

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

World Wheel~ Spoke Eleven
Lake Baikal, Siberia, Russia
1993
Vijali in Siberia with Buryat woman

W

HEN I LANDED IN ULAN UDE, Siberia,

I immediately contacted a family
known by a Buddhist friend in the United States. The
man on the other end of the phone line spoke English
and offered me a space in his house with his family.
They were in the process of moving.
Alexander, his wife, Tonya, and their two children
made me feel completely at home. They introduced
me to their wide circle of friends, many of whom were
minority Buryatians of Mongolian descent who practice a religion based in shamanism and Buddhism.
The Buryatians had suffered severe repression under
the Soviet regime which had disallowed their religion,
but in the 1990s, Buryat culture was seeing a resurgence in the region.
Alexander’s family had a tiny apartment ﬁlled with
boxes ready for their return to their native St. Petersburg. They had no money, and the ﬁnancial crisis in
Siberia and all over Russia forced them to go where
they could ﬁnd work. So, when Alexander and his
family left Ulan Ude, I moved to the home of Vladimir
Volodia, a prominent Buryat architect, with his wife,
Dolzitma, and his eighty-eight year old mother.
A recent ﬂood had necessitated the evacuation
of 1,300 homes in the immediate area of Ulan Ude.
Some families had moved to barracks, but many had
camped on their roofs to prevent vandalism. The
ﬂood had contaminated the city’s water supply and
typhoid was rampant. We lived in the upper story of
Vladamir’s house, with neither cooking facilities nor
electricity. His mother couldn’t remember that she
must not drink the tap water, and she fell sick with

dysentery. I spent many days cleaning her up and
washing out her clothes and linens. Eventually, the
family took her to the hospital where she died.
In the street markets, women sold their wedding
rings or furniture for food at a price so inﬂated that it
exceeded the average income. I wondered what would
happen to these women when they ran out of things
to sell. The stores carried few supplies, and the general
atmosphere was one of grayness and depression—and
rampant alcoholism.
At the table in Vladamir’s home, the three of us
sometimes shared two small boiled potatoes and
some pickled cabbage, not even quite enough for one.
I held back even when I felt as if I would starve at
one point. I gave them a hundred dollar bill to buy
more food, but they were so enamored with their ﬁrst
American bill that they framed it and put it up on the
wall. Vladamir had only one leg, and the only artiﬁcial limb available to him was very heavy and cumbersome. They wanted me to ﬁnd a way for them to
come to America so that he could get a more comfortable prosthetic. Others also requested that I connect
them with some rich person in America who could
help them with some particular problem.
Everyone presented their problems to me and
sometimes I went to bed very depressed and sad. I
wanted to help every person, but I did not know what
I could or should do. Even with food so scarce and a
lack of soap, toilet paper, and other personal items,
the poverty in Siberia was less severe than what I had
witnessed in India, Tibet and China. Siberia had two
great advantages—space and its untouched forests.
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Dolzitma and a young Russian woman named Oxana
planned a weekend trip to Lake Baikal for me. We
were driven by a young Buryat couple whom I had
never met before. The sky was still light when we left
the city at nine on a Friday evening. On the outskirts
of town, we passed log cabins with brightly painted
doors and shutters scattered among the trees, but the
farther we drove from the city, the denser and darker
the forest became. I felt pulled into its mystery, and
such longing arose in me that I imagined myself
leaping out of the car and running until I fell to the
ground exhausted—submerging myself in the forest’s
dark denseness.
When we reached Lake Baikal, the waters reﬂected
the sky, calm and clear, and the forest grew right to
the water’s edge. I walked for the ﬁrst time into the
Siberian forest, feeling its life around me unaltered
by human imprint. A Buryat monk had told me that
many forested areas were still virgin. “No foot has ever
touched their soil,” he said. Here I found ripe blueberries, currants, cow cherries, and varieties of ferns and
plants that I had never seen before. This conﬁrmed
what I had heard—that over two hundred species of
plants and animals are unique to this forest.
The ﬁrst day we ate local ﬁsh called omal straight
out of the lake, cooking them on the beach. I rowed
Oxana to an island and back as clouds gathered in
the sky. We stayed with the young Buryat couple, both
of whom were in the computer business. In my honor
they had brought a sheep in the trunk of the car. The
morning after our arrival at the lake, the men killed
and butchered it. Fathers traditionally pass their
method of slaughtering sheep down to their sons, and
the technique varies according to the area of Buryatia
in which a family lived. They killed this sheep by slitting its stomach, putting a hand up inside, and twisting the valve to the heart.
If I was going to eat this sheep, I wanted to observe
the whole process of preparing it. I helped the women
clean the intestines, their traditional chore. Then we
wrapped the intestines around strips of heart and
lung, so that the end result looked like a fat coral necklace. They mixed the blood with herbs in the intestines
to make blood sausage. Finally, they made sheep soup
from salty hot water with the sheep’s fat ﬂoating in it.
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Every part of the sheep was used. For the next three
days, we ate nothing but sheep with bread three times
a day (although for our ﬁrst meal, we also had pickled
cucumber which quickly disappeared).
And vodka! All day long, everything provided an
excuse to have a shot. Before they drank, the Buryat
made a libation by dipping the ring ﬁnger (considered to be the clean ﬁnger) into the glass and ﬂicked
drops of vodka to the four directions, sprinkling the
plants, trees, and the earth. At meals they replaced
this ritual with a toast every few minutes. Unaccustomed to drinking, I dipped my ﬁnger in my tumbler
after each toast and dotted the vodka between my
eyebrows, at the third eye.
The Buryat used the toast as a sort of talking
stick, giving each person the opportunity to express
their deepest feelings, or whatever struck them as
important in the moment. I loved the Russian expressiveness and vivaciousness, the sense that feelings
should be communicated, but I was not taken with
the drunkenness it engendered as the day or evening
advanced. Often heated discussions followed the
toast, verging on ﬁst ﬁghts.
The drunkenness was pervasive. On the buses at
night, both men and women regularly passed out on
the ﬂoor. Often, as we drove back, our host would
stop the car and vomit, or the man sitting next to me
might crumple over onto my lap, passed out for the
rest of the journey. On our way to Lake Baikal, ritual
stops along the road had punctuated the drive. We
would get out of the car and walk a short distance to
a view, or to a signiﬁcant tree, and make our vodka
offerings and toast. The young Buryats who took us
to the lake were between the ages of twenty-ﬁve and
thirty. The young man named Misha was a mathematician and physicist, tall and handsome. He drank all
night and passed out during the day, but was sober
and reliable when the time came for the three-hour
drive back to Ulan Ude.
While I waited for the arrival of Laura Hoffman, a
videographer from the States, Dolzitma showed me
around the museums in Ulan Ude. In the Geological
Exhibition of the Archeological Museum, an ancient
stone circle inspired me. At its center was a human
body, positioned east to west. Although I hadn’t
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found a site for the World Wheel yet, I decided to
recreate this design for the sculpture, and to carve
patterns found in nature, such as the spiral and the
circle, on the stones. We also visited the Childrens
Theater, once an underground theater and art gallery,
now operating with government approval. We watched
singing and folk dancing, Buryat style. When we spoke
to the performers, we saw their pride in contributing
to the revival of Buryatian culture. There was a sense
of newness and excitement in the air after the long
oppression of Communism.
One afternoon, we met with the Chief Ecological
Scientist, a man who had dedicated his life to saving
Lake Baikal. The lake holds twenty percent of the
world’s fresh water supply, and while 335 rivers feed
into the lake, only one drains out—the Angara River.
Seventy percent of the fish, mammals, and plant
species found in this region exist nowhere else in the
world. This includes the nerpa, an earless freshwater
mammal that migrated from the arctic a million
years ago. Lake Baikal is the oldest lake in the world,
estimated to be from twenty-five to fifty million
years old. It is more than a mile deep and lies over a
geologic fault that grows an inch in width each year.
The growing fault prevents the lake from ﬁlling with
sediment.
The diversity of plant and animal life in and
around the lake makes it as valuable to modern-day
scientists as the Galapagos Islands were to Charles
Darwin more than a century ago. But pollution is
choking Lake Baikal. The primary source of this pollution is a pulp mill which the government has ofﬁcially closed, but which continues to run because no
one enforces the closure order. A second source of pollution is the phosphorus mining carried out on the
Mongolian Plateau. The run-off from these activities
ﬂows into the lake. The resulting contamination has
already caused the ﬁsh to shrink in size, and about 200
species of indigenous plants have become extinct.25
After our trip to the lake, I moved to the dormitory
at the Agricultural Institute, delighted to have my
own private space and to have a moment of separation
from the tragedies of the lives around me. Friends told
me that any room on the ground ﬂoor was susceptible
to looting, so I chose one on the ﬁfth. On the ﬁrst

