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recently, my mom was putting books
onto a new bookshelf when a red one fell
to the floor.

“What is this?” she asked, in a slightly
o≠ended voice.

“That’s mine,” I said, taking it from
her. Though Lady of the Lotus Born isn’t ex-
actly X-rated, it does contain a few racy
scenes between Guru Rinpoche, Tibet’s
great eighth-century Buddhist teacher,

and his consort, Yeshe Tsogyal. I felt a lit-
tle guilty as I remembered that for Ti-
betan Buddhists, it’s bad karma to mis-
treat a book, especially a dharma book
—one that contains Buddhist teachings.
You don’t run a highlighter over your fa-
vorite passages or write notes in the mar-
gins. If a book is dropped, its owner
sometimes touches the cover to her fore-
head in a kind of blessing. I hesitated for

a second, and then did the same.
I’m not a total believer in karma. But I

still think about it every now and then
when vestiges of my three-and-a-half
months in Tibet, Nepal, and India turn up
to haunt me: ticket stubs fall out of my
wallet; glass bracelets and sandalwood
beads appear in my sock drawer. Some-
times I come across a folded strand of
prayer flags—each red, yellow, or blue
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kill the fun of reading something and lik-
ing it, and wanting to use the idea.” 

His solution lies in having instructors
build better assignments that give stu-
dents a unique space to write, in which
experts have not yet exhausted all the
possibilities and other students have not
written essays available wholesale on the
Internet. Such direct cheating, Harvey

warns, is rarely worth it, because “if it’s
on-line for them, it’s on-line for us. It’s
somewhat befuddling that [such cheat-
ing] goes on as much as it does.” Some
universities, Princeton among them, use
automated services to check essays for
originality. Harvard has not implemented
such a system University-wide, although
the government department’s sophomore

tutorial and several other large classes re-
quire electronic submission as an anti-
cheating measure. “There’s something
tacky and against the spirit of the Univer-
sity about that,” Harvey believes. “I would
vote for the honor code, and getting fac-
ulty to think about assignments” that will
get students engaged in “wrestling with
the material.” �john la rue

Kaavya Viswanathan’s 15 minutes of fame proved unusually
nasty and brutish as well as short. Publicity profiles anticipat-
ing the late-March publication of her debut “chick-lit” novel,
How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life, made
much of the sophomore’s reported $500,000 contract for
two books, plus a movie deal. But once the Crimson reported
on April 23 that her prose was remarkably similar to that in
two popular novels by Megan McCafferty, the narrative
quickly altered.

Viswanathan acknowledged the borrowings, but said they
were “unintentional and unconscious.” Publisher Little, Brown
initially stood by her, promising a revised edition of her book.
Then her explanation was undercut by reports of more over-
lapping passages, from novels by Meg Cabot, Salman Rushdie,
and Sophie Kinsella. Ensuing reports highlighted the connec-
tions that led Viswanathan from her college-counseling con-
sultant to a literary agent to a book packager (the teen-fo-
cused Alloy Entertainment), which shared the Opal copyright.

In light of those developments, Little, Brown withdrew the

novel and ended the contract. Viswanathan, by then stereo-
typed and pilloried as the striving heroine in her own autobi-
ographical fiction (Opal was on a quest to get into Harvard),
withdrew from the public eye.

The College’s Administrative Board never discloses the iden-
tity of students involved in its disciplinary proceedings, so
whether it heeded calls to examine the alleged plagiarism vis-à-
vis Viswanathan’s student standing is unknown. Perhaps the sear-
ing comic takes on the episode were punishing enough. In the
man-on-the-street feature of the “Onion” website, a fictitious re-
spondent lamented the “many things a Harvard education can’t
teach you, like how to use a thesaurus to cover up your plagia-
rism.” The New York Times ran “How Gatsby Got Wild,” an op-ed
by novelist John Kenney, on how to publish The Great Gatsby and
other novels as “new” work under your own name. And hu-
morist Andy Borowitz ’80 concluded his April 26 on-line Boro-
witz Report:“[W]hen asked how it felt to publish her first novel
and then be charged with plagiarism, author Kaavya Viswanathan
said,‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.’”

Fleeting Fame
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cloth covered in beautiful, slanting Ti-
betan script. It throws me back to a time,
four years ago, when I woke up to the
sight of those colors strung across unfin-
ished rooftops. 

