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“DO THESE ARAB ADDRESSES belong 
to your friends?” The security officer 

at the Cairo airport gazed at me steadily, looking for 
some flicker of information. 

A bead of sweat rolled down my temple and I 
looked to where his finger pointed. “Elias Jabbour 
started the House of Hope, a center for peace through 
education. I’ve been corresponding with him for a 
year.” I flipped to the next page of my address book 
and added, “And this is my Israeli friend, Revital 
Arieli, who has invited me to Israel.”

“Wait here.” He disappeared into an office.
I shifted from foot to foot for more than half an 

hour, growing more nervous with each moment, until 
he returned with another officer and introduced me. 

“Mr. Mustapha is our head manager. He wants to 
ask you a few questions before you board the plane 
for Israel.” 

They both peered into the bottom compartment 
of my backpack, and the first officer pulled out my 
hammer, chisels, and dust mask. They both gave 
me piercing looks, and Mr. Mustapha spoke gruffly. 
“What are these?”

I swallowed hard. “My tools.”
They found my portfolio with photos of my sculp-

tures. I opened the portfolio for them and pointed. 
“These tools are for my sculpting work.” I flipped 
through the images. “This one was on the Seneca 
Reservation and this one I carved in Spain. This one 
is in Italy, and this one I sculpted on a granite stone 
on an island in Greece. I have just completed a stone 
sculpture here in Egypt, out in the desert behind Saint 
Paul’s Monastery. Here is the photo.”

The two officers looked a little baffled and left me 
for a few moments. Again I shifted from one foot to 
the other. I needed a drink of water, but was reluctant 
to leave the spot where they had left me. Finally the 
two returned with a third officer. 

“What is this?” He snatched up a little book that 
was in my handbag and held it defiantly in front of 
my face.

“Mahmoud Darwish,” I said. “My favorite Pal-
estinian poet.” I tried to explain: “I use my art work 
and community theater to bring understanding 
between people and communities. I’ve been on a 
project for four years. I call it the World Wheel.” I 
explained that Israel and Palestine were the seventh 
location in which I had planned to create sculpture, 
and that I still had five more countries to complete 
the circle.

“Stay here,” Mr. Mustapha said, his tone still 
rough. 

He and the three officers disappeared into an 
office and, as time dragged, I imagined the possible 
outcomes of this interrogation. Perspiration ran 
down my forehead and nose, and I kept wiping it 
away with my hand.

It must have been an hour before the manager 
returned. “OK,” he said. “Your plane is about to take 
off. You can go, but you’ll have to leave your laptop 
computer here in Cairo. I’ll give you a number and 
you can pick it up when you return.” He tore it from 
my hands before I had a chance to let go. (When 
I returned six weeks later on my way to India, the 
customs officers couldn’t find my computer. I had 
to miss my flight and stay an extra four days, hound-
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ing the office before they located it.) The interroga-
tion had taken four hours. As I walked toward the 
plane, escorted by the pilot, I scanned every face that 
I passed. I had begun to feel that perhaps they were 
right—I must be guilty of something—and I suspected 
every person I passed of being a plainclothes intelli-
gence officer watching my movements.

When we finally boarded the El Al flight, the pilot 
pointed to a seat in the back of the plane. “You’ll have 
to sit back here with the stewardesses.”

I fell into my seat and dropped off to sleep even 
before the plane departed. But, with every sudden 
movement, I awoke with a start, thinking someone 
had jabbed a gun into my side. Each time, I fell back 
into nightmarish dreams.

When we arrived in Tel Aviv and I walked down 
the ramp, I could see my Israeli girlfriend, Revital, 
standing behind the wire fence waving and beaming 
a welcoming smile. I had first met Revital on the Sen-
eca Reservation in 1988. We shared such similar goals 
that we had vowed to work together when I came to 
Israel. Long, dark hair almost touched her waist and 
framed an attractive face and dark eyes. We hugged 
warmly, jumped into her friend’s car, and drove to 
Revital’s parents’ house. I breathed a sigh of relief as 
we stepped inside the front door. 

Revital’s mother, Hya, originally from Poland, 
chopped vegetables in the kitchen. She was short 
and a little plump, with very fair skin, brown hair, 
and a loving expression. She wiped her hands on her 
apron and hugged me warmly. Revital’s father, Nis-
sim, read in the living room. He rose, looking wiry 
and intense.

“Sit, please,” he said. He inquired about my trip. 
Laughingly, I told him about my experience with 

the airline. 
He nodded and did not seem surprised.
Later, Revital took me to my quarters, a small 

room that was once her bedroom. We sat on her bed 
and chatted like childhood buddies about this and 
that, and then about more serious topics. It was 1990, 
and the U.S. was preparing for the Gulf War. 

“My father escaped from Iraq when he was sixteen 
years old,” Revital said. “He walked for weeks through 
the desert to reach Israel, so my parents are grateful 

to be here, but I’ve grown up with war. Yesterday 
there were shootings at the Wailing Wall, and we’re 
all depressed and afraid even to go out in the streets. 
Reprisal killings have started. Innocent people are 
dying on both sides. I’m sorry to say that we distrust 
anyone from a different ethnic background, including 
friends and business partners. To add to the tension, 
America and Iraq are in a face-off. The government 
has made gas masks and we fear a full-scale war.”

Revital seemed to be constantly holding her 
breath, but then she relaxed into a smile. “Let’s call 
my friends. They’ve been waiting for you.” 

The next evening we met with nine women friends 
of Revital. As each woman arrived, she presented an 
object sacred to her and laid it in the center of the 
room to form an altar. One woman brought a crystal, 
one a black stone, one a cup that had been in her fam-
ily for generations. I placed my journal on the altar, 
together with an eagle’s feather that had recently been 
given to me by an American Indian friend. Next to 
them I placed a bag of earth that I had gathered from 
the previous six sites of the World Wheel. We sat in 
a circle and addressed our feelings of despair, each 
contributing her solutions to create a ceremony of 
hope. As each woman spoke about the object she had 
brought, there emerged the common belief that we 
must discover the feminine, the receptive voice, in 
these cultures so dominated by male aggression. 

Revital and I had earlier decided that we would 
create the World Wheel sculpture and hold the final 
ceremony at the Dead Sea, the lowest point of land in 
the world, 1,290 feet below sea level. We invited the 
group’s participation in the World Wheel event, and 
the women were tremendously committed. We parted 
feeling a great bond among us. 

The next day I wanted to visit the House of Hope. 
Elias Jabbour, its founder, lived in Shefar’Am, the 
second largest community of Palestinians in Israel. 
Revital and a friend from the evening before drove me 
north from Tel Aviv through the desert.

We finally arrived at Elias’ home, a building of 
ancient stone, which had been transformed into the 
House of Hope. Through speaking tours, exchange 
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programs, and mailings, Elias had expanded his 
dream far beyond resolving the Israel/Palestine con-
flict. His home had become not only a community 
center, but also an international center for peace.

Elias and his wife, Hevam, greeted us warmly. He 
had dark, graying hair and soft eyes. His wife wore a 
brown dress; she had short dark hair and olive skin. 
They were both  in their fifties. They took us through 
the center, stopping proudly in their international 
library which was filled with books on peace in many 
languages. We settled in the dining room, where 
Hevam served us a delicious Palestinian meal. 

After dinner we met with a group of twenty Pales-
tinian, Israeli, and Druze children from Shefar’Am, 
aged between eight and eleven. The Druze call them-
selves muwahhidun (monotheists) and are a group 
that regard themselves as carriers of the core of 
Islam. We sat in a circle on the patio surrounded by 
ancient stone walls and olive trees. I held my eagle 
feather and asked the children to respond to the 
three questions I had asked in every country of the 
World Wheel: Where do you come from? What is the prob-
lem in your life, in your family, in your community? What 
is the solution? 

Responses came from the childrens’ open hearts 
as we passed the feather: “We come from God. Our 
problems arise from a feeling that a person from 
another culture is not our brother or sister, but 
an enemy. We can look through others’ eyes and 
understand. If we understand, we can love each other 
as brothers and sisters.” 

Tears came as I experienced the wisdom of these 
children who had grown up with continual war, but 
now were under the wing of Elias.

The shadows of late afternoon reminded us that 
we must go. 

“Elias,” Revital said. “May we ask your son to rep-
resent the Palestinian people in the World Wheel cer-
emony?”

Elias and his wife glanced at each other. “We 
would be delighted!” he said. “You have our uncon-
ditional support.” 

Revital and I spent a few days making telephone calls, 
meeting people and organizing; then we traveled to 

the Dead Sea. At Mitzpe Shalem Kibbutz—a nature 
preserve and home to tigers, wolves, porcupines, and 
many other animals—we walked out onto the bluff 
overlooking the Dead Sea, the saltiest body of water 
in the world. People travel here for the healing prop-
erties of the sea. According to the Bible, the cities of 
Sodom and Gomorrah are hidden under it. Across 
this incredible expanse of water, we saw the desert 
plateau of Jordan, two thousand feet high.

We walked the same earth that the Essenes had 
walked, the ascetics who inscribed the Dead Sea 
Scrolls found in caves not far from here. Water and 
wind had cut into the mountainsides, carving them 
into rivulets and sculptural shapes, exposing the 
golds, purples, and greens of the eroded earth—a des-
olate and mystic land.

One particular spot drew me—a natural circle half 
enclosed by boulders, but still open to the eastern 
expanse of sea. Two stone sentinels marked the 
pathway to the rising sun. Some of the people from 
the kibbutz helped us move stones into the circle to 
form a twelve-pointed Earth Wheel. We placed the four 
largest at the four cardinal directions, and dug a hole 
in the center in preparation for the planting of the 
Tree of Peace. As we gathered the stones, we found nine 
bullets, which I later buried in the hole as a gesture of 
peace before we planted the tree.

That evening we prepared for the next day’s 
ceremony. While Revital and our friends worked in 
the cabin preparing their special clothes for the ritual, 
I went to the site alone and walked around the great 
spools of barbed wire fencing placed to keep out 
Palestinians. These closed one side of the Earth Wheel 
off from the Dead Sea. On the other side, a great 
stone cliff loomed. An owl hooted from the top of a 
pole when I lay my sleeping bag down at the edge of 
the stone circle, and the wind blew fiercely across the 
Dead Sea, whipping dust over the land. I pulled my 
head inside and zipped myself into my cocoon. As I 
lay there reviewing the events that had transpired, I 
could hardly believe we had been at the site for only 
one day. 

As I slipped into sleep, I wept and dreamed I was 
a Palestinian mother, head bent, face veiled in black. 
President Bush drowned out my sobs. “I’ll take care of 
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everything,” he said. His voice grew louder and louder 
until my weeping could not be heard at all.

I woke with the first rays of light and continued 
work on the Earth Wheel, raking, clearing, and putting 
the finishing touches on the circle before the ceremony. 
I had not been able to come to the site earlier to carve 
the stones as I usually do, but we planned to return 
to the site after the ceremony and carve symbols into 
the twelve stones. The caretaker of the nature preserve, 

We all took turns laying a handful of earth at the 
base of the tree and we each said a prayer for peace. 
Revital and I danced in a circle around the Earth Wheel 
and everyone joined in. Soon the hundred people who 
had gathered all danced and sang together, adding 
their Israeli, Palestinian, and Christian songs and 
dances to the ones that Revital and I had learned from 
Yehwehnode on the Seneca reservation.