night, as I prepared for bed, I admitted to myself that
my personal depression was mixing with the tension I
was feeling around me. I longed to chant, to meditate,
and enjoy every moment in contemplation. “I can,” I
said aloud. “So why be sad?”
I went to sleep with a prayer on my lips, “Show
me how to have in my life and in each moment, no
matter how stressful, a continual contemplation of
the whole.”
My unconventional life entertained the people I
met, as did the novelty of a woman alone creating the
World Wheel. But what of my real gift—the vision of
our borderless nature and the manifestation of a life
expressing that state? Was no one interested in that?
That night I wrote in my journal:
Now that this seven-year journey has almost
come to an end, I think perhaps I have failed. Each
day I have prayed for tools to awaken us more directly and clearly to the great truth of who we really are.
I have used the tools of my art and theater to show
that it is not necessary to step in the footsteps of Buddha. He simply showed us by the example of his life
to not be caught in schools of thought and sects, but to
sit naked in spirit under the tree that drew him until
he found that connecting thread of oneness. May we
each ﬁnd the courage to follow our own footsteps,
ringing with the clarity of who we truly are—as different from one another as each snowﬂake pattern
is different, but equally beautiful. We are, each one
of us, luminous beings, only for a moment clothed
in the misunderstanding of our true nature that our
upbringing has encouraged in us. Tonight I shake
off the depression that eats into our lives. I shake off
the darkness, this view of separation and isolation,
in order to know again that our true nature is one
with every child, every creature, every plant, every
stone, and every atom of the universe.
Organizers of a UNESCO conference in Ulan Ude,
held to address the ecological problems of Lake
Baikal, invited me to show my slides of the World
Wheel project. There I met Lena, the head of the
Administration of Science and Culture of the province of Buryat, who became interested in the World
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Wheel work and invited me to meet with her. Despite
her busy schedule, she brought in a TV crew and
some very interesting women journalists with whom
we had a round-table discussion. I had the opportunity to ask Lena my three questions, live on television,
and her answers were profound. She ended by saying,
“In all religions, the key message is to develop love as
the solution to our problems. For what is love other
than uniting with the other? It is a recognition and
consummation of that union.”
After the meeting, Lena lent me her car and driver and we went to the main center of Buddhism in
Russia named Ivolginsky Datsan. There I spoke with
the head lama. For this meeting I chose to wear the
traditional Mongolian dress that Ojunbulig, a young
Mongolian girl, had given me. Others told me that
no Russian woman would wear such a costume, so in
this way, I expressed my solidarity with, and support
for, the Mongolian/Buryatian people. I wore it for the
duration of my stay in Siberia. The lamas at Ivolginsky
Datsan loved the idea that I would create a sculpture
in Buryatia. They treated me with great respect, and
honored my work and my spirituality by giving me
their blessings and by agreeing to attend the celebration ceremony. They asked me to create a giant Buddha on a cliff next to one of their monasteries. When I
made it clear that I intended to sculpt a contemporary
image, not a traditional one—the Buddha now, that
consciousness dwelling in each of us—they responded
with fascination and accepted my decline.
Laura Hoffman, the videographer I was waiting
for, arrived from the States to ﬁlm the World Wheel
project and stayed with me in my room. By the time
of her arrival, I had made up my mind to create the
World Wheel site on the shores of Lake Baikal because
I wanted to draw attention to the ecological problems
of this important lake. Olga, a Buryat teenager and
part of a women’s group that had asked me to speak,
came with Laura and me to be our translator. We took
a six-and-a-half hour bus ride to the tiny village of
Maxhimiha on Lake Baikal’s eastern shore, a location
suggested by the women’s group. Under pouring rain,
we staggered into the village, wheeling our suitcases.
We had no idea where to start looking for a place to
stay, but as we came down the road, two middle-aged
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women wearing babushkas maneuvered through the
mud puddles and approached us.
“You will stay with me in my log cabin,” Babanina
said. Her face was as sweet, alive, and soft as she was
hearty and generous. She took us home, built a ﬁre
for us, and heated borscht soup. We slept well in her
warm rooms, Laura and I in one room, Babanina and
Olga in the other.
Since there was no stone in Maxhimiha, we
hitchhiked the next day around the lake to the village
of Turka, which supposedly had some outcroppings.
Along the lakeshore we found a magniﬁcent natural
stone altar jutting out over the water. The view from
this rock took my breath away—a luminous lake
surrounded by forest. As I explored the outcropping,
a big wave broke over it and drenched me. On one
side, some stones formed a baptismal pool. I thought
this might be the ideal site, although I had some
misgivings about working so close to the water when
it turned stormy. I had seen Lake Baikal in a storm,
raging and dark like pewter, with exploding silver tips
on the waves.
But Turka itself depressed us. It was an industrial
town with trucks that pulled in and out all day. So we
thought we might go on to Gurrunekinko, a prettier
spot from which we could commute to the stone site.
The next day, we dragged our luggage onto the bus
from Maxhimiha to Gurrunekinko, and called at the
home of a family I had met during my ﬁrst visit to
Lake Baikal. They had a cottage for rent. When they
eventually responded to our persistent knocking,
the smell of vodka nearly overpowered us. They were
completely drunk. Their log cabin on the lakeshore
was adorable, quiet and secluded, and perfectly suited
to our needs, but before we had decided to rent it,
they asked for money to buy more vodka. We knew
we would have to ﬁnd somewhere else.
We scoured the village for another place to stay.
One old woman we spoke to said that she expected
her grandchildren to arrive any day to help with the
potato harvest. At last, a seventy-year-old man said
we could live in his house. Desperate, I paid him half
the month’s rent in advance, and he rushed off to buy
vodka even before he had shown us around or had
given us a key. Inside, the place was ﬁlthy, with old

WORLD WHEEL: ONE WOMAN’S QUEST FOR PEACE

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

scraps of food lying everywhere. While we deliberated
about what to do, I went to the outhouse and found
the seat unusable, covered in excrement. When I got
back, Laura and Olga had simultaneously decided
that we couldn’t live there.
We set off once again, dragging our luggage to
the hotel in Turka, the most practical solution to
our dilemma. But on the way, I admitted that I just
wanted to be back with Babanina in Maxhimiha. Torn
between the perfect stone site and Babanina, Babanina
won. We ﬂagged down a car to take us “home,” and
Babanina, ecstatic at our return, made us eggs and
sausages as Olga translated our story.
That evening, Laura and I walked along the shore
of Lake Baikal at sunset when the water and the
mountains turned purple. This was the Lake Baikal
we had heard about—clear, calm water surrounded by
snow-tipped mountains, silent except for the gentle
lapping of the waves.
The day Olga left to go back to school in Ulan
Ude, Laura and I went hiking. We took the path into
the forest, and then I left the trail, wandering mesmerized as its virgin darkness drew me in. The forest was
dangerous, villagers had warned me. “Three people
were mauled by bears,” they had said, and I did feel
the presence of bears. As I wandered, I marveled again
at the myriad plants covering the ground like a carpet, and at the mushrooms and fungi growing out of
leaf mold and tree bark. I imagined myself standing
two feet from a great grizzly, looking into its eyes. I
thought, if for the privilege of being here I paid with
my life, I would feel gratiﬁed that at least my ﬂesh
had given nourishment to one living creature. After
some time I joined Laura on the path again. When we
returned to the village, we saw huge bear tracks in the
sand where we had entered the forest.
Soon I found a site for the stone circle I had envisioned when we were in the museum. It was located
on the bank of Lake Baikal, where the darkness of the
forest met the bright light of the lake.
Laura and I wanted to talk with Babanina, and we
put together some sentences in Russian Cyrillic. Who
can give us approval for the sculpture in Maxhimiha? Who
can help us carry stone from the river to the forest? These
were all the words we could ﬁnd in our tourist books.

Babanina took me out and asked the men who were
building a house down the lane if they could help.
Yes, they said they could, but they had no truck.
More men gathered around, and I showed them photos and the single page of writing about the World
Wheel that Olga had translated into Russian.
Babanina and I returned to the cottage with the
understanding that when the men found a truck, they
would come and get us. We assumed that this would
take some time, if it happened at all.
Laura and I went down to the river, and I began to
choose stones for the earth wheel. Just as I had located
the ninth stone, the large one for the center, I heard
the voices of the men behind me. They had returned
with an enormous eight-wheeled truck, which drove
easily across the stream. It took three men to unearth
the large upright stone that would form the center of
the earth wheel. One man ran for a plank and called
for more men, until, in all, about a dozen of them
arrived. They slowly wedged the stone up the plank
onto the truck. They loaded the other eight stones
with no difﬁculty, and we drove off together to the
site. The truck could barely get through the trees, but
it did, and they unloaded the large stone into its place.
The men dug it into the ground and stood it upright.
We placed the other stones in a circle around it. The
circle immediately held power, and my heart warmed
to see how much these men enjoyed helping us.
I tried to pay the driver of the truck, a young Russian boy, by sticking money in his pocket, but he
refused it twice. Working with these men couldn’t
have been more different from the drunken encounters we had experienced up until then.
When Laura and I got back to the cottage, Babanina had prepared us a delicious ﬁsh dinner of omal,
which she and her Buryat woman friend had caught
the day before out on Lake Baikal in their little green
rowboat. For dessert we had Russian pancakes with
homemade strawberry jam. We ate until we were ready
to burst.
The next day’s work on the sculpture was pure
fun. I took a string, one end of which Laura held on
top of the center stone, and, with a chisel tied to the
other end, I walked in a circle cutting into the ground.
Then with my compass, I marked north, east, south,
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Curious wolf and Vijali meet in the Siberian forest

and west with stones. The men had unknowingly
placed the four large stones right on the marks.
I transplanted all the living plants that were inside
the circle out into the forest. First a little pine sapling,
next different kinds of mosses, then grass and other
small Siberian forest plants whose names I didn’t know.
Some roots prevented us from leveling the ground, so I
pulled them out with a shovel and my hands.
While I worked at the forest site, carving the stones
that formed the wheel and placing pebbles demarcating a Russian cross on the inside, wolves came, gentle
and curious. One even came up and sniffed my hand.
In the villages, people kept these wonderful creatures
chained up, and they turned into the most ferocious
animals I had ever seen. When we walked by, they
bared their teeth and foamed at the mouth, pulling
and rearing against their heavy chains.
Babanina’s family came to stay at the house, and
they drove us to a place where colored stones had
washed up from the lake. I envisioned deﬁning the
cardinal directions using these stones, so we gathered
golden, red, black and white stones, which had been
smoothed and rounded by tumbling in the lapping
tide of the lake. We each chose a color to gather in
buckets, which we then dumped into the rear of the
car, trying to keep the colors separate.
The next day, I went to the site and sat in the
morning sunlight facing the center boulder. I didn’t
close my eyes in meditation, as was my usual habit,
but gazed at the stone with unfocused eyes until I saw
it radiate light outward, just as I had experienced with
the stones so many years ago in the Santa Monica
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Mountains. Then the light became a web of spirit
running through the stone connecting everything in
the universe.
The thought of Laura arriving at the site broke
my concentration, but, instead of feeling irritated by
this distracting thought, as I might have at another
time, I saw the thought rise up out of the web and
dissolve back into it, returning to its source, its base
of spirit. The thought became a part of the breathing
process as it rose with my chest and then fell again.
The thought did not take away from the web—it was
contained within it. Space within form. And form
within space. I saw that my earlier efforts to cling
to the thought, not the thought itself, had kept me
stuck. Grasping the thought was like trying to hold
onto a piece of the web, as if it were a solid and separate “thing,” rather than a moment in an ongoing
dance of energy.
I pulled myself out of this reverie when I heard
Laura on the path. I knew then what form the sculp-

Vijali carving in the Siberian forest on the banks
of Lake Baikal
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ture needed to take, and in my work meditation each
tap, tap, tap was a song of praise. Earth, why do I love
you so? Why do I feel a heavy mantle of restriction lift
when I enter you? A doorway opens through you into
space, into freedom, into my borderless self.
By the end of the day, I had carved a doorway
recess into the heart of the stone. The next day I
picked up an even harder stone in the forest. It ﬁt
nicely into the palm of my hand, and I rubbed and
rubbed the surface of the sculpture. It acted like a
natural sandpaper as I smoothed the surface to make
it ready to paint. Then I painted the center shape
with blue shaded into white at the bottom so that it
appeared luminous: an opening into the stone, into
the understanding of ourselves. I called the boulder
The Within of Matter.
Because I had already set a date for the ceremony
when I was in Ulan Ude, and also because I had a
ticket leaving Beijing shortly for Japan (and Laura
had her ticket to return to the United States on the
same day), I continued working through rain and
high winds so the site would be ready on time. To
keep warm I borrowed Babanina’s ﬁshing boots and
wore all my clothes in layers.
The lake was wild by my side, and the mountains
on the other side of the bay were painted white with
snow as I worked in the ﬁerce Baikal winds. I ﬁnished
placing the stones in the cross ditches, adjusting the
outer circle and leveling uneven ground where neces-

Buryat children sing and help with earth wheel
in Siberia

Buryat children gather stones for the earth wheel

sary. As I worked, I realized my own fulﬁllment. The
myth of a separate God was broken. The myth of a
mate was broken. The myth of a perfect teacher was
broken. My soul stood naked in the void. I knew fulﬁllment because people really are God, nothing less.
And to love that radiant source in everything is to go
deeper than the surface manifestation of forms to the
Reality within nature, the Spirit within matter. Such
a love is too vast for our ordinary minds to grasp, and
yet it is simply an inﬁnite deepening and expansion of
the little, limited love we experience in loving someone. My own search to ﬁnd love had led me to the
underlying ocean of all love.
Shortly before I completed the site, a class of Buryat
children turned up from Ulan Ude with their teacher. They loved the earth wheel and helped me place
stones and shovel earth, chattering away in Buryatian.
The government had only allowed them to have their
own schools since 1990. They demonstrated their
pride in their language and music by singing a Buryat
song for me before they left.
Because of a storm, we had no phone or electricity
for ten days, so I had no way of knowing who would
show up for the actual ceremony. I was going on the
assumption that only people from the village would
attend. In the kitchen with Babanina and Laura, I
prepared a talking stick. I took a stick that I picked
on my ﬁrst walk in the forest, and around it I wound
colored yarn. With the yarn complete, I carved and
painted sections of the wood. Laura contributed to
the piece, as did Babanina, along with her daughter
and her daughter’s husband, both of whom had
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arrived early on the morning of the ceremony. Lastly,
I tied on a feather I had found at the site and a heartshaped stone.
Minutes before the scheduled ceremony a convoy
of cars arrived. Lena had brought the television crew
again and carloads of people eager to participate in the
ceremony. The circle consisted of people from widely
varied backgrounds—simple hunters and ﬁshermen,
sophisticated scientists from the capital, artists from
the theater group, and writers—all a mixture of Buryats and Russians. We passed the talking stick around,
and each person answered the three questions.
The presence of the television crew was tremendously important. These Siberians felt that they were
cut off from the rest of the world, that no one recognized their plight. At last their voices would be heard.
In the circle, their strong faces shone with passion.

