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Preface  

 
 

Khandro Yeshe Tsogyal 
Fearless Lady of Lotus Light 
Hear my plight 
Fill my heart with your blessings 
Opening it into the vast expanse. 

 

I was almost forty years of age when in 1985 I first encountered the idea of the dakini 

through the life story of the eighth century Tibetan tantric yogi and spiritual adept, Khandro 

Yeshe Tsogyal.1 She is regarded as the supreme human embodiment of the dakini principle, 

of which the outward expression is the dance of the elements, and which is frequently 

represented in a dancing female form, her right leg tucked against her vulva. ‘Her’ inner 

‘secret’ expression is the realisation of limitless dynamic awareness. At the time when the 

Tibetan Empire controlled large areas of Central Asia, Yeshe Tsogyal abandoned her life as 

one of King Trisong Detsen’s queens to become a spiritual disciple and consort of the great 

tantric mystic, Padmasambhava. A foundational figure in the establishment of Vajrayana 

Buddhism in Tibet during the eighth and ninth centuries, Padmasambhava is known as Guru 

Rinpoche, precious teacher. Legend has it that the dakinis sang Guru Rinpoche into being on 

a lotus flower on Lake Dhanakosha in Oddiyana, a small kingdom thought to be in the Swat 

Valley of Pakistan, on the ancient Silk Road to China along which the Buddhist teachings 

travelled from India to China, Korea and Japan.  

It would take me many more years of immersion in the teachings and meditation 

practices of the Vajrayana before I began to recognise that the voice of my inner yearnings 

and awakening had been the dakini calling to me throughout my life. What also enthralled 

me about the idea of the dakini was that although it is expressed symbolically in a female 

form, it is utterly beyond gender—available to both men and women alike. It thoroughly 

embraces the ‘feminine’ but is not limited by gender-based biological or cultural 

essentialism. During a three-year closed retreat in France between 2006 and 2009, as I sat 

down to write a poem in honour of this recognition, I wrote these words to the ancient voice 

of the dakini that had guided me on my spiritual path: 
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At crucial times you, Mother Tsogyal, appeared again and again 
To guide me and nourish me when I faltered on the Path. 

You called to me long before I recognised your voice. 
Looking back I see your hidden hand in my yearning quest for meaning, 
My troubled youth, the disappointments and adventures, 
The dreams and visions that awoke my inner nature. 
Until finally I found you, the precious voice of the dharma, 
Reverberating from Oddiyana and Tibet into the chaos of the modern world. 

This memoir is the story of how my yearning quest for meaning and rebellion against 

an intellectually impoverished Queensland childhood, led me to an early teaching career and 

university, and a journey to China during the infamous Cultural Revolution. From there it led 

me to a life as a student radical in the Sydney Push and University of New South Wales 

(UNSW), where I met and married a handsome young man from the Trobriand Islands of 

Papua New Guinea (PNG). And so found myself living across the colonial divide as PNG 

transitioned from being a colony of Australia to self-government and then independence in 

the 1970s.  

After returning to live in Australia, I was struck by the plight of Australia’s First 

Nations people. Australia never claimed PNG for itself; its people were never removed from 

their land, their children never forcibly taken, nor their languages suppressed. With this 

realisation, I developed a growing awareness of the challenge that my fellow Australians of 

Anglo-European heritage, who comprise fully 76 per cent of Australia’s population, face in 

reconciling with our own colonial history. The brutal treatment of Australia’s Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people, and the almost complete denial of their cultural legitimacy and 

vast knowledge about this land—a history of physical and epistemic violence—stalks our 

collective memory and deliberate attempts at forgetting, in the ‘Great Australian Silence’. 

The Canadian cultural ecologist, Dave Abrams, has suggested that because relationship with 

Country is the very matrix of meaning for Australia’s First Nations people, forced removal 

from County is to dislodge people from the ground of coherence, to force them ‘out of their 

minds’. The legacy of this intergenerational and epigenetic trauma is all around us. 

Modern Australia is yet to come to terms with the impact of its colonisation of First 

Nations peoples. This can be seen in the clumsy political response to the 2017 Uluru 

Statement from the Heart, with its call for ‘Voice, Treaty, Truth’: a First Nations Voice to 

Parliament to be enshrined in the Australian Constitution, a Makarrata Commission to 
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supervise a process of agreement-making between governments and First Nations, and 

truth-telling about our history. As Australia’s First Nations’ peoples remind us, the legal 

colonial fiction of terra nullius (unoccupied land) meant their sovereignty was never ceded 

to the colonialists.  

“Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations of the 
Australian continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our own laws and 
customs… In 1967 we were counted, in 2017 we seek to be heard. We leave base camp 
and start our trek across this vast country. We invite you to walk with us in a 
movement of the Australian people for a better future.”   

However, although I crossed the colonial and racial divide in my early twenties, it 

wasn’t until I encountered the Vajrayana teachings of Tibet that I began to understand that 

this challenge of reconciliation with our colonial history is not just about racism, appalling 

injustice and socio-economic disadvantage. It goes even deeper. It requires us to recognise 

that the cultures of our First Nations peoples embody a knowledge system that is profoundly 

different from that of the British cultural heritage, the inheritance of Western Civilisation. 

The laws and institutions of this inheritance have been shaped by the historicism of the 

Abrahamic religions of the book (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) and the mechanistic 

thinking of the Scientific Revolution of Newtonian physics, followed by the Industrial 

Revolution and its fundamental re-shaping of human society. These ways of thinking 

underpinned the age of European Imperialism with all its hubris of racial and cultural 

superiority and aggressive mercantilism, the precursors of today’s ideology of ‘economism’, 

the fixation on economic growth as the purpose of society, and of tech-fix utilitarianism to 

deliver it.   

It is an inheritance that until very recently has been deaf and blind to the deeper laws 

of systems ecology that underpin life on Earth. Australia’s First Nations’ knowledge system is 

steeped in this ancient Law/Lore—a multi-layered ecological and spiritual understanding in a 

culture that dates back more than 65,000 years well into the last ice age. It is the oldest 

living culture in the world. Its knowledge system has been held in trust by a lineage of Elders 

across millennia, encoded in the songlines that crisscross Australia, and recorded in mytho-

poetic story telling of what we have glossed inadequately in the English language as ‘The 

Dreaming’. This nomenclature is but a vain attempt to capture a worldview that the Yolnu 

Gay’Wu group of women elders of North East Arnhem Land tell us is “an enchanted, 

mysterious, beautiful lightness of becoming, which is often within grasp, yet always alludes.” 
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They also challenge the linear idea of songlines, a term coined by the British writer, Bruce 

Chatwin, but which they assert should be understood more correctly as songspirals—

spiraling in and out, infinitely connecting and remaking Country: people, all beings and 

plants, land, water and sky. The multiple layers of meaning or songspirals are invoked 

through milkarri, the ancient singing/keening of women’s wisdom knowledge that is 

balanced and entwined with men’s knowledge and their own songspirals. These women 

Elders insist that the correct way of understanding life is the idea of ‘co-becoming’.  

‘Co-becoming involves the shared, ongoing emergence of active, sentient, dynamic, 
more-than-human beings with nonhumans and place active partners that are able to 
shape and influence communication. They tell us that the land calls to us with its own 
voice: we have but to learn how to listen.’ 2 

The dakini is known in spiritual terms as the ‘great disruptor’, challenging our 

habitual patterns of thought and action. I have increasingly come to realise that the dakini, 

whatever name we give ‘her’, has not only been calling to me throughout my life. ‘She’ has 

been calling to all of us trapped in the dualistic, mechanistic thinking of our European 

cultural heritage, which sees the world in binary terms: male versus female, mind versus 

matter/body, religion versus science, economy versus society, reason versus emotion. The 

list goes on. This binary thinking hinders our ability to think holistically, in tune with the 

actual nature of our world: a world of complex interconnected systems, a world of ‘black 

swan’ events and wicked problems that defeat our historically embedded mechanistic and 

linear ways of thinking and seeing the world. The very grammar of our language has us see 

the world in terms of reified ‘things’ instead of dynamic fluid processes. 

In addition to the small insights I gained from my marital journey into PNG across the 

racial and colonial divide, my journey into the world of the Vajrayana of Tibetan Buddhism 

has given me the means, through its experiential practices and knowledge system, to step 

outside the culturally dominant Western worldview and its knowledge system. Too often the 

modern Western Anglo-European preoccupation with fact-finding blinds us to other ways of 

knowing. Too easily we mistake the menu for the meal and fail to actually taste its many 

flavours and textures, digesting it into our inner being. We remain somehow trapped in text, 

the grammar of prose, and lose the liminal elusive flow of experiential knowing, fragments 

of which survive in some forms of popular culture, religious rituals and the more esoteric 

world of the Arts. 
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Without deep exposure to other ways of thinking, it is difficult for most of us of 

Anglo-European heritage to stand outside the all-encompassing knowledge system of 

Western Civilisation, particularly its Anglo-American version that has achieved such a global 

hegemonic status. It has shaped the international system of university education and 

research as the engines of knowledge production and cultural legitimation, just as the 

economic system of capitalism has shaped the global economy—whether it is free 

enterprise capitalism morphing into contemporary oligarchic techno capitalism, or 

communism morphing into ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. It is an extraordinarily 

powerful knowledge system. In its celebration of individualism, aggrandisement and 

competition, it continues to privilege nature as a resource for humans to exploit and 

plunder. Caught up in what I call ‘technological entrancement’, it continues to push the 

boundaries of scientific knowledge and their application into a rich variety of new 

technologies that have transformative and often unintended economic and social impacts 

let loose upon the world.  

I encountered Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism when I was undertaking a Master’s degree 

in Science and Technology Studies at the University of Wollongong, through which I gained 

some knowledge of the history of the science and philosophy that has shaped my western 

cultural lens. I was also fortunate in meeting Sogyal Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist teacher 

who had not only mastered the English language, but who had studied comparative religion 

at Cambridge University, and who could parse and analyse the points of difference and 

convergence between his Buddhist knowledge system, and that of the West’s.  

My long term friend, the anthropologist Inge Riebe with whom I have shared my 

journeys into PNG, Tibetan Buddhism and Aboriginal Australia, says that to step outside the 

hegemonic influence of the West, we have to crack three knowledge codes: ontology, 

epistemology and axiology—our ideas about the nature of being, the knowledge systems we 

create based on this ontology, and the values systems that rest on this. It is my journey into 

Vajrayana Buddhism that has helped me crack this code and it was my work with the 

Aboriginal elder, Tjilpi Bob Randall, who helped me see its connections with his Aboriginal 

ways of knowing that are common across First Nations cultures. 

The idea of the dakini and my Buddhist practice carries ways of meaning-making that 

have opened my sensibility to what I call mytho-poetic ways of knowing—a world of 
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embedded metaphor in deities, landscape and the elements. When Indian Tantric Buddhism 

was brought into Tibet, it arrived in a pre-industrial culture, a world of mountain gods and 

strong spiritual forces in the earth and waterways embedded in beliefs and cultural 

practices. We also find this mytho-poetic ways of knowing in the knowledge systems of 

Australia’s First Nations people, with the powerful mythic foundational role of the Rainbow 

Serpent, which appears in many different forms in different parts of Australia. We see this in 

the activities of the Ancestral Beings who shaped the landscape and are yet ever present, 

called into being through song and ceremony; in the totemic relationships by which people 

know their intimate relationship with other lifeforms; and of the way in which the potency 

and fertility of the land must be continuously sung into being by those with this 

responsibility. It is what has made dispossession from traditional lands a source of such 

psychic trauma for First Nations people.   

Closing the Gap between Non-Indigenous and First Nations Australians cannot be 

only about measuring the wellbeing of our First Nations people through the socio-economic 

indices of the dominant Western cultural and knowledge system. This becomes particularly 

apparent when we confront the consequences of this Western knowledge system: the 

incontrovertible impacts of global warming and environmental degradation, of pandemics 

and the myriad issues affecting human wellbeing. It is forcing us to re-learn the ancient 

truths of interdependence. We are learning that despite the triumph of individualism that is 

the hallmark of modern Western civilisation, human beings are intrinsically social animals 

who thrive in community, not individual isolation.  

The world is awash with hegemonic anxiety giving rise to increasing religious 

fundamentalism, ethnic nationalism and geo-political tensions. The dakini is now calling to 

the world. We can hear ‘her’ voice as the First Nations peoples of the world call on us to re-

examine our relationship with nature and one another; to recover the ancient truths kept 

alive in their knowledge systems. They are calling on us to open our hearts and minds to 

celebrate other ways of knowing. The Aboriginal Elders of Northern Australia have 

frequently called for a ‘Two Way’ approach. As the Kimberley artist, Hectar Chundaloo is 

recorded as saying, “If gardiya (white people) and blackfella got together they might be 

learning one another, teaching one another.” This is the great project that still awaits 

Australia.  
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In my old age I have come back to the country of my birth, an ancient eroded plateau 

of red cliffs and plunging waterfalls that form the Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  

From my little weatherboard cottage in Katoomba, built in 1902, I look down Kedumba 

Creek over the cliff edge where it forms Katoomba Falls, flowing on through the Jamison 

Valley into Lake Burragorang. This ancient gathering place of the Gundungurra people now 

forms the Warrangamba Dam, the major source of fresh water for Sydney’s growing five 

million people. As I gaze down the valley from my home, to my right I see the edge of 

Narrow Neck Ridge. During the catastrophic Black Summer bushfires of 2019-2020, I could 

see flames leaping into the sky as a fire burnt up to this ridge. Another fifty kilometres away 

on the northern side of the Blue Mountains National Park, the Gosper mega fire burned 

through 378,000 hectares, scorching the earth and all that lay before it—all the creatures 

and plants that call this their home, as well as the houses and buildings of human 

settlements.   

This last summer of 2020-2021 it has been wet and everywhere the scorched earth is 

coming back to life, a welcome respite from an emerging future of rising temperatures and 

more intense fires that we know lies ahead of us, as the voices of First Nations people calls 

for modern Australia to adopt their ancient practices of continual cultural burning of land, of 

‘cool’ fires that prevent major fires developing, replacing the current practice of emergency 

bushfire management that proved so inadequate in our last ‘black summer’. With the rains 

has come widespread flooding all across NSW and Queensland, including from the rivers that 

flow from the Blue Mountains. There is no escaping the interdependence of things, as rising 

temperatures and environmental changes in our lands and oceans trigger more volatile 

weather events—droughts, floods, cyclones and more. 

As I face the reality of approaching death in my old age, living here surrounded by 

the Blue Mountains World Heritage area of protected wilderness and ancient eroded cliff 

faces, I feel surrounded by the spirit of the dakini and ‘her’ call to me so many years ago—to 

learn how to dance with the flow of life and all the curved balls it might throw at me. Above 

all I hear her call echoed in the rise of the voices of First Nations peoples calling us to 

embrace the logic of their ancient knowledge system. Just a few years ago, Aunty Carol, one 

of the local Gundungurra-Darug Elders, took one of my Buddhist teachers, Wangdrak 

Rinpoche from Nangchen in Tibet, who has a group of students here in the Blue Mountains, 

to a sacred place on the nearby Narrow Neck Ridge. While there he experienced a rainbow 
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circling a distinct rock formation that he recognised as a manifestation of the Buddhist 

female deity, Vajravarahi. As this is special to my own personal practice, to have this in the 

landscape just a short distance from where I live in Katoomba filled me with the strong sense 

that living here, in this place, I am in the sacred embrace of the dakinis. This particular rock 

formation may also be part of the famous Seven Sisters songline that stretches right across 

Australia, manifesting here in rock. It is knowledge held by the Gundungurra Elders of this 

place, but kept secret for fear of desecration. For the 2017-2018 exhibition of the Seven 

Sisters Songline, held at tNational Museum Australia, Ngalangka Nola Taylor with Kumpaya 

Girgirba explained: 

The Seven Sisters Songline is not just one songline—they travelled all around Australia.  
And even other people overseas know the Seven Sisters story in their own way (the 
Pleiades Constellation), so it’s a special story.  It’s not only happening here in Australia 
but it happened everywhere else.3 

This memoir is written with the aspiration that non-Indigenous Australians, 

particularly the ‘whitefellas’ of my Anglo-European heritage, will begin to respond to the 

new story that is rising from the land through the work of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Elders, intellectuals and creatives—the film makers, the artists, the songwriters and 

musicians, the playwrights and performing artists, the dancers, the writers and poets.  

We can all take courage from their works and defiant humour. With seeming great 

insousiance, ‘Cooked,’ a recent animated film by First Nations’ filmmakers at Hackett Studios 

takes us on a journey into our history: “In 2020, the ghost of Captain Cook awakens. He re-

unites with Mahnra, an Indigenous woman's spirit trapped inside the body of a goat. They 

travel across Australia in search of a cure for a mysterious 250-year old curse, and discover 

that culture cures the curse”.  

This is the psychic curse of internalised colonialism: what the Aboriginal activist and 

educator, Wiradjuri/Wolgalu man, Jo Williams, calls ‘the enemy within’. We Anglo-

Europeans can also learn this lesson, for we have internalised the ‘curse’ of the cultural 

arrogance of our Western knowledge system and its legacy of objectification. The call of the 

dakini is asking us to open our hearts and minds to the deep ways of knowing encoded in 

First Nations cultures, along with other wisdom traditions, which might cure our own curse. 
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1: The Dakini Calls 

Born in the winter of 1946 at the end of WWII, I am the first born by three hours of 

fraternal twins. Our brother was then three years old. In those early years until I was five 

years old, we lived in Lithgow, a small industrial town shaped by coal and coal-fired power 

stations, snuggled up against the towering red sandstone cliffs of the Blue Mountains. Today 

Lithgow is feeling the full impact of the end of coal as the world grapples with global 

warming, while the mining barons of Australia and their political allies hang on grimly to coal 

as their river of gold. Surrounded by national parks and pastoral activity, this is Wiradjuri 

Country, one of the largest language groups of Australia’s First Nations people, whose 

country stretches west beyond Dubbo and south to Wagga Wagga—country that felt the full 

brunt of white colonial settlement once a route was found across the rugged plateau of the 

Blue Mountains in 1813. Although I was born in Lithgow, and it is to this country of the Blue 

Mountains that along with my brother I have returned in my old age, we grew up in 

Queensland in the sugar cane town of Bundaberg, which in recent times has become a 

centre of the horticulture industry. 

Childhood 

Childhood leaves its mark, even as we shrug it off and run fast to escape its pull, 

answering a call we cannot yet name. It is the call that stirs in our inner being, calling to us 

through all sorts of events and circumstances, which disrupt the assumed trajectory of our 

lives—the call of the dakini. In the confused years of my childhood and adolescence I was 

caught between bewilderment and rage until my thirst for knowledge and understanding 

propelled me into the wider world, and completely unexpected directions. 

I am not sure when my ancestors first came to Australia, but it was at least three 

generations before my birth. On my mother’s side from Protestant England and Jersey.  

From my father’s side, from Catholic Ireland and Denmark. I grew up embedded in the 

Catholic-Protestant conflict but shrouded in the ‘great Australian silence’ about the nature 

of Australia’s colonisation of its first peoples. My story is a whitefella story of a slow and 

circuitous awakening to the toll of my culture’s way of understanding the impact of our 

relationship to the natural world and to one another, not only on our First Nations people, 
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but on all of us. Thankfully the deeper voice of Australia has never died. We fail to listen to 

this voice at our peril. 

By the time my sister June and I turned seven years old and our brother Warring ten 

years old, after a brief year in Newcastle, our family returned to live in the tropical warmth 

of Bundaberg where my parents had first met. Thus it is the world of regional Queensland 

that shaped my childhood and adolescence. Our father returned to Bundaberg to enter into 

business as an electrical contractor with his younger brother, Eric. We lived in a 

Queenslander, a wooden house on stilts attached to the shop, which featured a monkey 

being electrocuted with the slogan: “Don’t monkey with electricity”. The Bundaberg General 

Hospital was across the road from our house, and behind it stretched a vast area of natural 

bushland along the banks of the Burnett River, an area that was our playground for games of 

hide and seek with my brother and his friends and where we swam off the jetty into the 

river. Memories of this childhood are of the freedom to roam far and wide on our bicycles, 

subject to the strict rule to be home before dark, or feel the wrath of our father’s long 

leather strap.  

However this freedom to roam was set against a home life of constant tension, what 

we now recognise as a regime of sustained coercive control as our father sought to exercise 

his role as the all-powerful patriarch. I never saw our father hit our mother, but he was very 

good at psychological and financial control. His mere voice filled us all with fear, the threat 

of physical violence at the periphery of our minds. Mealtime was torture. He raged against 

my mother’s cooking; we could not speak unless spoken to and any transgression of table 

manners in the way we held our knife and fork was met with sharp words of rebuke. We 

could not leave the table until we had eaten everything on our plate.   

But mealtime was also where we learned the art of public submission and private 

rebellion. As our mother walked behind our father’s back to go into the kitchen, she would 

defiantly thumb her nose at him, as we looked on, straight-faced in complicit silence. When 

we got home from school in the afternoons, we would talk excitedly and openly with our 

mother in the kitchen and listen to her complaints about Dad, but as soon as we heard his 

footsteps on the stairs, we would be silent—waiting in fear for ‘that’ voice.  In this way our 

father became the ‘enemy’ and our mother our ‘best friend’.  
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Despite the tensions at home, the world of outdoor freedom in the surrounding 

bushlands marked many of my childhood memories. However, the Queensland of my 

childhood and adolescence was an intellectual wasteland. My parents had little belief in the 

value of education for us: they were keen for us to earn our living as soon as possible after 

we sat for the Queensland Junior Certificate in year 10. My father also insisted that my sister 

and I study practical subjects rather than academic ones—our predestined future that of a 

few short years of working, followed by marriage. Thus we studied bookkeeping, shorthand, 

typing and domestic science in addition to compulsory so-called academic subjects that 

included the French language. Neither my primary school nor high school had a library. Yet 

somehow I was an avid reader. My most treasured birthday and Christmas gifts were books. 

When I was reading, I was deaf to the world. I remember my father’s fury one time when I 

failed to hear the call to come to the kitchen and help with some housework. He burst into 

my bedroom, grabbed me by the leg and hurled me upright, frogmarching me to the kitchen. 

As a result of this ‘deafness’ I was not allowed to join the local School of Arts Library.   

I had always been too afraid of my father’s wrath to argue with him. I learned our 

mother’s art of public submission and private rebellion—for me a rebellion in my thoughts 

where I argued with my father and created imaginary worlds of a different life. I loved school 

where I always did well in exams and always had a gang of friends. But it was not so easy for 

my sister June, whom our mother insisted should always be in the same class as her twin. 

She recalls her school days as ones of misery. It would take me many, many, years to realise 

the strange dynamics of ‘beauty and the beast’ that defined my parent’s marriage; my 

mother the perpetual child to my father as the controlling parent. But I also came to 

understand the way in which my mother also perhaps unconsciously ‘controlled’ my father, 

constantly setting him up as ‘the beast,’ generating the feelings of insecurity and inadequacy 

that plagued him all his life and fed his anger. Hers was the revenge of the powerless.  

This terrible pattern of anger-filled family conflict left its mark on me. In truth I 

always felt a stranger in my family. Over the years I became the adventurous, rebellious and 

independent one, while my sister became the shy, vulnerable and insecure one, as each of 

us crafted our way of dealing with our childhood. June looked for a male protector in her 

marriage, while I was afraid that any such protector would become the controlling ‘father’. 

My childhood habit of escaping into my thoughts and world of imagination also had 

consequences in my body, unconsciously frozen in a fight-flight mode. Fight by bracing my 
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body, hunkered down, all signs of vulnerability hidden from sight; flight by seeking refuge in 

the world of my intellect and imagination. The only fond memories I have of my father was 

when he took us to Bargara beach early on a summer’s morning and taught us how to surf 

the waves. I have no memory of him having ever hugged me.  

It would take years of therapy for me to escape the dynamics of my childhood family 

life. In one such attempt, due to the generosity of a friend, I enrolled in a course of therapy 

that was designed to rid us of negative conditioning from childhood. It involved much yelling 

and punching pillows, as well as a ritual of imagining ourselves as our children standing over 

our graves, telling us what we had done to them, continuing this unresolved pattern of 

negative conditioning—and yes, in a real graveyard, at dawn. I ‘failed’ the first attempt and 

had to repeat the exercise, because I was in denial that I might have passed on any of this to 

my children through my own parenting, so determined had I been to escape its hold.  

Part of this therapy was to return to our family home and have a conversation with 

the parent we blamed, and to forgive them, just as we would wish our children to forgive us.  

I flew home to Bundaberg and found a way to sit down alone with my father on the veranda 

of their house in Bargara, and ask him to tell me about himself. He told me of his humiliation 

when he had been pulled out of school at the Catholic Nudgee College in Brisbane to return 

home after his father’s blacksmithery in Gin Gin had burned down and the family was 

financially ruined. As the eldest son, he had been put to work in the cane fields, and then 

later clearing swampland doing what he called ‘blackfella’ work. Like many poor whites, my 

father had drawn comfort from the fact that no matter how poor and uneducated he was, 

he was not a ‘boong’, the slang term for Aboriginal people that my father used. All his life my 

father yearned for middle class status. He was deeply racist and, as a small businessman, 

had no affinity for the working class and trade union activism. 

My father told me how, as a young man, he would dress up in his few nice clothes 

and go into town to the weekend ballroom dancing hall where he met my mother, the spoilt 

only daughter of a family that owned the local music business; her father a piano tuner and 

her mother a music teacher. My mother had gone to school at Ipswich Grammar School, and 

after leaving school entered into training as a nurse. But that had not lasted very long.  

Instead she set herself up as a ballet teacher, while still being financially supported by her 

parents. My father told me how he had escaped his life clearing the swamp when someone 
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at the nearby Fairymead Sugar Mill got him a job with Massey Fergusons, fixing their boilers, 

which required him to travel around the Australian coast. My parents’ romance blossomed 

through their letters, protecting them from the harsh reality of actually getting to know one 

another in ‘real life’. That came after the marriage. 

My maternal grandmother was an Anglican and fiercely anti-papist. My mother’s 

marriage to my father was her own act of rebellion. My father grew up in an Irish Catholic 

family. His youngest brother trained as a priest. His sister’s daughter became a nun.  Because 

my father had to marry in the Church of England to appease my mother’s family, it meant he 

was excommunicated from his church. Henceforth he turned his back on religion even in the 

last days of his life as he lay dying. My father’s youngest brother, Winton, the one who had 

been on track to become a priest, but instead became an insurance man, explained to me on 

the eve of my father’s funeral when we gathered with my cousins at their house in Brisbane: 

“Your mother Acie was such a little girl, Jack felt he had to marry her, even outside our 

church, and he paid the price of that.” My cousin Robyn, the former nun who had been a 

teacher at a Sister of Mercy school, had her own theory for my father’s authoritarian anger. 

“Perhaps he was sexually abused at Nudgee College,” alluding to the pernicious combination 

of sexual humiliation and authoritarian bullying that has marked this dark chapter in the 

Catholic Church. 

My father told me how he’d always identified with my twin sister June, the 

‘vulnerable and shy one’. As he explained how he’d always felt weak, inadequate and 

vulnerable, while trying to be the ‘successful man’, I found it hard to reconcile this with my 

memories and experience of him as this rage-filled domineering father. I would finally fully 

forgive him as he lay on his deathbed, dying of pancreatic cancer. I stayed in his room 

overnight while the rest of the family went home. He apologised to me for being such a 

harsh father, while I silently engaged in my Buddhist practice to ease his path into death. At 

his funeral, which at his insistence was only attended by his immediate family, I placed red 

roses on his coffin for each of his grandchildren, praying as his coffin was taken into the fire 

for cremation that this history of sustained anxiety and the rage it produced would die with 

him. In the latter years of his life, by late afternoon my father would take to his rum and turn 

bitter and angry, marinated in his frustration and loneliness. It had been difficult to like such 

a man. After his passing at the age of 85 years, we hoped that our mother would enjoy her 
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freedom. But so conditioned was she to her world of ‘beauty and the beast’, she was lost 

without this anchor to her identity, and their strange co-dependency. 

Exploring New Possibilities 

At school I dreamed of being an architect, but was destined for life as, at best, a 

secretary. Instead, unable to secure a suitable job locally in Bundaberg, after sitting for the 

Queensland Public Service entrance examination, I was called up for a job in Brisbane. As I 

was able to live with my maternal grandmother, my family agreed for me to take up this 

position. And this is how I found myself, several months before I turned sixteen years of age, 

arriving at the Queensland Government Insurance Office where I was taken to the main 

typing pool that occupied an entire floor of the building on the corner of Adelaide and 

Edward Streets. I was shown to my desk where it was explained to me that, at the ringing of 

a bell, we stopped for fifteen minutes morning tea at 10.30am, for one hour for lunch at 

12.30pm and the end of work at 5pm. There was to be no talking other than morning tea or 

lunch. At the end of the first week, travelling into the city and home again by tram from my 

grandmother’s home at West End, I had one thought: this cannot be my destiny.  

Some months later, while travelling home on the tram I spied a girl that I had 

previously met briefly while a student at Bundaberg High School, and went over to introduce 

myself.  Lesley explained she worked in a pharmacy, but was saving up to go to night school 

to sit for her matriculation and go to university.  Was such a thing possible for me?  I became 

friends with Lesley and her sister Diane, who much to the consternation of my grandmother 

were both Catholics, and daughters of unorthodox bohemian parents. I started spending my 

weekends perusing the shelves of the Queensland State Library, already imaginatively 

occupying my future life as a student. No longer sporting high heels, I would travel to my 

typist job dressed as a student, carrying my lunch and a book in a briefcase, as I ducked into 

my office world.   

The next year, against the wishes of my parents and even my grandmother, I quit my 

job and studied full time as an evening student at the Queensland Evening College in the old 

Trocadero Building on the south bank of the Brisbane River. I would go to two-hour classes 

three nights a week, study into the small hours of the morning, then sleep till lunchtime. On 

Friday afternoons I went to the Technical College, now the campus of the Queensland 

University of Technology, where I studied geology. I successfully matriculated with a 
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distinction in English but not a high enough score for a full Commonwealth Scholarship to 

university where I longed to study. However it was enough for a full scholarship to Teachers 

College to become a primary school teacher. I’d caught up to my peer group and escaped 

the world of the typing pool.   

I was bitterly disappointed with Kelvin Grove Teacher’s College, where the level of 

education and library facilities provided was minimal. We studied educational psychology 

with just one book, written by the lecturer. I compensated by also enrolling as a part time 

student at the University of Queensland at St Lucia, which sat just across the river from my 

grandmother’s house. The first subject I chose was the Cultural History of India, marking my 

lifelong interest in the cultures and history of Asia. I spent as much time as I could hanging 

out at the university where I made my friends and I would travel home on the little ferry that 

took me from St Lucia across the Brisbane River to West End to catch the tram to the top of 

the hill where my grandmother’s house stood. The refrain of the song, ‘Moon River’ was my 

constant companion, humming in my head. 

In my second year at Teacher’s College I studied English at university and moved out 

of my grandmother’s house to flat with friends at Toowong, midway between Kelvin Grove 

and St Lucia. I discovered protest folk music at the Folk Club on Gregory Terrace, and 

modern jazz at the jazz club at Fortitude Valley. Desperate to leave childhood behind, and 

now intellectually convinced that sex before marriage would not define me as a ‘slut’, by the 

time I was eighteen years old I decided it was time to lose my virginity. I chose an American 

engineering student I met at the folk club for my unlikely liberator. Full of anxiety, I kept 

asking him what was happening—this strange and uncomfortable experience of someone 

entering inside my body. The next morning he wryly commented, “Remind me never to 

make love to a virgin again.” Later I would discover that while I intellectually agonised about 

losing my virginity before marriage, my twin sister had already lost hers to her boyfriend in 

an act of passion at the age of sixteen, while continuing to pray to be forgiven whenever she 

went to church. Sexual passion for me was buried deep behind intellectual control. I had 

never forgotten the way the boys had dismissed girls as sluts who let them go ‘too far’ as we 

cuddled together at the Saturday afternoon matinee of the movies when I was a high school 

student. Kissing was allowed, but petting led to dangerous territory and a damaged 

reputation. As the Australian feminist, Anne Summers would note in her 1975 analysis of the 
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misogynist culture that defined women in Australia; women were either ‘damned whores or 

God’s police’, while in 1970 Germaine Greer determined we were all ‘female eunuchs’. 

Immersed in the world of literature, I was increasingly drawn to the bohemian world 

of the beat poets and to Paris’s Left Bank with its artists, writers and existential philosophers 

like Jean Paul Sartre. Inspired by Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘Second Sex’ and the mores of the 

bohemians, I remember my student years as ones of emotional confusion and existential 

loneliness. The world of Brisbane and Australia felt like a foreign land. I had friends, but I did 

not feel that I had yet found my ‘tribe’ among them. On many a weekend during my years at 

Teacher’s College between 1964 and 1965, I would take myself off on the ferry across to 

Stradbroke Island, and then the bus to Point Lookout, the headland overlooking the surf 

beach. Living on fish and chips from the local pub, I would camp overnight on the sand hills 

or in an empty beach house, luxuriating in my aloneness and imagination in this wild area of 

natural beauty and its sparsely visited beaches. It was during this time that I met my first 

actual bohemians, a group of young longhaired guys from Sydney who were living in an old 

terrace house near Kelvin Grove College Teachers College, where they held open house in 

what seemed a continual party. I was a frequent visitor.  

During one term holiday I hitched with them down to Sydney where we stayed with 

their friends in Kings Cross, then the centre of Sydney’s artistic and bohemian culture, before 

it was transformed into ugly strip joints by US soldiers on leave from the Vietnam War. I 

remember we went on a pubcrawl down William Street, the girls demanding to drink in the 

public bar and not be banished to the ladies parlour, as was the custom at that time. When 

we reached the Vanity Fair pub, I met an eccentric girl called Patty Pineapple who regaled us 

with stories, describing a world that was as exotic to my ears as Paris. Brisbane in the 1960s 

was barely touched by the changes sweeping over the Western world; the sexual revolution 

that birthed the hippies, political radicalisation through the anti-Vietnam war protests, 

feminism and the search for alternative lifestyles. 

A Reluctant Return to Bundaberg 

After completing my teacher’s training, the terms of my scholarship bonded me to 

the Queensland Department of Education for two years, allowing them to post me to a 

school of their choosing. Despite persuading my doctor to give me a medical certificate 

attesting that being posted back to my hometown of Bundaberg would be detrimental to my 
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chronic asthma and interfere with my part-time university studies, that is where they posted 

me—back into the world from which I had tried to escape. My sister’s boyfriend was a 

primary school teacher, and through them I took up with a tall lanky cadet journalist at the 

local newspaper. Much to my amusement, my father would be seen ostentatiously cleaning 

his shotguns on the table in the living room when our boyfriends came to pick us up for our 

Saturday night date. I remember my culture shock when I went with them all for my first 

social outing at a pub with music and dancing.  Other than cuddling their partners when they 

danced, the boys would all converse only with one another, ignoring the girls who sat 

together gossiping about clothes and relationships. I was a teacher too, a colleague. I 

expected to be part of their conversation, but they rebuffed my efforts, especially when I 

challenged their political views. By then I was firmly against Australia’s involvement in the 

Vietnam War and deeply suspicious of all the arguments justifying our lining up with the 

Americans, through conscription of boys my age to fight what was a civil war, justified to 

stop the spread of communism—the so-called ‘yellow menace’.   

I didn’t really know how to behave around the boys of my sister’s circle.  I could 

neither fall into line as a submissive girlfriend, hanging on their every word, but nor did I 

really know how to be at home in my own body as a sexual being, how to let a man into my 

heart and body. I had spent my life learning how to keep my father at bay, to refuse to 

submit, the private inner rebellion that locked my heart away. I was like the ant-eating 

echidna, soft and vulnerable underneath, but protected by spiky quills. My spiky quills were 

made of intellectual argumentation, whatever the topic. The soft vulnerable side hidden well 

away, even from myself. I remember how furious I felt when my mother advised me, 

“Barbara, you must learn to hide your opinions or you will never find a husband.” Was 

silence and the pretence of ignorance the price a woman paid for love? I had grown up with 

my father always putting my mother down, while she obligingly responded, “It’s all over my 

head”, thus absolving herself of any responsibility. I roundly rejected this solution. 

To China During the Cultural Revolution 

During this second year of life in Bundaberg, for my university subject I studied the 

History of the Far East (China and Japan) from 1500 up to the triumph of Mao’s communist 

revolution, and began to consider where to next, once my bond to the Education 

Department freed me to live and work anywhere. I longed to go and live in Paris, but I didn’t 
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have the wherewithal to take on such an adventure entirely on my own. My teacher friends, 

Gillian and Bronwyn, were set on moving to live in Sydney, so I decided to join them. But 

first I would take up the suggestion of my History tutor and apply to join the National Union 

of Australian University Students (NUAUS) study trip to Communist China in the summer of 

1967-68. My application was successful. I still have a photo of my family gathered on the 

wharf at Brisbane to wave me goodbye on the Tjuliwa, the Dutch ship in which we travelled 

steerage class, down with the crew—first for a week in Japan and then to Hong Kong on our 

way into China. They are all there: my mother, my sister June and her husband, my brother 

Warring, my maternal grandmother and my friend Gillian and her mother—but not my 

father, who was horrified and embarrassed that his daughter might be seen as a communist. 

During this study trip I teemed up with Jill Ratten, a Political Science student from the 

University of Melbourne, rebellious daughter of a rich Toorak business family and educated 

at one of Melbourne’s leading private girls school.  We came from different worlds, but 

somehow we crafted a friendship that endured for many years—so much so that I came to 

think of Jill as a sister. This lasted even through the years she lived as a ‘hippie’ in an 

alternative lifestyle community she helped found in the hinterland behind Bermagui on the 

NSW south coast, after we returned from the China study tour, and her later years as a 

Sanyassin follower of Bagwan Shree Ranjneesh until the collapse of the Oregon adventure 

and the tax scandal that drove him back to India. 

In the early days of our friendship on the NUAUS trip, once the boat docked in Tokyo, 

Jill and I travelled together across on the fast bullet train from Tokyo via Nagoya to Kobe. In 

these years before Japan became a bustling centre of global manufacturing and neon lights, 

our most memorable experience was bathing in a Japanese Sento, the traditional communal 

bathhouse at our hotel in Tokyo. In the ancient capital of Kyoto, near the train station we 

found a Ryokan, a traditional Japanese Inn with its sliding doors, floor futons and warmed 

bricks for warmth. We visited many of Kyoto’s Buddhist temples—the world of the Meiji 

Restoration that I had studied in my history course. I was enthralled by the grandeur and 

aesthetic simplicity of Japan’s traditional architecture and art, its woodcuts, silk screens and 

especially its ceramics. From Kobe we sailed onto Hong Kong, bustling with its commercial 

energy, advertising and plethora of shops and food stalls and pavements crowded with 

jostling people. Here we prepared for our border crossing into China by train, through the 
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‘bamboo curtain’ to a people largely shut off from the rest of the world, caught up in the 

tumult of the Cultural Revolution that lasted almost another ten years, till 1976.   

When we arrived in Canton (now known as Guangzhou), it was a vastly different 

scene to Hong Kong. We were met by people all dressed in either navy blue or brown baggy 

Mao suits and wearing cloth caps, their clothes adorned with numerous badges of Mao 

Zedong.  A small orchestra of traditional Chinese instruments welcomed us with rousing 

renditions of the national anthem, ‘The East is Red’, followed by numerous quotes from 

Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’, shouted out with revolutionary fervour. Large character posters 

proclaiming the slogans of the Cultural Revolution and denouncing those who were 

subverting Mao’s revolutionary intent to transform Chinese society—the ‘running dogs of 

capitalism and US imperialism’—now replaced the flashing neon signs of Hong Kong’s 

commerce.  

After arriving in Shanghai and before being assigned to our Red Guard student hosts 

at their university, after everyone went to their rooms to sleep Jill and I secretly slipped out 

to walk, without chaperones, along the Shanghai Bund, famed for its colonial architecture 

from its days as a British treaty port. We slipped into a café and had a bowl of noodles under 

the watchful eyes of a group of People’s Liberation Army (PLA) soldiers, tasked with trying to 

manage the worst excesses of the Red Guards. Wherever we went during our time in China, 

the shocked staring eyes of people, for whom Westerners were deeply suspect as the 

‘running dogs of imperialism,’ followed our every move. Shanghai today is a very different 

place, with its gleaming towers of commerce and industry a testament to modern China’s 

exponential rise to rapidly equalling the US as the world’s largest and strongest economy. 

However, although many draw parallels between President Xi Jinping and Chairman Mao, in 

terms of their desire to exercise absolute Communist Party authority, their vision of China is 

vastly different—for Mao, a peasant revolution that eschewed all forms of individualism; for 

Xi, a revolution that harnesses the strengths of capitalism to the service of the State to 

reposition China as a global power, the ‘Middle Kingdom’ reminiscent of its ancient claim to 

have the ‘mandate of heaven’. 

In the late 1960s Mao Zedong called on China’s youth to become the Red Guards of 

his revolution, worried that his ideas of a peasant-led communist revolution were being 

subverted by both traditional Chinese cultural elements and capitalist individualism. He 
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urged the Red Guards to attack the ‘Four Olds’—old ideas, old culture, old habits and old 

customs of pre-revolutionary China—a China that had looked down on the peasants and 

physical labour, bound women’s feet for sexual aesthetics, exalted the Mandarin class of 

intellectuals, and preached deep Confucian respect for parents. Thus, as we were to witness 

during our travels across China, peasants were exalted, intellectuals were treated with 

suspicion and outright hostility, parents were exposed as reactionaries and forced to 

undergo humiliating struggle sessions, and ancient monuments were defaced with 

revolutionary slogans. Such was the fate of the Summer Palace in Beijing, while the treasures 

of the Forbidden City, the ancient fortress of the Xing Emperor, were safely locked away 

from the marauding Red Guards. 

My encounter with China in 1968 in the middle of the Cultural Revolution was a 

profoundly confronting event—another disruption in the evolution of my thinking as the 

inner spirit of the dakini continued to challenge me. My romantic ideas of Maoism as a 

political philosophy of humane egalitarianism were confronted by an atmosphere of political 

paranoia and the stark experience of witnessing the Vice Chancellor of the university in 

Shanghai, where we were hosted for a few days, being paraded before us as a ‘running dog 

of US capitalism’. We learned from our student hosts how they had kept him under house 

arrest for years with regular ‘struggle sessions’, the notorious means by which people were 

subjected to sustained physical, verbal and emotional abuse. Before our eyes, student 

activism morphed into a violent cult of starry-eyed, ideology-driven, righteous vengeance.  

To lighten the mood through Australian-style humour, Garth one of our fellow 

students, drew a cartoon of snoopy with the balloon caption, “To be Mao is happiness.” It 

was met with deathly hostility, interpreted as calling Mao Zedong a dog, with strong 

negative connotations of British controlled treaty ports where signs to parks had announced, 

“Dogs and Chinese not allowed”. Garth was subsequently held under ‘house arrest’ by our 

tourist organisers and forced to undergo a modified struggle session and confession at a 

public meeting at our Beijing hotel, when we arrived there after leaving Shanghai. The only 

one of our study group who was fluent in Mandarin (the official language) was Stephen 

Fitzgerald, a PhD student-journalist living in Hong Kong. He would later become Australia’s 

first Ambassador when, in 1972, Gough Whitlam recognised the PRC as the legitimate 

government of China. Stephen warned us all to take the situation seriously or Garth could be 

turned out and run through the streets by the mob. There was no explaining away cultural 
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misinterpretation. Garth had to confess himself a ‘capitalist roader’, a ‘running dog of US 

imperialism’ who had now seen the error of his ways thanks to studying the thoughts of Mao 

Zedong.  

Mao’s revolution, followed by Zhou Enlai’s liberalism, has long since been eclipsed by 

Xi Jinping’s ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’—an intensely nationalistic form of state 

capitalism with full throttled consumerism, fused with the capacity of information 

technology for political surveillance in the name of social harmony. Like other advanced 

economies, China now faces the conundrum of its economic success: a badly degraded 

natural environment, increasing shortages of fresh water, serious air pollution, and a 

forecasted devastating impact of global warming causing a humid heat bubble that will 

envelop its heavily populated north-east coast. It also faces a large population of 1.4 billion 

people who are restive in the face of increasing wealth inequalities, with simmering 

resentment from its ethnic minorities—particularly among its colonised Buddhist Tibetans of 

a once largely independent Tibet and the Muslim Turkish Uyghurs of Xinjiang, once 

dominant in the oasis towns of the ancient Silk Road across Central Asia. In the long history 

of China, the ability of the central government to control its vast population with ‘the 

mandate of heaven’ has frequently been torn asunder by rebellions from the provinces. 

A New Life in Sydney 

After returning to Australia from the drama of my 1968 study tour of China’s 

Communist Cultural Revolution, I moved from Queensland to live in Sydney with Bronwyn 

and Gillian. I could now complete my university degree at the University of New South Wales 

(UNSW) fulltime, as I was granted a Later Years Commonwealth Scholarship.  Soon after I 

settled into Sydney, I arranged to meet up with a fellow China tour student at the Newcastle 

Pub (long since demolished) at Sydney’s Quay. He failed to show up, but among the throng I 

spied Wendy Bacon. I had met Wendy at a party of Balmain’s bohemian intellectual crowd 

during a previous holiday in Sydney, while staying at my friend Charlotte’s place at Long 

Nose Point. This is how I found myself introduced to the Sydney Push, a left wing almost 

anarchist libertarian group of academics, writers, journalists and rebels, inspired by the 

philosophy of Professor John Anderson at Sydney University.  It counted among its members 

such luminaries as Germaine Greer, Richard Neville and the author Frank Moorhouse.  

Germaine and Richard had since left for London, but Frank was still around.  However the 
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magnetic core of the group was a tall, longhaired intellectual wharfie, Darcy Waters, who 

was Wendy’s lover.  

It was through the Sydney Push that I met my lifelong friend Inge Riebe during one of 

her visits back to Australia from PNG where she was doing anthropological field research on 

payback killing among the Kalam people of the highlands, inland from Madang. Inge’s 

partner at the time was Darcy’s older brother, Edgar Waters, a noted historian who was a 

lecturer at the University of Papua New Guinea in Port Moresby. During their time back in 

Australia they were renting a house at Stanwell Park where, many years later, I would also 

come to live. Inge and my friendship would go on to span more than fifty years as our lives 

kept intersecting in the many twists and turns of our different life journeys. In our old age 

we live just a few streets away from one another in Katoomba. 

I decided to major in Sociology and History for my degree at UNSW. Wendy, who is 

now a retired Professor of Journalism and winner of the 1984 Walkley Award for her 

investigative journalism, was then studying at UNSW for her PhD in Sociology. Another Push 

member, Liz Fell, was a tutor in the Sociology Department. It was through them that I 

became involved with the team running the UNSW student newspaper, ‘Tharunka’, with its 

radical anti-censorship agenda. At this time New South Wales’s censorship laws banned such 

innocuous things as ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’ and ‘Portnoy’s Complaint’, not to mention a 

whole raft of films. Jenny Coops, another Queenslander like me, was our cartoonist. Her 

lover was the lawyer Virginia Bell, then working for the Redfern Legal Service and more 

recently a retired judge of the High Court of Australia. Our censorship radicalism would see 

us kicked off the student newspaper. In defiant response we went on to produce 

‘Underground Tharunka’, financed by one of the Push’s most successful gamblers from his 

winnings at the races. It also led to Wendy’s famous trial and conviction for displaying an 

obscene garment—a nun’s costume on which was painted a satirical poem about the phallic 

symbolism of the church steeple.   

At a trial to protest against the arrest of one of our friends for selling an edition with 

this satirical poem, to what turned out to be a plainclothes police officer, a group of us had 

dressed up as nuns to attend the trial. Under the surplices of our homemade costumes, we 

had painted satirical slogans. The plan was to lift up the surplices and expose the slogans 

inside the court. However, one look at the police circling around convinced the rest of us to 



 
 
 

THE DAKINI CALLS 

© Call of the Dakini, 2021 31 

chicken out, but Wendy fearlessly went ahead and was duly arrested. She spent several 

weeks in Silverwater Prison on remand. I remember that the night before her trial we had 

painted ‘Justice is Just Ass’ in white paint across the front stone wall of the Court of Petty 

Sessions. That same night we had also travelled out to the home of Eric Willis, the NSW 

politician responsible for censorship, and posted up one of Jenny Coops’ cartoons of a man 

having oral sex on his desk top, with the slogan: ‘Willis munches muffs’. Such were my 

adventures as an undergraduate in the heady days of student political activism. I remember 

that I had a little motorbike on which I travelled to and from university, crossing through 

Centennial Park from my flat in Paddington, dressed in my op shop black velvet trousers and 

jacket and sporting long leather boots, thinking that I cut a splendid figure. 

