re ready to offer you a full scholarship and stipend,” he said, “but you’ll have to let us know by the
end of the week.” The call was as brief as before. I put back the receiver and fell back into troubled
dreams.



The offer presented me with a dilemma. I had already planned on leaving my position with the School
for International Training at the end of the spring semester. From the summer onward, I intended on
making an extended journey to India’s shaktipiths, the preeminent places of Tantric pilgrimage and
primary influences on the Tibetan texts describing hidden-lands.?” Long before the Tantras were ever
written down, practitioners congregated at remote sanctuaries in Assam, Orissa, and other regions of the
Indian subcontinent where anatomical parts of a cosmic goddess were said to have fallen to Earth. I
planned to keep a journal of a pilgrimage to some of the twenty-four primary shaktipiths that Tibetans
also hold as sacred, exploring the ways in which the Tantric tradition transformed in its journey north
across the Himalayas. If I could later find a sympathetic publisher, I hoped to turn the journey into a book,
but the primary motivation was personal; an immersion in places where the physical and spiritual worlds
are said to overlap. Now, rather than journeying through the limbs, eyes, and womb of a terrestrialized
goddess, I was confronted with the alternative prospect of years in lower Harlem: paper deadlines,
sleepless nights, and perambulations through the catacomb-like depths of Columbia’s world-renowned
library.

I consulted a lama who was famous for his divinations: “It’s not the worst thing that could happen,” he
said. Although far from reassured, I had definite concerns about staying on in Nepal. A complex
relationship with a Nepali woman who claimed to be intermittently possessed by the same goddess whose
sites I hoped to visit in India had exposed me to energies well over my head and the prospects of cool,
academic halls had a sudden if still ambiguous appeal. In addition, the National Merit Fellowship that I
had been offered would be hard to turn down. I called back that night and said yes, I would come.

)
)

I SHIPPED BACK BOOKS, CLOTHES, OLD MASKS, and Tibetan carpets, but kept my lease, lending
the apartment I had been living in to a renegade white-robed Tantrika visiting from India. I arrived in
New York on the last day of registration, and to explore my new surroundings got off the train at 125th
Street on the east side of Manhattan and walked west through Harlem. With a daypack filled with
notebooks and registration materials, I followed 125th Street to Morningside Park and entered a canopy
of tall elms. I soon realized that the park was empty except for two ominous-looking men rapidly
converging on me from opposite directions. I moved from the grass onto an asphalt walkway, eyeing a
staircase leading to a street above. As they quickened their pace, I bolted for the steps with my pursuers
close behind.

When I walked through the campus gates—the Goddess Columbia holding up the torch of illumination
on the steps of Lowe Library and a bronze owl peering from a fold in her robes—I felt an immediate
sense of sanctuary. I met with the head of the department, Professor Robert Thurman, in his office and told
him of the route I had taken. “Needle Park! No one in their right mind goes through there,” he said. After
discussing course options, he asked me whether I had any ideas regarding my dissertation. In this at least I
felt no ambivalence. I wanted to write on beyul, the hidden-lands.



AT THE SAME TIME, Hamid entered a doctoral program at Harvard’s Department of Sanskrit and
Tibetan Studies. We often talked by phone. Hamid shared a small house in Cambridge with a former
classmate from Tufts who had recently returned from the Peace Corps in Africa. Because of my
fellowship, I was given a tiny studio at the New York Theological Union on 121st Street with a wayward
elevator on one side and a subway surfacing from underground on the other. A neurotic neighbor who was
studying for the priesthood talked to himself quite audibly on the far side of a thin wall. When I went out
to buy textbooks for my courses, I saw a title by Bruce Chatwin that I couldn’t resist adding to the
ominously large pile: What Am I Doing Here?

I registered in the gymnasium for courses in Tibetan language, Indian civilization, and theories and
methods in the study of religion. The highlights, however, were the courses I could only audit: Thurman’s
discourses on Buddhism, and a seminar on the influence of Eastern thought on nineteenth-century
American literature. As heady as the subject matter was, the courses lacked the intimacy between student
and don that I had experienced at Oxford. The closest approximations were discussions with a professor
in the art history department on her fieldwork in northeastern India studying Tantric pilgrimage sites and
breakfasts at a local diner with a discontented department head who discoursed jadedly on Claude Lévi-
Strauss, structural anthropology, and the soulessness of American universities.

