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“Your cities do not exist. Perhaps they never existed. It is sure they will never 
exist again. Why do you amuse yourself with consolatory fables? I know well 

that my empire is rotting like a corpse in a swamp, whose contagion infects 
the crows that peck it as well as the bamboo that grows, fertilized by it 

humors.”  
–Kublai Khan, Invisible Cities 

 

 

 

Of course, the coastal outstations, while being in a 

position of primacy in relation to the water production during times of 

extreme rainfall— thanks to their location along the old primary flows of 
natural water tributaries—were now more envious of the bamboo cities. They 

had become quasi-mythical settings, somewhere on the other side of 
mountainous ranges, far beyond the southern ridgelines that navigated the 

landscape from south to north, cutting a formidable divide and border 

between the oceanic tumult of the coastal precarity and the opening of a vast 
expanse, of a dreamscape horizon for projecting so many fantasies as to where 

this almost sacred substance came from: Bamboo.  
 

Bamboo City would become not only the central hub of the primary 
construction material for most of the daily tools and accouterments used by 

everyone, it would take on a mythic character all its own— a symbol of the 

life force holding everything together, the binding agent of what civilization 
might hope for. A city somewhere high up in another mountainous area where 

fresh water was plentiful and where there was enough bamboo timber to 
construct an entire landscape in the sky, high above the swelling seas below.  

 
To make and build an entire city out of bamboo once seemed like an 

outrageous declaration. Among all the construction materials at one’s 

disposal, bamboo seemed like hardly the best option, let alone, what had 
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come to be known as the “miracle plant”. It was no surprise however to one 
of the early promoters and instigators behind creating an entire town out of 

bamboo. Elda Welty was prescient in recognizing, in her early 40s, at the 
height of the eco-tourism booms of the late 2030s, that bamboo was the 

construction material that just might keep her family and birth city alive as 
many other island nations began to wither and sink beneath the rising sea 

waters.  

 
As the earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanic eruptions continued in the 

vicinity of her island nation, by the time she had convinced and secured the 
construction of an entire cityscape made out of bamboo timber, the amount of 

money that was pouring in from the eco-tourists only increased as they 
arrived in droves to get a fantastical and luxurious glimpse at the shrinking of 

entire nations falling into the ocean. The accelerated sublime: both the eco-

tourists and the local population snared within the beauty and horror of 
climate change.  

 
Things were a bit different now. By the 2050s, eco-tourism had 

dwindled to a very small handful of visitors per year who could afford both 
the incredibly costly travel funds available and who could even think of the 

possibility of granting themselves the concept of tourism: traveling a great 

distance to a far-off land that implied not simply moving there for survival, 
but venturing there for a brief respite only to return from where one had 

initially begun one’s journey. The days of eco-tourism were done now in the 
2070s. If you ventured to Bamboo City, it may have been for both business 

and pleasure, but it was very clear, you were no eco-tourist. Not after the 
Post-Carbon collapse.  

 

But to say that Elda Welty was ahead of her time and fortuitous didn’t 
quite capture the foresight of the 28 year-old permaculture student. By 2038, 

Elda had simply chosen a life of ecological concern with aims to provide jobs 
and a means to survive for the local region she had grown up in as both an 

outsider as well as local girl made good. Did she like the mass of tourists who 
continued to increase over the years as the neighboring islands continued to be 

decimated by climate change? Like wasn’t exactly the best description. Elda 

accepted the turn of events and continued to hope that by revealing the 
wonders of a wooden city to the outsiders who came to stay for 3-5 days at a 

time, and paid handsome sums of money for it, that these eco-tourists would 



6/
19

/2
01

8 

ALIENOCENE – THEORY/FICTION 

 
 

3 

become as enchanted as she was by striving to create a community in 
ecological balance with the surrounding habitat she lived in.  

