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For Naoko



THE DALAI LAMA

A great deal has been written about British and other European
travellers in Tibet, but of the Japanese little is known. Yet most
European travellers came at the head of expeditions and only an
exceptional few made an effort to learn the language or the ways
of our country. Japanese travellers on the other hand generally
came on their own and in almost every case lived in Tibet just as
we Tibetans did.

Many of these Japanese travellers were Buddhist priests who
came to study our religion. One or two of them were accomplished
scholars. Several worked for the good of Tibet during our years
of unchallenged independence. Yajima, for example, helped to
develop the Tibetan armed forces. Teramoto and Aoki worked
to establish relations between Tibet and Japan. Even after the
Chinese invasion Tada and my friend Dawa Sangpo (Kimura
Hisao) continued to assist the Tibetan refugee community.

I am pleased that an account of Japanese travellers in Tibet
before 1950 is being published in English. The book tells the
story of the years of Tibetan independence from a less well-known
point of view. I hope that bringing to light the nearly forgotten
adventures and accomplishments of these men will lead to yet
better understanding between the Japanese and Tibetans of today
and attract support to our cause from all directions.

&y

December 28, 1994
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Glossary of Chinese Characters

Readers wishing to follow in the Japanese originals, on Chinese
maps, or who are simply curious, may find the following glossary
of names, place names, and other terms useful.

PERSONAL NAMES
Aoki Bunkyo
Chiang Kai-shek
Fu Tso-y1
Kawaguchi Ekai
Kimura Hiaso

Ma Pu-fang

Ma Hung-kuei
Nanjo Bunyu
Narita Yasuteru
Nishikawa Kazumi
Nomi Kan (Yutaka)
Otani Kozui
Otani Sonyu
Tada Tokan
Teramoto Enga

Yajima Yasujiro
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PLACE NAMES
Alashan
Batang
Chamdo
Chengdu
Chinghai
Chungking
Dege
Huhehota (Suiyan)
Kalgan
Kansu

Kham
Kokonor
Kumbum
Lhasa
Litang
Ninghsia

Pailingmiao (Baatu Haalga)

Sanchuan

Sining

Tatsienlu (Dartsendo, Kanting)

Tibet

Yamen
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Glossary of Chinese Characters
OTHER TERMS (TITLES, ORGANIZATIONS, ETC.)

Dalai Lama @Enﬂmﬁ
Higashi Honganiji FREASF
Ko Ah Gijuku Bldh 3R
Ko Ah In Bl
Military Intelligence #ﬁ%
Nippon Rikkokai BARNITE
Nishi Honganji PEANBASF
Panchen Lama fE?ﬁﬂﬂ]}ﬁ
Shina Jihen B3 1L
Tetsugakukan Yr2AE
World Travelling Society

(Without Funds) MRS ITE

Zenrin Kyokai EIRGE

X1







Prologue

During the first half of the twentieth century, Tibet began to open
its doors to a fascinated West. When Colonel Younghusband led
his expeditionary force to Lhasa in 1904, a team of journalists
went along and in no time were producing books about their
experiences. A British survey team was given access to previously
unmapped areas of Tibet, and British Trade Agents were placed in
the Chumbi Valley, in Gyantse, and in Gartok in the west. Lhasa,
however, remained stubbornly out of bounds after Younghusband's
departure, and it was not until 1920 that Sir Charles Bell, for many
years a close friend of the Dalai Lama, was allowed to go there and
live there for a year.

Meanwhile, it went practically unnoticed that Lhasa had a
number of Japanese residents including Buddhist monks, spies,
adventurers, and one soldier of fortune; for just as Britain and
Russia played out their Great Game, Japan played its own. Theirs
was smaller, and was conducted almost entirely by individuals, since
there never really was any clear Japanese government policy, and
in the end whatever potential lay in relations between these two
Buddhist countries was never realized. What remains are the stories
of the men who pitted themselves against the physical and cultural
obstacles presented by Tibet.

In not a single case was any sort of expedition mounted: each one
went alone, backed at most by a temple or a sympathetic group of
friends at home. Even the secret agents (some of whom proved
the least competent of the lot) were expected to make their own
way under cover. So these men present us with a face of Japan not
often seen, as a country and culture best known for its group activ-
ities and its follow-the-leader mentality, here produced a group
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of solitary travellers who would have to be considered remarkable
for any time or culture.

It is also noteworthy that none of these travellers took any
scientific instruments along. While the West insisted on mapping,
measuring and categorizing everything that came under its scru-
tiny, the future world leaders in technology and gadgetry opted for
involvement on a personal level.

As early as 1899, two Buddhist monks named Kawaguchi Ekai
and Nomi Kan were separately trying to find ways into Tibet
from Nepal and China respectively. They shared a number of
traits: absolute and uncompromising determination, superhuman
scholarship, a belief that Buddhism’s time was at hand, and a
horror of sex. They also shared the same teacher, a venerable
sage named Nanjo Bunyu, the father of modern Japanese Sanskrit
studies, who had taken the usual step of going to the West to
learn about the East, studying for eight years under Max Mueller
at Oxford.

In the end it was Kawaguchi who would almost miraculously
survive the many trials of his bizarre adventure to haphazardly
complete the most successful exploration of Tibet to date by
any foreigner. Nomi, meanwhile, was to make three unsuccessful
attempts, only to be turned back by suspicious officials, bandits,
and destitution. His eventual fate will probably never be known for
certain.

While these two starry-eyed priests searched for lost scriptures
and harboured dreams of a worldwide Buddhist revival, a more
secular Japanese presence was beginning to manifest itself. Accom-
panying Nomi on his first try in 1899 were two companions who
had been foisted on him by the Japanese Legation in Peking.
They were Narita Yasuteru, in the pay of the Japanese Foreign
Ministry, and Teramoto Enga, a priest of a rather different stamp
from Kawaguchi and Nomi (in spite of having also been taught
by Nanjo Bunyu). Narita soon retired on the lame excuse that he
had nothing with him suitable as a gift for the Dalai Lama, but
Teramoto was an altogether more persistent character. Though
he made only a brief trip to Tibet in 1905 and spent most of
his time in China, he was probably to have more influence over
Tibetan—Japanese relations than any other individual. Working
at different times with the Japanese military and the diplomatic

2



Prologue

corps, as well as with the Higashi Honganji sect and its rival
ultra-nationalist Nishi Honganji, he seems to have been a bit of
a freelance diplomat. His connection with the Nishi Honganji was
particularly important, for it marked the first active participation in
relations with Tibet by that sect’s fanatically xenophobic, racist and
nationalist abbot, Count Otani Kozui.

Then, at the end of 1910 a very odd character turned up in
Chamdo in eastern Tibet. With hair down to his shoulders, a
long handlebar moustache, and a rucksack with a sign on his back
declaring himself to be the head of the ‘World Travelling Society
(Without Funds)’, Yajima Yasujiro appears to have been more
than half a century ahead of his time. When the British, always
alert for those they considered to be poaching on their territory,
learned that he was a Russo-]Japanese War veteran, and that he
had worked his way across China partly by giving kendo lessons to
Japanese troops stationed in Chengdu, they were quick to suspect
him of being a spy. They seem not to have learned that he had also
worked in a Chinese laundry and peddled patent medicines. It
might also have eased their suspicions had they discovered that he
had obtained his discharge from the army by feigning madness.

At this point Yajima was about a year into what was meant to be
a round-the-world trip, but Tibet so captivated him that though he
did eventually go nearly around the world, it was only to come right
back to Tibet the next year after a stop of only two days in Japan.

Yajima ushered in the second decade of the century, and the one
that was to belong to the Japanese in Tibet. When Sir Charles Bell
returned from his year-long residence in Lhasa in 1921, he wrote,
with understandable satisfaction:

It was an especial pleasure to think that I was the first European
who had ever visited Lhasa at the invitation of the people
themselves. . . . As matters turned out I was destined to stay
there longer than any other Westerner had stayed for a hundred
and seventy-five years. (Bell, 1946/1987, p. 253)

This was, of course, true enough as far as it went, for the men who
had outdone him in every respect were not ‘Westerners’. Aoki
Bunkyo and Tada Tokan, representing Count Otani, hereditary
abbot of one of Japan'’s largest sects and cousin by marriage to
the emperor, had also gone as a result of an invitation from the

3
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Dalai Lama. Kawaguchi made his return trip to Shigatse and Lhasa
as a result of a similar one from the Panchen Lama. Yajima may
have entered stealthily, but he remained there with the blessing
of the Tibetan government. All of them stayed longer than Bell’s
year, and Tada, in fact, was there for ten.

The association between the Dalai Lama and Count Otani’s two
representatives is given only passing mention by Tibetan historians,
while the British do their best to ignore it altogether. In Japanese
eyes, both these men were great successes, rising to high positions
as trusted advisers to Tibet’s spiritual and political leader. It is most
likely that the Dalai Lama, in his quest to bring his country into the
twentieth century while retaining its independence, saw in Japan a
supposedly Buddhist country which had done just that but could
in itself pose a threat, for he kept the envoys at arm’s length while
using them to satisfy his curiosity.

Of the two, Tada was a genuine religious scholar who spent
most of his time engrossed in his studies at one of Lhasa’s great
monasteries. His relations with his colleague Aoki were often cool
because of the latter’s rumoured liaison with a Lhasa widow. At
any rate, Aoki’s motives were almost wholly secular. Among other
things he translated military manuals into Tibetan, claims to have
designed the Tibetan national flag, and was sent on a mission to buy
machine guns for the Tibetan army.

On New Year’s Day 1915, the most important holiday of the
Japanese year, it is said that the four Japanese in Lhasa - two
teetotal celibates, one worldly priest, and an earthy soldier of
fortune — met for a New Year’s party. It is a pity that no one left
a firsthand account.

This promising decade for Japanese-Tibetan relations was to
come to nothing after Count Otani was disgraced in 1914. Though
his ultra-nationalist motives in Tibet may have been suspect, he was
at least aware of the country’s importance, and without him guiding
the politics of his wealthy sect and liaising with the government, the
Japanese would hardly notice the Land of the Snows again until it
began to figure in their military plans during World War II.

By the time they got around to acting, it would — perhaps
fortunately — be too little too late. In 1939 an agent was sent
disguised as a Mongolian, and with very vague instructions. But
though he stayed more than a year, mostly in Shigatse, he left
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having learned next to nothing. The next Japanese 10 live in Lhasa
would be two spies, Kimura Hisao and Nishikawa Kazumi, who had
so lost sight of their mission that they did not even arrive in Lhasa
until after the war was over. They were, however, between them
not only to make two of the most remarkable overland journeys
of the twentieth century, but over the next five years were to bhe
eyewitnesses to the last days of an independent Tibet before the
long Chinese night fell.

This 1s a surprising list of travellers to have remained so little
known. Kawaguchi, Tada and Nishikawa made extensive studies
of Tibetan Buddhism long before this became fashionable in
the West. Kawaguchi, Kimura and Nishikawa were travellers as
distinguished as any; Kawaguchi and Yajima were eccentrics the
British might proudly have claimed; while Teramoto and Aoki
were political schemers who would not have been out of place in
a Kipling novel.

Just why they have remained so little known is difficult to say, but
it is probably a combination of language difficulties and disillusion
with Japanese militarism. In Japan itself they are little better known
than they are in the West. In their determination not to face up
to the past, and to ignore their disgraceful record in Asia, the
Japanese have even confined to obscurity the individuals in whom
they could have justifiable pride.

But this is more than the story of nine men: it is also the story
of early-twentieth-century Tibet and its years of independence as it
tried to learn how to relate to the rest of the world. It is, as well,
a forgotten chapter in Japanese history that did not quite come
off. Perhaps, as Tibet again moves slowly and hopefully toward
independence, the accomplishments, as well as the failures, of
these men may take on a new relevance.



Chapter One
Death in the Borderlands

Though they probably never met, it is natural to think of Kawaguchi
Ekai and Nomi Kan together. Both were teetotal Buddhist priests
— albeit of different sects — who had been inspired by the same
teacher and were bored by the daily work expected of a temple
priest. Neither received any significant help from his temple. Both
believed that a worldwide Buddhist revival was on its way, and at
least partly in preparation for this they were determined to bring to
the world the Tibetan translations of the Buddhist scriptures. They
were both trying to get into Tibet at the same time, though from
opposite directions. Neither seemed to know when to give up and
admit defeat. When lesser — or more sensible — men would have
turned back after robberies or betrayals, both Nomi and Kawaguchi
kept going, with fatal consequences for one of them.

There were important differences in their characters and
backgrounds as well. Nomi was born into a family of hereditary
parish priests, while Kawaguchi had to struggle against his artisan
father for permission to enter the priesthood. Nomi showed a talent
for getting along with Japanese officials and soldiers, while rubbing
many ordinary people up the wrong way. With Kawaguchi it was the
opposite: officials of all races were anathema to him while he had a
real knack for getting along with the poor, and the outright rogues
of the world, whom he professed to despise. And while Kawaguchi
resisted all assaults on his precious celibacy, Nomi gave in and
married: then almost immediately left on the trip from which he
would never return.

Nomi Yutaka (he changed his name to Kan, an alternative
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pronunciation of the same character, on his Buddhist initiation)
was born at a temple called Jorenji in Shimane Prefecture, western
Japan, in the first year of the Emperor Meiji. That fateful year,
1867, marked probably the greatest turning point in Japan's long
history: the year when the country began turning its back on its
own past, and hurtled headlong into an industrialized future. His
childhood was not particularly happy, for his father died when he
was eight years old and he was raised by an uncle, another priest,
in Hiroshima. It was always understood that someday he would take
over Joreniji.

He never seems to have been particularly pleased with the
prospect — his horizons were always wider than that - and he set
about making a career for himself as a perpetual student. Money
was always a problem, though it would not have been had he simply
settled into the family business, and he had to return to Jorenji
several times when his cash ran out. Jorenji thus became for him
like a resented parent whose influence he wanted to escape, but
upon whom he was financially dependent.

Like most Japanese since Meiji times, he believed that English
was the world’s most important language. Unlike most, he seems
to have gained a working knowledge of the language, and even
published his own little philosophical magazine in English entitled
‘Wisdom and Mercy’.

Outside of delaying taking up the abbotship of Jorenji, Nomi
seemed in no way sure of what he really wanted to do until in
1891, at the age of twenty-four, he came under the influence
of Professor Nanjo Bunyu at Tokyo’s Tetsugakukan, the ‘Hall
of Philosophy’. Professor Nanjo had spent eight years at Oxford
studying under Max Mueller, one of the great Sanskrit scholars
and eccentrics of an eccentric age. Though he was acknowledged
by both Indian and Western scholars as a leader in his field, and
though he regarded India as his true home, Mueller never actually
went there. Perhaps as a consequence he developed some rather
peculiar ideas; for example, that Hinduism was a dying religion and
should be replaced by Christianity for the good of all concerned.
His scholarly work on ancient texts, however, was much more
sound than his philosophy. Always willing to devote time and
energy to deserving students, Mueller inspired in Nanjo a desire
to hunt up rare and important manuscripts. It was while he was in

7
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Oxford that Nanjo heard of the Tibetan translations of the Sanskrit
scriptures, whose existence had been discovered for the West by the
Hungarian scholar Csoma de Koros, and it was the inspiration to
find these that he passed on to both Nomi and Kawaguchi (who
graduated from the Tetsugakukan the year that Nomi began).

As early as December 1892, Nomi wrote in his notebook: ‘I am
determined to go to Tibet.” About the same time he climbed Mount
Fuji as the first part of his physical training. Kawaguchi, as we shall
see in the next chapter, was now unhappily ensconced as the abbot
of a large Tokyo temple, and had not even begun to think of going
to Tibet.

In the following year, 1893, Nomi graduated from the Tetsu-
gakukan and wrote an article entitled “The Necessity of Exploring
Tibet’, which later formed part of a short book he published
himself called Buddhists of the World. In it he takes a rather alarmist
view of the world situation, seeing Britain, Russia, France and
China all converging for a great battle on the Tibetan plateau, a
battle that might well spell the end of Tibetan Buddhism. Japanese
scholars, he feels, should get there first, with the intention of
learning everything they can, and helping to preserve this ancient
heritage. Nomi explains why this is so important. He had been
reading translations of European literature on Buddhism, which
again led him to overreact with the prediction that a great Buddhist
revival was at hand. European scholars, he felt, were on the verge of
comparing the Chinese and Sanskrit Buddhist texts, which would
put them way ahead of Japanese Buddhists and make the latter look
a little foolish.

He may have been on to something here. One of Buddhism’s
most notable characteristics, and one of the main reasons for its
rapid spread, is that wherever it went, its character was slightly
altered by local customs and beliefs. Japanese Buddhism was
originally based not on the Sanskrit or Pali scriptures, but on
Chinese translations of them which were heavily influenced by
Taoism and Confucianism. Once in Japan the beliefs were fur-
ther influenced by an emperor-centred Shinto. One of the most
significant alterations (and this will become important later on in
our story) was that the original pacifist message of the Buddha had
all but disappeared, and the faith gradually became an instrument
of the repressive militarist state.

8
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Nomi felt that before the West discovered just what had been
going on in Japanese Buddhism, the Japanese owed it to themselves
to make translations into English of all the standard texts from
Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan. This he called ‘the strategy of
controlling the enemy by advancing first’, and it is significant that
he found no way to express this except in military terminology. The
most urgent task, he felt, was to bring the Tibetan scriptures from
Tibet, before the whole country was turned into a vast battlefield.

These are interesting thoughts to look back on with a century’s
hindsight. Much of what Nomi predicted has come about, though
he was fifty to sixty years early with his more dire prophecies.
Britain invaded Tibet in 1904, China in 1910. Russia was always
threatening from the wings, but was too far away to carry out
anything but covert work (though even the British, who should
have known better, thought the Russians were on the point of
invading). But while all this created more than a few ripples on
the surface, it never really touched the Buddhist heritage. That
would take a far more brutal and efficient invasion involving a
concerted attempt, which lasted from 1959 to 1980, to wipe out the
Tibetan heritage. This in turn would lead to a wave of translation
into English, and the strong Buddhist revival in the West that Nomi
thought was already happening.

Back in the 1890s Nomi discovered that no one else seemed
willing to take responsibility for the task of bringing out the Tibetan
scriptures, so he decided to do it himself. But more mundane
considerations intervened. In 1889 he had borrowed ¥270 (about
$135) from his parishioners so that he could continue his studies,
and in return had signed an agreement that as soon as he had
finished he would come back to Jorenji and take up his duties.
He concluded by promising never to do such an ‘immoral’ thing
as move away to another area. Now he wanted not only to move to
another area, but to travel to one of the most inhospitable parts of
the world as part of a scheme to translate ancient scriptures into a
barbaric tongue. His parishioners, mostly uneducated farmers who
wanted someone to conduct their funerals and impart some ethics
to their children, could hardly be expected to be sympathetic.

For a while Nomi behaved himself, running the local Buddhist
Youth Club and writing a history of the temple. But in February
1894 he noted in his diary an odd little private ceremony he

9
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performed. Cutting off a lock of his hair, wrapping it in paper
and putting it away in a box, he left instructions that should he
be lost on his Tibetan journey, this was to be treated as his body,
and a funeral was to be held for it. He also wrote up a series
of rationalizations about why going to Tibet would be good for
everyone. He did not wish to go for fame or profit, but ‘for the
sake of the country’ and ‘for the sake of Buddhism’ — as well as for
the sake of Jorenji, so that its name would live on in history. The
karma of his parishioners would also benefit if they were to let him
go, and of course after it was all finished he would return to Jorenji
and work diligently for the rest of his life.

The headquarters of the sect, the Higashi Honganji in Kyoto,
thought little of his plan, and turned down his request for
¥500 travelling expenses. Meanwhile, deciding that yet more
academic work was in order, he returned to Tokyo, where he
lived in Nanjo’s house and studied Sanskrit and Chinese for two
years. He also seemed to have retained some social conscience,
and started a school on a remote island where the inhabitants
were known for their hostility to the outside world (another
teacher who returned to the same island ten years later to
do the same work found it so frustrating that he was driven
to suicide).

By now it was 1897, and though it was Nomi who had first come
up with the idea of going to Tibet, Kawaguchi was first off the mark.
Nomi’s diary entry for 23 June 1897 plaintively remarks: ‘Rain since
9 p.m. yesterday evening. Kawaguchi Ekai left for Tibet.” Since he
uses the incorrect character for ‘kawa’, he must heard this story
rather than read it.

Over the next months Nomi wrote and published a large number
of essays about Tibet, and it seems that he badgered the Higashi
Honganji with equal vigour, for he finally wore them down and
they agreed to sanction his trip. But just when he seemed to
be free, another problem reared its head. Not only were his
parishioners unhappy about losing the priest with whom they
had been so patient, but relatives were insisting that he marry,
and in fact had already made the arrangements. Though the actual
participants in a marriage might be allowed to meet and approve of
one another, in the rural Japan of the 1890s they really had little say
in the matter.

10
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It is a shame that we have no record of the meeting between
Nomi and Sasaki Shizuko, his prospective bride, and that none
of their letters has survived. She seems to have understood from
the start that he was determined to set off for Central Asia almost
immediately, and not to have objected. She could simply have been
a very sensible girl who wanted the status of being a married woman
without having to put up with the inconvenience of a husband.
He, in turn, might have hoped that by having a wife to leave
behind he would gain so much stature that his parishioners would
relent, as in fact happened. But it can hardly be considered a
normal marriage when the groom goes off on an open-ended
venture only a few months after the wedding, and all that is
really known is that he apologized, but begged his wife’s leave
to accomplish his aims ‘for the sake of the country and for the sake
of Buddhism.’!

Nomi had had the foresight to wind up his life in Japan before
the ceremony. His parishioners were duly impressed with his
seriousness. After his wedding, in May 1898, there was no longer
anything left to stop him, and in November he turned up at Nanjo’s
house in Tokyo to say goodbye.

The early months of 1899 found Nomi in Chungking. There was a
Japanese Consulate here, and a Japanese military presence, which
had been established in 1896 after the First Sino—Japanese War.
Japan was now a member of the Imperialist Club.

Nomi seems to have been received enthusiastically by the consul,
and here we have a real contrast with Kawaguchi, who encountered
only one Japanese consul in his travels - in Singapore — and had a
flaming row with him. Consul Kato negotiated with local officials
and obtained all the travel permits Nomi would need, including
one for Tibet. It was unusual to be granted a travel permit for
Tibet by the Chinese, and Nomi was duly proud. Its worthlessness
was soon to be demonstrated.

At least for a time his persistent financial problems had been
eased, though hardly solved, by ¥600 sent from the Higashi
Honganji. On the eve of setting out for Tatsienlu he wrote the
following to Nanjo Bunyu (to whom he always wrote far more
regularly than to his wife):

11
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Sorry I have not written to you, though your letters have reached
me. I am glad to hear that Kawaguchi succeeded in reaching
Tibet from India. I read an article about him in a Japanese paper
sent to the Consulate.

Recently a Western couple went to Tibet from Chinghai. The
husband is missing and the wife came back to Tatsienlu alone.
I have read another article about yet one more Westerner who
went to Tibet.

My preparations are well under way and I am planning to
leave here on 1 April, arriving at Tatsienlu by the end of the
month. On the orders of the Japanese Consul in Peking I am
supposed to be joined in Tatsienlu by Narita and a Japanese
monk. After two or three months’ preparation we will go to
Tibet together. (Murakami, 1989; trans. Berry)

Kawaguchi was in fact still in Nepal, and would be for another
fourteen months, but though Nomi believed that he had succeeded
in reaching Tibet, he shows no disappointment at not being first.
The Western couple he mentions must be the Dutch missionary
Petrus Rijnhart and his Canadian wife Susie. Their baby also died
during their tragic failure to reach Lhasa. The Japanese monk was
Teramoto Enga.

Tatsienlu, which a later traveller described as ‘a starting point for
those whom faith or the spirit of adventure have driven out into the
unknown like caravels across the ocean,’ (Guibaut, 1949, p.7) was
the true racial and cultural boundary between China and Tibet.
The name itself is a Chinese corruption of the Tibetan Dartsendo
(it is also called Kanting, just for good measure). The traveller,
coming from the east, is in China before reaching Tatsienlu, and
will see only Chinese people and Chinese villages, but proceeding
west he will find himself in country that is purely Tibetan.

Of the three directions from which Tibet was approached by
Japanese, this route via Tatsienlu was to prove the most frustrating,
in spite of being so well travelled owing to the town’s importance
as the main tea depot between China and Tibet. It lies in a
narrow gorge cutting through a snowcapped mountain range. At
its northern end two rivers meet and rush through the town, the
two halves of which were joined in Nomi’s day by three bridges.
Travellers have described the town as being constantly enveloped
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in mist from the rushing river, which is so noisy that trade has to
be conducted at a shout. Here gathered people from all over Tibet,
western China, and even as far away as Nepal. What brought them
was tea.

Probably no nation in the world drinks as much tea per capita as
Tibet. Since it is mixed with butter, salt and natural soda, it is a
major source of nourishment as well as a refreshment, and Tibetans
are known to drink up to sixty cups a day. A tremendous amount
is consumed in the monasteries, where it is constantly drunk while
the monks chant and pray. It was always a great source of chagrin
to the British that the Tibetans never developed a taste for Indian
tea, but stuck doggedly to that grown in China.

Tea, shaped into the form of bricks, was brought this far by
Chinese porters who left it at the ornate Chinese-style eastern gate-
way of the town, for no male porters were allowed to operate within
the walls. Instead, it was taken over for them by a unique crowd of
rough and colourful Chinese and Tibetan lady porters, whose guild
controlled tea porterage inside the town. They transferred it to the
packing houses, where it was sewn into bales encased in uncured
leather which could withstand the difficult high-altitude journey
ahead, and even repeated dunking in rivers. It was then again the
turn of the ladies to take the packed tea to the yaks waiting in the
pastures outside the north gate.

Tatsienlu’s political status at the time was ambiguous. Too far
inside China to be considered really part of Tibet, largely Tibetan
in culture, yet Chinese-speaking except within the walls of its four
monasteries, Tatsienlu was still ruled by the King of Chala, who was
tolerated by the Chinese as long as he was not too assertive. It was
typical of the world of small border kingdoms that separated Tibet
and China, and was not too unlike the Tibetan-speaking kingdoms
along the borders with Nepal and India.

Nomi makes no mention in his letters of the lady porters or the
tea trade. To him Tatsienlu was only a jumping-off point.

