
Dear Friends,

Having just returned from three weeks staying at Porong Pelmo Choeding          
monastery, the only monastery of the Bodong Buddhist tradition outside of Tibet, I 
feel very privileged to be able to attempt to share some experiences and              
observations. Kevin and I visited Kathmandu, Nepal briefly last year and we were 
strongly drawn to visit again this year especially to spend more time at the          
monastery. 
We were both keen to get to know the community and see how the young monks 
were settling in to their new environment. Our little room on the top floor overlooking 
the temple, courtyard and gateway gave us a great vantage point to watch the many 
coming, goings and activities of each day.

Our dear friend Pema Dorjee was also at 
the monastery at this time. As director of 
the Bodong project he has a huge         
responsibility and it is incredible to see 
the energy and breadth of vision that he 
gives to his many activities. In the      
mornings visitors from Finland, Israel and 
Switzerland came to Pema’s room for 
Dharma teachings. Kevin and I were     
delighted to be able to receive Lamrim    
teachings at this time.

For seven days we spent the afternoons 
teaching the young monks. Kevin took 
English language and I took art and amusing science  activities. We split the class 
into two groups and swapped over at tea break, more about this later. The boys 
work a six day week (the same as other schools in Kathmandu) rising at 5am, with 
prayers, lessons and  activities through to 9.30pm and bed at 10pm. Although the 
days are busy the atmosphere at the monastery is friendly and relaxed and the 
young monks are enthusiastic and full of fun.
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Members of the community ( including Rinpoche’s par-
ents) came for lunch at the monastery and happily 

obliged for a photo opportunity! 

The boys invent and play various team 
games in the courtyard.



When the boys arrived from their remote homeland of Tawang in Arunachal 
Pradesh, India, they only spoke their native tongue of Monpa which has no written 
form. This posed a big challenge for the Kathmandu Bodong community who speak 
Tibetan by birth many also speaking Nepali and English. For eighteen months a     
priority has been for the boys to learn Tibetan, build up their health (many were  
malnourished when they arrived) get to know each other and the wider community 
and generally settle in.

Kevin and I were delighted to see how much has been achieved in such a short 
time.  Although the boys still enjoy speaking Monpa to each other they now have a 
good grasp of spoken and written Tibetan. They are also able to communicate with 
the local Nepalis enough to do a little personal shopping. Now English has been 
added to their curriculum and with Kevin’s encouragement we were greeted with 
many a ‘Hallo, how are you?’ and ‘Good morning’ 

As part of their monastic education the young monks must learn Buddhist texts by 
heart. During study period many of the boys preferred to sit in the open air in the 
courtyard reciting the text out loud. The wonderful sound of this practice will always 
stay with me, each boy’s voice rising and falling making complex melodies and 
rhythms that floated up to the rooftops. Morning prayers at 5.30am in the temple 
were even more of a symphony. The adult monks chanting brought in the deeper 
notes and the older boys accompanied with the powerful vibrations of the long horn, 
conch shell and drums – all this mingled with brash Nepali radio from the Sherpa 
shop next door!

In the late evening ( outside in the courtyard if 
the weather was dry) it was fascinating to 
watch the young monks learning to debate on 
the Buddhist texts. Debating is a very           
important part of Tibetan Buddhist monastic 
practice which supports and requires a broad 
knowledge of Buddhist philosophy and logic. It 
is also quite dramatic and entertaining and the 
boys clearly enjoy posing questions with the 
traditional flourishes, claps and postures. 

They are also receiving lessons from the    
professional Thanka painter who completed 
the extraordinary painted murals at the mon-
astery and can draw many traditional designs 
with confidence. In our art sessions the boys 
were very quietly focussed, creative and     
skilful.  

 The quiet was a great contrast to the class next door with Kevin where English       
lessons were amusingly peppered with variations of ‘Old Mc Donald’ and ‘10 Green 
Bottles’ sung with great gusto by all! During our last week these tunes were popping 
up daily within the monastery and even from our Sherpa neighbours!
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Young monks debating



During September Pema will make the long trip to 
the boy’s homeland of Tawang. This has been the 
cause of much excitement and planning - letters 
written, photos printed, presents for families 
wrapped and all the boys wanted to proudly show 
Pema what they had prepared. During the visit 
ideas for future trips for monks and families to 
meet up will be discussed. While in Tawang Pema 
will also be researching the historical rituals and 
crafts of the Bodong tradition.

There is so much more I could tell in this letter –   
of the lovely monk (now 87 years old) who carried 
ancient hand written texts across the mountains, of the elderly Tibetans who visit the 
monastery daily to circumamabulate the temple whilst reciting their prayers, of    
meeting Rinpoche’s parents.

I could also tell you some of the many obstacles and difficulties that have to be faced 
to create and maintain a successful project in Nepal at this time. Kevin and I met so 
many courageous people working with their vision to help make our world a happier, 
friendlier and more peaceful place.

I do want to say a big thank you to all the supporters of the Bodong project. Your help 
really is making a difference.

Warmest wishes            

Denise Fossey
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Proudly showing Pema letters to 
take to Tawang.