From Columbia’s vast library I sought out texts only peripherally related to my class subjects: studies
of pilgrimage in medieval Europe (barefoot journeys of atonement—six, ten, or twelve years in duration
—often substituted for terms in dungeons) and ethnographies of obscure tribes in northeastern India.
Along with staid papers on methodology in the study of religion, I filled pages with arcane speculations
on Tantra’s assimilation of tribal rites and explored connections between Celtic sea voyages in search of
mythical islands, Taoist quests for the Land of the Immortals, and the Tibetans’ own search for hidden-
lands. As much as I enjoyed these journeys into the archives, I soon realized that the dissertation I had
imagined on Tibet’s sacred geography would be less than fulfilling. As early as the eighth century a
Tantric sage named Saraha had warned of the futility of exclusively intellectual approaches to knowledge,
comparing them metaphorically to trying to measure darkness. Although I was grateful for the opportunity
to deepen my studies, I worried that the pursuit of a doctorate would restrict me to a world of classrooms
and dim-lit libraries.

I skipped classes to visit a Tibetan lama living on West End Avenue and to attend auctions at Sotheby’s,
where a Japanese collector had enlisted me to purchase thangkas for his collection of Tibetan art. I began
to suspect I was no longer cut out for university life. Overt discontent proliferated throughout the graduate
school of religion, and New York as a whole began to seem the epitome of samsara, the world of
thwarted hopes and unfulfilled, if unacknowledged, desires that Henry Miller had called “the air-
conditioned nightmare.”

The final turning point in my stay at Columbia was a lecture by Professor Thurman on the origins of
Tantric Buddhism. I sat in the auditorium with an alluring woman of Japanese descent whom I had met a
month earlier at a Halloween party (and who four years later joined me on my second trip to Pemako).
Thurman began the lecture by invoking the life of an eleventh-century Mahasiddha named Naropa,
narrating how this great scholar at the Buddhist university of Nalanda had been inspired to renounce his
academic studies and pursue a more primary path toward enlightenment. While reading in his cell, a
cronelike cleaning lady peered over his shoulder and asked, “Do you understand the meaning or just the



words?” When the erudite logician replied that he most definitively understood the meaning, the old
woman reprimanded him for lying and encouraged him to leave his cloistered existence and seek out more
authentic knowledge in the jungle. With a peal of enigmatic laughter, she dissolved into a rainbow and
flew out the window, revealing her true identity as a dakini—a tantric muse who urges adepts beyond
logic, reason, and abstract theory and guides them toward the unwalled sanctuary of the illuminated heart.
Reflecting on his encounter, Naropa realized that life as it is commonly experienced is “like a deer
chasing a mirage . . . fleeting mist and rippling water . . . a flame flickering in the wind . . . delusion,
dreams, and bewilderment, the waterfall of old age and death.”38

Like other adepts before him Naropa ultimately abandoned dry intellectual pursuits and entered tribal
regions beyond the pale of Brahmanical society. Through a series of trials, rich in symbolic meaning, he



realized the ultimate nature of mind and phenomena, beyond all divisions and rationally constrained
perceptions. As his teacher Tilopa instructed him:

Watch without watching for something.

Look from the invisible at what cannot be grasped.

To see and yet to see no things

Is to find freedom in and through yourself . . .

Dwell in the unity of Samsara and Nirvana.

Look into the mirror of your mind, which is radiant delight,
The mysterious home of the dakini.2

When I left the auditorium it was already dark. Police sirens and cold November winds swept across
Broadway. I realized then that it was time to head for less administered terrain. A week later I wrote a
letter to my academic adviser and another to Thurman explaining why I would be leaving the program
after the fall semester. By the end of December, I was back in Nepal plotting a journey to Tibet.

)
)

WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN an existential crisis was averted by an offer to collaborate on a book on the
Tibetan life cycle. I would travel with two close friends through eastern and central Tibet and contribute
chapters on Tibetan approaches to pilgrimage, death, and spiritual liberation. Bhakha Tulku’s daughter,
whose name was Yeshe Choden and who would be studying at Middlebury College the following fall,
came with us as a research assistant in areas of Tibet where local dialects bear little resemblance to the
classical Tibetan that I had studied in Nepal. If possible, we would visit her father’s monastery and
ancestral seat in the region of Powo. High, snow-covered passes lead from there into Pemako, and I
packed in hopes of possibly following the route which Bhakha Tulku had taken over the Dashing-La pass
to the sacred mountain Kundu Dorsempotrang. Although I was officially only on leave from Columbia, I
felt freed from the dichotomies presented by Buddhist scholasticism and eager to reenter more vital
streams of experience.