What he thought of the two companions who were foisted on
him at this point is not recorded. Word of his plans had reached
the Japanese Legation in Peking through Consul Kato. The head
of the Legation already had two Japanese on his hands who were
talking of going to Tibet, and this would have presented an ideal
opportunity to get rid of them.
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Narita Yasuteru was official. Financed by the Foreign Ministry, he
was at the beginning of a five-year plan for the exploration of Tibet.
He spoke Chinese but no Tibetan, and was planning to disguise
himself as a priest with the blessing of Nomi’s Higashi Honganji.
At any rate, it hardly matters what Nomi thought of him. It is not
even certain that they even met in Tatsienlu at this point, or if he
arrived after Nomi and Teramoto had already gone west. What is
known is that Narita turned back before he had even properly
started. His reasoning was that if he got to Lhasa he would surely
meet the Dalai Lama, and he must be prepared with suitable gifts
of the sort that would be unobtainable here in the borders. Why he
had not thought of this before is anyone’s guess, and one can only
wonder if either the company or the proposed rigours of the trip
were not to his liking.

Teramoto Enga was a very different sort of person from either
of the other two. Five years younger than Nomi, he was also better
prepared. During the years while Nomi had been fighting with his
parishioners, Teramoto had been studying Mongolian, Chinese,
divination and Buddhism at Peking’s Yung-ko-hung temple. This
was Peking’s Tibetan Buddhist temple, which had been established
for the use of the Imperial Family. As Manchurians they were
followers of Tibetan Buddhism and regarded the Dalai Lama as
their family chaplain.?

The Higashi Honganji sent Teramoto a confidential letter for the
Dalai Lama. Nomi had a similar one from the same sect, but there
seems to have been no previous connection between the two. It is
interesting to note that the scant Japanese interest in Tibet at this
point seemed to come almost entirely from the Higashi Honganji,
a large and important subsect of the popular Shinshu sect of ‘Pure
Land’ Buddhism. All this was soon to change dramatically.

Nomi and Teramoto left Tatsienlu on 8 July 1899. Though they
were together for the next several months, Teramoto’s remarkably
detailed diary makes only passing reference to Nomi here at the
beginning, once along the way, and when they parted.

There were two routes, and they chose the southern one that
would take them through the towns of Litang and Batang, then
on to Chamdo. Their travel passes got them as far as Batang, but
beyond that not even the garrison commander in Tatsienlu could
guarantee. They wrote of their first day out being as cold as winter,
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despite the fact that it was July. Nomi was bitten by a mastiff (almost
a rite of passage for Tibetan travellers) and lost consciousness from
the pain. The rest of the trip continued in much the same vein.

On the second day they encountered their first bandits, an
undetermined lot who disappeared when one of the guards rode
forward and warned them that if the foreigners he was escorting
came to any harm, the government would take retaliation on their
tribe. It took them thirteen difficult days to reach Litang, where
they stopped to rest for two weeks. There was a Chinese garrison
here as well, but by now the real power lay with the 3,600 Tibetan
monks, and through them with the Dalai Lama in distant Lhasa. A
sign of just how little power the Chinese had was that the Indian
rupee was in circulation here, and porters could not even be
hired without paying off the monks. A group of Ghorkha soldiers
returning to Nepal from Peking had been held up in Litang by the
monks for three months.

It was only another nine days to Batang, and the two men
departed with the several hundred Nepalese who made life difficult
for them by occupying any rooms that were available along the way.
The two Japanese had to borrow a tent and camp out, and they
were often wet at night.

It was during this stage of their trip that a very revealing incident
occurred, and it brought forth one of the rare mentions of Nomi
in Teramoto’s diary. They were in a bad mood, having got soaked
during the night, and since it was too wet to make a fire, they had
only tsampa (roasted barley flour) mixed with water to eat. Both
their escorts and servants occasionally gave them problems. One
had tried to rob them during the wet night, and one of their
horses had disappeared. When one of the escort began to lag
behind, Nomi’s temper snapped. He ran back and began to punch
the man, who was about to retaliate by smashing Nomi’s head with
a large rock when Teramoto intervened. Had Teramoto not been
there, it could have spelled the end to Nomi’s travelling career, and
this incident may well give us a clue to what happened later.

Batang is a striking place, and though it is at an altitude of no
more than nine thousand feet, it has a real Tibetan feel about
it. Eric Teichman, who probably knew this area better than any
other Englishman, called it ‘a rich little oasis in a desert of wild
mountains’. When Teramoto and Nomi were there it was still
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governed by two Tibetan Deba, or chieftains, who ruled from
their separate castles around which the village clustered. At this
same time Kawaguchi had taken up residence in a border village
called Tsarang, remarkably similar to Batang despite being several
thousand miles away in northern Nepal. But he was there for a
year, perfecting his knowledge of Tibetan grammar, while Nomi
and Teramoto managed only a few short weeks in Batang.

And here we can see another big difference between these two
and Kawaguchi. In disguise, never in a hurry, always happy to
stop for a few months or even a year, Kawaguchi also had the
ability to fit in, to make himself liked (as long as he was not
dealing with consuls or officials). In Tsarang the villagers even
tried to arrange a marriage for him. Nomi often seems to have
rubbed people up the wrong way. There is certainly no evidence
that he or Teramoto tried to make friends with their Nepalese
travelling companions, who could have been very useful to them.
Instead there was talk among the Ghorkhas of the two Japanese
being Europeans, and it went far enough to arouse suspicions and
cause the Chinese in Batang to obstruct their further progress.
Eventually these officials even rescinded the permission they had
granted for them to take the road to Chamdo, though just how
useful Chinese travel permits would have been beyond Batang is
debatable.

Later Teramoto cut out the following article from the Shanghai
Daily News:

Some time ago I told you of an attempt about to be made on
the part of two Japanese ‘bonzes’ to reach Lhasa. They have
now returned to Tatsienlu after expending nearly two months
in Batang where the Lamas effectually barred their way across
the frontier. Disappointing to the Japanese, characteristic of the
Lama. One of the ‘bonzes’ will remain in Tatsienlu while the
other goes to Peking, presumably to procure power from the
suzerain China to force himself upon his co-religionists. Query
— Is it religious fervour or political enterprise? There are those
who affirm it to be the latter.

As Kawaguchi got the story from an official in Lhasa later, however,
they were turned back because it was not sufficiently clear that they
were Buddhist priests.
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Teramoto, never one to stand still for long, turned back immedi-
ately and headed for Chungking to inform Narita that following
them would be a waste of time. Nomi made a half-hearted attempt
at striking out west dressed as a Chinese monk, but was turned back
when he was sighted by Chinese cavalry. He returned to Tatsienlu
‘with tears of regret’.

Tibet had just shown the two travellers that it was to be no
pushover, yet it must also be admitted that theirs was a singularly
amateurish attempt, and there were certainly lessons to be learned
by anyone willing to learn them. There had, for instance, been
no serious effort at disguise. They had simply travelled openly
with a Chinese escort, and expected the Tibetans to stand aside
and let them in. In addition, both of them showed a lack of
that most important quality for travellers to remote regions:
patience.

Nomi returned to Tatsienlu on 22 October 1899, after a round
trip lasting more than three months. While Teramoto hurried
off to Peking and Japan, Nomi decided to make the best of his
situation. Winter was coming on, so it would be the worst time
to travel on the Tibetan plateau, and for once he decided to slow
down and make the most of a place. There were four Tibetan
monasteries in Tatsienlu, each with its own collection of valuable
manuscripts. Some of these had been specifically requested by
Nanjo, and Nomi was able to send them via Teramoto. They would
have particularly pleased Max Mueller, who had recently died.

Most of the next seven months were spent in Tatsienlu, where
Nomi was apparently busy with a number of draft translations, but
unfortunately all record of his activities, along with the translations,
has been lost. If he ever made any friends or had any life outside
of his studies, we will never know. He certainly made no useful
contacts.

To the north of Tatsienlu lies the town of Dege, also situated in
a deep gorge, and home of the most important printing press in
this part of Tibet.3 It also lay astride the second route to Chamdo.
Planning to pick up the Dege editions of the Tibetan canon he had
ordered, and then hoping to continue on to Chamdo, Nomi left
Tatsienlu in early May 1900. He seems to have learned nothing
from his previous failure. Again there was no attempt at disguise
(though of course he would have been well known in Tatsienlu by

17



Monks, Spies and a Soldier of Fortune

now), but more seriously, his abrasive personality again got in the
way. He had problems with porters in Dege, and before he could
decide what to do, all his money was stolen. Since he had taken
the wise precaution of leaving some money in Chengdu for such
an eventuality, there was nothing for him to do but return. This
second attempt was even quicker and less successful than the first,
and a wiser man would perhaps at this point have begun to realize
his limitations.

But Nomi seems never to have known when to give up. By chance
he found an old school mate whom he had not seen in twelve years
living in Chungking, but he wasted little time there, hoping to
have another try at Tibet during the summer. Having failed at
the relatively (but only relatively) easy tea routes from Tatsienlu,
he now turned to one of the most difficult and inhospitable caravan
routes in the world: from the northeast through Chinghai.4 By early
July he was in Sian, and by the end of the month in Lanchow.
From there he set off immediately for Sining, the fortified Muslim
capital of Chinghai; then to the small settlement of Tongkar, a day’s
journey to the west, where he finally arrived after a journey of three
months and 1,500 miles.

Here, ten thousand feet up on the old Silk Road, he was a world
away from the deep green valleys of the eastern borders. Though
Tongkar was politically in China, there were few Chinese there.
Most of the people were Muslims with a distinctly Middle Eastern
look, but there were also some very wild-looking Buddhist nomads
from the area he was heading towards: Tsaidam Mongolians and
Tangut Tibetans.

In Sining he learned of two ways across Chinghai to Tibet: an
official southern route that had fallen into disuse, and a northern
one still used by caravans and pilgrims. Even so, this route was not
marked in any way, and the whole region was so sparsely populated
and hostile that caravans of fewer than a hundred members had no
chance at all. Anyone hoping to get into Tibet this way would have
to wait for one of the annual caravans that usually departed in the
spring to avoid the impossible high-altitude winter. Provisions were
unavailable, so that each person needed at least two pack animals
just to carry enough food for the journey, and another animal to
ride, since deep and swift-flowing rivers crossed the route. The few
tribes that lived along the way were not only constantly at war with
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one another, but seemed to regard caravans much as a poacher
regards wild rabbits.

The prospects were hardly encouraging, but Nomi managed to
make them worse. He must quickly have realized that he had
arrived at the wrong time of year, and that it would be impossible to
travel this hostile route alone, yet he ignored the obvious solution.
Not far off the road between Sining and Tongkar is the great
monastery of Kumbum, the largest and most respected centre of
Tibetan learning outside the political boundaries of Tibet. From
a student’s point of view being at Kumbum is almost as good as
being in Lhasa itself, but it seems that Nomi paid it no more
than a quick visit. One cannot help but feel that in this situation
Kawaguchi would have settled in at Kumbum, ingratiated himself
with trader monks who would form part of the next caravan to
Lhasa, passed an examination or two during the winter, and left
with the traders in the spring, working his passage by conducting
ceremonies and giving grammar lessons. Nomi simply continued
on to Tongkar, though there was no chance of a caravan for many
months.

Several days after he arrived there a decree was issued to the
effect that only Tibetans, Chinese, Mongolians and Muslims would
be allowed into Chinghai. This seems to have been directed at
a large Russian expedition, or perhaps even an arms caravan.
Hoping that the decree would not be strictly enforced, Nomi went
about whatever preparations were possible.

Itis not really certain what happened next except that according
to his account his luggage and most of his money, which he had
rather foolishly left at his inn, were stolen while he was out. Could
he have made enemies again, perhaps by trying to badger porters
and camelmen into an impossible lone midwinter crossing? We will
never know, but he was so thoroughly discouraged by this latest
robbery that he retreated to Chungking, where he arrived in early
October. This whole Chinghai venture was so badly managed,
coming on the heels of his earlier failures, that anyone following
his adventures can have few doubts about Nomi’s qualifications as
a traveller and an explorer. He himself never seems to have got the
message, and the more blatant his failures the more determined he
became.

Back in Chungking he learned that the vague rumours of a
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Muslim rebellion he had heard in his travels were in fact the
distant rumblings of the rising by the ‘League of Harmonious Fists’,
a rising which the West called the Boxer Rebellion. Though Nomi
did not know it, Teramoto was working with the Japanese forces as
an interpreter, and would be involved in an incident that would
have far-reaching effects on the future of Japan-Tibet relations.
Nor would he have any way of knowing that on the fourth of
July Kawaguchi Ekai had finally succeeded in sneaking across
the Nepal-Tibet border, had completed a pilgrimage to Mount
Kailash with a family of congenial brigands from Kham, and was
now thoroughly lost in western Tibet, but making his way vaguely
in the direction of Lhasa. Narita was well into the next phase of
his own plans. Nomi, meanwhile, was taking a five-month break -
not in a place like Kumbum or Tatsienlu, which would have been
relevant to his purpose, but in the Chinese city of Chungking. If he
had any self-doubts, he never mentioned them.

A sentence at the end of his brief notes on the Boxer Rebellion
contains the name Idogawa. This was Major Idogawa Tatsuzo, the
military attaché in Chungking. Since the Consulate was shut down
for the moment as a result of the Boxer Rebellion, Idogawa and
his military interpreter Harada Tetsuzo were now Nomi’s Japanese
contacts in Chungking.

While he was in Chungking he caught up on the news. Rumours
that the Tibetans were sending an envoy to the Russians had him
worried.

According to translations of articles from English magazines in
Chinese newspapers, it seems the Tibetans are sending an envoy
to Russia. From then on friendly relations are promised between
those two countries. This should not happen, but I know that last
year 50 or 60 Russians went to Tibet via Sinkiang and Chinghai.
I know the lamas don’t like foreigners in their land, so I do not
understand this attitude.

I wonder if Kawaguchi succeeded in getting into Tibet. It is
best to have as many Japanese as possible there to open ties
between the countries. I hope more people from the East will
follow. (Murakami, 1989; trans. Berry)

Again we can see that for all his faults as a traveller, Nomi seems to
have been commendably free of personal ambition and jealousy.
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He also took the time to write a remarkably dull letter to his
wife, one of the few fragments of this scant correspondence that
survives.

Last year on my travels I caught cold, and I also was ill two or
three times from bad food or water, and have taken medicine
for a cold. I quickly made a complete recovery and made the
return trip safely. Due to my natural good health I have travelled
far without serious illness, so you do not need to worry. I know
you are not the kind of person who complains or is bothered by
other people’s talk, so take care of yourself. (Murakami, 1989;
trans. Berry)

By now Nomi was seriously short of money. Of his three tries, two
had been terminated by robberies, and it was probably foolish of
him to go on at this point without recouping his funds, but he
was getting restless, and left Chungking in February 1901 having
decided on yet a fourth route: from the southeast through Yunnan,
and a final do-or-die attempt.

So far, for all the distance he had covered, he had not really got
anywhere. He had yet to go beyond settled areas or well-travelled
trade routes, and the furthest points of his journey — Batang, Dege
and Tongkar — were still at the time politically part of China. It
was always just at the point when the journey should properly be
starting that Nomi managed to offend someone or get robbed and
be forced to turn back. In addition, he seems to have been one of
the most unlucky travellers imaginable. A certain amount of luck
is necessary to any venture of this sort. As Peter Fleming put it in
News From Tartary:

every improbable enterprise, as long as it is carried out in a
sensible and modest way, has a kind of divine right to one slice
of luck every so often . . . every now and then you are entitled to
expect — to demand indeed, if only you knew who to apply to -
some specific, unmistakable manifestation of good fortune, no
matter on how small a scale. (Fleming, 1986 p. 102)

This traveller’s fortune, for whatever reason, was never to smile on

poor Nomi Kan.
In Yunnan itself, Nomi could expect to find a good deal of
foreign influence. There was a fair amount of competitive trade
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between the European powers who were vying for influence here,
and this was coupled with an active missionary presence. Nomi
was to find Japanese matches, blankets and umbrellas, and since
they were re-exported to eastern Tibet, he could hope for a fairly
well-trodden trade route. But there were unexpected difficulties
even getting as far as the capital of Kunming. The constant rain,
mud and heavy winds were bad enough, but in addition the
unsettled nature of the countryside was exemplified by violent
anti-missionary activity. In Yunnan at least four churches had
recently been burned by rioters, the French had withdrawn many
of their missionaries, and all the merchants went about armed.

The Manchu Dynasty was weakening, literally falling apart at
the seams, and in many remote areas the only really effective
administration was carried on by the secret societies. Before the
fall of the Manchus, some of these secret societies were slightly
more respectable organizations than they later became: utopian
revolutionaries, albeit financed by crime, who always regarded the
Manchus as foreigners and held as their ideal the restoration of the
previous Ming Dynasty. Since he was a poor and solitary traveller,
Nomi was probably left alone by these groups, but their influence
would have been all-pervasive in these parts, and they would have
been dangerous people to be on the wrong side of.

Nomi did not stay long in Kunming but left almost immediately
for Dali, four hundred kilometres to the west and that much closer
to Tibet, where he arrived on 16 April 1901. He left again three
days later. On the eighteenth he wrote to Nanjo:

I am about to set off for the interior with very little money. Each
step gets harder, and the way ahead is beset with worries. But I
entrust all troubles, and even my life, to the Buddha, and am
determined to go northwest from Yunnan. I am sending back
the servant who came with me from Chungking with my letter
to Japan. After this I think communication will be difficult. I am
leaving tomorrow. . ..

Kunming, 18 April 1901. (Murakami, 1989; trans. Berry)

After this warning, no one was surprised at first when nothing was
heard of Nomi. But as the months stretched to years, hope faded
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and anxiety turned to resignation. It was not until July 1905, more
than four years after his letter from Dali, that there was any news
of Nomi Kan: a postcard to his family and parishioners from a
fellow parishioner who had joined the army and been stationed
in China.

I understand that you all must be worried about the fate of your
son, as we are also. I have just heard from an army chaplain that
he died in the middle of December last year in Tibet. This news
comes from a reliable source and I believe it to be the truth.
(Muramaki, 1989; trans. Berry)

A separate letter soon arrived containing more details and, most
significantly, quoting Nomi’s old acquaintance, Major Idogawa,
who had allegedly told the following story to the chaplain.

‘On the way back from Tibet in January last year, I happened to
stay at the inn where Mr. Nomi Kan died. I found that “Nomi
Kan of Japan, Shimane Ishimi Koku Nagagun Hasa mura” had
left a poem on the wall. The meaning of the poem was, “Sadly, I
am to be killed by the natives of this area.” I questioned the local
people and they told me that indeed he was killed around the
middle of December last year (1903). I was so shocked. I noted
the poem in my notebook and kept it with me. Unfortunately
I cannot find it now. I wrote down the details, including
the poem, and sent them off right away to Japan, but my
letter seems to have been lost in the mail.” (Murakami, 1989;
trans. Berry)

Already this leaves us with a number of unresolved questions. In
particular: why should both Idogawa’s notebook and the mail
to Japan, both containing the same information, go missing?
Possibly it would all have been resolved had the affair remained
private, but the letter was forwarded to Professor Nanjo, who
immediately wrote an article based on it which appeared in the
Buddhist newspaper Chugai Nippo on 15 July. The article attracted
nationwide attention, and it was used as the basis for a series of
tributes and obituaries that appeared in newspapers all over the
country throughout July.

Then quite suddenly, on 31 August, Major Idogawa wrote to
Professor Nanjo to say that it was all untrue:
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At the beginning of April at the Buddhist ceremony held for
the troops here I talked to Chaplain Ohara. Since he told me
he was a friend of Nomi, I informed him that I knew Nomi had
made it as far as Dali. I never said anything about what occurred
after Dali, particularly the things I am supposed to have said
about him being killed. I have read articles in the Jiji Shimpo
and the Osaka Mainichi and was surprised to see how far from
the truth the articles were. I have also been asked about this by
Harada Tetsuzo, the military interpreter who was stationed with
me here in Szechwan for some time and who also travelled to
Yunnan with Nomi in the spring and summer of 1903 (!), and
knows him well. I told him that the articles were all untrue. . . .
(Murakami, 1989; trans. Berry)

What had happened? The answer would seem to lie in whatever
sort of work Idogawa was engaged in. Already Japanese expan-
sionist policies were clear, and in 1904 Japan went to war with
Russia. Russia’s supposed intrigues in Tibet would bring about an
almost simultaneous British invasion there, the 1904 Younghusband
Expedition, so there was no lack of intelligence to be gathered. It is
more than probable that Idogawa and Harada went to places where
they officially had no business, and that it was necessary to keep
this secret. The British and Japanese were supposed to be allies
at this point, and Japanese spies sneaking around Tibet would not
have been appreciated. It is even possible that Idogawa and Harada
might have asked Nomi to help out.

Whatever the case, Idogawa probably wrote to the family thinking
it would go no further, and was shocked to find articles based on his
private correspondence written up in the newspapers. His superiors
would have thought even less of it. A military censor had probably
already taken care of his letter, his notebook ‘disappeared’ and his
entire career may have hinged on his denial. He later became a
lieutenant general, and never again confirmed the story.

We are still left with an intriguing time gap. Nomi’s final letter
was written in April 1901. The alleged murder took place around
the middle of December 1903, two and a half years later. It is by
no means clear from Idogawa’s remarks where he found the poem
and heard the stories. Was it in Yunnan, or during a foray deep into
Tibet? His denial and later secrecy suggest the latter. But what was
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Nomi doing all this time?

There are a number of possibilities (and unless the date -
1903 — when Nomi and Harada were supposed to have gone
to Yunnan is the mistake it appears to be, these possibilities are
infinitely increased). Most likely is that he finally changed his
mode and speed of travel, and found a congenial monastery, or
monasteries, somewhere just inside Tibet, where he could live
and study. A second possibility is that he was engaged by Idogawa
or others to do some intelligence-gathering. He was desperately
short of money, and it is always easy for a Japanese (even one
as unorthodox as Nomi) to rationalize that his country’s needs
and those of Buddhism correspond. If this was the case, anyone
as incompetent as he had demonstrated himself to be could easily
have been caught out by the secret societies and summarily dealt
with. And then there is always the chance that he might have gone
mad and simply wandered around as a beggar pilgrim for several
years: one more would hardly have been noticed in this part of
the world.

Though the exact circumstances of his death must remain a
mystery, perhaps it is just as well that he died in the attempt
to accomplish the one thing that meant anything to him, for
he could only have been disappointed by what happened in the
years to come. He quite simply came along fifty years too early.
The Western fascination with Zen in the 1950s and 1960s, and the
later spread of Tibetan Buddhism, would have delighted him. He
might well have taken his place beside Alan Watts, D.T. Suzuki,
and Kalu Rimpoché; but a world about to embark on two world
wars, Fascism, and the Russian and Chinese Revolutions (the latter
bringing about the accompanying realization of his prediction
about the suppression of Tibetan culture) would have provided
very stony soil indeed.

And so, leaving Nomi to rest somewhere in the borderlands,
we will now take up the story of his far more successful rival,
Kawaguchi Ekai.
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Chapter Two
On the Road to Nature’s Mandala

Kawaguchi Ekai was a man full of contradictions. A sensitive and
rather fanatical linguist who was well aware that his life would
depend on his ability to disguise himself, he came to know the
ordinary Tibetan-speaking peoples of Nepal and Tibet to an
extent unmatched by previous travellers. He was to live with
them, mediate their marital quarrels, preach to them, teach and
be taught by them, treat their illnesses and in turn have his own
treated by them, and even get involved in romances and fist fights.
Yet he always claimed not to like Tibetans, and somehow he never
really understood Tibetan Buddhism. In the end his unreasoning
attacks on some of its beliefs and hallowed figures nearly spoiled all
his accomplishments.

His indifference to poverty and hardship gave him unequalled
freedom of movement, but on the other hand his ability to forget
even the simplest directions ensured that he would waste much of
his time walking around in circles. Lost and alone, he would be
swept away in near-freezing rivers, felled by convulsions, cough up
blood, and be robbed of all his possessions. Often he had to force
his frozen and exhausted body to cling to life through meditation,
but through it all he never lost his determination or his sense of
humour.

When we compare Nomi and Kawaguchi, and look at the
question of why one succeeded while the other never really got
anywhere, the matter of luck cannot be ignored. As we have seen,
that ‘slice of luck’ to which every traveller is entitled never really
came Nomi’s way, while for Kawaguchi it was there at every turn.
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Of course their personalities had something to do with this, and
often Kawaguchi’s luck was made to happen. Nomi had trouble
with porters everywhere. We have seen him lose his temper and
start beating a member of his party, and one cannot avoid the
suspicion that when he was robbed it was by people who knew
him and had reason to dislike him. Kawaguchi was also robbed
a number of times, but always by total strangers who had nothing
against him. Only once did two servants try to take him on. Not
only did he outsmart them, but he was careful never to travel with
a retinue again. The friends he made on his way west to Mount
Kailash meant that there were people he knew who could help
him on the way back. And if you asked him, he would even tell you
that he had prepared his karma. He was possibly the only vegetarian
explorer on record, and instead of accepting going-away presents
from Japanese friends he made them promise to give up practices
like fishing or serving chicken in their restaurants.

The other key to Kawaguchi’s success is that he simply never
turned back. He might get held up, as he did in Darjeeling,
Kathmandu and Tsarang, but when he did he stayed put, learned
whatever he could, and forged ahead when it became possible.

Perhaps it was his early life that prepared him for this. From the
time when he embraced Buddhism at the age of fifteen, Kawaguchi
was always bucking the system, and he must have got used to delays
in achieving his aims. His father, a bucket maker from the coastal
town of Sakai, not far from Osaka, was horrified when his eldest
son refused to follow in the family trade, and it was his mother who
stepped in and took his side, cooking him the vegetarian meals he
began to insist upon, and sneaking him books to read (she had
‘married beneath herself’ and never had much patience with her
husband’s illiteracy). His home life was a constant battle, with the
young man secretly reading half the night, then falling asleep over
his carpentry.

Probably the only really happy period of his youth occurred dur-
ing his confused student days when he had escaped from the family.
He tried a number of different courses of study, as well as degrees
of asceticism, once living for an entire week on nothing but pine
needles. His most concerted study was done at the Tetsugakukan
under Nanjo, but though they were to correspond later, he never
seems to have been as close to the professor as was Nomi.
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After leaving the Tetsugakukan at the age of twenty-five, he was
granted the rectorship of a large and important Tokyo temple, the
Gohyaku Rakanji (‘The Temple of Five Hundred Buddhas’). As a
rector he was a disaster; for Kawaguchi was a scholar monk, not
an administrator, and the daily running of a temple was nothing
more to him than an irritant. Leaky roofs were not repaired and,
one suspects, funerals were sometimes forgotten. He resigned
after only a year, renouncing his monastic ties as well (though
he continued to live by the strict vows he had taken) in a huff
over alleged immorality among the hierarchy. His intention was
to move to the headquarters of his sect, the Obakusan temple near
Kyoto, to live in seclusion and study the large collection of Chinese
scriptures there.