 
Elda Welty used the sustainable bamboo timber as a symbol of the 

new possibilities that could arise from out of the ever-increasing economic 
and environmental disparity not just in her own island country but also in 

large parts of the rest of the world. A stalk of bamboo grew to its optimal 

height after three months and within three years it would become fully-
grown. One could then gather at least 10 5-meter high poles of timber from 

one clump of bamboo while keeping the base intact. One clump of bamboo 
would continue to provide plentiful and sustainable timber annually for 

potentially a hundred years or more.  
 

Before the ecological crises, bamboo had merely been considered a 

plant not meant for any rigorous form of construction methods. In fact, in 
was often simply used as scaffolding to help builders construct massive 

buildings made of cement, brick, and steel. To think about those materials 
now in the Post-Carbon era elicited a wry grin at the creased edges of the 

aging woman’s mouth. At 78 years old, Elda Welty’s once small hometown— 
high up in the island canopy thriving on eco-tourism— had transformed into 

one of the major hubs of bamboo cultivation and production for half of the 

known world. Like the sustainable rate of bamboo production itself, by the 
time of the Magnetic Pole Reversal in 2048, Elda Welty’s bamboo 

construction and tourism company had economically grown so large as to 
parallel the ever-increasing demand of both bamboo and the need to create 

buildings raised high off the mainland of many of the remaining archipelagos 
in the Pacific Ocean. In fact, because of the encroachment of rising seas levels 

and the incredible adaptability to growing in a variety of landscapes— from 

sub-Saharan Africa to the high Himalayan mountain range—the variants of 
the bamboo plant had proved felicitous for Elda Welty. Her small bamboo 

city had grown into a major economic and political power hub, more like a 
fortified city-state. And eventually, the small wooden city extended its reach 

throughout the treetops and elevated infrastructures that turned a whole island 
nation into what would simply become known as Bamboo City. If bamboo 

had been held in high regard throughout centuries in certain Asian cultures 

and religions, considered as the symbol of friendship, eloquence, honesty, 
uprightness and even as a symbol of the gentleman, Elda Welty smiled 

knowing that it was a gentlewoman who, in striving to save her family’s land 



6/
19

/2
01

8 

ALIENOCENE – THEORY/FICTION 

 
 

4 

and that of her friends and neighbors, began promoting the re-vitalization 
and reconstruction of an entire city out of the well-revered plant. A 

gentlewoman with a gentleman’s touch.  
 

But one would be remiss to not say that bamboo’s place in the history 
of the world had changed dramatically. While it was still cooked down for 

eating and still used as a material for creating paper, as a writing surface, its 

material ubiquity the world over had become unheralded. And it’s important 
historical significance perhaps shouldn’t be taken lightly. The upright gentle 

plant of friendship.  Not only was it the principal form of construction 
material for more than 75% of the infrastructure of the Post-Carbon society, 

it was a currency all its own. But for bamboo to truly attain its glory as a 
construction material— so light that one could carry four or five, six meter’s 

high pieces of timber all by oneself, and yet so strong that it challenged steel in 

its tensile strength and durability—one other element was required that had 
also become a surprising commodity during the second half of the 21st 

century: The “glisten”. Borax salt. 
 

From the Arabic term “to glisten”, borax had also been an important 
mineral dating back thousands of years, but a long time had passed since its 

value had regained such a stature. If gold had been the driving force for a 

number of centuries for representing glory and prestige by those in power, the 
“glisten”, as it was now referred to, became the ultimate binding agent of both 

the political and economic spheres for both the drought lands and the fortified 
cities such as Bamboo City.  