After waiting for travel permits in Chengdu in western Szechuan, we were told, somewhat predictably,
that the valley of Powo was still out of bounds, as it had been when Bailey had first tried to travel there in
1911. Our month-long journey was restricted to those regions in Kham which lay east of the border with
the more politically sensitive Tibetan Autonomous Region.

On our return to Chengdu in August, I gave my name to a prominent Chinese travel agency in hopes that
they would contact me if permits were ever granted for the Powo and Pemako regions. The director had
told me of a “Doctor Fisher” who was supposedly organizing a scientific expedition into the Namcha
Barwa Grand Canyon. He would give my name to him, he said, but as I immersed myself in the writing of
the book I thought little about it.



The Invitation

IN APRIL 1993, after submitting my contributions to the book on Tibetan life cycles but before its
publication, I was awakened in the middle of the night by a call from a night clerk in Kathmandu’s
telecommunications office. A telegram had come for me, he said, marked urgent. I sat up groggily on my
mattress. The heady scent of night jasmine streamed through open shutters. Calling the telephone number
at the end of the message, I talked with Richard D. Fisher of Wilderness Research in Tucson, Arizona,
who claimed to have been issued the first permits for the Great Bend region of the Tsangpo gorge. This
would be a historic journey, he claimed, the first attempt to raft “the Mount Everest of rivers.”

Fisher claimed to have a state-of-the-art self-bailing boat and told me that he had applied for permits to
raft down the Tsangpo River as far as the Indian border. He asked me what experience I had had on white
water. Some, I said, but confessed that I would prefer to travel through the region on land. The prospect of
rafting through what Morshead had described as “a boiling, seething mass” was far from appealing. But it
was impossible to resist the possibility of a sanctioned journey through the restricted and uncharted
regions which I had been reading about for years in Tibetan texts and hearing about from Tibetan lamas,
pilgrims, and refugees. Fisher’s voice sounded high-strung and the telephone line was plagued by echoes.
I wasn’t sure whether I was being recruited or discouraged. “If you’re not in Lhasa by April 21,” he said,
“we’re leaving without you.”






THE DAY BEFORE FLIGHT to Lhasa I went to see Chatral Rinpoche at his hermitage at the edges of the
Kathmandu Valley. He was sitting outside on the skin of a clouded leopard, pressing gold leaf into a
ceramic bowl to make mendrup, a consecrated elixir originally used as a support in the practice of
Tibetan Buddhist yogas. He cut up a musk pod and added it to the mortar. You’ll see many of these in
Pemako, he said. The strong aroma drifted through my nostrils, blending with the scents of sandalwood,
saffron, and cloves that provide an aromatic base for other undisclosed ingredients. As Chatral Rinpoche
added a bear’s gallbladder to the dubious concoction, I sat down with Saraswati and two monks to help
add the gold. Each leaf was infinitesimally thin; when touched, it instantly adhered to the skin. As we sat
by the bowl, Saraswati told me that one of Rinpoche’s students—Daku Sherpa—the wife of Tenzing
Norgay, Hillary’s companion in 1953 on the first ascent of Everest, had recently died from an illness that
she had contracted while on pilgrimage to Pemako. Traveling through villages in Pemako’s more
accessible regions across the Tibetan border in the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh, her body had
become blue and swollen. Word had been sent that she had been poisoned by a practitioner of a cult in
which a mixture of snake venom, toxic plants, and pulverized toads is administered to the unwary. She had
eventually died in a town below Darjeeling, claiming that because she had reached the sacred land of
Pemako she now had nothing to fear from death. Chatral Rinpoche had performed ceremonies during her
cremation, directing her spirit toward the shingkam, celestial Buddha Realms of which Pemako is held to
be an earthly emanation.

When the mendrup was placed on the fire, Chatral Rinpoche took out a songdu, a protection cord spun
from the wool of a black yak. He tied nine knots along its length and, over the next hour, as he continued
with the preparations of the elixir, he recited mantras over it and rubbed it between his hands. Then, as
darkness claimed the limestone cliffs above the monastery, he tied it around my neck. “Don’t lose this,” he
said, speaking in Tibetan, “Pemako can be dangerous.” When I asked for parting advice on how to move
through the landscape, he replied pragmatically, “It rains a lot and the trails are rough: bring an umbrella
and good boots.”

