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The Tale of the Toothless  
Old Peasant

Once upon a time an old peasant man called Yonten lived 
alone in a remote valley of Ladakh, Northern India. No one knew 
much about Yonten. He wasn’t connected to any of the dozen fam-
ilies who had smallholdings in the Nala valley. Nor was he attached 
to the monastery at the top of the mountain. Yonten kept himself to 
himself, living in his two-roomed hut, tending to his small herd of 
yaks and goats, and growing barley and potatoes, as was the custom 
in that part of the world.

Yonten was rarely seen by the locals or the monks, and never 
invited to join them for a meal or social occasion. This wasn’t only 
because of his well-known self-sufficiency; it was also because his 
was not a face you wanted at your table. 

An old man—just how old, nobody knew—he had long since 
lost all the teeth in his mouth, giving his face a caved-in look. His 
eyes were rheumy. Hair sprouted from his ears in unsightly profu-
sion. Local families and monks kept their distance, their main form 
of contact being an arm wave from afar—usually towards the great, 
slanting boulder on the mountainside, beneath which Yonten often 
sat for protection from the elements, watching over his livestock. 
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The only thing that everyone knew about Yonten was that 
whenever they saw him, day or night, and no matter what else he 
was doing at the time, he was always spinning his prayer wheel while 
reciting the mantra of Chenrezig, the Buddha of Compassion: Om 
mani padme hum. Om mani padme hum.

Yonten, like many who lived in the remote mountains, was 
illiterate. He knew nothing about the Buddha of Compassion apart 
from what he could remember learning at the feet of his guru, Lama 
Palden. And he didn’t remember much. 

He did know that Chenrezig was the embodiment of the com-
passion of all the Buddhas. That his radiant white color symbolized 
purity and power. That, as a consequence, repeating his mantra puri-
fied one’s mind and accumulated limitless virtue, thereby awakening 
one’s own Buddha nature. Most especially, he remembered Lama 
Palden telling him that if he recited Chenrezig’s mantra enough, the 
merit created would be sufficient for him to perceive Chenrezig’s 
Pure Land directly for himself.

Lama Palden had been the last abbot of Nala Monastery. He 
had died thirty years ago, following which the monastery had gone 
into a gradual decline, its numbers dwindling to just nine remaining 
monks, none of whom felt qualified to offer teachings.

So inspiring had Lama Palden been as a teacher, and so unshak-
able was Yonten in his devotion as a student that, thirty years after 
his death, Yonten was still doing exactly as his lama had instructed 
him—reciting the mantra of the Buddha of Compassion at every 
opportunity.

In the three decades since Lama Palden’s demise, a handful of 
lamas had visited Nala Monastery to offer blessings and teachings 
for the benefit of both the monks as well as the local people. Yonten 
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would always attend these occasions, sitting at the very back of the 
small gompa.

Every two years or so, when a high lama was visiting the nearest 
significant monastery, Hemis, a full day’s hike away, the monks 
would lead a small group of locals along the mountains. They would 
stay at Hemis overnight, attending teachings and ceremonies the 
following day. 

Accommodation at Hemis was limited, which meant that so, 
too, was the size of the group that could travel there. Visits to 
Hemis were festive occasions, and because the monks at the local 
monastery came from families along the valley on whose support 
they depended, it was always family members who were chosen to 
accompany them. 

On visit after visit, hearing that a trip to Hemis was in the 
offing, Yonten would present himself at the monastery door and 
request, with the utmost humility, to be allowed to join the group. 
On several such occasions, it had been the Dalai Lama himself who 
had visited Hemis. Like many Tibetan Buddhists, Yonten consid-
ered His Holiness to be an emanation of Chenrezig, the Buddha 
whose mantra he so constantly recited. He believed that the chance 
to catch even a glimpse of this holy being in the flesh represented 
the most precious experience to which he could aspire.

Well before these visits, when he went up to the monastery 
doors, requesting to join the group visiting Hemis, Yonten would 
undertake three, full-length prostrations to whoever he beseeched.

“If you would kindly permit me to join you on this visit,” 
Yonten would beg Kalsang, the only monk known to have read 
every book at Nala Monastery, “I could go to Chenrezig Pure 
Land a happy man.”
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Kalsang would tell Yonten that his request would be consid-
ered—alongside that of many other requests received from his 
neighbors along the valley.