 
Without the “glisten”, bamboo could crumble under the harsh 

conditions of heat and moisture within a year or two. Insects could chew 

through it like dust within weeks, taking out entire base camps, but with the 
addition of Disodium octaborate tetrahydrate, one could soak the bamboo 

timber in the “glisten” solution and create an ecologically sustainable steel-like 
material that would withstand a myriad of the monthly reckonings that 

humans had to deal with in the late 2070s. When one combined the “glisten” 
with bamboo, the resultant cured bamboo was able to withstand earthquakes 

and was easily transportable in case of quick relocation. And, just as 

importantly, it could also serve as a unifying material for exchange providing 
a new symbol for equality between the bamboo cities and the coastal ports 

where the “glisten” was most plentiful. Salt and Bamboo.  
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They were the unifying materials and the daily reminders in everything 

from the wifi-cycles, to the vertical farms, to the tables where one ate dinner, 
to the bed where one placed one’s head down each evening. The cured 

bamboo timber represented a reminder of how humanity was surviving—
containing the two binding agents largely responsible for holding much of 

what was remaining of civilization together. Without the borax salt, the 

bamboo was merely panda food. Without the coastal port’s desalination 
plants and the excess salt silos and the molecular labs, there would be no more 

“glisten”, no more borax and no more bartering unifier. Salt and Bamboo 
were everywhere one looked and in their ubiquity, they formed a reminder of 

how humanity could be sustained, how it continued to survive and how 
everyone from the lower coastal dwellers at the outstations and the higher 

elevated bamboo cities, were on the same plane of existence in spite of 

everything. They would survive, and Elda Welty could sleep well in her 
bamboo garden high up the canopy in the same unassuming magical looking 

bamboo house she had built with her own hands and with her friends and 
neighbors some 50 years earlier.  

 
Elda walked slowly past the group of ulanzi makers, the sweet 

fermented bamboo wine, pausing to share pleasantries with the grandchildren 

of her neighbors and friends who had passed down their knowledge of this 
fermenting process over years of apprenticeship. She reciprocated their 

greeting by taking a small sip from the cup of sweet, almost tart, beverage. She 
nodded approvingly and continued on her daily afternoon walk through the 

labyrinthine bamboo bridges swaying through and over the tree canopy. She 
was heading to one of her favorite spots for contemplation alongside one of 

the oldest stone configurations remaining in Bamboo City. When she had 

crossed the last roped bridge and stepped onto the dirt path, memories 
returned from her childhood, holding hands with her grandfather as she was 

led to a long path upward on a thousand stone steps toward the monastery.  
 

As a young girl, she would often spend the afternoon there reading a 
myriad of books on science, astronomy, as well as eastern and western 

literature, from the monastery’s library while her grandfather drank ulanzi and 

played Chandraki with some of the monks. Some of Elda’s fondest memories 
were from those afternoons reading about wondrous far-off lands, great 

Western cities with horizons covered in skyscrapers and the magical moving-
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pictures that would lead her to eventually set out to tend to her studies in 
English literature in Hong Kong and later to study permaculture in London. 

But on this afternoon as she slowly made her way up the steps to the entryway 
and garden of the monastery, Elda merely wanted to sit and contemplate. As 

was typical, a young apprenticing monk, upon recognizing her, gently bowed 
and brought her out a cup of green tea and some small cakes, and placed a 

Chandraki board on an adjacent table in the garden and left Elda Welty alone 

with her thoughts.  
 

She had been playing a game of Chandraki with the spirit of her 
grandfather for a number of years now. And she had no intention on missing 

her weekly game with him. A group of danphe could be heard rustling at the 
opposite end of the garden. The bird’s bright plumage still catching the corner 

of her eye. Having been surrounded by them for all these years, their brilliant 

luminescence was still as wondrous as ever.  
 

One of her oldest friends, Lama Dorje, carefully made his way out 
through main hall in the monastery and slowly walked down the well-worn 

stone path to the main garden area overlooking the mountainous landscape all 
around them. Without disturbing her, he maneuvered diagonally through the 

garden and past the sound of the bubbling brook flowing into the freshwater 

reservoir.  And after cupping his hand for a brief moment into the cold, clear, 
water, he gently splashed and rubbed the top of his forehead and the contours 

of his clean-shaven head and quietly took a seat on an adjacent bench.  
 