Back in the early 1970s, my peripatetic journey had taken me from the world of my 

Bundaberg upbringing to China and Sydney. But Sydney would not only immerse me in the 

intellectual radicalism of the Sydney Push, it would also take me in an altogether different 

direction to what I had ever imagined. The inner call of the dakini was at work again. 

Along with my Tharunka friends, I linked up with Aboriginal activists, Paul Coe and 

Gary Foley, to become involved in anti-racism protests, both against the South African 

apartheid regime and against the enduring racism visited upon Australia’s Aboriginal 

population. Thus in 1971 I found myself at what is regarded as the birth of the land rights 

movement. We marched down George Street from Redfern to the Head Office of the 

Vestey’s Pastoral Company in support of the strike by the Gurindji people working at Wave 

Hill Cattle Station in the Northern Territory. They had walked off their job in protest about 

their appalling working conditions, marking a long history of colonial exploitation dating 

back to what the Gurindji people call ‘the killing times’, when white pastoralists first 

established Wave Hill Station back in 1882, massacring the Gurindji people who resisted the 

takeover of their traditional land. In the walk-off, the Gurindji demanded the return of their 

traditional lands, which the cattle property occupied. This protest received widespread 

publicity, highlighting the unfair working conditions of Aboriginal workers and the thorny 

issue of traditional land rights. Under the Whitlam Government, rights to Gurindji land were 

finally granted in 1975, leading to the first Aboriginal Land Rights Act of 1976. 
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I Meet My Future Husband 

On the march down George Street I found myself walking beside a tall handsome 

student who introduced himself as Charles Lepani from the Trobriand Islands of Papua New 

Guinea. He was studying Industrial Relations with Professor Bill Ford, on a scholarship from 

the Australian Council of Trade Unions. I was instantly intrigued as we had been studying 

Trobriand Island culture, via the anthropological writings of Bronislaw Malinowski, at my 

Sociology of the Family course that Liz Fell ran.  Malinowski, often regarded as the father of 

cultural anthropology, wrote about their ‘exotic’ sexual mores in ‘The Sexual Life of Savages 

in North-Western Melanesia’.4 As well as a study of marriage customs, this account of 

Trobriand Island life included such topics as ‘Lovemaking and the Psychology of Erotic Life’, 

the ‘Magic of Love and Beauty,’ and ‘Erotic Dreams and Fantasies’. Heady stuff in those days 

of the sexual revolution that was challenging the mores of Western culture—an altogether 

different cultural revolution to the one I had witnessed in China. For our class to have the 

opportunity to talk with someone who came from a culture that was matrilineal rather than 

patrilineal and where sexual freedom was already the norm was an enthralling prospect. 

However when Charles came along to my sociology class to talk about his culture, I 

squirmed in the realisation that he would have discovered that the seminal work on his 

culture was titled ‘The Sexual Life of Savages’, a terrible indictment of the Western colonial 

mindset and its intellectual violence, as is attested when one read’s Malinowski’s research 

diaries. We had been studying how rules around virginity, necessitating the control of 

women’s sexual lives in patrilineal cultures, and the high value placed on virginity before 

marriage, were all about property; helping men guarantee that their offspring were indeed 

their genetic heirs and continuation of their line. Would things be different in a matrilineal 

culture like the Trobriand Islands where property rights and family decent are passed 

through the female line, with all children belonging to their mother’s clan, not their father’s?  

Charles explained to us that although matrilineal, it is not a matriarchal society. Charles 

belonged to his mother’s clan, not his father’s, but the chiefs of the clans were still men. 

We also earned how in Trobriand Island culture there is also an extensive amount of 

pre-marital sexual freedom, initiated by either women or men. This was all very intriguing to 

us, particularly as for the women of the Sydney Push, sexual freedom for women as well as 

men was de rigueur. Over several months, Charles and I became friends and later lovers, 
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with Charles leaving his digs at a student college on campus to join me to live at a Sydney 

Push squat in Edgecliff. When Charles joined our group, I had my first lesson in how my 

fellow Anglo-European Australians, even those committed to social equality and against 

racism, are blind to the unexamined hegemony of the Western cultural framework.  

I began to see that although my Sydney Push friends were stridently against racism, 

they were completely unable to see their own ethnocentrism, their determination that all 

conversation and behaviour be governed by the hidden rules of their left wing 

libertarianism, set against the authoritarianism of the State. There was no sensitivity 

towards the worldview of people from a very different culture, no interest in understanding 

it, no compassion towards the experience of someone like Charles trying to find their feet in 

a cultural milieu whose rules he only vaguely understood. I began to see their claims to 

‘truth’ as yet another example of Western cultural blindness and arrogance, still trapped in 

the world of ‘white privilege’, despite all their desire to combat racism. They could embrace 

differences in skin colour, but they were clueless about embracing cultural difference in 

ways of knowing and experiencing the world. 

I had never intended to get involved with the Third World. My ambition had always 

been to live in Paris, the world of Jean Paul Sartre and Simone De Beauvoir. However, as my 

relationship with Charles deepened, I now found myself drawn into the wild world of Papua 

New Guinea, home to 700 diverse language groups, each with their own unique cultures.  

What bound Charles and I together was a shared interest in social justice—his through his 

father’s work as a community activist and founder of the Methodist Welfare Society on 

behalf of his people in Port Moresby in PNG, and Charles’ own studies in industrial relations 

and the history of the labour movement. Mine came from a rejection of the world of my 

parents with all its prejudices and cultural ignorance, and the insights I had gained through 

my studies and student activism. Charles was not a scary, controlling male figure but 

someone like myself, cultivating a brave face over vulnerability and a sense of not quite 

‘belonging’ in the world where we found ourselves. Looking back, in my unexpected meeting 

with Charles I see the hidden hand of the dakini, once again calling me to a very different 

and challenging life, where I would begin to experience the truth that what we ‘see’ and 

‘know’ is shaped by our culturally conditioned lens, and how this plays out through 

colonialism. 
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2: Across the Colonial Divide 

Charles invited me to fly to Port Moresby to meet his parents and visit the Trobriand 

Islands during our summer vacation. In 1971 Papua New Guinea was still an intensely 

colonial society and this was my first experience of consciously encountering my fellow 

Australians as colonialists. But of course, in the context of Australia’s own history I would 

come to realise that Australia itself is still, culturally, a colonial society, despite claiming to 

be a modern multicultural society. Our institutions are overwhelmingly British and we are 

only now beginning to explore and face the colonial legacy of our impact on Australia’s First 

Nations peoples. We pride ourselves that we live in a society based on ‘the rule of law’, 

without facing how it is these very laws that have oppressed our First Nations’ people. To 

this day they are among the most incarcerated people in the world as a percentage of the 

population, particularly their youth. Rates of suicide attributed to intergenerational trauma 

and disadvantage are shockingly high.  

Colonialism and its Legacies 

We still want to pretend it is just about ‘closing the gap’ of economic and social 

opportunity, as measured by social indicators like health, education and employment 

status—rather than systemic racism and economic and cultural oppression based on 

intellectual epistemic arrogance and violence. I determinedly use the term ‘violence’ here, 

because it is an extreme form of violence to deny any culture group the very foundations of 

their culture, embedded in their languages and knowledge systems. And that is what 

colonising Australia has done in the name of its ‘civilising’ mission of ‘development’. 

Unlike in Australia, white people had not claimed PNG as their own country. From 

1905 Australia merely administered Papua as a colony on behalf of the British Crown, but 

after WWI this was extended under the League of Nations to include the previous German 

colony of New Guinea. WWII had made the Australian government aware of the security 

importance of PNG on Australia’s northern border. During the war Australian soldiers had 

fought alongside Papua New Guineas, the so-called ‘fuzzy wuzzy angels’ on the Kokoda Trail, 

enabling a different sort of relationship to be formed than that of natives working as 

indentured plantation workers with semi-slave like conditions. White patrol officers known 

as kiaps, a term taken from the German days, extended colonial administration into rural 
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areas, including the more densely populated remote areas of the highlands, which were first 

‘discovered’ by Australian explorers in the 1930s and where intense tribal fighting over 

competition for land was endemic. As part of a global movement of independence for 

former colonies of the British Empire, Australia was now being tasked with a new mission, 

not just pacification, but ‘development’. Development opportunities no longer meant 

economic opportunities for the whites—the plantation owners, business owners and 

government administrators.  It now also meant opportunities for the people of PNG. 

To prepare myself for this visit to meet Charles’ Trobriand Island family and the world 

of PNG, I looked into the history of the Trobriand Islands’ engagement with outsiders. The 

first European settler in the Trobriand Islands was early—a Methodist missionary in 1894, an 

extension of their missionary activity across the Pacific Islands. A decade later the Australian 

colonial administrators brought the Trobriand Islands under their rule, establishing their 

District Office on Kiriwina Island at Losuia, which lies adjacent to the deep sea channel that 

allows ships to pass through the reef and dock at the wharf, and close to the Methodist 

mission.  A Catholic mission was not established on Kiriwina Island till the 1930s.   

Trobriand Island culture has become famous for the mweki (tapioca) dance during 

the Milamala Yam Festival, a dance that involves explicit references to sexual intercourse, 

both in body movement and ribald lyrics. Both Christian missions declared a cultural ‘war’ on 

Trobriand Island sexual mores and customs and sought to impose their western cultural 

obsession with controlling sexuality in the name of Christianity. Colonialism created new 

divides, not just between the white administrators and Trobriand Islanders, but in an already 

highly structured culture with its own internal tensions, a divide between the lagoon coastal 

villages that came under the sway of the Methodist mission at Losuia, and the inland 

villages, including those of the Paramount Chief that came under the sway of the Catholic 

mission.    

Reading Malinowski’s anthropological study of Trobriand Island society, I learned 

how it is organised in clans, some high ranking and some low, linked to the myth of their 

origins—whether they emerged from a cave on the islands, the highest ranking Tabalu and 

Toliwaga clans, or arrived on shore, such as the lower ranked Bau clan. I was leaving behind 

my Australian culture with its assertions of egalitarianism against the class-based culture of 

its British origins, to a world of complex social rankings inherited with birth, and cross-
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hatched, so to speak, with a matrilineal system by which such inheritance passed through 

the female line, unlike the patrilineal system of my own cultural heritage. Understanding the 

intricacies of this world all lay ahead of me.  

A First Glimpse of Port Moresby 

After a six-hour flight from Sydney, we arrived into the sweltering tropical heat of 

Port Moresby. I was filled with excitement and trepidation. What was I getting myself into? 

Charles’ father, Lepani Kaiuwekalu Watson, was the Assistant Ministerial Member for Milne 

Bay, one of the first generation of ‘natives’ to be allowed into the hallowed halls of 

Australia’s colonial administration. Lepani Watson’s position as an elected parliamentarian 

entitled him to the use of an official car and driver as well as a government house in Hohola, 

a new ‘native’ suburb. It had been recently developed to house the growing class of Papua 

New Guineans who had migrated to live and work in Port Moresby, the nation’s capital, the 

traditional home of the Motuan people. Most lived in small besser block built huts, known as 

‘dog houses’, while the new elite lived in small two bedroom fibro houses on stilts. The rest 

of the new ‘native’ migrants lived in squatter camps or the so-called ‘boy houses’, the 

servant quarters of the colonial whites.  

Lepani Watson’s driver met us at the airport to drive us to the family home. That our 

driver was dressed in torn T-shirt, shorts and had bare feet, was my first introduction to the 

sort of protocols and dress codes that separated white colonial officials from the new 

‘native’ members of PNG’s House of Assembly. As we arrived in Hohola and climbed out of 

the car, Charles’ family greeted us warmly on the lawn in front of their house. Unlike 

Charles, his father was small and wiry, and with expressive hand gestures spoke broken 

English mixed with his Kilivila language as he warmly shook my hand. People often joked that 

Lepani Watson had invented his own language, ‘Lepanese,’ in the speeches he gave in PNG’s 

parliament. I often thought that his strategy was that if he spoke fast enough, no one would 

notice the Kilivila words that he dropped into the mix. Charles’ mother, Sarah, a good head 

taller than her husband, spoke only Kilivila. As we walked up the stairs into Charles’s parents’ 

house, I discovered that the house had no internal lining and no internal doors. It did have 

electrical lighting and an internal shower and toilet, and the signature badge of office—a 

refrigerator. Despite the tropical heat I noticed that the household relied on a wood stove 
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for cooking. No doubt native salaries were insufficient to cover the cost of electrical cooking, 

let alone electric fans.  

The occupants of the second bedroom, two of Charles’ cousin brothers, were hastily 

decamped, and Charles and I were shown to their room, with the two single beds pushed 

together. There was much excitement. Charles was one of the first generation of Papua New 

Guineans to be educated at an Australian boarding school—for him the Methodist Grammar 

School at Townsville—and one of the first to be educated at an Australian university. Here 

he was arriving home with a ‘white’ girlfriend.  While relationships between white men and 

‘native’ women were not uncommon; those between ‘native’ men and white women were 

extremely rare. At that stage I had no idea how Charles explained our relationship to his 

parents, but he had assured me that our being in a sexual relationship was completely 

acceptable in his culture. I would soon learn that it was a bit more complicated than that. 

Port Moresby in 1971 presented a vivid portrayal of colonial life. Living in 

metropolitan Sydney among my university friends in the 1970s, the impact of Australian 

colonialism on our First Nations people was visible only in books and urban protests about 

racism. In the streets of Port Moresby, I encountered a colonial world where white people 

were few and living in the big houses, while Indigenous Papua New Guineans were many, 

living mostly in squatter settlements, on land taken illegally from the Motuan people. 

Although all were Melanesian, the facial characteristics of the people around me marked 

which of the 700 language groups from whence they had migrated, so self-contained had 

been their small tribal societies. Informal street markets abounded as Papua New Guineans 

set about selling betel nut, fruit, and vegetables along the roadside. Particularly striking were 

the elegant Mekeo people dressed in sarongs and lots of ‘bilas’, the local term for body 

jewellery and decoration. Port Moresby’s shops were owned and managed by either 

Europeans or the enterprising Chinese with their trade stores that catered to the ‘natives’, 

selling tinned goods and bags of wheat, sugar and flour, and which always had someone 

perched on a high platform to ensure no stealing. 

A Visit to the Trobriand Islands 

Charles and his father immediately set about discussing arrangements for us all to fly 

across to the Trobriand Islands. That first night after our arrival, Charles woke up screaming 

in a nightmare, bathed in perspiration. His father was alarmed, convinced this was caused by 
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witchcraft, the powers of the mulukwausi, women who could travel in their spirit bodies and 

cause harm. He immediately set about casting protective magic around the house. Secure in 

the superiority of my western education and explanations through the lens of psychology, I 

quietly sought to reassure Charles by insisting it was only an anxiety dream.  

Trobriand Islands of Papua New Guinea5 

 

Two days later we flew across to the Trobriand Islands, which is a small group of coral 

atoll islands that lie to the east between the mainland of Papua New Guinea and the large 

island of Bougainville, and forms part of what is now Milne Bay Province. We landed on the 

main island of Kiriwina on the airstrip created by US soldiers during WWII. As a largely flat 

coral atoll in a world of rugged volcanic islands, Kiriwina Island was chosen to build an 

airfield in the war against the Japanese who had a base at Rabaul on the island of New 

Britain to the north. This was when Lepani Watson, as a young man, had first encountered 

the radical spectre of men with brown skin like himself, US soldiers, driving vehicles and 

ordering people around. Sent by his father, a chief of the top ranking Tabalu clan of Vakuta 

Island, to study at the Methodist Mission at Losuia, Lepani had seized the chance to make 

use of his smattering of English language to act as an interpreter for the soldiers on the new 

airbase. As a result, in 1944 he was sent for six months’ training to the Australian New 

Guinea Administrative Unit’s school for native medical orderlies on Gemo Island, Port 

Moresby. He then returned to work at Losuia as a clerk at the native hospital and married 

Charles’ mother, Sarah Charles, who was the daughter of a Trobriand Methodist minister.   
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In this matrilineal culture, the old man, as we called him, did not belong to his 

father’s chiefly Tabalu clan, but to his mother’s also highly ranked Toliwaga clan. However 

Charles belonged to his mother’s much more lowly ranked Bau clan. Interestingly enough, 

the ranking of a clan did not seem to determine preference in marriage partners, other than 

avoidance of any relevant taboos. What bound Charles’ parents together was their shared 

experience at the Methodist mission, and the old man’s welfare work amongst his people. 

I slowly began to realise that although Lepani Watson spoke very fractured English, 

he was a man of considerable political experience and status. While I had grown up in 

regional Queensland as the daughter of a poorly educated tradesman whose activities had 

extended to wild weekend shooting and fishing trips with his male friends, and more genteel 

weekend golf club activities, Charles had grown up in a very worldly household shaped by 

politics and engagement with the serious issues of native rights in a colonial society, 

together with the complexities of Trobriand Island culture and its clan politics. After the war, 

the old man had taken up a position as a clerk in the Treasury Department in Port Moresby, 

followed by time as a Welfare Assistant at the Department of Native Affairs, where he also 

became active as a lay missionary, forming the Methodist Welfare Society.  

This launched his political career as his activities extended to a range of civic 

organisations working to help migrant native workers living in Port Moresby, resulting in a 

six-month Methodist Overseas Mission-funded tour of Australia in 1963 to study church 

groups and social organisations. It was this background that had enabled Lepani Watson to 

become the elected member for the District covering the Trobriand Islands, creating a bridge 

between the island people of the Milne Bay area who had migrated to live in Port Moresby, 

and the people back in the village. The old man was someone who could look both ways, 

with a deep knowledge of his own culture and some understanding of Australian society and 

its colonial government administration in Port Moresby. 

When arriving in Sydney in 1968 as a somewhat naïve Queenslander, it had taken me 

a while to find my feet in the Sydney Push. I now found myself with a much greater 

challenge. I was the curiosity, the lone white woman who had crossed the racial and colonial 

divide, trapped in my language isolation from all around me.  Unlike Charles who had been 

schooled in a political household of some sophistication and then educated in Australia, I 

had no such cultural preparation for my entry into this other side of the colonial divide. Yet, 
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even then, as uncomfortable as I was, I was still buffeted by what I now see as ‘white 

privilege’. I was a university-educated member of the colonial ruling class, of first world 

wealth, giving me a certain confidence in negotiating my way in this new world.   

Although I had sloughed off racial prejudice, it would take me much longer to slough 

off the whole ‘development’ lens through which my culture viewed the so-called third world 

of my future family as one of ‘primitive’ under-development. My culture saw PNG and its 

local cultures such as the Trobriand Islands as illiterate, a world anchored in superstition and 

of limited technology and material wealth. It was dependent on western medical knowledge 

to treat malaria and the new diseases being introduced, as PNG became part of the ‘modern’ 

world—the consequences of colonisation. The white ‘civilising mission’ of government 

administration and the Christian missions was to convince the Indigenous people of Papua 

New Guinea that their culture was inferior, their beliefs and customs wrong, the ‘nakedness’ 

of their style of dress shameful.  But in PNG, unlike Australia, there was no suppression of 

language, no separating children from their mothers, no assumption that their race would 

die out in the great competition of evolutionary survival, no wholesale dispossession from 

their traditional lands.  

During this time of my first visit to PNG, Australia’s role hovered between the 

assumptions of colonial administration and the slowly growing demands of being 

responsible for promoting the ‘development’ of its Indigenous people as preparation for 

future political independence, which at that stage most assumed was a long way away. 

As we were accompanying Lepani Watson, the elected local member, upon landing at 

Kiriwina airport our party was met by a District Office government vehicle and we were 

driven to the family home in the district post of Losuia, which was occupied by some 

extended family members, including one whom Charles insisted was a famous mulukwausi 

(witch). However as this seemed to cause no one any discomfort, I held this information in 

suspended disbelief. Lepani Watson’s Losuia house was not part of a traditional village and 

was made in the mission style of several rooms, but of bush materials. One of these rooms, 

at the front beside a small veranda, was set aside for Charles and myself. Lepani Watson had 

purchased the land under government freehold title from the adjacent Methodist Mission, 

land initially belonging to his wife Sarah’s Bau clan. However, despite this status of freehold 

title, it still required him to make annual ‘gifts’ to the Bau clan.  
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Getting my head around names and clan politics was difficult. For instance, Charles’ 

father was called Lepani Watson, his father Chief Watisoni Upawapa. Charles’ mother was 

called Sarah Charles. Charles called himself Charles Lepani, his mother’s surname and 

father’s maiden name. Meanwhile Charles’s sister called herself Julie Watson. At the same 

time everyone also had their own clan names. Charles was called Kordewa and 

Mortdudaya: Kordewa on his mother’s side, Mortdudaya on his father’s. This is how people 

addressed him in the village, depending on which side of the family clan system they 

belonged. A Western name in this colonial society was not a rejection of one’s clan name, 

but conferred the practical purpose of fitting into the dominant colonial society and was a 

statement of equality and being ‘modern’. Papua New Guineans created first and surnames 

with gay abandon for the purpose of fitting into the new administrative system—a habit that 

would cause havoc for enrolments at the new University of PNG, established in Waigani, a 

suburb of Moresby.    

In PNG, particularly the Trobriand Islands, I was brought into a world of relative 

material simplicity but great social complexity—challenging all the values and assumptions 

of my western feminist worldview. Charles’ father said that as a white foreigner I could be 

excused their rules, but Charles insisted that I follow them. He quite reasonably pointed out 

that while living in Australia he had followed its cultural rules, spending weeks before being 

sent off to boarding school learning table manners and other such niceties of a western 

life. No longer in the colonial capital of Moresby where whites still reigned supreme, 

in Losuia I was cast directly into Trobriand Island culture with all its many protocols of proper 

behaviour. My first lesson in this cultural complexity was to learn that women could not 

walk past men who were sitting. They must either crawl past, or ask the men to stand.  With 

Lepani Watson’s arrival with his son, Charles, all the men had gathered in the central part of 

the house to talk politics, while the women gathered at the back of the house around the 

kitchen fire, preparing food. Stranded in the front room in an island of language isolation, I 

decided to try to join the women. But first I had to get past the men.  I couldn’t bring myself 

to crawl past. Not only did I feel physically clumsy, but this also offended by feminist 

sensibilities. I thought, somewhat ridiculously, that if I slinked past, the men might not 

notice. No such luck. Suddenly, as I attempted to slide past unnoticed, old man Lepani called 

out and all the men leapt to their feet so that I might not cause unpardonable offence. As if 
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caught in strong headlights, I was transfixed with embarrassment and a sense of cultural 

failure. 

Going to the toilet was a similarly challenging affair. There was no toilet house, either 

inside or outside the house. One went to the bush. But the rule was this had to be done 

discreetly—an extremely difficult proposition when you are the only white woman, all eyes 

constantly upon you. I waited till sunset and crept out, avoiding the tropical jungle and sharp 

jagged coral rocks to find some long grass where I could squat down. No sooner was I busy 

relieving myself than a man approached on his bicycle. In the dim light of dusk, I had 

mistakenly managed to squat down on the main bicycle route to the nearby village and 

mission. Frantically I called out “gala, gala” (no, no), the only Kilivila language words I could 

summon, as I ruefully considered how this would become a topic of raucous conversation 

among the Trobriand Islanders. I would learn that Trobriand Islanders have a great 

repertoire of sexual jokes and curiosity, especially about whites, the ruling colonial taubadas 

and their sinabadas, which are shared freely between the men and women, even when they 

gather together in separate groups. Everything is fair game except for the very strict taboo 

that requires brothers and sisters and fathers and daughters to keep their private lives very 

separate. 

The next day when I went along with Charles and his father to a meeting at a distant 

inland village to resolve a dispute over land, I found myself surrounded by the most 

extraordinary display of male beauty I had ever encountered in my life. I was the only 

woman present. Except for our party, the rest of the men were dressed traditionally in all 

their finery. Their slim taut bodies gleaming with coconut oil, they wore nothing more than a 

cream cover over their penises made from pandanus palm, held at the waist with a red 

string. Their tightly curled Melanesian hair was teased out in a halo, decorated with carved 

wooden combs and flowers. They wore red disc shell earrings and necklaces, and in their 

woven armbands they sported sprigs of perfumed yellow flowers. Charles warned me not to 

make eye contact or that person would take that as an invitation to go off with them into 

the bush for sex. Transfixed as I was, and sweltering in the heat and fog of a language I could 

not understand, I tried my best. Afterwards Charles and his father teased me mercilessly 

about when a young man had come over with a coconut, sliced it and presented it to me for 

a drink. They said he was following us, waiting for me to go off with him.   
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The Trobriand Islanders knew that colonial society regarded sexual contact between 

‘native’ men and ‘white’ women as taboo and a subject of extreme white anxiety. All their 

previous experience of white women had been of them as wives of white missionaries or 

colonial officials, the sinebadas of the taubadas. I was no sinebada, and therefore an object 

of much curiosity as word got around that I was the girlfriend of one of their own—Lepani 

Watson’s son. This would lead to some embarrassment. When we walked around the village, 

it had been so long since Charles had visited the Trobriand Islands, that as he was dressed in 

western clothes, they didn’t recognise him as one who could speak their language. I watched 

their faces light up in embarrassed surprise when Charles rebuked them in their language, 

and cringed in embarrassment when he explained to me that they were freely discussing 

among themselves what it would be like to have sex with me. Would I ever be able to take 

the plunge to enter fully into this world? 

The next day Charles managed to borrow the Health Department vehicle and we 

drove across the island to the north shore for a swim in the ocean, away from any nearby 

villages and on the opposite side of the island from Losuia. Hopefully secreted from the gaze 

of any, we took off our clothes and plunged naked into the cool gentle surf. Only later did I 

realise what a risk Charles had taken. Adults do not swim for pleasure—that is for 

children.  Adults enter the water to fish or to launch their canoes. Although women expose 

their breasts and wear only short colourful grass skirts with a gap down one side of their 

thighs, they never expose their inner thighs. Wearing a swimsuit that exposes one’s inner 

thighs was quite scandalous in Trobriand Island society. Swimming naked with me was 

therefore even more scandalous on so many levels. But we were not yet married. I was not 

yet bound by his customs. Charles was indulging me my western assumptions of the free and 

easy life of the tropics—a small window of escape from the tensions of ‘fitting in’, in an 

altogether very different world. 

Once we returned to Moresby Charles informed me that now I had to agree to marry 

him as from his culture’s viewpoint we were already married. His parents had served me a 

meal in public, the sign that they accepted me as their son’s future wife. In this way I learned 

the courting rituals of Trobriand Island society were exactly the opposite to that of my 

own. Sex before marriage was completely fine, if required to be private. In the village, the 

tall, decorated yam houses often included ‘bachelor pads’ for private sexual encounters. But 

eating together in public was strictly for after marriage. As a fledging member of the Sydney 
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Push, marriage seemed an unacceptable idea. Why should I allow the State or Church to get 

involved in my private sexual life? However I could see it was important for Charles, a sign of 

commitment and a source of stability in the risky business of a cross-cultural relationship. I 

accepted his proposal of marriage, privately reassuring myself that if it didn’t work out, as an 

educated woman I could always get divorced and take care of myself.  

Confronting Racism in the Family 

On the way back to Sydney I stopped off in Brisbane and flew up to Bundaberg to tell 

my parents I was considering marrying a politician’s son from Papua New Guinea.  My father 

was so horrified he gave me a letter he had written saying that my marrying Charles was like 

a dog mating with a cat—unnatural; that Papua New Guinea natives had only just ‘come 

down from the trees’. As a student of US history I well understood the implications and 

theories of miscegenation. How to respond to this? I went down the road to visit his sister, 

Aunty Ione, and asked her advice.  She told me that I had to choose between the man I loved 

and my father. There was no contest really. My father was a bully who had made all our lives 

a misery. I left Bundaberg without talking it through with my father. I had handled my 

father’s bullying by keeping my physical and intellectual distance. My mother drove me to 

the airport to catch the plane back to Brisbane and then Sydney. As we sat in the waiting 

room, she looked at me. 

 “Barbara I couldn’t cope if he was as dark as a full blood Aborigine.  Is he as dark as 

that man over there?”  

I looked across the room. “Mum, that man is Italian, you are still looking at a 

European.”  

I thought to myself, thank goodness Charles did not come from Buka on the southern 

tip of Bougainville Island where the people are as black as the Sudanese, and for whom the 

‘red-skinned’ people of the rest of PNG are dismissed as aesthetically ugly. When I sent my 

mother a photo of Charles, she responded, “He’s very nice, but he’s very native looking.”   

I replied, “Mum, Charles is not a European.” 

Several months later Charles and I got married at the Registry Office in Sydney. My 

brother Warring and my friend Gillian came along as witnesses. Afterwards Charles and I 
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went out to Doyle’s Watson Bay Fish Restaurant with its glorious views out over Sydney 

Harbour to celebrate this momentous change in both our lives. The next day Charles cooked 

our small group of university friends a mumu (chicken and fish in an earth oven lined with 

banana leaves) in the backyard of the student house that we were renting at Bondi 

Beach. Having got married, I decided I might as well have a baby. A month later I decided 

that was a crazy idea as we were both still students, even though I had a part time job as a 

research assistant to my professor, Sol Encel. It was too late. I was already pregnant with my 

first child.  The following February, when I was seven months pregnant, the year I turned 

twenty-six, we flew to Port Moresby to begin our new life where Charles would take up a 

position as the Research Officer for the PNG Public Service Association (PSA).  

We stopped off in Brisbane to stay with my sister and introduce Charles to my 

mother. It is interesting. Despite my father’s entrenched racism, neither my mother, sister, 

nor brother tried to dissuade me from my marriage—they accepted it was my choice, no 

doubt succumbing to my strong independent streak and political views. My mother, 

grounded in the realities of racism, argued that I should not have any children, as they would 

be neither one thing nor another. Full of defiant confidence, I countered that they were the 

future, a world of racial equality and multiculturalism. I was firmly of the view that failure to 

address racism, even when perhaps unconsciously voiced, was a form of condoning it, of 

silent cowardice.  

I set forth with my husband, already seven months pregnant, full of courage and 

determination to find a new life for myself in PNG. I was leaving behind the First World with 

is easy assumptions of material wealth, where all the assumptions of Western Civilisation 

held sway, for a new life in the Third World, where such assumptions were contested. Unlike 

the former European colonies of Asia who had all gained independence after WWII, 

including those like Vietnam who had to weather a vicious civil war embroiled in the post 

colonial politics of containing the spread of communism, a threat to the free-market 

ideology of the West, PNG was still a colony under the power of Australian administration. 

My husband was part of the new generation of Papua New Guineans who sought to 

challenge this and help their country gain political independence, shaping their future 

around their own cultural assumptions. 



 
 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 47 

3. Life in the Third World and Return to Australia 

We arrived in Moresby in 1972, the year that Gough Whitlam won the Australian 

election for the ALP and began a process of radically transforming Australia—establishing 

funded legal aid services for the poor, no-fault divorce laws through the Family Law Act, new 

environmental protection laws, anti discrimination laws addressing racism and unequal 

treatment of women, extensive federal funding of community development programs run at 

the local level, and, on the cultural and arts front, establishing the National Film and 

Television School and the Australian Film Commission. Preoccupied with my new life in PNG, 

I missed all these exciting developments and tumultuous times. But Whitlam was also 

committed to progressing the independence of PNG, and this would shape the next few 

years of my life. 

Married Life in Moresby 

Although unlike for their expatriate staff, it was not the PNG Public Service 

Association’s policy to provide housing for their PNG Indigenous staff. However, in the face 

of Charles’ having a heavily pregnant white Australian wife, we were allowed to take over 

the duplex occupied by the expatriate Australian whom Charles was replacing. I remember 

my first confronting experience. Heavily pregnant and alone in the house, I heard a knock at 

the door. A man approached, talking to me in Melanesian Pidgin. I could not understand 

him, so I asked him to leave by gesture. Instead he entered through the door into the house. 

When I still ordered him to leave, he slapped me across the face shouting in frustration 

before he left. I left traumatised, trying to make sense of what happened. I would come to 

realise that he was probably from the Highlands, someone desperate for work, for money to 

survive.  He had seen a new family move in, and at least one of them was white. The fact 

that my husband was a Papuan probably gave him the impetus to enter and hit me. I rang 

Charles and he rushed home to comfort me, suggesting that I always keep the door locked 

and not answer the door. Was this my new life, cowering behind a locked door from the 

‘natives’?   

Soon after this incident, my in-laws came to stay with us till the birth and for several 

weeks after. My father-in-law was in a bad way, drinking heavily. He had just lost his seat in 

the last election, and now faced the prospect of returning to the village without any income 
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or status, his matrilineal land rights limited to Vakuta Island to the south, where my mother-

in-law did not want to live. I remember one night clearly. I got up in the middle of the night 

for a drink of water to confront the sight of the old man in the living room surrounded by 

beer bottles and mountains of cigarette buts on the coffee table. Suddenly he leapt up and 

returned from his bedroom waving something at me. Then he disappeared outside where I 

heard him talking in his Kilivila language. I returned to bed, highly suspicious.   

The next morning I complained to Charles that I had heard his father ordering up 

more beer from friends in the middle of the night. However when Charles questioned his 

father he discovered a very different reality to my pedestrian interpretation. Old man Lepani 

told him he heard a special cricket call in the night that he recognised as a spirit messenger 

from the village, warning him about conflict that would face him when he returned to the 

village. What he had waved at me was not money, but a spirit totem. I was chastened, but of 

course I had no understanding of how this might be possible, addicted as I was to the idea of 

substantiating ‘evidence’ for accepting anything as ‘true’. I was to find myself in many such 

situations and my in-laws joked that it was good to have me around, as I was ‘heavy’ to 

these things. They could hear and see things that I was deaf and blind to. I would slowly 

come to realise that culture is a lens through which perception deciphers the phenomenal 

world—that we hear and see things through this lens.  

When my son was born, his grandfather named him Genou, ‘war shield’ and his 

grandmother named him Tosibogwabau, ‘man who guards the Bau foreshore’. I had a 

relatively easy birth in Port Moresby Hospital although I was unprepared for the pain and 

screamed like a banshee to distract myself, completely ignoring the Trobriand cultural 

imperative to bear birth with stoic silence. I discovered one of Charles’ cousins, Arsi was the 

nurse assisting in the birth of twins nearby so I called out and pleaded with her to come and 

look after me. Charles was not there. He was at home with the flu, but word quickly got to 

him after the baby was born—a boy. Genou was a most unusual child—born with blue eyes, 

quite light brown skin and red hair. No one in my family had red hair, although I do have 

blue eyes, but there is a small strain of red haired kids in the Trobriand Islands—I figured the 

result of some passing Swedish seafarer leaving behind his gene pool.  

I came home after two days to begin my life as a mother, lucky to find that my 

breasts were bountiful in their milk supply. But as we all know, nursing a new born baby is 
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an exhausting affair. It soon left me with a yearning desire to sleep more than two or three 

hours at a time. In the Trobriand Island fashion Charles was closely involved, nursing the 

baby back to sleep as I struggled with the 2am feed. In the Trobriand Islands it is common 

for the father to allow the baby to suckle on his nipples when being weaned, which usually 

happens when the baby is little more than twelve months old, and it is common to see men 

walking along the road with small children on their hips, while their womenfolk walk along 

carrying food and other items in large woven baskets on their heads. My in-laws were 

horrified when, on my mother’s advice of how to get the baby to sleep through this early 

morning feeding time, I put him to sleep in a room of his own and gave him a bottle of boiled 

water. They could not imagine such stupidity, exposing a baby alone to the forces of 

witchcraft and sorcery that haunted the nights, or the heartlessness of leaving him to 

cry. However, they were so intimidated by my status as an educated white woman of the 

former colonial power, that they did not challenge me directly. Instead they took to nursing 

him to sleep themselves.  

Try as I might, the world of the Trobriand Islands remained outside my 

understanding—exotic and ‘other’. In a world of clans and family networks, I had no 

connections of my own. Many embarrassments continued. I remember one distinctly—

a mumu feast in the garden with our Trobriand Island extended family network. They were 

all talking in a language I still could not speak. By then Charles’ young cousin brother, 

Aggrey, had come to live with us to go to high school.  His village name was Arkalu. I 

remember attempting to speak his village name, when Charles sidled up to me and 

whispered, “Please call him by Aggrey, you just called my brother cunt.” In fact it was not 

until many years later, back living in Australia, when I read the Australian writer, Randolph 

Stow’s novel, ‘Visitants’, published in 1979 and set in the Trobriand Islands, that I found a 

way to enter into the Trobriand’s inner rhythms and logic. 6  I wished I had read it much 

earlier. It is a much better introduction to the world of the Trobriand Islands than the 

writings of the many anthropologists who have studied this culture over the years, following 

Malinowski’s studies in the late 1920s.  

Stow, with his gift for languages, had spent time as a patrol officer (kiap) in the 

Trobriand Islands in 1959 and he sets his novel against a fictional official inquiry into the 

suicide of a patrol officer while on patrol in the Island of Kaileuna, which lies a short distance 

across the ocean lagoon from Losuia. The novel is told through the voices of the different 
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participants in the saga that led to the suicide: the voices of the old white planter and his 

Trobriand Island ‘wife’, the chief and his more educated nephew who has claims on the 

chieftainship and who breaks the rules by sleeping with one of the old Chief’s wives, and the 

patrol officer himself who had gone ‘troppo’, crossing over through immersion in Trobriand 

Island culture and language so that he no longer felt at home in the world of his colonial 

bosses. It is one of those rare novels that are truly postcolonial in tone and voice, helping the 

English language reader somehow go beyond our culturally embedded way of experiencing 

things—revealing the power of the arts to traverse this possibility. As the writer, Drusilla 

Modjeska says, it is a novel of voices—echoes, rumours, languages understood and 

misunderstood—given to us with no controlling narrator as the different voices, English 

and Kilivila, weave back and forth, among, around and against each other to create a 

powerful sense of entering into the culture—something I never achieved. 

Professional Life in PNG 

When Genou was five months old, bored with life as a stay-at-home wife and 

mother, I got a job teaching Development Studies at the Administrative College. Papua New 

Guinea was preparing for self-government, which required a rapid program of localisation of 

the public service, replacing expatriate staff with trained Papua New Guinea staff. It was 

interesting work, plunging me directly into the points of tension between Australian 

administration and PNG culture.  

Cargo cults were one of the most interesting expressions of this. In trying to 

understand the seemingly magical source of European wealth, villagers sought to copy the 

European customs they observed—planes landing and disgorging huge quantities of material 

goods and food without any visible signs of how it was all produced, native police marching 

in formation, the mysterious practice of writing on paper. Cargo cults also sought to use 

ritual to recapture the centre of political power and authority back into their village life. I 

remember the Peli Cargo Cult in the Sepik. Under the leadership of George Peli, villagers 

began destroying their food gardens and constructing ‘power houses’ instead, to allow for 

the cargo wealth to arrive. Such cults had serious consequences, threatening drastic food 

shortages and filling the villages with anxiety, excitement and tension. Because of this, it was 

the job of kiaps (district patrol officers) to quell such cults and re-establish peace.  



 
 
 
 

LIFE IN THE THIRD WORLD 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 51 

When Genou was about twenty months old, my mother visited me from Australia.  

She was pleasantly surprised to see that I lived in a western style duplex, enjoying almost the 

middle class lifestyle I would have enjoyed in Australia. I took advantage of her visit to 

discuss the possibility of Genou travelling back with her to Australia, while Charles and I took 

a short trip to Britain and Europe. I was keen to secure such a trip for myself so that I 

wouldn’t end up resenting all the overseas trips that Charles was being offered, and so that I 

could satisfy my curiosity about this world of Europe that I had once dreamed of as my 

future destination. My mother agreed.  

We waved goodbye to Genou who was thankfully preoccupied with his fascination 

with the aeroplane to object to this dramatic turn of events. We soon left for London where 

Charles and I stayed with Australian friends of ours from PNG, Annette and Nick and their 

children. They were both studying at the London School of Economics. I have a photo of 

Charles and I punting on the River Cam at Cambridge—a skill acquired in the ocean lagoon of 

the Trobriand Islands. From there we flew to the Hague where we hired a car and drove 

south via Amsterdam for a few days and then through Germany to Paris where we stayed in 

a little hotel on the Left Bank. From there we drove on across the Pyrennees to Barcelona, 

then Nice and onto Rome where we caught the plane home.   

It was a strange journey. Charles’ experience of overseas travel was official tours, 

everything taken care of. Here we were on our own, a mixed race couple navigating Europe 

without any language other than English. It was a form of tourism I never liked, looking but 

not being part of the lives we looked at. It was good to experience Europe, but not the 

experience I had dreamed about. We flew home via Brisbane. Charles flew on to Moresby, 

while I joined my sister in Brisbane. My mother never did take Genou home with her, 

worried about my father’s reaction. Instead Genou had stayed with my sister and husband 

and their young son, born one year before Genou. We flew together with the children up to 

see our parents. Genou looked at me warily. I remember that first night when my mother 

put him to bed with me in my room. In the morning, when he looked at me he flew into my 

arms and from that point would not allow anyone else to hold him, fearful that I might go 

away again. With Genou safely in my arms, we returned home to our lives in Port Moresby. 

My work at the Administrative College saw me plunge into the intellectual world of 

‘development studies’ and post-colonialism—how to help newly independent countries 
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develop their own economies to serve their own people. I would have many interesting 

conversations with my closest friends: the anthropologist Inge Riebe, who was busy with 

fieldwork among the Kalam for her Master’s degree, another sociologist Jenny Skempton 

who taught at the University of Papua New Guinea, and Lorraine Blaxter, an anthropologist 

who also taught at the university and was married to fellow academic, Abdul Paliwala, an 

Indian African economist from Tanzania. We spent many hours debating the many issues 

posed by the project of ‘development’. Inge and Jenny both ended up in close intimate 

relationships with Papua New Guineans they met through the university. Inge was the one 

who most understood development’s implications for indigenous cultures, as she was 

embedded in the world of the Kalam who lived in the more remote highlands. In studying 

their culture, she was focused on understanding its ways of knowing. She also became very 

close to her lover John Waiko’s family from Tabara in the coastal Northern Province and 

spent time with them in their village.   

Book Knowledge is Not Real Knowledge 

I remember one poignant discussion we had, when Inge told me about an experience 

she had with the Kalam. One of Inge’s research supervisors was the anthropologist Ralph 

Bulmer, whose field of study was bird classification systems in Papua New Guinea, including 

among the Kalam where Inge was conducting her field research. He therefore asked Inge to 

investigate the level of knowledge that people had of the different species. Over the course 

of a week Inge said she talked to a range of people, men and women, young and old, asking 

them to list birds. Ralph’s instructions were that she could prompt them once or twice when 

they ran dry, from the list he had given her. At the end of this process one of the elders 

came to her. 

“Inge we know you. We know that you cannot even see the birds that are clear to 

our eyes. But here you sit before us, puzzling us with your knowledge of our birds. Now we 

see how your book knowledge is not real knowledge.”  

At that stage of my life in PNG I was so invested in the ‘development’ project, I didn’t 

fully appreciate the whole epistemological question of the Western hegemony of intellectual 

thought and what it meant. Although my husband, Charles, carried other ways of knowing 

through his Trobriand heritage, what we shared in common was a passionate commitment 

to the challenges of ‘development’ in transitioning PNG to post-colonial independence. 
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While I worked at the Administrative College, Charles rose rapidly through the union ranks, 

as the advocate presenting wage cases and then as Chairman of the National Wages Board, 

hearing cases put by a visiting Bob Hawke from the ACTU. As part of Charles’ training he was 

also sent overseas to study different trade union structures, and as a result was invited to 

become the Director of the Bureau of Industrial Organisations, dealing with the rest of the 

workforce, including rural plantation workers who had been employed on indentured slave-

like conditions.  

By 1974, I moved from the Administrative College to work as a social planner at the 

newly established National Planning Office, attracted by the idea of working directly on 

social policy, rather than teaching others. My work involved furthering women’s 

participation in development and working on subsistence food production as the interface 

between health and agriculture. The Australian administration had used their agricultural 

extension workers to promote cash cropping among the men, principally in coffee and 

rubber plantations, as a way of diverting the men from their traditional occupation in tribal 

fighting.  

However, because women had always been the principal producers of food staples, 

such as kau kau (sweet potato) and in the care of pigs, which were a source of large 

exchange ceremonies to solve land disputes and tribal fighting, all too often the men would 

use their income from coffee cash cropping for ceremonial exchanges and purchasing 

vehicles to drive along the rough highway that linked the Highlands to coastal Lae, rather 

than feeding their families. From a health perspective, I argued that agricultural extension 

needed to address the links between food production, diet and health that belonged to 

women’s role in PNG society, a policy imperative that took me to an innovative project 

exploring the use of ‘appropriate technologies’ being developed in the Sepik area. I also 

became involved in looking into the better management of urban squatter settlements, my 

introduction to the world of urban planning and housing policy.  

A First Glimpse into the Challenges of Perception and Reality 

However, it was through my marriage into Trobriand Island culture that I first began 

to question the absolute hold on ‘objective’ truth that was claimed by the knowledge system 

of my culture, in which I was steeped through my university studies. It took quite a while 

despite my sincere desire to respect the cultures of Papua New Guinea. I would slowly come 
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to realise that what we see, hear and feel is through the veil of culture and language that 

names some things and excludes others. Culture and language obscure as much as they 

reveal. The first chink happened when I was attending a funeral gathering at the house of 

Charles’ cousin who was a local doctor at Port Moresby hospital. Their cousin Daugi had got 

into a conflict with his wife when he returned home from work to find his wife and her 

relatives had eaten all of the betel nut, an addictive mild stimulant that is chewed with lime 

powder to make it sweet.  

In the scuffle Daugi had kicked his wife in the side, rupturing her spleen, swollen from 

malaria that is endemic in the Trobriand Islands. While Daugi’s wife lay dying in 

hospital, Daugi and his relatives were camped in the hospital grounds to demonstrate their 

sorrow. We would take them cooked food every day. After she died, we all gathered for 

mourning at the doctor’s house. Daugi sat inside with his children and we all filed into the 

room to weep with them, demonstrating that we were not part of any witchcraft or sorcery 

plot. Any death is a breach in the network of exchange relationships by which Trobriand 

Island society is knitted together. Repairing that rupture is the focus of mourning.   

I remember the incident vividly. Outside the house where we were gathered, an old 

woman began wailing loudly in Kilivila language and everyone stopped speaking, to listen. I 

asked Charles what she was saying.   

He told me she said, “Do not blame Daugi. It was not his kick that killed 

her. The betel nut was poisoned.”  

Everyone remembered that the pilot who had brought the betel nut from the 

Trobriand Islands was the son of a woman famed for her witchcraft powers.  

I insisted, “Ask your doctor cousin. Of course it was the kick that killed her,” firmly 

attached as I was to the ‘facts’ of the matter. 

The explanation of accidental death from the rupture of a swollen spleen was 

insufficient, for not everyone dies who is kicked and previously had malaria. Something else 

must be at work—witchcraft or sorcery linked to clan politics. Slowly I began to realise that 

my need for such a simple causal explanation did not help heal the rift of her death, whereas 

witchcraft did. The mourners simply sourced the causes back into the complex web of clan 
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conflict over land and resources. The rift was repaired not by blame and revenge, but by the 

complex exchange rituals that accompany every death.  

Even in urban areas like Port Moresby, Trobriand Islanders continued funeral 

exchange ceremonies, even for people who had died back home in the village. It is quite 

common in the Trobriand Islands for major conflict to be resolved by exchange ceremonies 

to avoid physical conflict. As malaria is endemic, and death is quite common, a great 

proportion of Charles’ salary went on the purchase of pigs for mourning ceremonies. In this 

way I also experienced how modernity and the nuclearisation of the family made the 

continuity of traditional obligations difficult, particularly in a matrilineal culture like the 

Trobriand Islands.  

By marrying an Australian like myself, Charles had halved his kinship obligations, but 

in so doing, in his matrilineal culture our children could not inherit any land through my 

brother. Further, I had no kin of my own to call on to meet my obligations. I solved the 

conflict between funding our nuclear family’s costs in a modern urban setting, and our 

meeting traditional obligations, by funding our family with my salary, and freeing up Charles 

to use his for traditional purposes, including support for his father who was trying to re-

establish himself back in the village. However, despite these small insights, my days were 

preoccupied with the issues posed by ‘development’—how to help PNG develop the 

economic and social infrastructure required to allow it to become an independent nation 

state, holding its own in the world. Questions of epistemology and the structure of 

knowledge systems were well in the background. 