“If you would kindly permit me to join you on this visit,” 
Yonten would plead with Dawa, the only monk who was believed 
to have attained an accomplished level of meditation at Nala 
Monastery, “I could go to Chenrezig Pure Land a happy man.”

Dawa would tell Yonten that his request would be considered—
alongside that of many other requests received from his neighbors 
along the valley.

But Yonten was never chosen.
On the few occasions that Yonten came up in conversation at 

the monastery, the monks would mimic his request, always uttered 
in exactly the same words: “If you would kindly permit me to join 
you on this visit, I could go to Chenrezig Pure Land a happy man.”

Kalsang would shake his head and say, “Poor, old Yonten. Fancy 
saying that. He can’t even read!”

Dawa would say with a sigh, “Strange toothless fellow. I don’t 
think he knows the first thing about how to meditate!”

One particular year, word got out that the Dalai Lama would be 
passing through Hemis imminently on his way to visit a gravely ill 
lama who was also a dear friend. Even though there was no planned 
teaching or blessing ceremony, this visit nevertheless presented an 
opportunity to catch a glimpse of His Holiness as he made his way 
along the road.
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As in the past, Yonten presented himself at Nala monastery 
door, performed three full-length prostrations to both Kalsang and 
Dawa, individually, and beseeched them to let him join the traveling 
party.

As usual, both monks told him that his request would be con-
sidered, etcetera, etcetera.

As usual they didn’t have the slightest intention of letting him 
come.

But something happened to change things. The pregnant wife 
of one of the pilgrims gave birth unexpectedly early. This meant that 
her husband, father and father-in-law all decided to stay behind. As 
did her mother and sister. Although the monks quickly allocated 
four of the five newly available places, they were still left with one 
place to fill.

There was no great enthusiasm to invite Yonten, and have to 
put up with his caved-in face and rheumy eyes and habit of noisily 
mashing his gums at erratic intervals, a routine as displeasing to the 
ear as his countenance was to the eye. 

But the fact of the matter was that an extra back was needed 
to help carry the food the party would be eating on its out-bound 
journey, and bring back supplies of texts and other items the monks 
typically couriered home from Hemis. Yonten might be old, but he 
was also wiry, with the stamina of a mountain goat.

It was also true that the local monks weren’t so completely 
unfeeling they didn’t recognize how much the visit would mean 
to the old fellow. Feeling the very epitome of munificence, they 
summoned him to the monastery, told him that he could join the 
group, and watched him break down in tears of silent joy.



8 The Astral Traveler’s Handbook

Giving him some time to regain his composure, Kalsang asked, 
“Have you ever seen a picture of His Holiness?”

“I think once. When I was a child,” he replied. Before saying 
after a pause. “That may have been the thirteenth Dalai Lama.”

Kalsang had reached into a drawer and taken out a head and 
shoulders photograph of His Holiness. “You may keep this as a 
gift,” he said.

Receiving the photograph in both hands, Yonten stared at the 
image with the most profound devotion. “Today I have received 
the Buddha’s blessings,” said he.

Two days later, before daybreak, Yonten presented himself at 
the monastery and was loaded up like a pack horse. The canvas 
rucksack on his back was weighed down with so many metal food 
bowls and thermoses of butter tea, that he almost fell backwards. 
It was amazing he could stay upright, let alone move. But he was 
uncomplaining, and if he wondered why it was that several of the 
younger and more robust monks were far less encumbered, it was a 
thought that he kept to himself. All the way along the mountains, 
his silhouette was like a tortoise walking upright, somehow still able 
to whirl a prayer wheel, as he continued his practice of murmuring 
mantras wherever he went.

The party of twenty set off at the brisk pace required to get to 
Hemis before nightfall. There were occasional stops near mountain 
springs where they could drink fresh water. The only lengthier break 
was in the middle of the day when they stopped for lunch.
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Relieved of his backpack, Yonten sat on the margins of the 
group, picking at the frugal meal he had brought to eat for the 
journey—a boiled potato, cheese and chili. For drink, he made do 
with water from a nearby stream. 