“Who’s winning today? He queried, smiling.  
Elda awoke from her half-slumber and was pulled out of her 

meditative thoughts into a complete awareness of the altitude and 

breathtaking enormity of the panoramic view encircling them.  
“I never know anymore.” Elda said, as she turned to greet the gaze of 

her old friend and confidant reciprocating his smile in return. 
Both of them shared a calm fatigue that indicated the strength and 

spiritual bonds they had formed together so many years earlier.  
Lama Dorje: “Your grandfather always wanted to play the infinite 

game. And it was that wish that drove him toward all the good he tried to do 

while he instructed us here. I see so much of his teachings in your furrowed 
brow. You share the same squinting wrinkles staring out onto the horizon. But 

you also know that your father would sit in the same place as you are now 
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teaching us about peculiarities of the English tongue and the histories and 
stories of his favorite writers.”  

 
Elda: “I thought he spent most of his time smoking hand-rolled 

cigarettes and drinking ulanzi while playing Chandraki with Lama Jinpa. Was 
my father really as good at Chandraki as everyone claimed?” 

Lama Dorje smiled, “He was good at playing again and again. And 

telling so many stories for hours at a time, that we often forgot whose turn it 
was. There may have been a fair amount of shared tobacco and ulanzi. But 

how else could we learn the stories of Steinbeck and his travels with Charlie! 
It made me want to travel so badly to the vast country where you were born 

and the county of Salinas! And the stories of White Fang! And see a homerun! 
Bernard Malamud!” 

Elda: “My father did love his baseball and his Steinbeck. I’m sure half 

the stories he told you were mixtures of one short story or another, mixing 
working-class ethos and struggles with legends on the baseball fields. You 

know, when my father was younger, he would always remind us: go for your 
dreams, but always have another job. There’s a difference between a job and a 

vocation. One pays the bills and the other is a calling. You know, the baseball 
players my grandfather and father idolized so much all had other jobs in the 

daytime or in the offseason. By the time my grandfather moved here with his 

family and my father eventually met my mother and began teaching English at 
your monastery, baseball had become a multi-billion dollar business. Grown 

men, paid hundreds of millions of dollars to hit a ball with a stick! But of 
course, all that is gone now.” 

Lama Dorje: “Yes, but we still have our Chandraki!” He said smiling. 
And Elda smiled as well.  

“Don’t stay out here too long playing with him. It looks like it’s going 

to rain soon. And your grandfather never loses! How can you beat his spirit!? 
He’s still playing his infinite game!” 

 
*** 

 
Daishen had already been awake and moving for 4 hours and it was 

only 8:30 in the morning. The women carefully massaged the young monk’s 

callused feet before once again placing them back into the bucket of salts and 
tea solution letting the young apprentice soak his feet again for another 30 

minutes in the warm soothing foot bath. Daishen nodded off briefly and 
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relaxed his breathing. He would rest for another hour eating his breakfast of 
dumplings, soup, and rice, and letting his feet rest before continuing with the 

remainder of the day’s trek and duties.  
 

The older of the two women quickly placed a tray of a hearty quantity 
of food before him. It was already his second meal of the day. Second 

breakfast of the 54th day of the kaihōgyō. He had already made his way up the 

winding mountainside for 20km and had another 20km still to go by early 
afternoon. Daishen was in his fourth year of the kaihōgyō. A practice of 

attaining enlightenment in one’s lifetime through 7 years of daily continuous 
wandering of 40kms or more, passing from monastery to monastery from 

other villages and sacred sites to pray and meditate. This was repeated for 100 
days every year for 7 years. 

