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Foreword




have hesitated a long time, in fact for several years, before
deciding to publish this book because of the particularly
horrific nature of the events described in chapter IV and even
more so in chapter VI. Once more back in Asia I recently had
the opportunity, whilst visiting the holy Five Peak Mountain
near the Mongolian border, of meeting some Tibetan lamas
who had gone there on a pilgrimage. Two of them came from
the province of Gyarong. We happened to talk about sorcerers
and Bons, of whom there are quite a few in Gyarong I have
personally witnessed a strange phenomenon there, in one of
their monasteries (see: Au pays des Brigands-Gentilshommes,
Plon, Paris). These monks told me that although they knew
many perfectly respectable white Bons, they had also heard of
certain black Bons who engage in strange and cruel magical
practices. And, to my great surprise, they mentioned the
hollow table with the heavy lid, underneath which live men are
left to starve to death and putrefy, thereby producing an elixir
of immortality. It was in that region that the hero of this
autobiographical story which is the subject of this book
claimed to have actually seen it. No doubt he was not the only
one to have set eyes upon this macabre spectacle and at any
rate what these pilgrim lamas told me forced me to conclude
that rumours about this do exist but that they are only
whispered for fear of the Bon sorcerers. This chance confirma-
tion of what had been told to me in confidence dispelled my
doubts regarding the ethnological interest of this publication.
The circumstances under which I received the material for
this present work are clearly described in the prologue. The
reader will of course understand that the narrator of this
autobiography only told me the essential facts. The peculiar
state of mind which made him tell the events of his earlier life
ruled out any form of digression. My host was gripped by
emotions which caused him to remember and re-live the drama
he had played a part in, and he was in no state to describe to
me the places where these events had taken place nor to explain
the beliefs and customs which form the background to the
story. He knew that most of the regions in which he had lived
were well known to me and furthermore he took me for a
Tibetan.



If I had reproduced the story briefly, the way it was told to
me, many parts would have been unintelligible to strangers
unfamiliar with Tibet and its inhabitants. I therefore decided
to write this book in the form of a novel in order to be able to
describe the scenery as well as the ideological background and
thus to surround its characters with the physical and mental
setting in which they moved and which influenced them.
However, throughout the following pages, the reader should
remember that this story has been lived.

Riwotse Nga
August 1937






Prologue




hilst travelling in the province of Daishin, I had stopped

off for a few days near the residence of a rich headman,
Garab by name, who owned herds as well as fields, which is not
an uncommon combination in that region.

I was in no particular hurry to continue my journey, since I
was well received by my host. I was also enjoying the material
comfort of good and plentiful meals, the peace and security
afforded by the proximity of the herdsmen guarding the
animals, as well as the beauty of the scenery and the
conversation of my host.

There was a further reason why I had stayed on a little
longer. When Garab learned that my companion, the lama
Yongden (my adopted son and helper who travels with me)
belonged to the Khagyud-Karmapa sect,' he had requested
him to perform a rite for driving away evil spirits. Such
requests are common in Tibet and I had therefore not thought
anything of it. However, a few days later, it became clear to me
that he had very particular reasons for making this request.

Garab was a rich landowner and livestock holder; he was tall
and his complexion was somewhat dark for a Tibetan. His
gestures, which were few and precise, indicated that he was
used to exercising authority. His magnificent fiery black eyes
contrasted with the lofty detached calm of his manner.
Sometimes when he was walking along he would stop suddenly
and stand still for a long time looking at something in the
distance - I did not know what - and then again he would sit
by himself for hours, absorbed in what might have been pious
meditation had he been a religious man, but he was not.

Intrigued by his not very mongolian appearance, I had
ventured to ask the name of his native land. My curiosity
seemed to displease him, yet he had answered; ‘I am from
Ngari, far from here.’

Ngari is a large Tibetan province which borders the
Himalayas in the south; across the mountain passes lies India.
Intermarriages have produced racial mixtures of a kind
rarely seen in other parts of Tibet. His somewhat unusual
appearance could thus be explained, but how had he come to
settle so far away from his native province? I was eager to
know, but in view of the displeasure which my first question
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had caused I did not dare to ask further.

One evening, as my adopted son the lama Yongden and I
remained sitting in front of the chieftain’s tent drinking with
him until long after sunset, the muffled sound of a galloping
horse came across the grassland. Our host listened attentively.
‘A horse and rider ... the animal is heavily laden,” he said,
recognising with the fine ear of a dokpa (farmer) that it was not
a runaway horse but that someone was riding it.

A few moments later a man leapt to the ground in front of us
and helped a girl who had been riding pillion to dismount from
the horse, which was panting and steaming with sweat.

‘I need two fast and sturdy horses,” he said hurriedly to our
host. ‘I shall leave mine with you - it is young and worth a good
price - after a few days rest it wil be in perfect condition
- I have money - I shall pay whatever you ask in addition.’

‘We can talk about that tomorrow,” answered Garab. ‘The
night is falling. You can stay here and I shall have your horse
looked after.’

