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I offer this book with love,
that Tibet and the Earth may be free from oppression
and find peace.
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Foreword
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When the Communist Chinese first invaded Tibet more than forty years ago, they talked about peaceful liberation. Instead, we Tibetans have experienced the greatest period of loss and destruction in our history. Hundreds of thousands of people have died and thousands, who had committed no crime other than patriotism, have suffered long years of imprisonment. Our monasteries and nunneries, the repositories of our rich and ancient culture, our source of education, have been demolished. Our institutions of government have been set aside, so that the destiny of Tibet and its people is no longer in the hands of Tibetans. Our natural resources, which we used carefully and treated with respect, have been wantonly plundered and the environment spoiled. Even the wild animals who once lived without fear of human beings have been ruthlessly eliminated.

A climate of oppression currently prevails in Tibet. Virtually everything of significance to Tibetans is under attack. At the same time, the people of Tibet are almost powerless to respond. The Chinese authorities brook no opposition to their rule. Protest provokes an invariably harsh reaction. This is where we Tibetans who live in exile have a special responsibility, for we have the freedom to speak up for our brothers and sisters in Tibet. We can make known the reality of life in our homeland. We can help increase awareness of the value of Tibetan culture and the loss to humanity if it should be allowed to disappear.

This book written by Tess Burrows tells the story of Climb For Tibet and seeks to make readers aware of Tibets indomitable spirit and our undiminished determination so admirably shown by one young man, Migmar Tsering. It embraces the spirit of compassion, which we Tibetans value so highly, that is to be proclaimed from the mountain in thousands of messages of peace. We Tibetans live in a distant and remote land, but like everyone else, we want to live in peace and happiness and like everyone else we have a right to do so. I hope readers whose interest is stirred by this book may also be inspired to give their support and see their own way forward in love and respect for all beings. Let us all, brothers and sisters of the single human family, live together in peace.
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His Holiness the Dalai Lama, December 1999
Winner of the 1989 Nobel Peace Prize
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Map of Ecuador
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Introduction

Of course it seemed crazy, impossible and over-ambitious: but at the same time Tess Burrows Climb For Tibet project sounded thrilling, engaging and daring. Could they do it? Or more importantly, could she do it? The expedition would be extremely tough by any standard. And would anyone actually send any prayers? Would the tiny team even reach the summit?

I became a patron on the spot with great pride and anxiety. There were so many aspects of the trip that intrigued me  a woman of nearly fifty attempting something so dangerous: a unique idea which sounded mad but was to be presented at the Royal Geographical Society; a passionate belief that prayers can change the world; the extraordinary fundraising efforts, all for charity; and the support of the Tibetan community headed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who had readily agreed to become the chief patron.

It had everything to make a good story, lecture, book or film  the planning, the ascent, setbacks and triumphs, illustrated by photographs and so forth. But gleaming brightly above all this was the inspiration  if you want something enough, go for it.

This is an enthralling journey of courage and endurance. Now the peaceful crystal shines from Chimborazo. Below it, mankind stands yet again at the crossroads of war and peace, still wondering which path to take

Joanna Lumley O.B.E, May 1999


 Diagram of the Earth as an Oblate Spheroid
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Diagram of Heights Above Sea Level
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Prologue

If you wanted to express a really important message that would affect the future of humanity, then you could do worse than shout it from the highest mountain.

First look at the shape of the Earth and see that the point furthest from the centre is in fact not Everest, but a little-known extinct volcano in Ecuador called Chimborazo. Although this mountain is only 6,310 metres (20,703 feet) above sea level, it is 2,150 metres (7,059 feet) further from the centre of the Earth than Everest is. Ah! It is the bit that sticks out into space more than any other bit.

Then see that the ancient Inca name for Chimborazo was Watchtower of the Universe  Aha! This could be the place to express the highest ideals.

But first you would have to get there.

This book is about just that. Seen through the eyes of the journey of my body and my spirit and the window of my heart, it brought me to the realisation that, in the ultimate act of symbolism, in fact the struggle was also to climb my highest mountain within  myself.

And the message from the mountain? Well, this book is about that too. Its about the deep pain that the Tibetan nation is suffering and has suffered for 50 years. Its about the words of the Tibetan spiritual leader, His Holiness the Dalai Lama who offers humanity a way forward in brotherhood  if only we could listen

Its about the sheer dedication and love that brought the Climb For Tibet team together and made the climb a reality

I have a picture carved forever in the temple of my mind: Floating whiteness on a sacred mountain; ethereal joy; colourful prayer flags blowing in the wind; a gift for the Earth as blessing for all beings; and a young Tibetan who has just given more of himself than most people would expect to give in many lifetimes. He is lying on his back in the snow, Tibetan flag at his feet. His arms punch the thin air that clasps cruelly at his lungs. Through tears of exhaustion he cries from the depths of his being:

Peace on Earth
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1  BORN OF A DREAM

6th July 1998 (The Dalai Lamas birthday)  Diary Extract

I knew I was going to die even before we reached 6,000 metres. The summit of Chimborazo waited, elusive, shrouded in bright cloud.

 White out where is the Earth? Theres only this cold white existence so little above me, and yet so much a couple of dots on a map but its to be my final resting-place. The summit must be so close now so close but still all that oxygen away.

Four times Ive made the decision not to turn back, when all reason and sense were shouting at me, Return alive, go down, now. Youre in the final stage of altitude sickness its Cerebral Oedema the brain is starved of oxygen swelling and expanding. Surely my brain is going to explode too big for my head trying to get out like its on fire. Bits of time are going missing. I must go down quickly go down.

But the stakes are too high How can I turn away now? My life is not my own to save Cry, cry, Heart tears of pain for Tibet and for the violence of humanity we must reach the summit, that the light may shine for peace we must reach the summit. We must go on. Heart, carry this body beat strong courage born of a dream.