Two days later we returned to the site. Revital, two of 
her friends, and I completed the twelve stone sculp-
tures that formed the Earth Wheel around the Tree of 
Peace. We each worked on three stones in the circle 
as I showed each person how to carve, following the 
designs that Yehwehnode had given us. The tap, tap, 
tap—music to my ears—continued throughout the 
day. At the completion, I gave instructions on how 
to put color on the stone, then how to polish it with 
wax. The circle came alive.

On the drive back to Revital’s house that evening, 
we sang the entire way. When we passed through 
Jerusalem, I asked to go up to the Mount of Olives 
to find a man named Jammal Sheik, a Sufi master 
and peace activist known as the “Peace Keeper.” As 
we drove through the streets, we were met with angry 
and hostile stares. Revital and her friends became 
frightened. We left quickly and learned shortly after 
that there had been shooting that night on those 
very streets.

Ceremony at the Dead Sea with a Palestinian boy and Israeli 
girl planting the Tree of Peace in the Earth Wheel

Oren, whose name means “pine” in Hebrew, arrived 
with the pine tree, the Tree of Peace. A crowd gathered—
people from many different ethnic backgrounds, with 
their children and musical instruments.

Elias and his family arrived. As we gathered 
in the stone circle, we saw eagles flying overhead. 
Revital and I lit the sage together and ritually 
smudged everyone with its smoke. This signified a 
purification, a release of the past confusion of body 
and mind, and made space for the present moment 
with its possibilities of a new future. Revital prayed 
in Hebrew and I repeated the same prayer in English. 
Everyone there echoed the words in their own 
languages: Arabic, Yiddish, German, Dutch, French, 
and Spanish. The children—Mamet, the son of my 
Palestinian friends  Elias and Hevam, and Yael, the 
daughter of an Israeli friend, both twelve years old—
came forward and lowered the Tree of Peace into the 
hole in the center of the Earth Wheel. 

Palestinian boy and Israeli girl planting the 
Tree of Peace
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Revital soon left Israel and returned to the States, 
and I went to stay with Tamar Meir, an artist who 
helped organize weekly protests against human 
rights violations. Her group, “Women in Black,” put 
on black hoods and stood outside public buildings 
in downtown Jerusalem. She introduced me to her 
Palestinian artist friend, Abdul, who lived on the 
Mount of Olives. I wanted to find someone to take 
me into East Jerusalem to meet the Sheik. When I 
asked Tamar to come with me, she declined. Only the 
week before, close to the Mount of Olives, someone 
had shot her daughter in the leg on her way home 
from school. 

I went alone to meet Abdul at his jewelry store in 
downtown Jerusalem. A handsome, bearded man with 
an air of sadness and intelligence, he invited me to his 
home in the Palestinian section of the Mount, certain 
we could find someone who knew of the Sufi Sheik.

As we drove to the Mount of Olives, Abdul told 
me stories of how he regularly endured stonings and 
the jeering of his neighbors as he commuted to his 
store downtown. As we entered the Mount of Olives, 

he grabbed his keffiyeh, the Palestinian scarf, and put 
it on the dashboard where it would be broadly visible 
as a statement that he was Palestinian. We stopped at 
a taxi stand on the Mount and a driver gave us direc-
tions to Jammal Sheik’s house.

The Sheik greeted us at the door as if he had been 
expecting us and as if we were his dearest friends. 
Elderly, with gray beard and hair, and a sad, kind 
face, he wore a long white tunic over his heavy body. 
After he seated us, his wife came in and served us 
food and drink on elegant trays. Incense burned and 
I could hear soft Palestinian music coming from an 
adjacent room. 

While we ate, Jammal Sheik spoke with tears 
in his eyes. “Yesterday a young Palestinian boy, my 
neighbor, was tortured brutally and then murdered 
in the Mosque by an Israeli. Blood flowed like a river 
and covered the floor of our sacred shrine. I heard 
his screams even from here.” He turned to me from 
time to time while he narrated this sad event, and he 
asked me, “Beloved, what are you doing? What are 
you doing to stop this river of blood?”

Carving stones 
for the Earth 
Wheel on the 
banks of the 
Dead Sea
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I felt guilty by association because I am an Ameri-
can and America supports and funds Israel. 

Jammal Sheik said, “I’m in jail frequently for my 
protests for human rights. My life is so much in the 
public eye, I’m at risk for assassination.” 

As we departed, he said, “Sister, my death is very 
near. Beloved friends, be very careful when you leave. 
You will, for sure, be followed.”

Outside the Sheik’s house the night was magic;  the 
full moon drew Abdul and me in the direction of the 
Old City. At the Wailing Wall, orthodox Jews rocked 
back and forth in prayer. I wrote a prayer for peace on 
a paper and stuck it between the cracks in the stone 
where thousands of other pieces of paper were lodged. 
I ran my hands over the ancient stones and wept for 
the sorrow I had witnessed that night, my tears min-
gling with the tears of centuries. 

As we walked through the streets of the Old City, 
the stones spoke their long history to me, laid down as 
they were and traveled by a multitude of God’s devo-
tees—Christians, Muslims, Jews, Baha’is, Druze—all 
drawn to this Holy City for worship. Then we walked 
across fields to Mount Calvary, the site of Jesus’ cruci-
fixion, to the Garden of Gethsemane, and to the Mount 
of Olives where Jesus prayed and cried out in his pain. 

Returning to Abdul’s house that same night, we 
smelled tear gas in the air. Close by we heard gunfire. 
Abdul said in an agitated voice, “Come quickly! Get 
in the house!” Inside, he hurriedly closed all the doors 
and shutters. My eyes stung from the tear gas and I 
drew out my handkerchief. When I had a chance to 
look around, there was welcome in the grace of his 
home, a grace I had not suspected from the outside. 
His parents had lived there before him and I recog-
nized the depth of feeling in the placement of art 
objects and the atmosphere of culture and elegance. 
He served me Palestinian food and wine, his hospital-
ity unparalleled. 

As we lounged after dinner in the living room, 
Abdul shared the frustrations of his life and the 
great sorrows of his people. I began to sing and this 
seemed to lift his spirits as the moon shone through 
the window and touched his shoulder. Because it was 
late, I asked Abdul if I could spend the night in his 

home. He hesitated and then agreed. Curious about 
this hesitation, I learned later that even though 
Israelis and Palestinians may be personal friends, 
they rarely visit each others’ homes. Tamar, in her 
fifteen years of friendship with Abdul, had never 
been inside his house.

Abdul and I talked about plans to turn the Old 
City into a neutral city for peace, where everyone 
could come freely and worship. I wanted to stay in 
Israel to help Abdul in his work—but if I did, it would 
be a commitment of years. I had planted a seed with 
the ceremony at the Dead Sea, and that seed would 
grow with time. However, I resolved that my role was 
not to stay physically. I needed to continue the World 
Wheel and to connect other people and other coun-
tries to this new family.

When I returned to Tel Aviv, the papers recalled new 
killings on the Mount of Olives. Saddam Hussein’s 
name seemed always in the background, on television 
or in conversation. The United States had already 
occupied the Gulf and was on the verge of officially 
declaring war. If I didn’t leave soon, events would 
force me to stay at least for the duration of the war. 
I had already purchased my ticket for India, the next 
country on the World Wheel. My flight departed on 
an Arab airline with a layover in Baghdad.

Elias telephoned with a question in his voice. He 
had seen a television program on the World Wheel 
and had read the interviews with Revital and myself. 
The coverage made no mention of the Palestinians. 
Since the reporting was all in Hebrew, I had had no 
way of knowing what had been reported. I could 
only promise that when I finished my own writing 
about Israel, I would send him a copy. I assured him 
that I would represent all I had seen as faithfully as 
I could. 

Eventually, I learned that the Israeli government 
had ordered blanket suppression in the media of 
any information about the Palestinians and their 
situation. They even censored the word “Palestinian” 
for its political charge. The press had eliminated 
all mention of the Palestinian involvement in the 
World Wheel and the planting of the Tree of Peace by 
Palestinian and Israeli children together. Individuals 
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in this country, like Tamar Meir, Jammal Sheik, and 
Elias Jabbour would give their lives for peace and 
resolution, but did so without support and at great 
risk to themselves.

So although the ceremony itself was powerful and 
brought hope to the people who attended, I left the 
country contemplating the slowness of change and 
the long struggle ahead. But seeds planted eventually 
grow when the right conditions arise. The power of a 
circle of stone, the voices of the children, their answers 
to my questions—those were the seeds for me. Exactly 

one year from the day of the completion of the stone 
circle, Palestinians and Israelis came together in Spain 
for the very first peace talks. 

My heart weeps for the unresolved conflict, but I feel 
hope when I recall the answers of the children. As the 
Palestinian, Israeli, and Druze children said in the 
House of Hope, “If we can look through the eyes of 
people who live and think in a different way, we can 
understand them. And if we can understand them, we 
can love them as our brothers and sisters.”
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L OS ANGELES GREW MORE and more 
uncomfortable. Although I spent much 

of my time living simply in my VW bug in the hills 
outside the city, I had also accepted the use of a guest 
room in the home of a psychiatrist friend, Dr. Oscar 
Janiger, in Beverly Hills. I became a walking paradox. 
At Oscar’s home I tried to fit in to the social norm, 
but the baby steps that I had made toward a border 
less consciousness clearly led me in the opposite 
direction. My body hurt. 

I was now thirty-eight years old and still having my 
ongoing panics. I had consulted an L.A. psychiatrist, 
the Swami at the Hollywood Vedanta Society center, 
and my friend Oscar Janiger, to no avail. None of them 
knew what to suggest. But one day Oscar invited me 
to join him and some friends for tea.

I had met Oscar through my former husband, 
Dale, when we lived in Santa Barbara. Now in his 
sixties, Oscar was of Russian Jewish descent with 
thick, dark hair, graying at his temples. He had 
a kind face and a twinkle in his dark eyes as he 
introduced me to his friends. Marlene de Rios was an 
anthropologist and the author of a book on ayahuasca, 
a hallucinogenic vine that grows in the Amazon of 
Peru. Her husband, Yando, was a painter and the son 
of a Peruvian curandero, the equivalent of a Native 
American medicine man. 

After we had visited for a while, Oscar said, “Come 
upstairs. I want to show you some artwork.” 

We walked upstairs and he pulled out a painting. 
“In the fifties, I had a grant to research the effect of 
hallucinogens like LSD on the creative process.16 Anaïs 

Nin painted this for me.” The painting was a swirl of 
color. Oscar selected another canvas. “This one was 
done by Clark Gable. It looks like an explosion.” He 
showed us several other paintings, done by celebrities 
under the influence of LSD, and then we returned to 
the living room. 

Yando and I exchanged ideas on art, and I said, 
“One time my perception changed so that everything 
around me filled with light, with no divisions between 
objects, similar to an LSD experience, except that I 
hadn’t taken anything.”

Yando seemed interested. “You should go visit my 
father, Don Hildé, in the Amazon. He lives in that 
sort of consciousness.”

That invitation was all I needed. In the next days 
after our tea party, I bought a ticket with the small 
amount of money still left from the sale of my sculp-
tures, gathered my tools and a few clothes—only what 
I could easily carry in a small backpack—and boarded 
a plane bound for Peru.

When I stepped off the plane in Pulcalpa, a frontier 
jungle town in the Peruvian Amazon, I stood mes-
merized by the faces of the people. Their features 
and angular bone structure resembled those of the 
Incas, known to me only through the stone sculp-
tures in my childhood art books and National Geo-
graphic magazine. All around me, people had skin 
the color of honey. I could recognize the Shipibo 
Indians because the women wore their skirts made 
of traditional woven cloth with rectangular white 
designs against a black background. The men wore 

The Amazon Jungle
Peru

1976

Don Hildé, with termites 
nest in Amazon Jungle 
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white loose pants. Other Peruvians wore standard 
western dress. 