‘Thank you,” replied the traveller, ‘but we must go on
immediately.” And as the chieftain looked at him silently he
added: ‘We are being pursued. We must reach an encampment
where I have friends by tomorrow morning and it is a long way
from here.” And after a few moments of hesitation he added: ‘I
am abducting her ... she is willing.’

Garab was still looking at him in silence. His face remained
impassive but his fiery eyes began to sparkle. ‘Are you going of
your own free will?’ he asked the girl. ‘If you want to stay here,
say so without fear. You will be safe.’

‘I want to go with him’ she answered, drawing close to her
companion.

In the twilight this man and woman, standing there clutch-
ing one another, their faces drawn with fatigue, formed a tragic
picture.

‘Sit down,’ said our host, ‘and have some tea and something
to eat while the horses are being fetched.’

He called some men, spoke to them in a low voice, and they
went off running to another part of the camp. A little while
later they came back leading two horses, one of which was
already saddled. They put the traveller’s saddle onto the other
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one, and strapped two large saddle bags over it. 2

“There you are,’ said the chieftain simply. ‘They are fine
horses, and you will be able to make good speed right through
the night.’

‘How much do I owe you?’ asked the fugitive.

‘Nothing’ replied Garab, ‘the horse you are leaving behind is
valuable - I can tell at a glance - so it is a straight exchange for
one of the horses. The other is a present for her.” He pointed at
the girl.

“That is terribly kind ...’ began the man. ‘Go quickly,’
ordered the generous host, peremptorily, cutting him short.

In less than a minute the two were in their saddles. ‘There
are provisions in your saddle bags,’ called Garab as they were
leaving. With a kick of their heels in the bellies of their mounts
(the Tibetan do not use spurs), the lovers sped off towards the
horizon where the stars seemed to touch the earth.

Silence reigned once more over the plain. Our host went to
sit by an open fire which had been lit, and remained a long
time deep in thought. In the flickering light of the fire his face
had taken on a strange expression which I had not seen before.
Suddenly he hailed a servant and ordered him to bring spirits.
He drank several bowls in quick succession and then fell back
into his reverie.

I had seen the horses he had supplied to the runaways only
briefly, but it was clear that their market value was quite
substantial. What motive had my host for giving one of them as
a present to a complete stranger? I could not stop myself from
trying to find out.

‘You have shown yourself extremely generous towards these
lovers,” I said. ‘I have lived through that, he murmured
thoughtfully.

What had this cold and distant man lived through? A love
story? ... A drama? What could explain this sudden manifesta-
tion of sympathy for this couple in distress?

That night we did not sleep. By the campfire, silent and all
ears, we listened to an extraordinary story which our host,
because of the emotional upheaval he had experienced, relived
and told aloud, probably without being fully aware that anyone
was listening.



PART ONE

Sowing the Seeds of the Future

Chapter One




urrounded by distant mountain chains, the vast empty

desert plateau stretched under a uniform bright blue sky.
There were no birds in the air and no sign suggesting the
presence of human beings or animals. The silence was
absolute. It was the roof of the world, the last refuge of genies
and spirits who flee from man the builder of cities, the enemy
of nature.

However, on this day, apart from the invisible beings who
may have been haunting that high region, a narrow ravine in
the mountains surrounding the plateau sheltered some fifty
hard-faced men on horseback, clad in thick sheepskin robes
and wearing pointed felt hats which had once been white but
were now brown from dirt.

In front of them, at the mouth of the ravine, their young
chieftain was lying in wait, the side of his horse pressed against
the steep mountainside, difficult to see, even from nearby,
amongst the high tufts of grass irregularly spaced on the
brownish ground.

Time went by; men and horses, no doubt used to long waits,
hardly moved. Their chief, his gaze fixed on a point on the
opposite side of the plateau, was as motionless as a statue.

Suddenly his brows wrinkled with the effort to see better.
Far away, in the direction in which he was looking, a dark spot,
barely visible, had just appeared at the foot of the mountains.
Gradually it became larger, began to move, and one could
make out a troupe of beings in motion: men or animals.
Without causing his mount to move and without turning
around, the chieftain raised his hand. A quiet murmur passed
through his companions and then silence was restored.

The dark spot spread out more and more; it had ceased to be
attached to the mountain and was moving towards the empty
space. A few moments later the riders and baggage-laden
mules of a large caravan could be discerned, moving towards
one of the outlets of the plateau.

When the caravan came close to the place from which it was
being watched, the chief raised his rifle quickly over his head and
with a loud cry rushed in full gallop towards the travellers. With
wild clamour his men galloped out of the gorge behind him.

Before the people in the caravan knew what was happening,
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the robbers surrounded them, firing their rifles. Terrified by
the noise, the beasts of burden broke loose and fled in all
directions, dropping the sacks and bales they were carrying all
over the place, tripping over their broken harnesses and
neighing with fright.