For what is death here in this white, white world? Is the snow real at my feet? Is the brittle ice of my hair any different from the moving snowflakes that dance around my still warm body? Theyre all molecules of coldness, though the blood courses through my veins as it has all these earthly years. How strange that its to stop now. How easy its going to be to take off all my clothes and lie down on this carpet. I cant be cold because my body isnt aware. It isnt really mine anymore cold is not beauty is  yes, its beautiful and, yes, theres joy supreme utter wonderful joy at being so close to the angel of death who holds me by the hand and in blissful golden light. There is perfection, more than I have ever known even beyond total beauty. All is forever well there are no other moments of time or existence touch me, Divineness I am one with all things.

Im drifting in and out of rationalism. Am I already in a different world? My body is another entity remote, borrowed. Im being drawn towards an unseen force magnetic, like a swarm of insects to a light. My reality is dropping off either side of me touch the snow bitter sweet do not let the body stop too much pain to stop but I want to lie down and die

Please, help me I need help I can go no further this is the end of the road Previously you gave me help. Was it evoked from pity? Or was it that I was your messenger and the wages of duty bear wings? Not so, you reply, we will help you no more. You must give every ounce of your life everything so that there is nothing left of your self, no individuality no longer child, mother, sister, lover In the knowledge of the giving of your life, there is a letting go a humility. Only in this way can there be an arrival at the summit on your knees, giving out the vibrational energy that is needed the energy of unconditional love.

Rambling hallucinations are my friends. Where is my brain? Where is my mind? Ah the focus peace peace within our hearts. The goal is so important so big. Im just a tiny pawn in a huge game of survival for the Earth. I can only move forwards. Im being placed and taken by an unseen hand like a speck of dust in the wind irrelevant yet vital, for Im part of the whole Im the runner who carries the torch that so many have borne and blessed I will not let them down.

But my children what thoughts of my children? Thats another lifetime. Im here now. There is only now there is no other. Is this detachment? Or maybe just that Im not properly connected to my body which is attached to my mind and so normally holds together my past and my future Yet, I know that I must be grateful to my mind for bringing me this far. Its strong. Its worked and struggled for this day. Its carried me through half a century of effort gaining strength for this moment. This has been the purpose of its existence
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13th June 1998

The sun was shining so brilliantly through the small oval window of the aeroplane that I had to shield my eyes to see the curvature of the cotton-wool horizon.

Its not a commonly known fact that the Earths not round. I remarked.

The Dutch businessman in the aisle seat on the KLM flight 1028 from Heathrow to Amsterdam turned to look at me. There was just a hint of disdain on his knitted brow. Dressed conventionally with immaculately combed hair, he gave the impression of being a regular commuter accustomed to level-headed conversations. He was stuck next to me for the journey.

Did you say you were going on to Quito? he enquired politely as though he was trying to change the subject to something normal that would fit in to a well-structured day. If sensitive, he would have had an impending sense of doom that he was about to be the next victim of a sponsor collecting attack.

Yes, were going to climb the highest mountain in the world.

Oh. Then followed a thinking sort of silence. What more could he say, apart from Arent you on the wrong plane?

Its in Ecuador, you know, I went on.

The stocks and shares section of the newspaper he was reading wavered a little.

Everyone always thinks its Everest, I threw in, trying to pull the carpet from under a nice safe view of the world.

He finally put his newspaper down, glancing round a little nervously at the other suited businessmen who filled the rest of the Boeing 737, all happily studying the daily papers Kosovo awaits Nato jets  the worlds main military powers seek authority to launch assaults. Fox hunting  the people will decide. Eritrean air raid kills four at aid centre  scene of bitter fighting. Radioactivity tests go on  indications of five times the accepted level. French perfume maker shot by armed raiders. Pensioner dies after attack by street gang.

Isnt it Everest?

Well, with familiar enthusiasm and the sense of fun at the intrigue it always caused, I started out Everest is of course the highest from sea level, at 8,848 metres or 29,028 feet, but if you measure it from the centre of the Earth then the highest is a mountain near the equator in the Andes of South America. I could see from the widening of his steely grey eyes that I had his interest now.

So why?

The Earths not round. Its an oblate spheroid.

Ah.

In other words, its bulgy at the equator, and flattened at the poles.

Oh.

A learned geographical friend of mine says this is due to what he calls the pizza effect. Have you ever seen an authentic pizza being made with the dough spun around? The outer edges of the pizza push out into a yummy bulgy bit. Well, its the same with the Earth. The spinning on her axis causes a sort of lesser holding onto gravity at the equator than there is at the poles. Its the thing that scientists used to call centrifugal force.

So why dont we all learn about that at school? he asked, his interest building.

I dont know, maybe its because people tend not to stand back and look at the Earth as a whole, or maybe because its only a small difference were talking about. If you had a metre and a half globe, then the yummy bulgy bit would only be sticking out about three millimetres.

I thought about how I had explained it in this way at one of the school assemblies I had spoken to about our project. The youngsters seemed to have understood it well, as I had demonstrated spinning a huge old illuminated globe. This did, however, have holes in it where the light shone through, and parts of countries had been hanging off. Our Earths falling to bits, I had said, she needs help to be put back together.

My Dutch friend persisted, So whats the difference on the world scale?

Well, the oblate-spheroidness, I replied, enjoying getting my tongue around such a wonderful word, can be seen by measuring the diameter of the Earth at the equator, which is roughly 42 kilometres longer than it is at the poles.

The puzzled look seemed to imply that this fact had somehow upset his sense of order, that we were spinning through space on a less than perfect planet.

