20 July 4, 2006 Byron Shire Echo

www.echo.net.au

Byron Bay Writers Festival

A dramatic step into the wilds of Tibet

Sarah Armstrong reviews
Last Seen in Lhasa (Rider &
Co, $35) by Claire Scobie

Last Seen in Lhasa is an inspir-
ing story of pilgrimage and of
friendship. In her first book,
Claire Scobie, pictured,
recounts her journeys to some
of Tibet’s most sacred sites,
including arduous trekking
through the mythic Pemako
region and walking a pilgrim’s
kora (circuit) around remote
Mount Kailash.

Her descriptions of Tibet’s
land and people are power-
fully evocative but the heart of
her book is an exploration of
what it means to be a pilgrim
and what it means to be a
friend.

‘Sometimes it is only in
unfamiliar terrain that the
sound of the inner voice guid-
ing our search can be heard...

I recognised Pemako to be the
next stage of the journey — a
chance to step out into the
unknown, not only physically
but within myself’

Scobie’s step into the
unknown was a dramatic one
— she left her job as a journal-
ist in London, where she was
living with an ‘aching empti-
ness inside’ and took herself to
the wilds of Tibet. As far as
she knows, she is the only
English woman to have set
foot in the Pemako region.

Exemplifying the spirit of
pilgrimage in the memoir is
the Tibetan Buddhist nun
Ani, who accompanied the
group that Claire Scobie
joined for the long and peril-
ous walk into Pemako, and
who, in time, became her fast
friend. Ani is a lifelong pil-
grim, a wandering hermit
who travels with just a knap-
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sack and stick, living and
sleeping rough and begging
for food as she visits the
sacred sites of Tibet.

I was intrigued by, and ini-
tially perhaps a little sceptical
of, a friendship between two
people with no (or very little)
common language or cultural
understanding — and at one
point Scobie herself doubts
the depth of the friendship
from Ani’s side. But the book
gives a slow and persuasive
revelation of deepening friend-
ship, and of mutual support
and intimacy.

‘We talk in a version of
Tibetan charades, using my
phrase book, flamboyant ges-
tures and lots of eye contact...
the silence grows between us,
and with it a wordless dia-
logue begins.’

In the frontispiece Scobie
quotes Anais Nin: ‘Each friend
represents a world in us, a
world not born until they
arrive, and it is only by this
meeting that a new world is
born.

Ani is an enigmatic charac-
ter at first but the book builds
our understanding of her, as
we learn about her spiritual
journey as a nun, her incred-
ibly simple life and her unex-
pectedly irreverent and cheeky
ways. Ani spends months at a
time in retreat, meditating in
unheated caves or tiny rock
houses, with meagre food,
coverings and clothes.
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Scobie has a great eye for
detail and crafts highly visual
and atmospheric passages.
The reader is transported to
the stunning wilds of Pemako,
an area revered as one of the
‘lost valleys’ or beyuls in
Tibetan Buddhist lore and
also said to be the site of a
mysterious waterfall that west-
ern explorers have long
sought. The Pemako pilgrim-
age ends with the group being
arrested and interrogated,
then treated to a surreal Chi-
nese banquet by the local
police.

A constant concern for Sco-
bie is that her friendship with
Ani will endanger her friend,
that Ani will be imprisoned
and tortured as many nuns
have been since Chinese occu-
pation. Ani insists that she will
be all right.

Scobie writes: ‘Friendship
requires patience. It takes
time to build trust, especially
in a country where foreigners
are mistrusted and political

oppression is a daily part of
life. For Ani to travel with me
and invite me into her home
took considerable risk. But
for Ani to open her world to
me — the vanishing world of
a wandering hermit — took
rare and singular courage.
She is the last of a genera-
tion, a lone woman in pursuit
of perfection, in search of
enlightenment.’

Scobie’s interest in and
advocacy for the Tibetans
takes her back to the country
six times and in the book she
charts the damage that con-
tinued Chinese occupation
wreaks on the people and
their land.

The political repression is
painfully shown in the sto-
ries of her Tibetan friends
who live in Lhasa, in their
anger, fear, frustration,
detention and exile. Scobie
notes that she has changed
the names of most Tibetans
mentioned in the book, and
neither does she disclose

Ani’s spiritual name nor that
of her nunnery.

Last Seen in Lhasa began
rather slowly with Claire Sco-
bie’s first trip to Tibet before
she met Ani — but once the
Pemako trek began and Ani
entered the story, I was capti-
vated by this beautiful, medi-
tative exploration of pilgrim-
age, of friendship, of hardship
and of faith. The book offers
tantalising and disturbing
impressions of Tibet and an
honest account of a woman’s
own journey to greater self
understanding.

B Sarah Armstrong’s first
novel Salr Rain was short-
listed for the 2005 Miles
Franklin Award, the Dobbie
Award and the Queensland
Premier’s Award. She was a
journalist at the ABC for
many years and she now lives
in Mullumbimby where she
teaches creative writing. See
more at www.sarah-arm-
strong.com.

The fair folk face a savage age

Michael McDonald
Local writer Ly De Angeles
will be launching her latest
novel The Shining Isle (Www.
llewellyn.com) at Abraxas
bookshop in Byron Bay on
Friday July 7 at 7pm (it is not
a writers festival event). It fol-
lows on in theme from her
first novel The Quickening,
dealing with the Travelers,
Tuatha d Dannan, the Sidhe,
the Fair Folk, magical beings
who remember when forests
covered much of the earth
and who now have to face the
modern world endangering
their mysteries. In Ly’s world
the Fair Folk walk among us,
and some of them even resem-
ble Shire locals.

Like The Quickening, The
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Shining Isle sees a young
woman awakening to her true
destiny by mingling with the
Fair Folk. One of their ‘holy-
of-holies’, the island of
Inishrm, is under threat from
a self-serving archaeologist.
To give away much more
would spoil the fun for the
readers.

Ly spins a cracking yarn full
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of warmth, adventure, and
mystery. You can almost hear
the rollicking music and taste
the fresh-baked bread. There’s
a lot of eating and drinking
going on — also favoured by
Tolkien — and it helps to
ground the otherworldly
aspects of the novels.

Ly brings a genuine fey
pedigree to her storytelling.
She was first known for her
books on witchcraft and Celtic
myth and is the High Priestess
of the Covenant of the Wild-
wood Gate. She is one of life’s
overachievers, also running
the local branch of the school
of Iaido, the Japanese art of
the sword. You can find out a
lot more at www.lydeangeles.
com.
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