It is the usual tactic of Tibetan highwaymen to provoke this
panic amongst the animals of a caravan, knowing that it
confuses their victims and paralyses their defense. Once their
account with the members of the caravan is settled, the
malefactors always manage to find the animals which by then
have calmed down, as well as the packages which have been
dropped. However, if the merchants in the caravan are
prepared for adventures of this kind and well armed, the
attackers can meet with fierce resistance. Shots are exchanged
and there will be wounded and sometimes dead on both sides.

On this occasion the travellers were only gentle pilgrims on
their way to Lhassa to bring offerings to the Dalai Lama and to
obtain his blessings.

Well informed by their spies, the robbers knew the value of
these offerings: good horses and mules, heavy silver ingots and
precious Chinese silks in considerable quantities. They were
also aware of the fact that those entrusted with guarding them
would be unable to defend them effectively.

Their assumptions proved correct. The moment the bandits
appeared the unfortunate pilgrims realised that the loss of their
possessions was inevitable. The feeble resistance they put up
did not last long and the men with their heads hanging, the
women crying, waited for the robbers to state their terms. As
always on such occasions, it was only a question of settling
minor details. The travellers did not have to fear for their
lives - all Tibetans abhor murder and only commit it as a last
resort. The highwaymen, those whom I have called elsewhere?
‘gentlemen of the highways’, are no exception. These ‘brave-
hearted’ men are nearly always religious believers and they
don’t harm their victims unless they refuse to submit meekly to
being stripped of their possessions.

The baggage of the pilgrims, their horses and mules, as well
as the jewellery and money they carry, become the property of
the robbers, but the latter will leave them enough food to
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enable them to reach the nearest inhabited region. They will
also leave them a few beasts of burden, the least valuable ones,
to carry the provisions.

Within an hour all was settled and the mournful group of
pilgrims went on their way on foot, going back across the
plateau in the direction from which they had come. These poor
people were only concerned with the problem of getting back
to their home country - to continue their journey without
provisions and without money could only have been under-
taken by hardy and determined individuals, and most of the
unhappy travellers were well-to-do people and not used to
hardships and privations. Apart from that, their pilgrimage had
lost its purpose. The gifts they were taking to Lhassa had been
taken away from them and one does not present oneself
empty-handed before a Dalai Lama.

The brigands hurriedly gathered the scattered animals and
bales, reloaded the latter onto the mules and attached the
bridles of the captured horses, which were now riderless, to
their own saddles. The division of the booty would take place
later, in safety, far from where it had been seized.

The malefactors were about to move off when a girl got up
from behind a little hillock, took a few steps forward, and stood
before them. She could only be one of the pilgrims from the
caravan - why had she not gone with her companions?

When they recovered from their suprise the men became
angry and bombarded her with questions: What did she want? A
boon? Was she trying to get back some piece of jewellery that
had been taken from her? Had she been wearing any jewellery
at the time of the attack? How could one be sure? After all, none
of them had bothered to look at the faces of those from whom
they had taken necklaces and earrings! She was a liar! An
impudent liar! She would be punished. She could go all alone
and try to catch up with her friends who were already far away.

They were all shouting at once, without rhyme or reason,
whatever came into their heads.

The girl did not move and stood like a statue, deaf to their
insults and threats.

She was very tall, beautiful and grave, waiting with her eyes
fixed upon the chief. He rode up to her.
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‘Why did you not go with the others? How come they did
not take you with them?’ he asked.

‘T hid,’” she answered.

‘You hid! Why? Are you spying on us? Are you crazy? You
have been told. It will be the worse for you if you don’t manage
to catch up with your people. Be off?’

The girl did not move.

‘Do you hear me? Be off!” repeated the chief.

‘You are the one I have seen in my dreams,’ she said softly,
as if in rapture.

‘What! exclaimed the young robber, whilst those of his
men who had heard this amazing statement burst into noisy
laughter.

The chief remained serious. He frowned and asked in a
harsh tone: ‘What do you want?’

“Take me with you,” begged the girl in a low voice.

He considered her for a moment and then, without answer-
ing, he rode in a sharp trot to the head of his band. ‘Put her on
a horse and one of you take her in tow,” he ordered over his
shoulder as he moved off.

The column of brigands got under way. Cheered by the
acquisition of rich booty and amused by the singular good
fortune which had come the way of their chief, they exchanged
coarse jokes interspersed with bursts of laughter. Steadfast on
her mount (all Tibetans are used to riding), her face impassive,
the strange girl did not seem to hear anything or to be aware of
her surroundings.

The robbers rode on without halt until after midnight. Then,
after travelling along a winding path, they reached the heart of
the mountains and the chief called a halt in a grassy valley with
a little stream. The camp was quickly set up and surrounded by
sentries. All that had to be done was to stack the stolen bales,
tie up the animals which had been taken from the pilgrims, and
light a fire. After drinking a few bowls of tea and eating two or
three balls of barley flour, the men would sleep in the open,
wrapped in their fur robes and using their saddles as pillows.
The days of feasting and celebrating the success of the
expedition would come later.

