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The Eighteenth Camel
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"Great you are here!" Audrey smiles at me. It is 1994, and I
expectantly walk into this hidden basement room for my first
training session in Cologne. Dub lets me join his class without
further ado. As if I had always had my place next to him and
had just now arrived to fill the spot finally. No, it was more like
this: There wasn't any place that I would have had to fill. A
warm-hearted openness. Just me, here and now, and welcome.
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"Now I want to know, once and for all, how you breathe
correctly." The young man asked the question in a biting tone
of voice. He wanted an "authorized," ultimate solution to the
ancient controversy concerning breathing: with the stomach or
the chest? Everyone looked at Dub. Dub asked the man who
posed the question to lie down on a bench, and he called
everyone over for a "demonstration." He put his hand over the
young man's nose and mouth and squeezed them shut until the
man struggled for air. Then he suddenly took his hand away.
"Where did he start breathing?" Everyone in the room had seen
how the young man's entire body had expanded, how every cell
in his body had expanded in a natural manner as air filled his
body. Without saying another word, Dub turned to Audrey and
said, "What’s next, Audrey?" Without a trace of satisfaction,
without a trace of triumph. The lesson simply continued without
further interruption. His immodesty impressed me. No showing
off, no small talk, no waste of time. With an effective structure,
not dogmatic, strict. This unbelievable presence, this upright
presence standing in a room, setting clear inner lines and clear
exterior lines in the space, this ability to see and be aware of
everything going on, like an old Zen master in a dojo.
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This demonstration was as clear to me as a slap in the face. I
immediately had unpleasant memories of an argument I had
with another student that morning on the way to training. The
argument had to do with another classic subject: walking
"correctly." The other student had already taken a course with
Dub, and he vehemently defended his opinion that walking
correctly comes from the pelvis and involves a swaying motion.
I learned from Watanabe, my Aikido instructor, that the correct
way to walk develops from stepping with the heels when your
leg is stretched. We both didn't budge from our standpoints. He
demonstrated for me the swaying pelvis action: "This is how
you walk!" It looked so ridiculous. "Nobody walks like that!" I
shot back, and demonstrated the correct way to step with your
heels. "This is how you walk!" We parted ways, both deeply
convinced the other guy didn't understand anything at all.
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"I see somebody now!" Alice exclaimed at last. "But he's coming
very slowly – and what curious attitudes he goes into!" (For the
Messenger kept skipping up and down, and wriggling like an eel,
as he came along, with his great hands spread out like fans on each
side.)
"Not at all," said the King. "He's an Anglo-Saxon Messenger – and
those are Anglo-Saxon attitudes. He only does them when he's
happy. His name is Haigha. (…) The other Messenger's called
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Hatta. I must have two you know – to come and go. One to come,
and one to go."
"I beg your pardon?" said Alice. "Why one to come and one to
go?"
"Don't I tell you?" the King repeated impatiently. "I must have two
– to fetch and carry. One to fetch, and one to carry."
(Lewis Carroll)

I saw the two of us standing in front of me, two odd cranes in
the street, one more laughable than the other. It was
embarrassing how we both used our instructors to prove our
point – we hadn't learned anything from our own experiences.
We simply used the experiences of others and their realizations,
which we had not worked to achieve on our own. Two adults
fighting like kids about whose dad drives a better car. Now I
know that I didn't understand either one of the two methods and
there isn't a contradiction at all.
If someone climbs laboriously - Into the branches of a tree - And
thinks himself a bird to be - Wrong is he.
(Wilhelm Busch)

Like a flawless mirror, Dub always made me see myself. There
was no pretended friendliness, no fake consideration. His
unconditional openness, his sharp clearness showed me that all
of the answers lie within me, and nowhere else. There are so
many memories that swell up inside of me – everything I
learned from Dub and everything I experienced with him.
"What's the point?" Yes, Dub. The most important thing you
gave me was the eighteenth camel:

A father leaves his three sons seventeen camels when he passes
away. The oldest is supposed to get half of the camels, the son in
the middle a third of them, and the youngest a ninth. Now the sons
want to divide up their inheritance among themselves.

Try to solve the problem. It doesn’t work out, no matter how
you try.
The sons are sitting there in desperation when a mullah rides up on
a camel. They stop him, and the mullah asks them, "What do you
want?" They explain their problem to him. "It's very simple," says
the mullah. "I'll add my camel to yours that makes eighteen. You,
the oldest son, will get half, that's nine camels. You, the secondoldest, will get a third, that's six camels. And you, the youngest
son, will get a ninth - a ninth of eighteen is two."
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That's the solution to the problem. Then I would have continued
on my way on foot, satisfied that I could help them, and I would
have bought a new camel the next chance I got. But actually,
the story continues – and this is what separates the instructor
from the master.
"Now," says the mullah, "nine plus six is fifteen, plus two is
seventeen. That leaves one camel, namely, mine." And he mounted
his camel and rode off.

I always left the eighteenth camel there. A favor which isn't
necessary anymore after the problem's solved. What should you
do now with the extra camel? How can you divide a camel
between three? The three brothers are faced with the next
insolvable problem, and they are even supposed to be grateful
to me because I gave the camel to them. So, it's time to go and
herd together all of my eighteenth camels. Great! Thank you,
Dub, for the many camels you loaned me.
All men have stars, but they hold different meanings for different
people. For some, who are travelers, the stars are guides. For others
they are no more than little lights in the sky. For others, who are
scholars, they are problems. For my businessmen they are wealth.
But all these stars are silent. You – you alone – will have the stars
as no one else has them. (Antoine de Saint-Exupéry)

(Translated by Robert Rowley)