Like a number of Harvard students, I
interrupted my path from high school to
undergraduate life to wander. I deferred
for a year, using the extra time to enroll in
a Tibetan Buddhist studies program
based in Katmandu. Every year, about 90
newly accepted students take time o≠,

according to dean of admissions and fi-
nancial aid William Fitzsimmons. “Al-
most everyone is better o≠ [taking a gap
year] before coming to college,” he ex-
plains. “The idea is that you have a whole
new set of experiences that could well
change the way you use your time.” 

The reasoning runs even deeper: in an
article called “Time Out or Burn Out for
the Next Generation” (see www.admis-
sions.college.harvard.edu/prospective/ap-

plying/time_off/time_out.html), Harvard
admissions o∞cers make an argument
that extends beyond college applications
and critiques the scramble for success
that drives many of today’s students. In a
culture where competition begins at age
four, with pressure to get into the “right”
pre-kindergarten, the article warns: “It is
common to encounter even the most suc-
cessful students…stepping back and won-
dering if it was all worth it. Professionals
in their thirties and forties—physicians,

lawyers, academics, business people and
others—sometimes give the impression
that they are dazed survivors of some be-
wildering lifelong boot-camp…. Often
they say they missed their youth entirely,
never living in the present, always pursu-
ing some ill-defined future goal.”

When i decided to take time o≠, I felt
some of the “burn out” the article de-
scribes. High school, though fulfilling, had

been a blur of homework, extracurricular
activities, and intense relationships. In the
middle of everything, my parents had di-
vorced. Though they both supported my
desire to immerse myself in a di≠erent cul-
ture, I could tell that my mother was anx-
ious as she watched me pack T-shirts and
water bottles into an enormous backpack.
Neither of us knew precisely why I was
leaving. To her, it might have seemed as if I
were running away. 

I told myself that I needed time to
think. The irony was that once I’d arrived
in Nepal, it took about 10 days before I
could assemble a coherent thought. On a
typical day, I woke up to the smell of
burning garbage and the screech of a pea-
cock that lived underneath my window. I
washed my face in the bathroom down
the hall, making sure not to get any water
in my mouth (for fear of parasites), and
brushed my teeth with boiled water.
Then I wandered through a maze of nar-
row, muddy streets to Boudhanath Stupa,
an enormous, semi-globular structure, a
sacred Buddhist destination and the cen-
ter of Tibetan life in Katmandu. The day’s
business always began there, because that
was where you could catch a taxi or ar-
range a meeting. I usually went to the
stupa even without a specific purpose, to
buy chai from one of the vendors and
watch the crowds go by. I remember the
sights I passed on the way: a stand where
an old man sold Indian snacks in plastic
bags; a construction site, where the same
underground pipe was always being
fixed, passersby weaving over narrow
ridges of mud; a field with political sym-
bols—a tree or a sun—painted on a brick
wall, an e≠ort to attract illiterate voters.

The stupa was literally swirling with
life. Crowds of pilgrims walked around it
in the traditional circumambulation or
cora, mumbling mantras and prostrating
themselves as they went. The movement
of a prostration becomes quick and me-
chanical: you press your palms together,
prayer-like, at the crown of your head,
throat, and chest, then lie down, placing
your forehead on the ground, before get-
ting up to start all over again. One old man
did thousands of these motions around
the stupa every day. I joined him a few
times, but usually stayed with the crowds
who walked slowly around its perimeter,

J O H N  H A RVA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L
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saying mantras and spinning metal prayer
wheels. Each prostration before a sacred
site, each circle completed, each mantra
muttered and prayer wheel spun, accumu-
lates good karma for this life and the next.

We learned about karma—the 11 col-
lege-bound American students on my
program—during lessons on the concrete
roof of the building where we lived. One
way to understand it is to imagine every
action as a seed being planted. Some-
where along the line, in this life or an-
other, you experience the ripening of that
action as happiness or pain. Our teachers
were young, in their twenties or early
thirties. Two were American, and two Ti-
betan. “Ganden” was Tibetan—tall and
dignified, with a long, dark ponytail and a
breathy accent. He was always attracting
American women, who, it turned out,
were in no short supply in Katmandu.