Self Government and Independence for PNG  

In 1975, Papua New Guinea achieved independence, officially an independent realm 

of the British Commonwealth under the British Queen. As the wife of a senior PNG official, I 

found myself one of the guests at the official dinner reception with Queen Elizabeth and 

Prince Phillip. I remember teasing my mother that it takes marrying a black man to have 

dinner with the Queen.  

When Charles was recruited in 1975 from the Bureau to understudy David Beatty, 

the Canadian Director of the National Planning Office, to become its PNG director, he joined 

the powerful inner circle of government officials known as the ‘Gang of Four’. Supported by 
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‘technical’ advisors that included Australia’s Ross Garnaut in the Treasury Department who 

helped establish the National Public Expenditure Plan, they took on the herculean task of 

redirecting colonial expenditures to meet the new national goals. The ‘Gang’ consisted of 

the newly appointed Indigenous PNG heads of the key departments—each from a different 

ethnic group within PNG: Rabbie Namaliu of the Public Service Commission, a Tolai from 

New Britain; Mekere Morauta of Treasury, a Toaripi from the Gulf; Tony Siaguru of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, from the Sepik; and Charles Lepani of the National Planning Office from 

the Trobriand Islands.  

Drawing on international experience, along with their advisors they were determined 

to set PNG on a path that would not descend into the chaos that had gripped many African 

nations. Using a disciplined budgetary process, they established the ‘Eight Point Plan’ to set 

priorities for all future budgetary expenditure. When I joined the National Planning Office in 

1974, before Charles appointment, I was part of the team that grilled departments, along 

with Treasury officials, to discuss their budgets and especially how their forward estimates 

intended to advance the goals of the ‘Eight Point Plan’.  

It was professionally thrilling to find myself right at the heart of government and 

policy-making. When Cabinet met, the PNG department heads guided them through this 

process of financial discipline, using extensive visual aids to overcome the Cabinet’s poor 

command of English language and lack of a formal education. The cabinet room was 

equipped with huge sliding boards on which all the information was laid out in graphic form, 

the work of the graphics team in the National Planning Office. 

Charles’ new position in the National Planning Office saw him make further regular 

overseas trips, now to negotiate foreign aid agreements and accompany the PNG Prime 

Minister, Michael Somare. With Charles now being trained to head up the National Planning 

Office, I moved out from under his feet in the National Planning Office across to the Lands 

Department to work as the Director of Social Policy in the Office of Environment and 

Conservation. I worked with Dr Peter Ellyard who had come to Papua New Guinea to help 

design its first environmental protection legislation, having previously been an advisor to the 

Minister for the Environment in the Whitlam government.  
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In this new role I took on coordination of the national population policy that saw me 

working with the United Nations Development Agency on commissioning research and film 

projects. I also travelled to Thailand and Bali with a Papua New Guinea family planning 

nurse, Tindawan Kapori, a large, dark skinned, proud and fierce looking women, who was 

the daughter of a tribal chief (Big Man) of the Enga Province in the Western Highlands, a 

people famed for their tribal fighting. We were looking into Thailand and Bali’s success in 

helping spread family planning methods among the men through vasectomies and freely 

dispensed condoms. One of my most vivid memories from this study tour was being invited 

to interview a man, via a helpful Thai translator, while he was actively undergoing a 

vasectomy operation. In Bali we were hosted by the Balinese government and treated to 

ceremonial dancing, visits to the exquisitely beautiful Balinese villages, and great food—such 

a different atmosphere from Java.  

As part of my work for the Office of Environment and Conservation, I also looked into 

the social impact of large-scale development projects including the Bougainville and 

Ok Tedi copper mines, as well as large agricultural rubber projects in the Sepik. As well as 

visiting Bougainville and seeing the huge scar that the road to the mine made through the 

landscape, I remember travelling by helicopter to talk with the Ok Tedi mine crew at the 

summit of Mt Fubilan at the headwaters of the Fly River in the very early stages of the 

mine’s development. Tribal men who still wore long gourds sticking up in the air as their 

penis covers, came out to greet us. My life in Papua New Guinea was rich and challenging on 

so many levels. I was only 30 years of age. 

Family Life 

In 1976 I was pregnant with my second child. In fact, although Charles returned to 

PNG from another overseas aid mission in time for the birth, he was up country for work 

when my son was born. I asked one of our friends, Meg Taylor, born of a Highlands mother 

and Jim Taylor, a well-known white Australian coffee planter, to be in the labour ward with 

me. In this way my second son came to be called Justin Masi Lepani, Masi being the name of 

Meg’s maternal Chimbu grandfather from the Highlands of PNG. With a Law Degree from 

the University of Melbourne, and later a Master’s Degree from Harvard, Meg went on to 

have an impressive international career as a diplomat, law reform commissioner and 

Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Forum. This time my pregnancy was not so easy.  For 
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several months I had been plagued by asthma and asked the doctor to induce me. I couldn’t 

wait to be free of the heavy weight of pregnancy in the humid heat of Moresby. Luckily for 

me, although induced, my labour also lasted no more than a couple of hours. Soon I was 

back home where baby Justin became the apple of his father’s eye. 

PNG is a very child centred culture. It was a wonderful place to be a working mother. 

Once I took up my job at the Administrative College, baby Genou was looked after by a 

Trobriand aunty. I would drop him off at his aunty’s house in the morning and collect him 

after work, where I would find him being entertained by a group gathered in the garden. It 

was special to see the way the young men, gathered in the group, played so 

unselfconsciously with this baby boy. Soon after Justin was born in June 1976, we moved to 

live in one of the executive houses on Tuaguba Hill looking out over Koki Market, which 

came with Charles position as Director of the National Planning Office. Charles’ cousin, 

Susan, came from the village to be Justin’s nanny, joining his niece, Julie, who was living with 

us to attend high school.   

During their stay with us, one night when I went to the kitchen to organise a bottle of 

milk for little Justin, I forgot to lock the door that separated the bedroom wing from the 

living area. Charles and I woke up to screams coming from Susan and Julie, who had woken 

to find a man on top of her. Naked, Charles rushed out, chasing the man through the 

corridor into the living room. As he joined his friend to dive through the dining room window 

where they had broken in, as Charles tried to grab him they stabbed him through his wrist.  

We called the police, but the young constables were too afraid to chase the robbers, even 

though they were obviously drunk on the grog they had stolen in the house, as we could 

hear them crashing in the bushes down the hill from our house.  

Break and enter crimes were a regular feature of life in PNG towns, especially 

Moresby and Lae, even in those days. PNG people did not easily accept the vast inequalities 

of wealth between them and the elites. They had come from a society where such wealth 

inequalities were far less marked, and where the wealthy earned their status through 

distributing their wealth in order to accumulate obligation. In the new society of PNG, status 

now came from keeping your wealth to yourself—a fundamental rupture with traditional 

values. Gradually the towns developed ‘rascal’ gangs of young men full of resentment and 

bravado who made such crimes of ‘forced redistribution’ their occupation. In more recent 
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times, guns have been added to this volatile situation, guns traded in from Indonesia, or 

stolen from expatriates. 

After this incident, Susan returned to the village, and Julie left to live with other 

family members. Justin and Genou now had a new nanny in Sina, who arrived at my door 

one day pleading with me to take her on as my housekeeper, as her current employer, who 

lived nearby, did not treat her very well. As a result, together with her husband Kaupa and 

her son Una, all from Chimbu in the Highlands, Sina moved into the rather small hut in the 

grounds of our house, which had been built as a ‘boy house’—a relic of the colonial system 

that had marked the huge discrepancy in living conditions between the ‘whites’ and the 

‘natives’. We were not altogether comfortable with the arrangement. Charles was culturally 

uneasy about having a Highlander look after his Trobriand Island children, and both of us 

recognised the huge disparity in living conditions between ours, in the large executive 

house, and Sina and her little family in the small hut in the grounds. But what to do? At least 

they had accommodation, a precious commodity for people migrating into the city in search 

of work.  

As I settled into this new arrangement, I was always amazed about the relationship 

between white Australians and their ‘native’ house staff. For me it was an employment 

relationship with defined tasks, hours, and expectations, but for many it seemed an open 

arrangement of demanding expectations that led to sullen resentments, particularly when 

the colonial ‘missus’ was forever around the house herself. The colonial nature of these 

relationships were perfectly expressed in the idea that the quasi male servants were ‘house 

boys’ no matter their actual age—the infantilisation of ‘natives’ through the strange 

assumption that their lack of a formal education and inability to speak and read the English 

language prevented them being adults.   

As Papua New Guinea began to experience its own group of educated, English 

speaking professionals and other types of skilled workers, class relationships of colonial 

society, and the strong sense of identity that existed between the different language groups 

of PNG, became overlaid by the emergence of a new group of PNG elites. Papuans regarded 

themselves differently from the New Guinea side. Coastals were different to both 

Highlanders and Islanders. Each group had their own language and customs. During colonial 

times, on the Papuan side ‘Police Motu’ had been the colonial lingua franca, while on the 



 
 
 
 

LIFE IN THE THIRD WORLD AND RETURN TO AUSTRALIA 

 60 

more populous German controlled New Guinea side it had been Melanesian Pidgin—which 

now became the dominant lingua franca across the country. Charles was caught up in 

developing the policies to manage these tensions as his group of PNG civil servants and 

political leaders tried to craft a nation from these different cultural groups and vastly 

different levels of access to education. The Highlanders were more populous, but had the 

least access to a modern education during the colonial period. 

I had little command of Pidgin but Sina my new housekeeper and I somehow 

managed. Genou played with Una who was three or four years older, but already spoke 

English. I remember one terrifying incident. Lady Cleland, the wife of a previous Australian 

Administrator of PNG, lived down the road. Una told me that her housekeeper was going to 

take his son and Una fishing at nearby Ella Beach. Could Genou come too? I’m a trusting sort 

of person, so I said yes as I knew Una was a very responsible little boy, and they would be 

with an adult. However when I arrived home from work at about 3.30pm, neither Una 

nor Genou had yet returned home. When I called into Lady Cleland’s house to talk with her 

housekeeper, he told me that he had not been able to get away to take them, but 

that Una and Genou and gone on alone to nearby Ella Beach. Where were they? Sina and 

Kaupa were frantic.  

We piled into my car with baby Justin and drove to the main police station 

at Hohola. They advised us to look where the boys were expected to be. We drove along Ella 

Beach. There was no sign of them. Darkness was fast approaching. Sina wailed in Melanesian 

Pidgin in the backseat, “Misis ting ting bilong mi wanpela man bilong ailand kisim em” (I 

think a man from the Highlands has kidnapped Genou). As we drove around to Port 

Moresby’s deepwater port, Sina’s husband offered an alternative scenario, equally 

frightening. “Misis, ting ting bilong mi wata em kaikai em” (I think Genou has drowned). I 

fervently prayed that neither of these two scenarios would prove true. Much to my relief, as 

we drove towards the control box for the Port Authority, we spied two small children 

perched up in the control tower. It was Una and Genou. They had indeed ventured to 

the deepwater port to fish, and Una, anxious to come home with a catch, had kept putting 

off leaving. When darkness fell, they were too scared to walk home so they took refuge with 

the Port Authority watch tower, who had no way of knowing how to contact me. Una’s 

parents were so furious with him that they started beating him mercilessly, so I rescued him 

and made him stay with us for the night. Charles was away on government business in 
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Bougainville at the time, so luckily he was not there to witness how I had put our precious 

child at so much risk. I have never to this day told him about this incident. 

When Charles happened to be in London at the Commonwealth Heads of 

Government Meeting in 1977, at the same time as my parents were on their first overseas 

holiday, I arranged for him to meet my father for the first time. Charles told me how he 

picked them up in a diplomatic limousine and took them to dinner at the Dorchester. Now 

an internationally sophisticated official, Charles was able to regale them with stories of 

foreign Commonwealth Leaders. I can imagine how my father, a tradesman from regional 

Queensland, was finally kicked off his perch of racial superiority as he found himself being 

entertained by his now internationally sophisticated PNG son-in-law. However, by 1978, the 

tensions of a cross-cultural marriage had begun to put a strain on our relationship. We had 

always been good friends and intellectual companions but through his prominent role in 

politics Charles had attracted other, younger women. It finally unravelled when he began a 

secret relationship with a young American woman, and under the strain of this we agreed to 

separate and divorce.  

Separation, Divorce and a New Love 

I remember the week of our separation well, sitting in the Port Moresby cinema 

watching the film, ‘Annie Hall’, as my world fell apart. It was painful to come to terms with 

the end of my marriage and family life, and an imagined life in PNG. I knew that I could 

probably play the child card, and possibly force Charles to give up his new love. But I knew, 

somehow, that it was over; that I needed to carve out a new life for myself. During the week 

of our separation, when Charles moved out of our Government executive house, we met 

regularly over lunch and cried together. He took all the blame upon himself, reassuring me 

that I had been a wonderful wife and mother, and in this way left me with my dignity.   

They were tumultuous times, as while Charles went overseas on some new 

government mission to South America, I unexpectedly began a new love affair 

with Yash Ghai, a visiting law professor from Upsala University, an international expert in 

constitutional law for colonial governments transitioning to independence. He had been 

recruited by the Somare Government to help draft their constitution for their independence, 

granted in 1975, and had since then regularly visited PNG to consult with the government, 

particularly as regards the devolution of powers to PNG provinces. This was a thorny issue, 
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particularly for the people of Bougainville. An Oxford graduate, Yash was an Indian African 

who had grown up in Nairobi in Kenya. He had been the foundation law professor for the 

University of East Africa where he had met his Swedish wife, and thence moved 

to Upsala. By the time we met, Yash’s own marriage had dissolved. I guess it was this 

experience of a shared failed cross-cultural marriage and the pain and confusion of it all that 

brought us together.  

As Port Moresby felt too small to be the ex foreign wife of such a prominent official 

as Charles, I decided to move back to Australia with my two sons, then aged six and two 

years. Things moved quickly. With the help of my boss, Peter Ellyard, I got an interview for a 

position of Social Planner at the NSW Department of Environment and Planning, which was 

headed up by one of Peter’s friends from the Whitlam years. I knew absolutely nothing 

about urban planning, but Peter coached me on how to handle the interview, stressing the 

breadth of my experience, including dealing with urbanisation in Port Moresby and my 

ability to work with complex problems. Much to my surprise I got the job, no doubt due to 

Peter’s glowing reference. 

Back in Moresby, I set about planning my departure for Sydney. I decided I wanted to 

take the children with me, even though I recognised that it would be somewhat traumatic 

for them. But I was confident in the power of my love for them and my ability to carve out 

a new life. Charles was still away but I was worried that when old man Lepani Watson 

became aware that I was taking the children with me to Australia, he might seek to prevent 

this. When I had word he was coming to Moresby to see me, I arranged with Charles’ friend, 

Rabbi Namaliu and his wife Margaret, to pretend that I was living with them, and to meet 

with my father-in-law at their house. I didn’t need to have had this fear. The old man made 

no such move and treated me with great kindness.    

Yash later confessed to me that he thought he had taken advantage of my 

vulnerability, but I assured him that he had rescued me by giving me confidence in myself as 

a sexually desirable woman. I was only thirty-two years old. But now divorced with two 

children, I felt I was already old, replaced by a woman ten years younger than me. In fact 

Yash was the first man with whom I was truly able to experience relaxed sexual intimacy. He 

had a way of holding himself back, allowing me to set the pace, being much more interested 
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in my pleasure than his own, and in this I slowly gained sexual confidence in myself as a 

lover.  

Return to Australia 

It was time to return to Australia and make a new life for myself, leaving the world of 

PNG behind me. It was a challenging transition. A week later we left for our new life in 

Sydney. In many ways I was glad to be out of a failing relationship, bolstered by the surprise 

of a new love. But I was also heartbroken at the loss of our family life and I keenly felt my 

children’s confusion. It was also the end of the dream of my becoming truly a member of 

PNG society, of permanently crossing the colonial divide. Interestingly, neither of my 

children have any memory of a life when their parents both lived together, now overtaken 

by other experiences of life with me in Australia, and life with their father in his new 

marriage. 

I had no extended family in Sydney to call on. I did not want to involve my parents, 

and their “I told you so” refrain, and I had lost contact with my network of friends from the 

Sydney Push and university circle. I decided to try to live in East Balmain as I had two friends 

from PNG who were living there after moving back to Australia. My children and I arrived in 

Sydney during one of those times when Sydney was experiencing an extreme shortage of 

rental accommodation. However, due to the generosity of a Balmain real estate agent, we 

were able to camp in a house at East Balmain during the few weeks between sale and 

settlement with its new owners. Still hoping to find a place to rent, Genou started school at 

East Balmain Primary. Justin was looked after by a nanny who was employed by one of my 

friends from Papua New Guinea for their own young children. Fortuitously they lived right 

across the street from the school.    

My children deeply missed their father and their extended Trobriand Island family. 

Little Justin would often cry for his father while Genou and I tried to comfort him. Charles 

regularly phoned to speak with the children and both of us remained committed to 

supporting our children through these difficult times for all of us. In those early years after 

the end of our marriage, our strong friendship, founded at university and through the 

tumultuous years of PNG’s transition to becoming an independent nation, helped both of us 

cope. Charles was caught up in the excitement of a new relationship, and the many 

challenges of his professional life and I was cushioned in my new loneliness by letters and 
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phone calls from a distant Yash. However, for the children it was no doubt a bewildering and 

unsettling time. Unable to find a place to rent in Balmain, I finally found something at 

Waverton on Sydney’s north shore. I remember the night we moved. I left my children with 

my friends Nick and Annette at their Balmain house, while I drove my old station wagon, 

laden with our few possessions, across Sydney Harbour Bridge and along the road that 

wound around the foreshore to our new home. I then had to make my way back to Balmain, 

collect my sleeping children from friends, and take the drive back over the bridge to begin 

our new life at Waverton.  

Genou now had to move school to North Sydney Primary School, while I secured a 

place for Justin at the adjacent childcare centre, which also provided a before and after 

school care program for Genou. I was on a tight time regime. I would drive up the road and 

drop the children at the childcare centre no sooner than 8.15 am. Then I had to rush back 

and park my car near Waverton Station, catch the train into Sydney, switch at Wynyard 

Station and travel via the City Circle to the Liverpool Street Station on Hyde Park, dashing 

across the road to clock on in the Department’s office by 9am. In those days, although we 

had flex time that allowed us to negotiate our starting and ending times and accumulate flex 

leave, the flex time deal with the public service union required our time at work to be 

recorded by a machine, just like factory workers. We were also compulsorily required to take 

at least thirty minutes off for our lunch break. I had little scope for accumulating flex time. At 

the end of each day, I had to complete the reverse commute procedure, leaving no earlier 

than 5pm to collect the children before 5.30pm.  

Meanwhile, Yash Ghai and I continued our long distance relationship, which lasted 

for over the next ten years. He was a patient, gentle and sensuous lover, a brilliant cook, a 

man of noble values and commitment and towering intellect. He taught me the value of 

ambiguity—of how to live with no tidy solutions. Although by the time I had settled back in 

Australia, Yash had moved from Upsala to take up a professorship at the University of 

Warwick, his two children still lived in Sweden with their mother, taking their holidays with 

him. Mine were living with me in Australia and taking their holidays in PNG. The logistics 

made it impossible for us to consider a life together.  

However, following his role as the main constitutional advisor to the PNG 

government for their independence and ongoing constitutional issues, Yash became a 
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constitutional advisor to the Vanuatu and Solomon Island Governments for their 

independence, and an advisor to the Fijian Government over the conflict with their Indian 

population. This allowed Yash to regularly pass through Australia and spend a little time with 

me. When my children visited their father during school holidays, I would meet up with 

Yash, either in his large country house in Hunningham where he now lived, commuting 

through country lanes to the university, or for holidays in different parts of the world. These 

we spent in Nepal visiting Kathmandu and Pokhara for a trek along the Annapurna Trail, in 

New York staying with friends in their apartment on Central Park West, and later when Yash 

moved to work at the University of Singapore, visiting Lake Toba in Sumatra. In this way our 

long distance relationship sustained me for ten years. I still have a cache of the letters he 

wrote to me, mostly aerograms—those days before email. Frequently lonely and stressed 

out as a single working mother, Yash was my emotional anchor, the special person in my life 

who made me feel that I was still loveable as a woman and with whom I shared a rich 

intellectual friendship. 

My professional life was also full of changes. After two years working at the 

Department of Environment and Planning, frustrated with the limitations of social planning 

through controls over land use without any links to budget allocations for services provision, 

and in search of where the centre of government power and influence lay, in 1980 I moved 

to take up a position in the Cabinet Office of the NSW Premiers Department when Neville 

Wran led the reformist Labor government. The department was led by the indomitable and 

fearsome Gerry Gleeson, whom many in his department regarded with barely disguised 

terror.  

After the somewhat progressive culture of the Department of Planning and 

Environment, I found the Cabinet Office a cultural backwater, what I came to call the  ‘grey 

cardigan and jam sandwich set’. I had joined the NSW public service in late 1978 at a time 

when the public service was only just admitting university graduates to senior positions, 

rather than requiring them to climb up the ranks from base grades, thus ensuring that senior 

public servants were fully inculcated in public service ‘culture’; its rules and procedures. We 

new graduate recruits were a new breed in public service culture, more inclined to question 

things. When I took two years leave of absence in 1982 to take up a position as Director of 

the NSW Council of Social Service (NCOSS), Susie Bunting, one of my fellow graduate 

colleagues in the Cabinet Office farewelled me with the following poem. 
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This robust Northern woman 

Of manner and mien resolute 

Arrived just like Cyclone Tracey 

Engaged in noble pursuit 

“And while I’m on that topic . . .” 

(For she has an eclectic mind) 

Here’s a coffee machine to help you 

Escape the café-bar grind”. 

 

Of truth and right and justice 

And the all Libertarian way 

And who amongst us can forget 

Or even rue the day 

 

A silence ensued, and bewildered eyes 

Sought each other as if lost, 

And files and biros rustled 

At this opening riposte 

 

When Barbara burst upon us 

Like a pristine Brisbane dawn 

Arranged in Indian colours 

But no bureaucratic pawn 

 

But alas, this ray of sunshine 

Was as transient as the day, 

And our Bird of Paradise leaves us 

To fly far far away. 

I’m here quoth she in a manner stern, 

And I want you all to know 

That the forebears of my children 

Were magicians long ago! 

 

But as she wheels towards the goal 

Of bigger and brighter things 

May she muse on the Carroll-like jungle left 

Where cabbages of’t are kings. 

In this poem Susie captured the frisson I caused in the office, including my 

determination to free us from the dreadful machine coffee on offer. I’d also deliberately 

provoked my branch head’s ire when I invited Inge up to my office after she rang me saying 

she was down in the street with my university friend, Wendy Bacon and her fellow activists. 

They were protesting the conviction of Victoria Roberts for murder, for killing her husband 

who had seriously abused her over many years. They had already created quite a stir, 

breaking into the Cabinet Room and showering it with flour, as part of their protest. This 

marked the beginning of what became a long campaign to redress the issues around 

domestic violence that came to a head through Rosie Batty, named Australian of the Year in 

2015. I also worked closely with Hans Heilpern, then Chief of Staff to Frank Walker as NSW 

Attorney General, on a Cabinet submission to reform the Parole of Prisoners Act. Wendy and 

her friends were also involved in a prison reform campaign with an active group of ex 

prisoners, whom Hans and I secretly met with to discuss the bill’s main proposals.   
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However, when approached to take over NCOSS from Eva Cox, who was moving on 

to take up a job in the office of Don Grimes, Minister for Social Security in the Hawke 

Government, I couldn’t resist the idea of pushing policy reform from the freedom of the 

‘outside’. Eva was a hard act to follow. She had ridden the crest of the Whitlam 

Government’s initiative to fund community-based social services, challenging the previous 

dominance of the more traditional church-based charities, and revolutionising the whole 

area of community services. When I took up the position, I encountered a welfare sector 

that was experiencing many tensions in their approach to providing services in the non-

government sector, and I had to deal with Rex Jackson as Minister for Community Services—

a minister who was soon jailed for corruption.  

Balmain  

During this time, I also moved from Waverton to Balmain. Charles and I had managed 

to build a house on some land in Moresby, which we rented out. My 50 per cent share of the 

sale of this house provided me with a sizeable deposit to buy a place of my own in Sydney.  

Property on the North Shore was beyond my reach, but I found a renovated wooden terrace 

house next to a small park in Goodsir Street, on the boundary between Rozelle and Balmain.  

This involved another move for Genou, from North Sydney Primary School to Rozelle Primary 

School, and another set of childcare arrangements for Justin and after school care for 

Genou.  However, after settling into to life in Balmain for a couple of years, my delight of 

living in my own home was soon disturbed. As my work with NCOSS frequently involved 

evening meetings, I had employed Kelly, a local senior high school student as an after-school 

nanny for the children, which involved collecting Justin from child care, cooking their meal, 

and looking after them until I arrived home. On one such evening, when I arrived home I was 

met by a frantic Kelly who told me that after Genou arrived home from school, he had gone 

off to play in the park with his friends, some local kids, and had not come home. I was 

already a bit worried about these kids, part of the old working class Balmain. We would say 

‘rough around the edges’, and one of whose parents would regularly pass by in a drunken 

state.   

I do not know where I got the intuition, but after talking with the local police station, 

I drove into the city to a new dodgem car place opposite the cinema complex in George 

Street.  There they were—the three of them, the two older boys and young Genou. I frog 
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marched them to the car and drove them to the Balmain Police Station, asking the police 

officer to “scare the shit out of them”. When we got home, under sustained questioning I 

heard the whole story.  They had ridden their bikes over the Rozelle Bridge to Birkenhead 

Point, where one of the boys had managed to steal a large sum of money from the till of one 

of the stallholders. After riding their bikes home, they had caught the bus into the city to 

ride the dodgem cars. The next part of their planned adventure was to catch the train to 

Melbourne. 

A Painful Decision 

I realised that young nine-year old Genou was at the mercy of peer pressure from 

these older boys. The only solution I could see was to sell my house and move somewhere 

else, but that would take months. Soon after this incident, Charles contacted me to ask if the 

boys could fly to Boston to join him and his new American wife, Kathy, after he finished his 

master’s degree at Harvard University, for a road trip across the US to visit her family and 

visit Disney Land. This seemed like a good solution to break the circuit. At the age of nine 

and five years of age, Genou and Justin flew as unaccompanied minors all the way across the 

Pacific and the US to meet up with their father. They were already seasoned travellers, 

having regularly flown back and forth between Sydney and Moresby for the last three years.   

While they were away I came to the painful decision that perhaps they were better 

off living with Charles and his new wife in Moresby, than what I was able to offer them, as a 

working single mother in Sydney. In Moresby they would be able to attend the International 

School, have the support of their extended Trobriand Island relatives, and a fuller family life. 

The world I could offer them felt too thin. And to really survive being bi-racial in Australia 

where racism was an enduring fact of life, maybe it was time for them to also benefit from a 

deeper immersion into PNG and their Trobriand Island culture.  

During this time, as I slowly got used to such a momentous decision, I would spend 

time at my friend Bernie’s flat at Bronte Beach, walking along the cliff path to Bondi Beach, 

communing with the ocean’s crashing waves. It felt like slowly inserting a knife into my heart 

until I got used to it being there.  Charles was delighted with my decision. After the children 

returned to Sydney from their holiday in the US, I told them that their father and I had 

agreed that they should go to live with him and Kathy in Moresby, and come to me for 

holidays. I was worried about sending Justin away as he was only five years old, but I didn’t 
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want to separate the two boys from one another.  That had been the only constant in their 

lives. 
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4: Perception and Reality 

A year had now passed since my painful decision to send Genou and Justin back to 

Moresby to live with their father and stepmother, where they were now attending the 

international school, and visiting me in Balmain for school holidays. As it was a cold and wet 

day during the Spring vacation, I remember that I decided to take us all for a visit to the 

Massim Collection of Trobriand Island artefacts held in the Australian Museum that sits 

across from Hyde Park—my attempt to connect with the world in which my children now 

lived.  

A Visit to the Massim Collection at the Australian Museum 

As we wandered through the collection, looking at the decorated carved canoe 

prows of Kula canoes, large clay pots from the Amphletts, one of which my former mother-

in-law had given me, woven baskets, and the colourful grass and pandanus palm skirts worn 

by Trobriand women, my mind took me back to those years I had spent in PNG. When we 

stood before the intricately carved Kula canoe prows, I started to tell Genou about how his 

bubu (grandfather) Lepani Watson, and great grandfather, Chief Watisoni Upawapa, were 

members of the Kula Ring that the anthropologist, Malinowski had made famous in his book, 

‘Argonauts of the Western Pacific.’7 I told him that he gave them this name because they 

were like the Greek travellers of old, braving the ocean in small vessels.   

Genou asked me, “What’s the Kula Ring?” 

We looked at the map at the side of the display, which showed all the different 

islands involved in the Kula Ring. Genou had always been very good at reading maps. Before 

GPS on smart phones, six-year old Genou had been able to act as my navigator, using the 

Gregory book of Sydney maps to find our way across different parts of Sydney. I showed him 

and Justin where the Trobriand Islands were located on the map, way to the north, off the 

east coast of the mainland of PNG.   

 “See here, that is Vakuta Island on the southern tip of Kiriwina Island. That is where 

your bubu (grandfather) was born, where his own father was the chief. Your great 

grandfather sent your bubu to the Methodist mission at Losuia to go to school, and that’s 

where he met bubu Sarah, your grandmother.  You’ve both been there to Losuia to visit your 
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bubus. Can you see where Losuia is on the map?  We made a journey from Losuia to Vakuta 

and back when you were about seven months old.  We travelled with your bubus in their 

canoe.” 

Kula Ring Islands of Melanesia—Circulation of Kula Valuables 
	
	

	

Genou was very excited about this whole idea of canoe journeys across the ocean. 

“Tell us about more the Kula journeys. I want to see where my bubu travelled in those little 

canoes. Why did they make those journeys? How far did they travel?”  

I looked at Genou with his wide-eyed curiosity about this world of father and his 

Trobriand Island ancestors, while little Justin snuggled in against my leg. Genou has always 

had a great affinity to the ocean. 

“Well”, I explained, “Malinowski wrote about how they would travel long distances 

on the open ocean in just a canoe, sometimes all the way south to Rossel Island. But not 

everyone could take part in the Kula. You had to inherit that right from your father or uncle. 

To be a Kula man meant you had Kula partners in all these different islands. You’d set out in 

a small party on an outrigger canoe, with its prow decorated in a red, white and black 

design, and visit your Kula partner in another island and see if you could win one of the long 

shell soulava necklaces they also call bagi, or the large decorated shell armbands, they call 

mwali. You’ve probably seen some of the shell decorations at your bubu’s place. A Kula man 



 
 
 

PERCEPTION AND REALITY 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 73 

would win these from his partner by being a good story-teller, being able to sing, and tell 

jokes, just like your bubu can.”   

Explaining the Kula to my children took me back to memories of the journey we had 

made to the Trobriand Islands when Genou was only seven months old. As I have previously 

explained, my former father-in-Law, Lepani Watson, had long lived in Moresby and had been 

one of the first Indigenous Papua New Guineas to be elected to PNG’s parliament prior to 

self-government. But after losing the election in 1972, he and his wife, Sarah, had returned 

to live in the Trobriand Islands in their bush materials house in Losuia, near to the District 

Office, health centre and school.   

We’d come to join them in September, to visit further south across the ocean lagoon 

to Vakuta Island, for the final funeral ceremony to ‘clear the ground’ following the death of 

Chief Watisoni Upawaii several years earlier. The village people had been in mourning for 

several years; the women with their heads shaved and faces blackened, waiting for Charles, 

the grandson who had gone to study in Australia, to participate in this final ceremony to end 

the mourning. We brought some of our Australian friends from Moresby with us. The 

morning after we arrived in Losuia by plane from Moresby, we walked across to the shore 

and piled into a large outrigger canoe, powered by a small outboard motor, and set forth for 

Vakuta in a slow five-hour journey. We tracked down the coastline of the main island of 

Kiriwina, inside the lagoon reef, past Sinaketa to the south with its rich Kula trading history, 

and Muwa Island to our west. From the calm waters inside the reef, as we passed the 

turbulent waters of the narrow Kasilamana Passage that separates Kiriwina from Vakuta, we 

could glimpse the wilder waters of the open ocean visible to the east. 

I remember that when we had pulled into Vakuta Village, the people had gathered 

onto the rocks cliffs above, calling out with excitement, for not only had the chief’s grandson 

come home, but he was accompanied by his white Australian wife and new son, a subject of 

much excitement. Genou, my little red-haired, green-eyed son, with his pale golden skin was 

swept up and carried into the arms of his numerous aunties while Charles and I were 

escorted to a special hut they had built for us in the village compound. Our friends were 

housed in Chief Upawapa’s large house, built of bush materials, but in the mission style of a 

western house, with a long front veranda. The next day we had participated in a large feast 

of pig meat, chicken, fish, taro and yams, and succulent green vegetables—all cooked in an 
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earth oven lined with banana fronds and flavoured with coconut milk squeezed over the top 

of everything, before the earth oven was closed with more banana leaves and rocks.   

During the feast, old man Lepani had presented me with one of his precious soulava 

Kula necklaces made of red spondyllus shells and decorated with pearl shells and beads, 

which I still have with me to this day. The old man had inherited the right to be a Kula man 

from his father, the chief, and he in turn would pass it on to one of his sons. This was likely 

be his adopted son, Namoa, who had lived in the village all his life, rather than Charles, a 

man of the modern world. In marrying Charles, my university student sweetheart, I had 

married into a rich and multi-layered culture that was pervaded by magic and ritual, with a 

deep love of the arts and the idea of ‘beauty’ expressed in their carvings, styles of dressing 

and complex social obligations—all of which formed part of the world of the Kula. 

For example, in Trobriand Island culture, I had learned how the construction of a Kula 

canoe involved considerable skill, not just practical but also magical.  Not only did the right 

tree need to be identified for the wood, a garden magician was needed to ask permission 

from the forest for the removal of the tree. In its journey to the foreshore for carving into a 

canoe, the log must be sung to about its future life mastering the ocean. A master carver-

canoe magician is then required for the canoe prow, painted in a red, black and white design 

and decorated with cowrie shells, to ensure it will offer magical protection on the ocean. I 

had come to recognise that this combination of practical knowledge with magical-spiritual 

knowledge created a very different relationship between people and their natural world. 

They were participants in the relationship, rather than masters of it. 

Memories of this world I had so briefly inhabited came flooding back to me. 

Memories of the visit we had made from the chief’s compound along a narrow jungle track 

to group of women who lived nearby on the west coast of Vakuta. Old man Lepani had 

explained we needed to take them some gifts of tobacco and meat so they would not get 

jealous and use their witchcraft powers to cause trouble. Of course in those days I was still 

secure in my Western ways of thinking, a willingness to believe in such phenomena held in 

suspended disbelief unless I could see ‘proof’. At the time I had thought to myself that these 

ideas of witchcraft powers attributed to women was just another expression of male 

paranoia about threats to their patriarchal claims on male authority. But old man Lepani had 

challenged me enough to make me pause, even then.   
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On the way back along the jungle track, as dusk fell quickly as it does in the tropics, 

the Trobriand Islanders in our party became afraid of the bogwau, the sorcerers who are 

active in the twilight of dusk. But the old man was noticeably unperturbed. Charles had told 

me about how his father had protective magic that he had inherited from his father. Wishing 

to probe this, I asked him why he, alone, was unafraid of the bogwau.  

He looked at me with a twinkle in his eye, and in his halting English said: “I notice 

that you Europeans are ‘heavy’ to these things, so in my head I pretend I am a European.”  

I remember at the time I was amused, but the more I reflected on this, the more I 

realised that he was pointing to the truth that reality is a social construction—something I 

had also learned in my university education but never really taken to heart beyond its 

application into social class analysis within Western industrial society.  But I had begun to 

realise it is more far reaching than that. Culture and language really does shape our reality, 

that which we select from the vast array of phenomenal possibilities around us, and which 

our minds interpret as the ‘facts’ of reality. 

Immersed in these thoughts, my mind took me back to our return journey to Losuia.  

The canoe had sat low in the water, heavily laden with gifts of food. As we approached the 

waters near the narrow Kasilamaka Passage that separates Vakuta Island from Kiriwina 

Island, a wild storm blew up from the west and rain began to fall. While the old man had 

stood on the prow of the canoe, chanting magic incantations to the storm spirits and spitting 

protective herbs around us, bubu Sarah sat serenely cross-legged and straight backed, 

holding Genou in her lap. The rest of us frantically bailed water. To wait out the storm, we’d 

pulled into Gilibwa Village, perched on the Kiriwina side of the Passage. At the time I’d 

fantasied about this as a perfect place for a remote getaway. 

Reality Shifts 

Suddenly, caught up in these memories, waves of the most intense energy seemed to 

be pouring out of the artefacts towards me. It was a sensation that I had never before 

experienced. For the first time in my life I began to wonder what ‘knowing’ was. Was this 

what the old man Lepani Watson had meant when he said I was ‘heavy’ to experiences that 

were clear to him? Was I no longer heavy? My experience of what ‘reality’ might be now 
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took on a sense of a shimmering otherness; the world no longer seemed so solid. Reality was 

no longer so obvious. 

At the end of their school holidays the children returned to their father in Moresby, 

but this experience in the museum would not leave me alone. It is as if a door had opened in 

my mind. Sitting around the table at work with my colleagues, I could no longer pay 

attention to the policy issues of welfare and community services. I felt compelled to walk 

through this door in my mind. At the time I called it my journey into the ‘epistemological 

abyss’—a deep dive into the mysterious business of how we ‘know’, into the nature of our 

systems of constructing what we regard as true ‘knowledge’. As I have already noted, my 

anthropologist friend, Inge, has often reminded me that to break the code of different ways 

of knowing, you have to look into ontology, our foundational beliefs about reality; into 

epistemology, the way we construct our systems of knowledge and ways of assessing truth 

and falsehood; and axiology, the values about the right way to live that builds on these 

foundations. These challenges now took on a sense of urgency and excitement: there was a 

whole new world of ‘knowing’ for me to discover. Looking back I see the hand of the dakini 

calling to me, once again—to wake up. 

I began to realise that despite my sojourn across the colonial divide through my 

marriage into Trobriand Island society, I had remained firmly anchored in my European code. 

We can trace this code from the Greeks, through the impact of Christianity, to the great 

scientific revolution of the 17th century that upturned theological authority and gradually 

established a particular kind of empirical investigation that we call the scientific method as 

the way to find ‘truth’. As a result of Newton’s discovery of the mathematics of gravity, 

European culture also increasingly came to see the universe mechanically, a vast clockwork 

of mathematical precision that underpinned the translation of science into new 

technologies, the birth of the industrial revolution and the compelling idea of ‘progress’.  

Nature progressively lost its spiritual significance and became merely a resource ripe 

for human exploitation. Knowledge about reality and phenomena that fell outside the 

means of the scientific method were regarded with scepticism, or they were relegated to the 

world of religious belief, a world beyond ‘reason’, or to the arts as merely emotional 

expressiveness. This has created the fundamental split between religion and science, and 

between science and the arts, that defines modern Western culture. It also infects the world 
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of religion itself—between those who cling to a literal interpretation of ancient texts as 

‘facts’ attributed to the founders of the great religions, or to those who read them as 

metaphors speaking to liminal experiential truths that require interpretation.  

This split between religion and science, and the way some religious people insisted 

on a literal interpretation of the bible that made no sense, had led me to reject Christianity 

and its reliance on faith and belief for access to the all-powerful judgement of ‘God’ as a kind 

of irrational dogma. Now, gripped with the power of this museum experience, I was no 

longer sure of my ground in my reliance on the all-encompassing nature of empirically 

established ‘facts’. I could not make sense of this new possibility that had swept through me 

in the museum. I requested two more years’ leave of absence from my public service job to 

pursue a private research project, to explore what this might all mean. It was refused; 

decision time. Would I return to the security of the golden handcuffs of a permanent public 

service job, or would I take a leap into the unknown?  

At the same time, after realising that no matter how much I loved Yash, a live-in 

relationship between us was never going to happen, I had called a halt to our continued long 

distance relationship. Soon after this I started a relationship with Iain, an architect-builder 

who was completing his PhD on housing policy at the University of Sydney. We met at a 

housing conference, housing having become an area of my policy responsibility. As a 

Director of NCOSS I had been appointed by the Minister for Housing to be a member of the 

Board of the NSW Housing Commission—tasked with driving tenant participation in the 

management of public housing estates. As public housing became priority housing for the 

most disadvantaged, such estates had become hotbeds of social problems, imposing huge 

costs on other government portfolios in health and welfare. I was also asked to encourage 

the Commission to consider a policy of distributing public housing in small clusters across 

the entire city, using private sector architects on competitive tenders so that public housing 

became indistinguishable from the rest of the neighbourhood, instead of the current policy 

of large housing estates based on the engineering economics of mass production and in-

house architects. Such a policy would help remove visible cues for social stigma, and 

distribute demands on community infrastructure more evenly across the urban fabric of the 

city. 
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I have to admit I had great fun in this role, challenging all the men who sat around 

that table, including the Chair, Harry, who was from the Master Builders Association. The 

only other woman on the Board was a woman called Betty. From memory I think she was a 

union representative. At one point Harry asked us, “What do you girls think?” I looked at 

him, and wryly answered, “I don’t know Harry, what do you boys think?” He got the point.  

The next time that he addressed us, he said, “Fellow Commissioners.’’ They knew I was the 

Minister’s appointment so they treated me carefully as I boldly pushed through my new 

ideas, challenging their engineering mindsets, arguing that even if the cost of putting public 

housing in existing suburbs was more expensive per unit from a strictly house building point 

of view, when you added in the costs of community services and social support programs, it 

was cheaper overall for the government.  

That is the problem with government programs. Despite their strong 

interconnectedness on the ground, at the level of planning and budgeting, each department 

strongly defends their own budgetary expenditures and accountability, leading to 

determined cost shifting. The NSW Government had no equivalent to the role that the 

National Planning Office had played in PNG when I worked there—looking systematically at 

how all the interdependencies of government programs and expenditures worked against 

clear policy priorities. After I left NCOSS, I still retained my position on the Commission for 

several years. When we had our Xmas get-togethers, and the Commissioners all turned up 

with their wives, I used to marvel at what a different world they lived in; the suburban 

normality of it all seemed a million miles away from my life. 

A New Life and Love at Stanwell Park 

How to fund my new life of a private research study? Iain offered me a way out. He 

suggested that I sell my house in Balmain and jointly buy a house with him at Stanwell Park, 

a beach village on the southern edge of the Royal National Park that marks the boundary 

between Sydney and Wollongong. A real estate friend of his owned the house and was 

willing to sell it to us at a good price. If I sold up in Balmain, I could free up some of my 

capital to fund my research project, while enjoying a beachside life tucked under the 

Illawarra Escarpment with my new lover, in companionable bliss. It was a beguiling prospect 

that I decided to take. My only caution was to insist that we sign a legal agreement about 

what happened to the property should our relationship dissolve. After all, I had already 
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experienced one divorce and my relationship with Iain was but a few months old. We duly 

agreed that whoever ‘left’ the relationship first, the other party would have the right to buy 

them out, with six months to get their finances together. This caution proved prescient. 

We set about our new life. I resigned from the public service and NCOSS and Iain 

finally made the move out of his marital home and disintegrating marriage. He turned his 

architectural-building skills into a makeover of the house—cladding the fibro walls with 

cedar weatherboard, extending the deck that looked down to the beach, and replacing the 

aluminium sliding doors on our bedroom and living room with cedar Stegbar ones. The day 

they were delivered, we had to ask the neighbours for help. The truck couldn’t get through 

the iron archway that marked the entrance to the private road that led to our house and 

further up the laneway to the other five houses that made up our little cluster. It was a 

unique subdivision of what had once been a holiday camp. It retained its private access road 

to the former cabins and was bordered by towering ferns, palms and rainforest trees in 

marked contrast to the suburban style development of an adjacent clear-felled housing 

development with its wide asphalt roads. Our fibro bungalow by the ocean was magically 

transformed into a contemporary cedar weatherboard—views of the ocean rolling into 

Stanwell Park beach from our bedroom and living room, which now sported a stone slab 

hearth topped by a black metal suspended fireplace. Having an architect-builder as my 

partner was proving a great boon to the aesthetics of domestic life. 

As part of my dive into my ‘epistemological abyss’, and in honour of my museum 

experience that began it all, I decided to go to PNG and interview my former father-in-law.  

Iain agreed to come with me. Through Charles I arranged for us to stay with Rabbi Namilieu, 

then PNG Foreign Minister, at his home in Hohola, as we transited to Alotau, the provincial 

capital of Milne Bay where old man Lepani was now the Provincial Premier. Charles agreed 

that Genou and Justin could come with us to visit their bubus, allowing them to spend some 

time with me. Through contacts through the Anglican missionary network, we found a place 

to stay overnight in Alotau, and the next morning set off in our hire car to the premier’s 

official residence, high up on the hill overlooking the town. While the children ran into Bubu 

Sarah’s arms, she eyed me shyly, nervously mumbling “kapisila, kapisila”—my sorrow for 

you. When my visit was interrupted by a phone call from Charles new wife in Moresby, Bubu 

Sarah was frozen in acute embarrassment. Meanwhile further embarrassment ensued. We 

soon discovered that old man Lepani was not there. He had deliberately left Alotau to avoid 
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meeting me. I was left to realise that any assumptions that, as his grandchildren’s mother, I 

was still part of the family in a grand extended family network, could not be. It had been 

impossible for Charles to explain to me the complexities of his culture against my headstrong 

assumptions that all could be friendly, so I was left to learn it this way. Somewhat chastened 

and saddened, Iain and I returned to Moresby, leaving the children with Charles. But before 

we left PNG, we managed to make a side trip to the Sepik and the Highlands before 

returning to Moresby and hence back to Australia.   

Unable to pursue my Trobriand Island story with my previous in-laws, back at 

Stanwell Park I decided to turn my private research project into a dive into the world of 

culture and mythology. I read all four volumes of Joseph Campbell’s monumental works, 

‘Masks of Gods’ published in paperback by Penguin: Primitive Mythology, Oriental 

Mythology, Occidental Mythology and Creative Mythology—each volume exploring common 

symbols and themes across different cultures, drawing on anthropology and history. As a 

result of this work, Campbell became famous for his work on the Hero’s Journey as an 

almost universal narrative structure, drawing on both Jungian psychology and his work on 

the mythic imagination, which has been immensely influential in the movie industry and 

much celebrated in the Star Wars Trilogy. After reading Campbell, I was hooked into this 

new idea of mythic thinking and continued to read widely on the topic, particularly a new 

group of feminist writers working in this field, including those challenging the ‘masculinity’ of 

the Western scientific gaze, with is preoccupation with control over nature.    
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5: I Want You to Dance 

However, while my intellectual life was rich and I was enjoying my idyllic life of 

reading and reflecting, daily swims in the ocean surf, and the sexual pleasures of a new love, 

I slowly became uncomfortably aware that my relationship with Iain was in trouble. In Iain I 

thought I had finally found a lover of my own Anglo-Australian culture, an intellectual, 

interested in the arts and with a love of the natural world. But I could feel it all falling apart. 

Full of anxiety, frustration and tension, I began working with Nicki, a gestalt psychiatrist from 

Austria who was recommended to me by a friend of Iain’s. I was desperate to find a way to 

help me unlock the tension and anxiety in my body, my growing sense of failure that I was a 

loveable woman, incapable of sustaining a relationship, no matter how hard I tried.   

Things Fall Apart 

I kept a diary of these sessions and the dreams that followed so profound were their 

impact on my understanding of myself. The first breakthrough came when I was lying on the 

floor of Nicki’s sunken living room in her house in Woollahra, an affluent suburb of East 

Sydney. It was a beautiful room, supported by round raw tree trunk pillars, with floor length 

windows that looked through to a courtyard full of banana trees against a wall painted in 

vivid cobalt blue, which hid the living room from the street. As I lay on my back on the floor, 

Nicki told me to breathe rapidly and she placed her hand on my heart.  

“What are you feeling?”  

I answer, “My body feels dense and heavy, a sense of condensing.” 

“What image comes to your mind?”   

Spontaneously I find myself in a cupboard under the stairs.  Nicki asks, “What are you 

doing there?” 

“I am crouched against the wall, my heart is pounding in fear.” 

Nicki asks again, ” What is your fear about?” 