And the oblate-spheroidness, I continued, in fact means that the summit of the mountain were going to climb is 2,150 metres, thats more than 7,000 feet, further from the centre of the Earth than the summit of Everest is. Its the bit that sticks out the most.

Does this mean that your mountain is the point on the world thats nearest the sun? he asked.

No, that honour goes to different places between the tropics everyday due to the tilt of the Earth and the moving position in her orbit. But in fact our mountain is the point nearest the sun on about March 15th and September 27th, near the spring and autumn equinoxes. Again I mentally thanked my learned geographical friend for his research.

The conversation was interrupted by a predominantly plastic snack arriving off the trolley of a glamorous airhostess. Long-life sandwiches and tea or coffee, with special pretend chemical milk? she may as well have said.

Any chance of hot water? I asked, not sure if there was anything that my body on a good training programme could absorb, but enjoying the feeling of being fed and looked after as though I was a child.
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Distracted, my mind wandered back to my childhood spent in Surrey and then Hampshire. I was a tomboy of sorts and never happier than when I was playing with my older brother, Graham, whom I adored (even though he had tried to discover electricity by plugging me, his baby sister, into the mains). I had a peaceful, loving relationship with my younger sisters, but the expected pastimes of girls were not to be entered into. I was so cross that I wasnt a boy that Id even crept out of bed one night and cut half my hair off. When morning came my long-suffering mother, in her inimitably gentle way with a lovely rock-like demeanour, couldnt understand what had happened, though she was never angry. Graham and I used to always play for hours creating model towns and animating the lives of little characters, lives relating to the safe everyday suburban world around us.

One day he returned from school excited at a book he had found The New Believe It or Not, by Ripley, published in 1930.

Look Tess, see this page. It says that Mount Everest is not the highest mountain in the world, but that its a mountain in Ecuador.

A seed had been sown.

A while later he came home with another significant book, a prize Banner in the Sky, by James Ramsay Ullman, a fictitious account of the first climbing of the Matterhorn. It became my favourite reading. When I reached the part when the young hero Rudi was unable to climb to the very top of the mountain, I would cry bitter tears until the end of the story and then immediately start again at the beginning. Whilst Graham was dreaming of inventing a rocket to go to the moon, I was dreaming of climbing the highest mountain.

But childish dreams get lost in growing up, in pleasing parents and society, and in searching for ones own fulfilment. It was to be more than thirty years before I remembered.
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2  CLIMB FOR TIBET

The plane shifted in its temporary orbit and I felt the release of gravity as we started our descent into Schipol airport.

Come on then, which mountain is it that youre talking about, the one which is the furthest from the centre of the Earth? pressed the Dutchman amicably.

Its called Chimborazo.

Nice name.

And its actually 6,310 metres above sea level. Thats nearly 21,000 feet.

Still a hell of a climb then?

Yeah, should test us, I replied, not knowing then quite how true those words were to be.

We were now dropping fast away from the sun towards the cloud cover which blanketed the Earth and my sense of being on a planet diminished. Protection or pollution, I wondered as we banked slightly to enter the greyness and headed towards modern industrialised Europe.

Er, I just happen to have a sponsorship form with me. I was wondering if you would, er, like to sponsor us. Its actually quite an important peace climb and were raising money to help Tibet and Tibetan refugees. With a smile I handed my new friend a Climb For Tibet form. It was a thing of beauty with our logo in the corner, in full colour in honour of the stunning Tibetan flag.

The flag like so many Tibetan things is full of meaning. It expresses more than stirring national pride, more even than the hopes of a people whom history dictates should be a lost people, but for the spirit from its heartland which burns with an unquenchable flame.

The white mountain represents the land of snows. The two snow lions embody strength in the duality of the Tibetan government, political and spiritual. The wheel denotes harmony. The jewel portrays wisdom. The yellow sun depicts Tibetan Buddhism radiating out, and the red stripes stand for the six original tribes of Tibet. But the yellow border of Buddhism which encases the spirit of the nation on three sides is left empty to the right, representing the openness of the land, that all are welcome to enter in peace. It is very poignant that it was from the east that the invasion came to this once free and beautiful country.

Do you know what happened in Tibet? I asked

I have the feeling youre about to tell me, he answered not unkindly, so I piled in quickly while he was attentive Well, in 1950 the newly formed Chinese communist regime marched in and declared Tibet to be part of China. The peace-loving Tibetans were no match for the Chinese red army. They tried for the next few years to work with their invading neighbours, but by 1959 it was clear that negotiations were of no use and Tibets young spiritual and temporal leader, His Holiness the fourteenth Dalai Lama, was forced to flee across the Himalayas just escaping with his life. The Indian administration generously gave Him refuge to establish a government in exile at Dharamsala in the foothills of Northern India.

Is that where He lives now?

Yes, from there Hes tried for forty years to peacefully regain freedom from oppression for His people. He has had to watch the rape of His homeland, cultural and religious genocide, murder, torture and other horrendous human rights abuses, all in the attempted annihilation of the identity of the Tibetan nation that He represents.

But surely Hes had help  from the international community I mean.

No, to this day, the governments of the rest of the world have done very little. After all, how did it affect other countries? There was no oil dependency like in Kuwait, it was not on the periphery of the Western world like in Kosovo, there was no direct threat and trade with China is so important.

Few who had time to absorb what we were doing could resist supporting the cause, particularly to spread the knowledge of this injustice.

Well, of course. Id be delighted to sponsor you, the Dutchman responded, reaching for his wallet, and went on, very sad, yes, the situation is very sad. Im sure many people in my country too must be aware, but what is to be done? He shrugged. A shrug is a small act, just a little raising of the shoulders. It implies a kind of indifference, an attitude of well, what can I do about it? I have my own life to lead and I cant help everyone. But when you multiply that shrug by millions and even billions around the world, then you have a major shrug problem  a huge lump of indifference towards the inhumanities that are going on in Tibet. We were trying to eat away at that lump.