¥ %k % %k X
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The love life of the young chieftain was not unduly
encumbered with romance. The men of his profession have not
much time for it and he was even rougher than is usual
amongst his kind. Having eaten his frugal meal without haste,
he got up and said simply: ‘You wanted to come - well, come
then.” And without waiting for her he went to the place he had
chosen for spending the rest of the night.

Docile and silent, she followed him.

* k ¥k % %

Sitting on the blanket which had been their bed, the chief
thought over with amazement the new sensations he had
experienced. This audacious bandit was like a healthy young
animal and had never found sensual experiences disconcerting.
He had gone with women with the same simplicity with which
the stallions in his herds went after mares. Partly out of fear
and partly because they were attracted to the magnificent male
that he was, the girls and women amongst the nomads had
always yielded to him without difficulty and the brief contacts
he had with them never left any deep impression upon him.

... In what way then was she so different from the others?
He felt too numb to think properly about it. He relived the
thrills and pangs, the sting which had bitten his flesh and
caused him to gasp. He was still in the shadow of the upheaval
which was produced in him by the confused mixture of his
voluptuous and violent impressions. A fantastic animal seemed
to have arisen in his inmost being, to be taking possession of
him and stretching its fiery limbs into his and introducing its
head into his ... Was he going mad>...

He took hold of himself and looked at his new mistress who
was lying beside him. The russet light of the waning moon
gave her features an unearthy quality.

The Tibetans believe that it happens that female demons,
Sindongmas, for their own amusement, give themselves as
lovers to humans in order to torture and devour them in the
end. Being reasonable and down-to-earth, he had laughed at
these tales. And yet...

‘What’s your name?’ he asked abruptly.

‘Detchema’ (the bringer of joy), 4 answered the pilgrim.
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‘You live up to your name, exclaimed the chief. ‘You
certainly give pleasure - at least to me! Have you given
pleasure like that to many others before?’

“‘You know that I was a virgin,’ said the girl quietly.

The young man did not answer. He was sure of it. He had
asked the question trying to appear disparaging and detached in
order to hide his emotions.

‘My name is Garab,’ (perfect joy)s he continued. ‘Our names
go together as well as our bodies, don’t you think, Detchema?’

He leaned over her and embraced her passionately.

¥ k% ¥ ¥ %

The following day was spent making an inventory of the
booty and dividing it amongst the men and discussing how best
to trade the articles which were to be sold. Horses, mules and
provisions presented no problem. Tibetan brigands are not
penniless vagrants, but established farmers and owners of herds
who gather from time to time to go on expeditions which they
consider a noble sport and proof of the virility of brave men
‘with a stout heart’.¢ Each one of these ‘heroes’ has his tents
high up in the mountains or he lives in the valley as a farmer.
The sacks of grain or flour which are his share will be added to
the general stocks of food for his family, and the animals he
acquires will be added to his herds for the time being, until
they are taken, together with others, to be sold at some distant
market.

But on this occasion the booty also comprised silks, silver
and gold in ingots, and a number of valuable articles and curios
for which the rustic robbers had no use. This part could only
be sold or bartered at a major trading centre where such
transactions are an everyday occurrence, and it would have to
be far enough away for the local magistrates to be unable to
trace the origin of the goods (and therefore they would not be
tempted to confiscate the goods under the pretext of doing
justice).

The discussion went on for a long time and when midnight
came they still had not found a solution which satisfied all of
them. It was time for dinner. |

‘Bring me some tea, down-there,’ said Garab to one of his
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men who acted as his batman during campaigns. ‘Down-there’
was the place where he had spent the night with Detchema.
She had stayed behind while he presided over the meeting of
his band.

Dried meat’ and roasted barley flour (tsampa) were taken
from Garab’s saddle bags and put out before him together with
a large pot of tea.

‘Eat to your heart’s content,’® said the chief to the young
woman. She smiled at him. The familiar and necessary act of
eating brought her out of the dreamworld into which the sight
of the bold bandit had thrown her, and back to earth.

‘Are you alright?”’ asked Garab. She nodded. ‘You can’t be
accused of being garrulous,’ remarked the chief, laughing.
‘Have you thought about what you are going to do now? You
won’t be able to catch up with your friends the pilgrims any
more. How will you get back to your country? Is it a long way
from here? How long had you been travelling when I stopped
you? Are your father and mother alive? You regret what you
have done, don’t you? You would like to get back to your
people.’

‘No,” answered Detchema, ‘I want to stay with you.’

‘At present I can’t see that you can do much else unless you
want to starve to death in the Shang Thangs,’® rejoined the
chief, trying to appear indifferent. But his curiosity would not
accept the silence of his companion.

‘Why did you want to come with me?’ he carried on. ‘You
could not have loved me. Presumably you had never seen me.’

‘I had seen you in my dreams.’

‘Yes, so you said. You saw me in your dreams! What
dreams? When you were sleeping?’