At the beginning of the ceremony, I gave each person
a stone to commemorate the day. At the end, with
prayers for world peace, we tied pieces of cloth to the
trees as prayer ﬂags, envisioning that the breeze from
Lake Baikal would blow these prayers for peace into the
world. The earth wheel, called Light Within Darkness, was
created like a planted seed where the dark of the forest,
the depression of the people, was dispelled by the light
of the luminous lake—a seed of hope for their future.
My presence in Buryatia inﬂuenced the lives of others.
In Ulan Ude, I spent an evening with an artist whose
aristocratic family had been banished to Siberia
from St. Petersburg. He had been born in one of
the gulags, the Siberian concentration work camps
where many aristocrats were worked and starved to
death during the Soviet era. When I suggested he do

Light Within Darkness, where the dark Siberian forest meets the luminous light of Lake Baikal
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something to improve his situation, he said, “You’re a
rich American. You can do something, but we can’t.”
He had been unable to take action on his own behalf
for so long under Communism that, even with that
control lifted, he no longer knew how to express
himself or to initiate action.
But when I showed my slides and talked about
the World Wheel, people saw that someone with virtually no money could take action in a simple way,
with whatever talents they had. By the time of the
ceremony, many of those who attended had already
made signiﬁcant changes in their lives. Svetlana, manager of the Childrens Theater in Ulan Ude, felt so
inspired by the World Wheel, and by me as a woman
making a statement in the world, that she started a
women’s group where the women not only supported
each other, but also helped the elderly and the ﬂood

victims. I understand that the group has grown and
remains active.
While I traveled in Siberia, I carried a book in
which people could write their answers to my questions. Ojunbulig, a young Mongolian girl, wrote: “I’m
Mongolian. And I’m very proud that I was born here.
One of our Mongolian poets said, ‘One of our problems is to understand each other. If we will love all
things in the world, we can return to the harmony.’”
And Oxana, my Russian friend in Ulan Ude, wrote:
“When we have the opportunity to connect with
nature, we become better than we are. I think that one
problem is misunderstanding between us. Sometimes
we can hear our own voice, but not the voice of the
people who surround us.” These young women gave
me hope for the future of Buryatia and Russia—and
hope for our planet.

Lake Baikal, Siberia
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

My Sacred Mountain
Santa Monica Mountains
1982-1987
Boney Mountain, Santa Monica Mountains,
California

E

VEN THOUGH I WAS married to Oscar and

our house often swarmed with guests, I
often felt alone, apart. A distance grew between Oscar
and me that I didn’t know how to bridge. Oscar often
fell asleep at the television, exhausted from his psychiatric work. I noticed he rarely looked into my eyes.
Our social events, in which I was primarily the cook,
dishwasher, and onlooker, left me feeling empty and
frustrated.
One evening, when Oscar came home from a
long day of psychiatric work, I noticed that the
lines on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes
had deepened in his rugged Mediterranean face,
even since the morning. That night his friend,
Ivan Tores, arrived. I brought the steaming roast
beef, potatoes, and onions to the table on a platter,
followed by a salad. As we ate, the two of them talked
of Hollywood, of friends, and of old times. I poured
wine and water, offered seconds, removed the dishes,
brought in coffee and cheesecake, and removed more
dishes. Two hours passed with Oscar and Ivan deep
in conversation and, when I went to the kitchen, I
felt as if I were far away, looking at a play on a stage.
With the dishes ﬁnished and my presence not missed,
I went to my room and wept.
The next morning, I asked Oscar to accompany
me on a pilgrimage to the Hopi Reservation. It was
a holiday weekend and I knew he didn’t have clients
until the middle of the week.
“Bubbala,” he said, using the Yiddish term of
endearment. “I have guests coming over. I need to
stay, but you go ahead.”
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The Hopis keep cornmeal in their cars. When they
pick herbs in the hills, they ﬁrst offer prayers and
then sacred cornmeal. On the reservation most of
them live in the old Hopi traditional ways.
Old Oraibi is the oldest village in the United States,
continuously inhabited since it was ﬁrst built over two
thousand years ago. Homes in Old Oraibi, and also
in the old section of Hotevilla, are either built upon
the original ruins or are the ancient ruins themselves.
These villages have no electricity, no heating, no bathrooms, and no running water. How cold the winters
must be on those six-thousand-foot high mesas! Yes,
but the Hopis remain rich in a social, cultural, and
spiritual heritage that has never been broken.
I drove into Old Oraibi with Biphisi, a Hopi
medicine woman who had helped me the last time
I was on the reservation. I had been ill during that
visit, and had been directed to her for a healing.
Normally white people may not enter Old Oraibi,
but because I was with Biphisi, no one spoke against
my presence.
As Biphisi worked with an elderly woman who
had fallen and broken her hip, she talked about the
villagers. “They have chosen to live without facilities.
They feel that if they accept plumbing and electricity,
they will also take on the evils of the white man. So
they would rather live in this way.”26
That night, Biphisi and I hiked to a mesa on the
reservation with our sleeping bags. We climbed into
our bags to protect ourselves from the mosquitoes,
and we looked up at the brilliant stars moving across
the sky. “You are an alien, but in a good sense,”
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she said. “You’re here to bring people back to their
relationship with nature so they can also know who
they are.”
Quietly we fell asleep under the pulsating stars.
The next morning, we sat in silence looking out
over the Hopi mesas and listening to the scurry of an
animal, to the wind blowing leaves. Suddenly I got
a strong feeling that Hopiland was the heart of this
half of the globe. I saw the western hemisphere as a
giant body with its seven chakras. In the north, Alaska,
Canada and the upper part of the United States form
the crown, brow, and throat chakras. Hopiland is the
heart chakra, and southern California the solar plexus.
To the south, Mexico and South America are the navel
and base chakras. On the other side of the globe are
similar geographic chakras.
I imagined sculptures I could develop in different
areas of the world to reactivate these power places,
these acupuncture points of the earth. The sculptures, I thought, would be similar to the Chinese
acupuncture needles used on the body. They would
create a ﬂow of energy through a blocked location,
allowing people to feel the power of place through
the art.
Biphisi nudged me out of my reverie, “I can feel
your thoughts. You are being led into your right destiny. This rock, this power place is helping you see.”
After a few weeks of living with Biphisi, her husband,
Michael, and their four children, I phoned Oscar to
tell him about the Kachina dances for which we were
preparing. “Please come share this with me,” I said. “I
know you’ll ﬁnd it interesting.”
“Bubbala, I have my patients to see. I can’t go.”
“But we have a long weekend coming up. Can’t
you come?” I hung the phone up, carrying his “no” in
my heavy heart.
The next morning, we started cooking for the Kachinas,
spirits that live in the San Francisco Peaks. Hopis consider this mountain range in northern Arizona to be
sacred. I was told that the Kachinas would arrive on
Saturday and Sunday to dance, sing, and give out colorful food presents in a ritual similar to a western
Christmas. Evanette, Biphisi’s eleven-year-old daugh-