But this attempt to live as a hermit did not mean an end to
his conflicts. He was not particularly welcome at Obakusan after
his resignation, and he was further disgusted by what he found
at the temple. Priests were living openly with women, nappies
were hanging on the lines, and the finances were embroiled in
corruption. This sort of thing seems to have been accepted by
most Japanese, and only lone voices objected. Even twenty years
later the president of Tokyo Imperial University was able to write
of the state of Buddhism in Japan:

Most of our religious leaders are idle, unlearned, unintelligent,
and wholly degenerate. ... Can spiritual healing come from
men who are leading bad lives and who violate all the rules
of their profession? ... It is hard to find more than one duly
qualified teacher of religion among a thousand priests . . . the
influence of religion in Japan is zero. (Anderson, 1955, p.42)

Kawaguchi was one of those lonely few ‘qualified teachers of
religion’. To anyone who had taken shojin vows - involving
vegetarianism, celibacy, not eating after noon, and abstinence
from alcohol - at the age of fifteen, the sort of goings-on he
found at the temple were anathema. Once he again made his
views known, it was a struggle for him even to get permission to
read in the library. When he did, his conclusion from three years
of reading was similar to Nomi’s: in addition to being written in
a language inaccessible to the average Japanese, the texts were
hopelessly inadequate.
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Unlike Nomi, Kawaguchi had no ambition at this point 10
translate the scriptures into a more internationally understood
language like English. He was more interested in making them
available to his own countrymen by translating them into colloquial
Japanese. But before he did this he really thought he should at least
have a look at the Tibetan versions which, he had learned from
Nanjo, were the closest to the old Sanskrit texts, most of which had
been lost during the Muslim invasions. Never mind that this would
involve learning a difficult language from scratch and finding a way
into a country that was as hostile to strangers as his own had been
at the time of his birth.

As we have seen, Nomi began to think of going to Tibet when
Kawaguchi was still abbot of the Gohyaku Rakaniji. Itis possible that
Kawaguchi could have heard of these plans, but equally probable
that he came up with own idea independently. It was just the sort
of excuse that was tailor-made for such a misfit who had become a
monk in the first place to escape society’s expectations, and then
found it impossible even to get along with his Order.

All his acquaintances considered him mad and tried to dissuade
him, but he was used to this sort of thing from dealing with
his father, and right from the beginning he showed the sort of
determination that was to see him through. ‘If I die, well and
good,” was a typical comment. ‘It will be like a soldier’s death in
a battlefield, and I should be gratified to think that I fell in the
cause of my religion.’ It is interesting that here we have a second
gentle Buddhist expressing himself in military terminology.

He then went for the sinners among his friends, getting pledges
to give up alcohol and tobacco, fishing and serving chicken in
restaurants in lieu of going-away presents. Later to deride all
forms of superstition in others, Kawaguchi would remain firmly
convinced that it was the karma from saving the lives of so many
‘finny and feathered creatures’ that brought about some of his own
narrow escapes from death.

When he left Japan in June 1897, he really had no idea of how he
was going to get to Tibet, and it was a remark by Fujita, the Japanese
Consul in Singapore, that caused him to lay out his future course.
Fujita told him, rather sarcastically: ‘There are only two ways of
accomplishing your purpose: namely to force your way by sheer
force of arms at the head of an expedition, for one, and to go as
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a beggar, for the other. May I ask about your programme?’ That
was the extent of the assistance Kawaguchi got from the Consular
Service, but it was enough. He decided on the spot that the latter
course was for him.

In fact he had little choice. His entire financial reserve consisted
of ¥500 that had been hastily raised by former parishioners when
they realized that he had spent so much time working up good
karma that he had completely forgotten about how he was going
to support himself.

Fortunately for his future plans, while he had little head for
practical matters, as a scholar he was painstaking and thorough.
That was why his first stop was Darjeeling, the hilltop town in
Bengal next to the border with Sikkim where he could consult
the foremost expert of the day on Tibet: the notorious scholar/spy
Surat Chandra Das. Das had been to Tibet twice in the pay of
the British, disguised as a Sikkimese holy man. When word had
spread in Tibet about his identity after his second escape, severe
reprisals had been taken against his friends (including one of
Tibet’s greatest scholars, who was sewn into a bag and thrown into
a river), and his very name became synonymous with evil.

Das agreed to take on this strange little man as a student, perhaps
just to keep an eye on him. For the next year and a half Kawaguchi
studied under Das’s supervision with several teachers for up to ten
hours a day. For much of this time he was living at the home
of a married monk named Lama Shabdung, where he seems to
have become a member of the family, and found the women and
children to be the best teachers. Even then he was not confident
about his accent, and would eventually assume the disguise of a
Chinese monk who had lived in Lhasa. This was chancy, since
he spoke no Chinese, but his ploy of claiming to speak only an
obscure dialect, along with his impressive command of the written
language, always saved him with Chinese speakers.

In fact, Kawaguchi was not the first Japanese to come to
Darjeeling with hopes of continuing to Tibet. In 1894 a young
priest named Kawakami Sadanobu had gone there after the death
of his friend and fellow Sanskrit student Azuma Onjo. Azuma had
studied in Ceylon, Madras, and Bombay before dying in Bombay
at the age of only twenty-six, and it had been his dying wish that
Kawakami go to Tibet to try extend the range of their studies. The
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following year he was still in Darjeeling, and he returned home in
1897 having gone no further.

Earlier still was Japan’s most daring traveller to date, Colonel
Fukushima Yasumasu. After being stationed as military attaché
in Berlin, he returned to Japan in a bold solitary journey on
horseback across Siberia, Mongolia and Manchuria, in much the
way Younghusband had travelled in his youth. Just how much of
an obstacle Tibet presented is shown by the fact that Fukushima
turned back in Darjeeling without even giving it a proper try.
Courage, determination, strength and stamina might be enough
for Siberia, but Tibet would require something more. It was the
failure of this famous overland traveller that had led Consul Fujita
in Singapore to look askance at the little monk.

In fact Kawaguchi proved far more shrewd than either of his
predecessors. Realizing that he was far too well known in Darjeeling
to have any chance with the direct route through the Chumbi
Valley (though this, for some reason, is precisely what Chandra
Das recommended that he do), he backtracked to Calcutta in
early January 1899 to throw suspicious pursuers off the scent,
and then made a pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya, site of the Buddha’s
Enlightenment.

His real object was Nepal. He had decided on Nepal over Bhutan
not only because no Japanese had ever been there before, but
because the birthplace of the Buddha at Lumbini was within its
borders, and somewhere inside the country there was supposed
to be a large collection of the Mahayana scriptures in Sanskrit.
But Nepal was almost as difficult to get into as Tibet itself. After
losing large chunks of itself to the British, and having the example
of colonized India on its doorstep, the Nepalese government had
developed a justifiable paranoia about colonization, and closed its
doors to all foreigners. Tibetan and Chinese pilgrims on their way
to and from the Buddhist holy places of India were exceptions,
so Kawaguchi hoped that with his disguise he would have no
difficulties.

A day or two later, at Sagauli, where the railway line ended a
day’s walk from the border, he had his first slice of luck. He
was just about to settle down and learn Nepali when he met, by
chance, the one person in Nepal to whom he carried a letter of
introduction. This was an important Nepalese ecclesiastic named
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Buddha Vajra, the second Chiniya Lama and abbot of Boudhanath,
the great stupa and Tibetan centre in the Kathmandu valley. Since
the Chiniya Lama spoke not only Tibetan and Nepali but Chinese
as well (his father had been Chinese, hence the title), Kawaguchi’s
disguise was put to a severe test. But he survived so well, largely due
to his knowledge of Chinese characters, that the two became firm
friends, and Kawaguchi was able to enter Nepal as the guest of this
important man, and also stayed as his guest at Boudha, four miles
outside Kathmandu. Nomi Kan had just arrived in Tatsienlu.

Kawaguchi was in Boudha at the time of the great winter
pilgrimage from Tibet and northern Nepal. Boudha at the time
was considered actually to be Tibetan soil, in the same way as
the grounds of a foreign embassy are considered legally part of
that country. During the winter, as Tibetans from all walks of life
descend to escape the harsh Tibetan winter on their way to the
pilgrimage centres of India, Boudha could indeed be a corner of
Tibet. Here, under the huge brooding eyes of the Buddhas of the
four ages, Kawaguchi first came to know the carefree and devout,
if somewhat grimy, people of Tibet — a people at home wherever
there is room to stretch out and make a cup of buttered tea (using
tea that had undoubtedly passed through Tatsienlu on its way from
China).

It was to the poorest — mendicant pilgrims who could afford
neither passes nor bribes to get them across the border — that
Kawaguchi turned for information on secret routes into Tibet.
From what we know of him it is difficult to imagine Nomi sitting
in the sun with these disreputable — albeit deeply religious —
characters, picking their brains as they picked lice out of their
robes. And so, even had he tried a route through Nepal, Nomi
would not have learned - as Kawaguchi did — that his best chances
of success were to take a route via either Lo (better known in the
West as Mustang) or Dolpo, two of Nepal’s most remote and, at
the time, least-known districts. Fortunately, there was also a very
good excuse for heading off in this direction: anyone making a
pilgrimage to Mount Kailash, ‘Nature’s Mandala’ and one of the
holiest spots in the world for Hindus and Buddhists alike, would
take this route. Though Kawaguchi’s real goal was U-Tsang, or
central Tibet, where he would find the finest teachers and the
most complete collections of scriptures, he was never averse to a
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little pilgrimage on the side, even if it did involve a detour of a
thousand miles or more.

The Chiniya Lama told him that going that way would be to
invite death. The pilgrim, of course, replied that he would consider
himself ‘well repaid if I met death while on a pilgrimage to a
holy place’.

The way led first through Pokhara, and Kawaguchi headed west
from Boudha in March 1899 in some state, mounted on a white
horse (a gift from the Lama) and with a retinue of four servants,
two of whom had plans to murder him. From Pokhara he went
north towards the Thak Khola Valley, the centre of an extensive
salt trade between Tibet and India that had made its inhabitants
both wealthy and sophisticated.

If Kawaguchi had a way of making his good luck happen, he
could do the same with bad luck. One of his favourite pastimes
was writing poetry, and one day he was so wrapped up in a poem
he was composing about the scenery that he was knocked off his
horse by some of it — a low branch. He narrowly escaped falling
into a deep ravine, and bruised his hip so severely that he could
not move for several days. Luckily the area they were now in was
too well inhabited for his murderous servants to take action, and
as soon as possible he was back on his horse, writing poems and
heading towards the Tibetan border. By this time another of the
servants, an old lady, had told him all about the two murderers’
plans, so he was well prepared.

Tucked behind the massive peaks of Annapurna and Dhaulagiri
at about 9,000 feet in the arid and windswept Thak Khola Valley,
the small town of Tukche was in those days one of the most
sophisticated places in Nepal outside the Kathmandu Valley. Salt
was to Tukche what tea was to Tatsienlu, the town being the main
staging point where Tibetan salt was exchanged for Indian grain,
and Kawaguchi had an introduction from the Chiniya Lama to the
leading salt trader and district magistrate, Harkaman Serchan. His
mansion, the chapel of which Kawaguchi occupied, was the centre
of an ancient trade route that stretched from the plains of northern
India to northern Tibet, and the courtyard below the chapel was
always full of Tibetan traders at this time of year. It was the perfect
place to pick up gossip.

In Tukche, Kawaguchi was able to demonstrate that the gentle
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celibate teetotaller masked a cunning schemer. In spite of all his
moralizing about alcohol, he was never above using it to further his
aims. He encouraged his two untrustworthy servants in a drinking
bout until each accused the other of planning to kill him, and with
this evidence he paid them their wages plus a little more, then sent
them away in disgrace. This was just about the time when Nomi was
waiting for Teramoto to join him in Tatsienlu.

It was also in Tukche that Kawaguchi met a learned Mongolian
monk named Serab Gyaltsen, who lived in a village called Tsarang
in the tiny kingdom of Lo some days’ march to the north, a king-
dom similar in many ways to those along the border between Tibet
and China. The unfortunate Serab had studied for twenty years in
Lhasa for his geshé degree, but after passing his examinations he
had been exiled to this wild Tibetan-speaking border kingdom for
lechery. He was just the sort of character whom the strictly celibate
Kawaguchi always seemed to take up with, and since he had just
discovered that the route he meant to take to Tibet had been
reinforced with border guards, he decided to visit his new friend’s
home. It was that much closer to Tibet itself, and from it he could
keep an eye on developments and an ear open for rumours. There
would be no going back to Kathmandu or Darjeeling for him at the
first sign of a setback.

In the end he stayed in this little kingdom for nearly a year,
studying Tibetan rhetoric, penmanship and grammar (which was
to become something of an obsession with him) and engaging
in violent religious disputes with his quick-tempered Mongolian
teacher. They also shared the duties of looking after the health
of the village, for Kawaguchi’s maternal grandfather had been a
doctor, and his medical books had been among his reading when
he was young.

In spite of the fist fights with his friend (over ‘the merits of
certain saints’), and not having a bath for a year, Kawaguchi
enjoyed his time in Tsarang, where he traded his white horse for
some of the scriptures he had been searching for. Ever mindful of
the task ahead, he also spent his hours off running up and down
hills with a load of rocks on his back to develop his muscles and
lungs. He gave the villagers the plausible explanation that this was
a religious penance.

But it was also here that he began his criticisms of the Tibetan
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way of life. The dirt got on his nerves. The people’s habits were
‘too loathsome, even unto sickening, to recall to mind’. But at
least he felt that living there had thoroughly prepared him for what
he would have to endure in Tibet. Nor did their leisure activities
meet with his approval. Alcohol and tobacco were favourite forms
of entertainment, but worse, ‘their ruling passion is that of carnal
love’. To read his comments, one would think the people were
engaged in one continuous orgy. He managed to assert himself
in a small way by making the price of his medical treatment absti-
nence from either alcohol or chewing tobacco. This undoubtedly
contributed to his success as a doctor, since it is probable that many
complaints were the result of overindulgence.

His vegetarianism and asceticism, on the other hand, made him
a hit with these simple people, who were quick to respect a way
of life they had no wish to emulate. They decided to keep him
around with the most counterproductive tactics possible: a plan
for trapping him into marriage with one of the headman'’s pretty
daughters. Of all Kawaguchi’s vows, celibacy was to give him the
most difficulty with the free-and-easy Tibetans. As soon as he
discovered the plot, he fled in panic from the willage where he
had been so happy for more than a year. The only way he could
go was south to the town of Marpha, which was just north of Tukche
and the jumping-off point for Dolpo, the route he now planned to
take into Tibet.

Here he carelessly allowed his correspondence with Surat
Chandra Das to be discovered. Das, as has been previously
mentioned, was thought of in Tibet as the very incarnation of
evil, and since Tibetans were passing through this Buddhist village
all the time, his name was well known. Anyone associated with Das
would fall under immediate suspicion of being a spy himself, and
since the economy of the Thak Khola Valley depended in equal
parts on the salt trade and smuggling, the last thing anyone wanted
was attention from Kathmandu. The village split over whether he
should be allowed to stay.

In a sense this was the best thing that could have happened to
Kawaguchi, for this was the only time in his entire trip when his
determination seems to have begun to waver. Two things happened
to put him back on course. One was a report in the Mahabodhi
Society’s newsletter, which Das enclosed with his letter, that Nomi
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and Teramoto had failed in their attempt from Tatsienlu. The
other was his arousal of local suspicions. He had to go somewhere,
and now there was only one way to go. And so he set off on his
trek into the high wastelands behind the eighth-highest mountain
in the world, with a porter and provisions supplied by Marpha’s
headman. After a few days he told his shocked porter that he
wanted to continue alone, and on 4 July 1900 he finally passed
alone and secretly into Tibet. Nomi had recently been robbed in
Dege, and was now on his way to Chinghai.

No one knows for sure just where Kawaguchi crossed the border.
His own account is no help: he was seldom even sure which
direction he was heading in. But he did know he was in Tibet,
and he celebrated with a bowl of tsampa, the Tibetan staple. It
was not long before he sighted his first tents and, not entirely
sure what he should do, he resorted to a cross between meditation
and divination called danjikan sanmai. What is superstition to one
man is sacred to another; a lesson Kawaguchi, who always ridiculed
Tibetan superstitions, never seemed to have learned for himself.
The results of his meditation told him that it would be safe to call
at the tents, where he was hospitably received and passed on to a
local hermit named Gelong Rimpoché.

His first few days in Tibet were auspicious enough, and far
easier than the extremely rugged trek across Dolpo had been.
He and Gelong Rimpoché hit it off (though Kawaguchi regarded
most hermits as charlatans), had detailed religious discussions,
and developed a way of talking to one another in riddles. The
Rimpoché’s assistant helped the ever impractical traveller to mend
his boots, and when he continued on his way it was with strong soles
and replenished stores.

The whole rationale behind coming this way had been to make
a pilgrimage to Mount Kailash and Lake Manasarovar, so this was
the direction in which he set out, only to be plunged immediately
into the most appalling difficulties. Over the next few days river
crossings, blizzards and malnutrition were very nearly to prove
the end of him. Just as bad was the way he always either forgot
directions or got them wrong, and he was seldom going in the
right direction. His favourite medicine, a traditional Japanese
concoction called kotan (in which for some reason he was never to
lose faith) had a habit of sending him into convulsions and causing

36



On the Road to Nature’s Mandala

him to bring up mouthfuls of blood. His vows did not allow him to
eat after noon, and if he missed the deadline he would starve rather
than give in to temptation. Once he survived a night in a blizzard
by meditating warmth into his body.

Justwhen he was on his last legs, after only a week in the country,
his luck turned again when he came upon the tents of an incarnate
lama named Alchu Tulku, who had broken his own vows to marry
a woman whose beauty impressed Kawaguchi deeply. Shocked as
he was by these domestic arrangements, he could hardly object too
strenuously to a couple who saved his life and nursed him back to
strength. In any case, he was to find the marriage a stormy one.
On his last night with them after observing the ‘erstwhile beauty’
in a towering rage, ‘her face a burning red and undergoing the
most disagreeable contortions I have ever seen’, he could only shed
tears of sympathy ‘for all my brethren of the Order whose moral
weakness has betrayed them into breaking their vows of celibacy’.

Almost as soon as he had left Alchu Tulku's tents and struck
out on his own, his troubles began anew; and when, three weeks
later, he finally reached the pilgrim road near Mount Kailash,
and was taken in by a family of friendly brigands from eastern
Tibet, he had again nearly succumbed to exposure, convulsions,
starvation, thirst, and freezing river crossings. The pilgrims, who
really were part-time thieves when they were not on pilgrimage,
were only too happy to have someone they regarded as a learned
lama join them to read the holy word for the duration of their
pilgrimage.

But though his physical troubles were now over for a time,
in another way he found himself in greater danger than ever.
For these rough-and-ready pilgrims, like the villagers of Tsarang,
decided they liked him; and none more so than an affectionate
and aggressive nineteen-year-old named Dawa, who decided he
would make the perfect husband. Her strategy, backed by the rest
of her family, was to throw a little temptation in his way. Again and
again the hapless celibate was manoeuvred into situations where he
would be alone with the bold young lady he describes as ‘a comely
little thing’. A heart that could face the greatest privations and the
coldest winds of the plains with equanimity quailed in the face of
her relentless onslaught. ‘I am neither a piece of wood nor a block
of stone,’ he plaintively informs us in his record of the journey, yet
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in the end we are assured that he ‘remained true to the teachings
of the Blessed One’.

In the company of this family, Kawaguchi made the difficult
circuit around the holy mountain that is considered the centre
of the universe by so many Asians. While a number of Western
travellers had in fact been here, none of them had bothered to
do the circuit (the next to do so would be Sven Hedin). While
he did his one leisurely round, the men in his party did three
and the women two, and he even resorted to a yak for the most
difficult parts. One can hardly blame him. He knew that he would
soon be on the difficult road back across western Tibet to Lhasa,
and the pilgrim trail, rising as it does to eighteen thousand feet
at the Dolma La, was gruelling enough without hurrying. At the
holy lake of Manasarovar he made some remarkable geographical
observations, just about all of them wrong. A good example is the
way he castigates Western geographers for not noticing that the
lake 1s shaped like a lotus flower.

Also while in the Kailash area he had a chance to inform the
world of where he was. Kailash is not far from the Indian border,
and during the pilgrimage season many merchants from India
show up at the temporary markets. Having overcome the suspicions
of one such merchant (who thought he was an Englishman in
disguise), Kawaguchi felt confident enough to despatch letters with
him to Chandra Das and two friends in Japan.

It is during his account of the pilgrimage in his book that he
makes one of his most vitriolic attacks on the eighth-century Indian
mystic Padmasambhava, a man many consider to be Tibet’s patron
saint. This attack was occasioned simply by seeing an image of
Padmasambhava being worshipped beside that of the Buddha,
and indeed many Tibetans (particularly adherents of the oldest
sect, the Nyingmapa) consider him to be a second Buddha. But
this was too much for Kawaguchi.

Why should he be so upset with the saint who subdued Tibet’s
demons, making the country safe for Buddhism? Padmasambhava
came from a very different tradition from the Japanese monk, and
while this is not the place for a long explanation of Tantrism, it is
enough to note that Kawaguchi showed no interest whatsoever in
trying to understand this dominant force in Tibetan Buddhism, but
railed against it at every opportunity. In so doing he concentrated
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on the more spectacular practices of Tantrism, which are really
relatively rare. Padmasambhava, for example, lived with a number
of woman who were ‘spiritual consorts’ — a concept Kawaguchi
made no attempt to understand - and indulged freely in alcohol
and other vices. These practices are only for the most spiritually
advanced, and Kawaguchi could not bring himself to admit that
they might have any value. For him the man whom legend credits
with establishing Buddhism once and for all in this most Buddhist
of lands was ‘a devil in the disguise of a priest, and behaved as if
he had been born for the very purpose of preventing the spread of
the holy doctrines of Buddha’. Since he seems to have expressed
his opinions quite freely, it is no wonder that he made enemies as
well as friends.

The end of the pilgrimage was marked by the family’s resump-
tion of hunting, and hints were thrown out that the learned lama’s
usefulness was at an end, unless he wished to join them as a family
member. The crisis came when the family broke in on him and
little Dawa as she was making a final assault on his virtue. The
two branches of the extended family split over the propriety of her
behaviour, and soon a major brawl ensued in which Kawaguchi’s
worst fears were realized, with them all accusing one another of
the most heinous crimes. In trying to keep the peace, Kawaguchi
was knocked all but unconscious by a roundhouse punch. After
an uneasy final night in the tents, he parted from them the next
day after they had sold him two worthless sheep to act as his pack
animals.

In spite of his worries over the profession of the family, Kawaguchi
had been correct to try and stick with them as long as possible. They
had for the most part treated him with remarkable generosity and
kindness, and he was all but incapable of surviving alone. As soon
as he left them he was again plunged into the kind of difficultes
that always came his way, this time with the added attraction of
highwaymen. The first highwayman he encountered, seeing that he
was a priest, let him off on the condition that he perform a divination
to tell them where wealthy traders were likely to be. Making up a
bogus ceremony, Kawaguchi sent them in the direction he judged
least likely to be profitable, though with his sense of direction they
probably struck it rich.

Winter was now coming on, and though this meant the snow-fed
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rivers he had to cross were now lower, they were also half frozen,
and he often had to break the ice before he could even begin.
Snow-blindness was a new problem for him and sleeping in the
open was now colder than ever. So desperate did he become that
once, when he was turned away from some tents, he convinced
the inhabitants that he had the power to curse them if he was
not let in.

The next bandits he met did not bother to ask for a divination
but simply took everything except his bedding and holy texts.
Though there was a custom of leaving a victim with three days’
worth of food, they were frightened off (by horsemen who then
disappeared) before Kawaguchi had the presence of mind to ask.

His one hope, since he was now doubling back to Lhasa more or
less along the route he had come by, was to find people he knew.
At the absolute low point of his journey, after wandering around
snow-blind for three days without food, he was rescued by a nomad,
only to be attacked and severely bitten by the family mastiffs. But
he was now back in a area he knew, and the next day he was taken
to the tents of an old friend and previous saviour: Alchu Tulku’s
beautiful wife, who had run away from her husband. If he had been
upset by their living together in the first place, he was horrified that
the vow, once broken, was further mocked by the couple’s breaking
up, and as soon as he had regained some strength he devoted it to
bringing them back together.

Taken to Alchu’s tents, he was treated with traditional Tibetan
remedies (which he later derided) for both snow-blindness and
dog bites. He also preached to the couple on ‘all imaginable sins
and vices conceived by man’, and they loved it. After ten days of
rest and recovery in the lama’s tents, which he paid back with his
sermons and the dubious service of reconciling the warring couple,
he was again on his way.

His first stop was a revisit to the cave of Gelong Rimpoché,
indicating that he had now returned to a spot not far from
where he had entered Tibet more than three months before.
It was obvious that the holy man had him largely figured out,
and in veiled terms recommended that he give up. When he
refused, Gelong Rimpoché, convinced of his sincerity, gave him
every assistance, and Kawaguchi set off once more on the long
walk to Shigatse and Lhasa. By the standards of most of the world
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he would still be in the wilds, but at least now he was following a
more or less recognized trail where he could expect to come across
post towns every four or five days. And now his luck returned as he
found tents to lodge in almost every night.

In the small town of Tradun, which was in fact due north of
Tsarang, he had an unpleasant encounter with Tsarang’s town
drunk, who harboured his own suspicions about him. Again he
saved the day, as he had in Tukche, by getting the man so blind
drunk that he was incapable of mischief. Soon his luck was to get
even better when a caravan of merchant monks took him in as
their grammar instructor, and with them he travelled almost all
the way to Shigatse, though one member of the party, jealous of
his learning, tried to cast suspicions on him.

Now back to full strength from the relative comfort of the tents,
he could not resist a detour to the monastery town of Sakya,
headquarters of one of Tibet’s four main sects, and former capital
of the country. The monastery has one of the finest libraries in the
country, and this is the sort of place where we might have expected
Kawaguchi to settle down for a period of concentrated study. Yet
here he made one of his biggest blunders, and one he was lucky to
get away with at all. One of the greatest flaws in his personality was
his inability to allow other people their own beliefs. If he disagreed
with something, that simply made it wrong in his view. Though he
was tolerant enough with the simple and uneducated, he had no
patience whatsoever with scholars and lamas who behaved in ways
he could not condone.