Following Yando’s instructions, I found my way 
about a mile down a red earth path that led from 
the outskirts of the airport to Don Hildé’s home, 
a wooden shack of rough-hewn boards in various 
shades and textures. Don Hildé greeted me at the 
door. He had just received Yando’s letter telling of my 
arrival and was expecting me. He was in his sixties, 
although his sun-shriveled face and thin hair made 
him appear older. His short, lean body, on the other 
hand, looked strong and wiry through his white 
cotton shirt and loose pants. Dark eyes looked at 
me with concern as he led me into his house. Several 
patients sat on a wooden plank bench in the main 
room. I learned that they often waited all day for his 
attention.17

Don Hildé showed me to a tiny, windowless room 
not much bigger than a closet. His wife, Beatrice, 
sat in the kitchen, crippled by painful arthritis. She 
looked young enough to be his daughte; she pretty 
with long black hair, honey skin, high cheekbones, 
and the lovely almond eyes of the Shipibo Indians. 

I fell asleep quickly that first night, and woke 
in the morning to the sounds of chickens, ducks, 
and dogs. Don Hildé, in his quiet manner, moved 
unselfconsciously amid the cooking, washing, and 
animals in the simple house. There was no electricity,  
running water, or sewage system. We all wore few 
clothes, simple cottons, because of the heat and 
humidity of the jungle. Privacy was unknown except 
for brief moments in the outhouse. An enema bag 
hung over the picture of Jesus in the kitchen. 

On the second day, Don Hildé motioned for me 
to join him in the jungle as he gathered herbs for his 
work. This was the first time I had been in a jungle, 
and I saw layer upon layer of vines curling tender 
green tips around dying stalks. Out of the decaying 
humus grew red and pink orchids. Strange birdcalls 
pierced the silence. We walked along a narrow trail of 
red mud that wound into the dense jungle. The rainy 
season had begun and every once in a while the swol-
len cloud bellies burst, clearing the hot, humid air 
with cool, wet, musical beats, leaving behind the pun-
gent fragrance of earth. The river by our side changed 

from sky blue to silver jewels as the rain hit its sur-
face. Shipibo Indians bathed nude along its banks as 
we passed, unveiling childlike smiles in adult faces. 
A grandmother sat in the shade rocking a newborn 
baby. The red adobe mud soon stained us.

Don Hildé entered a dense mass of foliage and I 
followed. He had spotted a termite nest. With a long 
pole picked up from alongside the path, he loosened 
the gnarly nest and it fell to the ground. I ran to pick 
it up, but felt squeamish when I saw it alive with ter-
mites. He stuffed the tangled nest into his backpack 
and swung the huge bundle over his shoulders, assur-
ing me that termites helped with the treatment of 
arthritis. I followed behind him as he pushed his way 
back to the path, looking even more shriveled and 
tiny under the bulk of his cargo.

We walked deeper into the jungle and gathered 
the ayahuasca vine for a ceremony to be held by the 
curanderos in a few days, then turned back in the direc-
tion of his home, stopping now and then to pick herbs 
along the path. Don Hildé showed me which part of 
each plant to pick and how to wrap the ends in jungle 
vines to hold them together. I finished one bundle and 
then ventured to ask, “Yando told me you used to be a 
carpenter. What led you to become a curandero?”

“I was a carpenter for many years,” Don Hildé 
said, “and at that time I used my powers improperly 
to control people for my own benefit. But nine years 
ago, I had a vision of Jesus. In this revelation, I experi-
enced the compassion of Christ. I saw how my actions 
harmed other people and myself, and that completely 
changed my life. Instead of thinking only about Don 
Hildé, I became concerned with the people around me. 
I brought a dying neighbor back to life with herbs and 
prayer. After that, people started coming to me.”

We sloshed through puddles along the path. I 
enjoyed the feel of red mud squishing beneath my 
feet. “How do you go about working with people?” 
I asked. 

“The important thing is to ‘see.’ I enter a trance 
and see the person’s disease by color: liver conditions 
are black; cancer is a dark, muddy red. My own body 
feels heavy in the corresponding region. Knowing the 
cause of the disorder is the most important element. 
Some are physical problems from birth and others 

1 2 2     W O R L D  W H E E L :  O N E  W O M A N ’ S  Q U E S T  F O R  P E A C E



Copyright 2007 Vijali Hamilton. This PDF edition distributed free for personal/academic use only.

arise through chronic malnutrition or infection or 
trauma. Some are in the spiritual realm—maybe the 
lack of a guide, a protector, or a companion—and 
some are mental distortions caused by a doño, a per-
son sending negative thoughts. There are negative and 
positive forces that you can attract or repel, and which 
you can direct for good or evil. Everything is energy.”

In my excitement on hearing his ideas about ener-
gy, I almost tripped over a rotting log. “Don Hildé, 
I have come all this way to ask you something,” my 
words rushed out. “At times my perception changes. I 
see everything as light and my body seems to dissolve 
into an ocean of energy. When I’m going through this, 
I panic because my mother was declared medically 
insane. I’m terrified that I’m like her.”

Don Hildé stopped on the path and turned to me, 
his small black eyes penetrating. I was fortunate that 
a Peruvian student happened by and helped with the 
translations. “We don’t have the idea of insanity as 
you do in your country. We are more concerned with 
negative and positive energy. I’ve worked with other 
people having this same difficulty. The physical being 
has to be strengthened to create balance and a spiri-
tual protector is absolutely essential.”

“Yes!” I said. “I’m going through a period where 
I don’t feel the presence of Jesus or Ramakrishna. 
Their forms disappear into a void of light. I used to 
feel secure in their presence.”

Don Hildé walked on. “Without their protection 
you’re lost in the cosmic forces. This energy is too 
strong. Prepare your body with diet, exercise, and 
meditation, and then you can draw in and incorporate 
the universal spirit. And will power is very important—
to take responsibility for your own life. You must 
follow your individual path, not with a deity to 
worship, but with a protector that shields you from 
negative forces.”

We reached Don Hildé’s home where people still 
waited on the wooden bench for his services. He 
instructed me to boil the termites and the termite 
nest into a compote for Beatrice’s arthritis while he 
attended to the first patient. 

As I stood over the stove, a young woman arrived, 
completely hysterical. In the United States they would 
have called her manic, given her tranquilizers, and 

taken her to a psychiatric hospital. Don Hildé came 
in from the meditation room with a glass of water. 
The young woman stood shaking in her simple cot-
ton dress, waving her arms, and talking rapidly in a 
high-pitched voice. 

Don Hildé put his hand over the glass of water, 
prayed, and gave it to her. She drank it all and, to my 
amazement, settled into a perfect calm. She sat with 
Don Hildé and they talked. 

“This water has been energized and has already 
neutralized the negative energy sent from a doño, your 
jealous cousin. He has affected your digestion. You 
must change and strengthen your own life, but you 
are safe right now. I’ll give you a prayer to say continu-
ally. This prayer is the only continual protection you’ll 
need. Know that Jesus will protect you and guide you 
to change the way you are living.” Don Hildé stood 
up and led the woman into the meditation room to 
impart her prayer. 

After a few moments they walked out of the room 
and she left the house stepping onto the earthen 
path in perfect peace. I stood mute with a mixture 
of admiration of this natural healing and anger at 
western medicine. Images of the Metropolitan State 
Hospital, Dewitt State Hospital, and the Camarillo 
State Hospital flashed through my mind. I recalled 
my mother sitting in the waiting room, suffering the 
effects of long-term residence in these institutions, 
her body red and swollen from drugs, her mind dam-
aged from shock treatments. She had lost all her teeth 
due to lack of care during years of catatonia. Hair had 
grown over her chin, her face was pasty and puffy, 
and her blank stare bore through me. The beautiful 
bright mother of my childhood had turned into an 
unrecognizable hag. 

Two weeks before this trip to Peru, I had seen her 
hospital records: Lillian Melba Hamilton ran away from 
the hospital ward for the second time. After a series of shock 
treatments, she shows signs of severe brain damage. She is 
now cooperative and sleeps and eats well. It was powerful 
to realize that this didn’t need to have happened. 

I stirred the termite compote with new strength. 
It splashed out of the pan onto the stove.

The day advanced as Don Hildé worked with one 
patient after another. The termite nest boiled down 
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to a thick, murky brew. Beatrice and I started supper. 
After the three of us finished our fried bananas and 
rice, Beatrice played cards with Don Hildé at the 
kitchen table, while the termite compress on her 
knees gave her temporary relief from her arthritis. 

A week after my arrival, Don Hildé said, “We will have 
an ayahuasca ceremony this evening.” During the pre-
vious days, I had seen him brew the hallucinogenic 
vines we had gathered in the jungle. He had asked me 
to keep this quiet lest we have prying eyes. As dark-
ness approached, Don Hildé made the rounds of his 
yard and house to make sure that all his patients had 
left, and then he securely locked the doors and win-
dows. A few moments later, he went around again and 
double-checked.

I heard a knock on the front door and Don Hildé 
opened it to greet another curandero and two of his 
friends. Yando and Marlene had arrived from the 
States and we all sat in a circle in the main room 
in total darkness. The ayahuasca brew was passed 
around. I was the only one who did not sip. In the 
past I had smoked marijuana a few times and taken 
LSD once, but I found that my creativity shriveled, so 
I had decided not to use any drugs or plant hallucino-
gens as aids for transformation. Through meditation 
and the creative process, however, I had had similar 
consciousness-altering experiences without the use of 
hallucinogenic substances. 

One by one, everyone vomited into a bucket 
passed around the room, including Don Hildé and 
Beatrice. Don Hildé started a breathing exercise simi-
lar to the yogic pranayama exercises I had learned in 
India. He pushed air out of his lungs as he moved 
his torso and arms and then he inhaled deeply. But 
the environment lacked the color of India where they 
had incorporated flowers and bright materials, can-
dles, and singing in their ceremonies. We sat in dark-
ness inside Don Hildé’s old wooden house where no 
decoration of any kind, not even paint, embellished 
our surroundings. 

After the vomiting everyone got sleepy and sank 
down into their internal journeys. We sat quietly for 
over an hour with no sound or movement from our 
group. I drew inward into my own meditations, then 

I let myself slip into the void that had so frightened 
me. This time the silence and darkness allowed me to 
feel at home in my borderless world of energy. The 
darkness grew luminous and alive. 

Eventually Don Hildé began humming softly, and 
a tune slowly emerged followed by words. Earlier  he 
had told me, “When the song comes, the spirit is con-
tacted and moves through you.” He chanted and sang 
for a long time, then started talking in a strange voice 
as Yando translated. “An entity has come and wants 
to contact you, Vijali, and help you. He sees that you 
are a good, kind-hearted person. But someone wants 
to harm you, to veil you, to make you uneasy and 
bring you confusion. You have begun your own inner 
development, and that person can’t obtain what you 
have, so he wants to eliminate what you are. 

“You drew inside for natural protection while 
this person took your energy, but you have to attend 
to your inner work properly, which takes all of your 
energy. This person works with drugs and is in an 
unhealthy environment. He makes a show that he 
is good and loving, but it is only a decoy to attract 
the bees. What is true is that he works with negative 
forces and puts things into your body to prevent you 
from succeeding at your mission.”

I shook all over as I listened. I knew he referred to 
Oscar Janiger. For a month, I had taken the anxiety 
medication Oscar had given me for my panic, until I 
decided it was not the route I wanted to take. I had also 
noticed his ambivalence toward my spirituality. Oscar 
displayed a certain reverence for the spiritual when we 
were alone, but then would jovially shut me up when I 
tried to express myself in front of his friends. 