ter, showed me how to make Hopi cookies. With
Biphisi, we also baked bread, made pies, and soaked
the corn to make the traditional hominy and pigs feet
soup. The older children, cousins, and neighbors
joined in the preparations, and deftly kept the younger ones away, so they would believe that the Kachinas
would really come bringing gifts like Santa Claus.
As I found out later, the Kachinas really do come.
Michael, too, prepared intensively to dance as one
of the Kachinas. Only men can do this, and they spend
hours at night in the kiva, an underground ceremonial chamber, where they pray and prepare themselves.
The warm evening breeze carried the sound of drumming and chanting into the kitchen, overlaying the
sound of the television.
While we worked, one of the village women came
to the door to see Biphisi. Although Biphisi was not
supposed to treat patients during these holidays, she
never turned away anyone who arrived at her door.
The cooking stopped, and she sat on the living room
couch talking with the distraught woman until she
became calm. When Biphisi returned, she said quietly,
“At times my thirty-eight years feel very old.”
At eight-thirty the next morning, Biphisi and I
walked down to a cleared area in the center of New
Oraibi and found our seats. The Chakwainas, or longhaired Kachinas were already in the Plaza dancing in a
long curved line, chanting to the beat of the drums. A
Chakwaina is a wuya, one who has achieved a state of
wisdom and power comparable to that of a religious
elder, but who is also a great warrior. The long black
hair on their masks reached to their waists in the back
and half covered their faces in front. The black mask
had crescent moons for eyes and a decorative band
for the mouth. A leather tongue hung down from its
center. As the dancers moved to the drum beat, their
bodies looked like dancing earth and stone, painted
as they were in colored clays.
The drummer was dressed as a buffoon with a
mud headdress, a big belly, and black skirt and scarf.
Occasionally, he walked along the line of dancers,
dropping sacred cornmeal at their sides and at the
shrine in the center. He represented the “ordinary
human.” Earlier, he had asked the Kachina spirits to
come from the San Francisco Peaks. He thanked them
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now for gracing us with their presence and their wisdom given through song and dance and gifts.
Another day of dances, cooking, dishes—and
Michael and Biphisi’s relatives and friends poured
into the house between dances. All were welcome; all
were fed.
At the dancers’ noon break, a couple from Walpi
(another Hopi village), who were makers of ﬁne Hopi
pottery, came to the house. The woman had been in a
severe depression. She told me she had known Biphisi
and Michael for many years, but hadn’t realized their
healing skills. She had come to see them the week
before, and Biphisi’s prayers and Michael’s herbs had
lifted her depression.
We returned to the Kachina dances and found our
seats. Biphisi translated the singing. “There will come
a day when there will be disorder on this earth, when
there will be no hunting and crops will fail. But one
of you young men could change that; just one of you
could change the course of these tides.”
The Kachinas gave baskets of beautifully colored
food to the crowd. Then they threw Hopi bread
(called piki), oranges, and Crackerjacks to the people
standing and sitting on the rooftops. They passed
and threw food to my left, to my right, in front, and
in back of me. I was obviously being skipped. This is
how it feels to be a member of a minority. The child
inside me, with her need for love and acceptance, cried
quietly. Then a Kachina moved forward and gave me
a basket of food.
“Aswali,” I said. “Thank you.” From his armband I
recognized it was Michael.
Late that night, I heard a knock on the door. A
Hopi man brought in his wife. She had had a stroke
at the dance and was unable to talk. Despite Biphisi’s
exhaustion, she massaged and manipulated the
woman’s tongue and face for about an hour and
brought back the feeling and movement. Michael told
me how to boil the appropriate herbs and gave her
the tea. Later Biphisi said, “If she hadn’t come right
away, she could have been permanently paralyzed on
one side of her face.”
The Kachina dances continued. On the ﬁrst day
I had wondered why they couldn’t add an extra
little syncopated beat or give an extra kick to vary
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the rhythm and movement. But by the third day, I
understood. The continual repetition of the heartbeat
rhythm of the drum, the bells on one foot, the clap
of the tortoise shells on the other, punctuated every
few beats by the rattle and the low guttural sound of
the songs, set up a vibration in the atmosphere that
gradually changed the chemistry of the body. The
sound felt as if it were coming from the bowels of the
earth, and the thump of the feet on the earth was a
summoning of the Earth’s spirit. As the hours passed,
the Earth’s voice slowly, deeply penetrated my ﬂesh,
the muscles and marrow of my bones. She entered my
body and circulated in my blood. I became Earth.
Michael and each of the other dancers, with their
masks and movements, were transformed into the
spirit of the Kachina. They became living deities, a
funnel through which the energy of the All Pervading, the Void, speaks to us, interacts with us, plays
with us. The rhymic pounding of their feet and the
weaving movements of their arms made the spruce
boughs tucked in at their waists sway, until the trees
themselves danced before us. The black sky of the
Kachina masks looked down, and the stars laughed.
The Earth swelled up out of the Void and heaved her
breath, giving birth to form.
One dancer drew my attention. I felt that Spirit
moved through him more strongly than through
the others. I kept my eyes on him and, although I sat
still, the inside of my body moved and my spirit was
released to dance with the Kachinas. I sat by Biphisi’s
side, thankful for privacy behind the sunglasses I
wore, when I uncontrollably broke into tears. A wave
of energy ﬂushed through me, touching every cell
until I felt as if I would climax. Instead, the energy
moved up through my body in waves and lifted me
into the world of the Kachinas—another consciousness, my borderless world. As if I had been touched
by a magic wand, everything became bright and radiant. Once again, I experienced Spirit in everything.
My beloved boulders spoke through those dancing
forms, the trees came to me singing. The power of
the Kachinas poured through my body as if they spoke
to me. “See as we see! Know as we know!” For four
days I stayed in this altered state, moving and seeing
through the eyes of the Kachinas.
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Though I longed to stay, I previously had scheduled a
talk at Santa Monica City College. When the Kachina
dances ended and everyone went back to their normal
routines, I sadly gathered my belongings and packed
my car for the drive back. The whole family came out
to say good-bye and I hugged each one.
As I drove down Highway 89, a red earth cliff rose
from the desert ﬂoor on my left. Ahead of me were
the snow-capped San Francisco Peaks, home of the
Kachinas, drawing me toward them. A lone shack in
the desert enchanted me, and I fantasized about living there with the view of those mountains before me,
perhaps forever, as each morning I awoke to the glory
of the sun on red earth.
Still in an altered state, I drove straight through
to Santa Monica, a thirteen-hour drive that normally
would have exhausted me. This time, I practically
ﬂew across the Mojave Desert, and the thirteen hours
seemed like three. As I drove, I remembered the
Chakwaina, the long-haired dancing Kachinas. I saw
their movements—the movement of the head toward
the earth as the arms moved upward, one slightly
higher than the other as the right foot hit the ground
and the left rose slightly. Mesmerized again by the
memory of their movements, I felt the energy pulsing
through me.
As I neared Los Angeles, once again I could feel
and see the air thicken and congeal around me. My
shoulders tightened. Breathing became an effort. As
I drove toward the city, I saw smog streaked across
the horizon. Cars swarmed onto the freeway as
if herded toward their destiny by some unknown
slaughterer. People appeared sandwiched between
smog and pavement. What am I doing here? I asked my
self silently. I’ve found my sacred earth art, my real
work, but where is my spirit-based home and community within my own culture? Where is my sacred
mountain?
One morning before sunrise, I sat up in bed with a
start. I had been waking up every morning with the
words running through my mind like a mantra,
Where is our sacred mountain? Where is our sacred
mountain? On this particular morning, however, I
woke up remembering the ﬁrst time I had laid eyes

on Boney Mountain, the highest ridge of the Santa
Monica Mountains. In my mind, I saw its backbone of
stone pillars rising like a row of deities. We do have a
sacred mountain, I thought. Only no one is honoring
its spirit.
I jumped out of bed and hurriedly ﬁxed breakfast.
When Oscar sat down to eat, I said, “I need to go into
the mountains to explore.”
Oscar looked worried. “I was going to bring
friends over for dinner and—”
I interrupted him. “I’ll have dinner on the table
by six o’clock.”
“No. No. I know you’d like to stay overnight. You
go. We’ll go out to dinner.”
We hugged awkwardly, silently, knowing that
our separate interests pulled us apart. When he went
upstairs with his ﬁrst patient, I threw my backpack
and sleeping bag into my car and drove toward the
mountains.
On the last curvy stretch of dirt road, I found a
place to park and hiked up an overgrown switchback
toward the top ridge. “This range runs east and west,
a sacred alignment for us Chumash people,” Kote,
a medicine man and friend had told me on my ﬁrst
trek to this area. His voice rang out in my memory.
“We used this area for special rituals and vision quests
in ancient times. Even now there are pictographs in
some of the caves and shelters.”
Rose-streaked sandstone boulders ascended ten
stories above my head and formed the top ridge. The
day sparkled after a rain. I had an awe-inspiring view
of the ocean and surrounding hills. When I reached
the top of the plateau, the landscape opened up into
gently rolling valleys with massive rock formations
jutting out, rising boldly from their centers, no human
defacement visible. I sat on a cool, craggy stone and
thought about the Santa Monica Mountains. They
compose the largest wilderness area close to a major
U.S. metropolis. I looked out over the ocean. I saw
the Channel Islands off Santa Barbara, at the western
tip of this range. Then I turned eastward and saw the
Santa Monica Mountains running through Malibu.
In my mind’s eye I could see the range continuing,
sloping down to its other end through the Hollywood
Hills to end in Grifﬁth Park.

MY SACRED MOUNTAIN

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

193

In the distance I spotted a cave, and curiosity
pulled me out of my reverie. When I approached it, I
saw it was so large that twelve people could comfortably sleep in it. I also saw an enormous cat print and
stooped down to measure it with my hand. Six inches
across—a mountain lion.
By this time, pink light streaked across the turquoise sky. I needed a place to sleep, but the mountain
lion print made this cave seem dangerous. I made my
way back to a ravine I had spotted earlier and hiked up
a dry streambed, through a narrow channel created by
boulders that had once touched. Water erosion had created a long, upward birth passage. I crawled through it,
ﬁnding my footing on the rugged, pitted surface of the
stone. Finally, the sky illuminated a small opening at
the other end, and I emerged onto a large ﬂat rock with
a sandy place just big enough for my sleeping bag. As
stars popped out one by one, I listened to the coyotes
and an owl and felt the cool breeze blowing like silk
spun from the rays of the full moon overhead.
Golden morning light awakened me. The air was
gold, the rocks were gold, and I was gold. I wanted
to live here. I felt the spirit of the mountain and
remembered my time with the Kachinas and the spirit
of their sacred mountain on the Hopi Reservation.
There were people—at this very moment—who were
living with the spirit of the Earth at the very center
of their lives. I took a deep breath. I could live that
way as well!
I stuffed my sleeping bag into my backpack and
hiked back down the trail. Not far from the bottom of
the switchback I had hiked up, I found an abandoned
trailer with its windows broken and its door banging
in the breeze. The roof leaked and rats’ nests occupied
the corners. Birds nested in the ceiling light ﬁxtures.
It stood at the end of a mile of eroded dirt road
bordering the National Forest Service Land. As I left,
a rattlesnake slithered from underneath.
From the closest neighbor I got the phone number
of the owner.
Oscar sat in the living room watching television when
I entered the house. I gave him a hug and went into
the kitchen to start supper. As it cooked, I called the
number and reached the owner at home.

194

“I found your trailer on the slopes of Boney Mountain. Can I repair it and use it as my home?”
“It’s falling apart,” he said. “I’d be delighted to
have someone ﬁx it up and live in it.”
During supper I broke the news to Oscar. “This
feels urgent. I want to live with the rhythms of
nature and with my own unfolding nature. I want
to move to the mountains and live in a trailer that I
found today.”
Oscar said, “I knew this was coming.”
“But if we could buy the land, we could build you
a place there also.”
The twinkle went out of Oscar’s eyes. After
some time, he said, “I can’t leave my life here, my
patients.”
“But what about having both places?”
“I don’t think so, Bubbala.” He seemed resigned
when he left the table. He went into the living room
and turned on the television.
A jumble of dishes sat in the sink, laundry was in
the washer, and Oscar’s jacket lay on the ﬂoor where
he had left it, but I did not rush to straighten up as I
had always done before. I went over to Oscar, put my
hand on his shoulder, and sat on the arm of the chair,
tears streaming down my face.
He clicked off the television. His eyes closed as
if the pressure of this truth was too much. Then his
head drooped and the chair seemed to grow in size as
it held him in his sleep.
A month later, I moved into the trailer on Boney
Mountain where I intended to live without the compromise of a double life. I was forty-three. Oscar
and I had been together for seven years, we had been
married for three. I had believed that, through perseverance, I could integrate our two worlds, but I had
failed. I left a husband I loved because he could not
join me in my life, any more than either of us could
ﬁnd a way to incorporate our two lives into one.
Oscar and his friends felt that I was pulling away
from the world, but I felt I was entering the world
more. I urgently wanted to enter into the heart of
the world. I could not live an integrated life when
television and advertisements bombarded me with
the message that we are separate and must acquire
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Vijali meditating in her trailer on Boney Mountain

possessions, sometimes at the cost of the earth and
others, to build up our egos and survive in this life.
I arrived at the trailer in February with tools for
cleaning and repair, and with all of my belongings. As
I surveyed the trailer, I saw that rats had eaten holes
through it everywhere. I spent the ﬁrst day cleaning,
throwing out nests, beer cans, and debris. I found rats’
nests in the drawers, in the broken heater, and under
the cracked sink—eight nests in all. They were quite
beautiful and ﬁlled with matches, as if matches were
their favorite possessions.
Each garbage bag ﬁlled, each scrape of the putty
knife through composite layers of rat excretion and
ﬁlth, brought me closer to a new space for myself on
the earth spot that felt the most sacred to me.
I lived without electricity or water, with only the
stars illuminating the beautiful black nights. In such
a simple state, every act became a ritual—carrying
water, bathing from a bucket with a ladle, gathering