And so, when he was granted an audience with the Sakya Lama,
he made a point of not showing the proper respect — because
the Lama was not celibate (he was not celibate for the excellent
reason that his particular line passes from father to son, unlike
most Tibetan lineages, which are passed through incarnate lamas).
He could hardly have expected to have been welcomed by the rest
of the monastery after this, but he still called on another high lama
from whom he hoped to receive instruction. When he found this
lama playing with a boy whom he suspected was his son, he was so
disgusted that he left this great treasure trove of knowledge without
so much as a second glance.

His brief stay at Shigatse’s Tashi Lhumpo was hardly more sat-
isfactory. Tashi Lhumpo is the most important monastery outside
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Lhasa, because it is the headquarters of the Panchen Lama, second
only to the Dalai Lama in status. Here, again hoping for instruction,
he called on the Panchen Lama’s tutor, who was reputed to be
one of the greatest experts on Tibetan grammar. To his surprise,
he found the tutor unable to answer even the simplest questions,
and was referred to a learned physician along the way to Lhasa in
a hilltop monastery called Engon. Freshly disgusted, he left as soon
as he had a glance at the young Panchen Lama in a procession.
One of the most tragic figures of twentieth-century Tibetan history,
this Panchen Lama was later to be manipulated by the British and
the Chinese into an unwanted rivalry with the Dalai Lama. He and
Kawaguchi were later to develop a close friendship spanning many
years, as the Japanese monk too became involved in the strained
relationship between Shigatse and Lhasa.

Following his hurried departure from Shigatse, Kawaguchi’s next
disappointment proved to be the great grammarian of Engon, who
did not even seem to know the difference between Tibetan and
Sanskrit grammar. In his frustration, Kawaguchi never seemed to
consider the possibility that he was making such a bad impression
that these teachers along the way were having a little fun with him.
Anyone who slandered the great saints of Tibetan Buddhism and
behaved disrespectfully towards high lamas could hardly expect just
to walk into a monastery and demand instruction, and it is very odd
that a man who showed such patience with the physical aspect of his
travels should be so impatient intellectually.

He was just about to give us another startling example of this
sort of inconsistency, for now, having hurried through Sakya and
Shigatse, just on the threshold of Lhasa, he inexplicably stopped.
He was within a week’s walk of the holy city, in good health and
well fed, so except that it was now January, and very cold, there is
no obvious reason for this halt.

Perhaps it shows just how much at home he felt. Though he had
been robbed and lost his money and possessions time and time
again, he had been able to recover his funds through offering
priestly services, and was now as well off as he had been on
his entire trip. The closer he got to Lhasa, the less suspicion he
encountered and the more demand he found for his services. It
was as if anyone this close to the capital was beyond suspicion.

First he stopped for five days at New Year at a small village. This
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was New Year by the Western calendar, as it had been celebrated
in Japan since the Meiji Restoration, rather than by the old Lunar
calendar, so no one in Tibet would have any idea that it was
a special day. Kawaguchi always made a point of performing a
secret ceremony on this day, and these ceremonies are interesting
because they show that he, no less than Nomi, was a captive of
the idea that Buddhism and Japanese nationalism were somehow
related. ‘As Buddhism teaches us it is our duty to pray for the
health of the sovereign ... on New Year’s Day ... and for the
welfare of the Imperial Family’ (Kawaguchi, 1979, p. 260). He
was also in the habit of praying ‘for the greater prosperity and
glory of the Empire of Japan’. That two men travelling specifically
in search of the original scriptures uncorrupted by either Chinese
or Japanese influences could be so susceptible to these ideas shows
how pervasive they must have been.

In another village, called Mani Lhakhang, he administered first
aid to a child who had been so ill that when he recovered it was
accounted a miraculous raising of the dead. Offered shelter with
the local squire over the winter months, he decided to accept, and
from January until mid-March he read the scriptures and frolicked
in the snow with the village children, including the one whose life
he had saved.

When the time came to leave his comfortable surroundings and
strike out for the capital, Kawaguchi first climbed to the Yamdruk
Tso, the beautiful and strangely shaped ‘Turquoise Lake’ at about
fifteen thousand feet.! Here he took up with a jocular soldier from
the Nepali Legation in Lhasa who was walking back and forth
between Nepal and Tibet trying to decide whom he missed more,
his mother in Nepal or his girlfriend in Lhasa. Kawaguchi thor-
oughly enjoyed his company, and one is uncomfortably reminded
of the Nepalese who ended Nomi’s first trip in Batang.

After a walk of six days (he was slowed down by sore feet, for the
winter of indoor living had caused him to go soft) he entered the
holy city on 21 March 1901, just a month after Nomi had written
his final letter to Professor Nanjo. Going straight to the Jokhang,
Tibetan Buddhism’s most revered temple, he offered thanks in
front of the image said to have been carved during the lifeume
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of the Buddha, which had come to Tibet thirteen hundred years
before via China with the Chinese bride of King Srontsan Gompo.
He tried to find a friend from Darjeeling, but when he went to
his father’s mansion he was informed that he had gone mad.
Deciding that a madman who knew his secret was the last thing
he needed at this point, he walked the four miles northwest to
Sera, the second-largest monastery in Tibet, which then had over
five thousand monks, and gained temporary admission to one of
the colleges.

Kawaguchi was to stay fourteen months in Sera and Lhasa. While
he was at Sera, in addition to studying, passing examinations,
and tracking down rare manuscripts, he again began practising
medicine, excelling in setting the broken bones of Sera’s famous
‘warrior monks’. These young men were more proficient at martial
arts than they were at studying, chanting and praying, and sup-
ported themselves by performing menial tasks or hiring themselves
out as bodyguards. They would form the first line of defence were
the monastery to be attacked, and even in times of peace they
sometimes engaged in pitched battles with their counterparts
from Sera’s rival monastery, Drepung. Since a favourite sport was
duelling over the favours of young boys, there was plenty of work
for a doctor, especially one who would treat them for free. Though
Kawaguchi was often severely critical of what he saw as greed and
hypocrisy among high lamas, he was almost completely uncritical
of these simple men who knew little of the religion they professed
and fought over young boys.

So well known did his work among the warrior priests become
that word of it reached the thirteenth Dalai Lama, and the ‘Sera
Amchi’ (‘Doctor of Sera’) was summoned to a private audience at
the Norbu Lingka summer palace. This was a worrying moment.
In spite of his professed disregard for most Tibetan lamas and
the incarnation system in general (‘an incarnation of all vices
and corruptions’), Kawaguchi always held Tibet’s spiritual and
temporal leader in the highest respect, and he did not like
deceiving him. He was also worried that a man who spoke Chinese
and was supposed to be possessed of unusual spiritual powers would
see through him. Had that happened, he was determined to admit
his identity and throw himself on the Dalai Lama’s mercy.

Though this was the first ever meeting between a Dalai Lama and
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a Japanese, there would be many more during the next twenty years
- not only in Tibet, butin China and India as well. Thubten Gyatso,
the thirteenth Dalai Lama, was only twenty-six at this time, but even
that was comparatively old for a Dalai Lama. Using a combination
of cunning and loyal cooks, he had managed to avoid the early
death suffered by most of his predecessors since the seventh. His
stewardship was to see one of the most difficult and dangerous
times for Tibet and its people, and would be crowned by nearly
forty years of independence.

But though Kawaguchi survived this meeting, he had now drawn
a good deal of unwanted attention to himself. His book-collecting
activities were unusual enough to be remarked upon, and his
meeting with the Dalai Lama made him a centre of attention.
Above all, his continuing success as a doctor left him with very little
time to study. When an aristocratic friend, a monk and ex-Minister
of Finance who had been forced out of office owing to his excessive
honesty, offered him a room in Lhasa, he was happy to accept.

The two men became acquainted when Kawaguchi treated a nun
who turned out to be the man’s mistress. Typically, Kawaguchi
thought highly of him in spite of his ‘ill-famed deeds of love’
(Kawaguchi, 1979, p. 338). As with Alchu Tulku and his wife,
he would preach to this elderly couple (they were now both in
their sixties), and ‘they often repented with tears of the folly they
had committed with each other when young’ (ibid., p. 333). Yet
they made such a charming couple that he could not help but
sympathize with them in spite of behaviour that brought ‘shame
on Buddhism’ (ibid., p. 332).

The ex-Minister introduced him to his half brother, the Ganden
Tri Rimpoché, traditionally one of the most learned men in Tibet,
and one of the few non-incarnate lamas to be honoured with the
title ‘Rimpoché’. Kawaguchi indicates that the Tri Rimpoché seems
to have seen through his disguise, but instead of turning him in, he
replied favourably to his request for instruction. Of all the Tibetans
Kawaguchi met during his years in Nepal and Tibet, he had the
most respect for this venerable figure, who would be left in charge
of the country by the Dalai Lama during his exile in China from
1904 to 1909.

Altogether, Kawaguchi had a wonderful and productive time in
Lhasa. He studied both at Sera and privately with one of the most
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learned lamas in the land, lived with a noble family in Lhasa,
listened to gossip both high and low, collected many of the books
he was after, met many people, and made many friends. Perhaps he
listened to a little too much gossip, for his extensive report on the
activities of the Buriat Mongolian lama Aguaung Dorje (‘Dorjieff’)
has often been cited as proof that he was spying for the British.

Dorjieff was an extremely shadowy and sinister figure from the
British point of view, but one might reasonably have expected
Kawaguchi to look on him with more sympathy. The Buriat
Mongols lived in Russian territory north of Outer Mongolia. St
Petersburg had the good sense not to molest or persecute this
Buddhist minority in any way, and was rewarded with complete
loyalty. Dorjieff was probably the greatest Buriat scholar. He had
lived and studied in Lhasa for many years, and had even become
one of the Dalai Lama’s tutors. While Kawaguchi was in Lhasa
he was a trusted adviser to the Dalai Lama and was promoting
Russian interests in all sorts of ways, though it is unlikely that he
was preparing Tibet for Russian occupation, as the British believed.
It was essentially the interests of Central Asian Buddhists he had at
heart, and he hoped to create a theocratic empire of Mongolians
and Tibetans headed by the Dalai Lama, but under the protection
of the Tsar.

While it is true that it was largely on Dorjieff’s account that
the British invaded Tibet in 1904, there is really no evidence to
suggest that information from Kawaguchi had anything to do with
this decision. It is more likely that Kawaguchi was simply doing a
little amateur undercover work that he hoped might be noticed
by Tokyo, for ever since the First Sino—Japanese War (1894-5),
Japanese and Russian interests in the Far East had been on a
collision course. His inability to see any virtue in Dorjieff’s activities
is one more proof of the pervasiveness of Japanese nationalism at
the time.

Kawaguchi was undoubtedly the first to observe the uninten-
tional effect that Japanese policy had on Tibetan awareness.
Though the Chinese had claimed a form of sovereignty over
Tibet for many years, whatever practical value this claim might
have had was now long gone, and it was certainly not accepted
by most Tibetans. But while the Tibetans considered Chinese
claims as at most an irritant, and regarded the Chinese officials
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called Ambans as ambassadors while the Chinese thought of them
as governors, it had always been thought that the Chinese were
too strong militarily to defy openly. But when word reached Lhasa
that an obscure Buddhist island nation had humbled mighty China
militarily, Chinese prestige plummeted. Kawaguchi once asked a
government official what he thought of a Chinese Imperial decree,
and was told that Tibet ‘was not obliged to obey an order which the
Chinese Emperor issued at his own pleasure’. His conclusion on
the relationship between Tibet and China was that ‘the Tibetans
are utterly indifferent to most of the decrees coming from China,
and treat them like so many gamblers’ oaths’ (Kawaguchi, 1979,
pp- 520-1).

In one respect only was Kawaguchi’s trip a failure. More than
anything else he wanted to come clean about his identity. He had
been given the signal honour of being received by the Dalai Lama,
whom he deeply respected, and he felt that he owed it to him, and
to his friends (as well as to his countrymen in Japan), to let them
know who he really was.

In fact, his story was being whispered all over Lhasa. There
were certainly several merchants who knew him from Darjeeling,
including one named Tsa Rongba who, along with his wife, was
to suffer considerably for having been associated with him. Tsa
Rongba in turn made the mistake of telling another merchant who
had just returned from an official trading trip to China, where he
had been impressed by the chivalrous behaviour of Japanese troops
during the Boxer Rebellion. Though the merchant swore himself
to secrecy, he was later to tell no less a person than the Dalai
Lama’s brother. This was a serious miscalculation. The merchant
had expected to be rewarded with a monopoly on what he saw
as the lucrative trade between Tibet and Japan, but to the Dalai
Lama’s brother the Japanese were no better than the British or the
Chinese.

Then the same young nobleman whom Kawaguchi had tried
to find on his first day in Lhasa - the one who had gone
mad - resurfaced and attempted to blackmail him. The Ganden
Tri Rimpoché, of course, had already indicated that he knew
something of his secret, and eventually Kawaguchi even told the
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ex-Minister who he was; but when he mentioned that he had
written a letter to the Dalai Lama admitting everything, his friends
were horrified. It is in fact more than probable that the Dalai Lama
had guessed something about the ‘Doctor of Sera’, but the forces
of conservatism were very strong in the country. The Dalai Lama
was still very young, and though he might have been curious about
the outside world, he was not yet such an absolute ruler that he
could automatically have his way over a matter so delicate as foreign
intruders.?

Matters were coming to a head. There was talk of making the
Sera Amchi one of the Dalai Lama’s official doctors — a move
that Kawaguchi felt must be resisted at all costs, for the higher
he was placed, the harsher was likely to be his punishment when
he was inevitably found out. Unsure of what to do, worried about
getting his friends into the sort of trouble that had been the lot of
those who had helped Chandra Das (and none too pleased about
the prospect of Tibetan prison and torture for himself), he again
resorted to the mystical. He first tried danjikan sanmai, and the
answer he got was that it would be to everyone’s benefit if he
quietly left the country. Then he went to his tutor, the Ganden
Tri Rimpoché, and put the question to him in veiled terms, asking
if some patients would get better if he went on pilgrimage. The
lama said they would. Finally, a mysterious voice came to him in
one of his favourite spots, the debating garden at Sera, telling
him to leave. Without delivering the letter he had written to the
Dalai Lama, he slipped quietly away while Lhasa was astir with the
investiture of the Panchen Lama, and within a month he was back
in Darjeeling.

But while the trip to India had none of the physical difficulties
of Kawaguchi’s earlier journeys, it is worth a quick look because he
was the first outsider to describe the difficulties of passing through
the Chumbi Valley and what he calls its ‘challenge gates’, a system
as awkward as any ever devised for entering or leaving a country.
Later, after the treaty following the Younghusband Expedition, and
the final expulsion of the Chinese, this valley would become one of
the few places in Tibet reasonably open to the outside world, but
for the moment all was mystery.

If it was almost impossible to sneak into Tibet, it was not much
easier getting out. Part of the problem was that the Chinese, whose
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presence was hardly noticeable in most of the country, made an
attempt to assert their authority here by garrisoning the frontier
with soldiers and bureaucrats. This made it necessary for travellers
to produce documents in both Chinese and Tibetan. The system,
in fact, accomplished exactly what it set out to do: which was to
discourage any travellers but those on essential business or trading
missions.

There were five separate checkpoints where bribery and corrup-
tion were so common that they virtually amounted to government
policy, and once the traveller reached the final one he had to
double back again to the third. At Phari, a cold and dirty town
huddled at the base of a fortress, the last settlement on the
plateau before descending into the valley, a witness had to be
produced who would swear (for a suitable fee, of course) that
you were going to India on business for a short time, and would
be coming back. Delays of up to a week were common here while
a ‘witness’ was found and the local officials decided whether it
was worth their while to tend to business. The next checkpoint,
twenty miles on at Chumbi Samba, and the third, at Pimbithang,
were mere formalities the first time around, but another document
was needed from the fourth, at Tomo Rinchen Gang. The strictest
examination was at the border town of Yatung, but this was only the
beginning. Provided everything was in order and the local official
had been properly bribed, you would now get a note to take back
to the fourth gate. There the paper would be countersigned and
the traveller sent back with yet more papers to the third gate,
where he was supposed to pick up a document in Chinese. Only
then could he return to Yatung where, if all went well, he would
finally be authorized to leave the country. The whole process
took a minimum of a week to ten days, even for officials on
pressing government business. For others it could take weeks, or
even months.

When Kawaguchi arrived at Phari he and his engaging porter,
named Tenba, had been travelling together for some weeks. They
had developed a routine whereby Tenba always secured them good
lodgings either by hinting that his master was the famous ‘Doctor
of Sera’ on an urgent mission for the Dalai Lama, or by throwing
all truth to the winds and saying he was an important incarnation
in disguise. His master’s attempts at objecting only made Tenba'’s
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story more convincing, and the act they put on together at the
border posts was to get them through in record time.

They used every ruse possible. At times they strongly hinted that
they were on a mission concerning the health of the Dalai Lama,
and they got around a truculent but henpecked Chinese official
when Kawaguchi treated his Tibetan wife for hysteria and got her
on his side. Tenba did most of the legwork, doubling back while
Kawaguchi sat in Yatung and waited. In the end he made it through
the checkpointsin the unheard of time of three days, and on 15 July
1902, just a little over two years after entering Tibet, he crossed the
Jelap La into India.

After waiting for his extensive baggage of holy texts to catch up
in Kalimpong, and paying off Tenba with the last of his money, he
continued to Darjeeling and Das’s Lhasa Villa. His former teacher
had assumed that he was long dead, and soon he very nearly was,
as he almost immediately came down with his first serious illness
in three years: a virulent form of malaria he had picked up in the
Teesta Valley between Kalimpong and Darjeeling. It was a month
before he had any real energy, and some time during this month
(quite possibly while he was delirious), his brains were picked by his
old friend.

No one knows quite what he said, or what was passed on to
Calcutta by Das, but judging by what was later published in his
book, there was probably a good deal about Dorjieff and a caravan
load of Russian arms he supposedly inspected. Since Das was one
of the most important agents working for the British, it is a logical
enough assumption that some of the information that led to the
Younghusband Expedition came from Kawaguchi through him.
But in the end, Kawaguchi knew little more than could be learned
from the St Petersburg newspapers, and no real evidence has ever
come to light that he was working either directly or indirectly for
the British, although it is true that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance had
just been signed.

While the Japanese monk was laid up, his friends back in Lhasa
were not faring at all well. When it had come out that the ‘Doctor
of Sera’ was not who he claimed to be, the official he had duped
at Yatung had cooked up a fantastic story about him really being
an Englishman and the brother of a high official in the Indian
government who had used magical powers to escape. The resulting
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anger rebounded on those who had helped him, or even known
him, in Lhasa. Tsa Rongba and his wife, his elderly teacher from
Sera, and the merchant who had revealed his secret to the Dalai
Lama’s brother were all imprisoned and said to be undergoing
torture.

Humanity and compassion are not qualities we normally associ-
ate with explorers, which is perhaps one reason Kawaguchi never
liked being referred to as one. Now that he had completed his
journey safely, there was nothing for him to do but go home
and collect his laurels, but he showed himself to be more in the
tradition of Livingstone than Stanley when his conscience would
not allow him to do this while others suffered for his sake. This
had been one of his greatest worries since he had heard of the
execution of Das’s teacher, and now all his precautions had come
to nothing.

His first impulse was to go straight back to Tibet and try to help
them somehow, but he was so well known that he would have
been arrested in Yatung and would have been no use to anyone.
Besides, he had just been very ill and lacked the stamina for a
trip to Tibet. He considered going to Peking and petitioning the
Chinese emperor, but in spite of China’s claim to sovereignty in
Tibet, as he put it, ‘The Tibetans listen to Chinese advice when
it is acceptable, but any order that is distasteful to them is utterly
disregarded’ (Kawaguchi, 1979, p. 519).

In the end he decided to go back to Nepal, and to try to persuade
the government there to intercede on behalf of his friends. Largely
because of its feared Ghorkha troops, Nepal was regarded in Lhasa
with a good deal more respect than was China, whose prestige,
as we have seen, had nosedived since the Sino-Japanese War. In
hopes of getting an introduction to the Maharaja of Nepal he
planned to go first to Dethi, where an official Japanese delegation,
under a Lieutenant General Oku, was in attendance at the Durbar
in honour of the coronation of Edward VII.

In Calcutta, and later on his way to Delhi, by chance Kawaguchi
met a number of Japanese Buddhists, some of whom he knew from
the Tetsugakukan, all of whom tried to dissuade him from putting
himself into further danger or difficulty by travelling to Nepal. This
all came to a head at the Dak Bungalow in Bodh Gaya, where
Kawaguchi and his friends had gone to visit Count Otani Kozui,
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the aristocratic young heir to the abbacy of the Nishi Honganiji.
This is our first look at the man who was to become so instrumental
in Japanese-Tibetan relations, and he does not come off very well.
While praising Kawaguchi’s courage, he urged him to think only of
his personal position and not to expose himself to useless danger.
Somehow, even right here at the spot where the Buddha had
received Enlightenment, the element of compassion which is so
central to the Buddhist way of life had passed by the future abbot
of one of Japan’s largest and most influential sects. One wonders if
it was Kawaguchi’s long exposure to Tibetan Buddhism, no matter
how much he might deride its superstitions, which brought about
his own determination in this situation.

The others kept him up all night, and would not let him rest
until a compromise had been reached. In the end Kawaguchi
agreed that if he could persuade General Oku to forward his letter
directly to the Nepalese government, he would forgo his own trip.
He should have known better — or perhaps he did. These would be
the first official Japanese he had dealt with since Consul Fujita in
Singapore five years earlier, and the results were to be even less
satisfactory.

When he presented himself at the official Japanese tents, the
military officers were horrified by his bearded figure. To them
he looked more like a local beggar than a member of the most
forward-looking race in Asia. He was given a lecture, a cup of tea
and some stale bread (he had not eaten for two days), and thrown
out on his ear. Remarkably, even after this humiliation, he did not
give up. Back in Calcutta, he somehow obtained an introduction to
the Rana Prime Minister of Nepal, sneaked back into the country,
and made a thorough nuisance of himself until he was presented
to the Prime Minister and the king who were, by a stroke of luck,
hunting near the border. Allowed to proceed to Kathmandu on
the excuse that he was a religious mendicant hoping to acquire
any Sanskrit Buddhist texts that might be in Nepal, he was reunited
with his old friend the Chiniya Lama.

The Nepalese were not entirely sure what to make of this
determined and irritating guest. Was he a beggar, a spy, a sincere
holy man, a lunatic? He waited until he was in Kathmandu before
revealing the real purpose of his trip, on the logical assumption that
the further he was from the border, the less likely they were simply
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to deport him. Eventually he managed to convince the Prime
Minister of his sincerity, though not without repeated grillings
about the real purpose of his trip and who had funded him.
He was simply not believed when he claimed to have supported
himself for six years. But since the Nepalese government was always
eager for news of its insular neighbour, and particularly what the
Russians might be up to there, his interrogators pumped him for
all he was worth.

Perhaps Kawaguchi’s experiences with his countrymen at Bodh
Gaya and Delhi had already given him a hint of what to expect at
home, for while he was in Nepal, he already began laying plans
for his return. Since it was difficult to collect all the Sanskrit
texts he wanted right away, he offered to come back in a year
or two, bringing with him a set of Japanese scriptures in trade.
The high-caste Hindu rulers of Nepal must have been bemused
by all this, but after all, they ruled a large minority of Buddhists
who lived peacefully with their Hindu neighbours.3

Finally, with his letter to the Dalai Lama in the hands of the
Nepalese, who promised to forward it, there was nothing more
for Kawaguchi to do, and it was time to go home. Taking a ship
from Bombay, he arrived back in Kobe just a month short of six
years since his original departure.

Japan is probably one of the most difficult countries in the world to
return to, and Kawaguchi used all his talents for offending people
to make it even worse. Though he was at first greeted as a hero, he
quickly proceeded to pile error on to error with a public that was
sceptical anyway.

Soon it became obvious that a lot of people simply did not believe
his stories. First of all there was his travel account, serialized in a
hundred and fifty-five parts in two newspapers. The problem was
that he did not write this himself, but let journalists write it from
a marathon series of interviews. In 1909 this would be published in
translation as Three Years in Tibet (he included the year in culturally
Tibetan Tsarang), though it never seems to have undergone any
rigorous editing.

The book is thoroughly enjoyable on one level as a revealing
self-portrait of a bungling, likable, but often fearfully bigoted bag

53



Monks, Spies and a Soldier of Fortune

of contradictions. A psychologist would have a wonderful time
pulling apart the celibate who dwelt at length on his love affairs;
the devout scholar monk who would come to blows rather than
come to terms with another branch of his own religion; the madcap
adventurer who struck up easy friendships with beggars, smugglers,
and lecherous monks, but was really happy only when he was
engaged in solitary study; the sensitive linguist who professed to
despise the very people he got along with best.

But allowing the account to be written by journalists who did
not really know what they were talking about was to cause untold
difficulties. As soon as the articles began appearing there was an
outcry from the Tokyo Geographical Society, and Kawaguchi was
openly called a fraud. They came up with twenty-five specific points
that proved he had not been to Tibet at all. Furthermore, they
claimed to be backed up by someone who had been there. This
turned out to be Narita Yasuteru, whom we last saw retreating from
Tatsienlu.

Narita had in fact succeeded in reaching Lhasa on his third
attempt on 8 December 1901, nine months after Kawaguchi. He
was particularly chagrined at the attention Kawaguchi was getting,
since he had believed himself to be the first Japanese to reach the
Holy City.

Compared to Kawaguchi’s adventures, Narita’s journey is little
more than a footnote. After his initial failure from Tatsienlu, he
had again been defeated by the same route. Finally he had made
it via Darjeeling disguised as a Chinese merchant. He stayed only
two weeks in Lhasa, and though he succeeded in meeting the Dalai
Lama’s Chinese translator, he was unsuccessful in arranging an
audience with the Dalai Lama himself. He seems to have been
equally unsuccessful in his primary task of gathering information
on British and Russian intrigues in Lhasa, and though he was said
to have taken the first photographs of the Tibetan capital, those
published were all taken around Darjeeling and Kalimpong. He
left for unknown reasons on 25 December.4

Since he had been on a secret mission for the Foreign Ministry,
he was anxious not to let his name be used in public, which must
have appeared cowardly to Kawaguchi and his supporters. Narita
wrote to Das under an assumed name with a list of doubts, but
the latter came out strongly in favour of Kawaguchi (though he
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did add that the monk’s ‘poetic turn of mind’ led his imagination
to run away with him).