An Englishman on the other side of the aisle leaned across in front of the obstructing legs of the airhostess who was trying to enclose belongings in the overhead compartments and check that all her passengers were captives and safely tied to their seats. There was an air of efficiency that all was secure and that our everyday lives were not at risk.

I say, what are you raising money for? he said, I couldnt help overhearing what you were talking about. I saw the film Seven Years In Tibet recently  a superb film. Have you seen it? It portrayed the tragic end to a way of life, maybe the last of its kind, tucked away there in the Himalayas, not hurting anyone. It must have been such a beautiful country. You know, the thought of it stirred all my yearnings to be an explorer in the days when an ancient civilisation existed that was unaffected by modern pollution and greed for material things.

Our project seemed to have a habit of drawing people who had an interest in the legendary land of Shangri-La.

I really think that Tibetan Buddhism could do so much to help the dog eat dog problems of the world today, he went on, as I smiled and nodded in agreement. It was a culture where the religion was more a way of life, where kindness was more important than money.

It was the moment to pass him a sponsorship form before he got too carried away with the irrelevance of money.

Yeah, even though the films in Hollywood style, it does do a lot to raise awareness of the Tibetan situation and strike a chord with this sort of thinking, I responded, my mind drifting a little.

The great teacher Sogyal Rinpoche speaks of the Tibetan word for body which is l, meaning something you leave behind, like baggage, reminding us that we are only travellers, taking temporary refuge in this life and this body. He says that in Tibet, people did not distract themselves by spending all their time trying to make their external circumstances more comfortable. They were satisfied if they had enough to eat, clothes on their backs, and a roof over their heads. So, as we obsessively try to improve our conditions, an end in itself and a pointless distraction, he asks Would people in their right mind think of fastidiously redecorating their hotel room every time they checked into one?

I wondered if this belief of reincarnation and also that of karma, the natural law of cause and effect, made it easier to put kindness first, knowing that what you give out always comes back to you at some point.

I remembered something that my father, Ken, had said. We had been very close and during the last ten years or so of his life had the wonderful gift of sharing spiritual discoveries and learning together. He had always delighted in the fun and the skill of financial schemes, but one day he had said to his grandchildren whilst looking at their school reports Its not being the cleverest in the class that counts. Its being the kindest. Great sentiments, although they were always so hard to live up to, especially when tired and grumpy and stressed out. Undoubtedly, catching this plane had been about my worst example. There had been weeks of build-up of Climb For Tibet before our departure, reaching a frantic and frenetic state, trying to get two more months work into the last couple of days with virtually no sleep. Its the most stressed out Ive ever been and being kind to those nearest to me had gone out of the window, especially to Pete, who now sat beside me. I turned to him with an eye contact smile born of the closeness of having worked so hard together to create our baby Climb For Tibet. He was my partner, my boyfriend and my gift from the Universe.

Tell them where the moneys going, he urged with a squeeze of my knee. As always he was the one with his feet on the ground.

I had a captive audience so I began to explain Were splitting the funds we raise two ways. Fifty per cent is going directly to help refugees who have just escaped across the mountains. Theyre teenagers and young people in their twenties. Most of them arrive in a pretty bad state with severe frostbite, malnutrition and clothes in tatters after weeks of footslogging by night and hiding out in the daytime from the Chinese patrols.

Sounds tough.

Yeah, and even when they do cross the border, most commonly into Nepal, theres no guarantee that the Nepalese authorities wont send them back. Our refugee camp is in India. Its one of the projects of the Tibet Relief Fund, the charitable arm of the Tibet Society. I asked their director last year what the most needy situation was and he told me that the Khanyara Transit School, about 11 kilometres from Dharamsala, was desperate for help. At the moment its just tin sheds in mud, but they find a haven there, somewhere to sleep, education, clothes and badly needed food.

The smartly dressed airhostess rushed by with a heap of wasted meals as the plane circled preparing to land.

I continued More than that, its spiritual nourishment, as every refugee has a chance to see His Holiness the Dalai Lama, the most revered star in their lives. You probably know, Hes frequently described as a God-King. I once heard a lovely Tibetan singer dedicate a song to Him, declaring Without Him there is no light. That says it all. Its amazing really that, even after all this time in exile, His life still gives such strength to the Tibetan people keeps their flame of hope alive.

A truly great leader.

Definitely. The escapees, though, must find it hard. So often they leave their families in Tibet and many are still only children who are sent out by their parents to get an education with Tibetan culture and to have freedom.

You know, we take so much for granted the freedom in our country, the freedom to say what we believe, to support who we want.

Imagine not being able to have a photograph of the Queen, or the Pope, or Elvis, or whoever your star or most revered person is.

Imagine being found with the picture on your person or in your house and because of it youre tortured or forced to renounce your support for this person tortured perhaps in a way that doesnt show, like sticks and electric battons being shoved up personal parts of your body. Then if you still dont renounce this person youre taken off to gaol with no fair trial.

Imagine you get angry and shout long live the Queen, or whoever, and youre then tied with your hands behind your back and strung by them from the ceiling and left to hang for days, with no clothes on.

Can we imagine?

Here, let me give you all the cash Ive got in sterling, interjected the Englishman.

Great, thanks so much, I smiled, hoping hed just been to the bank, and carried on, The second half of the money we raise actually works for that freedom. It goes to the Free Tibet Campaign. Its an independent British organisation, which operates to change the situation and apply pressure at a political level. They do a huge amount to raise awareness through public education and direct action.