‘Sometimes, but more often when I was awake. You were
riding through the solitude, sitting straight in your saddle,
looking into the distance at things which I could not see. I
madly wanted to run towards you. Suddenly I would feel
myself lifted off the ground, onto your horse, and carried off in
full gallop across the Shang Thang deserts. Sometimes it would
happen that someone would speak to me and then the vision
would vanish and I would feel terribly alone and empty, as if
part of me had gone away with the horse and rider.’
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‘Where did you think I was taking you when I rode off with
ou?’

’ ‘I did not think about anything. The ride had no destination
that I am aware of. It was just the wind blowing in my face,
the noise of the little stones under the horse’s hooves,
the mountains and lakes which would suddenly appear
before us and disappear again behind us, your body which
felt warm and firm under your robe, and the beating of our
hearts.’

Garab thought for a while. ‘I am alone,” he said finally, ‘I
have no family, no wife. If you wanted to, you could be
mine ... at least for a while. My tent is large, I have herds and
servants to look after the animals. In five or six days we could
reach the region of the tribe amongst which I live.’

‘Five or six days ...’ repeated Detchema, deep in thought,
‘... and then?

“Then, I told you, you would live in my tent. You would not
want anything. Food is always plentiful and you will not have
to work.’

‘In my home there 1s also enough to eat and I have never had
to work,” declared the young woman with pride.

‘Really! So your parents are rich? Who is your father?’

‘He 1s dead.’

‘And your mother?’

‘She lives with her brother. She owns land which she leases
and she has money invested in business.’

‘And what does your uncle do?’

‘He is a merchant.’

‘Where?’

‘At Dirgi.’

Garab had the impression that Detchema was lying.

‘The pilgrims with whom you were travelling did not come
from Dirgi,” he commented. ‘They were Mongolians.’

‘Yes, Mongolians fromTa Koure and from the Alachan.’

“Then how did you come to be with them?’

‘I had met them.’

‘Where? And how did you happen to be on the route that
they were travelling?’

‘I was travelling with merchants.’
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‘With merchants! Your mother and uncle let you travel with
merchants!?”’ ‘I had run away.’

‘Why?’

‘I was looking for you ... I met these merchants when I was
already far from Dirgi. I told them I had been on a pilgrimage
to Lhassa with my sister who was a nun, that she had died on
the way and that I was trying to continue the journey by myself
so that the merit of the pilgrimage would help the soul of my
sister. They offered to take me with them and let me ride one
of their mules. Along the way I was always looking in all
directions, hoping that you would appear, like in my visions,
but this time in reality. We had been travelling a few days
when the men explained to me that I would have to be their
communal wife until the end of the journey, so during the
night I ran away, taking a little sack of tsampa with me.

‘I ran to get away from the camp as quickly as possible. For
two days I hid in a ravine. Then I carried on walking. The
merchants must have been far away by then and I was no
longer afraid of being recaptured by them, but I ran out of
tsampa. I wandered without knowing where I was going, but I
was sure that I would meet you sooner or later. I managed to
dig up toumas'° and in the marshes I crossed I found algae to
eat ... and then I saw the caravan coming. I repeated to the
pilgrims what I had already told to the merchants: that my
sister, who was a nun, had died whilst we were on our way to
Lhassa. They gave me food and took me with them and then at
last I found you.’

Garab still wondered how much truth there was in this
extraordinary story. Perhaps she was an out and out liar. He
was inclined to think so but refrained from saying so to his
mistress. If she was anxious that he should not find out her
identity and where she came from, he was not that keen to
know. He reasoned that his ignorance in the matter released
him from responsibility and would avoid unpleasantness with
the girl’s family if by chance they were influential and should
find Detchema with him.

As he remained silent, Detchema continued the conversa-
tion.

‘What will you do when you get back home?’
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‘I shall live as a dokpa (herdsman) until other business calls
me away.’

‘Business? Do you mean trade or business like yesterday?’

Garab laughed. ‘Sometimes the one, sometimes the other.
You have seen me at work, so I don’t need to explain. I am a
djagspa (highwayman) chief. That does not seem to worry you.’

‘I admire you,” whispered Detchema quietly but with
fervour. ‘You looked so beautiful when you came galloping out
of that ravine at the head of your men. You will take me with
you when you go away on business, won’t you?’

“Take you with me! Have you ever head of djagspas taking
women on their expeditions!? That is the business of men - a
woman’s place is at home. Five days march from here and you
will see my home. If you like it you will stay and if you
don’t ... you will have to find yourself somebody else.” He
made a gesture indicating the vastness of the plateaus and
valleys which stretch out beyond the mountain range which
surrounded their camp.

‘Five days!’ repeated Detchema again.

‘Is that too long for you? Are you tired?’

‘l am never tired,’ protested the young woman, almost
angrily. ‘Five days is too little. Now that I have found you I
don’t want to leave you. I would like to ride oftf with you, far,
far away for days and months and camp every night in the open
under the stars, like we did yesterday.” Detchema had lowered
her voice and was speaking again in the passionate tone in
which she had described her dreams of vertiginous rides
clutching the hero she had been waiting for.