herbs and wild food from the hillside. My toilet was
a trowel behind a bush. Everything became sacred. I
couldn’t get enough of silence, and even the sound of
music despoiled its sweetness.
Yet life was not without challenges. I could live
only in the back of the trailer because I couldn’t
keep the rats out of the front. They were enormous
and noisy, with bodies eight inches long. They
pulled themselves out of large rat traps, apparently
unharmed, to scramble around the defunct heater as
if it were a personal gym.
A heavy storm arrived on the night of the full
moon, the ﬁrst Sunday after I moved in. Rain driven
by strong winds beat like arrows against the trailer
until it shook. I had covered the cold, uninsulated
ﬂoors with rattan mats and had kept the space simple, without furniture. On the ﬂoor, I had placed a
mattress and some wildﬂowers in a ceramic vase that
a potter friend had given to me. Two rooms leaked,
so I put out buckets and laid plastic covering over
the mats.
The next day, when the storm broke for a few
moments, I walked down the gutted muddy road in
my high rubber boots. I saw yellow daisies, orange
monkey ﬂowers, blue nightshade, and musk mustard
with small purple ﬂowers underfoot. Because of the
changing angle of the lowering sun, the rows of stone
forms at the top of the range looked like gods dancing in a line with the coming of the rose-colored evening light. From the shadows of their deep-set eyes,
they looked down upon me from an ancient past.
Soon afterwards, in the middle of the night, an
electrical storm broke over my little trailer as if the tall
stone formations at the highest point of the mountain had created a conduit attracting an electrical
charge. I had never been so close to lightning so blindingly brilliant, nor thunder so loud. It rolled through
my body. I was sure the lightning struck right outside
the trailer, and I realized that the metal trailer wasn’t
grounded.
Vijali in Hindi means “a ﬂash of lightning,” so I
worried for an hour and then decided that if it was
“my time,” I was okay with that. All night the wind
pounded the trailer and the plastic over the windows
broke so that rain ﬂooded the front room.
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First thing the next morning, a new sound drew
me out of the trailer an hour before the next storm—
waterfalls! The side of Boney Mountain had been
transformed into white waterfalls, two of them just
behind and to the left of the trailer. A few yards away, in
the ravine, two more waterfalls poured into a rushing
river. The sound of ﬂowing water surrounded me.

my shadow against the trailer walls. I pulled a few
leaves off the white sage I had gathered from the hillside the week before, dropped them in my cup, and
poured in the hot water. Sage aroma ﬁlled the air.
Without the pressures of society and marriage, I was
able to integrate my borderless experience into every
moment of my day.

Each morning I rose early to greet the sun from an
outlook on my plateau and, at the end of each day, I
returned to wish the sun farewell. Because I paid no
rent and went nowhere except to the market for food
every other week, I had few expenses. I had decided
that time was my most important treasure. Time to
create and meditate meant more to me than having
new clothes, a house, or expensive things. So, during
this time I wrote, sang and composed music, danced
on full moon nights, sculpted, meditated, read, and
took hikes into the mountains for ceremony. Every
other week, I drove down to the market about an hour
away to buy food and other necessities. I supplemented the provisions I bought with food I gathered from
the hillsides and canyons. Oscar had bought several
pieces of art from me when we parted, which gave me
enough money to survive. Occasionally, I carved a
small sculpture, and then a friend would ﬁnd their
way to my retreat and purchase it just in time for me
to buy food.
I could not get enough of being alone. I steeped in
the silence. When evening came, I ate a dinner of wild
greens gathered from the hillside, potatoes, and tea
brewed from the fragrant sweet sage I often picked in
the afternoons. I rested on cushions inside the trailer
and lit candles that threw shadows against the walls.
The mantra Swami gave me at thirteen had become
ingrained in my cells. Sometimes it died away, but
when I needed it, it was there, pounding like my
heartbeat. And the same happened with other practices as well. The Vipassana meditation of following
the breath while noticing thoughts and emotions,
something I had once practiced for several years,
now came to me spontaneously, so that I fell into it
naturally.
One night, as I boiled water on the propane stove
for tea, I watched the ﬂickering kerosene lamps throw

In May that ﬁrst spring on Boney Mountain, when
the days became warm, I took my typewriter outside,
spread a blanket on the ground, and removed my
clothes to drink in the sun before I started to write.
Just as I stretched out on my back, I heard a rattlesnake by my arm. I jerked my head in the direction of
the sound and saw a black-tailed rattler coiled four
inches from my face. Eye to eye on the same level, I
watched her forked tongue dart in and out. Before I
had time to remember that one should be perfectly
still when confronted by a snake, I leapt into the air.
The snake writhed away, her head raised, her rattles
vibrating.
For the rest of the day, I could not get the image of
that broad black head and darting tongue out of my
mind. With each step, I anticipated another encounter
and, as I went to sleep that night, I examined my covers.
Each fold, each shadow contained the possibility of a
snake. In bed, images of snakes consumed me—snakes
hanging from the ceiling, crawling into the trailer from
the crack under the door, working their way into my
bed sheets, and crawling into my vagina. Finally, I fell
asleep and they entered my dreams.
The next day I created a ceremony for the snakes.
I took water, food, and ﬂowers to the spot where I
had seen the rattler. I placed them in a circle on the
ground and I talked with the rattlesnakes. “I respect
you and know that the trailer was your home long
before I came to live here. I will never hurt you, but
please give me permission to live here also. May we
live in harmony.”
I think the ritual was more for me than for them,
but it worked. My fear left. During the next week I
saw ﬁve rattlesnakes near the trailer, but from the
day of the ceremony onward they never coiled, but
just lay there looking at me. My fear never returned.
They became my teachers and companions, in that
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they taught me to be still and wait for the right
moment, to live close to earth, and to be conscious
of each step.
I thought about my marriage, about Oscar, and I
recalled the words of Thomas Merton, the Trappist
monk whose writings so beautifully expressed my
own feeling:
“Withdrawal from other men can be a special form
of love for them . . . it may well be a quiet and
humble refusal to accept the myths and fictions
with which the social life cannot help but be full—
especially today. To despair of the illusions and
facades which man builds around himself is certainly
not to despair of man. On the contrary, it may be a
sign of love and of hope.” 27
I believe that all spiritual practices have come
from people who have had time alone to play with
experience and then to repeat it and observe what
happens. At Boney Mountain, I liked to be playful
like that. After sunset, I often put myself in a state
of gentle ﬂow in which I felt the interconnectedness
of my body. Then I followed the energy moving
through me. I practiced a kind of spontaneous,
undisciplined Tai Chi. In the past, I had been very
rigid about practices, but now felt that this could be
a trap. Rigidity smothers subtle internal messages.
Goal orientation takes over, and we say to ourselves,
“I’m going to do this practice and it’s going to give
me this and that.” And that is the death of innate
wisdom.28
Sometimes I sat in the dark for hours and hours. I
lay back on the cushions and looked out the window
at the moon moving across the sky. I heard the crickets
or an owl calling. Something gentle came around me
then, as if I had been touched by an unknown hand,
and I felt in total harmony with myself and everything
around me. I felt loved for the ﬁrst time. Sometimes it
seemed as if a current from my heart would pulse out
into the universe, pause, and come back into me; then
out of me, again and again. I saw streams, matrices,
and lattices of light that must have some universal
pattern. Sometimes the patterns were visible and
sometimes they were not, but I saw them as a great

Vijali carving beneath Boney Mountain ridge, Santa Monica
Mountains, California

web that connects everything—a great web of light
that had always been there.
One evening I returned to the trailer feeling such a
release of new energy that I could almost believe the
dormant, wild dark roots of human origin had come
to life, that I was about to grow new branches and
leaves. I needed to trust this, not knowing what the
shape of those new branches would be.
I ﬁnished my supper of rice and vegetables and
opened the door of the trailer. The hot summer wind
tore it from my hand and banged it against the metal
side. I braced my body against the step and managed
to get it closed behind me. Then, stepping onto the
earth road that wound through my beloved boulder
friends, I started running, held by the hot wind . . .

MY SACRED MOUNTAIN
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From the Earth, Boney Mountain, Santa Monica Mountains
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

World Wheel~ Spoke Twelve
Tenkawa, Nara, Japan
1993
Sunset

U

NLIKE MY VISITS TO OTHER countries

of the World Wheel, where I had arrived
with one contact—if I was lucky—and found my way
into the homes and hearts of ordinary people, friends
had pre-scheduled my time in Japan. Dominique
Mazeaud, an artist and curator from Santa Fe, and
Ishi Nikeda, an artist friend of hers in Japan, had set
up a collaborative network of talented artists, activists,
and spiritual leaders interested in working with me.
The result was a fast-paced pilgrimage, during which
I created three environmental sculptures and three
performances, and presented four slide lectures—all
in the space of six weeks.
Dominique arrived in Japan from the United
States just before I arrived from Siberia. A young
Japanese woman, Taiko Doi, met us both at Narita
Airport. Dominique had befriended Taiko on one
of her previous trips to Japan. She and her husband
drove us across Tokyo to their home. Tokyo was
extremely orderly and organized, and a surprise to
me after my time in the Siberian forest. Taxi doors
opened automatically as one approached, and vending
machines existed for every need. Large crowds waited
silently at street corners for the lights to turn green.
A bow and a show of politeness accompanied every
exchange, although none of this eased the palpable
tension that pervaded the air. I had the sense of being
on a tight wire that could snap at any moment.
The pace of life was numbing. Everyone had a day
job and a night job. They raced from place to place
even faster than we do in the United States. I glimpsed

