The 2007 dharma yatra
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A dharma yatra, an ancient Buddhist practice, is a journey on foot, in this case over seven days through rugged bushland. It’s a bit like a pilgrimage in the middle-eastern religions, except that the yatra’s inner meaning lies not so much in the place you’re heading towards as in what you’re leaving behind – the familiar; the comfortable; the physically sheltering; busyness; greed and titillation; advertising and misinformation; the electronic gewgaws that devour your life; the ten thousand distractions you’ve accumulated; and leech- and ticklessness. For the minority of city dwellers on the yatra (to which I belong), that’s a lot to leave behind, one hell of a pilgrimage! For the rustic majority of the yatra siblinghood, the leap into yatraspace may not be so vertiginous. As with other pilgrimages, though, an inner journey parallels the outer journey.  

Lesley Synge’s and my account of the first Australian yatra last year still scintillates on the www.dharma.org.au website, and I will try to steer clear of repetition. This year’s yatra unfolded in late September, and again involved forty mammals (that’s us!) moving across the same landscape, the Tweed caldera, though on a different route. The story begins much like the first, with a gathering on the verandah of the Dharmananda community’s main house, just up from Terania Creek. Actually, the scene there on the verandah feels a bit like the one Banjo Paterson sketches at the beginning of The person from Snowy River (you know, There was movement at the station, for the word had passed around, etc) only there are no horses, worst luck, and we’re about to do something much more uplifting than what Clancy, Harrison and the rest of them in the poem had in mind. 
For us city dwellers, haunted creatures of the asphalt swamp, the leap into yatraspace begins right here, finding our dharma legs in the more human Northern Rivers culture, slowing down our dervish minds, learning not to look at our watches, not to look over the shoulder of the person we’re talking to, and not to panic at the absence of mains electricity. There are old faces to kiss and familiar cuddly bodies to hug, catchings up, and the memorising of new faces and names. And so we puff up the hill to the historic Forest Meditation Centre on the rainforested ridge. 
A law of nature says that a yatra must include all weather extremes. We get the wind, cold and heavy downfalls out of the way on the first night, with the rain hammering on the roof of the exorbitantly ventilated meditation hall so loudly that our fearless leader/teachers (Ronny, Carol and Victor) can’t make themselves heard for the introductory session, so instead we meditate in silence (read: in the wild clatter of cloudburst on unlined tin roof). At least we don’t have to get our tents wet while we hang around here! 
A second law of nature holds that yatra chefs are sent from heaven (specifically, from its top cordon bleu restaurant), and so it comes to pass that Sharmalee and Georgina manifest that evening and serve up a potage divin that warms us while knocking our socks off. They keep manifesting on successive nights, too, and your humble correspondent must confess that, in spite of sustained and strenuous walking each day, he does not manage to shed a single gram (and suspects no one else does either).
The rain stops towards dawn, and while we’re waiting to see if it’s just a trick to lure us away from our shelter, we go back to the meditation hall. At last we’re able to hear our leaders’ wise and welcoming words, identify the support team (rediscovered old friends from last year – Liz, Tim, Emma 1, Emma 2 and Big Jay), and introduce ourselves to each other. Third law of nature: a yatra attracts equal numbers of women and men and the maximum possible demographic spread. The span between Little Jay (Emma 1 and Ronny’s son) and the oldest yatrian is 65 years, with everyone else spreading themselves fairly evenly between the two. We come from myriad backgrounds and contrasting ways of life, from the urban mortgage-stress belt to the rural intentional communities where brows are unfurrowed.
Some new hands may be perplexed by this diversity: how can we find trust, a common language, familiar forms of symbolic exchange we all understand? Enter the fourth law of nature: a yatra represents the fastest possible route from consciousness of difference to being enfolded in a common humanity. Before we take a serious step, Carol recaps her dharma mini-talk from last year on peeing and not-self, initially in the interests of safety – in this wilderness coyness costs sprained ankles, for starters. We all pee, and no-one has a unique or uniquely embarrassing style to be kept from others. Soon there’s an unspoken realisation that no-one has a uniquely embarrassing way of dressing or undressing or having a wash or swim or pursuing a marauding tick into the nether regions either. We become as intimate as young siblings. 
That means we’re all family, too; we look out for each other, give and take as natural reflexes, in our newfound yatraculture. Funny little rituals arise, we laugh a lot, our shared jokes following us from campsite to campsite. Our leaders and support team have anticipated all our needs and turn out to consist solely of sages and saints, but we’re not fazed by that because they’re not different from us. Special friendships form and deepen, but never separate the friends off from the wider fellowship.