Don Hildé called for me to come and stand 
by him. The wooden floor yielded and creaked as I 
walked to his side. I sensed reverence from the people 
sitting in our circle, though I couldn’t see their faces 
in the dark. 

Don Hildé spoke again. “My teacher and others 
have felt your heart and seen your situation. They’ve 
come in spirit and have asked me to make a formal pre-
sentation to you in this room, a benediction. They want 
to hear your voice. Please say something to them.”

I stood there with a completely blank mind. I 
could think of nothing to say.
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Don Hildé prompted,“They’re waiting to hear 
your voice.”

I spoke softly and shyly what I felt in my heart. 
“Thank you for coming and caring about me and 
wanting to heal me.”

Don Hildé kept saying, “Speak louder, speak 
louder.”

“Thank you for coming! Thank you for wanting 
to help me!” I spoke as loudly as I could.

They seemed satisfied because Don Hildé went 
on to say, “This moment I have gone back a thou-
sand years and am a reincarnation in Mexico. Roscal 
Necoks, a Toltec, has asked me to protect you so this 
force cannot get you. I put a new life in you and from 
now on, your only duty is to take care of the light. 
Think only of the light and the beliefs you have, the 
yoga, and how you used to pray and direct yourself. 
You have a new body. Take care of it and live only for 
that force, for God. Always, always remember this 
room, no matter how far away you are. Call my name 
and I will be with you and will protect you. Every day 
keep the light in mind and do your work.”

I retreated to my place on the floor, my mind 
and body vibrating. The effects of the ayahuasca 
gradually wore off the others and the morning light 
crept through the cracks in the wooden shutters. 
The other curandero and his friends left silently. Don 
Hildé, Beatrice, Yando, Marlene, and I went to our 
respective bedrooms. 

In the afternoon we emerged from our rooms and 
Don Hildé prepared herbs for a ceremonial bath to 
cleanse and protect me. I took the bucket of warm 
brewed herbs to the bathing area in the back yard 
amidst the chickens and ducks. Planks of wood 
nailed together formed a four-sided stall with an 
entrance that faced away from the house. Wooden 
slats formed the floor and the cracks between them 
allowed the water to run to the ground. I took off 
my clothes and hung them on a nail, then from 
the bucket poured the warm water and herbs over 
my head and body, saying aloud as Don Hildé had 
instructed, “I am cleansed and protected from all 
negative forces.”

After I dried off, I put on a white cotton dress 
which I had brought with me and had saved for 

a special occasion. Then I joined Don Hildé in the 
meditation room. A small platform in the middle of 
the room formed an altar, with three candles on it 
and a bowl of water in the center. Don Hildé prayed, 
holding his hands over the water and energizing it. 

We sat in silence and meditated for a long time, 
until Don Hildé broke the silence with a prayer he 
wanted me to chant throughout my life: May Jesus 
Christ always be with me and protect me from the evil forces 
attempting to enter my life and body. 

“Jesus as your protector will guide you through 
the infinite space that has opened to you. Without 
this guide, you’re vulnerable to the negative forces.” 
He described the shield I was to visualize in front 
of my solar plexus as a disk of radiant white light. 
“Know that nothing negative can penetrate and enter 
your energy field. There will be a time when power will 
come through you. Use it wisely and always remember 
this time of vulnerability.”

I wanted to accept Don Hildé’s suggestions, yet 
as thankful as I was for his help and guidance, I ques-
tioned his perception of negative forces. Is there not 
a place or a view of existence beyond the duality of 
good and evil? Beyond negative and positive forces? 
It seemed to me that my experience of a borderless 
world might be that place, and perhaps only when I 
experienced separation did I also experience fear and 
the need to protect myself.

During my stay at Don Hildé’s, I had hoped to find 
a site to carve at the Marina Coshe lagoon, located 
a half hour away at the headwaters of the Amazon 
River. While I explored, I saw the Shipibo Indians 
bathing along the river’s edges, but I noticed that 
they never swam out into the lagoon. Early one morn-
ing, I swam to its center, diving and surfacing like a 
fish in its warm waters. As I swam, I felt something 
gently touch my thigh, perhaps the most sensitive 
touch I have ever experienced, and then a twelve-foot 
sweet-water dolphin leapt out of the water at my side! 
After my initial fright, I relaxed and swam underwa-
ter, turning and playing like a dolphin in response 
to her presence. 

As I turned, turned, turned in this warm, wet-
green world, I lost sight of inside or outside, up or 
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down. The water carried my weight as if the universe 
had reached out to cradle me.

Back on shore, I asked why no one swam in the 
lagoon. The women and children along the banks 
said, “There are piranhas in the water.”
The towering Peruvian Andes with their granite 
outcroppings loomed in my mind. When my search 
for a stone to carve in the Peruvian jungle led to 
nothing, I knew I had to leave. Yet I hesitated to leave 
the only environment that supported my perception 
of a spacious world of luminosity. While I couldn’t 
accept Don Hildé’s beliefs completely, when I was 
with him I no longer experienced the panic attacks 
that had plagued me daily in Los Angeles, surrounded 
by its pervasive “This is mine and all else is separate” 
attitude. When I lived in Don Hildé’s world—where 
he saw everything as energy and understood every 
being and every action as coming from the universal 
source—all my physical and mental pain vanished. 

But my desire to create art from the Peruvian 
earth pulled me away from my jungle family. Yando 
and Marlene had scheduled me to give a slide 

show talk to a religious group in Lima. After the 
presentation I planned to go into the mountains in 
search of stone. So with great thanksgiving for my 
two-month stay, I said goodbye to my new family and 
boarded a bus headed for the Andes. 

I was lucky to get a seat. Squawking chickens, 
pineapples, and mothers with nursing babies jammed 
the aisles. The twenty-two hour bus ride over a fifteen 
thousand-foot pass took me through the jungle along 
the Brazilian border to Lima on the Pacific Ocean side 
of the Andes. 

The tattered old bus, with its dusty shrine of 
the Virgin Mary, often teetered toward the edge of 
the eroded earthen road where the mountainside 
dropped thousands of feet into the canyons of the 
Andes below. The driver regularly stopped to examine 
the road, move a few rocks, check the tires, and peer 
into the steaming motor before he drove off again.

We also stopped every two hours to relieve our-
selves—women behind the bus, men in front. The 
other women had no trouble; they squatted down 
on the ground with their colorful, voluminous skirts 
flared around them. My jeans, however, were a real 
problem. Many times I returned to the bus with a full 
bladder, having been unable to find a private space 
away from the prying eyes of the men.

As we rose higher in altitude nearing the fifteen 
thousand-foot pass, people brought out lemons and 
held them to their noses, sniffing. Someone vomited. 
I asked about the lemons. No one seemed to know 
exactly why, but they helped with altitude sickness.

Every few hours we passed through a village and 
more people boarded the bus. Each group wore a 
different style of clothing, spoke another dialect, 
and played different forms of music that I had not 
heard before. My favorites were the Highland Huayno 
songs (pronounced “wino”). Sometimes described as 
Andean hillbilly music, these songs reflect the deepest 
emotions of the village people. 

When we stopped for supper at a roadside cafe in 
the coca fields, our waitress had a flask hanging from 
a chain around her neck. She took customers aside 
and sold cocaine from the flask. The locals called it 
“lettuce” and said that coca leaf tea “adjusts the blood 
to the altitude.” Then, as the cold night came, we slept 

 Shipibo children bathing in the Amazon of Peru
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as we could between the stops, the aisles of the bus 
packed with snoring bodies. 

In the morning we arrived in Lima, the grayest city 
I had ever experienced. My first impression was of the 
shanty towns on Lima’s outskirts where thousands of 
people lived in unbelievably poor conditions. Inside 
the city the buildings were a dingy gray and the people 
wore grave expressions. Even the earth itself was gray. 
When I stepped from the bus, the odor of stale urine 
and overripe fruit overwhelmed me. I missed my green 
jungle, red earth, and Amazon family.

My spirits picked up, however, when my slide 
presentation, “Art as a Spiritual Process,” was enthu-
siastically received both at the Brahmananica Orga-
nization and at the University of Lima. Many women 
approached me afterward with their addresses and 
telephone numbers and asked to stay in contact with 
me. One woman whom I would see again, Maria, par-
ticularly touched my heart with eager questions and 
her life story which she briefly shared with me. The 
next day, still thinking of these encounters, I gathered 
twelve dark stones from the river to carve. 

Although the women captured my heart in Lima, 
I chose to return to Chosica in the Andes, a small and 
beautiful town on the Rio Rimac. I had seen it from 
the bus window passing through, and Yando and Mar-
lene gave me the name of an innkeeper there before 
they returned to the United States. When I arrived at 
this little town, I looked him up. The innkeeper and 
his wife graciously rented me a tiny room on the sec-
ond floor with a view of the church across the street. 

On the morning after my arrival, I walked over the 
bridge and down to the river. There I sat on a rock in 
the sun and watched the children pass on their way to 
school. I eyed a massive granite boulder rising from 
the river and waded out to this stone through the 
chilly water. My hands wandered over it, touching a 
surface polished smooth by centuries of fast moving 
currents. I felt the life inside as if I had touched the 
belly of a pregnant woman. I found her back, then her 
slightly bent head and embracing arm. “Here you are,” 
I said aloud. “I’ve been looking for you and I think 
perhaps you’ve been waiting for me.”

I ran back across the bridge to my room, threw my 
hammer and chisels and a portfolio of photos of my 

sculptures into my backpack and then returned to the 
river. A young woman stood on the path leading to 
the schoolhouse. 

“Do you know who owns this property?” I asked.
“I’m a teacher at the school,” she said. “This area 

is the property of the school district.”
I asked her to introduce me to the school principal. 

We walked side by side to the school, where the young 
woman knocked on the principal’s door. Looking more 
than a little curious, he invited me into his office. 

“I’m a sculptor,” I explained, “and I’d like 
permission to carve on a beautiful granite boulder in 
the river. I understand it’s on the school’s property?” 
I showed him my photos of Winged Woman and 
Continuum.

“Yes,” he said, immediately in broken English. 
“We’re fortunate to have you!” 

I returned to the boulder where I crushed a few 
leaves of California sage and sprinkled them in the 
four directions. The remainder I burned, smudging 
the boulder, my tools, and myself. As the smoke rose 
into the clean air, I prayed that I might carve and 
release the woman in the stone. The river splashed and 
chuckled, a sound I took for its happy consent.

I stood in the cold, ankle-deep water and carved, 
incising the outline of a woman’s face and shoulders. 
Then, sitting on the boulder, my feet out of the water, 
I carved her arm. The work absorbed me, and I didn’t 
realize that the school day had ended until I looked 
up and saw that I had attracted an audience. Five boys 
and girls stood with their arms around each other 
watching. I stopped in surprise, and then motioned 
for them to come closer and try their hand at carving. 
They giggled and ran off down the path that bordered 
the bounding river.

I carved on the stone each day with my simple 
hammer and chisels, allowing the boulder’s innate 
female form to emerge. At night, exhausted and 
happy, I crossed the bridge to the inn and to my tiny 
room on the other side of the river. 

I had wondered how the Peruvian people would 
react to a lone American woman doing this strange 
thing. Would I be ridiculed, laughed at as crazy? To 
the contrary, the people who passed by and entered 
my life seemed to understand my work better than 
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people did in the U.S. I did not speak Spanish well, 
or the Indian languages at all, but that made no dif-
ference. When I showed each person I met the photo-
graphs of my work, I felt an immediate rapport with 
them. Lines of communication opened through the 
art, more intimate perhaps than if I had been fluent 
speaking in words to them.