The monks and villagers, meantime, feasted on the food he had 
helped carry on his back. The monastery kitchen and local families 
had gone to great lengths to ensure there was plenty of delicious 
food to nourish the pilgrims on their long journey. Sprawled on the 
grass, under the shade of a tree, they lounged beside plates loaded 
with tempting morsels, and took long draughts of butter tea.

While this was happening, one of the locals asked Venerable 
Kalsang if nirvana, the state of liberation was, like samsara, a physical 
place. This prompted the monk to offer the following explanation.

“Samsara and nirvana are not physical places. They are states of 
mind. We may think that we live in samsara, because we experience 
dissatisfaction. But the dissatisfaction isn’t coming from the harsh-
ness of living in the mountains, or enduring the winter storms; it is 
coming from our minds when we perceive these things as causes of 
suffering. Someone else may experience the same phenomena that 
we do, but to them they are causes of delight. 

“Take this butter tea.” He held up his own mug. “To us, it is a 
nice, refreshing drink. To Westerners, it is a foul, disgusting liquid. 
To a hungry ghost it would be like pus. To a being from the deva 
realms, it is like nectar. What does that tell us?”

“That Westerners are like hungry ghosts?” offered one of the 
party.

They all had a good laugh before Kalsang shook his head. 
“What it tells us is that all comes from mind. Samsara or nirvana 
comes from mind. Whether a being is seen as ordinary or a Buddha 
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tells us more about the mind of the perceiver than what is being 
perceived.”

While the travelers discussed this subject amongst themselves, 
Yonten, who had been listening from a distance, nodded in agree-
ment, smiling at the truth of what Kalsang had said and the clarity 
with which he had said it.

Looking over at him, it was only when a young boy, Tashi, 
suggested that the pilgrims might share some of their hearty meal 
and butter tea with their fellow traveler, that they agreed, spooning 
some of their leftovers onto a plate, which Tashi took over to the 
old man.

Yonten consumed the food and drink offered him with noisy 
appreciation, his table manners every bit as appalling as his fellow 
travelers had imagined they would be.

When they finally made it to Hemis that night, Dawa showed 
Yonten to his quarters: the corner of a storage shed round the back 
of the monastery washing block. The room had no door or window. 
Dawa handed Yonten two yak skins for a mattress. 

It wasn’t until the middle of the next day that the convoy of cars 
including His Holiness’s approached Hemis Monastery. There was a 
wave of excitement as, first, a cloud of dust was seen in the distance, 
followed by the appearance of several four-wheel drive vehicles. 
The monks from Hemis surged to line the road, as did people from 
nearby mountains and valleys, all of them holding white scarves, or 
katags, as was the custom when preparing to meet eminent lamas.

The group from Nala valley was among them. Being an out-
sider, and someone who didn’t push himself forward, Yonten didn’t 
secure a spot directly at the roadside. Instead, he had to make do 
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standing in the second row, doing his best to catch a glimpse of 
the Dalai Lama from between the heads of his fellow countrymen. 

The Dalai Lama, wishing to be as available to as many people 
as possible, sat alone in the center back seat of one of the vehicles, 
with both windows down. Reaching the group of well-wishers, his 
vehicle reduced speed to slower than walking pace, His Holiness 
waved and brought his palms together at his heart as he looked from 
one side to the other, with his famous, beatific smile.

As always, wherever the Dalai Lama goes, the people who 
flocked to see him were moved in a way for which there are no 
words. It was as if His Holiness was able not only to see their own 
Buddha nature, but was somehow also able to reflect back the love 
and compassion they felt in their hearts. As always there was the 
knowledge that something special had happened, that they had 
encountered not only a holy being but one who had revealed to 
them their own highest nature.

After his convoy had gone by, there was a mood of euphoria 
and awe, of lightness and wellbeing. Monks and villagers turned to 
one another in laughter and joy.

No one paid much attention to Yonten, except for Tashi who 
saw him standing by himself with moist eyes and a rapturous smile.

“He is amazing, don’t you think?!” exclaimed Tashi in his piping 
voice.

Yonten shook his head from side to side as though scarcely able 
to believe what he had just witnessed. “I never realized that the 
Dalai Lama had four arms,” he said.

Tashi thought this a strange thing to say. His Holiness had two 
arms—he had seen that for himself. And seeing is believing. 