“I am afraid of my father.”  

Nicki says, “You don’t need to be there alone. Invite someone to be there with you.”   
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I knew the rest of my family couldn’t help. They were equally afraid. It was 

impossible to imagine Iain being there. But I knew that if I asked Yash, my Indian Kenyan 

lover, he would come, no questions asked. So I imagined him with me, silently holding my 

hand.   

Nicki says, “Now call out to your father.”  

In a tremulous, rasping voice, I call out, “Dad!” 

Nicki asks me, “What do you want to say to your father?”   

I hear myself cry out, “Why are you so hard?” I burst into wracking sobs, calling out in 

a loud and anguished voice, “Why don’t you love me?”   

I had lived my life in rebellion against my father’s authoritarian bullying, determined 

to not let him cower me and annihilate the core of my inner being. I had fought back, 

refused the role of being subservient, dumb, pliant and ridiculed as the price of love and 

protection. I fought back with words, which became my treasured weapons of assault, my 

trusted tools of defence, razor sharp on my tongue. Now crumbling from the loss of my 

relationship with Iain, with Nicki’s help I slowly learned to recognize my feelings of 

emotional vulnerability that all my life I had kept down inside me, my psyche on constant 

alert to keep control, fearful that if I gave into any feelings of weakness I would be defeated, 

plunged into a swamp of helplessness from which I would never escape. 

In another session with Nicki, this time the rapid breathing brought on sensations of 

coldness, with increasing tension in my genitals, my thighs, my whole pelvic area, as if I was 

in a block of ice, of terror. 

Nicki says, “Go into that terror.” 

But I cannot, I block. Nicki has me breathe again, deeply and hard till I am exhausted. 

A great well of anguished sobbing comes from belly, and Nicki tells me to breathe again, this 

time sending the air throughout my body, down into my thighs and limbs, up into my head, 

imagining it as warm liquid, and slowly I feel myself melting.  

Again Nicki asks me what image comes to my mind. It is a cave, the walls vibrating 

with a humming sound. Nicki asks me to describe the cave to her, how does it feel? 
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“It is decorated with wonderful carpets and wall hangings. I can see beautiful pieces 

of sculpture in the corners.” 

Nicki asks me to bring my father inside the cave, but I cannot find the words. She 

suggests I take him outside the cave and speak with him there. I find myself on ground 

sloping gently down through a eucalyptus forest to an ocean beach. I can see the white 

crests of the waves, rolling hypnotically in on the stretch of open sand, setting up a surging 

roar. I turn to my father, but still I cannot find any words. Instead I find myself gathering 

small rocks and hurling them at him, to break through his hardness to his heart. Then I sit 

him by a fire within the cave. Who is this father? Is it my father, or part of myself? 

The dakini, that great disruptor whose name and presence I did not yet know, called 

to me again: a health crisis. I was diagnosed with a carcinoma in my cervix and told to 

immediately take myself off to hospital for a cone biopsy to remove the rogue cells 

threatening malignant cancer. Iain drove me to the Royal Women’s Hospital in Paddington, 

Sydney. He picked me up the next day as I emerged groggy from a full anaesthetic and drove 

me back to Stanwell Park. He did not stay, saying he was working on an architecture project 

in Sydney. I did not see him for another fortnight. Alone, abandoned and confused, I sat with 

my bleeding body and asked it, “What are you trying to tell me?” I cannot tell you how, but I 

received a very clear message. 

 “Just as the cervix must open to give birth to the new, even though it might kill you 

(in childbirth), so the ‘cervix’ of your psyche must open and given birth to your inner 

feminine that has been buried under your strong intellectual mind.”   

Soon after this, I woke up from a powerful dream in which I was riding my bike along 

a cliff road with my sister when we saw a giant serpent rise up from the ocean. I rushed up 

the hill to get help. There were a group of women sitting on the floor playing cards—a scene 

out of Port Moresby life—but they waived me away. I turned to my father, and asked him to 

use his gun to kill the serpent, now appearing as a tree along the road, but all that came 

from its barrel was mist. I woke up and went out onto the front deck of my Stanwell Park 

house as dawn broke over the ocean. With the dream still strong in my mind, great waves of 

energy surged up through my body. To this day I still wear a silver ring incised with two 

snakes that honours this dream that released so much energy, an energy I would discover 
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that Eastern systems of yoga call the kundalini energy of our lifeforce, which courses up 

through our spinal column and radiates through our entire nervous system. The serpent has 

a long and multi-layered mythic presence in human cultures. It is central to Aboriginal 

culture as the Rainbow Serpent, the generative lifeforce, and it is the serpents (the nagas) 

that one finds guarding Prince Siddhatha as he sat in meditation to become Buddha, the 

awakened one. Anthropologist, Jeremy Nasby has explored how the twisting forms of DNA, 

the code of life, replicate the ancient pattern of entwined snakes, also a symbol of the 

medical profession—an insight from his work with Quirishari in the Amazon Pichis Valley.8 

New Ways of Knowing 

Right there and then I decided to make fertility sculptures for my garden to honour 

the feminine. I went up the laneway to my neighbour Shelley, a ceramicist with a studio and 

kiln next to her house, and asked her to teach me. She told me to come back after breakfast. 

I worked with her for the next six months, moulding the flesh of Mother Earth to make large 

vessels and then consign them to the alchemy of fire in the kiln. My very first vessel is still 

with me, adorning my front deck.  It is a woman lying on her back, an azalea plant bursting 

from her belly, moulded to a wok. Her breasts rest on the rim and her vulva is carved 

lovingly between her legs. I also made a large pot decorated with the incised form of a 

twisting serpent. Unfortunately it is no longer with me, accidently smashed by a builder 

working on my house in Katoomba. 

Those years of ‘falling apart’ were a turbulent and fruitful time in my life and I had 

many more powerful dreams. I learned from a dream analyst how to go back into my 

dreams and ask the different symbols what they were trying to tell me. I remember three of 

these dreams still. In one I was in my maternal grandmother’s house, where I had lived as a 

teenager, working at my first job as a typist in the public service, a student at Evening 

College, and during the early part of my time at Kelvin Grove Teachers College. In the dream 

I arrived home to find the house had been robbed. I found a robber asleep on the couch on 

the front porch and chased him out. I raced through the house to see what was missing. I 

discovered that a precious Persian rug was still there, rolled up on top of a cupboard. An 

antique violin was still there in the back of another cupboard. In the next image I found 

myself diving into a tent in the small back yard that sat against a church. I was frantically 

trying to get my leg inside, while outside a new band of robbers were shooting at me. What 
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was the meaning of this dream? With the help of the dream analyst, the symbolism of the 

dream revealed itself. My maternal grandmother’s house was my inner feminine psyche; 

that the Persian carpet and antique violin had not been stolen meant that this part of my 

psyche was safe. The robbers were a symbol of ‘male reason’, the cult of objectification that 

had come to define ways of knowing in my culture, the technological mindset by which the 

mysterious and poetic sensibility is replaced by compartmentalisation, instrumentalism and 

problem solving.   

When I asked the antique violin what it was trying to tell me, it said, “I want you to 

dance. Listen to the song of life.” I would come to recognise that this was the core message 

of the Dakini, to learn how to dance with life, to live with the fluid energy of dynamic 

awareness in relationship with all around me. But it would take me many more years to 

learn how to do this. 

In another dream, I was driving in my car along a road as it twisted around a 

mountain, being chased by a long semi-trailer. It was trying to push me off the road. Finally I 

pulled to one side and jumped out of the car. In the next scene I was running through a field 

of wild daisies. I went back into the dream to ask the semi-trailer what was its message. It 

said, “Get off the road, run wild: learn to dance.” In yet another of these dreams, I was in a 

house with Iain before an open fireplace. The fire was getting more and more out of control, 

threatening to burn the house down. I remember pleading with my young son, who in this 

dream was only two-years old, to help me put out the fire, but he would not cooperate. I 

woke up with a sense of bewilderment. What needed to burn down? 

I cannot tell you why I found my attraction to Iain so compelling. My friends found 

him surly and difficult. He would often try and pick fights with me, but I wouldn’t bite. We 

both had fathers who bullied their wives and children—we shared this family history. I 

refused to go there in our relationship and would intellectualise our conflicts. It would take 

me a long time to let go of my yearning for a relationship with Iain. I remember feeling so 

powerless that one night I drove to the house in Darlinghurst where Iain’s new lover lived, to 

find his car parked outside. I took out a screwdriver and somewhat shamefully confess that I 

scratched a deep groove along the side of his new car, thinking to myself, “Just be grateful 

this is not your face.”  Despite this, I pursued an earlier arrangement we had made to travel 

together to Nepal. I took comfort that Iain still wanted to make this trip, convinced this was 
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a ‘sign’ that there was still hope that he would let go of his new love in Sydney and come 

back to me.  

The Final Moments of Truth  

We flew to Kathmandu and thence to Pokhara, from whence we followed the 

Anapurna trail—a journey that was full of memories of a time with Yash when love between 

us bloomed, set in contrast with the distant demeanour that Iain retained as we tramped 

along, up and down the mountain. We later visited Dharamsala and McLeod Ganj, the home 

of the Dalai Lama. While there we decided to climb up the mountain behind McLeod Ganj. It 

was a terrible moment of truth. Firstly we set forth in summer clothes, but found ourselves 

above the snow line as night was falling. We thought we could find shelter in a trekking hut 

further up, only to discover it was locked up. We broke in. Freezing with cold, we took the 

curtains on the windows down and wrapped ourselves in them. Even in this situation, Iain 

would not hold me in his arms. By the time we returned down the mountain the next day, I 

couldn’t wait to get away. I quickly made my way alone to Delhi and caught the plane home. 

I continued to work with Nicki until perhaps in the last of our sessions together, she 

confronted me with the futility of my trying to hang on to the possibility of a relationship 

with Iain. She told me to pick up an ancient stone image of a small cow she had on the 

mantle piece of her fireplace.   

“Barbara, try and milk that.” I did as she asked. She questioned me, “What did you 

discover?” 

I looked at her with tears in my eyes, “You cannot milk stone”.   

I saw that I was caught in a struggle between my strong willpower, to ‘make’ 

something happen against all odds, and the need to surrender, to let go. Nicki’s final session 

with me was the need for me to catch my strong tendency to talk over the top of my feelings 

of vulnerability, to intellectualise things.   

She said, “Barbara, you cannot spend the rest of your life lying on the floor of my 

living room to get in touch with your emotions. You have to learn to pause that quick mind 

of yours, to stop and feel.” 
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It took me three full years to finally accept that the relationship with Iain was over; 

that even simple friendship was impossible. I slowly came to see that my attachment to Iain 

was fuelled not by love, but by some sort of psychic transference through which I was trying 

to heal my relationship with my father. I came to realise that my attempts to defuse 

arguments with Iain by intellectualising them was a strategy that left me in control. In my 

determination to never be the ‘child’ to the ‘angry parent’, as my mother had been to my 

father, I had merely flipped the coin to become the ‘mother’ to the ’angry son.’ I remember 

how one day during one of his visits to me at Stanwell Park in our attempt to be ‘friends’, 

when I looked across the room at Iain I had a startling and sobering experience. For just a 

moment, his arm became my father’s arm.  

My friend Inge came to visit me at Stanwell Park and we got talking about her life on 

the road with her Greek Cypriot musician and cowboy lover, Buddy. Reflecting about her life 

on the long horse trek she took with him into Queensland and back, Inge said, “Even in a 

nice house like this, you are still enclosed.  Imagine what it would be like if there were no 

walls to separate you from this rainforest and the ocean? Imagine the power of the ocean 

and its sounds then? You would forge an immensely strong link with the rhythm of the 

ocean, but here within a house that encloses you, the ocean is peripheral. We live in the 

benign climate of Australia, as if we still lived in Europe, huddled inside against snow 

blizzards, or we use our house to express our status in the world of social hierarchies, an 

Australian obsession. All this ensures that we are several times removed from the natural 

world around us. In our urban lives, we are crowded out by density, the air seems choked 

with mental activity—other people’s minds and thoughts crowd in.” 

Inge said that one of her big realisations, now that she had returned to city life, was 

that in the busyness of so-called modern life, we always seem to be giving away the one 

thing we’ve got, the present, for a tomorrow that we don’t have, for illusory dreams and 

phantoms. Her words touched the raw pain of my growing realisation that my dream of a life 

with Iain was just such an illusory dream. 

I would make the final break after attending a presentation on Psychosynthesis by 

the Italian psychiatrist, Assagioli, focusing on the meaning of Danté’s journey to hell with his 

guide Virgil before he could reunite with Beatrice and become whole. Assagioli, whose focus 

was on linking the spiritual goals of self-realisation with the harmonious integration of the 
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individual in the wider sphere of humanity, said this is the story of how we must confront 

the fears and phobias of our childhood in our unconscious and the dangers of being trapped 

there. According to Assagioli’s presentation, the moral of Dante’s journey is that we need to 

recognise the seduction of emotional pain and the fear of nothingness if we let go. I 

recognised this so clearly, that emotional pain has its own attraction, a sort of juicy suffering 

set against the possibility of blank nothingness. Assagioli advised those of us gathered there 

to listen to his approach to psycho-spiritual healing, that the price of reuniting with our fuller 

selves is to ‘not look back’ into the seduction of this pain and become trapped in our 

unconscious.   

I realised that to accomplish this, I had to completely cut my remaining ties with Iain. 

The last time he contacted me I told him that we could not even be friends; that it was not 

his fault, but my connection to him was not good for me. In fact, so strong was the 

transference that I doubt that I ever really knew him for himself. Sometime after I made this 

decision, I remember very clearly that while driving in my car along the Illawarra 

escarpment, my body felt that a hundred thousand ants were crawling over it. It was the 

release of all the energy of hope and fear that I had been holding in, clinging on to a 

stubborn idea that the relationship between Iain and myself was ‘meant to be’. But, as Nicki 

showed me, one cannot ‘milk stone’. 

Emotionally it was a difficult few years, but it was also the beginning of new era in my 

life. To replenish my confidence in myself, I reached out to Yash who had understood why I 

had taken up with Iain, given that he was unable to commit to our having a future living 

together. He had always been clear that he had other women in his life, beginning with 

Susan, his secretary at Upsala University who had looked after him after the collapse of his 

marriage. When he moved to work at the University of Warwick, he had begun another 

relationship with his colleague Jill, who had worked in Africa. Yash welcomed me to come for 

a visit. I spent three wonderful weeks staying with him in his Hunningham Hill house, driving 

him to work at the university across the country lanes of the Midlands, and spending hours 

exploring the surrounding countryside. In his usual style, Yash cooked me wonderful Indian 

meals and enveloped me with tenderness. Somewhat healed, I returned back to Australia to 

begin life after Iain.   
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New Intellectual Interests 

My friend Rhonda Galbally, whom I had met when she worked for VCOSS, the 

Victorian Council of Social Services, was selected as the foundational Director of the 

Australian Commission for the Future, which was established in 1985 by Barry Jones, 

Australia’s somewhat eccentric Minister for Science in the Hawke Government, with its HQ 

in Melbourne. I lived at Rhonda’s house in Richmond, an inner suburb of Melbourne, for 

three months as we set about establishing this new body, tasked with exploring the 

transformative impact that new developments in science and technology would have on 

Australian society. Rhonda chose a converted church in Carlton, near the city centre as the 

location for this visionary new body. I remember spending the first few weeks in an almost 

empty building on the phone to the Department of Finance in Canberra, trying to work out 

the rules for establishing such a body, and working with Rhonda to draw up a program of 

activity with a budget. The broadcaster, Phillip Adams, was the chair of the commission and 

we saw quite a bit of him. This work opened up a whole new world for me, extending my 

interest in sociology into a completely new direction—issues of the social impact of 

technological change and gazing into future possibilities arising from the intersection 

between technology, society and the economy. 

As a result, when I returned to Stanwell Park, I decided to enrol in a Masters Degree 

in Science and Technology Studies at the University of Wollongong, with a focus on the 

sociology of technological innovation, which at that time was transforming many industry 

sectors and associated industrial relations. However the study program also exposed me to 

works on the history and philosophy of science and the feminist critiques of the so-called 

‘masculinity’ of science attributed to Francis Bacon, one of the fathers of modern science. 

They often quoted his provocative statement: “the proper goal of science is to be a 

chaste and lawful marriage between Mind and Nature that will bind [Nature] to [man's] 

servitude and make her [his] slave." This is an attitude that is also traced back to Genesis 

1:26 whereby God is said to have given man dominion over the Earth and all its creatures for 

his benefit. A reworking of Genesis by Christian theologians has interpreted ‘dominion’ as 

the responsibility for stewardship, along with the growth of eco-spirituality in the Abrahamic 

religious traditions. We also see, in the writings of Mathew Fox, a reclaiming of the feminine 

and the mystical in Christianity through the idea of ‘creation spirituality’.9 
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Carolyn Merchant’s ‘The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific 

Revolution’, which has been foundational in the environmental philosophy movement, 

opened my mind to a compelling intersection between science and my interest in mythology 

and the complexities of ways of knowing. This field of inquiry led me into works on the early 

Christian witchcraft trials: assaults on feminine ways of knowing embedded in herbal 

healing—and all their cultural consequences in gender relations and the radical Western 

dualism between mind and body/matter, science and religion, male and female that had 

since shaped modern Western culture. In this construct, men were ‘mind creatures’, the 

holders of ‘reason’; women, trapped in ‘body/menstruation/birth’ were the holders of 

‘emotion’. This dualistic reasoning became a ruse long used to deny women the right to vote 

or own property, but which has also long locked men into a form of toxic masculinity, 

alienated from their embodied emotional selves.  

With Iain out of my system, I also decided to invite a couple of single friends to share 

my Stanwell Park house with me. Catriona was a journalist on leave from the Sydney 

Morning Herald and fighting a case for workers compensation through her union for her 

case of repetitive strain injury impacting her wrists and hands. She was joined by Alastair 

who was chief of staff for Robert Tickner, our local Federal Member who in 1990 was 

appointed as Minister for Aboriginal Affairs in the Hawke Government. In fact Catriona had 

once been Robert’s girlfriend when he worked for the Redfern Legal Service, and Catriona’s 

sister was married to the Aboriginal lawyer and activist, Paul Coe. We four spent many hours 

together discussing our shared interest in Australian politics and society and this was a 

welcome break from my emotional pain over the collapse of my relationship with Iain.   

During this period I not only worked on my masters degree in Science and 

Technology Studies at the University of Wollongong under Professor Ron Johnston, but to 

earn my living I also began to undertake a number of consulting assignments with Jane 

Miknius who was head of the Community Development Planning program for the NSW 

Lands Commission. 

My First Visit to Central Australia  

Jane and I made a memorable trip to Central Australia together. We connected up 

with friends of Linda Rive, an English woman I had previously met in Sydney who, upon 

hearing the yidaki (didgeridoo) being played at the Paddington Markets in Sydney, had gone 
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to Adelaide to participate in a program on Aboriginal art and culture. There she had met 

some Pitjantjatjara people who had invited her to come back with them and live at their 

camp. As a result of her mastery of their language, she was soon invited to become an arts 

outreach worker with a Pitjantjatjara community on the outskirts of Alice Springs.  

While living in this community, Linda had formed a relationship with Dan, a 

Pitjantjatjara man, with whom she had a son, Pippantji. She told me that even as a young 

boy her son Pip was recognised as someone with the qualities of an Aboriginal ‘clever man’. 

It is no accident that when Pip grew up he studied medicine, and now works at the Alice 

Springs Hospital as a doctor. To this day Linda has continued for decades to work with the 

Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women’s Council, as an interpreter and 

translator. The NPY Council proudly announces that it is led by ‘Women’s Law’: the authority 

and culture of Central Australia, to deliver health, social and cultural services.  

When I visited Uluru back in the mid 1980s, Linda was part of a network of Western 

women who had moved to live in Alice to help various Aboriginal organisations concerned 

with media, legal services, health and culture. They wanted to help Aboriginal tribal 

leadership, particularly among the women, to guide their people from the perils and ravages 

of alcohol and psychological trauma that impacts their communities. With great generosity, 

Linda’s friends gave us a loan of one of their four-wheel drive vehicles and two swags. With 

much excitement and little planning, we set forth to visit Uluru, Katijuta and other sites, 

including the spectacular Palm Valley with its remaining palm trees an echo of its previous 

life as an inland waterway. We spent considerable time at Uluru and also Katijuta where we 

lay down on the ground in its Valley of the Whispering Wind, feeling that we were in the 

womb of Mother Earth. Exploring further, Jane and I camped out in dry creek beds under the 

brilliant canopy of stars that fill the desert sky, sleeping around a small campfire to ward off 

the cold winter desert night. When we visited Palm Valley, Jane and I took off our upper 

clothes and luxuriated in our sense of semi-nakedness under the winter sun, walking alone 

along this ancient valley. 

This was my first ‘taste’ of Aboriginal Australia, the beginning of my growing interest 

in its ancient culture and ways of knowing. During this visit I bought a painting of the ‘Tingari 

Men’s Songline’ by George Ward Tjungurrayi at a local gallery. I have since discovered he is 

one of the founding members of the important Papunya Tula Art movement, and is now a 
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Senior Lawman of his Gibson Desert people. His painting has remained a constant reminder 

to me about the rich cultural history that lies at the heart of ancient Australia, even though it 

encodes secret ‘men’s business’ that remains beyond my understanding or cultural rights. 

In 1988 my professor, Ron Johnston, invited me to join his staff at the Centre for 

Technology and Social Change at the University of Wollongong, opening up an entirely new 

career to me—undertaking research, training and consulting work on the social impact of 

technological change across a range of industry sectors. I also managed to negotiate a deal 

with Iain that saw me buy out his share of the Stanwell Park house. Our home in this lush 

sub tropical rainforest by the ocean was now my very own.  

A Failed Attempt 

Following this, Charles and I discussed my having Justin, now nine years old, to come 

to live with me for a whole year. He had been only five when he went to live with his father. 

I felt we needed more time together than school holidays afforded. However this 

arrangement would also fall apart. When Justin returned to Moresby at the end of his first 

term of school at Stanwell Park, he refused to come back to live at Stanwell Park. I flew up to 

Moresby to see if I could persuade him to return with me. We spent the week walking along 

the shore of Ella Beach while he tried to explain to me that if I would come and live in 

Moresby, he would live with me, but that Stanwell Park school did not have  a soccer team 

and soccer was his love.  

I remember that I consulted Louise Morauta, an English anthropologist who was 

teaching at the University of PNG, and was also married to a man from PNG. She suggested 

that it would be wrong of me to force Justin to come back with me just because Charles had 

promised me he could stay with me for the year; that it would irreparably harm my 

relationship with him. I could see the truth of this and accepted that the decision had to be 

Justin’s. At the end of the week, Charles called a family conference on the back veranda of 

his house in Hohola. He explained to Justin that he had promised me that he, Justin, could 

live with me for a year, but now we needed to hear from him. In accordance with Trobriand 

custom, in this meeting the children were all treated with formal respect, each given their 

voice. After Justin spoke, thirteen-year old Genou spoke up, advising me that perhaps Justin 

was too young at this stage to handle the situation; that I should wait a couple of years 
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before trying again. He walked me back to the house nearby where I was staying and sat and 

held my hand, full of empathy and wisdom for us both. I flew home to Sydney in tears. 

Genou Comes to Live with me at Stanwell Park 

A year later it all changed again. I received word from Charles that he was taking up a 

position as the Director of the East West Centre at the University of Hawaii. While Genou 

wanted to come and live with me and go to school in Australia, Justin decided to stay with 

his father and his stepmother and their son Andrew, to live in Hawaii. Genou now had to 

make the difficult adjustment from the ambience of life in PNG, his hair teased out in the 

Trobriand Island fashion, unselfconsciously adorned with a hibiscus flower or other 

ornament, to become an Australian teenage boy. It was not easy. Although Genou is fair for 

a mixed race child of PNG, his hair is thoroughly Melanesian in its texture, and his manner 

was one of polite diffidence rather than the rough manner common to Australian teenage 

boys. I had to explain to him that when someone called you a ‘bastard’, you had to listen to 

the tone to understand whether it was a serious insult or just play. I remember the day he 

had his first breakthrough.   

Genou quickly developed a love of surfing and was out on his surfboard whenever he 

had the chance, mixing and matching it with other surfers. He especially delighted in surfing 

waves with the dolphins who often appeared alongside the surfers. He told me about one 

time, surfing at nearby Coalcliff when he had been knocked off a wave and while caught in 

the turbulence, his leg had got caught in the rope. Tossed around in the waves and sandy 

bottom, he thought he was drowning. When he finally made his way to the surface, one of 

his friends laughed at him and said, “Get a bit wet, mate”.  Genou said to me, “Mum, that’s 

Australia.” The laconic downplay of danger. Three years later, when Charles finished his 

appointment at the East West Centre, he returned to Moresby. His wife stayed on in Hawaii 

where she had been undertaking an undergraduate degree in anthropology and Justin joined 

Genou to live with me at Stanwell Park.  My two sons were finally back living with me—both 

now teenagers, attending Bulli High School.   

In those days, I had to undertake a great deal of interstate travel for work. My sons 

therefore had to learn to be quite self-sufficient. They soon got sick of frozen ham and 

pineapple pizzas and learned how to cook, and I had always insisted they took care of their 

own laundry—after all with a machine it is only a push button affair. I learned to give them 
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plenty of warning, ringing them from the airport that I would be home within the hour. And 

very dutifully, by the time I arrived, the house was all ship shape. However I did hear from 

my neighbours about one party that got out of hand, where the neighbours stepped in to 

take control. Miraculously the only permanent damage was where a dog had chewed one 

edge of my Afghani rug. Later, when I got to know my sons’ friends as adults, they all told 

me how my house at Stanwell Park had been their second home, their ‘youth drop-in 

centre’. It was their habit as teenagers to sleep at one another’s houses and borrow one 

another’s clothes as the transport system connecting all the beachside villages along the 

edge of the escarpment made getting around difficult. All these years later, these boys, now 

men, are all still good friends, bound by the ties of friendship in the secluded world of 

Stanwell Park. 

Looking back, I realise now that loving as I may have been, I was perhaps a somewhat 

neglectful mother to my teenage sons, erring on the side of their freedom and self-

responsibility, over closer supervision. After all, before I turned sixteen I had already left 

school and was working fulltime, living in Brisbane with my maternal grandmother from 

whence I forged my own independent path in life, in defiance of my parents’ wishes, hungry 

for an education and life beyond the world of Bundaberg. I was unfamiliar with the need for 

‘pushing’ teenagers to study. 
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6: Encountering the Vajrayana with Sogyal Rinpoche 

Prior to my years living in PNG and experience in the Australian museum that rocked 

my easy assumptions about the nature of reality, I had fully embraced the secular world of 

humanism and scientific evidence that underpinned my university education, particularly in 

the discipline of sociology. All this was challenged when shortly after returning from Central 

Australia to Stanwell Park, I heard about a visiting Tibetan lama giving a public talk on 

‘Turning Suffering and Happiness into Enlightenment’. Still bothered by the lingering effects 

of my failed relationship with Iain, and conscious that I was being called to a spiritual journey 

that I could not get through books and psychology, I took myself along. And this is how, in a 

dreary lecture theatre at the University of Wollongong, I met my spiritual teacher, Sogyal 

Rinpoche, on his second visit to Australia in the winter of 1985.  

First Encounters with Buddhism  

When I first met Sogyal Rinpoche I knew nothing about Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism, 

but Rinpoche was not my first encounter with Buddhism. While working as Director of 

NCOSS and shortly after I had called time on my relationship with Yash, I had enrolled to 

study shiatsu massage at the nearby East West Centre, run by Daniel Webber and his wife 

Marcia. There I met David Moore who had spent some time as a Buddhist monk in Thailand 

in its Theravadan forest tradition, and was now studying the Alexander method to become a 

teacher. David took me to two Buddhist retreats in his tradition, run by the Insight 

Meditation Society.  

The first one was led by Christopher Titmus at a forest meditation retreat centre 

adjacent to Bodhi Farm, a Buddhist community established near Nimbin on the NSW north 

coast in the lush foothills of the mountains that mark the border with Queensland. We all 

slept in our individual tents, meditated together in a lovely timber hall and ate together in a 

nearby dining room in the grounds of the retreat centre. The entire retreat was in total 

silence, except for the voice of the meditation instructor and the possibility of a personal 

evening meeting with him to discuss our practice. We began at 5am. I remember my first 

session of 20 minutes sitting practice, where our instruction was to not give into any sense 

of physical pain, but simply to notice it. I was so overcome with restlessness that for the next 

session I hid in my tent. But then I argued with myself, “If others can do this, so can you”. So 
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back I went, and ever so slowly I began to settle into my body and calm my mind. Each 

sitting session was followed by one of slow concentrated walking meditation, our eyes cast 

downward, avoiding any eye contact with others. At the end of the week, so immersed in 

silence had I become that when we were gathered in a circle and asked to introduce 

ourselves and say how the retreat had been for us, I could not find my voice. I would attend 

one more retreat in this tradition, this time led by Jack Kornfield at the Watt Buddha 

Dharma, a retreat centre tucked into the forest in the Hawkesbury River valley, near 

Wiseman’s Ferry. It was shortly after these retreats that I met Iain and began my 

relationship with him that led to my moving to live at Stanwell Park and the great unravelling 

that followed. 

Sogyal Rinpoche 

That evening at the University of Wollongong in 1985, Sogyal Rinpoche challenged 

my expectations about what a spiritual teacher might be. He appeared before me dressed in 

a mustard coloured Tibetan chuba, a wrap around robe similar to a Japanese men’s kimono, 

rather than the red and yellow monastic robes we associate with Tibetan lamas. There was 

no show of spiritual piety and austerity. Instead, he was warm, funny, earthy and engaging 

in the way that I came to find was common among Tibetan lamas, especially those who 

came from Kham, an area of East Tibet that averages above 3,500 metres altitude and that 

now forms part of China’s Sichuan Province. Living in the rugged uplands and steep river 

valleys of Kham, where some of the great rivers of Asia have their headwaters, the people of 

Kham, known as Khampas, are famous for their resilience, toughness and fierce 

independence. Among them are some of the greatest spiritual masters of Tibet. 

Unlike Central Tibet, the land of the Dalai Lamas who ruled from their Potala Palace 

in Lhasa before it became part of the PRC, the world of Kham was traditionally divided into 

twenty-four independent ‘states’—a patchwork of small kingdoms, tribal fiefdoms and even 

ecclesiastical estates ruled by a reigning lama. The Gelug tradition of Central Tibet did not 

dominate here. The Nyingma and Kagyu traditions were especially strong, along with an 

enduring community who followed the ancient pre-Buddhist path of the Bönpos. To further 

complicate matters, principally for taxing purposes over the China-Tibet trade, the border 

between the Xing Empire, via its Sichuan Governor, and the Lhasa government was under 

constant political challenge involving armed conflict. It was fascinating for me to read the 
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account of George Patterson, the Scots Christian missionary who tried to evangelise among 

the Khampas on the eve of the Chinese communist advance into Kham in the 1950s. As a 

Scotsman, he identified with the Khampas as having many of the rugged characteristics of 

his highlander forbears, in contrast to the southern English, whom he compared to the 

Central Tibetans. Patterson, who became friends with the Pangdastangs, a politically 

influential family of merchants, provides a vivid description of the rugged and dangerous 

nature of travel across Kham, and the resilient and defiant nature of the Khampas in the face 

of such challenges.10  

Sogyal Rinpoche embodied this spirit of the Khampas in the way he devoted his life 

to transmitting his precious dharma heritage to his western students, traversing the territory 

of our complex emotional suffering in the midst of material wealth and plenty. He would say 

to his students, my life is a ‘translation’. Against all expectations, as I listened to Sogyal 

Rinpoche’s talk at the University of Wollongong about how suffering can be a spiritual gift, 

stopping us in our tracks as we drift along in life, and calling upon us to wake up and come 

home to ourselves away from our dreams and fantasies, he unlocked something in my heart 

that I didn’t even know was closed. I cannot explain how this happened. But it lit a small fire 

in my heart, touching a deep sense of longing and a feeling that perhaps here, in this lama, I 

had found my sort of spiritual teacher. From that very first encounter, I felt a mysterious 

bond between us that has remained with me for the rest of my life.   

Sogyal Rinpoche was only twelve years of age when in 1955 he fled with his family 

and his own spiritual teacher, Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, one of the most influential 

Buddhist lamas of Kham, into exile in Sikkim. Educated along with the children of the 

Sikkimese royal family at a Catholic Boarding School, Sogyal Rinpoche later studied 

comparative religion on a scholarship at Cambridge University. As a result, he had a great 

command of the English language and an easy ability to draw parallels between Western 

concepts and those of his Buddhist tradition. He was also recognised as the reincarnation of 

a famous ngakpa (non-celibate) lama, Terton Sogyal Lerab Lingpa. In the style of the 

ngakpas, Terton Sogyal had cut a commanding presence, wearing his hair in dreadlocks 

wound in a mound on top of his head. He lived in a spiritual encampment, known as a gar, 

with his wife and fellow spiritual adepts and followers associated with a monastery in 

Nyarong, a land famous for its bandits, and yet became the Dzogchen teacher of the 

Thirteenth Dalai Lama. 
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With this heritage, Sogyal Rinpoche embodied the unique ways in which Tibet’s 

Varjayana Buddhism in the Nyingma and Kagyu traditions combines a rich mixture of 

monasticism and lay spiritual communities, engaged in robust intellectual analysis through 

the various schools of Buddhist philosophy, teachings on the ethics of compassion, a tantric 

tradition of elaborate rituals and meditation practices, and the special direct approach of 

Dzogchen—to reveal a spiritual path that I found completely compelling. The symbol of 

Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism is the vajra: a five-pointed double-sided emblem used in all 

tantric practice rituals. It symbolises the spiritually alchemical possibility of transforming the 

five negative emotions of our human suffering: ignorance, anger, greed, pride and jealousy 

into their wisdom nature once the distortions of expectant hope and fear have been 

dissolved through the spiritual path—a process known as ‘liberation’. Sogyal Rinpoche 

describes these wisdoms as: the all-encompassing wisdom of openness and limitless 

compassion; the mirror like wisdom of pure clarity; the equalising wisdom that is free of any 

bias; the wisdom of discernment; and the energy of all-accomplishing wisdom. They form 

the mandala of the five male and female Buddhas that is a core organising principle in 

Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism.  

The promise of this way of knowing lay before me and would keep me nourished and 

riveted for the rest of my life. 

The Nudging of Our Inner Wisdom 

When I first encountered Sogyal Rinpoche, he expressed a spiritual energy that 

radiated courage, humour and challenge. He introduced me to the idea that life, through our 

different challenges and struggles, is the nudging of our inner wisdom nature to ‘wake up’ to 

a different way of knowing to our habitual patterns of self-concern, which the Buddhist 

teachings call the ‘Eight Worldly Dharmas’: hope for gain and fear of loss; hope for pleasure 

and fear of pain; hope for praise and fear of criticism; hope for fame and fear of infamy or 

insignificance. Freeing ourselves of these forms of hope (expectations) and fear is the means 

to gain inner contentment, independent of our external circumstances. It was easy for me to 

see how these patterns of hope and fear had operated in my life. Was it really possible to 

break free of them? 

Cajoling us with stories and jokes, Sogyal Rinpoche explained that with this 

understanding, we can take our troubles on the spiritual path and regard them as a blessing. 
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In this teaching I glimpsed the possibility that somehow the ‘failure’ of my relationship with 

Iain, as well as the traumas of my childhood, might actually be spiritual ‘gifts’—the rich 

humus in which I could discover other sorts of treasures that would help me cut through the 

confusion of my life. Sogyal Rinpoche also introduced me to a very different idea of what the 

very idea of ‘self’ meant.  Immersed in the struggles of my ‘self’ and its history, I was now 

confronted with the idea that the principal cause of mental suffering is getting caught up in a 

false idea of what ‘self’ is—as something fixed, anchored in all its stories of the past and self 

identity, and projections into the future.   

Having spent months trapped in my ‘self’ and its emotional confusion, this looked 

like a way out. However, it would take me many years to really reconcile the Buddhist ideas 

of ‘self’ as a fluid river of change, a process of ‘selfing’, with the ideas of Western 

psychology, which are built around the very idea of the individual self as the great anchor of 

Western civilisation. It is a subtle but profound shift. The no-self of Buddhism does not deny 

personal agency. Rather, from the Buddhist point of view, the three principle mistakes we 

make are considering that we, along with all phenomena, are independent, permanent and 

singular. Instead we are inter-dependent, constantly changing and relational. As individuals 

we have a sense of personal agency, but this agency is always in relation with all around us. 

As modern physicists often remind us, at the level of the atom, we are made of the same 

material as the stars. The air we breathe is the same air shared by all creatures for whom 

breath is life. 

Along with this change of perspective about the idea of my ‘self’, I was also transfixed 

by the idea that the core spiritual myth of my western culture, the Christian construct of 

original sin and being cast out of the Garden of Eden, could be seen entirely differently. It 

was not ‘sin’, but ‘ignorance’ that was the problem. I’d always wondered why Eve was the 

problem because she ate the apple from the ‘tree of knowledge’ offered by the serpent, 

leading to the long-held view of women as the ‘evil sexual temptress’. How could eating 

from the ‘tree of knowledge’ be sinful? How was sex mixed up in this? Like many women, I 

have long puzzled about how is it that women are ‘slut shamed’ while men are ‘stud 

praised’? Instead, in this Buddhist view, the loss of primordial innocence is not sin. Rather 

the ignorance of our true nature of primordial wisdom (yeshe) is the problem. Further this 

ignorance is not a moral failure. It is inherent in our human form; in the way perception can 

trap us into an experience of ‘separation’ with its corollary desire for union with ‘the other’. 
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And yet our human form is also the gift that enables us to escape this trap through working 

with our minds that are self-aware and self-reflective. 

Our spiritual task in life is to learn how to return to a direct realisation of our 

inherent primordial wisdom within ourselves, by overcoming the mental attitudes and habits 

that prevent this. These are anchored in the rigidity and fixations of conceptual thinking and 

emoting that are the causes of suffering and all its cultural expressions. Understanding this is 

the basis of the Buddhist teachings on compassion and ethics, and the various practices of 

mind training through meditation. What particularly drew me in was the idea that behind all 

my stories of the ‘wounded self’, the focus of my psychological work with Nicki, there was 

another aspect of my being, my inner wisdom nature or what Sogyal Rinpoche referred to as 

my Buddha nature. And that if I could but tap into this, I would find a sense of deep 

confidence and connection to the world that was not dependent on how others saw me, or 

my worldly achievements.  

Sogyal Rinpoche called this ‘coming home to ourselves’. In our all too human search 

for a ground of certainty, which I had been searching for throughout my intellectual life, I 

would begin to see how we reify or ‘freeze-frame’ our perceptions and experience, like 

turning water into ice. We are always trying to separate this from that, the great binary 

duality that defines the Western worldview—mind versus body, emotion versus reason, 

science versus religion, male versus female. It is a cultural habit that creates intolerance for 

ambiguity and nuance, for shades of ‘grey’, for that which cannot be grasped and pinned 

down. These news ways of thinking were grist to the mill for me as I grappled with the end 

of my dream of a ‘normal’ life of companionable intimacy and domestic stability in a life with 

Iain. A whole new journey was opening up before me. Of course, at this first public talk with 

Sogyal Rinpoche, these teaching on the fundamental View of the Vajrayana were not yet 

covered, and understanding the full import of these teachings and their view of the nature 

of reality that Rinpoche gave over the many years that I followed his teachings would take 

many, many years to reveal themselves to me. 

My First Retreat with Sogyal Rinpoche 

After that first public talk, the next day I attended a half-day seminar with Sogyal 

Rinpoche, held at the Novatel Hotel at North Wollongong beach. My sense of excitement 
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that I had found my spiritual teacher continued. At the end of the workshop, I shyly 

approached Rinpoche and asked him if he would be my teacher.   

He said, “Well, you had better come along to my retreat at Bellingen.”   

In a state of excitement, I drove home and booked myself on a flight to Bellingen, a 

small town in a lush valley that lies halfway between Sydney and Brisbane. In this way I 

found myself travelling on the plane with Rinpoche and his attendant, Elise Stutchbury. She 

was my kind of ‘intellectual gal’, a tall attractive woman in her late twenties with long tawny 

blond hair, who not only recorded Rinpoche’s teachings and talks on her small tape 

recorder, but also acted as his personal secretary and cook. Elise told me that she was 

writing up her Anthropology PhD at the ANU, based on a fieldwork study of a Tibetan 

Buddhist community of practitioners in the Manali Valley in the foothills of the Himalayas.  

My best friend from my PNG days, Inge Riebe, was also an anthropologist. I well 

understood the allure and excitement of cross-cultural studies, the desire to understand 

other worlds. I felt that in Elise I had not only found someone with my sort of intellectual 

interests, but also someone who knew about this new world of Tibetan Buddhism into which 

I had somehow stumbled and who could explain it to me in intellectual terms as well as 

spiritual terms. One of the things that I learned to treasure in Tibet’s Vajrayana is its rich 

intellectual history, of Buddhist masters who wrote complex philosophical works grappling 

with the mysteries of human experience, along with the seeming impossibly simple 

experiential methods in meditation practice for training and taming mind’s susceptibility to 

mental suffering. In this tradition I would find the perfect bridge between the intellectual 

and the spiritual life. 

We arrived at one of Belligen’s growing intentional communities to be greeted by a 

group of excited people waving and holding out white silk scarves. I later learned that these 

are called katas and are a traditional Tibetan form of greeting. Rinpoche and Elise were 

shown to the owners’ house, a simple structure of largely bush materials, fitted out with 

only a kerosene and wood stove. I was completely unprepared. From memory I slept in my 

sleeping bag under a tree. I remember that as we drove from Bellingen airport to the 

retreat, influenced by my focus on exploring feminine ways of knowing I was babbling away 

to Rinpoche and Elise about how we needed to heal the feminine spirit of Australia, buried 
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under the harshness of our colonial settlement. I was on fire with excitement. Rinpoche did 

not respond, but Elise smiled at me encouragingly and I felt I’d found a friend, a kindred 

spirit who could guide me into this strangely unfolding world.  

Although I did not understand the retreat teachings and practices, which Rinpoche 

gave over that long weekend, with encouragement from Elise I figured that just like you 

don’t master physics in a weekend, it would take some time to understand this completely 

new knowledge system and experience its spiritual insights. Rinpoche presented me with a 

vision of the world and the human condition that resolved the split between religion as a 

matter of doctrinal blind faith and belief in a distant and an all-powerful God, and the 

scientific materialism of the world of my master’s degree studies in the sociology of science 

and technology at the University of Wollongong. Buddhism presented itself as highly 

rational, an empirical investigation of inner experience through meditation, but yet not 

bound by materialism. It spoke to the possibility of a different way of knowing, a possibility 

that had first challenged me that fateful day, visiting the Massim Collection at the Australian 

Museum in Sydney. 

What mattered most to me was how becoming a practitioner of this spiritual 

tradition would take me into the heart of its very different way of understanding and 

experiencing the nature of reality. I wanted to escape the clothes dryer of my thinking mind, 

to go beyond the world of books and re-enter into that liminal space that had opened up to 

me in the museum. And for this I knew that I needed a spiritual teacher.  

My First Instructions 

Sitting behind Rinpoche on the plane on the way back to Sydney, I tapped him on the 

shoulder. “Rinpoche, now I am your student, what happens next?”   

Already familiar with my questioning, intellectualising mind, he looked at me. 

“Hmmm. You, no reading books on Buddhist philosophy. First you read the life stories of the 

masters and begin your Refuge practice with 100,000 prostrations. Elise will explain.”   

Refuge practice begins the tantric path, taking the Buddhist teachings, the teacher 

and the sangha, the community of fellow practitioners, as a support. It also involves the 

physical yoga of dropping prone to the floor from a standing position and rising again, 

100,000 times! Many of us are familiar with the image of Tibetan pilgrims prostrating on the 
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ground, or may have seen people doing such a prostration when receiving teachings from 

figures such as the Dalai Lama. Elise explained to me that prostration is not a gesture of 

submission but a yoga of releasing ego-fixation that works with the subtle energy of the 

central nervous system. Being essentially physically lazy, I confess I did not follow the 

instruction on prostrations for quite some time. However, only too aware of my tendency 

towards intellectualism, I did refrain from beginning my spiritual journey with texts on 

Buddhist philosophy. Instead, Rinpoche’s instruction to me that I read the life stories of the 

masters saw me plunge into the rich history of how Buddhism was established in Tibet, 

particularly the stories associated with Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyal, the two 

foundational figures of Sogyal Rinpoche’s Nyingma tradition.  

Just as Christianity is one of the foundational forces of Western culture, through 

Sogyal Rinpoche I was being given the opportunity to learn ways of knowing embodied in 

the Buddhist spiritual and philosophical tradition that has been a foundational force in the 

cultures of east and north Asia. True to my interest in sociology and history, I also explored 

the history of Buddhism as a religious and cultural institution—this world into which I was 

now entering. As Buddhism has spread to the West it has taken on a new form—that of 

groups of students interested in meditation practice and Buddhist teachings, gathered 

around particular teachers with many traveling the world to meet with their groups of 

students in different countries. This has echoes of the past when Buddhist masters and 

students frequently travelled across the breadth of Tibet in search of teachings, giving 

teachings, attending ceremonies and going on pilgrimage to sacred sites. 

The Western Style of the Buddhist Student-Practitioner 

The common Western Buddhist practice differs from the immigrant communities 

from Buddhist cultures who have come to live in the West, particularly those for whom 

actual Buddhist meditation practice was reserved for monks and nuns, and where lay 

participation was mostly through ceremonies and visits to temples. The most popular forms 

of Buddhist practice among Westerners are the ten-day silent Vipashyana retreats based on 

the mindfulness meditation practice of the Theravadan tradition, and the Japanese Zen 

tradition of direct awareness sitting meditation known as zazen. These approaches offer 

Westerners a way to take ‘time out’ from the busyness of their lives. For those who follow 

the Vajrayana tradition, the emphasis is on receiving teachings on the View, on perspectives 
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of the meaning of compassion and ways of understanding mind and perception, as well as 

engaging in a range, of meditation practices. In addition to the so-called sitting practices, 

they also include the special tantric practices and ceremonies that utilise visualisation and 

mantra, the recitation of sacred syllables.  

The Dzogchen path of teachings and meditation of the Nyingma tradition has proved 

particularly popular, due to its direct experiential methods of working with mind, rather than 

the elaborate rituals of other tantric practices. But Dzogchen requires a close spiritual 

relationship with one’s chosen teacher, which has raised other challenges for Westerners. 

The masters frequently warn their students that the greatest danger for a Dzogchen 

practitioner is to conceptualise the idea of shunyata (emptiness, or open potentiality) 

through intellectual analysis, rather than to realise it through non-conceptual direct knowing 

and recognition. 

What attracts many Westerners like myself to Buddhism is that it is not theistic. It 

does not require ‘blind’ belief in an all-powerful external ‘God’ or their prophets, such as 

Moses, Jesus and Mohammed, as in the Abrahamic traditions of Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam—the so-called religions of ‘the book’. The foundational figure of Buddhism, Prince 

Siddhatha who became Buddha, the Awakened One, is a teacher, not a God, Son of God, or 

Prophet. While I would discover that the ethical principles that underpin all these religious 

traditions are similar, in Buddhism the emphasis shifts from faith and following the ‘rules’ of 

the ‘Book’, to learning how to work with our own individual minds, emotions and attitudes, 

rather than seek salvation through belief in an all-powerful God or his prophets.   

In this way Buddhism fitted in with my interest in psychology and the transformative 

powers of psychotherapy that had helped me through the breakup of my relationship with 

Iain. I could see that from a Buddhist point of view, while Jesus is reputed to have said, “I am 

the way”, this should not be interpreted as meaning the way, a form of doctrinaire 

sectarianism. Rather it means the way, just as following the teachings of Buddha or 

Mohammed is a way. In multicultural Australia, with its varieties of faith traditions, the 

practice of religious tolerance and inclusiveness has become ever more important, pulling 

against the sectarian tendencies that seem to infect the followers of so many religious faith 

traditions, particularly where they claim to be the one true faith. It helped that because 

Sogyal Rinpoche had studied comparative religion at Cambridge University, he was 



 
 
 
 

GURU YOGA—THE MYSTICAL PATH 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 105 

constantly able to draw parallels and comparisons between the Buddhist viewpoint and that 

of Christianity, which has shaped Western culture. Although he said that at Cambridge the 

study of Christianity had been very much through an Anglican lens. 