The women were especially enthusiastic. One day 
I received a message at the inn. Maria, the woman 
who had attended my talk in Lima, would arrive at 
noon the next day. At my lunch break the following 
day, I found her waiting in the small lobby at the 
inn. We embraced as long lost friends and then we 
walked together to the site, carrying the lunch she 
had brought. On the river bank, we spread rice, a fish 
dish, bread, and wine out on a cloth that Maria pulled 
from her basket.

“May the Lord bless this food and our meeting,” 
she said with great reverence.

The food tasted so sweet that it must have been 
imbued with the love she carried. The sun warmed 
our hands in the cool mountain air and our hearts 
filled with the camaraderie of women friends.

After we ate I showed her how to carve with the 
hammer and chisel, but she preferred to sit and 
watch, singing me a song in her sweet, passionate 
voice. Then she told me more of her story, the story 
of many women in Peru. 

“My husband was very handsome,” she said. “We 
were very much in love until we had our first child. 
Then he started going to the bars after work instead 
of coming home. One night, he never returned at all. 
A week later I ran into him and another woman at the 
center square.” Maria stopped to take a deep breath. 
“They walked arm in arm down the street and we 
didn’t see each other until we almost collided. When 
I started crying, he hit me and ran off in a rage, the 
other woman’s hand in his.” Her eyebrows furrowed 
and she set her mouth, “I haven’t seen him since. I 
had to find work to raise my daughter and the baby 
I was expecting at the time. I’ve opened a stall on the 
street at the bazaar where I sell clothes that I make.”

The next day a woman from the village, Theresa, 
stopped by with some sweets. An Andean Indian 
woman in her fifties, she held her head high and wore 

patched, but beautifully woven clothes. I stopped 
work and we sat on the stone by the river where we 
ate the sweet bread and drank the tea from her ther-
mos. Before long she told me a story very similar to 
Maria’s, though set in a different time and place. 

I was a symbol of freedom for these women. They 
were fascinated that a woman could manage alone, 
doing what she loved, and they often came to visit me 
at the site bringing food or friends. My heart wept for 
them as they struggled to make a life for themselves 
in a society where women are seen as second-class 
workers or sex objects.

I felt this firsthand myself in Lima. Marlene and 
Yando had introduced me to the owner of one of the 
best galleries in Peru and he had arranged a show for 
me. As the date of the exhibition approached, I went 
to the gallery to check the size of the rooms and see 
how my twelve stone sculptures would fit into the 
space. The owner asked me to dinner and we walked 
to a nearby restaurant that played the Highland 
Huayno music I loved. 

At the end of our meal he said, “Please, Vijali, 
come to my house tonight and we will make love.” 

“Of course I won’t,” I said. 
“Then I will cancel the show. Every woman who 

has a show in my gallery sleeps with me and you are 
a California woman.” Unable to deal with my contin-
ued refusal, he canceled the exhibition. 

As enraging as this was, fortunately I had other 
options. But for abandoned Peruvian women, the 
only answer open is to go into the streets to sell food 
or sometimes sell themselves in order to support their 
children alone. Unsure of how to help them, I contin-
ued to sculpt and offer my friendship.

The last day of work arrived as the sculpture 
reached completion. The children who had been 
coming every day after school wore sad faces. The 
teacher who had introduced me to the principal that 
first day came with one of her fellow teachers. Maria 
traveled from Lima and brought a friend. Theresa 
arrived from the village. We all waded out into the 
river to hold hands around the sculpture. The women 
had tears in their eyes and could not find words. 
Finally, one woman started a song and the children 
joined in.
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The Indian woman rose out of the stone, her body 
still embedded in the bulk of gray granite, her head 
bent from the weight of an invisible load. We named 
her Homage to Andean Woman. After the song, silence 
returned but for the river splashing over stone, speak-
ing the words that eluded us.

I soon returned to the United States to face and 
resolve the problem of how to live in my new 
“borderless world” within my own culture. I needed 
to go back and stay in the pain and confusion until 
I found an avenue out. I had a sense that if I found a 
way for myself, I might also find a way for others.

Homage to 
Andean Woman, 
Chosica, Andes 
of Peru
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BEFORE I LEFT THE UNITED STATES to go 
to Spain I had attended a retreat given 

by Lama Wangdor, a Tibetan lama, who had invited 
me to visit his community in Rewalsar, India in the 
foothills of the Himalayas. There a group of Tibetan 
refugees lived in caves, and I was eager to meet them. 

I took a bus from New Delhi to Rewalsar, over 
rough earth roads that wound through the foothills. 
The trip took two days. I arrived under a full moon 
that illuminated pine forests on steep mountain 
slopes. I went immediately in search of my old friend, 
who greeted me with obvious pleasure. 

Lama Wangdor was a small man, less than five 
feet tall, yet when he had fled Tibet after the Chinese 
invaded in the 1950s, he had carried his teacher, a 
large man, on his back over the Himalayas because 
the teacher could not walk. Many who made that 
journey died of starvation or froze to death, but Lama 
Wangdor’s group reached Rewalsar safely and settled 
into the natural caves situated above a clear moun-
tain lake. It was here at Tso Pema (Lotus Lake), that 
Padmasambhava, the great Buddhist saint normally 
considered to be the father of Tibetan Buddhism and 
Princess Mandarava, his consort, were burned alive by 
Mandarava’s enraged father. According to legend, they 
changed the fire into a lake and emerged unscathed 
from the flames in union on a lotus in the water. In 
a group of caves above the lake the tiny community 
lived in seclusion, speaking only Tibetan. Unexposed 
to other cultures, they lived life as they might have 
in Tibet.

When I expressed my desire to live in one of the 
caves, Lama Wangdor gave me directions for the two-
hour hike that would take me straight up the moun-
tain. In the morning I gathered cooking pots and 
food, stuffed them into my backpack on top of my 
sleeping bag and started out.

Sweat poured off me by the time I arrived at the 
cave. Two giant granite boulders had lodged together 
to form the main room and a small place of level 
ground formed a veranda outside the entrance. I had to 
bend low to enter the very small door wedged into its 
entrance. An elderly monk, who lived in a nearby cave, 
had already laid a cotton rug on the wooden pallet 
that would serve as my bed. He had also repaired a tiny 
glassless opening in the wall with mud. I was unable 
to stand up inside, but I didn’t care. It had been my 
heart’s desire to retreat into a cave, to meditate within 
a supportive environment of nature and community, 
and there I stood, peering through the opening onto 
the vast snow-covered Himalayan range.

In the silence of the cave, with its earthen floor 
and walls of bulging stone, I spent the rest of the day 
cleaning and repairing, making it my own. The rickety 
and ill-fitting door looked as if it might fall apart at 
any moment, so I strengthened it, and in one corner I 
created a shrine. I placed on the altar a stone that had 
caught my attention on my trek up the mountain, 
and also a print of Milarepa which Lama Wangdor 
had given me when I arrived. 

Milarepa is perhaps the most beloved saint of 
Tibet, an ascetic who lived in caves in this rugged 
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Himalayan country in complete awareness of our bor-
derless nature. He is believed to have flown through 
the air and to have lifted an enormous boulder with 
one hand. My picture depicted him in front of a cave 
with a pot simmering over a wood fire. The snow-
covered Himalaya Mountains rose around him, and 
a hunter with his weapon beside him kissed the hem 
of Milarepa’s clothing. 

After I arranged my cave, I cooked my first meal on 
a fire I made outside its entrance—a bowl of vegetable 
soup—and I reflected on the blessings that had been 
bestowed on me in each country. Afterwards, I explored 
the mountain for a possible World Wheel site. 

The snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas 
stretched as far as I could see. I hiked to the cave 
where Padmasambhava, or Guru Pema as the Tibet-
ans call him, allegedly attained enlightenment. Fol-
lowers had turned the cave into a shrine with statues 
of Padmasambhava and his disciple Yeshe Tsogyal in 
its pyramid-shaped chamber and the adjoining 
room. Coming back from the cave, I found the World 
Wheel site I was searching for in the cluster of boul-
ders that formed my own cave. 

Days passed in a continual meditation on each 
simple act. When the weather turned cold, my gentle 
neighbor brought me a blanket and a candle. My 
only difficulty came with my roommates, the rats. 
My first night in the cave I didn’t sleep much. I kept 
the candle burning all night. I kept a pot in one hand 
and a lid in the other to bang, making a great noise 
and shouting, “Out! Out!” every time I saw a rat. The 
next night I did better. Still with pot and lid in hands, 
shouting every time I heard a scampering sound, I 
grew so tired that I fell sound asleep between visits. 
On the third night I had an early visitor. I did all my 
clanging and shouting, and then fell soundly asleep 
with no candles, only a flashlight in hand, just in 
case. The next night I heard no sound from the rats, 
so I put rice and a butter candle on one side of the 
cave for them. A reward and a treaty: that is your side 
and this is mine. 

One day all the monks and nuns of the commu-
nity gathered in a big cave for a ceremony, or puja, for 
Padmasambhava. Everyone came out of the caves and 
I was delighted to see the whole community of sixteen 

people for the first time. We were together all day in 
a large room dug into the side of the mountain and 
adorned with figures of the Buddha and other dei-
ties. We looked each other over thoroughly as the day 
progressed, with acceptance on both sides. All ages 
were represented, from seven to eighty. Everyone was 
a Tibetan monk, nun, or lama except me.

I sat the whole day silently chanting a portion 
of the seven hundred thousand Om Ah Hungs I had 
undertaken as a prayer for the freedom of Tibet. 
When I first met him in at a retreat in the United 
States, Lama Wangdor had given me this mantra 
with instructions to chant it seven hundred thousand 
times as purification for the mind. I made the 
commitment, and silently dedicated the effects of this 
effort to Tibet’s release from Chinese occupation. 

The puja continued, and now the monks and nuns 
performed the Chöd ceremony. This consisted of a 
meditation on the dissolution of the body and ego 
accompanied by chanting, drums, bells, and horns 
made from human thigh bones. The music sounded 
like thunder. In fact, all the ceremonies and chanting 
sounded like the elemental forces of nature—water 
flowing, boulders crashing, rain, wind, thunder, and 
fire. I felt at home with their sounds even though they 
were new and strange to me. 

No one spoke English, and I had learned only a 
few words of Tibetan: Nam which means “sky” and 
Thujeche which means both “thank you” and “hello.” 

After the ceremony, the weather turned very cold 
and snow fell in the night with much lightning and 
thunder. My cave leaked by the window. To add to my 
discomfort, the many cups of Tibetan tea with rancid 
butter that I had drunk upset my stomach. After two 
days, the strong winds eventually blew the storm away 
and once again I could sit on the stone outside. I had 
lived in my cave for eight days now and, for the first 
time since I arrived, my thoughts turned to the Gulf 
War and to my friends in Israel and Palestine. I prayed 
for their safety.

My own “storm” had cleared, too, as a result of 
chanting Om Ah Hung while keeping count with 
a rosary. I completed three hundred thousand 
mantras, but the thought of chanting four hundred 
thousand more somehow repelled me, even though 
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causing it to burst into flames—my fears presenting 
themselves to my imagination.