I rummaged around in the heap of stuff at my feet that went by the name of hand baggage  a bottle of filtered water, inspiring books to read, contact lens kit, wash bag, precious notes from my children, camera, unmentionables, nuts and seeds, stuffed penguin, diary, homeopathic remedies, peace messages, half-eaten apple, vital package of things for the summit, flag, sponsorship forms

Ah, heres one of their leaflets. Look, Free Tibet Campaign stands for the Tibetans right to decide their own future, an end to the Chinese occupation of Tibet and the Tibetans fundamental human rights to be respected.

The Englishman leaning across to take the leaflet looked perplexed, So, youre doing what you can to help Tibet at a practical level, but theres something I dont understand. Why are you carrying out a sponsored climb for Tibet in South America, on the other side of the globe?

Because thats where the highest mountain is the point furthest from the centre of the Earth.

Ah, yes, he responded with a twinkly sort of a smile.

Anyway, we cant go waving flags around and supporting Tibetans actually in Tibet, even in the unlikely event of the Chinese giving us permission. Itd bring reprisals on any local Tibetans whod even vaguely collaborated with us. Theyd be called splittists from the motherland, part of the Dalai clique. In all likelihood theyd become political prisoners, be tortured and possibly worse.

By now I was beginning to feel a bit woozy with the bending forward to talk and the bumpy motion of the plane coming in to land. But it was always so important to tell people what we were doing, not only to raise awareness for Tibet and to collect funds but also to put across the wider picture.

I feel that the problems in Tibet are a microcosm of those of the Earth. Yes, as you said, there is a state of imbalance due to the values of greed and power being more important than those of caring for other people and the environment on which we all depend. The Earth is crying out in need. Humanity has pushed her beyond what her natural systems can recover from without huge pain to our species. Many people are aware that unless we stop taking now and start giving back, then the planet as we know it will not survive.

Certainly, and we all hide from this fact, dont we? agreed the Englishman.

Yeah, but already therere grumblings and rumblings with the shifts necessary to try and rebalance. Look at all the unusual stuff like droughts, floods, hurricanes and avalanches Yes, there are areas of hope, but the more individuals who take on responsibility, even in a small way in their lives, and work with the Earth and not against her, then the more chance there is of survival. This is the only way itll happen. I looked him straight in the eye and saw kindred understanding Were talking about our own tomorrows.

One of my yesterdays that had influenced my way of thinking was as a student at Edinburgh University. I had been lucky. They were fun carefree days, filled with friends. I have a picture of reminiscence  piling heaps of people onto an open car (I think the record was sixteen) so we could drive around waving and putting smiles on glum faces.

I also have an enduring academic memory. I was studying ecological science, the first course of its kind in Britain. In the late 1960s no one had ever heard of ecology  plants and animals in relation to their environment? Interdependence? Whats that? I remember drawing population S curves for animals (plotting changes in numbers against time). The population always intrinsically controls itself and peters out at the top of the S. I felt sure then that the human population would be controlled by the levels of pollutants which would rise to a critical point, leaving people without the ultimate control.

They were the days of Rachel Carsons Silent Spring, a ground-breaking book describing the effects of poisons and disrespect for our environment, creating for the first time a general awareness that we were messing up the world around us.

[image: Image]

We hit the Earth with a thud, as if to confirm that we were all in this same life boat together, sailing through space  rocks, minerals, soil, water, atmosphere, plants, animals and humans of every race and creed.

Would you like to sign the pledge on our sponsor form? I asked both men, not at all sorry that I had been getting stirred up. Its like making a commitment to be part of the solution, rather than part of the problem.

As a citizen of the Earth I pledge to take personal action to help the healing of the world, expressing the Tibetan spirit of compassion for all life, non-violence and universal responsibility, for we are all inexorably bound together in a physical, mental and spiritual ecology.

They signed, with not a hint of Oh-help-I-cant-get-out-of-this-now.

Thanks very much.

I knew that every signature was an important part of our mission, for the pledge always rang an urgent bell in my mind that sent it racing back to one day in 1993


3 - MESSAGES OF PEACE

At this point I would like to have a little aside with my reader. If youre someone who doesnt accept that there is anything beyond the physical, then thats OK. You can skip the next few paragraphs, or you could read them and think thats a weird bit, she needs burning at the stake and get on with enjoying the rest of the story.

Most people who havent had this experience are rightly sceptical. Those who have, do not doubt its authenticity, but of course like many things in life it sounds weird until youve actually been there and done that  like a coconut might appear to an Eskimo. For sometimes truth is stranger than fiction.
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We were a small group gathered in a house for a meeting. Outwardly the building was no different from the rest in the street. The plants looked cared for, the cat fluffy and content. We waited in a darkened room filled with atmosphere and anticipation. Candles were lit and flickered, whilst a prayer for protection was spoken. My nervousness was calmed by the knowledge that the Tibetans have always consulted the Oracle spirit on important matters, such as the confirmation of the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama or His flight out of Tibet. For in the same energy of universal purpose, spirits from the world of the non-physical were to speak to us through the body of a trained medium. I sat barely two metres away. We were to meet two of the greatest world leaders of this century. If they had not lived, the freedom of mankind would have been the poorer.

On this occasion we were lucky enough to experience the words of Winston Churchill and Mahatma Gandhi. They told us about life in the spirit world where they were trying to help the Earth today and of the urgency in finding inner peace. Their characteristic personalities had remained as they were known. Their perceptions and wisdom had expanded to the extent that each of their words was like a jewel to marvel at and to hold.

Churchill came through with:

Climb for peace, not only peace in the human condition, but also what is most important, peace in the human spirit There is one power far greater than the atom bomb, far greater than guns, tanks, whatever armaments you have. It is the power of love and the projection of that love, the essence of which creates throughout the whole of this planet a movement of conscious light. How is it expressed? From the highest mountain, the vision is for the eyes, the energy is from the heart But we must express it in groups so that they and us united together project an immense power and counteract that of the demons, which live in so many hearts and cause so much devastation in this world now

The palpable sense of presence changed and I felt greatly honoured that the body arose and shook hands with me. The touch was gentle and firm.