what it must be like for someone from a third world
country to arrive in North America.
When we reached Taiko’s home, Dominique and
I were still exhausted from our respective journeys.
However, within a few minutes of our arrival, Taiko
invited us to join the class she was teaching at her
Globalist Institute nearby. Dominique gave us both a
dose of bee pollen to perk us up. I had never taken bee
pollen before. Suddenly I felt a terrible thirst, then
nausea, followed by difﬁculty breathing. I didn’t know
what was wrong with me. Dominique called a doctor
friend for guidance as I went slowly, but inexorably,
into anaphylactic shock.
Through jammed Tokyo trafﬁc, Taiko and two
of her students rushed me to the hospital. My entire
body had taken on a purple hue and was glazed with
welts as I gasped for breath, emitting a gruesome rattle with every attempt. Each moment I found it more
difﬁcult to breathe. At the hospital, nurses rushed me
into the emergency ward where they kept me on an
intravenous drip until two o’clock in the morning, my
hostess and her students by my side. The kind generosity of our new friends deeply touched me. In the
midst of their busy lives they insisted on staying with
me all night, and when the sun rose they each went to
work without sleep.
Although I was still exhausted from my ordeal
the night before, I attended a party the following
evening given by Taiko for Dominique and me, and
gave a slide show talk about the other countries
of the World Wheel. I ended the evening by asking
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each person my three questions. The women were
excruciatingly shy. No matter how bright or how
beautiful, they quivered with shyness, barely making
eye contact, and giggling behind their hands in a way
that was both playful and painful to watch.
Later that week, I had the opportunity to share
my slides and stories with the Web of Life Deep Ecology Group founded by Tamio Nakana, a graduate of
the California Institute for Integral Studies in San
Francisco. During my slide show presentation, I had
the impression that my audience was falling asleep.
Everyone looked blank or, more probably, bored. For
the ﬁnal circle I passed a talking stick. As the stick
went around, I discovered to my great surprise that
people were very enthusiastic about the World Wheel
project and that what they had seen had moved them.
I had completely misread their facial expressions and
body language, or lack of it—an instructive cultural
misunderstanding.
Dominique had arranged for me to create a
sculpture and a ceremony at the Kuimaru Cultural
Re-Education Center with the artist Ishi Nikeda. The
Center had been founded for the express purpose of
creating lively cultural exchanges between Japanese
villages and the cities. To get to the Center, we took a
train to Chowa Mura, a remote village in the mountains, three and a half hours north of Tokyo. Hiroshi
Fujimori, the Center’s director, met us at the station
and drove us into the mountains.
For this ﬁrst piece in Japan I was to collaborate
with Ishi, and the ceremony was scheduled for the
full moon. But I soon discovered that people didn’t
understand the process of the World Wheel. They
were under the impression that I had a “gig,” a set
performance that I presented around the planet.
I had to teach them about my approach to art, but
also, because of the prearranged schedule, I had to
approach my work differently. In this case, it was
necessary for me to do solo pieces and to speak with
my own voice rather than facilitating the community
to speak. This challenge pushed me to extend the
boundaries of my art and my work.
On the grounds of the Cultural Center, Ishi
created a water wheel by digging a large circular ditch,
lining it with plastic, and ﬁlling it with water and
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blue dye. In the center of his wheel I built an earth
wheel, lined it with stones, and in the center of that, I
created a ﬁre sculpture to be lit during the ceremony.
The day before the event, we worked in the rain and
the earth turned to mud. There is nothing I love more
than working and playing in the mud, so I worked
with great fun and joy, especially because Ishi and his
assistants were working alongside me on their own
project in the same conditions.
Dominique and I were living in a rice-growing village, which delighted us both. But that year Japan suffered one of its coldest and wettest summers since the
war. Every day the local newspaper carried a picture
of a worried farmer in a rice paddy investigating his
crop. As we worked in the woods to gather materials
for the performance, we looked out toward the rice
ﬁelds and often saw an inspector examining the rice.
Later, we learned that Japan had lost almost its entire
rice crop, an event that devastated the economy.
The night of the performance, clouds moved across
the sky. Throughout the evening, their movement
created dramatic changes in light and tone, hiding
and then revealing the moon. Despite continuing
rain, a crowd of about thirty people gathered, both
villagers and people from the cities. Dominique had
prepared garlands of dry leaves and branches, which
she offered as a way of honoring and welcoming the
audience. Ishi set the water ﬂowing in the water wheel.
He had dyed the stream blue and it ﬂowed in a spiral
around the water wheel to the accompaniment of his
own music—the sound of breath through water. He
and I began the performance by speaking about the
meaning of the two wheels, the water wheel and the
earth wheel.
Just as I began my part of the ceremony—a slow
moving dance around the earth wheel holding two
sticks of ﬁre—the rain stopped miraculously and the
moon rose. I honored the four directions with burning sage and singing, and then I addressed the problems surrounding us. Holding rice stalks, I offered a
prayer for a successful rice crop.
After the ceremony, volunteers brought out sushi,
rice balls, mushrooms, and shrimp dishes, and the
city and village people mingled together. Dominique
and I spoke with the older women of the village, who
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were fascinated with my light-colored hair. Convinced
it was not real, they said, “Real hair is black!” I felt
deeply satisﬁed—youth and old age connecting, water
wheel and earth wheel resonating, Japanese and North
American artists working together—weaving the world
into one family.

Vijali in performance ceremony in Japan

By the end of the evening only a light rain fell,
luminous, almost like snow, more like drops of silver light than rain, a blessing from the moon. We
quickly disassembled the tables and video equipment and said sayonara, satisﬁed with a magical end
to our ﬁrst ceremony in Japan and the beginning of
our one-month pilgrimage.
The next day, Dominque and I left for the
Myogonji Temple in Chiba Prefecture. There we did
an “Iki-Iki Seminar,” which means “Exploring the

Positive You.” For some years, Dominique had been
traveling the world documenting examples of art rooted in spirituality. When we gave presentations together in Japan, she introduced me by placing my work in
this context, and I presented slides and drew people
into a dialogue. Fifteen friends of the temple attended
the seminar. We were touched by the manner in which
they overcame their shyness and opened their hearts.
We left with the hope that this sharing had provided
some opening and support in people’s lives.
Back in Tokyo, at the International Christian
University, I showed my slides to about two hundred students in the Intercultural Communications
Department. Afterward, Dominique and I spent several hours with a smaller group that had expressed
interest in a more in-depth exchange. Many of those
who stayed for this gathering wanted to challenge the
social status quo and were eager to meet two women
who had chosen unconventional lifestyles. Some of
them had lived abroad for long periods of time and
felt unwelcome in Japan. We encouraged them to see
themselves as “bridge people” who could facilitate
cross-cultural understanding.
The second World Wheel sculpture and performance event in Japan was planned to take place at
the home of Rui Sekido, a successful Japanese performance artist who lived in Yuguchizawa, two hours
west of Tokyo. Every summer Sekido organized the
Yuguchizawa-eza, a forum on his family’s land, to
coincide with the village festival at the end of July.
This year he accommodated my schedule by holding
it in October instead, and the event was like a tribal
gathering of artists.
Sekido was a leader amongst his peers, a respected
artist known for his acrobatic performances. We
arrived a few days early to help our host prepare for
the gathering. He treated us in the most generous
way, preparing delicious Japanese meals and giving
us his quarters while he moved into his parents’ home
for the duration. We assisted in the construction of
several grass-covered huts that would house the
guests during the two-day event. I delighted in the
hard work and the ﬂuid spirit of cooperation.
Everything was ready by Sunday, including the
weather, which miraculously had cleared once more.
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We set up a schedule sheet, and visiting performers
wrote down when and where they wanted to perform.
There was a diverse representation of artists, young
and old, but the acknowledged elders of the group
were Yutaka Matsuzawa and Shoji Kaneko, both
highly respected in Japan. As the artists prepared their
pieces, I felt a great sense of community, although we
each worked on our individual projects. In an ironic
juxtaposition of contrasting efforts—a microcosm
of global dissonance—while we honored the earth
through art and community, only a few feet from us
a road crew was busy tearing into the mountain to
widen the road.
Sekido made a wonderful spiral down into the
earth, something I dreamed of doing when I owned
land. At the bottom of the spiral was a large flat
stone for meditation. With Sekido’s kind permission, I carved the stone with three concentric circles
and painted the center “emptiness blue.” This was my
physical representation of spirit within matter.
In the evening the performances began. The artists
and about thirty people in the audience held candles
as they walked down the spiral into the earth, making
a wonderful visual effect. I slowly walked down the
candlelit path to the bottom of the pit and stood on
the meditation stone I had carved and painted earlier.
Here I answered my ﬁrst two questions using voice
and movement—What is our essence? What is our problem?
It came to me as I stood and spoke that there had been
an evolution in my own performances. I had started
in Malibu as the cooling lava, crusting earth, as Gaia,
the Earth herself. Then on the Seneca Reservation I
covered myself in leaves, the plant life of the planet,
honoring the elements of ﬁre, wind, and water. In
Italy, I emerged from stone as the wolf. In ceremony
after ceremony, Earth evolved into the ordinary
person I played in this performance, speaking to my
fellow humans, equal to equal.
For the answer to my third question—What is the
solution?—I passed a talking stick among the audience. As they gave their responses, they enacted my
own answer: connecting with community. The group
received the performance enthusiastically and understood what I had done, despite the language barrier. I
felt honored to be a part of this community of artists.
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Of the many wonderful performances presented
that night, some were quite profound. Sekido, wearing his trademark red costume, walked a tightrope
suspended from up on the mountain to the center
of the pond. As he emerged out of the darkness in
slow motion, he looked like a dancing ﬂame. His collaborator, Mifune, dressed in white, set hundreds of
lighted candles in bamboo containers aﬂoat on the
water. When Sekido reached the end of the tightrope,
he slid down the pole head ﬁrst into the water and
stayed there for some time, head submerged, feet and
legs pointing to the sky. He looked like a heavenly
ﬂame merging into the lake of spirit, the meeting of
heaven and earth.
From Yuguchizawa, we set out to join the poet and
activist Nanao Sakaki on his fourth twelve-day walk
to save the Nagara River from developers who wanted
to dam it. To reach Nanao and his group, we changed
trains ﬁve times and negotiated six train stations.
Then we walked twelve miles to their campsite, where
we joined them in a day of rest before we resumed the
protest pilgrimage.
According to local environmental activists, more
than two hundred rivers in Japan had been dammed
already. Preventing the damming of the Nagara was
considered to be a crucial step in the struggle to save
the natural waterways of the country. At the camp
Nanao and his group welcomed us to the campﬁre
circle, and though we were different ethnically, we felt
related—part of a new tribe, brothers and sisters of the
River and of the Earth. We washed our clothes in the
river, helped cook and collect mushrooms, listened to
poetry read by Nanao, and joined in the music of the
group. Sometimes in the course of conversation we
talked about the World Wheel project, but primarily
we were there to listen, honor, and support. When
we left, Nanao’s last words rang out, “Tell the people
that the ﬁght for the Nagara River is a ﬁght of the
world for the world.”
Dominique had arranged for us to stay at the home
of Suil Moon in Kyoto. Born in Scotland, Suil’s path
had taken her to Korea, where she was a Buddhist
nun for three years. She lived now in Kyoto and made
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her living as a psychotherapist, meditation teacher,
and hypnotherapy trainer. Part of a community of
Westerners who loved Japan, known in Kyoto as
“bridge people,” Suil had the energy of a great river,
ﬂowing effortlessly. She attracted more than forty
people to our presentation. The evening closed with
a women’s circle, an intimate gathering at which we
prayed and wrote a joint poem in answer to my ﬁrst
question, What is our essence? We shared from our
hearts, one by one, our answer to the third question,
What will help us return to harmony? The evening felt like
the beginning of what could become a strong women’s
support system.
In our women’s circle, one woman asked the question, “Do you think it is easier for women to feel connected with the whole of life than it is for men?” I
answered that I feel it is. Because we’re closer to the
cycles of our own bodies and thus closer to the cycles
of nature, we have to let go and accept the next cycle.
Men can also achieve this connection, but have to
work harder at it.
Before I left Japan, I carved and painted a stone,
naming it Spirit Within Matter. It showed an opening
into the essence of ourselves, that spaciousness that
is our birthright. I left it with Suil as a focal point for
the women’s group, which continued to meet long
after my visit.
The third World Wheel piece in Japan was scheduled
to take place at Tenkawa, an ancient Shinto site in
the mountains of Nara Prefecture. The shrine honors
Benzaiten, the Japanese version of the Hindu goddess
Saraswati, who embodies the arts, wisdom, and water.
In the old temple, the Noh stage was part of the main
shrine. Artist performances were viewed as offerings
not just entertainment. This deeper, more sacred purpose for art excited me, so different from contemporary usage, but similar to my own performance work,
which I have called, “Theater of the Earth.”
On the full harvest moon in October, we arrived at
the bus station in Tenkawa and were met by Ishi and
his wife, Mihoko. They took us to the site where Ishi
was creating another water wheel, which we planned
to use as the stage for our performance. From the
banks of the nearby Tenkawa River, I picked twelve