 

On the 54th day of year four, he had already shredded through over 
150 pairs of waraji—carefully crafted, tightly woven bamboo foot-pads 

weaved and wrapped over the entirety of the monk’s feet by one of the sandal 
makers waiting at every stop during his 100-day trek. Daishen had become 

rather well acquainted with the younger, Fumiko. She couldn’t be much older 
than him. Maybe 25. 27? All he knew was that while they hadn’t exchanged 

more than a sentence or two between them throughout the 54 days, she would 

always bow and smile after carefully drying off his feet from the soak and 
carefully wrapping them once again in his second pair of foot-pads for the 

day.  
 

He glanced up again, suddenly awaking as the second breakfast began 
already to provide him with the much-needed sustenance his body was 

pleading for after running and climbing over the mountainous terrain to reach 

this sacred garden and small temple. He could see the hundreds of threaded 
rope strands in various stages of completion in the small corner behind 

Fumiko. She was just as committed to his kaihōgyō as he was. It was an honor 
after all to be an integral part of Daishen’s rare decision to undertake once 

again the fourth year of the 100-day journey that would find him wandering 
up and down the winding paths of the mountain. At least it had not rained for 

the past two days. And the sound of the birds was a good sign. He could hear 

them whistling again and it pulled him out of his present awareness of his 
surroundings in the second breakfast and drew him back into the sacred realm 

of the ancestors and the rocky and root-filled paths. The birds were calling 
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for him again. He must make haste. It was time to raise himself up again, grab 
his walking stick and bamboo straw hat and set out again for the next 20km. 

Fumiko patted the top of his foot-pads stepped backward and bowed with 
what looked like a slight smile and hint of emotion. But Daishen was already 

elsewhere. He was already back within the sacred realm, his feet pushed off 
the stone floor and his body raised itself upright to make its way out of the 

backroom kitchen of the temple. His mind was already 5 minutes ahead of 

him, somewhere out on the trail, waiting for his body to catch up to it, along 
with the ancestral spirits whose voices and ephemeral presence would be 

waiting as usual somewhere further along on the winding mountainous path.  
 

And with that, he was off.  
 

With his chest leaning slightly forward and his legs moving with a 

noticeable bend at the knees, Daishen cut a smooth figure in the landscape. He 
slowly skipped and jumped down the first two levels of the temple garden and 

then took up the rhythmic gate of concise, short alternating steps.  His arms 
pivoting as if they were on an axis, the walking stick slicing through the air as 

if on a swivel becoming one with his right hand and swinging back and forth 
in unison with the swift gestural movement of his left arm swaying backward 

and forward providing a counter-movement and at times clutching the straw 

hat as if to form a line of protection against the oncoming branches that 
seeped over and out onto the dirt path.  

 
After a couple of minutes, Daishen would become once again attuned 

with his surroundings and simply inhabit the forces of the wind and birdsong 
that whispered to him. He would become merely another force among many 

in synch with the mountain ecosystem. The repetitive movements of his arms, 

along with the short and quick cadence of his legs, would enhance his 
meditative state as he clicked off kilometer after kilometer, slowly falling back 

again deeper and deeper into the ancestral meditative state required for his 
100-day kaihōgyō. Soon, he would re-descend into the deep state of 

concentration where his mind would no longer see a dirt path anymore but 
strange yet familiar settings spread out across his mind, projecting outward 

into the mountain landscape. He would soon continue the discussion that had 

been interrupted by his arrival to the stone steps leading up to the monastery 
and his second-breakfast.  
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And as usual, as if entering back into a dream, his conscious state 
would find its way back to the conversation that his resting state of being had 

no access to. Daishen could hear the birdsong and wind blowing through the 
branches slowly mixing together with all the other sounds echoing in the 

forest around him. And he would soon hear them calling out to him again.  
 

“Wanderer, we are here. We’ve been waiting for you. You mustn’t 

stop, forward, onward, we will be waiting along the water’s edge, make 
haste.”  