Before Das’s answer had arrived, Kawaguchi was forced into a
public debate with the Geographical Society. He won easily, but
this was hardly the returning hero’s welcome he could have hoped
for. He had been disappointed in not being recognized as an
international Buddhist hero by the Tibetans, but at least he had
been prepared for their constant suspicion, much as he might have
wanted to regard them as Buddhist brothers. On returning home
he could have expected a little more than to have his experiences
among the Tibetans ridiculed and discredited.

Worse was to come, as his lectures stirred up trouble as well.
Supposedly Buddhist Japanese audiences laughed at the idea of
incarnate lamas, and accused Kawaguchi of making it all up. Heads
of monasteries and other important religious leaders in Tibet, from
the Dalai Lama right down through minor figures like Kawaguchi’s
friend Alchu Tulku, are chosen as children, believed to be the
reincarnations of their predecessors — a concept that should not
have been difficult for Japanese Buddhists to grasp. A tabloid
newspaper embarked on a campaign of slander against him,
accusing him of everything from being a charlatan to cavorting
with a Shimbashi geisha. All in all, he must have been glad that
he had already laid the groundwork for his return to Nepal.

When Kawaguchi came back to Japan, Nomi’s family had still
heard nothing of him. His wife, Shizuko, was beginning to have
dreams of him as a convict, returning home dispirited and carried
on a stretcher. In 1904 she went to Tokyo alone (a fairly bold
thing for a woman of the time to do), and called on Nanjo
Bunyu. Kawaguchi, preparing for his second journey, was also an
occasional visitor to the professor’s house. After obtaining Nanjo’s
permission, Shizuko asked Kawaguchi to look for information on
her husband’s fate, and gave him her photograph of him.

Before he left again, two events took place on the world stage
that were to affect his plans, but were completely out of his control.
The first was the Russo—Japanese War, which began in February
1904. There was probably no real reason for a war at this point
besides muscle-flexing on the Japanese side and overconfidence
from the Russians who were moving in on territory the Japanese
felt they had won in the First Sino-Japanese War. Whatever
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issues existed were all in Manchuria and Korea, and whatever
the outcome, the Koreans and Manchurians would be the losers,
However, the war was immensely popular in Japan, and the decisive
defeat of an established European power in eighteen months of
hard fighting was a matter for great national pride, extending to
some of the Japanese Buddhist sects. We shall also see later that
Russia’s poor showing would lead to a Tibetan re-evaluation of what
Russia’s part in their own affairs should be.

The second event of importance was a full-scale British invasion
of Tibet under Colonel Francis Younghusband that has come down
to us — rather misleadingly — as the Younghusband ‘Expedition’.
For years there had been minor border disputes, frustration on
the British side that the Tibetans would not trade with them,
and now an overreaction to suspicions that the Russians were
becoming influential. The two events were probably not directly
connected, in spite of the Anglo—Japanese Alliance of 1902,
although that treaty did imply that the British would let the
Japanese alone in Korea while the Japanese did the same with
the British in Tibet.

The courageous but outgunned Tibetans were defeated again
and again (several times only to reoccupy the uncomfortable
positions from which they had been ejected), and Younghusband
entered Lhasa in August 1904. The Holy City had fallen, and now,
for the first time, Europeans freely walked its streets and visited
its shrines. But the Dalai Lama was gone, having left Kawaguchi’s
former tutor, the Ganden Tri Rimpoché, in charge. It is traditional
for the Dalai Lama to get himself out of harm’s way in the face of
an invader, for whoever is in possession of the Dalai Lama is in
possession of the soul of Tibet. This simple tactic has left more
than one invader empty-handed.

The invasion was to have several consequences of importance
both to Japanese-Tibetan relations and to Kawaguchi. The Dalai
Lama would spend the next six years in Mongolia and China, and
during that time he would have the opportunity to get to know a
number of Japanese. Of more immediate importance to Kawaguchi
was that Younghusband made a point of releasing any prisoners
who had been arrested for assisting foreigners. These included
not only his Sera tutor but two others imprisoned for assisting Das
more than twenty years earlier. The ex-Minister had already been
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released to assist his half-brother, the Tri Rimpoché, to negotiate
with the British.

The Russo—Japanese War did Kawaguchi little good. This time he
was hoping to leave with a decent amount of money, but the war
made money hard to come by. Yet he was not willing to delay his
trip because of it, since it would make him look more like the spy
that some suspected him of being.

In October 1904, when Younghusband had left Lhasa with his
treaty and the Russo—Japanese War was at its height, Kawaguchi
again boarded a ship from Kobe to Calcutta. With him he had
thirty crates of luggage containing everything from the scriptures
promised to the Prime Minister of Nepal to a mechanical pump
and a couple of samurai swords. After some delay in Calcutta,
where he became friends with the poet Rabindranath Tagore
and stayed as the guest of his family, he obtained permission to
go back to Nepal. There he stayed again with the Chiniya Lama
and collected so many manuscripts that a law was later passed
forbidding their further export.

If Kawaguchi had hoped for a quick return to Tibet, he was to be
disappointed. He was too well known and still rather controversial,
and since the Younghusband Expedition the British exerted far
more control over who went into Tibet. He was not finished yet,
but it would be a long time before he was able to return.

In spite of the sometimes spectacular flaws in his book, Kawaguchi
was probably the first outsider to present the world with a picture of
the Tibetans as real people. Previous travellers had tended to look
at the population of the country they were so anxious to travel in
as simply dirty and bigoted impediments to their aims. Kawaguchi’s
survival depended on him relating to people from all walks of life,
and from him we get the first detailed look at what went on in tents
and monasteries.
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Chapter Three
A Mongolian Lama of
Great Learning and Attainments

Of all the Japanese to go to Tibet, Teramoto Enga spent the least
time there (with the exception of Narita) but probably expended
the most energy, and had the greatest long-term effect. During the
ten years between 1899 and 1909 he was constantly on the move.
We are likely to find him anywhere from Western Szechwan to
Amdo, from Lhasa to Wu Tai Shan. He studied Tibetan and
Mongolian in Peking and Kumbum under a high Mongolian lama
named the Achia Khutughtu, was instrumental in a little-known but
significant event during the Boxer Rebellion, and after his almost
ceremonial three-month trip through U-Tsang he was hosted by
both Frederick O’Connor in Gyantse and Charles Bell in Chumbi,
and even met Lord Curzon in Simla.

But this was only the beginning. After a quick trip back to Japan
he returned to the thick of things: meeting the Dalai Lama in exile
at Kumbum, arranging for him to meet Japanese religious leaders
at Wu Tai Shan, helping to organize his visit to Peking (as well as an
abortive trip to Japan), advising him on important issues, and laying
the groundwork for future relations between the two countries.
Then just at the height of his career, when he was given the
freedom of Tibet by its leader, for some reason he seemed to burn
out. Returning to Japan when he was still under the age of forty,
he spent the rest of his life teaching, and never did any serious
travelling again. Nor, according to his son, was he ever particularly
interested in talking about his Tibetan adventures. Possibly as a
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result, his diary was never properly edited before it was published,
and is one of those frustrating documents that is burdened with
detail, but at the same time short on solid information.

Besides the fact that he was also a Buddhist priest, Teramoto
Enga had few similarities with either Nomi or Kawaguchi. Little
is known about his early life except that he cut off his studies at
the Buddhist Otani University in Kyoto in order to go on his travels.
While both Nomi and Kawaguchi had been driven principally by
religious motives, into which a bit of politics inevitably intruded,
Teramoto’s motives combined religion and politics for the first
time in a way that was soon to become familiar in Japanese relations
with Tibet.

His original motivation was a desire to help China. Essentially,
he was a Buddhist missionary who lamented the sorry state of
Buddhism in that country, and since Japan had gained so much
from China in the past, he felt it was his duty to help bring about
a Buddhist reformation there. Thinking along these lines could
not help but take him back to basics through Mongolia and Tibet,
since he also studied for a time under Nanjo Bunyu, and he began
studying Mongolian and Tibetan as soon as he arrived in Peking.

The political corollary of his Buddhist internationalism was
something called the Okuma Doctrine, an idea which was to
permeate Japanese thinking on foreign affairs right up through
World War II. This doctrine was not actually set out coherently
until 1898, the year Teramoto left for China, but something of its
nature must have been discussed since before the First Sino—Jap-
anese War. It stated that Japan, as a country which combined the
best of both East and West, should shoulder the responsibility for
saving other Asian nations — particularly China, from which it had
gained so much in the past - from the grasping West, while helping
them to modernize their own traditional cultures. At its best this
doctrine might have led to a sort of benign paternalism, and it was
the basis for the aid extended to Chinese revolutionaries such as
Sun Yat-sen. At its worst, however, it was no more than a justification
for imperialist aggression and naked racial superiority, and it was
unfortunately in this way that it would most commonly manifest
itself over the next half-century.

Teramoto was twenty-seven in 1898, when he suddenly left for
China. In contrast with both Nomi and Kawaguchi, he received

59



Monks, Spies and a Soldier of Fortune

encouragement and help from home. His father contributed ¥400
to his studies abroad, and told him to do whatever he thought
was best without worrying about the family. This is all the more
remarkable considering that Teramoto, like Kawaguchi, was the
eldest son.

He seems to have done his homework, and in August, in Peking,
he went straight to the Yung-ko-hung, or Yellow Temple, where
he began to study Mongolian and Chinese, Tibetan Buddhism and
divination. The Yung-ko-hung was originally built for the visit of
the fifth Dalai Lama in 1653, and over the years it had become
the family temple of the ruling Manchus, who were followers
of Tibetan Buddhism. The temple was staffed by Tibetan and
Mongolian priests, and was a little island of the Central Asian
faith here in Peking. It was presided over by a high Mongolian
lama from Kumbum called the Achia Khutughtu (khutughtu is the
Mongolian equivalent of the Tibetan tulku, the title that indicates
an incarnate lama), and Teramoto was fortunate enough to be
personally tutored by him in some subjects. This was an important
friend for him to make. The Achia Khutughtu was not only a man
of consequence in Peking, but as abbot of one of the main temples
at Kumbum he was acknowledged as a spiritual leader by tribes
from Litang to Kokonor. Their friendship was to last many years,
but it was not always to be a happy one.

Teramoto’s biggest problem in his quest to aid China was that
he quickly discovered that he did not like the Chinese very much.
Chinese food was too disgusting to eat. The dirt was appalling. In
comparisons with the Japanese the Chinese always came out badly.
They did not clean their houses at New Year the way the Japanese
did, for example, because they did not understand the concept of
‘dirtiness’. Worse still, they did not understand the tie between
the Emperor and his subjects the way the Japanese did, and this
led them to be so unprincipled that they were motivated only by
profit, and were easily led by anyone who could help them to make
money.

It is difficult to spend your life working for the benefit of a
despised people, and Teramoto seems to have rather quickly
shifted his loyalties to Mongolia and Tibet, for now we find him
in a tremendous hurry, perhaps to escape from the unprincipled
Chinese. In March 1899, after only seven months of his studies,
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when his language skills could hardly have been adequate, he left
for Tatsienlu. He had with him a confidential letter intended for
the Dalai Lama which he had received from the main temple of his
sect, the Higashi Honganiji.

When the head of the Japanese Legation in Peking advised him
to go and meet Nomi in Tatsienlu, it seemed like the perfect
chance to realize his ambition of going to Tibet, and obviously
he felt that the opportunity was too good to give up. But almost
as soon as he was on his way he demonstrated that while he might
be a formidable scholar and a skilful diplomat, as a traveller he left
much to be desired. His troubles began before he got anywhere
near Tatsienlu. From Chungking he was given a ‘military escort’
for the long walk to Chengdu: two soldiers armed with a single
umbrella between them. The only indication that they were not
beggars or bandits was a red tassel at the top of their conical
hats. These guards were so much trouble that Teramoto was
constantly trying to get rid of them, but as soon as he succeeded
in divesting himself of one, his place would be taken along the way
by another. Eventually he wound up with two thugs who bullied the
local populace, and took tea and food - for them and himself -
from teashops along the way without paying. Teramoto noted with
dismay the lethargy with which the locals accepted all this, and his
contempt for the Chinese was only increased. When he arrived in
Chengdu and hired porters for the journey to Tatsienlu he paid
them in advance, but they kept demanding opium money, and he
later discovered that somewhere along the way they had burgled
him. Altogether he presents us with the picture of a traveller who
was simply not in command of his situation — and who showed no
indication of being able to take command - long before the real
difficulties of his journey began.

But at the same time he gave an inkling of where his real talents
lay in his ability to get along with diplomats and officials. Japanese
consular officers were universally fond of Teramoto, and always
gave him elaborate farewell parties. Chinese officials also bent over
backwards to at least appear helpful, which is why he was always
getting lumbered with ‘military escorts’.

The story of this first journey has already been told in Chapter
1, and after its failure Teramoto showed that he was both more
cautious and wiser than Nomi. While the latter stayed behind to
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pile failure upon failure, seemingly learning little from each one,
Teramoto went home to Japan to lick his wounds and plan for the
future. While he was there he saw the political situation in China
deteriorate into the Boxer Rebellion, and the foreign legations
in Peking come under siege. This effectively put an end to any
plans for an early second attempt on Tibet, but he could hardly
have dreamt of the advantage he was to turn this conflict into, for
both himself and his country. Because of his knowledge of Chinese,
he was drafted into the army as an interpreter and sent back to
Peking. He seems to have been happy enough to go, and was even
given the privilege of studying Tibetan religious texts in addition to
his duties.

The Boxer Rebellion marked the second time Japanese troops
had seen action on the Asian mainland. It was a good little war for
them. Not only did the Japanese fight well and effectively, but their
conduct was remembered by all as being exceptionally chivalrous
— a striking contrast to how they would later be remembered
everywhere from Nanking to the River Kwai. Teramoto played
his part in this, particularly when he found his old temple, the
Yung-ko-hung, occupied by Russian troops and a priest of the
Russian Orthodox Church. The eight hundred monks had simply
been turned out on to the streets. Since the temple was in the
district controlled by the Japanese, Teramoto was able to have
the problem taken up by the Allied Military Council; the Russians
were subsequently removed, and the temple was given back to the
monks. He also had thirty tons of rice distributed to the inmates,
who by this time had been reduced to beggary.

Because of these efforts of Teramoto’s, Japan came to be thought
of by Buddhists from Mongolia to Tibet as a defender of the faith.
The stories found their way to distant Lhasa and planted the germ
of a feeling that ‘Japan’, whatever and wherever it was, might
someday be a useful friend.

Teramoto was also involved in trying to get the Imperial Family
back to Peking for negotiations after the fighting. Though his
efforts were not entirely successful, they gave him an opportunity
to begin making contacts with the wealthy and powerful, and even
with royalty.

At the conclusion of the Boxer Rebellion, Teramoto returned
to a favourite project. If he could not get to Tibet just yet, at
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least he might be able to get some Tibetan and Mongolian lamas
invited to Japan. In the summer of 1901 this trip came off as a
party of eight, led by the Achia Khutughtu, embarked for Japan;
the first such group ever to visit Japan. In Kyoto they were met
by representatives of the Higashi Honganji, and in Tokyo they
were not only greeted by leading political figures but granted an
audience with the Emperor Meiji. Whether or not in the end this
visit was a good idea for the future of Japanese-Tibetan relations
is open to question, as we shall soon see.

All this did not mean that Teramoto had abandoned his own
ambitions for Tibet. Now that the political situation had stabilized
and he had escorted the lamas to Japan, he immediately set about
making fresh plans, but before these had even got off the ground a
cholera epidemic drove him back to Japan in July 1902. Again, one
can only wonder about his dedication to travel. Cholera in Peking
could have been regarded as an excuse to go the other way and get
closer to Tibet, but he may well have felt that he had hurried too
much once already.

When he returned to China at the end of the year, he went
straight to Labrang, a large monastery in a part of Kansu occupied
by Tangut Tibetans. Then - hearing that his former tutor, the
Achia Khutughtu, had returned to Kumbum, where he was abbot
of one of the more important temples — he went to join him there
in February 1903. Though his object was to continue on to Tibet,
he would in fact remain at Kumbum for the better part of the next
two years, doing precisely what Nomi should have done when he
was turned back near Kokonor: learning everything possible and
awaiting his chance.

Kumbum is regarded by the Mongolians as second only to Lhasa
in holiness. It is built on the birthplace of the great reformer Tsong
Khapa (1357-1419), who founded the reformed Gelupa sect. This
is the newest of Tibetan Buddhism’s four main sects,! and has the
largest following. Both the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama are
Gelupa monks, and nearly all Buddhists in Mongolia belong to
this sect. The monastery, at an altitude of 7,500 feet, was home at
the time to more than three thousand monks. Like many Tibetan
monasteries, it resembled a small town. There would have been
ample opportunity for a student of things Tibetan to occupy
himself in its library and among its learned lamas. This was just as
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well, since caravans from here across the harsh high-altitude plains
to Lhasa left no more than two or three times a year. Teramoto was
well known to many at Kumbum, so he made no attempt to disguise
his identity, and even gave Japanese lessons to some of the monks.
Unfortunately, this was probably not the best time to be Japanese
in this part of the world.

While he was there, the same events that were overtaking
Kawaguchi in Japan now overtook him: the launch of the
Younghusband Expedition, followed quickly by the outbreak of
the Russo—Japanese War. With Tibet being invaded and occupied
it was hardly the best time to be thinking of a journey there, but the
Russo—Japanese War probably had an even more immediate effect
on Teramoto’sambitions. Itseems that the Achia Khutughtu had not
been entirely won over by his 1901 visit to Japan. Whether this was
because Japan simply seemed too powerful to be trusted, or whether
something specific had happened to engender distrustin the Lama,
it is difficult to say. But for some reason, as the Russo—Japanese
War approached and then broke out, Teramoto notes in his diary
that the Khutughtu turned more and more pro-Russian, and more
against his old friend (though curiously, Teramoto was later to
tell Charles Bell in Chumbi that the Russians were unsuccessful
in trying to win him over). Perhaps it was simply a case of ‘the devil
you know’. Mongolians were well acquainted with the Russians and
Russian rule, since the Buniats lived within Russian frontiers. Some
— such as Dorjieff, who was even now helping the Dalai Lama plan
his escape from Lhasa and the advancing British — were fiercely
loyal to St Petersburg. Many of the monks at Kumbum echoed the
Achia Khutughtu’s sentiments, and the longer Teramoto stayed at
Kumbum, the more uncomfortable his stay became.

Teramoto was to call this two-year sojourn at Kumbum a com-
plete waste of time, but the notes he made in his diary were
probably coloured by his frustration and personal unhappiness. It
is undoubtedly true that he learned a great deal of Mongolian and
Tibetan while he was there — enough to convince most Tibetans
that he was (in the words of Frederick O’Connor, who met him
later in Gyantse, where he was British Trade Agent) ‘a Mongolian
Lama of great learning and attainments’ (L/PS/'7/80/1345; 9
July). His only break during this time came when, hearing that
the Dalai Lama had fled from Lhasa, he went with some monks

64



A Mongolian Lama of Great Learning and Attainments

from Kumbum in search of him. Even though this search was
unsuccessful it was good practice for the trip he was about to
take, and it was a far more seasoned traveller who set out from
Kumbum for Lhasa than the one who had set out from Tatsienlu
seven years earlier.

Finally, in 1905, in the rather odd month of February, Teramoto
took his chance to join up with a caravan of seventy camels, forty
horses and seven tents bound for Lhasa. It was led by a man
who took this route regularly, transporting workers and artisans
back and forth. Knowing the route so well, he probably had the
marauding tribes along the way paid off, for Teramoto makes no
mention of trouble during the trip.

This long trek at high altitude through the northern plains is one
of the world’s most gruelling caravan routes, and later Japanese
travellers were to describe its rigours in great detail. Teramoto,
however, says little of the difficulties, except that even after all his
years in Asia the fleas in his robes eventually became so unbearable
that he did something Kawaguchi would never have dreamed of
doing: he boiled his robes to kill them. To Kawaguchi, the vow
against killing was so sacred that once, when he was nearly dying of
thirst, he took the trouble to strain the rather lively water he found
rather than destroy any of the living creatures it contained, and he
would have found this flea massacre indefensible for a Buddhist.
On the plus side, Teramoto — who, years before, had found even
Chinese cuisine unbearable - became very fond of the nomad
food: simple meals of roasted barley flour, salted and buttered tea,
dried meat, and perhaps noodles. He also discovered a surprising
treatment for shortness of breath due to the altitude: tobacco.
Though he had never smoked before, he tried it while crossing
a high pass and found that it stabilized his heartbeat. Again, the
abstemious Kawaguchi would have been appalled.

Finally, after an uneventful trip, he reached Lhasa on the
nineteenth of May. He put his success down to the protection
of Chenrisig, Bodhisattva of Compassion, and the prayers of his
parents. But now he was to do something totally inexplicable.
Ever since 1898 this journey had been his motivating ambition,
and during the previous two years he had put up with all sorts of
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humiliations at pro-Russian Kumbum in hopes of its realization.
But when he finally did get to the Holy City, he left after only a
month.

As so often, Teramoto’s diary is silent on this extraordinary
behaviour. There is always the possibility that he worried about
his disguise being penetrated if he stayed too long, but according
to as reliable a witness as O’Connor, there was little chance of this.
The closest he comes to an explanation in his diary is that he was
invited to join both Sera and Drepung, and since he could not stay
at both, and did not wish to offend, he decided on neither.

Somehow this is less than convincing. More probable is that he
simply did not like living in disguise, and there was simply no
one in Lhasa important enough for him to feel worth bothering
with. It was the centres of power that Teramoto longed to be
near, and perhaps the explanation that he gave to Charles Bell
— that the Dalai Lama was about to go to Peking, that the Achia
Khutughtu was likely to be his interpreter, and that he wanted to
be there to get in on the act — came closest to the truth. In fact
he spent more time in Shigatse than he did in Lhasa, but while
the Panchen Lama was the second-greatest lama in Tibet, he was
a spiritual rather than a political figure, and there is no evidence
that they met.

The Lhasa he saw must have felt very different from the one seen
by Kawaguchi, which had then been inviolate for centuries. Now
an entire British army had come and gone, two of Kawaguchi’s
closest friends had been involved in the negotiations, and those
who were still imprisoned had been released. But in some ways
Lhasa was more insular than ever. According to the terms of the
treaty, contact between the Tibetans and any foreign government
besides China was forbidden without British consent. This was
specifically aimed at Dorjieff-type missions from Russia, but of
course Teramoto’s presence could have been interpreted as just
this sort of mission from the Japanese.

But at this point Lhasa was still in some confusion, for as with
many half-concluded colonial wars, it was by no means clear who
had really won. The British had fought their way to Lhasa with
little real difficulty, found no evidence (in spite of an arms caravan
Kawaguchi claimed to have observed) of Russian involvement,
forced on the Tibetans a treaty which was almost immediately
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watered down in Whitehall, and gone - leaving the bemused
Tibetans to wonder what it had all been about.

A few days after his arrival in the capital, Teramoto continued a
Japanese tradition by witnessing the arrival of a caravan of nineteen
camels accompanied by six Buriats and two men he thought were
European Russians. Of the nineteen camels, ten to twelve carried
long wooden boxes that he thought could only contain rifles. He
questioned both the blue-eyed caravan leaders (who replied that
they were Mongolians, but could not say what part of Mongolia
they came from) and servants at the inn where the party stayed.
The latter told him that the boxes were much too heavy to contain
the normal sort of goods from Mongolia.

When he visited the Potala on one of the days when pilgrims
would go for the blessing of the Ganden Tri Rimpoché (in the
Dalai Lama’s absence), he was told by one of the attendants, who
mistook him for a Mongolian, that the Dalai Lama had gone to
Mongolia to seek Russian assistance. This, in fact, was probably
true, for he had fled in the company of his Buriat adviser Dorjieff.
And here, for the second time, we have an example of Japanese
policy indirectly, but powerfully, affecting the future of Tibet. For
Jjust as the Japanese defeat of China lowered Chinese prestige, the
poor showing of the Russians in the Russo—Japanese War convinced
the Dalai Lama that they would make less than ideal allies. It
was probably only this that made the Younghusband Expedmon
conclusive.

After a mere five weeks in Shlgatse Teramoto continued on
towards India. On his way he stopped at Gyantse, and here he
sought out the British Trade Agent, Captain Francis O’Connor.
One of the conditions of Younghusband’s treaty was that the
British would be allowed to place Trade Agents at Gyantse,
Chumbi and, for some inexplicable reason, Gartok (which was
almost deserted except for a two-week annual market) in western
Tibet. Originally the Gyantse Trade Agent was to have had the
right to travel to Lhasa, but this provision had been removed 1n
London - undoubtedly much to O’Connor’s frustration, for he
spoke excellent Tibetan and had been one of the interpreters on
the Younghusband Expedition.

Even without the right to visit Lhasa, however, the Gyantse post
was initially attractive. It was the closest to the capital, about halfway
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between Lhasa and Shigatse, and on a trade route where all the gos-
sip and rumours would be available. Gyantse was the third-largest
town in Tibet, and also one of the most pleasant, with a fine
monastery spreading along a hillside at one end, and a spectacular
hilltop fort which O’Connor had watched being captured during
the march on Lhasa at the other. At the time of Teramoto’s visit,
the drawbacks had probably not yet begun to manifest themselves.
There was in fact little trade — Shigatse would have been a better
choice - and even less to do, since the Chinese representative did
his best to block contacts with the Tibetans. Later, in a request for
a pay rise, O’Connor was to complain about everything from the
climate and lack of feminine company to the wild and treacherous
people. .

Just why Teramoto sought out the Trade Agent is uncertain.
Possibly he just wanted to use the telegraph which had been estab-
lished by Younghusband’s engineers, for he sent two telegrams to
the head of the Japanese Legation in Peking, and received answers
to both, leading O’Connor to believe that he must be in the
Legation’s employ. But it must also be remembered that Japan
and Britain were allies at this point against Russia, and Teramoto
may have been anxious to impart his information about the caravan
of Russian rifles.

O’Connor’s motives are clearer. Since there was so little trade
to be agent of, and since he had worked in military intelligence
before taking up this post, it was natural for him to regard
gathering information as one of his main tasks. Though he was
living tantalizingly close to Lhasa he was not, of course, allowed
to go there, and since foreigners would naturally notice different
things from Tibetan agents, any foreigner passing through should
be mined to the hilt for information.