A Historical and Cultural Perspective 

Being a student of sociology and Asian history, I needed to understand where Tibet’s 

form of Vajrayana Buddhism fitted into the whole history of Buddhism and how it is 

practised in different parts of Asia. Through Sogyal Rinpoche’s teachings and my own 

research, I discovered that, like Christianity and Islam, Buddhism wears many different faces, 

but it is principally divided into three types, known as yanas (vehicles). The Theravada form 

of Buddhism, practised in Sri Lanka, Burma, Cambodia and Thailand, is the Hinayana—the 

tradition I had met through David.  The form of Buddhism practised in Vietnam, China, 

Korea, Taiwan and Japan is the Mahayana, such as the Zen Buddhist tradition. 

Through my studies I learned that the tantric form of Buddhism practised in Tibet is 

the Vajrayana, which is regarded as a further development of the Mahayana, as they both 

share the teaching on shunyata, the open (empty) nature of reality, as the fundamental 

basis of their View. Sogyal Rinpoche translated this as ‘dak shé dang drwalwa’ (free of 

permanence and non existence). Sogyal Rinpoche never referred to his approach as that of 

the Nyingma, as he was very much a follower of the non-sectarian Rimé tradition that had 

flourished in Kham, and in which he had been schooled. However I was interested in these 

aspects of Tibetan Buddhism and read up on the history of its development in Tibet from the 

eighth century. Because the Dalai Lama is so famous, I had heard about the Gelug tradition, 

but from my research I learned that within Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism there are four main 

traditions: Gelug, Sakya, Kagyu and Nyingma, while more recently the earlier Bön and the 

once banned Jongpa traditions have also been acknowledged.   

Perhaps the easiest way to explain their relationship to one another is to draw a 

parallel with Roman Catholicism with its different clerical orders such as the Jesuits, 

Franciscans, Dominicans, Benedictines, Carmelites, etc. The major difference between 

Catholicism and Vajrayana Buddhism is the role of the Pope. While the Dalai Lama was the 

spiritual head of the Tibetan Government before fleeing into exile, he is not even the 

spiritual head of the Gelug tradition to which he belongs, let alone of all the different 

traditions, which guard their autonomy quite jealously. The Pope, on the other hand, is the 
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head of all the different orders of Roman Catholicism, but has not been head of a 

government since the Pope ceased to be the head of the Holy Roman Empire. 

Having gained some understanding of where Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism fitted into 

the Buddhist world, I delved deeper into the story of Padmasambhava, the 8th century 

mystic from Kashmir who is credited with bringing the tantric forms of Buddhism to Tibet, 

and is revered as Guru Rinpoche, the precious teacher, the Buddha of this time and age. I 

also eagerly read the life story of Yeshe Tosgyal that tells of her struggle for spiritual 

freedom through a whole series of social and spiritual challenges, including social 

disapproval and physical danger, to become recognised as a great spiritual teacher in her 

own right. For Tibetans, she became the embodiment of the dakini, the feminised spiritual 

principal of dynamic awareness that disrupts conventional thinking. In her spiritual 

relationship with Padmasambhava, we see the human embodiment of the indivisible union 

of the feminine and the masculine principle of all encompassing spacious awareness, a union 

that is pictured in the yab-yum imagery of sexual union in much of Tibetan Buddhist 

iconography.   

Despite its strong celibate monastic tradition, in the Vajrayana human sexuality is 

brought within the spiritual tradition. Yeshe Tsogyal is not a virgin, but a spiritual master’s 

consort. In the figures of Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyal, the Nyingma spiritual tradition 

fuses history, myth and principles of spiritual awareness that defy space and time, and yet 

provides a practical path of spiritual learning for monastic and lay people alike, based on 

meditation practices, ethical training, and a comprehensive system of understanding the 

nature of perception and emotion that shapes our human experience.  

Following the Path 

Each year when Sogyal Rinpoche visited Australia, I would attend his public talks and 

week-long retreats, getting more and more involved in the teachings by becoming Elise 

Stutchbury’s assistant in supporting the retreat, and staying up late at night to transcribe the 

recorded teachings, so fired up was I to learn this new way of thinking. Through these 

activities, Sogyal Rinpoche taught me the art of meditation in the practical tasks of daily life, 

not just through the teachings and discipline of sitting practice used to tame my mind’s 

tendency to follow and be lost in thoughts. I remember my first such lesson. While I was 

taking the running summary notes of the teaching, my mind had drifted into how the points 
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he was making were related to other insights I had gained from psychology. Rinpoche called 

me to attention.  

“This is meditation in action that I am showing you—pure awareness, seeing and 

hearing everything. When you work with me you must empty your mind of every other 

thought. You do not get lost in how you can fit what I am teaching into any other system of 

thinking you have, such as psychology. Don’t mix things up.”  

Sogyal Rinpoche always emphasised that Buddhist meditation is not just about sitting 

on a cushion to find peace. It is not a search for spiritual experiences. It is a path of bringing 

increasing awareness and compassion into everyday life. He would say: “See, hear and 

notice: see the whole picture with untangled cognizance. Keep your senses open, mind alert 

and aware, heart open and connected to others with compassion. Pay attention to the 

interdependence of things. The real practice is how you do things: how you see, how you are 

with each other, how you act and manifest in all the activities of your life, especially when 

you work with me.” 

When Rinpoche visited Australia to give teachings in 1988, I was joined by my lifelong 

friend, Inge Riebe, whom I invited along to a gathering organised by a group of Sydney-based 

somatic therapists whom I had got to know through Jane Miknius. Inge, who had been 

brought up in a Berlin family of communists, had always avoided ‘religion,’ but instead had 

looked for answers in the disciplines of psychology and philosophy, particularly the work of 

Wilhelm Reich, a favourite for the Sydney Push. However, in this retreat with Sogyal 

Rinpoche that was organised by the therapists, Inge experienced my same excitement that 

Tibetan Buddhism offered new insights into the workings of the human mind and ways to 

work with and understand the troubling emotions and situations that befall us.  

As a trained anthropologist, Inge had extensive experience working across cultures 

and languages in PNG, and also with a number of Aboriginal groups as they negotiated the 

complexities of securing ‘native title’ under government legislation. Inge was also alert to 

the way in which Sogyal Rinpoche, through his command of the English language, was 

helping us gain access to a vast body of knowledge encoded in Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism. 

Tibet has a long tradition of revering its lotsawas (translators), especially the lotsawas who 
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worked alongside Padmasambhava to translate the Indian Buddhist teachings into the 

Tibetan language and its cultural frameworks during the first wave of its arrival in Tibet.  

These early translations form the basis of Sogyal Rinpoche’s Nyingma tradition, 

known as the ‘ancient ones’. In contemporary debates about translation and its role in the 

history of colonialism and revival of Aboriginal languages, the translators remind us that all 

translation entails grappling with profound differences in terms of language, imagination, 

context, traditions and worldviews. Sogyal Rinpoche pointed out to us how this was 

especially true in the Dzogchen teachings that he was sharing with us, where textual 

knowledge must always be accompanied by oral commentary based on the experiential 

lineage of accomplished masters—not just the ‘what’ of things, but crucially the ‘how.’ The 

purpose of this knowledge is not intellectual expertise, but spiritual enlightenment, the 

realisation of wisdom, a form of knowledge that lies beyond conceptual understanding.  

As Sogyal Rinpoche would often caution his students, we should never mistake 

understanding for spiritual realisation. It was why he constantly cautioned us about mixing 

the Buddhist teachings up with Western psychology. This emphasis on oral experiential 

transmission of knowledge presents considerable challenges for the text-based nature of 

Western scholarship. Unlike the great Buddhist scholars of Tibet who were also renowned as 

spiritual practitioners, many scholars of Tibetan Buddhism in the universities of the West are 

not necessarily practitioners. They rely on textual knowledge, with no access to the oral 

experiential knowledge held by spiritual masters that traditionally accompanied the text, in 

order to reveal meanings that are deliberately concealed in the text itself.  

Oral Transmission and Levels of Meaning  

Within the Tibetan Buddhist knowledge system, the layers of meaning are typically 

organised as outer, inner and secret. The outer meaning is the literal meaning as described 

in a text or story. This system also distinguishes between ‘provisional’ teachings and 

‘absolute’ teaching: ‘provisional’ being a way of talking about profound truths using parables 

and stories that require interpretation and are not to be taken literally. The inner meaning is 

the symbolic meaning of the story, where its elements act as metaphors, pointing to deeper 

layers of meaning. The secret meaning is that which is realised within one’s own inner 

experience, beyond concept. It is this secret meaning that especially relies on the oral 

experiential advice. 



 
 
 
 

GURU YOGA—THE MYSTICAL PATH 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 109 

We see a similar problem about knowledge transmission confronting Western 

universities that are seeking to establish schools of Indigenous Knowledge systems to 

address the impact of colonisation on First Nations peoples, particularly in Canada, the US, 

Australia and New Zealand, who all share a similar history. Indigenous knowledge systems 

have been kept in lineages of oral transmission, held by recognised Elders. A recent review 

of a documentary film by Molly Reynolds about the life of the great Aboriginal actor, David 

Gulpilil, suggests he is not just a great actor, with a body of work spanning more than fifty 

years, but a portal to a different way of thinking, a different way of being, even a different 

state of consciousness. For me Sogyal Rinpoche was such a portal into a different state of 

consciousness.  

‘Another Country,’ Molly Reynold’s earlier film about Gulpilil’s Yolnu world, provides 

a vivid portrayal of the conflict between the modern Western world and its ways and those 

of Gulpilil’s Yolnu world. He cries in anguish that his culture is literally sinking under the 

rubbish of whitefella culture, captured in the images of the litter of burnt out vehicles 

abandoned in Country. In Australia’s First Nations cultures, their different way of thinking 

and being are encoded in the mythic stories of the Songlines that crisscross Australia, and 

are passed on through ceremonial rituals that are regarded as ‘secret business’ for both men 

and women, and not to be shared with those without the proper authorisation by 

recognised elders.  

In contemporary Australia, this is one of the great challenges facing ‘whitefellas’, 

non-Indigenous people like myself who want to gain a closer understanding of the Aboriginal 

way of seeing the world, particularly their visceral sense of connection to Country and its 

complex ecologies. Unlike the Vajrayana with its wisdom teachers willing to travel the world 

and find skilful ways to impart their meaning to their Western students, the methods 

available to the Elders of Australia’s First Nations cultures, and the stronger links between 

place and knowledge, make this much more difficult. It will be interesting to see how the 

development of schools of Indigenous Knowledge Systems in Australia’s universities are able 

to meet this challenge. 

For the Buddhist practitioner, it does not matter whether Padmasambhava is a 

historically ‘true’ person. What matters to us is that by working with ‘him’ as a mythic 

embodiment of spiritual awareness, we are able to invoke this awareness within ourselves 
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as lived experience, through all the symbolism that ‘he’ embodies. My first direct experience 

of the mythic power of Padmasambhava was at a retreat with Sogyal Rinpoche at Tiona Park 

near Forster on the NSW Central Coast in early 1989, held several years after our first 

meeting at the University of Wollongong and Bellingen. I had taken over the role of keeping 

a running summary of the teachings, as a support for transcriptions, as Elise had taken time 

off to have a baby. During the teaching Rinpoche called me to him and asked me to place an 

image of Padmasambhava on the back wall of the room. Rinpoche called this, the ‘Looks Like 

Me’ image, because Padmasambhava is said to have exclaimed that it ‘looks like me’.  

Rinpoche had produced the image from a photograph taken by the Queen of Sikkim when 

she travelled into Tibet before the Chinese takeover and destruction of the monastery 

where it had originally been housed. It is a most peculiar image. Guru Rinpoche’s face is 

shown with a stylised moustache and beard and features pale eyes looking with a wakeful 

staring expression.  

After duly placing the image on the far wall with blue tack, I resumed my seat. After 

another fifteen minutes or so, Rinpoche asked me to go to the wall and check to see if Guru 

Rinpoche was still attached to the wall. I did this and resumed my seat again, thinking no 

more of it. When we broke for morning tea, as we students filed past the image on our way 

to the kitchen to get our tea, I checked again to see if the image was firmly attached to the 

wall. Suddenly, as I gazed at the eyes, I felt myself falling into them, with the peculiar 

sensation that I was looking through a mirror into myself. I remember smiling to myself, “Ah, 

that is what you were up to!” In this way, Sogyal Rinpoche often taught me in many hidden 

and unexpected ways that I learned to trust.  

The more I entered into the world of Vajrayana Buddhism, shaped as it has been by 

the culture and landscape of Tibet, it took me into a world of spiritualised landscape, a world 

of unseen spiritual beings and mythic forces and timescapes that transcend linear time, 

reminding me of the world of the Trobriand Islands of PNG and of Aboriginal culture in 

Australia with its idea of the Dreaming. To celebrate this, in my work with Shelley making 

ceramic sculptures, I decided to make an installation honouring Ekazati, the great dakini 

protectress of the Dzogchen teachings, who is symbolised as standing guard on the ‘cosmic 

cervix’ of the world, its generative principle of open potentiality. Given my experience with 

cervical cancer and the dreams and awakenings that followed, this sculpture has a particular 

resonance for me. I made a set of masks that I mounted on poles: one set for Ekazati, and 
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another three representing three aspects of mind: an eagle mask for the skylike mind of 

wisdom; a cockatoo mask for the garrulous mind of conceptual thinking; and a lizard mask 

for the habitual instinctual mind.  

Much to my sons consternation, I took apart our family barbecue to make a kiln in 

which overnight I raku fired the pieces under a star-filled sky lit with a full moon in our little 

rainforest at Stanwell Park. Today they guard the entrance to my house in Katoomba. Ekazati 

has something in common with the idea of the Crone as the ancient Goddess of older 

women, associated with the courage to call out truths that might defy the conventional 

order, an archetypical idea that has gained currency in feminist literature and creative 

works. But in common with the general idea of the dakini, although represented in feminine 

form, ‘she’ is beyond conventional ideas of gender, representing primordial forces of 

creative power and wisdom. 

Sadly, Sogyal Rinpoche, one year younger than me, passed away from terminal 

cancer in August 2019. Surrounded by his many students and masters of the Tibetan 

Buddhist tradition, he was cremated with his relics placed in a stupa at the sacred site of 

Tashi Ding in Sikkim, beside that of his own teacher who died in 1959, the year that Tibet 

became formally part of the PRC. However, despite his physical passing from this world, he 

lives on as a spiritual presence in my heart, a source of constant spiritual nourishment and 

an example of seemingly limitless generosity in his efforts to share the wisdom of the 

dharma with the world. For me, Sogyal Rinpoche was not just a teacher; he was a mystical 

portal into a very different way of knowing and experiencing the nature of reality.  

In my last letter to him, before his passing, I wrote about my personal practice and 

the inspiration I had gained from the life story of Yeshe Tsogyal and his teachings—of how 

living here in Katoomba in the Blue Mountains, the advice of of Yeshe Tsogyal to her student 

Ma Richen Chok sings in my heart.  

I wrote how Rinpoche lives in my heart and bloodstream and will be with me into old 

age and death.  
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In her advice to her student, Yeshe Tsogyal reveals how the practice of guru yoga, the 

merging of minds between student and teacher, reveals to us how the ‘she’ is the expression 

of the interdependent play of appearance, the Buddhist teaching on the twelve links of 

interdependent origination, in the very elements and our sense consciousnesses by which 

we experience them. 

 
 

Meditate upon the Teacher as the glow of your awareness.  

When you melt and mingle mutually together,  

Taste that vast expanse of non-duality,  

There remain.   

 

And if you know me, Yeshé Tsogyal,  

Mistress of Samsara and Nirvana,  

You will find me dwelling in the heart of every being.  

The elements and senses are my emanations,  

And emanated thus, I am the twelvefold chain of co-production.  

Thus primordially we are never separate.  
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7: Guru Yoga—the Mystical Path 

Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism places an enormous importance on the student-teacher 

relationship, as well as on the integrity of lineage. To help me understand this new system of 

knowledge, I studiously mapped Sogyal Rinpoche’s spiritual inheritance—the lines of 

transmission that led back through a series of reincarnations to the time of 

Padmasambhava, intersecting with those that led from master to disciple. Sogyal Rinpoche’s 

teachers and the lineage became more familiar to me than my own family, giving me a 

different idea of family, that of a spiritual family who share the same lineage. As one of 

Sogyal Rinpoche’s teachers, Nyoshul Khenpo explains in his ‘A Marvellous Garland of Jewels’, 

the history of the lineage in the Vajrayana is as indispensable as our eyes or our life force.11 

Working with the Teacher 

Sogyal Rinpoche’s way of teaching and working with his students was shaped by 

Dzogchen, a spiritual path that requires students to gain a high level of stability in their 

capacity to rest in awareness, free of any conceptual wandering or elaboration, and an 

ability to enter into the teacher’s own level of spiritual awareness through a kind of ‘merging 

of minds and hearts’, a practice known as Guru Yoga. Many books on Dzogchen written by 

great spiritual masters are now available in the English language, including one by the 

Fourteenth Dalai Lama based on teachings he gave over one week in France in 2000, and 

which I was fortunate enough to receive. It is the Dzogchen tradition and its emphasis on 

Guru Yoga that has shaped my own spiritual path with Sogyal Rinpoche.  

In November 1989 Rinpoche came to Australia again, giving teachings at the 

Warriewood Surf Club on the northern Sydney beaches. In my role of helping with teaching 

notes, I stayed with Sogyal Rinpoche at a house at Churches Point, along with my friend 

Linda who was his attendant and cook. When we came home one evening from the 

afternoon teachings, Rinpoche handed me three audiotapes to listen to and give him my 

assessment of the main points for his teaching the next day. As I had a splitting headache, I 

decided to sleep for thirty minutes and then wake up and begin this task. Now, I have some 

ability to speed read, but I cannot speed hear. Each tape would require nearly two hours to 

listen to. I therefore asked Linda to listen to one and take notes and I would do the other 

two.  
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Next thing, Rinpoche put his head in the door of our room.  

“Why are you asleep? I asked you to work on the tapes.”   

I replied, “Yes, but I have a headache, so first I will sleep for 30 minutes and then 

begin.”  

 “Umm,” he nodded and went on to his room. The next morning, at about 7am 

Rinpoche put his head in the door. “Well, what have you got for me?”   

When Linda and I both attempted to respond, he looked at me, “Barbara, I asked you 

to work with the tapes, not Linda.”   

Now I knew that Sogyal Rinpoche did not need me to tell him the main points on 

which to teach. I intuited that he was somehow working with me on another level. I trusted 

this and so I always just tried my best, no matter how difficult the request. It was not always 

easy. At the very beginning of my working closely with him, I remember the time he asked 

Elise and I to go over his notes during the lunch break and identify the most important points 

for him to emphasise in the afternoon’s teaching. When we resumed the session in the 

afternoon, he looked at me, “OK Barbara, please bring me what you have got for me.”  

When I handed him our notes, and the small pile of papers, he said to me, “Barbara, these 

papers are not in the correct order. Please put them in the right order.” I had no idea what 

that order might be, so I made a rough guess, shuffled the papers and handed them to him.  

Then I rejoined Elise, standing at the back of the room. Rinpoche then announced to the 

whole assembly of students, “You two have both completely missed the main points.” Now 

fortunately I had kept a copy of the main points we had outlined. As Rinpoche taught, I 

realised that he was teaching exactly the points we had highlighted. I had a big smile on my 

face. I thought to myself, “I know what you are up to, making sure we are not getting big 

headed.” It felt like a private joke between us. It never felt like humiliation or unfairness. 

Another time, while taking the notes I had trouble hearing and my ears felt as if they 

were full of wax. During the lunch break I went to a local doctor and asked him to syringe my 

ears. The doctor couldn’t believe the large plugs of wax he got from my ears. That afternoon 

at the end of the session, Rinpoche called me to him and handed me a small figurine of 

Milarepa with his hand to his ear. Milarepa is one of the most famous and loved yogis and 
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spiritual poets of Tibet, whose life demonstrates the power of redemption. Another private 

joke. However I remember another occasion, some years later, being sent to his house to 

work all night on some notes that prevented me from attending Rinpoche’s public talk to the 

business community, one I particularly wanted to attend. I sat at the place where he was 

staying, mired in frustration—as I tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, to watch my roiling 

emotions with a measure of rueful awareness and equanimity—this definitely did not feel 

like a private joke. Such is the experiential way a Tibetan lama will work with his close 

students. 

At the end of Sogyal Rinpoche’s final day’s teachings in the Warriewood Surf Club on 

Sydney’s Northern Beaches, I had a most vivid experience of the mystical power of the 

student-teacher relationship that results from the level of trust that can open up between a 

teacher and their students through the mystical practice of Guru Yoga. As Rinpoche sat 

before us teaching, I had a vision of him mysteriously transforming into Dilgo Khyentse 

Rinpoche sitting on his throne in his monastery in Kathmandu, beckoning me to come. Dilgo 

Khyentse, who passed away in late September 1991, was regarded as an embodiment of 

enlightenment and dharma scholarship, a living ‘Buddha’. Rinpoche often spoke about Dilgo 

Khyentse Rinpoche and he always displayed his image at the teachings, along with some of 

his other teachers. In this way Rinpoche continuously emphasised the power of the student-

teacher relationship for himself as a student. After Rinpoche had left, I confided in Rigpa 

Australia’s Director, Ross Mackay, about this experience, saying I wanted to visit Kathmandu 

and meet Dilgo Khyentse.   

Ross said, “Barbara you had better ring Rinpoche and tell him about this.”  

Allowing time for Rinpoche to get back to Paris where he was due to start teaching 

next, I rang him and told him about my experience and request. “I want to come to 

Kathmandu and meet Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche and your other teachers.”   

Rinpoche simply replied, “Thank you. When can you come?” Once we agreed I would 

be able to join him in Kathmandu the following February, Rinpoche asked me to bring with 

me two toy koala bears, with the instruction: “Make sure they are made in Australia, and not 

China. One is for a young tulku. The other you will give to Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche.”  
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Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche and Other Masters in Kathmandu 

This was how, in my mid forties, I came to visit Kathmandu during the Tibetan New 

Year in February 1990. It was a very different experience to my visiting Kathmandu with Yash 

some years before, and with Iain some years after that. Now I was fully embedded in the 

Tibetan spiritual world, with the Tibetan refugee community having busily reconstructed 

their world of monasteries around the Great Stupa at Boudhanath on the outskirts of the old 

centre of Kathmandu. After arriving in Kathmandu and catching a taxi to Boudhanath, I 

found myself a room at the Vajra hotel near Dilgo Khyentse’s Shechen Monastery, and 

walked across to the monastery. I left a message with some Westerners I found gathered in 

the upstairs shrine room, asking them to tell Sogyal Rinpoche that his Australian student, 

Barbara, was staying at the Vajra Hotel. About an hour later, Rinpoche swept in to my hotel.  

“Quick you are a day late, but I have arranged for you to meet Dilgo Khyentse 

Rinpoche and join the Nyingtik Yabshi Wang that he is giving over the next five days.”   

I asked Rinpoche what this Vajrayana empowerment was about. Empowerments, 

known as wangs in Tibetan, are an important part of the transmission of the tantric 

teachings, replete with great ceremony and mystical intent, to help the student who is 

receiving the empowerment with their future practice. Many people attend large 

empowerment ceremonies as a sort of blessing, but the masters are very careful in allowing 

participation in Dzogchen empowerments such as the Nyingtik Yabshi. 

Rinpoche reassured me, “Don’t worry. It is good for your Dzogchen practice. You will 

discover all this later.”   

In terms of its spiritual directness in helping a practitioner gain realisation, Dzogchen 

is regarded by most Tibetan Buddhists as the highest teachings in the Tibetan Buddhist 

cannon. When I went before Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, and as instructed presented him with 

the koala bear, I was completely overwhelmed. He was as if made of light, yet was physically 

enormous, naked in his upper body but for a wool-lined silk shawl draped around his 

shoulders. He looked down at me from his throne, smiling with incredibly warm luminous 

eyes. Through his interpreter, I asked him if I could take a photo of him with the koala. By 

this time I realised Sogyal Rinpoche’s purpose—he was making a karmic connection between 
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Dilgo Khyentse and Sogyal Rinpoche’s Australian students, via me. I have this photograph on 

the wall of my study, a precious reminder of this visit and the spiritual generosity of Sogyal 

Rinpoche in somehow making all this happen. Although Dilgo Khyentse did travel to Europe 

and the USA, he never travelled to Australia.   

For the next five days I sat in the back of the upstairs small shrine room, surrounded 

by all the important tulkus of the lineage who had all gathered in Kathmandu to receive this 

most important empowerment of the Dzogchen lineage. From memory, only three other 

Westerners were present. I did not understand a word during the ceremony, which was all in 

Tibetan, and yet I have never felt so at home in my life. I felt as if I had come home to my 

family—surrounded by my uncles and aunties in a vibrantly warm spiritual embrace. As 

someone who had always felt like a sort of ‘outsider’ in the family of my birth, and often at 

odds with the world around me, it was an indescribably rich and nourishing experience.  

After the end of the empowerment ceremony, when Dilgo Khyentse moved 

downstairs to take the ceremonial and teaching throne in the main hall of the monastery for 

the Tibetan New Year ceremonies, I would spend some time there each morning sitting in 

quiet meditation on the cold marble floor, before taking a break to go into the Thamel 

District of Kathmandu with my Italian Rigpa friend, Palau. There I would enjoy coffee and 

apple pie at the German bakery and join throngs of Westerners visiting the numerous shops 

selling Tibetan thangkas, brass statues of different types of Buddhist deities, bookshops 

selling a great variety of second hand books left behind by trekkers, and shops selling 

pashmina shawls and clothes. Despite its pollution, I came to love Kathmandu and was 

deeply saddened by the 2015 earthquake that flattened many of the beautiful traditional 

Nepalese buildings of bricks and carved wooden features, reportedly killing nearly nine 

thousand people. 

During my visit to meet Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, Sogyal Rinpoche also took me to 

meet two more of his main Dzogchen teachers, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche and Nyoshul Khen 

Rinpoche. I can remember travelling in the back of a four-wheel drive with two other 

students to visit Tulku Urgyen at Nagi Gompa nunnery, high on a hill on the outskirts of 

Kathmandu. The nuns came out and welcomed Rinpoche by blowing on the conch shell.  

Tulku Urgyen was sick in bed, but we were invited to climb up to his room, where he gave us 

a short teaching—such is the extraordinary generosity of these masters and their 
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commitment to passing on their lineage of teachings. On another afternoon a small group of 

us went across to a house where Nyoshul Khen was staying, and received a teachings from 

him on Dzogchen, with Sogyal Rinpoche translating. Both of these teachers are regarded as 

two of the most accomplished masters of Dzogchen in our time. Sogyal Rinpoche was always 

such a generous teacher in this way. 

After purchasing a small brass statue of Guru Rinpoche with the help of an Australian 

student who was a long term practitioner, I approached Matthieu Ricard, a French scientist 

who had become a monk and one of Dilgo Khyentse’s close attendants living at the 

monastery, to have my Padmasambhava statue filled with mantra syllables, the traditional 

form of blessing them as objects of practice. I also asked him if it would be possible to 

receive a particular empowerment from Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche for the Vajrakilaya 

practice, associated with compassion, which I would later undertake in retreat. The last 

morning I was in the temple, I was called up to his throne, and there and then received the 

requested empowerment, before rushing off to get my taxi to the airport for the flight home 

in a daze of excitement and wonder. This had been one of the most momentous ten days of 

my life. When I visited Kathmandu with Yash, we had only spent a few days in Kathmandu, 

and then departed for nearby Pokhara to undertake a short trek along the Anapurna trail, 

accompanied by our porter-guide. However, during that prescient visit, long before I 

discovered the world of the Vajrayana, Yash had bought me a large beautiful thangka of the 

Buddha. It remains one of my most treasured possessions.  

I cannot tell you how any of this is possible. I am an ordinary Australian woman—no 

one special. Yet somehow my trust in the Guru Yoga teacher-student relationship, and my 

heartfelt commitment to open myself to this radically different path of knowledge, had led 

me to this opportunity. Dilgo Khyentse himself always spoke of Guru Yoga as the most 

important practice of all—the most direct path to spiritual awakening.12 A year later Dilgo 

Khyentse Rinpoche had passed away, but somehow my connection to him has stayed in my 

mindstream as a source of spiritual nourishment throughout the years, and I regard this as 

the direct blessings of my guru, Sogyal Rinpoche. How else to explain it? When our 

connection to a spiritual teacher is strong, it passes well beyond their physical presence—for 

me it is as if their spiritual energy flows in my bloodstream. That Rinpoche has died before 

me makes no difference. 
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In the Vajrayana, as Rinpoche explained in his teachings, the inner teacher, our own 

primordially present wisdom nature who has been with us always, manifests in the form of 

the ‘outer teacher’, the guru, whom, almost as if by magic, we actually encounter. From the 

viewpoint of Western culture, the Guru Yoga student-teacher relationship is nothing like the 

pedagogical student-teacher relationship of my culture. This can be the basis of considerable 

cultural confusion and controversy, particularly if the teacher proves to be a charlatan 

leading a religious cult, a phenomena that is all too common in the modern West with 

people’s search for spirituality outside formal religious institutions. Distinguishing between 

an authentic teacher and a charlatan has great spiritual importance.  

The Spiritual Teacher as a Portal 

In Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism, the teacher’s own lineage of teachers and teachings 

plays a central role in helping distinguish the charismatic charlatan from an authentic 

spiritual master. Despite the difficult relationship I had experienced with my father, I never 

experienced Sogyal Rinpoche as a father figure. Nor did I experience Guru Yoga as a form of 

longing for a romantic union. Since that very first meeting in the lecture theatre at the 

University of Wollongong, when Rinpoche opened something in my heart, I had experienced 

him through the medium of his physical presence in his teachings as a sort of portal to 

another way of knowing, to a deeper inner relationship with myself, freed from the hopes 

and fears that had governed my life.  

Rinpoche spoke openly about his own devotion to his teachers, declaring that 

whatever little understanding he had, whatever benefit he was able to bring to us, was all 

due to them. I think it was this trust I had in Rinpoche as a portal that had enabled me to 

experience his own connection to Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, and through this to have had 

the courage to ask to meet him, and the sort of carefree recklessness to take out my credit 

card and book a flight to Kathmandu and find myself magically being part of a Dzogchen 

ceremony with many of the great masters of the Nyingma school of the Vajrayana. 

In the European summer of 1992, together with a small number of other Australians, 

I attended a three-month retreat with Sogyal Rinpoche, the first to be held at his new 

international retreat centre, Lerab Ling, an old dairy farm on the edge of the Languedoc 

Plateau, close to the village of Lodeve, just north of Montpellier in the south of France. By 

then my eldest son Genou, having finished high school was living with his father in Brussels 
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where Charles had been appointed as the PNG Ambassador to the European Union. Genou 

and I arranged to catch up in Paris, before I travelled further south to Montpellier. After 

spending an afternoon boating at the Bois de Boulonge on a very hot Parisian day, our joy 

was spoilt when after returning to Montmatre where we were staying, Genou discovered his 

leather jacket had been stolen from his car. We spent the evening at the local police station 

as his jacket had contained his diplomatic passport. While the police were worried about the 

loss of a diplomatic passport with a significant street value, Genou was most worried about 

the loss of his leather jacket. I felt as if I had somehow got trapped in a French movie, 

spending precious hours stuck among the hustle and bustle of Montmatre Police Station.  

My younger son Justin joined his father in Brussels a few weeks later at the end of June, 

having elected to stay with one of his school friends in Stanwell Park before leaving for 

Brussels in time for the European summer holidays and to organise his enrolment at the 

American International School. 

Meanwhile, after the night at the police station, the next day Genou left to return to 

Brussels and I left with an Australian friend to drive down to Montpellier, via a side trip to 

Arles. Once we arrived in Montpellier, we joined up with a group of Sogyal Rinpoche’s 

students from different parts of the world to travel up to Lerab Ling by bus through the 

rugged limestone country that marks the edge of the Languedoc Plateau. As we crested the 

hill at the top of Lerab Ling, our bus drove down to park beside a very large marquee with a 

gravel floor, which we discovered was to be our gompa, the teaching and practice hall. 

Nearby was a two-storey farmhouse, of which the upper floor was accommodation for 

Rinpoche and visiting teachers and guests, while the ground floor was given over to the 

retreat kitchen, a reception area, and a retreat office and video editing room. Opposite the 

farmhouse was the barn, a two storey building. The lower floor, the previous milking shed, 

we used as our dining room: our dining tables and benches pitched at an angle towards what 

had been the central drain. Upstairs was set aside for meetings and other purposes, but 

which largely became a sick bay for the first month of the retreat, during which it rained 

constantly and the temperature was unseasonally freezing.   

Most of the retreatants were housed in individual tents along terraces that had been 

cut from the steep hillside below the gompa, and woke most mornings to find a film of 

moisture on their blankets. Conditions were very tough. I was one of the fortunate ones to 

have a room in one of the wooden chalets that had been built along a road that led past the 
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farmhouse to the bottom of the site, a road that had once been an ancient Christian 

pilgrimage path. We all shared the communal toilets and showers. As we Australians had 

packed under assumptions it would be summer, we were all ill prepared for the cold June 

temperatures that frequently dropped to freezing. Rinpoche hastily dispatched his French 

students to scour the nearby villages to purchase warm clothing and underwear for 

everyone who needed them. Many became ill with flu and colds. It proved a test of our 

commitment and endurance and Rinpoche’s skill in holding us all together in the face of 

these trying conditions. However, somewhat protected in my chalet room, for me it was a 

powerful and wonderful retreat. The spirit of Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche was my constant 

companion.   

One experience stands out in my memory very clearly. Frustrated with my lack of 

progress in my daily private meditation sessions, in the now searing heat of an August 

summer, I took all my clothes off and lay back on my bed.  

“OK, I give up, I completely give up.”  

As I lay there, a smiling image of Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche appeared in my 

mindstream, seeming to say, “It’s OK.  At least you are trying.”  

The next morning after early prostrations, as I sat on my balcony gazing in meditation 

over the valley, my perception shifted and shimmered. I remember that against the strict 

instructions to stay in our rooms, I took myself off on the rough track down through the 

meadow of long grasses to the small stream that runs along the bottom of the property. As I 

sat there in front of a small waterfall cascading over rocks, the water danced in sparkling 

droplets in the dappled sunshine. When I looked around at the tree trunks beside the creek, 

it was as if I could see everything with microscopic intensity and crystal clarity.  

For many of Sogyal Rinpoche’s students, Lerab Ling became a very special place in 

our lives; a sacred place where we experienced the power of spiritual retreat and where we 

were able to receive teachings from so many of the great spiritual teachers of Tibet’s 

Vajrayana Buddhism. After Rinpoche gave over the upper floor of the main house as 

accommodation for other members of his family, his own home at Lerab Ling was a rather 

small wooden house, built in a simple Japanese style, surrounded by a beautiful garden with 

a small waterfall. After my initial visit to Lerab Ling in 1992 for my first three-month retreat, I 



 
 
 

GURU YOGA—THE MYSTICAL PATH 

 122 

returned again for further three-month retreats in 1994, 1996 and 1997, as well as attending 

teachings with the Dalai Lama in the south of France and the German winter retreat in 2000, 

the eve of the new millennium, and teachings in San Francisco the following year.  

In late 1992 Rinpoche published his book, The ‘Tibetan Book of Living and Dying’, a 

contemporary explanation of the meaning of the ‘Tibetan Book of the Dead’, made famous 

in the West for its radical view on the nature of dying.13 Written in the personal experiential 

style of his teachings, Sogyal Rinpoche’s book became one of the most widely read books on 

Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism and hugely influential in the Western hospice movement on 

how to better care for the dying. As a result of the book’s popularity, Rinpoche became one 

of the most well known Tibetan lamas teaching in the West, with his book translated into 

many languages, including Mandarin Chinese. Over the years, Rigpa, his organisation of 

student groups around the world, grew to include many thousands of students, with centres 

in Ireland, the United Kingdom, Netherlands, Germany, France, Canada, the United States 

and Australia. It felt very exciting to be part of this large international community, sharing 

our journey into this radically different knowledge system to the one that had shaped our 

Western culture. 

The Challenge of Entering a Different Knowledge System 

I think it can be difficult for we Westerners, particularly those of us in the 

Anglosphere that has exerted such a global cultural dominance, to put aside our intellectual 

frameworks and truly take on board the insights of a very different knowledge system and 

its ‘real meanings’. After all, one of the strengths of Western culture is our ability to absorb 

influences from many different cultures and make them our own, subsumed within the 

hegemony of our Western thought with its claim to being the most ‘advanced’ of all 

cultures. I have been particularly struck by the Dalai Lama’s comments on the West’s 

obsession with ‘objective’ facts. He noted that when rationality is split off from the affective 

dimensions of knowing, the domain of the ‘heart’, in search of value free objectivity, it can 

lead to an intellectual objectification of our world and ourselves as a way of valid knowing—

with alienating consequences for ourselves and those around us. The consequences of this 

are all around us. 

The respect and reverence that marks the student-teacher relationship in Tibetan 

Buddhism bears similarity to the manner in which Aboriginal people regard their Elders, their 
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custodian knowledge holders of the wisdom of what they call the Law/Lore, known in 

Central Australian Aboriginal culture as the Tjukurrpa. It is a kind of reverent respect that is 

largely lost to Western culture, which is grounded in the secular idea of critical inquiry that 

sits uncomfortably with the idea of ‘spiritual authority’. This is made even more so by the 

sexual abuse scandals, especially in the Catholic Church, where ideas of spiritual authority 

over children were so abused. The ‘authority’ of the lama is not personal. He or she 

represents the teachings (the dharma) and must be true to them. It is why traditionally the 

lama prostrates to the teaching ‘throne’ before teaching and why students then prostrate to 

the lama after they have taken their seat. The prostration is a ritual to symbolise respect for 

the dharma, rather than the personage of the teacher.   

We gain trust in our spiritual teachers by seeing how they, themselves, deal with 

difficult situations and circumstances. We see this in masters like the Dalai Lama who lost his 

country and has been called upon to lead his people as a vast diaspora across a world 

shaped by the values of modernity and rapid technological change. This has involved 

entering into a dialogue with scientists through the Mind and Life Institute, negotiating the 

fraught politics of relations between the PRC and the other countries who might give him 

and his people support, and continuing to provide the Tibetan people with a spiritual anchor 

in a rapidly changing world. We also see it in the way the spiritual teachers of Tibet have not 

only mastered our languages, but also the framework of modern psychology and its 

understanding of mind and emotions, so that they might translate their rich and complex 

knowledge system for our understanding. 

The clash of knowledge systems between Western culture, with its own traditions of 

truth, social values and cultural practices, and those derived from the Buddhist knowledge 

system and its cultural practices in Tibetan Vajrayana, have continued to play out since the 

1959 ‘Fall of Tibet’ and the coming into exile of so many Tibetan lamas. As I have already 

explained, my own spiritual journey with Sogyal Rinpoche and the way in which Sogyal 

Rinpoche challenged my intellectual habits and assumptions was often difficult to accept.  I 

remember one occasion, back in 1993 when I became very frustrated with him over the 

development of the curriculum to guide the way we were establishing meditation classes in 

Australia. There was a conflict among us about the best way of engaging with fellow 

students. Speaking on the phone with Rinpoche, I tried to explain our position, based on 

professional experience from our working lives.   
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Looking back I can see that Rinpoche saw this conflict as anchored in pride and 

egoism on both sides, but at the time I felt he was not listening to us. In fact so unsettled 

was I that one day, when driving to my work at the University of Sydney, I almost had a car 

accident. I decided then and there to take myself off on a personal retreat at a retreat centre 

near Kyogle in northern New South Wales. The people looking after the centre kindly gave 

me one of the small rooms on the corner of the meditation hall. The first night I arrived 

there I was met by Yvonne Gold, a tall, commanding young woman who had worked as a 

makeup artist on numerous film sets, and wore her hair in dreadlocks. She had taken a break 

for a few days from a three-month’s retreat she was doing there at the request of her 

teacher, Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche. She took me to visit the little retreat house she had 

made for herself for this purpose. While there she reached up to a shelf above the door. 

“Here, Barbara, I have something for you.” 

She handed me a pair of Sogyal Rinpoche’s old slippers that she had rescued when 

cleaning up his apartment at one of the Rigpa retreats in Australia many years ago, and an 

envelope of his hair clippings. This might sound a little weird, but I understood why she had 

done this. I took them with me and placed them before the small shrine I set up in my room, 

and with them invoked the presence of Sogyal Rinpoche each day as I did my retreat. It was 

all very cosy. At the end of the retreat I had a vivid dream in which I was walking down a 

road, hand in hand with Rinpoche. I knew then that things were absolutely OK between us.  

Speaking personally, and as recorded in the spiritual stories of the masters, we can expect to 

encounter many such bumps on the spiritual path. It is a path of the fundamental 

transformation of our ordinary ways of knowing and seeing, in a world that beats to the very 

different drums of ambition and anxiety in our debt-laden, consumer-driven society, with its 

focus on materialism and worldly success and public renown. When we bring this habit of 

worldly ambition into our spiritual life, it is something that a spiritual teacher will ruthlessly 

seek to confront, for that is their spiritual responsibility. 

The relationship between the teacher and their student in Tibet’s Vajrayana 

Buddhism is bound by the idea of samaya, a sacred bond of mutual trust and respect that 

enables the teacher to work with the student in experientially direct and often 

unconventional ways that are often transgressive in modern western culture. Sogyal 

Rinpoche’s methods combined raucous humour, erudite explanation, sharp criticism, 
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seemingly irrational demands on our time, and kindness—in rich, confronting and 

unexpected ways. I frequently spent a great deal of time working on writing projects that 

went ‘nowhere’, my own version of the famous story of the way Marpa had required his 

student, Milarepa, to make endless stone towers and pull them down—a process that 

miraculously transformed Milarepa into one of Tibet’s greatest saints. Throughout the years 

in which I followed Sogyal Rinpoche as my teacher, I would experience how these methods 

worked with my own propensities—my need to ‘know’ and feel I had a handle on things; my 

need to feel I had accomplished something and got it ‘right’. I learned that while my strong 

intellectual curiosity that fed my need to ‘know’ was part of my strength, it all too easily led 

me to close down, the habitual search for some level of ‘certainty’, cutting off further levels 

of inquiry and understanding and the ability to stay open to a more liminal experience of 

reality. Transforming pride, the underbelly of independence, into humility and openness was 

a constant struggle for me and patience forever eluded me.  

In the latter years of his life, some of Sogyal Rinpoche’s students claimed that his 

methods were abusive. I cannot speak for them. All I can say is that although they frequently 

caused me emotional hurt and frustration, I always understood their spiritual purpose and 

tried to ‘stay with it’, allowing such direct methods to peel away the scabs of my ego-

protection, which the Buddhist teachings call dak dzin (self grasping). I remember the words 

of Chagdud Khadro, the American journalist, Jane Tromge, who married the Tibetan master 

Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche in 1978 and whom I interviewed in 1998 for the Rigpa magazine, 

‘The View.’ She spoke to me about the experience of being a spiritual wife of a Tibetan 

master, recalling the tempestuous nature of their relationship, and that in the face of his 

seeming ‘anger,’ a whole lot of her concepts, habits and self-righteousness were being 

annihilated. She also noted that she hoped that the demands of western cultural norms 

would not prevent students in the West being able to experience the unconventional direct 

methods of the Vajrayana, so that all we are left with are the shards, a world of texts and 

western ‘norms’ of behaviour, rather than the living knowledge of ‘alchemical’ spiritual 

transformation.  

Difficulties arise for Western students when they do not appreciate the hegemonic 

nature of the West’s claim on correct ways of knowing and behaving. In fact it is my 

experience among my fellow English speaking Buddhist students that they are not even 

familiar with the role of ‘epistemology’ in the shaping of worldviews, having grown up 
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completely unaware that they live within a particular culturally constructed knowledge 

system, which they have taken for granted as the only valid way in which to view the world.  

A further difficulty arises when students are anxious to receive the so-called higher 

teachings that require the teacher to test their spiritual maturity to receive such teachings, 

bringing up issues of ambition and competitiveness among students. After years of following 

a teacher, many may feel they have made little ‘progress’ or received little 

acknowledgement from their teacher—both the normal expectations of Western learning. 

Many mistake the spiritual practice of Guru Yoga for celebrity worship and compete 

with one another to get personally close to the teacher, feeling frustrated and hurt when 

this does not achieve the result they wish for. Anchored in the ‘righteousness’ of Western 

cultural values, some students may turn their back on their teacher and publicly condemn 

them, in their own search for validation. Another problem is how our strong Western 

knowledge system supports a tendency for syncretism, to craft our own personal thesis from 

diverse sources, cut adrift from the full import of such particular knowledge systems, 

without realising we are simply appropriating and subsuming these ideas within the 

unconsciously held Western knowledge framework. This process of appropriation and 

syncretism pervades so-called New Age spirituality and the recent advocacy of a form of a 

secular more ‘democratic’ Buddhism that does not require or allow for Guru Yoga. Cultural 

appropriation and misinterpretation is a significant challenge in today’s global world. 

Fully following a spiritual teacher in Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism is not an easy path 

for a modern Westerner. We often long to escape the objectifying nature of the materialism 

that pervades our culture, but all too often we are unable to transcend its hegemonic claims 

to being the only true explanation of the nature of reality. Historically this was 

complemented by the equally hegemonic claim of the Christian faith as the true path of 

spiritual development as it accompanied the global spread of Western culture through the 

colonisation of much of the world by the British and other European powers. Before the PRC 

invaded Tibet and suppressed the Buddhist teachings in the early years of occupation, which 

brought the Tibetan teachers fleeing into exile, the Vajrayana Buddhist teachings were 

hidden behind the towering walls of the Himalaya Mountains. Mindful of the fate of India 

under its 200 years of rule by the British, via the East India Company and the British Raj, the 

Tibetans had been determined to protect the teachings, especially from the West and its 

evangelising Christian missionaries. Instead, for the Tibetans, the threat came from the East 
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and an altogether different form of evangelising. It pays for us to be mindful that it has been 

the great suffering of the Tibetan people that has brought these spiritual treasures to us in 

the West. Whether they will truly take root here with the integrity of their knowledge 

system remains an open question.   
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8: Parallel Perspectives 

At the same time as I encountered the Buddhist teachings and practices from Sogyal 

Rinpoche, I was undertaking my masters degree in science and technology studies at the 

University of Wollongong. 

Understanding Technological Innovation  

After completing a small research-based consulting project for my professor, Ron 

Johnston, and as a result of my previous professional experience, in 1988 he invited me to 

join his research group, the Centre for Technology and Social Change. At first I only worked 

three days a week as I was still immersed in my art work with Shelley, making ceramic 

sculptures that celebrated the feminine, but gradually I took on fulltime work. My task with 

the Centre was to develop consulting programs aimed at helping industries respond to the 

impact of the arrival of the information economy as it transformed whole industry sectors 

from manufacturing to financial services. In those early years the changes were momentous, 

but the rate of change in information technologies and the widespread application of AI 

algorithms, together with the ubiquitousness of the Internet and impact of social media, has 

continued apace. Big Tech and platform capitalism has fast overtaken the fossil fuel sector in 

the formation of the reach of a globalised economy.  

In 1992, after attending that transformative first long retreat in Lerab Ling, I also 

experienced a marked change in my professional life.  Ron was in dispute with the University 

of Wollongong over a grant he had secured from the Commonwealth Government, which 

the university had insisted go to a research program within the university, rather than to 

Ron’s Centre for Technology and Social Change, which was located at the Illawarra 

Technology Centre. As a result Ron started looking for an alternative arrangement and 

managed to secure an agreement with the Dean of the Engineering Faculty of the University 

of Sydney to transfer all the intellectual resources of his centre to establish a new centre, the 

Australian Centre for Innovation and International Competitiveness, at the University of 

Sydney. He invited financial analyst and engineer, Gerry Freed, to become co-director. It was 

an innovative arrangement, with the centre established as a not-for-profit company at, 

rather than of, the university, and with a series of contractual arrangements to deliver 

teaching and PhD supervision services into the Engineering Faculty, but also able to freely 
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pursue its own consulting work with external sources.  Ron was both a company director and 

a Professor appointed to the Engineering Faculty.  