 
Daishen never knew who was speaking to him. There were many 

ancestral voices he would encounter on his daily treks up and down the 
mountainside. It was up to the monk alone to make his way and not be too 

distracted by the ancestral visitors. Some would provide him with much 

needed insight, others would be there simply to trick him from completing his 
daily wandering, only sapping his energy so as to waver in the continuing of 

his daily tasks which he must also complete at the monastery upon finishing 
his 40km for the day. If he arrived past 4pm, he would miss his second lunch 

and he would still have to sweep out the dining hall and spend two hours 
meditating before receiving his final meal of the evening around 7pm.  

 

Daishen’s body moved swiftly and gracefully down the rocky and 
root-laden paths, deftly switching from one side of the path to the other 

jumping over stones and logs all the while listening and scanning, ever alert of 
his surroundings. After two hours more, he would encounter the second 

apparition of an ancestor that had already appeared in the early morning 
daybreak. It was the spirit of zen master and poet, Ikkyū. There he was, sitting 

on a big stone with his legs crossed and a wooden Go board in front of him.  

 
“You’ve been seeking me out and now you’ve found me here. I’ve been 

looking for someone with which to play a game.”  
Daishen was not startled and he calmly slowed his gate, eased his 

breath, and began walking toward the apparition.  
“Why should I play this game with you master Ikkyū? Was it not you 

who said, ‘From a world of passions one returns to a world of passions?’ Shall 

we play one stone and then I must go.”  
Daishen knew it was prudent to recognize the spirits and to call them 

by their name. To cite their verse and to tread most carefully. The apparition 
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of Ikkyū smiled slowly and seemed pleased to hear his words echoed back at 
him.  

“Ah, so, young Daishen. You agree that to be a true ascetic, one must 
nevertheless return to the land of passions! I will let you pass if you agree to 

play one move of the stone on the Go board with me.” 
 

Daishen looked down to see the black and white stones in orthogonal 

patterns on the board.  
“To place a stone on the intersectional line, would be a pleasure, 

master Ikkyū. But shall I not first fill your bowl of wine? Is that not also a 
passion to be tended to?” 

 
The ancestral apparition smiled again, looked at the empty wooden 

bowl on the ground next to him and then back to the Go board filled with 

black and white stones.  
Daishen was prepared for also respecting the ancestral apparitions as 

best as possible and so he reached and pulled the leather pouch that hung 
around his neck and filled the spirit’s bowl with the ulanzi Daishen had 

brought along with him.   
“Ah, thank-you my dear Daishen, now I implore you, please place 

your stone on the board.” 

Daishen quickly scanned the intersectional lines and placed down the 
second “eye” into a group of the black stones to create an enclosed liberty. 

The group of stones was now unconditionally “alive”.  
While normally this play would be a good move in Go, Daishen had 

no idea what to expect when playing Go with a master such as Ikkyū.  
The apparition, caught up in sipping the sweet ulanzi, had paid no 

attention to Daishen’s move.  

“The honor is to you, master Ikkyū.” Daishen said affirmatively.  
Ikkyū startled, turned to the Go board and stared fixedly at the stones. 

“Ah, yes. Unconditionally alive. Yes. Yes we are, master Daishen.” 
“Now go, make haste. You must sweep the dining hall of the 

Monastery at Bamboo City.” 
Daishen had earned the good graces of the spirit.  

“If it rains, let it rain, if the wind blows, let the wind blow.” 

 
Daishen echoed again the words of the master poet, bowed, and 

quickly made his way continuing on the path. And as he turned away from 
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the ancient spirit, he didn’t turn back to see if it was still there. He would let 
the wind blow, and continue again, slicing his way up through the 

mountainous terrain. Indeed, he had another 10kms directly up the steep 
incline of the stone steps zig-zagging all the way back up to the top of the 

Bamboo City monastery and the sun was already lowering on the horizon. As 
Daishen began the long steep 10km trek upward, he made more of a 

deliberate use of his walking stick and let the open blue hue of the sky 

envelope him.  
 