Perhaps the old man was going senile?
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Because it was too late to set off home, the pilgrims from Nala 
were to stay another night at Hemis Monastery. On their way back 
there, Tashi was walking alongside Kalsang, when he mentioned what 
Yonten had said to him. Kalsang had given him a very strange look.

“Are you quite sure he said that?” he asked.
“Of course.”
“You’re not making up stories?
“Why would I?”
Squeezing his shoulder, Kalsang took a few steps away from the 

path, where he could scan the whole group, before spotting Yonten, 
and making his way towards him. 

As Kalsang was well aware, Chenrezig, the Buddha of 
Compassion, had four arms symbolizing love, compassion, joy and 
equanimity. If Yonten had seen the Dalai Lama, said to be a living 
manifestation of Chenrezig, in his purest form, that would make 
him a practitioner of supreme accomplishment. Certainly more 
accomplished than any of the monks at Nala Monastery—quite 
probably any of those at Hemis too!

“So, Yonten—” he approached the old man “—was it good to 
see His Holiness?”

Yonten was still shaking his head. “I never realized that the 
Dalai Lama had four arms,” he repeated the same words.

“You saw them yourself?”
“Didn’t everyone?”
“We all saw His Holiness,” replied Kalsang, beginning to rec-

ognize just how greatly he and his fellow monks had misjudged 
the toothless old peasant. And starting to regret, very deeply, their 
treatment of him.
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Remembering how they’d loaded him up like a mule the day 
before, Kalsang said, “I am sorry we made you carry so much on 
your back when we came here yesterday.”

“Were you not offering the gift of purification?” asked Yonten.
Kalsang remained silent as they continued on the path back 

to Hemis. When he spoke again he said, “I’m also sorry we didn’t 
share more of our picnic and butter tea.”

“Oh!” Yonten seemed surprised. “I remember being presented 
with only the most delightful foods and nectars. More than I could 
possibly eat.”

Finally, they reached the storage shed, round the back of the 
monastery washing block, where Yonten had slept the night before. 
Kalsang glanced around at the unprepossessing austerity—not so 
much as a window or even a door, and the feeling of being cast out 
from where everyone else was staying.

“And I’m sorry they made you sleep here last night. I’ll see to 
it that you are moved.”

“But this is a wonderful place!” enthused Yonten. “I thought 
you had reserved the best spot for me! This is my celestial mansion. 
Now I can go to Chenrezig Pure Land a happy man.”

So adamant was Yonten that Kalsang didn’t push things further. 
Except to say, “I will come and fetch you when our evening meal 
is served.”

Returning to the Nala monks, Kalsang told them everything that 
Yonten had said, before concluding:
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“I think the old man was being sincere in his speech. Which 
means he perceives the purest nature of everything around him.”

“But how can an illiterate peasant do that?” asked one of the 
men. “What does he know of the Dharma?”

“He is not even a monk,” objected another. “He has taken no 
vows or precepts.”

“What does he understand about meditation?” asked someone 
else. “Is he even aware of how to train the mind?”

After much discussion, the nine monks decided they should 
all go to visit Yonten before supper. That would give them all the 
chance to question him first hand and listen carefully to his answers.

At twilight, the Nala monks made their way to the shed around 
the back of the monastery. The sun was setting and the sky was 
cloudless so that, from one horizon to the other, the sky was a sweep 
of boundless radiance and clarity, the purity of the mountain light 
revealing all with a pristine timelessness.

Their footsteps slowing as they approached the shed, a short 
distance before reaching the open doorway, the small group paused. 
Taking the lead, Kalsang walked the few remaining steps to the 
door, stopping just before he reached it.

“Yonten! We are here to collect you!” he called out.
There was no response.
“Louder!” urged one of the monks behind him.
Kalsang repeated his greeting in a more commanding voice.
To be met, once again, only with silence.
Stepping closer, Kalsang looked through the open door. The 

corner of the shed, where the yak skins had been placed, seemed 
empty at first. He glanced all around, and upwards, to check there 
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wasn’t some other place in the shed where the old man might be 
waiting. But there wasn’t.

“He must have gone somewhere,” Kalsang announced, half 
turning to the group.