The bewitching sound of her voice and the memory of the
voluptuous sensations of the night before rekindled Garab’s
desire. The scenes she described began to take life in his
imagination. He could see her riding beside him day after day
in the vast solitudes where nothing would take her attention
away from him, or his from her. He could see those nights,
camping under the stars, when she would be his completely.
The taste of her flesh came back to him and his fingers burned
when they remembered the feel of her body.

To take Detchema the ‘bringer of joy’ to his tent and subject
her to the curious scrutiny of the herdsmen of his tribe
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as well as that of his own servants, would that not break the
spell and bring the wonderful adventure which he had lived
since the previous night to a premature end? The young chief
was vaguely aware that in his tent Detchema would cease to be
the bewitching Detchema whom he had held in his arms. She
had run away from home, so she said. Perhaps they had also
tried to imprison her in a home, tent or house and she, fairy or
demon, could only live free and in the open.

Detchema! Detchema! Bringer of joy! Her voice gave rise to
wonderful visions. Days and nights along the trail, across the
mountains. The soul of the vagabond which lived in Garab’s
heart felt exultant and enthusiastic. This vision had to become
reality.

‘My men are waiting for me,’ he said, as he got up. ‘We have
to hold council. I shall come back to you as soon as I am free.’

X %X ¥ X x

The discussion about the part of the booty that was to be
sold had begun in the morning but had been broken off at meal
time without any decision having been reached. Neither Garab
nor his men had been able to draw up a really satisfactory
plan. But under the influence of the new feelings which
were stirring inside him a host of ideas started coming into his
mind.

Why, he said to himself, should he not personally take
charge of the sale of the stolen goods? He could take just a few
men with him and disguised as peaceful merchants they could
travel to Lhassa. So many traders from different parts of the
world bring all kinds of wares there that amongst such a crowd
they and their business would not attract any particular
attention. Also, their goods would fetch a better price in Lhassa
than elsewhere. Profitability and prudence were in favour of
it; his companions would certainly approve the idea. And if he
took Detchema with him on this journey he could easily
convince them that the presence of a woman amongst them
would help to show that they were peaceful and honest folk. To
make their party seem even more respectable, they could say
that his pious wife had taken the opportunity of her husband’s
business trip to make a pilgrimage to the holy city. The idea of
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a counterfeit pilgrimage appealed to the brigand - why not
make a reality of it?

A superstitious fear had got hold of Garab. He was too
happy. During the preceding months a number of expeditions
had been extremely profitable and the value of the property
they had appropriated the night before was far greater than
from any previous enterprise. And then he had got Detchema.
Such persistent good luck was dangerous. He had to sacrifice
something belonging to him, of his own free will, lest fate
impose the sacrifice upon him. (This is a common belief in
Tibet.) Some misfortune would strike him - either his posses-
sions or him personally. His profession was a risky one; a bullet
could wound him mortally in the course of an encounter. Or
else he might lose Detchema.

Travel, nights of love, to banish misfortune, the envy of the
gods and the malice of demons, the necessity of atoning for the
sins committed during ten years as a highwayman. All these
ideas were whirling around in the head of the chief as he
walked slowly to where the meeting was going to take place.

Garab and all the people of his kind believed in the stories
and the many superstitions which make up the religion of the
ordinary Tibetan. Normally he did not worry too much about
them, but they had come to the forefront and were dominating
his thoughts.

‘Friends,’ he began, as soon as he sat down on the grass close
to his men, ‘do you realise that yesterday we committed a grave
sin? Obviously we are not leading a good life but until now we
had only attacked merchants who were trying to get richer. We
had the same desire and we had as much right to achieve it as
they. What we own, we did not steal slyly, like cowards; we
fought for it and some of us got wounded in the process and
poor Tobden got killed last year. We are not misers. We never
refuse alms to the needy and we contribute generously to the
needs of the members of the clergy who read the Holy
Scriptures and celebrate religious rites in our various camps. In
other words, if we are not altogether white, we are not
altogether black either.

‘But yesterday we were dealing with pious travellers.
Everything they were carrying was intended as an offering to
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the Dalai Lama. As far as the pilgrims are concerned, we did
not harm them. The intention which they had of making their
offerings acquires the same merit as to actually make them.
The good effect, both in this life and in those that follow, is
exactly the same, and therefore the harm which we have
inflicted upon them is minimal. If you think about it carefully,
by shortening their journey we have even saved them a lot of
hardship and fatigue and their health will be the better for it.
Therefore don’t let us worry ourselves on their account.

‘What matters is the fact that all the things we took were
intended for sacred use. Are we going to sell them for our
profit? That would amount to religious theft, a heinous crime. I
confess that it frightens me. Its consequences in this world and
the other ones can be terrible. I also think that good luck has
been faithful to us for a very long time.’

Being mainly concerned with himself, Garab forgot the
wounded and the dead from the previous expeditions, and his
companions were also preoccupied only with their own advan-
tage and consequently did not think about them either.