As T walked back toward the road with the sachet of mendrup that Chatral Rinpoche had given me on
leaving, Saraswati related how, decades earlier, her grandfather Dulshuk Lingpa had perished in an
avalanche while searching for a beyul called Pemathang, the Lotus Fields, to the east of Kanchenjunga.
Bushwhacking through the dense Himalayan jungles, the lama had told his followers not to remove the
leeches that feasted on their blood and to maintain a vision of their goal beyond the ice walls of the
28,208-foot mountain. While crossing a high pass, collapsing cornices had swept Dulshuk Lingpa and his
fellow pilgrims down the glacier, burying them in the snow. The lama perished and those who survived
were forced to amputate fingers and toes. After recovering, some resumed their journey and were never
heard from again.









PART TWO

THE GORGE

The pious will lack the means to open the way to the hidden-lands. . . . Those who contemplate going will often fall
prey to their fears and will lack the requisite courage. Those who do go will often be slandered by [others] who are
envious of their good fortune. . . . For all who lack the auspicious circumstances to journey to these hidden-lands. . . .
the beyul will remain no more than imagined paradises of enlightened beings; they will not manifest simply through
contemplation and idle talk.

PADMASAMBHAVA, The Outer Passkey to the Hidden-Lands

With every step the way [into Pemako] seemed to become more difficult; the ground was again rougher and the
mountains steeper; the trees here grew much taller. In places we had to negotiate great rocks, only able to be
crossed by narrow foot-holds. . . . Our journey now took us through yet stranger country; there were all sorts of
trees forming a dense jungle with no level spaces; a tangle of mountains with continual rain and mist. . . .
CHOGYAM TRUNGPA, Born in Tibet



Every day the scene grew more savage; the mountains higher and steeper. . . . The great river was plunging down,

down, boring ever more deeply into the bowels of the earth. The snow-peaks enclosed us in a ring of ice. Dense
jungle surged over the cliffs . . .

FRANK KINGDON WARD, The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges

There is an unaccountable solace that fierce landscapes offer to the soul.
BELDON LANE, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes



April 1993

The Year of the Water Bird

FLYING NORTHEAST from Kathmandu toward Tibet’s single commercial airport, our pilot navigated
through banks of clouds between Everest and Kanchenjunga, the earth’s highest and third-highest
mountains. Windswept summits and vast fields of ice and light passed like apparitions beneath the wings
of the Boeing 747.

As we continued northward, the skies opened and shimmering glaciers turned into barren high-altitude
plains. The Tsangpo River appeared suddenly on the horizon, a glittering swath of water that flows for
nearly 1,000 miles across the roof of the world.

We landed at an airstrip built along the braided channels of this legendary river, which has served for
millennia as the central artery of Tibetan civilization. Tibetan myths correspond with the geological
record and describe the Tsangpo as the remnants of a vast, primeval sea that once covered the Tibetan
plateau. Forty to fifty million years ago, the Indian subcontinent began to collide with the Asian landmass,
forcing the earth upward into collosal mountains and reducing the ancient Sea of Tethys to scattered lakes
and the great river that now flowed before us along the tectonic fault line.

From its source near Mount Kailas in far western Tibet, the Tsangpo—which means the Great Purifier
—descends from glaciers and flows eastward through an arid landscape of rock outcrops, wind-blasted
dunes, and scrub juniper. As it drops in altitude into warmer, forested regions east of Lhasa, it forms an
ever-narrowing chasm, gradually transforming into seething rapids as it bores its way through a still-
uplifting wall of jagged, glacier-covered peaks at the eastern end of the Himalayan range. Plunging
between two of the world’s highest mountains, Namcha Barwa (the Blazing Meteorite) and Gyala Pelri
(the Glorious Peak), the river forms a gorge three times as deep as the Grand Canyon and hailed by

Chinese geologists as the world’s deepest.!

A CHINESE GEOLOGIST from the Institute of Mineral Sciences in Chengdu met me at the airstrip.
Introducing himself as the guide and liaison officer attached to Richard Fisher’s “Namcha Barwa Grand
Canyon Rafting Expedition,” Geng Quanru—or “Mr. Gunn,” as he called himself—told me that Fisher had
left with the group at 5 a.m. that morning as they were becoming “scattered” in Lhasa. If we drove all
night, Gunn said, we could catch up with them the next morning.