As he did so, something caught his eye. On the yak skin were 
several items of clothing he recognized as belonging to Yonten. And 
as he looked closer, he could also see the prayer wheel from which 
Yonten was never separated.

“Wait!” he said, his voice conveying a rare urgency and 
importance.

The others joined him as he stepped into the shed, took a few 
steps to the yak skins, and bent over in inspection.

There could be no doubting it. These were the clothes Yonten 
had been wearing earlier that day. The shoes, pants and jacket. 
The prayer wheel he held at all times, and the mala—or rosary 
beads—he kept wound about his wrist. And were those his finger-
nails scattered on the floor too?

“He said he would go to the pure land of Chenrezig a happy 
man.” It was Dawa, the yogi, who voiced what they all were 
thinking. 

Kalsang brought his palms together at his heart in an act of 
spontaneous prostration. “It seems like he has done exactly that.”

That evening, the atmosphere in the dining hall at Hemis 
monastery was one of a heady exhilaration sensed by every single 
person in the room. The festive atmosphere that had accompanied 
His Holiness’s rare appearance that day had been followed by the 
electrifying news of what had happened to Yonten. Word of his 
miraculous dissolution had spread through the corridors and tem-
ples, the bedrooms and courtyards in an instant. Nothing so exciting 
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had happened at Hemis monastery—frankly, any monastery in the 
Himalayas—for years!

The ability of a practitioner to dissolve his gross, physical body 
into clear light was so rare as to be virtually unheard of. When it had 
happened in the past, the practitioner had already been a known 
yogi or highly experienced meditation practitioner. Yonten didn’t 
fit that description. In fact, he had shown no sign of possessing any 
special attainments at all. Yet it seemed that, within the past few 
hours, he had transferred his consciousness to a very different realm 
of experience—his goal since the days of Lama Palden.

While it wasn’t customary for the Abbot of Hemis to address 
monks in the dining hall after they had eaten, there was nothing 
customary about what was happening today. And, given all the 
questions and confusion, the feverish speculation and theories about 
Yonten, which were already beginning to multiply rapidly, the abbot 
decided now was a time to offer an explanation.

After acknowledging the extraordinary events of the day, and 
the excitement felt by each one of them—resident monks as well 
as their visitors—he made his way quickly to the question that lay 
at the heart of all their conversations that evening.

“How was it possible?” he asked. The abbot, a stockily-built 
and jovial monk, well-known for his encyclopedic knowledge of 
the sutras, tantras and commentaries, was also well informed about 
what was being said in the passages of his own monastery.

“Our tradition places special emphasis on wisdom. Wisdom 
goes further than mere knowledge. It requires a practitioner to 
understand and embody that knowledge in their every action of 
body, speech and mind. Many people are saying today, ‘How could 
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Yonten make this extraordinary transition, when he couldn’t even 
read or write?’

“Our teachings also place great emphasis on meditation prac-
tice. Without it, how can we begin to understand the true nature 
of mind? How can we perceive our own gross consciousness, much 
less experience the nature of our most subtle states of mind? Again, 
people are saying, “Yonten had no training in any of this. He was 
a simple man, a peasant farmer. Whatever meditation he may have 
done was without the benefit of any formal instruction.”

“What has happened at Hemis today is truly extraordinary. 
Perhaps a once-in-a-lifetime event. What Yonten has just done is 
amazing!” His words rang out. “Remarkable!” Then lowering his 
voice for dramatic emphasis, he said, “We should all rejoice in what 
Yonten achieved—and what we can learn from him.”

The abbot allowed time for his words to sink in, before continu-
ing. “Yonten’s spiritual attainment was made possible because of one 
thing—his faith: faith not in a belief, or a wish or a dream, but in 
a process. Instead of ‘faith’ I prefer to call this quality ‘conviction’. 

“Yonten had complete conviction in the practice shown him by 
his teacher, Lama Palden. And why should he not? It is a practice 
that has led millions of beings to enlightenment since the time of 
the Buddha. A practice available to us all. Yonten recited the sacred 
mantra of Chenrezig ceaselessly. He did so for decades repeating the 
mantra while turning his prayer wheel. In doing this, he engaged 
his body, speech and mind in a process that drew him closer and 
closer to Chenrezig.