of the largest stones I could carry. Dominique helped
me lug them back to the site and place them in a
circle.
I carved the stones with patterns from nature—the
spiral, the wave, the double helix. Each stone and pattern represented one of the countries on the World
Wheel. On the stone representing Japan, I carved concentric circles symbolizing closure and the synthesis
of all the countries. While I worked, Dominique collected branches and logs from the forest and placed
them in a circle within the circle of stones.
I carved ecstatically, tuning into the stone. Once
a part of the stone cracked and broke off, so that the
shape of the pattern changed. I saw myself working
in co-creation with the stone. Each stone represented
the love I felt for my family in all countries, not only
in those of the World Wheel, but in the entire world.
Often what people call “love” is actually attachment or desire. Even service to others often stems
from the need of a person to feel good about themselves. I realized, as I listened to the sound of my
chisel against the stone, that we truly love when we
come to a place free of desire, a place of inner and
outer connection, where we live in a state of love. This
universal love is bestowed on all life equally. Usually
when I worked, my mantra ﬂowed with each breath.
Now I noticed that it had stopped, and a silence and
stillness permeated my being.
The priest of the Shinto temple, Reverend Mikinosuke Kakisaka, came by to see what we were creating.
He expressed his unhappiness with the way Dominique had piled the ﬁrewood. He said, “Not Shinto,”
as he stood by the pile of wood. Clearly uncertain
about us, he nevertheless agreed to close our performance with a Shinto ﬁre ceremony.
That night it poured rain, and the next morning the sound of rain on the roof drew me from my
dreams. Penetrating my half-sleep, the beat of the rain
formed into words. I listened as they bounced off my
tongue: “Our essence is the connecting force of life.”
Tip, tip, tip, tip. “We are part of God’s body.” Tip, tip.
“God is simply the matrix of wisdom innate in the
whole. We are not God’s children. Our very nature is
divine, and the purpose of life is to remember, reconnect to our divine nature.” Tip, tip, tip, tip.
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I dressed for the rain and started carving the
stones, wondering how we would manage the outdoor
ceremony in this weather. I pulled the hood of my raincoat over my head. Soon the tip, tap sound of my work
resonated with an inner stillness, and another shift
occurred in my consciousness. I realized we perceive
this material world at a certain frequency, but another
world exists at another frequency. I could turn to that
other frequency and be there if I wished. I experimented as I worked—going back and forth, changing the
frequency of perception. Is this what Jesus meant when
he said, “The kingdom of God is at hand”?
I turned the stone as I worked to get a better angle
to carve, and continued to chisel. As I worked I felt
such love for the stone, for the tree growing on my
left, for the river ﬂowing on my right. I gave thanks
for the periods in my life isolated in nature. They had
given me the time and silence to experience these
subtle frequencies and shifts of consciousness, and to
begin to see and understand how we are put together,
how we function within the whole.
I carved the sunburst pattern of the big bang on
the stone that represented Malibu, the ﬁrst site of
the World Wheel. I remembered how my childhood
feelings of abandonment had surfaced in my
relationships with the performers when tensions arose
during our work together. At the time I wondered if
those old voices would ever die. I had shifted back
and forth from an expanded consciousness to the
contraction of that small child crying out in fear
or longing. Finally, I experienced a place beyond or
beneath the tides of emotion, where all experience
exists and never leaves. There I am always stable like a
mountain, regardless of the storms that may pass over
me or the circumstances that may develop in my life. I
still express the whole range of emotions, but a deep,
peaceful knowing accompanies them, as if the waters
have become so deep, the view so wide, that the hurt
child’s voice is but a bubble in the foam. The shift of
identity from the small self to the limitless inﬁnite
leads to the awakening of the spirit of peace.
I ﬁnished carving the last stone and noticed that
the branches and wood that Dominique had collected
were soaking wet. Concerned about the ceremony, I
quickly put my tools away and looked for the priest
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in the shrine. He seemed to be waiting for me and
immediately asked a novice attendant to bring us tea.
When I expressed my concern about rain, Reverend
Mikinosuke Kakisaka was all smiles.
He said, “This rain is the will of the Goddess Benzaiten. Her grace has brought us together in this way
because she wants you to join us inside her Shrine.”
I remembered that Her domain was water, wisdom, and the arts.
The priest asked me to describe the ceremony.
“It is a prayer that we will remember that our true
nature is without boundaries,” I said, “because this is
what will lead us to world peace.”
He looked delighted and kept asking me questions
about the sculptures and the performance. I explained
the symbols I had carved on the stones and drew them
on a paper with the meaning written next to them:
1. This pattern is where I started in Malibu,
California. The place of my beginning is like
the big bang, the starting point.
2. Then the thrust of that explosion creates
the moving line. This is the second site, at the Seneca
Indian Reservation. The indigenous peoples hold that
original thrust of our human race.
3. Then, as the universe expands and evolves,
in Spain that line begins to curve, to take a more
complicated shape.
4. In Italy, with the continuing development
of culture, it becomes even more complicated, the
wave.
5. Then, in Greece, we see the patterns of
chaos and the great god Cronos from which
new life, ideas, gods, and goddesses emerge.
6. In Egypt, the DNA pattern shows the
growing complexity of our life structures.
7. In Palestine and Israel, the branch pattern
of our capillary system reﬂects our ceremony
at the Dead Sea, where the Palestinian and Israeli
children planted a tree of peace.
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8. In India, the butterﬂy effect represents the
reproduction of the mirror image in physics.
I see our times, through science, mirroring the ancient
wisdom of the Indian Vedas.
9. The spiral on the two-dimensional plane
and the funnel in three dimensions show
Tibet as the direct connection with other dimensions
and vortices of energy.
10. China’s pattern is the oval shape, the
beginning of a closure, or “noosphere” as
Pierre Teihard De Chardin has termed it—when Earth
has developed to the point where it can observe itself
through us, and this awareness has circled the globe,
lifting us to a new level of consciousness. I see this
in China because the ancient Tao is now re-surfacing
and, instead of being just the property of China, is
spreading throughout the world.
11. In Siberia, the circle showed the struggle
to rebuild the social circle of equality—the
need for people to ﬁnd their place around the round
table.
12. Japan, the last country of the World
Wheel, represents closure with the image of
concentric circles. Each ring is a country, unique in
itself, but sharing the center point of the circle—unity
through the heart.
The priest and his helpers brought the stones into
the Shinto shrine and placed them in a large circle in
the center. They then created another concentric circle
with cedar branches and candles within my circle of
stones. I became aware that, without conscious intent,
I had used the pattern of concentric circles at each of
the three Japanese sites. I realized that this was the
symbol for me of the essence and culmination of the
World Wheel, which had began as a Native American
medicine wheel, and which had taken new form in
each country. These concentric wheels were unique in
themselves, but all shared one point as the center, the
heart. I realized that the most common answer in all
the countries to my third question, What is the solution?,
was to develop more love for one another.

Shinto priest in the Tenkawa Temple for the World Wheel
ceremony

On the morning of the ceremony, in the pouring
rain, Ishi presented his water piece, assisted by Dominique. In the evening we gathered in the shrine. The
priest, dressed in ﬂowing white robes, drummed on a
giant Shinto drum. I stood in the dark at the center of
the circle, dressed in black with my face painted as an
open blue sky—emptiness. As I stood, I contacted my
deepest longing: to dance and sing the divine spirit and
awaken people to their own divinity, bringing peace
into the world. Half an hour passed; I slipped into the
stillness and borderlessness of my own essence.
When the drumming came to an end, the priest
and I walked to the altar and gave offerings and
prayers. He lit the twelve candles in the stone circle
as I returned to the center. I moved slowly in each
of the four directions, accompanied by the sound
of a didgeridoo played by a local musician. At each
direction, I stopped and the didgeridoo stopped with
me. I offered a prayer with voice and movement, then
returned to the center, where I waited for the music
to draw me out again.
As some inner force pulled me to the South, the
wail of Earth’s sadness and the sorrow of her children
rose from my belly and poured through my lips.
In the West, I felt the darkness of hibernation and
dream, and our awakening visions on this earth. In
the North, I sang an ancient Sanskrit hymn honoring
the Divine Mother of the Universe. My movement
stopped in the East and, as emptiness, I stood at
the point of new beginnings, the rise of a new sun.
Spontaneously, I expressed the answers to my three
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questions through my body. As I performed the
ceremony, I lost my sense of individual identity and
opened to universal energy.
The priest entered the circle and sat in the South,
where he performed a Shinto ﬁre ceremony. He asked
Dominique and me to sit in the West and East. The
altar of the Goddess Benzaiten was in the North, and
the ﬁre burned in the center.
At the completion of the ceremony, the priest
turned to me and said, “The Earth and Cosmos
have heard your sincere prayer dance and it will be
answered.”
I felt that his words came from a larger part of
the universe rather than from his personality alone.
He asked me to come to the main altar and kneel.
Then he said a prayer in Japanese and initiated me
into the Shinto priesthood by placing a mantle
around my shoulders, similar to the one he wore.

This so surprised me that at ﬁrst I didn’t realize
what had happened.
Within the shrine a small plot of ground was
roped off. In Shinto temples no icons or images of
the Goddess are visible, but a mountain, a stone, or
lake will often represent her. In this temple, this plot
of earth represented the sacred body of the Goddess,
and no one had permission to enter there, not even
the priests. But the priest asked me to reach into this
holy place and bury my offerings—the earth I had
brought from the twelve World Wheel countries and
a stone blessed by the Dalai Lama. I parted the earth,
Her body, and placed my objects in the folds of Her
ﬂesh. Then I raked with my ﬁngers to close the earth
again. There the objects remain, buried within the
sacred body of the Goddess—as if the Universe had
accepted the closure of my pilgrimage, and the seeds
of harmony and peace.