I was fortunate in having a boss in Ron who thoroughly approved of my interest in 

Tibetan Buddhism and provided me with the flexibility to take time off from work to attend 

retreats, both in Australia and overseas. When I returned from the 1992 retreat at Lerab 

Ling, I joined the new centre at the University of Sydney as we set about reinventing 

ourselves. Ron also made me a member of the new centre’s Board, which included the Dean 

of Engineering. My brief was to represent the social aspect of innovation and competition 

issues. In this new role I continued to look for and undertake research based consulting 

assignments and to provide some teaching into the faculty. Over several years I found myself 

being invited to be a keynote speaker in numerous conferences dealing with the impact of 

technological change, especially in the education sector, but also its potential impact on 

cities and urban planning.  It was rewarding and interesting work. 

One project in which I became involved was the ill-fated Multifunction Polis (MFP) 

project proposed by the Japanese as a “forum for international exchange in the region and a 

model for new industries and new lifestyles looking ahead to the twenty-first century." As 

Ron had become very active internationally in technology foresight planning, our centre at 

the University of Sydney got a contract to undertake a range of foresight planning activities 

for the MFP project in Adelaide, and Ron invited me to participate in these. These activities 

saw me become very interested in not only how technology was transforming existing 

society and its institutions, but also how it might lead to far more transformative impacts in 

the future. However, once the Federal Government chose the environmentally degraded 

and unattractive site of Gillman in Adelaide over a more attractive site on the Gold Coast in 

Queensland, in trying to use this project for regional development purposes, much of the 

hoped for investment faded away. 

Links between the Vajrayana and Science and Innovation 

Inspired by the Buddhist teachings that I had received, I took up this idea to 

established the Mindware Exchange Forum. I wanted to explore the extension of innovation 

from hardware and software into new ways of working with mind and knowledge systems as 

part of a new domain of innovation for capturing value and competitive advantage in the 

economy and education system, and also the ethical aspects of mind training embedded in 
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the Buddhist compassion teachings. One of the people whom I met at this forum, Adolph 

Hanich, worked as a management consultant with Price Waterhouse in Melbourne. As a 

management consultant he was alert to issues of working with mental capacities and 

aptitudes. He was also interested in mind issues as his 21 year-old daughter had recently 

been diagnosed with schizophrenia.  

The American journalist and scholar, Daniel Goleman, would capture these ideas in 

his articulation of emotional intelligence and later the identification of mirror neurons and 

neuroplasticity. This opened up the radical idea for Western science that the brain is not 

hardwired in its neural pathways in childhood, but capable of developing new pathways 

through learning and experience and that the way we think is influenced by what is around 

us (mirror neurons). These ideas are not new to Buddhism and can be found in the ancient 

Buddhist text, the ‘Dhammapada’ attributed to the oral forest teachings of Prince Siddhatha, 

the Buddha: “We are what we think, all that we are arises with our thoughts.  With our 

thoughts we make the world.”  In the Nyingma Dzogchen teachings, this is expressed in the 

idea that mind is like a crystal, which adopts the colour of whatever surface you place it on—

thus mind will become whatever we allow to occupy it. These insights raise particular 

concerns for today’s information economy and the plethora of pernicious ideas and images 

available through the Internet, impacting many different aspects of life—particularly 

exposure among young people to sexualised violence in online pornography and video 

games, the international trade in online child sexual exploitation, and the online 

radicalisation of people through hate-fuelled political violence. 

In 1992 I was already exploring some of this literature. During the retreat at Lerab 

Ling, when he visited Sogyal Rinpoche I had been thrilled to briefly meet the Chilean 

cognitive biologist, Francisco Varela, who was also a practising Buddhist in the Tibetan 

Vajrayana tradition. Keen to explore points of connection between the insights of Buddhism 

and my professional world of science and technology, I had already read his book, ‘The 

Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience’.14 I had also been inspired by the 

work of the Mind and Life Institute, which he had helped found in 1987 to foster a dialogue 

between western scientists and Buddhist contemplative wisdom, with enthusiastic 

engagement from the Dalai Lama. I was particularly drawn to Varela’s approach that 

expanded Western cognitive science, with its focus on brain function, to include actual lived 

human experience using the subjective methods of Buddhist contemplative inquiry. This 
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provided a way to overcome the objectifying tendencies of the Western scientific method, 

and was much more in tune with the phenomenological approaches of contemporary 

Western philosophy. 

With a sense of wonderment, I also discovered strange parallels in this mythic world 

of encoded knowledge and the hypertext structure of the Internet, one symbol or word 

clicking into and revealing another ‘world’. I was intrigued by how time and space, ancient 

cultures and post-modernity, were mirroring one another, a subject I explored in a talk, 

‘Hypertext and Pedagogy: Insights from Tibetan Buddhism’, which I gave at a 1997 

architecture conference at the University of Sydney. Living in a traditional text-based world 

inclines us to linear thinking, but hypertext allows us to plot multiple paths. I shared 

Francisco Varela’s insights with my audience about how the fractal nature of the universe is 

revealed in the idea of ‘emergence’, the mathematics of non-linear systems of 

interconnected refracting patterns, and the idea of autopoiesis—self organising complex 

systems. Varela points out how emergent properties are found across all domains—vortices 

and lasers, chemical oscillations, genetic networks, developmental patterns, population 

genetics, immune network, ecology and geophysics. This whole idea of ‘emergence’ had 

strong resonance with the Buddhist view of interdependent origination of all phenomena, 

and the fundamental underlying principle of shunyata, open potentiality, in the nature of 

reality. 

Placing an image of the Kalachakra mandala on the screen, I showed that in the 

teaching on the Kalachakra recently given by the Dalai Lama in Sydney, all the symbolic 

elements of the mandala image are charged with symbolic meaning known to the tantric 

practitioner. They are doorways into encoded knowledge of tantric practices and teachings 

through which practitioners seek to gain spiritual realisation. The mandala serves as a ‘home 

page’ of all the teachings of the Kalachakra Tantra, much like the home page of a website 

written in hypertext, allowing the reader to click and open into further pages of text and 

images. However once the Kalachakra practice is completed, the created sand mandala is 

swept up and dissolved, the coloured sand poured into a flowing stream—reinforcing that 

the nature of all reality is shunyata, open potentiality, nothing fixed and permanent. This 

also reminded me of the way traditional Aboriginal ceremonial designs are traditionally 

temporary—drawn in the sand or on the body; then dissolved once the ceremony has 

fulfilled its purpose. I pointed out to my audience of architects how the tantric methods of 
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using visualisation to create mandalas of deities as expressions of a symbolic world is 

creating a type of virtual reality with a virtual architecture. This was a growing interest in the 

world of information technology. Tantric teachings, however, highlight the dangers of failing 

to dissolve such virtual realities into shunyata, a point that can be lost in the world of video 

gaming and virtual reality systems, although when we click out of them, we are back to 

another ‘reality’. 

Rigpa’s Study and Practice Program 

Following the publication of his book, ‘The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying’, Sogyal 

Rinpoche worked with his students through his international Rigpa organisation to develop a 

graduated path of learning in the Vajrayana tradition specifically crafted for Westerners. The 

Study and Practice Program, using edited recordings of live teachings by Rinpoche, was 

offered through his centres in various parts of the world, together with a program of annual 

retreats in Europe, the US and Australia, and various city retreats in some major cities, such 

as London, Amsterdam, Berlin, Paris and New York. Students who had been following his 

teachings for a number of years were trained to be Dharma instructors. Their role was to 

create a sense of community among the students, a sangha, and help them to explore the 

meaning of the teachings and how it might respond to the various issues they were facing in 

their lives.   

The teachings, initially provided through edited audio tapes, were soon provided in 

edited video tapes as Rigpa developed teams of volunteer videographers and editors among 

Rigpa students. Through the process of simultaneous translation at live teaching events, 

student editors were able to lay down tracks in languages other than English: French, 

German, Dutch, Spanish and Chinese. Rigpa became a truly integrated international 

community attracting many dedicated and skilful people who supported Rinpoche’s work on 

a volunteer basis. I became one of the instructors in Australia, helping to run courses in our 

Sydney centre, initially established in a boatshed on the harbour in East Balmain, and later 

occupying one floor of an office building at Broadway, near Central Station. Later I would 

take on the role of the Australian Study Director, and also work with an international team 

to shape a new curriculum under the direction of Ian Maxwell, a charismatic Englishman 

who had already completed a three-year retreat at the Buddhist retreat centre in the 

Dordogne. As a result, Ian was also a central figure in the development of Rigpa’s retreat 
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centre, Dzogchen Beara, on the Beara Peninsular in the southwest of Ireland where he 

supervised student retreats.   

As the whole program developed, the need for a new, more structured, curriculum 

was first conceived from a meeting I had with Janine Philippou, a long term student of 

Rinpoche’s from his early life in London, and who now lived in Berlin. After a meeting at 

Lerab Ling, I caught the train to Berlin and spent a week with Janine discussing what was 

needed. It was my first and only visit to Berlin, but I could see why it held such appeal. I 

visited museums and spent a wonderful day cycling in Berlin through the area that had once 

been cut by the Berlin Wall, to visit restored buildings in the former East Berlin, now the 

centre of Berlin’s art scene. Sogyal Rinpoche had a great deal of trust in Janine, and gave the 

curriculum project his support. Her former husband, Philip Philippou from whom she had 

separated in 1992, was Rinpoche’s principal private secretary who oversaw the whole Rigpa 

organisation’s administration. 

The more I worked with the teachings and participated in the international effort to 

shape curriculum suitable for Western students, the more deeply I appreciated the wisdom 

of the Vajrayana teachings in providing a different view on how to think about our emotions 

and mental well being, and in our attitude to life and community. Sogyal Rinpoche’s 

teachings emphasised that to simply rely on the meditation techniques of settling the mind, 

something offered in wide range of approaches to relaxation and mental wellbeing, without 

also studying the teachings, resulted in ‘dumb’ meditation. While such sitting meditation 

might help with quietening the mind, it did nothing to increase wisdom awareness and 

compassion towards oneself and others, and to transform our attitude to life’s events that 

befall us, and those around us. One of the great joys of being an instructor was to meet with 

a group of people, discover their motivation in coming to the classes, and explore how the 

teachings and practices gave them new perspectives and ways of handling their lives. I 

would begin each course of new students asking them what had brought them to the 

teachings. Invariably there were three main reasons: the death of someone close to them or 

their own experience of facing a possible terminal illness; mental and emotional confusion 

and suffering; and an interest in finding out more about Buddhism. 

Through Sogyal Rinpoche’s teachings, and the ways he referred to his closest 

teachers whose photographs he always displayed at his retreats, I was also drawn into ways 
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of directly experiencing the powers of invocation. Rinpoche would give all his students a 

card of the ‘Looks Like Me’ image of Guru Rinpoche, on the back of which would be the 

Seven-Line Invocation Prayer by which the practitioner summons Guru Rinpoche into their 

awareness, as what Sogyal Rinpoche called a cosmic principle of timeless awareness. As I 

chanted this prayer and learned how to combine meditation practice with chanting Guru 

Rinpoche’s mantra in the sacred syllables of the Indian Sanskrit language on which the 

Tibetan language is based, Guru Rinpoche became a lived mystical presence in my spiritual 

life.  

Mythic Ways of Knowing and Links to First Nations Knowledge Systems 

Through this I began to discover a way of entering into mythic ways of knowing, a 

collapsing of time and space as I entered into the visualisation practices and the mantra 

hummed its vibratory presence through my body. I think this has helped me gain some 

experiential understanding of the way in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

summon their Ancestral Beings and become their Totems during ceremonial dancing. It is as 

if, before our eyes, we see them actually become one of the many totems that make up 

their different clan identities. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people always remind us 

that the Dreaming is not something in the past. It is ever present, viscerally permeating their 

world. This is also how many Tibetans, and Tibetan Buddhist practitioners, experience the 

mythic presence of Padmasambhava and the lineage masters and the deities of their 

tradition. 

It was also how I was drawn into the lived experience of the dakini principle of 

dynamic awareness, an awareness that is not one of quiescence but one of dynamic 

engagement with the world—an ability to dance with the unexpected. The American 

Buddhist scholar-practitioner, Judith Simmer-Brown, has explored the various meanings of 

the dakini principle in Tibetan Buddhism.15 Available to both male and female practitioners 

alike, the idea of the dakini is replete with multiple layers of meaning, including that of being 

the great disrupter, to shake us out of our habitual patterns, of drifting along in life. Such 

had been the dreams that had come to me during my difficult years of facing my fears during 

my work with Nicki as I sought to make sense of the break up of my relationship with Iain.  

The dreams that had told me to ‘dance’ and release my feminine energies now made 

sense. Even then I knew they did not mean for me to take up ballroom dancing or tango, but 
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to live my life differently. Through my Buddhist practice and studies, I came to recognise 

that this call to ‘dance’ was the call of the dakini. I would also learn how the dakini is also the 

inner aspect of the natural elements. To live close with nature is to experience the embrace 

of the dakini. Although the dakini is represented as the feminine principle, it is utterly 

beyond gender. Unlike some Western women looking to find a spiritual teacher, I never 

longed to find this in a woman rather than a man. In fact what was especially nourishing for 

me was that even though Sogyal Rinpoche was a man, as were most of the Tibetan lamas 

that I would meet giving teachings in the West, in the life stories of the masters and the 

symbolism of the dharma, spiritual mastery no longer wore only male clothes. I would even 

often get a visceral sense of many of the lamas shape shifting between energetically 

manifesting as male or female, as they sat before me, giving their teachings.  

In this way, the path of wisdom awareness revealed in the Buddhist teachings that I 

was receiving seemed to be charged with a non-gendered feminine energy that spoke to the 

limitless, ungraspable qualities of ways of knowing, yet at the same time they deeply 

honoured and included the elements of the natural world and the sexual energies of life. 

Slowly I came to see how my spontaneous desire to make fertility sculptures with clay, the 

flesh of Earth, while living in the rain forest by the ocean at Stanwell Park, had also been the 

dakini calling to me, to know myself in a deeper non-conceptual way. The gender 

stereotyping and identity that plagues our modern Western culture, and from which many 

young people today seek to escape by refusing to categorise themselves as one gender or 

another, has no place in the spiritual life 

Following a teacher such as Sogyal Rinpoche also took me into the mysterious idea of 

reincarnation and revealed termas, translated as ‘treasure teachings’. Tibetan masters, as a 

result of their spiritual mastery are believed to be able to consciously reincarnate after 

death into a future person in whom they, as wisdom consciousness (not eternal ego-souls), 

continue their spiritual life and commitment to work for the benefit of all beings. The 

recognition of a reincarnation by former senior disciples follows prophecies and signs. With 

the official recognition of a young child as their former master, such incarnations, known as 

tulkus, undergo a regime of strict training and learning to assume the responsibilities of their 

former life. This process is documented in Martin Scorcese’s 1997 film, ‘Kundun’, tracking 

the recognition of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama in a young child of a middle peasant family in 
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Amdo, who with his family was brought to the capital Lhasa and enthroned at the age of six 

years.  

Sogyal Rinpoche was one such tulku. He was recognised at the age of two years as 

the reincarnation of Terton Sogyal Lerab Lingpa. Tertons are a special class of spiritual 

master who are able to reveal termas, the so-called treasure teachings that Padmasambhava 

is believed to have secreted away in the landscape and minds of his disciples in his lifetime 

back in the 8th century, to be revealed at future times by their lineage of reincarnations. 

Such termas can take three forms: earth termas, taken literally from the rockface; mind 

termas, spontaneous revelations while in retreat, and pure vision termas. The authenticity of 

such teachings are a matter of controversy among Western scholars, but for Tibetan 

Buddhist practitioners their authenticity lies in their spiritual power to bring realisation, and 

the spiritual authority commanded by tertons within the lineage tradition. Tertons have 

played an extremely important role in Tibet’s history, particularly in the non sectarian Rimé 

movement that spanned late nineteenth and early twentieth century Kham and in which 

both Sogyal Rinpoche’s predecessor, Terton Sogyal, and his main spiritual teacher and 

mentor, Jamyang Khyentse, played important roles.   

Life Stories of the Masters 

Exploring the life stories of the masters also took me into the political history of Tibet 

because Terton Sogyal is credited with using his spiritual powers to protect the life of the 

Thirteen Dalai Lama from assassination by some conservative monastic forces opposed to 

his modernisation project, during a time when China was actively asserting its controls over 

its western borderlands on the Tibetan plateau. Increasingly I came to understand that 

Buddhist Tibet was not the land of peace and harmony that many naïve Westerners think it 

was. It was a land rent by constant political strife. Yet it was also the place where the 

Buddhist teachings flourished, producing spiritual masters and scholars of considerable 

accomplishment, which became apparent to the wider world when so many of them fled 

into exile, following Chinese political control of all of Tibet between 1950 and 1960. 

In my pursuit of reading the life stories of the masters, one terton who lived at the 

same time as Terton Sogyal, and whose story greatly interested me was Sera Khandro, a 

female terton. She was born into a prestigious family in Lhasa, but followed her strong 

spiritual calling as a terton to move to the wilds of Kham among the Golok people who 
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enjoyed a fearsome reputation for their lawlessness. What is especially remarkable about 

Sera Khandro is that she left behind an autobiography, vividly describing her life and trials as 

a woman spiritual practitioner and terton. Under the guidance of a great Dzogchen master 

then living in Nepal, the American scholar, Sarah Hiatt-Jacoby translated her autobiography 

as part of her PhD, thus enabling me to read it.16 However tertons are not just a feature of 

old Tibet. They are active within remote Tibetan areas of today’s China, continuing their 

historic role of vitalising the dharma in response to the challenges of the day. In fact, in 

addition to Sogyal Rinpoche, another reincarnation of Terton Sogyal was recognised in Jigme 

Phuntsok Rinpoche. His revealed visionary termas led him to establish Larung Gar in the 

remote Sertar Valley of Sichuan Province in 1980, which rapidly became a major centre of 

Buddhist learning, attracting many thousands of students, which continues to this day.  

Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche made a memorable visit to meet with Sogyal Rinpoche in 

1993, declaring their close connection and commitment to the preservation of the dharma in 

the West and in China. Tertons, with their charismatic presences, have been able to gather 

students and disciples around them, including significant numbers of ethnic Han Chinese 

students hungry for life beyond the consumerist materialism of modern China, who come to 

study with them in remote valleys away from the more regulated world of the major 

Buddhist Monasteries that are being impacted by modern Chinese cultural tourism. In this 

way, although the idea of reincarnation and termas defies understanding through the lens of 

our Western knowledge system, we can see how the lineage of tertons continues to play a 

significant role in the revitalisation of Tibetan Buddhism following the difficult years of the 

Chinese Cultural Revolution, and the many challenges the continuation of Buddhist learning 

still faces in contemporary China. In 2004 I would find myself visiting China to discover how 

all these forces were at play on the Tibetan plateau. 

I embraced with great enthusiasm the complexity of this new knowledge system that 

so challenged the scientific materialism and its naturalist ontology of my own university 

education, which utterly dismisses the possibility of unseen spiritual forces, revelatory 

visions, premonitions and an animated landscape. I loved the way this Buddhist tradition 

combined very practical instructions on how to work with my mind and emotions through 

the methods of meditation practice such as compassion, mindfulness and awareness, with 

this vast view of an altogether different way in which the world of knowledge and ways of 

knowing could work.   
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Many tertons, spiritual masters of seemingly magical revelations, were also famous 

scholars who composed sophisticated treatises of Buddhist philosophy—works that stand 

equally with the great works of Western philosophy in seeking to provide a rational 

explanation for how we might understand the nature of reality, perception, cognition and 

human existence. Such a combination of mystical revelations and philosophical knowledge in 

one knowledge system filled me with excitement. I did not need to reject my Western ways 

of scientific empiricism and analysis, but nor was I limited by them. Having since studied 

Buddhist philosophy and read these works, helpfully translated into English, I am continually 

amazed that in today’s so-called global economy, the University of Sydney’s philosophy 

department restricts its focus exclusively to the Western philosophical cannon. The 

philosophies of other cultural knowledge systems, such as India, the Islamic world, China and 

Tibet, are taught only in departments of Religious Studies or Anthropology—a graphic 

example of the hegemonic assumptions of Western civilisation and its knowledge system 

that persists to this day. 
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9: Wisdom Journeys 

In 1993, instead of going to Lerab Ling, I decided to invite Adolph to travel with me 

on a pilgrimage to visit Khandro Tsering Chödrön in Sikkim. 

Khandro Tsering Chödrön  

Khandro was not only Sogyal Rinpoche’s aunt, his mother’s sister, but she was also 

the spiritual wife of Rinpoche’s teacher, Jamyang Khyentse Chokyi Lodrö, who tragically died 

in 1959 just as Tibet became fully incorporated into the PRC. Rinpoche often spoke of 

Khandro as an exemplar of the power of guru yoga for spiritual realisation. Adolph was 

struggling with his daughter Megan’s unexpected illness. A brilliant student, on the cusp of 

adulthood she had began cutting herself, and had recently been diagnosed with 

schizophrenia. I had travelled down to Melbourne to stay with Adolph and visit Megan in the 

psychiatric hospital where she was staying. Adolph had recently retired from his job as a 

consultant with Price Waterhouse to deal with this momentous development. I thought a 

journey to Sikkim with me might give him some spiritual strength and perspective on his 

daughter’s illness as we shared together the many different ideas around the causes and 

treatment of adolescent schizophrenia. 

To get to Sikkim we flew via Bangkok into the green tinged swirling polluted air of 

Calcutta, with its crowded pavements and grand sweeping monuments to the British 

imperial era, when Calcutta had been the headquarters of the East India Company. From 

there we flew to Badogra where we caught a taxi van to Darjeeling, travelling up through the 

tea plantations established during the British rule of India. Darjeeling was one of the 

favoured hill stations established by the British to escape the Indian summer heat. Remnants 

of its colonial past abounded. After our arrival and a good sleep in our hotel, the next 

morning we arose at 4am. We left by a pre-arranged taxi to go to Tiger Hill to view the 

sunrise with the promise of an early morning serene meditation with the sun reflected 

against the snow-capped Himalayas.   

Alas, my meditation struggled unsuccessfully to survive the arrival of a carload of 

young men, sporting red headscarves and playing shrill Hindi music from their jeeps through 

loudspeakers, all hyped up from their part in a political rally. We returned to Darjeeling for 

breakfast and then went for a walk around Observatory Hill, replete with views across the 
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hills and up to the mountains. It was quiet here, but we could hear the distant sound of 

raucous car horns as a steady stream of trucks and jeeps jostled for space along the narrow 

road that runs along the ridge up to Darjeeling. The following morning, as we travelled by a 

pre-arranged taxi to Gangtok in Sikkim, we stopped at Kalimpong, another British hill station, 

along the way. Kalimpong was important to me as it was home to a Buddhist temple 

established by Dudjom Rinpoche, who had also fled into exile from his own centre of activity 

in the area of Pemako, which lies close to the border with Bhutan. Pemako is a fabled land, 

famous for its beyuls, the hidden secret valleys of spiritual recluse discovered through 

meditation practice, and a rugged landscape of deep ravines and soaring mountains as the 

Tsangpo River cuts its way through the Himalayan mountains to become the Indian 

Brahmaputra flowing to the Ganges Delta. 

Dudjom Rinpoche became Sogyal Rinpoche’s Dzogchen teacher in his early twenties 

and was a major support to him in his early life in spreading the Buddhist teachings to the 

West. Dudjom Rinpoche was also a great scholar who, at the request of the Fourteenth Dalai 

Lama, wrote a comprehensive history of the Nyingma tradition, ‘The Nyingma School of 

Tibetan Buddhism’, translated into English for publication in 1991.17 I had eagerly acquired a 

copy of its initial privately sponsored two-volume edition, complete with its maps of Tibet 

showing the location of all the important centres of spiritual activity of the Nyingma 

tradition. It was through reading the different life stories of the masters and studying this 

map that I was able to identify all the places of importance, and which masters were active 

in which areas of Tibet. I’ve always loved maps and through these maps I developed a 

familiarity with the whole of the Tibetan historical Buddhist landscape.   

We only spent a few hours in Kalimpong before taking our leave and crossing the 

bridge over the Tista, a wild mountain river of very green water, to climb further up the 

mountain to Gangtok, arriving there late in the afternoon. We booked into the Tashi Dalek 

hotel, which opened through a narrow door to an expansive hotel with a wonderful roof 

garden where we spent many hours, as it afforded a commanding view of the snow-capped 

mountain of Kachenjunga. Adolph and I had the ‘luxury suite’ complete with a modern 

bathroom and small living area. The next morning we connected up with Sogyal Rinpoche’s 

brother, Thigyal Lakar, a local businessman who had agreed, via correspondence with 

Mauro, one of Rinpoche’s students based in India, to help us meet with Khandro. Although 

we learned from Thigyal that Khandro had been ill with a chest infection, as is the way of the 
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generosity of these Buddhist masters, she had agreed to us visiting her in the next couple of 

days at her small apartment at the rear of the Royal Chapel. It was located behind what had 

been the palace of the previous king of Sikkim before his position was abolished when 

Sikkim was incorporated into the nation of India. Occupying the border with Tibet, through 

which passes one of the main traditional trading routes, and through which many Tibetans 

had fled into exile, Sikkim is a strategic asset for the Indian Government and played an 

important role in the border wars of the 1960s. While we waited for the opportunity to visit 

Khandro, we made a visit to Dodrupchen Rinpoche and his monastery, where we asked for a 

divination about Adolph’s daughter Megan and her struggles with schizophrenia. 

Dodrupchen Rinpoche is a leading figure in the Nyingma and famous for his powers of 

divination. The divination was not good, and proved prescient.  

Although our mood was heavy following the divination, we decided to spend the next 

couple of days exploring Sikkim. After obtaining the requisite permits to visit the border 

area, we took a taxi up to Lake Tsango, close to the border with China where we 

encountered many Bengalis on pilgrimage, as this area is also sacred to Shiva. As our taxi 

climbed up the winding roads we encountered gangs of road workers crushing gravel from 

the rocks and making bitumen in open fires on galvanised iron, surrounded by clouds of 

thick black smoke. Most of the road workers were Tibetan refugees who live in makeshift 

settlements, sharing the stark, steep hillsides with numerous military dwellings, the Indian 

army on constant alert in this strategic border area with China.  

After returning to Gangtok, the next day we were able to visit Khandro and spend a 

whole afternoon with her, with Thigyal translating for us. Her small, one-room apartment 

had a window with a view to the snow-capped Himalayas. It was dominated at the far end 

by a large shrine to her husband and spiritual teacher, Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö. I’d 

always felt a deep connection to this master through Sogyal Rinpoche, and throughout this 

pilgrimage to Sikkim I had the sense that I was journeying ever closer to the gaze of 

realisation that shone forth from his eyes in the photograph of him, which Sogyal Rinpoche 

shared with all his students. I would often meditate with this image saying, “May the gaze in 

your eyes be born in my mind”. Although still recovering from her chest infection, Khandro 

regarded us with soft, luminous eyes that bathed me in kindness, and I experienced the 

warm, nurturing embrace that comes from sitting with a great Buddhist practitioner.   
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Our final two days in Sikkim were spent travelling to west Sikkim to visit another 

Buddhist temple at Pemayangste with its exquisite sculpture of the celestial palace on the 

top floor and its walls of superb murals and statues depicting Padmasambhava and 

Vajrakilya, the deity of wrathful compassion—the direct cutting through of aggression. After 

staying overnight in a nearby lodge, we returned to Gangtok and began our journey home 

via Siliguru to Calcutta and onwards back to Australia. It had been a momentous journey for 

both of us, full of sadness, but also one that filled us with spiritual strength and 

nourishment. Shortly after we returned back to Australia, I learnt from Adolph that Megan 

had committed suicide while staying at her psychiatric hospital. I flew down to be with him 

for her funeral. A terrible affliction, it is easy to understand why anyone with acute 

schizophrenia might choose death over the turmoil of their mind, or the deadening effects 

of the drugs meant to control the turmoil. Sitting in her room, and beside her grave, I had 

the strong sense that her spirit was now free and safe. Adolph struggled on with the impact 

of this, becoming involved with other parents whose children had developed schizophrenia. 

After he became involved in another relationship, we drifted apart and I didn’t catch up with 

him again till many, many years later when he moved to live near my home at Stanwell Park. 

Tracking Other Wisdom Traditions 

Meanwhile, I continued to be more and more interested in the idea of wisdom 

knowledge, rather than technological change. I felt that the well-known Maslow hierarchy of 

needs that went from a base of physical needs through to love and belonging, to the idea of 

personal esteem and self actualisation, failed to understand the importance of wisdom. So 

much of the human potential movement, which follows the Maslow model, is based on the 

idea of individuation as a project of the very individual self, frequently reinforcing self-

absorption, ego-inflation and ambition and the search for peak experiences. As my 

immersion in the Buddhist teachings deepened, what particularly struck me was how they 

clearly articulated the idea of wisdom, free of this self pre-occupation, as a higher form of 

knowledge, both through the idea of primordial wisdom (yeshe) as our human birth right, 

complete with its quality of limitless and unimpeded compassion, but also through training 

the ordinary everyday mind in contemplative wisdom (sherab) through the subjective 

analytical investigation of our mental processes—through meditation and compassion, and 

developing an inner realisation of rigpa, the intelligence of non-dual awareness.  
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I became interested in investigating how the idea of wisdom was understood in other 

spiritual traditions, but particularly in Aboriginal culture with its emphasis on the wisdom of 

their Elders, the lineage holders of their ancient knowledge system as their true leaders. I 

was interested to see if it would be possible to develop a project about the development of 

Wise Elderhood to meet the needs of contemporary society, particularly with our ageing 

demographics. However I found myself grappling with two problems: Western culture has 

not developed the idea of wisdom as higher order knowledge, and there is no tradition of 

Elderhood as one of wise leadership. Rather the dominant discussion about the ‘elders’ of 

our Western culture is shaped around their ability to enjoy themselves in retirement with 

adequate income—an enjoyment pictured as extensive travel and leisure activities, or their 

ability to have access to good health care, and in the final years, residential aged care as an 

increasing proportion are affected by dementia.  

The modern Western idea of wisdom seemed to be limited to accumulated 

experience in any field of activity, devoid of any ethical-spiritual connotation. Within the 

dominant Judaic spiritual traditions, it seemed to be regarded as a mystical experience, for 

example in Christianity as the gift of grace from God through faith in Jesus, who is portrayed 

as wisdom incarnate. Or it was linked to the mystical idea of Sophia as a feminine 

incarnation of wisdom, as outlined in the ‘Book of Wisdom’ attributed to King Solomon. 

These approaches to wisdom made no sense to my Buddhist sensibility, and provided no 

guidance for any idea of wise eldership. 

Tjilpi Bob Randall 

In search of the Aboriginal idea of wisdom and their idea of Eldership, I took myself 

off to a weekend workshop at a property on the Central Coast of NSW, run by the Tranby 

College of Aboriginal Adult Education and Training. As I was busy putting up my tent, an 

Aboriginal man with a white flowing beard, warm brown eyes, and a big smile, walked over 

to introduce himself as Bob Randall, and offered to help me. Wearing a white cowboy hat, 

he explained he was a Yankunytjatjara man from the Northern Territory, based in Alice 

Springs. When I explained I had come to the workshop to learn about Aboriginal ideas about 

wisdom and the role of their Elders, Bob took me outside and pointed to the surrounding 

gum tree forest.  
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“Barbara look around you. All these, the trees, the birds, the little insects that you 

cannot see—all these are your family and they just love you.”   

As he spoke these words to me I was entranced, feeling the truth of what he spoke 

rolling over me—a deep sense of inter-being with the world. We spent a lot of time talking 

with one another at the workshop and as a result I asked Bob if he would be prepared to run 

a workshop for me, exploring the role of Elders and the idea of wisdom in Aboriginal culture.  

We arranged to hold the workshop at a place I found in Kangaroo Valley near Nowra on the 

NSW south coast, and to which a number of my friends came. It wasn’t an altogether 

successful process, and did not lead to more workshops, but as a result Bob asked me to 

work with him on his autobiography for which he had received a grant from the Australia 

Council.   

Bob was easy for me to talk with. He spoke perfect English and had even spent time 

working at universities, so he well understood my world. But I didn’t have a clue about his, 

beyond the few books that I had read and my brief trip to Central Australia with Jane. Bob 

came to live at my house at Stanwell Park in early 1999 to work on the manuscript. By then I 

had organised my house into two apartments to share my house with Genou’s partner 

Melissa and their young baby, Jasper, while Genou lived in a small flatette in Sydney where 

he had a fulltime job. I was trying to help them as their relationship was going through 

considerable difficulties. Bob advised me that from an Aboriginal point of view, as the 

‘mother-in-law’ I was the wrong category of kin to be able to help them this way, especially 

having Melissa live at my house. He proved correct and Melissa and Jasper soon moved to 

live with friends, and later moved in with Genou in a share house in Wollongong. 

As Bob and I settled down to work with his manuscript, I found that his American 

friend from an organisation ‘Sounds True’, who had helped him write the first draft of his 

manuscript, had inserted so much of herself into the story as a sort of romantic tale of 

‘white woman meets exotic Aboriginal man’, that it detracted from the power of his story. 

The manuscript failed to take the reader deeper in to the world and ideas of Aboriginal 

culture. I advised Bob. 
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 “Lose the white woman and tell us more about your deeper wisdom culture. This is 

what Australians like myself are keen to know. We want to understand how Aboriginal 

people ‘see’ the world, to be able to understand things more through your eyes. ” 

We faced many challenges in exploring the wisdom culture of Aboriginal Australia 

through Bob’s voice and experience. Firstly Aboriginal knowledge is divided into men’s 

business and women’s business, so there was much Bob couldn’t discuss directly with me. 

Secondly, Bob was a member of the Stolen Generation, the Aboriginal children who had 

been forcibly taken from their mothers by the Government and sent to orphanages and 

mission stations to be brought up ‘white’. By the time I met Bob, he had become a well-

known singer-song writer. His ‘My Brown Skin Baby They Take Him Away’ is considered the 

anthem of the Stolen Generation. When Bob sang this song to me, with its cry of anguish in 

the refrain, it left me with a haunting feeling of loss and pain, the legacy of this terrible 

policy that has resonated across Australia for so many years, impacting so many families.  

Learning About the Stolen Generation  

Bob would find out much later in his life that he was born at Tempe Downs near Alice 

Springs to an Aboriginal mother and white pastoralist, and forcibly taken by police at the age 

of seven years to the Alice Springs orphanage from the bush camp where he lived with his 

mother’s people.  He vividly recounted to me his first experience of being required to sleep 

inside a building, instead of under the open sky. He told me of his discomfort in wearing 

clothes and of how he had put his nose into the cracks between the floorboards to feel and 

smell the earth, crying for his mother and the small community with whom he had lived 

under the stars until this point. He explained to me how traumatising he had found this 

enclosure within walls, when up until this point, nothing had separated him from the wind, 

the heat and the cold or the sounds of the birds and insects that lived in his Country, where 

everything around him had been his intimate family. 

All records of Bob’s birth were expunged before he was then sent to an Anglican 

mission on Croker Island, thousands of kilometres away off the coast of Arnhem Land. Bob 

told me of sitting at dawn with the rising sun, imagining its warmth was the arms of his 

mother, and of wrapping the leaves of gum trees around him as his mother, as although the 

mission fed and dressed the children and schooled them, no attempt was made to replace 

the affection and love of family. For this the children had to rely on one another, even 
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though they all came from different places. Bob became an adult at the mission, showing me 

a photograph of himself and others, the northern ‘cowboys’, rounding up wild buffalo.  

However, as a result of a dispute with the missionary over his rights, Bob left Croker Island at 

the age of twenty, together with his wife and child, to seek his fortunes in Darwin. Over the 

next ten years they both set about trying to find out where they had come from.  Sadly, by 

the time Bob found out his birthplace was Tempe Downs, he discovered that his mother had 

passed away only six months before, so they never met. By the time I met Bob he had 

children from two previous marriages, living in Darwin and Alice. Tragically his second wife, 

who was a senior Aboriginal public servant in Canberra, had passed away at the young age of 

thirty-eight years. 

As a result of being stolen Bob had not undergone ceremony in his own culture as a 

young child, as he should have, but he had undergone ceremony with the Aboriginal people 

of the north linked to Croker Island and had since worked as a cultural translator for the 

many non-Indigenous people who came to Alice Springs to work in various programs aimed 

at benefiting the local Aboriginal people. Through working with Bob on his autobiography, 

not only did I become familiar with the dreadful history of the Stolen Generation and the 

havoc, the ‘sorry business’, it created in the lives of so many people, and the stories of 

massacres and treatment of Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory, but I also spent 

months reading up on Aboriginal culture to give me the background to be able to talk with 

Bob about his culture. This included works by leading anthropologists, as well as Aboriginal 

writers. I would test out the veracity of these ideas and others in discussions with Bob.  

The Challenge of Cross Cultural Learning 

It is difficult to find the words to talk about ideas embedded in cultures that are very 

different from our own, to understand them from their own side, rather than through the 

lens of our own knowledge systems. Yet we are forced to use words and concepts for this 

purpose, ever conscious of how they can trip us up in our understandings, and lead us 

astray. My studies in Vajrayana Buddhism had taught me this, especially the mistranslation 

of the Buddhist idea of shunyata as a nihilistic emptiness, instead of its real meaning as 

open, infinite potentiality. Aboriginal people are extremely sensitive to the problem of 

appropriation and misinterpretation in the efforts of non-Indigenous people to talk about 
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their culture. I would therefore seek to test my understandings with Bob as we explored his 

Aboriginal worldview and experience, drawing on my background with Tibetan Buddhism.   

One of the first things I noticed, when Bob was staying at my place at Stanwell Park 

was the way Bob had an almost 180 degree awareness of everything around us as we 

walked along the path at Wattamolla in the Royal National Park near Stanwell Park. He 

would see everything at once: a fish leaping in the nearby water, the rustle of insects in the 

grass, the movement of a bird in the tree. Bob said it took him a long time to realise that 

white people just didn’t see what was right in front of them. Bob explained to me how when 

his people meet government officials and business leaders, they don’t just listen to what 

they have to say; they listen to how this aligns with their heart. I would learn from Bob that 

his culture places a strong reliance on intuitive knowing in the way they read situations. He 

said that when officials come to talk with Aboriginal communities, the senior Law men and 

women who are the Elders will often send the young educated ones to talk with them. But in 

the background, the Elders, who might be sitting under a tree seemingly paying no 

attention, will indicate through various hand signals, which are part of bush culture tracking 

animals, whether to listen to that one, or ignore this one because they are talking false.  

We also talked about parallels with the Tibetan Buddhist way of seeing the world and 

passing on sacred knowledge, particularly the role of secrecy and the sacred responsibilities 

of Elders in the transmission of the Tjukurrpa (the Law) and the songlines.  

Bob explained, “During initiation ceremony, when the boys are taken along a 

songline, they not only learn about the Dreaming and activities of the Ancestral beings. They 

also learn all the knowledge that they need to stay alive in that country. They learn how to 

read the landscape for water, for food. They learn how to read the changing seasons 

through signs in the landscape and the behaviour of birds and animals.”  

Bob said that once they learned one section of the songline, the young boys would 

be tested, and if anyone got it wrong or mixed up, they would have to go back to the 

beginning and start again. He went on to explain about the rules of secrecy.  

“Those who undergo ceremony are forbidden from talking about it to those who 

have not done ceremony. You can get speared in the leg if you break this, or even killed.”  
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When I asked Bob the purpose of this secrecy, he said something that aligned with 

the purpose of secrecy in the transmission of Vajrayana tantric practices.  

 “It is not knowledge that you gossip about, it is knowledge that you hold inside; it is 

meant to transform your very being.” 

Kanyini 

One of the most significant contributions that Bob has made to our understanding of 

an Aboriginal way of seeing things is Bob’s development of the idea of Kanyini, Bob’s 

teachings on unconditional love, which pulls together ideas from his Christian upbringing 

and his Aboriginal culture. While Christianity has had a deep and sometimes disruptive 

impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, they have also made 

Christianity their own, finding in the story of God and his son Jesus, support for their own 

suffering and redemption. They see this as a Westerner’s way of talking about the ancient 

truths of their own Ancestral Beings, who like Jesus, are both past and ever present, 

available through ritual and belief as an inner knowing, what we call ‘faith’. Bob took 

strength from the Christian teachings that emphasised Jesus’s commitment to the poor and 

disenfranchised, rather than the rich and powerful. 

Drawing up a diagram, Bob explained to me how the four principles of Kanyini fit 

together: Ngura, a sense of belonging to home and land, Walytja, family connecting with life 

and Kurunpa, the importance of love, spirit or soul presence. All of these qualities are 

underpinned by Tjukurrpa, the deep Law of Aboriginal culture in its reverence for the 

Ancestral Beings and the ecological principles of keeping the land healthy and strong. Bob’s 

teachings on Kanyini were later captured in a 2006 documentary by Melanie Hogan, which 

Bob co-produced and narrated, and was voted best documentary at the London Australian 

Film Festival 2007. It was very powerful and moving to watch and hear Bob talk about this 

idea of Kanyini, reminding me of that precious time we spent together discussing these 

ideas. 

Throughout the time he spent with me in 1999, Bob would constantly demonstrate 

to me how he lived these principles in everything he said and did. Bob was known as an 

Elder, as Tjilpi Bob Randall. Each morning when Bob got up, he would read from a book of 

teachings he kept beside his bed, and brace himself against the common Aboriginal 
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experiences of racism and dismissal, as a stranger in their own land, that confronted him 

among white people in his daily life, and which I frequently witnessed. He explained to me 

that you didn’t become an Elder just by becoming old. You became recognised as an Elder by 

your actions, how others judged you, by the knowledge you held. We can all recognise that 

wisdom doesn’t necessarily come with age. While some seem to gain a measure of wisdom 

and grace in their old age, others can become narrow minded, fractious and prejudiced. 

Understanding the link between Eldership and wisdom is something that Dr Tjanara Goreng 

Goreng of the ANU is investigating in her research comparing Western and the First Nations’ 

forms of sacred visionary leadership, which is so valued amongst Australia’s Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities, yet is missing in mainstream Western culture.  

I also witnessed how Bob would just ‘know’ when something had happened to 

members of his family who lived far away in Alice and Darwin, the ‘sorry business’ of illness 

and unexpected death that is pervasive in the lives of Aboriginal people. He would feel it, 

that something was wrong, and he would immediately ring up to find out what had 

happened. Many people have commented on how this quality of prescience is so common 

amongst Aboriginal people, pointing to a form of communication that lies outside easy 

explanation in Western science. Bob also had a strong sense of the interdependent nature of 

things, something that is a foundational principle of the Buddhist worldview. He said life is 

like a spider’s web, and the spider knows by vibrations everything that is happening in his 

web, where there is food that is good for him and where there is danger that needs his 

action. He said that we all need to be like the spider, we need to learn how to feel the 

vibrations through our connections to others and life in this way. We have to tune ourselves 

to that. 

Journey to Uluru and Arnhem Land 

The more time I spent with Bob, the more I realised that to really enter into the 

texture of his life story, I needed to travel with him back through his country. In September 

1999, we set forth in Bob’s old Toyota SUV, loaded up with spare water drums and camping 

equipment, to travel over the Blue Mountains, west through Mildura to Port Augusta, and 

then north to Alice Springs. We took some friends of mine with us, including Graham Horner, 

Rigpa’s retreat videographer, so that he could capture our journey on video and film, and 

Sasha, a German friend of mine with whom I had briefly worked on a community radio 
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program at 2SERFM in Sydney. Along the way, we stopped at Cooper Pedy, meeting up with 

one of Bob’s friends, an Elder who held the songline that connected Alice to Port Augusta.  

He cut a striking and dignified figure with his dust encrusted suit coat and felt hat, and with 

Bob as interpreter, talked a little about his life. 

After meeting up with Bob’s daughter in Alice, we turned south to travel to Uluru to 

meet the Mutitjulu community, of which Bob was a traditional member as Bob’s people are 

the traditional caretakers of this sacred place. Bob introduced us to three of his aunties who 

were sitting on the ground outside their house, cooking some food in a frypan on three 

stones over an open fire. He looked at me and said, “Aren’t they just so beautiful?”  

Together with his aunties we went off into the bush to dig for honey ants. These small ants 

that are burrowed deep in the sandy desert carry small sacs of a caramel tasting honey on 

their backs, and are a great delicacy for Aboriginal people. I also got to taste witchetty grubs, 

which have a very rich nutty flavour and are a good source of protein. Perhaps the highlight 

of my time at Uluru is when Bob took me to the sacred Mutitjulu Waterhole at the base of 

that great monolith, which Bob explained to me was the secret home of the Rainbow 

Serpent.  

Ever since my dream of the serpent rising up out of the ocean, followed by my 

experience of energy pouring up through me, I have been keenly interested in the role of 

serpent mythology across so many cultures. I wonder is this fascination for the serpent an 

intuitive intimation of the double helix of DNA, the genetic code of life forms, first identified 

in Western science by Jams Watson and Francis Crick in the 1950s, which Narsby has 

suggested was perhaps known in many First Nations cultures through what has been called 

‘shamanic’ ways of knowing? The more we learn about Australia’s First Nations knowledge 

systems, the more we marvel at their deep levels of understanding about the true nature of 

reality, bounded by ecological complex systems on multiple levels. 

As I would later learn from the Bawaka Collective of women elders of North East 

Arnhem Land, close to where Bob was taken to Croker Island mission, the songlines, which 

they insist should be seen as songspirals, are a university for First Nations peoples, an 

encoded map of understandings; where the arts of painting, singing, dancing and ceremony 

give each new generation a map of Country in a deep and spiritual way. 
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After leaving Uluru, with Bob behind the wheel of his sturdy Toyota Landcruiser, we 

returned to Alice, staying overnight along the way in open ground at Tempe Downs, Bob’s 

birthplace. Bob recalled how as a young child this place had been his storybook. How when 

the kids woke up in the morning they would carefully examine all the little tracks in the sand 

and tell stories about the escapades of the insects that had made them. When we got back 

to Alice, Sasha’s girlfriend Rebecca, a lecturer in creative arts at the University of Sydney, 

joined us for the rest of the trip.  

During our stay at Alice we also attended a performance of ‘Sugar Man’. Craig San 

Roque, a psychiatrist who was working with the Aboriginal Health Service in Alice, had 

worked with the Aboriginal community to develop this ceremonial performance as a way of 

helping Aboriginal people develop a new ‘songline’ to address alcohol addiction in their 

communities. Craig was trying to adapt ways of handling the terrible impact that alcohol 

addiction was having right across Aboriginal Australia, by seeking to locate its arrival into 

their world as the ‘sugar man’ who arrived with the ‘white man’, using mytho-poetic story 

telling that is aligned with the ways of traditional Law. We see similar songlines and 

ceremony being developed in Aboriginal cultures in areas like the Kimberley: songlines that 

tell the dreadful stories of massacres visited on their people by white pastoralists and the 

police; songlines that keep alive these memories seared into the experience of Aboriginal 

people. One of the special qualities of oral cultures is their great adaptability to changing 

circumstances and events, incorporated in evolutionary ways, unlike text-based cultures 

where such things are frozen in time, under selective authorship. 

After watching the performance of ‘Sugar Man’ in the cool of a late spring afternoon, 

we set forth north on the long road to Arnhem Land and Ainslee point, stopping at various 

points along the way. Shortly after crossing into Arnhem Land as guests of Bob’s, he took us 

to visit some caves with the rock art for which Arnhem Land is well known, records in art of 

the extraordinary length of living Aboriginal culture in Australia. When we got to Ainslee 

Point, we set up camp on the beach, a cool breeze from the ocean helping with the heat. We 

were disappointed to learn that we couldn’t actually swim in the ocean water as saltwater 

crocodiles patrolled these waters. However, after catching up with Jim, Bob’s friend from his 

mission days on Croker Island, who lived as a custodial ‘owner’ of this country, we went out 

in Jim’s boat on the ocean waters, trailing our hands in the water hoping that this would not 

attract any marauding crocodiles.   
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We spent many evenings listening to Bob’s stories about his life and his relationship 

to this country, sitting around a campfire under a star filled northern sky—intimations of a 

way of life that has defined Aboriginal life for millennia. On the long journey back to Sydney, 

after Rebecca and Sasha left us at Alice to fly home to Sydney, Graham and I received some 

more of Bob’s wisdom. Graham was complaining to Bob that he’d never been able to find a 

girlfriend. Bob looked at him quizzically.  

“Graham, it doesn’t matter what you look like.  It’s how you are. You have to learn 

from nature. If you become nectar, the bees will come to drink. So you just have to become 

nectar.”   

I smiled to myself at this wisdom and recognised that indeed this was how Bob was 

such a magnet for people: he really exuded this quality of being nectar. 