The road to Lhasa runs west along the southern banks of the Tsangpo. The river was more than a mile
across here, its gray-green currents punctuated by shifting sandbars, hazards for the yak-hide coracles and
primitive barges that ply these placid midsections of the river. Green fields of barley and lines of poplar



and dwarf willow fringed the opposite bank, beneath gray cliffs and barren shale-strewn peaks. We turned
north over a bridge guarded by Chinese soldiers and, in another hour, drove into Tibet’s capital.

While Gunn and the Chinese driver filled reserve tanks with gasoline, I made a quick visit to the
Jokhang, Tibet’s most revered temple. Built more than 1,800 years ago, the Jokhang draws pilgrims from
all corners of the plateau. Nomads in yak-hide chubas and Khampas from eastern Tibet sporting high fox
fur hats and mirrored sunglasses poured crushed juniper into stone censers outside the main gates.
Fragrant smoke curled into the sky as offerings to ancient spirits as pilgrims wound their way into the
Jokhang’s interior.

The temple’s innermost sanctum harbors a golden, jewel-encrusted Buddha, but the building’s original
purpose was to stake down the heart of a malevolent demoness, the Srinmo, whose limbs and energies
were said to spread throughout the Tibetan landscape. Tibet’s earliest chronicles narrate how the
Srinmo’s various body parts were pinned down with multitiered Buddhist temples, allowing the Buddhist
doctrine to flourish. Two hundred and fifty miles to the east of Lhasa, near the entrance to the Tsangpo
gorge, a gilt-roofed temple immobilizes the Srinmo’s right elbow. Another seventh-century structure in
Powo, the Dungchu Lhakhang, is said to decommission her left hand. Many of the scrolls describing
Pemako were discovered in these ancient temples.2

All food on the expedition was to be provided by our Chinese host agency, and before setting out from
Lhasa, Gunn brought me to a lavish Szechuan-style restaurant with round windows and a red velvet
ceiling. The pig’s intestines that constituted our main course were not a personal favorite, nor were the
tins of sweetened black fish I saw the driver loading into the back of the Land Cruiser. In the markets



surrounding the Jokhang, I stocked up on dried yak meat, tsampa, and apricot kernels. Apart from desiring
more palatable fare, I wanted to be sure that I could head out on my own. I was not optimistic about the
proposed rafting trip, and my major incentive for joining Fisher’s expedition was to get through the series
of armed check posts on the three-day drive to the gorge leading into Pemako.

My sense of antipiciation was mounting. Aside from the gorge’s sacred significance to Tibetans, it was
a naturalist’s wonderland. Surging through a mountain wall only slightly lower than Mount Everest, the
Tsangpo carves its way downward between towering cliffs as warm, moisture-laden air funnels up the
gorge from the Bay of Bengal. The clouds collide with the cold, dry air of the Himalayas and create a
unique ecosystem that ranges from arctic to subtropical. Glaciers spill into cloud forests, and jungles and
ravines teem with rare and unknown plants. Endangered species, including Tibet’s last remaining tigers,
thrive in the old-growth forests of bamboo, rhododendron, and towering cypress.

Much of Pemako lies in disputed territory between India and China. The only recent map I was able to
find—a 1:250,000 projection compiled in 1954 by the Army Map Service in Washington, D.C.—was full
of cautionary provisions. Some areas were simply left blank and labeled as “unexplored.” Others
indicated “indefinite” borders and “approximate alignments.” Current Chinese maps show their
sovereignty extending as far as the Brahmaputra valley in Assam, but they offer little topographical detail.
Although China opened Tibet to tourism in the early 1980s, Pemako was designated a “special military
region” and remained resolutely out of bounds. No permits had ever before been issued. Over lunch, Gunn
showed me the sheaves of documents from China’s Bureau of Foreign Affairs, the Military High
Command in Beijing, and Lhasa’s Public Security Bureau that he would have to show at checkpoints
along the road leading toward the gorge. I kept the translations of the treasure scrolls that I had brought
with me from Kathmandu well hidden.