Gandhi then spoke, and it was as though he was bestowing gifts on us:

What I would say to those who are listening and to those who will read your book in the future is we do not own anything we only share it for the duration of our lives and therefore our responsibility is to return it in good condition for others to enjoy. We must now see ourselves as part of the great global family we must share in the restoration of all that we have damaged in the end if there is no Nature, then we must also die. There is a time lapse left of seven years. If our thinking about caring for the Earth has not changed by then, we will have passed the point of no return. The planet will start to become barren and will die.

This warning of Gandhis above all else I have not been able to forget.

I hope and believe that at this critical time now, swaying in the balance, there is powerful enough love and compassion.
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There was one more vital thing to do before we were all disgorged into the busy international terminal. Perhaps it was the most valuable of all, for it was an incentive to open to love and compassion.

Would you like to fill in the message from the mountain box on the form? I persisted. Its giving us your personal message in support of Tibet and Earth Peace. By using the words Earth Peace we are including the harmony of the natural systems of the Earth as well as that of humanity, rather than world peace which tends to mean only the peace of people.

We ask too that the messages be in the Tibetan spirit, that is an expression of the ideals of His Holiness the Dalai Lama  compassion for all life, non-violence and universal responsibility.

Well read them all out from the mountain. Its a bit like the age-old Tibetan tradition of flying prayer flags from the highest place possible. You know, you would have seen them in the film. Their bright colours represent the elemental make-up of all things. Theres blue for sky, white for cloud, red for fire, green for pure life-stream and yellow for earth. Theyre imbued with mantras and messages of peace and then the wind-horse carries them far and wide to invoke blessings and well-being to all. Thats what our messages will do too. So far weve collected nearly a thousand.

What a super idea, came the English reply. Its as though all those people supporting you are actually being part of the climb, and making its effect much more powerful.

Yes, and it was more than that. As with my understanding behind the signing of the pledge, the changing of an individual changes the whole. An individual finding of peace changes the peace of the Earth. Its an expression of the law of interdependence. Furthermore, if a person produces a thought and turns it into something concrete by writing it down, then it will help manifest the physical actuality of that thought. For the path of creation leads from intention, through the mind, into matter  from the intangible to the physical. The focus of many peace messages coming together will help create the reality on a larger scale like many little sparks coming together to generate a light.

The Englishman considered briefly and with a flourish of his gold pen gave us:

May the Tibetan light shine across the world in peace for all nations and for all beings.

With happy compliance the Dutchman carefully wrote:

Earth get Love Energy.

Thank you, I beamed, Theyre really beautiful messages.

I was sure that working at mind level they had far reaching effects, particularly those that came from children, as then they were shaping the future and helping expand the awareness of the importance of caring for the Earth. Happily, many of this generation of youngsters do seem to know that we are each responsible.

One of my favourite messages was from a pretty eleven year old girl, Siobhan. One day I had been talking with her mother who confided in me I cant understand it. She and her brother have always ended up fighting when theyve been left alone. Its been a real problem. Now suddenly theyre getting on so well together.

I had looked up Siobhans peace message. It announced:

I will be loads and loads less annoying to my brother.

Her mother and I had been stunned by the simplicity and expanding beautiful effect of one little girls personal change.

Another message that I particularly liked had been from a young Tibetan, Dugdak, who declared with great courage:

Peace to the young people of Tibet and peace to the young people of China.

Here was a touching of the spiritual power of His Holiness teachings. There can be little more humbling than the example He sets. After having to stand by for nearly fifty years watching China brutally invade His country, destroy the unique culture and ruthlessly carry out the genocide of His people, He still says We must love and respect our Chinese brothers and sisters.

Sometimes in my life when things upset me, relatively tiny things even though they may seem huge at the time, I think of these words and the great strength of them helps me try and convert anger into compassion.

He also says Maybe sometimes your children teach you patience, but always your enemy will teach you tolerance. So your enemy is really your teacher. If you have respect for your enemy instead of anger, your compassion will develop. That type of compassion is real compassion, which is based upon sound beliefs.

I felt that we were honoured to be setting out to express these highest of ideals from the highest of mountains, as it gave a sense of sacredness to the whole event and an opening up to higher aspiration. Indeed, as the ancient Inca name for Chimborazo was Watchtower of the Universe it seemed entirely fitting that there should now be a Tibetan sentinel.

I was moved to read the precious peace message that His Holiness had sent us:

I am pleased to offer my prayers to Climb For Tibet and all that it touches. The determination of the climbers to undertake a difficult task to highlight a humanitarian problem is indeed inspiring.

The non-violent Tibetan struggle for freedom has gained us the sympathy and admiration of the international community. Through our non-violent freedom struggle we are also setting an example and thus contributing to the promotion of a global political culture of non-violence, compassion and dialogue.

Cmon, Tess. Lets go.

Pete was trying to get me stirred into action. We were last off the plane. As always I was daydreaming and slow at finding all my bits and pieces and getting myself together. I like to be distracted by thoughts of the moment and read words that seem to compel me to them, but it must be so annoying to continually have to wait. I would always tell Pete that our souls had been drawn to each other to learn the things that they needed to learn, and that he was learning patience and I was a very good teacher.

There had been milling around, good lucks and shaking hands with those whose lives we had touched in with, and a rush for everyone to leave the plane and hurry on with their seemingly agitated existence.