Concentric Circles: One Heart
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Return
Canyonlands of Utah, USA
1994-1998
Rainbow at World Wheel Retreat Center,
Canyonlands of Utah

A

FTER THE FINAL CEREMONY in Japan

I returned to the United States, to
the now unfamiliar haunts of Los Angeles. One day,
feeling the ﬂatness of life in southern California after
my seven-year World Wheel pilgrimage, seeing people
ﬂock to workshops for wisdom but return to lives
unchanged, I got in my truck and drove east. I left the
overcrowded freeways and the polluted air behind as
I moved through Arizona into Utah. I had a prayer
on my lips—please guide me to the place where I can
live in harmony with my own spirit, the environment,
and the community.
The desert skies opened as I drove, and I realized
that there were no words that could describe my view
of the world, having been free from the inﬂuence of
our censored newspapers, television, and magazines
for seven years, having been nourished by community
kindness in villages and by the hospitality of the poor.
As I entered the red-earth country of Moab in
southeast Utah with its striking plateaus rising on all
sides, an eagle ﬂew across my windshield and I looked
into its eyes. A chill ran up my spine, and I knew that
something important for me was imminent. A few
minutes later, I stopped at a local bakery in Moab. A
pleasant looking girl dressed in jeans and hiking boots,
tanned and rosy-cheeked from the sun, served me.
“Where would I ﬁnd land for sale in this red rock
heaven?” I asked.
She gave me a thoughtful look, pointed north, and
gave me directions to a location forty minutes outside
of Moab.

I drove along the Colorado River with its spectacular walls of red sandstone. I turned off the river road,
drove up over a rise and down into a green valley with
the snow-capped La Sal Mountains in the distance
and Round Mountain rising like a woman’s breast
in the center. Towering red plateaus and pinnacles
deﬁned her body and, as my breath deepened and my
shoulders relaxed, I realized I was home.
I knew no one in Utah, so I stayed a week sleeping
in the back of my Toyota truck. I asked realtors and
everyone I met about land. By the end of the week
I had exhausted the possibilities and, because of a
lecture already scheduled in Arizona, I had to leave.
At the very last moment I stopped in at the realtor’s
ofﬁce to say goodbye.
“We’ve been trying to ﬁnd you all day,” he said.
“We were afraid you had already left. Five acres have
become available which we think you would like. The
property has two enormous boulders, trees and views,
and it’s very wild.”
I drove out to the property alone, insisting that
the realtor should go home to his supper because it
was so late. I arrived at the land just as the sun was
setting on two thirty-foot boulders. The La Sal Mountains were blushing with pink snow, and the plateaus
were bursting into red ﬂames. My prayer had been
answered.
Behind me, I heard a truck drive up the road. I
signed an offer for the land on the hood of the realtor’s truck as his wife, holding their new baby, looked
on from the passenger’s seat.
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After they drove off, I walked the red earth, down
a path among stones. My eye caught a darkened shadow and I crawled into a cave laced with cobwebs, the
earth pawed to a ﬁne dust, soft and silky for a bed.
The offer was accepted and I moved onto the land.
I lived in a small camper set among the juniper trees,
the piñon pines, and the giant boulders which created
a powerful site for ceremony. As the ﬁrst year passed,
local friends gathered weekly in the cave for meditation, and in the spring and fall people brought tents
for retreats I held on the land.
With the help of friends, I built a straw-bale home
that I call a hogan because it resembles the traditional
house of the Navajo American Indians. It is sixteen
feet in diameter. We gathered aspen trees from the
La Sal Mountains, stripped their bark, and inserted
twenty-nine poles (vigas) around a steel circular band
holding up the sky-well. The ceiling was constructed
with willows gathered from the banks of the Colorado
River and nailed in place on top of these vigas. A silo
roof, used by the local farmers to store their grain,
became my roof. I gather the rainwater that falls on
the roof, running it into a tank located under the
house, where it is protected from freezing during the
winter. Drinking water I bring to the land by truck
from a spring nearby, and solar panels provide electrical power. We poured a stabilized adobe ﬂoor for the
hogan. When it was almost dry, I carved a mandala
wheel in the center and, within that, I painted a circular sky with ﬂower petals reaching out to the four
cardinal directions. When it was thoroughly dry, my
sacred space was complete and I moved in.
As I write the last chapter of this book, it is snowing in the La Sal Mountains. The wind is pounding
against the hogan and I am warm inside, sitting close
to the ﬁreplace. How grateful I am to have the companionship of the piñon pines and the deer that make
this land their home. Sitting here, looking out the
window, I see Castle Rock rising into the clouds and
the snowﬂakes sailing past.
I get up and put another log on the ﬁre. The winter
draws my mind inward and, as I settle down again, my
thoughts run across the many threads that have made
up the tapestry of my life. Memory carries me back to
my childhood. I think about my retreat into shyness,
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resulting perhaps from my parents’ abandonment
when I was two—the curse of shyness that barred me
from spontaneity and exiled me from a full expression
of life. But art and my love of nature, which connected
me with my own spirit, became my road out of that
exile. When I had grabbed the brown crayon and
vigorously scrolled a twisting trunk across the paper
and pressed my green crayon into the surface for
leaves, I felt at one with the gnarly tree growing in the
front yard of my grandparents’ home.
I think of my father, now known as Swami Amohananda in the Vedanta Monastery, where he continued to live even after I had left the convent. For a year,
my father had been thinking of leaving the monastery, and in May, 2007, he drove his truck with his
few possessions from California and moved into an
apartment for elders in Moab. Both of us are grateful
for the opportunity to get to know each other better
and to share this last part of his life. He is ninety-six
years old, healthy and at peace.

Vijali dancing in front of cave

During this month I asked him, “Where is the
body of my mother?”
“It is owned by the state,” he answered.
Was it used for experiments called research? Were
her organs taken to save someone’s life? Was she then
buried in a communal grave similar to that at Auschwitz. These are the questions I have long lived with.
“Honey,” he said, “from the University of Southern California in Los Angeles, I learned where your
mother’s body is buried. A body, found in the street
or at a hospital that is not claimed, is cremated. The
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Ceiling of the hogan, a straw bail cottage built by Vijali

ashes are held for four years and then are buried at the
cemetery in Boyle Heights at East First and Lorena
Street in Los Angeles.”
“Is there a marker?” I asked.
“I have never gone to see,” he answered. “We can
go together and see.”
A glowing log gives way and rolls onto the hearth
with a pop. I push it back into the fire with iron
tongs and put another log on the embers. I remember a few years ago driving for two days across the
desert ﬂoor. “Is it too late? Is it too late?” I chanted.
When I arrived at the hospital in Los Angeles, Oscar
was on heavy doses of morphine to ease the contractions of his frail body as his kidneys failed to siphon
off the poisons in his system. As I entered his room,
he was lying on his side, propped up by pillows. He
was breathing through a respirator, and a tube had
been placed down his throat into his stomach for
forced feeding. The nurse had just removed the antibiotic drip, telling his sons, Rob and David, “We can
do no more for your father.” A clothespin attached to
Oscar’s ear held wires to the monitor that showed his
blood oxygen level. Two adhesive pads on his chest
were wired to the monitor measuring his heart rate.
Periodically we looked at the readings, then back to
Oscar’s half-conscious face.
Rob told me as I stood by the hospital bed holding
Oscar’s hand, “He is calmer now that they have
increased the morphine. The nurses have just released
Dad from the restraints on his legs and arms. He was
continually yanking the wires and tubes from his
body saying, ‘Take me home! Take me home! Take
me home!’” Rob looked pensive and said, “I thought

perhaps he would turn around, perhaps his life would
be saved for a few more months, or weeks, or days.”
Oscar’s chant rang in my ears, “Take me home!
Take me home!” I remembered him telling me, just a
month before, that he hated hospitals, that he wanted
to die at home. Oscar, my husband of many years ago,
twenty-two years older than myself—how deep was
this bond that would not break even as other ties were
formed.
I held Oscar’s unresponsive hand even tighter and
I gave thanks for the two weeks we had recently spent
together. What a surprise from the universe! After our
divorce, Oscar had married a young woman, Cathy,
much younger than me—partly for the security of
having a mate who would not be leaving to do her
own projects, someone who would outlive him and
take care of him in his old age. A few months ago,
however, Oscar woke up to ﬁnd Cathy lying dead
beside him in their bed; she had died without obvious
cause. Cathy had been very jealous of me and would
not let me call or see Oscar for the ten years they had
been married. In my wildest imagination I did not
dream of this scenario.
Hearing of Cathy’s death from Rob, I drove to
Oscar’s house in Manhattan Beach, and we spent two
weeks together. During our walks he spoke openly of
his feelings about our marriage with an honesty that
he had never ventured to reveal during our seven years
together. “Vijali,” he said, “I was insecure about you
having your own career and leaving on your projects.
I realize that now.” Oscar seemed to get stronger

Interior of the hogan
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during my visit and lifted out of the depression that
had haunted him most of his adult life.
“I need to turn Dr. Janiger,” the young nurse said,
shaking me out of my reverie, “while I change the
sheets.” I let go of Oscar’s hand and it dropped limp
by his side.
Because of the change of position, Oscar’s lungs
ﬁlled with phlegm and he sputtered and gasped for
breath. His mouth and throat were sucked clear by
a tube that the nurse held in his mouth. His eyes
closed, but the rattle continued deep in the cavern of
his body. Hour after hour after hour, I held his hand
and cooled his burning forehead, chest, and neck with
wet cloths to lower his fever.
Just before two a.m., Oscar opened his eyes in
full consciousness. We looked into each other’s eyes
for more than ten minutes without letting our gaze
break. So much was said through that gaze. I poured
my heart out into the silence between us. The last time
we had seen each other, he had asked me to be with
him at his death, and I had promised him I would.
For years I had had a repeated dream that Oscar was
dying and that I was with him. I had carried a deep
desire that I could share these last precious moments
of his life with him, even though our lives had taken
different directions, even though he had been married
to someone else.
He seemed not to be breathing, but his eyes were
clear and fastened to mine. Then he took one deep
breath and there was stillness, peace—a peace that he
did not experience during his lifetime. His eyes glazed
over. His always-ruddy cheeks paled, then ashened.

I pull the wicker chair closer to the fireplace and
balance my laptop on my knees. I remember the last
time I went to the Hopi Reservation in Arizona. I had
taken the same route that I had always driven to see
Biphisi and Michael. I had stopped at the Hopi
Cultural Center in New Oraibi and called their
telephone number. A recording said, “This number is
no longer in use.”
“Where are they now?” I asked the Hopi woman
behind the counter.
“They have withdrawn from the functions of the
pueblo and are living most of the time in Flagstaff,”
she answered.
The telephone rings and it is Dale. As we talk I muse
how we have become friends again after so many years
of silence—remembering our time with Anandamayi
Ma in India, and feeling the threads of connection
that had brought us to her feet thirty-ﬁve years ago.
When I hang up the phone I see that the storm has
passed. Stepping out from under the archway of the
door of the hogan into the crisp air, the evening sky,
ablaze with the setting sun, encircles me in its ﬂaming
arms. I walk the land, touching the stones and feeling
their welcome. The sky fades into darkness, into the
void. This spaciousness is my real home—and the sky
reminds me of who I am. As my feet walk in peace on
the red earth sprinkled with crystals of snow, I look up
to the stars, clear and beckoning, to the universe that
gave birth to this earth, to our bodies. It speaks through
all our cells—“Remember, remember, remember.”

Om,

Filled full with Brahman (God) are the things we see,
Filled full with Brahman are the things we see not,
From out of Brahman ﬂoweth all that is:
From Brahman all—yet is he still the same.
Om . . . Peace, peace, peace.
Brihadaranyaka Upanishads, 2000 BCE 29
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Hogan with view of mesas
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