I left my meditation seat and built a fire for cook-
ing breakfast, anxiety over my friends in Israel and 
Palestine mixing with the stillness and beauty of 
my snowy surroundings. I realized that a shift had 
occurred in this middle part of my life. Instead of feel-
ing thrown back and forth between the great expanse 
of consciousness and the separate, small Vijali, I saw 
both relationships existing simultaneously. The indi-
vidual Vijali is a ripple on this vast ocean of conscious-
ness. They function together as Kali and Shiva, the 
dancing forms of creation rising out of the infinite. I 
remembered the Vietnamese Buddhist monk, Thich 
Nhat Hanh, learned not to turn away from suffering 
by personally removing the putrifying bodies of his 
people after U.S. helicopters had bombed his village.18 
The impact of this act became the foundation of his 
spiritual practice—breathing, smiling inwardly, bring-
ing seeds of peace into the confused world. 

Night came and stars illuminated the void. I stood 
on my veranda of earth and gazed into the blackness. 
Somehow the black void entered me, and my body 
took the position of the Burning Blue Vajra Mudra, a 
practice that Lama Wangdor had taught me. The 
practice of body stance and meditation brings the 
tumo, or heat. Then metabolism is stimulated and the 
body raises its temperature. I stood in the cold night 
air, snow covering the ground, with my arms and legs 
forming the double diamond shape of the Vajra sym-
bol, my eyes lowered, my mind in meditation—and I 
began to sweat. Lama Wangdor said tumo burns away 
impurities, and it immediately burned away my dis-
cursive thoughts, so that energy flowed through me.

During my stay in Tso Pema, storms raged around 
the slopes and brought more snow. I couldn’t protect 
myself from the cold by making a fire inside my cave 
because there was no outlet for smoke. So each night 
before I went to bed, I would go outside my cave and 
stand in the snow using the Burning Blue Vajra mudra  
stance to kindle the tumo heat within me. 

Lama Wangdor eagerly wanted me to create the 
sculpture and ceremony for the World Wheel, but 
because Tibetans have no legal rights in India, he had 
asked me to seek permission from the local Hindu 

Lama Wangdor at Rewalsar (Tso Pema), India

I would ultimately finish them at a later time. In the 
night I reconnected with my own energy and inner 
voice, the nameless path that comes from inside. 
Where it leads is always correct for me. I woke with 
Anandamayi Ma’s voice ringing in my ears: Do what 
comes spontaneously.

So I sat in meditation, under a radiant sun, 
feeling content. I always feel like a mountain when 
I meditate—still, with life moving around me, and 
nothing more to do but be. The silence filled me so 
beautifully and exquisitely that any manipulation of 
the moment would be a distraction. The little spot 
on the ground where my eyes rested in meditation 
became a luminous mandala radiating out until an 
entire latticework of light surrounded me. I switched 
back and forth from ordinary sight to this luminous 
sight, and at some point I thought about making 
a cooking fire. I didn’t push the thought away, but 
followed it back to its source—the void containing all, 
even as my stomach rumbled. Another image came to 
me of my Israeli friends in Tel Aviv with Scud missiles 
flying through the air, hitting their house, and 
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authorities. The timing was unfortunate. The Indians 
had just made a big issue about the Tibetans carv-
ing the mantra Om Mani Padme Hung on stones in the 
mountains and they wanted to curtail this, as well 
as Tibetan activities in general. So permission never 
came. After a month of political wrangling, I left Tso 
Pema in a thunder storm. 

The bus swayed so much on the mountain curves 
that my luggage fell from the top of the bus. A month 
later, I learned that some Tibetans, following behind 
in a taxi, had rescued my belongings. Eventually, 
remarkably, they located me and returned my lug-
gage with its contents intact even though it had not 
been locked.

I went on to Dharamsala to see His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama and attended a class he was giving to the 
monks. I am always touched by his humble presence 
and by the work he is doing throughout the world to 
bring peace and understanding, a peace that is so far 
not manifesting in his own country, Tibet. I left with 
the tears in my eyes that his presence always brings—a 
feeling of coming home to myself. 

I decided to travel to Shantiniketan in West Bengal, 
home of the late poet Rabindranath Tagore, a Nobel 
Prize laureate whose poetry and idealism had always 
inspired me. Perhaps there I would find a site for the 
World Wheel. 

I caught a bus, then an eastbound train that took 
three days to take me to Calcutta. There I intended 
to change trains and go north to Shantiniketan, 
but Dakshineswar, on the banks of the Ganga just 
outside Calcutta, drew me before I could travel far-
ther. Ramakrishna, the saint, the inspiring figure for 
Vedanta centers and the convent where I had lived 
for ten years as a nun, had spent most of his life at 
the Kali temple in Dakshineswar. I hadn’t been there 
since my first visit in 1972. I just had to go!

A family I had met on the bus led me to the tem-
ple, and I followed their ritual of worship. Leaving 
my shoes at a flower stall, I first dipped my feet in 
the sacred Ganga, then carried my flower and incense 
offerings to the back of the long line waiting to have 
a glimpse of Kali, the Hindu Goddess revered by 
Ramakrishna and worshiped in the Kali Temple. 

As the line of people slowly moved, the air crack-
led with excitement. Three people waited ahead of me. 
Now two, now one. I stepped up to the railing and the 
priest ushered me to the side where I could have a 
closer look at Kali’s piercing eyes, her red protruding 
tongue, and her black basalt body covered in fine silks 
and garlands of flowers. At my first glimpse of her 
fierce dark beauty, I experienced what Ramakrishna 
must have felt when he saw her. A shiver went up my 
spine. Tears filled my eyes.19 

The officiating priest gave me offerings that had 
been made to Kali that I could take with me—a small 
toy of Kali’s knife with blood on its edge, a container 
of the red powder that the women use to mark the 
third eye at their forehead, a sweet called sandesh, a 
few flowers, and two coins—all in a basket made of 
leaves. 

I left the pushing crowd, which shouted, “Jai 
Ma! Jai Ma! Hail, Mother.” I visited the room where 
Ramakrishna had lived for most of his life, enjoying 
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the quiet inside. Verandas surrounded the room and 
one looked out onto the sacred river Ganga. 

I sat in one corner and meditated and then 
rose to leave, remembering an incident from my 
first visit here in 1972. Back then, in gratitude for 
Ramakrishna’s presence in my life, I had given small 
coins to the beggars and lepers who were at that time 
allowed into the courtyard of the Kali Temple. Word 
got out that I had coins to give, and the beggars 
surged upon me grabbing at my clothes and hands. 
Immediately, a guard saw what was happening. He 
quickly extricated me from the beggars and led me 
out of the courtyard.

Sternly he said to me, “You have to leave the area 
immediately. You can’t do that. This is dangerous. 
You can’t give them money.” 

I left shaken. Not by the beggars, but by what the 
guard had said. “What is it that I can do?” I prayed. 
That prayer has stayed with me through the years 
and the work of the World Wheel has answered it. 
I couldn’t do the work of a philanthropist or of a 
doctor or politician, but I could do what I did best—
art. My prayer became, “Allow my art to grow until 
it touches people, touches the globe, and helps to 
change our consciousness so that we all can come 
closer to living in harmony with each other and with 
our environment.”

This time I left Ramakrishna’s room and looked 
in the Nahabat, a tiny building across the courtyard 
where Sarada Devi, his wife, had lived in a small 
space under the stairs. There she cooked his meals, 
and would often peek through the screen to have a 
glimpse of Ramakrishna in his room across the way 
as he danced and sang in ecstasy with the devotees. I 
couldn’t believe that she had lived for so long in this 
tiny space. I could see her now, bringing the food to 
his room after the devotees left, serving him with great 
love. Nevertheless, Ramakrishna had worshipped her 
as a goddess, as his true spiritual partner and equal. 
And although the Vedanta Society regards her as his 
equal, she lived her life in the purdha tradition where 
a woman must remain unseen. 

When I left Sarada Devi’s room, I went to the din-
ing area of the temple, where Ramakrishna sent his 
devotees to have a meal prepared by the temple cooks. 

I sat on the floor in a long line of devotees and ate 
sumptuously of the curried vegetables and chicken, 
dhal, and rice that volunteers ladled from a bucket 
onto our palm leaf plates. We ate with our right hand 
which is the custom, although I am left handed, 
because Indians use the left for cleaning themselves 
with water after going to the bathroom. I departed 
feeling satisfied in all dimensions. 

As I walked out, I caught sight of myself in a mir-
ror in one of the stalls and thought, “The real Kali 
Temple is my own body. Should I not walk with my 
head high, my shoulders back, and my breasts bare, 
like the statues of goddesses in India? Or at least with 
my shoulders back?” 

When I arrived in Calcutta, I found a room near 
Mother Teresa’s Mission of the Sisters of Charity. I 
felt an urgent need to visit Mother Teresa. After all, 
how much longer would she be with us? A nun I 
had met on the train to Calcutta had told me what I 
needed to do to be able to talk privately with Mother 
Teresa. So I rose before dawn and walked to the Mis-
sion for mass at 5:45 a.m. The Mission building had 
an unassuming presence with a wooden sign over the 
double front doors. I found the chapel up a flight of 
stairs overlooking an inner courtyard. 

I entered this very stark room. There was a simple 
cross as an altarpiece and no chairs. Only thin straw 
mats covered the floor. As I knelt, I saw Mother 
Teresa enter and take her place among the young 
novices toward the back. Occasionally she appeared 
to nod off. 

When the mass ended, I slipped out first and 
stood, as the nun had instructed me, outside Mother 
Teresa’s room by the balcony. As she came out of the 
chapel, she talked to the various people who waited 
for her. Looking down from the balcony into the 
courtyard as I waited, I could see about one hundred 
young Indian girls who were novices, washing their 
clothes, each with her own wash pan. Later, I learned 
that many of these girls were orphans, outcasts, or 
young widows. I marveled at the joy Mother Teresa 
provided them through a simple life of service. Here 
these girls, who had no place in Indian society, had 
escaped from otherwise miserable lives. 
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When she turned to go to her room, I stepped 
forward and stooped to touch Mother Teresa’s feet 
with my right hand. I then touched my forehead, sym-
bolically taking the dust of the feet, the least regarded 
area of the body, to place on my forehead, the most 
highly regarded area. In India, this is a gesture of great 
respect. I asked to speak with her for a moment and 
she graciously accepted. She walked hunched over 
and her aged face showed signs of recent illness. Her 
eyes, however, exuded light and inner strength. 

When we stood before the door of her room, I 
said, “I was called to be a nun in my early years and 
now, through a dream, I’ve been called to take this 
pilgrimage of the World Wheel for world peace.” Then 
I told her a little about the process of my work. 

She seemed touched and held my hands and 
prayed, “You have heard the call of God to do His 
work and He will guide you. Blessings on your life 
and your pilgrimage for peace.”

I spent that day and the next as a volunteer. I 
played with the children in the nursery and assisted 
the nuns in whatever ways they needed me. The small 
babies stayed in a room that had been partitioned 
into tiny units with individual beds. Many of the 
babies had been rescued from trash cans. Others had 
been abandoned on Mother Teresa’s doorstep shortly 
after birth. Some of them had suffered severe starva-
tion, almost to death, or were extremely deformed. As 
I looked at each child, I couldn’t keep the tears back. 
One baby had an unbelievably skinny body, her skel-
eton showing through a thin layer of skin, and she 
stared as if in shock. I picked her up and held her for 
a long while, and then a faint smile came to her face 
and a tiny light entered her staring eyes. Her gaze still 
haunts me now. Looking back, I see this child’s smile 
as my greatest accomplishment on the pilgrimage. 