When we arrived back at Stanwell Park, I set to work refining the manuscript and 

then looking for a publisher. I wasn’t successful, but I’d run out of time. I needed to leave for 

Germany where I was due to join Sogyal Rinpoche’s retreat and continue my work with the 

international team of students who were working on reshaping the Rigpa curriculum for our 

program of courses provided through Rigpa’s international network of centres. It was the 

cusp of the new millennium as the world tipped over into the year 2000. During this time 

away in Europe I realised that it was my Buddhist world that held my deepest interest and 

that I needed to draw a line in the sand on my work with Bob on his manuscript.   

Tjilpi Bob Randall’s Gifts to Australia 

When I arrived back from Germany, Bob understood and without too much 

discussion, he packed up his Toyota and set forth. In fact, during my time away, he had 

already formed a friendship with a woman living in the Blue Mountains, who would later 

become his wife and live with him at Mutijulu until he sadly passed away in 2015. Bob was 

able to get further help to refine his manuscript after our parting of ways, and ABC Books 

published Bob’s autobiography in 2003 under the title ‘Songman.’18 In 2002, the National 

Library of Australia recorded his life story in the ‘Bringing Them Home’ project. Bob’s 

reputation as a songwriter and performer through his rich repertoire of songs also saw him 

inducted into the Northern Territory Indigenous Music Hall of Fame in 2004. Throughout his 
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life Bob had made a major contribution to so many people in Australia on a personal level, 

and through his many cultural projects. 

My time with Tjilpi Bob Randall has given me precious insights into the lived 

experience of Aboriginal people in Australia, an experience that has continued to inform my 

conviction that responding to the challenge of reconciliation between First Nations people 

and non-Indigenous people involves not only recognising the history of colonisation and 

persistent racism. It also requires us to explore and understand the very different 

worldviews that underpin how we understand ourselves, and the nature of our relationship 

to the natural world. We need to understand Indigenous Knowledge Systems. This will allow 

us to better understand the huge gulf between a view of nature as a resource for economic 

exploitation, an above and over relationship, and a view of nature as a sacred ecology, an 

immersive and participatory relationship by which we hold the responsibility of careful 

nurturance for future generations. We need to listen to the voices and experiences of our 

First Nations people. It requires nothing less than a revolution in our consciousness. 

Visionary Attempts to Continue the Dreaming 

Wayne Blair and Nel Minchin’s powerful documentary, ‘Firestarters’, about the 

almost thirty-year history of the Bangarra Dance Theatre gives us such powerful insights that 

it should be seen by every Australian. Shaped by the artistic genius of the three Page 

brothers—Stephen the choreographer and Bangarra Director, David the composer and 

musical director, and Russel the mesmerising dancer—Bangarra is a visionary attempt to 

revive and continue the tradition of the Dreaming into the new millennium, mixing tradition 

with modern dance and bringing forth issues of identity and trauma, digging into the raw 

vulnerability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’s historical experience of white 

colonialism. Bangarra’s story telling through dance and theatre explores First Nations 

people’s struggles with substance abuse, domestic violence, incarceration and suicide—

suicide which tragically claimed the lives of both Colin and David, despite all their success 

with Bangarra, which has become one of the most successful First Nations dance companies 

in the world. The history of colonisation and its impacts hangs like a hidden dark cloud over 

even the most accomplished. 
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My Mother’s Death 

My mother died in early May 2002. After my father’s death five years before, we had 

all hoped she would live a freer life, but she found it hard to adapt to a life without him.  

When she mistakenly put her foot on the accelerator instead of the brake and drove herself 

into a ditch, breaking her leg, mum moved to live in an aged care village in Bundaberg.  

While my brother and I were based in distant Sydney, my sister who lived in Brisbane took 

on a greater role in looking after the needs of our mother. Fortunately one of the senior 

nurses at the Aged Care Village was married to Mum’s nephew, Frank, who was the 

groundsman there, so they were able to be there for her on a regular basis.  

When we heard from our sister that our mother was close to the end, my brother 

and I flew up to Brisbane and travelled by car with our sister to Bundaberg. For many years 

mum had complained constantly of severe pain in her diaphragm, for which the doctors had 

been unable to find a cause, other than perhaps damage from radium treatment for breast 

cancer, which she had received much earlier. Her principal complaint about living at the 

Aged Care Village was that most of the people in her area were ‘brain dead’ while mum still 

had a sharp mind and wanted to engage in conversation. When her condition deteriorated 

with suspected pneumonia we asked the staff to not send her off to hospital for 

intervention, but to allow death to take its natural course. They agreed, giving her enough 

medication to make her comfortable.  

When we gathered around her bedside, she was very frail and looked at us with 

frightened eyes. She had no spiritual practice or beliefs to draw on, and I could see she was 

finding it hard to let go. We stayed with her for some time. While my sister fussed around, I 

tried to do some silent spiritual practice, looking into her eyes and easing her mind to allow 

her to let go into the final journey we all must make. The next morning when we visited, the 

staff said she had rallied and was unlikely to die soon. We therefore returned to Brisbane to 

wait. While I was in Brisbane, I met up with my friend Bernie from my Bronte Beach days, to 

attend a deep throat chanting performance of the Tibetan Gyoto monks at a new arts centre 

in the suburb of New Farm. I remember how during the performance I visualised their tonal 

chants somehow reaching my mother and easing her final journey. The next day we heard 

word that she had unexpectedly passed. I found out this happened at the same time I had 
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been at the monks’ performance, and I hoped that somehow my small spiritual practice 

through my connection to her had helped her as it helped me.  

We set forth to Bundaberg to arrange the funeral and the reading of mum’s will.  My 

sister and brother were both executors. My mother honoured my sister’s greater 

responsibilities in helping to look after her in the distribution of the will, which my brother 

and I readily accepted. It was sad to lose our mother, especially for my sister who was much 

closer, but we were all glad that her years of suffering were now over. At her funeral service, 

a few days later, we heard from the staff how well loved she had been there. Despite her 

constant refrain about her pain, she had always tried to be positive and interested in the 

world around her, and had been a bright spark in their world of what my mother called, the 

‘brain dead’.   

Like many so-called modern advanced economies, Australia is struggling with the 

ageing of our society as people live longer, yet more and more are afflicted with dementia 

and alzheimer’s disease—the progressive and irreversible neuro-degeneration of our brains, 

affecting more than 50 per cent of people living in aged care. Although retirement as leisure 

is the dominant narrative of modern Western culture, the idea that with age comes a 

responsibility for elderhood that is so characteristic of First Nations cultures was recognised 

in granting the Australian Senior of the Year award to the Aboriginal elder and educator, Dr 

Miriam Rose Ungunmerr from the Daly River Ngangikurungkurr people. She has done much 

to publicise the idea of dadirri, inner deep listening and quiet still awareness. Dr Ungunmerr 

says she regards this as the greatest gift we [Aboriginal people] can give to our fellow 

Australians. In her vision of being an elder in her culture, she says:  

“As we grow older, we ourselves become the storytellers. We pass on to the young 

ones all they must know. The stories and songs sink quietly into our minds and we hold them 

deep inside. In the ceremonies we celebrate the awareness of our lives as sacred.” 

Dr Ungunmerr is a wonderful example of how Aboriginal people have forged a bridge 

between their traditional culture and Christianity, making it their own. If only my mother, 

like so many others in our growing aged population, and who had lost all contact with her 

own Christian upbringing as a spiritual force, had been able to be nurtured by this vision of 

elderhood in her old age.
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10: Times with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche 

 My mother left me enough money to clear my mortgage debt on my house, and with 

this I was ready for my next adventure, moving to live in New Zealand. As part of my 

strengthening commitment to support Sogyal Rinpoche’s work and interest in the Buddhist 

teachings, I was inspired by two of Sogyal Rinpoche’s students, Bobby and Robin, who had 

sold their home to buy a retreat centre at Golden Bay on the northwest corner of the South 

Island. I wanted to help them develop a community of Rigpa students to form a sangha to 

support this new retreat centre.  

A Surprise Meeting 

Shortly after I arrived in Nelson, a New Zealand centre of ‘alternative culture’, and 

joined Bobby in her rental house where she was living, I discovered she was hosting Amnyi 

Trulchung Rinpoche, a young lama from Kham who had visited New Zealand the previous 

year. Rinpoche, who was tall and thin with prominent cheekbones and handsome in a 

rugged Khampa way, exuded a commanding and engaging presence. He spoke almost no 

English and was travelling with Tashi, a young Tibetan as his translator.  One evening, as I 

was sitting up late working on my computer in communication with my Rigpa colleagues 

around the world, Rinpoche wandered by. When he put his head against mine in the manner 

of a blessing, as is common among lamas, I felt this most extraordinary current of bliss-like 

energy course through my body. I thought to myself, ”Who is this lama?”   

Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche 

I slowly got to know his story. He is the reigning lama-leader (ponpo) of the Ju Mohor 

Monastery in Dzachuka, the Yalong Valley in the remote Sershul County of northwest 

Sichuan Province in China. In 2000, this young Rinpoche had travelled in secret, even from 

his family and community, through the perilous winter snows across the Himalayan border 

into Nepal, and on further to the Tibetan community in Boudhanath on the outskirts of 

Kathmandu. Here, following in the footsteps of so many Tibetan refugees, he gathered 

resources to travel on further to Dharamsala in India to seek an audience with the Dalai 

Lama. It was in a teashop in Dharamsala that Rinpoche had met a man from New Zealand 

who invited him, together with the translator with whom he was travelling, to visit New 

Zealand and share his teachings with the many people in New Zealand who were interested 
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in Buddhism. As a result of that visit, he had gathered a few people, including Bobby and 

Robin who were now sponsoring his second visit to New Zealand. 

Our Special Dharma Connection 

When I discovered that Rinpoche’s own teacher in China was Jigme Phuntsok 

Rinpoche, the brother incarnation of Terton Sogyal to my teacher, Sogyal Rinpoche, I felt we 

had an important dharma connection. I had read about Jigme Phuntsok’s life and his 

founding of the large Buddhist community of Larung Gar through the writings of the 

American scholar David Germano. I was particularly struck by Germano’s observations, 

drawn from his time visiting Larung Gar in the late 1980s and early 1990s, about the 

importance of connection to place for the Tibetan peoples’ wellbeing, both spiritually and 

emotionally. He described how Jigme Phuntsok had revived the sacred landscape of Tibet for 

Tibetans, combining mythical, intellectual and spiritual forces in his approach to reviving the 

practice and study of Buddhism among the Tibetans living in China, after the terrible years of 

the Chinse Cultural Revolution.19  

 It soon became apparent that although Tashi could translate conversational Tibetan 

into English, he was completely unable to translate Tibetan Buddhist dharma teachings, as 

they are written and spoken in classical Tibetan, full of allusions and hidden meanings, which 

require the translator to be very conversant with the teachings, not just the Tibetan 

language. As a result, together with Keith Rowan, a long term dharma student living in New 

Zealand who had formed a close relationship with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche, we persuaded 

Rinpoche to stay on in Nelson and learn English so that he could gather a group of students 

to support him personally, and help him support his community back in China, his hereditary 

responsibility.  

We also advised that he should apply for refugee status to give him the protection of 

New Zealand citizenship and make it easier for him to travel internationally. Keith, a building 

designer, modified his house to enable him to move his office downstairs freeing up the two 

bedrooms that had hitherto acted as his office. Keith gave over his main bedroom to 

Rinpoche and he and I moved into the other two bedrooms, Keith generously giving me the 

bigger one, where I set up my desk. To give him the courage to face the challenges of finding 

his feet in Western society, Rinpoche set up a tape recorder that played a continuous loop of 
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Jigme Phuntsok chanting in his gravelly Tibetan voice, which echoed as a low hum 

throughout the house.   

Running a Lama’s Household 

I now took on the role of looking after a lama’s household, while Keith took on the 

role of being his attendant. Rinpoche asked us to be his surrogate ‘parents’, especially 

myself as his ‘mother’, which I accepted with some embarrassment. Rinpoche was the same 

age as my eldest son Genou, but he was of an altogether different level of worldliness and 

social position to my son. The West can be treacherous territory to a Tibetan lama. On the 

one hand he encounters a society, which by its dress and behaviour seems to be very free 

and easy, especially about sexual relationships, but which is actually governed by many 

hidden ‘rules’ that qualify this so-called ‘freedom’. On the other hand, lamas in their yellow 

and red robes are often the objects of projections from Westerners, as assumed 

embodiments of ‘saintly’ perfection upon whom they can project their fantasies, rather than 

merely human beings.  

As Rinpoche’s surrogate ‘mother’ I took it upon myself to guide him through these 

hidden shoals, including telling the New Zealanders that despite his robes, he was not in fact 

a monk. I was familiar enough with the monastic system to realise that while monks kept 

their physical distance from women, non monastic lamas were able to be much more 

familiar, even hugging us. To add to the confusion, Rinpoche’s personality was very warm 

and magnetic, and I saw that it was all too easy for woman to sexualise his warmth as if this 

was the only way they had ever experienced caring warmth from a man. After watching a 

few examples of confusion, I advised Rinpoche that when dealing with people completely 

new to Tibetan lamas, he should do no more than hold their hands, leaving the hugs and 

banter to we ‘oldies’. 

For the first year of living in New Zealand I also continued my support work for Rigpa, 

while beginning to help Rinpoche develop ways of supporting his people in Sershul through 

the establishment of his Rigdzin Foundation. At the same time, so that Amnyi Trulchung 

could personally meet Sogyal Rinpoche and observe a lama used to teaching Western 

students, I arranged for Amnyi Trulchung to come to Australia and attend a Rigpa Retreat.  

Sogyal Rinpoche formally welcomed him in a little ceremony of gift exchanges in one of the 

smaller marquees used for the annual Rigpa retreat at Tiona Park, near Forster in NSW.  
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During this visit I shared with Amnyi Trulchung a video of the historic meeting at Lerab Ling 

in 1993 between Sogyal Rinpoche and Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche, the two incarnations of 

Terton Sogyal. Amnyi Trulchung was overcome with emotion when he saw this video. 

We had a lot of fun in Keith’s house looking after Rinpoche and hosting a steady 

stream of people who came to visit him. Rinpoche made slow but regular progress in his 

command of English, helped by the fact that none of us could speak Tibetan, except for Tashi 

who was living elsewhere with other students of Rinpoche’s and who soon left to return to 

Nepal. To help Rinpoche with his English, we watched lots of DVD’s, particularly Jackie Chan 

movies that required little dialogue. Keith and I also spent many hours together sharing our 

understanding of the Buddhist teachings and philosophy, as Keith’s previous teacher had 

been a Canadian from the Kagyu tradition. Although in my late fifties, I felt as if I was living in 

an undergraduate university group house, full of intellectual conversation and high-spirited 

friendships with lots of laughter. I remember that during this time, one of my starkest 

exposures to the Buddhist commitment to compassion was when we were watching the 

capture of Osama Bid Laden on the television. Rinpoche immediately sat before the TV set 

and entered into a compassion practice for him, saying, “big suffering for all that he has 

done.” 

Visiting Tibet 

In 2004, I joined with a group of twenty New Zealanders and Australians to travel 

with Amnyi Trulchung back to his monastery and community in the nomadic Sershul County 

of Sichuan Province. Sadly, in December as we began planning the trip, we heard the terrible 

news that Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche had passed away in a military hospital in Chengdu at the 

age of seventy. Rinpoche was devastated, retreating to his room to engage in intensive 

practice. However, he was still committed to our trip to Sershul, with plans to leave in early 

June. To prepare for travelling back into China on his Nepalese passport, which was based on 

the identity of a recently deceased Nepali person, and which Rinpoche had acquired in 

Kathmandu, for the first time in his life Rinpoche dressed in civilian clothes. It was hilarious 

to watch his discomfort when he abandoned the heavy maroon robes he had worn all his 

life, for a pair of lightweight trousers.  
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Our Journey Through Tibet: Chengu to Kandze and Sershul, then Chengdu to Lhasa 

This was necessary as he was travelling not as a Tibetan lama, but as a lay Nepali on 

his Nepali passport. Fortunately we all got through airport immigration control at Chengdu 

airport without a hitch. As soon as we were in Chengdu, which presented a vastly different 

picture to the China I had encountered back in 1968, Rinpoche changed into his lama robes 

and went to the Tibetan quarter to source a large tourist bus with a driver who was willing 

to go with us on this three-day journey up onto the Tibetan plateau. After we waited around 

for a day or so, Rinpoche turned up to our hotel with the bus, and we were soon off on our 

journey to Tibet. Unfortunately we heard that we would not be able to visit Larung Gar, as 

following Jigme Phuntsok’s passing and the high emotions following this, the Chinese 

government had closed off access to all foreigners. 

On the first day, we travelled up the steep hills of Ya’an to reach the city of Kanding, 

the border town that marks the beginning of the Tibetan plateau and the Tibetan cultural 

world. Historically Kanding was a major trading post for the all important tea trade between 

China and Tibet. Opium inured Chinese coolies had hauled the tea up these hills on their 

backs, returning with wool and leather products from Tibet, while the Tibetan traders took 

the tea, packed onto their yaks, the ubiquitous beast of burden in Tibet, to distant Lhasa and 

beyond, across perilous high passes. Known by the Tibetans as Dartsedo, Kanding is built on 

the confluence of the Dar and Tse Rivers that rush through the centre of the town in a deep 

cement lined culvert in a great roaring and frothing torrent. As soon as we arrived and 

settled into our hotel, Keith and I went out for a walk through the city to get a taste of the 

Tibetan cultural world in the cool crisp air, where at 2,800 metres we could already feel the 
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effects of altitude. The next morning, after a quiet, secret celebration over breakfast of the 

Dalai Lama’s birthday, which fell on that day, we set forth to travel up the Yalong Valley.  

Climbing over a high pass of 5,000 metres before descending into the valley, many of 

us were sent reeling from the effects of such high altitude, taking its toll in violent headaches 

and causing some of us to vomit. We stopped at the top of the pass to gaze out over the lush 

green landscape of Kham and its surrounding mountain peaks, snow still adorning their 

summits even in summer. As we struggled with the effects of the altitude, we excitedly 

added some stones and prayer flags to the stone chorten that marks all such passes in Tibet. 

Rinpoche apologised to us for not being able to give us the time to gradually acclimatise to 

the increasing altitude. We were under close political scrutiny and his position was a little 

precarious until we got to the safety of his community in Junyong village in Sershul County.   

Once over the pass, we dropped back to an altitude of about 3,000 metres and 

continued on to the important town of Kandze where we stayed overnight. In Kandze we 

sighted many red robed monks and nuns wandering around the town, which also featured 

quite substantial Tibetan stone houses, their upper terraces adorned with prayer flags and 

the evidence of the morning smoke offering prayers that are a feature of Tibetan life. The 

next morning we continued up the Yalong Valley till we reached Manigango on the edge of 

the treeless grasslands of the high nomadic country. Along the way we passed through the 

area where Lakarsang, the location of Sogyal Rinpoche’s large family home, had once stood.  

Stopping at a roadside restaurant in Maningango, we saw our first Tibetan nomads, 

the ‘cowboys’ of Tibetan culture, their black hair worn long, entwined with decorative red 

cord, and jauntily topped by their Khampa styled ‘cowboy’ hats. I was to discover that 

Tibetans, both men and women, have a rich repertoire of different hats for all occasions. 

Many of the nomads wore large silver gaus (relic caskets) around their necks. Motorbikes 

adorned with ribbons, the new ‘horses,’ were everywhere as they gave the nomads the 

same flexibility in travelling across country without roads, or roads that are little more than 

rough tracks.  From Manigango onwards our bus had considerable trouble navigating the 

rough road, but managed to make it to Junyong where all our belongings were unloaded.   
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Ju Mohor Monastery 

A large crowd of Tibetans in a convoy of white four-wheel SUVs, horses and 

motorbikes, all decorated with white katas (scarves) in the traditional ceremonial greeting, 

awaited us with high excitement at Rinpoche’s return after being away for several years.  

They escorted us further along the road to Ju Mohor Monastery, which is set up high on the 

side of the hill, with commanding views over the valley below through which flowed the 

waters of the Yalong as a silver ribbon in the fading afternoon sunlight. We were now at over 

4,200 metres altitude. I was experiencing a relentlessly piercing headache and shortness of 

breath as I struggled to climb up to the monastery. 

  Against all tradition and protocols, Rinpoche had persuaded his monastic 

community to allow us to camp in one of the main halls of the monastery. There we found 

they had provided us with a number of the small covered mattresses that typically form 

couches in Tibetan homes, to help us get comfortable in our sleeping bags. Conditions were 

challenging. There were no facilities to wash or go to the toilet, the latter to be 

accomplished by discreetly going somewhere outside on the treeless hillside. While Tibetan 

monks and nuns were adept at performing this within the cover of their copious robes, it 

was an altogether different story for we Western women dressed in our trousers and 

jackets. To make matters worse, at night the fierce guard dogs for which Tibetan nomad 

areas are famous, roamed freely around the monastery and its surrounding buildings.   

One response to the impact of altitude by some of Rinpoche’s Western female 

students was a decision to strip down to their tights and do some yoga postures and exercise 

in the monastic hall where we were staying. Needless to say, the Tibetans of Ju Mohor were 

completely scandalised and the conversations that followed once again revealed to me how 

easily Westerns expect the world to ‘dance’ to the tune of their culture and values, when it 

comes to propriety, money and relationships. I knew from my time living in PNG that 

Rinpoche would be expected to hand out significant sums of money to different people, 

both as a ponpo (lama leader) and as someone returned from the West, but not all his 

students could appreciate this, thinking that the money we gathered for the cost of the trip 

to Tibet should be spent on their needs. Rinpoche soon made arrangements to move us all 

to the town of Sershul, some twenty kilometres away. It lies at the headwaters of the 

Yalong, surrounded by the high hills of the edge of the arid Changtung plateau where the 
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great trading town of Yushu lay a further couple of hours to the west. As we made our way 

to Sershul we encountered streams of Tibetans on horses herding their yaks up to their 

summer pastures. 

Ju Mohor monastery, although a humble set of buildings and in urgent need of 

repair, has a rich and important history. It was home to one of Tibet’s greatest scholar-

saints, Ju Mipham, who lived herein his childhood with his maternal uncle, the Third Amnyi 

Trulchung Rinpoche. While still a child he is said to have manifested as an incarnation of 

Manjushri, the Buddha of Wisdom—the Tibetan Buddhist way of acknowledging his 

exceptional intelligence at an early age. We visited a small shrine close to the monastery, 

erected in honour of this event. In his maturity Mipham wrote some of the most important 

philosophical works on Dzogchen and its relationship to other traditions within the Buddhist 

cannon. He also composed numerous works honouring Gesar, the great mythic hero of East 

Tibet, whose exploits are recorded in one of the oldest extant epic poems in world literature.  

It is sung to this day by Tibetan bards and has enjoyed a great revival in modern times, which 

the Chinese authorities indulge as part of their promotion of Tibetan cultural tourism, even 

though it acts as a defiant expression of Tibetan cultural identity. Jigme Phunstok had also 

drawn on the Gesar legend in his revival of Buddhist practice at Larang Gar. 

Ju Mipham recognised Gesar as not only a folk hero who defeated all his worldly 

enemies through daring and cunning. He also cast him as a reincarnation of 

Padmasambhava, born in secret in the kingdom of the nagas (underground serpents). As 

such, Gesar can be spiritually summoned to defeat the spiritual demons of anger, jealousy 

and greed, using the mythic powers of his agents, the dralas and wermas, spiritual energies 

of the natural world. In many of these Gesar practices that Sogyal Rinpoche had 

incorporated into his retreats, I had been able to experience this merging of the worldly 

heroic with the mythic powers of the spiritual. And here I was in the land of Mipham and the 

heroic exploits of Gesar, a land of mountain gods, sacred Buddhist sites and mystical powers. 

The first translation of the Gesar epic was made by the famous independently wealthy 

French woman explorer, Alexandra David-Neel, who travelled incognito through this region 

in the early twentieth century in the company of Lama Yongden, whom she adopted as her 

son. Having read her record of this journey, I felt I was travelling in the footsteps of this 

remarkable woman.20 
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Sershul County 

When we arrived at Sershul, the county administrative centre, we could see a 

significant Han Chinese presence in local shops, a hotel and much to our glee, a public 

bathhouse. Thankfully, we were finally able to have one of the few full-bodied showers the 

whole time we were in Kham. Along with some of the students, I stayed with Rinpoche at his 

brother Sonam Yeshe’s family home where, as his honorary New Zealand ‘mother’, I met his 

Tibetan mother and extended family who all greeted us warmly, excited to have their lama 

son, brother and uncle back amongst them. Sonam Yeshe cut a handsome and dashing 

Khampa figure, with his long hair decorated in the traditional manner. 

Back in New Zealand, Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche had told me many stories about his 

childhood. While he had been recognised in 1973 at the age of three years as the Fifth 

Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche, he was not formally enthroned until he was thirteen years of 

age, as that required permission from the Chinese authorities. Instead, at the age of six 

years, much to his mother’s horror, he was called up in a ballot of Tibetan children to go to 

Chinese boarding school in Kanding, three days journey away by vehicle. Rinpoche told me 

that he had reassured his mother that it was good for him to go, as he would need to better 

understand the Chinese and speak their language if he was to grow up to lead his people.  

From the way he recounted his years at boarding school, I think he quite enjoyed himself 

there, while secretly holding the knowledge that he was a tulku. When he turned thirteen 

years old, his lama uncle asked the authorities for permission to take him out of school, and 

begin his education as the reigning tulku of Ju Mohor Monastery, and enable him to be 

formally enthroned. Permission was granted, and Rinpoche was soon back at Ju Mohor. 

Rinpoche told me how his uncle had taken him one night to the top of the mountain 

above Ju Mohor to meditate the whole night under the moonlight, asking him to cast all of 

his Chinese education from his mind. And thus began his training as a tulku. Now I was able 

to visualise all this, including the high mountain above Ju Mohor where he began this 

training. While we were in Sershul, we also hired some vehicles to take us further west to a 

long mani wall, a ceremonial wall made of stones carved with mantra (mani) syllables that is 

attributed to Patrul Rinpoche, another significant figure in the Nyingma tradition.  

Miraculously this wall escaped destruction during the Cultural Revolution, when many 

monasteries and Buddhist monuments were completely destroyed or desecrated. 
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Returning to Chengdu 

On our return journey to Chengdu, we stopped to visit Dzogchen Monastery, which is 

one of the largest monasteries belonging to the Nyingma tradition in East Tibet, and lies 

close to important sacred pilgrimage sites. The Sixth Dzogchen Rinpoche was killed here 

during the Chinese occupation of Kham in the late 1950s. Sogyal Rinpoche’s younger 

brother, Jigme Losel Wangpo, who was born in Sikkim in 1964, was recognised as the 

Seventh Dzogchen Rinpoche, and enthroned in 1972. While his dharma work has been in 

India and the West, another reincarnation of the Sixth Dzogchen Rinpoche, who is a 

graduate of the Buddhist University in Beijing, was also recognised and enthroned in 2003 at 

Dzogchen Monastery in Kham. In recent times Dzogchen Monastery has grown to be a very 

large Buddhist centre of learning and practice, the recipient of considerable donations from 

Han Chinese. During our visit in 2004, there were already signs of a significant level of 

reconstruction in progress—evidence of the complex interaction between the Chinese 

authorities and Tibetan cultural institutions. 

Visiting Akhyuk Rinpoche at Yanchen Gar 

When we arrived back in Kandze, nestled quietly in its lush valley of extensive 

agricultural activity, and surrounded by mountains, Rinpoche received word that he could 

bring his Western students to Yanchen Gar to meet with Akhyuk Rinpoche, a famous 

Dzogchen master. To reach the gar, which occupies an open valley through which a large 

stream meanders, we would need to travel over another mountain pass to the south. Amnyi 

Trulchung Rinpoche had studied for three years at Yangchen Gar, before he went to study at 

Larung Gar. Like Larung Gar, at this time Yanchen Gar was home to many thousands of 

monks and nuns, with a predominance of nuns, despite the Chinese having demolished 

many dwellings in 2001—always fearful that these large gars, encampments of many 

thousands, would become centres of strong Tibetan cultural identity pulling at the yoke of 

Chinese authority. Fortunately for us, unlike Larung Gar, which was closed to foreigners, no 

such strictures applied to Yanchen Gar in 2004. The gar was divided into a large nun’s area 

and a monk’s area. We were housed in a tent erected in the nun’s area. On our first evening, 

we walked across the river to visit some monks from Ju Mohor Monastery. On our way back 

to our tent we could see the heads of many monks and nuns sitting in meditation posture 

among the meadow of tall grasses and flowers, with the black yak hair tents of nomads and 

their grazing yaks visible in the distance.   
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The next morning we were invited to join the monks and nuns in an open area to 

receive some teachings from Akhyuk Rinpoche, which he gave from a small raised enclosure 

to a large crowd of red robed nuns and monks. Although the sun was blaring down on our 

heads, intensive in this high altitude, the nuns made sure we took off our hats in respect, 

and that we joined them in throwing forward our katas, the white silk offering scarves. That 

afternoon we were also granted a private audience, with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche 

translating for us. This was a great honour as Akhyuk Rinpoche was widely revered as a 

master of considerable spiritual accomplishment. Born in 1927, he weathered all the 

excesses of the Chinese occupation of Kham and the Cultural Revolution, leading his people 

as a strong spiritual leader. He sadly passed away in 2011 at the grand age of 83 years, as a 

new generation of Tibetan Buddhist teachers, particularly graduates of Larung Gar, began to 

take the helm of Buddhist leadership in a world being reshaped by the forces of modernity 

and strong Chinese nationalism. 

Meeting with Sichuan Officials 

We returned to Kandze the next day and continued on our way east to Kanding, and 

thence to Chengdu. We stayed overnight in Dawu, which was home to a large Chinese army 

base, and where in the hotel’s karaoke bar we witnessed the Chinese love affair with folk 

Tibetan culture as their ‘exotic west’. Young Chinese women guests, dressed in traditional 

Tibetan clothing, enthusiastically entertained us singing Tibetan folks songs. Once we arrived 

back in Chengdu, I set about seeking some Chinese-English translators to work with me to 

arrange a meeting with Sichuan education officials to discuss a project to establish a school 

at Junyung.   

Rinpoche was very critical of the standard of education that was being provided to 

children in Junyung village. He wanted to raise money to build a school that would provide 

the children with a form of education that supported their Tibetan language as well as the 

Chinese language, and which would imbue them with Buddhist cultural values. Tibetans face 

the same dilemma as all colonised people: the progressive loss of language and culture as 

they become subsumed within the wider dominant culture—in their case, Han Chinese 

culture, Mandarin as the official lingua franca and language of education, officialdom and 

opportunity, and the new norms of China’s particular brand of capitalism. We had a good 

meeting with the provincial officials but they cautioned us that permission for such a school 
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would need to be sought from local county officials who control all the funding and 

regulations. While the national and provincial governments in China might have progressive 

sounding policies, whether they achieve any traction depends on local county officials. 

Similarly, draconian national and provincial policies can be more liberally interpreted at the 

county level, depending on the quality of guanxi, mutually beneficial relationships and social 

connections. Since 2004, and the more assertive Chinese (Han) nationalism under President 

Xi Jinping, things have become more and more difficult for the survival of ethnic minority 

cultures. 

Lhasa and the Jokhang 

While some of our group flew back home to Australia from Chengdu, the rest of us 

joined Rinpoche to fly to Lhasa, from where we would travel down to visit Samye, the first 

monastery to be established in Tibet during the time of Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyal. 

Even though Lhasa sits at only 3,500 metres, almost a thousand metres lower than Sershul, 

my violent headaches returned as soon as we landed at Lhasa airport. As a result I decided 

not to climb the stairs up to the Potala Palace, once the home of the Dalai Lama, but now a 

tourist museum. Instead I walked around the ancient Barkhor pilgrimage circuit in the old 

part of the city of Lhasa. When visiting the famous Jokhang Temple, I joined the queue of 

pilgrims making offerings to the Jowo Buddha, a major object of Tibetan Buddhist 

pilgrimage. I also found some stairs to walk up onto the roof of the Jokhang from where I 

could sit and gaze across the roofs of Lhasa to the Potala, mentally disappearing the 

increasingly strong commercial presence of Chinese activity across the city.  

Samye Monastery and the Chimpu Caves  

After a few more days in Lhasa, we hired a mini bus and drove south to visit Samye 

Monastery. Laid out in the shape of a giant mandala of the symbolic Buddhist universe, at 

Samye’s centre lies the main temple representing the legendary Mount Meru, the symbolic 

centre of the Buddhist universe. Other buildings stand at the corners and cardinal points of 

the main temple, representing continents and other features of tantric Buddhist cosmology. 

We were able to stay in a small hostel attached to the monastery. The next morning I went 

with Rinpoche to make a light offering to the Buddhas on the top floor of the main temple. 

We set out as many small candles as possible. As we lit them and chanted a small offering 

prayer, we encountered a group of Tibetans doing the traditional practice of kora 
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(circumambulation) around the balcony of this top floor. As they loudly chanted 

Padmasambhava’s mantra, they smiled at us, pointing up to a photo of the Dalai Lama that 

they had secreted away in the rafters in the ceiling—a small act of defiance in the heavy 

atmosphere of political control that pervaded Samye. As the first Buddhist monastery to be 

established in Tibet during the time of Padmasambhava, it remains an important source of 

historical Tibetan cultural identity.   

While Rinpoche went to rejoin the others at the hostel, I went downstairs and quietly 

took a seat near the group of monks who were engaged in chanting their morning practice. I 

took out my practice book and silently read through the ‘Tendrel Nysel’ practice, a practice 

that focuses on removing negativity from and repairing the tendrel, the invisible threads of 

interdependence that shape our world. This practice is one of the termas revealed by Terton 

Sogyal, and which Sogyal Rinpoche urged his whole Rigpa sangha to practice on behalf of the 

world. That afternoon we climbed up onto Hepori hill behind the monastery from where 

Padmasambhava is said to have hurled magic thunderbolts to defeat the forces of negativity 

threatening the construction of Samye. This mythic story possibly reflects the political 

conflict of the time resulting from the potential impact of this form of Buddhist authority 

challenging that of the landed aristocracy.  

It came to a head with the murder of the next Yarlung king who was replaced by one 

hostile to Buddhism. In turn this was followed by the collapse of the Yarlung Empire, the 

scattering of Buddhist influence and the fragmentation of the Tibetan polity for another two 

centuries. The next wave of the transmission of Buddhism into Tibet from India in the 12th 

century saw the establishment of the Sakya, Kagyu and Gelug traditions and their networks 

of monasteries and disciples, establishing Tibet as country dedicated to the preservation of 

Buddhism as its primary purpose. Meanwhile, ironically this marked when Buddhism faded 

from its birthplace in northern India, replaced by Hinduism and Islam as the dominant forces 

in religious, cultural and political authority. 

When we woke up the next morning, the sky was overcast with a soft rain falling.  

Rinpoche had secretly arranged for a small group of us to climb up the mountain opposite 

Samye to visit the Chimpu caves, places of meditation famous since the days of 

Padmasambhava. Amnyi Trulchung had spent six weeks here in meditation, living on tsampa 

(ground barley flour) and water, before he left with a small group, including some nuns, to 
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travel secretly over the Himalayas into Nepal and exile. We stole away early in the morning 

without getting permission from the local Chinese authorities, travelling in trailers pulled by 

tractors up the mountain across muddy and rocky ground for the first part of the journey. 

Halfway up we stopped to visit a small nunnery, where three of us slipped inside and joined 

the nuns, each of us donning one of their warm, all-encompassing capes, enabling us to 

blend in. After this we continued to climb on foot further up the mountain. Once we reached 

the Nyarong Caves, I could go no further as I was struggling with the effects of altitude.   

While the rest of the party kept climbing up further to the Yeshe Tsogyal Caves, 

through gestures I asked a monk meditating in one of the caves whether I might join him for 

a while. I would later discover that this very cave was the site of the revelation of the 

Longchen Nyingtik, a terma (revealed treasure teaching) that is the basis of the spiritual path 

that I was following under Sogyal Rinpoche. 

Returning to Lhasa and Overland to Kathmandu  

After leaving Samye, we travelled back to Lhasa via a visit to Mindroling Monastery, 

one of the main Nyingma monasteries of Central Tibet, which was founded in 1676 by 

Terdak Lingpa and later rebuilt by his daughter, herself a great practitioner, after being 

destroyed in a sectarian conflict. When we visited, it had obviously been recently rebuilt and 

was beautifully appointed in stonework, with its grounds kept in immaculate order. Amnyi 

Trulchung Rinpoche’s Ju Mohor monastery in Kham has important lineage links with the 

Mindrolling tradition. Mindrolling Jetsün Khandro Rinpoche, the daughter of the late 

Mindrolling Rinpoche who went into exile in Nepal, has become an important Tibetan 

Buddhist teacher in the West, with lineage connection to both the Nyingma and Kagyu 

traditions. Since Sogyal Rinpoche’s unexpected death at the age of 72 years, Jetsün Khandro 

Rinpoche has been an important source of spiritual advice to the Rigpa sangha. 

After returning to Lhasa, I organised to travel overland on the Friendship Highway to 

Kathmandu in a four-wheel SUV with Keith and Shelley, another New Zealander who had 

joined our trip to Tibet. Rinpoche made plans to join us at Boudhanath. He chose to fly into 

Nepal rather than travel overland, conscious of his potential passport difficulty. We set forth 

with a local Tibetan driver, stopping off at Shigatse where we visited the great Tashi Lhunpo 

monastery, seat of the Panchen Lama, traditionally the second most important Buddhist 

political figure in Tibet, after the Dalai Lama. This great ancient monastery seemed to be 
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mostly operating as a tourist site. After Shigatse we continued onwards on our 800 

kilometre journey to Kathmandu, stopping at various important sites along the way through 

Tingri, including a site famous for its connection with Milarepa, Tibet’s most revered 

Buddhist poet. Mt Everest’s snow covered peak loomed ahead of us in the distance. Finally, 

after crossing the 5,000 metre pass of Thong La, where we added our stones and prayer 

flags to the chorten marking the pass, we left the arid high Tibet plateau behind.  

We now began our steep descent into a very different world of lush forests and 

narrow rivers of water cascading down the mountainside, till we reached the Friendship 

Bridge that marks the China-Nepal border. We stayed overnight here in a small hotel before 

winding ever downwards into the Kathmandu Valley in another SUV now driven by a Nepali. 

Reaching Kathmandu, we made our way to Boudhanath, where we met up with Amnyi 

Trulchung Rinpoche, where we found him doing a traditional kora around its great stupa. 

The following day Rinpoche came with me into the Thamel District in Kathmandu where he 

helped me choose a beautiful thangka of Vajrasattva, a Tibetan deity associated with 

Dzogchen practice. Today it hangs on the wall opposite my bed filling my room with its 

luminous beauty and memories of the times I spent with this courageous young lama in his 

homeland. 

A Retreat with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche in New Zealand 

Once back in New Zealand, I set about helping Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche by 

developing a proposal for the VISTA Project, which included the development of a vocational 

training school linked to a hostel for guests, which would feature traditional Tibetan crafts 

and train Tibetans to repair motor bikes, the new horses of the high nomadic areas of the 

Tibetan plateau, as well as offering training in traditional arts and crafts. My last memory of 

my times with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche in New Zealand was a retreat that I did with him 

and Keith in a small house on the wild, west coast, south of Greymouth, a town famous for 

its jade and gold mining. While Keith and Rinpoche settled in for a 24 hour mantra practice 

of Manjushri, the Buddha of Wisdom, I took up residence in the downstairs room to 

complete my Vajrasattva practice, in preparation for my return to Australia, from where I 

would depart for France to undertake a three-year retreat at Lerab Ling.  

In our small hut we had limited electricity, a small kitchen area and a small shower 

room and toilet. I was kept warm downstairs with a kerosene heater. Upstairs Rinpoche 
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slept in the main room while Keith slept on a couch near the small open fireplace. It was a 

wonderful time. I would wake at 5am, practise until about 7am, when I would go upstairs 

and make breakfast for us, which we would have in silence around the fire. It was only at 

lunchtime that we would engage in some small essential talk. Then we would rest before 

continuing our practise sessions until evening, when we would break again for dinner with 

another meditation session after dinner. While Keith and Rinpoche were committed to 

maintaining a 24 hour recitation, I went to bed about 10pm, ready to wake again at 5am. 

After lunch I would do some walking meditation outside in the field, looking down to the 

ocean pounding the coastline where many seals came to rest. Rinpoche teased me 

mercilessly about the time, when in the dim light of early morning, I had made some chai tea 

and mistakenly added crushed garlic instead of crushed ginger to the tea.   

One morning about five days into the retreat, when we gathered together for 

breakfast around the fireplace, Rinpoche said to us:  

“Last night, big dream. Two monks at my monastery fighting with long sticks. One of 

them has died. I must ring Tibet.”  

Keith took Rinpoche to a nearby house, which had a telephone. When they came 

back, Rinpoche told me that just as he had dreamt it, it had actually happened. He said we 

needed to return to Nelson so that he could spend time on the phone, working with his 

community at Junyong to make sure that this incident would not bring trouble from Chinese 

authorities for the monastery. I watched in amazement as this young lama, the same age as 

my son, took charge of the situation by telephone in distant Tibet, ensuring that the monk 

who had caused the injury was sent into a long closed retreat, and that the monastery 

officials went to meet the parents of the dead monk to explain the situation and ensure that 

they did not cause trouble with the Chinese officials. 

Return to Australia 

In March 2006, I left New Zealand to return to Australia, taking up residence in the 

small granny flat underneath my house at Stanwell Park, to get ready to move to France in 

June to begin a three-year retreat with Sogyal Rinpoche at Lerab Ling. My main house 

continued to be rented out, the rent paying off the small mortgage that had accrued against 

the house since my time in New Zealand, and providing me with a small amount of funds to 
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live on. By then, Genou and Melissa had separated, and Genou had moved to live in 

Melbourne to be near Melissa and their young son Jasper. Justin was back in Europe, 

teaching English as a second language in Germany. One morning I once again witnessed 

Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche’s clairvoyant powers. The night before I had fainted and cracked 

my head on the vanity basis, when going to the bathroom. I was woken up the next morning 

with a phone call from Rinpoche in New Zealand, asking me, “What happened?” When I 

explained I had fainted and hit my head, he urged me to see the doctor and make sure that I 

did not have concussion. 

When Rinpoche made plans for a return trip to his monastery in Sershul with another 

group of students, including Elisa Kriek who supported his work in the Netherlands, he 

needed to transit through Hong Kong. To help with his visa, I reached out to Yash Ghai who 

was by now a professor at the University of Hong Kong. Yash not only arranged for Rinpoche 

to stay in his apartment, but also donated a considerable sum of money to Rinpoche’s VISTA 

project. Yash and I never connect up again, but notice that he has continued his work 

benefiting others, including the people of Nepal. 

To be able to stay in France for three years, I needed to obtain a special visa from the 

French Consulate in Sydney, complete with papers provided by Lerab Ling certifying that the 

purpose of my three-year stay was to undertake a closed retreat, and that I had sufficient 

funds to cover the costs of my stay. I also made arrangements to ship some things to France 

for my retreat, such as books, a floor rug, practice materials, my precious thangkas and a 

warm blanket. The floor rug that I took with me was the one with a dragon design that I had 

bought during my visit to Sikkim in 1993, and which had travelled with me to New Zealand 

and back. I was assured that Lerab Ling would provide me with the rest of what I needed to 

make my stay comfortable.   

Having given my brother power of attorney to manage my financial affairs during my 

absence, I left for France at the beginning of June 2006, ready to enter into a closed retreat 

for three years. I was full of trust that despite the cost involved and the need to be 

separated from my family for three years, my aspiration would be fulfilled: that this deep 

immersion into the Buddhist teachings and practices would bring me great spiritual benefit 

and that it would increase my ability to ‘dance with the dakinis’, strengthening my ability to 
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rest my mind in dynamic awareness with everything around me, and any curved balls that 

life might throw at me, and my ability to benefit others free of hope and fear.  



 
 
 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 177 

11: Retreat and Its Fruits 

One of the most influential legends of Western culture is that of the search for the 

‘Holy Grail’. The symbolism of the grail in early Christian mythology is a vessel containing the 

‘blood of Christ’ as wisdom incarnate. The call of the dakini has been my call to search for 

the ‘holy grail’ of wisdom, both spiritually and intellectually. It led me to immerse myself in 

the three-year Buddhist retreat at Lerab Ling where my understanding of the Vajrayana 

knowledge system about the nature of wisdom deepened and drew me to confront the 

fundamental problem of ‘intelligent ignorance’ at loose in the world.  

Preparing for a Three Year Retreat 

Sogyal Rinpoche has explained that the whole of spiritual practice is dedicated to 

directly reversing what he called ‘intelligent ignorance’. He suggests this involves “de-

creating and de-solidifying those interlinked and interdependent false perceptions that have 

led to our entrapment in the illusory reality of our own invention.” My decision to enter into 

a three-year retreat was an answer to this call. Having now followed Sogyal Rinpoche’s 

teachings for over 20 years, received teachings from some of the great masters of the 

Vajrayana tradition and spent time with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche in New Zealand and 

Tibet, could I separate myself enough from my worldly commitments and preoccupations to 

further the de-solidification of a lifetime of my Western ways of thinking in binary, dualistic 

terms, while at the same time being fully present to the actualities of the world around me? 

The world is awash with human ‘cleverness’ in universities, research institutes, think 

tanks, and a global competition in human capital to drive innovation to produce ever more 

clever technologies—information systems and quantum computing, biotechnologies, bio-

engineering, nanotechnologies, space technologies, robotics. We talk about the knowledge 

economy. Knowledge has become the new ‘capital’ complementing that of natural 

resources, agriculture and industry. As this process has unfolded, it has disrupted the more 

traditional role of university education that grew out of its religious origins and concerns 

with questions of philosophy. Today’s universities are large corporate institutions, tasked 

with producing knowledge of commercial and vocational value for the economy. While 

liberal arts programs with their focus on philosophy, literature and culture suffer the 

continual loss of funding support, faculties of commerce and business grow ever larger and 
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there is a constant panic about participation in science and technology education and its 

translation into innovation with commercial value. There is an impatience with funding so-

called pure research with unknown results and a demand for research with identifiable 

commercial value. 

The notion of wisdom, as the ultimate potential of human intelligence, the goal of my 

three-year retreat, finds no place in this global system of knowledge production. Instead in 

the hallowed halls of knowledge at Cambridge University, its Centre for the Study of 

Existential Risk focuses on biological weapons of war and the potential misuse of artificial 

intelligence. Modern society and its knowledge economy remains caught up in the grip of 

ambition and fear—ambition for more wealth, prestige and human pleasure and 

convenience, and the fear of losing these, whether at the level of the individual, community, 

institution, or nation state.  

As we confront the many perils of the 21st century ahead of us, has the very 

intelligence of the human species become a danger to the world and itself? These were the 

thoughts that I took with me into my three-year retreat. Where does the idea of wisdom sit 

within different knowledge systems? I had tried to explore this question with the Aboriginal 

Elder, Tjilpi Bob Randall back in 1999. Would immersing myself in the Vajrayana Dzogchen 

tradition of this three-year retreat enable me to find answers? 

Lerab Ling in 2006 

In June 2006 I arrived at Lerab Ling to begin my retreat that would conclude in 

November 2009. Lerab Ling was now clustered around a three storeyed ornate Tibetan 

gompa (meditation temple) where we held our group practices and received teachings. The 

ground floor was a large open space with a raised platform at the front dominated by a large 

golden statue of the Buddha, and from where Sogyal Rinpoche and visiting teachers gave 

their teachings and led large group ceremonies. Several different rooms were created on the 

next floor to allow the separation of different practice and study groups. The top floor of the 

temple was given over to accommodation and a shrine room for visits from the Dalai Lama 

and other senior lamas of the Tibetan tradition, such as the Sakya Trizin of the Sakya 

tradition. The gompa features an extensive collection of Tibetan thangkas, murals and 

sculptures created by visiting Tibetan artists, assisted by local Western artists—and today is 

a landmark on the tourist circuit in the south of France.  
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Taking advice from a range of his lama friends and teachers, Sogyal Rinpoche 

adapted the traditional three-year, three months Tibetan Buddhist retreat to meet the 

needs of his Western students. Following the Longchen Nyingtik teachings and practices of 

the Nyingma tradition, over the period of the retreat we progressed through the different 

levels of meditation, compassion and tantric study, practice and philosophy—and finally the 

innermost practices of Dzogchen. The retreat program was divided into two distinct 

‘seasons’: the summer group practice, teaching and study season, which in the first year 

lasted till November, followed by the winter strict practice intensive season that lasted till 

the following April. During the summer teaching season, five hundred of us gathered here 

from all over the world, including about thirty from Australia. 