“They’re called Injees.”
“Injees?”
“It comes from the word English. But it’s

used for all white people.”
“What about German and French?”
“Injees. You’re Injee, too.”
We found that we weren’t the first

Westerners to arrive in Katmandu in
search of Eastern wisdom. The largest
wave had come in the 1960s and ’70s. You
could see the holdovers from that era,
crusty expatriates in cafés downtown, or
standing outside temples in sandals and
loose, flowing pants. On the outskirts of
the city, more recent arrivals—scholars
with Northern European accents and a
working knowledge of Sanskrit—studied
with Tibetan monks in sleek, clean monas-
teries. Backpackers and climbers filtered
in, passing through restaurants and Inter-
net cafés, ordering plates of dal bhat, the
staple Nepali dish of rice and lentils. It felt
odd, exchanging knowing glances with
these strangers. I hadn’t expected to be
grouped with them, or to discover,
through a slow accumulation of experi-
ences, that I was a Westerner, too. Over
time, I started to see whole sets of values
and expectations—which I had once taken
for granted—as far from inevitable. It had
something to do with history and circum-
stance that I treasured personal rights,
that I felt a sense of control over my life as
a woman, that I’d never considered the
possibility of reincarnation, and that I be-

lieved in the idea of a soul-mate. In our
daily conversations, I could see the other
American students stepping back from
their culture, too. In a world where every-
thing was new, it was both interesting and
strange to know each other outside of any
context. There was no scale of success, no
fixed authority pointing out who had it
right, and who didn’t.

Buddhism, despite its strange lexicon,
often provided some startling insights.
One day, our class went to hear a teach-
ing by an Italian woman, one of the first
Westerners to be ordained a Tibetan
Buddhist nun. I remember the lesson, be-
cause it was unusual to be taught by both
a Westerner and a woman, her white hair
shaved close to her head, traditional pur-
plish robes gathered at her waist. We sat

cross-legged on the floor, sunlight
spilling in from the open windows as she
led us through one of the only medita-
tions that ever worked for me. It was
about compassion, a central feature of
Mahayana Buddhism.

“I want you to think about your moth-
er,” she said in a rich, calming voice, after
we had spent a few minutes concentrat-
ing on our breathing. Normally, my mind
rebelled at this point, flitting to any ran-
dom thought or anxiety. But this time, I
thought immediately of my mother, of the
way she had watched me pack before I
left, standing in the doorway of my room,
her arms folded.

“Now I want you to think about how
your mother cared for you when you were
a baby—when you were too helpless to
do anything for yourself.”

My eyes were closed, and I saw a pic-
ture from my room at home of my mother
and me, when I was a baby and she was
only 26. She had long, dark hair, and her
head was bent toward me. My mouth was

open. I had a streak of fuzz on my head,
and I was drooling with happiness. Then
the nun added gently, “Because of reincar-
nation, everyone in this world has been
born again and again, into many di≠erent
lives. That means that at one point, every-
one has been a mother.”

I thought of all the other “mothers” in
my family: my dad; my brother and sister.
I thought of how they had each cared for
me, and of how they had changed lately—
the fragility that had crept into all of our
relationships, the pain of divorce. The
nun let out a long, slow breath.

“Now I want you to think of a stranger.
Someone you don’t know. Because of the
cycle of life, everyone has been born thou-
sands and thousands of times, and we
have all come in contact with one an-
other.”

I thought of the guests at the big hotel
frequented by international travelers,
who sipped cocktails and milled around
the lobby. Then I thought of the people I
passed on my walk to the stupa, and I set-
tled on the shopkeeper, the man with the
sour face who drank chai from a tin cup
and sold Indian snacks.

“At one point,” the nun said, “this per-
son has been your mother. They have
cared for you when you were helpless. I
want you to imagine this.”

She let the room grow quiet while I
imagined it, thinking of the snack vendor
as the sun heated my shoulders and my
hair. She told us to do the same with our
enemies, with people long dead, even
with animals: we were to imagine that
they, too, had been our mothers. I don’t
know exactly how long it took. But when
the nun told us to get up, I was aware of
nothing more than my breathing and the
feeling of sunlight. We got up slowly,
shook the blood back into our aching
legs, and stumbled downstairs onto the
frantic street. Stepping outside, I was re-
minded of the first time I tried on contact
lenses. Everything seemed clear and pre-
cise, as if I had never actually seen before. 

I’ve tried meditation a few times since,
but never with much success. When I got
back from Asia, I spent the next part of
my year o≠ at home in Boston, doing of-
fice work and organizing slides at my
grandmother’s landscape-architecture

It was both 
interesting and
strange to know each
other outside of 
any context.
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firm. In the mornings, I climbed on the T
alongside crowds of other commuters,
who clutched Starbucks cups and wore
running shoes with their suits. Once in a
while, I meditated on the train, whisper-
ing mantras—Om mani padme hum—to its
repetitive motion.

