
tt

t

ast Seen in Lhasa is the true
story of my friendship with Ani,
a remarkable Tibetan nun. I met

Ani in a place where the myth of
Shangri-la was born. Accessible only on
foot, this rernote region in the Himalayas
between Tibet and north-east India, is
horne to bears and snow leopards and
BenSali tigers. I had first gone to the
rnountains in the 'ftomised Land of
]]betan prophecy... hidden behind misty
baniq€ wtrere ordinary men do not go' in
seanch of a rare red lily. I did not predict
howthat llouer would interweale my
ctestirry with a woman who lived
differentr/ to anythirE I bdioaed still
odsted. We do not soeak the same
language, or share life expenence or
belief. Friendship requires patience,
especially in a county whee foreigners
are mistusted and political oppression is
a dai! part of life. For Ani to open fnr
inner world to me, the vanishing world of
a wandaing hermit, took courage.

Ani set out on a lif+long pilgrimage at
the age of 29, walking ftom holy site to
sac-red mountiain, a lone vrornan in
g.rsuit of enlightmment.

On nry icurth visit to Tibet in 2000,
I set ofi ftr Anib nunnery with a letts in
rny pald explaining 'it's ow larma from
posffi€ actions in gevbus livw to t -avel
b ilb)tt l<alash tptlw' written by nry
friend Tenzin with poetic frourish, and a
larSe @ of wgetables. After an hol,
Ani appered clutching some muddy

potatoes, uearing her thick claret-rcd
chuba and @cock blue apron.
'Wdcome,' she said warmly, without a
glimmer of surprise, her voics tinkling like
a bell in the clear sharo ar. I walked
through the hobbit-hole doorway into her
kitchen, a six-foot-square area, a circle of
chaned stones for the stove. The house
was soon filled with pungent smoke from
buming yak dung.

Jewel of snows
It was one of the first hermitages to be
built, close to a spring. I wondered how
she could do orostrations in such a small
space. As a noMce nun, she did the
Prdiminary Practices bum-shl - litaalty
400,000 - every day Ani did 3,000
orostrations on the floor. Her hands bled.
she lost track of time.

Ani came in holding t\ lo cl'rina cups.
I produced the gifts: socks, a fleece
lacket, a chary-red sunhat, and a hlndle
of prrciolsobjets: photosof the 17th
l€rmea, hofy rnedicine and uooden
beads blessed by tte Ddai Larna. These
she took eag€dy, carefully stringing one
onto hs rosary; the r€st she put aside to
gi\E to oths nuns. 'l cant haw photos
of His l-1diness. lf the Chirrese find thern.
tpy slap us. They rip up the pictures.'

I handed her the letter written by
Tenzin. Wlgr she redted the uprds
'lGng Rinpoche', Ilount tGtrash and
'Pecious Jar,el of Sno,vs', she leapt up
in a state of great e,rcitement. Sh€ b€gan
to pack a farr possessions into a cloth
bag: ha knife with the yak-bone handle,
the sunhat. 'The officials come back nod
month, so I have to leave. They're not
here in summer, too many tourists.'

All the questions I want to ask
dissolle into the kindness pouring from
Ani's eyes. Two timeless days pass with
rounds of butter tea. We went for walks,
took a bus to visit a monastery stopping
at some hot springs on the way back.

Curled up in my sleeping bag, I heard
her change the water boWs on the altar,
a ritua,l she performs moming and night,
and light a stick of incense. I could not
have imagined how the search for a red
lily would lead to a new llowering of
consciousness. and the start of an
enduring friendship.
moreinformation
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