The next day I entered the streets of Calcutta. As 
an American in India, one doesn’t need to find a guru 
to be changed. One only has to walk in the streets of 
Calcutta for a moment to wash off a sheltered life of 
privilege and façade. I bowed in awe and admired the 
ingenuity born from suffering. One boy beckoned me 
to look in his address book. When I did, he peered into 
my ears, brought out a Q-tip, then offered to clean 
them for a rupee. As I walked farther, I looked for a 

little girl I had seen begging on the corner the day 
before. I wanted to ask her, “Why don’t you make 
something beautiful with your hands and sell it in the 
streets?” I wanted to ask her to create a doll that 
resembled her, with her wide black eyes, that I could 
buy from her. But she wasn’t there. Instead, I saw a 
puppy with no hair in the road with watery eyes 
beseeching me—and a dead horse. Yesterday, I had seen 
the horse’s driver beat him to move a cart piled with 
wood and the puppy had sat on the cart. The horse, 
ribs protruding, could not move. I saw his legs buckle 
beneath him as he fell, crumpling like a garbage bag 
of bones cracking on cement, and I heard his neighing 
in the road, lost among the sounds of other cries as his 
master beat his fleshless body. This was Calcutta.

The next day, I took the train to Shantiniketan, 
birthplace and home of the Nobel poet Rabindranath 
Tagore. It was my hope that some surprise in 
Shantiniketan might lead me to the right site for 
the World Wheel event. Before long I heard music in 
a distant train car, a wonderfully rhythmic, earthy, 
bluesy sound. I hoped fervently that the musicians 
would come my way.

Finally they arrived, the Bauls,
 
folk musicians of 

Bengal. The men and women were dressed in plain 
cottons, all different shades of ochre (the color of 

Baul minstrel singing, West Bengal, India
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renunciates), bedecked with bracelets and beads. Their 
long hair was pulled into topknots and a few had 
their foreheads streaked with the white sandal paste 
of their worship. They sang for money as they played 
their one-string ektaras, and I kept giving them little 
coins so they would stay and sing in my compartment. 
We had so much fun together that they invited me to 
their village outside of Shantiniketan. 

The village consisted of a few houses and some 
palm and banana trees surrounded by communally 
owned rice fields. The villagers were very poor; they 
each owned only two pieces of cloth, one to wear 
and one to wash. Although they were not traditional 
renunciates because they married and had some 
personal possessions, the Bauls wore ochre to signify 
their renunciation of caste distinctions. They accepted 
all people as their equals. In the eleventh century, 
when the Muslims overthrew the Hindu and Buddhist 
rulers of Bengal, all the Sufi, Buddhist, and Tantric 
groups went underground. Over time, they merged 
into one group, the Bauls, which means “mad.” 

Because they ignored caste distinctions, Indian society 
regarded them as outcasts. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, Rabindranath Tagore hailed them 
as the poets and mystics of India. Since that time their 
music and dance have been widely accepted, although 
they are still considered social outcasts.20

Their tiny, one-room houses were made with 
mud floors and thatched roofs. Inside, their homes 
remained bare except for a few spices, cooking pots, 
a rope bed, and one change of clothes. But the inhab-
itants received me like royalty. They spread a mat 
beneath a banyan tree, and a woman named Urma-
la brought spiced tea from her hut. Young Mara, a 
neighbor’s child, hung a jasmine garland around my 
neck, and her eyes blazed as she danced barefoot on 
the ground.

Under the banyon tree, Basudev, Urmala’s hus-
band, played the one-string ektara I had seen on the 
train coming to their village. He was small, dressed 
in ochre clothes with a shining face. One delicate 
hand held the gourd instrument while the other kept 
rhythm by squeezing the split bamboo that fastened 
the single string. He stopped playing and explained to 
me in Bengali, while a student who had just arrived 
practiced her English by translating. “The ektara is 
symbolic of our philosophy. All life is One, like the 
one string of the ektara. Bhagavan, God, and Goddess 
are in everything. We don’t abide by the caste system 
because all people are equal.” 

Then Basudev picked up the instrument again 
and began to sing and play with a passion I had not 
seen before:

 
Shabloke kai Lalon kejat shong share
Everyone is asking what caste am I?
Are you Muslim or Hindu, none can tell.
What difference is there, 
Hindu or Muslim, Man or Woman?
When we sleep we breathe the same,
When we die we leave the same.21

The word went out that a guest had arrived. Baul 
singers came from many villages, bringing the ektara, 
cymbals, drums, and flutes. They danced and sang 
into the heart of night as the full moon emerged and 
lodged in the branches of the tree above our heads.

Village child in West Bengal, India
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I asked their permission to stay, and these people, for 
all their poverty, shared everything they had with me. 
Within a few days, my Baul friends had located a hut 
for me in the village next to theirs, the village of the 
Shantili, one of the indigenous tribes of India.

My first day in this tiny village among the Shantili 
thrilled me. They had a culture completely different 
from the Bauls or the Bengalis, with their own music, 
dance, and language. Their mud houses and thatched 
roofs were sculptures in themselves, very neat and 
clean, with geometric designs painted around the 
base of each house in black or white. The most impor-
tant feature of the village was a pond where everyone 
bathed and where the women washed their dishes and 
clothes. They kept the ground sprinkled with water 
and swept every day. Palm, coconut, banana, and 
mango trees gave the village a tropical look and were 
a source of shade and nourishment. The banyan tree, 
with its many hanging pendants and gnarly roots, 
had the presence of an ancient sadhu, or “holy one.” 
The Brahman cattle roamed freely and looked well fed 
and content, unlike the emaciated cows in the streets 
of Calcutta.

I lived in a complex of mud huts owned by one 
Shantili family. My hut was behind the others. I lived 
in one half, with a young Indian man living on the 
other side of a flimsy partition. Children played out-
side the back window while I sat and stared for hours 

at the mud walls, their fine texture hand-smoothed 
into large swells. The walls, supported by a central 
pole of natural wood, were about two feet thick with 
soft molded corners and recessed windows. The roof, 
supported by wooden beams, was made of ceram-
ic tiles. A courtyard garden connected us with the 
other huts. The front cottage was home to the fam-
ily, which spanned four generations, from elders to 
babies. 

Living there, I realized how poor the families in 
the area really were. Many times they did not know 
from where the next day’s food would come. Although 
I wanted to create something for them, I didn’t feel 
right creating a sculpture when they already had such 
beautiful sculptures in their villages. 

They took me an hour’s bus ride away to the vil-
lage which had been the birthplace of Basudev Das 
Baul, the young man who sang for me on my first 
evening. There many Bauls lived, including Basudev’s 
brother Shivasundar, his young wife, their new baby,  
and his elderly mother in a tiny one-room mud hut. 
When night came, the whole family insisted that they 
move out so that I could sleep inside. Instead, I slept 
on a raised mat outside. I wept for them and for the 
barred gates to homes in Beverly Hills, each one pro-
tecting luxuries that would support three of these vil-
lages for a lifetime.

One night the Bauls celebrated Purnima, the full 
moon, with singing and dancing. The whole vil-
lage had engaged in preparing food and setting up 

Vijali and villagers building a communal round house  
for the village
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Vijali singing with the Bauls at the construction site
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a temporary platform for the occasion. We joyously 
ate and sang into the night. At one point the villag-
ers tried to coax a beautiful, but very shy, young girl 
of the Shantili tribe to sing. When she finally agreed, 
the song was exquisite. Afterwards they asked me to 
sing, so I sang “That Lucky Old Sun” over crackling 
speakers. The next morning we returned to their vil-
lage near Shantiniketan on the local bus and, because 
it was jammed full, I sat on top of the bus with my 
Baul friends and enjoyed a great view.

One evening, I asked my three questions. Besudav’s 
response to my first question, Where do you come from? 
was: “We come from love, the love between our moth-
ers and fathers, and out of the womb of our mother. 
We come from the Mother Earth and we are part of 
the Great Goddess Kali.” To my second question, What 
is your sickness, your imbalance? Shivashundar respond-
ed, “We are under such strain all the time because we 
don’t have enough money. Every day we have to go 
to another town to make money. We sing and sing 
until we are exhausted, and when we come back we 
worry that we still don’t have enough money to feed 
our families. So the problem is the anxiety connected 
with our work.” To my third question, What could heal 
that problem? What could bring the balance, the solution? 
they both chimed in, “To really love our singing and 
work and not to worry about the future. To keep on 
doing what we are doing, but give up the anxiety and 
be fully present with every moment of our day. We 
would probably have even more abundance,” they 
said, “if we could let go of that anxiety.”

As I got to know the village, I saw that they des-
perately needed housing. Some of the Bauls lived 
like beggar minstrels wandering from village to vil-
lage without a place to stay. And the children had no 
schoolhouse. Instead they had to gather under the tree 
where they had entertained me that first evening. This 
worked well in the dry season, but became a problem 
in the rainy season. Even those with houses had prob-
lems. The rice grass used to thatch their roofs had 
become weakened from pesticides so that their roofs 
didn’t last long and they didn’t always have the rupees 
to re-thatch them. 

Finally, I knew what I could give them. I would 
build a sculptural house that would be a Baul Kutir, 

meaning Heart of the Bauls. It would be a place for 
the Bauls to practice, perform, and sleep, as well as a 
place for the children to have classes and for the com-
munity to gather.

The suggestion, however, was more complicated 
than it sounded, because the Shantilis, the Bauls, and 
the Bengalis each maintained their own customs, even 
though they live together in the same villages. The 
Bengalis and the Shantilis follow the caste system, 
and consider the Bauls outcasts. As the caste system 
prescribes not only social status, but also occupation, 
the Bauls earn their keep only by begging with their 
singing. However, I envisioned all three groups sitting 
together in a circle. 

In these villages, land is passed down from 
generation to generation. As a result, three or four 
generations might live in one small room. Extra space 
was almost impossible to find. Basudev and his wife, 
Urmala, owned some land in front of their house. 
They offered this for my use, the very spot where the 
Bauls had entertained me under a Banyan tree on my 
first evening in the village. Basudev and other Bauls 
from the surrounding villages had a meeting and 
decided that this was the best place for me to work. 
Since the land was Urmala’s private property, I needed 
no further permission. 

So, one morning in late April, at sunrise, Basudev, 
Urmala, and I broke ground for the Baul ashram. 

Vijali and Basudev Baul (right) gather materials 
for the construction of the communal house
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Urmala and I removed a pile of bricks half buried 
in the earth, struggling while the men watched. We 
measured with string to find the center of this area. 
Then, stretching the string taut with a stick tied on 
the other end, I inscribed a circle. I proceeded to dig 
a trench outside of this line, one foot wide and one 
foot deep.

I hired two Sudras, experienced builders of the 
lowest caste, to work with me. They were eager to 
work and walked three hours every morning to come 
from their village. They taught me how to mix mud 
together with straw to build the walls. I also bought 
a load of broken bricks and bamboo, and had them 
delivered by water buffalo. 

At first, the Bauls just watched as I worked in the 
mud. After a while, a man came to help. Soon his 
brother came, and then his father. Then someone 
from another village on his way to work would stop 
and say, “Oh, my goodness, you don’t do it that way. 

You do it this way.” Then he would work for an hour, 
and that is how we built the ashram. 

The villagers found the idea of a round house very 
strange. As we built, they kept talking about where the 
partitions would go to make a place for the priest and 
a place for the different castes. I firmly countered with, 
“No, we won’t have any walls. It will be a circle.” 

They kept bringing this up and I kept reminding 
them “no walls.” Then, after the men finally under-
stood, the women started, “Where will the priest 
sit?”