At some point midway through my
freshman year at Harvard, I realized that
I’d lost the habit, along with a host of
others: gesturing with an open palm,
speaking softly, and treating books with
respect. Eventual ly,  I  realized I’d
stopped second-guessing myself before
saying disparaging things about other
people, and that, once again, I’d started
thinking of the East Coast, this tiny slice
of human experience, as the whole uni-
verse. I still had my memories of Asia,
but my changed state of mind became
one of the habits I slowly—and with
twinges of guilt—let go upon coming
back to the States.

The Harvard admissions o∞ce pro-
motes the idea of a year o≠ as, among
other things, a way to reshape the life you
make for yourself in college. There are few

drawbacks, Fitzsimmons says: “Many
people feel it’s much easier to fit into the
college community after taking time o≠.
Parents worry that their kids might lose
their academic edge, but the truth is, they
usually come back more enthusiastic, be-
cause their education is much more
theirs.” To some degree, I found this to be
true: I came to college with a sense of my-
self as a free agent, something that I don’t
think would have happened otherwise.
And yet, as I introduced myself to people
in Annenberg and sat down in a crowded
lecture room to take the math placement
test, I also felt a deep sense of alienation
from my peers and my surroundings. I did
my best to bridge it. Like everyone else, I
wanted a feeling of belonging—happi-
ness, freedom from pain. And yet part of
me inferred from those first few weeks
that if I was going to enjoy college life, I
might have to put aside some of my new-
found wisdom.

At times I wondered if my year o≠ had
put a damper on my college experience,
making me less amenable to the narrow,
fast pace of undergraduate life. That was

until lately, when, studying for my last
exams, I felt pangs of that familiar
“burn-out.” Rather than an odd prepara-
tion for college, the stillness of my time
in Katmandu—and the self-knowledge I
gained from it—have started to seem
like a boon to me. That year has become
a version of the stupa, something I will
continue to circle around, and touch
from time to time, even if I never under-
stand it all at once. The memories ripen
and return to me with strange conse-
quences. When I opened that book on
Yeshe Tsogyal, I read one of its haunting
verses—part of this woman’s tearful
farewell to her followers, which she 
delivers before passing on to immortal-
ity: “ This body, formed of flesh and
blood…The way for it to voyage through
the sky/Is meditation on the subtle veins
and energies…‘Accomplishment,’  so
called, is nothing else than that.” 

By the time readers enjoy this essay, Berta Green-
wald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow Elizabeth S.
Widdicombe ’06 will have graduated and begun
another journey into the world beyond Cambridge.
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Seventy-eight feet away at the other
end of the tennis court, she doesn’t seem
prepossessing. The young Aussie stands
five feet, two inches, with small bones and
a sweet face. Unlike so many American
college players, she is not a trained bundle
of fast-twitch muscle fibers who blasts
every ball back at you. Instead, she will
simply slice and dice you into small
pieces. You are facing Melissa Anderson
’06, the winningest player in the history of
Harvard women’s tennis. With Elsa O’Ri-
ain ’07, she formed an all-American dou-
bles team (Harvard’s second one ever),
and reached a number-three national
ranking at one point, a high-water mark in
the history of Crimson women’s doubles.

At this year’s NCAA tournament, they
lost to a talented Florida duo. Anderson
and O’Riain also co-captained a Harvard
squad that ended the regular season
ranked seventeenth in the country (hav-
ing risen as high as ninth, the best in pro-
gram history) and swept through the Ivies
undefeated for Harvard’s fourth consecu-
tive league championship. Over that span,
they went 28-0 against Ivy opponents.

During four years of varsity play, An-
derson has compiled a singles record of
89-28 and a doubles mark of 103-30 for an
overall record of 192-58 (a winning per-
centage of 77). That’s even more wins
than luminaries like Kathy “The Ma-
chine” Vigna ’87, a Varsity Club Hall of

Fame member who posted an overall total
of 185-67 (73 percent) between 1983 and
1987. To be sure, Vigna won most of her
singles matches playing at number one
and number two; Anderson logged the
bulk of her singles victories at numbers
four, five, or six, and she is quick to qual-
ify her win total: “It’s not the same as
winning lots of matches at number one.”

The simple fact is that a dominant
player like Anderson has competed at the
lower end of the lineup because during
all four of her college years, Harvard has
“had some pretty high-powered players
playing ahead of her,” explains head
women’s coach Gordon Graham. Those
include NCAA tournament qualifiers

S P O R T S

Down-under Dominator
Melissa Anderson is an all-court artist.
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