“It didn’t matter that he couldn’t read—step by step his 
thoughts were purified by his practice until his whole experience of 
reality was one of transcendental bliss. He may not have been sitting 
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on a meditation cushion, but what is the Buddhist definition of 
meditation? ‘The thorough familiarization of the mind with virtue.’ 
Was this not what Yonten was doing as he walked the mountains, 
reciting mantras?

“So you see, spiritual attainment does not necessarily depend 
on great learning or even meditative accomplishment. Whatever our 
Dharma practice, if we are diligent, with a good heart and strong 
conviction, we too can be like Yonten. 

“Enlightenment is not just for accomplished yogis, or learned 
monks and nuns. Yonten may have been a simple man, but remem-
ber the words of the famous masters Geshe Chengawa and Geshe 
Acharya Thubten Loden: ‘In the summer observe which becomes 
greener, the high tops of the mountain or the moist valleys resting 
below! It is the humble mind that flourishes in the Dharma.’ ”

Next day, the group from Nala valley, monks and lay people, set 
off home. 

There had been some discussion about what to do with Yonten’s 
clothes, prayer wheel and fingernails—now considered to be the 
relics of a holy man. The Nala monks had suggested the relics be left 
at Hemis Monastery, where Yonten had dissolved into clear light. 
But the abbot of Hemis instructed them differently. “Take them 
home and build a stupa, as a constant inspiration to the people of 
Nala,” said he.

 When asked where, exactly, the stupa should be built, he had 
told them, somewhat mysteriously, that the location would become 
obvious.
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Trekking back across the mountains, the small band of pilgrims 
was still at least an hour away from home when they encountered a 
small group of fellow countrymen from the Nala Valley. The group 
began waving and calling out to them, as soon as they came into view.

Pretty soon they were joined by others from along the valley. 
All were in a similar state of excitement. All urged them to hurry 
back home as quickly as possible, to witness the most curious 
phenomenon.

Ever since the afternoon before, they told the returning 
pilgrims, the boulder where Yonten often used to sit had been 
shrouded in rainbow-colored lights. 

The Nala pilgrims in turn shared their own story of what had 
happened at Hemis Monastery. At which point everything made 
special and wonderful sense!

The fatigue of the pilgrims, after a full day’s hike, was no bar-
rier in their wish to return home to witness the rainbow lights for 
themselves. They strode as fast as their legs would carry them along 
the mountains, gathering more and more farmers along the way.

As the story of Yonten was told and re-told, and they recognized 
they were all witnesses to the most extraordinary spiritual attain-
ment, their excitement grew.

Until they reached the place of Yonten’s boulder. 
Sure enough, it was still bathed in the most dazzling array of 

rainbow lights, which emanated and returned into the great rock, 
seeming to transform the stone itself into the nature of rainbow-col-
ored light.

As Yonten’s fellow neighbors from Nala valley and the nearby 
monastery approached the boulder, something of the transcendent 
bliss that pervaded the place touched their hearts.
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“We made a great error disrespecting Yonten and not being 
his friend because he couldn’t read or write,” Kalsang was the first 
to confess.

“And because he couldn’t meditate,” said Dawa.
“And because he was so ugly,” chimed a neighbor.
“But none of these is an obstacle to enlightenment,” said 

Kalsang.
“Or to acquainting the mind with virtue,” agreed Dawa.
“Or to manifesting a beautiful rainbow body,” offered the 

neighbor.
At this moment, unable to resist the enchantment any longer, 

young Tashi ran across to the boulder and was caught up in the 
rainbow lights, dancing and laughing as he felt them ripple through 
his whole body.

“We build his stupa here?” he asked, jumping up and down 
on the spot where Yonten used to sit, watching his small herd of 
yaks and goats.

“A testament to the power of mantra,” agreed Kalsang.

If you travel to the Nala Valley in Ladakh today, and ask the local 
farmers, you, too, can find your way to Yonten’s stupa at the foot 
of the great, slanting boulder. It is a modest, whitewashed structure 
that stands beside that very large rock. A memorial to the toothless 
old peasant who, through the power of mantra, so cultivated his 
mind that when he looked at the Dalai Lama, he saw not a monk, 
but the Buddha of Compassion himself. A reminder that sometimes 
behind the most forbidding of faces abides the purest of hearts.
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