
;a price
Fran Metcalf

OW that she's writ-
ten a book about her
experiences in Tibet,
Claire Scobie doesn't
know if she'll ever be

allowed to retum there.
It's a high price for the

English-born, Sydney-based jour-
nalist who spent the best part of a
decade havelling to and through
the Central Asian country, re-
turning home only long enough
to save up the money to go back
agarn.

Her first trip, back in 1997, was
a quest for a rare red lily and the
delivery of an article on her
experiencei for london's Tele-
graph magaane where Scobie
freelanced at the time.

From then on, however, it
became personal and Scobie hav-
elled to Tibet seven times in nine
yeius.

She was intrigued by the rapid
societal changes with red light
districts, supermarkets, bars and
internet cafesjuxtaposed with an
ancient civilisation in which
many people continue to adhere
to traditional rifuals and customs.

Most of all, however, Scobie
was compelled to continue re-
tuming to Tibet because of a
wandering nun named Ani who
became a good friend and who
guided her on a personal joumey
towards spiritual enlightenmenl

"The first time I met her, I
thought she was exhaordinary
looking," Scobie remembers.

"She had long, thick
dreadlocks and she was wearing
jewellery. She didn't look like a
nun - or what I thought a nun
should look like.

"She belonged to an unusual
group of wandering nuns."

Though she didn't speak
English, Ani and Scobie forged a
friendship that spanned years
and continents and which grew
stronger and richer each time
they met

"Ani is a very funny, bawdy
woman," Scobie says.

"She's very earthy and she
marries both worlds very well."

Ifs people like her, Scobie says,
who make compelling reading. "I
think you need either a strong
personal experience or a very
interesting person to write a
book," says Scobie, who will
speak at the Brisbane Writers
Festival on Fridav.

"For me, whdt really excites
me still as a journalist is people's
llves.

"So often, we see extraordinary
stories in the ordinary person and
that's what can make a reallv
compelling piece of writing.

"I'm particularly interested in
women's stories. not to the ex-
clusion of men,' but so often
women get missed in the history
of countries.

"They are the ones that are
unsun8."

Inspired by dassics and
"emotionally meaty stuff'such as
Iro Tolstoy's Anna Karenina,
Scobie always aspired to becom-
ing an author henelf.

In her first book, I"ost Seen in
Lhosc (Random House, $35), she
wanted to chronide the political
and social transformation of
Tibet as well as her friendship
with Ani who she believes is the
last of a generation.

"Because I went to Tibet so
many times, it was really difficult
working out the most compelling
parts of those trips for the
strongest narrative," she says.
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Last seen in lhasa
Claire Scobie
Random House, S35

LASI Seen l0 Lhasa ls the literary
debut of Brltish journallst Claire
Scoble and details her seven
trips to Tlbet over nlne years. On
her flrst, to a little explored area
of Tlbet called Pemako, she
meets a Buddhist nun. A deep
friendship, (one expressly
forbidden by the Chinese rulers)
develops despite the lingual and
cultural dlfferences.
Scoble wrltes about a paradox of
a country poised bettyeen
ancient belief and the march
towards modernism, relentlessly
engineered by the Chinese. She
draws a people fluctuating
between passive reslgnatlon and
anger and describes the decline
of Lhasa, from spirltual centre to
a town where Tibetans are
outnumbered by Chinese two to
one, prostltution and vlolence are
rlfe and the existence of secret
police creates a paranold
population Increasingly adrift
from their roots.
Scobie adroitly presents the
weighty pollt ical and moral
issues faclng Tibet wlthout
hittinq the reader over the head
with polltlcal righteousness.
Comblnlng that wlth her personal
travelogue and emotional
Journey over the nlne years, her
writing is often deeply movlng.
While the prose is elegant and
Scobie bravely exposes her own
frailt ies, the space between trips
looms large, creating gaps the
reader wants filled. There's a lack
of detail about her other life that
creates a sense of mystery and,
ultimately, f rustration, but
Scobie's writing is so warm it
overcomes that small flaw,
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FASCINATION wlth tradltlonal culture ... Clalrc Scoble