The face of Amsterdams international terminal Schipol was efficient, organised and shiny clean with all the state-of-the-art technology having computers behind everything that moved, although the ladies rooms couldnt compare with the ones in the French Alps where the light goes on when you shut the door and the loo flushes on opening it again, nor the ones which gift wrap what youve done in plastic bags. It took us about half an hour to walk from one end of the airport to the other even with the people-whooshers. Smart shops abounded and were filled with goodies to tempt currency away from the myriad of humankind who came and went, mingling their energies. Some gave out happiness, some sadness, excitement, annoyance, frustration, tiredness, scheming, anticipation, loving thoughts that brushed against resentment, joy against fear. There were all colours, languages, ways of life and different ideologies. There were those who liked bread without butter, those who had had to fight for their bread and those who knew what it was like with no bread at all. I wondered how many ever thought Ah, were all one species, citizens of one world, part of one life force, and with what currency are we paying the Earth for all this fantastic convenience? How are Earth Peace shares doing on the stockmarket?

There was no denying it, we were inextricably part of the detrimental problem, as once again we defied gravity and took to the skies. Just for a moment I imagined that we were flying in the belly of a huge white garuda, the mythical half-bird of ancient Tibetan teachings who symbolises the perfection of our primordial nature. His essence would help for it was his job to devour disease and pollution in our world
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By now the suns rays were diffused through the Earths atmosphere creating a pretty salmon pink glow. This changed mans grimy, smoke-filled habitat into a thing of gentle beauty, finally to be hidden completely leaving twinkly lights of civilisation reflecting the distant stars. The larger MD11 retraced our flight path back to London but this time we followed the sun south-west across the Atlantic. I settled back into the comfy seat and took Petes hand, always steadying for me even though he had been through great trauma in his life to be here. I tried to relax, the first time for days and days and days. We could do no more frenzied preparation for Climb For Tibet. The adventure had begun. For now at least there was time to get myself together and time to reflect.

I felt positive and happy about gathering sponsorship, pledges and messages, but I had questions. There was a mountain to climb. My climbing ability was not particularly good. How would I manage over 6,000 metres? The highest I had ever been before was about 4,600 metres  a failed attempt on Mt Blanc where I had been forced to turn back close to the summit when my companion became hypothermic. How would the rest of the team cope? What could I do about my own inner peace that I was struggling with and which eluded me so often? I had read many times that inner peace produces world peace. I so wanted to get it right. Could something on this trip help me find it? And why indeed had my soul been drawn towards this pilgrimage?

[image: Image]


4 - TIBET THE LIGHT

How easy it was to be at 10,000 metres in the pressurised cabin. There was nothing to it. We had just walked in and sat down. The space allotted to me in the middle of the ten-strong row was soft and cocoon-like and my body, good at curling legs up underneath when room is restricted, was happy to be still. There was no longer any need to be stressed out. This was the gap in time whilst turning the page from preparation to enactment chapter. Turn slowly, I thought, we need these gaps in life. Too often its rush through the book of existence with no time to take stock, to work out why things happen, what we have learnt, where we are going and, to check we are on the right path. Perhaps even more important is to take time just to be. I thought lovingly of my eldest son, Paul, who is a master at this. The world tries to push him into physical achievements, you must do this, you must do that, whilst he just floats serenely with a peaceful smile. Sometimes I find strength in just standing next to him and bathing in his aura, sometimes I like to think myself with him in a what do you say about this problem? way, a sort of tuning into his energy and it helps me find answers and calmness. The levels where we help each other dont always have to be physical, or even conscious, although intention is a powerful part of the mind force.

The engines droned, producing a soporific effect on all the passengers, similarly suspended in time, to be broken only by the next tummy-filler happening. The dry air had that typical airline cologne smell that suggests a recycling entity that goes on and on. The hidden almost pale green lighting was dimmed, inviting sleep, but my mind was in turmoil. It was far too excited and over-tired to switch off.

Pete and I were the advance party. Our job was to establish a base in Quito, sort out communications, research some training peaks, reconnoitre the mountain and generally find out how things work in Ecuador, a remote South American country of which little seemed to be known in Britain. We did not even know if there would be much English spoken. Our Spanish was non-existent, although I had spent a little time in Mexico City in my student days hitch-hiking about and had ended up at the Olympic Games. Then it had been a smile, rather than my language skills, which had enabled me to enter the Olympic Village posing as a wrestler. Now, opening a book on how to speak Spanish was yet another job that had not happened before leaving. I would clutch a dictionary for the next month, but maybe being armed with a smile was still the best way to travel. I opened my little phrase book Have you got these shoes in black? Thats a funny noise. Where is the bullring? Ah well, I thought, I guess well muddle through somehow. No doubt GT will charm everyone with his Italian, though Migmars Tibetan and Hindi may not be that useful and Petes French seems to only work on girls.

I looked forward to GT and Mig completing the team by arriving a few days later. This delay meant that they were risking being less well acclimatized than us by not being able to spend so much time preparing their bodies at altitude, but their life commitments demanded it.

Graham Treacher, known as GT, was a busy musician from Bristol and as an eminent conductor and composer had performances to be there for. Warm and lovely, with a great sense of humour, everyone adored him. He had found our Climb For Tibet advertisement in the Alpine Club newsletter and, with strong Buddhist and climbing interests going back to his teens, had known at once that he must try and be part of our outlandish way of helping the Earth. It had felt right for us to welcome him. He had had considerable mountaineering experience in many of the worlds principal ranges, notably putting up first ascents high in the Tien Shan and in Arctic Norway. However he had expressed doubts on his fitness, which was cause for concern because of his age. At sixty-five he was the old boy of the team. How would he now go at altitude?

Migmar was twenty-one years old and Tibetan. As a student at the London School of Fashion and a staunch and active member of the Tibetan community in Britain, battling to help his country and his people, he was attending a huge Freedom for Tibet charity concert in Washington USA and promoting T-shirts which he had designed. Also he would have been visiting members of his family lucky enough to have been given refugee residence in New York. He was thrilled at the impending arrival there of a new Tibetan baby  his sisters.