“This persistent good luck makes me feel uneasy,” continued
the chief. ‘You know that it attracts misfortune. Should we
tempt fate by enriching ourselves even further? Personally I
doubt that this would be wise. I think it would be proper to
make a sacrifice, to renounce part of our profit, in order to
ensure that we may safely enjoy the rest.

‘And now an exceptional opportunity is presenting itself to
us to pay for our past sins and even to expiate future ones by
offering magnificent gifts to the Dalai Lama. Shall we ever
again be in a position to have so many things at our disposal
which are exactly suitable to offer in homage to him, seeing
that they were chosen for precisely that purpose? Why don’t we
set aside a part of what we have acquired in order to make a
highly meritorious gift which should secure us the benediction
of the Precious Protector (the Dalai LLama) which would guard
us against all evil in our dangerous profession?

‘I have spoken. Let each one of you think about it and voice
his opinion freely.’

Garab spoke with ease and as all Tibetans appreciate
eloquence it is rare for a good speaker to fail to win his
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audience over. It did not occur to any of his listeners that all
these careful considerations which showed concern for profit
and prudence in the business affairs of this world as well as
pious concern for their spiritual welfare might have arisen in
the mind of the speaker because of his dalliance with his new
mistress. He was, in any case, completely sincere and his
companions shared the beliefs which lay at the base of his
propositions without any reservations. His plans were enthusia-
stically approved and adopted.

Of the fifty-two men who formed his band, twenty were
chosen to accompany their leader on the journey to Lhassa.

They would light lamps on the altars of the gods, perform
the prescribed genuflexions for their own benefit, and would,
by proxy, obtain the blessing of the Dalai Lama for those of
their companions who were returning home. The merit would
be the same for all of them, just as they would share equally in
the revenue from the sale of the articles which they were going
to dispose of. All were well satisfied and those who were about
to go to Lhassa changed their rough sheepskin clothes for cloth
garments which they had taken from the pilgrims and put on
hats with fur earmuffs and with gold braid bands. They
selected the best boots in the loot, and in a trice they began to
look like smartly dressed merchants.

They were all well armed, just in case, and ready to defend
their property valiantly if perchance some scoundrels should
aspire to relieve them of it. With the change of their outward
appearance and the new destination of their journey across the
country, came a sudden transformation of their attitude - a
greedy and devout merchant’s soul had entered each one. They
began to look with disdain upon their companions who were
staying behind and had retained their appearance of herdsmen

or vagabonds as if they belonged to a different caste somewhat
beneath them.

* % % ¥ %

‘Detchema, we are only going to stay here one more day to
give us time to get ready. The day "after tomorrow we shall
break camp before dawn.’

‘And in five days you will be home.’
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‘Who knows... ’ replied Garab evasively. ‘Look what I have
brought you. He laid before her a woman’s dress in dark blue
cloth and a bright red silk shirt.

‘Do you like them?’ he asked her. And before she had time to
answer he added: ‘and there is more to come.’

From the pocket (amphag) which is formed on the chest by
the large robe which Tibetans wear with a belt, he produced a
long agate and coral necklace with one of those lockets which
Tibetans wear as an ornament hanging from the neck. This one
was made of gold and set with turquoises.

‘Are you happy?’ he asked again.

‘Oh! Wonderful” exclaimed Detchema, beside herself with
JOy.

‘I have another surprise for you,” continued Garab happily,
‘but it must wait until the day after tomorrow.’

They ate together at the end of the day. Detchema kept on
looking at and touching her jewellery and her lovely dress; she
also wondered about the surprise. What oould it be? More
jewellery, a bale of Chinese silk for making a dress more
beautiful than the one he had given her already, or a pretty
mule which would trot gently and which her lover was going to
give her as a present.

And then the night fell; the stars were shining in the sky like
a fairy procession. Detchema felt the hot lips of the young chief
pressing upon hers. Everything to do with this world faded
from her mind. The two of them were one ardent desire.

XX % %%

In the chilly air before daybreak horses and mules were
snorting and shaking their bells ready to start out. The men
who were going to split up were taking their leave of one
another and noisily exchanged the many wishes commonly
used in Tibet.

Detchema was in her saddle, close to Garab, in the party of
pseudo-merchants.

‘We are off’ shouted the chief, and leaning towards her he
said very softly: ‘Detchema, the promised surprise: we are
going to Lhassa ... more than a month of travel! Are you
happy, darling?’
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A violent wave of boundless joy took hold of the young
woman. She shuddered violently and her hand jerked so hard
on the bridle she was holding that her mount reared up.
Detchema lost her balance and Garab grabbed her firmly
around the waist, thus keeping her in her saddle. The usually
good tempered mule calmed down quickly but the handsome
adventurer kept his arm around his mistress and so, riding
together and holding each other tight for some time, the two of
them rode off towards their strange destiny.
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Chapter Two




he origins of the handsome chief who was riding off at

the head of his caravan, a triumphant smile on his lips,
were very humble and, at the same time, extraordinarily
romantic. His deceased mother had been the slave-servant (a
mild form of slavery still exists in Tibet) of a wealthy
landowner, and as for his father, nobody, not even the woman
who had conceived him, knew anything about him.