You can find images of Lerab Ling during the three-year retreat, and all the different 

Tibetan masters who visited to give us teachings at: https://www.rigpa.org/rigpa-history-in-

pictures 

Although in France, as Sogyal Rinpoche and many of the visiting Tibetan teachers 

were fluent in the English language, it was the dominant language of the retreat teachings, 

with simultaneous translation available in French, German, Spanish and Chinese for large 

groups of students from these countries who were not proficient in English. During the 

summer teaching-study season, we received teachings from visiting lamas with special 

expertise in various parts of the tradition, including Buddhist philosophy, and during the 

afternoons we would enter into small group study sessions to go over the teachings and our 

understanding of them. Late in the afternoon we would gather in the temple (gompa) for 

group practice.   

In a new complex of retreat rooms that had been sponsored by individual 

retreatants, I was extremely fortunate to be given the room designed as the kitchen, 

complete with a little sink, small fridge and stove top. As soon as my things that I shipped 

from Australia arrived, I set about turning my room into my cosy ‘jewelled cave’ with my 

dragon rug and books; my thangkas on the wall, and a chocolate brown mink blanket to 

cover my bed. To transform this into my meditation couch, I created a back with a shawl-

covered fruit box and cushions, and another covered fruitbox for my feet, as my arthritis 

prevented me from sitting crossed legged. This was my treasured ‘cave’ for the next three 

years and three months. 
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Practice Intensives 

During the winter practice intensive period many students received permission to 

return to their home country and undertake this part of the retreat at home, having received 

advice on how to undertake the practice, and being able to contact a retreat advisor via the 

Internet when needed. For the winter practice intensive period, we were given the option to 

undertake this as solitary practitioners or in small groups. I chose to do mine as a solitary 

practitioner in my cosy ‘jewelled cave’ as I found this most conducive to my fully entering 

into the practice without distractions.  

During my first winter practice intensive, I found myself experiencing a wonderful 

sense of connection with the lineage of yogis in Tibet, reaching back thousands of years. The 

small Nyarong cave in the Chimpu hills above Samye Monastery in Tibet, where I had sat 

with a yogi back in 2004, was the very cave where the practice that I was undertaking had 

been revealed by the dakinis as a terma to the 18th century yogi, Jigme Lingpa. This terma 

forms the basis of the Longchen Nyingtik cycle of teachings and practices that I had long 

been following with Sogyal Rinpoche, and which shaped this retreat. Thanks to the American 

Buddhist scholar, Janet Gyatso, I had read the English translation of Jigme Lingpa’s secret 

autobiographies: secret in the sense of being written in poetic and metaphorical language, 

meaningful only to a true practitioner able to enter into its experiential intent.21 It was Jigme 

Lingpa’s own supplication in his secret autobiography to Yeshe Tsogyal as the wisdom dakini 

that spoke so clearly to my heart, and inspired the verse of my retreat lament that began 

this memoir.  

The highly revered Tibetan master, Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, whom I met with Sogyal 

Rinpoche in Nepal in 1991, told Gyatso that such ‘secret autobiographies’ are written in the 

words of the inner realm of spiritual experience, the domain of the dakinis. He advised her 

that they are elusive, allusive, illusive but not non-existent: secret but not unknowable—a 

way of knowing well beyond the dominant scientific materialism of Western culture. Much 

to my delight Gyatso also situates her discussion of Jigme Lingpa’s autobiographical poems 

of spiritual revelation in the context of Tibetan political and social history—an approach I 

found particularly enriching, given my interest in Asian history.   

In this way I spent my first winter in a state of blissful immersion in spiritual practice 

and study, while yet grounded in the daily activities of life, finding the threads of connection 
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between such intensely inward spiritual practice with the compassion and wisdom teachings 

we had received during the summer season. Many imagine that a three-year retreat consists 

of mostly sitting in silent sitting meditation. However, from my study of the lives of the 

masters, I realised that it was during their retreats that they studied and composed their 

major works of philosophy and guides to meditation practice. Across the three years and 

three months, my retreat unfolded in a pattern of receiving teachings and testing my 

understanding of them in the summer months, followed by the winter season of intensive 

solitary practice and study, culminating in intensive Dzogchen practice. 

Contributions Through the Work-Study Program 

To help with my retreat costs, I was also involved in the work-study program, helping 

out with various tasks. For the first two years, I helped with work on turning the teachings 

given in the temple into curriculum material for Rigpa’s international network of study 

groups and centres. During the last year, I worked with a fellow retreatant, Volker Denks, on 

a project to clebrate the life and times of Sogyal Rinpoche’s principal teacher, Jamyang 

Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö. For this project endeavour, before the retreat Volker had spent time 

video interviewing his main disciples who were still alive and living in Nepal, India and 

Canada, and capturing some of them during their visits to Lerab Ling. Volker had also 

managed to get these interviews translated into English and transcribed. In addition, he’d 

worked with Rinpoche’s student who managed the Rigpa archives, to use a software 

program to research the whole archive over 25 years of Rinpoche’s teachings and extract 

sections where he had talked about the life of his teacher.  

Once I viewed the video material, I realised that its quality was not good enough as 

the basis for any film project. Rather, the material once translated provided a wonderful 

basis for a text project, the story of the life and times of Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, 

told through the eyes of some of his disciples and his own autobiography, set into the 

context of the socio-political events of East Tibet during his lifetime. Volker and I also 

worked with Stéphane Lun-Sin, another retreatant who was also a filmmaker, to produce a 

short video for an anniversary celebration of Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö’s life that we 

shared with the whole retreat. It was absorbing and interesting work. It plunged me ever 

more deeply into understanding how the spiritual teachers of Tibet have kept their 

knowledge tradition alive and served their communities over the centuries, which continues 
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to the present time even within the rapidly modernising world of contemporary China, with 

its focus on materialism and consumerism. As well as the anniversary video we produced, I 

also compiled the transcript material and other textual references into a four volume set of 

notes, marking the significant periods of Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö’s life: his 

recognition as a tulku and early life at Katok Monastery, the oldest Nyingma monastery in 

Tibet; how he became the reigning tulku at Dzongsar Monastery; his growing spiritual 

mastery and recognition as a leading spiritual figure in Kham; and finally his journey into 

exile in Sikkim. This material would become my main resource after the retreat, when back 

in Australia I decided to write it up as a history of life in East Tibet during these historic times 

of major turmoil and political upheaval. 

During the first year of the retreat, due to her advancing age Khandro Tsering 

Chödron, the woman master whom I had visited in Sikkim in 1993, had come to live at Lerab 

Ling to be near her sister, Sogyal Rinpoche’s mother and to be cared for by Sogyal 

Rinpoche’s students. Alak Zankar Rinpoche, a revered Tibetan scholar who deliberately kept 

a low profile, regularly came to Lerab Ling during the retreat to visit Khandro. Due to her 

close spiritual relationship with Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, he explained how he 

experienced Khando as the living connection to this great master. On camera, with tears 

streaming down his face, he told us how his life was devoted to following the example of a 

previous master in keeping the dharma alive in difficult times: gathering the Buddhist 

manuscripts that had survived China’s Cultural Revolution, translating them into Chinese, 

and in the process producing a Tibetan-Chinese dictionary. His life was committed to 

ensuring the survival of his spiritual tradition into the future, particularly among his people 

in Tibet that was now part of China.  

The Future of the Vajrayana 

Although Tibet’s Vajrayana Buddhism has found a following among people in the 

West, guided by teachers who have come to live in exile, its wisdom tradition remains at 

odds with the dominant modes of Western thinking that are rooted in the theistic religions 

of Christianity and Judaism competing with an enduring secular scientific materialism. Many 

of the masters believe that the survival of the full strength of the Vajrayana depends on 

keeping it alive in Tibet and as part of the wider Chinese community in the PRC, Taiwan, and 
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the Chinese diaspora, particularly in Singapore and Malaysia, where Tibetan Buddhism is 

enjoying a growing following. 

While many people find the idea of entering into a three-year retreat, cut off from 

the world, to be a very challenging prospect, I found it quite blissful to be free of all my 

worldly responsibilities and preoccupations and to fully enter into the Vajrayana knowledge 

system. After all, we think nothing of spending many years training as a doctor, lawyer, 

scientist or philosopher. A Buddhist three year retreat is just a different pedagogy that 

creates the conditions for an inner journey into how we work with, and understand, our own 

mind and its potential for wisdom awareness: to learn how to let go of conceptual-style 

thinking that necessarily creates a subject and object, the binary dualism that is so much 

part of the Western knowledge system and its famed Enlightenment and Scientific 

Revolution. Instead, through the retreat’s Vajrayana knowledge system, we learnt how to 

open into an altogether different way of knowing through the lens of a type of wisdom and 

compassion that is all pervasive, not dependent on an object of consideration.  

The Dzogchen teachings of the Longchen Nyingtik that shaped my retreat reveal a 

view of mind whose essence is open potentiality (empty), nature is cognisant clarity and 

energy is unimpeded, limitless compassion. Thousands of books have been written by 

Tibetan masters in an attempt to help people understand how this is possible, and how to 

realise its truth and to bring that truth into the way we live our lives. The difficulty lies in 

how the process is seemingly counter-intuitive. It is particularly challenging for those of us 

with an intellectual predisposition, habituated to using our intelligence to interrogate and 

get a definitive handle on things—whether than be through the lens of the sciences and 

their technologies, or the lens of what are called the liberal arts, including philosophy and 

the art of logical thinking.  

Instead of the strong desire for cognitive ‘control’ that is celebrated in the Western 

knowledge system, in the Vajrayana we are led through a subtle process of looking into the 

clear nature of our own awareness: what has been described as pure knowing, “profound 

and tranquil, free from complexity, uncompounded luminous clarity, beyond the mind of 

conceptual ideas.” As opposed to the striving for achievement and closure that marks 

conceptual thinking, this involves a process of vivid awareness that is free of any intent to 

grasp anything, completely without ambition, of any hope or fear—a state of untrammelled 
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inner freedom that Buddhists call ‘liberation’. It is difficult to talk about this process. As Tjilpi 

Randall explained to me back in 1999 about the secrecy of his Aboriginal spiritual knowledge 

system, “this knowledge is not something that you talk about. It is meant to transform your 

very being: you become it and this entitles you to receive further knowledge.” This is exactly 

how Vajrayana Buddhism regards its wisdom tradition. Many contemporary Buddhist 

masters teaching in the West regard this as the greatest cultural challenge for Westerners, 

given the strong value we place on ‘transparency’. 

The retreat process that Sogyal Rinpoche created for us over the three years involved 

going backwards and forwards between the conceptual work of understanding Buddhist 

philosophical ideas and teachings on the ethics of compassion, and the non-conceptual 

contemplative processes of working with our mental and emotional processes, in order to 

transform our habitual attitudes around self protection and identity when dealing with 

strong emotions such as anger, jealousy, desire and pride.  

In this system of mind training, it is not how much you know about a field of 

knowledge, but how much it changes the way you behave and think in what is called the 

post-meditation state. What happens when you are provoked by the behaviour of others or 

circumstances? How do you react when you don’t get what you want and instead you get 

what you don’t want? How quickly can you return to a state of tranquil awareness if you do 

fall into your habitual reactions? A retreat environment provides a cauldron for such self-

learning as there are none of the normal distractions which can occupy our minds and 

emotions. Instead, small things are amplified—the quality of food, distracting noise, 

loneliness, sexual attractions, irritations and judgement, the rising up of old stories from the 

past, the effect of intensive mantra practice on our nervous system. All these were in full 

display among my fellow retreatants across the three years. The different cycles of teachings 

we received were designed to help us investigate all these ‘risings’ and manage their effects.  

For some retreatants, these could be quite severe, requiring specialised help when mental 

health issues manifested, and for a small number of retreatants, it required the retreatant to 

leave the retreat early.  

An important part of the retreat is the process known as ‘clarification’ whereby in the 

context of teachings on a topic, our understanding and realisation can be assessed through 

our own reflections and privately by our teacher. As well as receiving a cycle of teachings on 
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this process of clarification so that we could reflect on our own understanding, Sogyal 

Rinpoche also created the opportunity for us all to meet privately with him in a small chalet 

he had constructed on the high ridge of Lerab Ling’s land, with commanding views over the 

L’Engayresque countryside, and to participate in the Dzogchen direct introduction to the 

nature of mind—a culmination of the mystical path of Guru Yoga. 

Return to Australia 

In November 2009, as the whole retreat program came to an end, it allowed us to 

begin a slow process of entering into the ‘world’ through more conversation and making 

plans for our return home to our own countries. Full of excitement about the prospect of 

spending a week in Barcelona, I decided to accept an invitation from the Spanish translator 

to travel with her and stay in her apartment in Barcelona, from where I could catch my flight 

back to Sydney. However I found the world of city street life in busy Barcelona 

overwhelming. Although I managed a couple of visits to Gaudi’s unique modern architecture, 

I spent most of my time in the apartment. Thankfully, as soon as I arrived back home, I was 

able to stay in the small granny flat of my house in Stanwell Park, tucked away under the 

Illawarra Escarpment in its quiet pocket of rainforest by the ocean. I discovered that it would 

take me some time to enter back into the busy and noisy world of everyday Western life, 

family responsibilities, and thinking about how to fund my old age and pay off my 

accumulated debts. 

As I contemplated these challenges, I decided to do one more personal retreat, 

combining it with periods in the day when I attended to needs of daily life and the family. 

For this personal retreat, guided by the practice manual, I entered into what is called the 

dakini practice of the Longchen Nyingtik. It is a practice that works directly with creating a 

visceral sense of inter-being between one’s own subtle energy body and the elements of the 

natural world. In common with Indian, Chinese and Japanese ideas of the body, Vajrayana 

Buddhism identifies a subtle energy body comprised of channels, inner air, and seed 

essences (tsa, lung, tiklé) that provides an interface between mind and body. Using breath, 

mantra and visualisation, the practise allowed me to work with this subtle system of my 

mind-body. 

I would wake each morning at 5am, establish the visualised mandala, and as dawn 

rose I would drive to the next village of Coalcliff where, as the sun broke over the ocean, I 
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would swim many lengths of its small ocean pool carved into the rock shelf. I had the pool 

entirely to myself. As I felt my body moving through the water while I silently hummed the 

mantra of the practice I would invoke the five female Buddhas with their Sanskrit names as 

expressions of the elements: the warmth of the firey sun (Pandaravasini), the cooling waters 

of the ocean (Mamaki), the gentle breeze of the wind (Samayatara), the solidity of the earth 

in the rockface and escarpment cliff face above me (Lochana), and the wide open 

spaciousness of the sky (Datvishvari). It was a deeply immersive meditative experience as I 

felt myself become one with the elements and the separation between my sense of self and 

the elemental world completely dissolved into a profound experience of inter-being. 

As Sogyal Rinpoche has explained in his ‘Tibetan Book of Living and Dying’, deities 

and Buddhas are not ‘real’ in themselves: they are metaphors, which personalise and 

capture the infinite energies and qualities of the wisdom mind. This process of relating 

through embodied metaphor is similar to how Aboriginal culture works with the Ancestral 

Beings and totems—creating a sense of visceral personal connection, using the human 

mind’s love of narrative to engage with meaning-making. The strong modern tendency to 

literalism is a product of the scientific quest for ‘objective facts’ and the frozen nature of 

text-based concepts compared with oral traditions. After my encounter with the elements at 

the Coalcliff rock pool, I returned home and took a break for breakfast and a few house 

chores, before entering into another period of practice. Each day I would allow three hours 

after lunch for the many tasks that lay before me in re-establishing myself, back in the world 

so to speak. After this I would resume another practice session before dinner, and another 

afterwards before retiring to sleep by 9pm. It proved a perfect way for slowly re-entering 

back into the world.  

After completing my personal retreat, I caught up with Sogyal Rinpoche again at his 

annual summer retreat in Australia at Tiona Park near Forster. I also caught up with the rest 

of the Australian Rigpa sangha, both those who had been with me on the three-year retreat, 

and those who had not had this great good fortune, but who had continued to work with the 

teachings and practices in their daily lives throughout this time, and enjoyed retreats with 

Sogyal Rinpoche when he had visited Australia, while we at Lerab Ling were engaged in our 

winter intensive practice period.  
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Visiting Fellow at the ANU, Canberra 

While I began to think about finding a way to re-enter the workforce to fund my old 

age and clear my debts, I decided to immerse myself in two projects. One project took me to 

Canberra as a Visiting Fellow under Professor John Powers at the Australian National 

University, to use the research I had undertaken on the life and times of Jamyang Khyentse 

Chökyi Lodrö. I wanted to write a history of Kham (East Tibet) during the one hundred years 

that preceded the Chinese communist takeover of Kham during the 1950s. This had been a 

time when Kham had been the centre of a great spiritual renaissance known as the Rimé 

movement, in which the Longchen Nyingtik cycle of teachings had played a very important 

role. I wanted to explore the intersections between the world of the Tibetan Buddhist 

spiritual masters and other significant political figures active in Tibet at this time, through 

their different life stories. I have called this story, ‘Tulkus, Tertons and Turmoil.’  

Once again I rented out my granny flat, along with the main house, and moved to live 

in Canberra, renting a room in the house of a member of the Canberra Buddhist community. 

I plunged into research in Tibetan cultural and political history at the ANU library. Limited by 

my inability to read texts in the Tibetan or Chinese languages, I needed to work with 

material that had already been translated into English. Fortunately, given the extensive 

international academic interest in the Tibet and China question and Tibet’s Vajrayana form 

of Buddhism, I had access to quite an extensive literature of books, journal articles and PhD 

and Masters theses. This material included the life stories of Tibetan Buddhist masters active 

in East Tibet during the late 20th and early 21st centuries, accounts by Christian missionaries 

who had attempted to evangelise in East Tibet from their bases in China, the writings of 

Chinese scholars about this period of Chinese-Tibetan history, and the writings of Western 

scholars about Tibetan history. My brief visit to Kham with Amnyi Trulchung Rinpoche in 

2004 gave some texture to a world that now revealed itself through this extensive literature, 

as I poured over my map collection, physically locating people and activities across the 

landscape.  

The Tibetan political system is described as Chösi Nyitrel, politics and religion joined 

together, an economic and political system based on the priest-patron relationship. Within 

this system, Tibet had long regarded the Chinese Rulers as patrons. Monasteries, financially 

and politically supported by their patrons were somewhat worldly institutions: refuges in 
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times of political trouble, financial lending institutions for trade, and centres of intellectual, 

artistic and cultural life. The more intensely spiritual activities of the leading lamas of the 

monasteries took place in their more remote mountain retreat centres. The more I read, the 

more I realised how although Kham was the site of a great Buddhist spiritual revival during 

the 19th and 20th century, it was also beset by continued political struggle between various 

polities. This conflict occurred both between the 24 independent kingdoms, tribal states and 

ecclesiastical fiefdoms that made up the political landscape of Kham, and between the 

Khampas and the Chinese authorities. In 1836 Gonpo Namgyal, a local Khampa chieftain of 

Nyarong, had attempted to forcibly unite all of Kham under his rule, causing considerable 

mayhem across Kham. This ended with the Xing Empire asking the Lhasa government to 

intervene and put down the rebellion. This in turn had led to Nyarong coming under the 

close control of the Lhasa government, which in turn created the possibility for Terton 

Sogyal Lerab Lingpa of Nyarong to become a Dzogchen teacher of the 13th Dalai Lama. Such 

are the vagaries, serendipities and interwoven tendrels of human history. 

The Chinese were anxious about the British: their colonisation of India and their 

seizure of Hong Kong and Chinese treaty ports during the infamous 19th century Opium 

Wars, and wanted to bring their western borderlands under Chinese control. Kham was also 

caught up in conflict between the forces of the Central Tibetan government of the Dalai 

Lama and the Chinese over their border that cut through Kham, leading to conflict between 

the Sichuan authorities under both the Xing Empire and later the Chinese National 

Government led by Xiang Kai Shek. To complicate matters there were also various failed 

Khampa attempts during the early 20th century for their own independence from both 

Central Tibet and China. It was a fascinating tableau revealing the intersection of all these 

competing forces.  

In terms of the lives of Buddhist spiritual masters, I was particularly delighted to find 

Sarah Hiatt-Jacoby’s PhD on the autobiography of the female terton, Sera Khandro, which 

gave fascinating insights into the struggles and triumphs of a woman spiritual master in this 

milieu.22 Unfortunately, although part of the tradition for the disciples of Tibetan masters is 

to write their namtars, a biography of their lives, these namtars give none of the background 

story we would expect in such a biography. Their purpose is purely to inspire disciples about 

their spiritual accomplishments. Fortunately the writings of Western scholars and 

missionaries have helped fill in the blanks about the socio-political background. Eric 
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Teichman, a British Consular Officer, published an extensive account of his travels through 

East Tibet in his efforts to help negotiate a peace treaty to settle a border dispute between 

Tibet and China in 1914. Later, in the 1930s, the Sino-Japanese war not only became part of 

the wider World War with Allied Forces, it also triggered an internal civil war in China 

between the Republicans under Chiang Kai Shek and the Communists led by Mao Zedong, 

the later claiming victory in 1949, a mere four years after the end of World War II and defeat 

of the Japanese.  

One particularly interesting story is Hisao Kimura’s account of his life during the Sino-

Japanese war as a secret Japanese agent.23 He adopted the identity of a travelling Mongolian 

monk in order to gain intelligence on Chinese supply lines in the western interior. His 

journey eventually took him to Lhasa in 1945, where, much to his astonishment, he learned 

of Japan’s defeat. With this news he went south into Kalimpong in India where, as a 

supposed Mongolian, he was recruited by British Intelligence to travel back into Kham to 

gather information on the intentions and strength of Chinese forces against the Tibetans. 

Another equally fascinating story was that of the Tibetan communist revolutionary, Bapa 

Phütso Wangye, from Kham.24 Convinced that the socialist ideas of communism would help 

modernise Tibet to deal with the forces sweeping the world, he secretly formed the Tibetan 

Communist Party with the support of some progressive, educated Tibetan aristocrats.  

However his dreams of Tibet as an independent soviet, according to the ideas of 

Lenin, were dashed by China’s determination to claim all of Tibet as part of the PRC. Both 

the Republican and Communist Chinese had been equally intent on claiming Tibet to secure 

their western borders to counter aggressive Western imperialism. As a result of Phütso 

Wangye’s advocacy for an independent Tibetan soviet, he ended up spending 18 years in 

prison as a counter-revolutionary. Seen as a Tibetan traitor at the time, Phütso Wangye is 

today recognised as a type of Tibetan nationalist hero whose motivation was to secure a 

successful path of modernisation for his Tibetan compatriots, rather than a traitor to Tibet.  

My research in this period of Tibetan history, with a focus on Kham, was immensely 

interesting and rewarding work. I poured over maps and tracked the various stories, 

including the final journeys into exile by many of the great Tibetan Buddhist masters of 20th 

century East Tibet. I wanted to write a history that I hoped would provide an accessible 

account that embedded the world of Tibetan spiritual masters in the socio-political events 
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that were shaping the world around them. I wanted to dispel the fantasy enjoyed by some 

Western students of Vajrayana Buddhism that Tibet was a ‘Shangri-la’ of Buddhist peace and 

harmony, and instead show how they had kept the dharma alive in the face of extensive 

political conflict and turmoil. I felt this had much relevance to the realities of life in our times 

of increasing geo-political tensions in the world. 

I have since completed my ‘Tulkus, Tertons and Turmoil’ manuscript, but I have never 

been able to find a way to get it published. It is not an academic work, so it falls outside their 

ambit. Nor am I a well known Tibetan Buddhist scholar or historian. For an ordinary 

Australian publisher, there is no obvious market for such a work. Actually, I realise that the 

main readership for the type of manuscript that I have written probably lies with Chinese 

people. After all, now that Tibet is part of the PRC, it is their history, and there is growing 

interest in Tibetan Buddhism amongst the Han Chinese. The Larung Gar Buddhist Academy 

in Sichuan is a contemporary exemplar of strengthening Tibetan Buddhist culture as intrinsic 

to continued Tibetan identity within China, while at the same time responding to the major 

issues of modernity: science, technology, environmental protection and socio-economic and 

gender equality. As scholars note, its curriculum is ’valorising the synthesis of the ancient 

and the modern’ to overcome past tendencies to create a binary dichotomy of the 

traditional and the modern.   

Here in Australia we have just begun a similar process of engaging with Australia’s 

First Nations knowledge systems outside the binary dichotomy of the ‘primitive’ and the 

modern—casting aside long held views that oral cultures which had failed to develop a 

written text and settled agriculture belong to the ‘primitive’ in the evolutionary ladder of 

human progress, in which western industrial culture and its economic system of profit-

driven capitalism has triumphed. Valorising and synthesising these vastly different 

knowledge systems is a work of considerable challenge that lies ahead of us as we confront 

the existential crises of global warming and environmental degradation of the Earth, along 

with the many socio-economic challenges of wealth inequalities and deeply embedded 

binary, utilitarian ways of thinking that dominate modern society. Whither wisdom in this 

new potential synthesis?



 
 
 

©Call of the Dakini, 2021 191 

12. Towards Regenerative Living 

The dakini has called to me throughout my life, an invisible inner force that would 

not be denied or ignored, alert to the truths of the need for a new zeitgeist of regenerative 

living. My love of learning and study had enabled me to break free of the intellectual poverty 

and domestic violence of my Queensland childhood. My immersion into Trobriand Island 

culture confronted me with the possibility of other ways of valid knowing than that which I 

gained through my university education. This was reinforced by my experience in the 

Massim Collection of the Australian Museum, when other ways mysteriously opened up 

before me, so that I was no longer so ‘heavy’ to the liminal and ambiguous nature of reality. 

My habitual pattern of intellectualised control began to fall apart through the breakup of my 

relationship with Iain and my work with the psychiatrist, Nicki.  

However, the ‘unlearning’ that Sogyal Rinpoche insists is part of our journey to 

spiritual wisdom began in earnest when I stumbled into the world of the Vajrayana as his 

student, and discovered the completely new ways of knowing that are embodied in Tibetan 

Vajrayana Buddhism. Beginning with my meeting with Tjilpi Randall, it has also led to the 

slow and painful recognition that to truly be an Australian means to acknowledge the vast 

gulf that exists between my Western knowledge system and that of our First Nations’ 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and to recognise that this lies at the heart of 

the devastating impact of the history of the colonisation of this land and its people. 

Wisdom and Knowledge 

After returning from my thee-year retreat, and before I became immersed in the 

demands of paid employment, I not only began my history project as a Visiting Fellow at the 

ANU, I also decided to find points of connection and differences between my professional 

background in Western science and technology and the wisdom teachings of the Vajryana. I 

called this project, the ‘Challenge of Wisdom’. I wanted to understand what it is in the 

epistemology of my Western knowledge system that had blocked a focus on wisdom 

awareness as a form of knowing. How was it that despite the Western science of sub atomic 

physics revealing the paradoxical nature of phenomena, such as in the Heisenberg 

Uncertainty Principle, and the mysterious behaviour of nano particles, this had not 

translated in how Western culture understood our own minds and mental processes in 



 
 

TOWARDS REGENERATIVE LIVING 

 192 

thought and emotions?  The Work of the Mind and Life Institute since 1987 has made a 

valiant effort to bridge this gap. It continues to investigate how the union of contemplative 

wisdom and science can lead to greater awareness of the interconnectedness of all life—and 

action—to support and sustain both individuals and the earth’s living systems, but it has 

failed to penetrate popular political and economic culture. 

As I delved back into the reference books of my professional life as a sociologist of 

science and technology, I was struck by the physicist David Bohm’s observations in a talk he 

gave in London in 1987 that language imposes strong, subtle, pressures through the 

structure of grammar to see the world as fragmented and static: that thought tends to 

create fixed structures in the mind, which can make dynamic entities seem to be static. He 

argued that as subatomic physics has revealed, there is really no such thing as a ‘thing’. All 

objects are dynamic processes rather than static forms. This scientific insight perfectly aligns 

with the Buddhist knowledge system, and is in accord with Indigenous knowledge systems 

and the new sciences of complexity and ecology.  

It is more than 60 years since the teachings of the Vajrayana of Tibetan Buddhism 

have spread to the West through the diaspora of Tibetan Buddhist masters following the 

PRC takeover of Tibet in 1959, and attracted many student-practitioners. Although Buddhist 

mindfulness practices have been mainstreamed through modern systems of cognitive 

psychology to help address issues of anxiety and depression, its more radical revelations 

about how to train our minds to reveal the truth of shunyata, the indivisible union of 

emptiness and appearance, which is the real nature of reality as lived personal experience, 

has had little influence on the Western worldview. 

What have been the consequences of this? Our worldview is not simply the way we 

look at the world: it reaches inwards to shape our innermost sense of being. As the 

philosopher Richard Tarnas suggests, it deeply configures our psychic and somatic 

experience, the patterns of our sensing, knowing and interacting with our world.25 The 

French philosopher, François Jullien, has drawn on his immersion in the world of Chinese 

Daoist philosophy and practice to examine the Western philosophical tradition and its 

languages and modes of thought. Pointing to the great classic of Daoist thought, Sun-Tzu’s 

‘The Art of Warfare’, Jullien maintains that where Western thought tends to the static and 

the abstracted universal, Chinese thought tends to the importance of relationship and 
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process over static states. It looks to the constantly changing interdependencies in any given 

situation as expressed in the idea of yin and yang, as opposed but complementary forces—

the paradoxical nature of the dance of life.26 I recognise that as a Westerner, despite my 

immersion in the Vajrayana, I still tend to think in abstract, universalist categories. I tend to 

look for ways of taking the particular into a universal idea, whereby it becomes an 

abstraction, devoid of its connection to actual particularities. This sits in stark contrast to the 

demands of Australian First Nations knowledge systems that are always anchored in the 

particularities of local ecologies, their totems, Ancestral beings and songlines. 

Does the multicultural nature of modern Australian society, despite it being 

demographically dominated by its Anglo-European cultural heritage, provide an opportunity 

for us to escape the limitations of particular epistemologies and engage in a multi-pathway 

process of new understandings within the emerging zeitgeist of regenerative living? This 

certainly seems to be the vision of a First Nations led initiative, ‘Regenerative Songlines 

Australia’. Its founding members state that it aims to create a network of projects inclusive 

of all Australians that are multidisciplinary, including regenerative economies, societies, 

ecological stewardship and design practices. Its fundamental goal is to transform the 

extractivist, colonial mindset and practices of the dominant industrialised society, economy 

and culture of Australia, towards regeneration and restoration, so that we can live and thrive 

within bioregional ecological limits and planetary boundaries. It continues the spirit of the 

2017 Uluru Statement from the Heart that invited all Australians to walk with First Nations 

people for a better future. 

Through my wisdom project, as I explored the similarities and differences between 

the dominant Anglo-European ways of understanding mind and those of the Vajrayana 

knowledge system, I turned my attention to the field of psychology where the approaches 

overlap yet differ in important ways. The discipline of psychology emerged in the context of 

the health system, driven by interest in ways of treating various forms of mental illness. The 

pioneering work of Freud, Jung and others were revolutionary in attempts to understand the 

human mind in a rational and scientific way, using observation and behavioural analysis 

within the objectivist framework of the Western approach to science and rationality. With its 

insights into human motivation and behaviour, psychology has informed many fields of 

activity from the treatment of mental illness to the advertising and marketing industry and 



 
 

TOWARDS REGENERATIVE LIVING 

 194 

to the design of workplaces through organisational psychology. So pervasive is its influence 

that it has become an invisible wallpaper of modern western culture. 

Through the Mind and Life Institute, founded in 1987 by the Chilean cognitive 

biologist Francisco Varela, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and social entrepreneur, Adam Engle, 

Western psychologist and neuroscientists have engaged in a series of dialogues and 

conferences with Buddhist scholars and practitioners, both those from Tibet and other 

Buddhist cultures together with Westerners who have become Buddhist practitioners. The 

Dalai Lama, Varela, and Engle were convinced that while science relies on empiricism, 

technology, “objective” observation, and analysis, well-refined contemplative practices and 

introspective methods could be used as equal instruments of investigation. They saw the 

potential not only to make science itself more humane, but also to ensure its conclusions 

were far-reaching. Their stated mission has been to bring together the insights of science 

and contemplative wisdom, recognising that at the heart of today’s global challenges is a 

profound crisis of disconnection—from one another, from our inner selves, and from our 

relationship with the natural world.  

After reading a review of Charles Massey’s ‘Song of the Reed Warbler’, I got myself a 

copy of this wonderful book that introduced me to the world of regenerative agriculture, as 

a group of farmers in Australia and elsewhere began to challenge the knowledge system that 

underpinned the dominant model of clear-felled, mechanised agriculture, and apply the 

lessons of the science of ecology in how to regenerate depleted soils, waterways and to 

reject clear-felled farming to practice a more sustainable form of agriculture.27 Massey also 

drew on the knowledge systems of the First Nations people of Australia, which the historian 

Bill Gammage documented In his ground breaking work, ‘The Biggest Estate on Earth’28, 

which described how Australia’s First Nations people had used a particular form of fire 

management to sustainably manage the Australian landscape in accordance with a deep 

ecological sensibility. The importance of cultural burning has since been taken up by First 

Nations people such as Victor Steffenson29 and the Firesticks Alliance. 

I was captivated by Massey’s book, which set out his own journey along this path of 

learning. He recognised it revealed the need for not only a new practice of farming, but a 

new consciousness in how we relate to the Earth in a philosophy of sustainable living that 

must address our whole industrialised food system. I immediately saw that Massey was not 
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just talking about a new regenerative farming, he was pointing to the need for a new 

regenerative philosophy of life. How did the Buddhist understanding of mind and wisdom, 

and its emphasis on the interdependent nature of all aspects of reality, fit into this quest? 

As powerful as Western science has been in understanding the mechanisms of 

phenomena including our own emotional states, because of its objectivist methodologies, 

the subjective aspect of our consciousness has remained a mystery, as has the identification 

of a form of knowing that is free of objectivist distortions. Western science and philosophy 

has adopted an outward gaze—outwardly looking. Using more and more advanced 

technologies, it has probed the ‘hidden’ microscopic and macroscopic nature of phenomena 

and cosmic ‘laws’, rendering them visible to the human ‘eye’.  

The inner gaze—inwardly seeing, has been relegated to the world of religion and 

metaphysics, a world beyond reason. Hence the Western knowledge system and its 

commitment to a ‘value-free’ science has remained focused on control over phenomena, 

without any commensurate interest in how such control might be used—whether for benefit 

or destructive purposes. In fact greed (desire for profit) and competitiveness (pride, envy 

and jealousy) are celebrated and militarised. Buddhist philosophy, by contrast, adopted an 

inward gaze—a contemplative science of subjectively analysing our mental processes, and 

through this discovered how the veiled potential of pure wisdom awareness can be brought 

forth, a capacity which is regarded as the preciousness of a human birth, compared to that 

of other lifeforms.  

Sogyal Rinpoche always emphasised the importance of integration, of what is often 

called, ‘meditation in action’. I never saw my meditation practice and interest in Buddhism 

as a way of retreating from the world. Rather, the Buddhist vision of living from the space of 

compassionate wisdom awareness has reinforced my interest in bearing active witness to 

the great challenges facing my society and immediate community and family. In particular it 

drew me back to the fundamental cultural and political challenge of contemporary Australia: 

our relationship with our First Nations cultural heritage and its knowledge systems. 

A Turning Point in Human History 

As all these questions swirled in my mind, my retreat insights returned me to the 

import of my experience all those years ago when visiting the Massim collection of the 
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Australian Museum in Sydney: my journey into the epistemological abyss, into different 

ways of knowing and seeing that challenged the dominant worldview of my Western cultural 

inheritance. The Wiradjuri journalist, Stan Grant, has recently written, “We have arrived at a 

hinge point of history. The voices that were silenced are being heard…[but] this too is a 

legacy of the Enlightenment: the right to speak back, [for the] liberalism [of the 

Enlightenment] is self critical.” Is this the basis of a way forward, the foundation for ‘two-

way’ learning that Aboriginal Elders have long called for? 

A fault line is becoming increasingly visible between the cultural paradigm that has 

driven the Western dream of Progress, exported across the world through colonialism and 

economic globalisation, and a new paradigm of regenerative living. While Australia is 

currently convulsed by the challenge of containing the Delta strain of a COVID outbreak, and 

while Australia’s fossil fuel lobby continues to champion its interests in coal and gas, vast 

swathes of the Northern Hemisphere are experiencing record level heat waves, wildfires and 

unprecedented floods. 

The Western scientific quest for ‘objective truths’, as powerful as it has been in 

producing life-changing technologies, seems to have led us inexorably into a culture of 

objectification that seems to paralyse our ability to translate the scientific understanding of 

climate change into political and social action. Its psychological impact has been to cause a 

profound split between our subjective lived experience set against intellectual 

objectification as the only valid way of knowing—even about ourselves, and growing 

evidence of psychological distress, as expressed in anxiety and depression in modern society. 

We in the West have long clung to the idea of Progress through the cultural evolution of 

human societies from the so-called ‘primitive’ societies of First Nations cultures to the 

modern sophisticated technological societies of the West, now being matched by the PRC. 

This Progress is measured in the exponential explosion in knowledge and technological 

know-how to enable us to manipulate the very building blocks of nature, including at the 

sub-atomic level through nanotechnologies. Our government produces inter-generational 

reports projecting our collective future, boasting of continued exponential growth in our 

‘standard of living’, while at the same time evidence of increasing mental illness and 

morbidity stalks the land. 
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Behind all the noise of geo-political competition and confusion over how to deal with 

the great challenges posed by global warming, species extinctions, environmental 

degradation, and global pandemics, the new zeitgeist of ‘regenerative living’ is paying 

attention to the deep ecological truths of the interdependent nature of life on planet Earth 

and its spiritual expression in how we experience these truths. It is pointing to the sort of  

‘two-way learning’ called for by First Nations elders—combining the insights of First Nations 

knowledge systems, the insights of Western science, and the insights of knowledge systems 

developed in other cultures that now form significant diaspora communities in a 

multicultural Australia and around the world.  

As Dr Mary Graham, the Kombumerri Elder and Adjunct Associate Professor of the 

University Queensland pointed out back in 2009: “The parlous state of the Murray-Darling 

river system is perhaps the most recognisable marker of European inability to recognise and 

adapt quickly to changed conditions. Much of the mainstream persists, in the face of climate 

change and the global financial crisis, with a view of happiness as the accumulation of things. 

We remain entranced by four-wheel-drives and flatscreen televisions, the energy intensive 

and climate-warming entrapments of the 21st century . . . in civilisation terms the West is 

somewhat like a petulant teenager—all power and bluster but lacking in maturity and 

wisdom.”30 

Regenerative Songlines Australia 

When the group of First Nations intellectuals and Elders launched ‘Regenerative 

Songlines Australia’ in 2021, one of its founding members, Dr Anne Poelina, a 

Wimardoowarra woman of the Kimberley’s Mardoowarra (Fitzroy) River community said:  

“We are singing and building a new dreaming. Our country is alive and holds memory. 
Through this songline our DNA becomes embedded in this new story of collective 
wisdom held by Indigenous leaders.”  

Dr Mary Graham, also a foundational member of Regenerative Songlins Australia, 

outlined the ‘relationist ethos’ of this new songline—linking place, balance, autonomy and 

the ethics of empathy to create a self-regulating ‘civilisational culture’ of two way learning, 

linking First Nations knowledge systems with western science. As noted above, the 

Regenerative Songlines Australia initiative aims to create a network of projects that are 

multidisciplinary, including regenerative economies, societies, ecological stewardship and 



 
 

TOWARDS REGENERATIVE LIVING 

 198 

design practices. It envisions a way of life whereby we can live and thrive within bioregional 

ecological limits and planetary boundaries.31   

In this project, we can see how the foundations of a new philosophy of regenerative 

living is being formed as a rich and multi-layered dialogue between First Nations leaders and 

their knowledge system and non-Indigenous Australians and their knowledges drawing on 

the Western tradition. Other knowledge traditions, such as those embodied in different 

forms of Buddhism, the ancient Ayurvedic traditions of India, the Islamic traditions of the 

Muslim world, and other First Nations traditions in Africa, Scandinavia, Siberia and the 

Americas are also providing a rich source of insights into how we might re-think human 

society in this global era of increasing interdependency and environmental challenges. 

Wisdom and the Way Forward  

Why does human intelligence and knowledge not lead to wisdom? What has caused 

us to lose our way? It is as if there is an equivalence to a ‘software virus’ at work in the way 

we use our minds, which prevents us from bringing forth our inherent capacity for wisdom 

awareness. Many people are asking the same sort of question posed by Samdhong 

Rinpoche, a Sanskrit scholar who was prevailed upon to lead the Tibetan Government in 

Exile in India and was thus thrust into the geopolitics of the world. He has concluded that the 

crisis we see in the external environment is basically a great inner crisis. It is basically the 

crisis of the human mind. He saw that although modern civilisation had significantly enlarged 

its knowledge and know-how, it had failed to acquire a corresponding degree of wisdom, or 

to even understand what wisdom might mean, and how to go about developing it.32 

Just as many Elders of Australia’s First Nations people’s have called for ‘two-way’ 

learning of intercultural understanding, Western scientists have worked with Buddhists 

through the Mind and Life Institute to bring their two modes of thinking into dialogue and 

shared insights. However while the trajectory of the Western interest in the science of 

consciousness has remained overwhelmingly concerned with pathologies of the human 

mind-brain as a physical system and in the development of artificial intelligence to mimic 

and even surpass human computational intelligence, Buddhist contemplative science has 

remained concerned with the development of the realisation of embodied wisdom and 

capacity for compassion. The mindfulness practices, now adopted into Western 

psychotherapies, are but the first step in training the mind to disengage from following 



 
 
 
 

TOWARDS REGENERATIVE LIVING 

© Call of the Dakini, 2021 199 

thoughts, to allow the faculty of awareness to become aware of itself and through this 

window of possibility, provides a range of different experiential methods to enter through 

this to a way of knowing that is characterised by luminous clarity and limitless, pervasive 

compassion, independent of any object of that compassion. This way of knowing is wisdom.  

One of the treasured images in my study in my home in Katoomba is of the Heart 

Sutra written in Chinese characters.  Known as the wisdom teaching (Prajnaparamita) that 

underpins all forms of Mahayana Buddhism, a translation of its famous line: ‘Form is 

emptiness, emptiness is form, form is no other than emptiness, emptiness is no other than 

form’ is a declaration about the fundamental nature of reality being the indiviisible union of 

open potentiality and manifesting appearances—physically on the material plane, and 

mentally in human consciousness. For this reason, no situation is fixed or permanent—all is 

governed by the fluid interdependent nature of reality across multiple dimensions of time 

and place. Thus no matter how entrenched a situation might seem, because nothing is 

permanent and fixed, things can change in unexpected ways, and with this change, other 

possibilities arise. We can only hope that the new zeitgeist of regenerative living becomes a 

‘strange attractor’ as it ripples across the interconnected system of contemporary global 

capitalism and flips its axis in the way that the science of complex systems reveals is 

possible: captured by the idea that the flap of a butterfly wing can be linked to a hurricane. 

The Nigerian poet-philsopher, Bayo Akomolafe suggests, in his words, that we live in 

a time where intentionality, agency, causality, learning and memory can no longer be safely 

ensconced away in the fleshy caverns of human be-ing – and at a time when modern 

civilisation, our cherished binaries, our institutions, and our cultural lexicons are unfurling at 

their seams, grappling with resolute impasses and spinning black holes, a world more alive 

than can be accommodated in the anorexic confines of Newtonian imagination, where we 

are being asked to consider the world of the more-than-human. For the modern world to 

begin to understand our predicament, I can but recommend you read Tarnas’s overview of 

the evolution of the Western worldview. To escape its totalising effect, we need the help of 

other knowledge systems as a lens to look into the Western worldview that has come to 

dominance the world.33 
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The Relationist Ethos 

In contrast to our Western knowledge system, Australia’s Indigenous Knowledge 

systems are relational. They emphasise the interdependence of all life and demonstrate a 

fluid sense of time, both past but ever present: a way of knowing that is continually 

reinforced through the role of totemic relationships between people and the other life forms 

of their local world: the animals, birds, insects, sea creatures, and plants, and the 

overwhelming identification with one’s Country. Country is not ‘other’: it is ‘me and us’. A 

local Gundungurra elder in Katoomba where I live described ngurra (country) in an art 

exhibition, ‘The Art of Planetary Health’:  

“It takes in everything within the cultural and spiritual landscape – landforms, water, air, 
trees, rocks, plants, animals, foods, medicine, minerals, stories and significant places. It 
includes Cultural practices, Knowledge, songs, stories and art as well as Spiritual beings 
and people, present and future. Ngurra has a deep meaning of belonging.” 

 Regenerative Songlines Australia’ is part of an emerging field of global leadership: 

working to create a continent-wide network focused on amplifying local and bioregional 

initiatives with a view to maintaining diverse approaches, while strengthening 

interconnections, mutual learning, and real project collaboration and outcomes.  

Imagine such a ‘songline’ being created around the world through the network of 

First Nations cultures, bringing forth a new relationship between human communities, other 

lifeforms and the Earth. One of the Regenerative Songlines Australia projects is Wayapa® 

Wuurk, co-founded by Jamie Maloo Thomas, a Senior Cultural Knowledge Holder for his 

Peek Whuurrung People of the Maara Nation and GunaiKurnai Communities in Victoria, and 

Sara Jones, a non-Indigenous women who has worked within Indigenous communities over 

the last 15 years. It has created a learning pathway, Wayapa® by which non-Indigenous 

people can link Western ways of thinking about wellbeing: healing mind, body and spirit, 

with First Nations ways of connecting with Country.  

Drawing on his background in Dance and Ceremony, and work in men’s health and 

wellbeing, drug and alcohol support, family violence prevention, youth mentoring and 

ancestral remains reparation, Jamie is demonstrating how the experience of Australia’s First 

Nations people, in surviving over 200 years of cultural trauma and cultural disconnection as 

a result of colonisation and ongoing racism, are finding their voice. Based on experience, 
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they can show all of us how to approach the growing trauma of global climate change and 

pandemics resulting from the very knowledge system that has caused these crises, to map 

out a pathway towards the practice of regenerative living.  

It is with the inspiration from First Nations led projects like Regenerative Songlines 

Australia, the work of organisations like the Mind and Life Institute, the work of a new 

generation of farmers in the regenerative agriculture movement, the work of people 

working in the field of new economic thinking around such ideas as ‘doughnut economics’34 

and circular economy, that we will begin to see the growing strength of this movement 

toward regenerative living as a new philosophy that is both local and global at the same 

time. Becoming part of this movement is my next project. 

While living in Canberra as a Visiting Fellow at the ANU, in 2010 I had managed to 

secure a job as a policy analyst in the Australian Public Service; first working on innovation 

policy and technology futures in the Department of Innovation, Science and Technology, and 

later in the Department of Broadband Communications and the Digital Economy, which later 

morphed into the Department of Communications under the new Coalition Government in 

2015. Throughout this time, while fulfilling my professional responsibilities and grappling 

with public policy issues of technological innovation and their impact on society, I remained 

inspired my quest to live the truth of the Vajrayana Buddhist teachings and find ways to 

understand the First Nations cultural heritage that is the foundation of Australia, as I 

continued to wrestle with the interplay between wisdom and the idea of regenerative living. 

At the end of 2017, after moving to my new home in Katoomba from where I had 

continued to work for the Department of Communications as a teleworker, I retired from 

the public service. Through my work with the Blue Mountains Creative Arts Network 

(BMCAN), I have connected to my local community through the Wild Mountain Collective. 

We established it as a group of artists, photographers, sculptors, art therapists, 

philosophers, anthropologists, environmental conservationists, musicians and other like-

minded people in the Greater Blue Mountains coming together to use the creative arts to 

explore and celebrate the ‘wild’ and our sense of interconnected relationship with nature 

and one another. We see our purpose as part of the regenerative living zeitgeist, engaging 

with a philosophy of regenerative living, an attitude of Interbeing with all things.  
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In this we acknowledged and wish to learn from the 65,000+ year cultural 

relationship between Australia’s First Nations peoples and Australia’s natural environment, 

recorded in songlines, music, dance, art, storytelling and kinship structures.   

More recently I have joined this work with a new community organisation Resilient 

Blue Mountains. Like many communities around the world, our Blue Mountains community 

seeks new ways of combining the local and the global in a spirit of regenerative living and 

wisdom. This is a journey many of us have only just begun, while others have been on this 

journey for a very long time. 
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