WE DROVE EASTWARD OUT OF LHASA along roads like dry riverbeds. Plumes of dust streamed
behind us across the treeless plains. We climbed higher, over snow-covered passes where our tires
lurched through slush and half-frozen mud, dangerously close to precipitous drops. Gunn sat in the front of
the Toyota Land Cruiser conversing with the driver and recycling the same cassette tape of what sounded
like Chinese opera hour after hour. Jostled in the backseat, I brooded about the forthcoming rafting
expedition over perhaps the most treacherous stretch of river in the world. My own desire was to wander
on foot through Pemako’s mist-shrouded valleys, following a very different itinerary. The fact that I had
twice nearly drowned, once on a rafting expedition in Nepal, didn’t add to my enthusiasm.

I thought of my great grandfather, who had nearly drowned while surveying for the Canadian Pacific
Railway during the same years—1881-83—that Kinthup had performed his covert mission for the British
Survey of India. Charged with mapping a route through the Rocky Mountains and the lesser-known “snow-
clad desolation” of the Selkirk Range, William Edgar Baker (1856-1921) had kept a journal that I’d read
as a teenager. I was enthralled by his tales of encounters with roving bands of Blackfoot, Shushwap, and
Piegan Indians and, as he ventured deeper into the wilderness, with beaver swamps and moss-carpeted
forests where he was “more apt to see bears than anyone else in the party.” His wife, my great
grandmother, called him the Ruffian, and my father once had a photograph of him looking the part, with a
thick black beard and piercing eyes and brandishing a cutlass.



I thought of another long-dead relative, my great-great grandfather, Captain George Knight Griffin, who
had journeyed to the Klondike at the age of seventy-six and had been the only member of his party not to
drown in the Yukon. A line from his 1904 obituary had stayed with me: “He did not know what it was to
fear either man or beast and his reckless courage often placed him in dangerous situations.” If I was being
foolhardy, perhaps it was in the blood.

Bounding along the muddy, rutted road into the small hours of the night, I thought of the ten Americans
crammed into the two Land Cruisers somewhere ahead of us and felt grateful for the time alone. Darkness
and frost on the windows of the Land Cruiser veiled the landscape that passed beyond us. Sometime after
midnight, we stopped at a derelict roadside hostelry. The dormitory-style rooms were filled with Chinese
and Tibetan truck drivers plying the route between Lhasa and eastern Tibet. The proprietor gave me a bed
next to a Khampa trader whose wide-brimmed felt hat shielded his eyes from the glare of a bare security
bulb that hung from the ceiling.

We started out again at dawn and we caught up with the rest of the group before noon in the town of
Bayi, a colonial outpost built by Chinese soldiers on land reclaimed from a tributary of the Tsangpo. The
town’s broad avenues, lined with chandeliered street lights, passed between garish buildings built from
blue glass and porcelain tile. As we turned a corner near the center of town, we saw Fisher and his group
assembled in front of their two mud-splattered Land Cruisers. Bayi was officially closed to foreigners,
and three members of Fisher’s group who had strayed from a small noodle shop where they had stopped
for lunch had been brought in for questioning by plainclothed officials of the local Public Security Bureau,
China’s secret police. As we drove up, Fisher was reprimanding his wayward charges—now released—
for endangering the expedition.

DURING HIS DRAWN-OUT MONOLOGUE I met another member of the group, Ken Storm, Jr., partner
in a family enterprise called Aladdin Distributors in Minneapolis, Minnesota. As Fisher continued his
tirade, Ken and I drifted away from the main group and sought refuge behind one of the Toyotas. Behind
his wire-rimmed glasses, Ken wore the determined air of a missionary bound for far horizons. Ken had
traveled extensively in the western Himalayas and had trekked solo through Mexico’s Copper Canyon; he
had also rafted and kayaked throughout the United States. Richard Fisher (Rick) had recruited him
because of his extensive white-water experience, though Ken shared my own doubts about the expedition.
He confided that in Lhasa, Rick had forbidden them even to leave their hotel, a Chinese-built edifice with
an artificial waterfall and plastic storks suspended from the ceiling. They should conserve their energy for
the expedition, Rick had told them, not wander into the bazaars and temples of downtown Lhasa.

Ken had secured a 1:500,000 aeronautical chart of southeastern Tibet from the Defense Mapping
Agency Aerospace Center in St. Louis, Missouri. He had photocopied additional maps from a book called
Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, written by the intrepid Britsh plant collector Frank Kingdon Ward, who
had entered the Tsangpo gorge in 1924, ten years after Captain F. M. Bailey and Henry Morshead