Lagspa was a rich man, happy to see his wealth grow, and
enjoyed his prosperity. But on the other hand he was very
distressed because his wife was barren. He had already spent
considerable sums of money on offerings to the deities, in gifts
to monasteries, and in alms, when a wandering ascetic advised
him to go with his wife on a pilgrimage to the most holy place
in the world: the Khang Tise,!' assuring him that this would
be an infallible way for him to obtain an heir.

The travelling ascetic had an imposing appearance, he spoke
with confidence, and Lagspa was inclined to follow his advice.
Nevertheless it is a long way from the Hor Kanze region where
he lived to the holy mountain and one has to cross Tibet from
one end to the other.

The couple’s desire to have a son prevailed, however, over
all other considerations regarding the length and difficulty of
the journey.

They set out together with three menservants and Nierki, a
young slave-servant who was Tchosdon’s personal maid.

Motivated by a profound faith, the couple performed the
prescribed devotional practices in the temples around the
mountain several times over. They also did the tour around the
mountain, stopping along the way by the caves which,
according to legend, had been visited by some god or inhabited
by a holy hermit, hoping that one of them would appear
miraculously to announce that their wishes would be granted.

Although the four servants were not asking for a favour of
the same magnitude - the three men were fathers and young
Nierki was not yet married - their fervour did not lag behind
that of their masters. They also burnt incense sticks and lit
lamps and spent hours in the holy caves reciting ‘Aum mani
padme hum!’ thousands and thousands of times.

All the required devotional practices having been duly
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performed, Lagspa, Tchosdon and their retainers set off on the
return journey. They had got about halfway home when
Tchoésdon announced to her husband that, without a shadow of
doubt, the hoped for miracle had happened. She was going to
be a mother. The miracle had even been a double one because
soon afterwards Nierki noticed that she too was pregnant.

The enlargement of Tchosdon’s belly was due to natural
causes but her servant’s was shrouded in mystery. The three
menservants were honest and reliable and denied flatly having
had anything to do with Nierki, and she confirmed what they
said.

Under cross-examination by her masters, she told an amaz-
ing story. She had fallen asleep one night in one of the caves
whilst reciting ‘mani’ > The contact of hands touching her had
woken her up and she had seen, lying beside her, the Grand
God of the Khang Tise. He was almost naked, a tiger skin
around his waist, his face was a spale as the moon, and a
necklace of thick roudrach!® beads hung over his chest. She
was paralysed by a mixture of awe and terror. Even had she
wanted to, she would not have been able to scream or try to run
away. Who would think of resisting a god?

Lagspa was devout, reasonably credulous and he would have
readily believed that a god in a golden halo might have
appeared to his wife or to himself in order to graciously
announce that through his power their union was going to be
blessed. But that a god should have bothered personally to
make a virgin girl pregnant seemed to him a suspect miracle. It
was true of course that such events were told about in the holy
legends, and he preferred not to doubt them, but these miracles
had happened a very long time ago and he could hardly believe
that they would be repeated nowadays and in connection with
his servant.

However the girl had always been well behaved and she
seemed to believe sinceérely in the story she told. Her account
must therefore be true. Only instead of the Grand God of the
Kailas whom the Hindus worship, the skeptic and reasonable
Lagspa saw one of the followers of this god: one of those
yogins who cover their nakedness with a tiger or leopard skin,
wear roudrach necklaces and rub ashes on their faces which
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makes them ‘pale as the moon’ and look like their god as he is
depicted on the images.

The innocent Nierki had been taken in by one of these lewd
pseudo-saints who wander around in cemeteries, eat the flesh
of corpses and indulge in the most disgusting practices. Should
one tell her? Should one soil her imagination which had
remained pure and substitute shame and remorse in lieu of her
childish dream? Lagspa was a decent man and thought that
would be ill advised. He pretended to accept the story about
the supernatural paternity and spoke to his servants about it
confidentially, telling them not to let on about this mysterious
affair and to say, when they got back home, that Nierki had got
married and that her husband had died shortly after their
wedding. The three men promised to do as they were told, but
thought to themselves that the father of the future baby might
well be their master himself who, in his eagerness to have a
son, had tried to made doubly sure.

Nierki herself was strictly forbidden ever to mention her
night of love with a god. She was also to say that she had been
widowed soon after her wedding. But in Lagspa’s home and in
the neighbourhood everybody would believe, as did the three
servants, that the rich master was the father.

Soon after their return home, the two women went into
labour within a few days of each other and each one gave birth
to a son. Lagspa chose the name Garab (‘perfect joy’ or
‘perfectly happy’) for the son of his servant as a good omen,
thinking that it might bring luck to the poor little fatherless
child.

There were no remarkable events in Garab’s childhood.
Being of the same age as his master’s son he was at first his
playma