*** 
 

As Elda Welty slumbered back into the early evening fog of memories 
and hopes for the future of Bamboo City, she stared at the Chandraki board 

and slowly sipped from her bowl of green tea. Her old friend Lama Dorje was 

right, her grandfather had always been enthralled by the infinite game, always 
seeking to explore the contours of the possible. After all, it was because of her 

grandfather’s encouragement that Elda had decided to focus her career on 
environmental sustainability and think what a world, what a city would look 

like that could construct itself and sustain itself both spiritually and 
economically from the resources found within the fertile earth all around 

them. Bamboo, this unassuming grass, would become an almost quasi-sacred 

material, a life force that would indeed seem to bind together both the 
spiritual and the economic, the earth and the sky, so as to provide the base 

structure upon which to re-construct a pact with the earth and the 
community for its own sustainability, for their very survival. Elda slowly 

pulled her thoughts from out of the fog and back into the present moment. 
She moved a knight on the Chandraki board and with that, she would prepare 

herself for dinner and the upcoming week.  

 
As Elda began to collect herself and carry the empty tea bowl back 

into the monastery, she could hear the rhythmic footsteps echoing from 
below. Someone was making there way up the thousands of ancient stone 

steps on the other side of the monastery garden that led out into the mountain 
valley below. It was somewhat unusual to hear such a rhythmic steady-paced 

movement of feet and soon she could also hear the rhythms of someone 

breathing as well. Elda slowly walked toward the opposite side of the 
monastery grounds moving in the direction of the echoing pitter patter of feet 

making their way up from the depths below. As she inched closer to the top of 
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the stone steps she could already begin to see a figure in off-white slowly 
emerging from below as if floating up the thousands of steps. Had she 

conjured the spiritual presence of an ancestor? Who would be arriving at the 
monastery at such an hour? The sounds emanating from below continued to 

echo throughout her immediate surroundings until the moment she had made 
her way to the last step leading to the monastery’s garden and where she 

would encounter the young monk Daishen completing the final steps of his 

54th day of the kaihōgyō. As he arrived into the garden, Daishen was as 
peaceful and calm as if awaking from an afternoon nap. He raised himself up 

onto the final step that led him into the monastery grounds, dropped his 
walking stick to the ground and was immediately welcomed by the presence 

of the kind and majestic figure of Elda Welty.  
 

Daishen immediately bowed recognizing someone who was firstly his 

elder but secondly a figure that radiated peace and respect. He wasn’t yet sure 
if this wasn’t another spectral ancestor, one last challenge in a day already 

replete with tests from the ancestral realm. He carefully lowered his gaze and 
regained his composure. Before he could ascertain whether or not the figure 

before him was indeed living or merely a sign of his fatigue, he saw his old 
teacher and confidant, Lama Dorje smiling in the distance.  

 

“Ah, master Daishen, I see you’ve made it for tea. Come, please come 
rest your well-traveled feet and let me introduce you to a very special friend 

of the monastery. Daishen, this is perhaps the person you were in need of 
meeting today as you begin your break and rest following your 54th day of 

kaihōgyō. Elda Welty, may I present you to master Daishen.” 
 

Elda politely bowed halfway and reciprocated the bow of the monk in 

training. She had heard many stories of the kaihōgyō, but in all these years 
had never actually encountered someone in the very middle of his journey for 

enlightenment. Once, as a young girl she had recalled coming across a group 
of monks as they prepared the feast for the end of a kaihōgyō. To complete 

the years of an intimate rapport between the monk and the ancestral realm, 
running thousands of kilometers up and down the mountain paths, 

confronting, and paying respects to the sacred sites, praying and playing 

games with the spirits, the monk was then left to himself for a period of one 
week where he would have to go without food or water and confront death 

before overcoming this symbolic obstacle and re-enter into life whereby he 
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would move back into the world of the living while always retaining the 
connection with the otherworldly, the spirit realm within the world of his 

fellow living creatures be them plant, animal, or human. Or as the spirits 
reminded him, even the non-human. Elda suddenly was taken back to the day 

she saw the fasting monk emerge from his final days of facing the border 
between life and death and regain his welcomed steps back into the life of the 

community at the monastery. It was a festive event that conveyed the entire 

spectrum of emotional life, from sorrow and reflection to joyous bliss and 
renunciation of death for life…even in the after life, as a reincarnation or re-

embodiment of the now enlightened monk with the body of the community 
and his own brief negation and then reclamation of his own body.  