O’Connor’s report on Teramoto is interesting because it is the
first Western account we have of a Japanese traveller. On 3 July
1905, he says, a monk in Mongolian dress came to call on him with a
note in English saying that he was a Japanese travelling in disguise.
‘I found on questioning him that, although he can read and write
English fairly well, he can hardly talk at all; but as he speaks a little
Tibetan we could understand one another’ (L/PS/7/180/1345;
3 July). They found it more convenient still to speak through
Teramoto’s Mongolian servant who spoke both Mongolian and
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Tibetan, since Teramoto’s Mongolian was quite fluent. O’Connor
suggested that the Japanese might like to stay with him for a
few days: ‘if he was not afraid of arousing the suspicions of the
Tibetans’. Teramoto replied that he would think about it, and told
O’Connor about the Russians he had seen in Lhasa (O'Connor
immediately despatched two agents to Lhasa to confirm this). The
only other bit of news from the visitor that O’Connor thought
worth passing on was that the Emperor of China had instructed
the Dalai Lama to visit Peking before returning to Lhasa.

This piece of news shows just how difficult it was to obtain
information in this part of the world. There was actually a little
more to it than that, though it was not obvious at the time.
The Dalai Lama, having fled to Outer Mongolia with Dorjieff,
was staying at Urga (Ulan Bator), the Mongolian capital, as the
guest of the Jebtsundamba Khutughtu. This high lama was the
Mongolian equivalent of the Dalai Lama, and the latter had
received so much adoration (and therefore such a large amount
in donations) from the Mongolians that relations between the two
were becoming strained. It was not likely that they would get along
very well anyway, since the Tibetan lama strictly followed all his
vows, while the Jebtsundamba Khutughtu had married, was a heavy
smoker, and was very fond of a drink.

Still not sure if it was safe to return to his own capital, the
Dalai Lama also realized that there were pressing reasons to go
to Peking. Possibly the most important was that after he had fled
from Younghusband the Chinese had stripped him of all temporal
powers, and transferred them to the Panchen Lama. They had no
authority to do this, and the decrees posted in Lhasa were torn
down and ignored by irate Tibetans. Much later this action by the
Chinese was to turn out a blessing in disguise.

But to return to Teramoto in Gyantse: the next day he returned
to tell O’Connor that as he had practically completed his journey,
he was now ‘quite indifferent as to the opinions or suspicions of
the Tibetans'. This rather surprising admission serves to indicate
that he just never quite lived out his disguise in the way Kawaguchi
did. O’Connor, displaying a little more caution, suggested that they
continue to converse as they had been doing, and that they make
no mention of his identity to the Tibetans. Everyone, it seems, was
taken in, and continued to refer to him as ‘the Mongolian Lama’,
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with the exception of a ‘Lama/clerk’ of O’Connor’s who had been
one of Kawaguchi’s tutors in Darjeeling some years before, who
noticed a similarity between the two men. It is a pity the clerk
is not named, for he could well have been Lama Shabdung with
whom Kawaguchi boarded in Darjeeling, and at whose house the
women and children taught him so much.

Before Teramoto left, O’Connor, who had been behind releas-
ing the prisoners held in Lhasa for assisting foreigners in the past,
entrusted him with a photograph of two of Kawaguchi’s friends
on the day of their liberation, along with a note to confirm their
release.? He also gave him a note of introduction for Charles Bell at
Chumbi, and from here on Teramoto would be passed on to higher
and higher British officials.

O’Connor may well have invited him to stay as much to keep an
eye on him as for any other reason, and he seems to have kept
his Japanese guest well protected from certain sights. During his
visit, for example, one of O’Connor’s servants was beaten by a
mixed crowd of Tibetans, Chinese and Nepalese. The guilty parties
were publicly whipped, the Nepalese, Tibetans and Chinese each
by officials of their own nationality — apparently an important
precedent, though there is no mention of this in Teramoto'’s
diary. In fact, though he mentions ‘an Englishman’ in Gyantse
(O’Connor was Irish), he never names him, and may not have
been aware that he was dealing with one of the legendary figures
of Tibetan diplomacy.

The Chumbi Valley, which Kawaguchi had needed all his ingenu-
ity to get through in record time, was now occupied by Bri-
tish Indian troops, and if the checkpoints were still operating
at all, Teramoto makes no mention of them. In the town of
Chumbi, deep in the valley, he stayed as the guest of Charles
Bell, the Assistant Political Agent — the most important English-
man in Tibet and the one who, in later years, was probably to
have more influence in Tibetan affairs than any other. Later,
when the Dalai Lama came to India in flight from the Chinese,
Bell was assigned to look after him. His sympathy towards the
Tibetans and their cause was to lead to a close friendship, and
he was to become far closer to the Dalai Lama than any West-
erner had ever been before. Bell’s biography of him, Portrait of
a Dalai Lama (first published 1946), is still a standard work.
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This was still early in his eventful career, but his powers of gentle
interrogation and astute observation are evident in the portrait he
gives us of Teramoto. He is careful, for example, to mention that
Teramoto had studied under the Achia Khutughtu, and he also
noted that his father was in the service of Count Otani, whom he
describes, rather misleadingly, as ‘one of the two popes of Japan’
(L/PS/7/180/1345; 20 July).3 His visitor is described as ‘a very
intelligent person’, since Bell wished it to be known that he thought
there was good reason to believe his rather unlikely story about the
Russians in Lhasa, and most of his report concerns this.

There are some interesting sidelights in this report about the rel-
ative abilities of the Dalai Lama and the Jebtsundamba Khutughtu.
At this point Bell seemed to feel that the Jebtsundamba Khutughtu
was the abler of the two, and had considerable influence over the
Dalai Lama, which he was using in favour of Russia. Events were to
prove this to be far from the truth. Not only was the Dalai Lama
becoming disillusioned with the Russians, but the Jebtsundamba
Khutughtu was a man of very little ability who even appeared
drunk in public. An interesting opinion of Teramoto’s, noted
by Bell, was that the Russians wanted to replace the present
emperor of China with Jebtsundamba Khutughtu, and to escort
the Dalai Lama back to Lhasa with Russian soldiers who would then
remain. This certainly would have been an interesting back-door
victory for the Russians after the British had stolen a march on
them with the Younghusband Expedition. Whether this was really
Teramoto’s opinion, or if he had simply been instructed to plant
Russophobic thoughts in British heads, is an intriguing question.

The interest of the government of Bengal, however, was aroused,
and Bell was asked for Teramoto’s probable date of arrival in
Darjeeling so that they could question him further. Any news
of Russian plans would be something the viceroy, Lord Curzon,
even now in his final days in office, would be only too anxious
to hear. After all, it had been largely his paranoia about Russia
that had led him to send Younghusband in the first place. This is
undoubtedly why Teramoto was so favourably received in Sikkim
and India. In Gangtok he met the Maharaj Kumar, and was then
invited to Simla, where he met Lord Curzon himself. Then, after
a tour of the Buddhist holy places of India, he returned to Japan
in October.
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Back home he continued to be treated as someone special. He
reported personally to the Foreign Minister, and was asked to
submit a report to the military. In November he was rewarded by
an audience with the empress.

It would be difficult to travel through Tibet much faster than
Teramoto had managed it, but from his point of view the trip must
have been an unqualified success, in spite of this. He had met the
two most important British officials in Tibet, and his scare stories
about the Russians had been taken so seriously that he had even
been received by the viceroy. Back in Japan he had been further
féeted by high officials of his own government, and received the
honour of an audience with the empress. How different all this
was from the reception Kawaguchi had been given. These are just
the sort of honours he would have loved, although he would never
have brought himself to admit it. Teramoto was now becoming
accustomed to hobnobbing with royalty and with the powerful. His
next target would be the Dalai Lama himself.

Meanwhile, Teramoto was not to be the last Japanese O’Connor
would be involved with in 1905, though the next meeting came
about in a far more roundabout way. The Trade Agent in Gyantse,
as we have seen, had little to do but collect intelligence. For a
man of O’Connor’s energy and talent this was disastrous, and it
was not long before he was casting about for something to do. He
had hardly settled in his post before he was off to Shigatse to meet
the Panchen Lama.

More than a hundred years before, the then viceroy, Warren
Hastings, had sent a Scottish envoy named George Bogle to
Shigatse. The Dalai Lama was a baby at the time, and Lhasa
officials would not allow him to proceed further anyway, but Bogle
developed a close friendship with the third Panchen Lama, an
outgoing man of unusual intelligence and ability. Building on this
precedent O’Connor seems to have hoped to establish the same
sort of relationship between himself and the present incumbent,
the sixth Panchen Lama.# He, however, was a very different sort
of person from the dynamic third. A retiring and deeply religious
figure, he was not really suited to political manoeuvring, and was
to be easily led by stronger figures throughout his life.
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It must be remembered that the Chinese, though they had no
authority to do so, had stripped the Dalai Lama of his temporal
powers. O’Connor felt that the British should follow suit by
switching their support to the Panchen Lama as political leader.
Eventually he even came up with a plan to arm his supporters and
encourage them to break away from Lhasa. It was an ill-conceived
notion by someone who should have known better, since the
majority of Tibetans regard the Panchen Lama as a spiritual rather
than a political figure, and in the end it had fatal consequences for
O’Connor’s career. In the early stages of his plan he had invited the
Panchen Lama to India to meet the Prince of Wales, who was there
on a hunting trip.

It just so happened that this put the Panchen Lama and
Kawaguchi in India at the same time, the Japanese traveller having
just come from collecting his Sanskrit scriptures in Nepal. When he
asked for an audience the Lama replied enthusiastically, and they
met at Bodh Gaya in the presence of a Tibetan-speaking British
official who must have been O’Connor. Undoubtedly nervous
about the outcome of the meeting, and not really sure whether
Kawaguchi had any government connections or not, O’Connor
had wanted the Japanese simply to prostrate in respect and leave,
but the Panchen Lama had other ideas and began to question his
visitor about Buddhism in Japan. In the end they found a great deal
to talk about, and continued to meet over several days.

Remembering the exchange of sutras that had enabled him to
return to Nepal, Kawaguchi proposed a similar deal with the
Panchen Lama, and the reply amounted to a virtual invitation to
Shigatse. This was full of potential embarrassment for the British,
since they now controlled who went in and out of Tibet, and were
to block even eminent explorers like Sven Hedin. Now they had a
foreigner who had been invited to Shigatse by the most prestigious
lama left in Tibet. As it turned out, it would be many years before
Kawaguchi was able to capitalize on this initiative.

Looking back, O’Connor must have regretted his overtures
towards the Panchen Lama. The troublesome problem of Kawa-
guchi and his invitation to Shigatse was bad enough, but there were
to be far more dire consequences stemming from the Panchen
Lama’s visit. In Calcutta he was received by the Prince of Wales
as well as the new viceroy, Lord Minto, and Lhasa’s suspicions were
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duly aroused. The bad feeling that was to characterize relations
between Lhasa and Shigatse for the next thirty years dated from
this trip to India.

In April 1906, Teramoto returned to Peking. August found him
back at Kumbum - his earlier unhappy experiences there do not
seem not to have put him off — then he went to study at Labrang.
The Dalai Lama was still on his travels, and was not finding it a
simple matter to get home. Lhasa wanted him to return, but the
Chinese emperor was also still badgering him to come to Peking.
There were ever more pressing reasons for the latter detour. In
addition to clarifying his status and the relationship between Tibet
and China, he had been informed that the Chinese general Chao
Erh-feng was now subduing many of the previously autonomous
little kingdoms of Kham ruled from places like Tatsienlu and
Batang.

When Teramoto heard that the Dalai Lama would be at Kumbum,
he went there to await his arrival. The Dalai Lama, for his part, heard
— possibly through one of his Buriat advisers — of a Japanese scholar
who might have some influence with the British. Since he was now
hoping for some sort of discussions with the British to ensure his safe
return, an envoy from the country which had so roundly defeated
the Russians might be ideal.

And here enters one ‘Zerempil’, supposedly a Buriat adviser
to the Dalai Lama, who has intrigued scholars for generations
because of a wildly fanciful 1924 account by a German scientist
named Wilhelm Filchner called Sturm diber Asien.> Filchner, who
tramped all over Central Asia mapping out magnetic points, tells
a very good yarn of plot and counterplot everywhere from Lhasa
to Peking: too good a yarn, it has often been thought, to be true.

In fact, in 1928 the British naturalist and schoolmaster Frank
Ludlow met Filchner on a trek in Skardu and questioned him
directly about Zerempil. He admitted that the name was fictitious,
and meant ‘darling of the Tsar’. It seems that Filchner somehow
got hold of some of Dorjieff’s papers and fictionalized them using
the name Zerempil. ‘In the main, he said, the acts ascribed to
Zerempil were those of Dorjieff.’®

It is a shame, in a way, that such a good story should prove
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untrue. Filchner has his fictional character disastrously command-
ing Tibetan troops during the Younghusband Expedition, then
raising the standard of revolt against the Chinese (with equally
disastrous results) in monasteries all over Kham and Amdo. It
was while he was taking a break from these more strenuous
activities that he supposedly brought Teramoto and the Dalai
Lama together. Teramoto, of course, mentions no such person,
only a number of nameless Buriats who were always clamouring
for the Dalai Lama’s attention, and it is quite obvious that anyone
working for Russian intelligence who introduced the Dalai Lama
to a representative of the Japanese would be near to committing
treason.”’

Teramoto and the Dalai Lama did, however, meet informally in
the library at Kumbum at the latter’s instigation, and discussed
his strained relations with China. After that, while they were both
at Kumbum, Teramoto was often seen in the company of His
Holiness. At the Dalai Lama’s request he wrote for him a history of
Japan and of Japanese Buddhism in Tibetan, and urged him to visit
Japan and open diplomatic relations between the two countries.
Apparently Teramoto’s relations with the Achia Khutughtu had
also improved, for it was he who brought about a reconcihation
between him and the Dalai Lama, who had been upset at the lax
discipline he had found at Kumbum.

From this time Teramoto was in some way in the service of the
Dalai Lama, though the precise nature of that service remains
unclear. Tada Tokan, a later Japanese traveller, felt that Teramoto
was used mostly as an interpreter.

1908 was to be one of Teramoto’s most active years. He began
by returning to Japan in January after spending most of the
previous year at Kumbum. In Tokyo he had meetings with military
and government officials, presumably to try and arrange a visit
to Japan by the Dalai Lama. He also reported to the Higashi
Honganji, though he had recently been disappointed by their
lack of support. General Fukushima, the great Siberian traveller
who had given up on Tibet in Darjeeling, entrusted him with a
pair of pistols as a somewhat surprising gift for His Holiness. The
Higashi Honganji forwarded with him a rather more appropriate
statue of Kannon-sama, the Bodhisattva of Compassion.8 By May he
was back in Peking, then immediately off to the mountain temple
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complex of Wu Tai Shan in western China, where the Dalai Lama
had taken up residence for five months on his way to Peking. This
was a natural place to stop, since it is considered by Tibetans and
Mongolians to be the holiest spot in China, and is often visited
by Central Asian pilgrims. Sacred to Manjusri, the Bodhisattva of
Wisdom, this ‘Mountain of the Five Pinnacles’ would be visited
by pilgrim monks in expectation of the gift of eloquence which
would allow them to proclaim the true doctrine. Here Teramoto
met the Dalai Lama twice, presented the gifts he had brought from
Japan, and received others in return. He then went back almost
immediately to Japan, where he arranged a meeting between the
Dalai Lama and Count Otani Kozui’s brother, Otani Sonyu.

In 1903, Otani Kozui — whom we met briefly with Kawaguchi at
Bodh Gaya - took over the abbotship of the Nishi Honganji, the
rival sect to Teramoto’s own Higashi Honganji. Since the time of
the First Sino—Japanese War, the Nishi Honganji had been at the
forefront of Buddhist missionary activities in China, and this was
to continue right up to World War II. Kozui’s brother Sonyu was
in charge of these proselytizing activities, but one cannot help but
wonder why the energetic and dynamic Kozui did not go to Wu Tai
Shan himself. The most probable explanation is that he thought
the Dalai Lama would soon be visiting Japan, and it would be a
tremendous boost to Kozui’s prestige (something he was always
concerned with) were this incarnate bodhisattva to come to him
rather than the other way round.

Though the meeting between Otani Sonyu and the Dalai Lama
at Wu Tai Shan was informal, it was important for several reasons.
First, it provided a precedent for the manner in which Otani would
later try to handle relations between Japan and Tibet, sidestepping
the British ban on Tibetan foreign relations with two priests in
Lhasa who would behave as ambassadors from 1913 onwards. Just as
important was that this first fairly high level contact between Japan
and Tibet was carried out without consulting China, or making any
reference to any sovereignty the Chinese might claim. This was four
years before the Dalai Lama formally declared independence.

The meetings took place during August 1908, and owing to their
informality the Dalai Lama was probably able to learn more about
Japan than he would have learned in more solemn proceedings.
There were few concrete results, beyond agreeing that the two
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Buddhist countries should have better relations. They did decide,
however, that they should exchange students, and this was to have
important results later. General Fukushima also had an audience
at Wu Tai Shan, though it is not clear whether he was received as
a private individual or a government representative.

It is also quite probable that one reason there were no more
concrete results is that this meeting was regarded as no more than
a preliminary to a visit by the Dalai Lama to Japan, a project very
close to Teramoto’s heart. If the Dalai Lama had previously been
disenchanted with the Russians over their poor showing in the
Russo-Japanese War, the Anglo—Russian Convention of August
1907 was the final straw, and made him both more receptive to
overtures from the Japanese and more inclined to talk with his
old enemies the British. All Teramoto’s feverish activity would
seem to be leading to this, which would certainly be the jewel
in the crown of his own diplomatic career. Arrangements were
all but completed, with the Dalai Lama to be the guest of the
Nishi Honganji, when he made his long-delayed visit to Peking.

In the end the Dalai Lama had a number of reasons to be
unhappy with this visit, which lasted from 8 September to 21
December 1908. He had hoped to iron out some of the political
differences between himself and the Chinese, to try to get Peking
to control the activities of the murderous general Chao Erh-feng in
Kham, and to receive his due spiritual homage from the emperor
and empress dowager. The Manchu government, however, had
other ideas. They meant to use the visit to force the Dalai Lama
to kowtow to the Emperor, thus giving recognition to Chinese
sovereignty. He was well aware of the reception that had been
accorded his previous incarnation, the fifth Dalai Lama, who had
been treated as a sovereign head of state, and he was willing to
accept no less for himself and Tibet. But while a compromise was
reached about the kowtowing, Tibet’s leader was not even given the
right to address the emperor directly. He was told instead that all
business with the throne had to be conducted through the Ambans
in Lhasa. Since the Tibetans regarded these officials as no more
than ambassadors, this was hardly satisfactory.

During the Dalai Lama’s time in Peking, when he stayed at the
Yung-ko-hung, he did have the opportunity to meet a number of
foreign ambassadors, including Sir John Jordan of Great Britain,
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with whom he discussed making up their quarrel, and William
Rockhill of the United States. Both thought they had seen the end
of his temporal power, and this makes what was to follow over the
next few years all the more remarkable.

There is some suspicion, though no actual proof, that the meet-
ing with Jordan was arranged through Teramoto, and indeed the
Japanese were far more involved during this visit than is generally
recognized. Filchner, for what it is worth, has ‘Zerempil’ remark
that the visit took place sooner than it would otherwise have done
due to Teramoto’s efforts (see Hyer, 1960, p. 65). According to
what the Japanese Minister in Peking later told Tada Tokan, His
Holiness even stayed at the Japanese Legation for about a week.

It was while the Dalai Lama was in Peking that plans for his
proposed visit to Japan went badly wrong. First of all there
was an event which no one could have foreseen: the death
of the Emperor of China, followed almost immediately by the
death of the Empress Dowager. Teramoto had to advise the
Dalai Lama that it would be impolitic to go straight off to
Japan without first holding a ceremony for them (probably the
last ceremony to be performed in the long ‘patron and priest’
relationship between the Manchus and the Dalai Lamas). The
delay was crucial, for during this time a new struggle developed
between the diplomats of Britain and Russia. The British wanted
the Dalai Lama to return to Tibet via India, while the Russians
wanted him to go via the Trans-Siberian Railway. Both routes
would have been feasible from Japan, and the Japanese, having
recently restored friendly relations with Russia and still allied
to Great Britain, got cold feet and withdrew their invitation.

This action went a long way towards undoing all the good
work done by Teramoto, the Otani family, and both the Higashi
Honganji and Nishi Honganji sects towards building relations with
Tibet. The Dalai Lama, still smarting from his treatment by the
Chinese, was unhappy not only at having his visit called off but
with the whole attitude of the Japanese government, which he was
just beginning to trust. Teramoto himself regarded it as a great
opportunity lost, and it is notable that from this point the Higashi
Honganji seems to drop out of any relationship with Tibet.

The funeral ceremonies for the Emperor and Empress Dowager
brought a number of foreign visitors, among them O’Connor and
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Dorjieff, both of whom Teramoto had an opportunity to meet.? He
asked O’Connor for permission to travel to Tibet via India, but this
permission does not seem to have been forthcoming. Though he
probably had no official standing with the Japanese government,
it is certainly true that he had more contact with Japanese officials
than any other travellers to Tibet, and it would be only natural for
the British to be suspicious.

The Dalai Lama had now been away from Tibet for more than
four years. Diplomacy is slow enough at the best of times, but in
lands where travel is so difficult the wheels move even more slowly.
He had been attempting to get back to Lhasa since 1905. The
proposed visit to Japan and the Imperial deaths had been only the
latest in a long series of delays, and now it was finally time for him to
be going home. Bitter towards the Chinese, disillusioned with the
Russians and to some extent with the Japanese, he would continue
to look abroad for ways to help bring his country into the twentieth
century, but at the moment the British were really his best hope.

In spite of his disappointment with the Japanese, the Dalai Lama
remained personally fond of Teramoto, and at this point he gave
him a Tibetan name, Thubten Bzod-pa, and a travel permit for
Tibet as well. And now Teramoto did one of the strangest things
ever done by any Tibetan traveller from any country. With Tibet
in his pocket, so to speak, he simply went home in 1909. Whether
he was ill, bitter and disillusioned, or simply could not face another
caravan journey across the high northern plains, he was never to do
any serious travelling again, and was certainly not to go anywhere
near Tibet.10
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World Travelling
(With and Without Funds)

After our three travelling priests —- Nomi, Kawaguchi and Teramoto
— it is a positive relief to turn to Yajima Yasujiro. Not only was
Yajima a layman, he never showed the slightest indication of any
knowledge of — or even interest in — Buddhism. Moreover, unlike
the one other layman to reach Lhasa so far, the obscure Narita, he
had nothing to do with the Japanese government, and was about as
independent a traveller as one could find.

He was not even particularly interested in Tibet when he turned
up in Tatsienlu in 1910, with hair down to his shoulders, a
handlebar moustache and a rucksack on his back that declared
him to be ‘The Head of the World Travelling Society (Without
Funds)’. He thought he was on his way to the United States.

Yajima was born in 1882, and his early life in the mountains
of Gumma Prefecture, north of Tokyo, had been something of
a disappointment to his family. Our other travellers all seemed
to drop out of higher education: Yajima dropped out of junior
high school. His family was less than pleased, and he spent an
uncomfortable two years assisting in the family business of making
frames for silk looms before enlisting in the army.

Judging from the way he spent his later life (and from the fact
that during the two years he worked at the family business he would
go on horseback to study English with vague plans of emigrating
to the United States), it was travel and adventure he sought in
the army. Since the Russo—Japanese War broke out not long after
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his enlistment, he was not disappointed. As a member of a hard
fighting unit called the Shiro Tasuki Tai, he survived some of the
heaviest casualties of the war; though his own most heroic act seems
to have been falling off a cliff and bruising his heel so badly that he
had to be invalided back to Japan for a time, and he tells us that
he never killed anyone. According to a later newspaper account, he
began to study Russian and Chinese during the war.

After the war he was promoted from corporal to sergeant for
‘distinguished service’, and appointed an instructor at the Toyama
Military College. His glimpse of foreign lands as a soldier had
whetted his appetite for travel, but in those days a young man could
not get a passport unless he had been exempted from military
service, and Sergeant Yajima still had some years to serve. This
probably explains the incident a few months later when a friend
from his home town came to Tokyo to visit him at the Toyama
Military College, and found him behind bars, seemingly barking
mad. This turns out to have been a successful ploy to get himself
not only discharged but exempted from further military service by
feigning insanity.

In fact, by the standards of the time and place he was far from
completely sane, and if the army bothered to follow his career over
the next few years, it must have felt well rid of him. While today
young people from the West or from Japan think nothing of taking
off with a backpack and enough money for a one-way ticket to the
nearest foreign port, it was quite different in 1907.

Yajima’s army experience was not all that caused him to look
abroad for inspiration. There was also a legendary uncle who had
started a prospering tea business in the United States, and another
relative who worked in Chicago. The dangers and hostility of
foreign travel were well illustrated by the fate of his cousin Asajiro,
who had gone to work for an export company in California but
had returned due to illness and died at the early age of thirty-one.
These Yajimas were considered wildly adventurous, but the family
had seen nothing yet.

Soon after his discharge, Yajima joined an organization called
the Nippon Rikkokai. This was a charitable Christian association,
and since he never showed any more interest in Christianity than
he did in Buddhism,! it might seem an odd group for him to join.
But the Nippon Rikkokai had strong ties with immigrant groups in
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the United States, and at this point America was still his principal
objective.

The Nippon Rikkokai was founded in 1897 by a Japanese
Christian evangelist named Shimanuki Heidayu, with the object
of rearing and educating poor students on Christian principles.
It grew quickly, and by the time Yajima joined it had over eight
thousand members, though it was supporting only about sixty poor
students. The main subjects taught seemed to be the Bible, English,
and the propagation of Christianity. Yajima's intentions of using
the society for his own ends became clear when he formed an
informal ‘Exploration Branch’.

This was at the time when low-paid immigrant Chinese workers
on the railways in the United States were disappearing because
of opposition from white workers. They were to some extent
being replaced by Japanese, and a number of companies were
making good profits exploiting these immigrant workers. The
Nippon Rikkokai, on the other hand, assisted the immigrants
with their problems. Yajima was mainly interested in meeting
people with a knowledge of foreign places, and soon after creating
his Exploration Branch of the Nippon Rikkokai he went back to
studying English, this time at Nihon University.