I had met Mig in 1991 whilst working for the charity organisation Climb For The World  on behalf of the United Nations. We had had an international event wherein representatives of all continents carried parts of the UN flags of all nations flag to come together symbolically on the summit of the Eiger in Switzerland portraying One World. We needed to choose two young teenagers to take part. They were to be a Tibetan and a Nepalese from the Pestalozzi International Childrens Village near Battle, West Sussex in Britain. This was where Mig had been living since he had been brought over from his Tibetan settlement in southern India at the age of nine. He was disappointed not to have been chosen, but his day was to come. He had always taken seriously the responsibility that came with the chance he had been given of a good Western education and the opportunities it opened up to help his people. He was a young man fired up with determination and energy and frustrated at the lack of progress towards freeing his country.

I want some action! he had declared to Pete and me one day, whilst lunching on soup and momos at the Tibetan restaurant in London.

OK, we had responded, well give you some action. Come and climb our highest mountain with us.

He had simply replied, All right, I will.

It was this character trait of actually going ahead and doing things that he talked about, grabbing life with both hands and driving himself with great purpose that endeared him to so many people. Handsome, friendly and outgoing, he had what it takes. However there was one big worry. He had never climbed before.

Can the belief that you are able do something outweigh all the drawbacks? The intention of the mind helps manifest at a physical level, but what percentage of the total picture is this? Does it depend on the strength of the belief?

Certainly, the belief in a cause and the fact that one is helping others or the Earth makes a difference. When I carried out a parachute jump for charity in 1989 I had been in a state of complete and utter terror. My face had gone grey. Everything in me was shouting Dont move! It was only the thought of others depending on me that had propelled me to that open door to throw myself out.

Also I knew that visualising an end result contributes to the commitment to overcome physical limitations. In 1994 my youngest son, Mark, and I had undertaken to bicycle from John OGroats to Lands End, raising charity funds and collecting pledges from people to not use their cars. We had barely ridden on roads before. I was actually frightened of traffic especially at roundabouts and we were heavily laden with all our camping gear. The first day we had managed all of 8 kilometres. For the next month we struggled, cursed and cried along the 1,600 kilometres, but every day Mark would call Mum, have you seen us there? Then we would picture ourselves safely arriving at Lands End. When we did arrive, without even having had to change a tyre, it was largely due to the determination and mindfulness of my amazing thirteen year old son who had hung onto the fact that we had seen ourselves there. At some level we knew that we had already arrived.

Curled up on the plane high over the Atlantic, I had gut pangs of missing him and my other two sons. I felt that they still needed me even though they were now virtually grown up. The mother-child bond was so intense that I always found it hard to break. I hated leaving them. I could relate well to the Tibetan Buddhist word for the most compassionate love, which translates as that of mother sentient beings. This refers to the fact that over lifetimes we have each been in a mother role and thus understand the extreme lengths we would go to in the caring for our offspring. I was comforted by knowing how wonderful my children always are in accepting my need to do rather wild and dangerous things. At least, I reflected happily, we are all very good at tuning in over a distance to each others presence and protecting each other with white light  call it love, prayer, healing energy or what you will. It always gives a safe feeling that there is a protective force and that by directing it to surround a loved one something positive is being done to help, rather than creating negative energy by sending fear or worry. This is merely another aspect of the power of thought, creating our own reality  quantum physics at its best perhaps.

I sighed at the thought of some of the events in my life, which were like signposts along the silver chord of purpose. It was as though an unseen force was asserting You will help the Earth. We have to get it right. Yet it was also part of me that was saying Listen to what you most love to do. Find your passion. Reach for that moment that cries loudly from the heart this is what I was born for. Sense for the direction of purpose. Search for where you feel most alive. Listen to that voice. If you get the path right, then it will flow easily and all the hard work will not be in vain. If you dont bother, then its snarl-ups or worse still  boredom.

So why was I now giving so much for Tibet? Where was this stirring coming from? What were the signposts that I had followed to bring me along this path?

Curiously, I can remember very little Tibetan influence. It was something that was always just there, something that I was drawn to. At the age of twelve, I can recollect a school exhibition. There were long tables laid with a feast for the eyes  strange pictures and brocades of the brightest colours, exotic statues, unfamiliar musical instruments, shining jewellery and mementoes of a culture completely foreign to my experience. The exciting scene was mingled with tales of sadness, and something there moved me. There was a feeling of empathy. It was the first time that I remember feeling a surprisingly physical reaction, an inexplicable pain in my heart.

Why did it hurt me? For some reason it always did whenever I heard about the torture, the murder and the other atrocities. There are so many causes that need help at every corner of life, but some touch much deeper than others, and I had always reacted to the story of Tibet with a pain in the heart area as though it was happening to me.

Then one night there was a revelation. I was sitting quietly reading just before going to sleep, when I saw a crystal clear mind picture, combined with the way I tend to see things by sensing energy. I saw Tibet. It was gently cradled by the Himalayan Mountains. Out of the mists rose the Potala Palace, ancient fortress of light, representing all that is Tibet  wisdom, knowledge and high spirituality, radiating out like a sun to all corners of the globe. In that moment I understood why all the terrible things had happened to Tibet. I was being shown the overall picture. High in the mountains a level of spirituality had been reached that needed to be shared with the world. Truly, it was being forced out like ripe seeds from a seed capsule.

I knew then that someday, somehow, I would work for Tibet.
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The ‘Climb For Tibet’ team were a disparate
bunch: Tess Burrows; nearing fifty and a devoted
mother had found a true calling in the Tibetan
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belief be enough to carry them through against
the odds?
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