We walk in silence and find we’re one flesh with leaf and mountain, rock and trunk, and root and bird and insect. Tim teaches us to switch focus as we look deeply into the forest so we begin to see all its teeming life and ten dimensions. We listen to birdsong and frog chorus as we once listened to what came out of our electronic sound systems at home; we thrill to the power of the rutting koala’s love song. Carol and Victor give their dharma talks each evening, and the next day the wilderness embellishes them, adds the footnotes, provides the illustrations.
 The mighty waterfalls (Protestor, Minyon) turn out to be part of our own circulatory systems. (Run that bit about not-self past us again, Carol!) We start the day with yoga, we sit in formal meditation morning and evening, all in the open air, and our silent walking, too, is a meditation practice, though in the end we can no longer pick where these meditative activities are supposed to begin and end in our enchanted day. That’s fine, we’re inside the dharma now, entered on the Great Way. Not two, says Sengtsang, the third Zen patriarch, and furthermore:

The Way is perfect like vast space

where nothing is lacking and nothing is in excess. 

When we have a night of chanting we find ourselves miraculously and literally attuned to each other. The final pitch-perfect OM swells and seems to lift us off the ground as one body.  
Like Christians walking with no fear of evil through the Valley of the Shadow of Death (not on our maps, so nowhere near here), we venture unperturbed through the sodden rainforest after Rummery Creek, the Valley of the Shadow of the Leech. If you don’t find three on you every quarter of an hour then you’re not looking. But that’s OK, they only want to be happy too, and in a hundred years’ time, well, what will these encounters matter to us or them? 
And speaking of Christians, Mt Jerusalem has lots to impart on our last full day of walking. Tim gives his deathless dharma-nature talk about the oneness of tree & root & earth as we gaze in wonder over the whole caldera. At the summit we see a large python curled up on a high branch, uncoiling at glacial speed. Someone calls ‘Hello Monty!’ but it no longer responds to appeals to identity – it’s sloughing off its old skin, shedding its old self, evidently a deeply samadhic experience for python and biped alike. 
Then in the afternoon, with still a long way to go to camp, we have to make our way down the precipitate other side of Jerusalem, and we’re back with Banjo:

It well might make the boldest hold their breath;

The wild hop scrub grew thickly, and the hidden ground was full

Of wombat holes, and any slip was death. 

And there among the fallen timber on the rough and broken ground, one of us does indeed slip, and while the consequences fall well short of mortality, they certainly imply temporary loss of bipedal mobility and what Americans call ‘a situation’. After a moment of unhelpful old thinking (OMG, we’re a million miles from anywhere! Helicopter? State Emergency Service? Help!), it’s clear we’re going to have to manage the emergency by ourselves. Initial attempts to carry the patient down the steep terrain bodily prove slow and arduous. The hard decision is taken to split the group – the particularly strong and fit continue the carrying while the rest of us press on and make for camp, lest ‘the situation’ get out of hand. 

The task, the terrain and the lateness of the hour mean the rescuers have to pull out all their inner resources. They surprise themselves and each other in how generously they give of themselves (and their backs). For some light relief, Tea Cosy announces it’s his birthday and his daypack is full of chocolate to mark the event – time for a breather and a quick birthday party. As people fish in their packs for contributions to it, the components of a bush stretcher tumble out (picnic blanket, shawls – nothing is lacking and nothing is in excess): the task becomes a little more doable. As the last light is fading over the campsite, the majority of us already there sigh with relief to see the rescuers and their patient materialise out of the gloom.

If, gentle reader, you’re ever tempted to go on a yatra, beware the farewell! The emotional bonds sneak up on you; a collection of individuals in those few days morphs into a tribe, a blood siblinghood, a ground of being, and you wonder what life can possibly hold once it disperses. The tears flow. (What did you expect? A handshake, a dip of the lid?) We have our closing circle, and our words of love and farewell just don’t cut the mustard somehow. We bring Sharmalee and Georgina into the centre of our circle and salute them with a YUM instead of our well-rehearsed OM, one that reaches to the heavens and puts an expression of total overwhelm on their faces. 
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Lesley Synge
the camp kookaburra shakes 

his tail feathers

morning pee 

aroma of cardamom

our mushroom tents, our blow-up beds 

deflated

behind the pacesetter  

a gaggle of old codgers

scrambling over fallen logs – 

too soon after breakfast

how can moss be so

    soft?

from a seam of old wood 

orange fungi explodes

root grids

hold earth together

always the last boots

to find the lunch clearing

grind and chomp of

sandwiches in silence

naughty! making a corral of apple pieces 

to repel ants

cream trunk  

tinged green-yellow-pink

breeze carries

a strong sweaty smell

mid-afternoon wild strawberries 

forest G&T

white women bathing 

tick-tock of a frog

leeches, ticks and falls – 

silent blood checks 

white cockatoo screeches

ra-RAAa-a-in!

almost there –

laughter of children, scent of chai

honesty box 

Whian Whian State Forest $3/night
end-of-day buzz  

chorus of absolutely!

the teachers’ advice – give

thanks 

after midnight rain – 

frogs, an owl and one human snoring.

 