But he was not just planning a simple trip to California.
Shimanuki, the Nippon Rikkokai founder, had a theory that the
hardships and suffering that came from travelling without money
were good for personal development. Apparently this was so far
no more than a theory, for though the Nippon Rikkokai had sent
impoverished students to study in the United States, none had
yet wandered off without any money to roam the world under its
auspices. Yajima now decided to put the theory to the test, and
he gathered around him thirty-odd like-minded stalwart young
men to participate in his scheme for ten years of self-supporting
world travel.

It is perhaps a measure of Yajima’s leadership qualities and his
ability to inspire loyalty that by the time he was ready to go there
were only three left, including himself. On the eve of departure the
other two made their excuses as well. A disappointed Yajima told
a reporter from the Yokohama Boeki Shimpo (‘Yokohama Foreign
Trader’) that his erstwhile companions had ‘lost their nerve’.

He did have some rather grandiose plans. In covering his
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departure, the Yokohama Boeki Shimpo reported:

When travelling in China he will be a literary man, in the
interior of Africa he will investigate mines and agricultural
products and the lives of the people, in north and south
America he will wander about picking up manual work, and
from the Bering Straits he will cross the north Pacific, go into
Russia, and have a look at the industries of the northern seas.
From there he will return home via northern Manchuria.

In spite of the rather drastic drop in the size of Yajima's
expedition there were no hard feelings, and he got quite a sendoff
from the Nippon Rikkokai. Some twenty members escorted him
from Shimbashi Station in Tokyo to the pier in Yokohama, where
yet more supporters showed up. The newspaper account described
the pier as ‘thronged’, and in fact the British ambassador in Tokyo,
on later receiving a query from a bemused Government of India,
replied that Yajima was ‘quite well known here’.

Proceeding no further than Shimbashi, possibly out of bash-
fulness, was a pretty sixteen-year-old named Yamaguchi Miyoko.
Apparently there was some understanding between her and Yajima
that they were ‘engaged’. One of the members of the Nippon
Rikkokai describes the scene lyrically:

Ah, that lovely young lady! She will be praying for his health,
happiness, and safe return. Ah, fortunate Yajima! Although the
future holds many trials and hardships, love is always there.
Go, Yajima, overcome ten thousand hardships in your pursuit
of success. (Yajima, 1983; trans. Berry)

Like many Western explorers before him, Yajima was being more
than a little demanding and unrealistic in his expectations. Sixteen
in those days was considered quite a marriageable age, and if all
went according to plan she would be an old maid of twenty-six
when he returned.

Yajima's ship left Yokohama on 3 February 1909 bound for Shang-
hai, just a month after Teramoto had returned to Japan for good.
From Shanghai Yajima worked his way slowly north to Peking as a
travelling salesman of patent medicines. In Peking he landed a job
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as a salesman for a large laundry. Though he quarrelled with the
owner and quit, at least he was earning his own way as planned.
In late July he left Peking for Sian and the Yellow River by railway,
then by horse, foot and palanquin.

In Sian he had the chance encounter that would ultimately
change his life when, for the first time, he met and talked with
a Tibetan monk. The monk had been in Peking for some years,
undoubtedly at the Yung-ko-hung, so they were able to commu-
nicate in the Peking dialect as he showed the Japanese traveller
some Tibetan artifacts, and told him a bit about his country.
Yajima’s interest was immediately aroused. He wanted to know
how long it would take to get from Szechwan to Lhasa, and began
making notes on the Tibetan language. But the two soon parted
company as Yajima continued on his travels, and early September
found him in Chengdu. Somehow, along the way, he had attracted
the attention of the Chinese press, and several articles about him,
complete with photographs, were printed. Perhaps it was the sign
on his back which at this point read, in Chinese characters, ‘The
World is my Home’.

In Chengdu he stayed first with a representative of the Nishi
Honganji, and was then taken in by a Japanese artillery captain who
was fond of putting up travellers. By this time his money was again
running low, and he was only too happy to accept a job as physical
education and kendo instructor to Japanese troops stationed there
— hardly the sort of job calculated to allay later British fears about
just what he was up to.

After two months of teaching, for some unknown reason, he left
his job, and for the first time his plans began to falter badly. He
even had to face the ignominy of writing home for money, and also
for strings of coral beads from Tosa in southern Japan, which he
had heard were the most valuable form of trade goods in Tibet.

Since meeting the monk in Sian, Yajima had been keeping one
eye on Tibet, but now he got a letter from a friend introducing him
to a Japanese agriculturist based in Chungking who had a branch
office in Tatsienlu and was supposed to know a good deal about
Tibet. The letter encouraged him, in typical Japanese hyperbole, to
‘outdo Sven Hedin and Kawaguchi in discovering what no one else
in the world knows about Tibet’. There was also a note that local
Tibetans were well acquainted with Kawaguchi’s story and believed
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him to be wandering somewhere in the area around Tatsienlu (he
was in fact in Benares).

Early in 1910 Yajima went to Chungking to meet this agricultur-
ist, a Mr Kanda, and to get a passport from the Consulate there for
his ongoing journey. The passport, giving some indication of his
intentions, was valid for India, Afghanistan, Turkey, Europe and
Russia, and for some unaccountable reason described him as a ‘gun
maker’.

Only a few months before, in December 1909, the Dalai L.ama
had finally returned to Tibet after his years of exile in Mongolia
and China. His contact with the Chinese and his visit to Peking
had made him more suspicious than ever of Chinese intentions,
and more determined than ever to lead his country to full inde-
pendence, while the Chinese were equally determined to force
the Tibetans into a state of vassalage. In February two thousand
Chinese troops marched into Lhasa to join those already there. The
Dalai Lama, realizing that the Chinese would execute his ministers,
then put him under palace arrest while using his seals in his name,
had no choice but to flee south towards India. This time he had an
even closer call than he had with the Younghusband Expedition,
barely escaping with his life.

In March, when Yajima returned to Chengdu and began to study
Tibetan, he was not fully aware of the details of this invasion. Nor
did he know that a young Tibetan named Dazang Dadul, who had
accompanied the Dalai Lama through his years of exile, had saved
his master’s life by fighting a brave delaying action at the Chaksam
Ferry across the Tsangpo. This same man, a commoner by birth,
was to rise to great heights, would be Yajima’s future employer, and
would be well known to every Japanese (and most other foreigners)
to visit Tibet from now on.

In July, still largely unaware of events in Tibet, Yajima moved
to Tatsienlu and stayed at the house of his Tibetan teacher. The
Tatsienlu he found was much different from the town visited by
Nomi and Teramoto more than ten years before. Then it had
been a true border state politically as well as culturally. But
since that time the murderous Chinese general Chao Erh-feng
had subdued the king of Chala and other petty Tibetan monarchs
of the region to bring the whole area under direct Chinese rule.
His bloody campaigns, both here and in Szechwan, were to earn
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him the nickname ‘Chao the Butcher’. It was largely in protest
at his activities that the Dalai Lama had agreed to go to Peking
and meet the emperor, and the intransigence of the Chinese was
a strong driving force in his decision to cut his ties with China once
and for all.

At Tatsienlu Yajima met two other Japanese - one a painter, one
a science teacher — on holiday from Chengdu, and they tried a
short trial run in the direction of Tibet: Yajima going on for three
days, the others stopping after two. After this he made a quick trip
back to Chengdu, and wrote from there that he was planning to
try to go to Tibet the following April. This letter also included the
cryptic phrase ‘to develop Tibet is Yasujiro’s dream’. Just what he
might have meant is anyone’s guess, but he was to remain driven
by a sense of mission and convinced that everything he did was for
the benefit of Tibet and its people.

There was one difficulty facing him that his predecessors had
not had to put up with. Because of the newspaper articles about
him in the Chinese press, his face was already known as that of a
Japanese trying to get to Tibet. But it was now that Yajima’s slice of
luck came along in the form of his friend, the monk he had metin
Sian. He was in Tatsienlu forming a small caravan bound for Lhasa,
and Yajima asked if he could go along disguised as a Mongolian.
They left on 12 November 1910 (six months ahead of his original
plan), stopped in Chamdo for a short time, and finally arrived in
Lhasa four months later on 4 March 1911.

It had been a year since the Chinese invasion, and the Tibetans
— who had initially been taken by such surprise that the Chinese
had marched in virtually unopposed — were putting up sporadic but
increasing resistance. It was perhaps seeing Tibet as an occupied
country that gave Yajima the idea of using whatever military skills
he had to help the Tibetans defend themselves in the future.
He had heard stories all the way from Tatsienlu to Lhasa of
monasteries burned and looted, of monks murdered and envoys
summarily executed: a sorry tale that was to be repeated with even
more ruthless efficiency half a century later.

In Lhasa, his friend introduced him to an acquaintance named
Garpon Lobsang, an official government trader of the type who
had befriended Kawaguchi, and Yajima stayed at his house, living as
inconspicuously as possible. It is interesting that while he mentions
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his fear of discovery by Chinese officials, he does not seem in the
least worried about the Tibetans. Indeed, as the guest of a minor
government official his presence must have been well known in
some circles.

But the situation being what it was, he felt that it was safest not
to linger in Lhasa at this point but to return when he could actually
accomplish something. So after only a month he attached himself
to a caravan that departed for India on 3 April. He wrote to his
father that after eleven days on the road, in Phari, he had a long
talk with an English ‘gentleman’ named Johnson. Since the only
British in Phari were two military telegraphists looking after the
lines that had been set up during the Younghusband Expedition,
Johnson was undoubtedly one of these and probably a sergeant, as
Yajima had been.? Here he felt secure enough to reveal his identity,
and even had his photograph taken (this photo was to cause him
problems later). Phari, at over fifteen thousand feet, is one of the
highest and coldest towns in the world. Yajima suffered horribly
from headaches at high altitude, and he must have welcomed the
relative comfort of the British NCOs’ billet there.

It would have been naive in the extreme of him to think that
the British would have no interest in a lone Japanese traveller in
this part of the world, and somewhere along the way he began
to take the sort of precautions that simply led to more suspicion.
He began, for example, to travel by night. His horse died on the
ascent to the Jelap La, and with no way to carry provisions at the
same time as avoiding population centres, he started living on wild
fruit and nuts. In common with other travellers, he heard tigers in
the forested foothills of Sikkim and Bengal. The sleeping out and
the poor diet took their toll, and as he approached the town of
Phedong, not far from Kalimpong, he felt himself coming down
with a fever. Unable to take further precautions, he was arrested
and roughly handled by an English policeman, then sent to
Darjeeling suspected of spying. The state of the Indian prisoners
with whom he was jailed increased his anti-colonial feelings and
led to a distrust of the British in addition to the similar feelings
he had already developed towards the Chinese. With the help of
the Japanese consul in Calcutta, a Mr Hirata, he was released.

Before continuing on to Calcutta, Yajima was granted a brief
audience with the Dalai Lama, who was living in Darjeeling while
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the Chinese occupied Lhasa. But though he was now enduring his
second period of exile, the Tibetan leader was having considerably
more success making friends with the British than he had with the
intransigent Chinese during his previous exile. He was developing
a close friendship with Charles Bell, who had been assigned to
look after him, and had met the viceroy, Lord Minto, who had
been sympathetic to his cause but found his hands tied by treaty
obligations to the Chinese.

In Calcutta, where he stayed for five months as the guest
of Consul Hirata, Yajima immediately telegraphed the Nippon
Rikkokai to inform them of his progress, and to hint that he
would like some money to go back to Tibet for a better-planned
trip. For now he was hooked. He had spent such a short time in
Tibet only because of the Chinese occupation, but as soon as it was
possible he was determined to go back and ‘develop’ the country.
He also spent these five months writing up his notes on the trip. It
must rank as one of the great disasters of travel literature that these
notes later disappeared. If this account was like the little he wrote of
his second trip, it would have been a lively one, full of misadventure
and strange characters. What little is known has had to be pieced
together from his rambling letters and later newspaper accounts.

Conditions were still not anything like right for going back to
Tibet, and besides, Yajima was penniless. In spite of his unsuccessful
plea for money from the Nippon Rikkokai, he was still suppos-
edly working his way around the world, and Consul Hirata was
sympathetic enough (or perhaps his hospitality was wearing thin
after five months) to arrange a job for him, apparently shovelling
coal, aboard a British freighter. On it he called at Ceylon, Malta,
Algiers, and an unnamed port in England, never stopping long
enough to get a clear impression of anywhere. From England the
freighter crossed the Atlantic for Boston and New York. Yajima was
never quite to make it around the world, for after New York the
ship turned round and called at Portugal, Mediterranean ports,
Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Moji and Kobe, finally docking
at Yokohama at the end of March 1912, just in time for the cherry
blossoms.

Yajima had been gone for three years rather than ten, and in fact
he had really seen only China, Tibet, India, and life on an English
freighter. The seven months at sea must have done wonders for his
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colloquial English. But though he had been gone seven years less
than planned, even this had proved too long for Miyoko, the girl
he had left behind. She was now nineteen, and married.

One can only speculate on how much Miyoko’s defection influ-
enced Yajima'’s decision to rejoin his ship immediately, and the two
days he spent in Japan do not really constitute a homecoming at
all. He did take time to meet members of the Nippon Rikkokai,
and was full of stories of Tibet. Shimanuki Nobuo, the son of the
founder of the organization (who was fourteen years old at the
time, and was assigned to accompany Yajima to the public bath and
make sure he got all the coal dust out of his hair), was to remember
these tales for the rest of his life.

Neither Japan nor Tibet had been standing still while Yajima
was roaming the seven seas. Several important new characters had
entered the scene, and before following Yajima on his second trip
to Lhasa it would be a good idea to backtrack and digress a little to
look at the early career of the most influential Japanese Buddhist
of the time, and one of the most forceful and energetic men
of early-twentieth-century Japan: Count Otani Kozui. The years
between 1910 and 1920 were to be the most important in the
history of relations between Tibet and Japan, and the inspiration
came largely from Count Otani and his Nishi Honganji.

Otani Kozui never actually went to Tibet; he enjoyed the comfort of
the grand tour far too much for that. Yet he was the prime moving
force behind Japanese exploration of Central Asia in the early years
of this century, and it was his representatives who made the most
meaningful contacts with the Dalai Lama. As a nobleman, abbot of
the giant Nishi Honganji (marginally the largest of Japan’s three
largest sects), and a relative of the emperor by marriage, he was in
a position of both wealth and influence.

Both the Nishi and Higashi Honganji sects have been mentioned
several times, and now is the moment to look at just how it came
to be that sects with such similar names were rivals.* Both are
subsects of the Jodo Shinshu (the ‘True Pure Land Sect’) school
of Japanese Buddhism. Though they have their roots in China, the
Pure Land sects, with their belief that one need only repeat the
name of the Amida Buddha once with sincerity in one’s lifetime
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to achieve rebirth in the Pure Land (Amida’s Western Paradise),
are unique to Japanese Buddhism. With no messy beliefs about
karma and rebirth, and no personal responsibility to lead a good
or moral life, the appeal to the masses — and to the simply lazy -
is obvious, and followers of the Pure Land sects vastly outnumber
those of any others. But for centuries both the Nishi and Higashi
Honganji have been far more political than religious organizations,
and their actual beliefs are largely irrelevant in the context of their
relations with Tibet and with one another.

Originally there was only one Honganji (the ‘Temple of the Ori-
ginal Vow’), with its headquarters in Kyoto. Then in the late 1500s,
when the two great warlords Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa
Ieyasu were forging a nation out of warring principalities, there
was a squabble over which of the sons of the abbot (by different
mothers) would inherit the abbacy. The mother of the second son
was later taken as a concubine by Hideyoshi, who then favoured
her child. The dispute was settled by a new branch splitting off
as the Higashi (East) Honganji under Hideyoshi's stepson, while
the elder brother took over what was left of the original Honganji
under the name of the Nishi (West) Honganji.

When leyasu and his family consolidated his rule, the shoguns
found this arrangement convenient because the split weakened a
large, wealthy and powerful political organization. In fact, even
split they are still the two largest sects in Japan, just ahead of the
Soto sect of Zen. So while the Nishi Honganiji is technically the
older of the two, there is no doctrinal difference between them;
they both look back to the popular thirteenth-century saint Shinran
for their identical beliefs, their headquarters are within a short
distance of one another, the abbots are from different branches
of the Otani family; and from the Meiji Restoration to 1945 both
held the title of Count [ Hakushaku].

It was during the Tokugawa period, when Japan isolated itself
from the rest of the world under the military dictatorship of the
shoguns, that both sects lost their vitality as religions, becoming
more and more political institutions. An important aspect of the
Tokugawa police state was that everyone had to be registered with
a temple so that the government could keep track of them, and the
co-operation of both Honganijis in this led to their being held in
good esteem by the government, though the Nishi Honganji always
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felt that their rivals enjoyed more favour. Resentful of this real or
imagined slight, the Nishi Honganji became an early supporter of
the Imperial Restoration that overthrew the shoguns in 1867.

But its support of the Imperial faction was not immediately to
lead to smooth sailing. Coming from India by way of China,
Buddhism was seen by extreme nationalists as a foreign intruder,
and attempts — some violent — were made to do away with it
in favour of the more purely Japanese Shinto faith. In order
to survive the anti-Buddhist tendencies of the Restoration, the
Nishi Honganji went so far as to demonstrate its loyalty to the
emperor by getting involved in the fighting. Surprising as this
may seem for a sect of a pacifist religion like Buddhism, a long
tradition of warrior monks is shared by both Japan and Tibet. In
1867 the abbot raised the ante to new heights when he offered to
donate a battleship to the emperor. In view of later developments it
is also interesting to note that of the two governmental factions that
evolved after the Restoration — one militant and expansionist, the
other pro-constitution and anti-expansionist — the Nishi Honganji
was always associated with the militant expansionists.

When efforts to contain or destroy Buddhism fizzled out, the
government was led to a grudging tolerance. In 1894, when the
First Sino—Japanese War broke out, the Nishi Honganj again
demonstrated its loyalty with half a million yen’s worth of war
bonds. After that war, and in anticipation of the Russo-Japanese
War, Nishi Honganji priests in Manchuria, ostensibly there to
administer to the spiritual needs of Japanese residents, readily
co-operated in espionage activities.

Otani Kozui, who was to become the most prominent Nishi
Honganji figure of the twentieth century, was born in 1876,
the son of the abbot, Count Otani Koson, by a concubine,
continuing the tradition that had led to the original Honganji
split. He was originally named Toshimaru. The family traced
their ancestry all the way back to those who had accompanied
the descending gods as retainers at the mythical dawn of Japanese
history, and he was always to show an inordinate pride in what
he considered the superiority of his ancestry. In his childhood
he lacked for nothing, and though he attended Gakushuin (the
Peers School, roughly equivalent to a Japanese Eton or Har-
row) for a short time he was educated mostly by a succession
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of tutors, who instilled in him a feeling that he was someone
special.

When he was seven his father gave him a map of the world.
Shocked by the size of Japan, he was determined to correct the
imbalance, and this became a lifetime obsession. One of his
childhood games was despatching his little friends to different
parts of the world to conquer them for Japan, and in fact he
was later to send out some of these very lifelong friends for real
on archaeological or missionary expeditions when he succeeded to
the abbacy.

At the age of nine he entered the priesthood and took the name
Kozui. General Terauchi, later Governor General of Korea (to
whom Kozui was to sell some of his finest antiquities from Central
Asia when he found himself hard up), who knew the Otani family
well, remarked that the three Otani brothers would all have made
first-rate generals had they not been duty-bound to become priests.

In 1898, Kozui was married to a niece of the empress and elder
sister of the future emperor. His bride, Kazuko, proved as strong
a character as he was, accompanying him on all his trips, taking a
leading role in the sect, and generally proving herself well ahead
of her time for a Japanese lady. Two years later they both went
to London to study. Kozui took with him a large retinue which
must have included competent translators and interpreters, for he
never thought English worth learning (and was always to oppose
the teaching of English in Japanese schools), in spite of spending
two years in England and being elected the first Japanese member
of the Royal Geographical Society. While he was in England he
heard of the exploits of the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin and his
discoveries in Central Asia. It was Hedin who provided the most
lasting influence he took from Europe.

Kozui may have been technically a Buddhist priest, but he was
also a nobleman, and his family was very rich. It seemed to him
that Central Asia should not be the preserve of Europeans, and
that some of the wealth of his sect (he was never to distinguish
between his personal wealth and that of the Nishi Honganji) could
be put to good use by searching out some of the great monuments
of early Buddhism to be found in Chinese Turkestan. In this he was
determined to outdo Hedin.

From England he organized three small-scale expeditions that
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were to approach Central Asia from three different directions: one
from Russian Turkestan, one from China, and one from India,
though only one is known to have taken place at this time. He even
exposed himself to fleeting contact with this sort of expedition,
travelling from London to the Caspian Sea, then on horseback to
Kashgar and across the Pamirs to India. His menus for the trip,
including such items as lobster and roast beef, indicate that he was
hardly prepared to stint himself, and his baggage train must have
been huge.

But while he enjoyed the excitement and novelty of being in
foreign lands he much preferred to observe them in comfort,
and he soon settled down to an investigation of the sources of
Buddhism in India. It was while he was in Bodh Gaya, after leaving
behind a stone tablet in Sarnath rather extravagantly claiming that
‘Kozui of Japan’ had discovered the site of the Buddha’s first
sermon, that Kawaguchi came along on his way to Nepal, looking
for a way to assist his Tibetan friends.

It would be pleasant to think that in Otani Kozui we have come
upon a cultivated young Japanese Buddhist prelate of wealth and
influence, with a wide-ranging international outlook, who would
help to bring Japan and Japanese Buddhists into closer friendly
contact with other Buddhist peoples of Asia. Unfortunately, as we
can tell from his later writings, this was far from the case, and when
it suited him he was not even averse to twisting the meaning of
Buddhist writings. Here is a sample of some of his views on how
Japan stood in relation to the rest of the world:

Our people are the most superior race in the world . .. I have
travelled around various countries, and as a result have discov-
ered that several peoples have their own unique assets. However,
I don’t know of a single one which is superior in all respects as is
our own race. If we are given time there is no doubt that we shall
be the strongest power in the world. This is not my bluff.

The great superiority of our race has a real basis and is
not accidental. The reason is righteousness of loyalty to the
Emperor. This righteousness is not an imported article. It is the
core of our divine race. . . . My own feelings of the righteousness
of loyalty to the Emperor have never for an instant left my mind.>

Though these remarks come from a book written many years later,
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Kozui makes it clear that he has always felt this way. It is hardly
surprising, then, that — as we have seen at Bodh Gaya - he advised
Kawaguchi to concentrate on the glory of Japan and forget about
the fate of his Tibetan friends incarcerated in Lhasa.

Kozui seemed content to travel around until he came into his
inheritance, and this is precisely what happened when his father
died suddenly, leaving him the abbacy of the Nishi Honganji. Now,
at the age of twenty-seven, he found himself the hereditary leader
of a sect that had thirty thousand priests presiding over twenty-five
thousand temples, millions of followers, and missionary activities
begun by his father in China, Korea, Siberia, Singapore, Hawaii,
and the west coast of the United States. Nothing could have suited
him better, and he was not about to settle down to the life of either
a simple priest or an idle aristocrat. One of his first acts was to invite
his hero, Sven Hedin, to Kyoto to lecture on Central Asia to Nishi
Honganji priests.

But any plans he might have had for sending out expeditions of
his own were curtailed for the moment by the Russo—Japanese War,
and it was this war that really brought Kozui into his own. That a
war should be the making of a man who was supposed to be first
and foremost a Buddhist priest may at first be surprising, but Kozui
was certainly equal to the task of twisting concepts like compassion,
humanitarianism and justice to his own ends:

Buddhism, in which I believe, is a religion of mercy, but
Sakyamuni the Buddha teaches us in the Dainehan (Sutra of
the Nirvana) that the maintenance of the just law lies not in
the fulfilment of commandments, but in arms. To take up arms
for justice is to give effect to mercy. We the Buddhists, therefore,
must be united in fighting for the cause of justice, according to
the teaching of Buddhism. (see Anderson, 1955, pp. 248-9)

Kozui could even make Buddhism sound like militant Islam. ‘It is
with the sword that one protects the true teaching ... one may
have to cut off another’s life because of love. This is taking life out
of pity.” Those who did not understand this ‘great compassion’ he
accused of being ‘distorted pacifists’.6 He was clearly unmoved by
the fact that killing ranks as the worst of the Buddha’s five cardinal
sins. It should also be noted that to Kozui ‘justice’ always meant
what was best for Japan, and that he was an enthusiastic supporter
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of a movement called Dai Ajia Shugi, or ‘Great Asianism’. This
was similar to the Okuma Doctrine that had inspired Teramoto,
but it went further in stating that Asia must be powerful and
united, independent of the West, but most of all under Japan's
leadership.

With such a view of what might justify war, Kozui had no moral
qualms about supporting the Russo—-Japanese War, the second step
in Japan’s growing military adventurism, which was ultimately to
lead to the Second World War. He rationalized that the survival not
only of Japan but of the Nishi Honganiji itself depended on victory,
and he drew an interesting parallel with the decline of Buddhism
in India, which was given its coup de grace by Muslim invaders. ‘If
at that time the Indian Buddhists had had the power to resist
the Mohammedan invasion, the present ruin of Indian Buddhism
would not have occurred.’”

This might have been good speechmaking, but it ignored a
number of important facts. The Russians were not invading Japan:
the war was fought by both countries on foreign soil, a colonial war
for national pride and bits and pieces of Manchuria. And then the
Russians were not militant Muslims bent on spreading their faith
by the sword. There was a large minority of Mongolian Buddhists
living quite happily under Russian rule, and some were in fact so
loyal that men like Dorjieff could be produced.

But the rationalization suited Kozui’s purpose. After the First
Sino—Japanese War, and long before he became abbot, he had
already sent priests out on spying missions to Siberia, but in 1904
he went into full swing. On the day war was declared he set up an
Emergency Bureau with headquarters in the main Kyoto temple
and twenty-nine branch offices in temples all around Japan. A
core of fifteen hundred hand-picked priests co-ordinated wartime
activities. In so far as these activities included caring for wounded
and dead soldiers and comforting the bereaved at home, they
fitted in well enough with traditional Buddhist activities; but selling
war bonds and propagandizing for national mobilization strike a
strange note.

When the Ministry of War decided for the first time to allow
chaplains to be assigned to the troops, Kozui immediately sent a
hundred and thirty off to Manchuria under his brother Komyo,
gaining for the Nishi Honganji a virtual monopoly of Buddhist
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chaplains among the front-line forces. They were under orders
not to content themselves with saying Masses for the dead and
encouraging the wounded, but to do their best to increase to
fighting fanaticism of the soldiers by persuading them that if they
sacrificed their lives for the emperor they would be taken by Amida
to be reborn in his Western Paradise.