 
The monk she had witnessed as a young girl re-emerged in her 

memory. She had forgotten the event had taken place. Perhaps the emotional 

atmosphere was so powerful and the event so sacred that she had purposely 
forgotten catching a glimpse of the festivities. But now, as the young monk, 

Daishen, sat and drank his bowl of tea, Elda suddenly had regained access to 
these fleeting moments of her encounter with the realm of enlightenment that 

tied together the living with the dead, that is, the inter-world where life 
extended beyond what we normally consider living where the world of the 

spirits and ancestors is fully present within our everyday. Perhaps it was for 

this very reason she continued to play Chandraki with her dead grandfather. 
The infinite game. Elda suddenly felt a spark of insight flicker across her 

mind’s eye. She looked down at the tired monk graciously sipping from his 
bowl of tea. And for a brief moment she saw the same young monk she had 

witnessed completing his path to enlightenment so many years earlier. It was 
the young Lama Dorje. She had completely forgotten that the first time her 

grandfather had taken her to see the monastery here was during a time of an 

important celebration. At that time, Lama Dorje was a young man of 24 years 
and he went by another name: master Banyu. She couldn’t have been more 

than nine or ten years old. She wouldn’t visit the monastery again until after 
she finished her studies at university some 20 years later. By then, Elda had 

moved back to Bamboo City to help take care of her aging grandfather and to 
begin the ecological project that would take up the next 40 years of her life. 

She had always thought it was at that time after her university studies that she 

had first met Lama Dorje who had been such a great friend to her grandfather 
and one of her father’s best pupils of the English language.  
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But now, Elda realized that she had borne witness to one of the 
greatest moments of a monk’s life. And here she was again, somewhere 

between dreaming and awake, between the living and the dead, an old woman 
now looking on with a smiling face to a tired young monk who had already 

spent so many days in the realm which she glimpsed again at that instant for 
just a few moments. And perhaps this momentary access to the ancestral 

realm was something she had indeed acquired from her visit on the day of 

Lama Dorje’s completion of the kaihōgyō. Yes. Her grandfather had taken her 
to the monastery that day for a reason. And as Lama Dorje had reminded her, 

her grandfather had indeed loved the infinite game.  
 

“You played Go with master Ikkyū, I see. And what stone did you 
place on the board, young Daishen?”  

The monk, too tired and too far along on his spiritual journey to be 

surprised that Lama Dorje would be able to ascertain such knowledge from 
out of the ether simply responded affirmatively. 

“Yes, Lama Dorje. I played Go with master Ikkyū. I played the second 
eye.” 

“Ah.” Lama Dorje smiled. “Then we’re unconditionally alive.”  
Lama Dorje walked over to the monk and placed his hand on his 

weary shoulder.  

“You’ve done well for the day. And I see that master Ikkyū didn’t 
drink all of the ulanzi in your pouch! So we can use it for dinner. Come, rest 

and we shall talk later about another game Elda knows much about. The 
game of baseball! I will teach you about the runhome!”  

Lama Dorje was excited to have a visitor to feed and welcome.  
“You mean homerun! Lama Dorje.” Elda corrected him. It’s called a 

homerun. The best play you can make in baseball.” Or did Lama Dorje 

misplace those words on purpose? Elda wondered.  
Yes, at the monastery, there was no doubt, they were at the very least 

in the presence of the infinite game. 
 

 
 

 
 

 