Change happened gradually, but from the day I 
drew the circle on the ground, whenever we needed 
to meet we sat in a circle, so they grew accustomed to 
the idea. In part, they went along with me because of 
my background as a Vedanta nun, which meant that 
I was versed in their religion and knew many of their 
practices. This provided common ground and a basis 
for mutual respect.

Constructing the thatch roof of Baul Kutir Ceiling of the communal house, Baul Kutir
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One Baul told me of a problem with the roof of 
his house and asked for some money to fix it. I said 
“yes” and always said “yes” when someone asked, but 
this was the second time this man had asked, which 
left me wondering, “Am I really a friend for the Bauls 
or simply a foreign woman who can give them money 
which, indeed, they do need?” Perhaps I was both. 

By the first of May, my birthday, the weather had 
become excruciatingly hot, so hot—our bodies didn’t 
want to move. Working outside one day, I suffered 
a sunstroke. I became so dizzy and feverish I had to 
go back to my room, my entire body in pain. I had 
no appetite, and I could only wash clothes and draw 
water from the well for my bath with great effort. At 
the well, I fainted. Later, I vomited up any food that 
I ate. 

 Joaquin arrived from Spain to help complete the 
house while my condition remained shaky. Slowly the 
Shantili mother nursed me back to health. The rice 

grass arrived allowing us to build and thatch the roof. 
The ashram was completed, and we were ready for the 
final ceremony.

I had enjoyed working with the two Sudra builders. 
They were great fun, always joking and laughing, but 
when they completed the building, they wouldn’t 
enter it because they were both from a low caste. When 
the day came for the puja for the house, they hovered 
timidly outside and had to be coerced to come inside, 
even though they had put so much work into the 
construction.

On the day of the consecration, five hundred peo-
ple came and feasted on food cooked over a pit fire 
in front of the Baul Kutir. The Brahmin priest, the 
Bauls, the Sudras, and all the people in the village sat 
together in a circle. The Bauls sang the songs they had 
prepared as responses to the three questions. Rather 
than have the Brahmin priest preside over the rituals, 
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I asked that we all sit in a circle and offer the man-
tras, flowers, incense, and ghee (clarified butter) into 
the dhuni, the sacred fire in the center of the room. We 
buried soil from the other World Wheel countries in a 
hole in the floor of the house, and Urmala covered it 
over with handfuls of earth.

That night the Bauls who had come from other 
villages slept in the communal house. The next day, 
the children gathered in the Baul Kutir and Urmala 
held the first class. My World Wheel vision of this 
little mud house had come true! 

Leaving my Baul friends, I took the two-day, two-night 
bus ride to Katmandu, Nepal, where I intended to get 

a visa and make arrangements for entering Tibet, the 
next country of the World Wheel. But I picked up 
giardia drinking unfiltered water at the hotel where 
I stayed in Katmandu. That, on top of my weakness 
from sunstroke and a bout of bronchitis in India, left 
me with little strength. I laughed at my fate. I had 
contracted this intestinal bug in a hotel, though I ate 
and drank all the food and beverages offered to me 
in the villages of India and never suffered an ill effect. 
Then when I visited a travel agency in Katmandu 
about my pilgrimage into Tibet, I found out that 
there was a special price on plane fare to the United 
States. My body leapt with joy at the thought of flying 
home to regain my strength!

Baul singing at ceremony of completion of Baul Kutir
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I  HAD JUST RETURNED from three months 
in the Amazon and the Andes, and south-

ern California greeted me with car exhaust, honking 
horns, and screeching tires. The cars on the freeway 
appeared rippled as heat rose around them. I exited 
the freeway and parked at a shop on a side road to 
pick up photos of my trip: Don Hildé, my sculpture 
Homage to Andean Woman, the Amazon jungle, and the 
Rio Rimac in the Andes. Only five days back in Los 
Angeles and already I felt the same old panic. How 
would I survive? 

I returned to my friend Oscar’s house and entered 
the quiet of his guest room. I lay on the bed and 
watched the tops of the sycamore trees bend to the 
wind outside the window, their leaves silvery through 
the smog. With each scrape of the branches against the 
side of the house, my mind spun with old voices and 
my body became painful again, as it had before I left 
for the Amazon. For what seemed like hours, I swung 
from one emotion to another—anger, confusion, 
hatred, and a grasping, egotistical need to be a success 
one moment, a desire to let go of my ego the next. 
Then I would experience moments of profound clarity 
and ecstasy. I realized that the inner voice of truth, of 
divinity, came from a still place in the center that was 
unaffected by the emotional  extremes. This “knowing” 
felt familiar, as if it had always existed in me. 

I looked at the clock—only ten minutes had passed. 
I rose and walked through Oscar’s house, passing 
his beautiful antique furniture and rows and rows 
of books from floor to ceiling. Large mirrors cloned 
everything and chandeliers hung in the hallways—the 

closest thing to stars in Los Angeles’ polluted air. 
What was I doing here? 

I sat in the dining room and looked at my reflec-
tion in the polished wooden table. I mused about 
the budding love between Oscar and me. I thought 
of Don Hildé’s psychic reading of Oscar, his jealous 
poisoning. I knew Don Hildé was referring to the 
medication that Oscar had suggested that I take for 
my panics. I had taken it for a month. The panics had 
left, but so had my dreams and what seemed to be a 
large part of myself. I had made the decision to stop 
the medication and follow my own way—meditation, 
introspection, time in nature alone listening deeply to 
all around me and within me, and carving the spirit 
of the earth in stone.

Once again I felt the desire to leave everything 
behind me. But I had already gone to so many places 
and experienced so much. I had been a Vedanta 
nun for ten years. I had practiced spiritual exercises 
diligently for thirty years. The mantra given to me by 
my guru, Swami Prabhavananda, when I was thirteen 
years old was still with me constantly—during my 
dreams, waking me in the morning, continuing with 
me throughout the day. I had been to India and 
had stayed in many ashrams. I had participated in 
numerous groups and retreats in the United States, 
and had worked with medicine people both here and 
in the Amazon. 

However, I recognized the limitations in the 
perspective and environment of each path. Each 
teacher had taught me a partial truth, although each  
thought that his or her view was the greatest path, 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Freedom
Beverly Hills, California

1977

Eye of Freedom
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if not the only way. Often I saw that people around 
these teachers lacked freedom and sometimes even 
seemed less loving than the ordinary people of the 
secular world. 

I knew that if I returned to the . they would accept 
neither my questioning nor the validity of my expe-
rience of the Kundalini energy. They accepted only 
Ramakrishna—he could go into a state of ecstasy, but 
anyone else claiming to do so was a fake or crazy. Nor-
mally those who had such experiences took their beg-
ging bowls and left the normal householder world, 
but I already had tried that.

“Okay,” I said aloud. “I’ve been married and I left 
the marriage, so becoming single isn’t the answer.” 
Again I considered the growing love between Oscar 
and me. Getting married a second time was no 
answer either.

I had studied for years with the most evolved spiri-
tual teachers I could find and still I felt bound by fear. 
What else could I do? I got up from the table and 
went out to the back patio where I touched the leaves 
of a little potted orange tree. I bent over and smelled 
the pungent orange fruit that hung on a branch. 
Then, with a sudden burst of energy, I went back 
up to my room, opened my closet door, and started 
removing my art supplies and the few clothes that I 
had stored there. In minutes I had emptied the closet 
completely of my belongings. I took them in cartons 
to the garage, where I found a gallon of white paint 
and some brushes. I spent the rest of the day painting 
the dirty green closet a pure white. By late afternoon 
the sun streamed through the tiny closet window 
and filled the little room with light. After finishing, I 
showered and changed into fresh clothes.

Re-entering the bedroom, I saw a stone that I had 
brought from the Rio Rimac in the Andes. I traced the 
smooth granite shape with my fingers. A combination 
of water and time had rounded the stone and thrust 
one side upward where it swelled forth as if to 
release its contents. I placed it on the closet floor, 
then gravitated to a small Indian grinding stone I 
had found in the San Ynez Mountains near Santa 
Barbara. This I set in front of the Peruvian stone, and 
I filled its hollow with water. I went downstairs and 
carefully picked the orange leaf that I had touched 

earlier, brought it back to the closet and set it afloat 
in the water. As a final touch, I spread a black and 
white Peruvian cloth woven by the Shipibo Indians 
in front of the stones. 

I lit a candle, closed the closet door from the 
inside, and sat down on the cloth. With relief I 
realized, “This is it. There is no one to see. There is 
nowhere else to go. There is nothing else I need.” 

I sat quietly for a few moments, noticing the 
rise and fall of my chest as I breathed, enjoying 
the textures on the stone, and the green of the leaf 

Orange

against the surface of water. I sipped a little of the 
water and gave thanks for my time with Don Hildé 
in the jungle. 

Soon I felt the presence of Ramakrishna, Jesus, 
and Buddha, and of Kali, who contains all cycles 
of creation and destruction. I envisioned myself 
placing my fears in the body of Kali, in her all-
encompassing form beyond good and evil, creation 
and destruction, dark and light. I picked up the 
orange leaf as if it were my ego and all the trappings 
that I so easily identified with—including even the 
spiritual trappings that subtly kept the old patterns 
alive. I held the leaf in the flame of the candle until it 
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became ash. I knew that Kali did not protect me from 
evil forces—she swallowed them up in her vastness, in 
her completeness. One half of her body is nourishing, 
protecting, granting life, while the other half holds a 
sword and a severed head, ready to cut our illusions 
asunder. 

Before long a tingling sensation began in my feet. 
Soon after, a burning energy erupted at the base of my 
spine, intensifying until it became an excruciatingly 
strong sexual urge and I felt ready to climax. But 
instead the energy burst upward toward my navel. 
The sexual feeling disappeared, replaced instantly by 
the need to throw up. This also passed as the force 
continued upward, its heat penetrating my heart. My 
chest ached and then exploded into something far 
more intense than a sexual climax. 

Waves of love flooded me and radiated outward. I 
longed to melt into all beings, to join all beings in this 
wave of ecstasy. But this too passed, and my tongue 
pulled back in my throat and my breath seemed to 
stop until I worried I would lose consciousness. I 
started to panic and gasp for breath, but this time 
I inhaled long and deep and touched the floor with 
my fingertips, touched the river stone and my belly 
with both hands, and came back into the present 
moment. 

I knew then that there was no help outside myself. 
All is within. To my amazement, my panic evaporated 
with my outgoing breath. I felt a tangible shift into 

my own center. I looked around me—at the stones, 
the water, the wall, at space itself—and saw that every-
thing was filled with light. Light and energy moved 
freely around me in pulsing waves that left me feeling 
consciously loved, full of love.

What surprised me most was that I knew how 
to help myself! For so long I had believed that the 
knowledge to overcome my physical discomfort and 
panic lay outside me, and that I needed someone else 
to do it for me or to show me how. Now I knew that  
knowledge was inherent within me. 

Every day after that, I went into the white closet, 
with its tiny window framing a patch of blue sky, 
and sat on my Peruvian cloth. I learned how to know 
when I had too much energy in my head and how to 
move it down into my belly and release it. With my 
opening heart I sent that extra energy out into the 
world to those I knew who needed it and to others I 
didn’t know. It was so simple. And from that time on, 
I never panicked again. The physical pain that I had 
experienced for two years did not return. Gone too 
were the doubts about my sanity and the fear that 
my identity would dissolve and leave me without 
moorings, because I knew without a doubt that I was 
consciousness, unchanging, undying.

I could survive in California, or anywhere else, by 
being in the “radiant present,” aware of each moment, 
aware of that inner feeling of love and joy, a feeling of 
rightness, which to this day guides my responses.
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