Otani Kozui’s war work was well publicized, and there was even
talk of elevating him from Count to Prince. This idea was rejected
because it would have upset the policy of keeping a balance of
power between the Nishi and Higashi Honganiji, but it was now
fairly obvious that Kozui was using the sect as a springboard to
power and glory, and the end of the war brought no let-up in
his activities. He ordered his chaplains in Manchuria to stay put
and establish Nishi Honganji temples there. In 1906 he and his
wife travelled through Manchuria and China to supervise this
missionary work, and on his return he decided to ‘reform’ Japanese
Buddhism by making all other sects subservient to his own.

His first target was the Higashi Honganji, and he tried to bring
that prize into the fold with a huge loan that it would never be able
to pay back. The trick was exposed by the Chugai Nippo, the same
Buddhist newspaper in which Nanjo Bunyu had written the story
of Nomi’s death. The paper wryly commented: ‘If Kozui didn’t play
such tricks, he would be qualified as the best chief abbot in Japan.’
In 1908 he embarked on a programme of All-Out Evangelism,
patterned on similar Christian activities and to some extent on
the Salvation Army. Here again he was working hand in glove with
the government which was worried about lax morals following the
Russo—Japanese War. In an eight-day drive to spread the virtues of
thrift, diligence, loyalty and patriotism, seven hundred and fifty of
his priests gave three thousand sermons a day to a daily audience of
a hundred thousand people. Kozui always thought on a grand scale.
This was the same year that he despatched his brother Sonyu to Wu
Tai Shan to meet the thirteenth Dalai Lama.

It was also in 1908 that he sent out his second archaeological
expedition, this time to the Tun-Huang caves under Tachibana
Zuicho and Nomura Eizaburo. British and French expeditions had
already visited the site, and many of the choicest finds had already
been taken away, but they were still able to unearth valuable items
ranging from old sutras and mummies to ancient coins. Following
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the European precedent, they removed these items and sent them
home 8

The movements of Tachibana and Nomura excited some curi-
osity among the British, and as Peter Hopkirk has chronicled in
Foreign Deuvils on the Silk Road, they were followed every step of
the way by Muslim traders and others in the pay of the British.
The Russians, naturally enough, overreacted and tried to convince
the British that Tachibana was a naval officer, and Nomura an
officer in the army. Though these accusations were pure fantasy,
the report that Tachibana was beating Chinese subjects and making
a general nuisance of himself had more substance to it, and was
hardly calculated to allay suspicions. And then there was their
small library of English naval and military books: odd reading for
two monks who claimed not to know English.

If they were in fact spying, they had a lot to learn. Anxious to
find out as much about them as he could, the British consul in
Kashgar (a Captain Shuttleworth, temporarily in charge while the
famous Macartney was on home leave) invited them to dinner.
‘Tachibana was cheeky to me, and I had to sit on him severely,” was
the Captain’s comment (Hopkirk, 1980, p. 195). This was in sharp
contrast to the good relations Teramoto enjoyed with Bell and
O’Connor at about the same time. Shortly afterwards, Tachibana
realized that he was out of money and went to Shuttleworth for a
loan, which was gleefully refused. In the end the British concluded
that the two men were ‘links in the general system of intelligence
which the Japanese Government has instituted’ (ibid., p. 196).

The Japanese government denied all knowledge of them, as they
would have in any case, but in fact they probably did know nothing.
Any spying they were doing would have been for Otani Kozui, and
if he found anything of interest that would help in his efforts
to promote ‘Great Asianism’, he would simply pass it on to the
government.

In 1910 Kozui made his third trip to India, a lavish expedition
designed to impress the Indians. Hunting was one of his favourite
amusements on 'this trip. This he did without even attempting to
justify using Buddhist texts, so he was at some pains to hide his
activities from his parishioners at home. It is probable that he was
accompanied on this trip by Aoki Bunkyo, another of his followers
whom he left behind to study and search for Buddhist relics. Just
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what other thoughts may have been in his mind is indicated by one
right-wing account, claiming that when he climbed the Himalayas,
looking back on the Indian plain and forward to Tibet, he was
overcome with thoughts of Akbar the Great (Kokuryukai [Black
Dragon Society] history, ‘Biographical Accounts of Pioneer Patriots
of East Asia’, quoted in Anderson, 1955, p. 189). After leaving India
he continued on to the Middle East and Europe before returning
to Japan.

But this trip was to have tragic consequences: his wife, Kazuko,
contracted malaria in India. Refusing to let her illness slow her
down, she continued to meet the rigorous schedules demanded
of her, and in the end it all proved too much. She died almost as
soon as they returned to Japan in 1911, and with her death the one
real stabilizing and restraining force on Kozui was lost.

This may seem like a bit of a digression, but without an
understanding of Otani Kozui and his motivations, it is all too
easy to be led into a belief that Japanese interest in Tibet was
largely religious. In Asia, of course, religion and politics often
go hand in hand, nevertheless it should not be forgotten that it
was Otani, with his vision of ‘Great Asianism’ and ‘compassionate’
slaughter in the name of Japanese interests, who sent his brother
to meet His Holiness at Wu Tai Shan; and that it was also Otani
who was behind the next two emissaries to Lhasa: Aoki Bunkyo and
Tada Tokan.

Aoki was in Calcutta when he heard of the Dalai Lama’s flight
from the Chinese invasion of 1910 (at this point Yajima was
still in Tatsienlu, ready to begin his first trip to Lhasa). Well
aware of his master’s interest in Tibet, he decided, on his own
initiative, to try and meet the Tibetan leader, but before he had
a chance to put his plans into effect he received a telegram
from Otani, never one to miss a trick, instructing him to do
just that.

Aoki found Darjeeling crowded with both Buddhist pilgrims and
British curiosity seekers, but he managed to obtain permission
from the Dalai Lama’s interpreter and the British authorities for
an audience, probably on the strength of being a representative
of the Otanis. After the formal audience he was taken aside for
a private talk, and urged His Holiness to do something about the
student exchange programme he had discussed with Otani Sonyu
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at Wu Tai Shan. He also mentioned that he himself would be very
anxious to study in Tibet.

The Tibetan leader had more pressing concerns on his mind, as
indeed he had had for the previous two years, and since nothing
could be done right away, Aoki went on to London - probably to
join Otani Kozui, then for a leisurely tour of Europe. But he had
obviously left a forwarding address, for as he was about to return
to Japan he received a letter from the Dalai Lama stating that he
was now ready to send a student envoy to Japan, and to that end
he would like Aoki to stop in Darjeeling.

Once he had arrived there, two months were spent in deciding
who the student envoy should be. In the end the choice fell on no
ordinary monk but on one of the Dalai Lama’s favourites, Tsawa
Tritrul, a high incarnate lama and abbot of Mey Tatsang, one of
the three colleges of the Sera Monastery. He was originally from
a noble Shigatse family? and held a geshé degree, meaning that he
had already put in twenty years of hard study. The Dalai Lama,
quite naturally, wanted Tsawa Tritrul to be sent as an envoy from
his own government to that of Japan, but Aoki felt that this would
cause trouble not only with China but with Russia and England
as well, and wanted the exchange kept between the Dalai Lama
and the Nishi Honganji. The Dalai Lama had not yet declared
independence, and his country was under occupation, so he
reluctantly agreed. Even so, Tsawa Tritrul and his two attendants
embarked for Japan under a veil of secrecy. They wore Western
clothes, and used Japanese names in Calcutta. In Singapore, when
they changed ships, they did so as Mongolians.

Obviously the first and most important thing to do in Japan was
to study the language, so Tsawa Tritrul and his two attendants
first spent six months at the Nishi Honganji headquarters in
Kyoto, immersed in Japanese. Tibetan lamas are often prodigious
scholars, and judging from the way both Yajima and Aoki describe
the natural conversations they had with him in Japanese, the lama
must have made considerable progress. Aoki tried to find the time
to study Tibetan with him as well.

At first, however, their studies got off to a rocky start when a
young man from a family of hereditary Nishi Honganji priests
from the northern province of Akita was assigned to assist them.
The Tibetans began picking up his strong northern accent and
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inflections — much to the annoyance of the aristocratic Kozui, who
ordered the young priest to stop teaching and to concentrate on
learning Tibetan instead. It had never struck the young man that
his dialect was anything but the purest Japanese, and he seems to
have been a little offended, particularly when Otani went so far as
to order him to stop speaking Japanese altogether and use English
instead. The Tibetans were given another teacher, but complained
that his lessons were more difficult, and when it was time to go back
to India they insisted that their original teacher, of whom they had
grown quite fond, should accompany them.

This young man’s name was Tada Tokan, and he seems to have
been chosen at random, almost as an afterthought to teach the
Tibetans, because his brother was one of Otani’s elite students.
That the choice in the end proved to be such a good one would
seem to owe more to chance than to anything else, and no one at
this point would have predicted the brilliant future that Tada had
ahead of him as a scholar in Tibet.

After these initial six months, the Tibetans moved to a specially
built house on the grounds of Nirakuso, Otani’s villa at the top of
Mount Rokko, overlooking Kobe. This must have been one of the
most remarkable buildings of Meiji Japan. Completely designed by
Kozui, it had rooms in Chinese, Indian and European styles, and
used stone from China and materials from a sunken British ship.
There was also a private museum of findings from his expeditions
to India and Central Asia, a vast library of books in many languages,
and extensive landscaped gardens. Just to top it all off, he had
English maids and an English butler. At the foot of the mountain
he built a printing press to publish his own works and those of
his students. The printing press and the villa were connected by
a private cable car system.

A look at one of his guests there gives us an insight into the sort
of ambitions Kozui had in Central Asia. This was a Mongolian lama
who was not only installed in a house, but furnished with a Japanese
‘wife’. His task was to teach the Mongolian language — not only
to Tachibana and Nomura, but to nine army officers who studied
Mongolian there secretly for three years.

Tibetan monasteries are often institutions of great wealth, and
corruption is certainly not unknown. But even the most unscru-
pulous of abbots are expected to live lives of outward austerity.
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Their rooms may be cleaner than those of the average monk, their
robes may be of finer material, and their tea of a better quality.
But ostentation and sheer vulgarity on the scale of Nirakuso would
have been unknown in Tibet and must have been a shock to Tsawa
Tritrul, and quite possibly led him later to caution the Dalai Lama
to keep a certain distance with the Japanese. His studies, however,
were soon to be curtailed.

Events back in Tibet had moved with unpredictable swiftness. In
October 1911, Sun Yat-sen’s Republican revolution had overthrown
the Manchu Empire in China. Many of the Chinese troops in Lhasa
and other parts of Tibet had belonged to secret revolutionary
societies. They now mutinied, and those who could made their
way home or to Lhasa. The looting they did along the way turned
the Tibetans even more implacably against Chinese of any political
conviction.

Dazang Dadul, hero of the Chaksam Ferry, was given the title of
Commander-in-Chief and despatched to Lhasa in charge of ousting
the remaining Chinese. Entering Lhasa secretly and contacting
loyal officials he conducted an urban guerrilla campaign which,
if not entirely successful, soon made it safe for the Dalai Lama to
at least consider returning. As one of the Dalai Lama’s most trusted
advisers, Tsawa Tritrul was now needed in Tibet.

On 23 January 1912, the three Tibetans — along with Aoki, Tada,
and another Japanese named Fujitani Sei — left Japan on a British
ship bound for Calcutta as a party of Japanese pilgrims. Fujitani was
to remain behind in Calcutta as their contact, while the others went
straight to Kalimpong. Apparently Aoki and Tada intended only to
deliver the Tibetans safely, and then go back to Japan, but they
received an unexpectedly warm welcome from the Dalai Lama,
who was anxious to get a Japanese perspective on the Chinese
Revolution. He then urged them to make the trip to Lhasa, as
did Tsawa Tritrul, now elevated to the rank of Nangma Khyenchen,
or Chamberlain. Both of these far-seeing men felt that Tibet was in
need of people well versed in world conditions.

It was only at this point that Aoki began to study Tibetan seriously
under Tsawa Tritrul. He also now began to act as an unofficial
adviser to the Dalai Lama on Asian affairs, keeping up to date
through English newspapers and Japanese reports, and reporting
on what he learned. However, as the Dalai Lama’s departure was
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delayed, British officials began to notice the two Japanese. They
went so far as to check up on them and learn their identities, but
did not bother them — though it was made clear that they were not
to enter Tibet.

Finally, the Dalai Lama set his departure date for 24 June 1912,
He decided to take Tsawa Tritrul with him, and again asked the
two Japanese to come along, though he must have been aware of
British opposition. To this end he gave Aoki the Tibetan name of
Thubten Tashi, and a passport written in Japanese and English.
Tada was given the name Thubten Gyantshan!9, and asked to
follow when he was ready. It was at this point, just after the
Dalai Lama’s departure, that Yajima suddenly turned up on his
second trip to Lhasa — undoubtedly much to Aoki’s surprise and,
perhaps, annoyance. He mentions him only briefly at this juncture,
saying that he appeared out of the blue skilfully disguised as a
native Tibetan, and that he spent his final night in Kalimpong at
Aoki’s house. Aoki seems to have mentioned to Yajima neither the
presence of Japanese-speaking Tsawa Tritrul with the Dalai Lama
nor that of Tada in Kalimpong.

Simple envy may have played a part. British opposition to his
going to Lhasa had been so strong that all the Dalai Lama could
do was ask him to wait behind until the opportunity to sneak in
presented itself. So while he had official sanction from Tibet’s
ruler, and backing from the wealthy Nishi Honganji, Aoki was left
kicking his heels in Kalimpong, while this long-haired independent
traveller was setting off confidently on his own. Aoki probably did
not rate Yajima’s chances very highly, and in fact soon after he left
ten people of different nationalities were arrested for attempting to
enter Tibet illegally. Shortly after Yajima’s departure, Kawaguchi -
now living in Benares - passed through Kalimpong on his way to a
visit in Sikkim.

To allay increasing suspicion, Aoki and Tada moved to a cottage
in Ghoom, a village just south of Darjeeling along the narrow-gauge
railway line where there is a small but well-known Tibetan temple.
Here they spent their days studying the Tibetan language with an
old monk (unfortunately, Aoki does not name him: it would be
interesting to know if this was the same Serab Gyatso Kawaguchi
studied with unsuccessfully fourteen years before). If anyone asked,
they said that they had decided to give up the idea of travelling to
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Tibet in favour of studying Tibetan and Buddhism at Ghoom. The
British were friendly enough as long as they made no attempt to
step out of line, and they were even invited to tiffin with the viceroy
as a result of the Anglo—Japanese alliance.

While they were there the end of an era was reached with the
death of the Emperor Meiji on 30 July 1912.11 The Dalai Lama
learned the news by telegraph. He had admired what the emperor
had stood for as the progressive leader of an independent Asian
Buddhist nation, and he sent a message of condolence to Japan.

But now it is time to return to our other Japanese traveller who,
after his heartbreak in Japan, had re-boarded his ship in Yokohama,
then changed shipsin Singapore for Calcutta, and finally turned up
on Aoki’s doorstep in Kalimpong.
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Once he had landed in Calcutta, Yajima got in touch with two
Tibetans, Nyima Gyalpo Pangdatshang — like Garpon Lobsang a
government trader — and Phuntsok Bapu, who acted as his inter-
preter. Unfortunately, since his previous notes disappeared, we do
not know if this was their first meeting, if they were friends from
Lhasa, or if he knew them from the last time he was in Calcutta.
The Pangdatshang family was the richest and most powerful in
eastern Tibet. Nyima Gyalpo had a shop in Lower Chitpore Road
in Calcutta, and was well known to the British and along the route
to Lhasa, but except that Bell tells us that Yajima was ‘an intimate
associate’ of his, we know nothing of their relationship.

It is not until this point, as they left by train along with five others
for Siliguri and Darjeeling, that the only detailed surviving account
written by Yajima begins. It is by no means a polished account, and
was probably written shortly after he arrived in Lhasa as first drafts
for letters. Written in fountain pen, it consists of fifty-one pages of
closely crammed writing in a small notebook, 20 centimetres by 16,
with a dark red cover, and was not published until 1983.

As we have seen, Yajima was not a highly educated man, and
writing seems not to have come easily to him. In addition, the
Japanese language, with its built-in vagaries and obscurities, is
filled with pitfalls even for educated native speakers, and its
syllabary fails dismally at expressing Tibetan words and names. All
of this sometimes makes the account extremely difficult to follow.
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Nevertheless, since this is Yajima’s only extant travel account, it is
worth following his journey in some detail.

Tibet’s internal situation had changed a great deal while Yajima
had been shovelling coal. Following the overthrow of the Manchu
government and the mutiny of so many Chinese soldiers in Tibet,
it was now all but a foregone conclusion that the Chinese would
soon be ejected from Lhasa, and the Dalai Lama was preparing his
return. Itis a measure of Nyima Gyalpo Pangdatshang’s wealth that
he had volunteered a bodyguard of thirty well-armed Khampas,
and was going to Kalimpong in order to join the Dalai Lama’s
retinue.

Just why and how willingly Yajima’s Tibetan friends were helping
him is not clear, though his own dedication and his belief that he
had valuable services to offer Tibet cannot be in doubt. Did he
convince them, caught up as they were in the euphoria of the
times, of his usefulness? Did they, perhaps, find him a harmless and
amusing eccentric? Or did he simply force himself on them to the
point where his company was an embarrassment? Whatever their
attitude might have been, they were worried that the British might
discover him at one of their checkpoints along the railway. Even
so, they did little to disguise him except to give him the Tibetan
name Dondo Norbu, and the plausible story — since the Khampa
dialect was so different from Lhasa Tibetan - that he was another
merchant from Kham. Oddly enough, Yajima seems not even to
have been wearing Tibetan clothes at this point, and changed into
them only on the way from Darjeeling to Kalimpong. As it turned
out, the worst that happened was that Nyima Gyalpo was charged
thirty rupees Customs duty for his trade goods.

Kalimpong in 1912 was a less significant place than it was shortly
to become with Tibetan independence, but it was still the closest
sizeable urban centre to Tibet in India, and thus a trading centre
of importance. Its position here on the India/Tibet frontier was
analogous to that of Tatsienlu on the Szechwan fronter, though
here it was wool coming out of Tibet and exchanged for Indian
cotton and manufactured goods, rather than tea going in, which
created the wealth. Every traveller going from India to Tibet passed
through this hilltop market and resort town where the Tibetans,
Bhutanese, Nepalis, and Sikkimese came to trade, and the British
who could not afford the cooler and more prestigious Darjeeling
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came to escape the heat of the plains. It was already well known
as a centre for spying, and in unsettled times like these the British
could be expected to be on their guard. This is why Yajima was
particularly worried about the guard post at the entrance to the
town, which — much to his surprise — he found unmanned.

But if he thought that this made him safe here, where he had
been detained a year before, he was soon brought back to reality by
hearing merchants point him out as ‘the Japanese from last year’,
and he did his best to lose himself in the crowd as he crossed the
famous bazaar, where much of Tibet’s export trade was conducted,
to the house that Nyima Gyalpo Pangdatshang kept. He found it
too busy for his peace of mind, so Phuntsok Bapu arranged for
him to stay at the house of a Nepali Christian. His host quickly
discovered his nationality, but did not tell the British, who do not
seem to have become aware of him until after his departure.

Yajima notes that there were many more Tibetans and Chinese
in Kalimpong than in the previous year, and that there was an
undercurrent of violence indicative of the situation in Tibet itself.
The Dalai Lama was camped a few miles up the road at Phedong,
the village where Yajima had been arrested the year before. Only
two days after Yajima arrived in Kalimpong, on 24 June 1912, the
retinue departed on their return journey to Lhasa.

Now some doubts on the part of Yajima's friends began to
manifest themselves, indicating that they were beginning to regard
him as a nuisance. The next morning Nyima Gyalpo’s caravan left
without even informing him, and when he asked if there was any
message, his interpreter replied only that as all the packhorses had
been taken by the Dalai Lama’s retinue, Yajima should wait a few
days and try to find another caravan. Two days later Phuntsok Bapu
came in the late afternoon and announced that he was returning
to Calcutta, suggesting that Yajima should go with him and study
Tibetan there while awaiting a more favourable opportunity to go
to Lhasa. He was quite polite and seemed to want to let him down
gently, but the message was none the less clear. Yajima now came
out with one of those typical pronouncements that we so often
get from the Japanese, but it is surprising coming from such a
nonconformist. ‘A Japanese man will die rather than fail in his
purpose. I mean to succeed in my adventure. A monkey came and
helped me in a dream.’!
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Phuntsok Bapu replied that since he was bound to be sent back at
one of the checkpoints along the way, he might as well simply save
himself the trouble and go back with him now. But Yajima was not
about to be moved, and Phuntsok, seeing this, considerately gave
him the details of the British checkpoints he needed to avoid along
the way. The last one would be at Phari, where his photograph had
been taken before, and after that he should be safe. They seem to
have parted friends.

With all his Tibetan friends now gone, Yajima went and pres-
ented himself to Aoki Bunkyo, the other Japanese he had heard
was in Kalimpong. They had not met before, and judging from the
way Aoki was later to greet Yajima in Lhasa, he does not seem to
have been overjoyed at meeting such a renegade. But whatever he
may have thought of Yajima, Aoki treated him hospitably, giving
him twenty rupees and an umbrella as a going-away gift, and put
him up for his final night in Kalimpong.

Yajima travelled light. All he mentions having had with him were
two wooden Tibetan bowls, his passport, a razor and a knife, a
Japanese-made nail-cutter, eight strings of coral beads (which
he felt were more valuable than money), medicine for stomach
problems and malaria, a rosary, a Tibetan amulet box (or gao),
the umbrella that Aoki had given him, some silk handkerchiefs, a
pair of dark glasses, and the Japanese flag he was never without.
His funds consisted of seventy-two rupees in silver and a hundred
rupees in paper money secreted in the amulet box.

There was a checkpoint at the edge of Kalimpong, so Yajima
decided it would be safest to leave after dark, setting out on what
would turn out to be a bizarre journey to Lhasa at 7.30 p.m. on
28 June 1912. Normally this route from Kalimpong - through
Sikkim and across the Jelap La to the Chumbi Valley, then up
to Phari, Gyantse and Lhasa - is the easiest and most direct way
into Tibet, and is usually accomplished without incident. In this
case, however, Yajima’s personality, his poor physical condition and
sheer incompetence managed to combine with the presence of the
Dalai Lama’s procession to make the trip a memorable one.

As soon as the sun set, a dense fog settled in, protecting him
from prying eyes. After he had passed through Phedong, site of
the second checkpoint, it lifted, and Yajima could not help but feel
that fortune was shining on his venture. His biggest problem came
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from the dogs that constantly pursued him, and his only defence
was his umbrella. From Phedong he had to descend to the Teesta
River before crossing into Sikkim and climbing again to Gangtok.
During this descent the sun rose, and it was only when he noticed
how hungry he was that he realized he had forgotten to bring any
food. He collapsed from exhaustion beside a stream, and slept away
the day. When he awoke he smoked a cigar, and in fact he seemed
to live on tobacco for much of the journey.

Another night of walking brought him to Gangtok, the capital of
Sikkim, before dawn. He was now following the trail of the Dalai
Lama'’s procession, and all along the way there were bamboo gates
with the word ‘Welcome’ written in English. These arches were
also, for some reason, decorated with the flag of the Chinese
Republic, which can hardly have pleased His Holiness.

For someone travelling in disguise and hoping to avoid detec-
tion, Yajima did some odd things. Since he had passed this way
openly as a Japanese the year before, he knew the eating houses
and inns along the road, and he always went first to the ones
where he had stayed or eaten before, avoiding them - as he did
in Gangtok — only when he thought they were too crowded. It
was too early to get the full meal that he wanted after not eating
for thirty-six hours, so he bought some Tibetan bread, which he
chewed as he continued through the pre-dawn streets of Gangtok
in the direction of the Jelap La. He was getting very tired, and says
that his step changed ‘from that of a happy horse to that of a sick
cow’ (Yajima, 1983; trans. Berry).

His intention had been to travel at night, but he could not find
a secure place to sleep for the day. When, at mid-morning, he
reached a small town and stopped for a rest at a teashop run by
a Chinese with a Tibetan wife, he was too exhausted even to eat; he
just smoked another cigar and fell asleep in a corner. The landlord
woke him in the early evening, but he was worn out, stiff, hungry,
and had a headache: hardly surprising after two days of walking on
a diet of cigars. He forwent further travel that night in favour of
several bowls of noodles, thirty eggs (twice he mentions eating this
extraordinary number of eggs), and a night’s sleep. He had not yet
been discovered and turned back, but in no other way was it an
auspicious start.

In the morning he asked around a caravan camped in the town
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to see if he could hire a horse, but as none was to be had, he sct off
again on foot, this time having the sense to take two days’ supply of
food with him. The trail now went uphill, so he still found it tough
going, but along the way he was able to hire a horse, and two days
later he reached Gnatong, the last town in Sikkim before the Jelap
La, a pass of over fourteen thousand feet, into Tibet. He got off to
a bad start here when the house where he had spent the night the
previous year refused him entry.

Another Chinese/Tibetan couple eventually put him up, but no
sooner had he entered the house when two Chinese there said
something that indicated that they realized he was a disguised
Japanese, then ran off. After several bowls of noodles and the
inevitable cigar, he was just lying down to go to sleep when a Nepali
inspector, four uniformed policemen, and a Tibetan interpreter
came in and began to question him.

Either the interpreter took to him and decided to help him out,
or he was just a Lhasa snob impatient with provincial accents, for he
explained Yajima’s bad Tibetan by saying that all Khampas talked
that way. They left, but half an hour later five more policemen and
the chief returned with a copy of his photograph taken in Phari the
year before. He had, of course, been arrested later, and Charles
Bell had sent in a report of his entire trip, so he was well known.
Obviously the British thought he was worth keeping an eye on. It
seems remarkable that even with this photo they were unable to
recognize him. Yajima himself explains it like this:

They kept comparing me to the photo, but I was wearing
different clothes and had shaved off my moustache. Moreover
my head hurt badly. Since Kalimpong I had not eaten properly,
my cheeks were hollow because I was tired and suffering from
lack of sleep, the contours of my face had changed and my eyes
were sunken so that I looked nothing like I had the year before.
(Yajima, 1983; trans. Berry)

All this after only four days of travel through settled parts of India
and Sikkim. How on earth did he expect to get across the empty
plains and high passes to Lhasa?

The police came back in the evening, and again compared him
with the photograph. When they left he was told that they would
return at eight the following morning, and that he should stay put.
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His next hurdle was the Jelap La, so the order from the police
was almost welcome. Added to his general f